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HURT’S RESCUE

IT HAS BEEN hours, the small outboard motor pushing their boat upstream against the sluggish current of this unnamed greenish brown river. They are many twists and turns away from any line existing on official maps. By now he has no real idea whether he is in Bolivia, Peru, or Brazil. Tranh simply has to trust in his crew. He doesn’t like it, but this element of unknowable risk is part of what he is being paid for.

There have been so many shades of green, from violet-tinged green leaves, greeny-blue wet vines… at other times pale green fading into gray green shadows, or yellow green glistening in the sun. Sometimes in the undergrowth the vines obscurely squirm, and huge flowers unfold, cerise or marigold-yellow, vermilion, fleshy blossoms amid an empire of insects and all manner of birds.

Tranh is stoic, as are the two European slaves here in exchange for James Patrick Hurt, the British anthropologist who walked away into the Peruvian jungle some six years ago. The story goes that Hurt, 27 years old at the time, just left his group’s campsite, moving deeper and deeper into the jungle, satisfying his desire to explore unknown regions, seeking forgotten ruins, until he was taken captive by some nameless tribe.

Hurt was not killed, but kept as a slave. Now, finally, after two unsuccessful expeditions bankrolled by his wealthy relations, there has come a rumor that a white male, perhaps Hurt, has been sold to a tribe more amenable, more agreeable, who although difficult to find are not impossible, and so Tranh is here to see what he can do.

This tribe is neither completely inaccessible nor opposed to commerce. They have taken hostages and then returned them in the past. Part of the purchase price, in addition to the two young white males, includes machetes, salt, t-shirts and cold hard cash. Of course it is the matter of the replacement slaves which renders the deal so shady, most likely illegal, no matter how willing these young men seem to be. Tranh is uneasy, but this part of the transaction is beyond negotiation. The homosexual submissives are from Belgium and Germany. They are slender, reasonably goodlooking, and—as specified—natural blondes. Allegedly this adventure constitutes each candidate’s lifelong fantasy fulfilled.

The village they arrive at after a long, slow bend in the river is a ramshackle collection of rundown, unpainted houses and long-houses, some partly constructed of corrugated tin. There is a great deal of rattan involved, bamboo, bleached dead wood, wire and string.

The afternoon temperature is such that, without wind, most residents as well as their dogs sleep or, at any rate, take a siesta. A few chickens stagger about. There is one flaming orange some-what the worse-for-wear parrot mumbling unintelligibly now and then from his perch.

The boat’s motor has been turned off; they drift to the meager beach. Some villagers now begin to gather, often wearing faded, out of fashion t-shirts and little else. The men are almost all squat and muscular, with penis-sheaths, wearing knives, some with bones horizontally perforating their septums. They are variously tattooed and scarred. The women often sport black fedoras but do not cover themselves in multicolored shawls the way women do in Lima, Quito or Guayaquil. At least today, in this heat, these females are most often topless, with floppy, sagging pancake breasts, breasts however ornamented with white or pink or orange painted stripes. Both sexes tend to have painted markings decorating brown cheeks, wooden labrets through lips, and so on.

Tranh is American, born and raised in Houston. His parents were “boat people.” The consulting firm he works for was warned not to send a white man here.

He is directed now to a large central open-air structure, along with the translator, who does not speak this tribe’s dialect but some intermediate tongue. The pilot of the boat, who carries an AK-47, is nominally in charge of the European slaves.

The headman appears, looking as if he has just arisen from a nap. He and Xoao, the translator, exchange greetings and commence some sort of leisurely conversation.

The new arrivals are welcomed, invited to come in and recover from their journey, urged to recline on hempen pillows strewn around in the dirt.

The headman smiles, a smile which reveals that he is missing some teeth. He tells a story, which Xoao translates as:

“There was a two-headed bird who lived in a tree near the river. He had two necks, two heads, but just one stomach. One day the bird was wandering near the river and one head saw a beautiful golden fruit, which appeared so delicious at the first sight. He started eating the fruit with great pleasure and said it was the most delicious fruit he had ever eaten. Hearing this, the other head said, Please let me also taste this wonderful fruit you are praising so much. The first head replied, You know that we only have one stomach, so whichever of us eats, the fruit will go to the same stomach. I’m the one who found it. So I deserve the right to eat it.

“The other head became silent and disappointed after listening to such an answer. This kind of selfishness on the part of the first head bothered him very much. The next day, the second head found a tree bearing poisonous fruits. He took the poisonous fruit and told the first head, You deceitful fellow. I will eat this poisonous fruit and avenge the insult you have done to me. “The first head yelled, Please, please, do not eat this poisonous fruit! If you eat it, both of us will die, because we have only one stomach to digest it! The other head replied, Shut up! As I have found this fruit, I have every right to eat it. The first head started weeping, but the other head didn’t bother and ate the poisonous fruit. In the consequence of this action, the two-headed bird died and fell out of the tree.”

Tranh nods, though what he mainly feels is puzzlement, but the headman seems pleased by his response. Or he simply enjoys speaking of the two-headed bird.

Some kind of a beverage is offered. It is alcoholic, and tastes of… no flavor Tranh has ever put in his mouth before. He doesn’t like it much. The association it calls to mind is garbage, rotting papayas and some dead animal he once smelled in a backyard. Nevertheless he smiles and drinks some more.

The headman laughs. More of the nasty beverage is offered. Everyone drinks. There is some intoxication fairly soon. The head-man slaps Tranh between the shoulder blades.

The new slaves are stripped, and then driven around in a wide circle by some wizard or shaman in a complicated get-up while women and children in particular revel at the spectacle. The wizard uses a green birch-rod to strike the young men on their buttocks and thighs, leaving raised pinkish-red welts.

One of these young men had written, on a website, “I am a masochist prepared for total, permanent, No Way Out slavery. To be trained and used as a non-human beast of burden. Have no friends or family—can disappear without a trace. My limit is obviously death etc.”

Tranh thought it possible the use of ‘etc’ was a show of wit. But he wasn’t positive, given the differences in language. He made no effort to particularly communicate with either slave during the trip.

The other boy, from Brussels, had given his name as “dirthole.” Lower-case.

Now the headman shares a conspiratorial look with Tranh and says, “The mantis is trying to reach the cicada, to devour it, unaware that behind it is an… uh, oriole stretching its neck to swallow the mantis. And the oriole does not realize that there is a slingshot aimed at him. All are intent on what is in front, blind to the danger behind.”

The translator stammers during some of this. Maybe he’s having a difficult time. Or simply making things up. “Oriole” did not seem quite right.

Tranh sits with Waldemar the boatman and Xoao. However foul the local brew, they continue to imbibe.

The headman says, “But surely you want to see your slave!”

Tranh nods. The headman claps his hands and some shorter-than-usual tribesman, perhaps a dwarf, leads in a white man by a rope tied around his neck. This man has been painted, the left side of his face and body black, the right side red. It looks as if this was done some time ago and the paint is gradually wearing off. There are other miscellaneous decorative touches, such as a horizontal line of five small yellow dots beneath the orbit of his left eye. Three lines atop each other above his right nipple. He is wearing a penis-sheath and nothing else. There is paint in the short rough-cut hair of his head but there is no mistaking the blondeness underneath.

He is brought to his knees before Tranh.

“James? James Patrick Hurt?”

There is no response.

“Hurt?”

The headman shrugs expressively and then makes the universal pantomime of fingers becoming scissors to sever the waggling extended pink tongue.

Tranh winces.

The headman, through Xoao, says, “We did not do this to him. They did it to him on the mountain. It’s better this way, he says,” Xoao goes on. “Now… he wants to be paid the rest of the price.”

“Very well,” Tranh says, slowly. “Bolivian or Peruvian?”

The headman says, no translation necessary: “Bolivianos.”

Tranh counts out the banknotes until the headman is satisfied. Banco Central de Bolivia on each bill. An old bald guy with a thick white mustache is pictured on some. Various hues are employed.

“Amigo.”

Soon food is brought in. Roast guinea pig, warm potatoes, pig’s feet, tripe, peppers in three colors and yellow corn.

Tranh says to Hurt, “You are going home now. We are taking you home.”

But he is unsure of the response. He compares this painted face to the memory he has of a photograph featuring a smiling youth in tennis whites. There seems little doubt about the identification, but he has no idea what James Hurt has been through. It all began, though, with him walking away on his own. That much was clearly established long ago.

Hurt remains on his knees, with his eye downcast, and will only accept food if it is thrown on the ground.

It is evening, and there are entertainments for the guests.

First there is a dance, in which almost everyone in the village stands quivering in place, whereupon several boomboxes are turned on. They are not quite in sync, but the loudest one features (as they all do) a cassette of what sounds to Tranh like Haitian voodoo drumming. He wonders if these people have ever possessed drums of their own, or whether they just like this tape, this performance, it’s a Hit.

The lively drum pattern has an emphatic pause after about ten seconds or so, and this pattern, followed by the pause, is repeated again and again. There are whistles or crude flutes in the music as well as what sounds like the “off “ beat punctuation of a piece of iron (or some kind of metal, not really a bell) being struck hard.

At each pause, the dancers stamp their left foot; then at the next pause, their right. This goes on and on. Tranh finds it oddly compelling for a while.

Then in a few minutes he is bored.

The second entertainment, maybe an hour later, features two pubescent boys, each with his right arm tied behind his back, engaging in a left-handed knife fight. One boy wears a yellow Pink Floyd t-shirt, the other’s shrunken tee is pale blue and has something in white Arabic script. There is soon a lot of blood.

The men of the village hoot and holler enthusiastically while they watch. Tranh figures out that there has been heavy betting on this match.

It grows late.

Waldemar approaches Tranh at some point with embarrassment and asks him if he has any “spare” condoms. Actually, yes. Tranh keeps a few in his wallet at all times… because you never know.

Tranh sits up late by the fire, weary but uneasy about falling asleep here. He does not trust these villagers. Hurt lies in the dirt, curled up on his side, apparently accepting the transfer of title. Tranh smokes cigarettes. Occasionally he hears, he’s not sure from what direction, an outcry of Belgian or German pain.

Tranh makes an effort to talk to James Patrick Hurt, but perhaps too easily gives up. He just doesn’t know what to say to the man. There will be trained personnel to deal with him soon enough. The family can afford the very best. It’s not Tranh’s responsibility. He feels bad though. Meanwhile he checks the safety on his Glock.

When it is barely dawn, they are beginning to gather by the boat. Tranh and Waldemar discuss the mapless portion of the journey back. Tranh kept careful notes all the way here. Waldemar’s mood is not the best. He may be hungover.

When Tranh has the map out, Hurt standing nearby, now dressed in khaki cargo pants and a Sonic Youth t-shirt, his face still bisected into red and black, it occurs to Tranh to offer the medium-blue pen to the freed captive, turning the folded-over in-adequate map so that Hurt may write a message—since he cannot speak.

Hurt writes, after seeming to give the opportunity some serious thought:

Who I really am

I am a bad person

I lie

I cheat

I steal

I am much worse than you can ever know

Tranh reads, then gazes into Hurt’s calm blue eyes. Tranh is disturbed. He looks harder, looks harder, begins to say something, stops.

The headman, yawning in the morning light, comes to say goodbye. Tranh thanks him. They shake hands, after a manner. Handshakes as such are not a part of this culture.

Everyone is in the boat except for Waldemar and Tranh, who will push the boat off into the slow current downstream.

The headman says something else. Xoao translates:

“Would you recognize your dog if he went off white and came home black?”

Tranh does not answer.

After some time on the river Hurt begins to make a noise. When he will not stop, becomes louder, and seems restless, a prefilled syringe is employed. He quiets down as the intramuscular injection has its way.

When it torrentially rains, Hurt seems to take pleasure in the downpour. There is a different look upon his face. Eyes closed, he raises his face and opens his mouth.

After the rain stops, while the sun is drying everything, Tranh lights a cigarette. Then he notices how Hurt is watching, and offers him one too.

Hurt extends a trembling hand.


BRIGHTER AND BRIGHTER

I LOOKED BACK at the house for a moment, wondering if I’d forgotten anything. This old dark blue Plymouth was parked in the shade under a tree. There was a wasp buzzing around, and I was worried it might fly into the car. It seemed that kind of a wasp. The driver’s side window was rolled down.

Some kid came up on his bicycle. He looked about nine or ten. I recalled that taking care of Sivanderbilt’s children was part of Olga’s job.

“You can’t go inside,” I told him. “Something bad happened here. Some bad guys came and did something. You’re supposed to come with me to your aunt’s. Where’s she live again?”

“Pascagoula.”

“That’s kind of out of the way. Where’s your little sister?”

“She’s at summer camp, mister. Where’s my mom?”

“Already on her way to Biloxi. We got to leave. Right now. The bad guys might come back any time.”

“I need to pack some of my stuff.”

“No time for that. You’ll just be gone a couple days.”

“All right, sir. Okay.”

And like a good boy he got in the passenger seat of the car. I got the keys in the ignition and started backing us out.

“What’s your name?” I asked, once we were heading down the avenue. I didn’t have a viable license, so I had to take it careful and slow.

“Axl.”

“You named after Axl Rose?”

“Yeah. I guess so.”

“Guns N Roses.”

“Right. My original mom liked them and stuff. I wish though, I wish…”

“What?”

“I wish she’d named me Slash.”

This caused me to laugh, and we laughed together, like it was funnier than it really was. I thought I had maybe heard a story about his original mom.

“What was he, Slash, the guitar player?”

“Yeah. He looked stupid though, with that hat and his hair.”

“Guns N Roses… they was supposed to be real bad dudes, right?”

“I don’t know about any of that.”

“What happened to her, your original mom?”

“Sir, she lives in prison.”

We turned, and were speeding up, getting on the highway now.

“In Tutwiler?”

“Yes sir. That’s just for women. But Sivanderbilt… he grew up in North Carolina.”

“Did he now? I spent some time up there myself. I was in Azalea, North Carolina.”

“I don’t know that town.”

“Just up the road from Valley Springs.”

“Oh,” he said, Young Axl, pretending this was meaningful to him.

A little more than a half hour ago I’d been sitting down next to the kitchen table, there with my so-called friends. Some of them were folks I’d met up in North Carolina while they were paying their debt to society. I guess I might have been paying some kind of debt myself. Some would call it that. It’s too damn easy to judge.

People have a way of doing things, little things maybe, that show how they really feel… underneath their phony smiles.

“And Donnie Ray here, hey, Donnie Ray would like a drum-stick, isn’t that right?” Jimmy said. I did not want a drumstick. I never said I did. Those are for children.

Jimmy was smiling, red lips pulled back to show his snaggly old yellow teeth.

Sure, he and Sivanderbilt were pretty brave now, in the kitchen, drinking bourbon while Sivanderbilt’s woman fried us up something to eat. It was a different story, I’m telling you, an hour previous at the bank in downtown Mobile. But now I could see these motherfuckers looking at each other, real sly, like they’d come up with some way to cheat me on the count.

Numbers, you see, man, numbers have a kind of life of their own. And when you get into dividing shit up, it’s like, well… divided by three, divided by four… that’s a whole lot different than divided by one. There’s a lot of good sense in divided by one. That’s what I was thinking there, drinking a Coke. If I didn’t trust them, they could probably see this on my face, and then they didn’t trust me, and you can’t leave things like that.

Sivanderbilt’s woman, Olga, she stayed over by the stove. There was some kind of a bandage on her bare foot. She didn’t want to come over to the table or even let me look in her eyes. That was cool. I understood Olga good enough. She had a puffy lip.

It was hot out, and there were some flies there in the kitchen, past the hole in the screen door, and I was sweating, we all were, sweating while smelling the chicken grease, and if I got greasy fingers I’d never get nothing done.

I took a bite off a fork and said, “Olga, this is some fine potato salad.” She nodded, I could see her face, but she didn’t say nothing back.

It was about then that I pulled a gun out from under my jacket.

“Hey kid—” began Jimmy—he was always talking, always had some expert opinion—and then, after I’d shot him in the face, Olga swung the skillet of hot grease in my direction, but kinda slow, almost in slow motion, so I shot her twice and then Sivanderbilt, once good. He caught himself most of the chicken fat and was beginning to object. I shot him dead.

I could always shoot. It’s a gift.

Olga didn’t seem too bad. She got up off her knees taking an old butcher knife and just about stabbed me. I put some more bullets in her then. They weighed her down. She just let out a deep sigh while she fell down on her face.

Goddamn. There was all this noise stuck in my ears. I was trying to avoid tracking blood on my shoes, ‘cause it was streaming all over the tile floor.

I never had nothing against Olga. She made me a sandwich once when I came over and no one was home. She couldn’t speak English real good. I don’t know where in the hell Sivanderbilt got her from. I felt sorry for her. But there was nothing to discuss, no way I could leave her be.

Everything was pretty quiet now, except for a few flies. Some fool dog kept barking a few backyards away.

I got what I needed: some weaponry, the money, some good pills I found that might come in handy, and when I came back to the kitchen I picked a piece of chicken up off the floor. I was hungry as hell just from all that cooking smell.

I used the salt shaker and then took a bite. The skin was crispy, the white meat just right. That Olga could sure cook.

The burner on the electric stove was some real bright orange, on high, it just kept getting brighter and brighter and hotter all the time.

I was pretty hungry now in the car. I had been just about to eat a meal before Fate intervened. Now I was troubled, sliding my eyes over at Axl, my foot on the gas. His presence complicated shit.

It felt like he knew.

“You missed the turn.”

“What?”

“Back there. For Pascagoula.”

“Oh, don’t worry man. Hey. I just thought we’d go up here a little further, stop and get something to eat. Some Coca-Cola or maybe a Dr Pepper.”

This was getting hard.

“Axl, you have this look on your face.”

“I don’t mean nothing, sir.”

“You look concerned.”

“I’m a little worried we missed the turn.”

“Everything will be all right. You believe me, don’t you?”

“You promise?”

“Do I promise? Well. Axl, you ever visit your original mom in prison?”

“No sir.”

“Why not?”

“We have a better mom now.”

“Yeah,” I said, thinking it over. “She made a sandwich for me one time.”


BATISTA’S LIEUTENANT

ON 9 APRIL, 1958, the general strike is repressed, and about eighty revolutionaries or suspected revolutionaries are arrested, interrogated in the usual manner, and variously put to death.
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Leonora Christina’s hair is light as straw, and she’s wearing a dress which leaves her shoulders bare. A gold wristwatch.

She stretches out her legs, sitting at an umbrella table in the outdoor courtyard of the restaurant, in the shade of a palm tree, smoking a cigarette. Lucky Strikes. She orders a hamburger, french fries, and a Coke.

Her father, who was a chemist, thought that Pepsi would pay him a million dollars if he could figure out the secret formula of Coca-Cola. A couple of times he came close, close enough so that his blindfolded family could not tell the difference, but the Pepsi people turned him away again and again. “Keep trying,” they told him, but in the process he went crazy. On the way to the doctor’s office, his wife made the mistake of letting him drive, and he turned into the oncoming lane when he saw a big enough fast truck. The head-on collision left Leonora an orphan, but since it couldn’t be proven suicide she collected insurance money, which well-tempered whatever grief she might have felt. She thought that her father must have known all along about the affair her mother had been having with Diego, the shoe salesman who lived just down the street. Her father hadn’t been so crazy that he’d also gone deaf and blind.

Coca-Cola remains Leonora’s favorite drink. She sips it through a straw. The sun above is hot, bright as an atomic dime. The ice in the drink is nearly all melted. The only respite from the heat comes from a fitful breeze that blows in from Havana harbor, cooling and soothing one now and then, the more now than then as the afternoon goes on. She could have waited until Justo arrived before ordering, sure, but she doesn’t like this habit he has of always being fifteen minutes late. He has many faults, she thinks, and she would not put up with any of them if her real boyfriend, Lieutenant Angel Santamaria, would get rid of his North American mistress. Leonora picked up Justo to get even, to make Angel jealous. So far, though, the strategy has not worked.

She says to the waitress, “I don’t like sweet pickles. Would you bring me some dill?” She’s starting to feel cross.

Then Justo arrives, wearing sunglasses, a white shirt, light blue pants, the scraggly beard he’s been trying to grow for more than a month without success. He acts like he’s in a hurry, like he’s just come from some important errand. She thinks he’s probably made up some lie to explain why he is late.

“I’m going to the Sierra,” he announces, dramatically, temporarily removing the sunglasses to reveal the courage in his eyes.

“I’m going to join Fidel.”

“Oh, I see. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“No, I’m not kidding. I’m going to join the guerrilleros.”

“Why? What for?” She’s scornful, widening her eyes.

Justo shrugs. “Ask your lieutenant,” he says.

“He’s not ‘my’ lieutenant. I told you all about that.”

“I wish you’d never have anything more to do with him.”

“It’s not your business. Besides, he’s never done anything to you.”

“He’s a Batistiano,” Justo says. “He’s done things to my brothers. That’s as good as doing things to me.”

“Your ‘brothers.’ That’s such shit.”

Justo doesn’t really want to argue with her. She should have acted like she took him more seriously when he said he was going to join Fidel. He smokes a cigarette, sunglasses on again, and then, after a sufficient pause, he changes the subject.

Saying, in a lighter tone of voice, “I heard that Batista paid a witch doctor to throw the seven shells for him… you know, to tell the future. He thinks his voodoo might be changing, going bad on him: he needs to sacrifice some more chickens or something. Hey, just wait—in about a month there’ll hardly be a chicken left in all of Cuba. They’ll all have run to the Sierra; Fidel will be the only one on the whole island who’s able to make chickenhead soup.”

Leonora laughs, and Justo is happy. He’s smitten with her. He tries to resist it because he’s so afraid of Santamaria. He only said that he was going to the Sierra to see if Leonora’d be impressed. He doesn’t think she respects him enough as a man.
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The North American woman is insatiable. After hours of love-making she remains avid; orgasms do not seem to tire her or drain her in the least.

Angel wonders if he’s being slowly devoured. In order to demonstrate, even if only to himself, that he’s the one in control, he enacts small cruelties and perversions so that she must bend, even if only superficially, to his will. It’s not a question of love. It never has been.

She’s ten years older, thirty-eight, but still tender and firm. Her husband, an executive in the United Fruit Company, married her for her looks. To Angel, of course, the idea of cuckolding such a Yankee is delicious. All he had to do was snap his fingers: there she was, spread for him, wanting him, needing it bad.

“You’ve got such beautiful skin,” she says, caressing him, and he takes the compliment for granted, although once upon a time, growing up in Santiago de Cuba, he had been thin and awkward and shy.

His mother, Elena, who was widowed at nineteen (through the agency of a knife fight over dice), had had a difficult time of it for a while, until she met a susceptible mafioso named Gino, a simple heart, who worked at one of the big casinos in Havana. He fell for her hard. If it had not been for Gino, with his money and influence, Angel and his brother Miguel might well have ended up, like so many others, cutting cane out in some hellishly hot field, having nothing to look forward to but more of the same.

Even after Gino was killed, falling prey to the ubiquitous machine-gun, his boss and friends continued to look out for Elena, to help her with her boys. When he was of age, Angel got a commission in the army, impossible without influence, while Miguel was given a job as a school teacher—the best deal of all, because he’s never actually had to teach a class. Since teachers appointed by the Minister of Education have lifetime tenure, he can never be fired. All he has to do is kick back a portion of the salary they pay him to do nothing. Miguel is supposed to be a math teacher: the only numbers he knows are the ones on money or dice.

“Roll over, Romeo,” says Sally. “I want to see what you’ve got there. Are you hiding something from me? You’re a bad boy, aren’t you?”

“Don’t call me Romeo.”

“Yes sir. Is that how I should address you from now on, Lieutenant-sir? Shall we keep things military?” She speaks to him in a babyish ‘love-voice’ that Angel finds unsympathetic. That last daiquiri has made her drunk.

He sighs. His fingers are in her hair. He shuts his eyes tight, and thinks of Leonora Christina. Then Brigitte Bardot. Then Leonora Christina again, helpless, in distress. It excites him. He doesn’t know why, but it does.

He opens his eyes. Sally seems lost, her own eyes closed, in a devotion that Angel, rightly or wrongly, identifies as greed.
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“Pancho Villa was drunk all the time,” says Fidel, drinking from a bottle of white rum. “And look what he got done.”

Che laughs, and says then maybe they too should be drunk all the time—who knows? He’s only kidding, he hastens to add. Fidel laughs again, in another of his unpredictable moods.

Next to the campfire, they talk about the French Revolution of 1789. It’s interesting because of all the actions and reactions, each victory lasting only a couple of months before the next coup and associative purge.

Che speaks of Robespierre’s ‘Republic of Virtue,’ which he admires as the first big attempt to found a secular religion. Fidel interrupts him by making a joke, he can’t resist.

“In Havana, we already have our Virtue Street. It’s where all the whores hang out, you know, waiting for gringos.”

Che laughs, but he wants to continue with his point.
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Justo goes to see his friend Ulpiano, who makes bombs. Some of these don’t do any damage or kill anyone, they just make a lot of smoke and noise. Ulpiano, who is black, offers Justo a warm bottle of Coke. They talk for a long time then about all of the things they’d like to see changed.
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Betting eleven eleven eleven, eleven eleven eleven, seven and then six, always red, according to a system based on the astrology of the Mayan Empire, I lose again and again, in the black of bluest night, trying to hang on to the shreds of my cool.

“It’s painless,” I say to myself, only the briefest flicker of disappointment betraying me, as I watch some American woman bet on zero, like an asshole—and win.

I can read a sign. I turn away from the baize and go to the bar.

I order a drink, mentally calculating my finances. It would not be cool to take my money out and add it up in public, so I try to remember all of my bets. Obviously, I missed noticing an omen.

Behind me, the bitch shrieks again, as if having an orgasm. I wouldn’t be surprised.

“Tell me, is there anything worse than a Yankee?” I say to the bartender, who gives me a slow-developing, collaborative smile.

“Two,” he says, and I agree.
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The music, that music… echoes and is magnified inside of Lieutenant Santamaria’s head. His body is flushed with warmth. He’s high.

The air-conditioning isn’t working very well, and Leonora Christina is perspiring, in her blue x-ray dress. Tan nylons that Angel knows are held up by a garter belt, lacy panties, and—oh, he wants her, there’s never been any doubt about that. But lately their lovemaking has been contaminated and corrupt. Something is wrong. Where they used to share secrets, now they conceal them.

The saxophone shrills, like some kind of exotic talking bird. In black and white and then, in a spurt of musical blood, the deepest of reds.

The moment passes. Some girl begins to sing, in English, “Fly Me to the Moon.” She was hired for the size of her breasts; her dress is made to show them off.

“Look,” says Angel. “See that guy with the little mustache? He’s the biggest pusher of reefer in the world.”

“Does he pay protection?”

“Of course.”

“What’s your cut?” asks Leonora, looking at Angel half-mockingly, as though she knows the score but will put him through his paces nonetheless.

“Three reefers a week,” he says, keeping a straight face. “Sometimes four.”
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Fulgencio Batista is having a hard time getting to sleep. He can’t stop thinking about the horror movie he saw tonight. It really scared him. The girl in his bed, who has luxurious dark red hair, tries to console him.

“Sweetie,” she says, “You worry too much.”

“I’m just thinking,” says ‘El Hombre’. “Tell the truth, will you? Do you believe in vampires?”

Yes, she does. To reassure him, however, she says no.
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Oh Jesus the bomb goes off so loud it breaks the windows of the shops across the street: all you can see is smoke, all you can hear is the big echo of the explosion and then the screams of the wounded, horrible cries—or maybe you’re deaf, and it’s all inside your head. Maybe your screams are the loudest, the most abandoned of them all. Or you’re dead and you don’t know it. Come on then, amigo. Try to run away.
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Mariarosa and her friend Leonora Christina go for a drive down Fifth Avenue, looking at the surf off to the right. The car is a Thunderbird, given to Mariarosa as a gift by her lover, a fifty-three year old vice president of some American company that imports or exports something—she never listens to him talk. His wife finds Cuba too humid, she’s always tired. While he likes to have some fun.

“One week Justo wants to be a poet,” says Leonora, “And then the next week he wants to play the trumpet in some band. If he can ever decide what he really wants to do, and stick with it, I think he’ll be okay. He’s not so complicated as Angel, but Angel’s too complicated for his own good. He’s moody; he won’t talk about what’s on his mind…”

Mariarosa frowns. She’s only met Justo once, but she was not impressed. Angel is so handsome: to her mind there’s no comparison.

“At least,” she says, remembering an intimate confession, “Angel knows how to make you happy.”

“Yeah, that’s true. Justo gets too excited. He wants to please me so bad… Maybe I can teach him. I don’t know.”

There’s nothing she can teach Angel.
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Jagged streaks of theatrical lightning tear apart the sky, followed closely by several basso profundo roars of thunder, which some people mistake for explosions. The rain attacks the island in a fury, only gradually losing its concentration and getting lazy, slacking off.

Ulpiano Gutierrez answers the front door, expecting someone else, and is arrested by the S.I.M. He looks surprised: he’s been betrayed. He knows that he’ll be tortured, but maybe they’ll let him live. You never know. Maybe they only suspect him a little. A ‘little’: that means they just take off his fingernails and put an electric wire around his balls, then give him some juice.

“Why do you go with the blancos?” asks one of them, as the others are searching the house, alluding to the fact that almost all of the island’s blacks are pro-Batista—because El Hombre himself is mulatto, with an unmistakably Negroid face.

“You make a mistake,” says Ulpiano. “I stay out of trouble; I just take care of myself.” He’s decided to play dumb.

“Oh, I see,” says the S.I.M. man, with a knowing smile. “You’re a comedian. We’re gonna have some good laughs together, aren’t we? We know some excellent jokes, you’ll see; we’ll make you laugh and laugh.”

Ulpiano’s heart falls like a brick inside his chest.
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In a dream it’s a hundred years ago and he’s a soldier on some smaller island, Martinique or St. Kitts or Barbados, wearing a blue fancy jacket with a wine-colored diagonal sash, a gold medal, and soiled white pants. He is supposed to arrest his mother, a singer who has fallen in debt.

“Why don’t you just kill me?” she says, in her hoarse, seductive voice, smiling, not seeming to care one way or the other.

Angel feels he has to let her go. The alternative appalls him. He tells her of a ship that is sailing before dawn: she must hurry to the harbor. He’s bribed the captain; it’s all arranged.

She takes his sword and suspends it between them, butt against his chest, point pricking her between her breasts.

“Kiss me,” she says, reaching out to draw him into an embrace.

He jerks back, and the blade clatters to the rocky ground. Elena picks it up, bending over in the dark, and then, as he steps forward to help her, she stabs him, pushing the entire length into his upper abdomen, so that perhaps the point comes out his back.

He is shocked, but feels no pain. Neither does he bleed. Elena laughs again, beguilingly, and says that as long as he doesn’t move he won’t be hurt.

“If you stay still, you’ll be all right.” She leaves him then. He doesn’t dare call out after her. He scarcely dares breathe.

He wants to sob, but he is too afraid. Slowly, numbly, he contemplates his position, unable to measure the passage of time. He doesn’t move.

Then he awakens, alone in his bed at daybreak. He groans, and groans again. He’s paralyzed with pain, the phantom sword still piercing him through and through.
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Everything is owned by the North Americans. The Cuban Electric Company is a subsidiary of the Electric Bond & Share Company of New York; the Cuban-American Telephone Company is a monopoly owned by IT&T. The United States controls the deposits of chrome, nickel, and manganese, and these are mined only when the Yankees are in a war. During peacetime, the U.S. wants to keep these deposits untouched, in reserve for when they need them.

Although you can grow almost anything in Cuba, which has fine soil, plenty of rain, and virtually no winter, more than half the food consumed here is imported from the United States.

All Cuba is good for, they say, is sugar. But even here the North Americans have control. They have a deal to buy almost all of our sugar, every year, at a fixed price.

They need to eat a lot of Butterfingers, Baby Ruths and Almond Joys.
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“Where’s Leonora?” asks Lieutenant Santamaria, looking past Justo to the interior of the house. He’s wearing his uniform, and sunglasses, and Justo is very frightened. He has dreaded such a meeting for some time.

“She’s not here. She went out to get some food.” He elaborates, nervously: “She wanted to get some peppers, you know, and a squid.”

“Are you living here then?”

“No, not really. I’m just visiting today.”

Angel barely smiles. “How long do you expect to be in Havana?”

“I don’t know. I’m looking for a job.”

“I thought you were a student, studying music or something…”

“Not anymore. I’m looking for a job now.”

“Unless you know someone, a job can be hard to find. You need connections. Do you have some friends or relatives here to help you out?”

“Nobody with any pull.”

“Well, I’ll ask around for you. If I hear of anything that sounds good, I’ll let you know.”

“That’s very generous of you.”

“No trouble at all. Will you tell Leonora Christina that I was here?”

“Yes, of course,” says Justo, smiling with a desire to please that does nothing to disguise his fear. He watches Santamaria go down to his car; when the officer turns his back to look at him one last time, just before getting in, Justo feels panic, like a fish might be trying to swim out of his gut.

There is no treachery that Santamaria might be above, no evil that he might not do. The day turns dark with danger; danger is like a fuzzy blurry black spot on the sun.
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The plan for the attack is very simple. They surround the small barracks at El Uvero on the three sides away from the sea—and then open fire. Fidel fires the first shot, using his prized rifle with the telescopic lens. Che Guevera operates a machine-gun.

After about four hours of sporadic firing, Fidel gets tired of waiting and makes the decision to storm the barracks. They are in somewhat of a bad position, due to lack of cover, for such an advance.

Nevertheless they prevail.
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“What are you going to do?” asks Leonora, and Justo cannot say. He’s at a loss for words. He just sits there, looking at the wall, through with talking, ashamed of his naked fear.

Leonora’s blouse sticks to her skin. It’s hot out, and she feels impatient and annoyed. She wishes that she had been here to see Angel. She wants to call him up and talk to him, but not in front of Justo. Justo will have to go.
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Ulpiano is taken out for a ride in a speedboat, and when they reach a certain point, his friends throw fresh bleeding fish into the bright cobalt water, until some sharks become interested, fins crowding around the gently drifting craft. Ulpiano, already having been extensively abused, is set upon with a razor until he’s once again bleeding freely. He is still, it seems, in possession of a voice. Inside the black skin he is red, a communist.

One guy takes him under the shoulders, another by the feet. They swing him back and forth, one two three, on the last count flinging him into the teeth of the sea. Some of these men have gotten drunk, and they want to laugh, but the ensuing show is decisive and brief. Next time they come to feed the fish they’ll have to bring more food.
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Santamaria gets word that he’s supposed to be transferred to the Sierra Maestre, to serve under the command of General del Chaviano. It’s well known that the two generals directing the campaign against the rebels, del Chaviano and Cantillo, hate each other: it’s impossible to conceive of them coordinating an effective strategy together. More likely, each will pursue an independent course of action, answerable to Batista only in the case of obvious disaster.

Angel thinks it’s a farce. He knows all about it. Too many lazy, corrupt officers, without combat experience, who bicker among themselves with far more seriousness than they are ever able to bring to bear against Fidel. They take it out on the peasants they come across, raping and burning and looting, all the while sending back communiques that proclaim yet another successful action — coming in time, perhaps, to believe in this nonsense themselves. Fifty rebels dead today, a hundred tomorrow; thousands after that. No mention of such escapades as the time that Fidel got hold of a code-book and radio and talked the air force into napalming their own troops. No; just fictional victory after victory. Angel wants no part of this charade.

He speculates that his affair with Sally may be the underlying reason for the transfer. Her husband, or maybe somebody else in the United Fruit Company, someone with power, found out about it and didn’t like it. Angel must have flaunted her once too often.

If it’s a matter of a simple favor, and no money has changed hands, he may be able to have his order rescinded. Of course, this service will not be performed for free.

The best thing may be to go directly to General Tabernillas, the greedy Chief of Staff. Or, perhaps, better yet, to his son, who serves as Batista’s private secretary, and whom Angel has met once or twice in the Sky Club late at night.

He wonders which one might be less expensive. He doesn’t think he has enough cash on hand: he’ll have to ask Sally for some money. She’s bought him all kinds of presents, but this will be different. He despises the thought of it. No matter what he does, he will be lowering himself. It’s inescapable. Every alternative is bad.

Just thinking about all this exhausts him. Life is too complicated. He feels like he’s found some dirt from a graveyard in front of his door—which, if you believe in voodoo, is a very bad sign.
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A devilfish swims round and round in the big, lighted aquarium with turquoise water that serves as the only ‘floorshow’ in this sleepy bar. The tourists assume that it’s the same one all the time, but I know that they frequently languish and die and are always being replaced. However, they all look the same, ugly bastards, and I too admit I can’t tell the difference between this guy and the one who was here a month ago.

Lately, I’ve found myself drinking early in the day; it seems to help me write. I point with particular pride to a piece I did about the elections El Hombre has had to postpone (yet again) until the fall.

You can’t write about Castro. He was interviewed on North American television, on CBS, right there in his camp in the Sierra, where the army can’t seem to find him, and everybody found out everything he said—but so far as the papers here are concerned, he does not exist.

But the North Americans have made him into a star.
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She’s cooking rice and listening to a samba on the radio when they break down the doors, coming in swiftly through both the front and the back.

They handcuff her wrists behind her back. A man on either side of her: they walk her down to one of those dreaded black cars. She is driven somewhere, and then taken into a room, where she is instructed to sit down on a bare wooden chair. Her wrists are chafed by the steel of the too-tight, American-made handcuffs, which are shiny and seem brand-new.

Once they realize that she’s Lieutenant Santamaria’s girlfriend, she thinks, they’ll say that it’s all been a mistake and let her go. She says something, and is slapped and told to shut up, not to open her mouth until she’s asked.

Her questioners sit behind a long table, as if they’re a ‘panel of experts.’ A mean, fat, very dark-skinned black woman is the one who pulls her hair and hurts her, presumably on cue or according to some prearranged plan.

“Where is Justo Dominguez?”

“I don’t know.”

“Please try to think. He was with you: now where has he gone?”

“He didn’t tell me. I didn’t know that he was in trouble.”

“Then why did he leave?”

“I told him to.”

“Why?”

“Because I didn’t want him around.”

Smack!

“Tell us about his friends.”

“I never knew them.”

Repetition. They ask where Justo got the bombs.

What bombs?

They ask her if she’s ever thrown one.

Repetition. She is ‘stubborn.’

The big black woman knocks Leonora off the chair onto the floor. Kicks her in the ass as hard as she can. Jesus.

Repetition.

Back on the chair. Leonora is slapped, yelled at, threatened, thinking at the same time that it might get much, much worse.

There is a mirror on the wall to her right, a very large mirror, and she wonders if it might be one of those ‘whorehouse mirrors’ Angel once told her about. Anyone could be back there looking at her, enjoying the show.

They start all over again.

“What do you do for a living?”

“I am a model.”

“I don’t think you model very much. Try again.”

“I modeled for Bacardi Rum.”

“No you didn’t. Tell the truth.”

Could Angel be back there, watching her in her torment? Is it possible? And yet he loves her, she knows this beyond all doubt.

She doesn’t know a thing. She insists she does not know a thing.
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Justo and Felipe have marched from the cactus on the lower slopes to the rainforest of tree ferns, and at last they have found a peasant in a bohio who will sell them some food. Hot black beans and rice. The peasant charges them at least twice what it is worth.

“You’re asking too much,” says Felipe.

“Then don’t eat it,” says the peasant. “How do you know what things cost?”

Justo doesn’t want to argue about it. He thinks they should pay the guy whatever he wants.

The bohio has an earth floor and a palm leaf roof. They sleep, and the next day they find Raul Castro, who’s not very glad to see them because they haven’t brought him guns or ammunition. He might not let them stay. If he has no use for them, he certainly won’t feed them, and this is made perfectly clear.
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The American woman is tanned, with white flesh where her bikini would protect her from the sun. Her breasts are large and white, with big nipples and pink aureoles.

She lies on her back, one leg entangled in the lemon-yellow sheets. There is makeup on her face. The mascara is smudged. Her lipsticked mouth is open, as are her eyes, which are as blue as the blue on the American flag.

The entry wound is not much to see. The exit wound, which is not visible so long as she lies undisturbed, is something else. It is from this latter wound that almost all of the blood has come. Most of this blood is turning brown; but when they lift her from the bed they find some quantity that is yet relatively fresh, sticky, wet red.

There is money strewn around her, some of it bloody. The detectives chatter with animation about this curious facet of the case. They walk all over, flashbulbs flashing: nothing is concealed from their eyes.

The other body is on the terrace. There is a pistol in his hand. The bullet seems to have entered at the right temple and exited from the rear left-hand side of the skull, taking with it a good portion of the brain.

His eyes are open. They look afraid. It’s hard to get the gun out of his locked fingers so that the scene of the crime may be rearranged.

[image: Image]

Colonel Sanchez Mosquera, advancing, has Fidel virtually surrounded, but does not realize this fact. Due to faulty map-reading, he does not know where he is. He has no idea that his force outnumbers that of the rebels by more than three to one. His men are tired; morale is low. They are not used to this terrain.

During the next three days of occasional fighting, Sanchez Mosquera’s battalion is decimated. The High Command then panics, exaggerating to themselves the extent of the defeat. The advance is halted; the army begins to withdraw. Desertions are heavy.
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She goes out to the Sky Club with a journalist named Enrique, and gets drunk.

Mariarosa’s sugar-daddy got her released, in return for which Leonora has been showing extensive gratitude to one of his friends, another fat American in his fifties, most of whose desires she dislikes. All he wants is her ass. He thinks she’s stupid because of her accent when she speaks English. But he’s set her up in a new apartment. Her old home, her father’s house, was completely trashed and vandalized, nearly demolished, during the time she was away.

The last remnant of a violet-red bruise on her left cheekbone is covered up by Max Factor makeup.

She thinks that things will change, and that there will be all kinds of reforms after Batista is gone. She talks about Fidel.

Enrique is much more pessimistic. But he doesn’t contradict her, because he wants to take her to bed.


STABS AT HAPPINESS

ONLINE CHASE YIELDS a thin Asian indie-type boy, 23, more and more beautiful the longer Nikki stares at the pixilated blank face. He goes by Taj but when they agree to meet he signs this email Justin Chen.

Nikki has not had actual sex with a woman here in New York for almost a year, but she’s the sort of not-too-butch young alt dyke who emo girls like to make out with—or be seen making out with—in all kinds of situations these days. The Club Europa is where dropdead stiletto-heeled Polish, Czech and Ukraine blondes will almost always consent to dance with her to nonstop sleazy techno, smoke machine, on the zebra-striped dancefloor, which tends to metamorphose in a sinister manner when you’re high on a hallucinogen concocted by some dweeb chemistry major who sees experimenting with such variants of Ecstasy as 2c-b and 2c-i as imaginary extra-credit unsanctioned by any oversight committee here on planet earth.

That’s when it really fucking rocks to fall onto one of those beat-up red velvet couches with your tongue jammed in the Absinthe Minded Martini-flavored mouth of Natasha 9 or Ludmilla 6 while the electrical gridwork of your physique pulsates in sine waves to the blessed warmth.

Lately though, Nikki hasn’t even been looking that much at girls on the internet, other than for the sake of baseline images to use in generating entirely fictional scenarios – usually far beyond a mere “date”—so that she can masturbate and cum for the sake of metaphysical hygiene… get dirty to be clean.

On one of the blogs where she likes to hang out Nikki as NineOh said that when she is ravished by some random girl’s image, she never knows whether she wants to Fuck Her or Be Her. She asked others: Which is it for you? Would you rather fuck this object of desire or become them? And I mean really, like if you actually gave it a lot of thought?

There were some gorgeous answers, just in terms of people defining themselves, trying to anyway, trying to define their ideals. But they played the game differently. They said Jarvis Cocker, Morrissey, Kim Gordon, Arthur Rimbaud, the young Robert Mapplethorpe. Enormous half-guessed bios and complex mythologies were attached to these names, making use of all kinds of preexisting resonant material. No one just posted an anonymous photo and said: That One. Instead, they felt a pull, they wanted it both ways, simultaneously (impossibly) Fucking That Hero or Heroine and Having That Career / Having Made That Art.

Nikki on the other hand out of nowhere becomes entranced by some self-possessed unknown girl just captured for one anonymous instant, and she has no idea what such a person’s daily interior life might be like (because this person would most likely not be the usual predictable professional model)—and if this girl walked towards her, met her eyes, out of a mirror or on the street, and telepathically said: “Do you want to switch?” so that she would become Nikki and Nikki would become her —Nikki likes to think she would say Yes!

(No doubt she would try to fuck her as well.)

Justin Chen as Taj said he wanted to be Egon Schiele. That was pretty cool. That was okay.

In email he said, “i think i’m basically submissive sexually because i’m so lazy, so fucking passive about life. i kind of like to just lie there and let things happen and think about it, but not really thinking, more like being hypnotized.”

This when Justin already knows Nikki desires to fuck him with a strap-on. She has found it works best to say this right away. Justin Chen knows she’s a dyke. That’s a lot of why he’s attracted to her. She’s told him how boys are usually blown away by how much they love it, surrendering while being fucked. It’s a whole other trip.

“There are so many nerve-endings in there for pleasure. You’ll probably cum just from the stimulation of your prostate.”

“Fantastic,” Justin said then, on the phone. He’s so deadpan.

Now she’s on her way to rendezvous with him in Williamsburg.

Nikki has brown hair, buzzcut so short her well-shaped skull is right there. The hair in this state is super-soft, she loves to rub it against the grain. She has all kinds of rings in both earlobes and up on the antehelix of each ear, a ring in her left nostril, full kissy lips. She’s lithe and fit, wearing a charcoal-gray corduroy blazer over an olive t-shirt, khaki cargo pants and well-worn docs.

It’s just getting dark as she nears the bar where Justin awaits. The failing city is radiant in the dusk, just for a few moments, smell of infernal industry emanating from hidden regions underground.

Swoops of letters spraypainted over other letters in other colors create an indecipherable Babylonian scrawl. There are chalked outlines of bodies splayed on the wide sidewalk before a gone-out-of-business bookstore. All kinds of noises fight each other and intermingle here in this dominion of cement.

Inside the beat-up red door, the bar has exposed brick walls, candlelit tables for two. Nikki sees Justin at once. He’s laid back, possibly shy. He is already drinking sambucca so Nikki decides to have that too.

He says they can go to his place in a while. He lives with his mother these days; father and older brother are in Taiwan. His mother is going through a midlife crisis or something and so she has plans almost every night.

“She’s still hot. You know how it’s hard to guess the age of some attractive Asian women? She’s like that. But she doesn’t want me to know her business, so she disguises her activities— with a lot of shit that isn’t real.”

“Like what?”

“Oh, like supposedly doing yoga, then volunteering at least one night a week reading out loud to quadriplegics and shit. She’s also in an amateur chamber group, playing the flute. But I know that she has a boyfriend. She stays out all night, and she keeps buying an awful lot of new clothes. She’s afraid I’ll talk shit about her to my dad.”

“Do you talk to him very often?”

“No, never.” Justin laughs.

“What about your brother?”

“No. We’ve never been too close. He just wants to be a multi-millionaire. What about your parents?”

“Oh, they’ve been divorced forever,” Nikki says. She doesn’t want to discuss any of that. Her father and mother both live in L.A. Nikki was a whizkid student for a while and started UCLA at 16.

The tables have these notebooks you can write in with colored pens.

I’d like to suicide-bomb you, she writes, turns it so he can see.

Let’s do it together, he writes in return.

Then when Nikki doesn’t seem inclined to write any more messages, Justin says out loud: “First let’s write our autobiographies really fast on these napkins and stick them in each other’s pockets without looking.”

“Yeah, sure,” she says, the little twisted smile reflecting that she thinks he’s just in effect a good student. “Whatever,” she says, taking a sip of her drink, not meaning the word in an unfriendly way.

“Don’t whatever me,” he says, and she laughs then. She thinks he’s cute.

He tells her about some website which will endlessly generate insults North Korean communist-style, like, “You politically illiterate gangster, you have glaringly revealed your true colors; we will transform your country into a sea of fire!”

Nikki smiles, nodding, by her expression asking for more. He waits before filling the empty space.

“You loud-mouthed aggressor, we will mercilessly crush you with the weapon of our single-hearted unity!”

Nikki is amused, yet at the same time doesn’t like it that this sounds like something he’s done before. The music getting louder.

Justin says, “Should we go? My mom will be out bowling or something in a Motel 6 most of the night.”

They take a cab to a part of Williamsburg she doesn’t recognize. She tries to notice the street names. Vandervoort? Monitor? It’s dark now. The streetlights tint everything amber to burnt-orange.

The Chens’ apartment is on the fifth floor of an old building with a very slow rickety elevator, the kind of elevator you see in films when someone’s going to suddenly come out of the shadows with a gleaming big knife. It’s a large apartment with a lot of green fronds and other plants, a dark polished hardwood floor, and a small white poodle who appears, barking. Justin has a hard time shutting it up.

They go into his room, shut the door and put some music on. The dog shuts up at last.

When they sit together on his futon Justin wants to show her some of his art books. Nikki is actually pretty interested. He has some exhibition catalogs from good shows, like the retrospective featuring the drawings of Eva Hesse.

She died young, of a brain tumor, back in 1970. She was very pretty, which doesn’t hurt the cult of personality. A lot of her work – wild hanging sculptures, like Jackson Pollock translated into three dimensions — was made of latex which has changed color and rapidly decayed just from exposure to air. It’s temporary, meant to be so, complicating the usual commodification in which art is purchased by wealthy collectors as a luxury vanity project or just pure investment and no more.

Justin seems more relaxed now that they’re bonding over art or something. Their bodies touch, and bump, and she feels his warm body against her.

“You mentioned those pills,” he says. “If you didn’t bring any, I have some pot.”

“I have a couple. We should probably just split one. See the fleur-de-lys? That marks the quality control of this chemist I knew in school.”

Justin nods, and lays back on the futon, taking off his sweater. They look at each other in sort of professional clubkid manner, as if they’ve been out dancing to the one-thousandth remix of Blue Monday… slowly now Nikki begins kissing and caressing him, and he is as passive as advertised, eyes closed as they kiss.

They have to smile at each other when it turns out that they’re both wearing bright-colored American Apparel boy-style briefs. His are turquoise-blue; Nikki’s are bright red.

Is she physically stronger than him? Maybe. No, probably not. They sort of wrestle at times. He becomes more aggressive. He likes to bite.

She feels the 2c-b – the Ecstasy derivative – as it exaggerates the natural sensations somewhat. She’s tripping when she applies a generous glob of lube to Justin’s sphincter, pushing it into his rectum, where it melts. Nikki asked him earlier if he wanted to be tied up and he never replied. On the internet he said that he did. She asks him again now and he ambiguously shrugs in a way she decides means no.

The strap-on’s dildo is black. It seems like a supple instrument once it’s buried in his rectum and she’s moving around. She feels like a badass, and Justin is a badass too. This experience will serve as masturbation fuel for all kinds of fantasies he can access of being raped in jail, or where he’s an innocent little schoolgirl picked up in a van, or some L.A. teen named Brad in a Dennis Cooper novel. You have to be a badass to let yourself be fucked like this, squirming, his shame redeemed in the abandon of the Flesh, the Flesh, the Flesh.

He moans, “Ohhh, ohhh… oh fuck.”

Nikki feels like she’s fucking a beautiful boy who exists in space and time while also, in some blurry way, another boy who looks almost exactly like this one but who’s semi-invisible and exists in slow motion… kind of superimposed. Justin has all kinds of poetic expressions set and reset and float above his face.

Obviously, a dildo has no nerve endings or anything, but it’s not like Nikki has to imagine something else is going on. Fucking is an intensely physical act no matter what. It involves all the same sweat and grabbing and stuff so yeah, it’s physical. Penetration is obviously physical by nature. She doesn’t pretend she’s a boy or anything. This kind of fucking illuminates other things about the act.

Also she in general has very little trouble achieving orgasm, so yeah she can cum when fucking like this, general crotch pressure and mere participation in the spectacle is totally enough. She loses herself at some point with a little cry in some kind of interior wave.

So there you go.

There is brown shit stuck to the head of the black dildo when it finally slides out of the deeply-plumbed hole. It stinks but Nikki sort of appreciates the smell. It’s so organic.

“I feel empty now,” Justin says, face slack, missing having his ass full.

“Slut,” she says, hot smile when she looks into his eyes. He smiles back but not as hard, he’s a little removed, private, unable to process the new data yet. He can’t think hard in this condition.

Later on they’re lying together cooling down, and Justin seems so wiped. He notices that she notices and says, “I took a 5milligram diazepam from my mom’s to serve as a muscle relaxer when we first came up here.”

Nikki’s sort of pissed off by this. She understands, but… Jesus. Justin’s eyes are huge.

“Don’t go. Just lie here with me. Hold me, okay?”

She plays with his hair as he falls asleep. Some music she’s not crazy about is playing in his bedroom but so what? She doesn’t feel like moving yet.

Nikki lies there holding him for maybe an hour. He’s breathing regularly. She feels lazy but finally rises and gets dressed. She goes to find the bathroom and Justin’s mother is home, walking around in sheer black panties and bra, supersexy, smoking a cigarette, mascara smudged like she’s been crying.

Wow, she’s really drunk.

She says, “My name is Susan Chen.” Yeah, she’s sexy as hell. She gazes without comment at the strap-on dildo and its harness which Nikki is holding – she had taken it to the bathroom with her to wash the impacted shit off the dildo head before putting it in her bag.

When she gets it that Nikki wants to leave she says she’ll call a car service for her. This is good because sometimes it’s hard to get a cab in some parts of Brooklyn this time of night.

Attention drawn first by the smell of his cologne, Nikki discovers a shirtless black man lying on the couch who looks like he’s brooding, staring without speaking at the beigey wall. He gives off some hint of a bad adrenalin vibe, drama suspended maybe soon to re-ensue.

She gets dressed and takes the elevator downstairs, and then waits outside there in East Williamsburg for the car service to show up. There’s nobody around on the street… though some cabs pass by, end of shift, not even glancing at her.

Spooky atmosphere. She wills herself to be brave.

It takes a while to get home. Maybe she’s pretty stoned, ‘cause she finds herself lying sideways in the ganja-smelling backseat gazing out at weirdly-lit scenery all the way, loud sub-woofer slow motion reggae making some impression on her.

She takes off her jacket up in her apartment and after considering taking a shower she lies down in her clothes, can’t sleep, gets up later and dons a navy-blue hoodie. She goes back out after washing her face and brushing her teeth, realizing today she does not have to go to work.

In an automat two blocks away she finds Meld43, an older guy who has a blog, they’re friends she supposes, he has MS and doesn’t make an issue of it, if he broods on this or finds tragedy or meaning in suffering she can’t tell. His laptop is on while he drinks coffee, she joins him there after fetching a Mexican hot chocolate, turning off the music in her earbuds just as the riff for Surf Goths begins.

Meld43 says, “This just says Yes does not mean.”

Nikki waits, then says, “That’s it?”

“Yeah.” He looks her over. He’s not so bad looking for a dude in a wheelchair with an incurable degenerative disease. He takes his rimless glasses off.

“Have you been to the doctor lately, where they have these illustrated faces on the wall — someone in pain from One through Ten?”

She shakes her head.

“Ten looks pretty bad,” he says. “Nine is definitely uncomfortable, but Eight when pressed acts all stoic and says ‘It could be worse.’ Want a Vicodin?”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

He’s taking three or four different kinds of pills, sorting them with shaky hands. The disease makes him subject to unpredictable symptoms including something called ‘electrical pain.’

It’s cool of him to share narcotics.

He asks, “Have you been up all night?”

“Uh-huh.”

“What’ve you been doing, NineOh? High on research chemicals again?”

“Effects’re wearing off.”

Nikki says nothing for a long time, then: “I fucked a cute emo boy.”

“Really.”

“Yeah.”

“How was it?”

“Oh…well, it’s always awesome having sex with someone who’s beautiful, but…afterwards he was really clingy. He didn’t want me to leave. He kept saying ‘I just want to hold you!’ It went on and on. God. How many times am I going to have to play out this scene with a boy who supposedly wants emotionless sex, wants to be ‘used’, but then actually he ends up really wanting something incredibly traditional and boring, basically a girl to fuck and then hold all night long?”

Nikki realizes, within a few moments, that she’s lying, confusing Justin Chen with someone a few weeks ago.

“Shit! That was some whole other dude. That was more like Shawn.”

The look Meld43 gives her seems understanding or something, amused, left hand quivering while he waits for the medication to hit.

Outside, in that world visible through the big window, the violet-gray light is becoming pervasively paler, more transparent, while all kinds of people are going to work, walking beneath barbaric splendor of superhigh buildings which extend into great holes in the sky.

Nikki watches. She knows this kingdom, maybe.

Or nobody does or ever will.


AMNESIA

HE’S TOO ROUGH. She has other complaints as well. She doesn’t like his friends. He doesn’t make enough money. There is a bruise of many colors on the soft skin of her arm.

The red of the Coca-Cola signs is the same all over the world.

This face is completely different, yet its expression is the same. The change has come too quickly to see. It isn’t physical.

Men with shovels are digging in the soil, making room for a length of clean gray pipe. The men are clad in dull-hued clothing. Coal gray. Khaki. Gunmetal blue. They have on scuffed day-glo orange hard hats.

The clouds are gleaming white on top, where the sunlight strikes; the lower halves are shaded white merging into gray, difficult to distinguish from the neighboring blue of the sky. We do not see where clouds end and sky begins. The boundaries between blue and gray have disappeared.

Mark comes out of his office, deep within the brokerage. He wears a lemon-yellow shirt, a blue knit tie, gray slacks, brown oxfords and dark blue socks. He sees a young woman talking to Carol, the receptionist, evidently applying for a job. The young woman is blonde, with the kind of vaguely Slavic features Mark has previously imagined as sexually ideal. He lingers to get a better look. She has on black tights. Mark imagines the flesh of her thighs. She’d never understand him. It would never work.

The belief in luck is in substance a habit of more ancient date than the surviving predatory culture. To the archaic man all the obtrusive and obviously consequential objects and facts in his environment have a quasi-personal individuality. They are conceived to be possessed of volition, or rather of propensities, which enter into the complex of cause and effect and move events in an inscrutable manner.

The car is ivory-colored, with shining chrome. Wire wheels. Wine-red leather seats. Note the distinctive hood ornament. The car’s left-turn signal comes on/goes off/comes on as the vehicle slows to a stop.

A song goes through her mind. She can’t get to the end of it. How does that little part go? She hears singing, along with an amplified beat which threads its way, distant pulse from a faraway star. It fades out and picks up again, with only a semi-momentary glitch once more at the start.

The children are digging, building riverbeds, setting up their little plastic figures. Thoroughly engrossed, they want everything to be perfect before the violent end of the world.

Empty buildings. Concrete. Suspended black wires. Telephone poles. Gravel and weeds.

Anna Mae Richmond, 83, has been evicted from a house 157 years old, so that a new on-ramp to the freeway may be built. Anna Mae turns on her call-light but no one comes. They’re not interested in walking down the hall. They’re talking about the break-up of someone’s romance.

In all relations with the other, one’s behavior is at first exploratory, almost random… later contacts modifying and redefining variables until some kind of an interim crystallization can occur.

A cobalt-blue elevator, not part of the structure, but a temporary external addition for the benefit of the workers, slides up the side of the building-in-construction. A man in a hard hat is looking at something. Hammering noises, then the giant echoing buzz of a machine. Layers of sound. Harmonics. Cars, trucks, buses passing by. Honk of a horn. The wind is blowing. The big noise stops. It starts again. Half-audible voices, words lost in the wind.

James takes Mary into a room and asks her to sit down on a wooden chair. Mary suspects she is going to be criticized for her recent lack of enthusiasm. “Do you realize,” he says, “that through your attitude you have allowed Satan to come into this house?”

The modern airport is beautiful and well-planned. Listen to the music in the long shining corridors. Look at the runway. Look at the brand-new pieces of luggage. The tower, with its arrows and lights. The runway. Here comes another jumbo jet.

Sarah chooses the can of tomato sauce because of an attractive illustration on the label. She pushes the silver shopping cart onward up the aisle, past an old woman who is staring, seemingly abstracted, at the vast selection of canned soups. A man with a curly black beard walks past, humming to himself. Sarah’s mind goes blank. Should she buy some cheese?

She doesn’t like his friends. He doesn’t make enough money.

A rat is placed in a box with two compartments, one of which has White walls and a grid floor, the other Black walls and a wooden floor. The rat explores both parts and shows little preference between them. Then it is placed in the White compartment and given a strong electric shock through the grid floor. Most rats soon escape the shock by running into the Black compartment. This sequence of shock in White and escape to Black is repeated. Then the rat is placed in the White compartment without shock. It runs into the Black.

There is an SUV parked in an almost empty, blacktop parking lot. No one innocent will suffer, the men are assured.

Clouds. Cars. Colors. Brick wall. Trapezoid.

Wooden palettes, weather-beaten and gray. Broken windows. Suspended wires. Some shards of broken glass.

Coca-Cola’s beach ads repeat the image of beautiful women in horizontal positions as men move in and out of the picture. The word “fun” is mentioned as a blonde woman, lying on her stomach in a scant bikini, lifts up her head to look between the legs of a man as he hands her a vertical bottle of Coke.

The face is completely different, yet its expression is the same. The change has come too swiftly to see.

Rrrrrr of a motor.

And then, before the customers have time to move, the next dancer appears. “Hey, let’s have a big hand for Stormy! Stormy!” She rolls her pelvis as she moves on spiked heels, breasts wobbling while she smiles. She seeks eye-contact with those in front. The music pulsates. Her labia are dry.

Someone is throwing garbage out of the fifth floor window down to the street below. The brown paper bags explode on the gray cement: egg shells, coffee grounds, cat-food cans, banana peels, empty milk cartons, melon rinds, chicken bones and limp brown lettuce bounce up in the air before coming to rest.

In older men, full erection is often not attained until immediately prior to ejaculation. Nipple erection, muscular tension, rectal sphincter contractions are all diminished.

There could be no present tense, no present, without forgetfulness. A veil must fall over reality – in order to eradicate the poisonous past. And yet the past never really dies, nor can it be killed. Reality wears a mask, and behind the mask is but a mirrored face: the mirror always lies.

CODE 3:1

NATURE OF CARE: Assault — multiple head contusions/lacerations

TIME OUT: 0300 AT SCENE: 0305 DEPART SCENE: 0313 ARRIVE DESTINATION: 0319

SUBJECTIVE FINDINGS/HISTORY OF CURRENT ILLNESS: Patient was assaulted with fists approximately ½ hour prior to our arrival by male acquaintance. Negative loss of consciousness. Complains of pain facial/skull area, generalized pain (L) rib cage and (R) lateral leg. Denies neck pain or shortness of breath. During assault, patient was dragged across floor, occasionally kicked.

OBJECTIVE FINDINGS:

26 year old white female, ambulatory to ambulance with assistance. Oriented X 3. Swelling ecchymosis about the eyes and face — eyes swollen shut, with bleeding from beneath the eyelids. Broken teeth, blood from mouth/lip lacerations. Ears clear. Multiple hematomas about the skull. Thorax symmetrical, lungs clear.

ASSESSMENT/IMPRESSION: Multiple facial/skull contusions, lacerations.

PLAN/TREATMENT: Transport without incident.

The creation of the universe is very painful: the separation into air, water, fire and earth causes loneliness and pain. Everyone suffers. Please, the elements cry, we want to be together again; we want to crawl up onto the bed and hide under the covers and go back into our mom. We don’t want to be alone.

Unable to see each other’s face in the dark. Breathing. The flow of blood through bodies made warm through contact flesh to flesh. Some… sounds.

And then the lights.


WHAT THE MATTER IS

JEAN HARLOW bought a ticket for the train. She was in disguise. She had cut her hair short, darkened her lashes and brows, put on a brunette wig. She was wearing a cheap pink flowered dress, a cloth coat, a demure hat with a veil. Carrying a small suitcase and a beaded purse.

As the train clickety-clacked north, she looked through a Photoplay, almost against her will looking for something there about her late, ill-begotten marriage to Paul Bern and his suicide, but the issue was already stale. The words he had written, “You understand last night was only a comedy” had been widely circulated, leaked by MGM hand-in-hand with the LAPD, interpreted by almost everyone to mean Bern was impotent and so had killed himself in shame. Well, it was all old news by now. This was December, 1932.

A salesman, perhaps noticing the bad memory passing through her eyes, was talking to her about his product. “I know times are tough,” he said, “but wouldn’t you think that people would always have a need for soap? Myself, I think you can’t beat keeping clean.” And he held out his hands as though she might like to inspect his nails.

“That what you sell?” she said, falling into her flirtatious screen voice, “Soap?”

“Handsoap and bathsoap, shampoo, tooth-powder, hair oil, all that kind of stuff.”

He was down on his luck, he said, but he didn’t seem depressed. He told Jean (who was calling herself, for the moment, Jane) that he was an incurable optimist.

She said, “Oh, I think it’s always curable.”

Hank the salesman laughed and said, well, she might be right.

When they got off the train in San Francisco, Harlow bought him a T-bone steak with all the trimmings, and then (a little nervous, since she’d never, despite her reputation, done this sort of thing before) she paid for their room at the Broadman Hotel. The drinks she’d had at dinner helped with the fear.

She said that she had had typhoid fever as a child and it had left her bald: she would appreciate it if he wouldn’t try to remove her wig. He promised her he’d leave it alone.

They took off their clothes and went to bed. She’d planned this adventure for awhile, and thus had had the foresight to dye her pubic hair chestnut brown. All the same, she would have preferred to be in the dark. Hank wanted the lights on, he wanted to “feast his eyes.” Now that he was naked, he wasn’t so clean after all.

“Honey, you just relax,” he said, and she sighed, steeling herself.

Sometimes, at home, she used her finger to help get to sleep, listening to her mother wail in the night, down the hall in the big house that Jean had bought for them all. Crying out wildly with ecstasy, driven crazy by her Latin lover, the somewhat worse-for-wear but dapper bigmouth, Marino Bello. There was something in those wild cries she knew was real and moreover knew she herself had never known.

The salesman rearranged the mirror and adjusted the shade.

“I don’t mean no offense,” he said, “but, you know, being bald could make you a lot of money. I know some houses back east would give a girl with your kind of body and no hair a pretty damn good job. A lot of guys would go for something like that.”

“Back east?”

“Well, hell… here too I suppose.” He came back for some more. Before he left he gave her some perfumed soap and a bottle of cologne. She wanted to know how she’d been, but when he said something she didn’t pay attention, smoking a cigarette and looking in the mirror to see her breasts. She liked to touch herself, she was always caressing herself, drawing attention to her breasts, they weren’t that big but they were perfectly shaped, the nipples sensitive and alert. She liked having people look at her, feeling the reflected heat (from the sun? solar flares?) in their eyes.

They must be looking at something, she supposed.

Outside, the theater down the street was playing Red Dust, her most recent film, Clark Gable as her leading man. Beneath the marquee, as the audience came out, Jean met some guy. He had some patter and style. They walked over to his battered automobile to have a drink of hooch. He had a silver flask.

She felt frivolous and aroused. There was a full moon. Her sensitive “button” was still engorged from the touch of the salesman, faintly throbbing at her nerves. She felt an enormous sense of adventure as the car pulled away from the curb into the night. Although she’d played the slut in all of her films (only twenty-one, she had already been a star for three-and-a-half years), and had learned to talk tough while fending off all of the pimps who’d been after her since she was an extra, promising her the world if she would set up a bed on one of the scene docks, there was so much traffic… some part of her was curious what such total abandon would be like. Who would you be afterwards?

She’d been married twice: the first at sixteen, an elopement from boarding school that lasted little more than one night; the second time to forty-year-old producer Paul Bern… who then turned out to be so strange, with such complicated problems. Neither of these forays seemed really to count.

“Enjoy the movie?”

“Yeah,” she said. “What about you?”

“It was okay.” They each had a drink. “What’s your name, anyway?”

“Jane Johnson. What’s yours?”

“Can you keep a secret?”

“Sure.”

“You positive?”

“Yeah. Sure.” She looked at him in the darkness as he drove.

“Well, I’m Dillinger.”

“No you’re not.”

“I might be. You don’t know.”

“You don’t even look like him.”

“I’m not very photogenic, that’s all. In my business, it’s an advantage. Lots of those movie stars don’t look much like their pictures either; if you met them on the street they might as well be Joe Blow.”

“So where are you taking me, tough guy?”

“To a speak. And call me Rex. That’s my name while I’m here in California.”

“Okay, Rex.”

The place was filled with smoke. A Negro jazz band, high on reefer, was playing wide-eyed, like mad. Rex took Jane Johnson around to meet his friends. He still didn’t look like Dillinger. They danced and drank more gin, until Rex seemed to have had maybe a little too much to be entertaining. Rex the Wonder-Dog. He was staggering, and his words were all slurred. Harlow wasn’t nearly as affected, and she wasn’t unhappy when he went away (to look for the bathroom) and another guy, a little older, tougher and slicker, with a malicious grin, asked her to dance. He lit up a funny-smelling cigarette, took a puff and passed it to her, sly smile stuck fast on his mug.

“What is this?” she asked, inhaling. “Dope?”

“If it’s good enough for the niggers,” he said, “it’s sure good enough for me.”

“Yeah, sure. And I bet you like to pick cotton and shine shoes.”

“That’s me,” he grinned. “Eddie the Shade.”

“Gee, you can almost pass.”

“No fooling you, though, is there? Can’t get one past a Southern belle. Let me guess: southern Iowa, right?”

“How’d you know?” she said (a Kansas blonde).

“I grow corn up in my room,” he said. “I work for the government; I’m some kind of an agricultural wizard or something. I could feed the city of New York from my backyard.” He was high.

“Yeah,” Jean said, “but how many ways can you eat corn?”

Rex returned from oblivion, pale as a ghost, his hair all combed down wet, and he didn’t like Eddie dancing with his girl. He jostled Eddie and Eddie just laughed, saying Wait until they’re done with this song. Jean said Take your hand off my arm, and then Rex got mad. He picked up a stranger’s iced drink and threw it at Jean, who saw it coming and jerked away so that she only got a little wet on one arm.

Eddie hit Rex in the stomach, on the shoulder, then on the nose and in the eye. He pulled Rex’s jacket up over his head inside out and gave him the bum’s rush into the hall. Nobody stopped dancing or paid too much attention. The bouncers took Rex outside to get some exercise and fresh air. It gave them something to do.

Jean kissed Eddie on his smile and he took her with him into the back room, a cardroom in disuse. He didn’t even want her to undress; he pulled the dress up over her hips and tore off her lacy panties—leaving in place her garter belt and tan stockings. He tested her temperature with a finger, found her sufficiently wet, then spread her thighs and moved in, leaning against her, guiding himself into her with an intelligent hand.

“Come on,” he said. “Move it. Move it around.”

She liked him less all the time but felt powerless to resist. She thought: “Maybe this is how it is, how it has to be for it to work.” She rocked her pelvis, feeling clumsy and uncomfortable. Eddie was pinching her with his fingers, squeezing her buttocks when they relaxed. His face was glazed and cruel. It crossed her mind that he might bite her or beat her up. He was in a hurry, sticking her with jerky little movements like a dog. Bright, hot tears rolled down her rouged and blushing cheeks. She was starting to feel something though.

Gunfire broke out, immensely loud, in the club beyond the door. The noise scorched them. Eddie withdrew his penis abruptly and Harlow yelped. Eddie moved away from her.

Blam blam blam!

Jean adjusted her clothing, the sex-sweat still on her, and sought to escape. There were more explosions, shouts, and breaking glass. She wasn’t even that curious about what was really going on. It just seemed like a lot of noise on a nearby sound-stage.

She was in an alley in the gray-blue moonlight. It seemed like she was on the other side of the building, away from the commotion, but she didn’t know which way to go now. She watched the band members disperse into the night. They knew how to disappear.

A skinny, limping young colored musician emerged from the back door. He was hanging on to his cornet, so scared he didn’t even want to talk with her, he wouldn’t answer any of her questions as she followed him down the alley in the dark.

“Wait,” she cried, “You’ve got to show me where to go.”

The cornet-player turned, regarding her with mistrust, his eyes still big – and then he seemed to change his mind. “Come on then, girl, we ain’t got no time to lose.”

He was the one who was slow. Jean didn’t know if he had twisted an ankle or if he was just naturally lame, but he did most of his running on one foot, throwing out the arm with the cornet to keep his balance.

He led the way up some rickety back stairs of what was evidently a kind of chop house. He reached the landing and went up another flight of wooden, badly-nailed stairs, then used a key to open a door, holding his finger up to his lips when she tried to ask him what was going on.

They went inside without turning on a light, and he locked the door and set the bolt. This was his room. All he had for a bed was a mattress on the floor. They lay down there together and cowered (after a fashion), listening to more gunshots and then some voices, an ambulance siren…until eventually, gradually, all became still.

“I must be crazy,” he said, in a low, half-whispery voice. “They’d kill me if they knew I had a white girl up here in my room.”

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Hush yourself.”

She obeyed. And as she relaxed, she realized the extent of her intoxication; the darkness was full of moving colors, tiny darting wraiths.

They lay there for a long time, warming each other. To lie more comfortably, she took off the wig, laying it down on the floor next to an old banjo.

“I’m a rich girl,” she said whispering, thinking of the movies. “I ran away from home.”

He was listening, she knew it. In a few moments he proved it by saying, “Why’d you do a fool thing like that?”

“My father was too strict.”

“He probably knew what’s best. You oughta be thankful you got family care what you do. You oughta go back home and pray to God all you get’s a good whipping: you be lucky if they still take you back.”

“It’s sweet of you to care what happens to me,” she said, play-acting, snuggling up to him. “Won’t you tell me your name?”

“Why you wanna know it? I don’t want to know yours. What difference it make? And don’t do that. I don’t wanna get no disease.”

“I’m clean. Really. You think I’m a whore?”

“Don’t make no difference what I think. Just don’t fool with me. I don’t like it. Leave your hands off me.”

“I won’t touch you if you don’t like it.”

“Don’t make no difference if I like it or not,” he said. “I ain’t fooling with you and that’s that.”

And, as that seemed indeed to be his last word on the subject, Harlow tried to go to sleep. But although she was weary, her eyes wouldn’t stay stuck shut.

Her bladder was full. She asked the musician where to go: he told her to use the bucket over there by the wall. She crouched over the metal bucket and let loose with a clatter, a warm hiss, getting some of the pee on the floor and on her thigh. She thought about telling him who she was, but knew he’d never believe it. In fact, it was possible he wouldn’t even recognize her name.

It wasn’t her real name, anyway. She had been born Harlean Carpenter. Her mother just called her “Baby.”

He woke her before it was light. It was time for her to leave, he said, and told her where she could find a trolley-car. Very seriously, he asked her if she needed any money. He said he could give her 50 cents. She said no thanks. He told her to be quiet going down the stairs.

She still felt high or something, hungover, she didn’t know… The air outside was misty and cool. She shivered for awhile before the walking warmed her up. Going past some broken glass, garbage cans, a slinking, ugly gray cat, and then some Chinese men in a hurry, their hands in their pockets…They scared her, she thought of white slavery and was glad she had on the wig, her usual extreme blondeness would have made her seem more of a prize. As it was, they scarcely looked at her, having their own business to conduct between themselves, talking together at sing-song high speed.

It was light. She got on a trolley-car. Counting the money in her purse, she had the ungracious suspicion that the cornet-player might have robbed her while she slept. It seemed like she was missing thirty or forty dollars from her wad. Funny then that he should have asked her if she needed 50 cents.

Jean Harlow walked through a green park with dew on the grass located a few blocks from her hotel. Some kids dressed in identical uniforms were exercising under the supervision of a tall man who looked sort of like a less-handsome Gary Cooper. He blew a whistle and they all ran off, in orderly lines, over the knoll and down the hill.

“Hi,” said Jean, friendly and ingenuous. “What’s going on?”

“Technocracy,” he said. He avoided looking at her directly, glancing at her and then gazing down the hill after the boys.

“What’s that? I thought you were Boy Scouts.”

“No… This is a Technocracy Youth Brigade. The world’s being taken over by machines, you know; we’re trying to get ready for it.”

“Are you sure? I mean, about the machines.”

“It’s been scientifically proven. The machine is making human labor obsolete. Pretty soon all anyone will have to know is how to push the right buttons. Salaries will be based on how many ergs of energy each worker can produce; everything will be fair because everything will be counted out and measured, no more trickery or exploitation.”

“You’re a Communist?

“Oh no,” he exclaimed, dismayed to be so misunderstood. He was wearing a gray jacket, gray shirt, darker gray tie, gray hat with charcoal band, black shoes… He started to explain some more, using numbers, but Harlow broke his concentration by reaching down and picking up something from the half-wet grass.

“Zap!” she exclaimed, laughing, pointing it at him. “What’s this?”

“I don’t know,” he said reluctantly. “It’s not mine, and I know it can’t belong to anyone in the Youth Brigade.”

“It’s a Buck Rogers Disintegrator Ray Gun,” said Jean. “If it’s not yours then I guess it’s mine. Finders keepers.”

“Wait. It might be…”

“So long. Zzzzap!”

She walked away, swinging her hips, highly pleased with her new toy. It was becoming morning in the city. Birds were calling, dogs were barking far away, some cars were honking their horns.

In Red Dust there’d been a scene in which she had taken a bath in a rain-barrel, covering up her breasts with her hands. She had been offered the use of a flesh-covered bathing suit, but she hadn’t liked it, it got too tight when it was wet. Paul Bern had not yet gotten around to dying: he was, in the meantime, in the absence of real sexual exploits over which to be jealous, taking things out on her in other ways, such as criticizing her in public (her clothes or choice of jewelry, correcting her diction or her manners, treating her as if she was stupid, etc.); and, naturally, when he found out that she was going into the rain-barrel for retake after retake, totally nude, he was furious, it drove him wild. He threatened (absurdly) to come down to the studio and sock Gable in the mouth: Jean dared him to, knowing full well he’d be scared to death to come anywhere near that set.

Taking a hot, luxurious bath in the hotel, she spilled some water onto the floor. She made her breasts slick with her new soap. Her nipples stood erect. For some reason she got the feeling someone was watching her, spying on her in the bath. She looked around meticulously, more out of form than out of a real hope of finding anything out. On the sets, it wasn’t unusual to discover that peepholes had been drilled in the walls of her dressing room, until the place was like swiss cheese. She didn’t ever feel safe in the bathroom, for instance, but she’d got kind of to the point where she figured there was nothing she could do, they all wanted to see everything she had.

Languorous in her robe, wig back in place (although she was getting tired of it), she called Room Service. She wanted a ham sandwich, a piece of apple pie, and a cold glass of milk. She was really hungry.

The bellboy knocked on the door, then came in with her lunch. He was a teenaged Latin lover, his hair slicked down like they’d all been doing ever since Rudy Valentino…not bad-looking, but with an attempt at a mustache that just didn’t have enough individual hairs.

She gave him his tip, and he smiled as if he knew more than he should, saying, “Thank you very much, Miss Jones.”

“It’s Johnson, not Jones.”

“Oh, excuse me. I thought it was Jones.”

“Well, it isn’t.”

He was openly leering. “Not much difference, though, is there? Hey, it might as well be Smith. I know what you’re up to.”

“Oh you do, do you?”

“I saw you when you came in this morning, and my friend told me about what went on last night.”

“Why don’t you mind your own business, kid, and just get out of here?”

“I don’t think I want to.”

“I’ll call the manager.”

“I don’t think you really want to be doing that,” he said, shaking his head in mock-gravity, playing out the part of ‘knowing the score.’ “There’s no reason for you to get sore at me. We could be good friends, help each other out. You’re on the loose here, you don’t know anybody — it’s dangerous trying to go solo in a town like this. You need protection. You need some friends who could get you out of a jam.”

So he thought she was really a professional. Jean found this amusing. He was so smalltime it was unbelievable.

“I got a bottle of good gin stashed in the linen closet down the hall,” he said, and underneath the patter he was uncertain, ready to break into a sweat. “Why don’t I go get it, come back, and we’ll have a nice discussion, figure things out. Oh, my name’s Rodrigo.” And he almost gave her a genuine smile. He went to get the booze.

Jean thought: Why not? Maybe there was something, after all, about these Latins. She was eating the ham sandwich when he came back.

Her robe fell open as she reached for a cigarette, and Rodrigo said, “You got nice boobs,” like he was some kind of a connoisseur. She kept wanting to laugh at him. She zapped him with the Ray Gun as he took off his jacket. He kissed her clumsily, his hands going after the tenderness of her body like jaguars in the jungle after meat.

“I bruise very easily,” she told him. “Don’t be so rough.”

The ceiling was ordinary and old. Rodrigo sucked in big gasps of air, as if he was drowning while he swam. There was friction, friction and squeezing… something was almost on the way.

The bed rocked like it might go through the floor. Jean had finally shut her eyes, preferring the darkness there to the ceiling or the progress of a daddy longlegs spider on the wall. It was starting to feel real good: the motion was starting to drive her crazy—and then, too soon, Rodrigo went rigid and shot his wad in hot feeble jets, groaning like he’d been stabbed in his sleep.

“Get off me,” she said, when he continued to lie there, as if on the shore of a desert island, a castaway. She had to push him with her hands.

He finally roused himself from his trance, getting out of bed while pulling up his pants.

“You’re pretty hot. I’ll call up my friend Diego to come check you out. He’s very big around here, he got connections to some of the big houses – he does some jobs for Johnny Cade.”

“Forget it. I’m not putting out for your friends.”

“Listen, sister…”

“Get out of here. I need to take a nap. You had your chance.”

“I buy and sell whores like you all the time, dime a dozen, so don’t give me any lip. I’ll pop you one.”

“Where’d you get that dialogue? Public Enemy or Little Caesar? You can kiss my ass.”

“Either you start minding, or I’ll show you how to mind.”

“Go fuck yourself, greaseball. Don’t make faces at me, just blow. Get out of here, I mean it.”

She was using the voice she used in fights with Marino Bello and which she had used a few times on Paul Bern. Pure young bitch. She stood up, seeking to hide fear that Rodrigo would try to hit her. He didn’t seem to know quite what to do, visibly searching through his mind for the proper pose, wandering despite himself towards the door — when suddenly he had a change of heart and turned back, taking off his brown leather belt.

“I’m going to teach you who’s boss.”

“Stay away from me,” she said, very loudly. “Stay away from me with that. I swear, if you make one mark on me I’ll kill you! I’ll get some guys I know to help me cut off your balls and shove ‘em down your throat. Stay away from me!”

Her naked fear gave Rodrigo an illusion of power like he had when he shot up some hop. He enjoyed it when he snapped the belt at her, he liked hearing her little cries and the way she jerked away. This was better.

“You’re going to kiss my ass,” he said, “and like doing it. You got to learn who’s boss. Little sluts should be seen and not heard.”

Harlow was right by the bottle of gin. She picked it up by the neck. Rodrigo made the mistake of lunging at it too, arriving too late, his head suddenly in range. She hit him on the temple, but the bottle didn’t break; she hit him again, harder, and the glass shattered as he fell to the floor in a mess of broken glass and blood and cheap booze. He started to rise up on his hands and knees, cursing her in Spanish, and she hit him again, taking her time, with a brass-based lamp. Then Rodrigo was quiet as a mouse. Not even a squeak.

Harlow got dressed, quickly packed her bag, went downstairs to pay her bill and checked out, leaving the Biltmore Hotel in Seattle as her forwarding address. She’d heard of it sometime. She took a cab to the train station, then walked a few blocks and took the trolley-car someplace else.

By now she was calming down some, gathering her wits. She checked into the Hampstead Arms on Geary Street under the name of Rosemary Carpenter. For dinner she had chops and a baked potato, sliced tomatoes, and two cups of pretty good coffee with cream and two spoonfuls of sugar. She didn’t feel like having dessert. She didn’t want to get fat like Mama Jean.

Wearing a robin’s egg blue print dress and beige high heels, blue hat with a pink carnation, seamed stockings, fur coat, pearls, a new application of makeup, she went out for the evening, asking the taxi driver to take her someplace where she could play blackjack and get something to drink.

“Honey, nothing comes easy in this world, you must know that by now.”

“Here you go,” she said, holding out a five dollar bill folded lengthwise, much more than she needed to pay.

The narrow streets were lined with parked cars and signs that said NO PARKING AT ANY TIME. The taxi driver passed a street-car out on the left, giving Jean an exhilarating but not exactly pleasant feeling that gravity itself might be defied—and then the cab bounced, ending the illusion, continuing its way down the hill at top speed.

“I seem to remember a place where you can lose all the money you want,” he said, unlit cigar clenched between yellow teeth. “But a woman like you going in by yourself, you know what they might think. They don’t like stray cats pawing their guests.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“Sure you can. No skin off my bones. Don’t blame me though if the next thing you know you’re on a slow boat to China, getting advanced lessons on how to play the flute.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothin’. Same as everything else.”

“You taking me to Chinatown?”

“Nope.”

“Then let’s go.”

“Sure, honey. You can take care of yourself.”

The doorman let her in for another fiver. Remembering what she had heard about San Francisco, she figured the fix must be in with the local police.

Everything inside was done up in shiny, glossy white and polished gold. Pillars and high ceilings and a Negro hot jazz band all dressed in white. What a good clarinet-player, she thought idly, while heading to the gaming tables. When she got into a game of blackjack she lost a hundred bucks in the first fifteen minutes.

“Hit me,” she said, and got the Ace of Spades. She won. She got the Queen of Hearts. She won again. A handsome guy across the table was losing, at the same time giving her the eye. He looked like a high class gangster, if there was such a thing – or no, more like a sharpie, a mouthpiece for some syndicate. He wasn’t muscle, he was brains. He had on a very nice pearl gray suit with a pale blue shirt and navy tie with diagonal red stripes. He was tall, with dark brown hair and a closely trimmed mustache. A cleft in his chin. Shrugging after another loss, he gave up his place at the table and left Jean’s range of sight.

In about half an hour she was tired of playing. It was wearing her out. She left the table and cashed in her chips, coming out slightly ahead. She saw the man sitting at a table next to an over-grown fern. He was staring at her so unequivocally that she didn’t think it was out of place for her to walk over and say Hi. He got up to hold a chair for her and the waiter instantly materialized with a brand new drink.

The gambler said his name was Kit McPherson. Jean said she was Susan Rose. Kit was the most magnetic of any of the men she’d met in San Francisco thus far. She felt like she could fall in love.

“Well, Susan, as I was saying… What brings you to a place like this? Studying the natives in their natural habitat? Looking for hepcats?”

“Actually,” said Jean, “I thought this was the Bamboo Room. I’m here by mistake.”

Kit laughed. “Call it fate.”

“You call it fate.”

“Okay, I’ll call it fate. Why don’t we let fate guide us out of this dump and over to a place with a little more life? I’m supposed to meet a cousin of mine at The Lotus Club. What about it? Does that sound like it might swing?”

Jean shrugged, gesturing indifferently with a cigarette in her hand, but she meant Yes and Kit knew it. Somehow it seemed like he just snapped his fingers and they were in a cab, he immediately started kissing her, sticking his tongue into her hot pliant mouth and his right hand up her dress between her legs. She didn’t fight it. Why should she? She liked it. She was ready for the works right there in the back of the cab.

But Kit had more class. He put one knowing finger inside her, then stopped short of any further move. She was panting. The cab stopped in Chinatown and he said he’d be right back, he had to run into this restaurant and pick up a package from some Chink. The cabdriver stared cynically at Harlow in the rear-view mirror. In less than a minute, Kit was back — the cab then roared off.

Kit now seemed elated. He laughed aloud, but when she asked him why he shook his head and changed the subject. They arrived at their destination. It was a confusing place to get into, two stories underground. They had to give passwords at three different ominous metal doors. Jean had no idea such places existed. Her eyes grew wide; she was wondering what was going to happen to her.

The smell of exotic incense, sandalwood and musk, mingled with reefer and sweat and perfume, as well as the smoke of burning opium and hashish. Some of the beautiful girls waiting on the tables seemed actually to be transvestites, delicate and cute, some even possessing breasts. Where did such hermaphrodites come from? The scenery was slurred blue pink and gold.

“What do you think?” asked Kit, and Jean didn’t know what to say, all she could do was look around and marvel at what she saw. He led her to a table where they joined a muscular, brown-haired guy named Dirk, who had a slight German accent, and his date, Fawn, a redhaired, plumpish, pretty girl with freckles, who was wearing a thin, lemon-yellow silk dress which showed off her lovely, slightly sagging fleshy breasts.

There were girls dancing in a line, all platinum blondes like Jean Harlow in Hell’s Angels. Again, it seemed that some of them were not really girls.

Blue sequins and flashing sparkles of jewels made out of glass. Fawn passed “Susan” a sweet-smelling, perfumed cigarette. Jean smoked a little bit and got terrifically high. The platinum blondes made her giggle almost uncontrollably. Everyone in America was bleaching their hair to be like her; and here she was, wearing a brunette wig, trying to escape (even if not forever, even if only as a dangerous experiment). She thought of all the dirty pictures people sent her. She felt like a child. If MGM was sending detectives to find her they’d have a hell of a time following her down here.

It was infernally hot down here. Reddish pink lights and spots cut through plumes of smoke. A Chinese dragon danced, all gold, to the accompaniment of cymbals and wailing flutes and clarinets.

“Let’s go,” said Dirk, to Kit. “Let’s go someplace… where we can…” He raised his eyebrows and shrugged.

In the backseat of Dirk’s car Kit started feeling Jean up again, exciting her, she was still telepathically receptive to his touch. He knew how to find the right spot. God. She moaned, shamelessly, knowing the others could hear and knew exactly what was going on. But this was who she was supposed to be!

It didn’t take long to get to the hotel… but then, time was losing its normal relation to events. It was smoothing out, flashing with little subatomic suns and glares of light. Microscopic nebulae and mirrored moons that could have been streetlamps or reflections in the pupil of an eye floated, revolved.

The next thing she knew, in Room 421, the needle was dipping into her vein, waking her up in a hurry, the cocaine making her feel like she was going to die yet flooding her with a new electric life. Ooh… she felt so good… ummmmm…

There was an arrangement of one couple on the bed, another on the floor. Kit was fucking Jean for awhile, but he seemed more interested in mathematically changing positions than in giving himself time to come. He had instructed her, while she was undressing, to leave on the garter belt, seamed stockings and high heels.

Fawn had frizzy red pubic hair and freckles on her upper back and lower arms. The more intoxicated she got the more in evidence was her Southern drawl. She was from Vienna, she said. Vienna, Georgia.

The radio was on. With the strains of an orchestra in the background, an announcer was saying, “Direct from the beautiful Bamboo Room in the Hotel Belton… in the heart of beautiful downtown Des Moines…”

“The Bamboo Room?” exclaimed Harlow, laughing like a four-year-old, helplessly and unaffectedly, the cocaine giving her a feeling of indescribable giddiness and wellbeing. The wig had come off, and she told them a story about her head having been shaved a month ago in New York because she helped get some gangster out of town the local mob was looking to knock off… a few minutes later she said that she was married but her husband was in Sing Sing…

“Giddy-up. Come on, horsey.”

Jean rode around on Dirk’s back. He had a good body, something was said about him once having been a prize-fighter, he kept himself in good shape. He could maintain his erection, doing Harlow doggie-style while Kit sat in the green chair, watching, fondling the skull and hair of Fawn as she blew him, working like a pro.

The needle… drawing up blood, the spurt of red… and then pushing it back down into the chemistry of the body, exciting the nervous system like a disease, white death… red and black inside the veins, a hundred miles an hour—faster, faster…

Some kind of big swelling liquid warmth built within Harlow’s lower belly, her private parts, flooding her deepest reaches, the hole of love bleeding all through her sex and down through her legs, stiffening and straightening out her bones, making her cry out…she didn’t know what she was saying… speaking in tongues like a Baptist handling snakes… oh God… interior rush of a swift black sea. Cresting, foaming… submerging an entire continent … making it disappear just like that.

It was Kit’s idea for the two women to get together. Actually, neither Fawn nor Jean were all that crazy about each other: Fawn was jealous, and Jean either sensed this or reacted to something else; perhaps, simply, in contrast to her relations with men, she was just a snob, stuck-up about her looks, in any case, Fawn knew what to do. Even if she didn’t care for Jean, she knew how to make her feel good. She got a feeling of power from what gave her pleasure in return.

Harlow enjoyed being the star. When she was a child, raised by her doting, wealthy grandparents, they had called her “the Baby” until she was 11 or 12. She had been pampered and spoiled, protected from the world. Her hair and face and early development had set her apart, gave her the sense of being special, a soft-skinned princess living in Kansas like it was Oz.

A cigarette with a long ash dangled from Kit’s fingers, virtually unsmoked. Dirk put his hand up between Fawn’s thighs, getting his fingers sticky and wet with syrup from a berry pie.

Jean’s blonde hair was parted on the side, short and wavy but long enough to comb, and she wore dangly gold earrings and had on the typical amount of makeup, black-lined eyes and ruby-red kewpie-doll mouth… amidst so much warm sweating flesh.

She saw lights, little white lights as though the ceiling had opened up and the sky descended, violet-black background for sharp-pointed, electric, dazzling stars. She saw three concentric circles of white girls on their backs, seen from above like in a musical, their platinum heads close together, legs stretched out, separating in rhythm, opening and closing in the contraction and expansion of a muscle being stimulated through sensitized nerves… diamonds and stalactites of unmeltable ice, glistening, gleaming, glinting silver and white, here and there a glint of blinding gold, beginning to melt or dissolve as the plum-black darkness folded away in the heat of throbbing lights.

Kit looked at her, and she saw him, his features smearing, face falling apart, coming together again… and then he fucked her… like a killer… and then… or maybe later…

Glimpses: Kit was combing his hair in front of the mirror, pants on but no shirt, a scar on his back… while somewhere else… somewhere else… something was happening, some kind of heat was being generated someplace soft, everything was so soft and moist and soft…

Dark streets and cars. She dreamed that she was in the back of a speeding car, on the run from gangsters with machine-guns, she and her boyfriend the killer, looking out the rear window as the car sped down twisting, slanting hills of blue cement. It was all right, everything was excellent—even if they didn’t get away it would be perfectly fine. They were in the train station, hiding in the public restroom, and both the nasty gang and the mean stupid cops knew where they were. They kissed one last time, star-crossed lovers, then slit their wrists. It didn’t even hurt, it was a luxurious warm damp feeling like being a small child in the … endless dark.

Harlow awoke to find she’d wet the bed.

“Oh, God,” she said aloud, shading her eyes from the daylight. She didn’t know what time it was, what day, where she was exactly… She didn’t know anything. She didn’t move, lying there in her urine-soaked sheets as they gradually cooled and began to chafe.

Flat on her stomach. Left knee slightly bent, right cheek pressed to the mattress. It was daytime and she was all alone.

“Shit.”

She was completely naked. Her thighs hurt. She had a headache and a sore jaw, and she felt like she’d bitten her tongue.

After a while, still somewhat out of focus, she got up and washed her face. She looked out the window through the blinds, squinting to avoid the greenish dreary light. She wondered what time it was. Kit and the others were long gone.

It looked like they’d cleaned her out. All of her money was gone, her empty purse thrown on the floor. Her jewelry was gone also—even to the paste pearl necklace and earrings. Her fur coat, her blue dress and shoes.

She couldn’t cry. She wanted to, consciously, but her eyes stayed dry. She felt too much… too much like she’d anticipated the whole thing, like it had all been in the script.

The smell of urine was pretty strong. She took the sheets off the bed, and, embarrassed to have the maid know she’d peed them, put them in the bathtub to rinse out. She could do nothing about the mattress, she realized, but at least she would do what she could.

Getting the water running and doing something manual helped get her mind functioning, to some extent, even though she still felt under the influence of the residue of alcohol and drugs, she couldn’t clear her head…

She looked around, not really knowing what she was looking for, and suddenly knew that they’d stolen her wig. She started laughing. She wondered if they knew who she was, or if they’d been too dumb to figure it out. They could try to blackmail her, she supposed, but she wasn’t very worried about it. After all, her reputation was that of a slut, a hot number and all of that… The revelations of some grifters wouldn’t mean much, even supposing that anyone would listen. She wouldn’t give them a dime.

Jean washed herself, slowly and thoroughly, groaning gently at times, lost in basic animal life. The numbness was gradually wearing off, so that emotions came to her a little more directly than at second or third remove. She felt a kind of astonishment wrapped in gauze, a muffled or subdued fascination with what she had done with herself: she thought she ought to feel more different than she in fact did.

And then, as she finally got up the nerve to call Arthur Landau, her agent, collect at his home – she felt somehow amused, she could hardly keep from laughing out loud as she put through the call.

She wanted Landau to wire her $500 via Western Union. He said he’d send her the Pullman fare back to Los Angeles plus $50, no more. Jean asked to speak to his wife, Beatrice, who she thought would be a softer touch.

“Of course,” she said to Arthur, “I guess if I really wanted to I could earn a couple hundred pretty easy, hardly working up a sweat.”

Landau digested this, then said: “All right, I’ll send you a hundred. I give in, okay, but only to stop you from talking like that.”

“Then make it the five,” she said, using her tough-girl voice. “Or do you want to hear about how much I’ve already given away for free?”

“Christ, Jean, what’s got into you? Be reasonable. You hurt me when you talk like that. I don’t like to think of you doing these things to yourself.”

“I know what I’m doing.”

“No you don’t, but that’s not the point. Listen, I’ll have the ticket waiting for you at the Southern Pacific ticket office by this afternoon, all right? Beatrice and I will be here at the station when you get off.”

“Arthur, you listen. I want three hundred, or else forget the whole thing. I’m not kidding. I know a Mexican guy who wants to take me down to Tijuana, introduce me to some people down there. I told him I don’t tan, but he says I’ll never have to go outside again.”

“I’ll send you the money,” said Landau, and Jean felt bad about having pushed him but pleased he had given in. She tried to smooth things over. She promised to be good.

When she got off the phone, her mouth was so dry it felt as if all of her bodily fluids had dried up. As soon as the money came, she needed to get something good to drink. In the meantime, she settled for some water.

The Buck Rogers Disintegrator Ray Gun was on the floor next to the bed. She picked it up and pulled the trigger, aiming at the mirror, but the toy had been broken sometime during the night.

She bruised easily. There were blue and violet marks on her skin, as if she had been roughly handled. Her thigh-muscles were sore.

Now everything was gray. As it got darker, the gray would turn to black. Once vision became obsolete, the other senses would have to be developed to a higher level of sensitivity. Hearing, taste, touch, and smell. Eyes shut tight, groping about in the pitch black. A noise, a taste, a smell. The touch of the earth.


P NOT Q

IT WAS THE BEST job he had ever had. Way out in the middle of nowhere, in an underground lab beneath the desert—he didn’t know if the site was in New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, or Nevada… but it didn’t matter, because he had no desire whatsoever to come up out into the air.

Pavel was supposed to be in charge of security, and he slept there, surrounded by video monitors of the console. The place was incomplete, funding had never been approved to finish construction or fill in the rest of the staff. Pavel sat, looking off into the cool darkness of the huge chamber, his cot and hot plate on a raised platform in a warehouse-like space empty but for giant spools of cable, scaffolding, and wooden crates of unknowable equipment, and he petted his cat, drank his tea, and was content.

In another section, there was some activity, some scientists and scientific types, but Pavel rarely came in close contact with them. To take a shower or fetch food from the pantry, he had to go through their area, and he nodded at them, they knew who he was, but he was not here to socialize. He got enough of their conversation from the surveillance devices, voice-activated microphones, and the like.

For some reason, when the engineers had built the showers, they’d built them outscale, so that the cubicles were some 15 feet deep and the water cascaded down from 20 feet or so up in the air… although the controls had been installed at a reachable level, perhaps as a last-minute stopgap. Pavel loved these showers, loved the smooth turquoise tiles: it was the kind of shower in which sacrificial Aztec victims would have washed themselves, with aloe soap, before climbing the steps of the pyramid to joyfully give their red hearts to the beating sun.

He waited, sometimes, until he was pretty dirty, to make the clean feeling more intense. He and his cat, a Siamese, communicated by a rough telepathy—rough in that sometimes it did not work—and Pavel waited, the distant ceiling a hundred feet above his platform, no lights up there, waited as his animal stalked mice and other small prey. He had an arsenal, but he hadn’t cleaned any of the guns in months. He had submachine guns, tear-gas, stun-grenades, and a rocket-launcher he’d built from a kit.

He made no effort to keep track of the days and weeks and months. He read no books, magazines, or newspapers, listened to no radio, watched no television… unless, of course, his monitors counted as television… as no doubt they did, in some sense, as he did watch them, if intermittently and erratically… those images formed on his retina, and were registered there, and back on through the nervous circuitry into his brain—though to what end, or, if waiting for something, waiting for what, he could not have said.

He had his irregular routines. Certain tunnels to explore, leading off into the old mine shafts; his austere meals to prepare; his tea; his important naps; time spent following his cat about. Time was like a viscous clear fluid, and if specks of matter changed shadow or shape within this fluid, metabolizing or undergoing metamorphosis, still the fluid was indistinguishable from what it had been before, even if there seemed added some faint sense of flavor, or tang.

So, when the terminal suddenly came to life with a clatter and printed a message, Pavel wasn’t sure how to respond. Certainly he was prepared to obey, to run through the drill, whatever the drill might turn out to be, but there was a good moment during which it seemed he had forgotten how to read.

Then the message organized itself into: P NOT Q. ACTION TO TAKE: PICK UP SCHULTZ AT AIRPORT, 0900. QUERY?

He had none. Since it was not the Q protocol, there was really nothing to ponder. The next morning, he would have to ascend, and drive in. He could remember Schultz, just barely. There was no reason to set an alarm. At 0600 he was up and about. None of the scientific crew seemed to be awake.

He took the elevator to ground level, and was not surprised that the battery in the pickup truck was dead. He fixed this, filled up with gas, and set out. The sun was on the horizon, the morning sky lavender, leaving shadows of tangerine and rose upon the peach-hued landscape of sand, rock and dust. He left a big plume of dust behind him as he headed toward the mappable roads. When he pulled onto the well-worn asphalt highway his mind was clear and clean, he saw a big truck pulling a double silver trailer that said PIKE’S, and he went the other way, caught up in the minute, instantaneous tensions of driving, trying to drive rightly as if judged by some higher law of harmony between vehicle, traffic, and road.

Pavel witnessed an early-morning shining lake mirage, and this blended into a real memory, the first in a while… he was in the distant mountains at the festival of Gobardan, with its displays of colored lights and huge puppets, the children begging candy. If you didn’t have any, they would sing a jeering little song at you, and harass you as much as they could, tolerated and even abetted, with laughter, by the adults. The cattle were painted, and decorated with garlands of flowers. Many people wore elaborate animal masks, and took part in various dances and rites. There was one ceremony which had made a tremendous impression on Pavel—in a sense he had been trying to figure it out ever since. He couldn’t get it out of his mind. There was a young mother, incidentally pretty, nude, with short dark hair… and she was lying down, in good humor, her belly rubbed with crimson ochre, and she drew up her knees as a tame male roebuck came and stood there in front of her, in a symbolic position, and all of this was taking place in a cavern, lit by hundreds of candles, the walls painted with figures—Pavel could still remember some of the music, the women’s chorus in the thin air outside, as they all came out, Pavel spellbound, under a baroque profusion of stars, all blinking and counterblinking, in clusters and bunches, lively and shining, and he had caught the eye of the girl, the young mother, her dark eyes had looked into his, he couldn’t hold her gaze and looked down to the shark’s-teeth necklace she was wearing, it couldn’t have been shark’s-teeth so far from the ocean, more likely wolf or panther—and somehow, witnessing the shining lake mirage and recalling the ceremony made him realize, today, that an intention, or capacity of intention, was forming within him, that the muscle of will’s contraction was all but spent, ready to spring back… and, alert, he caught a glimpse of a road-runner amid the flat sands and cacti, the spiky flowers and rock formations, rocks turning carnelian or dried-blood red with iron, greenish with malachite, gray or bleached like bones.

Civilization: telephone wires, power lines, road signs, the occasional service station, a billboard or two, more and more automobiles—Pavel saw that he was nearing the airport, outside the city, and he looked at his watch and saw that he was on time.

When Schultz deplaned, the last passenger to do so, Pavel nodded, and Schultz recognized him too. Schultz was a big, heavy man, with glasses, a round, almost piggish head, receding dark hair, and red, meaty lips which seemed to evidence a need to eat and drink and talk. He would not have been an attractive man to women, but he nevertheless held himself with a certain arrogance, or spoiledness; and Pavel had seen this type before.

Soon they were in the vehicle, heading for the project, and Schultz reached over to turn on the radio: a country weeper commenced. They continued, but in a few minutes Schultz interrupted Pavel’s reverie by a question.

“What do you think about vengeance?”

Pavel considered this seriously, then saw that there was no reason for a serious answer, and said, “Why do you ask?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Schultz said, “I was just thinking about that song.” And as if in afterthought: “It’s hard to be sinless, no matter where.”

Pavel had no comment, and the DJ spoke for a while; another song came on, whereupon Schultz said,

“So how’re things going? I mean, how is the work?” The familiarity seemed forced.

“As I understand math,” Pavel replied, “if we had twice as many people, we could get the same job done in half the time.”

“Correct,” Schultz said. “Or: approximately.”

And nothing else was said for many miles.

“You know,” Schultz began, perspiring, loosening his tie, “when people commonly believed in witches, there was an overwhelming body of evidence which seemed to support this, support belief in magic and witchcraft.”

Pavel didn’t see what he was getting at. But Schultz seemed disturbed, with something on his mind. There was air conditioning but he seemed to be becoming increasingly warm.

“Opposites attract,” he went on. “this is what causes perpetual motion. Destruction is good, and goodness destructive. That kind of thing.” He was looking out the window, squirming around, developing a tic in his neck and shoulders and head.

“Where are all the animals?” he asked. “I thought I’d see some gila monsters, coyotes, packs of wild dogs, or red deer.”

In a few moments he began to suffer a sort of seizure, gasping and trembling and contorting, and Pavel pulled over to the side of the road, pushing Schultz away once when the man clutched at him with hot hands.

His body settling down, Schultz spoke, slumped against the door, in an unusual voice. It sounded as if he said his name was Slog. The tic continued, and he said, having difficulty getting it out, that he was from a distant planet, and that he controlled part of the brain of Schultz.

Pavel listened, demonstrating his attention, aware of the loaded .38 he had at his disposal in a little holder under the seat. The easiest thing might be to have Schultz dig his own grave, then put him in it. After all, this wasn’t really Schultz. It was the wrong Schultz.

“What planet did you say you were from?”

“Arco,” it sounded like, and Pavel recalled that that was the last service station they’d gone past.

“We have to go back,” he said. “The airport’s as far as I can take you.”

Schultz seemed to be regaining his earthly composure some-what, as though perhaps a load was off his mind. In a more normal voice—still twitching a bit, however—he said, “You have no idea how much better you’d feel if you could escape from gravity for a few years. Just no idea. Pull over, pull over here!” he shouted, and Pavel braked, alarmed, but seeing the solitary phone booth Schultz was pointing at—and as soon as he could, Schultz ran out, slamming the door, running to this phone booth out in the middle of nowhere. Pavel followed, holding the .38.

“Hello? Hello? Yes. Right. Absolutely. You’re right.”

The phone had not been ringing before Schultz answered it. Pavel observed him. When the conversation was concluded, Schultz simply threw the receiver down to dangle, swinging back and forth, at the end of its cord. With a sudden movement he bent over, coming up—much to Pavel’s surprise—with a live, wriggling rattlesnake, which he held right behind the head, chuckling evilly, hissing back at it, looking it in the face.

For a moment, in the near-delirium of this scene, Pavel thought he saw a halo of flames around the fat man’s head.

Then Schultz flung the serpent away from him, mightily, and returned, now docilely enough, satisfied, to the truck.

Pavel wanted the gun near at hand, but he was afraid that if he sat on it, he might accidentally blow off one of his buttocks. Left in his lap, it might do more unpredictable harm. So he put it back under the seat.

“Let’s go get a sno-cone,” he said, as he started the engine and shifted into gear.

“Sounds fair,” said Schultz, and he didn’t speak again all the way back into town. Rather, he hummed, and tapped his fingers in a manner that kept Pavel nervous, waiting for some further act to which he might have to respond.

It wouldn’t do, he decided, just to send Schultz back on the next plane. And from here he couldn’t exactly send him to Mars, or wherever Schultz would imagine he wanted to go. But still, he needed to be someplace, and that someplace was not the underground project, where he’d be a security risk and a pain in the ass.

True to his word, Pavel stopped and bought Schultz a sno-cone, almond flavored, and managed to consume one himself as he drove out to Madame Rosa’s, where he might be able to bunk Schultz for a few days.

It was a big house, long and low, and Pavel took the ignition key and his gun up to the front door, leaving Schultz in the passenger seat, finishing his sno-cone, trying to get every last bit of syrup from the folded paper, sticking out his big strong bovine tongue.

A Hispanic girl, young and skinny, answered the door with ill will, looking tired, saying, “What are you doing here?” She was adorned with an interesting necklace, but it wasn’t made of any teeth.

It looked like a ranchero he’d seen once in a cheap vampire movie. In fact, it was almost certainly the same place.

“My friend needs a place to board for a couple of days. Top dollar. Madame Rosa has dealt with our account before.”

“Yeah, well, we’re not working right now.”

“Why not?”

“We’re on strike,” she said, and then clarified, with less spite, “We’re all sick.”

“That’s okay,” Pavel said. “Do you have any drugs you could give him? You know, to relax him. He’s been working too hard.”

“Just a place to rest? That’s all?”

“Right. Someplace quiet and secure.”

“We could put him in the dungeon,” she said, friendlier still, thinking it over, and Pavel agreed, “That’d be great.”

She laughed, and Pavel went and fetched Schultz, who cooperated but looked a little bit as if he was thinking of going off on another interplanetary jag pretty soon. That was okay, Pavel thought. They’d know how to handle him.

All the long ride back out to the project, he knew he’d done the right thing. They could come and get Schultz anytime they wanted. He’d be safe there. It was better than locking him in a bathroom somewhere, which had been his alternate plan.

So now he drove, listening to that same country station, going past the Arco sign, hearing that same slow song about revenge. Steel guitar, a Southern accent, accusations of misconduct and the bad consequence foretold. Yeah.

When he went down, the scientists asked him, “Where is he?” and he shook his head and said, “It was the wrong Schultz.” They realized they weren’t going to hear more.

In the showers, he got a big surprise: someone had wheeled in metal carts of dead bodies, just piled them up, unbelievably pale and violet-tinged, shaved bald—and then Pavel saw that they were crash dummies, they looked so real they’d given him a scare. Why had they brought them in here? And why today, of all days?

They must have had their reasons, he supposed, forgetting about it as the water began to fall down on him from high above, splashing off his body onto the turquoise tiles.


Ub

SHE DOESN’T WANT to have any problems. She doesn’t want any trouble. She doesn’t want anyone following her around.

She thinks you have to be ready for trouble all the time. Walking across some bridge, she looks at the cars, the faces and hands visible through tinted glass. The sky is low, reflecting the water, which is green and gray, dark green with nodal lines bone and ash in shards of breaking light.

Her hair is red. It’s not a natural shade. Her boyfriend likes it. She looks good. She’s in his bathroom for a few moments. It’s a dangerous bathroom. Her face lingers in his mirror, as a quintuplet after-image. She puts on some blush. She likes to look different to herself, or to those other people—it’s better than being so indifferent all the time.

And Billy just plays the same beat over and over on the piano: he’s thinking about it real hard, making it more and then less staccato, varying an emphasis here and there. Frowning, he has pale, translucent skin… to such a point that sometimes he seems to be fading away. He hasn’t combed his hair.

She is listening to him play. The music makes her hungry. The only thing she’s had to eat today was one of those plastic things of yogurt. She doesn’t know what flavor. Jukeberry or tigerberry, martian berry, david or da vinci berry, smite thine enemy berry or berry in your head. Fig berry, vagina berry, love me tenderberry love me not. It was red.

Sometimes she wishes she was an animal, though she understands that animals have their problems too. She’s gotten sort of addicted to having sex with Billy lately. It isn’t just fucking. That’s the problem. It’s almost everything he does. If he finds out she likes some of his music he’ll stop playing it so much. He sticks his penis in her yogurt then gets distracted by some drumbeat in traffic or the flush of a toilet somewhere.

Billy takes no responsibility for other people’s actions. He’s got enough to worry about as it is. This piano has some broken keys. In the middle octave he can’t play D-natural or A-flat. He’s learning to live with this. But he’s not perfect. His fingers forget.

She likes to sleep alone. She wants to be in her own bed, in her own room. She doesn’t want to be disturbed by foreign bodies in the dark. She dreams about being captured and enslaved by barbarians, tied naked in front of a crowd. There are ziggurats and pyramids and earth-mounds here. She gasps when she is touched out of the sky.

Another time it must be afternoon already and she needs to take a bath and wash her hair. She looks at the color as it hangs there, stringy, wet, dripping on the nape of her pale neck. She’s itchy. She takes a long time shaving her armpits. The remainder of her pale skin is smooth and sleek.

She puts on makeup while listening to a record. The sound is all blurred. She can’t tell if someone’s singing or not. It’s good to have makeup on. It makes her feel different. She’s got kind of a headache. There’s a white tablet for that. She puts on more eyeliner in slow motion listening to the same song five times in a row.

She calls up her friend Joolie, and they talk for an hour and a half. Then, tired of all of Joolie’s problems, she says I’ve got to go and puts on violet tights under a miniskirt. The violet matches her eyes or something. She goes outside. The day is slowly flashing and brown. She can’t stay inside all day. It makes her feel like she’s in jail. She’s never been in jail.

She doesn’t mind getting wet. The rain is white and silvery and clear. It doesn’t last. She’s indifferent to the stares she gets. She notices some of them. She wants to get some stares. The light changes and she crosses the street. She looks at her reflection in the skin of a dark green car’s hood. She doesn’t know herself there.

The sky is low and filled with silent, slowly crawling shapes. There are supposed to be planets on the other side of this sky. She puts a throat lozenge in her mouth and feels it start to melt and numb her tongue. Taste buds are stupid, she thinks. She doesn’t want to worry about what flavor’s coming next.

Billy doesn’t want to do all these dishes in the sink, but he will because somebody has to. He can’t remember eating off any of these plates. Did they eat something red? Now it’s turning brown in an evil glaze. He’s always hated this spoon. The piano is on his mind.

Billy has had some big arguments about it with his friends. They don’t properly appreciate the piano as an instrument. They think he should play something else, something he could fold into a briefcase and carry around with him in cars. Billy wants a piano made entirely of glass, with glass shards vibrating on the strings. He imagines a shimmering rainbow of sound. He wants a piano made of bronze, with the sonority of an ancient bell. He wants to slacken the tension on the strings and use glass rods to find his notes like playing a bottleneck guitar. He wants a piano with water in it, so that each note struck will cause a different tone-color splash. He wants a big piano with a circular keyboard: he’d sit in the center like a pilot—if needed he could grow more arms.

The sky is raining like an actress weeping big white tears from a big face full of emotion. Yes, it’s all so sad. Big white tears flash in the wet brown day. The face just gets bigger and bigger, closer all the time. The tears sizzle on the sidewalk and turn to steam.

She sees a creature down on all fours crawling around. She avoids it but it looks at her. It’s all backwards somehow. Its face has been switched with its ass. Is that pain in its eyes? Exultation? The asshole gapes and shows the strangest shades of red and pink and wet magenta when you gaze inside.

She shows up at Billy’s. The buzzer doesn’t work. The elevator does, though it takes her to a different number floor at first. The geometric pattern of the rug doesn’t look the same. She knocks on his door. But he doesn’t answer. The dark brown door opens, mysteriously, and she goes inside. There’s the piano, in shadows. There’s the phony owl. Where is Billy? Hey, man, where are you? She looks in the refrigerator.

In the bathroom, he’s turning to jelly. The piano starts to vibrate. She looks over at it and wonders how you turn it off. She goes into the bathroom, with a knife. The shower curtain scares her.

She sees something and doesn’t know what it is. It’s breathing, red, alive. It’s like a baby with the juice still on but it isn’t a baby. It isn’t pretty. It opens one of its mouths – if those are mouths – and extends some kind of half-formed tentacle or arm.

She sits down on the closed toilet seat and tries to understand. She doesn’t understand. A knife flies around like some little bird.


WRONG

MY DAD GOT ME drunk when I was fourteen, not too long after my birthday, and I have a scar on my forehead as a result. He and my mother had, at that time, been divorced for maybe three years. The reason for the divorce was his incorrigible womanizing, or unfaithfulness, and this gave him a certain illicit glamour in my eyes.

That night he took me out to eat with him at a Chinese restaurant called Hung Far Low, which was located in a bad part of downtown Portland, before the rebuilding and gentrification. You had to go upstairs to find the restaurant, and I liked the atmosphere there. My father, who had a certain charisma, with his slicked-back Brylcreem hair, wisecracking and cocky, flirted with waitresses everywhere; just by his manner, he would seem to pre-suppose that there was some interesting unanswered question in the air. That night for a reason I’ve forgotten he wanted me to taste alcohol. It was sort of a joke. The waitress went along.

When asked what I wanted to drink, I very coolly said, “A margarita,” and just this, my choice, the fact that I had a ready choice, amused my father and the waitress no end. The margarita tasted wonderful to me. I hid my pleasure, absorbed in acting as if I did this all the time. I think I had four of them before we left. I have no idea how much bourbon my father put away.

Out in the car, we were conspiratorially pleased with the situation, and whatever we said to each other seemed very funny at the time. As he drove me home, however, a change came over him, and my father sped up, really flooring it along a straight stretch on Stark Street, turning to say to me, with a mean smile, “Want me to slow down? Am I going too fast?” I wouldn’t reply to him, and I was angry at the stupid attempt to scare me. He kept asking me if I wanted him to slow down and although I put my hands against the dash I wouldn’t give in, I wouldn’t say a word. I was furious, and he was in turn furious with me. Nothing I did was ever enough to prove myself to him. He was competitive, and if for instance I grew taller than him and was a more natural, easier star at sports than he had ever been, back in North Dakota – why, then the arena of endeavor would be changed, and we would move on to whether I was tough enough in fights, if I was a man who could defend himself, or if I was a good worker willing to start at the bottom, etcetera. He hated me, I thought, and I was enraged at this—though I worshipped him, in some ways.

He couldn’t stop the car in time. He slammed on the brakes, but the vehicle in front of us loomed up, I knew we weren’t going to make it, just some dark car stopped at a red light, waiting for us.

I don’t recall the actual impact, though later on I would have bad dreams about it that would jerk me awake. The next thing I knew, my father was looking at me with the dumbest fucking look on his face, blood on his forehead and chin.

“What happened, Joe? What happened?”

It was like a bad actor pretending to be drunk, and I despised him. I glanced up where my own head had met the windshield: there was a round, shattery hole. Blood was collecting in my lap. I realized my head had caused the hole. Some people had come out of their houses. Absurdly, someone told me to put my head between my knees. I was calm and composed. I had no fear. I was glad to see the policeman, professionally passing through my field of vision, in no hurry, no emotion whatsoever visible on his face. An ambulance came and took me away. I asked the attendant in back how many stitches he thought I would have.

Three years later, at seventeen, I was having dinner with my father out in deep Southeast Portland, at a restaurant he favored named Jimmy’s Hut. The waitresses liked him here too, and for a while now they would let me accompany him into the back, into the bar. We would eat in there. I was not invited to drink, and I didn’t care. I never thought of it.

My father might order anything on the menu, from pork chops with applesauce to chicken-fried steak, but all I ever wanted was a hamburger and french fries, with a Coke. I loved the hamburgers there, at Jimmy’s Hut.

On this particular night, some kind of weird negotiation was going on. My father had gotten me to admit to him that I was a virgin, and I wasn’t even embarrassed – he made me feel okay about it, man-to-man. One of the waitresses or barmaids, here in the dimly-lit Elbow Room—my father knew that I liked her, she was younger than the others, and she seemed to like me too. Patti wasn’t working tonight, but as I was coming to understand it she lived in the motel across the street. She could look out of her window and see the images on the screen of the Division Street Drive-In, every night. That sounded great to me.

I was keeping my mouth shut, but I thought I knew what was going on. I didn’t dare imagine it might be true, I didn’t want to get too excited. This other barmaid, Claire, had called up Patti, then came back to the table and said, “Why don’t you talk to her?” So my father went to the phone. Then he came by and said he was going to go see her, he’d be right back, and the way he smiled I figured it was going to come off, she wouldn’t be able to resist his charm. And I knew that, although he liked to dicker, money was not a problem here. So it was just a matter of them agreeing on a price, and then I’d go over to Patti’s room. I was in love with her then, a true swoon of romantic love, remembering what she looked like, her dark eye-brows and blond hair. She would have dark pubic hair, I supposed, and I was nearly beside myself with wanton visions of her smiling at me, that smile. I was in love.

But with this love came anxiety, and as time began to pass, I began to wonder what was taking so long. Maybe she was telling him no, not under any circumstance, I was just too ugly, too repulsive to her. I found this hard to believe. I wasn’t so bad.

Then, with the notion that maybe she had some sort of idiosyncratic, perverse reaction to me … something unreasonable, that wasn’t my fault – I began to dislike her. She was, after all, a failure in life, a whore. Fat men, ugly men—she’d do anyone, for money. These men would regard her with contempt.

You must understand, I was willing to forget all this in an instant, willing to utterly fall into selfless love in which state I would do anything for her, I would be devoted, I would save her—I went back and forth, waiting there in the Elbow Room booth.

I had been vaguely aware, as some other customers had come in, that the bartender didn’t like me being in there by myself. I could tell just from the attitude of his body, I didn’t even have to look over there or really meet his gaze. It was against the law, after all. So I wasn’t really taken totally by surprise when Claire came and asked me to wait out front. The real surprise was in how she looked at me as she said this. I interpreted it to mean not only that she didn’t much like me, but also that I was in a humiliating position, the wait had gone on so long I was an embarrassment to everyone concerned.

I walked out into the light of the main part of Jimmy’s Hut, considered sitting on one of the stools at the counter and ordering a slice of coconut cream pie, a cup of coffee; in truth I would have been glad to have just rewound the last hour or so as if none of this other stuff had ever been contemplated, I could just wait for my dad like a kid and sooner or later he would return.

I couldn’t do it. I went outside, and it was raining, dark in the gravel parking lot. My father’s midnight blue Chrysler New Yorker was still parked there, so he had to be across the street. If I had been, underneath everything, rather frightened by the prospect of being left alone with Patti, it was exciting but also very scary – now, in this unfamiliar territory, heading across the busy street, I was much more scared, and sick. I didn’t want to know the precise definition of my wound, of how my manhood had been injured. I had no real curiosity. The only thing that made me cross the street was the idea of my father watching me, of him thinking I would be afraid to face up to it. I couldn’t win, whatever I did I was lost, I would lose, but I had to go through the motions, I had to make it worse, the worse it was the more I had to make sure.

I didn’t know what room Patti was in, though it had to be one of these in front, so she could see the screen. Back across Division, down past Jimmy’s Hut, I saw some kind of action, huge figures moving, in color, shadows and colored lights in silvery rain. I looked at the big drive-in sign. I looked at the sign with the name of the motel. The “No” turned off, next to the neon orangey red Vacancy.

I heard my father’s voice. I knocked right on the door, the wet blue door. I heard another voice, Patti’s I guess, and then my father opened up. He looked surprised to see me, there in his undershirt, his hair sort of mussed up.

“What’re you doing here?” he said, and I just shook my head. I wanted to hit him, he must have felt it, I wanted to kill him but I could not. Behind him, in the bed, Patti had the covers pulled up to hide her nakedness from me. I didn’t like the way she looked, but it didn’t matter. It struck me how much taller I was than him, though that meant nothing. I was still raw, I didn’t know how the world really worked.

“Why don’t you come in out of the rain, you big lug?” he said now, changing on me. “I was just coming over to get you. Patti, uh, has been wondering when I’d get off my ass and bring you back.”

“I’m taking off,” I said, and I walked off into the rain. I walked all the way home. Two hours, soaked to the skin.

When I was twenty-two, I had quit school and been fired from a couple of jobs, then I quit one down at Davis Welding after three days. I was living in a shitty apartment, and when my car broke down my mom called my father and got him to lend me his Chrysler New Yorker so I could use it to look for work. Actually, I was content being on unemployment for a while, but I liked driving the Chrysler, even though it was way too big and used a lot of gas. It felt good to drive it, especially at night. Even though it was a big car, it cornered well, it was surprisingly easy to parallel park. It was sort of like one of those fat men you see sometimes who are agile and light on their feet. My father had another car, a new mulberry or dark-red Buick. He was married again, his fourth wife. Another barmaid.

I was driving down on Williams Avenue one day, on the way to visit my sister, when I saw this girl—she had to be a prostitute—who really stopped me dead. I was a little wary, as this is the black part of town and I didn’t know it very well, I didn’t really know where I was, but I drove back around and came by to see her again. She was a white girl, standing on the corner of Monroe. There were other, more obvious whores, in short skirts and such, at other corners along the one-way street. The whole scene was perversely exciting to me. This girl looked like a sad madonna in some painting from the Renaissance. She wasn’t dressed up, just wearing jeans.

I came back at night, and didn’t see her, and then about a week later drove by special and felt really exhilarated when I saw her again. I drove by several times. It was a weekday, about 4:30 p.m. She looked unhappy, and still wasn’t dressed anything like a prostitute. She wore blue jeans and a brown jacket, and her dark brown hair was up under a watchcap. She could have been a poor girl waiting for a bus, except for the fact that she was standing at Williams and Monroe.

I drove around the block up ahead, by a closed-down ribs place, and some black guys in a white Lincoln Continental pulled up by me, and the driver said, “Y’all see somethin’ you like?”

I went away. The Chrysler was conspicuous. How many times had I come around? I didn’t have any money. Besides, that wasn’t what I wanted, to be a trick.

I told myself I was just curious, I wanted to talk to her, she looked too intelligent to be living this degraded type of life. I thought about her all the time. I wanted to save her, at the same time I must admit I was excited by the idea of her with her tricks.

I tried to imagine her daily life. She would live in a house with other young whores, eat fried chicken and potato salad and cornbread, soul food, and have a black pimp who fucked her, enslaved her and beat her up. Was she a heroin addict? Yes, probably. I wasn’t sure. It seemed likely though. To numb herself out while giving blowjobs and being fucked in the ass.

One night I drove down there, and parked a few blocks away, near Emanuel Hospital. I sat down and watched, from an over-grown vacant lot, while she leaned over, talked into the window, and then got in someone’s car and they drove away. A black girl in a white fur jacket and blond wig was left there. In a half hour or so my prostitute had returned. She was eating a candy bar. The white Lincoln Continental came by.

I left. I was obsessed, and while I was ashamed of what I was doing, I was not ashamed enough to stay away for more than a few days. Then I would just want one look at her face. I would be going someplace else, and I would give myself the excuse to drive by once only, to see if she was there. Often she was not. But then, when I saw her again, after thinking she was gone, that she’d been murdered or O.D.’d or gotten out of the life … when I saw her again, I was elated, and I knew she was aware of the car. I was embarrassed, imagining what she must think of me. All I could think of was to sometime pick her up, like a trick, give her all the money I possessed – much more than she would expect—and then I would ask for nothing, I would just give her the money and depart.

I had no girlfriend at this time, though I did have some friends I saw socially, we drank and did cocaine, smoked pot, but I was so poor I was ambitionless. I told no one about the prostitute.

Finally, one night I drove by, I hadn’t been around in a week or so—this time, she ran out into the street, yelled something at me, “Hey,” anyway I was shocked, but since she had called to me I slowed down, it took me nearly a block to pull over. I sat there mournfully, waiting for her to curse me and tell me I was a creep. The passenger door was unlocked.

She got in. Immediately, I smelled her perfume, and some other smell, like a melted candy bar on an ancient telephone pole, candy wrapper a hundred years old. She had black nail polish wearing off, charcoal all around her eyes.

“Why don’t you ever stop?” she asked, a bit breathlessly. Her voice was higher and more immature than I had imagined, but I had expected my imaginings to be all wrong.

“I never have any money,” I answered.

“Drive us somewhere, okay? Out of the neighborhood.” She lit a cigarette, and then shrewdly said, in a few moments, “I figure either you’re insane, and you’re gonna kill me, or else you’re really stuck on me, right?”

I nodded. She knew what I meant. She asked me my name. Joe. Hers was Crystal. She had a joint in her purse, and she lit it with the Chrysler’s cigarette-lighter, that glowing circle of hot orange. We smoked the joint, driving around, and then went to my messy apartment.

She wanted me to do something for her. I said sure. She needed enough money to go back to San Antonio, she said. Saturday night, she said, naked, lying on top of me, there was this guy who would have all this money delivered to him, as part of a dope deal. She wanted me to take him off.

“You’re big and strong,” she said, touching me once more. I could sense some nervousness, though not there in her hand. There was nothing unbelievable or especially depraved about the sex. But there was a palace way up there in her vagina. I wanted to cry, I wanted to just sob, but that was not something I did.

I kissed her with my dirty mouth, and Crystal let me. She had a serpent’s burning tongue. I wanted to let my love come out, even if it was tainted, impure. It was a creature you couldn’t look at in the light.

She was using me, and I consented, I deserved to be all used up. I wasn’t doing anything better with myself.

“Are you smart?” Crystal asked, looking deep into my eyes. I didn’t know if, in her terms, I was, or could be, and I didn’t reply. “You might be,” she said, and pressed herself against me. There were miscellaneous bruises here and there on her body, scratches, signs of wear, a bandaid on her vulnerable bare foot.

It was a reckless plan.

There is this motel up a few blocks from Williams, on San Rafael, way before you reach Monroe. It looked at that time sort of dilapidated-modern, and built as it was some distance away from any busy street, you wondered what they could ever have had in mind. It was turquoise, mostly, and salmon-pink. A red Coke machine down below, next to the office. Inside the office, the flickering bluish light of a TV. We snuck past this, and went upstairs.

Crystal had on jeans, a faded print blouse, and a letterman’s jacket, cream body and wine-red sleeves, too big for her, from Jesuit High. Her hair was down, dark brown, and she didn’t have much makeup on. She didn’t look too wholesome though. It was in her eyes, or just the look on her face. No, it was there in her eyes.

“Earl,” she said, knocking on the door.

“Yeah?”

“Walker sent me. I brought you some food. Barbecue. Let me in.”

“I’m busy, man. Gina’s here.”

“Well, Walker sent me by.” Crystal hesitated, looked over at me. “If you want to, man, maybe we could do something… like maybe, you know, a two-on-one.

Inside, Earl laughed. Every second we waited, wondering whether or not he’d open the door, stretched out and felt unlucky, like unless everything went as smoothly as in a dream it would all go wrong.

Another thing was, we hadn’t counted on the girl. I looked at Crystal, silently asking her everything, answering my own questions, in some way detached from the specific situation —I wanted to be there, doing this, and I didn’t care where or who it was.

Earl opened the door, smiling, a very dark black man, shorter than me, and I crashed in and hit him as hard as I could with the gun Crystal had given me earlier from her purse. Gina screamed, and continued to kind of carry on as the door was closed and Crystal said we’ll kill you if you don’t shut up.

I hit Earl more than I needed to, it quelled my nervousness, and when I pointed the gun at naked Gina she peed herself, there on the bed. I felt dirty after that.

“Where’s the money?”

Gina said she didn’t know. Earl pretended to be more out of it than he was, acting like I’d knocked him out. Crystal pulled down his boxer shorts, squirted lighter fluid on his private parts, stood back and lit a match.

Earl told us where. No we didn’t burn him, but Crystal said something and I hurt him bad.

We tied them up in a half-assed fashion, taped their mouths. Crystal only seemed to get scared now, breathing harder, eyes darting around, when we were on our way out.

There was only one way down, and that meant walking past the office again. The guy in there was a smackhead, he and Walker had known each other in the Army. So the guy, Jimmy, might be on the nod or he might open up, if he suspected anything. He had some guns and had killed a number of Vietnamese. He’d killed people here too. He didn’t care.

“What’s happening?” he said, stepping out, friendly enough, spaced. “You’re Cathy, right?”

“Yeah. This is my date.”

“Cathy, why’re you here?”

“I had to pick up some stuff.”

“Oh. Right. Okay. Later, man.”

“Later.”

Jimmy watched us walk across the street and get into the Chrysler. We had thought we better park nearby in case we needed to run.

Crystal took some pills on the way to the airport, to settle down her nerves. She was happy, sure, we’d divvied up the money in the car, and once she bought her ticket and we were in the United waiting area, sitting down, she started to laugh. She liked me better now, too, but I could tell she wasn’t completely at ease about my knowing she was heading to San Antone.

“They think I’m from California,” she said, and laughed, childishly, younger than she’d ever seemed up until now. She didn’t look very much like the mysterious person she’d seemed to be when I’d only seen her a moment or two at a time, driving past. But she was fine.

“How did you happen to come out here?”

“Everyone always asks me that,” she said. But she wasn’t really being critical. “I came out with my boyfriend, a year or so ago, and we got into trouble right away. He’s in OSP now for ten years.”

“OSP” meant Oregon State Penitentiary.

It was sort of awkward, saying goodbye when her plane was called. We really didn’t know each other, we didn’t even know if we liked each other. So we hugged, and perfunctorily kissed, but it didn’t feel right. I didn’t know what to say. The last look between us was like we had just met.

Two days later, my father wanted his car back. He was going to sell it. He’d met some guy in a tavern who was going to come over and check it out.

I could remember, back when my father and my mother were still married, one time he’d bought an outboard motor when he didn’t own a boat. Out in the garage, in a big oil drum filled with water, he’d pull the cord and start that motor, and marvel at it, and my sister and I would marvel too. But there was no place for that outboard motor to go.

Predictably, you might say, on the third morning after Crystal left I woke up with a terrible burning when I peed. I knew what it was, and I just thought it was funny, in some stupid way – and I didn’t mind. It seemed right. I went to the County Health and had the diagnosis confirmed. They gave me a shot of penicillin.

My younger sister took me, and afterwards we visited some fucked-up friends of hers out on Southeast 74th, near Powell. It was a white clapboard house, where everyone seemed to come and go, and my sister got so drunk on Almaden wine that she passed out. I stayed up talking and smoking cigarettes, all night, with this girl named Mary Sue. Before it was light we went for a long walk and ended up at a diner, where we had pancakes and coffee with a lot of truck drivers who seemed to be on speed.

Back at that house, I fell asleep on the couch in the living room, and my sister woke me up at noon or so to tell me that she’d just talked to our mom, something had happened to our dad.

At the hospital, when we were allowed in to see him, my father looked horrible. He’d been beaten up very badly, he had a concussion and both legs were broke. They’d cut off his left ear.

He had been uncooperative with the police.

My father’s wife was in there, and she glared at me. She was a barmaid, the second barmaid he had wed. She had never liked me, I don’t know why. I had hardly seen my father these last few years. His hair had gone gray, and his brown face was sunken in around his false teeth. Alcohol had really taken its toll.

Only when I heard him say that “niggers” had done it, and the Chrysler had been set on fire, did I begin to realize that his misfortune had any connection to me. I wasn’t exactly sorry, or repentent, I was just listening to what was going on around me… as his wife was muttering something ridiculous about how her son (who worked in a gas station out in Estacada) and his friends would wreak revenge.

I was tired, and I yawned, without trying to cover my mouth, and just then, as I was yawning, my father opened his eyes and saw me there. He looked awful, his face swollen purple and red, white bandages around the crown of his head, some black stitches showing.

He finally said, “I told them it was you. I told them it was you in that damn car. You see what they did to me? How do you like it? I gave them your address.” The memory of this seemed to give him some vicious pleasure, and he smiled.

He was no one I’d ever known in my life.

My sister drove me sixty miles south down to Salem, though she was still shaky and sick from being so drunk the night before, and I took the Greyhound bus from there to Sacramento, then Reno, on to Denver and beyond.

I tried to think really hard about what I should do with myself. I didn’t want to be the same person as before.

But even when I made it to St Louis, there was really no escape. There was failure everywhere.

I learned to pretend I didn’t care. Like an actor, putting on an act, even when I was all alone. Or when I was with some other Crystal, helping her not look at herself in a mirror.

I lived in a house and had a lawn-mower after a while.

My life in Broward County Florida.

“You just about done?” Crystal said.

“Sure, babe.”

The sunshine was like a slow-motion black and white atomic bomb, destroying the houses, X-raying our bones, frying off our flesh. But we hardly knew. We didn’t want to think about what might have gone wrong with our lives.

There was a huge noise but we were all deaf. Soon we would be blind.


KANSAS

WE ARRIVED at the Western coast of India, not too far south of the mouth of the Indus River, and disembarked around noon. After an hour or so spent getting through customs, straightening out the usual misunderstandings, and so forth, we were escorted past a great mass of beggars, all with some wound or deformity to exhibit, some with Walkmans, and we boarded the air-conditioned tour-bus and made our way inland, through fertile countryside which is nevertheless made dangerous and virtually uninhabitable by certain plants which grow there in abundance and are difficult to root out. These bear little white flowers which constantly generate tiny, highly poisonous snakes. The same plant, you know, caused the death of many men and horses during the expeditions of Marco Polo and Alexander the Great.

What happened next?

Having made arrangements to continue on to Russia, we flew to the Greater Moscow Airport, which was some distance, as it turned out, from the metropolis itself. Our rental car awaited us. First we drove through a desolate, sandy, rocky area, then densely wooded hills, until we saw signs indicating that we were on the outskirts of the city at long last. The car took us down a long road between rows of tall stones tapered to their tops like pyramids, each with an open eye carved in the middle, which did give one, after all, a curious sense of being watched. Then came scattered huts of mud and rush-hurdles, all conical in shape. Little pebble walls, runnels of water, grass ropes and nopal hedges formed irregular boundaries between these dwellings. There were multi-colored cacti and brilliant flowers such as I’ve rarely seen.

How was the traffic?

Oh, there was no traffic as such. We were the only car. Very few children came to stare at us, fewer adults, though we saw some goats, a few sheep, and dogs. The dogs had black muzzles and did not bark. We were tired, and the twists and turns of the road, together with its rough grade, made it impossible to rest during the drive.

Describe Moscow.

There was coconut milk in the curry, and it was very spicy. For dessert there was an inventive selection of macaroons. Some slices of palate-refreshing lemon.

Go on.

Our business concluded, we booked passage on a ship, the Wanderer, and—

You’ve spoken of this before.

I have? What about Baltimore?

Yes. Baltimore. Continue.

Let’s see. After a short cab ride, in downtown Baltimore we were introduced to the Grand Vizier. He invited us to watch him carry out some of the duties of his office, such as dispensing justice, receiving petitioners, or overseeing some of the royal estates.

He was a thin man, with a toothpick in his mouth, wearing a somewhat rumpled off-white suit and two-toned shoes. He did not especially resemble other Grand Viziers we had known in the past, but he seemed to know perfectly well what he was about.

What did he say?

Nothing special. The usual things one in his station would say. Well, he mentioned that his favorite pet monkey had recently died, and he invited us to attend the funeral, but we could not stay.

Are you sure that this is true? Perhaps it’s something you saw someplace else, or in a film. Long ago.

A trick question. I see.

Answer.

Have we discussed the jungle? The steamy jungle, you must realize, is a myth. The jungle does not steam. Rather, as long as you are in the rain forest itself, and not exposed to direct sunlight, the temperature is reasonably cool. Very humid, and one perspires freely, but there is a feeling of freshness so long as you remain still and do not exert yourself.

Yes. Where are you now?

Right now, this very instant? Kansas of course.

Kansas?


NOTHING IN TANGIER

I.

THE FIRST DAY they were in Tangier, the 5th of June 1982, Lauren became ill. She was forced to go again and again into the bathroom, and after two hours of this told Patrick she didn’t want him around. “Please… just leave me alone for a while,” she said. “I’m not going to die. I just want to be quiet, by myself.”

So Patrick left the hotel. The street up here was gently twisting—all the streets were twisting—and notable for the large amounts of blond dust and fine sand. The sidewalk looked relatively new, molded in small smooth separate squares, but it was all broke up and incomplete, so you had to watch your step. Plenty of messy black electrical or telephone lines connecting the rather similar residences, many with yards behind high walls. Palm trees and flowering bushes, dry-seeming greenery… most of the buildings white, white, beige or pale gray, here and there pinkish tan unpainted brick, occasionally just a few daubs of white paint outside the window, as though someone had leaned out with a wet paintbrush but then become distracted and never finished. Dark window spaces leading to unknown interiors. Blue or turquoise-blue doors, again and again.

Patrick walked down Boulevard Mohammed V, then wandered away to the beach. But Muslim countries did not seem to encourage skimpy bikinis and the like. Street kids and “guides” or touts followed him around in this area, annoying him, interfering with him really getting a look at anything, until he abandoned the beach and walked back, up through downtown and towards the medina. The guides lost interest as he went into the Café de Paris. He ordered mint tea, but then found he didn’t like it very much. It reminded him of spearmint gum. He wanted a Coca-Cola. In context this both carried some nostalgia value and seemed safe. The waiter was a man in his late 40s, slender, with a thin mustache and pockmarked face, unsmiling but polite. He looked like he might have played an assassin in some old black and white film. Patrick watched the people go by. It was fascinating, now that he had a place to sit and not be bothered, a place where no one was paying particular attention to him, and so he was reasonably content.

Patrick would never carry a camera, or go on a tour-bus, or allow himself to be shown around by a guide. His idea of being a tourist was to pretend that this was where he lived, and so to blend in, in this way hopefully get to know the place more uniquely and thoroughly than if he saw the traditional sights. He was uninterested in “places of interest,” famous buildings and whatnot, unless he discovered them naturally, on his own.

Lauren didn’t agree with his approach. She told him he was fooling himself, that his pretending not to be a tourist was an affectation – and so, during this, their first trip together, they annoyed one another some of the time, and often split up and spent the afternoon or much of the day apart. In Portugal and Spain, this had seemed to work out for the best. Lauren went to all the museums and old churches from her guidebook, and Patrick went off on his own unplanned excursions, and just hung out, and they reunited in the evening, going out together then to restaurants or whatever.

Patrick’s mind wandered. There were white metal latticework tables and chairs here, outdoors, but until he felt more at home he would remain inside gazing out through the window at the constant stream of people in the fresh sunlight of the day.

He finished his Coke and then walked down into the twisty-turny streets and alleys of the medina, trying to keep track of where he was and to look like he knew where he was going, blasé, like he’d seen it all before. Down here, it was so crowded, he was a little worried about having his pocket picked, but no one troubled him to be his “guide.” No one spoke to him. There was a great deal of activity all around. Patrick lent only the most cursory glances at the merchandise on display. There was no chance he would buy any of these hammered silver teacups, or any of this jewelry, leather goods, ironmongery, brasswork, slippers with pointed toes, or any of these cheap shirts.

Even though he wasn’t about to buy anything, he liked the medina. The crazily labyrinthine alleys of the marketplace, filled with souks and all kinds of exotic ware. He felt anonymous in the crowd, walking as if he had some errand to perform, in no hurry, highly aware of all the bustle, voices speaking in Arabic, French, Spanish, the young men in their simply cut takeoffs on Western clothes, many also in djellabas and turbans. Berbers in from the desert. Women in veils, or simply covering their hair, the chador. All the faces that might have come from ancient Carthage or the Moorish invasion of Andalusia. Phoenicians. The original settlers of Morocco came from there, from the city of Tyre, famous for its purple dye.

Patrick felt empty, but it was a satisfying emptiness, as he finally, after more than an hour, made his way back toward the central plaza and the Café de Paris. This time, he sat down outside, at the same table with a black man. There was no place else, and enough space so that he didn’t feel imposed upon or pressed. He needed to sit down for a few minutes, he was a little tired. He ordered café au lait, from a different waiter than before—who resembled the other in that he too looked like an assassin in some ancient black and white film.

There were capacities within him, Patrick believed, whole alternate personalities which he had never accessed or known and might in fact never make use of, but that dwelt within him, ready to take over in the right circumstance. This knowledge of his latent otherness, the potential vastness of his inner resources, a turbulent dark sea of possibilities—this knowledge soothed him, and he felt adventurous even while being content just to sit and watch the erratic circulation of the crowd.

The black man said, “Do you have a match?” He was American, tall and good-looking, with a low, resonant, expressive voice. He had glasses on, faintly reminiscent of some handsomer in-carnation of Malcolm X. Maybe he did not resemble Malcolm specifically, but he had something of that, or of someone who might have been a dedicated revolutionary in South Africa, back a few years. A comrade of Mandela. When he smiled, then, you felt somewhat graced. At first Patrick didn’t appreciate being interrupted, jarred from his reverie, but as a conversation developed he discovered—it was a surprise, and he was weary, a bit shy – how much he and this black guy seemed to have in common. Just in sensibility, little things, it was easy to linger there together, watching the Moroccans or the red or blond-haired Dutch and German tourists pass on by.

All the constraints and subtle complications of pondering one’s own racism, or wondering to what degree one was congratulating oneself on one’s lack of racism out of a mere refinement of essentially racist preconceptions—all of this could be forgotten for a little while, or you could pretend it was forgotten… they were just two Americans, discovering each other in a foreign land.

Patrick wasn’t very successful describing this to Lauren later on. He had brought her two large heavy cookies, redolent of cardamom, and another large bottle of Sidi Ali. She felt rather better than she had earlier on. She had taken all kinds of medication to this end.

“You told him our names? Where we’re staying?”

“Lauren, he’s a reporter for the Wall Street Journal… he’s not some hustler or something.”

“What’s his name?”

“Anthony Pendergraph.”

Lauren was contrary, and cynical, and melting that disdainful expression had always been a challenge. She represented a different kind of sophistication, sexual as well as East Coast and cultural. She had come out to Seattle a year ago to run the local installation of a prestigious New York art gallery, while Patrick was a molecular geneticist, doing research at the University of Washington Medical Center. It was always hard to explain his work to her or anyone else.

Patrick’s younger sister was an art student, working on her thesis project; she had talked him into going to an opening one night. One of her teachers, an artist of some regional renown, introduced them to Lauren, and Patrick thought nothing of it, yet for some reason he went back the following afternoon. Lauren talked to him, it interested and somehow amused her that he was a scientist—she wanted to know all about the project he was working on. Lauren was from a rich family in Brooklyn Heights. She had a trust. She’d gone to Sarah Lawrence. Within three years, she would open her own gallery in New York. She knew people. She had friends.

“This is perfect,” Lauren said now, beginning to slowly eat one of the cardamom cookies, washing it down with the Sidi Ali mineral water, the most popular local brand. The label on the bottle was appealing. “I’m so full of pills,” she said. “I just want to go back to sleep, and hope by tomorrow I’m cured.”

Patrick caressed her shoulder, up under her dark hair to the nape of the neck. Lauren tolerated this, adjusting herself in a feline manner to his touch.

The next morning, she was still sleeping at 10:00, so he left her a note and went for a walk downtown, to have café au lait on the Grand Socco Square. Anthony was there, his glasses on, looking refreshed, along with some others who spoke English: a British couple, and two American males who seemed to be gay.

The conversation, led by Ian, with his British accent, concerned a certain psychoanalyst who would do such things as count money at his desk while the patient spoke, and who had introduced the “short session,” sometimes cutting patients off after only ten or fifteen minutes, showing them the door.

“That sounds simply sadistic,” said Jay, and Ian faintly nodded, but then said: “Some people found it concentrated their minds wonderfully, so that if they wanted his attention they would seek to tell the truth directly, without the usual evasions, swiftly get to what was really bothering them rather than dancing around it with idle chat.”

“Well,” Jay’s friend said, smiling, “I can see how it would cut down on the transference.”

Ian nodded, and drank more café au lait. Fiona, his wife, began to talk about her own analysis. Jay seemed fascinated, leading her on. As soon as it was reasonably polite, Anthony leaned over to Patrick, murmured, “Wanna split?,” and upon receiving an assent, Anthony announced to the others that they had to leave, they were going up to see a certain half-completed mosque. Once it had been blessed, the infidels would no longer be allowed in.

As they walked away from downtown, Anthony said, “Did I tell you, yesterday, why I’m hanging out here? No, I don’t think so. It’s my fucking brother Eric, man. We came over together, parted company in Paris. He said he was going to Rome, he’d meet me in Cadiz, then we’d cross at Gibraltar, spend a few days here then go on to Marrakesh. That was the plan. So now, he sends me a postcard from Milan, says he ran into some babe he knew in the States. She’s a model. He’ll be along when he can. He’ll catch up. Like hell he will. My brother and some fucking airhead model. Can you believe that? He’s just about to enter med school. It’s unbelievable.” Anthony didn’t really seem all that outraged. It was more like he was ironically amused.

“Do you think he’ll ever show up then?” Patrick asked, and Anthony laughed and said, “Fuck no. I’ll see him back in New York. What do they say? Poorer but wiser, right? Except forget the second part in his case.”

The sky above was magnificently blue, huge, without a single cloud. This sky, it struck Patrick, had a different flavor, it was different somehow from the sky over the U.S. There was no barbarity you could perpetrate that would amaze it, no grand philosophy that would engage it, no emotion that could ever move its cerulean expanse. It was older, more jaded, it reminded you of how unknowable everything was.

“The sky looks different here,” he said to Anthony.

“What do you mean? Different than in America?” Anthony stopped to contemplate it for a few moments. “I don’t know. Maybe you’re right. Supposedly… I can’t remember where I read this, where it comes from… some commentary on Xenophon or something… but it’s possible the sky used to be more violet than it is now.”

“Really?”

“That—or our idea of what is blue has changed.”

They explored the unfinished mosque. Nobody was working today. There was a guard, however, a young man with a rifle, similar to the soldiers who had stared at Patrick and Lauren when they came through customs.

Blue tiles in an intricate pattern, then white flowing Arabic calligraphy on the same perfect blue. The effect of the light made Patrick feel something, he couldn’t deny it, but he was impatient, he didn’t want to feel it, whatever it was it was foreign, it wasn’t a part of him, it had no sympathy with his rational life.

Out on the street again, Anthony said, “You play ball?”

“What kind of ball?”

“C’mon man. What else is there? Basketball.”

“Sure.”

“When’s the last time you played?”

“I don’t know. A few months ago, I guess. Why?”

“These Moroccan cats I met last night want to have a friendly game. How serious they are, I don’t know. You up for it?”

“What time?”

“Now. Soon. Tentatively, I’m supposed to come by the American school at noon. I said I’d bring any reinforcements I could round up.”

They kept walking. In a few minutes, the houses thinned out, and they could see more of the residential city across a kind of divide, all the white houses and tan bricks. It was warm out now. The gate to admit them to the campus was open, and there was a yellowing lawn and turnaround. An administrative building, recently built. An old man in a turban muttered something to them, and they asked him where the court was. The old man turned away from them, and they found a curling stairway that took them down to a basketball court, no nets on the metal rims. It was completely silent. Nobody was around.

“Don’t ask me,” said Anthony. “I don’t know.”

It was funny how much confidence Patrick had in him, how much he trusted him. With anyone else, he might have felt that he was being treated as if he was naive, and he would have resented it, but there was an undercurrent of taken-for-granted mutual understanding and shared, easy affection between Anthony and himself. And so, they could be pals.

Now here came a group of smiling Moroccans, across the scrubby soccer field. How handsome and clean they were, how pleasant and intelligent, how white their teeth. It was friendly, low-key basketball. One guy—not, incidentally, a Moroccan, but a Spaniard – had no hands, yet he played too. He was very fit, and he could make a lay-up, dribble the ball a bit, and play defense. His hands had been amputated at the wrist.

Later on, walking back downtown, Patrick said, “You know, that one guy, did he remind you of anything?”

Anthony said, “You mean the guy with no hands.”

“Yeah.”

“What did he remind you of ?”

“He made me think of how, in Saudi Arabia and Iran, they supposedly do that to thieves.”

“This guy was in some kind of a factory,” Anthony said. “He reached into the wrong machine at the wrong time. What do you think they do to adulterers, if they cut off the hands of thieves?”

“I don’t know. What?”

“I’m asking you. I don’t know.”

They were becoming better friends, easier with each other all the time. It had been instructive to Patrick to see how Anthony played basketball. Your character can be illuminated by sport in unexpected or uncalculated ways. Anthony seemed to be consciously restraining himself from being a show-off, and he played with a kind of good humor and grace that made these Moroccans—some of whom were in their late 20’s, others younger—enjoy themselves, as they seemed predisposed to do.

But beyond the figure of the likeable young black man, friendly and accommodating, Patrick felt more of a friendship developing with Anthony and as he liked this, even as it also made him uneasy, because he didn’t want to be too eager to establish a bond, he didn’t trust himself not to feel virtuous, having a black friend. In America, that sort of thing was complex. It was hard to get past the self-consciousness—on either side—there was such a long history involved.

Back at the hotel to shower, Patrick realized that Lauren felt much better, for she had gone out. Where his note had been, she had written “meet you at 3:00 at Café de Paris.” She had been to Tangier once before, just in passing, for five or six hours only, on the way to Marrakesh and Fez. She had been having an affair with an older artist, who was married at the time. Lauren had confided all of this with a smile.

She’d said the thing she remembered most was the sight of the dead chickens in the market, plucked naked and unappetizing, next to piles of glistening green olives. And then being shown carpet after carpet, one after the other, rolled onto the floor of an upstairs room. She wasn’t buying, so this had been boring to her. Her boyfriend at that time—Mark—had purchased a carpet and had it sent home.

Tonight, they went out to dinner with quite a group of people, as Lauren had made the acquaintance of Ian and Fiona, and a woman dressed in expensive Moroccan garb named Sara, a younger woman named Emily, Jay and Bret, then Anthony— they all went out to dinner together at nine.

Ian and Fiona led the way, down into the darkened medina, taking a right and then a left, another left, continuing arguing with each other about the way, until a 9 or 10 year old Moroccan boy motioned to them and led everyone down into a blind alley. They followed him through a blue door and up some stairs, to the second floor of an innocuous building—and up there, spaciously, the restaurant was revealed.

Seated musicians played slow Berber trance music, with stringed instruments and little drums, taking time out every so often to smoke kif and then begin anew, re-inspired. The party was seated in their own private niche, on cushions around a low table, and they were served what turned out to be a sumptuous meal.

Sitting on the other side of Lauren, Anthony was asked by her, after a few preliminaries, “Where did you go to school?”

“Yale. And then Columbia J School.”

Anthony spoke differently in this company than he did with Patrick alone. Nothing “street” about him now. He went on to describe how he had first written for UPI, but since he had majored in economics he was very pleased when the Journal had eventually hired him. He said he wanted to understand how America really worked.

Lauren gave Patrick a little glance after a few moments as if she found this sort of sentiment naïve.

Anthony was trying not to look at her. He found her “difficult” and yet was sexually attracted to her, somewhat against his will. He was mostly just guessing about how difficult she might be, guessing and/or relying on telepathy.

Meanwhile the others at the table were talking about how vulgar the young female tourists seemed who came up from the beach with little on. Fiona thought it was mostly Germans, the German women, while Bret said it was Scandinavians, in any case mostly blondes. The sun made their skin look bright pink and cooked. It wasn’t attractive, nor was it a good idea to expose your body in this culture. This wasn’t Ibiza or Miami Beach.

Ian and Fiona discoursed on Algeria and Tunisia, some undisturbed perfect spot they’d discovered near Sfax. Carthage had been in Tunisia before the Romans attacked and destroyed it in 146 BC. Tomorrow morning they were driving south, to Meknes and Fez, then across the Sahara.

Emily removed a kind of turban she had on, revealing a spiky soft henna’d punk-style haircut. She was traveling on her own, with little money, on her way to Spain. She had split up with her boyfriend, for undisclosed reasons, down in the walled city of Fez. Emily seemed to be on good terms with Sara, who was rather older, in her early 30s at least.

During a lull in the general conversation, Emily began talking of the local police and how they had hassled her for some reason (or no reason), and Jay mentioned flatly how Bret had been briefly arrested for taking photographs of someone related to King Hassan, all unawares. This was in Rabat. And then, the train from Casablanca, Casa, how slow it was, all crowded with children and live chickens and chanting marabouts who got on for free. The “insane ones,” holy men: no one liked to interfere with them no matter what they did. Emily did not like this country much.

In the hotel room later that night, Lauren said, speaking of Anthony, “He’s a tormented soul. What do they call them? A buppy.”

“You don’t have to call him a buppy.”

“Well, that’s what he is.”

“I don’t care. Don’t call him that.”

“That’s right. I forgot. He’s your new best friend. He gives you credibility in the ‘hood.’”

They went to bed together, and Patrick’s irritation with her dissipated. She smiled into a kiss. He was to remember later how he had intended to ask her about Sara—who had spoken with a slight but definite accent, who while not really pretty was exotically attractive—Lauren had met her in the medina looking at scarves and then spent most of the day with her. Sara had said almost nothing at dinner, but seemed aloof rather than especially shy. Patrick forgot to ask about her, falling asleep in the afterglow of lovemaking, dreaming of making his way through crowds in some futuristic/ancient crowded medina infinitely larger than this one here in Tangier. It went on forever.

The next day, after coffee and croissants, Lauren said that she was going for a walk. When Patrick offered to accompany her, she said no thanks, but why didn’t they meet at about say 2:00, for lunch at the Claridge. She had heard they had French-style sandwiches like croque monsieur. That sounded like a welcome change. Patrick said okay.

He called at Anthony’s hotel, and found that Anthony, although he let him come up, was not yet really awake. He was yawning. It was only when they got to the Café de France, a few blocks away, and Anthony got some caffeine into his system, that he told Patrick there had been a disturbance in his hotel during the night.

Emily had come out into the hall on the 3rd floor when there was all kinds of noise and smoke and screaming beginning at about 2 a.m. Emily seemed to be enjoying the turmoil, and she told Anthony what was going on. She had been staying at the cheap hotel for a week and was friendly with the main character involved.

A Czech woman named Marenka had come here a year or so ago with her husband, and she’d fallen in love with a Moroccan bank clerk. So she’d stayed on when her husband, presumably unhappy, returned home to Prague. The Moroccan bank clerk, who was in any case married, eventually lost interest and quit giving her money. It wasn’t clear how Marenka had supported herself, though Emily assumed from certain things she’d said that she had been working here as a prostitute. Late last night, after some argument with a man, she had put the mattress up against her door, then set it on fire. She cut her wrists as well. The police broke in and took her away.

Anthony put a bar of sugar into a second cup of strong café au lait. “You know,” he said, “Ian asked me if I wanted a ride along with them to Marrakesh. I was so tired this morning, I just said fuck it. I think I’ll hang on here a few more days then take the hydrofoil to Spain. What’re you and Lauren doing today?”

“She mentioned going out to the caves of Hercules. I don’t know where she is right now. Tomorrow we might rent a car and go to Tetouan. Do you want to come along?”

“Nice of you to offer. Thanks. I’m not sure. Who is this ‘Sara’ that was at dinner last night?”

“I don’t know. Why?”

“Did Lauren say anything about her?”

“Not really. Actually, it’s funny you say that, because I was curious too.”

“I think that’s part of her trip: seeming mysterious. What nationality is she?” Anthony asked. “Was that ever made clear?”

It hadn’t been. After a bit more fencing, Anthony said he thought she was American, he even thought he might have seen her once, at a party in New York on the Upper East Side.

“It’s that accent,” he said. “I’m probably imagining it, but I feel like I’ve heard her before. I seem to remember that, like, she’s a Jewish girl from Hoboken, from a manufacturing family or something… she’s the black sheep. I might be making all this shit up, I don’t know.” He half-yawned, smiled to himself, shook his head.

The day turned out to be very long and unhappy. Lauren never made it to the Claridge. She just never showed up. At a certain point Anthony had gone about his business, Patrick was alone, and where was Lauren? Had she completely forgotten? Was she punishing him? Had she run into someone she knew?

She didn’t show up at the Claridge, and after that he waited all afternoon at the hotel. Her passport was still there, her clothes, all of her things. Ultimately, Patrick had several badly mixed drinks downstairs, watching Spanish TV during the evening with the bartender, then went to sleep up in the room, clothes on, reclining uneasily upon the bed.

When he woke up it was 5 a.m., and he thought very dejectedly that he better contact the police. He pushed himself, robot-like, to walk downstairs and tell the clerk he wanted them to make the call. He didn’t allow himself to think. In fact, he ordered himself not to.

The first policeman who came was not especially friendly —his questions seemed to amount to not-so-indirect criticism of Patrick not taking better care of his woman, whom he kept referring to as Patrick’s wife. In Islam, one did not let one’s woman walk out at night alone. Lauren had left during the day, but…

Another policeman came at about noon, and he seemed much more worldly, much nicer, his English was better as well. Finally, too, Patrick saw Anthony, and discussed the situation with him. Lauren had been missing twenty-four hours by now.

What were the possibilities? Back in the U.S., your immediate assumption would be kidnapping and rape, psycho killer, Lauren’s corpse to be cut in pieces or buried in a shallow grave out in the woods, to be dug up some day by a curious dog. Here in an Islamic country, you might think melodramatically of white slavery, of Lauren being sold into a Saudi Arabian harem, or a whorehouse in Istanbul or Cairo, something like that. Taken hostage because she was American, or because she was Jewish. Patrick went over these possibilities with Anthony, sitting together outside at the Café.

“What seems to be the attitude of the police?” Anthony asked.

“They hope it’s a ‘domestic problem,’ naturally. They hope she shows up on her own. Amnesia, maybe, or got sick again, and someone took her in. Amoebic dysentery. Epilepsy. They don’t want an international problem, you see. This one guy who talked to me, another Mohammed, has been to the States, he seemed reasonably – hip, if that’s the right word.”

One of the Moroccans who’d played basketball with them came by, and sat with them. Anthony told him what the story was, and he became very concerned. He said he would tell all of his friends to ask around.

A while later, when this fellow had gone and they had been silent for about ten minutes, Patrick said, “Do you want to go down into the medina?”

“Sure,” Anthony replied. “Do you have a picture of Lauren to show around?”

“Back at the hotel.”

“Let’s go and get it.”

Anthony spoke French and Spanish, so he could communicate with virtually anyone here in Tangier. Patrick would have been ridiculously ineffectual without him. As it was, they got nowhere, but there was some comfort in taking action: they went from souk to souk, etc.

Mohammed Qasir, the police detective, came by the hotel and spoke to Patrick again that evening. He said that his counterpart in Meknes had seen Ian and Fiona; they said they knew nothing of Lauren’s whereabouts, nothing of any unusual plans. Jay and Bret were still around and Mohammed Qasir had spoken to them as well. Emily had traveled via hydrofoil to Tarifa, then taken the bus to Algeciras, in company with two other “punks” she met on the boat. They were traveling together up the coast to Barcelona.

The local police were doing their own canvassing of the medina and all the small hotels, all the restaurants and discos, Qasir told Patrick. The only person they hadn’t been able to interview yet, of the foreigners, was this “Sara.” Patrick responded with what Anthony had said about her. That she might be American.

The next day, Anthony revealed, matter-of-factly, they’d grilled him pretty hard.

“I might not hang out here much longer. How long are you going to stay yourself ?”

“Another week or so. That’s all I can afford, realistically,” Patrick said. He still seemed in a kind of shock. “I could check into a cheaper hotel, but then, if Lauren was to wander in and I’d checked out… I know, the desk clerk would recognize her and call the police, but… it doesn’t seem like good karma, if you see what I mean.”

“Yeah. Listen,” Anthony said, lighting a Gaulois, “when you come home, if you’re coming through New York, you can stay at my place in Manhattan. I’m subletting a loft from this terrible artist, and the place is huge. I’ll give you my phone number and address, and my phone number at work.”

“Thanks,” Patrick said softly. “I will have to come there… because I’ll need to talk to Lauren’s parents. I don’t know what the Embassy might have put in motion, but I know I need to meet them face to face. It’s so weird,” he said, looking into Anthony’s eyes now, “I can’t get over the feeling that this isn’t inevitable, that it’s gratuitous, it could be reversed. It doesn’t have to be this way. It wasn’t written in the Koran.” He laughed, bitter, then more lightly, and took up one of the cigarettes, though he didn’t smoke.

“I feel like I never even knew her,” Patrick said. “I didn’t. I’m ashamed at how much more interesting she seems to me now. I’m falling in love.” he said, and nearly sobbed, his hand shaking as he held out the cigarette for a light. This was the first cigarette he’d smoked since he was thirteen.

Two days later, Anthony left, by plane to Casa, then on Royal Maroc Airlines back to New York. Just to consider everything, not to rule anything out a priori, Patrick examined the question of whether Anthony might have done it… while he tried not to be overly influenced by his liking for the man. He went through some obscene territory in his mind, imagining it as a living hypothesis, before deciding that no, it wasn’t possible, it didn’t make any sense.

Mohammed Qasir took him to the morgue a couple of times, to view unidentified female corpses. Lauren’s Semitic coloring was lighter than most Moroccans, but not by all that much. One young woman’s dead face really stuck in his mind. She was French, on the run from Marseille, a heroin addict and thief. Dead, at nineteen, she looked strangely beautiful, washed cleaned of all sin.

Patrick was also shown photographs from Casablanca, where there were many more candidates than anywhere else, prostitutes and such, it was a huge city—and one time Patrick saw one who looked pretty close. He thought it might be Lauren. (Maybe he never really did, but he wanted it to be her, somehow. But then on second thought he didn’t want this at all.)

Further information, however, revealed that the woman had tattoos not shown, tattoos several years old, typical of a Casa prostitute. Additional photos proved that it was not Lauren, no chance. Patrick felt a surge of disappointment, and then immediately after, guilt. He had wished Lauren dead.

The night before he was to leave for the States, Patrick found himself in a room with ten Moroccans, males, some of them the students he and Anthony had played basketball with. They were talking with great relish about something, in their own language. The air smelled of kif, but no one offered him some. One of them, Akbar or Abdul, something like that, translated some of the repartee, but then became tired of this, or bored, which was okay. The strangeness of it, the atmosphere—the different way they gestured, acting things out, one now walking like a woman, lithely, imitating someone, making the others all laugh. Patrick saw that he could not bridge the otherness. Sometimes he caught a glimpse, but he knew there was an inaccessible realm.

In New York, he stayed with Anthony Pendergraph, and paid a visit to Lauren’s family in Brooklyn Heights. This visit was excruciatingly painful. The mother cried, and wanted to know the blow-by-blow, she wanted impossible details; the father was knowing and morose and seemed implicitly to blame Patrick for the whole thing. Patrick broke down outside in the back of the cab. He didn’t care if the Jamaican cabdriver watched him weep while reggae played.

So he went back to Seattle and returned to his work. He was in mourning, he knew. Grief was a physical condition, like a sickness, but it would pass. He worked long hours and tried to will himself to remember only the pleasurable times with Lauren. Yes, she was dead. He didn’t know how, but she was dead. If she was in an exotic harem, it was the same thing. It did no good to imagine her in such circumstances. In fact, as he did so and began to find the evolving scenario sexually exciting late one night, he knew he dishonored her. Yet didn’t he hate her, in a way, for abandoning him like that? This was his revenge. Nothing was as simple as anyone thought.

II.

ALMOST A YEAR later, Anthony got a call just as he was leaving with his girlfriend to go check out a new trendy restaurant. It was hot and humid and they were running late.

“Hello?”

“Anthony. This is Patrick Murtaugh. I just got home and checked my mail – she’s alive! Anthony, Lauren’s alive!”

“Wait. What, she sent you a letter?”

“A postcard, postmarked Tangier. It says ‘Missed you in the Grand Socco Square. Love, Lauren.’”

“Wait, wait, Patrick. Don’t you think it might be a joke? Some kind of sick joke?”

“I don’t know. Jesus. Well, it doesn’t matter. I’ve got to go back over there and see. I mean, it looks like her handwriting. I don’t have enough data yet to have any real idea what’s going on.”

Anthony wasn’t sure, really, how hard to try to dissuade him. Going through channels wouldn’t do a damn thing. He knew what those Foreign Service officers were like. If it had been Anthony, he would have gone over there, if for nothing else then to sit in the Café de Paris on the Grand Socco Square, waiting to be contacted in some way.

This, as it turned out, was precisely Patrick’s plan. He and Anthony had a reunion, they talked it all over, as Patrick arrived in New York and stayed three days before he could get a direct flight across the Atlantic to Casablanca. Casa was an ominous city, at least what Patrick had seen of it, tall dark bluish-gray sky-scrapers and Berber tribesmen in djellabas leading donkeys with carts through the streets. Everyone seemed to look at you with a hostile gaze, recognizing you instantly as someone who did not belong. They were too wised-up, Patrick mused, and Anthony knew exactly what he meant. But that was the entry, by air. A connecting flight would put him in Tangier the same day.

Patrick promised to send cards. He and Anthony hugged, hard, at JFK before Patrick got on the overbooked plane.

The first postcard arrived in eight days. It said, ‘Nothing. Nada. Rien.’ Then another, five days later. It said, ‘Might have seen S. Maybe not. Eating swordfish every night.’

That turned out to be the last Anthony heard from him. He went about his business, thinking about derivatives and the latest Wall Street malefactors, but he was nervous, impatient — he couldn’t conceive of Patrick having the resources to really deal with it if there was true evil in the air.

Patrick was essentially an innocent. He wasn’t entirely naive, which was why they could be friends, but he was innocent. He meant well. In certain circumstances, he might have been dangerous in this way. Because he might not have experienced enough doubt that he meant well, and that sort of invincible innocence was how you conquered the world. You didn’t even notice the peripheral victims until too late, and then you were very sorry, you even had the pleasure of feeling sorry for them. Was all of that really in Patrick, Anthony wondered, or was he projecting it onto him because he was white, and Anthony saw him as a specimen of a certain kind of possible white?

Anthony didn’t know. He asked Kalinda, his girlfriend, what she thought. He’d had too many drinks tonight. It was late. The last card had come two weeks ago. It’d been postmarked a week before that.

Anthony made some calls the next day, from the Wall Street Journal newsroom. A state department assistant undersecretary who’d been in his class at Yale called him back at 5 p.m.

“Patrick William Murtaugh, right? 32-year-old white male. Seattle, Washington.”

“Yeah, that’s him. What’s up?”

“You’re a friend of his? I’m sorry, there’s bad news.”

“What happened?”

“He’s dead. He died of a cerebral hemorrhage. There was bleeding in the subdural region of his brain. He probably died in his sleep, in his hotel bed. The maid found him the next day. His body was shipped to Seattle last week. That’s all I have.”

“Thanks. Yes, he was a friend of mine.”

Anthony wanted to know if there was any sort of investigation of the card Patrick had received, allegedly from Lauren, more likely a bad joke, which had in effect lured him over there to his death.

Mike knew nothing about any of that. He did say that as far as he knew, a cerebral hemorrhage was a natural death. He didn’t think it could be faked, or induced, or anything like that. Anthony could hear in his voice that he was reluctant to talk about it anymore, so he said thanks again and got off the phone.

He took the subway home. “Home.” The loft he sublet from an artist who was presently on a small island near Crete. Anthony was numb. He didn’t know why Patrick’s death should necessarily have anything to do with him, but it felt like it did. He and Patrick, had Patrick lived, might have been friends for life. Even if at a distance. Probably not, but there had been an undeniable, automatic connection. Shit. He’d felt more in common with this white guy than he’d ever felt with his own brother, Eric. Half-brother. Same mother, different dads. Eric’s father, Anthony’s stepfather, was an L.A. County Judge. He was probably responsible for Anthony “making it,” for him getting into Yale and so forth, he’d pushed him hard, but going along with this pressure not to fuck up, not to be like his real father, to prove that he could do it… there was at the same time, always, the unspoken belief that Anthony had less natural intellect, his thinking wasn’t sound, in the sense of say Hegel’s thinking being sound, thus it hung in the air that Anthony was just waiting to drop out and become shiftless and violent like his father… all reinforced by the fact that Anthony’s skin was darker than Eric’s, or than his mother, not to speak of being much darker than the judge.

Anthony had base motives for everything he did, the judge thought. He was selfish and vain, he wanted to blow all his money and fuck white girls, he was just waiting to be a nigger like his dad. He was riding for a fall. Sooner or later this white world he’d penetrated would find him out. He drank too much. Who knew what kind of slick designer drugs he did these days? This was what they thought, the judge and his mother, that was the family myth. Anthony was a big talker, but in the end he’d fuck up. He loved money, but he didn’t know what it was to save and work. It was ridiculous, they were irrational, but that was how they saw him.

Why was he thinking about this shit? He tried to call Kalinda, but he only got her machine. He wanted to talk to someone, needed to, but he didn’t know who would help. He tried Vernon, got him for a few minutes, but it wasn’t enough. He tried Dan. The sense of exclusion from a true understanding of fate dogged him, he saw Patrick’s death as tragic, the man was doomed – Patrick’s whole life had changed its shape now that he was dead. When Kalinda called him later, they talked about it. Anthony was trying to get to something and she didn’t understand, when she thought she could get away with it, to desentimentalize things, she finally came out and flat-out just said Patrick had been a fool.

“Don’t you think he knew that?” Anthony said. “All you can do is take what’s predetermined, already programmed into the stars, try to see this yourself and reconcile it with what’s improvised, open to invention, to find out what it’s impossible for you to do.”

It was a vexed matter to him, that Kalinda didn’t understand. It made him see her differently in his mind. He wanted a cigarette, though he had quit. He wanted a drink. Andy Warhol had said his favorite brand of bourbon was Jack Daniels, because it made you feel confident. (Had Andy Warhol really needed any help feeling confident? Saying such things had been part of his act.)

Patrick had loved Lauren, though he knew and understood that she was flawed. Anthony had thought, on scant acquaintance, that she was spoiled, self-centered… and he thought Patrick had probably known this very well. He wasn’t stupid. But he had loved her anyway. He’d had no choice. And in this, he knew that he was doomed. He went ahead anyway.

As soon as Kalinda called Patrick a fool, Anthony knew he had to go back to Morocco. Maybe he’d known it since he heard Patrick was dead. It was an accident that he even knew the guy, that he’d ever known him, but in the contingent dwelt fate.

Kalinda thought that for him to go over there was senseless. What was it for? Did he really expect to find anything out? Life wasn’t like that except in movies. Patrick died of natural causes. End of story. To look for anything else was absurd. Anthony wasn’t a detective. Even if he was a detective, he didn’t speak Arabic. Morocco was a closed society to outsiders.

Actually, Dan came up with a theory, it wasn’t much but it was vaguely possible. He said a friend of his, a crime-buff, said that maybe you could stick an ice-pick or a stiff wire through the eye to get to the brain, through the tear duct, without leaving any evidence on the outside.

Kalinda came over early Saturday afternoon—the day of Anthony’s flight on Royal Air Maroc—and they had a reconciliation of sorts. She said she was sorry for much of what she’d said, but she was worried about him. She was scared.

She began to cry then. Anthony held her close, and thought about just stopping there and intentionally missing his flight, forgetting about it. It was a pointless exercise in any case. He didn’t know what he was doing going back over there. He wasn’t looking forward to any of it.

Royal Air Maroc, direct to Casablanca, then a smaller plane for the connecting flight to Tangier. Sunday afternoon. July. The skies were clear. Radiant, light blue. It was Ramadan.

During the Islamic month of Ramadan, the believers are required to fast during daylight hours, from the time the muezzins call through the loudspeakers from the mosques at 4:30 a.m. until the sun went down at 7:30 or close to 8:00. No food, nothing to drink, no tobacco, no sex. Banks and stores have reduced hours, and in general it’s a month when little gets done.

Anthony quickly discovered that everyone came out at night. It was a very different atmosphere from when he’d been here before. The streets were crowded, people were out until well after midnight, it was impossible to go to sleep before dawn. Anthony heard processions, off on distant streets, singing and clapping, drums and those weird nasal oboes running up and down a distinctively Asian scale. Then just when it had been quiet for a while a rooster began crowing, just as he was finally about to lose consciousness, it sounded like its throat was half torn.

He went for a long walk the next afternoon, into some parts of Tangier he had neglected before. It was hot out and the sun shone brilliantly pale yellow on all of the glittery tiny broken shards of glass and the blown white sand. This was a poorer section, eerie it was so quiet, it seemed virtually abandoned…

He pondered his presence here, as he walked in the heat. The American and African-American acculturation in him seemed so much a part of him, all the knowledge of TV shows, and songs, Miles Davis, the immortal riffs of James Brown. What would it be like to think in African ways, to experience and live life as an African?

Funny how you tend to make the immediate, fundamental error of imagining it would be simpler, a less complex worldview and mental landscape, but being a day-laborer in Lagos, Nigeria, or a postman in Zaire, a tribesman off someplace in the wild… maybe in fact it is in reality simpler, more crude, to have your American head stuffed full of and diverted with all this essentially worthless, forgettable information, it stops you from seeing anything clearly in front of you, because you’re hearing and reading about all these people you don’t even know, they pop onto the screen and they’re gone, they might be recycled but that’s just capitalism, reuse your discarded one-hit wonders and temporary celebrities. Maybe that’s not even the point… Anthony momentarily despaired. He was okay, though. This was who he was.

A garage door was up, the garage built into the ground floor of a three-story house, and two boys maybe nine and twelve were running this store with hardly anything in it. He spoke French to the older one, who solemnly fetched a Stork beer from the barely running refrigerator and proceeded to wrap the bottle up in brown paper, rolling it up and twisting both ends neatly so it stayed that way. Anthony handed over the requisite dirhem, said “Merci,” and left.

Later, downtown, some other boy shouted, “Jimi Hendrix!” at him, which made him laugh. He went back up into his hotel room, which did not have air-conditioning; opened the window and took off his shirt. There was an intermittent, faint breeze from the sea. He drank the warm but tasty beer.

That night, in the Café de Paris, a pleasant Moroccan in a white shirt talked to him, discovering he was from New York and asking about that. He wanted to visit the U.S., but New York seemed frightening. He was modest, reasonably charming. He was doing government service for two years, then they would put him through school. They talked about Israel and the Palestinians, just a little, and then the fellow asked Anthony his religion. Knowing that to say “None” would be a mistake, Anthony said he was a Christian. A Nazarene.

“What do you know about the Koran?” the guy asked, eyes bright and dark, eager to talk. Anthony managed to extricate himself from this, to the fellow’s visible disappointment. He wanted to explain Islam.

Anthony went to a seafood restaurant on a steep cobble-stoned street he’d never noticed before, and had grilled swordfish, along with two salads. Both were of couscous. One had chickpeas, green onions, the other currants, shredded carrot and mint. It was a family restaurant, and he seemed to be the only non-Moroccan present. It was jam-packed.

He walked to the medina. Many stalls and souks seemed ready to stay open all night. He bought cigarettes and some matches: local matches were these twisted splinters of wood that usually broke. Really, you needed a lighter if you were going to smoke over here.

More noise, until the muezzin’s amplified call to last or first prayer just at dawn. That horrible rooster again. Anthony fell asleep and awoke perspiring and dry-mouthed, still very tired, at noon. He poured himself a glass of Sidi Ali water and drank it down.

Inspector Mohammed Qasir listened to the theory of the ice-pick through the tear-duct, which Anthony delivered with a certain irony, not taking entire responsibility. Qasir’s response was: “Yes, maybe such a thing is possible, and it’s possible our pathologist may have missed it… but do you think Patrick Murtaugh would have lain still for such a procedure? He was a fit young man, bigger and stronger than the average Moroccan. Any resistance on his part would have left signs. You see that, don’t you? He would have had to have been heavily sedated, but there were no drugs in his system. Nothing, not even a low level of alcohol. His skin had no bruises. So you see: violence seems ruled out. He died in his sleep. It was a congenital defect. This could have happened at any time.”

“What about Lauren?”

“Yes, of course that’s a more difficult matter. We don’t have a body, or any evidence except the fact that she was here and then she was gone. It’s all negative. If I can be frank with you… my own best hypothesis, my idea—is that your Lauren’s buried in the countryside somewhere, deeply, under some stones. What might have happened before this, whether she partially cooperated by her fate by willingly going for a ride in a car with a stranger whose intentions she did not divine… unless someone comes forward, we may never know. Here in Morocco we occasionally have our deviants, just like anywhere else. Such crimes, unless they are repeated, and there is some evidence, or witnesses, a pattern, all that… such random crimes are almost impossible to solve. And then, M’sieur Murtaugh coming back to the scene, and dying like he did, at a relatively young age, unexpectedly… I admit it makes for a certain symmetry, it’s interesting, superficially it is an intrigue. I understand your disquiet.”

“And the postcard?”

“A cruel prank.” Qasir shook his head.

Anthony thanked him and said goodbye. It was all reasonable, everything the inspector said. It was all probably true. There were no other hypotheses available, really. What? Lauren kidnapped and sold into a harem, Patrick murdered by supernatural or occult means? No.

That night, Anthony checked out the sleazy discos he’d avoided when he’d been here before. They were located up in little alleys, and just didn’t seem very appealing to him. Garish, purple or crimson walls, outdated insane strobe lighting, some crooked Moroccan’s idea of Disco Inferno. Not one of the girls looked pretty to him.

Good Moslems don’t drink alcohol. These did, and smoked kif as well, the smell was overpowering, you couldn’t help but get slightly high just breathing the atmosphere, the fumes. And if belly-dancers were a possibility in the Islamic world, why not strippers? How far will you go? Anthony gazed, he watched the show, all of the light infected by the reddish, diabolical glow and sordid sepia-violet shadows, the anti-rainbows in the dark. It wasn’t likely, he never thought it was, that Lauren would take part in such a performance, but observing it was educational nonetheless. When some anatomical novelty is revealed, some trick that’s new to you but old, you know it’s old, you really only need to see it once.

Anthony felt in no hurry to leave Tangier. He rented a car and went out in the dry but not unfertile countryside, olive groves and grapevines, chicken and sheep, plaster and stone villages on sides of rocky hills, ancient Roman outposts in ruins; he went to Asilah and Quezzane, and back, keeping his cheap hotel room in Tangier. He took the crowded bus to Tetouan and wandered in the ancient medina, down twisted, crooked streets. Because he was black he was mostly left alone by the notorious hustlers and touts. They assumed he was a Muslim, an African, and so it seemed unlikely he had as much money as other tourists.

He slept from dawn to early afternoon, then took a late afternoon nap. He came close, not entirely unintentionally, to observing Ramadan austerity, keeping the fast but for noontime café au lait.

One day a lizard got into his room and clung to the wall, high up in the corner. It was a fairly big lizard. Anthony recognized it as a sign. He communed with it. It understood all.

After sleeping particularly hard, he woke up on a gray cloudy day, not sure at first where he was. It was a very plain, ordinary room. He could hear music, while he was still halfway asleep, distant music he could not make sense of, he tried to concentrate, he wanted to hear more. The theme of a symphony? Mahler? The early Rolling Stones? Maybe as broadcast through the fuselage of a jet plane taking off.

Anthony had not shaved for a few days. The water that came out of the shower was room temperature up to lukewarm. He put on a light blue t-shirt, “Coca-Cola” spelled in white Arabic script. His glasses, gold-rimmed, matching his expensive watch. He was big enough, he wasn’t especially frightened of anyone trying to rip him off.

He walked up a twisting, deserted street, until he came to a house that had been partly burned down. There was nobody around. The wind blew, gentle and warm.

There was so much that was irrational in this world. People were so superstitious, and rightly so, even if the forms of their superstitions might not necessarily correspond at any point to the actual mysteries which they were meant to pay homage to, or affect. In America, the land of magic materialism, there was a tremendous belief in irrational forces affecting the outcome of events – belief in the vagaries of luck.

Luck, and unseen forces, propensities and inclinations of the moment, like watching a basketball game on TV and influencing, through some incantation or ritual gesture, an outcry, whether your team wins, or someone makes a given shot. You went out of yourself in an instant of joy. Or on Wall Street, whether or not some stock performs, the numbers, the name of the entity, from there to a magic attached to some individual, personal luck, the cult of personality or self-made bandit tycoons, the worship of these people for their relationship with money, “hard-work” part of the mythical equation, necessary, yet nowhere near as important as personal luck.

Anthony had seen, many times, how in America you could criticize a politician, or a movie star, a sports hero, but no one wanted to speak objectively about the extremely successful businessman. It was a part of the unspoken, unacknowledged national ideology, the reverence for these men. They could cheat, and steal, and it didn’t matter. They knew how to make money. It was said straight out, so and so had “the magic touch.” It amounted to the manipulation of unseen forces, the invocation of what amounted to cultivated luck.

Akin to having God on your side.

Something invisible to connect with the symbolic numbers of wealth, the immaterial, spiritual realm of money, all these zeros and what they represent – an entirely made-up, invented, yet all-powerful world. Which people accept on faith. It’s all so far removed from how one imagined it used to be, in prehistoric days, it seemed a long way also from using cattle as units of wealth, like the Swahili, his cousins on the savannah, prey to their own fucked-up ideas and made-up gods, their own swarming invisible world.

Fictions, man. Anthony walked to the same little garage grocery and bought a wrapped-in-brown-paper beer, and considered going back pretty soon to his artificial, abstract world of TV, computers, and securities fraud. It was an aesthetic decision, really, what variety of made-up shit you found acceptable. What was the nature of his own personal luck? Did he feel lucky? Anthony wasn’t sure. How unlucky he was remained to be seen. The world was a mysterious fucking place.

That evening, in a much better mood, having maybe taken a certain train of thought as far as he cared to, and come back, Patrick Murtaugh the last thing on his mind, likewise Lauren, in the medina, buying cigarettes, he ran into Sara. She was wearing some kind of a gauzy, layered, cerise and apricot colored outfit, and Anthony didn’t recognize her at first.

Nor she him. She was with two handsome young Moroccan men, with mustaches, smiling, and a Dutch or otherwise Scandinavian couple, husband and wife perhaps, both soft-bodied blondes. When Sara did recognize Anthony, after he spoke to her, she acted as if they were good friends, as if they’d conceivably spoken on the phone earlier that day.

“Anthony. Nice to see you.”

“Sara.” Anthony collected himself. “I’d like to talk to you. How long are you here?”

“How long? I live here, Anthony.”

Anthony wanted to grab her by the throat. He didn’t like the way she said, “I live here.” She was playing with him. Naturally, all his wildest suspicions returned at once, inchoate but intact.

“Do you want to visit me tomorrow afternoon?” she said, after laughing at some murmured comment by one of the Moroccans.

“Yes. I would like that.”

“Good. Be at the Café de Paris at four o’clock. I will send someone for you. Okay? Does that sound fair?”

He nodded, and she smiled, off with her friends to unknown revels. Anthony considered following them, but the risk of being discovered in such an act seemed large. In any case, the opportunity for such espionage was soon lost.

At 4:00 the next day, having shaved, in a white shirt and muslin pants, Anthony followed a young man named Rachid, on a sunny day, warmer than usual, up past the Hotel Intercontinental, further, to what turned out to be an old apartment building, with an antique elevator, a smell of cinnamon and musk and myrrh. Up to the third floor of five.

Once Rachid had delivered Anthony to Sara, and she answered the door, Rachid excused himself and left.

“Will you have tea with me?” she asked, and Anthony said sure. There were large cushions to sit on, around a low table of ornately carved dark wood.

“Please have some of these sweets,” she said. “They’re very good. A friend of mine knows a baker, and he passed these on to me, but there’s more than I will ever happen to eat.”

Anthony ate a cookie, with his tea. Black tea. The cookie was indeed quite good. He hadn’t tasted one like it before. He was glad it wasn’t oversweet, like baklava.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you,” he said, “did I meet you one time in New York?”

“I don’t know,” Sara said. “Do you think you did? It’s possible. I’ve been there.”

She was wearing blue today, her wavy dark hair down, the first time he’d seen her this way. It crossed his mind that she might want to seduce him. She looked more attractive to him the more he saw her, though he still found her accent affected.

“How long have you lived here?”

“Here?” she said, meaning the apartment, “Three years.”

Anthony saw how it was going to be.

“What do you know about Lauren?” he asked, watching her eyes.

Sara took a considerable quaff of tea.

“You mean that nice Jewish girl who disappeared last year?”

“Yes,” he said slowly, “that’s who we’re talking about. What do you mean, ‘disappeared’? The police assume she’s dead.”

“If you think that,” Sara rejoined, “why are you here? Tell me,” she said, with amusement, leaning forward, “do you think she was spirited away to some harem somewhere, and she’s become a sex slave? Do you think that’s the sort of world we live in, a world in which such things can take place?”

“I don’t know.”

“It might have happened,” she said, changing tone. “She didn’t seem to me to be so beautiful there’d be an urgent demand, but she wasn’t bad. What did your friend think?”

“You mean Patrick. What do you imagine he thought?” Anthony asked, falling into playing her game.

“I’m sure he believed in something like I’ve just described. Maybe that she was drugged, and taken to a secure place, and then shipped from there to—who knows? Saudi Arabia perhaps. In the realm of this sort of fantasy, anything’s possible.”

“And his death?”

“Oh, that must have been magic, some kind of poison, or perhaps simply a spell. That completes the picture, don’t you think?”

Anthony didn’t answer for a while, and then he looked into Sara’s eyes and said, “Sure. I suppose it does.”

She asked if he had ever read The Sheltering Sky. He said he had. They had a literary conversation then, of sorts. Sara talked and Anthony listened, although he wasn’t interested in the subject that much. Or at least not with her. She said she lived near the writer Paul Bowles. She saw him every day when his driver took him out to get his mail.

He was sure she was an American. She was the girl he had seen, at a party; and for some reason later on someone had gossiped about her to him. Anthony hadn’t paid any special attention at the time. People gossiped about everyone in certain strata of Manhattan.

“When are you leaving, going back home?” she finally asked. Sara was bored with him now.

“In a day or two.” He hadn’t known this until he said it, but now it seemed true.

“Well, I hope I get to see you again,” she said, and Anthony didn’t believe her.

When he walked out of the relative coolness of the building into the sunlight, the heat surprised him. This was the hottest day he had experienced so far in Tangier. It’s not like inland Morocco, like Marrakesh for instance, where temperatures regularly go above one hundred degrees. Usually, the sea breezes keep Tangier from ever getting much above the mid-eighties or so. There was no wind today, and the unmoving, dead heat was intense.

Anthony was not deep in thought in the sense of having one coherent complex idea lead him to other possibilities, considered systematically, linearly, but he was in a state of heavily-weighted, slowly-developing brooding, as if waiting for a revelation to assemble itself, or occur.

He walked away from Sara’s building without really paying attention to where he was going, simply heading back towards downtown. Even up here in a fairly nice residential neighborhood the streets curved, you had to make decisions, and he only realized that he had somehow gone around in a circle when he saw for the second time the same three Moroccans working and talking, looking at the engine of a dark car with its hood up. He crossed the street to avoid them. He was a little embarrassed they might notice him, think he was lost.

This time he was more careful, he turned left this time at a particular junction, he thought he knew more or less where he was and he would emerge past this high wall somewhere near the Hotel Intercontinental, he strode through waves of resistant, heavy air.

When he saw the three men and the car with its hood up this time, he felt suddenly afraid, and this time they definitely noticed him, he stayed on the other side of the street and walked past, faintly hearing them talk to each other—one laughed. He didn’t know where he had gone wrong. It seemed impossible that he could not get out of this neighborhood. The heat made it all worse. He was perspiring in rivulets. His shirt was stuck to him. The sun seemed unnaturally bright, the sky empty and dead. The landscape was baked. He was kicking sand. If he was lost on his own, with no one observing him, that would be fine, he could deal with it, it was a problem that could eventually be solved.

What he didn’t like was having strange Moroccans aware of him, able to see that he didn’t live here, didn’t know where he was. He now no longer knew where Sara’s apartment building was, his starting point. He walked along the same curving street past the same cement wall and this time it seemed like he came to a completely different, sand-swept intersection than before.

One of the town’s many small green beat-up taxis sped by, accelerating, no chance to hail it, someone turning to look at him from the back seat.

Anthony picked a new street to follow, watching his surroundings with minute attention, as though reality was not entirely dependable anymore. He came to a familiar street, went by the Hotel Intercontinental, but everything looked different to him now. Even as, in fifteen minutes or so, he found his way downtown, to the Grand Socco Square across from the Café de Paris, everything looked strange. This was how it all was, this was how it had to be.

They thought they had given him a lesson. But “they” did not realize precisely who he was, so the lesson was not taken in quite the same way as they may have meant it to be. It did not frighten him away, but rather served, in his present condition, as a kind of lure. The lure, such as it was, had absolutely nothing to do with the mysterious circumstances regarding Patrick and Lauren.

They misjudged him. They thought he had a sense of responsibility, a curiosity—but that he was a rational Negro, and that he would fear losing his rationality, this carefully constructed identity out of Yale and so forth.

Such a conclusion was wrong.

He could hang around for twenty years and learn nothing, and this might be something extraordinarily important to find out.

“Nothing. Nada. Rien.”

Yes, he thought he might discover much more in such a fate than they supposed. He would hire a car and drive to Fez, then down across the Sahara to Timbuktu. Forget about his job, his girlfriend, everything, all the contents of this unreal life.

Maybe one day he would see everything anew, right hand touching left hand mirror-self, door opening to revelation of old/ new eternal knowledge, all mysteries forgotten but revealed. He wouldn’t care—about the facts, ma’am, nothing but the facts.

He would ask no questions, tell no lies. Seek not lest ye shall find. That’s it, that’s coming close. Seek not, lest uh… ye shall find. My father’s house, his mansion, has many motherfucking rooms.

Mr. Right Hand, meet Mr. Left Hand.

I can see you’ve met before.


OOZE OUT AND AWAY

“SO I OPENED a door in his head and went in,” said Mahnoosh. “We lay there on the bed and contemplated our relationship. We possessed telepathy.”

“Wait… this is in the future?” Donya asked her friend.

“Yeah,” said Mahnoosh, then drank more raspberry-cranberry through a straw. The intense dark red now entering her inside matched the highlights of her hair as well as her leggings, more or less.

Donya moved slightly and said, “OK, what happened next?”

“What?”

“What happened next?”

Mahnoosh laughed and said: “I realized that I didn’t have the remote. I thought that it was misplaced somewhere in the pillows or the sheets there on the bed.”

“Those are those pillows… isn’t everything a leopard-pattern?”

“No, Donya, everything isn’t a fucking leopard-pattern. How can you say that? There are many varieties of leopard-pattern. There’s also cheetah-pattern, jaguar, tiger… sabre-tooth tiger, even.” But she giggled at that.

“I’m sort of distracted by this music I guess,” Donya said.

“Do you want me to turn it down?”

“No, it’s fine. I’m getting used to it. I like the beat.”

Mahnoosh’s lipstick was raspberry-cranberry only darker. Donya’s lips were some other, pinker, peachier hue. Glossy.

The big television screen had some actors talking in a hotel room back in the admirable if strange black & white shadowy America of maybe 1948. Mahnoosh looked at the sexysexy dress the actress was wearing while Donya found an old Zippo lighter in between the pillows and used this to light a filter cigarette. Mahnoosh thought she could maybe fit in a dress like that. People would look.

She noticed the smoke in the air and said, “I need one too.”

“This is the last one,” Donya lied. She was a liar sometimes.

“Why are you lying to me?”

“I don’t know. Here.”

Then, in three or four minutes, Donya said: “I’m bored.”

“Let’s go outside.”

“It’s the same as in here.”

“No it’s not,” Mahnoosh said, noting how spectacularly pouty Donya’s lips were now. If people were watching Mahnoosh would have kissed her then.

“Am I boring you?” Donya asked.

“You’re getting close.”

Outside in fifteen minutes some crows on wires observed them walking down the avenue and commented while Mahnoosh tried to call Farid on a small dark-green plastic phone.

They were across the street from a building which had that look buildings have a week or two after being car-bombed. Debris was still strewn about in a disorganized fashion and the big hole exposed nude iron girders which looked unstable though the architecture was normal enough given the circumstance.

The weather was sped-up in the clouds above and traffic moved past in a stop-and-go rhythm with accelerations of motors and some horns.

“What was that?” Donya said but Mahnoosh didn’t answer while a silver automobile slowed and then moved faster, sleek and blurred. Donya however had some other phenomenon in mind. The traffic meant little to her.

Farid, disembodied, somewhere, said “Yeah?”

“Remember when I was in your head?” Mahnoosh asked.

“You still are, baby, you still are.”

Romantic, so romantic. Donya, looking at her, she knew.


LAMENTATIONS OF BABYLON

Androgyny was in fashion. Full frontal nudity. Glitter bands. Boys wore makeup and high heels. Nixon was president.

It was 1973. Cheap sequins were in the air.

Nobody wanted to spend any more time thinking about Vietnam.

The first time they talked, at a party upstairs on 2nd Avenue, Jean-Luc, in his black-rimmed glasses, asked the pretty transvestite: “What’s your name?”

“Kim.”

“What?” Jean-Luc couldn’t quite hear: other voices and music partially drowned out their words.

“Kim. It’s Chinese.”

“But you’re not.”

“Sure I am. Kim Wong.”

“You don’t look Chinese at all.”

“Kim White?”

Knifey guitar chord while Lou Reed deadpanned something about vicious flowers.

Then more guitar.
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The Babylonians conquered the Sumerians and took over Sumer, absorbing and assimilating their culture. Then, after a few hundred years, the barbarian Assyrians conquered Babylonia and ruled it, with their fierce new laws, until the Babylonians, together with the neighboring Elamites and Medes, were able to successfully rebel and decimate the hated Assyrians, seemingly wiping them off the face of the earth.
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“I want to make something like Cecil B. DeMille’s Cleopatra,” Jean-Luc said, thumb and index finger squeezing Paulie’s left nipple while it grew, pouty, erect. “There’s something very sexy about the Biblical epic,” interrupting himself with a sticky kiss, their warm tongues exploring each other’s mouths. “William Wyler’s Ben Hur, Mervyn LeRoy’s Quo Vadis?, DeMilles’ Samson and Delilah … anything about Baghdad or the Arabian Nights, with Steve Reeves or maybe Sinbad… You ever thought about that name? No… not Steve Reeves.”

“Ben Hur,” Paul said, squirming a little, nude in Jean-Luc’s arms.

He loved himself more and more in the heat of Jean-Luc’s worship, eyes shut now, glued lost in delusion and dream as his body was explored and spread open like a big flesh flower, luscious plum-red anal sphincter forming a sensitive blossom in the golden light. Oh. Oh.

And so Paul Fairchild got the part.
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Routine will change. You’ll be with more people and popularity will increase. Due to unusual schedule, eating habits may become erratic. Don’t neglect nutrition.
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Kimberly sat like a woman, walked like a woman, had buttocks and breasts and legs like a woman. She didn’t have to go to the electrolysis parlor because she never grew any facial hair to be removed. The estrogens had shrunk her penis, redistributed body fat—and in so doing had given her a good shape and lovely legs. The legs especially pleased her because you see a lot of drag queens with bad legs, legs in which the muscles stand out like cords. Women’s legs have subcutaneous fat which accounts for their smooth shape. In high heels, the difference is strikingly apparent.

The delicacy of her facial structure made it seem hard to imagine her, even without the makeup, as a boy and not a girl. She had been dressing strictly as a female for the last three years. Pierced ears, shaved armpits and legs, boobjob, hormone shots and long brown hair. No one ever questioned her right to use the ladies’ room.

The only thing she didn’t have was a vagina, and she was fascinated with them. She wanted to understand them and how they worked. When she had a lot of money, she paid a woman named Janet de Sade to do an S&M number on her. She smoked Algerian hashish to get in the mood. She groveled at Janet de Sade’s feet, which were shod in shiny shiny black patent spiked heel boots.

It made Jean-Luc sad when he contemplated the fact that Kimberly was not real. She would not last. Nothing does. Nothing does, but…

Jean-Luc knew Janet de Sade too. She wanted to star in a documentary about all the twisted things people paid her to do. Maybe he’d do it, but it felt like selling out. It was so cheap.

He admired people who sought to change who they were, who did not accept being born as a peasant, or as an awkward boy, as an Edward, Edwin, Edgar, Ed or Eddie… how he hated that name! Much better, even if partly as a joke, to reinvent oneself as Jean-Luc.

But everything was a joke, he told Kimberly, who was lying incompletely dressed posed on a pillow like Olympia for Manet.

Astronomy was a joke. Astrology was a joke. Biology was a joke. The Roman Empire was a joke. Cancer. The War in Vietnam. The Renaissance. Enlightenment. Industrial Revolution.

“Was that on TV?”

“Yes, Kim. That was on TV.”

“But they said ‘The Revolution will not be televised.’ Was that a joke?”

“That was a joke. The Revolution was televised. It just didn’t get very good ratings.”

“Do you have any more Dexedrine?”

He wasn’t sure. Some of the white pills had scattered on the floor. He wanted to be organized, but there was some law of thermodynamics leading to Entropy which said, “Not so fast.”
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Anyone might be cast into slavery in a region where small nations were constantly fighting and capturing large numbers of each other’s citizens.

The Slave Auction, then, was a choice scene, thrilling the imaginations of the spectators, especially regarding the dispersal of the young, attractive specimens, who might be put to use as sexual toys.
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Paul looked less effeminate when dressed up as the King, primarily because of the braided fake beard he wore. His costume consisted of a long, smooth tunic, partly decorated with rich embroidery in horizontal and diagonal bands. The headdress of the King was a fez-shaped tiara with a conical spike. He also wore a diadem, bracelets, mascara and rings.

The King enjoyed respect as a supernatural being not only from his officials but from other supernatural beings. He stood in front of a painted background, and then went up to his throne. He had an itchy back. Then he recited a poem:

For ten thousand miles

the landscape

Spreads out like

a beautiful brocade.

Gentle sunshine.

Light breezes. Smiling flowers,

All the birds sing together at once.

Humans and animals rise up, reborn, in the sun.

What could be more natural?

Oh beauty of the lion, the iguana and the red bird!

There is black & white footage of lions tearing apart roebucks and gazelles, then a closeup of the lion resting later, panting, his eyes closing—as he has seen all that he needs to see today.

Three muscular men in lion-costumes fuck a young man named Mario who is on mescaline and will not be heard from here again. He may imagine he is in prison. Sing Sing. Maybe this scene is somewhat evil, Jean-Luc thinks. He loves it though. He wishes he were Mario even as he wants Mario torn apart.

Jean-Luc moves his lips but says nothing aloud. These thugs want more money than was agreed. One of them punches Jean-Luc. His lip bleeds. They steal things on their way out, still wearing lion-costumes as they walk down Saint Marks Place, one carrying a small television set with antenna, extension cord dragging on the sidewalk behind.

There is graffiti on the walls.
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By 363 A.D., the ruins of Babylon had been made into a royal game preserve for the Persian king Shapur the First. Most of the towers had fallen, but the walls, though breached in many places, still stood. Nebuchadnezzar had built these walls a thousand years before.

The Jewish prophet Jeremiah had said, “And Babylon shall become a heaps, a dwelling-place for dragons, an astonishment and a hissing, without an inhabitant.”

The Christians used Babylon, after Sodom and Gomorrah, as a symbol of man’s wickedness and the wrath of God. Also, Babylon was used as a codeword for pagan Rome, enemy of the early Christian church.
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Jean-Luc wasn’t Jean-Luc Godard. But he had directed a version of Breathless when he was in high school. It was nine minutes long.
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The Third Annual Miss G.G. Beauty Contest, including over fifty of the most gorgeous and convincing transvestites ever assembled, was so well-attended both by the community and the press that a large number of very unhappy local color type individuals had to be turned away at the door.

The twenty semi-finalists appeared before the judges in bathing suits, the true test of successful female impersonation. There were several “shims” or “she-males” within that group who could challenge the judgment of even the most discriminating connoisseur of femininity.

The contestants were rated for Charm, Elegance, and Poise, as well as, of course, Sex Appeal and Beauty. According to Kimberly and to several others “in the know,” it was all rigged in advance: the fix was in before they ever came out onto the runway. Some rich bitch from Long Island, named Darcy, whose sugar-daddy owned the lease, was crowned Miss G.G. 1973.

Everywhere corruption and depravity.
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Raymond Faye was going to Paris soon to work on his next one-man show; but in the meantime he agreed to appear in just one scene as the Grand Vizier.

He was dressed outrageously, and would bring in different gifts from off-camera and drop them in front of the throne. Paul sat staring fixedly ahead, taking no notice, seemingly hypnotized or in a state of suspended animation, surrounded by the court of mannequins in exotic costume, moved into different positions between each shot.

“The King of Persia sends his regards,” said Raymond, in his droll manner, and carelessly dropped an armload of egg-beaters onto the floor.

“Amenhotep the Third, Pharaoh of Egypt, King of Kings, wishes you a very happy birthday,” Raymond said, and dropped a large vase, which broke into shards, disclosing a rubber snake.

Between each shot, the floor was swept clean. Beverly, who was generally willing to do the shit jobs when on drugs, brandished the broom.

“The Witch of Endor sends you her most pious solicitations,” said Raymond, as he let loose doves, which flew all around, followed by the camera even when they swooped out of the confines of the set.

“Princess Al Capone…”

Raymond took a bite out of a sandwich, one of several on a plate. A Ham and Swiss on Rye, from Aristotle’s Delicatessen on 13th.

A slave boy, bound with Saran Wrap, courtesy of the King of Saran. The boy held a flower. He smiled right at the camera. Very nice. Oh, what a cute kid. Nude. He blinked his eyes. Moved. Stopped. Again the smile.

Raymond teased him with a long red feather, then felt him up. Kiss kiss. The King remained unmoved.
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Elements of timing, luck ride with you. Be aware of color combinations—you’ll look especially good in indigo, electric blue. Intuition will serve as reliable guide.
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Paulie sort of resembled the late actor Alfred Paget as he had appeared, with mascara and a phony beard, in D.W. Griffith’s Intolerance, playing the pleasure-loving Belshazzar.

Kimberly, on the other hand, as the Princess Beloved, was much prettier than the actress Seena Owen had been in the same role back in 1915. Maybe Kim was not as pretty as Mae Marsh, or Blanche Sweet, or the Gish sisters at their best, but she was definitely prettier than Miss Owen.
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At least once in her life every woman in the land was supposed to prostitute herself in the Temple of Ishtar. However, wealthy women took all the precautions they could to avoid an encounter with an unwanted stranger by surrounding themselves with a great number of female attendants. They would have made an arrangement with someone, perhaps even their husbands, to meet them there.

The majority of women, though, adorned in their best finery and jewels, seated themselves in the holy enclosure and awaited whatever partner the gods might see to provide. A man had only to toss a coin (of any denomination, though as a token of respect a higher value might bring one greater joy), and utter, “The goddess Ishtar prosper thee,” and he could not be refused. The beautiful women were taken care of swiftly; ugly ones might wait a long time.
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Beverly, barely five feet tall, hair cut short so that she looked like a cute little boy, went into Union Square Park and bought some downers from a black guy in a knit cap.

“You gonna be here later, case my friends want some?”

“Sure man,” the guy said, shifting his weight back and forth from one foot to the other, perhaps in some correspondence with his languid chant “Ups and Downs; Ups and Downs.”

Beverly had smoked some dope about an hour before. Her head was still pleasantly buzzed. She only asked the guy if he’d be there later to try to insure that it wasn’t a burn. The pills looked right, but you could never be one hundred per cent sure. She’d been to this park often enough she shouldn’t get ripped off. She wasn’t sure if this guy recognized her or not – but then, she wasn’t sure if he recognized anyone.

“Hey, don’t you usually have a dog?”

He smiled then. “Yeah, I do.”

“What happened to him?”

“He got sick.”

“That’s too bad.”

“Sure is, man. Protects me from Big City White Devils, shit like that. I think someone put a spell on him. But he’s getting better, gonna be all right. Had to get me some of the right medicine, that’s all.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear he’s better. Catch you later.”

“Later, yeah. Ups and Downs.”
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In another scene, the god Shamash was seated, while a person half-man and half-bird was brought to him.
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Jean-Luc was not sexually attracted to Kim. It was too hard to tell her from a real girl. In fact, it could not be done in ordinary circumstances, unless you cast a critical eye. Jean-Luc occasionally slept with girls, teenyboppers, pulling down their jeans from behind, especially if there was another boy in the bed, but in such cases he preferred to enter the girls as he did the boys, inhabit their rectums while using slow friction on sensitive sphincters.

Dark salty vaginas had unfortunate associations. Is the rectum a grave? Norman Mailer thought so or something. In An American Dream his hero while fucking went from the Cunt into the Asshole, from Heaven into Hell, a description which seemed over-wrought. Protest too much and all that.
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The Harem of the King were all mannequins, as were the members of the Royal Court. They were all individually and extravagantly clad, literally dripping with cheap costume jewelry and phony strings of pearls. Paul rolled around on the floor with one or the other of them, fought with them, struck them, whipped them, shouted at them, finally allegedly screwing one in the ass.

“There, you fucker, take that! There! How do you like that? Well, there’s more where that came from. If you don’t start acting more lively you’re going to find yourself in some Pretty Deep Shit. You ungrateful bitches. I hate you. You’re going to be sorry you ever met me. You should have treated me better when you had the chance. Just you wait. You’ll be up there on the platform at the Slave Auction, begging me to forgive you, to take you back, while some greasy Phoenician licks his lips and throws his drachmas on the block. You know what they do in Phoenicia? Do you? You don’t want to know. Really. You can’t imagine. You think we’ve got perverts here, just wait till you land in Phoenicia. You’ll wish you were back here sucking my toes.”

Zoom in on a capsized, impassive mannequin.
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Babylonia, thanks to a sophisticated system of irrigation based on a clever network of canals, waterways, and dams, was in its time the richest granary in the world. With the final fall of Babylon in 538 B.C., the irrigation system became neglected. The Tigris and Euphrates periodically overflowed and even changed course altogether, flooding the region without control. By the 20th century, the area had become a desolate and dreary landscape, a far cry from the lush farmlands of so long ago.
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Focus on desire, emotional involvement, ability to transform dreams into realities. People are drawn to you with their problems —you’ll be invited to join “secret sessions.” Member of opposite sex feels you are not living up to potential.
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She loved candy, but she’d only take one bite. Clark, who’d fallen for her a bit, fascinated despite being straight and having a girlfriend, bought Kimberly some Grand Marnier truffles. She thanked him gracefully, modestly, and then just took one bite.

“Here, you have the rest.”

And she put it to his lips and made him eat it, seemingly taking vicarious pleasure in the idea of the flavor in his mouth.

Clark watched her one day, when she was changing costume, wearing only panties and bra, and she saw him looking. She gave him a special smile.
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The vast play battleground had been constructed by Jean-Luc’s nephew, his eldest brother’s son, who was ten years old and lived in Brooklyn Heights. Jean-Luc had seen the detail that Stephen put into his elaborate train-set, with all the figures and little bushes and trees, and it came to him that the patent artificiality, filmed in extreme close-ups, including the manipulating hands (hands of the gods), would be perfect for simulating big battles.

He had to buy the materials, and the hundreds of plastic little Indians who could be transformed into warriors of the past, but Stephen was enormously excited by the project. His friend Ira helped him. Jean-Luc paid Stephen thirty dollars, of which Ira got twelve.

THE BABYLONIANS vs. THE ASSYRIANS

THE BABYLONIANS vs. THE ELAMITES

THE BABYLONIANS vs. THE ISRAELITES

Each battle was different from the last. Stephen and Ira were delighted to be able to set things afire, pierce figures with needles and daub them with blood, behead them, move about the chariots with their little horses wearing plumes, knock down the gate.

THE BABYLONIANS vs. THE PERSIANS
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“I went to Bryn Mawr for a couple of months,” said Kim to a guy at a party, making it up as she went along, “and then I couldn’t stand it anymore. All those snotty rich girls wearing bib overalls and going around with hairy legs, pretending to be serious about every injustice the world has ever known, pretending that they’d like to be a peasant in Cuba or Red China; then they’d just write another check, take another plane to Switzerland or France, meet their parents and complain. You know what I mean? Save me from these hippies.”

“So what do you do? I mean,” the guy said, “to pay your rent?”

“That’s a personal question, but I don’t mind. I’m a professional groupie. I run a string of groupies, and when the bands come to town the managers get in touch with my service to make sure the bass-player or the drummer, if he’s ugly, you know, gets a good-looking groupie all his own. Do you play guitar? My favorite band is T. Rex. I love Marc Bolan, though he’s terrible when they play live. I like records better anyway. Are you my main man? Are you now? Are you now? I always want it to sound the same. I hate live shows. I don’t know. I’m so full of shit. I guess I like the messiness of seeing them live. I’m really high. Do you wanna go up on the roof ?”

Was there a blowjob in the offing for the squarejohn? Maybe so.
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Stock footage: the b&w archers strung their bows, awaiting the order to let their arrows fly. They looked more like Normans or Saxons or Visigoths than Babylonians, but Jean-Luc liked them anyway. His glasses were repaired with tape. The arrows made a slow-motion fragile arc of vectors, coming to rest in the torsos of enemy warriors or clattering off their shields.

This footage was replayed.
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Kim packed her suitcase to try to escape the fall of Babylon and go to St. Louis, deathly afraid of the oncoming Assyrian hordes and their reputation for atrocities.

“I’ve heard that it gets real muggy in St. Louis during the summer, but it can’t be any more humid than here in Babylon. God, last year as soon as you got out of the shower you’d be soaking in sweat. I didn’t pay any attention to the things that the Hell’s Angel wanted me to do, I just listened to freak out in a moonage daydream,” and David Bowie faded in, all movement giving way to a static close-up of Kim’s face.

Cut to the Assyrian hordes.
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The b&w dance sequence featured twenty young women, all costumed after the manner of a typical sexy Hollywood Biblical extravaganza, scantily clad in shiny gold, with elegant headdresses owing as much in style to modern Las Vegas as to ancient Babylon or Ur.

A shot from above: a roseate pattern. Then it bloomed.
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“I need these pills to survive, uh, the strangeness of existence,” said Kim, as Beverly Hills watched her swallow one with a sip of Coke. “Not just the particular strangeness of my particular existence, though I suppose that’s bad enough. But everyone feels this unnaturalness I think. Everything moving wants to be at rest. Am I making sense?”

“Yeah,” said Beverly, “It’s like Valley of the Dolls.” She paused so they both could consider this.

“I liked that book,” said Kim. “Did you ever read The Carpetbaggers, by Harold Robbins? That’s the best one. This girl named Rina Marlowe—Jean Harlow, get it?—spills orange pop on her boobs, and it gets her brother all excited, he gets a hard-on, and she tells him that she’s been spying on him, watching him jerk off, and I can’t remember why they don’t get it on, but… he goes off and commits suicide. Anyway, that’s the first book where I ever saw the word ‘cunt.’ I love that word. Call me that, all right?”

“Cunt. Cunt. You’re nothing but a cunt.”

“Great,” said Kim, sighing. “Do it again.”
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The three qualities women look for in nail enamels are:

– gloss and brilliance

– depth and coverage

– exceptionally long-lasting “hold”

The enamel must be applied to the nail in a single layer with one stroke of the brush. Each coat must dry before the next one is applied. Always start with the little finger or thumb of one hand and use the same order with the other hand as well.
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“That’s disgusting,” Kim might say, or she’d quote Jack Smith, who’d said, “Sex is a pain in the ass.”

Sometimes she’d insist that she was asexual, that she felt no desire for anyone, man woman or child.

Other times… mmmm. She looked kind of like Elizabeth Ashley, or maybe Lesley Anne Warren. It was so fleeting, this thing she was after, it required so much upkeep, and sometimes there were terrible down days when she felt ugly and did not wash or get out of bed.

For a while she worked as a salesclerk in a porno bookstore, but she didn’t really like that job. The customers were such creeps. The pornography got her down. She was much happier when she got a job waiting on tables, flirting, swinging her hips.

She got a boyfriend, Andre, who she really loved. But he had a tendency to mix alcohol with dexedrine, a combination that made him jealous and unpredictable. Andre sometimes beat her up, not that bad, he pulled his punches, but it hurt, and she didn’t like having a cut lip or black eye. One time he showed her a knife, and she was afraid he was really going to kill her, accidentally, carried away. He wouldn’t mean it.
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By checking behind scenes, you regain sense of direction. A recent dream, properly interpreted, could prove prophetic.
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Artificial, stylized, larger-than-life plants, the leaves having simplified shapes, made more angular and stiff. The famous Hanging Gardens of Babylon. Kimberly walked among the fake potted plants like a sleepwalker, in a filmy gauze dress, her new round breasts jiggling gently, bobbing, nipples plainly erect. Her hair was tied back, and she looked ethereal, composed, as enigmatic as though seen in a dream. She bent over the fake grass, bright green, and looked at a crawling snake, which was real. She was not afraid of it. It formed an “S.”

It crawled away.
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Kim was with Jean-Luc, Paulie, Beverly and Clark the sound-man in a bar in Soho when she saw André, dark-skinned and good-looking, slender, a pearl in his left earlobe, and she was scared. She hadn’t kept in contact or been faithful while he’d been in jail.

He saw her and came over. He was loaded on something, and his eyes looked just like the last time she’d seen him six months ago. He often seemed an unusually tortured soul.

“Come with me, Kimberly. I need you, baby. Leave these fags and come home with me. I’ll forgive you everything if you’ll just come home right now. I need you, baby. You need me too.”

“André, no.”

He nodded, as if she’d said what he’d expected. He smiled then. “Right on, bitch. One of these days, you can bet your sweet ass, I’m gonna show up and shoot you full of holes. Shoot you down dead. Cold blood. You take care now. Remember I love you. Be seeing y’all, folks.”

“Who was that?” Jean-Luc inquired. “Here, have a Valium. Let Paul light your cigarette. That guy was scary. Did you drive him crazy with love?”

“No… He was crazy before I ever met him. Let’s get out of here, okay? I don’t feel safe. All those guys hanging out at the bar look like undercover cops.”

[image: Image]

A life-sized articulated skeleton sat in a chair. Princess Beloved danced around, after the manner of Isadora Duncan. That is, not without clumsiness. Would-be Grecian gestures. Her girl slaves danced too, less like Isadora than like groupies backstage at a Mott the Hoople show.

Big phony mouths opened and closed in the backdrop, which was black, painted with stars, sunbursts, and moons. Kim’s gown was purple, with golden crescent moons in sequins. Violet eye shadow. They were going to perform a magic ceremony. Incense and candles burned. The lights swam in a melting vaselined lens.
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Princess Beloved was helpless, surrounded by soldiers in a circle, enclosing her, each pointing at her, menacingly, a spear. It was a shot that Jean-Luc had long admired, stolen from a bad movie directed in 1954 by Riccardo Freda—Theodora, Slave Empress. Princess Beloved, trembling, groveled. But no, she wasn’t to be killed. She was condemned to a fate worse than death.
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Transsexuals almost always manifest some degree of transvestism before the age of twelve, and they usually have spent more time playing with girls, playing with dolls and so forth, than have their boyhood peers.
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Stay clear of self-deception, pie-in-sky schemes. Individual who makes many promises may be sincere but misinformed. Check with Pisces.
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There was something very vulnerable about Beverly, thin and pale, small as a neurotic child—though she could talk tough and act cynical and hold her drugs. She and Kimberly were friends. Beverly wanted to be a writer. She had at first wanted to play the guitar and sing, and had learned some chords and a few songs, but she was too shy to sing in front of the public. Even a tape recorder made her nervous and dumb. She came to New York from Sacramento, California. She looked much younger than she was.

As far as Beverly was concerned, Kim was sort of like an older sister, and they shared secrets, forming a united front to deal with Jean-Luc when he got too full of himself.

When Beverly found André in the apartment with Kim, his head now shaved bald, handsome and dark, with his earring and a mustache, she was frightened, but Kimberly seemed wanton and happy and stoned.

“Let’s get high. You want to get fucked up with us, Beverly Hills?” asked André, with a nice smile that seemed devoid of even a trace of menace or malice. Maybe he and Kim really were in love.

“Sure,” said Beverly, sitting down on a wooden chair, looking at Kim, who was wearing a red silk kimono with blue dragons over gold lamé panties and bra, her eyes telling Bev everything was cool…

It was powerful shit. Beverly got very stoned. She thought of the time she’d been smoking with Paulie and Jean-Luc, and Paulie had an asthma attack. It was funny how straight he could look until one heard and saw him speak. Paulie.

“Bev,” Kim said, eyes alight, glowing, “I want you and André to make it together. It’ll be so good for you both.”

There was a conspiratorial element to everyone’s pleasure from then on. Beverly’s inhibitions were gradually overcome. She really got into it, losing her identity in the molten flow as André rocked her into several hard-won orgasms. She held Kim’s hand throughout.

Then so Andre could cum he slowly entered her ass.
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	Line upper and lower lashes with Perfectly Kohl Color-Perfect Accent Stick; smudge; smudge lightly.

	Apply Roses from Revenescence Eye Shadow Trio Champagne Roses & Caviar to entire lid, from lash line to brow.

	Contour from inner corner along crease with Caviar shadow; deepen at outer corner.

	Highlight center of lid with Champagne.

	Thicken upper and lower lashes with several coats of Black Instant Lash Builder, for extra sensational lashes.



Now you have eyes as provocative as the night itself
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Going to the Welfare Office was not the best way to get rid of a headache, but if she wanted to keep getting the food stamps Kim had to take the subway uptown to see her caseworker, who was an obese woman with glasses.

Kim always tried to wear weird makeup and go there stoned, so that she’d be both numb and sufficiently hard-core unemployed and unemployable to forestall any nonsense about why she hadn’t gotten a job.

Kim had on blue fingernail polish and glittery eye shadow, silverblue, extending out past the orbits of her eyes. She could tell that Barbara kind of liked her, despite the problems that she posed. She gave Barbara a copy of Valley of the Dolls.

“You’ll really like it. Everybody in America should read this book. There’s a singer who’s like Judy Garland, you know, and an actress who’s supposed to be either another Kim Novak or Marilyn Monroe, or maybe Jayne Mansfield, I’m not sure… shit, maybe it’s Mamie Van Doren.”

“Mamie Van Doren?” said Barbara, and laughed her harsh thick laugh.

Another time Kimberly brought Barbara some flowers. It made for a break in a civil servant’s day.

“I don’t envy you. This must be the most thankless job in the world, having to deal with all the misfits and fuck-ups. Do you have to know Spanish to work here? I could never do a job like this. It’s not that I’m so unreliable—but my references are all bad; no boss on earth would want to trust me with the combination to the safe…”

“What about getting another job as a waitress?”

Kim shrugged. “That’s my ideal, but they’re not hiring at any of the places I could ever work.”

She’d lost her job at Dojo’s because she was late too often and called in sick too many times within a relatively short span. She had said it was her period but she’d lied. It wasn’t something she was proud of. They had been nice to her there.
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André said, “Yeah, well I admit, you know, that I was fucked up. I mean, I’m sorry about all that shit that I was coming down with. I was fucked up with a lot of foreign substances in my body, but none of that’s any excuse for acting evil. I felt bad, baby, I felt real bad. I didn’t like myself, you know? Kimberly, honey, I never stopped loving you. There’s something between us, some kind of real connection. It’s Fate.”

“Yeah, I know.”
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You are rebellious, creative, and you seldom succeed by following the crowd. You are an individual to your fingertips, you have your own style and you have created your own blueprint for success. Scorpio, Aquarius persons play important roles in your life.
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Beverly found some dirty pictures in the drawer along with the underwear Kimberly, from the bathroom, had asked her to fetch. The photographs were of Kim sucking someone’s cock. Then, delving deeper, Bev found a magazine called Cum in My Mouth. Kimberly was featured—referred to here as Vanessa— giving a blowjob, ending up with semen all over her face. Ah, now Beverly understood: whoever bought this pornography would take Kim for a girl.

She found herself feeling disgusted, and wasn’t sure why. Kim’s weaknesses had begun to seem more like weaknesses and less like charming little quirks of an interesting and unique personality.
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In the Spotlight Café, at three in the morning, wired, drinking coffee, Jean-Luc was talking a hundred miles a minute to Raymond Faye. “Do you remember those articles where Jack Smith talked about his concept of visual revelation, about the true meaning of Josef Von Sternberg’s films with Marlene Dietrich?”

“Yes,” said Faye, looking tired and older than usual, unanimated, smoking a cigarette. “The plots have nothing to do with the message of the visuals; the plots are just made up out of some nonsense the studio needed to have, as a formality, on the soundtrack.”

“I love the idea,” said Jean-Luc, “of that Maria Montez movie Jack Smith edited down from ninety minutes to fifteen, making it fly past the retina, bringing out all the latent myth-patterns…”

“I think that was Ken Jacobs—he and Jack often worked together, it’s true—but I think it was Kenny who did that one. Just before Star Spangled to Death.”

A junkie whore tried to bum some money for coffee. Jean-Luc looked around to make sure this wouldn’t start a trend, and then gave her a dollar bill and some change. She thanked him, pathetically skinny and unattractive in her cheap fur, looking about sixteen years old. She realized they were queers and left them alone.

Raymond had not gone to Paris after all. He had passed the age or point at which he could still look good in drag, and he was only recently, painfully aware of this. It was a real bringdown.
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Paul waited, and his lover didn’t show. He could acutely hear the scraps of conversation, disarticulate words and phrases from the booths of the café, the clatter of silverware against silverware, coins into cash-register, coffee cups against saucers, and he was alone and afraid that he was going to start to cry in a public place.

Paulie understood love only as expressed through the body —asking the other to look at yesterday’s cut, mysterious black and blue marks, little scratches, needing a lot of caresses and reassuring kisses and hugs.

Why wouldn’t Lee show up? Why would he say he was going to if he didn’t mean it? Paul had said, over the phone, that he just wanted to talk, he thought they needed to talk, and he’d said that if Lee didn’t want to then he’d understand. So if it was such a drag, why did Lee say that he would come, and even pick out the specific time and place to meet?

It wasn’t the first time Paulie had been dropped, but he wished that, for once, damn it, he’d seen it coming, and so could have managed to cut his losses.

He saw Jean-Luc and Raymond Faye, and could sense that they didn’t want him to join them. They didn’t think he was a serious person.
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There was no guarantee for the Babylonian that one might ever escape from the assaults of Evil; no hope that Evil might one day be decisively overcome. There was no belief that good works would in any way be rewarded, whether in this life or the next.
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Kimberly was afraid, but since he was André’s friend, she let him in. She wasn’t yet at her most presentable; it was too early in the day. This guy was big, burly, beefy, and dark-skinned. His name was Vernon.

“The pigs got hold of André, man, they holding him for questioning. In the meantime, he said stash this shit here, and you just keep your mouth shut.”

“What are they questioning him about?”

“Walkin’ against the motherfuckin’ light, what do you think? Here, you keep these; I got to stay on the move. You don’t let no pigs in without a motherfuckin’ search warrant, understand? You hear what I say?”

It was a brown, rumpled grocery bag with a couple of revolvers in it, boxes of bullets, a couple of empty beer cans and a loaf of white bread.

Kim was too frightened to protest. She knew André had been selling dope. After Vernon was gone, she didn’t know what to do. She was scared to have the guns around, but at the same time… she was scared to get rid of them. She didn’t know what to do. She tried to call Beverly. Sometimes Beverly just wouldn’t answer her phone, not wanting to talk long-distance to her mom.
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Define terms, see people as they are, avoid self-deception. Make personal appearances, be direct, get to heart of matters. Pisces, Taurus, Virgo natives figure prominently.
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Paul was with Beverly when Kim knocked on the door.

“Should I let her in?” Bev whispered, making a face as though she didn’t want to. “Or should we pretend that we’re not here?”

Paulie put his finger to his lips, smiling, telling her to be quiet, and they could hear Kim saying Beverly’s name. It was hard not to giggle like conspirators, but they kept it down.

Beverly really liked the way Paul looked. He was slender, and betrayed effeminacy whenever he talked, but he was without guile, relatively speaking—certainly far from being as cynical as some of the others around here. He looked like a musician in a glitter band. His simplicity was like a kind of wit. It was refreshing.

While he took a bath she washed his hair
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The mind-boggling, delirious sets created for D.W. Griffith’s Babylon stood for years at the corner of Sunset and Hollywood boulevards. The property was eventually condemned as a fire hazard by the Los Angeles Fire Department. Many scorpions, rats, flies, cockroaches and other insects had made their home within this realm.
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At last, feeling paranoid and pursued, worried about being arrested or attacked by other black gangsters connected with André and Vernon, Kimberly buzzed Jean-Luc via the doorman and then took the elevator up to the loft. She found him waiting for her, trembling yet still somehow serene, smoking a cigarette there in the midst of Babylon’s ruins.

Kim’s mascara was smudged. She had taken another pain pill with codeine about a half hour ago, washed down with a couple of sips from a soda she’d bought from a vendor in Washington Square Park, and the pain pill effect was just beginning to come on.

“I like your dress,” said Jean-Luc. He was wearing sunglasses now.

“Thank you.”

“What color lipstick is that?”

“Radio City Red.”

“It looks good. Well… are you hungry?”

Kimberly shrugged, greatly relieved by Jean-Luc’s air of nonchalance.

“I haven’t had anything to eat since breakfast, I guess,” she said, “except for a soda. André’s being held for questioning by the police.”

“Didn’t you say that he stood trial once before?”

“Yeah,” she said. “His lawyer got him off.”

“The cops are probably just hassling him, just letting him know that they’re aware of his existence. I bet they don’t have any real evidence. Andre’s too slick.”

“You’re probably right.” It sounded good to talk like this, anyway.

Then Jean-Luc said: “I’m all out of film. And I’m all out of money. Do you know any rich johns I could hit up? No, I guess not.”

Was he bummed out? He seemed philosophical.

“Where should we go to eat?” she said, and Jean-Luc looked at her for a moment before figuring out what she was talking about.

“There’s a new Indian restaurant on Sixth. Why don’t we go check it out? Does that sound okay?”

“They have rice, don’t they?”

“I think so.”

They left the Babylonian ruins behind and went downstairs, outside. There were people all around, active, on the move. All of them seemed to have a sense of mission.

“Look,” said Kim, pointing, “There’s Janet de Sade.”

“Who’s that?” asked Jean-Luc, following her gaze.

Janet saw them, just as she was about to get into a yellow cab with some fat businessman, and she smiled, waving with one black glove.

Kim winced, shivered, and Jean-Luc, out of some nostalgia for ordinary human emotion, took her by the hand. There was music playing from some car’s radio stopped at the light. It was the ballad “Angie” by the Rolling Stones.

Mick Jagger wore mascara these days, blue eyeshadow, lipstick and rouge, following the Babylonian fashion of the time. Jean-Luc had gold nail polish on, though he’d forgotten he was thus adorned.

A line of clear snot descended from Kimberly’s left nostril, unchecked and unnoticed in an aristocratic manner until finally she became aware of something wet and dimly salt. Jean-Luc squeezed her cold hand with his warm.

They held hands tightly while they walked on down the street.


THE END


PRAISE FOR GRIMSON’S PREVIOUS WORK:

Stainless…

“In many ways, ‘Stainless’ could be called a post-modern vampire story, as Grimson tweaks our perceptions with the literary equivalent of a knowing wink… what sets ‘Stainless’ apart is not so much its narrative structure as its character details, its moments of intimacy between human and vampire.”

—Los Angeles Times Book Review—David L. Ulin (04/28/1996)

“Surreal, grim, and graphic, there’s a kind of ‘Sunset Boulevard’ atmosphere of seedy glamour with elements of retro decadence and contemporary grunge. Beneath the corruption and casual cruelty, however, lies the message that true love still triumphs.”—Voya - Mary Arnold

“The finest vampire novel since, well, ‘Dracula’”

—Richard Meltzer, PDXS

“In ‘Stainless’, Todd Grimson set out to write the ‘ultimate vampire novel’—and succeeded.” —Damien Walter, the Guardian (UK)

Brand New Cherry Flavor…

“When Lisa Nova seeks revenge, she discovers her own amazing powers, turns smoldering rage into a stunning creative force, and reveals herself as one of the great characters of literature. ‘Brand New Cherry Flavor’ is a modern classic—brutal and funny, gorgeous and profound.”

—Katherine Dunn, author of GEEK LOVE

“Droll without ever being boring, perfectly poised on the edge that separates humor from horror, this novel furthers Grimson’s reputation as one of the more inventive new writers probing the dark side of contemporary America.” —Publisher’s Weekly

“Witheringly funny in its satire against cinema, stardom and celebrity, Grimson’s novel performs a gleeful demolition job on the mindlessness of American ‘slasher’ movies.” —The Daily Telegraph, UK

“A hectic pursuit of narrative force by any means is allied to verbal wit and ingenious games in ‘Brand New Cherry Flavor,’ Todd Grimson’s spectacular novel of Hollywood and the occult… a foul-mouthed, extravagant novel, combining a strong sense of the demonic with some snappy one-liners. Grimson… has produced a novel of vitality and promise.”—The Times (of London) Literary Supplement

“‘Brand New Cherry Flavor’ is pierced, tattooed, mirror-shaded, and as far off its face as the L. A. it depicts is off the planet… simultaneously hideously, hilariously believable and dream-logically scary. What’s more, it’s cool, nasty fun!” —Charles Shaar Murray, author, Boogie Man

“Lisa Nova’s profound, even pathological detachment means she can act and react impulsively, over and over again, with no real sense of remorse. Yet her own compulsions and rationales are so meticulously evoked that the reader is hopelessly seduced into following her. If it were possible to genetically engineer the ideal femme fatale, you’d end up with Lisa Nova—and god help anyone, male or female, who gets into a car with her.” —Elizabeth Hand (for Fantasy & Science Fiction)

Within Normal Limits…

“The world of WITHIN NORMAL LIMITS is at the same time bleak and exciting, a world of medical and moral emergency that desensitizes even as it relentlessly ups the emotional ante, causing us to doubt the truth of St. Thomas More’s that the times are never so bad but that a good man can’t live in them.”

—Richard Russo, author of EMPIRE FALLS
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