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      Bo Carter is sitting at his desk with a pen in his mouth and a vapid look on his face. There is nothing in his manner that might suggest:  Occupation - Songwriter.

      Which is not to say that the young man is trapped in the plastic fantastic 50s world of Pat Boone or Perry Como. He is as hip as any other punk kid who has never found God on a soiled mattress or the Devil in a dark alley.

      Bo is employed at Whitmore & Sons as a songwriter-for-hire but his role is more mechanical than artistic. He is paid a flat-fee to write catchy pop songs that are then 'farmed out' to real artists who have real potential to produce real hit singles.

      Those artists receive a small percentage of the sales but the real money belongs to whoever retains the publishing rights. And in this case that would be Old Man Whitmore.

      And the actual writers of the songs? They are paid what they have already been paid: A weekly salary.

      So far Bo has not even come close to earning his keep.  His songs are mostly sad-sack odes to the one who got away, the love that might have been and the dreams of tomorrow that may never be realized.

      And if there is one truism in the world of songwriting it is that melancholy does not sell records. At least not the kind Old Man Whitmore wants to sell.

      Which is not to say Bo is not capable of creating works of  merit. His song ‘Coal Miner's Blues’ was a moderate, regional hit for a moderate, regional singer named Bobby Keyes.

      But that song sprang not from memory or personal experience but from that otherwise vague, distant ‘well of creativity’ fed by a fickle, mysterious muse. Which is to say he has no idea where it came from. Or whether anything else will ever spring from said well.

      Bo does not know it yet, but his non-experiences might one day allow him to write, with some authenticity, songs as catchy and as pithy as those written by the real writers who sweat and toil for the company store.

      Or, to employ a cliche Bo may have already used in one of his would-be songs: Time will tell.
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        Words Fail Me

      

        

      
        Words and Music

        by

        Bo Carter

      

        

      
        If I wrote you a love song

        I could sing it under the stairs stars

        If I wrote you a love song

        I would not even care

        Who heard me sing it

        Or if my voice was out of tune

        If I wrote you a love song

        I would

      

        

      

      

      Old Man Whitmore hands Bo Carter the half-finished lyrics with a flourish usually reserved for actors performing Off-Broadway plays.

      To suggest he is displeased would be a supreme understatement.

      “Surely it should be known by now that professional songwriters do not write songs about the art of writing songs. Or lack thereof. That would be akin to a serious author writing books about an author writing a book. It simply is not done. Do I make myself abundantly clear?”

      “Crystal, squire,” Bo says, hoping for a laugh.

      “My apologies, dear boy, but is that meant to imply a response in the affirmative or the negative?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “Well, isn’t that wonderful news,” he says. “I could not be more relived should you have informed me that Satan himself has been vanquished for all of eternity.”

      “Yes, sir. I wish I could affirm that to be true.”

      “But?”

      “I fear it might be out of my purview.”

      “Is that right.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “My, how I long for the days of yore,” Old Man Whitmore says as he marches back to his office.

      Bo Carter longs for the days of yore as well but his yore likely came to full fruition last Tuesday when his mother served him roast beef with gravy and home-made pumpkin pie for dinner. It was wonderful, but he will never be able to parlay roast beef and pumpkin pie into a song worthy of a notation in the ledger.

      In the meantime it is all whimsical, all the time. Except for today. Today it is all internal agitation. His stomach is a roller coaster bound for hell.

      “You got anything for that?” Rudy Baker says.

      “Sorry?”

      “For that belly of yours. I can hear it from here.”

      “What do you mean do I have anything.”

      “Jesus. You really did fall off the pretzel cart, didn’t you. Here,” he says, sliding him a pack of Alka-Seltzer. “Put this in a glass of water. Let it fizzle. Drink it. Right as rain.”

      “Thanks,” Bo says. He has never heard of such a thing. The wonders of pseudo-science.

      Rudy is from New York. Well, he is from New York now. He was born somewhere else, but he has that New York persona down-pat. He is hip and lively and very proud to be the only Negro working in the building, let alone Whitmore & Sons. He talks like an actor on a TV commercial. He knows everything there is to know about love, both lost and found and he can churn out one or two songs a day and each one sounds fresh and new.

      Bo likes to think his own forte is more quality than quantity, but in truth he is hanging on from paycheck to paycheck. He really, really needs to come up with something on par with ‘Coal Miner's Blues.’
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        Piss Poor

      

        

      
        Words & Music

        by

        Bo Carter

      

        

      
        I’m feeling, piss-poor

        since you walked out the door

        I’m feeling piss-poor

        that’s why I’m acting like a boor

      

        

      
        What kind of life am I leading

        when I can’t even find the floor

        when my heart’s a-bleeding

        with a pain I can’t endure

      

        

      
        I’m feeling, piss poor

        since you said bonjour

      

        

      

      

      “Early lunch?”

      “Deal,” Rudy says.

      Rudy is always game for early lunch. Early lunch means Bo is paying.

      They cut across the traffic to the deli across the street. The food is horrible, but cheap and they will often let them have a glass of beer if it is even moderately close to noon. They are both hopeful.

      They take seats at the counter among the tailor-made businessmen. Rudy and Bo are wearing suits, too, but everyone knows they only have one suit each, and they bought them off the rack and likely a used rack at that and their mothers probably fixed their ties six months ago and they take them off each night with the knot in place and hang them on a chair and slip them back on again in the morning.

      Another slice of life not quite ready for a song.

      “Corned beef and beer,” Rudy says.

      “Same,” Bo says.

      “Don't know if I can serve you boys a beer,” Avi says. “It is early. You know the law.”

      “Well, see what you can do,” Rudy says. “There's a tip in it if you can help us out.”

      “Like I'm going to risk going to jail for a ten-cent tip.”

      “Smart ass,” Rudy says. “For that you only get a nickel.”

      “For that you only get a juice-glass of beer,” Avi says with a laugh.

      “So, Bo, how was the weekend?”

      Bo sighs. Rudy loves coming up with words that go with Bo. He wonders if he is preparing to write a Bo Song in which every word will rhyme with Bo. So Bo.

      “It was okay.”

      “Okay? What does that mean? Like Ohio okay? Or Chicago okay?”

      “Just okay.”

      “You are in New York. You know that don't you? You can roll down the stairs of your lousy brownstone and find something to do without even standing up. Just roll down, pull a dollar-bill from your pocket and that's it.”

      “I know, I know,” Bo says. “I just had some things to take care of. You know, household things.”

      “Yeah, sure. Like washing your socks in the sink, two nights of fish sticks for dinner and one inadvertent wet dream.”

      “Well...”

      “Might be a song in there. Well, maybe not the fish sticks, but the other two.”

      “Imagine handing that in to Old Man Whitmore,” Bo says. “It is a song about a dream, sir. ”

      “'A what dream?'”

      “No sire, a wet dream.”

      “'Well, I don't know what the hell that means but I've been in this business too long to let it all go by the wayside for something I don't even understand. Back to the drawing board, young man. Give me something I can actually sell.'”

      “I wish I could give him something he could actually sell,” Bo says. “Everything I write is a variation on a theme. Almost falling in love. Almost having sex. Almost getting married.”

      “It will come,” Rudy says. “You just need to relax. You need to stop trying to write about yourself. Write about that guy,” he says, motioning toward a young turk in a blue suit. “He's begging to have his heart broken. Right? He's sitting there thinking 'I'm going to find some gal and make her mine and we’ll have kids and a house in the country.’

      “Well, he's wrong. He's a schmuck. What he does not know could fill the Empire State Building. All he knows for certain is that his mommy loves him and she cooks him dinner and buys him new flannel pjs every six months and she keeps trying to set him up with the daughter of Mrs. Oliver who is 26-years-old and has never been out on a date with a man other than her brother.

      “She cleans up after him and tells him to keep his shoulders straight and he gets mad sometimes and tells her to 'back off, why don't ya' and she says 'how dare you talk to your mother like that' and he realizes that he has not had dinner yet and he gets 'all shucks' and says, 'sorry, mommy. We had a big meeting at work today and Mr. Sullivan picked on me and I was afraid for a moment that I was going to lose my job but then in the end he laughed and said, 'Perk up, Simons, just wanted to see if I could make you cry.'        

      “And then she'll cuddle him and say, 'oh, it is okay, love, we all have days like that and I'm here for you and why don't we just sit ourselves down and have a nice dinner and then we can watch some television and everything will be fine.'

      “So they eat and talk some more and he feels like a bit of a baby but the food is good and in the morning she makes him his favorite breakfast and he goes to work knowing that things will be fine because he will always have his mommy and she will always have him and that is all he really needs. You don't need to have a girlfriend or a wife, just so long as you have a mother who will take care of you.”

      Bo is mesmerized.

      “Man,” he says. “You just made that up?”

      “Well, yeah. That's what we do. Don't you know that? We make stuff up. Bo, if we write about our lives we’d have nothing except meals, crapping, going to sleep, drinking a beer, crapping. Right? Who wants to hear about that. I don't even want to hear about it. What do you want to hear about? Write about that.”

      “So you’re suggesting I come in here every day and look at that guy and make up something?”

      “Bo! For Chr... You really are a punk kid, aren't you? Listen, you take the subway to work. You eat out sometimes. You walk down the street, at least. You look around, okay? You see people. You see things. You see things that no one else sees, okay, because no one else cares. But we care. We see things and we steal the ideas, okay. A man eating dinner alone. A sad woman with a crying baby on the subway. A cold wind hiking up some babe's skirt. A couple kissing in the rain. Some old farts holding hands on the way out of  a World War II movie. An empty wine glass sitting on the curb. Waking up with a hard on. You got it?”

      “I guess,” Bo says.

      “You guess. Christ. Buy a notebook. A wee one like this. Hell, take this one. I've got another one. You see something, you write it down. No matter how trivial it might seem, you write it down, okay. You get to work, you take out your notebook, you read it, you think about it, you think about it some more, you read it again, you come up with something, okay? Some little idea, leads to a bigger idea, leads to a song. Easy as that.”

      “Easy as that?”

      “If you got what it takes, it is easy as that. And you have written a few tunes. ‘Coal Miner's Blues’ was not bad for a mamma's boy who fell into songwriting.”

      “You think?”

      “You know, Bo, don’t waste your life waiting for people to tell you they love you. Find one. Find one who says she loves you and makes you believe it. Right? To hell with the rest. In the meantime, you got two hands. A copy of Playboy. What more do you need.”

      “I'm not sure I…”

      “Sleep on it, big boy. Lunch is on you. So is the next beer.”

      Bo opens the little notebook with some trepidation.

      - mother with empty stroller walking in rain

      - clown walking through Central Park in costume

      - neon sign still lit after store closed

      - Soldier in uniform drinking cup of coffee

      - newspaper headline: Wife putts cheating husband to death with nine iron

      - broken orange crate

      - guitar playing heard through open window in summer

      - couple arguing, baby crying

      - ambulance stuck in traffic with siren on

      - priest slipping on ice

      - tall blonde, tight ass, nice tits, high heels = perfection

      The last one is all you need to know about Rudy. Perfection in women. He does not care about perfection in anything else. Even a song can be less than perfect, but if the woman in the song is perfect, well then, that is enough.

      Bo screws around for the rest of the day but he does start taking notes on the way home.

      

      - man pissing on a rose bush

      - smell of shit on my shoes

      - woke up at 3:34 AM yearning for toast

      - under-arm stain on shirt

      - fly undone on way home from work!

      - Mother called to say ‘I love you’ was long overdue

      - crowds on subway platform

      - smell of fish cooking

      - for a moment it looked like the hands on the clock were moving backwards

      - thought cute blonde was smiling at me on subway

      - why is it so difficult to cut finger nails on your right hand

      - who is responsible for cleaning street signs?

      - too tired to write any more notes
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        Coal Miner's Blues

      

        

      
        Words & Music

        by

        Bo Carter

      

        

      
        The darkness around him

        dust in the air

        risking his life

        with no one to care

        it’s a twelve hour shift

        in that still, deadly air

        and he’s dying a slow death

        that he knows isn’t fair

      

        

      
        And his wife sits at home nights

        praying she’ll see him again

        and the three kids know nothing

        about the chances that he takes

        ‘cause there’s food on the table

        and their lives seem all right

        they’re just one of the hundreds

        who must pay the price

      

        

      
        It’s a coal miner’s sad song

        and one we know true

        down in the mine shaft

        hoping to see the day through

        And we all say it’s dreadful

        the things he must do

        but you don’t mind him dying

        just as long as it ain’t you.

      

        

      
        The darkness around him

        dust in the air

        risking his life

        with no one to care

        it’s a twelve hour shift

        in that still, deadly air

        and he’s dying a slow death

        that he knows isn’t fair
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      Possible follow-ups to Coal Miner’s Blues:

      Black Coal on your Fingers

      Black as Night

      Beer in the Tunnel

      Dark as Hell

      Riding the Coal Train

      Buddy, Can you Spare some Coal Mine

      Do You Want to Ride My Coal Train, Baby

      Looking for Sunshine

      Clouds of Coal

      Coal, Coal, Coal

      Too Damn Tired to Write any More Coal Song Titles
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      Bo knows he is never going to write a ‘follow-up’ to his one hit. It was pure luck that allowed him to write CMB in the first place and in order to it again he would have to study the subject (the song) and decipher what made it a hit and then try to replicate its essence without repeating the things he is trying to replicate.

      

      
        
        
        Coal Miner’s Blues II

      

        

      
        Words & Music

        by

        Bo Carter

      

        

      
        The darkness in the tunnel

        dust in her hair

        risking his wife

        with a Sears credit card

        it’s a twelve button shirt

        in that shrill, deadly hair

        and he’s drinking a cold beer
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      O. M. Whitmore Jr. never expected anyone would ever refer to him by his God-given names but he does rather wish his employees had picked something other than Old Man.

      Oscar Mormon Whitmore’s 58th birthday is due next March, so he is not a young man, but nor is he an Old Man.

      His father is an Old Man. Or at least he was before he up and died and left his floundering business to his floundering son, OM.

      The business somehow manages to keep OM in whisky and Mrs. OM in summer dresses but this is accomplished almost exclusively on the backs of three or four writers.

      The other 20 are mostly content to sit at their desks chewing the fat and sucking on the free pens he gives out once a month.

      All of his woes might have been averted had he managed to add ‘Coal Miner’s Blues’ to his money-making arsenal.

      But this Bo Carter clown is one royal pain in the bottom line. OM only  hired him to acquire the rights to CMB but instead he has been babysitting him for months waiting for him to finally cash in his CMB chips.

      It is the same with the wallpaper Negro. He has not written one single line that tops any of the sullen crap Carter hands in once a week.

      It is a stupid mission. OM just needs one CMB and then he can hire some feckless underpaid underlings to man his desk nine to five while he lives his well-deserved Life of Riley.
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      The angels of mercy have not entirely forsaken Bo.

      Bobby Keyes (he of ‘Coal Miner’s Blues’ single fame) is playing in a small club in New Jersey.

      Bo arrives early to ensure a seat close to the stage but he need not have worried. There are only a handful of people and most of them look like they frequent this place that stinks of cigarettes and stale beer and piss. Stale piss.

      The walls feature photographs of old-time R&B and jazz singers and players, a few of whom went on to the ‘bigger times.’ The rest remained mainstays of the the small music scene that evolved in the area.

      Bobby’s band takes the stage first, playing an instrumental which is meant to whip the crowd into a frenzy. That is not going to happen on this night.

      Bobby Keyes makes a big entrance, sliding into the mic stand as though he is holding on for dear life. And he may-well be.

      He is good. There is no doubt the years on the road have taken their toll but he is rock-steady and the band is solid.

      He turns in a few workman-like versions of some popular songs from the distant past and tells a few not-so-funny jokes. He is relaxed but uptight, like he just wants to get through this and then run to the bar for a free beer.

      There is a distinct sadness to it all but Bo kicks himself for even thinking such a thing. Who the fuck is he to be passing judgement on any of this? At least he is out there, on the road, doing the thing he loves instead of sitting in a shitty office trying to write stupid ditties for someone else.

      Still, there is no hope he (or anyone else) is making any money from this show. What with the travel expenses and the band salaries and the beer money.

      He puts on a solid if short set and then, just as quickly as he arrived, he is gone.

      Bo is heartbroken. To say the least. He did not even sing ‘Coal Miner’s Blues.’  There is no call for an encore. The patrons at the bar are still at the bar and the beer is still warm and the whiskey is still watered down and the smell of stale piss still hangs in the air.

      But then like magic the angels take charge and Bobby returns to the stage for an unexpected ‘encore.’ He bows and thanks the crowd, as though they had made it clear they would not leave until he returned for one more song.

      And the one more song is Bo’s.

      Backed by guitar, drums and bass he sings the song as though it is part of his very being. He teases the words and sculpts the chorus like a man fearful he might not live another day and is determined to leave the world one parting gift.

      Bo is almost in tears. Well, he is in tears. He wipes his eyes on his shirt sleeve and quietly thanks the angels.

      Bobby is sitting in the ‘green room’ with a bottle of beer in one hand and an ageing blonde in his lap. He gives Bo one of those looks. In this case it is all-encompassing, taking in skin color, age, sex and everything in between.

      “Sorry to bother you,” Bo says.

      “I bet you are, brother” Bobby says. “You lost?”

      “Yeah, but not at the moment.”

      Bobby does not laugh.

      “Listen—”

      “Ah ha.”

      “My name is Bo. Bo Carter.”

      “Well thanks for dropping in. Bo. Bo Carter.”

      The woman laughs, but not in a mean way. She might help him bring Bobby around.

      “You do know you’s a white boy in a black club,” Bobby says.

      “I do,” Bo says. “It was probably the first thing I noticed.”

      She laughs again.

      “Oh, you a funny white boy. You got your eye on my woman, too?”

      “Listen__”

      “Ah ha.”

      “My name… I wrote ‘Coal Miner's Blues.’”

      “What the hell you mean?”

      “I wrote it. Pen, paper, guitar.”

      “You screwing with me?”

      “No,” Bo says. “If I wanted to do that I’d pick something… else.”

      “Yeah, I reckon you would at that,” he says. He looks at the woman. She shrugs. “So…”

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t know, kid. I always assumed… Hell, I don’t know what I always assumed,” he says with a laugh. “Hell, sit down kid. Marcy baby, get this poor lost white boy a beer. A cold one. Jesus. Knock me over with a two-by-four.”

      “I hear you,” Bo says.

      “How… How the hell did I end up with your song?”

      “I couldn’t tell you, Bobby. I wrote it a few years ago. I sent it to someone. They paid me $50. I hardly thought about it again until I heard it played on the radio. Then I started to make a bit of money in royalties.”

      “Well, Jesus, kid, you made $30 more on that song than I did.”

      They both laugh.

      “It’s a messed up world, isn’t it, kid?”

      “It is that,” Bo says.

      “You got any other songs you can give me? I’ll get paid at least $20 for this show. I can give you half?”

      “Sorry,” Bo says. “The well is dry.”

      “Oh forget ‘the well is dry’ bullshit. You can write that song you can write another song. Plenty of songs. You just gotta…”

      “That’s the thing. Gotta what?”

      “I hear you, kid,” Bobby says. “That is the thing. I don’t know. We both in the same boat. Neither one of us might ever have another hit. Right? Even if you gave me the best damn song on the planet right here and now, I could take it to the next state and go to a shit studio and bring in some horns and a wicked bass-line and throw it on vinyl and hand it out on every street-corner in New York City and there is a damn good chance no one in the civilized world would ever hear it. That’s just the way them things go.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Bo says. “But we had our moment. Our moments. That has to count for something?”

      “Damn right it does, kid. It counts for a whole lot. Ain’t but a handful of people who could do what we done. And we did good. The song is good. The record is good. It had a meaning. It reached people. And now? What you been doing?”

      “I’m working-for-hire.”

      “Well, you don’t need me to tell you this, baby brother. You just know how that is gonna play out. Never gonna be any different.”

      “I know, Bobby. I know.”

      “Well, there you go. Round and round.”

      “Round and round, Bobby.”

      “Well, maybe Round and Round will be your next song. You save it for me, you hear.”

      “I hear.”

      “Well, thanks for coming out tonight, kid. And for stopping by. And for not stealing my girl.”

      “Well, you’d better hold off on that last part until I leave.”

      “Right you are, kid. Right you are.”

      Bo shakes Bobby’s hand.

      “Thanks Bobby. Your record made my dreams come true.”

      “Back at you, kid. Back at you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        
        Round and Round

      

        

      
        Words & Music

        by

        Bo Carter

      

        

      
        round and round

        like a spinning top

        if  I have a cigarette

        I might never stop

        round and round

        like a feckless mop

        if I ever have real sex

        my mum would call the cops
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      Last week Rudy overheard some of the idiot corner office boys talking him:

      
        
        #1: How does the Negro do it?

        #2: Do what?

        #1: How does he write those love songs?

        #2: What the hell do you mean.

        #1: I’m just wondering. How does a Negro know how to write a love song.

        #2: You really are an idiot low-life, aren’t you.

        #1: Meaning what.

        #2: Who do you think wrote all the songs we steal from?

        #1: I don’t know. Old guys.

        #2: Old Negro guys. It all came from them. All of it. Every line you write comes from something they wrote and we are all stealing from them.

        #1: Oh.

        #2: Oh

      

      

      And on and on it goes. The Negro songwriter. Someone called him the ‘colored wallpaper’ one day. It was a joke. He was supposed to laugh. He was supposed to be hip and with-it and make some crack like ‘why don’t you put that in your next song.’

      Right. Rudy is going to call his next song The Colored Wallpaper Song.

      Send in the clowns.
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      On Monday morning Bo finds a note from Old Man Whitmore suggesting he might  ‘make himself available in his office with utmost urgency.’

      Probably not a good sign Bo muses as he meanders to the washroom and then to the coffee tray and back to his desk where he finds another note from Old Man Whitmore which reads: “Utmost urgency shitface.”

      “Well, at least you are eventually punctual,” Old Man Whitmore says. “I'll give you that. What about the rest?”

      “The rest. Sir?”

      “Don't patronize me, kid. I've been around the block. Once or twice. Even done so on my own. There is not much in life I have not seen. You understand? A couple kids, another stillborn, drunken brawls, falling overboard, the runs more times than I can remember, chapped pecker, titty fucks, two-year-stint on a merchant ship, native women, puking my guts out, dead parents, dog bites, attempted sodomy, chamber music. You got my drift?”

      “I'm frankly not sure,” Bo says, trying with all his might to find a common thread. It is a lost mission.

      “Of course you do. It's life you putz. You are a songwriter. A student of life. You understand? I don't care if you were born three days ago and want to come in here wearing a fresh pair of diapers. Right? If that is what it takes to get a decent song out of you, I'll pony up. Right here, right now. You want to get laid, I'll throw in twenty bucks for a hooker. Even give you a couple numbers to call. You want to throw up in my john, I'll tell you to clean up after yourself but otherwise look the other way. Right?

      “But you come in here, take my money, and daydream about going home and whacking off into your underwear, that's going to piss me off. Sooner or later. I'll give you some room, I'll give you some so called writers block, but then you either have to bring home some bacon or just go home. Plain and simple.

      “So, what do you think? You going to learn to swim or get the hell off this train and never stick your hand in my pocket again?”

      Bo freezes. As he always does in such situations.

      Old Man Whitmore freezes, too, but for a different reason.

      “For the love of all that is holy,” he says. “That was a rhetorical question. Oh, look it up. Work it into your next song. Now get out of here.”

      “You mean the building?”

      “My office, you hapless hunk of hash. Produce something by the end of the week or come back here and give me the name of your first-born-child and the publishing rights to everything you have ever written. Including ‘Coal Miner’s Blues.’”

      Bo stumbles from the office. He wants to do all the things Old Man Whitmore has mentioned, but most of all he wants to go into the john and throw up. And not even bother to clean it up.

      He returns to his desk and takes out his notebook.

      

      
        
        
        Hapless Hunk of Hash

      

        

      
        Words & Music

        by

        Bo Carter

      

        

      
        Hey you, in the blue suit

        with two fingers up your ass

        with your titty fuck and cock suck

        you great big stinkin’  hapless hunk of hash

      

        

      

      

      Bo hides his head in his hands. He does not hide it very well.

      “He does it to everyone,” Rudy says. “If he keeps riding you, and you got the goods, you'll produce. And you'll make a living from this. Not right away, but some day. Some day.”

      “Early lunch?” Bo says.

      “No way they'll serve us beer at this hour,” Rudy says. “No way.”
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      Notebook entry:

      -	Homeless man, using a dirty storefront window as his mirror, stands brushing his teeth in the early morning sun
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      A buxom, blonde girl named Candy has been hired to fetch coffee and smokes and Lord knows what else for the real writers who sit in the corner offices. They can (and often do) screw around all day (and night) and come in smelling of sex and still manage to come up with songs that Old Man Whitmore loves more than life itself.

      Candy is cute and and tall and has a smile so sweet he can barely take the risk of looking at her in public. He has no problem picturing her breasts, the curve, the hair, the neck, the contours, the smell.

      

      
        
        
        Candy

      

        

      
        Words & Music

        by

        Bo Carter

      

        

      
        Hey mister have you seen my Candy

        she is so sweet and dandy

        makes me feel so damn randy

        I live and breath for Candy

      

        

      

      

      Bo thinks he is smirking to himself but now she is walking across the room with such sure-fire determination that even the ‘real’ writers take notice. She is a human-torpedo making a beeline for the rocket in his pocket.

      “So,” she says with a sassy smirk. “What is so funny?”

      “Funny?”

      “I saw you from across the room. You seemed to be laughing at something. I wondered if it was me.”

      “You?”

      “If you were laughing at me.”

      “Well, no,” he says nervously.

      “Well no,” she says, imitating him. “So not at me. So what was it?”

      “I...”

      “You...”

      “... thought of...”

      “You thought of?”

      “...something and it...”

      “Was it something of a sexual nature?”

      Everyone laughs.

      “...made me...”

      “You should see a doctor? Perhaps it is contagious? Perhaps it is the sort of thing that might require internal investigation?”

      “Internal --”

      “Well, I am bemused,” she says. “But not amused. You see?”

      “Not really.”

      “Oh come on now. You are a man of the world, no?”

      “No.”

      “A man of the borough, at least?’

      “A man of the desk, perhaps,” he says and gets a laugh.

      “Oh witty,” she says sharply. “A Man of Day-Old Snappy Retorts.”

      “Well, retorts, anyway,” he says.

      “Well, I think you should make it up to me.”

      “Make what up to you?”

      “Yes. I think you should take me out. I think you should do this thing tonight. Right?” she says, looking about the room.

      Her idea meets with an enthusiastic round of applause. Bo’s face turns as red as real catsup.

      “Okay,” he says sheepishly.

      “I will telephone you with details. Don’t be late.”

      She sets off down the hallway and around the corner and into the bemused sunset of life.

      “Early lunch?” Rudy says.

      “Christ yes,” Bo says. “Early and long lunch.”
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      Candy has instructed him to meet her in ‘the village’ at 8:00 PM in ‘a club’ where they will relax and listen to folk music. She might have been speaking in a foreign language.

      He followed his transit instructions and has arrived at Gerde’s Folk City.  The smoke in the club is so thick he could cut it with a knife. Whether the smoke is coming from the copious number of cigarettes being smoked or from the lit candles in the old wine bottles is difficult to say.

      Without warning a hand grabs his ass (!) and twirls the rest of his body around and then plants a big wet kiss on his mouth. Thank god it is her.

      “Thank god it is you,” he says.

      “Do people generally grab you by the ass and kiss you on the mouth?”

      “Well, no. But you did.”

      “Come,” she says, taking him by the hand and leading him to the last free table. “You having fun?”

       “I have no idea,” he says. She looks gorgeous. She is wearing a sort of long, flowing peasant dress and has a flower tucked behind her ear. He can hardly stop looking at her cleavage.

      “Stop looking at my cleavage,” she says with a laugh.

      “I'll try,” he says.

      “I have been here a few times. This is the place for songwriters, you know. The new ones. Not the old farts. I saw a kid named Fred Neil here a while ago. You might like him. Good songs. And a woman singer named Karen Dalton, I think. Man, no idea what to make of her. A voice like a bullfrog. But still good, you know?

      “There is a new kid making waves. Bob Dylan. Can't be his real name, right? Copped it from Thomas. Fine. He is hiding what he wants to hide. None of my business. And you. You going to be a singer and a songwriter?”

      “I don't know,” Bo says. “I never thought about it.”

      “You never thought about performing?”

      “I never thought of it as being an option, I guess.”

      “Well, you'll see tonight, babe. It is an option. The good old days are dead and gone. You don't have to be screwed by my father if you don't want to.”

      “Your father?”

      “It is just... so free now. I mean you have thoughts. I know you do. I saw you looking at my tits. You know what you want. You know how to put it in words. So why not? Put it into words and get up and say it. Sing it!”

      She takes his hand. He can smell her perfume and just like that he realizes that he has closed his eyes right there and then at the table in public and his mind is racing here and there at one thousand miles per second.

      “You okay?” she says . “You smoke some funny stuff on the way in?”

      He smiles. And all at once he wonders: What if he is wrong? What if he is wrong and reading too much into this and she is not sitting there thinking about love at all but rather thinking about why hasn’t he kissed her hard on the mouth and why is she with this guy when Joey from accounting said he could get some gin and take her some place she has never been before? How could he hope to compete with that?

      And what does he know about love, anyway? Love is something you hear about in songs. Not the songs he writes but songs others have written and he has listened to them and used them to try to figure out what it means to be in love but what does he know about anything?

      And then it happens. The final nail. In the coffin. And it has nothing to do with the love of a woman.

      A scraggly kid stumbles to the stage. It is the Dylan guy Candy mentioned. The punk looks about the room, nervous as hell, thin as a thin exposed wire. His eyes dart from the floor to the ceiling but he refuses to look at the people sitting right in front of him.

      He is as brash and as inexplicable and as unyielding and as vulnerable as anything Bo has ever seen in his life. He is afraid that the audience might knock him over just by looking at him too hard or cause some sort of pulmonary reaction that could overwhelm him and leave him writhing on the floor in a deep coma from which he might never awaken.

      Christ, he thinks. Thirty seconds in and he has already perverted Bo’s mind beyond all things imaginable.

      Look at him, all dirty jeans and frail tee shirt and attitude and cheap guitar and harmonica holder (?) and that self-righteous son-of-a-bitch troubadour dust bowl bullshit fuck-you look. He is some punk kid and he has the room in the palm of his lily-white hands.

      And then he starts to sing. If you can call it singing. He has the voice of a demented traffic cop and he mumbles like he’s got his very own dirty socks in his mouth.

      And the song?!?! Blowing in the something? Wind maybe? Is that what he is saying? There is no way to know for certain. What the hell does that mean? What the hell does it even mean? The answers are blowin’ in the wind. Not even blowing. Just blowin’.

      Screw me double time and scatter my ashes in the parking lot and drive over them until it looks like dust on the ground.

      The punk kid plays a couple songs. Only one sounds like it might be an actual folk song. Something about Corrina. Even that is barely recognizable, sort of a hillbilly on speed after being lost in the woods for a week, left to his own devices and eating ferns and drinking swamp water and killing the bugs with pussy willows and waking up feeling all hard and horny and hopeless.

      At the end of the set Bo gets up from his seat and before he even knows what he is doing he finds himself standing beside the punk kid while trying to put words into his mouth that don’t sound like they were spoken by his mother some 45 years ago.

      

      
        
        Bo: I really liked your songs man

        Dylan: good for you

        Bo: good for me?

        Dylan: you got good taste. shows maybe you ain't as dumb as you look

        Bo: the words. they say something

        Dylan: they do. you know why?

        Bo: why

        Dylan: ‘cause I wrote them.

        Bo: how do you do it?

        Dylan: pen and paper. sometimes pencil

        Bo: I mean the words. they just come to you?

        Dylan: they come to me in a heavenly haze of blue hash smoke

        Bo: I don't do drugs

        Dylan: drugs do you kid

        Bo: and the answers? are they blowing in the wind

        Dylan: well, it ain't been windy for a while. but I guess

        Bo: don't you know? you said it

        Dylan: you just said it, too kid. some things can't be explained in a word or two. you gotta walk before you can crawl

        Bo: I thought it was the other way around

        Dylan: that's why you are you and I am me

        Bo: I guess

        Dylan: you guess. your momma know you are out this late?

        Bo: she’s dead

        Dylan: died of boredom?

        Bo: I am a song writer. well I write songs

        Dylan: oh yeah. what have you written

        Bo: ‘Coal Miner's Blues’

        Dylan: Bobby Keyes sang that one

        Bo: he did. I wrote it

        Dylan: good for you

        Bo: I am writing songs for Whitmore & Sons

        Dylan: working for the man are you kid

        Bo: I am learning a trade

        Dylan: songwriting ain't a trade, kid. it is an art. you either got it or you ain't

        Bo: do you think I got it

        Dylan: how the hell would I know. I ain't your momma. I ain’t your wet-nurse

        Bo: I'm not a kid, you know. I'm barely younger than you are

        Dylan: that's right kid. you're just a punk kid

        Bo: can I call you kid

        Dylan: you can call me whatever you want, but I ain't answering the phone. let it ring all night long

        Bo: I wasn't going to call you. I don't have your number

        Dylan: you know my name. look up my number. and then you can crawl out your window

        Bo: what does that mean?

        Dylan: beats me kid. use it in your next song. or maybe I will

        Bo: I hope I can play you a song someday

        Dylan: well, I am going to live my life in the meantime if you don't mind

        Bo: I don't mind

        Dylan: good for you kid

        Bo: good bye mr dylan

        Dylan: kid, you ever call me mr again I'm going ram my fist down your throat. and I don't mean in a good way

        Bo: okay

      

      

      

      And then he walks away.

      Bo is stupefied. How can he hope to make sense of all that?  

      Candy looks over at Bo and smiles. She set him up. Knocked him down like a bowling pin. She knew this kid would shoot straight into his veins and leave him gasping for air.

      “What was he like?” Candy said.

      “A prick. Full of himself.”

      “You’ll never be like that, will you Bo?”

      “Well, no,” he says. “Why would I?”

      “I mean when you get famous.”

      “Who says I’ll ever be famous,” he says. “Infamous, maybe.”

      “Well, just promise me.”

      “Sure,” he says.

      She takes his hand. It is warm and soft and for a moment he forgets about the punk kid singer and thinks about breasts and soft skin.

      The club empties but most of the customers congregate on the sidewalk. They know they have witnessed something but Christ knows what.

      Dylan comes out of the club and looks over at Bo and makes a face like he has stepped in dog shit on the sidewalk while wearing sandals. He leans over and whispers something in his ear. Bo has no idea what it means.

      “What the hell?” Candy says.

      “Who knows.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He said: ‘Commons.’”

      “No!” she shrieks.

      “What does it mean?”

      “It is a club,” she says. “Sounds like he wants you to meet him there.”

      “Us you mean,” Bo says.

      “Okay, us. Well, shall we?”

      “No harm,” Bo says.

      Dylan is sitting at a corner table with a girl. They are both smoking and talking quietly.

      “Hey,” he says. “I wasn’t sure you got my clue.”

      “I didn’t,” Bo says. “She did.”

      “Well, good on you. Suze, this is Bo and?”

      “Bo And?” Suze says. “Funny sort of name. Or is that your stage name?”

      “No, no,” Bo says. “I am Bo. AND this is Candy.”

      “I know,” she says. “I was just funning with you.”

      “Seems to be a lot of that going on around here,” Bo says.

      “Sorry I gave you a hard time back there,” Dylan says. “I thought you were some punk kid.”

      “I am some punk kid,” Bo says and everyone laughs.

      They relax now. They are a couple of couples out in the Village having a drink and a chatting like good friends who share the same oddball worldview.

      “So how long you guys been dating?” Suze says.

      “One day,” Candy says. “I got tired of waiting for him to ask, so I did.”

      “Good for you,” she says, laughing and patting her on the hand. “I could not get this one off my case. Every time I came into the club he was all over me.”

      “Operative word,” Dylan says. “Every time you came INTO the club. If you didn’t come in, I would have left you alone.”

      “True,” she says with a laugh. “What do you do, Bo?”

      “Well, I’m sort of a song writer.”

      “Sort of?”

      “Work for hire stuff,” he says. “One song recorded. I don’t really know if I can make a go of it.”

      “Well one song. Even that is something. Look how long it took him to get his foot through the door.”

      “In the door,” Dylan says.

      “Well, there was that one time.”

      “Let it go,” Dylan says.

      “And even now...”

      “Let’s not get into that,” he says. “We came out to have a nice time.”

      “I know, I know, hon,” Suze says. “It’s just, you know, sometimes you wonder if someone wants to make a living doing something or just want to make enough money to keep himself in beer and smokes? Right?” she says to Candy.

      “I wouldn’t know,” she says. “I barely make enough to keep myself in beer or smokes.”

      They all laugh again.

      “You gonna have babies?” Suze says. “I want two. Not right away, of course. But eventually. Maybe two or three. Four at the most. The most!” she says, looking at Dylan, but his mind is clearly elsewhere.

      “I wish I was here to help you, but I’m gone,” Dylan says.

      “What the hell does that mean?” she says. “I don’t know what he is talking about half the time. I swear.”

      “You need to get out, kid,” Dylan says. “See the world. Ride the rails or drink moonshine in the back of a pickup truck. Whatever you need to do. You can’t sit at home and moan and groan about life. You need to see it. Feel it. Make it part of your own story. Otherwise, what do you have? I mean, was I gonna be copying Woody for the rest of my life? Armchair hobo. What might have been. Coulda been. Yeah. Get out man. See the world.”

      He does not say it, but it is clearly implied: Do this while you still can. Bo can read it in his eyes. This guy won’t be having two or three or even four kids anytime soon.

      “Well, thanks for the beer, man,” Bo says, before giving Candy a look.

      “Yeah, thanks,” she says.

      “Oh you don’t have to go, do you?” Suze says. “He’s in a slump. He’ll come ‘round again soon. He always does. You always do, don’t you babe?”

      But he is not coming around right now. He is dead inside. The talk about life has shut him down. At least externally. Inside he is probably writing a half dozen songs. Each better than the last. All he needs is some time alone, he’ll be thinking to himself. Just some time alone.

      Bo scoots out of his chair and heads for the door. Candy says something to Suze and she joins him. She does not know what has happened. She has never seen this world up close. She thought she knew it but it is a private club and she will never be a member.

      They hear screaming coming from inside the club. They both know what it means.

      As they walk down the dark quiet street she slips her arm into his and he walks along, kicking a stone, glaring at the dirt. His mind is focused on something neither of them can see.

      “You coming home with me?” she says quietly. “It’s late. I’m afraid you won’t make it home otherwise.”

      “Sure,” he says.

      His mind is a big bowl of oatmeal. She has invited this guy to spend the night at her place and he is too out of it to even connect the dots.

      It is okay. Maybe this one will be different.
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      Bo’s world is now filled with equal parts lusty-love for Candy and a confusing and overwhelming bowl of Dylan-mush. Both are competing for his undivided attention. He is not really capable of concentrating on one, let alone two competing forces.

      The Dylan-mush is prevailing. Bo, along with every other aspiring or actual songwriter in the world has joined the congregation as a faithful member of  The Church of  Dylan.

      The urge to imitate or replicate Bob is overwhelming and nearly impossible to control. It is too early to identify the long-term implications, but there is little doubt that the ensuing mayhem will be long-term, and perhaps even permanent.

      He looks at the blank paper on his desk and his mind starts searching in vain for words that might not only ‘work’ but will also have Dylan-meaning. Even if that meaning is only known to the author.

      The answers really are blowing in the wind. And as Bob said, it has not been very windy lately. Or if it has been windy Bo has been too confused or perplexed to even notice. He might have slept through a hurricane for all he knows.

      But the problem remains: How to write a song post-Dylan? How many roads must he walk before they call him a songwriter? Should he sleep in the sand or simply allow his body to be washed out to the sea?

      He closes his eyes, allowing for a sort of perplexed reverie, not conducive to creating anything of merit but at least marginally more peaceful than staring at the mocking grin embedded in the white paper.

      Enough. He must rein in his mind, his imagination, his muse.

      Does he have a muse, he wonders with childlike enthusiasm. Is it a man or woman? Does it follow him about or simply appear when needed. Or more aptly does not appear when needed! He laughs out loud.

      Steady on. Concentrate. Words. Visions. Forget profound thoughts or imagery. Just words. Plain. Simple.

      Write something.

      Lunch. Early? Words, idiot.

      Just words. Simple thoughts. Harness the brainpower. Or lack thereof. He laughs again.

      Lunch? Been there.

      Concentrate. Words. Plain and simple.

      Love hope happiness erection breasts satisfying love hope happiness breasts naked body release love hope happiness…

      Circles. Round and round.

      Again: Love hope happiness…

      Christ. He does not want to write a song. He wants to screw Candy. The woman. Not the food.

      He laughs out loud.

      Again: Love hope happiness travel…

      Better.

      Again: Love hope happiness travel mountains valleys breasts

      Lunch. Early?

      Dylan. How does he do it? He is like a fountain of words. Not just words. But collections of words put together in a way no one has ever done. Fucker. How does he do it? Why does he do it? Why can’t Bo do it?

      He should contact Bob. Go to the club tonight and wait for him and ask him how he does it. He knows what he would say. Something witty. Something worthy of a Dylan song. Something so out of Bo’s depth that he would never be able to create such a combination even in conversation.

      Think. Concentrate. Early lunch? Afternoon sex?

      Again: Hopeless pointless frustrating beyond words.

      He laughs out loud.

      Words. Together. Forget rhyming. Just words. Together. Make it fun. Make it happy. Carefree!

      Again: bullshit hapless breasts sex dogs

      What? Where was that train heading?

      Dylan could keep that train on the right track: A couple making love on a runaway train screwing like dogs and laughing at the passing world. One song.

      Bo could barely write about even one of those thoughts, let alone all of them.

      Climb out your window. Bob said that. He said Bo could use it in a song!

      Okay. Think. Concentrate. Be Dylan: window climb crawl breasts sex mountains dogs…

      Fuck. Fuck words and fuck Dylan. Fuck Dylan fucking dogs.

      Nap. Take time to regroup.

      Okay. Enough. Think. Concentrate: window crawl curtains ladder moonlight parents barking dog…

      Well, at least you got the dog part right this time! He laughs out loud.

      Fuck. Open your fucking eyes. Get it over with. Just get it over with…

      “Early lunch?”

      Concentrate for christ sake.

      “Early lunch?”

      Oh. It is Rudy.

      “If I am not interrupting,” he says.

      They go for early lunch. Bo is thankful for the break from Bob.

      “What do you think of Dylan?” he asks Rudy.

      “I’m not really into poetry.”

      “No, I mean the other Dylan.”

      “I didn’t know there was another Dylan.”

      “Bob,” Bo says.

      “Your uncle?”

      “Dylan.”

      “Like I said.”

      “Bob Dylan,” Bo says. “The new singer and songwriter.”

      “Oh. Yeah. The blowin’ guy. Not my thing. He sounds like a bullfrog. And his lyrics are… stupid.”

      “Stupid!”

      “Sorry, man. Just what I think.”

      “Well, I think you are wrong,” Bo says.

      “I’m picking up on that. You got a stake in this guy or something?”

      “No, no. I just think he’s a genius.”

      “He might be,” Rudy says. “But he can’t write a song worth shit.”

      “Seriously? Have you heard any of his songs?”

      “I think so.”

      “And you didn’t like the song you may have heard.”

      “Damn right,” Rudy says. “Piece of crap.”

      There is nothing more to say.

      So early lunch is a failure on many levels. Bo trudges back to the office only to discover a note from Old Man Whitmore on his desk calling him to his office.

      “Late lunch,” Whitaker says. “I was led to understand that punctuality was your main selling point.”

      “It is, but...”

      “Indeed,” he says, snubbing a half-spent cigarette into the ashtray. “Listen, I have been in this business for a long time. I know the ropes. I know talent when I see it. I also know lack thereof.

      “You are largely lack-thereof. You have a way with words that may be more in favor with young women than will ever be with me. No one can teach you how to be creative. Oh you can learn how to be more creative or you can self-destruct or burn-out, but there has to be a certain amount of water in the well and if that is lacking, it can’t be replenished at will.

      “Your well is either half empty or half full. I’m not the one who will decide which is which. I’m not your mother. Or your father. Right? You want to succeed, you do it. Or not. It does not matter to me one way or the other. What does matter to me is whether or not you are bringing in money.

      “You are not. And if you are determined to live on the pittance I pay you, you will be underwhelmed for a very long time. Perhaps forever.

      “Again, not my problem. Might not even be your problem.

      “Which brings me to the bit that is your problem. Aside from this,” he says, waving his hands in the air, “there is only one thing I trust and believe in. Do you understand?”

      He waits for confirmation but it is clearly not forthcoming.

      “Do you understand?”

      “I’m not so sure I do,” Bo says.

      “Candy?”

      “Candy?”

      “Not chocolate bars numbnuts. My daughter.”

      “Your...”

      “She didn’t tell you?”

      “I suppose not,” Bo says.

      “Well, she is. Only thing in the world besides this that I have created that I truly believe in. You see. The only two things I have not -so far, at least- screwed up.

      “Now if you think you are going to screw up either of those things for me, you are sadly. You see? No way on earth. Let me be even plainer: No fucking way.

      “So, crossroads. Sell your soul to the devil or take a hike. That seems to be your choices at this juncture. Personally, I’m willing to put a buck and change on you taking a hike. It would please me to no end. I would even help you pack up your belongings.

      “But you are not that bright, I fear. You will take the other option if only to prove to yourself that you can make that choice. Never mind that it is likely the wrong choice and you will never live up to it. But as I say, that is not my problem.

      “So the deal is, young man, if you stay you play by my rules. No other choice. You play by my rules and if you break them, you walk out of here with nothing.

      “And if you play by my rules, you might someday walk away with some change, and you might even walk away with the girl.

      “Big mights. I mean I might ask one of my friends to beat the ever-loving-shit out of you and then run you outta the city. That could happen next week, next month. Who knows. Who cares.

      “So you get the girl, for now. You treat her right and you do right by her. No matter what. Right?”

      “I see.”

      “You see,” he says with a laugh. “See what I mean about your wee brain. ‘I see.’ Anyone with even a lick of sense would know how to kowtow. Not you. Big man on campus. Or dumb as a stone. Who knows.

      “So you get the girl as long as she wants to be got and you give me something in return. Do you know what that something is?”

      “Not a clue.”

      “Not a clue,” he says with a laugh. “Now that is the answer that lives up to your potential.

      “So you get Candy and I get this Dylan character. Fair is fair. You go off, do whatever the hell you have to do, and you bring me this kid.

      “I want the works. Full publishing of everything he does from now on. I want the rights to every fart, doodle, scratch on paper, snot-filled-handkerchief, piss in a pan, tonsillectomy, broken wine glass, tip jar, x-ray, foot-stool, wet-dream, lawn chair, book deal, shot glass, poem or drunken utterance that comes out of any and all known orifices. Not yours. His.

      “You bring me that, you get the girl. Understood.”

      “What?”

      “So, do we have a deal?”

      “How am I...?”

      “Right?” he says with a laugh. “Beyond beyond, isn’t it? Even on your best day. But dem the rules. So you go off, think about it. Have a drink. Or two. Consort with your consort. And by gosh, you can get back to me.”
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        untitled

      

        

      
        Words and Music

        by

        Bo Carter

      

        

      
        If I was a river

        if I was a stream

        if I was the only one. I would be the only one

        who could ever live the dream to ever live the dream

      

        

      
        Chorus:

        Oh, Corrina, I would sail the oceans

        And I would sail the sea

        I would be the only one and I would be the only one

        If I could be with thee
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      There are times in life when one thing goes to shit and then another and then every single thing that could go wrong does go wrong and you stand there with your proverbial in your hands and you can only do one of two things: Laugh or cry.

      Or maybe you do two things: Laugh and cry.
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      If it were not for bad luck #1: Slippery Slop

      

      “Slippery slop,” Bo says to the barman.

      “You mean slope. The expression is ‘slippery slope.’”

      “I mean slop,” Bo says. “Slippery slop. That is what I’m on. A slippery slop.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” he says. “You can’t take an expression that means something and change it to something that means nothing and then expect people to say, ‘oh yeah.’”

      “Run that by me again,” Bo says. “I think the train went off the tracks toward the end.”

      “You taking the piss out of me? ‘Cause if you are, I’m more than willing to dish out some hard stuff right here and right now.”

      “If I had a nickel,” Bo says, but he leaves it there and the barman has a true bartender epiphany.

      “It is called an epiphany,” Bo says, his head cocked just so.

      “You are screwing with me,” he says. “I know you are.”

      “There is no real proof of that,” Bo says, sipping his beer.

       “Listen. You know the story about the hooker with the heart of gold? She falls in love with some jerkoff customer and they get married and have kids and they live happily ever after? Just plain bullshit. Not going to happen. Not in this city, anyway.”

      “Okay,” Bo says, shrugging without really meaning to.

      “And you know the one about the barman who listens to everyone’s troubles and says ‘Don’t worry, I’ll see you through this, buddy.’ Bigger bullshit bullshit. You dig?”

      “I dig your slop,” Bo says with a chuckle. Barman does not respond in kind. He steps back for a moment. Another epiphany. If only he were aware of what was happening!

      He pulls Bo another draft beer.

      “On the house,” he says with a big, fake smile. “And the next one you can get somewhere else.”

      “Dig,” Bo says with a slight bowing of the head.

      Christ, he thinks. Maybe his luck has not actually gone south? If it had, this clown would have taken him outside and beaten the ever-loving shit out of him. Well, night is young. Well, day is young. Well, afternoon is young.

      Bo takes his half drink and his full free drink to a table some distance from the bar. The barman watches to see where he is perched. Always looking out for his customers.

      Bo is quietly searching his mind, hoping for a moment of truth, a kernel of logic, a lesson learned? His very own epiphany, perhaps. All he finds is plain old post-Dylan dog shit, he thinks as he chuckles to himself.

      He is fed up with his life. Nothing comes easy and he is constantly extrapolating, taking someone else’s emotions and grafting them to his own experiences.

      He’s an impostor, a would-be songwriter, lover, tough guy, boyfriend.

      He buys a pack of cigarettes and sticks one behind his ear and then places a fresh one in the ashtray.

      A tall and well-worn, but still somewhat cute woman takes the bait. She is trying to 1) act sober but is overacting; or 2) is drunk as hell at two in the afternoon and she does not care who knows.

      She holds the smoke in her mouth, waiting for Bo to light it. He does.

      “You got troubles?” she says.

      “Of course. I am here, aren’t I?”

      “True ‘nuff. Big troubles or small?”

      “Small on the verge of big. Or maybe big on the verge of bigger. I am waiting to find out.”

      “And you expect to find that out in here?” she says, waving her free cigarette in the air.

      “Well, no. I came here so I would not have to think about it.”

      “Yeah. I got big troubles. Never small ones. Just big ones all rolled up together and making a bigger one and then along comes a bunch of other big ones all rolled up together and --”

      “I get the drift,” Bo says.

      “I bet you do, babe. You look like you seen your share?”

      “Share?”

      “Troubles, babe. You look like you been down so long you can’t see the sky for trying.”

      “I suppose,” Bo says, but he wonders: Does he look that bad?

      “I got weary troubles. Wears you down.”

      “It does.”

      “I got a baby daughter living in Kansas. City. Four. Five next.”

      “Next what?”

      “Five come after four, silly.”

      “Then six.”

      “Then six. Lord almighty. She with her daddy. He’s a plumber. Not a very good one. He’s one big old rusty pipe, that boy. He was born in Tupelo and went to Jacksonville but he had to get out of town quick. Real quick. So he ended up in Kansas. Ended. Hell. No ‘ended’ for that boy. Unless it is the big end. Right?”

      “I suppose.”

      “You believe in the ever-after?”

      “I don’t know,” Bo says. “I have not given it much thought. If I think about tomorrow I might have to think about today.”

      “True that. Still waters run deep,” she says. “You had you some schooling.”

      “Some. Nothing much.”

      “More than me, I bet. More than Pricilla or Conrad or Milly.”

      “I don’t know any of those people.”

      “Course not. You ever been to Kansas. City?”

      “Nope.”

      “So don’t go beating yourself up for not knowing these folk. Hell, I barely knows them. You done with this beer?”

      “Done? It’s full.”

      “I know it’s full. I’m not asking you for the half one. That one is yours. This one appears to be unattended.”

      “Sure,” he says, pushing it over to her.

      She takes the beer and knocks it back in one big, long, lazy gulp. She wipes her lips and then smacks them so loud the epiphanous bartender looks over at them. He shakes his head.

      “I could surely stand another one of those. You wanna have another one babe?”

      “I can’t stay here,” he says. “Long story.”

      “I’m too thirsty for a long story right now. Let’s go somewhere else.” She picks up his smokes and waits for him.

      Bo is drunk enough to know this is not a good idea but not drunk enough to find the nerve to say no and so he gets up and she takes him by the arm and leads him out the back way. He knows it is not going to end well but it is too late to lodge any sort of viable defense and before he knows what has hit him something has indeed hit him square on the head and he falls to the dirty ground, a heap of blood and regret and the start of a good old heaping helping of lifelong remorse in the making.

      By the time he comes to he is shoeless, cashless and resting in prickly bushes just this side of hell. His wallet is gone and so is his pocket watch and there is a lump on his head the size of a bunch of ping-pong balls strung together and covered in red paint.

      

      
        
        
        Bring Me Another Drink

      

        

      
        Words & Music

        by

        Bo Carter

      

        

      
        Bring me another drink why dontcha

        Is that asking too much?

        Is that against the law or something

        Why dontcha bring me another fucking drink

        Is that asking too much?
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      If it were not for bad luck #2: Uncle Bob

      On the plus side, he is not too far from The Village so he hikes or rather lurches over to Gerde’s intent on finding Dylan and asking him to sign his publishing rights and balls and bushes and briars over to Old Man Whitmore.

      Bo stumbles through the door but someone inside opens the door, manoeuvres Bo to the sidewalk and closes the door behind him.

      Bo takes another run at it and the doorman does his doorman ballet but this time he joins him on the outside.

      “Does this look like a brewery?”

      “I know what it is,” Bo says. “That is why I am here.”

      “Well, you should have planned ahead. Simple things usually work the best. You know, like wiping the blood off your forehead. Cleaning the piss out of your pants. I don’t care about the lack of footwear, but the other two are sort of basic prereqs for a night out on the town.”

      “I know, I know,” Bo says with already increasing testiness. “But I have to see Bob.”

      “Bob? Your uncle?”

      “Dylan.”

      “Oh Christ!” he screams. “Is that what this is? Is this what it is going to be like? His name is out there and now every bloody clown in town is going to come here, banging down the door trying to Talk to Bob. Christ. I don’t need this. I Do Not Need This.”

      “I have a deal for him,” Bo says. “I’m not running a scam.”

      “No of course not,” he says. “You’re just here to Talk to Bob. Well, listen, pal. Why don’t you turn around and then Fuck the Fuck Off and come back some night when I’m not here and Bob is not here and then we’ll treat you like the Crown Fucking Prince of Constantinople. But right now -right now!- I need you to turn around and walk back from whence you come. Okay, man?”

      “Okay man,” Bo says. “I just...”

      “Finish the sentence and we have a Real Big Issue,” he says. “Bigger than both of us.”

      Bo wants to say that the last statement is clearly an extreme exaggeration but he catches a glimpse of his reflection in the window. It is a vision of blood-red and aching and disheveled mayhem.

      And so he leaves. Without Talking to Bob.

      “Good choice,” he says. “Damn good choice.”

      It is a long walk home. 
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      If It Were Not for Bad Luck #3: The Morning After

      Old Man Whitmore is waiting for Bo at work on Monday. He is at first very excited to see him but that tinge of hope soon withers and is replaced by a seething level of anger that tips the scale so quickly that it barely has time to register with Bo.

      Old Man Whitmore stands motionless, staring in disbelief at the wreck of a boy/man standing in front of him. In that split second, every hope and dream of fame and fortune and Dylan and credibility and a moderate sized yacht berthed in the Hampton's disappears before his very eyes.

      “What is this?” he says. “What the hell happened to you? Did you try to rob a transvestite?”

      “No, I...”

      “Jesus mother of Christ. Seriously. What happened?”

      “I was mugged.”

      “By a boxer? I mean, really. You look like you were in the ring with a freight train. Is this it? Is this who you are?”

      “Well, no,” Bo says. “I had some back luck.”

      “Some bad luck. People do not ‘have’ bad luck, Jack. They cultivate it. They levitate it. They manufacture it. This,” he says, pointing his finger at the egg-shaped bulge on his head, “this is not normal. Not even in New York. Not even in the most nuanced bowels of New York. So?”

      “I can’t specify.”

      “Did you get Dylan is my question, Miss Artichoke.”

      “I... Not yet.”

      “Not yet. So you are going to wait until the swelling goes down and then take another run at it?”

      “Well, yes.”

      “Well fine. In the meantime, go home. I don’t want anyone in here to see you. Go home and put some steak sauce on your head and think about whether or not you will still be alive for the Second Coming. Understood?”

      “No,” Bo says, but he walks away.
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      If It Were Not for Bad Luck #4: Not-So-Dandy-Candy

      “So, did you get Dylan?” Candy says.

      “Did I get him? Are you in the Mafia.”

      “Very funny, Miss Artichoke.”

      “Your father used that term,” Bo says.

      “We think alike. You look like shit, by the way.”

      “I am aware of that. Do you want to get a drink?”

      “Drink is the last thing you need, buddy,” Candy says. “So did you get Bob?”

      “Bob your uncle?”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “Nor do I.”

      “‘Nor? The bruised drunkard, putting on airs?”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “I am disappointed, Bo. In case you did not pick up on that. I was expecting bigger and better from you.”

      “I sensed that,” Bo says.

      “It is not too late. You can still redeem yourself.”

      “I’m not sure that is the case,” he says.

      “Well, no. Why don’t you go home and tidy up and we’ll talk in a couple of days.”

      “A couple of days?”

      “Count your blessings,” she says as she walks away. “And you should see a doctor. You might have... contracted something.”

      “From whom?”

      “Whom do you think?” she says.

      “I haven’t a clue,” he says.

      “Christ,” she says, walking back to him in three quick strides. “I’m pregnant.”

      “You’re pregnant?”

      “There is no other way to put it.”

      “But we only...”

      “I never said you were the father,” Candy says. “I’m telling you I’m pregnant.”

      “Well, that’s a...”

      “Relief?

      “Well, sure,” Bo says. “I don’t really care to be a father at the moment.”

      “Considering you are still a child yourself,” she says.

      “That and other things. I mean glass houses and all.”

      “I’m not keeping it. I can’t. If my father finds out he’ll kill you.”

      “Kill me?”

      “Well, I will have to tell him you were the father. I see no need to drag someone else through the mud.”

      “But it is okay to finger me!” he says.

      “Well, of course,” Candy says. “Your name is mud anyway.”

      “My name is mud because of you,” Bo says.

      “Anyway, neither here nor. I have to sort this out. And I have to do it on my own. So don’t expect to hear from me anytime soon. You might as well move on. There’s nothing for you here. Nothing but grief and sorrow. I don’t think you really know how to deal with either of those things.”

      She bows her head slightly, as though contemplating the meaning of the words she has spoken and then she starts to drift off, in the literal sense. “See you, Bo,” she says.

      And then she is gone. In a puff. And a huff.

      Bo wants very much to feel regret or a sense of loss, but he just feels numb.  He has lost his job, his girlfriend, all the things that had previously tied him to this space and time. He is utterly alone in the world. He has hit rock bottom.

      “Hallelujah!” he screams.

      He is a free man. Thank god almighty, he is a free man. He is free to be anything or nothing. He has no possessions. No car or mortgage or life insurance policy or lover or ties that bind. He can pack a bag and go to the train or bus station and be on his way out of New York in 30 minutes flat.

      Why not. The answers are blowin’ in the wind. The wind is everywhere. Now he can go anywhere the wind blows.

      

      
        
        
        Last Song

      

        

      
        Words & Music

        by

        Bo Carter

      

        

      
        Goodbye New York

        in all your glory

        If I let you down

        please know I am sorry

        You beat me and you cheated me

        and left me high and dry

        I will never hate you

        and I know no reason why

        if you visit the heartland

        and see me on the street

        please pretend I’m a stranger

        and we will never meet

      

        

      
        this is the last song I’ll write in New York City

        this is my ode to blood, piss and concrete
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