

[image: 9781784630089.jpg]






Justine, Joe and the Zen Garbageman


 


‘From the East Village to West Hollywood, from avant-garde poetry to pre-internet pornography, these stories – touching, scabrous, brutal – tell it like it is. Matthew Licht’s effortlessly inventive language, dark and tender, sexually charged, free-wheeling, whimsical, regretful, rummages through the cultural detritus of our crazy mythos, and comes up sweet and headily evocative as roses.’ —CHARLES LAMBERT, author of Any Human Face and The View from the Tower


 


Justine’s a famous poet. Joe’s a self-styled Private Investigator without a clue. The Garbageman has cleaned his mind through immersion in filth. What he has to offer his clients, and even his enemies, is serenity. Three characters in search of a reader: you.


 


Praise for Matthew Licht


 


‘Nobody can push an envelope harder or further than Matthew Licht, though he’s not all shock value. There’s also intelligence, wit and surprising craft here.’ —DIAN HANSON, author of Naked as a Jaybird


 


‘Matthew Licht is an original and a rarity. His writing is smart, warm, engaging but also contains a healthy dose of New York “Fuck you!”.’ —GEOFF NICHOLSON, author of Bedlam Burning


 


‘His goal is to disturb rather than enlighten, to impale human folly and absurdity, to unpeel the intellectual bankruptcy of our times.’


—JOHN THACKRAY
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At various times, Matthew Licht has been obsessed with rhythm, professional comedy, alpinism, judo, cycling and eliminating unnecessary words. His fiction reflects these fascinations. Another heavy influence was his move to New York in the mid-to-late 1970s; Times Square was his address for many, perhaps too many, years. He’s also lived in Berlin, Los Angeles, Rome, Madrid, Florida . . . and he might be the only living writer to have made the transition from the New York Times to Juggs magazine. His last regular job was as a rickshaw wallah for a freelance outfit, but a brutal licensed taxi syndicate shut them down. His fiction has appeared in Ambit, Slake, Reality and Osmos magazines; and in the e-zines Tom’s Voice, Stanza 251 and Erodoto108. His short story collection The Moose Show (Salt) was nominated for the Frank O’ Connor Prize. His e-novel The Niglu/A Tale of the Sea and Cuisine (Stanza 251) is available, in English and in the author’s own Italian translation, with photographs by Carlo Fei and Baldomero Fernandez, wherever fine e-books are sold.
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JUSTINE


Ghastly Gert’s Ghost Party


Alcohol, more than love of poetry, started Justine Wakefield’s reading circle. Justine was a famous poet and a big-time boozer. The decoration scheme in her East Village pad was empty gin bottles in orderly rows. Bottles ran along wainscoting, topped door lintels, gave a color accent to bookshelves. Justine was of two minds about the bottles after she suffered a massive cerebral hemorrhage. She wasn’t physically able to toss them herself. Filled with visions of a monumental Justine Wakefield Tower of Alcohol, I offered to shag her empties to a boho collective that creates Watts-towering Jardins del Pueblo in drug-ridden neighborhoods, but she decided she wanted to live with the glinting green ghosts from her past life.


She didn’t want me to get rid of the remaining full and partially-full bottles, either. I would’ve emptied them down my throat. Justine was hoping for a miracle cure, a dispensation from Heaven that would allow her to freewheelingly consume alcohol once more. The doctor warned Justine the next bender would be the last. She may have been hoarding bottles for the day when the end was preferable to what lay ahead. She might not be able to pour herself a final highball. Which loyal friend would play Barman of Death for the great Justine Wakefield?


Justine had friends, sycophants, groupies and hangers-on. She was a famous poet, which she said was like being a tall midget. She made her name in the 1960s. In the 1970s, she got into trouble with the law, but the extensive rap sheet only added to her credibility as an artist. She hurled bricks and bottles — empties — at cops during the Tompkins Square riots. Her price on the college reading-tour circuit went through the roof.


Justine Wakefield got plenty of offers to read her stuff for pay, but the blood leak and subsequent clotting action made reading practically impossible. She recited short pieces from memory, held a book in front of her to keep up appearances. Reading was the love of her life and it was gone. She could still be read to. Her comprehension was unimpaired. I would’ve volunteered as her full-time reading assistant, but she said she couldn’t hack hearing my voice for more than five minutes at a time.


She doesn’t mince words, Justine. She’s candid, open, vehemently non-hypocritical. She tells aspiring poets and artists they’re talent-free poseur assholes. She’s almost 100% accurate in her assessments, but it doesn’t dull the sting.


Justine’s entourage included many with free time enough to hang out in a darkened living room that smelled of spilled beer and cat piss, even though she never had a cat, and read aloud from Milton, Dante, Byron. Declaim as long as the spirit moves you, then pass the book.


Reading nights were boozy. Justine didn’t mind if everyone else drank. Comments were suffered, questions answered. Her erudition was vast.


Justine could’ve had an academic career if she hadn’t been infected by the poetry gene. Justine’s poems belied her hippie shell, the funky body odor, dusty beret, tie-dyed clothes and Hell’s Angel boots, the chain-smoking and beatnik catch-phrases. Justine dug jazz, classical a close second. Couldn’t play a note. Never learned music, never tried. No room for sound-symbol tadpoles in her head. Music theory might squeeze out something she valued more. But she listened, and knocked out poems that sounded like music.


Justine turned me on to Byron, dragged me through Dante’s universe, flogged me into an appreciation of Milton. But she lost me over Gertrude Stein.


Certain people, usually women, claim to get something out of Gertrude Stein’s stuff. Justine said Gert was a form-giver in language. And I was a no-talent, soul-dead bum-fuck with a tin ear. She said so in front of the read-aloud crew, branded me a reactionary against radical modernism.


I burped and said Gertrude Stein was nothing but a fat dyke-o-slob, as devoid of soul and talent as I, only she had a rich Jew pop who gave her enough scoot to tootle around Europe and live in Paris with her mustachio’ed gal-pal and eat foie gras until it made her fart.


No laughs or solidarity sounds. I was in a room full of people who either really liked Gertrude Stein, or were scared of Justine.


To show my lack of prejudice, I said I’d sit out reading duties for the remainder of the Stein sessions. I’d listen, Justine-like, immobile, eyes closed like Milton’s, leave myself open to the power of the words Fat Gert let loose in strenuous half-hour sessions on the shit-pot of her poetry.


Ms Stein did her alleged writing in a sort of spiritualist trance. Paper was placed before her. Her force-meat fingers scrawled words on the blank pages. The results were gathered like something sacred by the worshipful Ms Toklas and dutifully transcribed.


“Make with the Stein,” I said.


Justine’s dumpster-issue sofas were comfortable. A bottle of 80-proof libations was within easy reach, should Stein-lightenment occur. I figured the worst that could happen was I’d fall asleep.


Fat Gert’s words spewed from various mouths. Gibberish. No substance. Words on paper. But I didn’t jump up and yell horseshit, didn’t want to be sincerely devastating in the Justine manner. Blind, paralyzed, mute, I endured Gert’s ands, thes, its.


The mind invents ways to escape neuron-chilling horror. My astral being drifted back to childhood, specifically a parlor game conducted by Mrs Lindner, a weird neighbourhood lady.


Whenever people are together in a dark room, the subject of ghosts eventually arises.


There are ghosts who wander, Mrs Lindner said. Others stay rooted to a place. Then there are the ghosts within, the ones we carry around, whether or not we’re aware of them. Inner ghosts aren’t exactly parasites, she said. It’s hard to tell if they’re passive hitch-hikers on our lives or invisible guides who influence what we do, where we go.


Mrs Lindner’s hocus-pocus was simple to set up. A lit candle on each side of a head-and-shoulders portrait-size wall-hanging mirror were the only props. We took turns in front of the candle-lit mirror, electric lights out, and stared straight into our own eyes. The others had to keep still, and sit so they weren’t reflected. Observers watched the subject’s eyes in the mirror.


Facial lines start to flicker. Eyes change shape, the nose goes, the mouth. Hair changes color, length, style. Transformations occur in the peripheral-vision field. If you move your head or blink, you instantly revert to your usual reflected self.


The cool part is that everyone sees the same changes. They see your ghosts, you get to see theirs. Mrs Lindner said these ghosts were trapped reflections of our former lives, other forms our souls inhabited, the infinity-of-mirrors of ourselves. Seeing mirror-ghosts isn’t frightening like seeing a ghost in a lonely room or in a forest at night. The ghosts you see around your eyes in candle flicker are you. They look familiar, even if you never played the game before.


The same faces showed up every time, in the same sequence. But we could never keep our eyes open long enough to see cavemen staring back at us.


The faces I saw were nothing like my present mug. There was a guy who looked like a pirate, with crashing waves of red hair, big nose and a scar like a bent, broken cross on his chin. Some of my past faces were women.


The séance mugshot-gallery flashed in my head over relentless Gertrude Stein drone. On and on and on with words that produced no pictures.


When I thought my sanity couldn’t stand another bad sentence, Justine called a break. I kept my eyes closed, felt Justine’s glare.


“Drunk old fart passed out,” she said.


Without opening my eyes, I said, “I have not. Miss Stein knew her stuff was garbage, but she also knew her crowd would go along because she spewed it. She validated their junk if they validated hers.”


“You’re wrong.”


“Let’s ask her. The spirits of the dead . . . I hope you agree Miss Stein’s dead, at least . . . anyway, the spirits of the dead are cursed to tell the truth about their lives and the lives of those they knew, or else they’re beyond caring whether the truth comes out.”


We needed a mirror and candles for Mrs Lindner’s parlor trick. Cute NYU English majors in ponytails and black stretch turtlenecks tossed Justine’s disaster-pad for bogus spiritualist equipment.


The only mirror they found was a ludicrous little thing some women keep in their purses to check makeup on the fly or inspect for interdental spinach shreds. One of Justine’s groupies must’ve left it behind. Justine avoids mirrors.


The only portrait Justine ever liked was her first police mug-shot. Drunk driving and assaulting an officer. The second charge was dropped because the highway cop who pulled the bust and took a kick to the nuts was a poetry fan.


I should’ve asked the NYU girls out on a swing-date. Instead, I said set the mirror in the reading room’s exact geographical feng shui center, place the candle in the center of the mirror and light it with a wooden match.


A pre-burnt wooden match turned up behind the encrusted stove. One of the poetry kids got it going again with his Zippo. Old Gert wouldn’t mind.


We fixed eyes on the candle-flame’s reflection in the tiny mirror. The spirits of the dead communicate through mirror-portals to underworlds, overworlds and metaworlds.


One of the girls asked in a whisper if Gertrude Stein was really going to talk to us. Either that, or we’d agree on a system to interpret the flickering flame, like one flicker for yes, two for no. But you never know . . . sometimes there’s a voice and you and the spirits can have a normal conversation. Leave voodoo stuff nice and ambiguous. Just ask any astrologer, tarot card reader or lawyer.


They got the candle lit. Getting it to stand erect on the mirror was harder. I nixed a plan to spill hot wax on the glass surface. We stared at the mirror. Outside, the lights of Avenue A flickered on. Banshee chorus of ambulance and police sirens. The windows were closed against the late November night, but Justine’s apartment was drafty. The candle flickered like crazy, nearly blew out.


“You guys aren’t concentrating. Focus on the mirror. Focus your thoughts on Gertrude Stein.”


She’d have wanted it that way.


“Sort of mentally invite her to appear and clear up questions about her work, justify her reputation.”


Humans hunkered down in a dark enclosed space and stared at fire. We were back in the Neanderthal days.


The flame cooperated. Everyone was hypnotized by its slow pulse of light, including Justine, stone-cold sober and hating every second. Time to get the ball of ectoplasm rolling.


“You there, Miss Stein?” Extra sibilance on the esses got the candle flickering a sss-second later. The effect looked . . . not too bad.


“One for yes. Two for no. Is Alice there with you?”


Two flickers. No Toklas.


“We don’t want her prompting you.”


The flame held steady as a rock.


“OK, Miss Stein, no point mincing words . . . the stuff you scribbled while you were alive is a hideous, tiresome slog. Others present disagree, strenuously. Tell me . . . is there any point to anything you ever you wrote? Is there any reason for us to sit in session and recite your verses?”


Sit, session, recited verses yielded flickers in quick successions of two. No, no, no . . .


A voice I didn’t recognize produced genuine sound-waves intended for the evolved human ear to capture and interpret. “Of course there is! What on earth do you think I wrote it for? Of course there is something there, there.”


Gasps and a muffled girl-shriek. The hairs on my arms and the few left on my head prickled. Took a moment to figure out that sober Justine was handing me cold comeuppance. Everyone gawked at the absurd little mirror, the candle protruding from its frame like a redwood in a jelly-jar. Nobody was watching anybody else’s face. Justine could speak undetected. But if I looked up, the others might cop to the bunko job. Maybe Justine had learned ventriloquism somewhere during her illustrious career.


Or else . . . there was a story in The New Yorker about a gay couple, both poets, one of them James Merrill, who let themselves be guided in their lives and work by a loquacious long-dead Roman. Merrill made it big, poetry-wise. Maybe poet-ghosts really do reveal themselves to real poets, like Justine. Her presence at a con-game séance might be a lightning rod for the haints of poets, wronged, slandered, maligned and otherwise unable to stick up for themselves.


“Miss Stein, if what you called your true work, i.e. everything besides the Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, is a breakthrough in language, then how come it never influenced anyone?”


The answer, I thought, would have to be, “Because anyone who writes that bad would be laughed out of the bullshit poetry café.”


“Don’t be infantile,” the voice boomed. “Why does no one paint like Leonardo, sculpt like Michelangelo, compose music like Wagner or Joni Mitchell? Because once it’s done, it’s done, it’s done. Some leaders can’t be followed.”


Was anyone alive ever that pretentious? Did Justine really consider la Stein on a par with those big boys and girl?


Having taken in breath, the voice blew once more. “And what have you ever done, whore-writer, that you dare call the work of your betters into question?”


Now I was at a serious disadvantage. How I earned my living those days was top-secret. And triple-X. Unless Justine had a better network of spies than I knew about, something eerie was afoot. I mean, would you blab it around to people you respect and consider your colleagues and friends that you make ends meet with beaver-shots and moan-and-groan girl copy for a stroke-mag called Howler Monkey?


I risked a look at Justine. Evil smile while she nodded in malicious satisfaction and her anarchic steel-gray curls wriggled like snakes.


The candle went nuts. Someone downstairs or in the apartment next door must’ve opened a window. Something Hemingway wrote, as bad as the bit about Scotty Fitzgerald’s tiny bobo. The voice he infamously described and the screwed-up shrew-face of a furious little mustachio’ed dyke echoed through me.


“Hey! I thought I warned you to stay away from the new girl!”


Before Justine could ventriloquize a response, I went into voice number two: scared, slightly remorseful Gertie. “No, Pussy, no . . . I swear! It’s not her I’m talking to, but this . . . this horrid, awful man. He thought I wouldn’t speak for myself. He besmirched my . . . our . . . the work.”


“Why, you big, fat, talent-whore. You only came into this hole of filth to gaze at gray-haired Sappho yonder. Admit it! Or else I’ll . . . one by one . . .”


“Oh no, Pussy. Don’t. Please, Pussy. Anything, but not that.”


Maybe the terror-whispered Pussy snuffed the candle.


Everyone muttered in darkness. One of the girls said wow. A lank longhair hit the overhead light switch. Justine lit a cigarette and shot me the fisheye.


“That,” she said, blowing smoke, “was the most painful wind-up I ever sat through. And for a gag with zero punch-line.”


“What’re you talking about? OK, OK . . . that was me at the end, but I couldn’t take it lying down. You started in on the Mortimer Snerd stuff.”


“I did not.”


“Oh, ‘fess up, Justine. I saw . . . I mean, I heard you cackling. OK, I admit I looked away when I was supposed to be gazing into the mirror, but . . .”


“I didn’t say anything. Miss Stein put you in your place.”


“Don’t give me that. The mirror-and-candle stuff’s just something I made up because I couldn’t stand to listen to all that awful, senseless drivel.”


“I played the same dumb ghost games with the other English majors. I know what happens.”


Who were Justine’s ghosts-in-the-mirror? Where did the effortless musical poems come from? But all I could say was, “Oh yeah? I thought you college chicks played juicier games with candles and mirrors.”


Justine called for a vote. The female poetry-reading population swung it. I was democratically booted from the group. I said fine, fuck you, what a bunch of hypocrites, when the candle was flickering you thought I was some kind of cosmic shaman.


That would’ve been the end of it, but Justine phoned a month after the Stein séance and asked if I’d read to her again, with no one else around, since I had an unfortunate tendency to play to a crowd. Look who’s talking.


I made spaghetti. We sat in her living room, the scene of many happy hippie poetry gatherings since I was limp-wristedly ejected from the group.


Justine wanted Ginsberg and Pasolini.


“Howl” tore my throat. I choked on “The Ashes of Gramsci”. I love those guys.


Justine said she wanted to play candles and mirrors again. Only no tricks this time, cross our hearts and hope to die. One of the faces we saw while Justine stared into her own eyes in the mirror was Big Gert. Justine interpreted the apparition as justification of Miss Stein’s oeuvre.


I said Gertrude Stein must’ve asked the Grim Reaper, or God, or Shiva, or whoever got stuck with the repulsive task of weighing her bloated soul, for another poetic chance. The results were in the darkened room with me, looking good in flickering candle light, writing poems against long odds.


Justine and I were friends again.


Poems Written at Night


The message was simple. Would I call my old friend Justine Wakefield and try to cheer her up. The voice on the answering machine was Will Bledsoe, another old friend, Justine’s long-suffering, long-time companion. “Boyfriend” doesn’t explain their relationship. Nothing boyish about Will, not any more. Nothing girlish about Justine, either. Maybe there never was. Where boyfriends are concerned, Justine will tell you — never mind if Will is around, or that you didn’t ask — she prefers women. She adopted a lesbian lifestyle after her marriage to another famous poet disintegrated, but homosexuality didn’t exactly do the trick.


Justine Wakefield’s pretty famous, as far as contemporary poets go. “There’s a library with my name on it — or at least a few bookshelves full of me, me, me — at some Emily Dickinside University out in the Midwest or down South somewhere, but I ain’t got a pot to piss in.” Thoughts about libraries and pots depressed Justine.


The number Will left wasn’t their home number. I figured Justine must’ve split after a common-law marital dust-up. What Will really wanted, I thought, was for me to sweet-talk Justine into going back home. But when I dialed the number, a person who turned out to be a nurse said I was connected with Wingdale Hospital. I asked for Justine Wakefield. Nice long wait, with a classical music soundtrack. Justine didn’t even say hello when she came on the line. I heard her breathing.


“What’s going on, Justine? Where the hell are you?”


“You mean, Nurse Wretched didn’t tell you? I’m in the loony bin.”


“Why? What happened?”


“Oh, I thought you might’ve figured it out on your own, clever Dick.”


“What’re you talking about?”


“Well, I tried to kill myself.”


Justine was wrong. I never would’ve figured that out on my own. Committing suicide was the last thing I could imagine her doing. Get falling-down drunk, sure. Slash her own throat? Never. Hang herself? Even less. Justine had an inbred horror of razors. She probably didn’t like strangulation or guns any better. Justine Wakefield was passionately in love with life, or at least that’s what I always got from her poems. “What do you mean, you tried to kill yourself? What did you do?”


“A nice doctor gave me colorful pills because I was depressed. Since I was depressed, I had a few bottles of vodka at home. So I put two good things together and hoped for something even better.”


“Why would you do a thing like that, Justine?”


“Because I wanted to die, you moron. But I’m not dead. Willy caught me being a naughty girl. He called the cops and now I’m in the nuthouse.”


“Look, I’ll come see you. Where’s the . . . this place you’re staying?”


She put the nurse back on without saying goodbye.


The Wingdale snakepit was a few hours Upstate.


 


Bottles stashed all over the house, Will said. He conducted a search when he came home alone from the hospital. He couldn’t sleep, so he looked for bottles. Justine hadn’t gone along quietly. Though semi-conscious, she yelled and fought like she was being kidnapped. The ambulance men would’ve put her in a straitjacket, but hadn’t brought one.


The hospital wouldn’t let Will spend the night with Justine because he confessed they weren’t legally married. Will isn’t the kind of guy who’d lie to doctors or cops, and Justine would’ve set them straight if he had. The house in which they lived together was quiet and cold. He didn’t feel like lighting the Franklin stove. He found bottles in the tank behind the toilet, under bookshelves, in her desk drawers. He found a bottle buried in the snow out by the letterbox and realized why Justine insisted on walking the dirt road alone to get the mail, even on days when there was no delivery. He thought the slow, rambling short hikes were a way to ponder poems still unwritten.


Walking was hard for Justine. Back in the big city, she drank until she stroked out. Severe insult, massive hemorrhage, no gruesome medical language spared. Justine recovered, but with partial paralysis. She had trouble reading, but saw nothing wrong with hitting the bottle again after a healthy drying-out period.


Justine liked wine. She could put away an awful lot, but wine was all anyone ever saw her drink. Bombed on wine, she either got girlish and giggly, which was fine, or else she became cool, hard and cutting. Justine calmly lashed into me in group settings. Those were not fun times. Somehow she got the goods on the top-secret way I earn my living and gave me hell. One of the politer terms she used was “smut peddler.”


She’s the one who always complained she’s got no dough.


 


East of Albany, Kitty shrieked and pointed at the freeway median, where a raven and a big white barn owl were facing off over something lying dead on the snow.


Kitty’s my long-suffering longtime companion. We aren’t married. We’re products of an era when it was de rigeur to cast off convention. I did light shows for rock concerts in the East Village. Kitty had a groovy used clothing boutique on St Mark’s Place. We met at an incense-clouded, sitar-twanging Kali Poojah Poetry Happening at the Electric Circus. Justine headlined the poetry bill, then the Fuggs took over.


Kitty watched snow fall on the highway. She wasn’t exactly delighted to be going to the Psycho Ward. She held onto her hippie-girl look. I can never tell what she’s thinking. Watching her, I missed a curve, skidded, nearly went off the road into a boulder-strewn creek overhung with snow-laden branches. I submitted to the power of swirling flakes, slowed way down.


We reached Wingdale after dark. Luckily, the nuthouse staff made visiting hours a flexible, floating affair. A black orderly asked if we had contraband bottles. We both said no, but he searched us anyway before he led us into The Unit.


Justine didn’t look especially nuts. Bored, more like it. Extremely bored. None of her fellow-inmates would read to her, and the nurses and orderlies were too busy. The Wingdale Library was short on long lyric poems and there was no typewriter. You can kill yourself with a typewriter, apparently. Longhand’s hard for Justine. She loves typewriters. She’s stuck on obsolete electrics. Dozens of them scattered about the house she and Will bought.


 


The place was originally a church and had a cathedral ceiling, though no self-respecting cathedral would be jealous. Deconsecrated in 1928, the church became a residence for an Odd Fellows society. When the last bachelor died, the empty building decayed into a white elephant that spent over twenty years on the real estate market before Justine and Will saw a black and white picture in a Greenwich Village brokerage office’s shop-window and responded to its shabby looks and low asking price.


Justine was eager to move out of the city, which, let’s face it, isn’t such a fantastic place for post-stroke radical poet-priestesses. The former church wasn’t immediately habitable, the real estate agent said. A Franklin stove was the only modern convenience.


Justine and Will signed the deed right there in the office, scrounged around town for the down-payment. I shouldn’t say scrounged. They asked for settlement on certain hoary, near-forgotten debts. More than generous, those two, when they were in the chips. Which wasn’t often. OK, maybe they scrounged a bit too.


Patching the roof, drying out the basement and eliminating the Odd Fellows’ sleeping-cubicle walls took care of any excess dough. Not easy, learning to live like field hippies when you’re over fifty, but Will and Justine soon found Upstate preferable to the city. Fresh air, songbirds, mammals other than rats, insects other than flies and cock-a-roaches, flowers and trees. Lots and lots of trees. Justine started putting birds, flowers and trees in her poems.


Creeks converged behind the house. The big one ran fast and was ass-bitingly cold. The other was run-off from a nearby lake, warm and dark with decomposing tree- and leaf-juice. Perfect place to swim in the summer.


 


Justine continued sullen while we awkwardly tried to cheer her up, only brightened when an orderly announced the day’s last cigarette break. “Thank God,” she whispered, and shuffled out of the visiting room through a sliding glass door into the tail-end of the blizzard.


Cigarette lighters weren’t allowed at the Clinic. Patients might immolate themselves and others. Instead, you pushed a button on the wall and pressed your cig-stuffed face towards a heated coil behind a metal grating. Then you could smoke your brains out till it was time to be herded back inside.


The orderly hadn’t frisked for joints.


For the first time since we arrived, Justine was happy to see me. She was always happy to see Kitty. I was merely the person who brought Kitty along. But I don’t think Kitty would’ve gone to visit Justine on her own. Kitty’s grown fastidious. She’s not really a hippie anymore. She likes indoor plumbing, clean floors, sleeping in a bed made with clean sheets. Kitty gave up on groovy old clothes, became a graphic artist. She works for magazines, ad agencies, record companies. She spends hours, days, weeks, happily fretting over where custom-formulated type should go on a page, clothing label or album cover. At least I hope she’s happy while she fusses. She’s always busy, that’s for sure. She makes lots of money. Making lots of money might make me happy . . . who knows. Sometimes I wonder. Sometimes I look at Kitty and think she’s only sticking around for old times’ sake, or inertia, or because nothing better had turned up.


At work, I go by Marlboro Smith. I tell nude girls to spread and pull sexy faces, urge them to spill their sex-lives for the subscribers’ masturbatory pleasure. If they won’t talk dirty, or if they don’t talk good, I dream up the pornographic spew for them. Kitty’s OK with my job. She used to pose for me when models were scarce and jail time was a real threat. Skin mags used to be sort of revolutionary. My pictures are in focus. The layout’s easy on the eyes. Howler Monkey sells pretty well. Under my own name, I write poems. Occasionally, they get published. I’m not in Justine’s league, though. Nowhere near it.


Justine doesn’t have to prove anything to anybody. She’s got nothing to hide, either. So why was she hiding bottles like some shambling, secretive, lost-weekend boozer? That’s what the Wingdale labcoats wanted to find out. They weren’t going to have an easy time. A tough little nurse called us back inside. Visiting hours were over.
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Dinner was ready when we arrived at the ex-church/lonely old guys’ home. Will’s a good cook. He looked older. He hadn’t gone to visit Justine at the hospital yet. He was still scared and hurt by what she did. She bit his hand when he tried to force her to vomit pills washed down with vodka. He showed us the tooth-marks. “Had to get a full range of shots, can you believe it? She was enraged I wanted to stop her. Tried to hit me with her cane, too. I mean . . . she’s crippled and everything’s hard for her. The part I don’t get is why she didn’t wait till I was at the supermarket or something. Because she definitely wanted to die. She wasn’t just looking for attention.”


Will’s a real poet too, a sweet man who spent most of his life in a long shadow. His work’s strong and funny. It hurt to see him bent like that.


We killed three bottles of wine before we even started eating. Justine’s suicide attempt turned into a dress rehearsal for her funeral, whether she wanted it that way or not. It was a pretty depressing dinner party until Justine’s kids showed up. They brought friends along. Nice kids, too, the kind who ask old folks questions. Justine’s oldest daughter wanted to sit in my lap, like old times. Be my guest, I said, but please don’t break any bones. She’s a mysterious-looking girl, dark skin, Indian brave profile. She got a job as a Forest Ranger, which led to erotic fantasies of her cavorting nude among tall trees, rubbing against moss-covered boulders, diving off crags into ice-cold water, emerging with a primal yell and stiff nipples. The other girl’s a rocker with dreadlocks, yellow fingers and a chipped front tooth. She used to sit on my lap with her sister. Now she’s too cool. Justine’s son, a handsome kid, was still in college. He got time off because his mom tried to kill herself.


People kept showing up. From the city, mostly. Cars, buses, an old BMW motorcycle.


Wine, smoke, young and old, a scene you wish would never have to end. Near dawn, I went outside to take a steaming leak on some ferns with a scruggly beat poetry character named Gurry. He said, “I don’t feel old. I really don’t. Looking in the mirror’s always this grotesque shock, and I know I’m not even seeing the full horror in crystal technicolor clarity. Because I refuse to wear glasses. In fact, you know? fuck glass, man . . . mirrors, spectacles, bottles . . . nothing but grief from hot little grains of sand.”


Made me think of when Kitty and I went to Venice. The trip was her idea. She wanted romance, gondolas gliding down fog-socked canals, oar-drip echoes under low bridges. What she got instead was bedraggled crowds and papier-maché Carnival masks. Some Murano glassblowers invited us to tour their factory because we bought a few rounds of white wine in their lunchtime hangout. Molten glass was the only thing I liked about Venice. The guys pulled glowing honey-balls from the furnace, whipped napalm ooze into bug-eyed clowns and Mickey Mice. A hideous Disney-fish fell off a blow-rod and smashed. As soon as they cooled, I grabbed the big pieces and put them in my pocket. The broken-glass giant guppie wound up in the toilet tank in our Hell’s Kitchen pad. Sometimes I lift the porcelain lid for a look at the sparkling deep-sea wonderland.


Gurry zipped up. “Ever think of killing yourself, Dick?”


“Uh, only as a save-it-for-the-future deal. Like, if I’m old and sick and in pain, or if I feel I’m losing my mind . . . ka-pow! I bought a gun up in Harlem for $25. I don’t even know if it shoots. That’d be funny . . . save the gun and bullets for a big finale and the mother won’t fire.”


“Or else it goes off half-cocked and you’re the old man in the iron lung. Test her out first, I’m telling you. Shoot at the river, under a bridge, at night. Traffic covers the shots and no one gives a shit.”


But the truth was I never bought a gun in my life. My final solution .45 was drunk talk. “How ’bout you? Ever think of doing yourself in?”


“Only every time I look out the window, that’s all. I’m twelve floors up. A second of fear and pain, then it’s over. But I’m never going to jump. I lack the oomph.”


Back in the house, everyone was more or less crashed out. Will was in the kitchen talking quietly with a kooky painter. Pictured her cramped East Village studio pad crammed with splattered horror. Kitty had commandeered our usual room. I crawled into the creaky bed beside her, but couldn’t sleep. I thought about the last time we came up for a weekend in the country. Justine wrote her stuff late, when everything fell quiet. Hypnotic typewriter clack from the back porch was reassurance that someone was on the case, the world was still alive in the night. In the morning, I sat in her chair and read what she wrote, looked at her trees, listened to her birds.


We went for walks in the afternoon. Justine fell down a lot, lay on the ground and laughed, looking at the sky through branches and leaves. She liked to sit across the stream from the haunts of a blue heron. Poetry groupies built her a wooden bench on the spot. The heron got used to Justine, but didn’t like crowds. He crashed through the reeds and flew away like a streamlined pterodactyl. Justine wrote about the heron. Her totem animal spirit, she said. Her only friend.


 


Mandatory gang-bang family therapy was on the Wingdale psychiatric menu next morning. Justine, Will, and her kids were supposed to thrash out the mess of life together. The loony bin was more tolerant of common-law relationships than the hospital. Justine’s friends and former flames could show support and beam love-vibrations during regular visiting hours.


Justine’s friend Benny pulled up in a low-slung white Jaguar during communal breakfast. He’d just been released from a State-sponsored nuthouse himself. I took to the guy right away. When it was obvious how much I dug his car, he said he was hopelessly hung up on beautiful objects made before he was born. What I really ought to see, he said, was his handmade hollow-body electric guitar, a 1930’s beauty. The only trouble was he owed the Internal Revenue Service over forty grand. Benny wasn’t sure the Tax Man would accept gorgeous guitar as justification for non-payment. The government would probably lock him up again, he said, but he looked happy. I didn’t ask if he knew how to play. Maybe he was a genuine crazy musical genius.


Rain fell. Fog rose ghostly from the ground covered in decaying snow. Oaks, elms and hemlocks loomed against a uniform-gray sky. Good day to get depressed.


Gurry, the guy I pissed and talked suicide with the night before, was gone. Justine’s kids banned him from visiting hours because they thought the sight of her oldest drinking buddy would cause cravings. Justine had to get past alcoholism before she could deal with depression. Gurry was hurt. No one likes to be excluded, even if it’s from a grim psycho-ward visit. He grabbed his things and drove off in his piece-of-shit car.


 


The inmates were lethargic, dazed. They lacked the energy to act crazy. They were heavily sedated. Justine looked defiant. State doctors complied when she demanded the lowest legal sedative dose. Mental hospitals have apparently gone beyond electric shocks, water torture, forced lobotomies. But most people want the drugs.


Loony Benny told Justine about the guitar he bought instead of paying his taxes, like that was sticking it to The Man. Deadpan Justine said he was nuts. She said they’d lock him up again and throw away the key.


We sat talking in a room with soothing pink walls. Drugged march to the outdoor smoking area every hour on the hour. Supplicants bent towards the holy fire-free light. It was freaking cold, so we huddled, made weak jokes about busting Justine out of there. Inmates who had no visitors, maybe no friends or family, drifted into the circle. A fat guy named Chuck said he tried to kill himself in his garage, but forgot to calculate how much gas it took to cook 240 pounds of well-marbled beef. Chuck roast, he said, and cracked himelf up. Groggy, coughing, he got bored and cut the engine. But he didn’t have the strength to drag himself out of the car and back into the house so he could ball up his goodbye note, burn it, pretend nothing happened. His wife found him slumped at the wheel, tongue out, eyeballs red, pale, still alive. She couldn’t budge him, called an ambulance. Chuck thought it unfair he had to serve the full observation sentence, since he switched off the engine.


A girl dressed in black with jungle camouflage accents stood at the edge of the legal smoking zone. I wished she’d come talk to Justine’s punky daughter and dashing college-boy. But the black-and-camo girl kept to herself.


Dixie-flag bandannas on her wrists.


She’d slash her veins the right way next time, if they let her out. And of course they’d let her out. They had to. She’d go through the moves, take the pills, say the right things, scribble life-affirming homilies on the therapeutic blackboard until they released her. Straight into death’s cold, sweet embrace.


Justine’s kids were so beautiful. Child-free state yields the occasional pang. Children are what life’s supposed to be about. I dreamed up what they’d said in family therapy that morning.


“First you bring us up hippie style, you and your weird friends always drinking and smoking and we’ve got to do the laundry and get to school and back on our own and we lived in an East Village stinkpot instead of a normal house and then Pop took off because you had to be more famous than him and anyway you like women. And now you do this, like you don’t care about us, like we don’t exist or you don’t want to see us ever again.


“On the other hand, you read to us, wrote poems about us, immortalized us the only possible way, made us think about how beautiful the world is. You made us and here we are, beautiful, strong, young, immortal. Listen to us now. Let us help you want to live.”


I tried to dream up what my kids would say to me in family therapy if I had kids or had any faith that therapy could solve anyone’s problems.


Closing time at the loony bin. Last cigs stomped out in the rotten snow. Hug therapy followed by zombie inmate retreat to more pills, oblivion, lights-out.


We went for a late dinner at Cap’n Ed’s, a landlocked seafood shanty not far from the Wingdale Hospital’s gothic pile.


Cap’n Ed’s billboard said his fish came from Maine. He built the place in the 1950s. Big American sprawl, fishing-boat décor. The colossal picture window faced a fog-blanketed snow field, the parking lot and a stretch of highway. Not much traffic. Over the kitchen doorway, someone had composed a New England diorama with lobster pots, lures, floating markers, stacked rope, lifesavers, driftwood, taxidermied seagulls suspended on fishing-line strings and a dusty, stuffed pelican. Thick yellow-clear varnish on the tabletops. We needed drinks because we spent the afternoon telling a woman whom we used to booze it up with to dry out. Beer, shots and absurd cocktails flowed to our table in a steady stream, but we never got rowdy. We were done talking. We drank, ate, stared at the fog, wet grass and trees outside. Headlights of passing cars slid across our prow, shone on pictures of monster fish caught for our dining pleasure. There he was, the original Cap’n Ed, on the wall in black and white, with a hundred-pound tarpon in his arms. You can’t eat tarpon, but man oh boy, what a fighter, what a struggle. Magnificent, how those huge barking wet beasts hold onto their lives. The same trophy-sized tarpon hung opposite the picture wall, on the stern of Cap’n Ed’s restaurant-ship, its huge silver scales held in place and permanently a-sparkle with repeated shellac lashings.


 


Justine served out her term at the Wingdale Depression Clinic. Every day, she complained about mandatory medication and lack of typewriters. She repeatedly scrawled “I want to write poems” on the therapeutic blackboard as her compulsory life-affirming goal. That was the only writing she did while confined and drugged.


She went home, patched things up with Will, resumed writing poems at night on her outdated Remingtons, Adlers and Underwoods.


She writes on paper scored for a measly buck at a yard sale, boxes and boxes of slightly yellowed onionskin. She walks in the woods, falls down, laughs. She sits on her bench and watches the river, watches her pal the blue heron go about its heronic life. She drinks a glass of wine with dinner if she feels like it. If everyone falls silent when she pours glass number two, she gives them an Indian Chief stare. She refuses to live in a dry county inside her own house.


Justine’s old drinking buddy Gurry died in a car crash. He was on his way to his country house, which he bought with pot-dealer sideline dough. Cops found cigarette burns on his fingers, scabbed track-marks on his arms and legs. Gurry nodded out at the wheel, crossed the yellow line, got creamed by a truck, didn’t feel a thing.


Benny, the nut-job with the hot car, fabulous guitar and crushing debt to big bad IRS, killed himself while undergoing psychiatric evaluation at a Federal Minimum-Security Facility. The Corrections Officers let him play guitar in his cell for an hour a day, but it wasn’t the blond-maple D’Angelico f-hole cutaway with gold hardware and Art Deco mother-of-pearl inlays on the fretboard. That gorgeous instrument was auctioned off as partial settlement of his bill from the State. Some lucky guy who reads public auction notices in newspapers picked it up for $499. Benny tuned his pocket transistor radio to a classical station. During a Spanish number, he rigged up a garrote with the E-string of the prison’s Mexican cheapie. The guards couldn’t tell the difference between Andres Segovia and a childish guy who couldn’t resist glittering objects.
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