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        The Parrot Lounge

        Ninety-Second Street

        Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, NY

        [Winter, 1972]

      

      

      

      When Billy saw her, he behaved oddly, like a Cubist painting tumbling down a staircase. It was Tuesday evening. The Parrot Lounge’s sole décor statement was a stuffed green parrot in a cage hanging from the ceiling below a light bulb, surrounded by cigarette smoke. Weekday nights were about nothing—talk, listen to music, leave early, get up for school or a boring office job. It was not the place to take a date or find a snug corner to brood in—too much light, too loud, substandard bar food, and flat pitchers of beer.

      The Parrot stuck to the working-class, backstreet tradition for sideways-mobile singles and the struggling college crowd. People hung out with friends; some pushed tables together.

      Sixties folksy pop music was on the jukebox: Simon and Garfunkel, Dylan, Jefferson Airplane, The Doors. It was a place to waste a few hours and punch in another day toward the weekend.

      The neighborhood was not the best. On the washed-out periphery of New York City, the commute into Manhattan was an hour, and you couldn’t see the Statue of Liberty even if you knew where to look. The neighborhood was also losing a bout of phony gentrification to pseudo-sophisticated eateries and half-ass woody pubs with cheap gas fireplaces named after romantic, mystical things: The Salmon of Knowledge, The Silver Apples of the Moon, and Where the Water Lilies Grow.

      Billy Olsen looked at her through a three-ringed pretzel as she sat with her girlfriends. He had been looking at her for weeks. She was pretty and on the quiet side. She wore a red bandito-looking serape fringed with tassels that she fiddled with. Her chestnut-brown eyes were highlighted by coral shadows of teal and cobalt blue under black penciled eyebrows. She was perfect—maybe a little too.

      He considered the salt crystals on the pretzel. Janis Joplin was complaining about something in the background—Awah, Awah, Awah, Awah—while his friends discussed how the Mets sucked. Each salt crystal was a tiny, white, marbled geometric fragment that glowed dully from inside when angled in the artificial light. He wondered how it was done—getting the salt on the pretzel distributed evenly across the circumference of the rings. It was as though little workers attached each crystal separately: intertwined, salted infinity loops tied in a bow.

      Billy went incognito against the side window to cover a better view of the girl. He placed his glass on the sill and turned red next to the Rheingold Extra Dry sign. After staring at her long enough to get caught, he went to the bar for another pitcher. His friends, Eddie and Richie, presented their glasses like nestlings when he returned.

      Billy Olsen conceded the Mets were not good. Janis absorbed his bluesy mood whenever he played her on the jukebox, so he fed it coins to match the girl.

      She and her friends came every Tuesday night and always sat in the same chairs at the same table. She always listened patiently, attendant to her girlfriends—her smile fixed during humorous stories or frowning thoughtfully throughout if sad. When she spoke, her comments were introduced by disclaimers and facial modifiers she tilted into.

      “I don’t know, perhaps . . . ,” she’d say, or “I guess, I think . . . ”

      She seemed out of place. Billy found that sweet. Perhaps she was out of place. Sometimes she would rustle for a moment, then reconnect with her friends. She had an extra pair of incisors on her top row that picked up smudges of bright red, purple, or pink lipstick. But the quality that leaped out, way beyond interpretation, was that she was in a fashion universe of her own.

      The Parrot was filled with people in jeans and T-shirts or sweaters, while she tried out a Tang Dynasty–retro dress with flowing dragon sleeves for the first cool Tuesday night of autumn. One week she wore a Roaring Twenties flapper dress with a long stole around and down her shoulders and arms, with a rakish, tilted Gatsby hat on her head. The next she arrived in a bright, curtain-like Indian sari, diaphanous like see-through clouds.

      She was out of his league. It was important to be in his league. But girls a little too this or too that were in his plans, because he was a little too himself. Shoot too high, and he was looking for trouble down the road. Go low, he already lost. Since his teenage years, he was more comfortable when his dates were more comfortable—in the same league. He had dates with girls who had acne, for example, who applied foundation shades that would not necessarily match their natural facial coloration or texture.

      By the time they were back at the girl’s door, her face would be cracked like desert sands. But suppose, just before he kissed her, the girl nudged forward a little teddy bear tongue from between her lips, ever so slightly. What pimples? Suppose she lifted her shoulders and tilted her face to await Billy’s first embrace. He was glad to accommodate the inconvenience of the blemishes and the flaking makeup if the girl was that nice.

      Being in his league was a series of compromises and offsetting compensations, but he was hardly perfect. The girls on the receiving end were prone to do the same assets-to-liabilities assessment. His hair was thinning at twenty-one. He frequently suffered cognitive fogginess when anxious and occasional childishly impish mood swings.

      

      One Tuesday night endured a steady snow amidst the depths of winter, while Richie explained how his army reserve meeting went, and Billy Olsen took a flat beer to his spot by the bar’s only window. The sill was a death destination for leafy, formerly flying insects to pile up for the Parrot’s weekly cleanup.

      He made a porthole with the heel of his palm in the condensation and squinted through the aperture into the unnatural neon glow. He looked through a life-sized reflection of his eye, which appeared outside in the storm, and imagined pigeons puffed along the cliff ledges of the apartments above the avenue.

      Billy checked the girl out through a pretzel ring to see what she was wearing, when she appeared in the middle of a loop looking back. He made “Hi” with his lips. She made “Hi” back. He smiled. She looked away. When he least expected it, he was in front of her. She was alone at her table. Perhaps that was why he got up.

      “Hi. Sorry for snooping on you through the pretzel. Your outfit is very nice. What is it, a poncho?”

      “I guess it’s a poncho. Or a wrap, perhaps.”

      “Sorry.” He offered her his hand.

      “I’m Billy Olsen.”

      Her left hand offered from under her wrap.

      “Hello, Billy Olsen.”

      She was Gabriella.

      They talked about ponchos and wraps and sun colors—things Billy knew nothing about. When her girlfriends came back, he returned to his table. Before he left for the night, he looked for her through a pretzel to say “Bye,” but she was gone.

      

      The next Tuesday, taking the great-circle route to the bar with conspicuous nonchalance around her table, he said, “Hey, Gabriella. Nice cape, I think?”

      “A cape. Maybe a blanket.”

      “I believe it’s a cape.”

      “Could be.”

      It was a blanket, Lakota Sioux in design—a star quilt with bright reds, yellows, and oranges, clipped with a self-crafted clasp to hold it together with her head in the middle.

      Taking Billy’s lead, the guys, without being asked, carried their chairs to encamp at the girls’ table in a coordinated, peaceful occupation. They had girlfriends, but it was not that kind of move. The Parrot was not that kind of place. The Parrot wasn’t particularly any kind of place. Random conversation sparked around the table. People knew other people who knew someone else. This and that. Billy kept an eye on Gabriella, even though she was out of his league, even though he didn’t expect a promotion any time soon.

      Richie lit a joint. Teddy and Sal were behind the bar. They were cool. Richie was cool. He took a toke and backhanded it, waist-high, under the table to the girl on his left. The joint passed, cupped by giver to receiver to preserve the spark around the table. It was accepted to gift to the next. Some declined—no offense—passing it on by the wettened tip. Others made it glow red in the grottoes of their palms. Peace be with you.

      When it came to Billy, he took a draw, hoping not to fall into a coughing fit, which he did. Gabriella’s left hand came from under her Lakota blanket to rescue it into a lingering pull past her brilliant red lips and extra teeth into her lungs, which she held.

      Richie drove some of them home in his father’s 1960 Studebaker Lark. Billy Olsen and Gabriella piled into the backseat with a girlfriend in between. He tried to make eye contact, but Gabriella was happy to be the center of his attention from a safe distance.

      John Lennon and the Plastic Ono Band joined them, jacked loud by Richie, who swayed with the wheel, and they all sang and swayed like the moon, the sun, and the stars along Third Avenue onto Ninety-Seventh Street and down Marine Boulevard.

      Brownstones and row houses with stone stairs like miniature inner-city Aztec temples stood shoulder to shoulder on side streets to share laughter, nightmares, radio shows, and screams of love and anger through the walls. Constructed of sandstone extruded from condensed rock 250 million years old, the houses themselves were built only a hundred years earlier.

      Billy Olsen tried to close in on Gabriella around the immensity of her girlfriend’s overcoat, who continued to sway on and on, on and on with John and Yoko. He worked close enough to bombard Gabriella with battalions of photons shooting from his eyes, which he was unaware did not work that way—but so it felt to him, and so it felt to her. His eyes were a bland gray, like the Brooklyn night sky among the clouds above the streetlights.

      The girlfriend’s coat parted enough to allow him to touch Gabriella’s shoulder with his forearm.

      Billy Olsen was closer to her girlfriend’s head than to Gabriella when he said, “Tell me a story about you.”

      He had waited way too long to ask her something meaningful.

      “Please. You could make it up, and I promise to believe you.”

      “I don’t have a story. At least I can’t think of one.” It was like her to say that.

      “I can’t think of a story about me neither.”

      Which was a lie. So he told her how he went to Newark to visit Stephen Crane’s grave. His arm was now on the back of the seat over her shoulder. He told her how rain had whipped into his face. How he knew Crane’s poems.

      They were short, and there weren’t many, so he recited what he could remember while standing over what was left of Crane underground. One about a man who ate his heart because it was his heart. Another about another ready to leap to his death:

      “If thou and thy white arms were there / And the fall to doom a long way.”

      Billy Olsen didn’t realize how nineteenth-century proper and corny this sounded to her.

      “Just me and Crane,” he said.

      “The rain turned to snow, crusting my head and shoulders and Crane’s grave white.”

      Also a lie. Her drawn eye line, bleak and perfectly curved, pushed into her forehead as she sat silently. Her eyelashes fluttered, reflected in the car window as Brooklyn flew by—lashes designed to slice a young man’s heart.

      They drove between cauldrons of sewer gas at the intersection near where the girls lived. Richie pulled up in front of their apartment building, turned to the backseat, his arm incidentally dropping over the girl next to him. “Here we are. Out you go.”

      Out they were.

      Billy, with a long hike home in the storm, had a brief chat with Gabriella while her girlfriend fled in her overcoat into their building.

      “Maybe see you next week?” he asked.

      Her hair was parted perfectly down the middle and combed to slide alternatively from one side of her face to reveal the other if she tilted, which she did a lot.

      He separated both sides with his hands to find her. Billy got the impression she wanted him to come upstairs. When they were alone in the elevator, they no longer thought about what either meant or wanted.

      The apartment door was ajar on her floor. “California Dreamin’” drifted from her girlfriend’s room. Gabriella and Billy Olsen sat on the sofa. She unfastened the clasp of her Lakota blanket to reveal an embroidered, carnelian-red percale blouse. Her right arm was willowy and handless, like the bud of an unblossomed flower. Gabriella touched Billy’s cheek.

      Something by Jefferson Airplane drifted into the room from down the hall. They listened quietly. He parted the hair from her face again to find her still there.
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      The old men at the bar looked at themselves in the mirror fronted by bottles of whiskey everyone drank—mostly cheap rye, vodka, and gin—and oddly colored aperitifs nobody drank.

      Old men’s bars have mirrors for men to look at themselves looking at themselves. They gestured, blew regrets in cigarette smoke, some breathing it back through their nostrils and out again for a second rasp through the soft tissues. It was as though the three of us didn’t exist, the way two species of birds might ignore each other out on a limb.

      Our table was off the back room, lit dimly by the ambient light from the bar. It was furnished with a miniature pool table next to bent cues of varying thicknesses in a rack (no balls), a circular table for two (no chairs), and a dartboard on the wall (no darts). It was there to add senseless existence to the drab gin-mill aesthetic.

      A tiger-striped cat, gray on gray with a square head, sat in a corner licking itself. It had no name. It made a cat noise when it saw me looking at it.

      Eddie Costa, Kevin Dolan, and I sat in Mulcahy’s Bar on the corner of Ninety-Second Street and Fifth Avenue with a pitcher of beer, waiting for Johnny Healy, who was late. We met in Mulcahy’s every Thursday night since we were seventeen.

      Eddie just wanted to know, “Okay, Dennis. What did Johnny do he needs to talk to us? Ride a donkey into class?”

      Unlikely as that was, it was a possibility.

      

      Two blocks north was Third Avenue, which held a Guinness World Record for bars on one street and ran along the top of the terminal moraine, where the forward edge of the Laurentide Ice Sheet of the last great ice age halted, a mile high, to dump glacial till, sluiced sediments, boulders, and everything else it carried across the continent eighteen thousand years earlier.

      It formed a highlands, or moraine ridge, for the avenue to run on top of for fifty blocks along Bay Ridge. Perfect for bars, for some reason. We preferred the funereal atmosphere of Mulcahy’s down the hill, where you had to try the doorknob to tell if it was open.

      “He’ll be walking in any minute. It’s complicated,” I said.

      Johnny and I were second-year English teachers at Hamilton High—a credible alternative to the horrors of Vietnam. Eddie, exempt from the draft, worked part-time in a deli. He had cerebral palsy after a trying sail down the birth canal twenty-two years earlier.

      Johnny’s brother-in-law, Kevin, taught gym at an all-boys high school. He smelled like a petunia after a locker room wash-up and was so convivial he would surely become principal somewhere within the next ten years.

      Johnny Healy was less than a serious educator due to the excessive attention he devoted to his literary career, which had yet to emerge.

      He created poems and stories in styles and shapes in fashion in his mind—then cut, puffed, or pasted them together for the right balance, for the correct emotional valences to strike true; for anyone to publish any part of it in any way, place, or form. Something they had failed so far to do.

      Johnny stopped behaving like a normal person by the time we graduated high school. Along with his unfulfilled dream of being published, there was a tendency for personal mannerisms to take unpredictable, faddish turns.

      If autumn was consumed by Ferlinghetti and the Beats, winter could find him as self-destructive as Byron or as sensuous as Whitman, as if he were discovering himself as he went. Without even trying, just to keep him in sight, I kept an extremely loose approximation of his false starts and cockeyed attempts at life I called my Johnny Story. Both his genius failures and unintelligible successes, whether intended or exploratory, were fair game for my collection. Boswell and Johnson. Guildenstern and Rosencrantz. Whatever. Better him than me.

      After his marriage, he became increasingly Gallic, grew a goatee, and read Baudelaire in bed while Mary Ellen fell asleep watching him turn the pages. I worried he would get ambushed by life, like a moth playing Icarus with a light bulb. But his defining characteristic was a baffling literary tic.

      The previous week, he gave me a haiku he had written that ran in my head like a playful earworm. It was beautiful. A child dives into a mysterious pond, triggering the sun’s reflection to fracture into a million billion wavy pieces. He called it his “Pond Haiku.” He discovered it had been plagiarized three centuries earlier by Matsuo Bashō, Japan’s most famous poet.

      Johnny believed legendary dead writers were retrospectively channeling his best ideas. Not all of Johnny’s stories and poems were plagiarized—only the good ones. This made perfect sense in the personal way he saw the world. Bashō’s pond haiku was not seriously similar, but it was seriously famous: same pond; a frog jumps in, not a girl; then there is a splash.

      Johnny’s version was better, but it wasn’t Bashō. It was now worthless, perhaps criminal. I put the pre-plagiarized haiku out of my mind and into my Johnny file, which was growing more robust—but it continued to haunt Johnny to the degree he told his wife, Mary Ellen, who begged for the intervention of his friends.

      Snow devils spoiled up and down the streets and alleyways. The perfect night to tie one on. A cloud lid had hung overhead for days like a beaten tin ceiling: no stars, no snow, no wind—as if the earth’s surface was preparing for the Great Blizzard of 1971, which hit Brooklyn early afternoon Thursday.

      I bought a second pitcher from Mr. Mulcahy. Still no Healy. The old fellas hogged the coat hooks, three deep on top of each other. We piled our jackets on Eddie’s wheelchair, which we used to dogsled him down the block when it snowed. He was an octopus to walk home after a few beers.

      Kevin asked, “Okay, Dennis. It’s friggin’ snowing; he ain’t coming. So, what’s with Johnny?”

      “It’s your sister. Mary Ellen’s not happy with Johnny moping around. About a story this time. He told me himself—poems, whole stories—get swooped up in ass-backward ways. Remember ‘The Girl Who Came Back’? About a girl who recovers from a coma?”

      Eddie squinted at me over his beer.

      “He swears it’s been plagiarized. By a British dude been dead thirty years. Impossible? This is Johnny Healy we’re talking about.”

      I took a flat beer to the front window in hopes of Johnny. I held the blinds back with my head to imagine pigeons puffed, unobserved, along the cliff ledges of the apartments above the avenue as snow curled around their hidden crevices.

      I was perhaps beginning to enjoy myself. The headlights of a black sedan driving slowly down the middle of the street made the snow whiter, fall thicker—more severely angled in front of it. Its icy windshield wipers thumped to the ghost-wagon jangle of snow chains long after the car disappeared into the storm.

      

      Back at the bar, jazz-era tunes played to aid the men’s considerations after cycles of rye and beer. The whiskey opened sorrowful passageways to enter their bodies.

      They sipped the level whiskey carefully off the glistening tops of their shot glasses—testing not to spill any until the glass could safely tip—then poured the rest in a slow, steady motion into their bodies, where it burned smoothly, at half-hourly intervals, to be able to say “good night” at 11:30 p.m.—as was the custom—and walk away home solid men.

      “Shut—the—God—damned—door!” someone barked as snow and wind preceded Johnny into the barroom.

      My head scrubbed the blinds like a musical washboard as he shut the door, did a clog dance, took off his jacket, and apologized for the rumpus.

      We headed to our table. He took off a slush-crusted black beret with a little nipple on top after Kevin swiped at it. Johnny dropped onto a chair.

      “What’s that? Your mother’s hat?” Eddie said.

      Johnny was disinclined toward small talk.

      “It’s happened again. Denny’ll tell you. I work for months on a story to find somebody’s stolen it. Okay, stolen might be the wrong word, but I can’t write for fear somebody’s recorded it for previous use.”

      Eddie’s head adjusted several times on his neck. Kevin jumped in.

      “Johnny. Look. We’ll have a shot with you. This will be good. You need psychiatric evaluation from your friends who love you. I don’t mean to be rude, but there’s probably ectoplasm displacement involved. We’ll ask around. I’m buyin’.”

      “Fine. Look, shitheads,” Johnny said.

      “I told you guys this story months ago. A girl comes to, speaking a language nobody ever heard—from the earliest phases of humanoid existence, with memories of strange gods and frigged-up customs. They lay around humping each other in caves in the smoke from their fires, checking out the murky shadows they’re making on the walls. And she’s naturally scared to death of her modern friends and relatives around her bed, as they are of her.

      “Her boyfriend shows up with a bouquet of flowers with ribbons around them for his Pleistocene sweetheart. Men fiddle with fedoras and ladies smoke cigarettes, wear high heels, their eyes mascaraed, and mouths smeared with lipstick. Like waking up after twenty centuries to find Lucille Ball waiting for you. Imagine?”

      “Well, I still don’t remember,” Eddie said.

      “It’s been plagiarized is what matters. Found a story last month in an anthology written in 1939 by a sci-fi writer, L. Sprague de Camp, ‘The Gnarly Man.’ Same mashup of worlds: a woman falls for a Neanderthal in a freak show whose aging froze. It’s eerie similar. Ape Man meets Homo sapiens, only the sexes are reversed. Mine is better, but what am I going to do? Who’d publish it?”

      Kevin poured salt into the pitcher to give the impression of carbonation.

      “So, which one was plagiarized? I don’t get it.”

      “Neither do I, to be honest,” Johnny said. “But it wasn’t me.”

      Puddles formed under our table, including newly melted snow from Johnny’s plastic snow boots.

      The floor was 1920s black-and-white tiles, streaky from Wednesday’s mop-down. Each tile was one inch by one inch and was diamond- or square-shaped, depending on how you came at them. Each was neatly framed by a thin, dark gray, almost black mixture of bucket juice, dirt, beer, vomit, and the dead and live microorganisms that held them fast like the grout they ate over the past fifty years.

      Our heads swiveled again to the door moments after what appeared to be a Neolithic Iceman stumbled into Mulcahy’s wearing blankets, rugs, and tar paper lashed to him like a winterized Brooklyn fig tree. As the room held its breath, he shuffled past the men at the bar in what looked like five pairs of pants.

      “Oh, for frig sakes. It’s Hickey,” someone complained.

      The name Hickey brought knee-jerk disgust from Bensonhurst to Red Hook. Children shunned him. Hickey was an urban legend along with the alligators in the sewers, where perhaps he lived himself. He did not beg and did not drink any more than most. An aristocrat among tramps, arrogant and disdainful, he did not speak unless he wanted to. His age was indeterminable; perhaps he wasn’t real. Every Brooklyn generation claimed its own Hickey.

      Hickey shuffled over to Mr. Mulcahy.

      “Hey, Mr. Magoo.”

      Everyone gave him stink-space at the bar. It was impossible for him to wash in winter. He used gas station hoses in the summer. He would stand under an open nozzle fully dressed—a combination of laundry and shower—then he would dry off in the sun on a park bench like a sea lion on a rock.

      He pointed to the overflow drain under the beer taps that dripped down a plastic tube into a white bucket.

      “Any bar bilge?”

      “You want this sewer puke? Yer not gettin’ a glass and if yer not buying, ya can go clatter yourself, yer not stayin’.”

      Hickey pulled out a nickel.

      “Here’s the price of your bar piss before you flush it away for nothing.”

      “You’ll have it for nothin’—then yer gone.”

      Hickey dug out an empty milk bottle among waddings of leaves and newspapers inside his junkyard overcoat.

      Mr. Mulcahy took it to the drain bucket, poured what was there—flat and warm, including cigarette ashes and bug what-nots—into the bottle, which Hickey accepted with great tenderness, like receiving a basket of kittens.

      “So kind of you. You shouldn’t have. You didn’t get any on the nice white apron, did you?”

      Hickey clutched his heart and flipped the nickel onto the bar.

      “Fair price. Sorry I’m not up for drinking with yourselves on such a lovely night. Ta-ta, ladies.”

      He nodded to the men at the bar like a Thanksgiving Day Parade balloon tipping forward in his giant snow suit.

      “Oh, Magoo. Here’s a shiny brown for your trouble.” He pressed a penny onto the bar. Mr. Mulcahy lunged at a jar of pickled eggs to brain the retreating Hickey, meanwhile scattering miniature red plastic spears and lemon slices over the paying customers. The jar he could easily have launched onto Hickey’s skull—if not for his barman’s air, the object’s dead weight, odd shape, and the shifting pink contents sloshing inside. He hugged the container to his chest as Hickey waddled to the door.

      Before returning into the storm, Hickey turned to Mr. Mulcahy, rose on his toes over the men at the bar.

      “Man, proud man,” he proclaimed, “dressed in a little brief authority, like an angry ape, play such fantastic tricks before high heaven as make the angels weep.”

      Johnny’s expression brightened. He guaranteed flat out he would write a magical folk story based on Hickey’s life—a crib-proof, epic bio-poem in the Mycenaean manner, or after Kerouac in The Dharma Bums.

      Hickey, Tramp Errant of the surrounding neighborhoods, had fascinated Johnny since childhood the way the dark both draws and repels the innocent. Hickey supposedly read Ovid’s Metamorphoses to the animals while strolling through Prospect Park Zoo. Once, he shat on the mayor’s desk in City Hall. Supposedly. Hopefully. Before he returned into the blizzard with his bottle of bar bilge, Johnny did the unthinkable.

      “Mr. Hickey!”

      Hickey stopped, his hand on the doorknob. The men at the bar turned to Johnny in disbelief.

      “Will you have one with us before you go?”

      Hickey said something in Latin. It did not sound like a compliment. Nevertheless, he made for our table like he had nothing better to do.

      We accommodated to Hickey’s presence by breathing through our mouths. I poured him a beer he took without acknowledgment. There was not the minutest thing to discuss. After an uncomfortable pause, Johnny described how entangled his haiku became with Bashō’s as Kevin brought back the promised shots—plus one—carried in both hands like scorpions. Scarifying. Tattooing. Pagan fire, Johnny Jameson Irish.

      “This is my blood of the New Testament which is shed for many,” Kevin intoned, holding his shot glass in both hands overhead before he bore the brunt smoothly down his throat. We drank in silence. Hickey’s presence was soon forgotten as he nodded in and out of sleep. Beer and whiskey kept coming as Mulcahy’s took on a boisterousness seldom experienced as the storm of the decade raged.

      Johnny fought off the effects of the whiskeys to make his point by dropping onto the table an oversized journal he had concealed in his coat for that purpose. On the cover was a grainy, bear-looking individual with a drooping Nietzsche mustache and hair sprouting out of his nose and ears. He thumped his fist on the image.

      “That’s him!”

      At that precise moment, the knob on the front door revolved weakly in turns and halts as the men at the bar flinched under their collars in anticipation. For the third time in ninety minutes, Mulcahy’s prepared to be invaded by the blizzard’s gusts and icy snows. When the door was finally fought shut, standing among them was an angel in a bright green ski costume with a red nose sticking out.

      Kevin recognized his sister Mary Ellen immediately. He sat back, grinning like The Honeymooners was about to start. Johnny eyed the drama around the door with his fist on the man on the magazine cover. He made a fleeting attempt at nonchalance and took a seat with the knowledge that running over to her—all excuses and regrets for whatever grievance brought her there—was not an option. The men at the bar soon realized the female nature of the intrusion and offered condolence and protection against the unnatural cold and wetness. Women were uncommon in men’s bars.

      “Aw, Miss,” and, “Yer half-frozed, ya poor thing,” and similar expressions were uttered. Mr. Lawless, known for his kindnesses, gathered her shoulders to look into her face, the dear child. “Come over the radiator won’t ya for the warmpth.”

      Due to the proximity of the heat, a face emerged from the white fur tufts of the sheltering hood.

      “Where is the motherfucker?” she said. The man—although shocked to hear the question—had a good idea. I hustled over, sliding to a stop in front of her.

      “Mary Ellen! Will you look at you?”

      A sound came from inside her like the woeful call of a distant gull. I had promised to talk to Johnny about getting over himself and his obsessions—a task I had no idea how to accomplish. Her eyes snapped shut.

      “THIS was in the mail when I got home.”

      She handed me an envelope returned “postage due” with Johnny’s scent—the lying bastard—all over a submission to some sketchy literary magazine.

      “Rejected by the Post Office before the editor could,” she said.

      He apparently submitted a story one week after swearing to take a vacation from anything to do with writing or trying to get anything published—for her. He swore to give his dreams of fame and bizarre affectations a three-month timeout to dedicate himself to his wife.

      “Was it too much to ask, Denny? A few months to pay attention to me?”

      I would have traded my soul to hold her in my arms for one minute.

      “He promised to stop so’s I could sleep without his banging his typewriter into the night, without ripped-out pages flying, and him cursing the risin’ sun with us due at work in an hour, not to mention the endless goings on about being plagiarized by everybody. I don’t care if he wrote the Old Testament—where is he?”

      Johnny was on the drunk side of himself, so was unfearful of death. He snuck up behind me before peeking his head out. She hit him in the eye with a leaping fist he took to cheers from the bar.

      “You lied to me. You son of a bitch. Nobody does that, Healy.”

      Steaming, we coaxed her to our table. Johnny caressed the poor knuckles of her right hand and petted her body through the bubbly skin of her snow clothing.

      “Here, Honey Bear, have a little taste,” he said as Kevin came laughing over with another round, plus one.

      “Sis of ours! Look here what I got ya.”

      Among the resources he carried was a heavily whiskey-laced coffee under whipped cream, topped with a peaked splotch of crème de menthe.

      “You know I hate that green shit,” she said.

      Kev licked it off before handing it over.

      Mary Ellen and I dated on and off through our high school and early college years before she met Johnny. She had the requisite patience to deal with an immature specimen like myself, coming as she did from a wild family of primarily boys. It was her and her mother against a tribe of billy goats, and her father, a hard-ass homicide detective with a head like a sewer plate.

      I played hockey with two of her brothers. I loved her abundantly and without remorse. She had a pug nose with flaming red hair hanging down. She would laugh out loud after we kissed if she liked it and wore a Mets cap indoors and out on weekends. She looked like the kind of girl who would make love in a baseball cap given the chance. Mary Ellen was in every wet dream I ever had.

      I introduced her to Johnny before a hockey game in which he scored a pair of goals and three assists. He covered ice like windblown mist—strides effortless and sure, now long, now short and crisp, heel over toe like ice dancing with himself. If we were on the ice together, he would pass me the puck knowing where I was without looking.

      While I was getting the top of my eyebrow stitched back onto my face in the ER, Johnny took her home, because he was my best friend.

      Johnny being Johnny, Mary Ellen fell for him immediately, and as she could put up with nearly anything—even Johnny’s whirling weirdness—she sank madly in love. He was totally unaware of what was taking place. I didn’t bother explaining how it made me feel. I didn’t need hearing “What’a ya mean, Den?” from Johnny, who would only vaguely perceive the implications.

      He would insist on giving her back, like she was a pet dog followed him home. It was better to move on, even if I never did. I warned each separately not to marry the other. I was their “Best Man.”

      After several more deliveries from the bar, Mary Ellen and Hickey sat in curious awe of each other at opposite sides of the table. Johnny picked up the thread where he left off as if nothing happened, because in his world nothing had. He told us about a story he was writing about a guy, Thomas Mooney, who is visited by famous writers every night; Joyce, Fitzgerald, Pound, more, come to him in his mirror to prolong their writing lives beyond death.

      He writes what they tell him to become wildly famous. One night he wakes to find he is on the other side of the mirror looking out. Proust, with a black painted-on mustache, is pecking at Mooney’s typewriter by candlelight, while Mooney scratches at the gray stuff on the mirror’s insides.

      “I call it ‘Mirror of Madness,’” Johnny said.

      “Then I found this in a Brit literary rag about this Serbo-Croatian psycho-fantasy novelist.” He ruffled through wet pages to point out a photo of a guy sucking on a Sherlock pipe the size of a tree stump.

      “A Borislav guy. This friggin’ thief! Writes about a struggling young writer named Darko, who’s stuck in a cycle of literary metempsychosis.”

      “Metem-what?” Kevin asked, smiling at his sister, who did not smile back.

      “Metempsychosis. Nitwit! Souls migrating into other bodies. Dead genius-writers inhabit him—reincarnate into him—writing in his head while he sleeps. Darko copies it down each morning as if he thought of it himself.”

      “Johnny, Johnny, your mind is leaking,” Kevin said. “You miss hockey. You miss hitting the puck with your head.”

      “I don’t understand a word you’re saying. Probably literary Tourette’s,” said Eddie.

      “Johnny, I’m sorry. I get your point, but you’re running full speed into yourself as usual,” I said loud enough for Mary Ellen to hear. Hickey looked over, stark awake on his stool. I shrugged. He turned to Johnny to herald a sweeping declaration of lavish prescience.

      “FLIP IT!” he shouted. He tried to stand.

      “Make your Mooney character, your tortured hero, dictate to the great authors in THEIR magic mirrors what to write in THEIR timeless, precious classics. He’s the sweeping hinge of literary civilization to illuminate the world! Sowing the seeds of the written word from horizon to horizon.”

      Hickey was a madman in his ear. Johnny was enthralled.

      “He’s the hot finger of Hermes up the noses of the great masters from Homer to Dickens. From Euripides to Uncle Remus. Call it ‘Ghost Writer in the Sky.’ And if they don’t have mirrors, have him drop down their chimneys like Santy Claus.”

      Mary Ellen was drinking her whiskeys neat while I directed her thinking to the ferocity of the storm and the creatures sheltering in the nooks, spandrels, and perches unseen outside—spiders, mice, tiny huddling wrens.

      Johnny took Hickey with two stools to the back room. This was bound to be good. I drifted closer. Hickey was on about the simultaneity of memory and the mutual penetration of opposites shook in a bag with eternal recapitulation, and other meta-philosophical delights.

      “And that, Johnny Boy, is your hero! He’s Diogenes prancing with a lamp in one hand and his dick in the other. He’s the guy atop the Tower of Babel cheering on the crowd to ‘tell it like it is!’”

      Hickey waddled back for another beer, leaving Johnny to figure it out, but I knew he would throw himself immediately into the work—the romance of such toil and suffering was irresistible. But there was also zero chance of coherence or success, so I joined him at the table to provide useless company. All I got was a nod and a peek into his notepad.

      Between what I overheard and what he had already written, I knew Johnny had Hickey’s “Ghost Writer” story mostly plotted. His re-envisioned Mooney was now equipped to rampage across time to instruct and inspire any creature possessed by the spark to weave a story or scratch a mark on a cave wall or mountainside.

      Mooney was a demigod, lighting the fire of literature to spread through humankind. Thus, the prophetic words and fragmentary ravings of humanity came into the brief light of recorded history. Johnny was poised to create Mooney dauntless and heroically handsome like himself. All things were possible.

      But even if Mary Ellen awoke blacked-out of the night’s events—which was likely—there was no way any story written under Hickey’s spell had not been written by someone else; once upon a time in an “as if” land far away, or by infinite monkeys banging on infinite typewriters.

      Hickey was more likely to have cribbed random ideas from whatever library reading room he was warming up in that day. Outside, the volume and intensity of snow and gales flattened the high features of the earth and houses over Bay Ridge, Bensonhurst, and Canarsie up and down the broken coast of western Long Island.

      A wind-burst of frozen diamonds rattled against the front window. We stared into the red neon glow. The wind and the snow blew intolerably bitter across the concrete benches overlooking the Narrows’ black waters—had anyone been there.

      I was about to say something I would regret when Hickey whacked his empty shot glass on the table, his body recoiling from a deep, supra-gastric belch. He looked around the table, leaned in.

      “Last week, I myself wrote Richard III,” he confided.

      “What a prick!” Johnny’s eyes remained fixed on the window. He had work to do. All our eyes focused on the window. Beyond, snow-capped pigeons dreamed of desert cliffs over the River Jordan.

          

      

      Mary Ellen awoke past noon to a terrible head, innocent of the night before, with only vague perceptions of returned submissions, snowstorms, mystery tramps, and whiskeys. Johnny made her breakfast in bed for lunch. Although he renewed his promises to give his obsessions a rest, she was not happy to discover over the next weeks an unpleasant surge of poetic energy in Johnny that he combined with a Dadaist, madcap seriousness.

      The situation was ridiculous. Was I helping my best friend get over his weird impulses and his doggo literary lunacies, or was I just smoothing things over until the next crisis, when maybe I could make a move on his wife, whom I adored? If so, where did that leave me? Not that I was any brand of moralist—just canceled out by ambiguity of thought and act. I decided to do nothing.

      More distressing in the real world was that unfounded territorial tension soon developed between Mary Ellen and me over withholding vital information about Johnny’s all-consuming new project. Our paths would cross in the streets with steely indifference, or we would take pains to avoid each other altogether.

      Once, I saw her swinging her arms down Fifth Avenue directly at me. Rather than trying to slide by, I crossed the street where we bumped into each other in the act of mutual evasion. It was obvious we were making matters worse, although I presumed her situation was far more serious—Johnny was her husband. I hunched my shoulders and opened my palms to indicate I was unarmed and ready to yield the field. She put her hands on mine until we felt safe to give little smiles. I took her to Marby’s Ice Cream Shoppe on the side of the street we were originally walking on. There we gave up what we knew.

      Johnny spent Saturdays at the main branch of the Brooklyn Public Library. Mary Ellen said he would return in the evening with books from the antiquities room and an eclectic selection from everywhere else.

      I confessed to remembering, on the rare nights he spent in Mulcahy’s, Johnny said nothing except he was “working on it,” which was a vast departure from his usual running on about his transcendentalist thinking or his ghostly plagiarisms.

      In school, he stared out the window at department meetings and ate lunch with his face in some tome or scratching in his notebook. My second thoughts about “Ghost Writer” seemed justified as months passed without word of his progress. Mary Ellen and I continued our pleasant sessions at Marby’s on Fifth. I wasn’t complaining.

      Nevertheless, I sought help from several people I knew in grad school. I asked one guy, who was a psych wonk, about Johnny’s reverse-plagiarizing delusions and odd airs. The guy said he never heard of it specifically, but delusions were common and often florid in bipolar and psychotic people.

      “He could simply be plagiarizing these guys himself—either consciously or unconsciously. If it’s the former, that’s one thing; if the latter, that’s another. That he feels the plagiarizing is reversed isn’t good.”

      “Yeah. I thanked the guy.”

      Johnny was not your average amnesiac nor nutjob. Then again, maybe Johnny really was crazy. I sought out an acquaintance in anthropology. It was a case of, he said, “the invisible hand tipping the scales.”

      I bought the guy a coffee.

      “Only JH’s good stories are plagiarized, right?”

      “Right.” I could see where this was going. Eventually he launched into his judgement: “He insinuates himself into the particularly successful category of immemorial literature by occasionally writing good stories. If anybody writes a good story, they have a fair chance of having it already written by someone from the hallowed past, right?”

      This guy was ready to go off the rails, so I said, “Right,” and, “Thanks so much.”

      But he lit a cigarette and was blowing out a thin, slow stream of smoke to prepare for an unhurried exegesis, toward the end of which he finally concluded, “If, let’s say, he writes bad stories, they receive little attention. He might even vet them in his mind before conceiving them.

      “While if he writes a truly great poem, let’s say, odds are there will be a Whitman or Frost poem like it to whatever degree it is. Sprinkle in a touch of ‘cognitive dissonance’—I assume he ‘wants’ to write like Whitman—and there you have your friend.”

      Well, I suppose. I spoke to Johnny about both encounters.

      “What did you expect them to say?” he asked.

      Later that summer, Johnny stuck a copy of the final draft of Ghost Writer down my pants as we pinballed laughing off each other and the door frame coming out of Mulcahy’s at closing. I hadn’t seen him this cocky—ever.

      I skimmed it streetlight to streetlight walking home alone through the low streets and alley cats. I read it several times over the next days. It was like being in on the Big Bang of human literature, but almost impossible to crack. Maybe that was the point.

      The next time we got together was after freshman baseball tryouts. We walked in total silence below the heights of Bay Ridge, through playing fields and parklands in an essentially treeless plain but for juvenile maples crucified to wooden posts along the pathways by the Park Department.

      Along with his gear, he carried a thirty-four-ounce Louisville Slugger bat he used as a prehistoric walking stick. He augmented the beginnings of a full, black beard with deep, hooded eyes. I took it Johnny was promoting a new persona, which was not a good idea. I saw in his duffel bag he was reading Pound and Homer. A bad brew. More importantly, I feared he was still conferring with Hickey about his completed story, which would confuse him even more than he already was.

      It was best he work naturally through these phases, but he was overdue for intervention from his best friend.

      “You might as well tell me. You eventually will,” I said. He continued to walk to the thump of the bat, then stopped.

      He said, “Ghost Writer.” That was it.

      We continued to walk in silent synch with each thump until I could take it no longer, stopped, and shouted, “So?”

      “So? So, nobody wrote it, not just me, or everybody wrote it, which is the same thing. For all I know, everyone stole it from everybody else. I reread and reread it, until it just undid—nothing but snakes eating each other’s tails.”

      “Yeah, I noticed.”

      He had apparently written himself into the aorta of something that refused to stop bleeding. We stood on the path. He played with the heft of the bat. The reeling of the last cicadas in the bushes hushed. He took an abrupt skip-step to underhand heave his ashplant bat as high as he could into the darkening scarlet and slate gray sky. The bicameral brain was centuries away. He was pre-Iliad, Agamemnon’s great-great-grandfather.

      The bat spun knob over trademark where the highest trees peaked. Several bystanders and I looked at him, the bat, then back, and then forth. Pigeons on apartment building ledges along the heights leaned forward. At apogee, its upward moment of inertia having been reached—if there is such a thing—the lumber rotated clockwise around itself like a bicycle wheel in the sky. It started down. Johnny studied it, arms at his side, his breath suspended, observing the natural truth of it.

      At the perfect moment, as the bat whirled overhead, his right hand secured the handle, followed by the barrel, which flogged him across the center of his face, knocking him stone still on the grass, where he remained obtuse to the earth, the blood throbbing like pulsing worms from the bridge of his nose. He did not say why Mary Ellen left.

      I stayed at his place to make sure he washed and ate. At the same time, I made the critical decision to go all out to fix Johnny’s delusions and deficiencies, instead of half-assed asking around and documenting the loose ends. If I couldn’t forget Mary Ellen—and I couldn’t—then really helping her husband and my best friend was at least something. Anything was something.

      Three months after the Louisville Slugger episode, I got Johnny to work on his first assured, crib-proof work of nonfiction, The Mystery Tramp: The Life and Times of Alfred Hickey. It was the one project I could get him to do, although I knew it was a gamble bringing Hickey back into the picture.

      I convinced Hickey to give me the rights to the ragtag pages he called his memoirs for a tent, a camping stove, a three-volume edition of Paradise Lost, which he probably sold after parading around with it, and a one-way train ticket to Florida to fuck off. I gave Johnny a writing schedule which he followed as if a child.

      He was in a pathetic state, but the result was magical. A mixture of dubious fact and pure nonsense—half poem, half gothic horror. The Brooklyn Eagle gave it a hometown review. Johnny ended up with an agent and a modest two-book deal. Mystery Tramp made Hickey the cock of the bums for months, although he was supposedly in Tampa.

      Mary Ellen came back. She thanked me with a smile and an ice cream at Marby’s.

      They moved into a semi-better apartment on Shore Road with a view of the Upper Bay and the ball fields. He became a minor celebrity at the high school where he continued to coach and teach to maintain his military deferment. Occasionally, Johnny showed at Mulcahy’s for a bull session with the gang, although his free time was sparse. Johnny focused on magical biography, a genre he helped popularize with his new collaborator—me—who kept introducing fresh, dubious protagonists.

      A succession of books followed about men and women shrouded in urban myth: people who proved the city was a dirty, corrupt, and hopeless place where cheap sainthood and questionable celebrity were always around the next corner—people like Jake Teitelbaum: the Stickball Babe Ruth. Thousands saw him play, but little was known of the man—until Johnny came along. What couldn’t be determined, he made up.

      “It was his word against mine. And he didn’t say anything.”

      Johnny’s next offering was The Saint of Attica Prison, an unauthorized biography of Salvador Bocce, a mobster I initially researched from the prison archives and the NYC papers. Doing life for racketeering and homicide, he wrote inspirational poetry and hymns for the incarcerated soul, and performed undocumented miracles that Johnny documented: unexplained cures, last-second clemencies, and saintly apparitions in solitary confinement cells.

      Healy’s depictions of urban folk legends were so lyrically drawn their veracity seldom came under scrutiny. Critics and readers assumed they were largely wishful thinking spackled with guesswork. For Johnny, these half-baked character studies were harvesting the lowest of low-hanging fruit, yet they provided a way out of his literary rabbit hole.

      In the Healy pipeline was Mole: The Story of Juliette Lamb, a blind albino who gave birth to a dozen children and engaged countless lovers in abject poverty from birth to death in an underworld hobo colony, layers below the twisting NYC subway system.

      I always held out hopes for Mary Ellen, but she was content enough, in a resigned, hopeless way. Me? I was nothing. The baseball season was over. My classes were barely decent—I liked a couple of kids. My life was Thursday nights at Mulcahy’s, almost always without Healy, which was okay.

      While Johnny worked on the middle chapters of Mole, Mr. Mulcahy passed from one world into the next where Mrs. Mulcahy had passed previously. He was more than willing to go.

      Johnny and Mary Ellen sent a large, costly flower arrangement to the wake, which was soon lost among the common tears and stories, the jokes and ha-ha lies of the rare ould times.

      A hearse, along with a parade of cars with headlights softened by the spring sky over Jamaica Bay, carried Mr. Mulcahy like the body of Achilles along the Belt Parkway into the former frontier lands of Queens. There wasn’t a share of clay for a soul to sleep in peace anywhere in Brooklyn. Miles of rocky earth and untenable piles of broken boulders left by the ice-age moraine near the Midtown Tunnel provided proprietary opportunities for the creation of fifteen cemeteries, with abundant room for the departed of all denominations and non-beliefs.

      Later, we made the sad journey back to Brooklyn to the bar, where there were microscopic triangular ham and cheese sandwiches. I called Johnny, but no one answered.

      

      A few weeks later, while walking home alone from Mulcahy’s at closing, I knocked into Johnny inside a curtain of sewer gas near my crummy apartment where I now lived alone. He wore a droopy 1920s newsboy’s cap, possibly inherited from his grandfather.

      “Mary Ellen’s gone,” he said.

      I’d heard it before. Nonetheless, something inside fluttered. We walked toward the faint lights of Eighty-Sixth Street. The Bum’s Rush was open until 3 a.m. We looked at and away from each other, both in the flesh and in the mirror behind the bottles, thinking of what to say. Deep-rooted shit was coming at us through the walls.

      “I didn’t finish half of Mole before I lost all sense of her, Juliette. You know what?”

      “Yeah, probably.”

      “I started to feel like Tom Mooney, my old ‘Mirror of Madness’ guy, with words flying out of me onto pages told by ghosts in an imaginary mirror who wasn’t me.”

      “Anyone I know in the mirror?”

      “Stephen Crane was in the mirror, figuratively speaking. He was our age when he wrote Maggie. Different times, same place—except one’s above, and the other in the depths of the subway. Juliette started being Maggie. The tone and plot got close, close enough to be considered, you know, Crane’s. Or Mooney’s—which was really me once removed.”

      “You’re saying you were plagiarized by yourself. And Crane.”

      “You could say.”

      Johnny couldn’t help what side of the mirror he was at, but I bet no one ever wrote a Crane story nor a Bashō poem better than Johnny, nor stories superior to de Camp and a half dozen others ever wrote. He was an antenna without a dial, at risk of picking up artistic discharges and story arcs back and forth from past and arcane places. Whether he was more evolved than the rest of us, or steps removed in the pre-human past, didn’t matter to him.

      He put on his slouch cap, presented a draft of the first half of his tangled Mole/Maggie mess which he seemed proud of, like it was a trick before the royal court he performed just for me. We headed out the door. He walked with slapstick languor into the night, up Third Avenue toward the bay.

      

      In the morning in my apartment, I stood before a photo of Johnny and Mary Ellen on their wedding day, with me standing next to him, half out of the frame. What kind of story was my life? I called her at her parents’ place.

      “I saw Johnny,” I said.

      “So?”

      “So, listen…”

      Saturday afternoon, we had a little picnic at Cannon Park while her hair hissed at me in the breeze. I brought the Mole/Maggie draft that she wanted nothing to do with. She didn’t move when I touched her face. She’d moved back with her parents; her and Johnny’s apartment was impossible to keep on one salary.

      The long way back to her parents’ place brought us along streets with the moon following treetop to treetop. I kept the things I saw and felt close inside, thinking what I’d tell her if there would ever be a time.

      Johnny had vanished—from his teaching job as well. The totality of his leaving was not lost on us. Over the next months, Mary Ellen and I “saw each other.” We went to the movies or cheap Off-Off-Broadway shows. Johnny’s existence never came up, which was worse than if it had. We caught Mets games. Sometimes I stayed over at her parents’ place on the sofa. I’d have breakfast with the Dolans before heading off. We did Marby’s.
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