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Wherever there is genius, there is a man trying to escape.



PART ONE
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“Who the fuck is Fred Bragg?” says Mark West to no one in particular. He’s standing in the dressing room of Arena, a nightclub in New York City. He’s looking at the chalkboard that lists the evening’s spoken-word performers.

“He’s from MTV,” says Cynthia, passing behind him.

“What, he’s the MC?”

“He’s a poet.”

“So why’s he on top?”

“He must be headlining,” says Cynthia.

“What are you talking about? I’m headlining.”

“He must have been added. How would I know? He has a video on MTV.”

“What, he’s a musician?”

“He’s a poet. He reads a poem. It’s good.”

“How many books does he have?” Mark asks her, though Cynthia has nothing to do with it. She’s here to take pictures.

Mark walks directly upstairs. He finds Ed in his office in the back of the club.

“Ed!” says Mark, pushing open the door.

Ed is on the phone.

“Ed, who the fuck is this Fred Bragg and why is he above me on the goddamn list?”

Ed finishes his conversation and hangs up. “He’s a poet.”

“No, Ed, I’m a poet. He’s a fucking MTV guy.”

“Right. He’s a poet. Who’s on MTV.”

“How many books does he have?”

“How many books do you have?”

“Three. And they’ve been reviewed. And they’ve sold.”

“How many?”

“Lots. I don’t know. Lots.”

“MTV goes to 250 million households.”

“What the fuck are you talking about, Ed? This is supposed to be my show. This is my gig. If this guy’s so hot let him have his own show.”

“Come on, Mark, this’ll be great for you. He’ll pack the place. People will see you. Maybe MTV will be here. Maybe you could do a video.”

“I don’t do videos. I do books. That’s what poets do. Jesus Christ.” Mark flops down in the chair across from Ed’s desk. “You got any pot?”

“No I don’t.” He picks up the phone. “And listen. Don’t go over fifteen minutes tonight. Keep it quick. Don’t do that one about the subway, or whatever that was. The long one.”

“How about drink tickets?” says Mark, distracted now, looking around the room.

“I can’t help you.”

“Got a cigarette?”

Ed gives him one. “I gotta make some calls, Mark.”

“So make them,” says Mark. He lights the cigarette and blows a stream of smoke up into the ceiling.

“Listen, Mark,” says Ed, the phone tucked between his shoulder and ear, “they don’t like us to smoke up here. Why don’t you go down to the dressing room?”

Downstairs nobody wants Mark to smoke either. Cynthia waves at the air and scowls. Mark lets her scowl. He sits on the counter with his back to the lighted mirrors. He watches Cynthia load film into her camera. They used to go out. Now they’re just friends. “So what are you doing here anyway?” Mark asks her.

“Just shooting some stuff.”

“For who?”

“The East Village Eye.”

“Who do they want? Me or this Fred guy?”

“Just the show in general … Fred.”

“Fucking MTV,” says Mark. He smokes. “You haven’t seen Alex, have you?”

“Did he say he was coming?”

“He’s supposed to be doing an article about me for Flash.”

Cynthia says nothing. Mark stubs out his cigarette. Above them the ceiling creaks with the weight of the audience.

Ed is right about the club being packed. When it’s Mark’s turn, the main floor is so full he has trouble getting through the crowd to the stage. But even with all the people the room feels cold and inhospitable. As Mark nears the front a huge teenager won’t let him by. Mark tries to push around him but the boy blocks his way. It’s like a rock concert. He’s staked our his spot.

“Uhm, excuse me!” says Mark, jabbing him in the back. “I’m reading. Would you mind getting out of the way?”

The boy turns and looks down at Mark, who tries to push by him. He grabs Mark’s coat. Mark looks up at his face. It’s a grotesque, idiot face. Too young. Not smart. What’s he doing at a spoken-word event?

“Excuse me but I’m reading?” says Mark, trying to pry the kid’s hand off his coat. “I’m supposed to be onstage now?”

“Oh,” says the boy. He releases Mark, shrugs, reassumes his stance.

Mark climbs onto the stage. There are drums there. And amplifiers. Fred’s got a band. Which will make the audience even less patient with him, a single, music-less reader. Mark breathes deeply and takes his place in front of the lone mike on stage. His papers are bent and mangled from his trek through the crowd. He straightens them, tries to shrug himself back into his coat, which the teenager pulled to one side. He doesn’t feel right. The crowd is weird. Mark doesn’t know who they are or what they want. He reads his first poem. When he’s done there’s no response, then a smattering of clapping from the back. Probably Cynthia.

“Dude,” says someone in the front.

“What?” says Mark without looking up. Another person in the front laughs.

“Dude, read another poem.”

“I am, dumbass,” says Mark, grinning in the glare of the lights. More laughter. But it’s strange laughter. They’re not with him. Mark reads another poem. This time with more force. When he’s done there’s more strained silence. Mark, an experienced reader, does what he always does when he gets off to a bad start: he stops. He sets his papers on one of the amplifiers and reaches into his pocket for a cigarette. He lights it slowly, deliberately, waves out the match and stares for a moment into the crowd.

“Cool dude, smoke that cigarette!”

“I am, dumbass,” says Mark again. This time he gets a real laugh. From more than the heckler and his friend in the front. That makes him feel better. He picks up his papers, biting the cigarette in his teeth. Then he grabs the mike and snarls out his poem “Monster,” doing his best rock star pose. It’s the poem he was going to do last, it’s one of his best, he does it now to swing the audience … but it doesn’t work. No one claps when he stops.

“Hey, dude,” comes that same voice from the front. “Are you Jim Morrison?”

“No, I’m Mark West,” he says. He intends it to be funny but it isn’t. He’s losing the crowd. People in the back are beginning to talk. The big kid on his left, the one who was so determined to hold his spot, starts pushing his way back toward the bar.

“Dude,” says that same voice in the front.

Mark ignores him. He pulls his first book, Exile, out of his pocket. He’ll read a couple short pieces from that and get off.

“Hey, dude.”

“What?” says Mark through his gritted teeth and cigarette.

“You suck.”

Mark squints into the glare of the lights. “What did you say?”

“I said you suck.”

“Oh, yeah?” says Mark, dropping his cigarette. “You wanna try? You wanna come up here?”

“Sure. Can I?” says the voice. His friends clap and push him forward.

“Come on up,” says Mark.

The kid crawls onto the stage. Mark waits until he’s fully upright hut not quite balanced. Then Mark charges forward and body-slams him back into the crowd. There’s a stunned silence from the audience. Then cheers. Now Mark’s got their attention.

“Hey! Hey fuck you!” says the guy’s friend.

“Fuck yourself,” Mark snarls at the friend. “Come up here, you little fuck.”

“You suck, you asshole,” says the original heckler, from wherever it was he landed.

“Yeah, sure I suck. Come up here, I’ll rip your fucking throat out!”

The crowd loves this. They begin to hoot and clap. Mark picks his cigarette up and takes a long drag, staring long and hard into the room. The applause continues, builds, someone whistles. But Mark isn’t responsible for this. The applause is for the violence. Mark is struck for a moment by the crudity and ugliness of the people, of the room, of his own participation in this event. He had intended to be a real poet, a literary artist. How did he end up here?

Mark gathers his papers and slips off the stage. He pushes his way to the dressing room stairs. One of the bouncers is guarding the entrance. He laughs as Mark sweeps by. “Way to knock ’em dead!” he says.

Downstairs Fred Bragg and his band are preparing to go on. They’re dressed in bell bottoms and floppy hats. They must be doing a seventies disco parody thing. Or maybe not. Mark doesn’t know and he doesn’t care. He gets his coat and shoulder bag.

“Hey, man, what happened out there?” says the guy nearest him, one of Fred’s band members.

“Nothing,” says Mark, hurriedly packing his stuff.

“Did you punch somebody?”

“I didn’t do anything.” Mark lifts his eyes to look at the guy. He’s wearing yellow pants, platform shoes. His face is made up. He looks like a clown.

“I guess they’re not into poetry so much,” says the guy.

Mark doesn’t know if this is an insult or just an observation. “Yeah, maybe not,” he says, “maybe they’re into clowns.”

The guy laughs nervously. “Yeah, maybe,” he says. Mark thinks he hears the word asshole as he leaves but he can’t be sure.

Outside it’s winter. Mark steps through the snow on the sidewalk and crosses the street. He walks across town to the East Village, to his apartment building. He lets himself in and climbs the four flights of stairs to his room. Once inside he pours whiskey into a glass. He collapses in the chair at his desk and takes several quick sips. He lights a cigarette. His hands are shaking. Also his shoulder hurts where he hit the heckler. He massages the spot. He’s thirty-one years old, too old for body slams. He drinks more whiskey. He smokes. His hands shake. And then the rest of his body. Violently.

So he goes to his closet. He digs through his manuscript box for a small, tightly rolled baggie. He was saving this for a special occasion and apparently this is it. He finds the baggie and brings it back to his desk. Carefully he opens it. He spreads a bit of the brown powder on the front of a magazine. He chops at it with his pocketknife and then separates a thin line. He gets a dollar bill out of his wallet and rolls it into a straw. He carefully exhales and then snorts up half the line. He puts the dollar into the other nostril and snorts up the rest.

He sits back in his chair and takes another drag off his cigarette. Carefully he moves the magazine to one side of his desk so he can put his feet up. But there’s still snow on his shoes; dirty, wet snow. He brushes the slush off his desk. Then he reaches for the radio on the windowsill and turns it on. He turns on his desk lamp and gets up to switch off the overhead light. This is when he first feels the heroin. The weakness in his legs. The swimming sensation as he walks the four steps to the light switch. He turns off the light and then stays there, one hand on the plastic switch, the other hand caressing the wall as the drug and the freshly dimmed room resonate warmly through his spine and skull. He goes back to his chair. He takes out a new cigarette but then can’t find his lighter. He gives up and is finally forced to rest his head on his desk. The radio plays. The radiator hisses. Outside white snow falls against the black sky.
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“You really shouldn’t be disturbed by it,” says Howard Fisch, Mark’s editor and the publisher of Free City Press. “The club scene is about spectacle. It’s not about real art. Of course MTV is there, that’s their territory.”

Mark stares out the window of the restaurant.

“Cheer up,” says Howard. “Grant season is right around the corner. We’ll get you some money this time. We’re way overdue.”

“Those people aren’t going to give me money.”

“Of course they will. It just takes time.”

“They won’t. You watch.”

“A little publicity wouldn’t hurt. What about Alex? What did he think of the show?”

“He didn’t come.”

“Why not?”

“His Flash editors nixed it. They decided spoken word is over.”

“Well, good. Spoken word is over,” says Howard, drinking his tea.

Mark lights a cigarette.

“Listen, Mark, I talked to a guy in Colorado the other day, and I was telling him about you and we talked about teaching—”

“I’m not going to teach. I hate people who teach.”

“Just listen. He told me about a student of his who got a fellowship at the University of Texas. He got a stipend, free room and board …”

“I can make more money working at Steel.”

“Yeah, but Steel is a nightclub. You want to be a bartender all your life? You’ve done that. It gets old. You get old.”

“I’m not that old.”

“I’m telling you, Mark, sooner or later you’re going to have to think about these kinds of options.”

Mark sighs. “How am I going to teach? I barely graduated from high school. What am I supposed to say to a bunch of college brats?”

“What did you say to the people at Arena?” says Howard. “And how much did you get paid for saying it?”

That night Mark is reading at an AIDS benefit at the Confluence Gallery in SoHo. Admission is ten dollars but a quick head count reveals that all but five or six people arc either performing or friends of performers. Fifty dollars raised for AIDS, thinks Mark. That’ll pay for the lunch they had to plan the event.

Cynthia is there. She’s sitting with her folk singer friend Virginia Taylor. There’s been a buzz about Virginia recently. She’s supposedly the next big thing. Not that Mark is impressed. In the seven years he’s lived in New York, Mark has seen several next big things come and go. Two years before, he was the next big thing according to New York magazine’s “Top Ten People to Watch.” They called him a “Downtown Baudelaire of the Nineties.” He sent the clipping home to his mother in Baltimore. Howard sold a few more copies of his books and that was that.

“There’s nobody here,” says Mark, taking the seat next to Cynthia’s.

“It’s still early.”

“Hi, Virginia,” he says.

“Hi, Mark,” says Virginia, not looking at him. She’s replacing a string on her guitar.

“Jesus,” Mark whispers to Cynthia, “I hate benefits where nobody shows.”

“It’s for a good cause,” she whispers back.

“It’s fucking depressing.”

“Oh, Mark!” says Natalie, one of the organizers of the event. “Cynthia! Virginia! Thanks so much for coming!” She hands them a printed schedule of the evening’s performances and moves through the sparsely filled chairs to hand out schedules to the other performers. Virginia lifts her guitar and tunes the new string with the others. Cynthia looks through her journals. She’s a photographer by trade but she also writes and occasionally reads from her photography journals at spoken-word events. Mark should probably go through his own stuff but goes outside to smoke instead. As he stands in the cold several more groups of people show up and pay full admission. This should improve his mood but doesn’t. He begins to pace on the sidewalk and then walks around the block. There’s a restaurant around the corner. Without thinking he goes in. He goes to the men’s room in back. He locks himself in the stall, lowers the seat cover and sits. Quickly, efficiently, he pulls the baggie out of his coat. With his pocketknife he scoops out a modest amount of the brownish powder. He holds it to his nose and snorts it up. He does the same in the other nostril. Then he stands up, flushes the toilet and hurries back to the benefit.

Cynthia is onstage. She’s reading a funny story about an encounter with a bum she photographed on Forty-second Street. The bum proposed to her. This brings a titter of amusement from the concerned, benefit-minded crowd. Mark slips quietly into his seat and arranges his first book and the several unpublished poems he’s going to read. When he feels settled he looks around the room. It’s nearly full. In fact, there are people standing in the back. One guy in the corner he recognizes from the Village Voice. And there’s Ann Powers. And another free-lance guy he’s seen around. Why are they here? To see him? But then he remembers: Virginia is playing. The critics are here to see the next big thing.

Cynthia finishes to warm applause. Mark is next. He shuffles through his papers one last time, finding his hands and general motor skills to be pleasantly impaired. He exchanges warm smiles with Cynthia as she comes back and he goes forward. At the podium Mark can see that the gallery is quite full, and even as he’s standing there, more people are coming in.

“Hi,” he says to the rows of people. His mouth is a little slow. Also there is a tingling sensation in his lower back, in his butt, all the way down the back of his legs. He begins with a long poem from his second book. He stumbles a bit at first but then finds the groove of it, rediscovers it. He reads it better than he’s ever read it in his life. His two middle poems go equally well. He finishes with the title poem from his first book, Exile:


God
It’ll be
Easy to go
Easy to hate you
Easy to leave
This city
Wish I could
Hurt you more
Get at that
Haircut
Those shoes
That sway in your
Shoulders
Wish I had
Money
Something the world
Wanted something
You need
Wish I could
Do more than
Stay away
Not come to
Bed walk these
Streets in
Permanent
Exile

SARTRE



The audience must think this has something to do with AIDS. They give him a surprising gush of applause. Or maybe it’s the way he read it. Mark looks into the darkened room, his head pleasantly fogged. Something about the strange joy in his face incites the audience to clap more. For a moment Mark loses himself in this wash of approval. But then the applause fades. A beat too late he remembers where he is. He says a quick “Thanks” and glides gracefully back to his seat, where Cynthia is the last person clapping. “That was great!” she whispers to him. Mark glances over at Virginia. But she is less excited. In fact she’s glaring at him. She’s supposed to be the next big thing. She can’t be upstaged by a mere poet. She looks away from Mark and adjusts the capo on her guitar.

But Virginia does fine. Whatever chord Mark struck with the benefit audience, Virginia strikes it too. After her four-song set, she returns to her seat, flush with excitement. She chatters nervously as the house lights come on and the three of them prepare to leave. Then she wants to know about the journalists, who are still standing along the back wall.

“Do you think I should introduce myself?” Virginia asks Cynthia.

“No. Let them come to you.”

“But they’re just talking. To each other.”

“So let them talk,” says Mark, casually. But then he sees that Virginia is staring at him. It occurs to him that Virginia has never taken him seriously before. She’s only been around a year or so, she doesn’t know that he was once the Downtown Baudelaire of the Nineties.

“Do you know them?” Virginia asks Mark.

Mark looks behind him at the back wall. “That guy’s from the Voice. That’s Ann Powers. That guy on the right is somebody too, from Spin, I think.”

“Could you introduce me?” says Virginia.

Mark looks at her. He looks at Cynthia. “No. Cynthia’s right, let them come to you.”

[image: Image]

After that, the three of them eat at a nearby diner. Virginia asks Mark more questions about journalists in general and the ones at the benefit in particular. In the course of the conversation Cynthia tells Virginia about Mark’s New York article and its various repercussions. By the time they’re all in a cab, Virginia seems to think Mark is some sort of publicity whiz. When they drop off Cynthia, she still has more questions. And so Mark accepts her offer to come over.

Virginia’s apartment is big, clean, and expensively decorated. She opens a bottle of white wine and joins Mark on the couch. Virginia does most of the talking. She went to Oberlin College, double-majored in music and communications. This is her sister’s apartment, her sister who is married to a corporate tax lawyer who lives in London. Naturally, Virginia disapproves of the corporate world. She’s always loved music. She’s wanted to be a performer for as long as she can remember. Her first six months in New York have been a struggle but now an independent record company is seriously interested in her. But she needs some publicity, not just previews but a feature article, a profile, a big review in the Voice.

Mark listens patiently to all this. It’s been hours since the dope but since he never expends any energy, since he just sits there with his glass of wine, the pleasant heroin numbness seems to linger in his system.

By the end of the night, it is Mark who has made the best use of Cynthia’s advice: Let them come to you. He doesn’t do anything to encourage Virginia and yet she gladly scoots closer to him, touches his neck, kisses him.

The large apartment has a large bed. Mark enjoys the feel of the flannel sheets as he slides under the soft covers. The two of them are clumsy together but they manage to have sex. Afterward Mark sprawls on his back, breathes, feels his heart beating smoothly in his chest. But then Virginia moves her head onto his chest. She wraps one leg over his body, suffocating his blissful sense of postsexual expansion. Even worse, she continues to talk. She’s still worried about getting into the right magazines. Also she wants to know more about Mark’s New York article, what happened afterward, did he get calls from publishers? And why didn’t it last, how come he’s not famous? Did Mark blow it somehow?

But she gets no answers. Mark is asleep.
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As happens every time he sleeps with someone else, Mark spends the rest of the week wanting Cynthia back. It’s February now and bitter cold. Mark broods on this subject, spending his nights wandering the frigid East Village. At the end of the week Mark bartends at Steel. He works Thursday, Friday and Saturday nights and is momentarily flush with cash. He talks Cynthia into going to a movie and then buys her dinner, all the while hoping for an invitation back to her apartment.

But Virginia has told Cynthia about her evening with Mark.

“So what are you going to do with her?” Cynthia asks him, as they eat.

“I don’t know. What am I supposed to do with her?”

“Calling her would be nice.”

“Why? It was her idea.”

“What was?”

“Having sex.”

“And since it was her idea, you feel no responsibility toward the situation?”

“She wanted to have sex and I went along with it,” says Mark. But he doesn’t want to talk about this. It was these kinds of arguments that turned Cynthia away from him.

“You could at least go see her play on Sunday.”

“Where’s she playing?”

“No Se No,” says Cynthia.

“Really? Is it open?” says Mark. No Se No, the notorious Lower East Side performance space, was the center of the scene a few years before, during Mark’s Baudelaire of the Nineties days. It’s where he and Cynthia first met.

“I guess they’re doing acoustic shows on Sundays.”

“Are you going?” Mark asks her.

“I think I have to work.”

“No Se No,” says Mark. He thinks about it, remembers it, but then shakes his head. “It’s probably not the same.”

He walks Cynthia home. There’s snow and ice on the sidewalk and at several points they slip and must hold each other up. Mark savors every touch, every brush of their arms. But at Cynthia’s apartment building there is no invitation upstairs. He watches her go inside. He watches her go into the elevator. He watches the elevator go up.

He keeps walking. He skids and slides his way to a bar he knows on the next block. It’s warm inside. A rap song is thudding out of the jukebox. He walks around the pool tables to the tiny bathroom. The single stall is empty and he quickly shuts and latches the door. He sits on the seat and digs his baggie out of his coat pocket. But then the door to the bathroom opens and loud drunken voices fill the room. There’s a jostling in front of the stall door. Mark stares at the flimsy latch. The door shakes but holds. “What the fuck—” says one voice.

“There’s someone in there,” says another voice.

“Shit.”

“Open the fucking door!” laughs a third.

More noise, more commotion, Mark tries to hurry. He gets out his pocketknife and begins to untangle the baggie.

“Somebody’s getting fucked up.”

“Hey, no drugs in the bathroom!”

“Maybe they’re fucking.”

“No fucking in the bathroom! And no getting fucked up. Unless you share it with me!”

Laughter.

“Who’s that guy with Tina?” says one of them.

“It’s Donald.”

“Fucking Donald!” They all laugh.

“Fucking Tina …”

“That bitch blows smoke in my face one more time, I swear I’m going to—”

“You’re going to what ?”

More laughter.

“Yo, gimme a cigarette.”

“Get your own.”

“Hey, fuck you.”

“Fuck you!”

“Hey, you in there, I gotta piss, OPEN THE FUCKING DOOR!”

This isn’t working. Mark abandons his efforts and starts to wad up the baggie. But then the talking stops. There’s an eerie silence and then … WACK!!! The door explodes open. The latch flies off, just missing Mark’s face. The door slams open and shut and then hangs, vibrating on its hinges. Mark looks up to see the person who just kicked it in. It’s a white kid dressed like a black kid. His friends stand behind him. Mark stares up at them from where he sits.

“What the fuck …,” says the first kid, looking down at the baggie.

“No drugs in the bathroom,” says his friend quietly.

“Whatcha got there?” says the first kid. He steps forward, tries to snatch it out of Mark’s lap.

Mark stabs him in the arm with his pocketknife.

He jumps back. “What the …? You just stabbed me.”

Mark is as stunned as he is. Everyone freezes for a moment. The kid clutches his arm. He turns to his friend. “He just stabbed me.”

“Is it bleeding?” says the friend.

“I don’t know.” The stabbed kid backs out of the stall, backs out of the bathroom, still clutching his arm. The other two follow. When they’re gone Mark stuffs the baggie in one coat pocket, the knife in the other. He pulls his coat closed and peeks out of the bathroom door. He can see the three of them at the sink behind the bar. They’re inspecting the wound. Mark sneaks out of the bathroom and makes his way around the pool tables. He accelerates toward the door. But then a girl steps into his way. He knocks into her, spilling her beer.

“Hey!” she says. Mark knocks into her friend too but keeps driving toward the door.

“Hey!” comes a different voice, a masculine voice, from behind the bar. “That’s him. Stop that guy!”

Mark is on the street. He runs around the corner and then breaks into a full sprint down Fourth Street. But the street is slick with ice and he takes a nasty crunching fall on the frozen cement. As he’s getting up he sees two pursuers, running and slipping just like he is.

Mark does not panic. He gets up carefully. Then he begins to run again, more slowly this time. It’s not so important that he run fast as long as he stays upright and keeps moving. This strategy works. When he gets to the next block one of the guys has fallen and the other has not gained ground. He turns and runs up Avenue B, making good time on one stretch of iceless pavement. But at Sixth Street he’s still being followed. Mark runs toward Tompkins Square Park. It’s closed for the night, he’ll dare them to follow him over the fence and into the dark maze of trees and bushes. Mark vaults the iron fence. He bursts through a line of shrubs. He sprints up a snow-covered hill and down the other side. Then he runs into a tree branch. It catches him in the face, knocks him off his feet, he lands backward in the ice-crusted snow. For a moment he lies stunned but then he rolls over and scans the park around him. His pursuers didn’t follow. The park is quiet. Mark feels a growing sting on his face around his chin and lower lip. He dabs at it with his fingers. He’s bleeding. He scoops up some snow and holds it against his mouth. He waits, watches, until he’s sure he’s alone. Then he stands up, brushes himself off, begins the walk home.

Back in his apartment Mark inspects the damage. His lip is cut. He’s got a scrape on his right cheekbone and another along his jaw. Also his right wrist is aching horribly, he must have landed on it when he first fell down. With his left hand, as best he can, he gets the baggie out of his coat pocket only to find he didn’t close it properly. The last of his heroin has spilled into his pocket. Mark doesn’t hesitate to cut the pocket out. The coat was old already and one of the sleeves is now partially torn off the shoulder. Carefully, and cringing with the pain in his wrist, Mark begins to brush the brown powder out of the pocket and onto a clean sheet of typing paper. Then he has to separate the powder from the grime, the grit, the bits of hair and thread. When he gets it reasonably clean he forms two large lines and snorts them both.

The dope hits him hard. He becomes nauseous and lurches to the sink. He throws up once, twice and then leans against the wall, slides down to a sitting position. He cradles his wrist in his lap and lets his head tip forward as he momentarily loses himself. But hours later, when the drug wears off, Mark wakes up in his bed, his right wrist aching so severely that tears of pain roll down his bruised cheek.

“Hello? Mark? It’s Virginia,” says the voice on the phone three days later.

Mark, still sore, still bruised, takes a silent breath. “Hi, Virginia.”

“I just wanted to invite you to my show tomorrow.”

“Oh, right. Where’s it going to be again?”

“No Se No.”

“Oh, yeah. I heard they started that up again.”

“It’s been pretty good so far.”

“I’ll try to come by.” Mark adjusts the phone on his shoulder. He’s trying to make a sandwich one-handed. “You know, I was going to call you …”

Virginia says nothing.

“… But I didn’t get your number the other night.”

“I didn’t give it to you.”

“I guess you didn’t,” says Mark. He’s losing the phone.

He struggles to keep it on his shoulder. “Do you want to give it to me?”

“What are you going to do with it?”

“I don’t know. Call you maybe?”

“I’m not sure I want you to call me.”

“Okay, I won’t call you then,” says Mark.

“I just don’t appreciate that whole call me thing, I get really sick of that.”

“Yeah, me too,” says Mark.

“But if you want to come to the show I’ll put you on the guest list.”

“That would be great.”

“Do you know Ann Powers?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Cynthia said you know her.”

“I know who she is. It’s not like I’m friends with her though,” says Mark. “I couldn’t really introduce you.”

“No, I wasn’t thinking that. I was thinking of who at the Voice I should talk to about folk stuff.”

“I really don’t know. I could ask around.”

“Cynthia said you’re friends with Alex Wright.”

“Alex, yeah, we used to do spoken-word stuff.”

“Are you still friends with him?”

“I see him around. I don’t know if he can help you though. He writes for Flash now. They only do big rock stars.”

“Well, I know I’m not a big rock star but it just seems like the folk scene shouldn’t be totally ignored.”

“To be honest I don’t talk to him that much. He’s more into the magazine crowd now.”

“Oh,” says Virginia.

“Sorry.”

“Do you know Garcia Sanchez?”

“I don’t think so.”

“He’s a journalist. I’m having dinner with him tonight. He wants to put me in Downbeat.”

“Never heard of him,” says Mark.

“Well, whatever, like I said, if you want to come on Sunday I’ll try to put you on the list. I’m not really sure how many spots I get. But I’ll see what I can do.”

“All right, you do that.”

“Bye.”

“Bye,” says Mark. But she’s already hung up.
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The next afternoon Mark has a lunch date with Howard at the Union Square Bar and Grill. Mark gets there first and fidgets at his table while he waits. Around him the room buzzes with intent conversations. Everyone is well-dressed, professional looking. At least some of these people must be big-time publishers., authors, editors, since this is reportedly where those people hang out. Mark scans the room and watches the entrance for Howard. A young businesswoman smiles at him from the bar. Mark tries to smile back but it’s a weak smile, he can’t really meet her eye. Mark feels out of his league here. His heart jumps when Howard finally appears.

Howard’s in his mid-forties. He wears his grey hair in a ponytail. “An old hippy” is how he was first described to Mark. A gay, rich, Harvard-educated old hippy. The gay part seemed to help Mark’s cause initially. Mark being the cocky young star of the downtown scene, Howard gravitated toward him naturally. But since then, Mark wonders if the tables haven’t been turned. Howard has not only become his all-purpose editor, agent and publicist, he’s also become Mark’s closest confidant and in an odd way, his best male friend. Which would be fine except that Howard has lots of other friends. Mark has only Howard.

But Mark forgets all of this when Howard sits down. They are not just having lunch. Howard has something for him.

“Hello, Mark, how are you?”

“Great,” says Mark.

Howard settles himself in his chair. They sit for a moment in silence, grinning at each other.

“So where is it?” says Mark.

“Oh, the book,” says Howard. He reaches into his bag and produces what is up to now Mark’s crowning achievement: the proofs of a British edition of Exile.

“Wow,” says Mark. The cover shows a lone figure walking across a bridge, on a dark foggy night. “That’s so cool!”

“And there’s more.” says Howard. “Nigel wants to do your second book.”

“Oh, man!”

“But there’s a reason why he wants to now,” says Howard, pausing for dramatic effect. “Exile’s going to be reviewed in the London Times.”

“No shit!” says Mark.

“And here’s where it gets really good,” says Howard. “Nigel spoke with a Japanese woman he works with and he said something about Exile and the upcoming review and I guess there’s some interest there.”

“I could be big in Japan,” says Mark dreamily.

“Well, you’re going to be big in England, or at least bigger than you are here.”

“Fuck America. Who cares about America anyway?”

The waitress comes and Howard orders a sandwich. Mark orders a cheeseburger.

“The thing about this is,” explains Howard, “it feeds on itself. I mean, this can change the whole complexion of your career. Especially for grants.”

“The Japanese book, would that be in Japanese?” says Mark.

“Of course.”

“Wow. I’d be translated:”

Mark looks back to the bar but the young businesswoman is with a businessman. Too late to smile at her now.

The cheeseburger comes. Mark tries to squirt ketchup on it but his right wrist is still so sore he can’t grip the ketchup container. He rests his hurt hand in his lap and goes about his meal left-handed.

“So are you writing? What have you been doing?” asks Howard.

“Working at Steel mostly.”

“Did you look at that Yevtushenko book I gave you?”

“I haven’t had time. But I did an AIDS benefit thing.”

“How was that?”

“Okay.”

“How’s Cynthia?” says Howard.

Mark shrugs.

“How’s Alex?”

“Who knows? Who cares?” says Mark, admiring his book again.

“Maybe Alex could write something about the British edition.”

“He doesn’t care about this stuff anymore.”

As Mark’s burger gets smaller it becomes more difficult to handle. He tries to stabilize it with his aching right hand but a pickle drops out of it and lands in his lap.

“Fuck,” whispers Mark. He puts the burger down on his plate and drinks his water. “Did you read Alex’s last Flash piece? It was some crap about blind dates. What a sellout.”

Howard watches with concern when Mark attempts to take another bite left-handed.

“What’s wrong with your hand?”

“Nothing. I slipped on the ice. I think I sprained it.”
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