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			For all the women I’ve known who’ve faced up to difficult truths.

			Especially for Martha and Katrina. 

		

	


	
		
			

 

			

THE CLEAN UP

			Her destination, that summer of 1977, is a luxury apartment building, upper Fifth Avenue, a slice of New York life completely alien to her. After the doorman confirms she’s expected and nods her toward the elevators, Erica crosses a sumptuous lobby tastefully decorated with white leather couches and stainless steel tables covered with lavish flower arrangements. She is shaking. She awkwardly recites the all-purpose, three-line mantra that Addie McC. has assured her will always help get her through any situation. In the paneled elevator, she rides to the floor below the penthouse, where Addie McC. ushers her into an apartment with yet more expanses of white; it feels like entering a thirties movie set—there’s even a French bulldog to go with the expensive view of Central Park. 

			Addie hushes the little dog and stretches out her arms. Erica submits to her hug. She is beginning to get used to hugs from all those meetings in church basements. Or no: It’s more about being accepted. Erica knows she is not at her best. She’s pumpkin-faced with bloat yet skinny. Her paint-stained blue jeans are limp at the waist, her Che Guevara t-shirt sags, her good old Mexican sandals are kept alive with duct tape. Because these are the clothes that she’s down to, now that she’s hit bottom. Erica remembers, looking around Addie’s glamorous apartment, nights when she could still pull off glam, and not that long ago. Midnight at a Harlem nightclub with Scotty Jones, smooth alkie and hustler, qualities hidden behind bow ties and British-borrowed West Indian manners, taking her arm after she had stowed her secondhand Army-Navy cloth coat. Moth to butterfly in the simple, perfect black designer sheath that would have cost, what? Hundreds? Thousands? Erica had found it orphaned at the Salvation Army store in the bowels of the Lower East Side and paid her own small fortune, forty dollars, for it. Scotty had said, “Don’t you clean up nicely?”

			Well, Erica thinks, sinking into a pearl-toned linen chair in Addie’s living room with the view, I’m a complete mess. I’m probably having a nervous breakdown. So why not do it here in the lap of luxury? God knows she can use a little. She watches Addie pour coffee into pretty porcelain cups. Erica has two cups, a Marlboro with each, and Addie lights a thin, jewel-toned cigarette, a vivid turquoise. Its elegance banishes even the idea of cancer. 

			“So how are you doing today?” Addie finally asks. “Really,” she adds.

			Erica doesn’t have a fucking clue how she is doing. “Day thirteen.” 

			Addie seems to understand this. “I used to sit and cry at my kitchen table when I was getting sober. Should I have Wheaties or corn flakes? I couldn’t even pick out a breakfast cereal without crying. But ‘it gets better.’” 

			In these two weeks without drinking, Erica is already getting used to this strange new A.A. culture, with its slogans for every occasion and serenity prayer and in-group lingo. She already knows she is Addie’s “pigeon,” a raw new recruit to the sober life. People don’t talk, they “share” or “dump.” That drunken travel is “taking a geographic cure.” That alcoholics don’t drink again, they “pick up” and “go out.” Sitting her raggedy ass down in this luxurious apartment with a woman who’s told her she was a mobster’s moll, smokes jewel-colored cigarettes and of course, speaking of jewels, wears them—a diamond and ruby ring that for all her stunned fog, Erica lusts after—is just part of this new deal of not drinking and going to meetings. 

			Addie is short, with a perfect figure and a heart-shaped face, large green eyes with thickly fringed eyelashes, and chiseled red lips. It doesn’t matter that she is no longer young. She will die gorgeous. 

			Erica met her in a church basement a few days before and then talked to her on the phone for hours. In the new basement culture, this means cutting to the chase, or the bone, a frightening and fascinating prospect, like facing surgery without an anesthetic. Erica gets that people in these basements raise their hands and talk about matters she is determined never to reveal. And then they reveal even more of it one-on-one to their sponsors. Erica is far from convinced this is a good idea, but she is entranced by their stories, and Addie’s is a good one, a poor Jewish Cinderella from Flatbush, Brooklyn, growing up above the family’s store. Dancing lessons scrimped and saved for and then paid off big-time, Addie in the chorus line, the apogee the glamorous Copacabana. There a mobster fell in love with her and bought her the great apartment and who knows what else. And then, more good luck for Addie, the mobster gets whacked and she gets to keep the goodies, she stops drinking and cleans up her act in A.A., then she falls in love with a proper man. There the Cinderella story ends. The proper man drops dead, boom, heart attack, and Addie ends up finally, alone. And sober. How strange is that, Erica thinks, I would have gotten well and truly wasted. The proper way to mourn. For reasons Erica does not yet understand, Addie not only did not “pick up,” but seems eager to tell her such painful intimacies. Everything in this new world of sobriety that Erica has unwittingly entered is strange, possibly cultish, but also safe these days. These daze, she thinks, my first joke. 

			Addie McC. said last night on the phone that she’d be Erica’s sponsor and invited Erica to lunch. Erica has walked, of course. Since she has virtually no money, she walks everywhere, all over the city to dozens of meetings. Or rather, all over the East Side. There are meetings at seven a.m., noon, six, seven, eight, midnight in some places in the city, and Erica is on her shabby way. She has always walked around New York, but this daily plod, anxiety prickling like an invisible hair, is different, because there’s no escape from herself. Every day she slaps her hair into a ponytail and maybe puts on some mascara and a t-shirt and jeans and dark glasses, then walks familiar busy streets and avenues, almost jogging at times to get to the meeting, as if her old self is trying to catch up with her and force her to duck into a liquor store or a bar. 

			Addie smiles now. “Feeling better than last night?”

			“I guess so.” And this might be true: Her sense of all the lights going out has segued into grey and even in this short time without the booze, the city seems to be expanding—she notices clouds scuttle across the sky now, a hot dog vendor laughing, and she smiles at a black street musician honking fart notes at a sour-faced grand dame who scuttles past him. New York, like her, just might be cleaning up. Really, they both have nowhere to go but up.

			Erica follows her sponsor (what does that mean?) into the kitchen and sits at a round table with a beautiful Provençal tablecloth, a vase full of perfumed roses, and another slice of the park from a window. It is hot outside, the air heavy and sullen, but here it is cool and pristine. 

			Addie asks what she wants for lunch. Erica ponders. All she can manage is comfort food: eggs, bananas, ice cream, chocolate cake. And coffee and cigarettes, of course. She asks for a soft-boiled egg and a slice of toast.

			Addie fixes herself a sandwich while the egg boils, makes toast, pours orange juice. “Here you go,” she says.

			Erica taps the egg with her knife. The shell splinters and she picks through chips of the shell; eating is difficult with her hands shaking. 

			“Want a sandwich instead?” 

			Erica’s face reddens.

			 

			Some days later, Addie tells her she’d been drawn to her at once. “I could see you’d been hurt badly. It happens a lot to us women alcoholics.” It seems the gangster had slapped her around for years.

			Erica feels rooted to the floor of the current church basement, though this one’s in a synagogue. It turns out there’s a lot of Jewish alcoholics, too, at least in New York. Addie is at ease with her gangster abuser past, Erica can see that, but she can’t imagine a time when she’ll feel comfortable about hers. Let alone find comedy in the shameful/dangerous/ridiculous positions that alcoholics so often put themselves in, like many of the stories she’s hearing at these meetings. Like the laughter when the fastidious, very southern Evert E., immaculate in jacket, bow tie, and matching handkerchief, drawls, “Well. I knew the end had come for me one morning when I woke up and—” (dramatic pause) “—discover that there I am, in bed between a little old wrinkled man and a little old wrinkled lady. Honey, even I knew I had to draw the line somewhere.”

			“When you’re ready,” Addie inserts, and Erica is back on track with fear and self-loathing, “You’ll talk about the past. And learn to let it go. All the stuff that got you here.” 

		

	


	
		
			

THE RATHOLE

			It is March of 1975 when Erica Mason moves to Manhattan. Mexico had been good for a while, a lot of painting got done, some of it good, but more of it mediocre. At the end, she’d practically lived in that hammock on the beach while she got off the ‘ludes. And she knew it was time to go back. Tail between her legs, back to Mom and Dad’s, broke again. Got some boring job as a secretary, went almost nowhere, saved. The old crowd was gone, one way or another. College, jobs, drugs. A couple of them got married. Larry Lopez, one of her running buddies from college, was still around. They’d meet at that Mexican bar and try to recreate the anti-war days, then give up and just drink. And Sandra, who’d managed to combine being a sixties freak (it was still the sixties, as far as they were concerned) with a career, of all things. She was fun. In fact, it was Sandra who provided the wheels that got Erica out of Milwaukee again. They drove to New York through snow and sleet, stopping only at rest stops, to visit Sandra’s friend Karin, who agreed Erica could stay at her place for two weeks while she looked for her own place.

			So March will always feel like New York to Erica. High, sharp winds with trash and newspapers whipping around, sometimes hitting you in the face, one more shock in this shocking city. She has never been so much at the mercy of the weather. She plays tourist with Sandra during the day, and with Karin after she’s done with her Wall Street secretary gig at night. The best part is the wondrous assortment of bars, glittering up and down the avenues of the East Side. When they get home from these rambles, Erica and Sandra squeeze onto the floor around Karin’s pullout bed. 

			When Erica arrives at the Port Authority bus station, she can immediately see that New York City in 1975 lives up to everyone’s worst fears back home. She’s a shade too old for the pimps waiting for strays from the heartland, though several young black guys try to get her attention anyway. Trash swirls and has fallen everywhere, and a bitter March wind stings as she leverages her hard-sided, avocado American Tourister suitcase (high school graduation present), stooped over from her heavy backpack and listing to one side from her overstuffed Mexican shoulder bag. All around is noise, crowds, ugliness. A newspaper headline from a kiosk all but shrieks, “ABE SLASHES CITY HALL,” which she will too soon be able to decipher. The pint-size mayor cutting away the meat from the city, now that the fat is gone. New York City is teetering on bankruptcy. The results of which Erica sees without understanding on her first sighting of the city. A picture of hell: aged junkie prostitutes, winos, crazies, horrid-looking shops offering fried stuff, the “underworld” feeding off the huge bus terminal. “We are the lost,” they might suddenly break out singing in some imagined off-Broadway musical. And Erica feels sorry for them.

			She gets a cab, a long ride from this underbelly of New York to the part of the city called “the fashionable East Side.” Thank God she has a place to crash for a bit while she looks for her own place. The building is a white-brick (or is it plastic?) high-rise, surprisingly unattractive but “safe, safe, safe!” points out Karin, the friend of a friend who lives there along with two roommates in the little bitty boxy apartment. 

			“Oh my God, the Port Authority, it is so, so bad.” 

			“New York is bad, you’ll see, it’s this terrible money crisis. Oh God, but it’s so exciting too!” Karin, a fresh-faced Midwesterner, pours out bad white wine from a gallon jug and they all puff away on Marlboros or Virginia Slims. Erica, who is truly grateful for a place to stay, even if it has turned out to be a makeshift bed on the floor of the tiny living room of a bunch of airheads, reminds herself to be polite. She puts on what she calls her “face,” feigning interest in their jobs at PR firms, on Wall Street, as headhunters. Modest, entry-level jobs, but the roomies all have hopes. And meanwhile, there are tons of singles bars around in which to meet men.

			When one of the roomies asks her if it’s true she’s an artist, she says pleasantly, “Yes. I studied art in college. And then I lived in Mexico and, well, it was fascinating. But I got homesick,” she adds. A strange word, Erica thinks. She had been sick of home as much as sick for home. “I sold some paintings in a couple little galleries, and this writer—Jack Reynolds from The New York Times? He was traveling around and met a bunch of us expats, sculptors, potters, painters, so he wrote this article about us.” As much as anything, that’s why Erica has come to New York. Because of Jack Reynolds and that article. Even though he’d moved to San Francisco. 

			On the second Friday of her stay, Erica moves into a YMCA, pleased with herself for finding this cheap place. Her Spartan room doesn’t bother her: She’s stayed in worse in Mexico, and this is clean. And quiet. Karin’s high-pitched laugh and Sandra and the other one’s bovine acceptance of what would bore Erica to drink, deepen Erica’s embedded sense of aloneness. Which, she knows, is tinged with hostility. To her, it is logical to be an artist, and she never thinks of herself as a “kook,” as Karin had called her. As in, “Oh, you kook!” Time to move on. Her Y room has a bed with an iron bedstead, a wobbly table, a lamp, and a recess with a pole to hang her clothes. The bathroom is down the hall, the cafeteria in the basement. Her plan is to buy the Village Voice the moment it comes out, find some apartment deals, and jump on them. 

			But the Y is not in a convenient location; it’s far from the singles bars and cream brick high-rises of the Upper East Side’s friend of a friend’s apartment. In fact, it’s in the middle of nowhere; it isn’t a commercial area or a residential area. It is, like so much of New York in the 1970s, a half-abandoned area. 

			Walking and walking. Looking at apartments that are too expensive or too horrible. Walking through icy water spilled from overwhelmed drains, through garbage fallen from heaped bins and also tossed by junkies and cabdrivers and white girls in car coats with long hair. Nathan’s hot dog wrappers, empty cans of Coke, pizza boxes. The worst is walking back to the Y from the subway through the long, dirty blocks. 

			But it is not entirely an empty area. In fact, Erica is figuring out, Manhattan is a movie always being made, shifting sets of characters looming up and then fading back into the shadows. Like the men who hang out outside the Y talking passionately to the sidewalk. Some of them wave dirt-encrusted arms or crutches, shuffle-dancing, holding their sacramental wine up to the pea-colored, late-winter sky. Many have grocery carts stuffed with bags. Some of the men turn out to be women. One, a tall, pale black man, stands out, wearing (only) a black garbage bag like a debutante’s gown and high-top sneakers. 

			Erica thinks that is the worst she’ll see. No. Near the scabrous 34th Street subway exit from which she emerges into the twilight trash night, at six o’clock after hunting apartments, a man leans against an armrest of trash, a watch cap beside him with a penny in it, singing in a cat’s screech, some gospel hymn. She looks at him: Filthy McNasty with an aging black man’s white cap of curls. And she sees that the curls are moving. They are alive. She takes an instinctive step back and covers her eyes. She’s seen lots of ugly suffering in Mexico, the expected cripples begging by churches, the various millions of Indian peasants scratching out Chinese-famine harvests, still believing that the scraggly corn seedlings they try to grow are their children. But that’s the Third World, this is America, this is New York. And, she thinks, she should do something.

			What she does is go to one of the liquor stores that hardily remain in this blast zone after all the other stores have fled. She is exhausted and drinking cheap wine to blot out the sight of the moveable hair seems the most reasonable thing in the world to do, the only thing, really, snug in her tiny room. It has taken her a while to figure out that the Y is basically a repository for some of the crazy people who throng the streets. Maybe she’ll run into the guy with the moving hair in the basement cafeteria.

			 

			At last she finds an apartment on a street between neighborhoods. Like all such border towns, it feels lost and nameless, with the ennui of nowhere places. Erica’s building is an old brick walkup overlooking a vacant lot full of rubble, no trees. The people in the building are unremarkable, or so she thinks at first. Later she learns the colorful lives some of them live behind the closed doors of their apartments. The Puerto Rican janitor down the hall who, when she went to borrow a cup of sugar, opened his door resplendent in a red dress with a plunging neckline, silver heels, and a blonde wig. The super, who turns out to be a hallucinating mole drinking and shouting from his lair on the ground floor. A couple on the third floor who have thumping fights and visits from the cops regularly. 

			Once again she’s landed in a strange land, this time near Spanish Harlem. Still this apartment is better than the YMCA way over on 34th Street, filled with crazies. Used to strangeness after living in remote Latino places for two years, Erica tells herself she can take whatever New York throws at her. 

			When she first saw the empty apartment in the old building, she remembered old photos of immigrants in the 1800s, pouring into New York with dirty faces, big staring eyes, caps and scarves, crowding into “cold water” flats with no plumbing. A hundred years later, progress has meant indoor heat and plumbing, a toilet and sink carved out of a tiny space, a bathtub in the kitchen. The only charming, even beautiful, things about her apartment—besides the very cheap rent—are the old wooden shutters that lattice the light into the square little living room. They make her want to paint. 

			She’d tried to after she moved back from Mexico to her parents’ home outside Milwaukee, but the room allotted to her there (her mother had made a sewing room out of her and Claire’s old bedroom) was in the finished basement with a permanent underwater effect: an anti-studio. During the week, her time was dully occupied at the new nearby mall, standing at the cosmetics counter at Sears, a job from which she added her piffling pay each week to the New York getaway pile, except for the percentage needed for gas and smokes and beer at the Mexican bar with Larry or the singles place with Sandy. What had saved her sanity was a studio class on Sunday mornings at a local arts center, and the paintings she’d produced, which jump-started her return to American themes. At the art center, among estranged teenagers and housewives, she’d produced one picture she’d valued from those months in exile at her childhood home, which she thought of as Lucien Freud meets Beatrix Potter. A strange (to her) mess of layer upon layer of pearl and white and bronze skin tones, scattered eyes, a body pared down to near skeletal, and a long, drooping, fluffy foxtail: A joke of a self-portrait, but somehow it worked, this cri de coeur of a self-portrait, which now hung on the wall of her apartment. 

			Erica moves in with no furniture, but there is a card table and two metal chairs and a bed frame left behind. She goes to the phone company office and is amazed to get a phone within a week; in Mexico, this would be impossible without big cash handouts. She calls everybody with her new number. Almost immediately, her old college running buddy Larry Lopez calls her back. 

			“Can we crash at your place for a few days?” 

			“We?” 

			There’s a big solidarity rally up at Columbia for Cesar Chavez and the Grape Pickers Union, Larry says. He promises the guys will be “respectful. And we’ll pay you, chica.”

			April awakens and suddenly the weather is a lot nicer and the guys, four of them, arrive the next week, their sleeping bags, beer cans, pizza boxes, and manifestos filling the empty living room. Because she’s Larry’s friend, the other guys are polite to the white girl and even help her move some thrift shop furniture up the five flights of stairs. 

			They come and go from the tenement, smoking joints and laughing at the Puerto Ricans hanging around just a street north. “They talk like they got hot marbles in their mouths, man.” A couple of them score some weed off the dude on the corner and they all sit around cracking up in Erica’s funky apartment, homesick for Texas where their abuelos came from, until Larry grabs Erica. “Hey, man, let’s go check out this New York.” He means just him and Erica. 

			They go down to the Village and debate about the Vanguard – no, too expensive. Walk around and look at what Larry calls the “fags,” find a little Mexican joint. Once upon a time, Erica was in love with Larry for about a month. He has smoldering brown eyes, looks like Pancho Villa, and dresses like the assistant professor he is destined to become, in neat chinos and a blue work shirt. As soon as they slept together, she knew they were destined to be friends. In that new-normal, sixties rule-bending kind of way. 

			Over their combo plates, they drop the Grape Pickers politics and loosen up over beer, Tres Equis this time. “Remember Fuzzy?” Yeah. “She’s pregnant now.” Wow. “Pico’s getting his law degree, and Candido is still an organizer.” OK. “And Frenchy got busted.” For how long? “He got some time. Dealin’ coke.” 

			She’s looking down at the table. One of those metal tables like they had in Mexico, with “Coca-Cola” all over it. “That’s bad.” And it could have been her. 

			“You doin’ OK here, Erica? I mean, New York is heavy, man. And that pad, up with those crazy spics? You should get a man, you’re a good-looking chick.” 

			“I can take care of myself.” Erica laughs. “Larry, we chicks are liberated now. Haven’t you heard?” 

			“Yeah, that’s what Flora says.”

			“And how is she?” Erica’s glad to change the subject. 

			“She’s cool. Taking care of little Larry.” 

			And more power to her, Erica thinks. But she needs to talk, so she says, “I am kind of freaked out about my place. But it’s so cheap. And it was time, Larry. This is where it’s happening. Oh you know me, I don’t give a shit about ‘making it,’ but it’s just—if I’m going to be a painter, seriously, I have to be here. For a while at least. And I’m going to paint. I just need to get a job and then I’m set.” 

			 Larry surprises her by reaching over and taking her hand. He’s not coming onto her, he’s showing he hears her. “We both have that fire in the belly, chica.” 

			“Yeah, you’re gonna be the first Latino President,” Erica says. 

			“President Lorenzo Lopez.” He smiles. “That’s a ways off. It’s gotta be somebody black before they’ll let in a Chicano. Hey, let’s have another beer.” 

			The guys leave the next day and Erica finds an envelope on her kitchen table with a stack of twenties in it. She’s surprised by how lonely she feels once they’ve gone. She’s used to being alone here in New York. And of course, she’s met people like the cross-dressing janitor, shopkeepers. But on the street, she has picked up on the deal: Don’t make eye contact, no unnecessary chatter. There’s a constant shuffling of people everywhere, a hyper-vigilance. And she feels at a disadvantage here, like a foreigner. She’s still a little tropically slow and dreamy. And behind that, tense, here in this slum—with a bathtub in the kitchen that has this cover where you can set your dishes, when you’re not taking a bath. 

			Decadent. Even in her cheap college days, she’d always had a proper bathroom. Even in Mexico, she had a shower. But this place has a little closet with a toilet and a sink, and the bathtub in the kitchen. Also, climbing up and down the dimly lit stairs of her building is exactly like being in some black-and-white horror movie where a junkie-monster might jump out at you at any time and demand your money, even your life. It happens all the time in New York these days, heroin and cocaine addicts twitching around all over the place, mugging people. And then one night, the fear ratchets up. Erica’s taking a bath in her kitchen, which has a useless window that looks onto an abandoned building. She hasn’t bothered covering her window. She climbs out of the tub, one of those great old claw-foot numbers that weighs about a thousand pounds, and grabs her towel, thinking about making dinner: perhaps some broiled chicken, a salad, bread. With wine, of course. 

			A movement, a flicker of light across the way, catches her attention. She makes out a flashlight and is that a face? Staring at her—some deviant prick has got a front row view into her kitchen in that empty building next door. Erica shrieks and drops to the ground, and on her hands and knees makes it to her little bedroom where she wraps her robe tightly around her and sits on the mattress on the floor, rocking slightly, then bursts out laughing. What’s so scary here, does she think he’ll what, pole vault over to her window and crash through? But, this is New York and strange things routinely happen here—Erica’s just beginning to get this.

		

	


	
		
			

AZURE BAR

			One evening a few days later, combing through the latest Voice for jobs, Erica sees a little ad for a jazz club down in Chelsea. Why not go there and keep it to one drink maximum since that’s all she can afford. Must keep finances together. It’s the first time she’s out on her own for a New York nightlife adventure, the real beginning of a new life, she tells herself. 

			She takes the subway, gets out, and realizes she has the usual long walk to the club. Cold mist usefully blurs the dirty streets, taxis pass in a dazzle of lights, she catches the crusts of conversations as she walks, like dialogue from a play: “You know I do, you know it,” and three feet on, “No fuckin’ way, motherfucker, that’s all?” Spanish too, a bitten and staccato island-variant that doesn’t penetrate her Mexican-accustomed ears. A Chinese delivery guy on a bike flies past barely missing her; a child’s arm is yanked by an angry mother. A slice of pizza whips past, thrown from a window. 

			She smokes a cigarette in the drizzle and walks on, still on the old tropical time, not impatient and staccato like the New York girls. She’s wearing her shabby raincoat left over from college days, over a purple sarong skirt, black boots, black turtleneck, her wild curls still bleached from Mexican sun. She has to ask two people before she makes it to the place, at the ass-end of Chelsea, another neglected remote part of the city. And there, edging the West Village, is the Azure bar, doors open although it’s not at all warm out, music, old blues, light. People. 

			Erica knows what to do, how to handle herself. What a surprise, this rusty skill remembered. She chooses a stool at the end of the bar, takes her shabby coat off and sits patiently. The beer is cheap, so why not have two? The female bartender darts in with it, after a wait. There’s a crowd to deal with, a tide of drinkers to hold back. Erica drinks calmly, feeling the nightlife around her. 

			She likes the music – Lightnin’ Hopkins, B.B., Herbie Hancock. Everything moves along like a well-rehearsed play; everyone knows their parts, the questing men, the women weighing their choices, the barmaid tossing cracks. Lights behind the bar cast a soft glow, making Erica feel expensive, worthy of attention. The haze from cigarette smoke thickens like incense. 

			She has another beer and then—welcome change! —a cognac bought by a red-haired man with a Beatles accent. He calls imperiously, “Donna! Remy,” and immediately a brimming goblet appears. The Beatles guy introduces himself to Erica as Robbie Shaw, immediately taking a stance so that no other man will approach her. He is one of those men who are a force of nature, she can see that, and she soon learns that Robbie Shaw acts like the king because he owns the place. He is short, the way Erica imagines all working-class Englishmen are: stocky and pugnacious, the cool accent, not handsome but forthright, an attractive quality in a man. Dark blondish-red long hair he combs back off his face.

			He’s delighted that she likes Remy Martin too. Erica smiles into her frequently replenished goblet. It starts to get late and she finds herself a little wobbly on a trip to the restroom. The rhythm of the bar has changed; it is not as crowded, the old black men with guitars sound louder over the speakers. Girls with shrieking voices, as if they are protesting, their good time running out.

			Robbie says, “You’re different, eh? Not a New Yawker.” 

			Erica fills him in briefly.

			“Artist, eh? Starvin’ artist? You know what, I need somebody behind the bar weeknights, Tuesday through Friday, early shift, 6 to 12. Donna’s good but she can’t do this alone. My partner usually works the bar then but he’s off in England for the moment, letting me do the dirty work over here.” He laughs. “So how about it then? Say a week’s tryout. You come in tomorrow at five, Donna can show you where everything is. The tips are good, try it on, eh?”

			Erica nods. “I used to work at a bar. In college on the weekends. Tips were good and there was this smokin’ piano player that nobody’s ever heard of ‘cause he refused to travel. We had these Playboy Bunny-esque costumes, except ours had a tail like a cat, only I refused to wear the tail, I said customers kept pulling it off.” She raises her goblet. “Score one for women’s lib.” 

			Robbie snorts. “Women’s lib, too bleedin’ right. None of that dangerous radical talk here, me girl.”

			Since he must be joking, Erica smiles. 

			“We got a great piano player on weekends,” Shaw goes on. “Dime a dozen in the Big Apple, you know? Under your feet, all of them good and all hungry for work. Like artists, eh? Need three people to handle the bar then. But my weeknight girl packed it up last night.” He makes a face. 

			After several nights of working behind the bar, Erica is surprised Robbie hasn’t fired her when he realizes her deep ignorance of mixed drinks. Instead, he has the afternoon “bird,” Toni, meet with her. Toni shakes her Afro and bark-laughs as Erica writes down what she explains to her in a spiral notebook. “Baby, this ain’t college.” 

			“I’ve got to memorize these. All I ever drink is Remy, wine, or beer,” Erica explains. “I did the same thing when I learned poker. People thought I was cheating.” 

			Toni snorts. “You just a little slow, seems like. But Robbie, he got eyes for you.” 

			Erica turns away and looks at her notes. It is her parents’ generation that likes “mixed drinks,” martinis and so forth. Plus here in New York, people want exotic concoctions. So she gets everything down on note cards in alphabetical order, and still gets them screwed up. Tonight, for example, she put cognac into someone’s Alexander and the customer let her know, loudly, that an Alexander wasn’t a Brandy Alexander, airhead, it’s got gin in it for fuck’s sake. And Erica knows she is slow. She peers at and stirs the liquids she pours into glasses, carafes, snifters, as if she is mixing paint, aiming for a precise, pleasing shade of, for example, amber and gold of brandy, or of straw-yellow vermouth that she pales down with water or soda, or muddies with the sharp orange or red of a fruit juice. 

			But Robbie doesn’t fire her because, like Toni says, he’s got eyes for her. And one night, feeling no pain except the lack of a man in her life, Erica goes home with him. Home’s not far, he says, they can walk it, he needs to be close to the club. “There’s always some fuckin’ crisis with a bar,” he explains. Home is a deluxe high-rise with a doorman, wood-paneled elevator. Big one-bedroom apartment with a view, New Jersey, the Hudson between. Not much in the apartment. Big television, lavish electronics and bar. A couch. Unused-looking kitchen.

			Robbie sets out some coke. Quickly, seriously, with none of the bonhomie of her Mexican days. He does two lines fast, then two more, before he lays out two for Erica and gets a bottle of Remy and thick bar glasses. “Or would you prefer champagne?” He leans back against the oatmeal-colored couch and lights a cigarette, crushes it halfway through. After a bit, they go in the bedroom. 

			“You’re a beautiful bird,” he tells her in the bedroom. King-size bed, satin sheets. Dresser, lamp. No books, photos, pictures on the wall. 

			The next morning, nearly noon, they get up and he makes good coffee in a Melitta, though there’s nothing to eat. Erica can’t wait to leave, she wants to gather up the threads of her own life. Yet she isn’t that unhappy. She has a job, and now a lover. 

			 

			Robbie is counting money at the bar and smacking a hand in time to Clapton. Only he and Erica and the Mexican swabbing the floors are still at the Azure. Robbie looks at the Mexican guy and yells. “Not like that, you clod. Erica, you speak Spanish, you said, right? Tell Juano here to change the fuckin’ rinse water when it turns black.” 

			Erica sighs. She just wants to finish and get out of here. “His name’s not Juan,” she mutters. She slides a tray of sliced lemons and limes into the fridge under the bar. 

			“Ignacio, dice el patron que cambie el agua sucio de vez en cuando mientras estas limpiando el piso.”

			“Si, señorita, ahorita,” he responds, continuing to clean with the same dirty water.

			“No, ahora misma!”

			“OK.” He lopes off with the heavy bucket; legs a little bowed, like so many of his countrymen, rickets, probably. 

			“Remind me to fire that idiot,” Robbie growls. 

			Robbie can be a bit of a pain, but there are lots of tips stuffed in her pocket tonight, as she has ended up pulling a double shift when Donna couldn’t make it. So that’s good. The bad is she keeps making mistakes with the drinks. Tonight (Robbie’s pointed out) she embarrassed him in front of a certain customer he wanted to impress.

			“He said a godmother, for Chrissake.” 

			“Yeah, Robbie, I know, but it was so loud, I thought he said ‘godfather.’” She rolls her eyes. So one took scotch and amaretto, the other vodka and amaretto. How could he expect her to remember such arcane bullshit?

			“I’ve counted on you, Erica, I had Toni give you a fucking tutorial. There was that Alexander thing and then, what was it? Yeah, you mixed up the amounts of grenadine and rum in that Cuban thing. Shit, Erica.”

			But by now Erica is used to Robbie’s temper, a mixed drink of its own: a dash of curse words, a soupçon of sarcasm, a splash of Liverpudlian anger. It passes quickly, usually anyway. More to the point, she isn’t afraid of Robbie because she sleeps with him. 

			“Robbie,” she continues in her defense, “what am I, a fucking encyclopedia of obscure mixed drinks?” 

			She’s aware that her pronunciation of “encyclopedia” and “obscure” are a bit slapdash. And she’s bobbing as she speaks, also not a great sign of sobriety. She is what Robbie calls “a little pissed,” sloshed or trashed in American, as she has the habit of helping herself to fingers of Remy from time to time; well, they all do. “And anyway, they drank the friggin’ things anyway before they complained,” she continues. 

			And she’s tired, so very tired. If it wasn’t for all the money she’s making, Erica realizes suddenly, she’d quit the job. And Robbie too. What she wants is a shower. To get out of this damp skin-tight black t-shirt with “Azure” in blue letters across her chest. Take a shower and then fall into her own little bed. That’s all she wants.

			“Robbie, I’m beat.” 

			“Yeah? Well, some blow will fix that.” In his apartment, Robbie sets up the coke lines. Erica yawns and tries to stay awake. It’s past the middle of the night; grey light is starting to seep in through the windows. But Robbie is energized, begins pacing, jabbing at the air like the bantam-weight boxer he says he’d been in Liverpool, and which he continues to practice at a gym. Tired as she is, she comes awake when the phone rings and Robbie starts shouting, then slams down the receiver and kicks the wall. He wheels around and stands over her. 

			“I can’t fuckin’ believe this guy!” He’s shouting, pacing, a new level of the temper Erica has regarded as blowing off steam. She is suddenly alert. 

			“That bloody cunt,” he says in his Liverpool accent which doesn’t really sound like the Beatles. “They don’t leave it alone. Fuckin’ with me again.” 

			“What, says Robbie? What is it?” Her eyes find her coat and bag, slung on the kitchen counter.

			“Get me a drink,” he said.

			She pours him a Remy.

			“The goddamn brother. Calling me again. I told them, you have piss-all against me, they ruled it misadventure. Or it was suicide. Didn’t have nothing to do with me.”

			“What, Robbie?” 

			He’s drunk now, he holds it well most of the time, but she’s seen when it hits him—bam! And then she’d best stay out of his way. Instinctively, she stands up, as if she could race to the door and be gone. 

			“Stop hovering!” he shouts. “Sit down.” 

			He gulps his drink, starts talking very fast. “This bird from Minnesota or some fuckin’ northern place like that, she shows up at the Azure. OK, so she had this look, one of those white blondes. Swedish or Norwegian. Squeaky-clean look to her. Melanie, she tells me. Melanie. And she’s celebrating with these actor friends, they’re all actors is what she calls them, bunch of birds. She’s got some bit part in this Off-Off Broadway play. Well, I don’t tell her it’s shit. And she’s tall with this great bod.” Robbie shakes his head. “I know what junkies look like, for fuck’s sake, and she wasn’t like that. Like a fuckin’ Girl Guide, you know?

			“Oh she fooled me. Happy with everything, pleased like it’s Christmas morning. Glamorous, she calls it. It’s glamorous being with you, Robbie. It’s one big party. Her fooling me. She knew how to cover up the tracks, all that, very clever. Until I find some works. Of course she denies it but I found her works. And then I think about the money that’s been going missing, a little here and there, from the bar. And I know: It’s Melanie.”

			“Melanie worked at Azure?” Erica is perspiring. Tries to keep from looking at the door. Wishes she hadn’t drunk so much at the bar. Snorted that coke. Her hands are shaking, she grits her teeth so her body won’t shake. She knows it’s going to be terrible, what he says. She just knows. 

			Robbie isn’t listening to her; he doesn’t seem to see her now. He’s staring out at the grey of the city at dawn. “Then I come home one night when she’s supposed to be here, I’m working at the club, and I catch her at it. I catch her with the belt tied around her arm and the works in, like that bloody junkie movie, Panic in the Park, Panic in the Needle. Whatever the fuck it’s called. So I tell her to get her stuff and get the fuck out. We’re done. She’s crying and begging me. I tell her I’ll call the cops and have her busted if she’s not gone when I come back. And I go back to the club.” 

			He looks at Erica suddenly. “Give me another.” Erica feels like a rag doll, her hands are like big cotton mitts as she pours the booze, some of it on the counter. Fortunately, he doesn’t notice. Nothing for her. Absolutely not. On second thought, she pours herself some too. 

			She manages to get it to him; Robbie grabs the cognac. 

			“I come back, she’s still here. In the bed. But she’s not moving. She’s green. She’s not moving. She’s…”

			“Oh, God!” Erica stands up, knocking over her drink. Neither of them notice. “Oh, God, shit, that poor girl.” In that bed, his bed, the bed he and Erica screwed in.

			“She’d ODed. I called the ambulance, then the fuckin’ cops come. But I’d cleared out the stash. Then, then, they find out the next-of-kin, she had this little address book, and they call them. Here. Here!” he shouts. “They come here, the cops told them she lived here, they show up. One snowy afternoon, before I’ve gone to the club, these three Minnesotans are at my door. The brother, the parents. The parents are catatonic but the brother, he’s like some Viking on a rampage. I won’t let them in, he’s pushing at the door, screaming that I was her drug dealer, I turned her on to smack, I killed her. And I’m trying to tell him no way, I never go near that shit, his little sister found it all on her own here in the Big Apple. And ever since, these phone calls, about suing me.”

			“When did she . . . it happen?” Erica says, her voice gravelly.

			“January. January 5. I won’t soon forget that day.” 

			“Two months ago?” Erica begins to wheeze. Melanie’s body, eight weeks ago, in Robbie’s bed.

			She doesn’t realize she’s crying. But she sees that he is, sort of. 

			When Robbie goes off to the bathroom to unload all that Remy, Erica grabs her bag and coat from the counter and runs out of the apartment, punches the elevator, praying that it comes right away, and it does. Outside, she forces her Raggedy-Ann limbs to move, please don’t let him get me, and flags down a lucky cab blocks or miles away. Thank God he doesn’t know where she lives. Well, he knows it’s up near Spanish Harlem, that’s all, though. “God have mercy, God have mercy,” she mumbles, it doesn’t seem to matter for whom.
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