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INTRODUCTION

neil strauss



There is a beautiful album from the ’60s called Odessey and Oracle. Recorded by the Zombies, it is one of the most meticulously arranged and stunningly executed albums of the rock era. It unfolds like a paper rose, each song twisted together by themes of memory, loss, love, and the changing of the seasons.

For years, I wondered what wondrous tale held all the songs together, what feat of conceptual derring-do lay behind the music. And then, one day, my chance to unravel the mysteries of the album came: I would be interviewing the Zombies for The New York Times. And so I asked the question: “What ties all these songs together?” The band’s answer: nothing. They are just songs, the members said, unrelated in any way.

I was stunned. I grappled with their answer for days afterward, until I came to a conclusion: They were wrong. Sure, they may have written and recorded the songs. But I had listened to them. I had the pictures in my head. They were mine now. And so, as I continued to listen to the songs, I wove them together into a fifty-page musical, a tale of murder and intrigue, heartbreak and betrayal. Zombies be damned.

There are some songwriters who don’t like to discuss the meanings of their lyrics or the intention behind them. They don’t want to interfere with the interpretations their fans have imposed on the music, they say. When I heard this answer in interviews, I used to think that it was a cop-out. But the beauty of music is that it is, as Marshall McLuhan would say, a hot medium. It occupies only the ears, leaving the imagination free to wander (unlike films or the Internet). The closest equivalent is literature, which occupies only the eyes. The intent may belong to the artist, but the significance is the property of the beholder.

Lit Riffs then are the synesthetic experience that occurs when the senses cross, when sound becomes text. The converse experience is far from a rarity: books have led to countless classic songs and albums. Some of the best work of David Bowie and Pink Floyd was inspired by George Orwell; Bruce Springsteen based a song on Jim Thompson’s The Killer Inside Me; U2 brought Salman Rushdie to musical life with “The Ground Beneath Her Feet”; the Cure made Albert Camus a goth icon with “Killing a Stranger”; Metallica brought “One” into focus with Dalton Trumbo’s Johnny Got His Gun. Cribbing from everything from the Bible to Yeats is a time-honored tradition among songwriters, as much a staple of the art as coffee and cigarettes.

Though there are exceptions (from Haruki Murakami to James Joyce), far fewer writers look to music as the jumping-off point for a story or novel. Yet the simple act of listening to most songs, even nonnarrative ones, triggers a narrative or imaginary video in the mind. For example, many can’t help but imagine a fist connecting with Britney Spears when she sings “Hit Me Baby One More Time,” even though that’s not even what the song’s about. It’s simply their personal interpretation (or perhaps, for some, it’s wish fulfillment).

Thus, twenty-four writers—from leading novelists to top music critics—were asked to riff on a piece of music. The authors included here were instructed only to choose a song, write a story inspired by it, and provide an explanation of their choice. They were free to choose whatever music they wanted—even if, as in the case of Darin Strauss’s Black Crowes-derived be-careful-what-you-wish-for tale, it wasn’t a song they necessarily loved. And they were free to interpret in any way they saw fit, even if, as in the case of Victor Lavalle’s story, a droning, lyric-less song by the White Stripes reminded him of Iceland, which made him think of ice cubes, leading to a haunting fable of death and decomposition that is far from simple White Stripes homage.

Some stories here, like the Lester Bangs piece that begins (and in fact inspired) this collection, and Neal Pollack’s dissection of alt-country posers, are music criticism disguised as narrative. Others, like Toure’s Biblical Bob Marley parable, take the lyrics literally and tell the story of a song in prose form. Many, like Elissa Shappell’s John Cale tale, riff on the metaphor, mood, and message of a song. Tom Perrotta mixes both the Tom Petty original and the Johnny Cash cover of “I Won’t Back Down” into a vignette capturing the strange, mixed-up feelings that arise in grade school when social and parental pressures collide.

In her wonderful tale of Vietnam vets and the misfit obsessed with them, Lisa Tucker takes not just a song—“Why Go” by Pearl Jam—but also the album, the genre, and the period of the music, and rolls it all into one memorable story. In the process, her tale manages to capture the reason why a sad song can actually be uplifting to listen to—because it lets listeners know that they are not alone in their feelings, that there is someone else in this world who understands them.

Elsewhere, Anthony DeCurtis places the music of the Beatles squarely in his story, as a backdrop to the narrative. Julianna Baggott flips the script on Bruce Springsteen, exploring the point of view of one of the female characters, Crazy Janie, who tramps through his songs. Jennifer Belle writes a prequel to Paul Simon’s “Graceland.” Tanker Dane finds his “Hallelujah” not just in the version by Jeff Buckley, but in his tragic death. And Ernesto Quiñonez finds his inspiration the furthest afield, basing his elegy to the heyday of tagging on the aura of the video for “The Message” by Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five.

While rock fans tend to be obsessed with lyrics, basing their stories on words, Hannah Tinti looked to the music—the modal interplay, the harmonic innovation, the high-flying solos—of a Miles Davis composition in order to structure a poignant moment intertwining a man falling with a man ascending.

Taken together, all these stories, interpretations, and points of view make up the greatest compilation album you can’t listen to. Of course, all of the above story analysis is my own, and has nothing to do with the actual intent of the author (just as their interpretations have nothing to do with the intent of the actual songwriter or performer). Perhaps I would have been better off writing a song based on these lit riffs and completing the circle.

Of course, due to greedy music publishers, the lyrics to each song could not be printed in their entirety, which is an advantage in many ways because you should be experiencing the original inspiration as music (instead of text) anyway. In fact, just download the songs and, if so inspired, come up with your own lit riff. And if you ever happen to run into a former member of the Zombies, remember to tell him that he was wrong. Those songs do mean something.






MAGGIE MAY

lester bangs


Wake up Maggie

I think I got something to say to you.

“Maggie May”

Rod Stewart





Years later, flipping idly through his collection of ten thousand albums, he settled on an original mono copy of Sonny Boy Williamson’s Down and Out Blues on Chess, slid it on the turntable, then lay back in his pasha’s throne of a chair, contemplating the irony of it all: the wretched ragged wino on the cover of the LP, and what on earth he would do with a fourteen-year-old girl if she spread her legs before him, begging to be fucked. The wino might do better, he chuckled to himself. After all those Vogue manikins, the would-be Bardots, next year’s Lorens and closing-time pickups; with some of them he’d been so drunk he’d never be able to say with absolute certainty that … no, there was just no way. Right now he’d rather be sipping this hundred-year-old brandy and digging Sonny Boy running down those same old lines he first heard when he was living on mashed potatoes than fuck anything. Sonny Boy was juicier than Brooke Shields would ever be. It had been better to sit and starve, nursing his desperation till some kinda break came his way. When it came, it wasn’t the kind of break he’d had in mind. Which only figured.



This fictional piece was inspired by the song “Maggie May,” by Rod Stewart and Martin Quittenton, but not by the lives or activities of any real person. Nothing herein is based on any actual circumstances or events, or meant to impute actual conduct, motives, or intentions to any real persons.

It was 1966. There she was, the Perfect Slattern, propped atop that barstool ugly and coarse as only far-gone alcoholics can be, forty if she was alive but still looking all there in a leathery kind of way that surprised him, that turned him on, but here he’d somehow ended up, ditched by a friend who unlike him had enough money to keep on drinking, and he looked at her and she at him and a pact was thereby sealed before a single word was spoken on either side—now is that true love, or what? Mutual convenience perceived through alcoholic fog was more like it. He walked over and slid up onto the empty stool next to her, and she took one look at him—his hair, his clothes, his hangdog face—and immediately knew who was buying the drinks. She asked what he’d have, he ordered a shot of rum and a pint of Guinness. He wanted to court blackout or at least unaccountability before he had a chance to think about what he might be getting into. He drank so fast even she was a little surprised, laughing and drawling something like, “Surely I can’t look that bad—Christ, I just came back from the powder room. Or is Art really that agonizing?” And she threw back her brass mane, opened those full lips, and laughed again, a true healthy hardehar this time, nothing self-effacing or ingratiating about it. She had him, and she knew it, and somehow his position as Henry Miller-style roué without a sou to his still unfamous name, living off his wits and special Way with the Ladies, did not seem to save much face or cut too far into her cynicism. He was just too pathetic, anybody could have him for a meal, but she was the one willing to take him out of sheer strumpet benevolence if nothing else—and since she now owned him dick to dorsal he might as well get an equivalent eyeful of his Owner: she looked good. Damn good. Better, in fact, at least to him at that moment, than all those damn ersatz Twiggies flitting around Carnaby Street on Dexedrine scripts and boyfriends in bands with first albums just breaking the U.S. Top 100, the kind of girl you saw everywhere then and he’d fucked enough of to know he didn’t really like them, because anorexia somehow just failed to light his fuse, ninety pounds of speed-nattering Everybird, never read a book in their collective lives beyond Shrimpton’s Beauty Tips, less soul than Malcolm Muggeridge’s mother, just sitting there waiting for someone to happen but sufficiently plugged into the Scene to let them in on which name it was gonna be hip to drop next week. He always thought when he fucked them he oughta come away with purple bruises on each hip, war trophies of the ’orrid bone-bangin’ he’d endured just ’cause some poof on the telly told them all that you just could never be too thin….

Now, here, next to him, sat a middle-aged slut with bulging reddened alkie eyes, leering through rotten teeth, just beginning to go to fat in a serious way. He began to get a serious hard-on, and he wondered for a second if he had some kind of Mother Fixation, then decided that he couldn’t care less. He got harder with the decision to stand his ground, incest be damned. Looked straight at all of her, as she at him: he estimated size 38 tits, beginning to sag a bit but that was all right, the way of nature wa’n’t it?, globes that heaved up from a rather low-cut frock even for that neighborhood, and like the rest of her those breasts might reek but retained just a pinch of that pink, plump, girlishly buxom crèmecast of milkmaid tenderness, and gazing rapt and rigid he could not help but wonder awestruck at just what manner of pagan secrets might lie deep in the pit of cleavage. Surely there was something down there, one had but to dig breastplate-deep to dredge up treasures untold (the Twigs, of course, had no tits whatsoever and were all prissily proud of it), perhaps jewels and musks she’d carried all the way from the narcotized dens of the mystic East, where she’d spent her girlhood tremulously awaiting the needs of some fat sheikh who was so stoned and overstocked fuckwise he never even got around to her, so in revenge she stole into his inner sanctum and purloined his most prized rubies, opals, amulets, and blocks of pure hash and opium, hiding them in the handiest place, and though the master didn’t catch her at theft he did find her encroaching on his hophead den and in punishment booted her ample ass clean out of his fleet of tents and into the molten Sahara sands, a white-hot sea where she’d’ve roasted like a squab had she not hitched a ride from missionaries, whose camel deposited her on the outskirts of Tangiers, where she sold her virgin essence to some stogie-smelly Yank robber baron who came quick anyway, but after he OD’d on absinthe she picked his pockets clean, netting not only enough money to keep her off the streets and in the bars for a while but a ticket to London via Luxury Cruise, in the course of which she enjoyed a brief affair with the son of a famous American expatriate or so he claimed, but then he apologized for his rather pallid passions explaining that Dear Old Dad had bequeathed him a palpable preference for boybutt. She didn’t believe a word out of his mouth and they both had the time of their lives getting drunk like Boer War vets on the anniversary of the Big Battle, forgetting all about sex for the nonce. Landing on Blake’s native soil, she made a beeline for the seediest part of London Central, renting a crummy room she decorated with a reproduction of Man Ray’s famed Box with Two Peaches in the Sky taped up on one wall, which cheered her up no end.

Man Ray might have been a gay porno star as far as his knowledge extended. He didn’t know said lithograph was worth twenty-five pounds if it was worth a shot on the house. On the other hand, she had never heard Otis Rush’s original 78 rpm rendition of “Double Trouble” on the Cobra label, which he just happened to be the proud owner of. Clearly it was a match made in heaven, especially when he looked down and discovered himself delighted at the sight of one peremptory ripple of flab around her middle. That hula hoop of fat, he knew there was definitely no turning back now, so downward yet anon did slither his ogling orbs to grow themselves all wet at the sight of two more than amply supple legs in black fishnet stockings crossed under the hem o’ that minidress, the whole thrilling vista tapering in most sublime tribute to Jehovah’s very handiwork in two black patent leather shoes with stiletto heels could slice a porkbutt clean asunder. And amazingly enough, she wanted none other than that scrawny excuse for a failed fop HIM!

By now they’d practically consummated a week of orgiastic gymnopeds via eyes alone, so she paid up quick and out they scooted. Fairly ran down the block and up the stairs, through her door, where then she did after all think to stop and ask, “Like my Man Ray?”

“What’s that? Some billboard for a new poofter play?”

She charitably ignored this idiocy, choosing instead to trip and shove him backward onto her scummy rumpled bed, the sheets and blankets not washed in weeks because she was too busy at the wine to remember them so they stank like sick goats but little he cared being drunk and lust-racked, too, so they commenced to make what Shakespeare, who could get at least as down ‘n’ dirty as say Texas Alexander when so he chose, once called “the beast with two backs.” An apt description in this case, because the pair set to rutting like hogs been penned apart all winter, or dogs sprung from sexually segregated pounds (a pup-population control measure once actually tried in America, resulting in one lockup fulla Rovers crawling around the room all day leaving bowwow jizz all over the floors, and another wherein the bitches thus imprisoned and deprived set up such a tempest-trough of yipyap yelpings and piteous yowls not unreminiscent of chalk squeaking on blackboards that the whole idea was abandoned overnight and a platoon truckload of panting Fidos imported special to the Lady Bowzers for a full-scale K-9 orgy just to shut ’em the fuck up) (happened in Keokuk, Iowa, case you wondered where the locals’d be fool enough to concoct such a scheme in the first place), they were hungry, and nosh awhile they did, groinwise that is, grinding away in to-the-hilt gimme-glee sloshed swill-sploshes of Eau de Poozwax Straight Up & Mulching Mit More Spizz-Overflow than whole popovs with some o’ them Twiglets occasioned—it splashed across the grimy walls and soaked through the putrid coverlets, one rampant rivulet running down the bed cross the floor under the door down three flights of stairs and all the way out into the street where it conjugated unnoticed with TB sputum, not that the two lovers in question noticed any such minor details inasmuch as by that time they were too busy eating each other just toothpick-shy of outright cannibalism, after which they did it doggie-style and rocked so mighty they damn near broke the bedposts, the springs meanwhile playing at least five different Bartók string quartets and “From the Diary of a Fly” at once, causing an eighty-nine-year-old widowed pensioner in the next room past the wall which was about as thick as the cover off a copy of Uncle Scrooge ca. 1948 to seriously consider attempting to make his way down the stairs, a feat he had not accomplished in a decade and a half, so as to thereafter hit the street and see if he himself could purchase the last hit of whoopie he’d ever know except even allowing for the stairs he was still thinking WWII prices which’d mean he couldn’t afford much beyond a quick whackoff into an old handkerchief while peering through a peephole at some grainy loop or two of (sign on door claimed) Mexican lezzies havin’ at each other orally which mighta been still a heap better’n nothing (I tried it once on 42nd St. and it was great, but felt filthy afterward so never went back) except Pops here ain’t even really had it up since the Rosenbergs were burned so what the fuck….

When they were done dogfucking they sprawled back awhile to rest and pant and contemplate just exactly what they mighta forgot to try. Licking assholes? They talked about it but agreed it was finally neither’s style. Mild B&D/S&M? Well, both were tired. So they tried something really daring, truly avant, beyond the pales of known thrash: they snuggled up for warmth, and hugged and kissed, with full passion but also gently and tenderly, sometimes just barely grazing each other’s liptips (which really reactivated the lust-pustules in both bodies), for about twenty minutes. They kissed. Like kids, which was what he in fact was, and made her feel like all over again, which was the best feeling she’d had in years if not ever. When fully reprimed, they fucked once more, a long, slow, languorous workout in nothing but the Missionary Position, and when at last they came it seemed as if some timeless primal river was unleashed headwaters between the two as they writhed in one slow sliding tangle of YES from the core to YOU and no other … it was almost like some sort of, well, religious experience, mystical somehow, certainly elemental, the mindless melding of two principles always drawn together yet always warring everywhere, no confluently conjoined once-in-lifetime-memorable rapture among all manner of fucks high and low and every pit stop in between but this was one of the few ever that anybody’s lucky enough to get which really actually on some intangible certainly beyond verbalization level matters … what you keep on looking for every time you lie down, and suspicion or nerves or reminiscence of some past lover who warn’t so hot or drug-numbness or outright hatred or simple bone-weariness or god knows whatall else seems to come between you and it every time damn near … and True Love has nothing to do with it, on one level it’s nothing more than pure chemistry, though on a level a high degree or in-front mutual trust helps plenty, and finally maybe it’s just dumb luck: THIS TIME.

When it was over, they lay in silence for upward of an hour, lost in commingled dreams, drained beyond movement, finally he sat up and said: “What’s your name?”

She looked at him in silence for a full minute before answering. “Thanks a lot, SHITHEAD. That’ll do for you as far as I’m concerned. As far as mine goes, just for that you’ll never know. Now get dressed and get the fuck out of here.”

So he did, a little sheepishly to be sure. He wanted to apologize, but felt so, well, dazed and confused right then, that he had no idea how to even begin to try. He knew he had done something stupid, ugly, and thoughtless, but he hadn’t really meant anything by it, it was simply a product of his inexperience, which of course mortified him even more, till he felt he’d better get dressed and go or he was gonna wind up sitting there paralyzed. He’d never in his life felt more like a little boy, just as she had never felt more used, fucked, and then slapped down, put in what any cur of a male would be sure to think of as her rightful place, if for no other reason than that she was poor and single. She hated him, and all men, at that moment, and there was nothing in the world that could have changed that at the time.

When he was fully dressed, he stumbled across the bed, nearly breaking a leg and spilling across the floor, but no, he made it to his feet, though he still felt too wretched and ashamed to stand straight up all the way, so he kind of hunched across the room, hesitating by the door. He turned a bit, but was afraid even to look at her.

“Get out.” It was the voice of a sidewalk as it hits a drunk in the face. Except he was no longer drunk. He felt it, every dollop of loathing, contempt, finality. Sick in the pit of his gut, moving with the spindly gait of somebody staggering away from an automobile accident, he turned the knob on the door and let himself out. She turned her face to the wall, which was oily and stained in places and where she faced it almost black with the accumulated dirt and lives of so many people, most of them down-and-outers, over so many years, and she cried hard, bitter convulsive tears that seemed to come tearing out in great chunks like the face of some cliff smashed away by … what? One too many assholes? Solitary middle age with no real prospects in sight? The sudden sensation that it just might be the sum total of her life, for this was all she had managed to piece together in over four decades, and what in god’s name did she have to look forward to? Who wants a fifty-year-old hooker who’s particular about her services (no S&M, no showers, no really kinky stuff of any sort) in the first place? Or get in on the ground floor of some new, “straight” business … yeah, sure. Even waitresses had to show some list of past employments. All she had to show, really, was a succession of men: two failed marriages, countless lovers, most of them as callous as this one had turned out to be or worse, various marginal forms of employment (go-go dancer, topless waitress, hooker, massage parlor, call girl … it all boiled down to the same thing), no family contacted in decades, no kids, not even a pet, no library or record collection amassed over the years that could now be presented to herself as some kind of evidence proving she knew not what … nothing. Alcoholism. A lifetime of self-con, pretending she was some schoolgirl on a spree when everybody else her age was married, employed, or both. She was so ill equipped for real life, she reflected, that she wouldn’t even know how to commit suicide properly. Fuck it up no doubt. She laid her face in the black place where the two walls met, while more sobs heaved up from her very guts like boulders. In the next room, somebody turned up a radio playing some awful, maudlin song; they didn’t want to have to hear her.

He staggered on down the street, still in shock, found his way home, sat down, and tried to piece it all together. On one level it was all so simple, on another it was just too abrupt a jolt from too great a height to too miserable a sink. That plus the knowledge that he’d hurt someone, and he did have some though hardly a complete idea just how badly, and it was the person that on that day of his life he wanted most in the world to avoid hurting. Again he felt himself overwhelmed by feelings of helplessness and self-hatred. He sat like this for hours, barely moving a finger joint, almost in a trance, as the darkness fell over the city and filled the room. Finally, around 10 p.m., he got up and turned on the lamp. Then he sat down again. He knew that punishing himself this way, to such masochistic extremes, he was only reconfirming, again and again, the very conviction of immaturity which had, aside from the pain he’d inflicted, made him feel that way in the first place. But he was young and male and selfish enough to be more concerned with whipping himself and turning it into a grand melodrama than with what she must be going through. Well, he thought ruefully a couple of hours after turning out the light, at least here’s another song for you. Which of course made him feel even more ashamed. He fell into a fitful sleep, sitting up in his chair. He dreamed that he was a dog pawing the legs of passing women, all of them classy, fashionable, gorgeous, and looking up he saw the sneers on their faces. “Stupid mongrel mutt, go piss on somebody else’s leg.” One kicked him, and he went limping away. No one in the streets would even look at him, not even the beggar children: he was a mange-ridden stray.

She did not sleep. All night and all the next morning she sat on the bed, after the last tear had choked out, and stared at absolutely nothing. In the early afternoon she moved one limb. Then another. A bit at a time, she physically collected herself. For what she was about to do she hardly needed a mind. Finally she looked in her purse: £6. She snapped it shut, stood up with it in her hand, and walked out the door, which she did not bother to lock. Down the stairs, down the street, into another bar. It was a bar where lots of low-rent johns hung out, and she was going to be broke again soon. She took a stool and ordered a drink. And another. And another.

When he awoke, he felt stiff and sunbaked, sitting up like some mummy in a chair. He remembered everything, and the self-loathing had not abated, but at least now he was capable of planning and executing some course of action. For some reason he trusted himself just a hair more than last night. He left his apartment and headed straight for the bar where they’d met. When he didn’t find her there, he walked out and headed down the street, looking in every bar along the way until he came to the corner. Then he walked back, checking every bar on the other side. He didn’t drink.

Three hours later he walked into a dim, small bar on a side street, he saw her, hesitated, then clumsily approached. Her back was to him; she was looking down into her glass of wine. Standing behind her, he said, “I’m … so very … very sorry … I didn’t mean it … I mean … I just didn’t know …” The more he talked, the worse he was. With all the dignity of the longtime alcoholic who knows she’s drunk and couldn’t care less because unlike in the movies there are worse things in the world, namely, almost everything else in the world, she turned to face him. In the deadest voice possible she intoned: “You-have-got-some-fucking-nerve.” She looked at him; he couldn’t meet her gaze. She grew almost waspish: “Wasn’t yesterday enough? I’m not gonna give you the rest of your kicks by beating you. Although I will say you are a miserable whelp and one of the poorest excuses for a man I’ve ever met. But you know what? You’re not even the worst. Don’t kid yourself. You’re just another creep on the street. Now go wallow in somebody else’s miseries. I’m sure there’s a candidate just down the bar.” She paid for her drink, making sure to leave a tip, picked up her purse, and walked out.

He didn’t see her for two weeks. She felt better after the confrontation, but surprised herself with the realization that she also felt sorry for him, he really didn’t know what he was doing. He really was just a kid. She was taking a lifetime of sons-of-bitches out on him. Not that he didn’t give every indication of quite likely growing up to be one fully as practiced at true brutality as the rest. It was just that, somehow, even as she sensed his selfishness, she couldn’t help being touched at least a little by his confusion, his genuinely repentant albeit masochistic manner, and her own inclination to give him the benefit of the doubt. Why? she kept asking herself. And finally concluding: Maybe just because you have at this point absolutely nothing else to do with your life. Which, once she’d articulated it, was obviously as pathetic a reason for doing absolutely anything as any of his. Fuck it, she thought, tricked her landlord and a couple of others she forced out of memory as soon as the episodes were done, and started drinking again, moving slowly from bar to bar at her own unset pace.

He hadn’t been able to look a woman, any woman, in the eye since she’d told him off in the bar when he’d gone to find her. For several days he sat in his room; finally he called a friend and told him the whole story. “C’mon,” laughed the friend, “she’s just a whore. Don’t be a sucker.” “Fuck you,” he said.

Crass as his friend had been, he’d come away knowing one thing: she was no more perfect than he, and he’d been putting her on a pedestal purely in the interests of his masochism. Whether or not she might actually be a prostitute was a matter of no moral judgment to him one way or the other. If he had suspected she was one, it had been a secret excuse to romanticize her. Slowly, somehow, without further contact, he began to perceive her as a human being. As all that fell into place, his anger at himself assumed a more fitting perspective. Finally, he saw that even his groveling apologies—perhaps in a way especially them—were at bottom selfish. She’d been right. For some time now, he’d been in the habit of treating women with casual unconcern—like shit. It was an act that worked more often than not, but it also ensured that he’d always end up with the same kind of woman, and ultimately alone. Now that he had encountered somebody he was capable of caring about, he’d exploited her in a way that was probably even worse—to expunge his guilt over all the others he’d mistreated, to put himself in their place, to know how it felt to be treated just that shabbily. He also felt that, if they could ever clear all this up, there might be some possibility for … what? Something more than what he’d been accustomed to. On the other hand, it might just be that all it had amounted to was an incidence of random lust, proof of which lay in the very fact that the instant they’d tried to verbally communicate, all hell had broken loose. He wondered at times if he shouldn’t just forget the whole thing, or take it as a lesson learned and go on with his life. But gradually he came to realize that one way or another she was almost all he ever thought about. Which might mean that this was just a particularly twisted teenage crush, but he had to find, see, and at least try to talk to her again. For better or worse.

She’d been on the bottle long enough to have long since lost track of the days. In one bar she ran into a guy she’d once lived with, a comparatively decent sort, who’d given her some money. “Take better care of yourself,” he said evenly but with real concern. “You’re too good a person to go out this way.” She asked him what the fuck he cared. “I guess I probably don’t,” he admitted, “except insofar as we were once lovers; if I cared for you enough to live and sleep with you then, part of that must still exist now. You see what I mean? I don’t know if I loved you. But I did care. And I still care, and maybe I always will. I don’t know what’s happened to you and I don’t think I want to, but do me a favor and try to pull yourself out of this downslide. You know that’s a coward’s way out, and I never would have been attracted to a coward in the first place. You’re the same person and so am I. I don’t want anything out of you now except that you maybe show some of the spunk that drew me to you in the first place. I mean, what the fuck? Why kill yourself over some asshole? Why give him the satisfaction? Just start is all I’m saying—put one foot in front of the other, and keep doing it. Things’ll get better, not today or tomorrow, but by and by. You’ll see. I’ve been down there, too.” He laughed. “Otherwise, terminate the soap opera with some style: go get a pistol out of the nearest fuckin’ pawnshop and BLOW YOUR FUCKIN’ BRAINS OUT!”

They stared at each other for a long moment. Then both laughed at the same time, not loud and hearty by any means, but for real. It was her first real laugh, since … well, yeah, since all that. “I’ll even loan you the money,” he said. They laughed again. Between his sense of humor, the pep talk, his shaming her for being maudlin and giving yet another creep any satisfaction whatsoever, plus the basic knowledge that at least one other person in the world actually cared with no strings attached, she came out of it.

“Let’s go fuck,” she said.

“No,” he said. “Not today. Nothing personal.”

“Okay,” she said, and stopped drinking.

They embraced and kissed lightly, without tenderness or passion. They walked off in opposite directions. She had absolutely no idea what she was going to do with herself. It was enough merely to feel good, to nourish some resolve, however vague. She went back to her apartment and thought about her options for the rest of the afternoon. There certainty weren’t all that many of them, but how many did most people have? Fuck it. The first thing was to make some firm decisions, second thing to stick to them. Set her life in order. She picked up pad and pen and made a list:


	(1) Sober up. Stay that way.

	(2) Don’t fuck anybody else for money.

	(3) Don’t fuck anybody you don’t really want to.

	(4) Find some sort of straight job.

	(5) No more self-pity, no matter what happens.



That was enough. It took her three days to sober up. She faked an application form and got a shit job filing papers in an office building. Temp work termed permanent. It was hell. But she just did what she’d always done when she was fucking for money: shut off her mind and let Bach or Mozart play instead. Bit by bit, day by day, she regained her self-esteem. Even made friends, of sorts, on the job. Of course none of them were the kind of people you could really talk to—they were all women, and they all actually thought being a secretary was going to lead somewhere, or they just wanted to get married, and generally spoke in banalities of their lives and the things they had just bought or were planning/hoping to buy. She made one male friend who lasted exactly a week and a half, until he made a crude and clumsy pass at her over lunch, and when she politely refused, he began to sulk. After that he wouldn’t talk to her. Fuck him. One day she realized she had been celibate for over two months. At night she read or listened to the radio, what she could stand of it, which was very little, or watched TV, what she could stand of it, which was very little, mostly old movies and news. She thought about her life. It hadn’t been so good, in fact much of it had been an outright nightmare. But then she thought about the women she worked with, and their lives, with or without men, what they had amounted to so far or possibly ever could: they were so timid they might as well never have been born. She was better off with the nightmares. She’d learned a few things. When that thought hit her, she couldn’t help laughing out loud.

Meanwhile he sat in his apartment, thinking about her when he wasn’t dwelling on his own problems or mentally combining the two. He was still determined to find her, but she seemed to have disappeared from the bars. Nobody seemed to have a clue as to her whereabouts. One day he thought, I wonder if she is dead, and a chill ran through him. He was still writing songs, but none of them were about her. He wasn’t ready yet—or he was afraid. The songs weren’t about anything in particular. He knew he was stagnant, knew he had to do something with his life and his music, but had no idea what.

Months passed. One day he turned a corner in the middle of London and almost bumped smack into her. They were both startled, then both laughed in spite of themselves. It had been too long for high dramatics of any sort. “Well, well,” she said calmly, a bit too calmly she thought. “Of all the ghosts in this town. And just how are you? Still fucking women just so you can shove them face-first in the dirt five minutes after?”

She was surprised at the lack of malice in the way she said the words. Somehow they felt almost obligatory; somehow, she knew, she wanted to talk to him. About what, she had no idea.

He blushed. That was when she knew why she wanted to talk to him, and why she felt just the slightest bit foolish for making the little speech she’d just concluded. “I … ,” he began, and stopped. Still an adolescent. They looked at each other. “Let’s go get a cup of tea,” she said.

They sat down in a restaurant around the corner and stared at each other a while longer. To her, it felt downright comical. Still, she knew just how much she was enjoying the power she was now holding, the feeling of totally controlling the situation with a man for once in her life. She didn’t like the idea of letting that go. At least she knew she didn’t want to right this minute. But what the hell did that mean? She had no desire to hurt him; if anything, she felt playful. But that, too, seemed a kind of unnecessary mockery, in spite of her memories. She wanted to talk to him, she repeated to herself. If only she knew where to begin.

He began. “I was a terrible fool. Please forgive me.”

“Stop.” She was beginning to get irritated already.

“No, no, you’ve got to listen. Please. I was wrong and I hurt you. And then I compounded it later.”

“That you did.”

“Well, at least I can tell you that I know all that now.”

“Congratulations.” She was being too cool, too terse, it was some form of overcompensation, she knew it. What she didn’t know was why. Which meant that suddenly she was no longer in control. And given this state, that left a real mess: two cartoon characters, trying on balloons. No, that was forced cynicism. She didn’t know what she felt. One thing she did know: she had been on automatic pilot for what seemed like an eternity. This was like two babies stumbling across a playpen toward each other more than anything else, but even that was more than anything she’d felt with anyone else in so long that … she was fascinated, pulled in, and she didn’t know why. She kept telling herself the whole thing was stupid—she should just get up and leave.

“I’ve thought about you a lot.”

She didn’t say anything. She had thought of him as little as possible.

“I’ve also been trying to find you for months. Not to ask any kind of absolution, but … you made me understand certain things about myself. When you weren’t even around. I guess that sounds selfish, but …”

“Yeah, especially considering humiliating me was your ticket to Total Enlightenment.” She grew impatient again. “Look, I know you’re young. But I’ve just been through too many assholes in my time. Maybe to someone else, especially a girl your own age, it would have meant less. Maybe to some it would have meant nothing. People have that attitude a lot these days. I—”

“I don’t either. Maybe what you’re really saying is that I have nothing to offer you. Aside from whatever you might have to offer me.”

“Well, I could give you pointers on the etiquette of how not to treat women like shit, for starters. The next person you fuck might appreciate that.”

“What can I say? You’ve got me over a barrel. I blew it. I can’t even apologize anymore. All I can say is one thing: Will you go to dinner and the movies with me this Friday night?”

“Why on earth should I do that?”

“I honestly don’t know. I might not if I was you. I’m just asking. You can say no.”

“Dinner and the movies—how charmingly teenage.” She knew her sarcasm was flat, stalling for time.

So did he, finally. “So stop playing around: What’s your answer?”

She looked at him. “Yes.”

Now neither held the cards. “What is this?” he asked simply and sincerely.

“I swear,” she sighed, “I haven’t got the slightest idea. If I did, I’d be glad to tell you.”

“Maybe it’s good. This way.”

“What’s good?”

“I don’t know.”

“This conversation is absurd. The tea’s gotten cold. I have to go, I’m late getting back from my coffee break.” She gathered her things and stood up. “See you Friday night. You know where I live. I’m generally home after six o’clock; other than that, I’m not particular about time. Just don’t come barging in, in the middle of the night, ever. I’ve been through that one once too often. And especially don’t come barging in drunk, ever. Which reminds me, I’m trying not to drink now. Just thought I’d let you know I don’t mind going to bars, but don’t expect me to get wasted on anything with you.”

“Okay.”

She walked out. He tasted his tea. It was cold. She’d left him the check. He paid, left a tip, and walked out.

She had trouble concentrating on her work. It was just that it was so boring. So, ultimately, were Bach and Mozart, at least when you had to hear them inside your head. Here she was, a woman in her forties, with a Friday night date with some rock ‘n’ roll teenager. She didn’t even like rock ‘n’ roll.

Friday night he showed up at exactly 6:10 p.m. “What kept you?” she joked.

“Huh?”

“Nothing. So, what’s on the agenda? What’s the movie? What kind of exotic meal you got planned for us? A foreign restaurant, I hope? And will I be expected to fuck you in return at the end of the evening?”

He didn’t say anything; he looked hurt. Instantly she regretted the last sentence that had come out of her mouth. “Look, all I meant is that I’m bored out of my skull. I work in a morgue. You’re a teenager, they’re supposed to be up on all the latest kicks. Well,” she tried to joke, “Show me some kicks. I’m a desperate woman.”

He didn’t know she was joking. “You work in a morgue? Really?”

“No. I wish I did. It’s a morgue for dead papers—writs, subpoenas, wills, old lawsuits, on and on and on. Dead bodies would be a definite improvement.”

“Oh.”

He was nervous. So was she, but in a different way. Clearly, each wanted something different out of the other. Somehow they just kept missing. She decided to try a more direct approach. The most direct.

“What do you want from me?”

He didn’t answer for a couple of minutes. “I’m not really sure, except I think somehow it has something to do withdon’t laugh now—soul.”

“Who’s laughing? I’m flattered. But then, I’ll take just about anything I can get these days. Soul. Why me?”

“That’s a lot harder to answer. Maybe because … you’re the sort of person who would joke about your job by describing it as a morgue, or wish it was instead, or maybe it’s just that … I think you want something from all of this—meaning all this around us, life, work, whatever—that you’re not getting. And you’re not gonna stop struggling. Or”—he laughed—“at least complaining until you get it. Or at least find out what it is.”

“What if I’m not missing anything? What if there’s nothing there to miss?”

“You aren’t the type to settle for a good answer when I finally managed one, are you? You gotta push it to the next level of impossibility. In fact”—he laughed again—” I wouldn’t be surprised if you turned out to be impossible all the way around. Maybe”—he stared at her for a long moment, not kidding at all and both of them knew it—“that’s the last word with you. Maybe that’s how you get your kicks after all. You get your kicks by seeing to it that everything remains impossible. And I don’t even mean anything so banal as you and I. I mean a serious effort, conscious or not, in futility as a way of life.”

She hadn’t been ready for that. It was too close to the exact center of her most basic fears. All she could do was own up. “You’re right. I’m into absolutely nothing. Waiting around to die. So what’s a bright, talented young lad like you doing with the likes of me?”

“I don’t exactly know, just yet. Why should I? Maybe I agree with you. Maybe I think you don’t want to believe your own arguments. But I don’t want to turn this into a philosophy seminar. I’ll tell you this: I’m not in love with you—”

“That’s good—”

“—I just like being around you. And I think by now I’ve earned the right to ask you at least one question: Just why in hell do you wanna be around the likes of me? Some dumb kid who doesn’t know whether he’s coming or going, loves and even writes and sings music you hate—like you said the other day, we have absolutely nothing in common. So why did you say yes? And why do I get the feeling that this whole conversation amounts to more of the same? JUST WHAT DO YOU SEE IN ME, HUH?”

“I … can’t honestly say. When you’re as old as I am, you’ll understand better, and I don’t mean this to sound condescending, what I mean when I say that ninety-nine percent of men, that I ever encountered at least, are one hundred percent shits. The odds don’t look too good, given my age, my work, my financial situation, my marital status, how many children I’ve contributed to our ever-expanding social future, my history as regards booze and the like—any way you look at it, I’m a bad bet. I hope you appreciate I’m telling you the truth.”

“You’re also deliberately leaving out all the emotion.”

“That’s because I don’t feel any yet.”

“That’s a lie.”

“No, it’s not. I haven’t felt any in a long, long time. I shut all of it off. You kids can afford to throw that emotion stuff all over the place—us older folks, especially women, are rather more spent. And I don’t fit in anywhere. Never have. I never will. You, on the other hand, have a whole ‘generation’ to back up any horseshit you get yourself into. You’re lucky, but I’m not jealous. You’ll end up one of two ways: just like me, or just like the rest of the people on my job. Either way you’ll be unhappy. This ‘generation’ stuff is just a con to try and sell you something I know, I’ve seen it before, the same catchphrases. But the last word is I’m desperate. And THAT’S”—here she bore down almost with a vengeance—“WHY I’M SPENDING FRIDAY NIGHT WITH YOU INSTEAD OF ALONE WITH A BOOK, OR THE RADIO OR TV I NEVER PLAY.” “So you’re desperate. So are millions of other people, but they’re not with me. You are. How come?”

She felt cornered. “Because … I’m just narcissistic enough that when I look at you, I see some of me looking back, and I like that. I want a yes-man—”

“Ah, come on—”

“Okay, then, I want a mirror. Or somebody who shares some of these feelings you call futile. I want to talk like this, even if we’re both just digging one big hole that leads nowhere, as I strongly suspect, I’ve been starved for talk like this for longer than you can imagine. Most people never do it, and when I start to—”

“I know—”

“They get weird.”

He looked her in the eye. “That’s ’cause they’re afraid of you. Because the very fact of you raising the questions threatens the very foundations of their lives, what they live for and why.”

“Don’t you dare deny how scared you are of me—”

“Yeah, but that’s different….”

“So what? Maybe we’re wrong and they’re right. Maybe we should just shut up and go buy something.”

“Okay—whaddaya want?”

“Absolutely nothing anybody’s selling, at least not at any price I can afford. Two months on the coast of Spain might be nice. How about you ? Surely there’s some new rock album you’re just dying to own.”

“I already bought it, the day it came out.”

“Well then, a new stereo.”

“Old stereos are better, at least for the kind of music I usually listen to, and I already got one.”

“A new guitar.”

“Already own two.”

“Strings.”

“Thirty-four pence apiece.”

“Amp.”

“When I have more money.”

“Clothes.”

“Why? Soon as you get caught up, they change all the fashions so you just have to start all over again.”

“That sounds exactly like something I would say.”

He grinned. “Maybe that answers your question of why we should be together.”

“Or why we should stay away from each other at all times.”

“Face it: we’re both snobs.”

“We don’t like anybody or anything—”

“That’s ’cause nobody and nothing is good enough for us—”

“Or so we think—”

“So here we are, pretending we’re right and they’re wrong—”

“When really we both know better—”

“If we don’t they’ll be letting us know real soon.”

“Would you rather spend the rest of your life in prison or the nuthouse?”

“That’s a rough one. Gimme some time. Neither.”

“My answer exactly.”

“But what’s gonna happen when we get to the point—”

“Wait, I already know what you’re about to say—”

“When we both think the same thing—”

“Always—”

“So we no longer need to talk at all?”

“I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”

“Either that or find out what we can’t stand about each other and go our separate ways.”

“All right. So we’ve agreed about all the things we hate—so much so we don’t even need to discuss them….

“Yeah …”

“Yeah, well, what about the things we actually like?”

“What about ’em?”

“Well, JUST WHAT ARE THEY? I mean, I wanna see an itemized list.”

“Can’t be done.”

“Why not?”

“Guess.”

“We don’t like enough things to fill out the fingers of one hand much less a whole sheet of paper.”

“Right again.”

“Though there is one thing …”

“Yeah … ?

“Well … I’m kinda hesitant to bring it up …”

“For God’s sake, WHY?”

“Because … well …”

“Are you talking about what I think you’re talking about?”

“Uhh …”

“You are. After all we’ve been through.”

“Yeah, but look at it this way: when the rest of human experience is totally worthless, and we see eye to eye to such an extent we can barely talk, that leaves just ONE THING.”

“Hmmm … and what if that runs out, too?”

“It won’t.”

“Why?”

“Trust me.”

“Why?”

“You’ve got nothing better to do.”

“True enough.”

“Hey.”

“What?”

“Let’s fuck.”

“I thought you’d never ask.”

From that night it began to seem as if they measured their time more in terms of when and for how long they had to be apart than when they saw each other. They became so attuned to each other’s thought patterns that conversation did indeed sometimes become all but superfluous. Yet, curiously, that was all they lived for. Or so they thought. So he thought. There was never the slightest doubt in his mind.

After a few months, she began to have second thoughts. They were too much alike. Lovers brought something unexpected, some tension to the relationship that made it click, cook, and change. This was more like brother and sister. Which she never told him, but she increasingly found less than dizzyingly erotic. It was simply too pat. Yet there he was, as happy as she had ever seen anyone be in her life. Her reservations made her feel guilty, and the fact that she didn’t voice them compounded the guilt. She was hiding plenty from him, more all the time in fact. She couldn’t stand the thought of him being unhappy. If things continued on their present course, she was going to end up bored out of her fucking mind. She was beginning to feel like his mother: precisely because she understood all this and he didn’t. Whereas he felt like a 100 percent fulfilled LOVER, if not a flat-out husband.

One thing was clear: they were not communicating. He just thought they were. He was living in a dream that she had the power to break in a moment, with a word. She had never heard of anything more unfair in her life. And what was most unfair about it was that it was nobody’s fault. There were no villains, no excuses, no nothing, and she was going crazy. Something had to give. There was no solution, short of death. And she was not prepared to die. He was healthier than anyone else she knew. Why shouldn’t he be: she, as he’d put it so often, repeating the phrase till she could scream, “completed” him. Completed him. Was that even fair to him, assuming it was true? What sort of life could he possibly have, when both of them were so alienated, and the crucial difference was that she had had over forty years to acclimate herself to it, even view it with a certain wry detachment, whereas he, being a child of the sixties with all that that entailed, thought there was no reason on earth why he should acclimate himself to anything? Why shouldn’t they just be happy? Wasn’t that what it was all about? Hadn’t they found it in each other? But we aren’t supposed to he happy, she wanted to scream.

She thought about it all the time. How could he not notice? Had he gone senile? Maybe his whole generation was senile, with their Beatles and drugs and notions of happiness as some inalienable birthright instead of an occasional holiday that sneaks up on you while you figure out a way to fuck it up. She was just too set in her ways. Whereas he could bend to anything, and did, regularly. Which was one of the main reasons why she was beginning to feel like a mother. Who the hell was she to remake and define his whole life? Yet that was seemingly exactly what he wanted. What else was there for him? It was sickening. Once they were alike; now they were both her. One was more than enough.

One day she sat down and made a list of possible solutions:

(1) Commit suicide. Then he would be free. Unacceptable. As pointless as life was, she had no intention of checking out until absolutely necessary. Besides, who was to say that he might not kill himself in grief immediately thereafter, becoming her shadow even in death?

(2) Confront him. Tell him she couldn’t stand it anymore. Then ask for his advice. Trouble was, she suspected he wouldn’t have any. He had externalized his own emptiness to the point he thought she was perfect. Perfect. Some joke that was. A forty-six-year-old divorcée and intermittent alcoholic subject to chronic depression and conviction that life is meaningless and empty, an individual with zero interests, no skills, shit job, ex-hooker, no children, now carrying on an obviously deeply sick relationship with a boy almost twenty years her junior, half her age. Maybe she had let the whole mess get started in the first place simply as a hedge against the fact she’d never had children. Now she had a son. Whom she fucked. Who imitated her in every way he knew how. Lord help us. If this was perfection, give me a country of miscreants, mutants, psychos, and cripples.

(3) Demand they break up. Break his heart. Deprive him of his sole reason for staying alive. HURT HIM. And herself as well, no doubt about it. Back to the office and the papers and slimy men making hideous propositions over chili dogs? The coffee klatch? Bach and Mozart, even? She’d rather kill herself. She would have nothing to live for in that case. Yet somehow she got by before him. How? She could not remember.

(4) Force herself to develop some new outside interest which was sure to alienate him. A cult? Antirock crusade? Right-wing politics? Jesus freaks? The Chamber of Commerce? Fascinating Womanhood? She would rather learn bass (as he had in fact even on occasion urged her, for Christ’s sake) and join his damn rock band. And she hated his singing as well as his songs. She would rather be dead.

(5) Kill him. At least if she did it right, he’d never know what hit him, never know unhappiness for the rest of his life. But she had no right to do this. Besides, it would break her heart; she would kill herself first. Besides, she couldn’t stand the thought of either prison or the mental ward.

(6) Simply disappear. Pull a Judge Crater. Somehow that seemed the most cowardly way out of all. And more than likely, they’d end up back together.

It was a single word which made up her mind for her. One morning she awoke, turned her head on the pillow, looked at him sleeping so blissfully beside her with one arm wrapped around her naked body and even a sleeping hand cupping her breast, and she thought: I am his guru. GURU. That was the end. To be anyone’s “guru” was more than she could bear, whatever the consequences. It was funny how life worked. Nothing had changed. Just one word. But that word made all the difference in the world. For her it was like “Hitler” or “nigger” or any of those other buzzwords that set alarms raging in the human heart. She would murder a busload of schoolchildren in cold blood before she would be even one single human’s “guru.” Just looking at him there on the pillow, she wanted to vomit.

But what to do? Stealthily she crept out of bed, padded into the kitchen, and over a cup of coffee plotted. Out of six possible escape hatches, no single one of which was satisfactory, perhaps she could contrive a combination kiss-off that might work. Yes. She dressed, making sure to keep as quiet as before so he’d sleep on while she plotted, then drove the car to the liquor store, where she bought a half gallon of Johnnie Walker Black. Arriving back home, she began to mix it with the coffee, fifty-fifty. Drank it down pretty fast. By the third cup she had hatched fifteen more schemes, each more outlandishly unworkable than its predecessor. By the time he awoke, she was drunker than she’d been in years, plotzed, zonked, a mess. She checked the bathroom mirror: yep, it’d done the trick. She looked fifty years old if she looked a day. Keep this up for a week and she’d be a hundred. How could he possibly want to fuck that, much less idolize it?

He walked into the kitchen and blinked, still half asleep but palpably shocked: “What are you doing?”

“Whaddaya mean, waddami doin’? I’m having a li’l fun, thaz wad I’m doin’. Wat the fugh’s it to ya, anyway?”

She knew this wouldn’t be enough. He commenced to grill her: “Is anything wrong?”

“YA DAMN RIGHT SUMTHINZ WRONG. LIFE STINKS, TAZ WAT. I TRIED TO ENJOY IT, BUT IT WUZZA LIE I’M GONNA DRINK UNTIL I CROAK.”

Jeez, was this corny. But he was buying it. Was there no depth to which her respect for him could not sink?

“But … but … everything was going so well …”

“YEAH-SO YOU THOUGHT. I HATED EVERY SECOND OF IT.” Well, there was certainly enough truth in this. “I’M JUST TOO SET IN MY WAYS. NOT YOUNG LIKE YOU. GWAN AN’ LIVE. I WAN’ DIE.”

“But WHY? You’ve got ME, we’ve got EACH OTHER.”

“BIG DEAL.” Better soften the payload a bit. “All we are is MIRRORS of each other. We used to be two IN … INN … N-DIVVIJAWLS … NOW WE’RE JUST ONE LUMP … not even hardly HUMAN….”

He began to cry. Well, tough shit. “But we’ve shared so much—so many ideas, made so much good love, enriched each other in SO MANY WAYS …

“YEAH, THAT’S WHY I WANNA DIE, JERKOFF … ain’t no YOU or I anymore … just WE … face it: WE ARE BORING AS SHIT. Wanna drink?”

“NO. I want … God, all of a sudden I don’t know….”

Time to up the ante with a little gross-out: “I DO. YER RIGHT ABOUT THE LAV MAKING AT LEAST”—yanking her dress up and panties down, ripping the latter in the process, spreading her legs as crudely as she could—“HOW ’BOUT A LI’L POO-ZEE? C’MON, BUSTER BROWN—LESSEE YA LAP THAT CUNNY UP … or”—in the world’s absolute worst Mae West impression—“PIPE ME YER WAGSTAFF, BIG BOY, I WANNA FRESH LOADA A.M. JIZM RIGHT HERE….”

He was getting physically ill. On the other hand, so was she. This project obviously called for more extreme measures. She ran out and jumped into the car, drove it 90 mph to a shabby house well-known as headquarters of the local Hell’s Angels chapter, and invited them all back to the house for a gangfuck. This was asking for serious trouble, but anything was better than being Baba Ram Dass. Fourteen of them came roaring after her. When they arrived back at the homestead, she lay down in the middle of the living room floor, hiked her dress again, and hollered, “C’mon, boys … firs’ come, firs serve …”

They didn’t look any too eager—but then he like a damn fool had to go and try to protect her Maidenly Honor. He picked a fistfight with them. They beat him to a pulp, one of them demanded a blow job from her, she refused, sirens began to be heard in the distance, they all did the quickest disappearing act she’d ever seen outside the movies. She drove him to the hospital. While he was laid up in there three straight weeks, she hired one whore after another to go into the ward disguised as nurses and seduce him. It didn’t work until she spiked his orange juice with a triple dose of street acid: she sent three different girls up that day, and he fucked, sucked, and orifically jimjammed his little brains loose. With the third one of the day she pretended to innocently wander in on them—“What is this? I thought you LOVED me?”

“I do, I do,” and damn if his hard-on don’t wilt outa guilt. The hooker stalks out in disgust while he grovels, begging forgiveness till it reminds her so much of the first time he ever pulled that act, way back in the beginning, she wants to puke. Instead she whips out a copy of Garner Ted Armstong’s The Plain Truth and begins to hector him at the top of her lungs, liberally peppering this gibberish spew with extensive quotes from said publication, the whole rant to effect that if only he would see the light of Jesus Christ our lord he’d forget about them wicked wimmin forever. By now he’s practically catatonic. Meanwhile she’s taking more swigs of Johnnie Walker Black, holy rolling and mouthing scatological rants all mixed up together at the top of her lungs, till it brings half the hospital staff down on them, who toss her off the premises immediately.

In fact, she is denied entrance to the hospital for the remainder of his stay. So every day by messenger she makes sure he’s sent copies of The Plain Truth, Gerald L. K. Smith’s The Cross and the Flag, Communism, Hypnotism and the Beatles, The Watchtower, and The Journal of Krishna Consciousness, as well as more hookers in nurses’ uniforms, drug dealers disguised as staff doctors, forcing every sort of street dope on him from acid to speed to Placidyls to methadone, slimy strangers who regale him with long, involved tales of all the sexual high jinks she’s supposedly been pulling with ’em while barred from his hospital ward.

By the time his broken bones are healed he’s ready for the nut ward, but she carts him home, and all he’ll say is “We gotta have a talk.” At last.

So they sit down in the kitchen. He leans forward over the table, looks her square in the eye, and says, “I realized one thing in the hospital: you’re right. I don’t know what you’re up to, but whatever it is, I haven’t felt this good in years, broken ribs and all. As Crowley said, ‘Nothing is true; everything is permitted.’ So, from here on out, we are libertines.”

This is more than she can take. The whole thing has backfired. There’s only one way out: find some way to make him a rock star, get him a hit record and out on tour, then maybe she’ll be free…. So she pulls out her ace in the hole: “Well, look, I’ve been reading NME a lot while you were laid up, especially the classifieds, and it says here the lead singer of this band is splitting, the band needs a new, dynamic-individual-type lead singer to break them in America. I think that might be you….

“Might. Trouble is, one of those Angels stepped on my Adam’s apple—my voice sounds like shit.”

“Well, hell, look—do yourself a favor, go on down and try out for it anyway. What’ve you got to lose?”

Answer, of course: nothing. What she’s got to lose is one king-size albatross, as he gets hired and the rest is history or what passes for it. He ends up one of the biggest superstars in the world, while she goes back to the bars and stays alive on the occasional check for not all that many bucks he sends along….

Now, you’d think after she went to all that trouble for him, practically made him what he is today, that he’d be more grateful, but he’s not. One day he shows up with an acetate, looking kinda sheepish, and says, “I thought it only fair you be one of the first persons to hear this….”

She takes the St. Matthew Passion off the box and slaps on this circle of black plastic without even a label. What is it? Whadda you think?

When it’s over, she very calmly takes it off, hands it back to him, pours another tumbler full of Johnnie Walker, and says, cool as you please, “Well, I certainly gotta hand it to you: you’ve come full circle: from SOB by minded nature to reeducated rather sweet fella, which I guess never really suited you inasmuch as your entire personality disappeared into mine and you became merely an adjunct of my apathy, clear through to your present status as SOB who knows just exactly how big a slime he is and is gonna clean up off it I have no doubt.”

“Yes, and I owe it all to you.”

“Well, not exactly. Though the thought is certainly touching. I’m not sure exactly who you owe it to, but please leave my name out of it. Just send a check every now and then….”

“Good as done …” He slides the acetate back in its sleeve and splits pronto, a little nervously methinks. But so what? You’d be nervous, too, if you had to go through life worrying that somebody might spill the beans on you at any moment. She’s not about to do so, of course, because she couldn’t care less as long as she never has to listen to it, and he keeps sending what after all is only her fair share of the royalties for, uh, “inspiring” his biggest hit. As long as he does and she keeps her mouth shut in public, he’s happy, she’s happy, the record industry’s happy, and all’s well with the world.

Of course, she still laughs about it: “Yeah, poor old guy … only man I ever knew with real potential. Trouble is, if he’d’ve told the truth in that stupid song, not only would nobody’ve bought it, but instead of World’s Foremost Casanova Tinseltown Division he would today be a mere drugstore clerk in South Kensington. His sex life would be more satisfying, as I’m sure he recalls it was for a while there. I guess in the end it all boils down to a matter of priorities: Would you rather be the ship or the cargo? He made his choice, I made mine, and I hope you’ve all made yours. Cheers.” And she raises her glass again.

From Psychotic Reactions and Carburetor Dung by Lester Bangs, edited by Greil Marcus, copyright © 1987 by the Estate of Lester Bangs. Used by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, a division of Random House, Inc.
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