







“Not since The Catcher in the Rye, or John Knowles’ A Separate Peace, have I read such a beautifully written book….Nersesian’s powerful, surefooted narrative alone is so believably human in its poignancy….Nersesian mixes F trains, lumpy couches, SoHo lofts, dive bars, lonely divorcées, porn theaters, posh brownstones, embezzling employers, ritzy Hard Rock Café parties, deceitful, would-be kept starlets, bathroom-stall poetry, free Mercedes Benzes, and even Mormons. Whew! I couldn’t put this book down.”

Grid Magazine

Available from MTV Books

also by arthur nersesian

don’t miss the fuck-up

Praise for Arthur Nersesian’s Novel of Urban Angst The Fuck-up

“For those who remember that the 1980s were as much about destitute grit as they were about the decadent glitz described in the novels of Bret Easton Ellis and Jay McInerney, this book will come as a fast-paced reminder.”

—Time Out New York

“Nersesian extends the meaning of slacking until it becomes an absurdist metaphor for the stranger caught in the inferno of the 1980s (and beyond).”

—Austin Chronicle (TX)

“Nersesian’s main character is irresistibly charming, funny, and real.”

—Jennifer Belle, author of Going Down

“[A] terrific novel…. The charm and grit of Nersesian’s voice is immediately enveloping, as the down-and-out but oddly up narrator … slinks through Alphabet City and guttural utterances of love.”

—The Village Voice

“A Trainspotting without drugs, New York style.”

—Hal Sirowitz, author of Mother Said

“Touted as the bottled essence of early 1980s East Village living, The Fuck-up is, refreshingly, nothing nearly so limited…. A cult favorite, I’d say it’s ready to become a legitimate religion.”

—Smug magazine

“Read it and howl … and be glad it didn’t happen to you.”

—Bruce Benderson, author of User


For orders other than by individual consumers, Pocket Books grants a discount on the purchase of 10 or more copies of single titles for special markets or premium use. For further details, please write to the Vice President of Special Markets, Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, 9th Floor, New York, NY 10020-1586.

For information on how individual consumers can place orders, please write to Mail Order Department, Simon & Schuster, Inc., 100 Front Street, Riverside, NJ 08075.



dogrun

Also by Arthur Nersesian

The Fuck-up (novel)

East Village Tetralogy (four plays)

Tremors & Faultlines: Photopoems of San Francisco (poems)

Manhattan Loverboy (novel)

New York Complaints (poems)

Tompkins Square & Other III-Fated Riots (poems)

[image: Image]

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

An Original Publication of MTV Books/Pocket Books

[image: Image]

POCKET BOOKS, a division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

Copyright © 2000 by Arthur Nersesian

MTV Music Television and all related titles, logos, and characters are trademarks of MTV Networks, a division of Viacom International Inc.

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

ISBN: 0-671-77542-1
eISBN: 978-1-451-60287-6

First Pocket Books trade paperback printing October 2000

10

POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Art Direction: Deklah Polansky and Tracy Boychuk

Design: Tracy Boychuk

Photography: Warren Darius Aftahi

Printed in the U.S.A.


To Jan Jaffe Kahn (1949-1999)


Acknowledgments

Tom Burke

Joe Druffel (In Memoriam)

Greer Kessel Hendricks

Sasha Kahn

Ronnie Kahn

Laura Kahn

Kate Lewis-Christensen

John Lewis

Suzanne O’Neill

John Talbot

Peter Traberman

You and I, we will go to Avenues A and B and see who will die first….

—Ossip Mandelstam


chapter 1

What is more annoying than coming home after a long day of temping and opening the door to find your unemployed live-in boyfriend fixed in front of the TV with the kind of permanence that compels you to believe that he has been chain-watching it all day?

Primo’s muddy eyes were staring sedately at the TV set, which was blaring a mile a minute with strange sounds and snappy, zippy images. His sweet lips were casually shut. His dumb dog, Numb, had propped its narrow muzzle under Primo’s small bony hand and was rocking its bell-shaped head back and forth gently. Primo, in his alpha-state, thoughtlessly pet the ever-shedding canine.

Only the dog’s territorial stare flicked over to me—it was a mongrelization of every horny mutt that ever scurried through the local dogrun. I resisted the intensifying urge to be nasty. I asked Mr. Cool if he would like some vermicelli.

“Yes,” he blurted. Our East Village dump—one of the many built to absorb the great flood of immigrants at the beginning of the last century—had a bathroom and kitchen separating a small living room and an even tinier bedroom. Our bed, an old twin-sized mattress, doubled as Primo’s couch during his wasted hours before the tube.

In the course of the eight minutes it took to fix dinner, I told him the low-lights of my Xeroxed day. Although he seemed to be listening, I knew that he was holding me in silent contempt, watching his goddamned TV, waiting for my culinary labors.

By the time I brought over his bowl of overcooked pasta with crushed garlic, stale Parmesan cheese, and a dab of olive oil, I realized that he hadn’t even said hello since I had entered. Passive-aggressively, I placed the moderately hot bowl directly on his sunken T-shirted chest.

“So, what TV shows did you watch today?” I asked, no longer able to restrain my disgust.

He obviously didn’t care for my attitude and was ignoring me as a pathetic form of protest. The dog sniffed the dinner, but the bastard kept watching the tube, not even taking a bite.

“All right,” I finally said, finishing my half of the low-budget meal. “I know you were looking for a job. I’m sorry.” He had told me over the past few days how he had made nonstop efforts at finding a career and was going through his worst unlucky streak in thirty-odd years.

In the nonresponsive silence, I twirled some pasta and watched as he didn’t so much as touch his—a final insult, as he always scarfed down whatever garbage I put before him.

“Don’t take it out on me!” I shot back, offensively defensive. Still no response; his dark eyes remained fixed to some infantile commercial. They needed Visine.

Deciding to rile him, I got up and changed the channel, expecting him to start screaming. But he must have been really pissed, because he just sat there. He didn’t even use the remote to flip it back.

I finished my pasta, and as I rose to go to the kitchen, I snatched his uneaten dinner off his TV-tray chest and dropped it in the sink, thinking this would break his silent treatment. But no, his Mexican standoff was still standing.

While I was in the kitchen, Numb finally rose and came over to beg off me. Finally, I cracked a smile. It was just too incredible. I began chuckling; I couldn’t stay angry. All for the sake of this single dry and labored joke, Primo was exerting a Zen of self-control.

The detail that caught my attention was how dry his eyes seemed; they lost all their gloss. When I slowly put my finger on his right eye, he didn’t so much as flinch. He was icy cold.

When I tugged back Primo’s head to open his airways, the dog growled protectively. I tried giving him CPR, but I couldn’t remember if I had to pump his chest five times for every single breath or breathe into him five times for every heart massage. I only knew that I resented having to do it.

Mr. Cool had tried to keep it from me, but I knew that he had been shooting up. No one could eat that much junk food, stay that long in front of a TV, and miraculously lose weight. Once in the course of our six-month relationship, while going through his cash-free pockets, I had discovered a Narcotics Anonymous pamphlet.

“Did you ever have a habit?” I had asked him, waving the brochure between him and the blaring, glaring nineteen-inch screen that held his attention hostage.

“Not really,” he’d retorted. When the commercial came on, he lowered the volume and equivocated, “Drugs aren’t a habit in the East Village—they’re a tradition.”

He produced a fingertip list of boring Beat scribblers—Burroughs, Hubert Huncke, Alexander Trocchi—all writers from the moronic romantic East Village who had taken drugs and allegedly had their brains enlarged.

I always had to do everything for him, and now, to avoid being single, I was breathing for him. Finally, winded, I gave up, turned off the TV, and called 911.1 told the emergency operator my boyfriend was dead. She asked me the color in his face.

“Chalky blue under sixty watts,” I said.

Looking at him now, I realized his complexion wasn’t a result of the reflection of the black-and-white TV.

“How stiff is he?”

“Turgid.” As the erection he never had.

The operator said that it sounded like he had been dead for a while.

“What’s his name?” she asked.

“Primitivo Schultz,” I said.

Thanking her and hanging up, I waited for the dead boyfriend ambulance. Locating a pack of American Spirit cigarettes in his pocket, I lit one.

Three other boyfriends had left me over the past six years, but Primo was the first to require a stretcher. Exhaling plumes of smoke over his remains, I eulogized silently. He wasn’t a creep or a cheat. He never hit or robbed or even fought that much. On the other hand, I never felt particularly close to him; he was intimacy-impaired, challenged in the bonding department.

I opened my desk drawer and took out the Valentine’s Day card he had made. Under a simple silhouette drawing, supposedly of me, he had written a poem:

IMPRESSIONS OF A WRITER

All typewriter keys jammed up into a black block of hair,
two millennia of scrolls and hieroglyphs
curl into two pouty lips.

Beautiful eyes tanned blue
by a computer monitor’s monochrome hue.

keyboard-manicured fingers,
an italicized wit,
a cigarette smoke of attitude.

I should have dropped him immediately when I discovered he composed “poetry.” Actually, when we first met he kept saying that he was a novelist, but when I asked what he wrote, he never elaborated. Ultimately, I had never been poeticized before, and probably stayed with him because of a schmaltzy stanza.

Even though my friend Zoë had met him first, she was able to do something I could not—resist him. He had a dark Mediterranean appeal. His short and muscular torso reminded me of a Roman centurion. He had a dry and garlicky sense of humor, a geriatric GenXer. But I always sensed that there was something more at work, an intelligence in his eyes that he wasn’t sharing—a secret he wasn’t divulging.

While waiting for EMS to arrive, I called Zoë, but as her outgoing message unspooled, I remembered that she was on another of her endless dates. At the age of thirty-one, Zoë was panicky. She was terrified of a lonely, childless future. So she had put out an all-points bulletin. Every singles dating agency, every personals, every Internet bachelor website—all had notices posted by her. A large bosomy blonde, she had blue eyes and a blurred smiling face that hinted she had been to one too many parties. After years of girling around, she was in the bargain-basement boxes, elbowing and clawing with others of her burned-out ilk for the last of the nice Jewish husbands.

On my third cigarette, I realized the true reason I was with a corpse. He had caught me on a rebound. Simple as that. I’d been reclaimed from the dump, given eleventh-hour validation, and maybe a little something else. He was everything Gregory, boyfriend number three, was not: cool where the Gregor was hotheaded, and caliente where the Greg was frio. At that time, that was more than enough. Over the past few weeks, though, the rift between Primo and I had widened drastically.

Finally I heard the siren. Opening the window, I could see two of New York’s chubbiest in their uniform blues squeezing out of their car. I wanted to holler that they needn’t hurry, but I didn’t and they didn’t either. I could hear their walkie-talkies echoing through my narrow hallway as they came up the stairs.

“What happened?” asked the heavier cop, whose inspection of my body made me wonder if I was a suspect. I instantly wished I had worn something more revealing.

“My boyfriend died,” I said.

“Did you touch anything?” the smaller, rounder cop inquired.

“I tried to revive him.”

“You did the right thing, dear,” said the first. I think he was trying to be polite, but only condescension was coming through.

The alpha cop, who was the weightier of the two, explained that three types of death required investigation from the medical examiner: youthful deaths, violent deaths, and accidental deaths. The insignificantly thinner cop departed. The first officer’s last name was Miranda, and he asked if he could watch TV. Before I could lie and say it was broken, he plunked himself down on the couch and snatched the channel changer from Primo’s cold hand. On top of everything else, I now was nervous because Primo had illegally rigged cable. Despite the wide variety of channels, the cop flipped to Cops, maybe hoping to learn how the job was done. Rattled, I grabbed my jacket and was about to leave.

“Whoa there.” He stopped me. “I’m afraid you have to stick around, hon.”

“How long?” I looked at the spot on my wrist where a watch should be.

“Till the ME gets here, dear.” The dog rubbed up against the cop, and the cop rubbed the dog.

“My name is Mary,” I said, transmitting my disdain for terms like “dear.”

“Mary, I ain’t trying to suggest something, but”—he pointed to the body as if I could forget it—“your boyfriend just died. Have a seat.”

Al Camus’ The Stranger, or more specifically the Cliff Notes for the book, states at first the stranger is emotionally disassociated from his mother’s death. I wondered if I too was disassociated, but quickly realized, as I informed the doughnutarian, that I wanted to “get on with my life.”

“Get on with it tomorrow,” he advised, adding, “there’s a pretty good show on.”

Some cop who looked like Officer Miranda was arresting some guy who looked like Primo. Defiantly, I went over to my desk and took out the latest draft of my work-in-progress, entitled The Book of Jobs. It was a collection of stories about the people I had worked with in different chain stores ever since high school. The first franchise-themed story was just a coincidence. It was about this sad lady named Janice Fyro who I briefly worked with at a Baskin Robbins in Long Island. She had been employed there since she graduated from high school in the early seventies when the ice cream shop was still the youthful center of town. As other, newer franchises scooped up business, her place went under. Soon after it closed, she killed herself. The story was called “The Melting of an Empire.” I wrote a variety of stories about the disenfranchised, but when I wrote one story called “Big Mac,” about the urban survival of an inner-city McDonald’s food handler, my hippie writing professor, who remembered my Baskin Robbins story, suggested I develop a thematic collection.

“But I can’t stand franchises,” I explained.

“Nowadays it’s not enough to be a good writer,” he explained sincerely. “You need a catchy idea. If an editor found a mediocre collection of stories, she’d reject it in a flash, but if they were all about mall jobs that the writer worked at, the publicity would click in—that’d sell.”

Over the years of living in the city, though, first-draft writing became increasingly labored. I found it infinitely easier to rewrite. So, even though I probably had enough pages to fill three books, I still couldn’t finish this one book of stories. When my writers’ group disbanded a few years ago, I was the only one who decided not to look for a new one.

As I reread and marked up the same printed pages over and over, I realized I wasn’t making them better, just different. I hadn’t been able to dream up any new stories for a while. It was as though the strip mall of my mind was full—there was no room for any new franchises.

Soon, my thoughts magnetized toward the unrefrigerated corpse of Primitivo Schultz, still reclining on my bed. He had lived in the East Village for years. At only thirty-two, he had dabled in the “Allied Arts”—as he called them—which included painting, music, and writing. (Though I never saw, heard, or read anything he did.) He had a mother who lived somewhere in Fiatbush. That was his obit.

At ten P.M., three hours after I had discovered Primo’s demise, the medical examiner finally arrived with a big black briefcase, like some commuting husband gone berserk. He snapped the case open and took out a large Polaroid camera. He was a tall ghoul in a gray flannel 1950s suit, with yellowing gelled-back hair, who looked like he’d crumble in direct sunlight.

“Does it usually take you this long?” I asked, having watched the balance of the Fox Tuesday-night lineup with Officer Miranda, who mindlessly rubbed Numb’s head throughout.

“There’s been a lot of strange deaths tonight,” the ghoul replied mundanely. As he looked at the body, he summoned up a mental roster. “An auto-asphyxiation in Ozone Park, an accidental overdose on the Upper West Side, a probable suicide on the Grand Concourse.”

He snapped some photos of the body and asked, “Was the deceased sick in any way?”

“Nope.”

“On medication?”

“None that I knew of,” I replied honestly. His occasional forays into drugs hardly qualified as medication.

“You didn’t dress him?” he asked, a question that struck me as odd.

“Not today.”

“I know this is odd, but when was the last time you had relations with the deceased?”

“Well, he wasn’t deceased when we last did it,” I muttered, slightly embarrassed.

“I just need to know about his physical prowess.” He leaned close to me, not wanting the cop to hear.

“Let’s see, not in the past month or so,” I responded. I was not counting all failed efforts. He looked Primo over. I told him that when I first came home, I thought he was alive. I thought he talked to me, but it must have just been the TV.

“Do you have any idea what he died of?” I asked.

“Not yet,” he replied without looking up. The ME filled out some forms and asked about next of kin. I explained that his mother lived in the Fiatbush section of Brooklyn.

“We won’t be able to release the body just yet, but you can make arrangements,” the ME said.

“What do you mean?” I asked, nervously.

“We take the body for an autopsy, then afterward, you pick him up and handle the interment.”

“Hey, I don’t … I’m not …” I tried to say I wanted nothing more to do with any of this.

“So call the mother,” the ME said, suggesting he had been down this road before. “I’m sure she knows what to do and would rather hear the news from someone she knows.”

“I guess I can handle that,” I replied, not hiding my reluctance. Then a warning light went off. “Suppose she doesn’t want him?”

“Then the city will dispose of his corpse.”

“Oh.” A new thought bubbled up. “Is it possible that he knew he was going to die?”

“I’m sure he knew when his heart stopped,” the ME said, looking at the cop. Both smiled at the shallow gallows humor.

“I mean, was he sick? Is it possible he had some terminal illness?”

“Offhand,” he replied, “I’d say probably not. But I won’t know till I get him on the slab. It’ll all be in the death certificate.”

“You couldn’t call me?” I smiled, trying to play the helpless female.

“You can get the death certificate downtown. I don’t make house calls.”

With his big black briefcase in hand, the ME walked out, commuting to a new death scene. Officer Miranda called EMS on my phone, then slowly rose to his feet, about to walk out the door.

“You don’t want a dog, do you?” I asked him as Numb licked the cop’s hands and rubbed up against his large legs.

“Sorry, but I already got one,” he said as the phone rang. The machine answered. It was my old neighbor, Joey Lucas. I picked up before he could hang up.

“How you doing, hon?” Joey asked in his usual Breakfast of Champions tone.

“Primo died.”

He paused reverently, perhaps twinged with guilt, as he had never cared for Primo. Then he offered, “Why don’t I come over?”

“I think I should be alone. I’m still waiting for the ambulance to remove his corpse. I feel like we’re on our last date.”

“I’ll be thinking of you,” he said somberly. “Call if you need anything.”

I thanked Joey and hung up.


chapter 2

Joey Lucas was about twenty years older than I. Like Primo, he was a romantic anomaly. Where Primo begged, pleaded, and whined his way into my heart, Joey was the only man who had ever rejected me, the only man I told to fuck off, and the only man who sent flowers with an apology begging my forgiveness for not having sex with me. How could I reject someone like that? He was also the strangest hybrid of Old World macho and cyber-age New Millennium.

About two years ago when my last boyfriend, the Gregor, first moved in with me, he got a new computer and eagerly hooked up onto the Internet. We both had our own little e-mail addresses, and for about two exciting weeks we lived little e-lives. Instead of writing at night, which I should have been doing, I got lost in the maze of stupid chat rooms and stuck in nonsensical websites. Roughly six months into my cyberlife, I received an odd e-mail from Payuptime@aol.com. Payuptime wrote, “I located your address through a search and wonder if you could be that little golden-haired Mary Bellanova I remember from so many years ago? Were you born in Hoboken? Is your mother’s name Stella and your father’s Rudolph? Did you live at 1025 Washington Street near the Maxwell House Coffee plant? My name is Joey Lucas, and I lived upstairs from you. Do you remember me? Ask your ma if you don’t. My wife was Rosemary, and I had a girl a little younger than you, Jenny. I was wondering what became of you and your family. I am dying to hear from you and get an update. Please write and let me know if you’re you. Love Joey Lucas.”

What I remembered was a nice innocuous man named Joe, who lived upstairs with his wife and baby. He seemed to know everyone who passed him, and he did a lot of public eating. His daughter was about five years younger than me, so I couldn’t play with her. From time to time, he’d give me a Tootsie Roll. His sudden interest seemed odd but harmless. I jotted off a quick response telling him all was well—“We’re all older and fatter. None of us have any great discoveries or inventions to our name. Mom’s okay, living on Long Island. I’m in the scintillating East Village trying to make it as a writer (ha!). How’re Rosemary and Jenny? Stay in touch, Luv, Mary.” I sent the e-mail and forgot about it.

About two weeks later my phone rang. The machine picked it up. I heard a confident male voice speaking. “Mary dear, this is Joey. I hope my calling is okay. I looked you up in the book and figured I’d give you a ring… .” I picked up the phone.

“Payuptime, is this you?” I joked.

“None other,” he said and laughed back. “Listen, can I wine and dine you?”

“God, I don’t know.” I had this healthy fear of intrusion. But the outgoing message on my machine stated that this was Gregory and Mary’s number, so I felt a slight security inasmuch as it clarified that I was in a relationship.

“Listen,” he said, as if reading my thoughts. “If you’re busy or just don’t want to get together, I certainly understand. But I swear this is nothing weird or anything. I just remember you as a little girl. I figured I’d take a leap and ask you to dinner, my treat. It would all be in public the entire time.”

My growing years in Hoboken were a blur. Because they were difficult times for Ma, she rarely spoke about them. Subsequently I had developed an acute curiosity about that duration of my life, and I hoped my former neighbor could fill me in. Besides, Joey sounded so down-to-earth and we would be meeting in public. We agreed upon the Yaffa Café at eight o’clock.

Later that day I tried calling my mother, but I got a traffic jam of busy signals. Since high school, I had had trouble with Ma. It was as though the word hello meant fuck you—we would fight on contact. Our relationship was a three-legged race, and we were constantly moving out of sync. People said we were both too much alike. Perhaps. But we loved each other and were doing our best to get along.

I thought about bringing the Gregor to the dinner, but he was such an uncomfortable, ill-at-ease human, and I knew the encounter would be awkward enough, so I brought my small spray of Mace instead. At eight-fifteen that evening, I took the short flight down the steps, entered into the Yaffa, and searched from table to table. In the backyard I spotted him, an attractive older man sitting over a goblet of red wine, trying to read some in-your-face East Village newspaper in the candlelight. Joey looked a lot more handsome than I remembered, but he was vaguely familiar. He was also the only older guy dining solo.

“Joey?” I asked. He didn’t respond at first. Then as if some delayed timer buzzed, he looked up startled with a big smile.

He rose to his feet, tall and slim, took my hand, and kissed it theatrically. We joked, ordered, and talked. The evening wasn’t so bad. When I ordered one of the more modestly priced entrées, he insisted I have a more expensive dish. When I asked for a Coke, he upgraded it to a Chianti. We chatted about our Hoboken days. He remembered a lot more than I did and talked about what it was like being born and growing up in Sinatra’s hometown. He politely inquired about my parents. I explained that my father was no longer alive and my mother had recently retired from teaching grade school. She had moved to Long Island years ago. Although I didn’t detect any sexual energy, he seemed to have some deeper interest in meeting with me. Perhaps he was curious to see how people aged. I found him sincerely charming.

After dinner, we sauntered around the neighborhood. I showed him the Calcutta-like beggars luxuriously sprawled along Avenue A, and told him how I had moved here after college a few years ago. He mentioned that he had a small yet successful collection agency; he hunted down everyone from loan-defaulted students to deadbeat dads.

“How are Rosemary and Jenny?” I changed the subject, as I was presently being pursued by my student loan officer.

“They’re fine,” he replied and didn’t say anything else. When we crossed Fourth Street, he added, “Actually, I got divorced a few years ago, I’m single now. Jenny is grown and lives with her mother. I don’t see her as much as I’d like.” That remark elucidated everything. Joey missed his little girl and was looking for a surrogate.

“Life can get complicated,” I said, trying to offer some relief.

“You know, that mother of yours,” he said out of the blue, “she was a real looker.”

“She takes after her daughter.”

“I’d love to get together with her for dinner sometime,” he said. “And by the way, tell her that she doesn’t have to worry about my old monkey wrench. If she still has it, she can consider it a gift.” He laughed.

“She borrowed a monkey wrench?”

“Actually, your father did,” he replied as he walked me to my door.

“It was nice meeting you again, Joey,” I said grateful that the evening had ended without incident.

“It was a true pleasure seeing you,” he said, and then, to my surprise, he reached in his pocket and took out a small velvet-lined box. Inside were a beautiful pair of earrings.

“Holy cow.” I couldn’t believe it, particularly because my lobes weren’t even pierced.

“It’s just a little something. Don’t worry about it meaning something or something.” If he thought I was going to return them, he was mistaken. I was starved for gifts.

When I got upstairs, it was still early, so I tried my mother again. This time she answered, “Guess who I just had dinner with?”

“Brad Pitt,” she replied, always aiming high.

“Better—Joey Lucas.”

“Joey Lucas, the old upstairs neighbor?”

“That’s right.”

“Wow, how is he?”

“Fine, and he looks great.”

“He was always such a nice guy. Please don’t do anything awful to him,” she said, suggesting I was some kind of sex-starved nitwit. Only a mother could be so effortlessly and mindlessly obnoxious. I sidestepped a fight by saying good night.

As I stared at Primo’s still form, I considered calling my mother. But it was getting late and I didn’t want to wake her up. Finally the ambulance came. Two burly boys put Primo’s body in a large black plastic carrying case, a garbage bag for defunct humans, and toted him away. Alone, I finally felt this wave of sadness eventually interrupted by the realization that I had to use the bathroom. There I discovered, not surprisingly, that Primo had left me an unflushed memento. I contemplated calling Primo’s mother, but figured she’d be asleep. Besides, it was late, I was tired, and the only thing that my temp work really required of me was coming in on time.

After a variety of cruddy jobs, I had finally got my shit together on a résumé. With my nominal typing skills and recently acquired ability not to make sarcastic remarks to a boss, I had secured a nice long permatemp gig at a corporate law firm. Recently, though, that had been scaled back to day-by-day temping.

As I brushed my teeth, I realized that I was going to need a new roommate to pay the rent, so I moved Primo’s guitar case and the banana boxes that he had been living out of from his room to my already cluttered one. Then I did the dishes, undressed, and stared at the bed. Primo had been lying on it dead for the past few hours. I changed the sheets and slowly, delicately lay down on it. Eventually I drifted off to a tortured sleep that yielded a weird dream about peeling a huge avocado; both the leathery black skin and the yucky green meat came off in my hands. The entire time, I knew I was subconciously peeling Primo.

Early the next morning I bolted upright. The dog barked, and I wondered where Primo was, then remembered. I had this freaky sensation that a mouse had been crawling on me. I hadn’t actually seen any rodents for a while, but every East Village apartment not constructed in the past five years harbored the possibility of mice. In order to convince me to throw out all the glue traps and poison, Primo swore that rodents were scared to come out while Numb was around. But I knew the animal was too much of a wuss to ever attack. It was about six in the morning, two hours before I intended to get up. My first thought was that I had to call Primo’s mother, but I couldn’t remember her first name. She was listed in Primo’s phone book under M for “Ma.”

I spent about an hour sitting at my desk, looking over the stories in The Book of Jobs. Over the years and after countless submissions, three of them had been published in oddly named, utterly undistributed literary magazines. During my final year of college, I entered the Portisan Writing Contest with a tale called “From Kmart to Chaos,” about a “sales associate” named Kay who works and lives the Kmart lifestyle. Her home is a Martha Stewart showplace until a gas leak blows it to smithereens. Her entire family is killed, and she is left trapped in her own limbless and faceless body, clothed in Kathy Ireland separates. She spends the rest of her days lying in a hospital bed, connected to life support, contemplating chaos.

When I won the award, I decided to move to the big city and try my shaky hand at writing. But art was the first casualty in the struggle to survive in New York. In the years since I arrived here, I had been hammered down and recut, all the extraneous parts of my life melted in the great cauldron of exhaustion.

By the time I ate, washed, applied cosmetic war paint, and slipped into work clothes, I was all out of delays. It was time to notify Primo’s mother. I toughened up and dialed.

As soon as I heard the hello, I introduced myself.

“Mary what?” Mrs. Schultz asked.

“Your son’s girlfriend.”

No response.

“You know, your son—Primo?”

“Yeah.”

“I spoke to you on your birthday.” Primo had drunkenly put the phone to my ear and made me say, “Hello Ma.”

“Yes,” she finally flickered. “You were the one with the eyes.”

“Mrs. Schultz—” I began. I could vaguely hear Regis and Kathie Lee in the background.

“My name is June,” she said. “My mother named me Juniper—idiot!”

“It’s a nice name, June, but I have bad news for you.” I waited for some indication that she was seated or braced. When I heard the volume of the TV drop, I knew she was ready.

“Your son has died.” No response.

“He’s at the city morgue.” No response.

“The medical examiner is holding his body. He wants you to call and claim him.” Still no response. “If you have a pencil, I’ll give you the number.”

“How’d he go?” she asked, never changing her tone.

“It wasn’t painful, but they really don’t know.” Then, for the sake of closure, I speculated, “It might have been drug-related.”

“He had a rheumatic heart,” she added.

“I’m really sorry, June.”

“Thank you for calling,” she replied in a drone and hung up.

I was going to be late. When I opened the apartment door, the dog dashed out. I hauled it back in and realized it had peed on the kitchen floor. I had to find the animal a new home.

While at my temp station, I couldn’t help but dwell on my relationship with Primo. It had ended a lot earlier than last night. A few months ago the sex had run its course, and I knew the deadbeat had no place or money, and that he was pretending nothing was wrong with the relationship so that he could leech off of me. What was even worse was that I had let him. He owed me a month of back rent.

Around noon, I checked my messages and found two new calls, one from Zoë and the other from my old roommate in college, Emily, who informed me that in a few weeks her band would be performing at Brownies. She had come to New York with a Bonnie Raitt fixation, traded her pickup truck for an electric guitar, and decided to be a rocker. She was a bass player in an all-chicks country-western band, Crapped Out Cowgirls. Since I had dabbled with the guitar in college, when we both wound up in the city Emily riddled my machine with musical questions I couldn’t answer. I would bump into her steadily about three times a month. Each time she belonged to a different band: the Fuddy Duddies, Untenable Positions, and Yo Mama. The dislocated troubadours of the East Village were like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle eternally reconfiguring themselves into ever newer bands. I dialed Zoë and asked her if she could guess what I had in common with 65 percent of New York and 40 percent of America.

“You’re severely depressed?”

“Not severely. That’s only six percent of America.” I got all my stats from Cosmo.

“You’re illiterate and suffer from voter apathy?”

“Yes, but I’m also single.”

“Primo dumped you?” She sounded truly shocked.

“Not really.” A question I had from yesterday popped into my head. “What color lipstick did you have on the other night at Void?”

“Righteous Raspberry.” Who names these colors?

“Primo died,” I said as I jotted the lipstick down.

She screamed so loud I almost dropped the phone. I heard her apologize to some other neurotic sitting nearby. A moment later she regained control and said, “Let’s get together.”

“What time?”

“Six or eight?” Those were the two commonly accepted slots of after-work meeting times. Seven was too much in the middle.

“Six,” I said realizing the less time alone, the better.

We didn’t need to state where; we always converged at the same place—the local cool hangout, the Cobalt Colt, where my mini-coterie of unacquainted friends amassed and stared.


chapter 3

I had met Zoë at a low-budget ashram years ago in upstate New York, where we both utterly failed at approaching nirvana but became the best of decadent Western friends. In fact, she was also with me when I met Primo at the Cobalt Colt. Zoë, the sexual beacon, was sending out all her usual amorous signals: the low-cut blouse, the push-up bra, desperately heaving breasts to contrast with the subtle, tasteful mascara. It drew Primo like the fly he was. From the pretentious way he cupped his cigarette to his ambivalent expression, I detested him on sight. He moseyed up to her with a drink and some flushable cliché like, “Haven’t we met in another life?”

Zoë’s mantrapping strategy was to take a guy home and sleep with him until he was so utterly exhausted he couldn’t leave. But somehow they always did. My role in her mating process was to be the straight man to her signature quips and comic barbs. But with Primo, even Zoë reacted indifferently.

I suggested that we leave the place, hoping to shake the creepo. Not getting the hint, Primo asked if he could tag along. Zoë, always starved for male attention, replied, “I suppose.”

In the course of that first evening, as we passed through the gauntlet of coffee shops, clubs, and after-hours bars, something strange happened. His tired delivery, his burned-out one-liners, his twisted face, all turned from plain ugly to a surreal, seen-it-all, done-it-all charming. By the end of the evening, I couldn’t take my eyes off him. He made failure wonderfully stylish and reelectrified the tired, dumb, and predictable: he was the dismissed Beatle, the glue-trapped Ratpacker, the laid-off Warhol Factory worker. This man couldn’t make shit stink, or a fly fly. He couldn’t hold a tune, or walk a straight line. Yet despite it all, there was a distinct success to his failure.

Zoë’s snappy remarks, like well-chewed pieces of Juicy Fruit, started losing their humorous flavor, while retaining their jaw-weary insults.

When she demanded, “Have you done anything at all with your life?” it signaled that she had lost all interest in him.

“Zoë.” I gave her the look, which she picked up on immediately. It was the “if you’re done, it’s my turn” face. She restrained her confusion, yawned, and said she was tired and had to run. I wished her good night, and had him by default.
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