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This book is dedicated to the dead because as someone must have once said, "The dead can only speak through the living." And dear reader, you're about to get an earful.
Chapter 1
The Stink in 5C – March 1989
Jesus
Jesus Reyes standing by the bed, touches the cheek of his sleeping wife, then places his hand in the air an inch or so above her mouth following her warm even breaths in and out. Ana is snoring softly, as she sometimes does. Never loud enough to wake him, but he likes to tease her about it. He pulls the cover down to reveal her belly, the slight swelling visible beneath her nightgown. She told him they must have started the new one that first night they could after the baby was born. What was it they called that? Irish twins? Hadn’t his mother said there was an O’Reilly in the family tree? Some crazy pirate washed up in Ponce once upon a time.
Next to her, the baby begins to stir. There’s a crib in the corner, but Ana is a country girl from Mexico who believes babies should be kept close. She turns, eyes still closed and murmurs in her sleep. Jesus lifts the infant and tries to step softly into the living room.
He walks back and forth holding the boy, concentrating on each step, each breath. This is what is real, he tells himself. This is what’s important and worth living for. He holds his son tight against his chest feeling the quick beating of his tiny heart.
Never before has he felt so much love, or so much desire to protect what he has. How lucky he is now, a beautiful young wife, a family, a home, a job as the super. A life. How easy it would be to blow it all away.
Nearly twenty years since he’d been a teenager in that war. Five years clean. Two without even the medication. But today, all those bad old thoughts coming home because of the smell in 5C.
When you’re a super in a building in New York and the tenants start to complain about an odor, and the young man’s mailbox is bulging, and no one has seen him in a week, and the last time you saw him you meant to take him with you to a church or a meeting or someplace, or at least to say, “Those marks on your arm. Be careful. So many have died,” but you didn’t, maybe because you didn’t want to seem preachy, or it would have made you think too much about things you shouldn’t be thinking about at all, but one thing you’re certain about, if you open the door to 5C, it won’t be a broken refrigerator causing the stink.
Jesus pictures the day the man moved in. Was it even a year ago? Ana said he was a movie star. She’d seen him in something, one of her soaps? He told her he’d given up the acting. He was a writer now. He didn’t go out to work every day, but some days Jesus would see him leaving the apartment wearing a suit jacket, looking very smart, professional. And the women he’d bring – beautiful women with straight white teeth and tans like they had nothing better to do than lie in the sun.
Then he started to bring the others. Cheap women and a man with dead eyes hidden behind an easy smile. Neighbors would complain about noises. Pacing all night.
Jesus once asked him about it. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I was working on something. Talking to myself, acting out the story. I’ll try to keep it down.”
Then this afternoon, old lady Sobczak approached Jesus muttering about the smell, and he felt something come up in his gut.
He walked down the corridor keeping his eyes focused straight ahead, afraid if he looked down or out of the corner of his eye, he might catch a glimpse of someone or something he’d left behind on the other side of the world. As he turned the key, he imagined finding not just the body of a single dead junkie, but the jungle itself, the death, the violence, everything he tried so hard to protect Ana and the baby and himself from ever seeing.
The door wouldn’t open. He tried calling the cops, but his hand was shaking when he picked up the receiver, and so he went out. Lit a candle for the young man no one knew for sure was dead. Found a meeting – the first he’d been to in years. After that he walked around the city, past the lost humans begging for change, and then he came home.
What a waste, he thinks. A man like that, handsome, smart, with money. Yet, he could fall so easily, so suddenly and completely. Jesus feels the warmth of the baby’s cheek against his own and weeps.
****
Teri
Outside of 5C, Patrol officer Teri Conner is talking in what her partner Thomas Garcia calls her “loud-soft” voice, trying to coax whoever is inside to answer. Garcia meanwhile pushes the door, which has a little give. Then he takes it – bashing it open with his shoulder once it’s clear that whatever is holding it shut isn’t very strong. Teri, the junior officer, knows he shouldn’t have done that without permission from a sergeant.
They step inside and there’s the dead junkie a few feet in front of them. Garcia pulls out his piece, holds it in both hands, points it at the corpse and shouts, “Freeze motherfucker.”
He laughs and repeats the phrase, this time clearly for her benefit, “Freeze motherfucker.”
Teri snorts, not worth wasting words. The junkie is wearing jeans, no shirt. The belt still around his arm. Syringe on the desk, next to the computer. He must have been sitting on the chair when he shot, then fell over. Teri takes a quick look at the screen, the green letters still glowing. Her days as a secretary are useful. Document names. One is highlighted, titled: Prologue. The cursor blinks below the “P” like a beating heart.
The apartment is orderly, more so than the chaos they usually see. He was someone, Teri thinks. He belonged to someone.
And then despite herself, she’s remembering visiting her kid brother, Shawn, in the hospital after he OD’d.
The EMTs cracked a couple of ribs doing CPR. He pointed out the bruises and talked about suing the city. She gave him the look, and he gave her the “just kidding” grin.
“A joke! Really, I’m going into treatment. Swear to God.”
And he had. Then dead within a year. He was dealing small amounts of coke in their Queens neighborhood. Pissed off some Colombians, the new kids in Elmhurst, and they blew him away.
Teri was working in an office, thinking about nursing school. But after that, she decided to apply to the academy. Just wanted the chance to get some bad guys.
Her mother between drags of portable oxygen and nicotine rasped, “Honey, I loved your brother to death. But shit, to most people, he was the bad guys.”
Now here she is, a year and a half later in a strange apartment, standing over another young corpse. Bloated and stinking.
The deceased is around six feet tall, blond and blue. His eyes are open, starting to swell, and Teri wishes she could shut them or at least cover the body.
They radio the station, and wait for their sergeant and EMS.
Garcia pushes up an already open window.
“We’re not supposed to touch anything,” Teri shouts.
“What? You think you at a fuckin murder scene? This could take time.”
“It’s procedure.”
“Shit.” He goes downstairs. She stays with the body. The apartment door is open and the smell is bearable.
Alone with the dead man, she wonders if she could be at a fuckin murder scene. He looks familiar, but she can’t place him. The couch is leather and not too shabby, the computer – name brand, state of the art. She notices the books – Stanislavsky, On Acting, Kerouac, On The Road.
Who was this beautiful white boy with the armful of tracks, the books on the shelf, barely worn Armani jacket draped over a chair?
It doesn’t surprise her when the sergeant walks in accompanied by Detective Ouspenski, homicide.
“Did you touch anything?” Ouspenski asks.
“No sir.”
“Good girl.”
She watches the way he notices things – the small closed suitcase with the airline sticker sitting by the couch, the door bolt now off its hinges thanks to her partner, the latch on the window gate. New York City regulations didn’t allow regular gates or bars on fire escape windows, so the gate had a special latch that could be opened from inside the apartment. She heard a skilled burglar could manipulate a latch like that using a wire, open it up from the outside, but it seemed unlikely anyone could have left that way and closed it.
Ouspenski goes into the bathroom. He asks her to follow him. It’s a typical tenement bathroom – only a toilet and a sink, the tub in the kitchen. Ouspenski is a large man, tall and heavy, especially around the middle. It feels almost inappropriate, too intimate standing next to him in such a small space.
“Could you fit through there?” he asks, pointing to a narrow window also off the fire escape. It can’t be more than nine inches wide.
“I don’t think so, sir.”
“Yeah, right,” he says. There’s a little crinkle in the corner of his turned down mouth and something sad in his gray eyes.
The EMS team arrives and pronounces the death. They still have to wait for the medical examiner. Ouspenski steps around the corpse and looks at the computer screen.
“Young lady,” he says turning to Teri, “Do you know how to work one of these things?”
“Yeah, I guess. What do you need?”
“Can you get the one called Prologue?”
“I think so.”
“Can you do it without touching the machine a lot? Just pressing something?”
“The diskette is loaded. It looks like I’d just have to hit the enter key.”
He takes a pen out of his pocket. Hands it to her. “Do it with this patrolman.”
She hits the key. The machine hums. Then the words appear ghostly green against the black screen:
This is a story about a revolution that never happened, and the people it never happened to. This is a story about a place – New York’s Lower East Side, a.k.a. the East Village, Lo-i-sai-da, a neighborhood of artists, dreamers, hustlers, devil worshipers, anarchists, junkies and yuppies, all competing for breathing space in a city without air. This is a love story about a poor farm boy who meets a beautiful blonde. This is a story about a time – the era of greed, when the poor were objects of scorn not sympathy, and the gentrifiers viewed themselves as urban pioneers. This is a story about sex and drugs and real estate. This is a story about a murder . . .
****
Chapter 2
The Dead Guy Floating . . .
Peter
Sunset Boulevard always was my favorite film. Scene one – the cops and press descend upon the creepy old house as some dead guy floats in the pool.
Joe Gillis, as deluded as Norma Desmond, thought he could win, come out clean. But he was just another cheap opportunist lulled by the sirens, that glamorous girl group of demons in drag – Success, Ambition, Fame.
Classic line uttered by Joe himself as voice over, “The poor dope. He always wanted a pool.”
Me? I was born with one. Had the weird Spanish-style mansion in the Hollywood Hills too. Gone by the time I was seven.
But that’s what they call the back-story. We’ll get to it. We have time.
The story you came for begins much later and won’t be found on any floppy diskettes conveniently confiscated by New York City’s finest. The action starts on a sweltering summer night when Ingrid Hess asked me for a cigarette, and I almost saved her life.
****
Chapter 3
The Night They Never Met
From The Personal Journal and Memoir of Ingrid Hess – a record of her life and her time in New York. Volume I. The Beginning . . .
June 1988
My father was the son of a Nazi officer. This I know. One time when I was staying with my grandparents in Germany, I found a whole trunk full of shit – medals, insignia, official papers from the Reich. My grandmother insisted it was my great uncle’s. She also explained to me it’s not polite to talk about the war, and then pretended she couldn’t understand my German.
My mother was a Dutch whore. This I am not one hundred percent sure about, but she was a stewardess in New York and I have a photo of her with two other women and a man, and I’m sure one of the women is Xaviera Hollander who was of course also a stewardess before becoming a famous prostitute. I’ve read The Happy Hooker, and there is a woman in it I believe is my mother. My father will only say that she was a model when they met. But then where are the pictures? Where is her portfolio?
Both of them, my parents, kept things from me. When she went into the hospital to die, he would tell me she was getting stronger. He said children were not allowed to visit. Later, he told me that was what she wanted. I believe it. I believe she wanted me to always remember her as looking her best. Why not? She made her living from her beauty. It was the only thing she had of worth. So that’s how I remember her – a beautiful accomplished liar who didn’t even want to say goodbye to her only daughter if it meant shattering the illusion of her perfection.
My father is in banking. He’s worked for all the big firms, Deutsche Bank, Manny Hanny, Chase. When I was a little girl, we lived in New York on Fifth Avenue. We could see Central Park from the living room.
Then they transferred him to Chicago and we moved to a house on the North Shore with a lawn and yard. It was there that she got sick and was gone. My father sent me to Germany to stay with his sister and her husband. It was a mistake to send a long-legged eleven-year-old girl to live with her aunt and the uncle by marriage who had never seen her as a baby.
Daddy tells me he meant well. People can fuck their good intentions. He tells himself that nothing much happened. Jah, jah, Ingrid always the actress.
It doesn’t matter anyway. It’s all material. I’ll make art out of this shitty life. My body is my instrument, my canvas.
When I came back from Germany, I was a mess. I cut myself. You can still see the white marks on my wrist. It was before I learned to use the pills. My father couldn't handle it, put me in a place. Quite an education, it was. I knew that if I got out, I would come to New York and study and dance and everything I was keeping inside me, I would have a way to get it out.
I want to create, to do my own performances. I don’t care about Broadway. I saw a play here, downtown. It wasn’t really a play – just a man in a flannel shirt and jeans, alone on the stage sitting in a chair with a desk in front of him. There was a notebook and a glass of water on the desk, and he would glance at the notes as he told stories about his life. He was an actor making a film in Asia about Vietnam. Sometimes he talked about history, but mostly he talked about himself, his experiences. There was a lot about Thai whores.
It was a little funny, but sometimes not so interesting. So self-indulgent. He was pasty and in his forties. Why would the Thai girls want to fuck him if not for the money?
Really, the space was hot and I started to sleep, but I thought yes, this is something I would like to do with dance, to be alone on stage, tell my story with my body, the emotions of it, the experience.
And so it gave me the idea for this journal in which I will record not only the stories of my time in New York, my struggles to create – but more: I will tell my life story. Here will be my words and they will serve two purposes. I will use them to create my story-dances, monologues in movement, yes? And also this journal/memoir will record all that has made me who I am and someday other artists, other dancers will read it and understand Ingrid Hess and how she came to be who she was.
****
Peter
June 1904, The General Slocum disaster – one thousand twenty one dead. Most of them children. A ferry taking a group of German immigrants out from Manhattan to Long Island for a church picnic catches fire.
July 1988, all that’s left to remember the dead is a faded, urine-stained slab of marble in Tompkins Square Park. I was sitting on a bench across from it. Ulysses references the tragedy, so often when I see the worn-out pink monument I think about the semester I wrangled with all things Joyce. But on this summer night, there were other distractions. It was Wigstock – the East Village’s annual drag festival. A day when even the straightest of men could try on those red spike heels and channel his inner diva. The event had been happening every summer for years. It was still controlled by the drag queens that started it all, although some said it had become tamer, more “respectable” as the straights and other tourists began showing up. It was a night to hang out, listen to the bands and celebrate fabulousness.
Now after midnight, the festivities were at an end. Some new Cinderella ordinance stopped the music to the great displeasure of the crowd. A kid with purple hair and a face full of safety pins was handing out green garbage bags, advising people to pick up their shit and leave no traces. The homeless, many of whom resided in the park, were doing a job on the beer cans. At five cents a piece, a hundred would get you a meal, or a fix.
The heat and humidity were high. Thousands milled around, breathing in the relatively fresh air of the park – its ten acres the biggest public space on the Lower East Side. Neo-pagans pounded out percussion as a line of expressionless cops stood by, arms crossed. Rumor had it they were going to close down the park. Break up the encampment that developed with the housing crunch.
The park rangers had removed some trash-bag-tents the previous week, leading to a small demo. A few arrests. Now there were all kinds of community meetings going on. Wild stories about secret city plans to concretize the entire space. You could attribute it to paranoia, or even wishful thinking. A lot of the locals liked to believe that they were still being targeted by the city’s “Red Squad”, and there were plenty of aging activists whose nostalgia for the 60’s included tales of protests and arrests. The growing police presence, however, wasn’t a fantasy.
Myself – I was just another bright young man looking for the Big Story in the Naked City. It had only been a few months since I moved down from the Upper West Side and started calling myself a writer. Sold a couple of pieces to The City Eye. There was something here, an energy to the East Village that didn’t exist elsewhere. Nascent, but who knew what kind of creature it would develop into? I still hadn’t found the hook, the tale that would be the microcosm through which I would convey this world.
I was working on something, an article, maybe turn it into a series, on the changing dynamics of the neighborhood. I heard there was an anarchist group planning to blow up the Floradora House, a landmark recently renovated for “luxury condos.” Started as a hotel in the 1880’s. Later a settlement house. Then an apartment building. Torched in the seventies allegedly by the landlord, victim of rising costs and rent control. Home to no one for years, till a developer took an interest. I talked to one guy who’d bought a two-bedroom. Not exactly yuppie scum. He’s a teacher with a social worker wife and two kids. They lived down here for years. Had a rent stabilized railroad apartment in a building where the landlord started moving in addicts and goons to clear the place. The Floradora was the most reasonably priced two-bedroom they’d seen in Manhattan. They could barely afford it. Now they get pelted by egg throwing punks who think they’re engaged in class warfare.
So I sat in on a meeting of RANT – the Revolutionary Anarchist Action Network. Didn’t uncover any plot to bomb anything. Just lots of loose talk.
Nothing I could grab on to. No book deal potential.
Still I believed I’d find my big story, somewhere on the Lower East Side, and a drag festival, in a contested piece of park, on a steamy summer night, with the outer borough cops surrounding like an occupying army, seemed as good a spot as any to look.
I was sitting on a bench, taking in the scene, about to light up a Camel when the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen sat down beside me.
“You have maybe another?” she asked pointing a long hot-pink fingernail at my cigarette.
****
From The Personal Journal and Memoir of Ingrid Hess
14 July
I know I must study more. I need to perfect my technique. This means classes and also I must eat. My father won’t send more money. He thinks I am “not well” and should move back to Chicago. I won’t go back.
I’ve been dancing at a “gentleman’s club." It’s not so bad, a way of observing. You watch them watch you. Sometimes, I really dance for them, but you always need to be careful. They try to grab you and that’s why you need the pole. You cannot lose yourself in the dance, which makes it boring. Like any job.
You do stupid things when you get bored. Sometimes I meet men, younger American versions of my father if you want to play that game. Maybe from the Midwest with a stopover in some ivy-league, MBA program. Men like that, they’ll give you cocaine and take you out for a good dinner, but you never get what you need.
What I need is a couple of weeks of quiet. Someplace clean where I can sleep. I never seem to get enough money together for my own place. I read the Voice and the Eye and always they have these ads for roommates, but the men want to fuck you and the women don’t want their men to want to fuck you, so it doesn’t work out.
I got so desperate and tired that I walked into a hospital. (I am here now. They finally felt I was safe enough to give me a pen.) I showed them my wrists. I told them I was in the mood to die. The resident wasn’t impressed.
“Those scars look old and superficial,” he said.
“Next time maybe I make them deeper, motherfucker. Why don’t you check my record? Call Chicago.”
I had to wait almost twelve hours in the ER. They think I’m crazy but not too crazy.
I have a roommate. She’s not crazy either. Katherine, middle aged, the veteran of many failed suicides. None, serious. The first day she tells me that her family doesn’t like her. I am thinking they’re just sick of her whining. She’s all alone in her beautiful, deluxe apartment on the Upper East Side. Boo fuckin hoo.
I always listen. Sympathetic. It’s my nature.
“We are both orphans,” she says.
I notice her watching me. Watching while I do my stretches.
“I should do that,” she says. Telling me this hurts, that hurts, pointing to her shoulder. Asks me to rub her neck. That’s how it starts. You can figure out where it leads. Soon she’s promising me that I can stay with her when we get out. I’m thinking I can probably get her to pay for my classes and I don’t even have to eat her pussy, just touch her a little. Like a mercy jerk-off every couple of days.
The cow tells the son.
Big conference including the social worker. After, she tells me the son and his wife will stay with her. No Ingrid.
I hate her. I feel nauseous when I think about touching her. Now, I’ve got nowhere to go and they’re ready to kick me out.
****
Peter
She had platinum hair, breasts bursting out of her halter-top, blue crystal eyes, long thin legs. In another setting, she might have been taken for a hooker. Here, in a park full of drag queens, I found myself staring at her uncovered throat for signs of an Adam’s apple. That kind of perfection just couldn’t be real.
She was wearing cut offs and white leather boots that came mid thigh. The skin between the boots and the shorts was tan and tight and muscular.
“Those must be hell in this heat,” I said staring at her footwear as I handed over the cigarette I had just started.
“One must suffer to be beautiful.” Her inflection was slightly off, like an accent or a put on. I watched the smoke leave her mouth in circles perfectly timed and executed.
I smiled as though responding to some purposely ironic remark. Her face was completely deadpan and made me remember something I’d once read about Garbo. There’s a shot of her, a close-up, at the end of Queen Christina. The director had told her to think of “absolutely nothing.”
As she inhaled taking deep theatrical drags, I tried to think of something clever to say. But before I had a chance to open my mouth, this crazy park character, the one with the rooster on his shoulder, came up and asked her if she wanted to pet his bird.
****
From The Personal Journal and Memoir of Ingrid Hess
16 July 1988
Forced from hospital yesterday. I hate them all, doctors, nurses. They act so noble, but they don’t help anyone.
I call the Game-boy. Flabby-assed, forties – he makes computer games for children and has a fat baby face. He once told me he’d do anything to help me. He’d leave his wife and his children if I only said please.
Now I ask him for a few dollars, just to get by and he says, ”It’s over Ingrid.”
"Oh yes? Let me tell that to your wife.”
Finally, he agrees to see me.
First he tells me, “This is the last time.” Then we go to a cash machine. He gives me a hundred dollars, reminds me that it’s “a loan.”
“I told you I just got out of the hospital, you asshole.”
We walk to the hotel where we used to screw. It’s not the best place, but clean. He pays the room for a week.
I’m thinking he’ll fuck me once. It’ll take five minutes and then he’ll leave and I can sleep in soft sheets with air conditioning, and I can watch television and call room service whenever I’d like. I can do what I want. He probably won’t come by more than twice and with any luck, he’ll come when I’m out.
It’s less than five minutes and he starts on the lecture. “Ingrid, you can’t keep living this way. I can help you. They need a girl in the office, receptionist.”
“I am a dancer.”
“Of course you are. But this is New York.”
“I’m not going to be your secretary,”
“Receptionist. You just answer the phone. It can’t be any worse than shaking your tits at a strip club. I mean, who do you think you are?”
“I’m Ingrid,” I tell him. I slap his face. Dress. Take bag. Leave. Fuck him and the room. What I don’t even bother to say to him, is that someday when he remembers the day he pushed me away, the day he lost me forever, I won’t even remember his name.
I take a taxi down to the East Village. There’s a painter there. He used to call me his muse. But it looks like his building has burnt down, so I go to a phone booth. His number is disconnected. I walk over to the park where there’s a big celebration going on.
I see a man sitting alone on a bench, writing in a little book. It’s funny because I’m thinking he could be my brother – blond with blue eyes. But something sad in him. Gentle.
I ask him for a cigarette. He stares at me. Shy? Gay? Intimidated by me? Then another one comes to sit. Not so nice, but not afraid. Beard, long hair. Not combed, dirty, a little bit of a belly. There’s a chicken on his shoulder.
He asks, “Do you wanna pet it?”
“What?”
“Do you want to pet the bird?”
I start to laugh. I’m not sure at what. The unmitigated disaster that is my life? I pet the bird. The handsome man just sits there statue silent, but listening.
Birdy rolls joint. He takes the cigarette out of my mouth and steps on it. “These things will kill you,” he says. He places the joint between my lips. Touches them and then licks his fingers.
“Strawberry,” he says.
I can’t help smiling.
His teeth are yellow, but something about him isn’t so bad if you combed his hair and gave him a shower. I’m thinking it wouldn’t be terrible to fuck him.
He tells me that he’s Lenny, from Texas.
“You are a cowboy? John Wayne?”
“No ma’am.”
“Ma’am. Yah. Texas.”
I’m slipping into my accent. It’s how my mother spoke.
The pot is very good. He tells me that he’s studying to be a warlock, and asks if I’m interested in magics. That’s how he says it. With the “s”.
“Men have called me a witch.” The statue man is looking at his shoes, but still listening. Like me, he is an observer. I think Birdy also passed him the marijuana. I wish he would say something. I’m suddenly feeling hungry and horny and imagining both of them fucking me at once and then all of us going out for a good meal and dancing and I'm wondering if anyone has any coke.
“The bird is my familiar,” Birdy says. “I can call forth demons.”
Many beautiful women passing, some men too in gowns, also beautiful like women. Floating. But I am the most beautiful.
“I’m hungry,” I tell him. Put head on his shoulder.
“I can cook,” he says. “We can go to my apartment and I can make you anything you want.”
Birdy takes my hand and we get up. I turn and look at the statue man still sitting. I am trying to will him to speak, but he only looks down and I look away.
Birdy’s building is east of the park. Between B and C. They say it’s changing, the area, but still it’s not so nice. The hallway is narrow and has a pissy smell. Inside the apartment there is an old couch and chair, like from the street. Bedroom, only a smelly mattress on floor. (At least there is a sheet!) No air conditioner, just a fan next to the bed. We fuck. It’s too fast. His breath stinks.
Later, more pot. Grinning idiot. Touches my hair.
“Stop. I’m hungry. Get me something.”
He bites my lip. Not really hard, but still.
I push him off me. “Who the fuck do you think you are?” Angry, I start to curse him in German.
He looks frightened. “Tongues! Demon talk!”
“Yes, I am demon! Satan has sent me to torment you. Now get me some food before I curse your balls to fall off.”
He goes to the kitchen. He’s there cooking now. Singing to himself. Moron! But the food smells good and the fan isn’t too bad. I can stay here a few days. Get some rest. Unbelievable the things one must do to survive this life!
****
Chapter 4
Summer in the City – 1988
Kyra
Ya like these tits? Got them in ‘68. Same surgeon Edie went to. You know, Edie Sedgwick? I was like the prototypical Chelsea girl, okay? I shoulda been in that movie. Hung at the Factory. Knew everybody. Andy, Ultra Violet, Holly Woodlawn. I fuckin shot up with Lou Reed.
I know there’s all this shit coming out now about the silicone. But thank God for these. The rest of me could fall apart and they’d still have a life of their own. Nice size, too. Not like they’re freaky or anything.
Considering everything, I don’t look too bad now. But twenty years ago, when I was nineteen, I could make like a thousand dollars a night, just dancing. I mean I didn’t even have to fuck anyone.
Glory days.
Followed by the lost years. Lost my son for one thing. After I got out of jail (long story) him and his father disappeared. And that my friends is the tragedy because if I’d a had my boy, I never woulda picked up again.
Woulda, shoulda, bullshit.
So I wound up back in NYC. Thought I was set up down here on the Lower East Side, but then I got a little behind in the rent and my roommate’s boyfriend made it clear there wasn’t enough room for the three of us no matter what the sleeping arrangements, which is how I wound up couch-surfing the good nights and sleeping al fresco the bad ones.
One day I’m in Tompkins. Found a half pack of Camels on a bench. Sitting, smoking one after the other. Lenny comes up, tells me these things are gonna give me cancer and offers me the world’s fattest joint. I knew he was kind of whacked out. But he was the first person in so long just to be kind to me. Look, I’m sure he wouldn’t a kicked me out of bed, but it wasn’t even a sex thing. It was like hippie shit, y’know? Like hey, you need a place to stay, you need a meal? Hey, I got a place for you. I got some food.
I had bronchitis or something. He fixed me tea, grilled cheese sandwiches with tomato soup. Homemade soup.
The apartment wasn’t a palace, but I had my own room to crash in, and a bathroom, with a tub.
He was scraping together a hundred a week rent. I started paying half after I was able to work again. See, there was a rent-controlled tenant paying like a hundred a month. She died. Lenny found out and offered the super some key money. It’s not like it was going to last forever, but Lenny’s not too, what do ya call it, future oriented?
For me it was fine. A chance to get my shit together. Which I was doing. Working three nights a week at a club in Jersey. In maintenance. Okay, sometimes I’d shoot a little on top, but who doesn’t?
Then her royal Ingridness comes onto the scene. I mean there’s Lenny in the park like every day trying to make time with the ladies. It’s all he does. But everyone knows he’s crazy. Talking about the forces of Satan, talking about killing the mayor. He doesn’t exactly get “lucky” a lot. I come home and see her in the kitchen, writing in her little notebook, looking like the Queen of her castle, treating Lenny like the hired help. I could tell this was not going to have a happy ending.
****
Joe Holiday
Joe working his shift at Arcana Books, specializing in fantasy, science fiction and occult science. Minimum wage, but they paid him off the books, and besides he liked talking to the customers. All types came in. After five men in suits, he wondered what oracles they consulted before making investments. The Hell's Angels who had a club over on 5th – a lot of them and their women were into this shit. He listened, picked things up. As with many of his interests, he appeared more knowledgeable than he was, actual reading being too time consuming. Besides, he considered most writers idiots. Joe liked the term “occult science.” Sounded more serious than “new age.” More accurate too, considering there was a whole body of esoteric knowledge going back to ancient times. He disliked the stuff that talked about women as the keepers of all wisdom. Historically, the great magicians were men. Women weren’t even allowed to study kabala. Joe hadn’t actually studied it himself, but he knew a lot of those English guys like Crowley and Regarde were into it. Crowley, he liked. Guy looked like a warlock. Society of the Golden Dawn. Those were some serious motherfuckers. Joe had heard the stuff in the books, even the books with titles like The Real Secrets of the Golden Dawn, was just pap for the public. He was sure the real deal must have involved blood rituals, human sacrifice, that kind of thing. Do what thou wilt. Those guys didn’t get caught up in terms like “good” and “evil”. They didn’t make racist distinctions about “black” and “white” magic. They knew what they wanted: power. And they were prepared to get it by any means necessary.
That the means to power might involve the wearing of ceremonial robes, the drawing of pentacles, and the right words recited in the correct order with the proper intonation – this did not sound implausible to Joe. Again, historical precedents. All the world leaders from Ramses to Hitler and even Reagan had had astrologers. He’d heard the Israeli army had checked with a kabalistic scholar before the first strike in ‘67. It made sense to him that success at magic would take years of practice and discipline. It was the same formula for success with anything. Joe did not consider himself a successful man. But he understood the formula.
Success in magic, from what he heard, was a subtle thing. The best magic appeared to fit into the natural order. Like say a drug lord outlives his rivals who all kill each other. What role do the birth dates play? Or the homage paid to the local voodoo priestess?
Just look what happened down in Mexico, Matamoros. Marijuana dealers had been making human sacrifices for years until they got stupid, snatched some gringo college kid whose disappearance brought down heat from El Norte. But how long had they run a safe and successful operation before that mistake?
His girl, Moira probably knew about that. Girl was deep. She’d lived with Robby (the Acid King) Assad from the time she was fifteen till the feds caught up with him. She never asked Joe about his past. Didn’t say much about her own. But he sensed a strength, a loyalty. Joe would bet that if Robby had asked her, she would have gone out and found him a virgin. Yeah, he could imagine Moira scouting the clubs for some sweet young thing, enticing him or her home, slipping them some kind of tranq. He could see her wearing a red robe, or maybe naked, out in a stone temple in the middle of the desert, with the full moon lighting up her back as she plunged a knife into the chest of the writhing victim laid out before her. There she was drinking the vic’s blood from a golden chalice. He’d have to ask her about it sometime, but he didn’t think she’d tell.
His reverie was interrupted when he noticed Lenny had walked into the store. Joe was glad the manager wasn’t around to give him a hard time. Lenny’s hygiene wasn’t the greatest, and he never bought anything though he’d spend hours reading the comics and talking to customers. Joe liked Lenny. He was pretty generous with his pot. Grass wasn’t Joe’s drug of choice, but he appreciated Lenny wasn’t out for anything. He was with a Puerto Rican guy Joe knew vaguely – Johnny.
Joe went over to say hello. They were looking at the latest issue of the Laksdale series, a fantasy comic book whose storyline took place on a distant planet where the women all wore cone shaped hats with veils and cinched at the waist dresses that spilled out their bosoms, and the men had even bigger chests and everybody said “thou,” but they could “jaunt” and “gallivant” around the galaxy.
The drawing on the cover, a princess astride a horse, sword raised, reminded Joe of Moira. Same beauty queen corn-color hair waving in the wind. Only the cover girl was busty whereas Moira was flat. Lenny who’d also been admiring the artwork said, “My girlfriend looks like that.”
Joe and Johnny made eye contact on that one. Even by the standards of the Lower East Side, Lenny was thought to be delusional.
“Wow!” Johnny said. “She’s hot. Where’d you meet a girl like that?”
“In the park. She’s living over at my place. She’s real pretty. But man, she can sure be mean sometimes!”
“I hear that,” Joe put in for conversation, not too sure whether or not they were discussing a hallucination.
Lenny invited them over to meet her. He offered to whip up omelets if they’d stake him on beer. Joe was about to get off shift and figured what the hell. Johnny was set to go too, but then his beeper went off.
“Duty calls, man.”
Johnny worked for El Rey de Reefer, a.k.a. the King of Cannabis, a.k.a. the Mogul of Marijuana. Guy ran a pot delivery service. Johnny was one of his boys. Talked like he was some big time drug dealer, but it didn’t sound any different to Joe than delivering pizzas, except that pizza boys were less likely to get their teeth bashed in. Johnny, Joe thought, was the perfect example of a man failing due to lack of discipline. The boy was good looking, wavy black hair, well proportioned. Dressed well. Looked like a preppy with a really great tan. Talked like one, too. Even had some college. But what was he, twenty-five or something? Already getting a gut and with a droopy ass. An hour a day of free weights, and he could get some fine piece to take care of him. No way he’d need that stupid delivery thing. Joe only wished he had Johnny’s natural assets.
Johnny left to answer his call. Joe and Lenny walked east over to Lenny’s. Lenny was rambling about Ingrid. Joe asked if Lenny’s neighbor, Jacques was around. Maybe they could invite him too. Jacques was big time into black magic. Had a look that would’ve freaked out Crowley. Six five at least. Bone thin. Old Ukrainian women crossed themselves and crossed the street when he’d pass by.
Lenny claimed Jacques had made him his apprentice, was teaching him stuff, rituals and the like.
When they got to the apartment, they heard definitive moans and pounding coming from Lenny’s room.
Lenny dropped his six-pack and went to the bedroom door. Opened it. Saw his lady boffing someone and then apologized.
Joe didn’t make assumptions. He and Moira had an open relationship although there was a clear understanding you didn’t bring someone else home unless your lover was also involved. Maybe it was a money thing. But he saw the stricken look on Lenny’s face.
They talked it out. Seemed like not only was Ingrid giving it away to someone else, she wasn’t giving it to Lenny at all.
“Is it okay with you, man?”
“I just wish she’d be nice to me. Like she was that first day. Even if she doesn’t wanna fuck me. I just wish she’d be, you know, nice.”
Joe led Lenny to Ingrid’s door. Told him what to say and how to say it. The other guy got up and left. Ingrid came out. Naked. Lenny was right. Straight off the comic book cover. Real haughty too. Telling Lenny he had no right to talk to her like that. She was every bitch who’d ever spit at a panhandler, every Euro-trash artiste moving into the neighborhood and paying more for a month’s rent than a working man would see in a year. He recognized immediately she was not the Princess Heroine of the fantasy strip, but the Evil Sorceress. And Joe knew she would eat Lenny alive unless someone stepped in to stop her.
****
From The Personal Journal and Memoir of Ingrid Hess
26 July 1988
No phone in this shithole. I go down to the corner and call Katherine. Leave message.
“So are you happy, darling? You abandoned me and now I’m in the gutter. Thank you and drop dead.”
Try again later. Plan to say, “Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you.” Second “fuck,” she picks up.
“Oh Ingrid, I’m so sorry. Please come see me.”
“I don’t even have taxi fare.”
She tells me just come and the doorman will take care of it. Her son and his wife are in the Hamptons.
Her apartment is hideous. Bourgeois. Too many things. Photos in glitzy frames. Porcelain cows, china cows, stuffed cows. Cows everywhere, for this cow! Her collection!
Katherine, almost crying just to see me. Wearing auburn wig, pageboy. (Did I tell you she pulls out her hair?) Stomach popping from pants suit. Fat gold earrings, so heavy her lobes droop. Lipstick over dry bitten lips. Licking lips with her tongue. The way her jaw sticks out, she’s a beagle.
Never notice before how loose her neck is. Why doesn’t she take care of this? Dear God, take me while I am young and beautiful!
“You look wonderful,” she says.
Kettle whistles. We go to what she calls the "sun room.” Tiny closet-like space, but has window on two sides and a skylight. Plants, glass table, little cakes and tea. AC blasting. We drink hot tea to stay warm in New York in July.
“How have you been?” touching my hand.
“How can you ask me that? You live here in this beautiful place while I have nothing. How can you be so insensitive?”
“You hate me,” she says – always making it about her. "Why did you come?”
“You asked me to.” Shove cake in mouth. “Besides, I’m hungry.”
“Oh Ingrid, I’m so sorry.”
“Fuck sorry, cunt.” I hold back these words and the desire to smash one of her dollhouse plates over her stupid head. Want to tear up everything. Start crying. Cannot stop. Nothing is working. Thinking, even if she offers to let me stay here, I can’t live in this boring Upper East Side with her always here. If only I had a place. Even the shithole, I could fix with money.
“There, there,” she says. “There, there.” Her arms around me. “Maybe you need to lie down for a bit.”
I let her lead me to bedroom.
Heavy dark woods, a "set" like out of a store display. Too cheap to hire decorator?
Rubs my shoulders. “You used to do this for me in the hospital,” she says. “Now it’s my turn to do it for you.”
I did more than rub her shoulders. She wants me to do everything, then pretend nothing happened. We are just girls! Yeah, yeah sixty-year old girl. Too tired for this. Want her to work. Want her to know she is doing these things.
My back to her. Feel cold dry hands under shirt.
“Does this feel okay?”
She keeps going, unhooks my bra. I turn, lay on back.
She stares. Not moving. I put her hand to my breast. It’s so rough. Why doesn’t she use lotion?
“Feels good,” I tell her.
“I missed you.”
Hug her. “Me too.”
Kissing me. All over face. Put my mouth, tongue in her mouth.
Two of us rolling, rolling.
I push tit into her mouth. Put my hand on her, then inside. Here is the wetness, the life. Surprises me always she is this way. Moaning sounds. Touches me too – just outside.
The first time in hospital she told me she’d never been with a woman before. Later, she laughed and said, maybe in college. Yeah, she probably fucks the maid.
I work down her body. She moans. Knows what is coming. Kiss her belly, stretch marks, decay. Want to yell, “Go to a gym! Do something about this! How could you let this happen to your body?”
Pussy tastes strange, with smell, like, what? Fruit? She has used something, maybe? Knew we would be like this, planned it.
After, still in bed, tears running down her cheeks. “I want to be with you. I wish you could stay here.”
“Why not?”
“My son wouldn’t understand. He’s coming back tonight. He’d try to lock me up.”
“What are you, a baby? Because you love a woman? He cannot do this to you.”
She tells me one time she gave money to someone, “a very bad man.” Now everything is in her son’s name. She has an allowance.
“This is awful to let him control your life!”
“But what can I do?”
“Give me money. I’ll get a place. You can see me there. We can be together there.”
“How much would you need?”
Heart beating, very fast. Now I want to kiss her.
“A small place, maybe $1,500 a month, plus the deposit.”
“Oh no,” she says, “I couldn’t. He’d know.”
“But that’s what it costs.”
“No, I’m sorry, dear. I can’t.”
“Are you stupid? Don’t you understand Katherine? I’m on the street. I have no place.”
Whining. “But what do you want from me?”
“I want you to help me, damn it!”
“He’ll know.”
“You use me. You bring me here and then throw me away!”
“I love you.” Goes to take something from dresser. “Ingrid, please. Please, take this watch. It must be worth at least three thousand.”
Gold. Swiss. Better than nothing.
She gives me papers so they will know it isn’t stolen.
I tell her I must go.
“Yes,” she says. “My son will be home soon. You should leave.”
Stop at first jewelers. Get only sixteen hundred. Enough for rent deposit, maybe?
There’s a restaurant I used to go to with Game-boy. Half diner, half steak house. I’m hungry and want some meat so I stop in.
The steak, bloody, squirting like something still alive, struggling. Yes, in New York even the food must fight.
Waiters watching me. Still early for dinner and everyone away at beach. One other customer, a man – of course, staring. Good features, hazel eyes, reminds me of a boy from school in Germany. Leather jacket, helmet by side.
“It’s nice to see a woman with a healthy appetite,” he calls loud from his table.
I lick my lips. Raise glass to him. “Do you have a cigarette, darling?”
He comes over. Dave. Advertising. We chat and he orders more wine for us both. Maybe not so exciting as I had thought, but I need to get the taste of Cowthrine out of my brain. He sees me see the ring on his finger.
I catch his hand in my own. Touch ring. “It’s okay.”
He strokes my hand, thumb moving back and forth across wrist. Sip wine. "Maybe we go someplace?”
“Great. I can give you a ride. My bike.”
“The place I am staying is not very nice. Perhaps we go to a hotel?”
His cheeks red. “I’m sorry. Really, I’m just a … I mean, I didn’t realize… I don’t have that kind of money.”
Spit out my wine. “You think I am for money? Oh no, I just thought we would be more comfortable.”
“Can you forgive me?”
“Yah. But at least we must stop someplace. You have enough money for us to get a little something? For the mood?”
It feels good to ride downtown on the bike. Old times. Stop, pick up whiskey, then on the street some blow. Tells me he used to live “in the neighborhood.” Now, Brooklyn.
“I would never leave Manhattan,” I tell him.
He starts to tell me how someday Brooklyn will be like Manhattan. He tells me about the property he bought.
“Please shut up,” I tell him.
Inside apartment, he says, “Ah! Great space.”
Always in Manhattan, they say this.
No one is home. Good. He’s pushing against me before we even get to room.
“Slow down. Drink first.”
He puts coke on my body. Snorting from my stomach. Licking it from my clit. Puts me on the edge. Almost, almost. Then fucking. Still shaking from his mouth. Lucky woman this wife.
I hear something, pushing on the door and the little bolt comes right off and there’s Birdy with his stupid crazy face staring.
“Get the fuck out!” I yell.
“I’m sorry. I heard screaming.” Closes door.
“Who was that?” Dave, wilting.
Don’t want to lose feeling. “He’s nobody. Forget it.” Start to moving more.
Voices from living room. Can hear them, Birdy, other man. Can’t hear all, but other man is saying something like, “You take that shit from her?”
Birdy opens door again. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, bitch?” I can see the side of the other man. Telling him what words to say.
Dave pulls away. “Sorry man, I didn’t know.” Grabs pants.
“I don’t believe it,” I say. “You’re letting him throw you out!”
“I don’t want trouble,” he says and leaves.
I go to living room. Birdy is sitting, rolling joint. Looks at me and his hands start to shake. Why not? I am magnificent in my anger, my nakedness.
“Who the fuck do you think you are? What business is it of yours? Huh?”
“Don’t yell at me!”
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