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"Do not mind me, madam; I say strange things, but mean no harm."



--Dr. Johnson
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intro

�the house she used to live in





Los Angeles.  pale orange light coming from one of the upper windows & the sound of a piano low & plaintive.  the sound of a passage most likely classical gone over & over again painstakingly & with method & too-beautiful too, the notes upswooping & veryprettily trilling & then stretching out like weary sleepers eager for a bed & a blanket & a very dark room.  or so they seemed to me.  it could have just as easily been a record skipping, but doubtful.  outside the practice shed we were taking a break & smoking a hundred cigarettes apiece (well, Rob & I were; Walter hated smokers smoking) & thankful for the relative cool, the night, with no clouds to tear the sky & maximum stars & a winking half-moon.  the shed: a smallish wooden sweatbox edifice rigged with crapulous mingy orange carpet on the walls to keep the sounds down & the neighbors from positively freaking, a minature public address system with microphones & all our gear--drums guitars bass chords amps a tapedeck for taping rehearsals & random ideas lyricsheets stray strings--& the detritus of junkfood.  tattered posters of Echo & the Bunnymen & Sonic Youth & My Bloody Valentine & The Beatles too.



a small wind there was as well, the early fall breeze thickening the air with nightblooming jasmine, palms canting in the distance & jacaranda & purple bougainvilla everywhere you looked.  the house we were regarding was Walter's.  not bad for a drummer/trendoid menswear clerk with a trustfund he, smartly, didn't dare talk about.  of course he inherited it, the house, an enormous expansive five bedroom bastion of uber-bohemianism that he shared out to roommates & his diminutive shrill goth girlfriend: a full-grown woman in the body of a little girl.  a girl with charcoal hair & non-occidental eyes & too-much make-up in black plastic miniskirt & super-tight blouse to match her super-dinky mind. 

name:  Nastasha, Natasha, Nasty, Nasha, Nashi. 

she never specified & I never bothered to sort it out.  Nasha:  short for nauseous, basically.  which is what she made anyone with any taste.  I mean--not being able to specify what you're supposed to be called or anything?   what's up with that?  to be not terrifically particular  about what your particular nomenclature particularly is as long as it starts with a "n" sound & ends in something mushy.  I mean, come on. 

but at that time in Los Angeles & especially Hollywood her kind wasn't terribly uncommon:  you were always running into or being hastily introduced to people named Jail or Paintpot or Psycho or Jordache; Keg or Krash or Krishna or Sushi. 

like, seriously, dude!

out she came just then actually, Nasha, onto the pale blue back porch, the ripped screendoor singing like a monk or yak in pain.   

--hey Natasha, I said, also like a monk or yak but in a quieter  sort of pain:  I didn't like her you might gather.  I didn't like seeing her; I didn't like talking to her.  she brought out the misanthrope in me, all right.  well, nearly everyone brings out the misanthrope in me but Nasha, like, really ringmisstressed him around & wound him up & got him jiving & ranting & slavering for the rabid crowd, if you know what I mean.  I really had to watch myself around her, I really did.  

a big plane blinked across the sky, headed anywhere, its ochre lights a momentarily mesmerizing presence. 

--oh hello, she said back, then, seeing her boyfriend emerging from the practice shed, added:  do you guys want beers?

--that is a very silly question, darling, Walter singsonged.

uxorious boy. 

--of course we do, babe, don't we everyone?  Robert?  Walt went on.

--I know Robert does, Nasty tittered, he's a lush. 

--oh thanks a lot! Robert said. 

--come on in then, you guys, Nasha urged us, it's time to stop.  I don't want the neighbors to... 

--um, we have to go over another number, I protested.  we have to tape just one more song, you guys, okay?  

Nasha gave me that schoolmarmy look she did so well as if to say no you are absolutely not bashing away at any more songs tonight this is my house & what I says goes.

--I don't think so.  it's past ten, she said.  you guys have to quit now--all right?  now! 

rude shrew. 

talk about your ice queens.  I mean, fuck you & the popsickle stick you rode in on. 

	I wasn't exactly looking for a struggle of wills just then.  



especially one I could not win.  she was a real nail-in-the-tire, 



that Nasty.  if you quote-unquote got into it with her you might 



not ever quote-unquote hear the end of it.  so instead of 



coming up with a comeback--not that I wasn't tempted, mind you--I 



contemptuously crushed out my cigarette & kind of screwed up my 



eyes & asked "hey, who's that playing?" & pointed to the window 



we'd been aforementionedly upgazing at. 



--oh, Nasty-Nashy said, the piano? 

--no, the tuba, baby, sarcastic Walter sweetly said. 

they had that kind of relationship:  the kind in which even the very lamest jabs fairly air of cooings and blandishments. 

positively vomitous. 

--that's our new roommate Jenny, Nastasha said, she plays the piano. 

--really, I said. 

--she just moved in, Nastasha said. 

--huh, I said. 

--the piano, Walter said, drawling it out like he was jimmyfuckingstewart in Rear Window talking to goddamngracekelly or something.  they were such a perfect match:  I mean, Walt stomped on my nerves almost as much as Nastasha goddam did.  what are you gonna do, though?  nothing, that's what.  I was thinking of splitting right there & then but something told me not to.  maybe this Jenny girl would be cute or something.  & besides, I had a beer in my immediate future.  maybe even an import.  drummers, I thought.  & their girlfriends.  exasperating. 

what I said was: 

--what's her story?  is that what she does? I mean she sounds like she's really good. 

--what you mean, John, Nasty said, is is she cute?  well, you'll just have to wait & see. 

she said it coyly, like she was onto me or something. 

which she was. 

I had known her, Walter's darling uberobnoxious girlfriend, the four months we'd had the band together & practicing outside their domicile & in that time I suppose she'd seen enough of me to note well that I was positively not the kind to trust around her friends of the female persuasion.  seriously, though:  all I'd done was to try to make nicey-nice with the various girl-ghosts she'd introduced me to (the few semi-fetching ones, that is, girls with glabrous alabaster skin, platinum or tar hair, & impastoed purple eye shadow with bright pink or garish lavender lipstick smudged well beyond the lines of their unfashionably thin lips) at the two or three parties they'd thrown since I'd known them. 

I hadn't even tried to scrog any of them, Nasty's girlfriends, at all but that was probably the rub:  even the very most appallingly stupid girls know what your worst intentions are.  they really do.  don't kid yourself.  ever. 

when at last we single-filed inside with me nearly chevychasing on one of the creaky falsesteps there was a girl at the refrigerator & bending.  she seemed a little startled as we shambled past & into the kitchen proper.  like she had been listening to our fascinating conversation or something.  but maybe I was just imagining things.  I'm always imagining things, it seems. 

--oh there's Jenny, Nasha said semi-vixenishly.  hi, Jenny.   come meet Walter's band. 

Walter's band! I thought.  that's rich. 

--hello "the band," the girl said cutely & Nasty made introductions. 

this is what she looked like, the Jenny girl:  cherry-hued hair straight & to-the-shoulder in thick streams like it was dirty.  very watery-dreamy large round brown eyes, bright & doe-like. sad.  inconsolable, seemingly; that had seen things maybe.  ovalish Pre-Raphaelite face & lips that would've been too big, too full, too luxuriant had she had the normal teeth.  which she did not; they--the teeth that is--were on the just-oversized side of somewhat acceptable.  slow smile that somehow jarred against a ready-to-please demeanor.  white peasant dress somewhat open indubitably on account of the stultifying Indian summer heat.  ample breastals.  very ample breastals.  semi-pendulous; no bra.  on the chest red skin from sunburn.  heartbreakingly barefoot.  not-lithe, almost matronly upper arms.  on the--how can I say this?--plump side, maybe.  a tad zaftig.  very pretty, nearly beautiful actually, but reassuringly not my type.  not my type at all. 

--was that you we heard playing upstairs? I said. 

--no, she said, it's one of my students.  Amber. 

--oh! I said, so you teach.

total stupid blushing cretin.

you have to mumble something though, don't you?  you can't just stand there & gander. 

well, you can if you're the smouldering type, the full-on jamesbond kind or whatnot.  the type of guy who thinks "she doesn't know it yet but she digs me" whenever he sees a nice-looking girl.  even a married one.  or one who's just turned thirteen.  you know the sort of dude I'm talking about.  you may even be him for all I know. 

--yes, she laughed, & I'd better get back to her in fact.    

--hey, how about a beer? Rob said.

--oh no thanks, the Jenny said, I don't really like beer & besides I've really got to get back upstairs.

--how about now? Rob joked, kinda flirtatiously, I thought, & everyone--me, included--cracked up.

--no, thanks.  really.

--maybe she'd like a beer, Rob quipped & gestured with his eyes upstairs & everyone laughed, the pneumatic girl especially. 

--oh her mom would love that! she said & started out of the kitchen.  she's twelve!  nice to meet you though, you guys.

--listen, I said, I don't know if you would at all be interested in something like this, Jenny, but we have a few songs that, well, keyboards would be perfect on, I think. 

--oh? Jenny said, all right.  I might be able to come up with something.  I don't know.  I've never played with a rock band before.  do you guys have a tape or anything?

--really? I said, trying to hide my excitement, you could?  that'd be great.

--sure, why not? she said, you guys know where I live. 

then she added "basically" & everyone laughed again.

--great, I said.  I'll get you one.  it's just some stuff we've done on a crummy boombox. 

--okay, she said, I'll just be right upstairs.

--great, I said.

out I went to the pisshouse/outhouse of a rehearsal space that I was telling you about, my Dr MartensTM scything through the longhaired bluegrass of the backyard, & ticked open the lock & found the corner of Walter's toolbox with my bare shin. fuck! that hurt.  I must've looked like some kind of fucking whooping Indian as I hopped up & down going fuck fuck fuck fuck on the unscraped leg & reached up blindly for the string that depended from the lone lightbulb that lit the fucking place.  I found it & light didn't exactly flood the room or anything but of course now I could see.  I rewound the tape in the deck & went back in through the kitchen, only to encounter Walter & Nashy slumped against the sink & practically swallowing each other's noses or something. 

clearing my throat, I said:

--I guess Rob left, huh?

--mmmmmmmmmmm, Walter said.

--I'll see you Saturday then, Walt.  right?

--errmmmmmmmmmmm-bye, they said in tandem, too romantically  engrossed to gargle anything more.  

that's one thing that totally puzzles me about certain so-called veryclose couples:  how do they do it, keep up the affection, the emotional watusi, the everloving grind.  innumerable must've been the times Walter's had his genesimmonsesque tongue scouring around the tonsils of that freakish Lilliputian girl & he's still not sick of it?   they'd been going out for like nine or ten goddam high school sweetheart years apparently & there they were making out like they were first time teens at the drive-in, for godsakes.  truly amazing.  really. especially as they could have just as easily been knawing at each other's throats like hot Rottweilers.  I'd seen them; you know I had.  if you were heavy into Schadenfreude they put on a pretty good show, those two:  screaming in public & Nastasha's voice going up up & away into the stratosphere of the higher registers of soprano with mad & relentless ire.  & poor Walt just sitting there squirming with this fucked look on his face saying her name(s) a hundred different ways until he'd absolutely detonate, his face going redder than red like you wanted to go over & dash water on him or something but you were too stunned that anyone not on daytime television would fight like that in front of others.  I want a divorce!  he'd screech.  I want you out of my house!  which was rich:  they weren't married.  or maybe they were, secretly, & I just didn't know it.  I'd bet that they were related somehow.  that much I'd wager.  that they were clandestine second or even first cousins & greedily inbreeding every single night.  I know that sounds catty & morbid & stuff but if you ever met them you'd know exactly what I'm talking about.  it was weird; like, they were almost the same person or something. 

so anyway up the stairs I went to look for Jenny's room & rapped lightly on the door the pianotinkling was coming from. 

--come in, she said, & I gentled open the door & whispered      

--hi.  here it is. 

--thanks, Jenny said. is there a number where you can be reached?  & of course I wrote it down and asked for hers & got it.  

good.

*

do I have to lecture you on the unambiguous elations a guy feels when he gets the number of a girl he thinks is really pretty (even though she's not his type--no, not his type in the slightest, no, not at all)?  a girl who's obviously supertalented as well, & just might jam with his band?  my god:  the whole world, for a while at least, changes.  colors brighten.  rows of roses daisies violets poppies explode from the clouds.  trees grow green flags & the air tastes like apples dappled with summer raindrops.  the universe burns like cinnamon incense &, er...  guess I'm getting a little carried away here.

let's just say it feels real good, okay?

okay.

*

when I got home my roommate Jaz was there, Buddha-ed on the couch & palpably stoned, reading the Times & drinking from a bottle of imported beer.  my imported beer probably but no matter. what is one imported beer between friends? twelve ounces, that's what.  I hoped it wasn't the last one, though.  boy did I hope not.

--how are you? Jaz said.

--great, I said, that's not the last beer, is it? 

--I have another great idea for a film, Jaz said.

--spectacular, I said.  is it?

--do you want to hear it? he said.

--I meant the brewski, I said.  I want to know if I or perhaps you have to go to the store.

--jeez, John, I don't think you have any respect for me as an artist, he said.

--I don't think you have respect for me as a thirstist, I said jocularly. is it the last one?  come on:  tell me.

--I don't think you have any respect whatsoever, he said & hung fire.

then he said:  --admit it!

--admit what? I said.  that you are very high?

there was another mini-hiatus.  Jaz gave me a look like he was the caterpillar with the hookah in Through the Looking Glass or something.

--it is, isn't it? I said.

I was having a hard time acting all mad on account of being in such a good mood and everything, & Jaz knew it.

--all right, Jaz said.  we need to go to the store.  sorry, John.  do you want to get stoned first?  you should have a little hit of this.

he indicated the budledge & the bong.  

--it is very superior.

--I'll be the judge of that, I said.

after we had a lung-ballooning/eye-watering hit of pot apiece Jaz put on his shirt & shoes & we went out of the apartment & down the stairs & towards the corner liquor store. it was a good thing that Jaz put on a shirt because without one he is frightful--as hirsute a person as you will find not currently encaged in a zoo somewhere.  a tumbleweed on wheels, an abominable snowman-at-large.  tersely put:  he is very hairy.  the sort of guy whose tanning process at the beach is often interrupted by people going: "hey, dude, aren't you kind of hot in that sweater?"

I should talk.  lately I've noticed that hair epaulets are becoming more & more implacably attached to my shoulders & a horrid dark patch of the stuff is encroaching in a menacing triangle just above my buttcrack.  it is not pretty. indeed it is very disconcerting.  extra--how-do-they-call-it unwanted--hair don't help.  don't help at all.  chicks don't dig it.  you really don't hear of a lot of girls these days who go:  "what I really want, the kind of guy who really turns me on, is a dude with hair everywhere, man--on his shoulders, his forehead, his protuberant football of a stomach, his back, his neck, his woolly little dick.  just what I'm lookin' for.  oh yeah."

no, you don't hear that much at all these days, do you.  

of course bald don't help either.  which is what Jaz, who has more hair than a downtown wig shop, thinks he's going.  he's always yanking back this black mass of bangs he has to check if there's been a recent recession or something.  the guy's gonna go bald any day now from worrying whether he's gonna go bald, is what I'm trying to tell you.  

he has a right to be paranoid, I guess.  anyone knows that, when it comes to getting girls, bald definitely don't help.  girls don't trust guys who are bald, man.  I mean, they figure if a guy can't maintain a consistent hairline how's he going to maintain a lasting relationship?  sorry but they really do think that.  they do.  

anyway, on the way to the store we saw two of our neighbors.  one was the insane maniac septuagenarian woman who inhabited the pink apartment directly below us & who I swear to god lived to torture Jaz and me with the collected works of richardwagner full-blast at any & many hours of the night. 

name:  Marie.  

nationality:  German.  

description:  one woman very round & of hideous aspect; a turtle-colored leather (bean)bag with legs.  

comestibles:  pungent meats of Teutonic origin--acridly fried; unsavory cabbagges--malodorously boiled, bits of which are sometimes obliviously worn on the chin(s) after feeding; beets; red wines.  

in short:  a harridan.  

Jaz sometimes attempted to engage her in conversation.  in my opinion either he was an immense humanitarian or very extremely bored.  the only thing I would have liked to engage her in would be a contest where I was very heavily armed with a quantity of sharp & expedient lethal weapons & she was (obviously) not.  such was the rage I felt towards her for having spoiled so many of my dreams that I regularly pictured her wearing a harpoon between her juddering udders, blood fountaining from the open, unbarbed end of the projectile. 

that sounds fully harsh, I realize, but you just try sleeping with "The March of the Walkyries" or whatever it's called blaring up at you at 4 a.m.  you won't like it.  I guarantee it.

the other neighbor we saw lived next door & was outside in her backyard.  we watched her for a bit through the chainlink fence. she never seemed to mind--even, if not especially, when we stared.  

name:  Heidi.  

nationality:  Australian.  

description:  six feet tall with tiny hispid head; thin legs very long, exceedingly disproportionate to body; totally large buttocked & heavily-lidded brown eyes as big as a professional photographer's most puissant camera.  comestibles:  leaves, grasses.  

in short:  an emu.     

now Heidi I definitely attempted to engage in conversation, especialy in conditions stonified.  

--hello Heidi hello there girl, I said as we made our way along the chainlink fence & towards the alley.

nothing.

--she's not talking to me, I said.  she won't tell me what's wrong.

--I do not want to sound cynical, Jaz said, but is she not a female of the species?

--don't start, I said.

then, past carroling bums driving shoppingcarts & bums like bears tipping themselves into rubbish bins & bums self-sentried  on the glittering stillwarm pavement we walked the litterstrewn indigo alleyway to Wilshire Boulevard & went into the store. there was yet another bum huddled to himself right outside it, lecturing softly & gesturing semi-wildly.  

--HeinekenTM or BecksTM? Jaz asked as we loped into the store. 

--BecksTM, I said & out we went after paying the unsmiling turbanned clerk.

--here you go, Jaz said & handed the homeless man the change.  

four pennies, one nickel, one dime.

on the way home (another longer route this time past a publicpark with a tennis complex a fru-fru coffeeshop a printshop a pieshop an importer of British militariana where michaeljackson was rumored to shop) Jaz, before I could prevent him, told me his latest loopy idea for a movie.  it was this:   Othello meets 2001: A Space Odyssey.

--what?! I said, trying not to guffaw too hard.

--here's the deal, Jaz said & made a camera of his hands, panavisioning slowly.  instead of strangling Desdemona Othello rips off her oxygen supply & the last we see of her is an exact replication of the shot in 2001 where Dave's co-spaceman is cut off by Hal & floating off to infinity.  whaddaya think of that! 

--spectacular, I said.  let's open a couple of those beers.

--negative, Jaz said:  unless you're, like, fully homeless they will put you in jail for having an open container on the street.  besides, I can't get over the idea that you have no respect for me as an artist.  I don't think we have anything to celebrate here.  I really don't.     --I don't know, Jaz, but that's about the most dubious idea for a film I have ever heard.  I mean, it's so dubious that it just might get made!     --that dubiousity, Jaz said & laughed huskily, is just what I'm counting on. 

*

on the way back up to the apartment we passed Marie deeply engrossed in berating a flowerbed at uncharacteristically low volume.  at a whisper in fact.  this time however Jaz didn’t try to converse with her:  she was way too far gone.  it wasn’t the first time we'd heard her chastizing her roses jonquils lillies tulips & forget-me-nots & you didn't get the feeling that interrupting her interrogations was the most Phi Beta KappaTM thing you could do.  

another thing Marie did that tripped you out was talk to the around twenty-seven cats she kept in an apartment the size of a baseballdugout.  you know how young women who like cats, live by themselves, & currently don’t have boyfriends have this secret fear that they're going to end up as The Crazy Cat Lady That Lives Downstairs?  well, Marie was that woman.  plus she never seemed to leave.  just hung around in her garden collecting more neighborhood strays & conversing with her flowers.

when we got upstairs Jaz & I had a beer apiece & went about our separate lives.  the apartment:  a tiny one-bedroom of shabby appearance.  the livingroom (where Jaz crashed):  magazines newspapers bleeding pens cans milkcartons ripe socks shirts & towels a telephone & answeringmachine books newspapers magazines shoes dishes & plates marijuana paraphernalia whiffleballs & bat a depressed basketball & lots of other stuff on the floor; VanGoghs Monets Pollocks deKoonings Diebenkorns (prints, that is) on the walls;  dried spaghetti sauce grime scuffmarks from whizzing nerfballs marks from scotch tape there as well; furniture:  a desk a daybed a beachchair a lamp a television.  the kitchen:  shockingly immaculate & sparkly.  the bedroom (where I crashed):  a purple futon bed two electric guitars (RickenbackerTM, GibsonTM--in cases) one acoustic guitar (MartinTM--out) books clothes a towel shoes notebooks crumpled-up scribblings pennies nickels (no dimes or quarters) pens pencils a telephone & answeringmachine.

it was to the telephone that I turned my half-baked (as in semi-stoned) attention then.  I picked it up & dialed.

--hello?

--Jenny? I said, it's John.

--John? she said.

--John from Walter your roommate's band.

--oh.  hi.  I was just listening to the tape.

--really?!  no kidding?

--yeah, I was.  I really like it.

--that's not it in the background now?  what are you listening to?

--the Smithereens.  they're kind of poppy & silly & stuff but I kind of like them.  guilty pleasure.

--"this is the house she used to live in," I sang.  yeah, I like that song.  it's hard not to, sort of.

reprobate & liar!

but I mean you can't start out by telling some girl you just met that some dumb song by some dumb band she likes sucks now, can you?  duh.

--what are you doing? Jenny said.

--oh nothing.  calling you.

--oh.  I was just getting ready for bed & talking to Nastasha.

--she's there?

--yeah.  what are you listening to?

--me?  uh, nothing.

--that sounds like opera in the background.

--opera?  oh my god, it's Wagner.

-- Wagner? wow.

--it's a story.  my neighbor.  anyway, it's late.  I'll tell you some other time.

--okay, she laughed.

--I'll let you go then. 

--okay.

then I said:

--listen, Jenny:  would you maybe like to get together with us & practice on Saturday or something?  that's when we practice next.

--okay.  all right.  that'd be nice.  I have a few ideas for a couple of the songs, I think.

--really?!  that is so great.

--okay.  what time?

--noon... if that's okay.

--sure.  fine.

--great.

--you say "great" a lot, she laughed.

--I do?  pretty articulate, huh.

--ha ha ha ha, she went.  I'll see you Saturday then.

--excellent, I said.

--bye, she laughed again.

--bye, I said & hung up the phone & danced around the room.

*

	a few months later Jenny reported that right after we hung up Nasty started quizzing her about our conversation & probing her like the veteran go-between she truly was.  

	--so, Nastasha apparently said, what do you think of John?

	--John? Jenny said, he's intriguing but definitely not my type.  not my type at all.



yes we're going to a party party

the next night Jaz came home from work around 11:45 & flopped onto the daybed.  I had The White Album, side three, turned way up on the turntable to counter the aural barrage coming from Marie's below.

--do you want to go to a party? he said.  I sure hope not 'cause  I'm completely exhausted.

--I do, I said.  let's go.  rally.

--all right, he said & stuffed some fresh bud into the bong, I have to warn you though, John.

--what?

--movie people.



oh you've got green eyes oh you've got gray eyes

bright red tiki lights danced on top of the heads of the three hundred strong throng.  the backyard of the Hollywood Hills mansion Jazz & I found ourselves in was a phosphorescent football fieldfestooned with luminous balloons & a matrix of pellucid streamers. the lights in the gargantuan pool made heaving amoebas on the surface of the water & the tall shrubs were cartoon characters.the dance mix of a New Order song poured into my head & made me think of washing machines & the inevitable relentless katzenjammer that was going to be my own internal soundtrack the-morrow.  the punch bowl was a vertiginous jacuzzi, the kegs a stubby row of suits of armor.  the cigars in the hands of the various hipsters surrounding us seemed like censors or wands or detachable phalluses on fire.  the words I spoke or overheard waltzed in extra slow motion & echoed surreally.  people went in pixelvision in & out of my periphery & all the girls looked really really edible.   

was I drunk or what?

I had better get something to eat I thought so I mingled through to a table where an Everest of shrimp winked pinkly at me & small hill of guacamole, a vat of chips & salsa, piles of canapes & spinach dip, sushi/sashimi plumped yea-high, & a plate of viscid cheese squares & crackers beckoned.  I was in the now-laborious process of taking two plastic plates too many & a black napkin & a most likely superfluous fork when a dark-haired female sidled up & asked:

--do you have a cigarette, by any chance?

--of course, I said, getting as good a look at her as I could, given my current state of near-total inebriation.  

she is really really cute, I thought.  tallish,  slenderish & maybe just maybe on the verge of flirting with me.  yes yes yes yes yes the melody in my head went as I put down the plates & produced a MarlboroTM for her & lit it.  yes.  

--who do you know here? she said, kinda giggly.   my friend Lacey & I don't know anyone.  we're crashing.

--well now you know me.  that's so funny, though.  I don't know anyone here either.  I live just next door & thought I'd come over & introduce myself to my neighbor whom I don't know at all.  nice place, isnt it? there must be fifteen bedrooms or something.

I said all this in my best Great Gatsby voice.

--you live next door? she said.

--oh yeah, I said.  I only live there during the summers, though.  the rest of the time I spend in my Italian villa in the south of France or skiing Australia or the west of Tibet.

--which house, she said with screwed-up eyes, to the left or right?

--which house? in my normal voice now I gulped, um, the um, right side.  uh-huh.

--the right side, she said.  the big blue & white one?

--yeah, I said, that's it.

--that's my house, she said.

--ohhhhhhhhhhh, I said, we must be roommates then.  nice to meet you at last.  it's such a big place it's no surprise we've never met.  my name's John, by the way.  what's yours?

--Samantha, she said. nice to meet you too & smiled a smiley smile.

--hello.

--you have a pretty good sense of humor--"skiing the west of Tibet"!

-- yeah well it comes in handy in awkward situations, I said.  this isn’t really my sort of crowd.

--evidently not, she said.

--let's go back to your place & make the most mad passionate love of our lives, I said. I want to make love to you so badly. 

just kidding. 

had you fooled for an instant there though, didn’t I?  but I wanted to.  suggest that I mean.  wouldn’t it be amazing if you could say junk like that though?  just luridly blurt it out.  well I suppose people do spew like that sometimes but it's likely that just afterwards they're wearing someone's drink or spittle on their faces.

what I really said was: 

--so, um, what are you up to these days, Samantha?

--you mean what do I do for a living?  I'm an assistant at a place that does psychological research, she said.  on patients who are substance abusers.drug addicts.

--really, I said, that's really interesting.  what made you choose that line of work?

you could see the answer coming from a mile:

--I am a former user myself, she said.

--user of which substance, may I ask?

--marijuana, she ruminated aloud, it seemed.   pot.  coke too, & speed sometimes, & herion--smoking it only--but mostly dope.  yeah.  I was, like, a major pothead.  for reals.  hey:  wanna hear a funny story?  

she giggled.  (I was completely at her mercy.  smitten as all fuck.)  

--sure.

--when I went in for my first interview they asked me if Iwould have a problem taking a drug test if I made it through the interview process & I said "well, I would have no problem taking at drug test, it's passing one that I might have a problem with!"  isnt that funny?!  

I was laughing like hell till, mercury-quick, she got really serious.

--yeah, I was a very major pothead.  for reals.

--wow, I said, it is.  it is a funny--I mean, er, amazing story.  coincidentally, Samantha, I am under the influence of that very substance as we speak.  or did you as a result of your experience & education detect that already & decide to do a little impromtu experiment & come talk to me?

--huh? she sort of chuckled, no:  I didn't know you were high.  I wanted to come talk to you cause I thought you were cute.

oh my god.  I am not making this up this time.  I am not kidding.  do women ever ever ever say anything like that to me?  they do not.  do they ever say anything like that to anyone?  in the movies maybe.   but not in real life as we know it now? no way.  I have remotely heard that they do but I have never as I am trying to suggest had any experience of it firsthand.  unreal.  Iquote-unquote moved in.

--thank you! wow, I am going to be very flustered now.  jeez, that's really very flattering.  I don't know what to say except I think you are totally adorable.  can I get you a drink now or do you not drink or anything?

--no, she said, I drink.  I just don't smoke.  I'll have a gin & tonic, please.

--I'll be right back, I said, trying to act a little cooler. don't go anywhere, okay Samantha?  don't budge.

--all right, she said.    I effortfully made my way through the crowd to the bar at the edge of the patio, occasionally encountering the bowl-me-over odor of some big rich fuck's cologne or aftershave or the hauteur-filled gaze of a girl who looked at me to see if I was a somebody & then  looked precipitately away.  what an odious party!  the worst!  it reeked of the movies, let me tell you:  you couldn't swing a proverbial deadcat without pelting wannabes of every flavor-- agents directors assistant directors actors production assistants writers murmuring their meagre achievements in intense echolalia talking about whom they knew whom they saw whom they just missed seeing whom they had seen behaving appallingly on location & who just had advanced plastic surgery on their butts noses chins tits eyes or tummies.  the gossip & palaver of deals & roles & how much money the cast of certain sitcoms gets per episode.  money this & money that with actors & actresses the absolute worst. narcissistic vainglorious logorrheic bundles of nerves peppering their speech with Introductory French & dropping so many names you needed a fucking broom to sweep up after them.  

when I first moved to Los Angeles five months earlier Jaz said he had only three bits of advice:  1. don't get bummed out in traffic.  2. don't go out with actresses &  3. don't go out with actresses.  

wanna hear a joke?  what's the difference between an actress & a sperm?  a sperm has a one-in-a-million chance of becoming a human being. 

*

epileptic lights lit up the partygoers.  lifted voices warred in the hot night air.

standing in line at one of the wetbars I heard one chick (a drewbarrymore clone, but taller, much older, gulping smoke & dressed like a person half her age) going:

--well, my acting teacher is simply brilliant the things he does are just... brilliant...  sorry?...  oh, I don't know... it's just so hard to explain--you know?--what he does.  I can't even begin to tell you.  I mean, mostly I've just learned so much about myself this summer that...

*

a halfway pretty girl (lovely eyes, but with a disconcerting unibrow planed above them) in all-black, her hair done up like whatever madonna had going that week, was spewing to a girl in a leopardskin/Mrs. Robinson sort of coat: 

--oh my god!  New York is just not the sort of place I could, like, live without a lot of money.  I'm talking a lot of money, if you know what I mean...  oh, I know, I know.  they are just so...  that's exactly right:  obsessed.  totally.  New Yorkers are obsessed with what they think the differences between us & them are.  it's crazy.  they just can't get over the fact that it's absolutely immaterial to us what they think... maybe I should move back to New York.  I don't know.  I've been thinking about it a lot lately.  I've been thinking about it a lot.I just don't know.  hey, get this:  Jared just last week told me I was starting to become a Hollywood cliche.  Jared--of all people.  him.  do you believe that?  me? a Hollywood cliche...  I know, I know:  if anyone's a walking fucking Hollywood cliche, it's him, huh...  that's right...  & while we're on the subject:  why do I keep picking psychotic men, do you think?  I mean, Adam, my last boyfriend, held up a 7-ElevenTM with a blowtorch!...   seriously!  you didn't hear about that?  how LA of him was that?  he was up for a role in a gregaraki picture or whoever & didn’t get the role & just, like, freaked...  hey, um, Kathy?  you don't think I'm, like, a Hollywood cliche, do you?

*

then, just as I had almost made it to the front of the line I became engrossed in this conversation an extra XL guy in a red mesh see-through shirt & white jacket, hair slicked & backcombed--very janmichaelvincent--was having with a little group of other guys:

--what's up, dudes?...  all right!...  wasted!  did you see the talent here tonight?  jesus!  jesus christ.  & there's some pretty goodlooking girls here too!  ra-ha-ha... some fine-looking honeys...  look at that shit over there.  look at that.  holy moley.  the one with the fantastic tits.  she's amazing--tremendous.  stupentous.  tremendously stupendous.  what I could do with her, I have no idea.  I have no idea at all.  I mean I know I sound like a sports announcer here but ladies & gentlemen, those are some amazing you-know-whats.  that is one  gifted girl!...  as your host I think I will greet her personally later on, if you know what I mean... 

*

was I just being cynical & feeling uncommoningly unkind amidst so many of the quote-unquote beautiful people?  yeah I suppose so; but I just couldn't help thinking that the whole party was justa bunch of human whatevers talking exclusively about themselves & incessantly rubbernecking to see if anyone famous was gonna show up.  

as that fine actress aliciasivlerstone said in Clueless:  "as if!"

maybe I shouldn't be so brutal.  at the time I was feeling pretty philathropic, actually.  for one thing, cannabis, the great attenuator of self-&-other hatred, was coursing through my corpusules; & a pretty girl with hair the color of plum jam & johnlennon spectacles was (oh how I hoped!) waiting for me, a person with a serious glasses fetish, to fetch her a drink.  things could be worse. things would get worse lemme tell ya.  & I will.  just wait.

after what seemed sixteen hours I took full-on cutsies in front of a couple who'd been lollygagging at the bar & ordered the gin for Samantha & a PerrierTM (for sobering up) for me.  

when I returned I found her in conference with a nine foot tall guy with short black slicked-back hair & freshly pressed button-down shirt buttoned all the way to the top whose body language spelled shark.  hammerhead shark.  the kind of shark that would hammer her over the head & sweep her right away from me (& this party).  fuck!  what to do?  was he her boyfriend?  or just some guy. a-hundred-to-one he's a fucking actor as well, I thought.  a hundred to fucking one.

--here you go, I said.

--thanks, she said, this is, um, David--right?

--that's right, the quote-unquote competition said as he set about mangling my fingers.  --how's it going, bro?

the way he said "how's it going" made you imagine that he would pummel you if you said it was going anything otherwise than fine.  that it would take a union of linebackers to restrain him from quote-unquote correcting you for responding incorrectly.  his thick neck frogged over the too-tight shirtcollar.  several veins blued forth from his forehead.  

--fine, I said, great.  nice to meet you.  

then I said:

--it's so weird:  I just met quintentarantino's casting director.

sly conniver.

--you're kidding! the ubertall guy said.  where?!

--um, where'd he go?  um... um... right over there! I said & pointed out a totally hapless-looking-woodyallen-sort-of random homunculous of a guy, gallused in paisley, who was standing alone & craning his neck all over the place like a kid at DisneylandTM who's lost sight of his mom & dad & is just about ready to lose it.

--nice guy, I continued, really friendly.  looks a little like woodyallen, doesn't he?  he said something vague about looking for a specific-heighted sort of guy to play...

--nice to have met you, the tall guy waved to no one in particular & made a beeline for the unfriended guy I'd indicated-- who was now following a dropkick dog towards the far end of the backyard.

then I said to Samantha:

--there's another bar on the balcony upstairs.  do you want to...

--sure, she said, smirking a little.

--all right, I said & gently took her by the hand.

--nice work, by the way.  

all wry & stuff.

--don’t mention it, I laughed & thought what a great girl!



whoa whoa whoa she's a lady

it's not what you think.  I'm not gonna painstakingly describe a seduction scenario & then spring on you some LA cliche like  "Pulling the toothsome Samantha gently toward me I noticed an slight enbulgement around her groinal area.  'Oh my God,' I ejaculated, 'you're a MAN!!!'"  no no:  she was definitely a femme.  definitely.

here's what occurred:

when we got upstairs we went to the railing & looked down on the mayhem below.  tomjones came on the stereo & Sam came on to me, pulling me towards her & saying this:

--I don't really live next door.  I made that up.  I was just teasing.

--really? I managed to say before her tongue went butterflying around in my open mouth.

--yeah, she giggled, but I really did come here with my, um, friend Lacey.  she's probably looking for me right now actually.

--why? I said & kissed her again.

--because she knows I'm such a slut, she said.

--you're not a slut, I said unconvincingly.

--am so, she said & kissed me more.

--all right, I said, if you say so.

you have to understand that the way she moved her mouth was more delicious than any homemade dessert you care to throw at someone who's been on a diet for two whole days or something.  really.  she was so that good.  a champion busser, the veritable waynegretzky of it.  it was very hard to maintain an interest in anything she said just then.  she might have told me that in half an hour a SWAT team of ninjas was gonna waste me if I didn't get out of there that very instant & I would not have budged, yeah.  

but then she said:

--we shouldn’t be doing this.

--oh I don't know, I managed.

--really, she said emphatically,  Lacey's probably looking for me right now.

--you said that.  maybe she's with Jaz, I said quixotically.

--who's that? she said.

--the friend I came with, I said.

--doubt it, she said & released herself from my caresses.  so, you never told me what you do.

--me? I said, I'm in a band.

--for reals? she said.

--for real, I said, singular.  right now I'm also a sub.  a substitute teacher.  just for a while, though.  you know.  

--for reals? she said, you're a teacher?  everyone here seems to do two or more things.  wow.  should we get another drink?

--sure, I said as she went with me to the upstairs bar. you're not from Los Angeles, then?

--me? 

no, the circusfreak I just had to work so hard to get rid of.

--uh huh, I said.

 --no, she said.  Tucson.  Tucson, Arizona.  

--oh.  that Tucson.

--you're funny.  listen, though:  I only just moved here three weeks ago & it's weird.  everyone seems really weird.  for reals.

--uh, yeah, I said.  in some ways.  I just moved here not too long ago myself.  from Summerland.  Summerland, California.  do you know where that is?

--I think so: it's by San Diego, right?

--no, I laughed, it's north of here.  on the coast.

--oh yeah yeah, she said, it's supposed to be beautiful there.

--yeah, I said, it is but nothing really happens there; it's really boring.  it's like a yawn-by-the-sea.

--for reals? she said.  I heard it was cool.

--do you mind if I kiss you a few hundred more times? I said for obvious reasons.

--all right, she said & we tangoed back to the railing with some fresh drinks that neither of us needed at all.  

kissing me relentlessly she whispered

--you're not going to fuck me tonight, by the way.

--I'm not? I said.  

nothing surprised me at this point.

--no, she said, maybe I'd let you eat me out but we're not going to fuck.

--um, okay, I gulped. 

if there was a loop I was being thrown for it--that's for sure.

--how do you like my breasts? she said.  they're real.

--very nice, I said, way to go.

--everyone in Los Angeles has fake tits, she said, kinda bitterly, I thought.  --I don't.  these are mine, though.  defintely.  do you like them really, David? 

--uh, it's John, I said.  um, yeah of course I do.

--John? she slurred a little.  I thought you were David.

--that was the other guy, I said.

--what guy? she said.

--never mind, I said.

I mean, who the fuck did she think she was, marylinmonroe or something?

--oh, she said & looked around all spacey-like.  will you be my boyfriend for tonight? 

then she gingerly meniscused my tumescent cockshaft with her right hand. 

--Samantha! I said.

she stopped.

--let's have another cigarette, okay?

she let go as I got two chets out & sparked them.  her glasses were sliding down her nose I noticed but said nothing. 

--so you're from The Zone, huh? I've been to Tucson a bunch of times.  it's great.  

--I know, she said, I love it there.  I was working in the coolest vintage clothes shop & bartending at the Hotel Congress bar, the coolest bar.

--so why'd you move here then? I said.

--I had to, she said.

--how come?

--because I had to, she said kinda perturbed & just then a girl, all nose & with weirdly spiky short pale unabundant hair & ping-pong paddles for ears was beside us. 

she didn't look too happy, the girl who just came up. 

I wouldn’t be too happy either if I looked like her.

the gargoyle.

--Samantha, the girl enunciated slowly, I think we should go now.

--nice to have met you, John, Samantha said as she pushed her glasses back into place & dropped her cigarette.

--you must be, ah, Lacey, I said.  then told Sam:  --I don't suppose you wanna give me your number?  or am I just tilting at windmills here?

the short haired potentially truculent Lacey girl gave a mortified look like someone had just unflinchingly issued a (wet) stentorian flatus.  then, risibly, she stamped out her girlfriend's stillburning smoke.

--I guess not, I said, nice to have met you, too. 

I felt like someone had poured a frosty mug o' salt water down my throat--careful not to spill a single drop.  like I'd actually consumed the entirety of a domestic airline lunch or dinner.  or something like that.

--bye, Samantha said extra-formally & a little wanly & downstairs they went & exeunt--right out of my life.



turn & face the strange changes

all right so what.  now I had to find Jaz whom I hadn't seen for hours it seemed.  very imperative, as he had driven.  &, one hoped, had not driven away.  he wouldn’t do something like that, I thought.  he wasn't the sort of guy to strand you.  he'd find me & tell me before he'd do anything so rash.  definitely he would.

--I think he left, a girl named Celestine slurred-yelled over davidbowie when I asked her if she'd seen him.  

--seriously?

--I haven't seen him for awhile, she said.  I think he was looking for you for awhile before he split.  I don't know though.  have you been enjoying yourself?  

--immensely, I said, great party.  thanks for inviting us.  

--I can't tell if you're being sarcastic or not.

--everybody says that, I said.

--whatever.

--everybody says that, too.

--good luck, then.  can't help ya.

I didn't say what I might have, like "bite off!" or "fuck you!" or "see ya later, ya stupid fucking cunt."  instead I told her:  --thanks all the same.  think I'd better try & find him:  he's my ride.

she turned her back & resumed some ultrabanal conversation, probably.  people at Hollywood parties, man--they never wanna help you out unless it gets them a pilot or something, I'm telling you.

where the fuck was he?  I didn't know a soul there except Celestine who was, as you might have noticed, as uninterested in talking to me as I was her.  I pushed my way through the harlequinade of hipsters in the backyard, the pool room, the kitchen, the sideyard, the balcony again & no Jaz.  not good.  I was ten miles from home & sans the money for a cab.  a cab?  an impossiblilty.  there are no cabs to be had on weekends in Los Angeles.  there are no such things.  they don't allow them.  goddammit, where was he?



spare us the cutter

keep in mind that I was still quite polluted.  I had glugged three draftbeers in my intense I'm-stranded panic.  moreover, I had been recently prickteased unconscionably.  by a lesbian no less. I was not pleased.  & can you blame me?  I don’t think so.  not if you'd gone through what I'd gone through.  I wish it had been you & not me, that's for sure.  sincerely.  when people say "I wouldn’t have wished it on anyone" what they really mean is "I would so rather it had been someone else, thank you very much."  because if bad things have to happen in life--& they do--it is always better for them to happen to others. that, I believe, is what ancient philosophers like Aristotle or Darwin or deepakchopra meant when they were writing about all the profound things they were writing about, whatever they were. 

anyway, I thought I'd better take a serious wiz before Ibegan panicking.  I didn't want to pee my pants.  it was a policy I  generally advanced.  I had visions of trying to bum a ride from people I didn't know, smelling of urine & walking up sideways so as to hide the unavoidable stain.  an unseemly malodorous hula-hoop-shaped spot of wetness was not, I knew, a convincing argument for charity in the can-I-get-a-lift department.      there was only one bathroom open, the one on the second floor, & the line Eschered ten deep down the winding stairs.  no go.  I decided to search out an accomodative shrub & went out the front door & found a bush with my name on it.  beer-clear pissthickly streamed out & onto the roots & leaf-fall of a towering eucalyptus.  thus disburdened, out of the corner of my eye I noticed that someone had encroached upon my territory & was pissing next to me & humming a Bunnymen song.  blearily I recognized this person.  Sterling, aka The Scather--amphetamine merchant, ex-alterboy, rival songwriter, raconteur par excellance & clerk at Finyl Vinyl, everyone's favorite underground record store. 

Sterling Smithington Shaver III.  easily one of the most impishly scathingly irreverent personages in Modern American History.  hence the name.

--Scather! I said,   what are you doing here?

--getting bombed, The Scather said. I saw you as I was leaving.   are you as gone as me?  this party has been so unbeliveably boring there's been nothing to do but get profusely bombed.  how are ya, Juan-Juan?

--terrible, I said.  I came with Jaz & apparently he got so drunk he forgot he brought me.  do you think you could...

--arrrrrggghhhhh, he said.  all the way to Santa Monica?  you know I'm going the other direction, jefe.  

--please, Sterling?

--Juanny--you'll owe me.  you really will.

--I'm sorry, I said & zipped up.  I really don't have a way home.

--oh all right, he said & beshook himself.  the police are on their way here anyway.

--the police? I said.   how do you know?

it didn’t seem likely that the police would show up now that people were leaving in mini droves anyway, the drunken females crazyleggedly clacking down the walkway in high high heels & the males of the species weaving after them.

--how do I know? Sterling laughed.  uh, because I called them.

--are you kidding? that's brilliant.

--someone had to report these people for throwing a party of epically boring proportions.  I take things like that rather personally.  I asked someone--& I hope it was the host himself--if I could use the phone & called the cops.

--you did not! I said & laughed so hard.  was it some oily fucker in a red mesh shirt?

--oooooh yes, he said, let's get out of here before they show up.

--all right, I said.  I am so happy to see you I can't even tell you.

--you want a ride home, don’t you?

--yes, I said.

--then spare me your obsequies, he said, & help me find my car.

*

Sterling!

the hilarious effrontery he was capable of!  immense!  

one time we were at a party & this girl got a little miffy at The Scather's waspish ways:  sometimes he did cross over the line.  the girl--really pretty, fayedunaway pretty in fact, with emerald almond eyes & a very jaded mien--was in a fledgling band that he was putting down right to her face.  The Monks, I think they were called.  

--The Monks! The Scather scoffed.  you guys are a terrible band.  why dontcha just take a vow of silence or something?!  ra-ha-ha-ha-ha!  

he pretend he was kidding but--I  knew--really wasn’t. 

I guess that's why I started calling him The Scather.  

--hey Sterling, I said as we pulled into my alleyway.  guess what?  I met this female pianist.  I forgot to tell you.  she's amazing.  she's jamming with us tomorrow.

--what's she like? he said.

--pretty cool, I said.  seems sweet.

--what's she look like?  knowing you...

--well, I said, she' not really my type.

--jefe, he said, if she's breathing, she's your type!�





















verse

�for the benefit of Mr. Kite

in the morning I woke up tragically early.  

please, someone, pretty please remove this stake from my eye!, I thought, feebly massaging my head, matting my already Rastafarianed hair into, I imagined, an even more horrendous hair-beret.  I decided to go down to the sea & have a look at its sky-blue splendor before it turned the dull dappled silverish green it always got by mid-morning.  at least I didn't have to go to the trouble of getting dressed.  I already was.  tennisshoes still on as well. 

can you say "katzenjammer"?

I stumbled toward the bathroom &, careful not to look in the mirror, baptized myself in the glowering sink. divesting myself of my gross clothes, I ran for penance the shower extra cold, took the Guiness BookTM's shortest wash-off, & found some not-too-dirt-stiff shorts & my yellow thongs. 

Jaz hadn’t been home when I got in but as I made my way through the door that separated our rooms, there he was, on the daybed, like a postmodern Pieta--arms all pinned beneath him & legs pretzeled--but with one crucial difference:  he had a half-eaten hamburger half-in his mouthbreathing mouth.  I nearly vomited.  I certainly laughed.  laughing, however, wrenched my innards somehow & I had to lurch back toward the bathroom & do the very thing I'd hoped against hope to avoid.  

a bilious etouffe of shrimp, guac, beer, chips, cheese, beer & beer swirled in the sink.

--yuck, I retched & spasmed & spat & spat.

--practicing your Arabic?  Jaz asked.  he had materialized behind me & was proffering the hamburger half, saying  

---hey, John.  I'll give you three bucks if you "down" this right now.  no:  make that two bucks.

--you fuck, I gargled.

then I grabbed the burgie & deposited it wholesale in my mouth.  

delicious.

are you kidding?  there's no way. 

when are you gonna learn not to trust me?

what I really did was groan Shakespeareanly--which made Jaz laugh.  it served me right for being such a wasteoid last night.    --are you just about finished?  he said.  believe me--I'm about to do the old technicolor yawn before too long myself.    --nice, I said.      I rimmed my mouth with the last of the toothpaste & about a half a gallon of plaqueremover &, staggering into the livingroom, said:    --yum.  I'm gonna go down to the beach.  I won't ask you to come, as we're unfriends right now.  what the fuck happened to you last night anyway?      --you don't wanna know, he said.  plus, it looked like you were gonna...  mm...

--what? I said.

--get some nectar.

--not even, I said.  

--what happened?  it looked like you were really in-there with that girl.  she was pretty cute too.

--nope.  lesbian.

--seriously?!  lesbian-lesbian?  not lesbian as in any girl who won't...

--lesbian-lesbian, I said.

--no shit, Jaz said.

--anyway, Sterling gave me a ride--so, you're sort of off the hook.    then, just as he thought, Jaz kind of lurched toward the loo and the next sound I heard was him taking his turn salaaming to the john.

--yaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaak!  garrrrrrrrrrrrrr! he barf-yelled.

--bye, kid, I said.

--sorry, John, he said.  I...rrrrrrraaaaalllph! he ralphed again.

*

the ocean was a very cerulean plate, a shimmering salver.  so beautiful it hurt to look at, the morning light making twinkling arabesques on the translucent waves & salt-white spray. 

I closed my eyes.  opened them.  closed them again.  no change.  my head pounded like a wave at low tide but the beach felt velvety & warmish.  skuffing the thin sand near the shorebreak I walked towards the pier, noting the red yellow orange & blue isosceles flags & the dormant ferriswheel & a couple of lonesome, "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock" sort of fishermen hanging over the railings.  a kid, all crazylegged, was fighting to get his kite up in the thin breeze.  the wind kicked up & the thing jerked twice & swam into the air, royal blue with a heraldic yellow dragon & a white tail worming behind it, the sky a neopolitan ice cream backdrop of oblong mauve & cumulous white clouds with geometrical stretches of beautiful blue.  

I too would live, would fly, as it were, another day.  after, naturally, thirteen cups of coffee & a tin of aspirins taken like mintcandies when my stomach settled.  I waved to him, my kite-flyer, & smiling shyly-proudly he waved back.

I headed back, nearer the water now, across the hard wet gray sand & through the mini-dunes & up the steep winding sand-slippery ramp past an unpopulous parade of the totally insane:  scattershot, ambitious blue-haired joggers smiling, mothers with strollers chirruping & the odd Neptune of a bum with a grand crown of seaweed & a sad sad far-away gaze.   

*

His Hairiness Jaz was face down on the couch.  the hamburger was nowhere.  maybe he'd consumed it, an after-yakking snack.  maybe he'd used the bun for a facetowel & thrown it out the window for Heidi the emu to munch on.  maybe he'd tooth-fairy-ed it beneath my pillow or left it floating in the toilet, a memento mori of the night before.  

I didn't wanna know.  really.  would you?  don't think so.  if I thought about it any longer I'd risk a reprise of the chuck I had earlier. 

I had three-&-a-half hours now to kill before rehearsal so-- quietly--I made a pot of really oily coffee & mechanically drank itall, black, cup after cup after cup, & went back to sleep, blissful sleep.

*

the bock-bock-bocking clucking of a banjo was coming from the living room.  neilyoung.  "A Man Needs a Maid" indeed, I thought, looking around my room & trying to wake up.  a maid with one of those jet engine powered backpack blowers professional gardeners use.  really, my room was in need of a serious cleaning, a hurricane of tidiness.  any moment a batallion of democrats waving social programs & pushing HooversTM & could be expected to burst through my door.  were I ever again to lure a girl back to it, my room--a girl with even the most lax notions of order & hygiene--it was gonna take hours to get it organized.  these were the least of my worries, however.  I had to get ready for a rehearsal.  I had to get going.  I had to at least put shoes on the right feet & scrape the now-formidable stubble from my sweat-caked face.  not easy.  the heat was bullying its way in through my screenless windows & several flies did a weird rondeau in the bedroom air.  I lay there, on my mingy purple futon, a while longer, dreamily torporous.  get up get up get up, I internally cheerleadered.  get up, you fuck.  fuck a duck, it's time to get the fuck up.



isn’t she pretty in pink

there was no one answering the addamsfamilyesque door at Walter & Nastasha's so I set on the porch for a spell & had my first cigarette of the day.  I could leaf through the Times which someone'd left on the walkway or lean back & dream at the October sky--marshmallowy clouds & harsh Prussian blue air--& the hot wind-play in the poplars sycamores oaks & palms, the sparkle of leaves like talking hands in tangerine & warm gold & really deep brown.  i stuck three pungent sticks of Juicy FruitTM into my mouth & made an automatic menthol of my next cigarette, thinking I should quit.  go to acupuncture or something.  get the patch.  get several patches.  become, like the Young Russian in Heart of Darkness, completely bepatched.  on my biceps lower back or even across my forehead, for god's sakes.  like the headband on some sort of demented vet, some nicotine-fiend brucespringsteen.  the thing is:  it'd take a patch the size of a jacket to curtail my pack-a-day/pack-&-a-half-if-I'm-drinking habit.  a real smoking jacket if there ever was one.  a smoking jacket!!  get it?  yeah.  hardee-har-har.  not good.  lately some of the vile boluses of gunk & flem & junk I'd hacked up could be mounted by artstudents & passed off as sculptures, man.

I stabbed out the chet & zoned out on the lamposts & parked cars & two storey, three storey housefronts, the pleasant not-valley Saturday scene, & thunk my thoughts & waited.  

it really was a beautiful stately neighborhood--houses replete with cream cake facades & fake verandas, long dry lawns & balconies or cuppolas--on the edge of much badness.  as are so many like that in Los Angeles:  ganglands a not-long jaunt on shank's pony away.  where broad daylight burglaries & pistol whippings were a real ho-hum.  nights, summer nights especially, helicopters whirred & vroomed a block or two down La Brea, their searchlights trained on suspects like spray on bugs from a can of RaidTM.  the report of a gun, now nebulous, now like a howitzer, was often to be heard--"at least twice a week," Walt , I remember, had said; "more than that, more than that!" Nasty interjected--& sirens sent off a near-nightly lullaby to the restive residents.  

shortly Jenny & a girl I didn't know came riding up on bicycles.  they looked flushed, their hair in thick bands across their sunny faces.  which (the errant hair) they touched away reflexively upon seeing a grinning male regarding them from the frontporchstep.  beaming, beadily perspiring Jenny had on a loose pink lemonade GapTM tanktop that exposed a bit of sexy black bra.  also some white shorts, white socks & tennies.   you'll forgive me if I don't note the make of the shoes & shorts.  

distracted by the brassiere-sighting, you know.  

most guys are.  even a hundred & twenty year old guy with stage-five Alzheimer's gets nonplussed at the sight of a bra strap & some cup action.  especially a black one.  or a red or a white.  lacy, especially.  or any color, come to think of it.  in a police line-up most men couldn’t pick out their own mothers even if they were promised lottery wages for sixteen lifetimes--but get a couple of Victoria's SecretTM or even just sport bras up there & they'll identify the right one every time.  "that's the one, officer!"  they'd say.  "the silky little frilly chartreuse job with the dainty little bow in front & crenellated decollete--there's your man right there!" no problem.  none.  even guys like me who aren’t especially boob guys are always--I'm talking always--into bras. 

it all goes back to the SearsTM catalogue.  

nearly every single American male child is initiated into the realm of sexuality by the Sears & RoebuckTM catalogue.  or maybe the SpiegelTM, Chicago 60609.  say a kid is sitting minding his own business scribbling out the serial numbers of the toys he wants for Christmas or his seventh or eighth birthday.  say he has to get up suddenly to answer the telephone or torture the cat or pound on his little sister & just so happens to knock the pages around so that they fall open to--I dunno--page thirty six or something.  kaboom.  sex.  pages & pages of breasts.  angles, poses, pouts of all kinds.  pretty junior misses in training bras.  girl-or-mom-next-door types in A cups, B cups, C cups, D.  there's all the A-B-C's a kid needs right there for ya.  right there.  right fucking there, all right--a veritable 101 of Undergarment Education.  lingerie.  underwire full figure padded strapless seamless everyday & front hooking.  cross-your-heart...  & hope to die & go to bra nirvana.  

pretty soon the kid's got the old Sears & RoebuckTM stashed under his bed full time.  & his mom, in a minor nit over not being able to order some telflon pots & pans or those new plaid flannel sheets, goes quizzing him:  "Junior, dear--have you, ah, seen the, ah, SearsTM catalogue anywhere?  I thought you were looking at it last."  "no, mom," the kid lies, cold sweat breaking out in pores he never even knew he had.  "I think I saw it in [fill in kid sister's name here] 's room.  sorry."  "that's okay, honey," she says.  "I think Aunt Hepseba said the new one just came out.  I'll call them tomorrow...  that reminds me in fact that there's supposed to be a new catalogue from J.C. PennyTM--I'll get that one too.  oh, by the way:  we're having leftover meatloaf & yams for dinner, & succotash with cauliflower & broccoli.  & for dessert:  frozen brussels sprouts."  "sounds great, mom," he says.  "okay, honey," perplexedly she says, her gentle head cocked to one side & apron atwist round her still-healthy body, "do you want your door closed or open?"  "closed," he says & sighs extravagantly when she leaves. 

for now, he's off the hook.

a week later, a new catalogue with new models comes in the mail!  two new catalogues come.  destiny thunks on the doorstep.  more bras.  more.  more.  bras everywhere.  bras, bras, bras.  by now the parents are way confuckingcerned.  Junior doesn’t seem that interested in his model ships & planes; they languish on his desktop, in his toy chest, the darkest recesses of his closet.  docked & hangered forevermore.  he hasn’t touched a baseball glove or a plastic yank reb nazi or tommie in over a month.  isnt even interested in television any more.  something's going on here.  his marks are slipping.  Math test scores are way way down.  more down than the usual down that they usually are.  kick the can, hide & seek, smear the queer & pass the trash are an obsolescence.  he's not leading any patrols against the Afrika Korps anymore; he's not up at dawn & out in the street with his friends arguing over who gets to be johnnyunitas; the last two Saturdays he's bowed out of his Cub Scout meetings, feigning chest pains.

the cycle continues.  more catalogues disappear.  his single bed is practically plumped to bunk elevation by now.  he's hooked.  hooked on phonics?  no:  bra-nics.

junior high comes round for Junior.  his dad psyches up to have the quote-unquote chat with him.  does he already know about sex?  does he? his mom & dad wonder together, whispering in their echo chamber of a master bathroom, the one that bullhorns everything all over the house.  he's never even mentioned girls.  none of his friends have ever mentioned girls; not that we know of.  there was that one time he had his hand down his pants while he was watching an episode of Gilligan's Island but that was shortly after we got him the tapered cotton boxershorts he begged for & maybe he was just adjusting them.  let's see:  he was penpals with a pretty little blonde girl from England or Scotland or somewhere back in the fifth grade but he stopped writing to her after she sent him a picture of herself doing the Mashed Potato or the Locomotion or one of those things with her fencing instructor.    stopping correspondence with her was probably a good thing.      still:  what does he know?  what?  what should we do?  what?  what?  what?  is there a program at school we can enroll him in?  thrust a pamphlet into his trembling hands?  he's always been bookish.  perhaps we could see how much of Portnoy's Complaint or Catch-22 his just-teen mind can understand?  check the Boy Scout Handbook to see if there's a chapter he can summarize or a Merit Badge he can earn.  

maybe the Glee Club teacher or the Pastor can meet with him!  oh, none of this is any good.  none of it is any good at all.  Junior quit the Glee Club when his voice changed, & the darn Pastor was just caught having an extramarital affair with his secretary while Mrs. Pastor was in a coma as a result of a misfortune involving a Lawn DartTM.  & anyway the Glee Club teacher, whose first name is Bruce, is, suspiciously, a very high soprano & once resided in San Francisco.  or so we heard. 

the Scoutmaster!  there's an idea.  but Junior says the Scoutmaster is always hugging the boys & calling them "tiger" & often encourages them to compare the sizes of their pocketknives.  Junior says that one time the Scoutmaster even drooled on him.  what does that mean anyway?  is our son the sort of person who's going to be hit by people's spittle & ignorant about sex for the rest of his life?  that would be far too much.  furthermore, the Scoutmaster's name is Mr. Jewitt-Hewitt; & even though, like Sir Somebody Baden-Powell, the author of Scouting for Boys, he's British, you can't really trust a person whose name can't make up its mind.  

what should we do here?  what are we going to do?

"you've got to talk to him," his mom says at last, "there's really no way around it." 

"I suppose you're right, dear," his dad says:  "first thing tomorrow." 

"don't you think the sooner the better, dear?"  his mom says junecleaverishly. "he's up in his room studying right now.  tell him the facts of life, John.  tell him all about the birds & the bees.  & then you can both come down & I'll heat up the Salisbury steak & make instant mashed potatoes & enough lima beans to beat the band!" 

"all right, honey," his dad says, "but I don't exactly know just what to say...  I'm trying to think of what my dad told me &, gosh, I can't remember a thing.  not one darned thing." 

"dear, you'll do fine.  you'll do just fine.  I know you will.  you assistant coached his little league team to sixth place in the southwest division, didn't you?  you taught him how to take care of a purebread German shephard puppy, didn't you?  you sat with him as he built so many modelairplanes I thought I'd never see the two of you again!  you even taught him how to do Algebra or one of those other difficult subjects.  this should be no different.  after dinner, we'll take the kids down to ThriftyTM's to get triple Chocolate Chip ice cream cones & Rocky Road--your favorite--for you & me.  you can do it, honey.  I know you can."  

"you're right, honey,"  his dad says, his resolve leavening, the pluck he showed in the Pacific Theatre as an ensign on an aircraft carrier that one time almost left port shining through.  "I'll do it."

"I'm so proud of you, dear," Junior's mom says & pecks her valiant husband on the cheek. 

"well, anchors aweigh.  here goes."

the knock comes.  the door opens.  mellow yellow music wafts through the air.  Junior's lying daydreaming on the his Junior High School bed, his hands clasped behind his Junior High School head.  the color pictures of baseball football basketball stars from Sports Illustrated have curled & yellowed on his walls.  there are unjacketed phonograph records everywhere.  the records he incessantly feeds his seemingly voracious VictorolaTM.  they are by groups with obscure, confusing names like the Strawberry Alarm Clock Paul Revere & the Raiders the Jimi Hendrix Experience the Lovin Spoonful Love Vanilla Fudge the Troggs the Seeds Herman's Hermits Moby Grape the Thirteenth Floor Elevators Creedence Clearwater Revival the Who the Kinks the Doors the Byrds the Yardbirds the Buffalo Springfield & Canned Heat. "hmmmmmmmmmmmmmzzzzzzzzzzzzz," Junior's dad thinks, using a sort of unconscious onomatopoeic mnemonic device to remind himself of his purpose in being here, in his son's room, about to discuss the alleged bees, etc.  "no clues in any of those phonograph records, apparently.  maybe the one that's playing now has some significance.  some of it is in French, I see." 

"hi, Son," he says headscratchingly.

"hi, Dad." 

"whatcha listening to?" 

"a record." 

"who's it by, I mean?" 

"Donovan."  

"oh.  whatcha thinking about, son?" 

"me?  I was thinking about how nice it would be to pull off Mary Beth Johnson's panties." 

"excuse me?  I didn't quite catch that." 

"I said:  'is dinner ready yet'?" 

"almost, son.  almost.  your mother's cooking up something real special tonight...  hey listen, Junior:  I've been meaning to talk to you about something...  for some time now.  it's something that's...  very important.  very important, indeed.  your mother & i...  we...  you see, the thing is..." 

"Dad, I know I got a C in one subject last year & I promise it'll never happen again!  I just can't do Math!  I hate it, Dad!  I don't understand it.  I can't seem to..." 

"oh, that's not what I wanted to discuss with you, Junior.  that's not it," Junior Sr. says, by now practically pantomiming washing the hell out of his russet crewcut. "it's not your scholastics--no sir.  you're an excellent student; we're very very proud of you.  you know that, don't you, son?  we wouldn't give you money for your grades if we didn't think they were important, you know.  no, this isn't about anything you've done or, er, haven't done--it's about what you might know.  know about...  well, it's like this:  when your mother & I met...  when a man & a woman want to...  when two people care for each other...when they fall in love &... when they...  when they want to express the love they...  let me put it this way:  you know when you're looking through the SearsTM catalogue & you get to around page thirty-six...?"

*

--hi, Jenny said & leaned her bike against the house, is nobody around?  how are you?  this is my friend Sandy.

--hi, I said.  no, fine, & nice to meet you.  how's it going?

--we just went for a long ride through Hancock Park.

--how was it?

--pretty, Jenny said.  really nice. 

--I'll see you later, Jen, Sandy said & started to wobblily peddle away.  nice to meet you.

--you too, I said.  bye.

--come on in, Jenny said, her big teeth showing.   I need to take a shower & then, actually, give a lesson at twelve thirty.  Amber has a recital she has to get ready for & I told her I'd help her today.  it'll only be half an hour though & then I can play with you guys for a while--if that's all right.

--sure, I said. 

--make yourself at home, she said.

--sure, I said.

--unless you'd like to take a shower with me? she said.

(yeah, right.)

what she did say was "I'll see you in a bit" & ported her bike upstairs.  I watched her rump move like beautiful half-moons or efficient pistons up the stairs, ivorine thighs quivering. 

fuck me for a fucking superficial fuck but was she ever cute!



just get an electric guitar & take some time & learn how to play

an hour later Walter, Rob & I were flogging a new song for the fifteenth time in a row when the shed door swung open & searing daylight banded symbolically in.  Walt stopped hammering on the tom-toms & Rob & I turned round.     

--hey you guys, Jenny said.  sorry I'm late.  

--hey, we all said.

--Walter has a keyboard.  it's over here, I said. I hope it's okay.

--sure, Jenny said, also:  is there an amp or something I can use?  I don't have one of those either.

--no, Rob said, but I can rig you up to the p.a.

--okay, she said.  I don't know if I told you but I also play guitar.  

--really? I said.  awesome!

--uh-huh.  well, a little.  so I  worked out the songs on guitar too--just in case.  I only have an acoustic, though.  it's upstairs.  do you want me to get it?

--that's all right, I said.  here:  there's a spare electric lying around here somewhere.  you can just plug it into the other outlet on my amp.

--yeah baby, Walter said, plug her in.

I gave him a look.

--sorry, Walter snickered.

Rob fucked around with the mixer for a while & got her some volume & a little reverb.  she droned some notes on the keyboards & chopped around & stuff & it sounded a bit rachety but okay enough.    --that doesn’t exactly sound great but it's all right, she said, what first?    --how about "Field Day" one, the mid-tempo-y ballad one?  I said.    --the one that goes la, la, la-la, la, la?  she said.    --that's it, I said.     she knew the song!  she knew the song already!  the girl was a genius.  a classically trained genuine article genius.    there was a two-chord, back & forth, yearning sort of intro & a couple of sorrowful verses that she put long sweet lines over.  a chop, chop, chop sort of bridge that she put staccato stuff over.  & a chorus that built & built till it broke into a lead part that wowed us.  or me, at least.  you could never really tell with Walt--I mean, all he's really hearing is the boom chick boom crash of himself; & Rob had to concentrate pretty hard just to make it through a song.  but I was skying, my heart migrating towards my throat.  it sounded so full.  it sounded so complete.  so sensible & perfect.  like they belonged there, those notes she was playing.  it was amazing.  really really good.  great.    --great! said.  wow.  let's try it again.    --was that along the lines of what you wanted?  she said.  I have some other things I could try.    --sure, I said, whatever.    --I bet there's lots of things you'd like to try, Walter innuendoed.    --very funny, Walter, Jenny said but smiled.    --okay, I said, ignoring him.  let do this one again.  ready?  1-2-3-4.

*

--here are some menus, you guys.  you can sit wherever.

--thanks...  here we are...  so:  that was really a blast.  really.  I had no idea you could play guitar too.

--not very well, though.  

--well enough.

--thank you, though.  I really like the songs, by the way.  they remind me of...

--please don’t say The Church!  do you know The Church?

--oh I love The Church!  actually, I wasn't thinking of them.  The Psychedelic Furs is the band you guys remind me of.  there's something kind of dark about your songs like The Psychedelic Furs--& I like that. something about the lyrics--although I never really pay attention to lyrics--that reminded me of The Furs.

--you don’t pay attention to lyrics?  really?

--I know I should, you know, it's just... I don't know...

--I don’t pay much attention to them either.

--yes you do!  I'll bet you do.

--I'm just kidding.  listen, Jenny: what are you doing for a living & all?  what do you do?

--me?  oh, I work in an office.  typing. filing.  it's this lawfirm downtown.  

--& how's that?

--it's pretty cool, actually.  it's not so bad.  Johnson & Johnson.  the office is pretty nice & the two attorneys I take care of are all right, but, you know, it's...

--boring?

--very.  I mean, not exactly what I thought I'd be doing with my college education.  what's new, though, huh?  everyone I know is like that nowadays.

--hello.  do you guys need another minute?  something to drink?

--hi. um, yeah.  I think so.  drink?

--hot tea, please.

--I'll have a lemonade...  thanks.

--I'll be right back.    

--so:  where were we?  talking about boring stuff.  my roommate works downtown too.  Thompson & Thompson.

--oh yeah?  what do you do?   

--nothing.  sponge.  lounge.  schmooze.  hang out.

--no you don't.  Nastasha said you were a teacher or something.

--I'm a sub.  a High School substitute teacher.  sometimes when I'm really lucky I get sent to a Junior High.    

--my dad thinks I should be a teacher.  he's always telling me what I should be.  how do you like it?

--it's all right--sometimes.  I have a lot of days off.  to write & everything.  read a lot.  I mean, I basically get paid a hundred & twenty bucks a day to have brats throw things at me.  they have these uniforms with bullseyes on them just so the kids can have some set goals while their regular teacher's out, you know?  I mean, talk about wasting a college education!  now I'm helping waste the education of a bunch of kids.  three to four days a week.

--gosh, we really tortured our subs in school.  I felt so sorry for them.

--it's not so bad.  what's torture, actually, are the other teachers.  the ones that try & strike up a conversation with you during the lunch breaks.  unbelievable.

--why?

--oh, you know.  if they're also subs, they're probably singers or actors & they wanna tell you all about some third-rate play they got a two-bit part in, you know?  & if they're the regular teachers they wanna drill you on what kind of life you have--since theirs are so incredibly boring.  so mostly I just play basketball with the kids & pick up lots of Spanish cuss words that come in real handy once the bell rings.  it's not too bad except...

--except what?

--well, it's pretty nerve-racking sometimes.  the kids can get, like, really out of control & sometimes you sort of lose it with them.  you have no idea.  I try not to.  I really do.  but when a kid won't shut up or won't sit down or has just lobbed a wad of bubblegum into your hair, it's really hard not to...

--lose it?

--exactly.

--here we are:  one tea & one lemonade.  have you decided?

--I think I'll just have a salad with Italian, please.

--all right.  & for you?

--let's see:  how about a ham stack on wheat with provolone, & some fries, & a salad with RanchTM.  you want some fries too?

--I shouldn't.

--two orders of fries.

--okey-doke.  I'll be right back with the salads.

--anyway...

--anyway...  I'm really glad you like the songs.  how come you’re not in an orchestra or something?  how come you aren’t in like the LA Philharmonic? 

--the Philharmonic?!  

--yeah.

--pianists don’t try out for philharmonics.  they give recitals & enter competitions.  besides, do you have any idea how good those musicians are?  

--better than you?

--you have no idea.  I'd have to practice for about six to eight hours a day just to even consider giving recitals.  the competition's absolutely incredible.  besides, I don't have that kind of discipline.  I don't have that sort of drive, I guess.  I really wish I did, but I just...  my dad says I'm wasting my talents but I just can’t seem to...  I don't know.  what were you saying?

--wow.  I  mean, from what I heard I think you're amazing.  really, Jenny.

--thanks.

--seriously.  so, okay:  here's the next question:  do you wanna get together with us again?  & play & stuff.  I doubt it'd take six hours a day practicing to...  you don't have to if...

--well, I don't see why not, she said & sort of laughed.

--really?  no kidding?

--sure.  all right.  I've always thought I was the sort of person who got involved with good things.  yeah.  sounds fun.  I think I'd be into it.

--oh my god--that's awesome.

--here are your salads.

--thanks.  

--your orders will be up soon, ok?

--thanks.

--enjoy.

--looks all right, doesn’t it?

--yeah.

*

I drove her back to Walter & Nasty's & said goodbye without trying to kiss her goodnight.  I thought about it, believe me.  but no.

on the drive home I futzed around with the radio till I found a song that really sent me.  it took a while sifting through disco & classical & salsa & lots of godawful hard rock with the obligatory let's-see-if-I-can-break-a-few-windowpanes-on-this-next-note singer but there it was:  "Here Comes the Sun."  up I turned it, deafeningly.  the wind symphonying through the open windows of my trashcan-on-wheels, a boxy old VolvoTM with much dents & an assortment of odors.  

I dragged my guitar & me upstairs.  Jaz was out.  out cold, not out having fun, out.  weird.  it wasn't that late.  maybe he'd been writing or something.  I was looking forward to talking to him, telling him about the rehearsal & my day.

--Jaz?  hey Jaz?

--huh? he snored.

--are you asleep?

--huh?

--sorry, I said.

--where've you been?

--rehearsal, I said.  then out for a late bite with Jenny, the girl who's jamming with us.

--oh.  what time is it?

--eleven, I think.

--oh.  how was it?

--really good.  I think I have a band now.  a real one.  & I met this really cute girl who might...

--that's great.  I'm going to go back to...zzzzzzzzzzzz.

--well, good night, I said.

I thought about pirating some of Jaz's pot but I was already high enough on hope.  no need now for dope.  I got undressed & read for a spell.  then fell asleep.



sunday morning  

as the Scather worked on Sundays at Final Vinyl I usually drove down to the shop around thirteen o'clock in order to hang out & check out the new stuff & let him load me down with a bunch of free twelveinches when I left.  sometimes he gave me so many records I looked like Bartholomew of the children's story Bartholomew & the 500 Hats.  only with discs not hats.  I'd half-heartedly leaf through the week's Melody Maker & New Musical Express & generally amuse myself by listening in on the various ways the Scather found to cut down the customers without their knowledge.  record clerks at specialty shops are like that, if you havent noticed. it's part of their job description, sniping at clueless customers, serving them as curtly as humanly possible.  

if you've never been there, Finyl Vinyl's this musty cavernous oblong shop on a prime spot of real estate on the trendiest avenue in the city:  Melrose.  the purlieu of Cure clones & Siouxie Siouxs & Japanese tourists dressed to the nines.  cholos wearing fifteen-pound neckchains & pants twenty-four sizes too big. on weekends especially there are maundering models galore in sheer, bellybutton-revealing silver-blue blouses & short slit skirts in anthracite & black.  shirtless skate rats, imbecilic punk rock dorks.  plus boulevardiers of every make:  crabby rich bitches on shopping sprees & troikas of laughing buzzcut-haircut fags in tanktops & aviator sunglasses who've just descended from speeding jeeps in search of cappucino & conversation in outdoor bistros.  valleygirls with henna tatoos in five foot fuck-me pumps.  tanned cops, street people, shop girls loitering outside their doorways puffing MarlboroTM 100's & wearing looks that dared you, just dared you, to browse without buying.  

the shops themselves:  vintage rag rip-offs & third-rate trattorias, torturechamberwear outlets & havens for comic book geeks; liquor stores that gouged you for a pack of mints, bars that beckoned in neon, ritzy ice creameries, hip hop haberdasheries, & innumerable high-dollar women's stores that showcased mannequins in dresses so fetching & arty it made you randy just to glimpse them.  

if you were a lecherous masochist of the first water like me you couldn't find a better place to go out of your mind.  I mean, there were girls--international girls--everywhere.  gorgeous Picasso-eyed Armenians & Scandinavian specimens with lips like sugar.  Hispanic babes that slayed you.  Asian babes that made you so happy to be alive you could just hari-kari yourself right in front of them.  

I'm talking a lot of very cute girls.  go there sometime; you'll see what I mean.

plum clouds lurked in the distance, augering winter.  this I noticed as I went inside & greeted the Scather.  the sounds of The Velvet Underground assailed me.  Sterling was alone in the shop.

--hey, Sterling!  hey!

he turned the stereo down.

--Juan!

--hey, whatcha been doing?

--heroin.

--seriously...

--nothing.  rocking.  handing out hassle sessions to people who come in & ask if Bauhaus has a new record out.

 --please.

--please indeed.  smoke?

--sure.  do they ever learn?

--the fools I have to suffer.

--yeah:  one whole day a week. must be hell.

--watch it, Juanny!

--all right, all right.  light?  thanks.

--so:  how was it?

--what?

--jamming with the new girl, imbecile.

--oh.  very awesome.  she's really talented, actually.  more than I thought.  plays guitar as well.

--&?

--& she said she'd play with us again.  that's a good sign, isnt it?  I mean, we are not good, admittedly.  not yet, at least.  but we weren’t so horrendous that an actual musician ran screaming from the room or anything.

--come on.  your songs are awesome.  & you can play guitar better than you think.  really.

--I guess so. 

--that's right, sister.  what's her name again, anyway?

--Jenny.

--hm.  don't know her.  hey:  watch the till while I go in the back for a minute, okay?

--sure.  can I put on some Milk Amplifier?

--no! he said.  

Milk Amplifier was the Scather's old band.  they'd made one record & split up acrimoniously like lots of bands do.  he never wanted to listen to it, his record.  the way he said "no!" cracked me up.  I always asked, & he always said "no!" in just that way.  it was an ongoing joke we had--one that the sometimes-touchy Scather, I guess, didn’t really think was all that funny.

just then some kids with jet black bird-of-paradise hair came in.  a boy & a girl.  with pinch-faces pointy as any character in an edwardgorey story. same height.  tiny.  like toy people or something.  head-to-toe in jet black.  knee-length boots.  goths.  the monochrome people.  of course:  the obligatory crucifixes.  greatcoats too, despite the fact that it was around a million degrees out, notwithstanding the plum-colored clouds.  I mean, they might as well have buttoned those coats up over their heads, they were so remarkably swaddled.  

I smiled.  no smile back.  maybe they didn’t have any teeth or anything.  vampires without teeth--how do you like that?  maybe they were embarrassed.  but still, don’t you hate that?  when you lather up a sort of smile for a person or persons you'd never think of even grinning at even if the dentist was prying open your mouth with a megadose of laughing gas right in front of them--& they don’t smile back?

--need some help? I smiled even wider.

--yeah, um, mumbled goth boy, do you have, like, any, like, Depeche Mode?

--yes.  hmm. I think we do.  let's see:  Depeche Mode, Depeche Mode.  that would be in the "D" section, I believe.

I pronounced the "D" like "duh"--extra heavily stupidly.

cruel pedant.

goth girl gave me a very bad look like I was a very bad man.goth boy just ignored me.  or tried to.  we'd soon see about that!

--everything in the store today is full-price, by the way! I loudspeakered at them as they slunked down the aisle.  especially the synth pop techno slop!

they milled for a minute or so, then beelined for the door.

--bye! I shout-smiled after them.  have a real gloomy day.

Sterling came back.

--anyone come in?

--some goths.  but I got rid of them.

--good! he laughed.  

--riddance! I said.

--exactly.  hey:  you didn't take anything out of the till, did you?

--the till?  of course not. me?

--good.  there's not much in there anyway.  enough for coffee if you want one, but jeez I'm gonna have to work some magic to make anything at all today.  I think the boss is on to me.  he only leaves me about twenty five cents in change these days, that nipplehead.

--drag.

--yeah.  I mean, you can hardly blame him.  he knows I'm part Mexican:  of course I'm going to rob the place blind.  I can't help it:  it's in my blood & everything.  actually, why don't you go fetch us a couple of coffees?

--fuck if I have any money, Sterl.

he made a wryish face.

--you wanna adopt some new records, don’t you?  you wanna find them a new home, don't you?

--maybe.

--of course you do.  now:  a medium, please.  no sugar, no cream, okay?

--I just told you I don’t have any money, I said.

--oh well then, Sterling said airily, ka-chinging open the register.  we'll just have to take out a "loan."

--but that's stealing, Sterling, I said superfacetiously. 

--funny, Juanny, he said & handed me a five-spot.  when you think about it, stealing's just borrowing something without asking & assuming the answer would be "yes."  ha ha ha ha ha!  now, moosh!  get thee to a fancy coffee-ery!  

when I got back & gave Scather his coffee I asked him if there was anything new out that I should know about.

--oh my god, he said, you have to hear the new Able Tasmans thing.  it is so delicious.  you know:  that new New Zealand band I told you about.  I crave it.

--all right, I said, throw it on.

Sterling put on the record & the strains of a jangly-poppy bouncy but darkish tune washed over us, very catchy & warm/fuzzy making.  

--yeah, I said. this is awesome.

--told you, the Scather said ebulliently.  it's me best.

the bell above the door tinkled & in came Sarah, Sterling's closest friend.  whose most salient characteristics were 1. that she looked just like the chick in Betty Blue;&  2. that she hated me.  openly evincing withering loathing.  as cold as the frosted aqua & milk-white with which her dark hair was streaked.  

Sarah did not like me & did not try to hide it.  it left me thinking:  should I check myself in the mirror to see if I'd sprouted horns & a red, spadelike tail?  cloven hooves?  was I holding a pitchfork that I didn’t know about?  what had I done?  where had I gone wrong?  why did she hate me?  why?

I had no idea why.  what had I said to her?  a whole lot of nothing.  I'd met her twice--she, like me, like a lot of people, usually visited the Scather every Sunday.  hung around & "helped" the customers.  she had to practice her miserable scowl somewhere, I supposed.  but why here?  I much preferred another satellite of Sterling's whose name changed every time I met her.  one time he'd introduced her as Jane, another as Lisa.  then it was back to Jane, & a few Sundays ago, on the phone, I'd heard him referring to someone named Lisette for about a half an hour before I realized it was the same girl.  usually I found her perched on the countertop, in fishnets, jackboots, kilt, & a tight open orange or orgundy cardigan, smiling prudishly.  she gave the impression of being the prissiest thing in the universe, actually, despite the come-hither attire.  I liked that a lot.  

but Sarah--no, no, no, no, no.  she  was just a humonguous phony.  she dressed like an artist, she talked like an artist.  she even smoked like one.  but she wasn't an artist.  in fact, that was the first thing she announced to anybody before they'd had a chance to say anything to her:  "I'm not an artist, by the way."  as though everyone & their brother would just naturally assume by her deportment & stupendous air of ennui that, unmistakably, she was one.  

pretentious twat.

she was such a pseud.  she was like those fat people who obtain a Handicapped decal in order not to have to walk the extra fifteen feet to the grocery store.  you know who I'm talking about.  they're everywhere.

I'd tried to befriend her, Sarah-Who-Hated-Me, & even complimented her on her uncanny resemblance to the girl from Betty Blue.   but she just got so offended.  you could really tell.

--hey, Sterling.

--Sarah! he said.  how's tricks?

--fine, she said.

--hi Sarah, I said.

--hello, she lied.  I have to go to the store for cigarettes.  want anything, Sterling?

--Orange CrushTM.  & another pack of MarlborosTM, please.  you are the best.  

--yeah, whatever.  anything else?

--no.  get menthols, okay?  that way no one will bum them, Sterling said, tossing me a look, then laughing.

--okay.  be right back.

her small, just-barely-at-the-tip aquiline nose went all scrunchy when she walked past; & though she had full red sensuous lips they seemed perpetually pursed--like she didn't want to even breathe the same air as you.  the fully glacial implication of her last statement was:  "I'll be back--& when I get back, you [meaning me] had better be gone."

--hates me, I sing-songed to The Scather, when she'd left.  totally hates me.

--totally, Sterling confirmed.

--well, I said, guess I'd better split.

--no! he said. don’t go, Juan:  you havent even had a chance to listen to this.

--what's she got against me anyway? 

--I have no idea.  I just don't.  I've known Sarah for fucking ever & I still havent figured her out.  don't let it get to you.  she's a freak.

--but why does she hate me?  I mean...

--like I said:  who knows?  all I know is she thinks you're sort of, well...  I don't know:  don't take her too seriously.

--what?  what does she think I am?

--well...  oh, don’t worry about it!

--what?  what?  you have to tell me now.  you have to.

--well, she said she thought you were kind of shallow.

the Scather then gave out his wicked impish laugh.

--shallow? I said.

--uh...  yeah.

he said this in his very best quote-unquote Valley voice. 

it got my dander further up, I'm telling you.

--shallow?  she thinks I'm shallow?  how can she think I'm shallow?  I've said around twelve total words to her in my entire life!  what nonsense.

--like I said...

--seriously!  wow.  superficial, maybe.  superficial & facetious.  definitely facetious.  but shallow--you've got to be kidding me.  

--really, John, I really really really really wouldn't take it too seriously at all.  I've known Sarah for almost ever & I wouldn't venture to even predict the judgements she makes of people.  what do you expect from a nymphomaniac, anyways?

--what!? I said, she's a nymphomaniac?!!  a nyphomaniac?  

--you didn't know that?

--no!

--ha ha ha ha!  oh my god, I thought you knew.  I was sure of it.  I thought everyone knew.

--no I didn't know that.  how would I have known that?  my god.

--oh.  that's what she is, anyway.  I really thought you knew.i really really really really really thought you knew.

--you're kidding, right?

--no.  not at all.  she is.  completely.

--oh that is just great.  a nyphomaniac thinks I'm shallow.  unbelievable!  I'll see you later, okay?

--you just got here, though!  plus I wanna hear some more about your practice.  when are you guys going to do a show?  it'll be too boring if you leave!  Juan-Juan!

--look:  maybe I'll come back later.  a nyphomaniac's supposed to like men, right?  

--not necessarily.  think about it, Sterling said.  in fact it's probably the opposite.  I wouldn't let it get me down, you know?  I wouldn't turn into a barbituate over it, or anything.  really.  like I said:  I don't know what her trip is.

I started to walk out of the store.

--oh don't go.  I totally want to hear about this keyboard-&-guitar-playing girl.  what's her name again?

--Jenny.  

--Jenny, huh.  & she's pretty attractive too, you said?

--she is, actually.  but kind of...

--what?

--well, kind of chunky.

--oh you should talk!

--gosh, I said, looking around at the panoply of posters of The Cure & Love and Rockets & The Jam, thanks.  I better go before Sarah-who-hates-me gets back.

--all right.  see you later then.

--bye.

--hey!  he called after me.  don't you want some records?

--the one that's playing, how about?

--the new Able Tasmans?  no way!  I just got it in.  there's a House of Love twelve-inch you can have.  & a Ride EP you can have, if you know what I mean.

--what?  I said.  you don't like Ride?  Ride are fucking awesome!

--tripe, he said.  the Byrds did that stuff centuries ago.  they're just the Byrds with a passel of distortion boxes.  go ahead:  take it.  (passel means "a large amount," by the way.  it's a word I looked up the other day.)

--I know what it means...  are you sure I can take these?

--sure I'm sure. 

--okay, I said.

--now you owe me one, Sterling said as some new shoppers filed in.

--okay, I said.  what do you want me to do? 

--call me later, he said ominously, throwing a knowing look my way.  I'll tell you then.
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chorus

�I want to tell you my head is filled with things to say

I didn’t feel like hanging around Melrose, salivatingly passing pungent restaurants I could nary afford, so I drove home pretty swiftly on the 10, hoping to catch Jaz & hang out, maybe hit a movie or something, make something to eat.  

he was watching pro football, sitting at the desk, tapping something out on the computer.

--hey

--hey.  want some spaghetti?  I'm making some. I think there's enough, if you're hungry or whatever.

--nah.  I just ate.

--all right, I said, & mushed up an insane amount of garlic & put a little puddle of olive oil in a pan, crudely minced an onion half & ripped apart a juicy-crisp green pepper & some succulent leftover roasted eggplant & got the winking & glimmering mixture sizzling.  in another pan I sauteed ten or so mushrooms in a soup of butter, vinegary zinfindel & some more garlic.  got the water hopping.  dumptrucked oregano into some sauce & let it simmer with a pinch of margarita salt, some crushed red pepper, a light-to-moderate snowfall of black pepper & two bay leaves I found in a drawer. there was an inch of cabernet left in a bottle on top of the fridge so I spilled some of that in as well.

--you don't have any bread left, do you, Jaz? I said.

--look in the freezer.  don’t interrupt me right now!  I'm in the middle of this.

--sorry.

--that smells pretty good.

--sure you don’t want any?

--is there enough?

--I think so, I said, checking the cupboard for the packet of angelhair.  yep.  there is.  want some?

--oh all right, he said.  I guess I could eat another dinner.

I liberated two pieces of frozen sourdough wrapped in tinfoil & jammed them into the toaster.  the water was roiling now, so I snapped in half enough angelhair for two & stirred it in.

--screenplay? I said.

--huh?

--are you writing your screenplay?

--yeah.

--&?

--I don't know.  don't ask.    

--is it the one that re-invents Othello?

--no, Jaz said.   now let me finish this!

--all right, I said.

when the pasta had thickened nicely & was good & foamy I strained it out on the side of the sink, got two plates & heaped the meal together, throwing the dripping mushrooms on last & frosting the separate helpings with some canned parmesean.  a lot of it.  I put two thin pats of butter on each thawed bread slice & put them in the broiler with some fresh garlic pulp & pepper.

--awesome, Jaz said.

we sat there inhaling, me on the beachchair & Jaz at his desk, happy & getting stuffed, the full steam billowing off the hot food.

--really good, Jaz said.

--yeah well, if you only hassle with one or less meals a day, it had better be.

--whu'd you go?  Jaz said through hot food.

--visiting Sterling at Finyl.

--yeah?  how was that?

--it was very Melrose.  brought home a few records, though.  

--throw one on.

--all right, I said & put my plate down & got the stereogoing.

--too loud! Jaz said.

--okay, I said & turned it down.

--who is this?

--Ride.

--they're okay.

--yeah, I said, mopping up the last of the stuff with the last of the bread.

I took the two plates into the kitchen & washed up, got the pans soaking & rinsed my mouth with some tapwater.  percolated coffee.  doused it with vanilla powder & sugar & drips of whipping cream.  brought Jaz a tumbler too.  we're both of us poor as hell but still we splurge on stuff like coffee condiments, spices & stuff.

--thanks, he said.  

--sure, I said when we'd finished slurping.  wanna play some NerfTM?  work off the meal?

--all right.  the momentum's gone on this anyway, he said, canting toward the computer screen.

we moved the desk & beach chair, the television stand & some books that were scattered on the floor, got the whiffleball bat & NerfTM ball out with me starting pitching--like always.  Jaz put one of the newly purloined record covers down for a homeplate & took a few burly practice cuts, then some tentative ones, the bat making that hollow comforting whistling whooshing sort of sound you knew so well from childhood.

right away I got my curveball/knuckleball/fastball combo working for me & whiffed him on three strikes straight.  

--you're pulling your head.  keep your head down, I said.  eye on the ball.  

--hey, just pitch, man.  are you sure you're back far enough?  he complained.  step back a little bit.

--I'm practically climbing the wall here! I said, by the way, aren’t we only supposed to play when we're high?

--not necessarily.  I'm trying not to smoke so much right now, anyway.  step back just a little bit, Jaz said.

I took a half-step back & fired a fastball at him right down the middle.  he roped it past me & into the hallway.  solidly.

--yes!  he said.  a double!

--nice swing, I chuckled.  excellent.  kicking ganja has already turned your life around & made you a better athlete.  that's all you're going to get off me today, though.  no more hits for you.

I wound up theatrically & threw a change up at him, which he read beautifully.  the ball caromed off the left field wall.  

--fouled away! I yelled.

--I thought we were playing it off the wall if it landed less than three quarters up! he shrilled.

--that's not what we said last time, I said.

--yes it is!  that's the rule.  & the other rule we came up with is if you knock the lampshade over...

--grand slam world series champion of all time game over sort of deal.

--right, Jaz said.

--okay, I said.  that was a single then.  man on first & third.

--a double, he parried.  one run in.

--no way! I said.

--at least a double.  John, come on.  come on, John.  at least.

--all right, I said.  one--nothing, you.  one out.  man on second. 

the record was over so, at Jaz's suggestion, I put on side one of Rubber Soul.

--that's more like it, he said.  this is music I can hit to. 

--strike one, I said, getting a screwball by him on the inside corner.

--hey Jaz:  definition.

--what?

--what would you say the difference is between someone who's shallow & someone who's superficial?

--well, he said, frowning as he fouled off my next pitch & hucked it back to me, superficial is a choice, I think.  shallow would be something someone can’t help.  simple:  shallow as in "notvery inherently deep."  why?

--no reason.  strike two.  that's kind of what I thought.

--someone accuse you of being superficial?

--no.

--what, then--shallow?

--yeah.

--hmm, he said.  are we playing two outs or three?

--three, I said.  I'd rather pitch, anyways.

I shook off the imaginary signs from an imaginary catcher,squeezed the old NerfTM with my knuckles, went into my stretch, glared at the man on second & submarined a slider at him which he grounded right back to me.  

--two down, I said.

--who said you were shallow, anyway--Sterling?

--god no.  this chick he's friends with. 

I threw a another curve for ball one.

--is she cute?

--very.  hates me, though.  don't know why.  I never said boo to her.  all I said was that she looked like the girl from Betty Blue.  ball two.

--you said that?

--yeah...  yes!  on the outside corner for strike one.  two & one.

--well, no wonder then.

--what?  what are you talking about?  foul tip:  strike two!  two & two.  what do you mean?

--Betty Blue is about the shallowest film you could have picked.  it's just a lot of neurotic nonsense & exciting sex, right?   some guy foolishly trying to make sense of a crazy fucking out-of-this-world-beautiful French girl--right?

--yeah.  so?  I didn’t say I liked it.  I just said...

--besides, it is French--right?

--yeah.  so?

--well for godsakes, John, everyone knows the fucking French have no idea how to make a movie.

 --what?

 --take their obsession with jerrylewis.  you tell a French guy he's an idiot for idolizing jerrylewis & he looks at you like you said something like "gosh, you know, fresh French bread from France just doesn't taste very good to me."  you know?  he's flabbergasted.  to him, you are the idiot.  anyways, you should have told her she looks like audreyhepburn. 

--audreyhepburn?!

--audreyhepburn.  you should have told her she looks just like audreyhepburn.  all girls want to be told they look like audreyhepburn.

--but she doesn’t look a thing like audreyhepburn. 

--how shallow of her.

--exactly.  that is exactly what I was thinking.  ball three.  three & two, two out.

--furthermore, Jaz went on, comparing this girl to the girl from Betty Blue was terribly eighties of you, you know.  very eighties.  you might have just told her she looks like mollyringwald.

--oh give me a break, I said.

--seriously, sport, Jaz continued, here's the rule:  if you feel you absolutely have to, it's always always safer & better to compare a chick to a vintage chick--like audreyhepburn.  someone like that.  ingridbergman.  avagardner.  girls lap that up.  seriously.

--that is the shallowest philosophy I have ever heard, I said, snapping a curve at him that he missed by a mile.  "vintage chick"--please.  strike three.

--nice pitch, he said. it might be, but it works.  & that's what counts.  your ups.

--don't you see, though? I said.  I wasn't trying to work this girl at all.  I wasn’t even remotely attracted to her.  well... a little attracted to her.  I mean, she's pretty beautiful.  still, I was just being friendly.

--again:  no wonder she thought you were shallow:  you weren't deep enough to know you should be totally coming on to her.  girls sense that sort of thing--like when a guy isn't attracted to them.  guys never do.  guys are always like "god, I think she's really pretty into me" about some girl that thinks they're like the most revolting male on earth.  it's uncanny.  believe me.

--huh.  interesting.  I never thought about that.

--well, Jaz said, you heard it here first.

--hey Jaz, I mused.

--yeah?

--how come you know so much about the psychology of chicks, anyway, huh?

--how come?  probably cause I haven't been out on a date with one since, er, I don't know--college.

--since college?

--just can’t seem to find anyone who lives up to my standards, I guess.

--well, you know what to do about that, don't you? I said.  

--what?

--lower them.



take the skinheads bowling, take them bowling

I lay down on the futon & read for a little while (some soporific Dr.Johnson), thought of giving Jenny a call, thought better of it, then realized I was supposed to call the Scather before he got off work.  I tried him at home.  Dr. J wasn't working for me anyway.  instead of putting me to sleep, it kept me up wondering & wondering how a guy could be so incredibly brilliant & so fucking boring at the same time.  

--hello.

--hey.  sorry I forgot to call you.

--it's all right.  I wanted to hang out with someone after work who'd prevent me from calling my connection.  that guy is a real menace to sobriety, ifyaknowwhattamean.  what are you up to?

--Sterling, I said sternly, you are not doing speed again.  tell me you're not.

--well, let's just say I'sa flirtin' with it.  I'm not exactly "doing" as in "sleeping with" it.

--just say no, I said with some irony.

--yeah-yeah, he said.  of course one would hope to just say no but what one mostly ends up saying is "maybe."  anyway, it doesn't matter:  Sarah & I went bowling instead. 

--really?  you're kidding.  that sounds pretty fun, actually.  "take the skinheads bowling..."

--"take them bowling."

--how'd you do?

--terrible.  it was so awesome.

--that's more like it, I said & went back to the serious subject of Sterl's drug affections.  you know you shouldn't, though.  it's a bad program to be on, speed.  you know?  I've got some real issues with that drug.  

--& what are you guys up to over there--smoking from The Hookah? 

The Hookah was what Jaz & I had nicknamed the bong; pretty clever, huh.

--nah, I said, in fact, Jaz said he wasn’t even interested getting stupid while we were playing indoor baseball tonight.

--quelle accomplishment.

--well, it's a start.  

--yeah, well, I'll talk to you tomorrow.

--all right.  goodnight.

--hey, he said.

--what?

--you aren't still bumming about Sarah hating you, are you?

--nah, I said. 

--it's not exactly as if she's one of the guys, you know.  she's not even one of the girls, somehow.  she loathes everyone almost as much as you or I do.

--I know, I said.  it's no big deal.  I mean, I'm not exactly crazy about being treated like I'm a novel written by Ralph Ellison or anything.  but still...

--Ralph Ellison! the Scather laughed at my joke.  that's excellent.  you know what they say:  no sense crying over spilled blood.  gotta go.  toodles, Invisible Man!

--guess not, I laughed this time.  I'll see you later then.

& hung up.



monday morning you sure look fine

the chapter title's of course ironic.  Monday mornings the telephone normally detonates at about six fifteen, six-thirty.  a horrid screeching searing dream-crushing sound.  a tooth being drilled with a blunted corkscrew.  

on the other end of the line is someone from the downtown switchboard, calling the subs to see who's feeling real masochistic this morning.  who's up for some hell.  the earlier they call, the more gruesome the assignment.  at least that's what I've found.  they try to get rid of the junior high assignations first.  at that hour I have to try really hard not to employ a very soft but clearly articulated expletive in answering the phone.

--ffhyellow, I go.

--gawd mawning, the voice on the other end drawls boomingly schoolmarmishly.  ah you available fo' an assignment t'day, sir?

--oh.  hello there.  I, um, I'm...  please don't send me to a junior high today!  please?!  please give me a high school today, ok?  a high school assignment would be...

--yayes or noa?  ah you available fo' an assignment this mawning?

--yes, I go resignedly.

--I got a English & a P.E.  which'n d'you wawnt?

--er, where's the English one? I say trepidatiously.

& she goes:

--which'n do you wawnt this morning, sir?  I gots a lotta calls t'make this morning.  so if you jus...

--oh god.  door number three.  

--ah didn’t hear you, sir.

--I said I'll take P.E.

--a'right.  P.E.  it's a one day assignment-- Arnold Junior High.  the teacher's name is...

--excuse me.  did I say "P.E."?  I meant the English.  I'll take the English assignment, please.

--you want t'English?  is that what you sayin'?

--yes, please, I go helplessly.

--a'right:  English.   the teacher's name is Garoyan, Gargolyan--somethings like that.  it's a two day assignment--that all right wich you?

--sure.

--a'right.  you have a good day.

--thanks...  hey, wait:  you didn’t tell me where the assignment was.

--I didn't?  sorry 'bout that.  lessee.  I'm lookin', I'm lookin'.  here it is:  B. Arnold Junior High.

--Arnold Junior?!  B. Arnold??  the English one's at Arnold too?!  oh God!

--thass what it says here.  Arnold Junior.

--oh great.

--bye, now.

--are you sure you don’t have...

--goodbye, sir.

--ok.  all right.  goodbye.

& click.

I kick up a fresh pair of boxers from the floor & take them with me to the bathroom.  run the shower scalding.  shave with the abandon of an errolflynn.  cut myself at least once.  sometimes behead a mole.  don’t care.  think of it as a metaphor for the psychological scars I'll incur during the longish, sometimes electrically terrifying, mostly banal day.  lather up like a triathelete.  towel off on spin dry cycle.  minuteman into the boxers, a pair of not-too-smudgy jeans, not-too-food-stained oxford shirt.  sometimes socks.  only if they havent already been turned inside-out once or twice.  TopsidersTM.  or, if it's a physical education assignment, lowtop ConverseTM chucktaylors.  usually I request p.e., though I'm most qualified to teach English.  & have no problem helping California's least accomplished adolescents butcher further French or Spanish.  History, I don't mind.  am, thankfully, never offered Science, Health or Math.  (god, the thought:  Science?  yikes:  students already generously provisioned with things that might potentially explode.  Health?  me, the pictureperfect spokesmodel for the chronically insalubrious?  a late-late twenty-nothing malnurished, sleep-deprivated, mentally imbalanced chain-smoking germmagnet on ice?  & Math?  how about Math?  I couldn’t help third-graders--not even if they put their revolvers right to my left temple.)  Music & Art I live in total mortal dread of, in that the students absolutely rage during those periods even when their regular teacher's teaching them.

I hunt down my keys, call for my wallet ("where'd I put my fucking wallet?  where the fuck'd I put that thing?  where the fuck's my fucking wallet?  I thought I had it in my chinos.  oh, there it is--in the wastebasket where it belongs."), trying not to make too much of a racket on account of Jaz normally gets home from the graveyard shift right around seven & is reading the Sports and Calender sections before he goes to sleep.  get the coffeepot rocking.  the sugar ready.  the milk as well.  can't eat, but scavenge something from the cupboard--a megacaloric granola bar, a supple red or yellow apple--for later.  & am out the door.

seven minutes.  nine or ten, tops.

these fine mornings, as I descend the stairs, the first thing I encounter is Heidi, whom I greet.  my salutations are brief.  I confide in her that today I will be sent to a junior high school.  I curse her way, conspiratorily.  she does not seem to be all that amused concerned phased surprised bewildered.  she does not seem to care.  

--Heidi, I whisper, see you when I get home.  be a very good emu today, the best emu you can be. 

then I get into my sorry car, the yellow VolvoTM with faded paint & much dents I told you about.  a car of mimimum velocity, maximum unsightliness.  a car that keeps me in touch with the holy creator, for I call upon Him every time I turn the key.  the series of noises that issue from it sometimes evokes a symphony by an avantgarde composer in the final stages of syphilitic dementia.  every so often an out-of-tune tuba burps deep within the muffler & a scary angry ghost rattles a large chain about the engine.  a sadist tortures a small child or a puppy underneath the dashboard, & the lime green steeringwheel shakes like a (broken) tambourine.  in the mornings the starter makes sounds like a record that's ended but can't get out of the last groove.  it's a one-man band on wheels, I tell ya, & about as amusing.  

I mean, there are off-road motorcycles that are quieter than this car.  

inexplicably, the heater ticks on in the middle of the very hottest summer days & smoke like a candle that's been sneezed upon snakes up from under the seats.  sometimes it smells like someone's left a burnt roast beef flank back there for about ten days.  & speaking of smoke, fire, & burnt stuff, if you happen to die one day & go to the lower depths of darkest hell, I'll bet my car (or one just like it) is going to be waiting for you there in order to transport you wherever you need to go.  believe me.   

still asleep (though the springs that spring up from the disemboweled leather seats poke me into constant consciousness), I'm flying downtown down the 10 till the traffic bunches around La Cienega Boulevard.  I flick on the radio talk shows, just to piss myself off & to drown out the dirdum of the angry engines & tromboning honkings of big rigs sportscars buses & jeeps that nervewrackingly tailgate me.  even people in pokey YugosTM & those mailtrucks you can buy from the government are bummed to get stuck driving behind me.  what can you do?  what I do mostly is ignore them & twirl around the radio dial for something really obnoxious & distracting:  the christian pop psychology gardening show or something.  I try not to make a minature riptide of the coffee as I look around the trashcan-on-radials for my toothbrush & toothpaste.  scrape the teeth.  try not to make whitewalls of the tires on the cars trafficjammed next to me.  they all have guns, large ones & loaded, the drivers.  you don’t wanna get them riled.  I luxuriate in a cigarette.  spark another.  if I'm nearly tapped, I can always bum one from a janitor or one of the eighth-graders.   

I remember Jaz's maxim about not getting bummed out in traffic; get bummed out anyway; worry if I'll make it to first period in time.  I hope I have first period off; & sort of vege out till I get to the gates of the school.

there, the fun begins.  not for me--oh no.  no, no, no:  for the gods above who are, daily, doubling over at my follies & pratfalls.  pointing at me, a ridiculous object of ridicule.  "Look at yon Sub," they a-ha-ha-ha, "what Monstrousities & Humiliations shall We afflict the Lad with Today, I wondereth?  A freshly sharpened Pencil in the Eardrum, perhaps, ta-ra?  An Eraser, greatly hardened by Non-Use, to the Forehead from close Range?  A Compass boomeranged at the Cheekbone?  Perhaps we should have the Math Teacher, Mrs. D'Ivision, that wizened old Goat with the downy, flowing Goatee, corner Him in the Teachers' Lounge & make an accurate Grab for his Gonads?  Which One, You say?  Why, She with the great Continental Behind & splendidly bepimpled Bosom.  Mark Ye how the Teats, the very Dugs, Melon-like & extravagantly misshapen, are slung Low as the Holsters on a long-armed Cowboy!  We could have the Beldame threaten Him with Sexual Harassment if He is unwilling to Comply!  Would that not amuse Us no End?  Hm.  Perhaps, M'Lords, one of the exceedingly delicious & nublile Seventeen-Year-Old Hoydens in Hotpink Hotpants could come on to Him in the Hallway, lightly placing a playful, long-nailed Hand upon his Cockstand just as the crypto-feminist Principal is rounding the Corner with some Clipboard-carrying Visitors from the SchoolBoard?  What say You?  What say You, fellow Immortals?   Indeed all our Options are open with this One.  What shall We do this Day with our favorite Figure of Fun?"

fun.  & of course the fun begins for the kids themselves, who, the moment I step into the classroom, will be more delighted to see me than any grandmother or long-lost cousin ever could.  their eyes widen.  their nostrils widen.  for once in their lives, educational or otherwise, their minds widen:  what can we do to torment this man?  a sub!  we've got a sub!  sub!  hey, sub!  substitute!  subarino!  subarooski!  sub subbum subbo subba subbas subbamos subbahabamos subasate subabamos substitutio subby-subby-sub subbahubbahubbayeahyeahyeahyeaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh! 

they yell they scream they freak fuckin' out.  (sub!)  they whoop they whistle they throw themselves around the room (choose one):

a) like poltergeists. 

b) like theyre auditioning for roles in a film by Fellini (starring peeweeherman).

c) like theyre being exorcised.

d) like the horrible junior highschoolers that they are.

e) all of the above.

the answer is e) all of the above.

it's like being in a large stucco box filled with aggressively hectoring mondo-monomaniacal circumlocuting magpies, to coin a phrase.  it's like that.

it's like a wordproblem, one of those things you totally hated in school:

John-Charles is an angry impish student in an inner city junior high school. if he has 52 minutes to irritate the hell out of the substitute teacher, & he has 17 (Pablo, Haik, Mariette, Aram, Grigor, Jung-Ho, LaTonisha, LaRonisha, LaKesha, Elbert, Egbert, Annabella, Olga, Frank, Tsing-Dao, Chester & Hector) of the 27 students willing to "help" him, how long will it take J.C. & his friends to get the already edgy teacher to the point where he will lose his cool & start yodelling obscenities at the class?



just in case you're curious, let me give you an idea of the sort of thing that can happen on any given lovely innercity junior high school day.  one time, after the bell had rung for third period (a shrill, air raid-like sound that made you want to dive under any available desk nearly every time it sounded) there were three kids parked right outside my classroom, loitering & trading information.  loudly.  I waited a few minutes to see if one of the counsellors or armed securityguards (mace, nightsticks, pepperspray, handcuffs, shotguns) who patrolled the halls would come along & sweep them back to class.  apparently not.

--hey! I said sharply, my head floating just outside the door.  keep it down out here!  we're tryna take a test in here, you guys!

--sorry mister, one child said with what I thought was genuine contrition & looked down.  they didn’t seem like such bad kids; they didn't seem too evil, despite the fact that the one who was quote-unquote sorry had on a Boston CelticsTM t-shirt.  

what I'm trying to say, I guess, is that the way one of them sometimes sort of mock-groaned & gave out a quaint half moon of a smirky smile made you see the real kid in them sometimes.  it really did.  but then, usually, they went ahead & performed some sort of advanced hijinks & quashed any sentimentality/humanity you had left in you.

one of them, a tall black kid, smiled just such a smile just then, in fact, & moaned comically:

--oh, do we have to, mister? he said.

--sorry, I replied.  go on now. 

I backed back into my class, thinking they'd for sure now disperse somewhat peaceably.  negative.  when I went back inside I could hear the yelling-talking in the hallway going even more loudly than before, each voice straining to rise above the others, like helium balloons in a race to the clouds.

I went back out & confronted them.  now I was going to have to be somewhat of a dick, a somewhat of a something I didn't exactly like to have to be, but would be if forced.  

--hey! I said again, my voice sharp & firm & coachlike.  don't you guys have somewhere to be right now.  dontcha have a class or something to go to?

--nope, a white kid with a scary afro said,  popping the "p" in his impertinent saucy dissy answer with a humongous bubblegumbubble. 

--yeah right.  if you wanna talk, I suggested, why dontcha go to the library like everybody else?

--ha ha! the first kid said.  you funny mister!  ha ha!

--yeah-yeah, I said.  ha ha.  now scram!

then, as I stood there, arms akimbo, waiting for them to split, the one with the large hair took the big wad of gum from his mouth & flung it at me.  I'm not kidding you!  & before I could dodge or catch it & huck it back at him, the chunk stuck in my hair.  then of course they beat it, fanning out in different directions, shouting their laughter, their respective black & white & yellow jackets flapping like the wings of the very frightening flying monkeys in The Wizard of Oz.  

yes laughter.  riotous trebly laughter.  but not as fierce mortifying horrid or heartless as the laughs I called forth when I went back into the class with a clump of delicious Double BubbleTM the size & shape of a seventh grader's brain attached to the side of my head.  god did they laugh at that.  you know it they did.  they were already in a more-than-riotous mood--four or five of them had leprecauned from behind their desks & were javelining paperairplanes & pencils towards each other's eyes.     

calmly, as they kept dashing around their desks, hooting & pointing at me like little villagers in a frightening fairy tale, I took a pair of scratched-up scissors from the regular teacher's drawer & cut out the offending confection right in front of them, staring like anything.

that shut them up, all right.  I imagine I would have stunned them even more had I pushed the stupid hairy gumglob into my mouth, but I really wasn’t willing to go that far in the realm of intimidation & personal scariness.  didn't need to; cutting my own hair was ballsy tweaked theatrical unexpected & downright bizarre enough to get them to return to their seats & keep quiet for at least twenty more minutes. 

*

here's the drill:  when I first arrive at a given school, I check in at Administration.  flash my pastel blue LA School District identification card.  receive verification.  

what do they think--that someone would voluntarily come here, impersonating a substitute, just to be among schoolchildren of this water?  

please!  I could understand someone forging something or impersonating someone in order to get out of an innercity Jr. or Sr. High, but not to get in to one.  no, sir.  not even that bleedingheart truebeliever "Sir" guy in To Sir, With Love.  no, sir.  

no matter what school I report to--J. James Jr., for instance, or G. Gilmore Sr._ --it seems I am  quote-unquote welcomed straightaway by a woman who sports pink-&-blue cat's eyes.  on her head it seems she's wearing a bushy busby, size XL.  I try real \real hard to keep my jaw shut, to gulp down a gargantuan laugh.  not at her, mind you, but at myself for getting so very carried away.  I succeed, but I am sure my eyes are as big as saucers.  

she frostily hands me a note left by the regular teacher, & directs me to my classroom.  her voice evokes a tablesaw on overdrive.  she sounds like an actress who might have auditioned for the Nurse Rached part in One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest & was turned away for being too over the top.  & it appears as though she's in that 45-50 year old range that doesn’t look a day over 60.

yes this is the lower rung of hell but Dante on his best day imagining his Inferno could not even have dreamed up what awaits me. 

first, the regular teacher's note, in near cuneiform:

Dear Substute Teacher:

First of, I welcome you to Room 666!  I have told the student's that you were going too be here today, they already have there assignment.  Try to cover page 12-13. There are two stories about a pony.  They may not know what that is so try and tell them something for your own experience about ponies.  Most of, have a good day!

	Mrs. Aurora Clotho

P.S.  Most of, the kids are behaved, but some are not so.  If John-Charles trys to stir up the troublemaking, give him a referral slip and sent him to the counsellor office.  One good student is Julio, but he has been absent due to a broken arm, in three places. 



before the students come in from the playgrounds I carefully correct Mrs. Clotho's note with a spluttering red pen.  at the bottom of the page I scratch, in my most fastidious hand, P.S. I am going to try & have you fired, & titter to myself. 

yes I titter, but that is just about all the amusement I will have this, or any other, teeth-grinding hair-pulling substituting day.

the junior high morning periods are, comparably, placid; the afternoons are unmitigated heinous pain, the fifth, the one right after lunch, being the absolute worst.  the kids are all amped up on bolted lunches of sugar-&-starch & have been racing around the playground just long enough now to be primed & ready to roar like high formula racing cars.  they are nitro.  they are pistons.  perspirate urchins every one.  the joys of littering, playing tag, defacing school property with knives magicmarkers spraycans rocks balls bats blowtorches & cats o'nine tails, & generally gooning around have been too much for them.  they cannot help it.  even the most docile childlike innocent-eyed milkcarton poster child of a seventh or eighth-grader is a hyperactive pogoing dynamo after a repast of chocolate-covered pretzels coke cornchips pizza a candybar another coke & an ice cream sandwich.  & that's just the stuff they serve on the school lunch program.  if he opts for some extracurricular snacks--look out.

& oh, the smells.  in black nylon LA RaidersTM overcoats have they disported themselves in the heat--& woe to me who sits downwind.  not to mention the overpowering barbeque flavoring on their breath, the brazen clouds of adolescent flatulance they trail. 

I am olfactorily afflicted.

every day I hope to exercise the patience of a mandarin, but end up displaying the temper of a viking on a long dark merciless berserker.  maybe, I think, I should ask for History more often:  I could use myself for show-&-tell.  I am the crusader in an alien land, a roman garrisoned in a fortress surrounded by wilderness.  the knight avenger, the irate revolutionary.  the guy in the fringy buckskins boots & coonskincap who jumps at every noise that comes from the sleepless, tenebrous forest.  if I were inclined to count the number of times I say "please be quiet!" or or "close up that switchblade this instant!" or "everyone please put away all UzisTM,"  I would probably need a calculator designed by NASA.  almost all day I look like someone has carefully cut up Munch's most famous painting, made a mask of it, & maskingtaped it tourniquet-tight to my face. 

the high school sitch is quite different.  the high school sitch is far more mellow, far more cool.  all they wanna know is if you're gonna leave them alone to gossip, stare into space, & braid brush dreadlock & play with each other's hair.  they want endless hall passes to the bathroom.  they just wanna not be fucked with till it's time to go home.  they want to put their heads down on their desks & go to sleep.  

I can relate to them, man.  

sometimes they want to know if their regular teacher has had the beneficent foresight to schedule a video for them to watch.  usually, the more violent the film (jeanclaudevandamme, sylvesterstallone), the more ductable the class.  any attempts to teach them anything, to read from the text & illustrate with examples, are greatly frowned upon. 

snarled upon, in fact. 

the texts have all mysteriously disappeared anyway.  "we don’t have no texts for this class, mister," they say.  or:  "well, we had some books, but Randolph [& here they point at a woefully obese sophomore with pitted, piebald skin]--well, you're not going to believe this, mister, but Randolph done went & ate 'em!"  I swallow the same laugh that they bellow.  I try not to look at the poor sap.  if I do, I know I will picture him smugly munching on a tasty copy of The Diary of Anne Frank or The Scarlet Letter & I will lose it & hugely.

invariably in the course of the day a child will comment callously on my appearance.  executing a sort of St. Vitus' Dance as he does so, said imp will without compunction come up to my desk & say: "you sure are nappy, mister--a sight.  don'chore momma never iron your clothes?  didju sleep in them clothes last night?  you shouldn't party so hearty, mister.  you been bad--I's can tell."  

or he will coyly gauge my state of mind, & putting his mossy teeth on show, go:  "you feeling okay, mister?  you looking kind of illin'.  you got a yeller color on you."

if the kid in question is Armenian, I will answer him or her in Spanish.  that usually settles them.  if Hispanic, with a British accent.  if African-American--French.  if Russian, with the voice of a Deaf Person. if Asian--a very blank look.  if Caucasian, a sneer.  yet none of this will assuage me. 

contrary to what you might be thinking, I am not all that afraid.  I am not all that scared.  I should be, I know, but I'm not.  I am intrepid.  I fight back sometimes, even.  it depends.  occasionally the offending child will be six foot five, two-ninety & eighteen years old--even though he's in the seventh grade.  him (or her) I will not antagonize.  before him or her I will quail.  

I mean, I'm not an idiot! 

in the hallways on the way to the teacher's cafeteria I will never forget to wear my clarkkents:  the likelihood of a finger in the eye from a jumpingjacking hoodlum is very great.  the hot food they serve in the cafeteria I would not throw to a starving hound.  I eat my apple, purchase a lardy pallid flour-frosted biscuit-flavored biscuit & maybe some orange juice from concentrate & try to look as evil mean nasty surly sour offputting unfriendly & unapproachable as possible.  it isnt hard.  a long-lived scowl of much depth affixed to my face, I fairly dare  the teachers & other substitutes to attempt to address me.  

at times, however, they are unstoppable unstoppable zombies.lord, dustinhoffman in Midnight Cowboy had less tenacity.  know what I'm saying?  I try to be nice, but it's just so hard!  they just will not take a hint or a hike:

"hey," one says.  "how's it going?"

"oh, you know..."

"yeah.  I hear you.  you a sub?  me too."

"mmmn."

"how long?"

"first year.  now if you'll excuse me I..."

"I'm just getting back into it.  after rehab & everything."

"oh?"

"yeah."

"interesting.  listen, I really have got..."

"yeah, sometimes it seemed the only way I could deal with these kids was when I was strung out on smack."

"hmm."

"yeah.  it was getting pretty out-of-control.  so what else are you doing?  aside from subbing, I mean.  you're an actor, right?  I'm only saying that cause that's what you look like--an actor.  right?  arentcha?  arentcha an actor as well?  [and here you can picture me reddening & shaking my weary head]  come on.  I've seen ya somewhere before.  haven't I seen ya in some production or other?"

"I don't think so."

"are you sure you aren't an actor?"

"yes!"

"you sure you're not in one of those classes on Fountain Avenue?"

"yes!"

"how about one of those other classes?  one of those sanfordmeisner classes off Sunset?  one of those?"

"no!"

"you sure?"

"yes! now if you don’t mind, I've really got to..."

"really?  ding-dang.  I thought you might be.  I really did.  I thought I might have seen you somewhere.  me, I'm in theatre, myself.  just subbing until, you know...  just to pay the bills.  just for right now.  you know."

"that's great."

"you must be a musician, then."

"me?  nah.  I do this cause I love the kids.  just love 'em. I think teaching is just...  the noblest profession, you know?  there's something about being around all these young eager minds that's such a--oh I don't know--buzz.  really fulfilling."

after an answer like that I'll surely be left alone.  that fixes 'em.  the other sub will look at me askance, like I'm nosebleeding or something, a deluded mainiacal total bonkers-meister.  then the other sub'll maybe mutter something under his breath like "jesus christ" & take his puke-green tray far away to the far side of the room.

somehow, some way, I make it through the day.  when the last bell rings I scream past the kids-in-the-halls & back to Adminstration to pick up a slip & my pale blue I.D.  my days as a high school track... well, not star but participant come greatly into play here as I hurtle triplejump highjump & 100-yard dash my way to the parkinglot.  then, semi-safely belted & locked into in the old Volvo, I try to make it out the gates before a galumphing cavalcade of urchins blocks my way.  they are on their way to loiter somewhere where they can safely throw bricks or books through windows.  take switchblades to buildings, spraycans to each other's faces. 

in a fury, in a frenzy, I motor down surface streets towards the freeway entrance.  the yellow St. Christopher that depends from the rearviewmirror swings wildly as I manoeuvere past bumps earthquake cracks & pits in the road large enough to conceal a minor dinosaur.  when I get home I begin the drinking process, pushing aside the veritable scienceproject of carrots? celery? asparagus? in the fridge in quest of a beer.  I must have one beer.  I must.

I used to be the sort of person who prided himself on never needing to have a drink.  not any more, babe.  drinking alcohol prevents me, for a spell, from chewing my teeth like candycorn.  from thinking very very racist thoughts.  from suicide or something potentially worse:  thinking about my life.

its emptiness, its bathos.

*

on the Monday after we'd rehearsed with Jenny, the phone trilled just as I'd gotten home from school.  I hoped it was her.  I'd been thinking about her a lot that day, a day of uncommon calm & quiet at at Arnold Jr. 

--hello?

--buddy!

it was Psycho.  my & Jaz's psychotic friend, as you may have gleaned from his immemorial nickname.  

--hey Psychster! I said, I haven't heard from you in a while. 

before I tell you about the rest of our fascinating conversation, let me tell you a little about ole Psycho.  a magna cum laude graduate of Cal Tech, Psycho could potentially make much money in his chosen fields, thermo-nuclear dynamics & chemical engineering.  instead he compromised himself & got a kickback job running tests as a lowly apprentice chemist for a toothpaste company.  

for testing toothpastes mouthwashes plaque-removers flosses whiteners brighteners & various toothbrushes he was paid $85,000 a year, plus all the dental hygiene paraphrenalia he wanted.  

he was twenty-four & to think of his salary made Jaz & me very ill. 

he was one of those guys you can't remember how you met them.  Jaz swore we'd met him at a bar, which was probable.  but I was convinced (sort of) that he'd been first encountered at a party, which was equally likely.  we puzzled ourselves over it all the time.

he had the wild-eyed look of someone who'd been beaten as a child.  he had the look of someone who'd been shot at as a child, if you ask me.  I could picture his dad standing him up against the backyard fence & potting at him with Psycho's own DaisyTM BB gun.  I don’t know why; that's just how I pictured him--being plinked at.

Psycho liked to spend many of his income dollars on alcoholic beverages.  he also liked to drive around in his very red convertible & look for things that would be good to blow up.  maybe that's why I pictured him being shot at by his dad:  it made his unquenchable lust for demolition all the more psychologically comprehensible somehow.  we never actually saw him blow anything up, but the way he talked about how beautiful it would be to explode, say, a poodle or a medium-sized gas station or swimming pool, made us think his desires highly convincing & achievable.  we did not try to encourage him, however. 

aside from digging fireworks of all flavors, darting around in a scarlet convertible, bringing over bottles of unwanted mouthwash, Psycho also loved to go out & look for girls.  

you have no idea how much Pyscho loved going out & looking for girls.

--Psycho, how are you?  what's been going on?

--buddy, Psycho said, you know what night it is?

one thing I liked about him was he didn't exactly waste time with pleasantries & smalltalk.  he got right down to it--whatever it was that he wanted to get right down to.

--uh, sure, Psycho, I said. 

--Monday night.  Monday fuckin night.

--yeah?

--& do you know what kind of night Monday fuckin night is?

--no.  what?

--Monday night, bud, is the perfect night to...

--wait, I said, don't tell me... go out & look for girls?

--yes!  right!  exactly right!  he said.  buddy, do you & I think alike or what?  you are thinking exactly what I am thinking!  that is exactly what I was fucking thinking.  that's what I was thinking exactly.  we have got to go out & look for some fuckin girls tonight, bud.  

I told Psycho that, no, I could not go & look for girls.

I would not go & look for girls. 

I would not could not go tonight. 

I would not--it was not right. 

I could not go & look for girls. 

I would not go & look for girls. 

girls with curls or girls without. 

girls all smiles or girls with pouts. 

I would not go on a Monday night. 

I would go out some other night. 

not tonight--exactly right. 

Psycho, Psycho, yes that's right. 

I would not go tonight, tonight. 

I would not feel that it was right.

--that's cool, Psycho said coolly, but I could tell he was way disappointed.  we'll go out some other night.

--this weekend maybe.

--all right.  I will call you at my convenience.

--okay, I laughed & said goodbye.

during the spectacular riots of Los Angeles following the rodneyking incident, Psycho had driven round the worst-hit areas of the city, top down on the VRC (very red convertible), videotaping the most spectacularly smithereened & still-smouldering buildings, the ones in brilliant flames or crackling mesmerizingly as a hearth.  the most colorful crimes-in-progress:  the little old men hilariously sherpa-ing new refrigerators stoves freezers washerdryers lorries on their backs.  vandals molotov-coctailing down the middle of major boulevards.  a keystone cops of overturned cars & people patiently lining up to take their turns maurading highdollar stereo stores.  he showed it to us afterwards like it was a home movie.  you had to love Psycho.  he must have figured that the rioting inhabitants of South Central Los Angeles would be too stunned at the sight of a bantam-sized white guy driving merrily through the war zone to shoot him.  & what a sight he must have been:  goggles on; tartan golf cap backwards; video camera running; long red & white striped scarf pennanting behind him; brilliant flashy polished sparkly teeth; laughing absolutely madly.  

he was out of his mind.

you had to love him.  

but that didn’t mean you had to hang out with him drinking on a Monday night.  a school night.  I had a two day assignment.  I was exfuckinghausted.  I just wasn’t up for it.  besides...   had to be up early to face the monsters tomorrow.  there was just no way of telling how they'd behave from day to day.

anyway, I hung up the phone with Psycho & got ready to call Jenny.  right away it clanged again. 

Psycho.

--buddy.

--hey Psychster.  I thought it might be you again.

--buddy?

--yes?

--do you realize what weekends at bars are for, bud?  amateurs, that's who.  weeknights, bud, are the nights you wanna go out & get stupid & wake up the next day feeling horrible--hopefully with someone naked & female.  that's what weeknights are for.  what do you say?

--what I already said, I said.  no.  negative.

--aw, Johnny, come on!  let's get totalled!  let's get in a wreck!  come on, man.

--I can’t, Psycho.  too burnt.

--lemme ask you something.  lemme just ask you one fucking thing.

--shoot.  what?

--what's the first & foremost weeknight there is? 

--um, Monday?

--bingo!   Monday night.  Monday fucking night.  that's tonight, buddy.  tonight.

--so?

--so let's go look for some trouble tonight.  it'll be pretty easy to find, I think.  I know this great sports bar where...

--nix.

--aw, man.  you are so no fun, John.  what were you planning on doing tonight anyway--masturbating around fifty times & watching television?

--you know I don’t watch television, Psycho.  

--a-ha!  he trumpeted.  then you admit you masturbate!  

--well of course, Psycho.  I'm touching myself right now, actually.  there's something about your soft purry voice that...

--cut that out, man, he said.  you know how that stuff freaks me out.  seriously:  what are you going to do tonight instead of what you should be doing which is going out & looking for girls with me?

--god, I don't know.  reading...  playing guitar...  calling this girl...  organizing some dinner...

--hold it right there! he said.  girl?  what girl?  really?  what girl?  

Psycho was really into girls in every way.  not just going out & looking for them, but obsessing about them as well.  thinking about; talking about; dreaming about; & seeing them in magazines & on television:  just about everything about them, actually.  just about everything.  he got mega excited whenever they came up in the conversation.    & they tended to come up in the conversation quite a bit.

--this girl I met, I said.  she's our drummer's roommate.

--really?  what's she look like?

--good, I said.  she looks good.  very pretty.

--really?  she's pretty cute?  he said.  & you're gonna call her?

--yeah.

--you’re gonna call her tonight?

--yeah.

--does she have any friends?  any friends you can set old Psycho up with?  

--what?  I don't know.  I just met her, okay?  there might be one or two.  not sure.  maybe not.  she just moved here not too long ago.

--what?!  she's fully friendless?

--yeah.  

--you're kidding, right?

--uh-huh.  look, Psycho, I don't really know her all that well.  I just met her, okay?  like I said.  can you hear me okay?

--well, she's gotta have some friends, man, Psycho said blithely.  she can't be just some fuckin pariah or nothin, some leper.  she's got to have some friends.  some babe friends.

--I met one, come to think of it.  this girl Sandy or something.

--okay.  okay.  here we go.  here we go.  now we're getting somewhere.  what's the deal with her?

I could picture the friction as he rubbed his hands together.  I could see him just licking his chops.  it made me laugh to myself to think of him that way.  I was, I must say, very fond of Psycho.  but that didn't prevent me from winding him up as much & as often as possible.   I got a big kick out of fucking with his head.

--yeah, they were out bikeriding around.

--on bikes? 

--uh-huh.

--bikes? 

--yeah.

--I fucking love a chick on a bike, dude!  with their legs all pumping & stuff.  I love that.  short bikeshorts hiked up & everything.  don’t you just love that?  don’t you?  god, I love that shit.  what's she look like, her friend?  any cute?

--don't really remember, I said very blithely.  troll-like, I think, though.  green hair.  no teeth.  four foot one.  munchkin voice.  kind of a Cyclops--yeah, that's it.  still interested?

--seriously, John.  don't fuck around.

--Psych, I honestly don't remember.  

--does she have a boyfriend?

--I donno.  really I don't.

--well, find out, you fucker.  I just know she's some little cutie & you're holding out on me, man.

--all right, I said.  I'll ask.  but like I said:  I don't know this girl that well.  I mean what am I gonna say:  "hey, does your friend have a boyfriend?  cause if not, I'd like to set her up with my psycho friend Psycho"?

--yeah, maybe you better wait a bit on that, Psycho said after a pregnant pause.

--no kidding.

--still, find out if she has any other friends that are total babes.

--uh-huh.

--seriously.

--okay, Psycho! 

changing tack, Psycho said:

--aw, forget it.  nevermind.  girls always think their friend are cute when they're really not.  they always go:  "oh, you've just got to meet my friend Julie or Kathy (or whatever); she's really pretty; I told her all about you & she really wants to meet you; I really want to introduce you to her."  they're always going on about how their friend is "adorable," is "cute-as-can-be" & stuff.  never fails.  then, when you show up, they turn out to be beasts most of the time.  just hideous.  not cute at all.  you know?

--why is that anyway? I said, chuckling at him.  I know exactly what you're talking about.

--I don’t know.  how the hell should I know?  you westcoast...  

--jeez, Psych, I said, you don’t have to get all aggro about it.

--sorry.  anyway, you westcoast fucks don’t have that problem nearly as much.  not so bad as back east.  I mean it.  John, there are so many girls here.  so many.  I can't even believe it sometimes.  are you sure you don’t feel like going out & bird-dogging some?

--no thanks.  really.

--anyway, Psycho said, here's my theory:  my theory is this:  chicks want their friends, no matter how I-wouldnt-fuck-her-with-your-dick ugly, to be considered cute cause if their friend's considered cute, then they will be, like, cindyfuckingcrawford or someone.  know what I'm saying here?

--probably, I said.  that's so cynical, though.

--ya think?

--definitely.

--oh well.  you gotta be something in this life, dontcha?  & cynical's just as good as any.

I smiled into the phone.

--so anyway, bud, Psycho continued, this fabulous girl you're gonna call, what's her name anyway?

--Jenny.

--Jenny, huh? 

--yeah, I said defensively.  

you see, Psycho had this thing where, when you were telling him about a girl you just met at a party or somewhere, he'd find out from you her whole name & then he'd say he'd quote-unquote done her.  very nonchalantly.  "Michelle McFarlane?" he'd say.  "did I hear you say Michelle McFarlane?  you're kidding, right?  no?  I know her.  I know her, dude.  jesus, I've gone out with Michelle McFarlane.  I've gone out with her."  "oh yeah?" you'd say.  "sure," he'd say, sort of looking at his nails or out the window, "she's incredible in bed."   

then he'd laugh like the villain character in an oldtime radioplay, deep & long & wickedly.  

of course you'd just tell him to cut it out; that no Michelle McFarlane type would ever go out with the likes of him, blah blah blah. 

& then he'd shut up.

but you never knew.  there was always that intermittent yet lingering doubt that some how, some way he had known Michelle McFarlane or whoever.  & maybe even quote-unquote got something off her.  there was always that chance.  you never knew with Psycho.

--Jenny, huh?  Psycho Spanish-inquistioned.   

--uh-huh.

--& what sort of breastals does she have, this Jenny?  if she doesn’t have any friends, she'd better have some breasts.  how are they?  does she have big ones?  some pretty nice jugs?

--Psycho, I whinged.

--come on:  are they pretty big or what?  pretty nice-sized?

--yeah, I guess so.

--really?  they're pretty big, huh?  

--mmn-hmm.

--that's awesome, man.  some big old breasts.  enormous ones.  you know how I love those.  you know it, baby.

his generous sick theatrical laugh honked over the line.  Iwas chuckle-snorting too.  couldn't help it.  some people, they have the sort of laugh that makes you laugh when you hear it.  you're not laughing at anything that's happened or been said, you're laughing at a laugh.  The Scather was like that too.  I'll bet you know someone like that as well.  everybody does.  there's laughter killers too.  I mean, you should hear the effect Walter's heehawing guffaws have sometimes on a roomful of roisterers:  chilling.

--yeah well, I exhaled, I'm not really one of your breast men.  sorta actually prefer a smaller chested woman.  believe it or not, some guys are like that.

--not me, man.  not moi.  only latent homosexuals & retards don’t like girls with large breastals--that's scientifically proven.  

--what?!

--it's true.  that's a scientific fact.  there've been all kinds of studies on it.  believe me, dude.  believe me.

--oh I do, I said.

--seriously.

--yeah right.

--you're not into them, huh? Psycho went on, genuinely curious.  are you serious, John?  you don’t like big tits?  really?!  god, I love big fucking tits.  tremendously.  I tremendously love those badboys.  

--really? I said sarcastically.  you do?

--god yes!  Psycho said, either ignoring or failing to note my irony.  tremendously!  oh my god!  so, what about her face?  her face pretty cute too?

--very, I said.  I already told you, man.

Psycho was all excited now.

--wow.  & tonight you're gonna call her?  you're gonna call her tonight, you said?

--yeah.

--tonight, you are?

--yep.

--fuck that, man!  fucking call her some other time, he said sourly.  she'll appreciate it a lot more if you wait, sport.   she'll appreciate it a lot more if you wait.  believe me.  girls fucking hate it if you're all hounding them all the time.  they do not like that shit at all.  take it from me, bud, they fucking hate it.  

--yeah, right.

--take my advice:  don't call her tonight, man.  there's gotta be some mystery involved here.  you've gotta jamesbond her a little bit.  you've gotta make her fucking want you, dude.  let's go get in some trouble instead.

--Psych-o, I said avuncularly, making two distinct, very musical syllables of his trochaic nickname.  Psycho, listen to me:  girls hate it if you are hounding them all the time; not if I am.  girls love houndage from me.  they dig it.  they want me to call them up like a fucking billcollector or something.  it's just you they don’t wanna be behounded by, Psycho.  

--WHAT?!

--no offense or anything.  it's just your tendency to, like, treat them like breasts-on-wheels that sort of, I don't know, gets to them sometimes.

--what?! he simpered indignantly.  you don’t think I treat girls well?!  I treat girls well, all right.  I do.  Itreat girls like fucking queens.  

--yeah, I said, Dairy QueensTM. 

--oh man, he said.  fuck you.

--you are from Queens, I continued, cracking myself up now, if I'm not mistaken, but that's about it.

--hey watch it, John.  I am from fucking Queens.  I'm from the streets, all right?  the fucking gutters!  you got a problem with that?

it seems he expected an answer.  suddenly he thought he was robertdeniro.  I backed off.  I was harshing on him a little much, I guess.  sometimes Psycho displayed alarming sensitivity.  it threw you off sometimes, it really did.

--all I'm saying is that you might think of maybe not fixating so much on...

--fixating?  fixating!? he said.  that's not fair.  & even if it is, I can't help it if I have a full-on mammory fixation!  every scientist I know has one.  we all do.  who can help it?  who can stop it?  no one--that's who.  as a scientist,  you're, like, surrounded by tubes that remind you of boobs, dude--all day.  all fucking day.  just think how I'd be if I were like my buddy Nicholson who works at a silicon lab!  I don't even wanna go there.  don't even wanna visit. 

he got all quiet & stuff for a second.

--man, that was not even fair, John.

--I know, I said.  I'm sorry.  don't get all offended.  & don't worry:  you'll grow up someday.

--think so?

--nah.  

--thanks, Psycho said.  you had me worried there for a minute.

--don't mention it.  & Psycho?

--yes?

--you do realize you are completely psycho, dontchu, Psycho?

another pause.  

you have to understand that no one in the history of nicknames loved his nickname as much as Psycho did.  no one.  

--of course I do, dude.  listen.  hey.  

--what?

--are you sure you don’t wanna go out & have just one hundred beers?  are you absolutely fucking positive?  I mean, I took the early middle & late morning plus the afternoon off to get in some good day drinking.  day drinking segueing into night drinking--god, how perfect is that?  is that ideal, or what.

--yeah.  sorry, Paul, I said.  (Paul was his real name.) --you should call the Scather.   he's always game.

--the Scather--yeah, that's a good idea.  Sterling, man--that guy loves to get fucking chemical.

--yeah, well, I think he's trying to cut back.  on chemicality, that is.

--fuck, this is no time to cut back!  this is no time at all.  Halloween's coming up.  I just made some killer ecstacy in the lab too.  just this morning I did.

--oh no.

--yep.  what's his number?  

I gave it to him.

but I probably shouldn’t have.

--Psycho, I said.

--yeah?

--don't give him any.

--why not?

--just don't.

--oh all right.  I'll talk to you later, bud.

--okay.

--anything going on for Halloween?  it's two weeks away.  I was hoping to do some mushrooms.

--don't know yet.  maybe Jaz does.  I'm not crazy about fucking Halloween anyway.

--really?  you're kidding me.  Halloween's the best.

--I'm not into it.

--I am.  hey:  guess what I'm going as?  guess.

--um, a breast, maybe?

--nope, but that'd be good too.  a Psycho.  I'm going as a Psycho.  I'm going as myself.

--perfect.

--isn't it?  later.  I will call you...

--I know, I know:  "at your convenience."

--exactly, bud.

at last I called Jenny.  at work.  got the number from 411.
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verse

�she said she said

asleep in the light of cheap plum vanilla & lavender scented candleflicker, with thick bottom lip limned with spit & eyes strangely open, in a thin white cotton nightdress complete with drawstrings across the chest, she looks like a child/angel.  that's a cliche, I totally know, but it's true.  she might as well be sucking her thumb.  half-nelsoning a teddybear.  dr.seuss spreadeagled at the foot of the bed.  I get up, rub sleep from tired eyes, yawn inaudibly & pad to the bathroom for a long whizby (red wine, five cups).  when I return, stealing back into bed, she stirs.  I draw a line through her just-moist hair & an "Mmmmn" from her larynx.  her mouth moves to my neck & she murmurs where'd you go?  before I can answer she says I want you inside me again.  this sponge is good for one more, I think.  parting her thighs with one knee I get her wet with my right hand.  it doesn't take much.  her generous spread of pubis is gooey from the sponge-muck of the time before.  a couple of thumbstrokes to the temples, my fingers working the back of her head, giving & receiving vigorous kisses, both accurate & inaccurate--breath-snatching.  & her knees rise to my thighs.  

here we go again, doing the push-ups of love. 

afterwards, exhaustedly we watch her curtains blossom in the middle-of-the-night breeze.  there's a hint of rain in the scudding clouds parading past a well-ringed moon, & I, for one, am truly deeply madly happy.

an ineluctable fuck.  why?  Jenny & I have had two blissed-out whirlwind weeks of the deep & meaningfuls, in capitals:  conversations on past relationships (especially her most recent, one she'd had with a guy named David who'd driven her, as it were, fifteen hundred miles south) & big mistakes classical music art history the cars we used to drive the cars we drive now her brother my brother God The Beatles moms & dads foreign countries The Beatles our most stingingly embarassing moments houses towns The Beatles The Beatles The Beatles The Beatles' movies work work college friends & favorite foodstuffs.

we had three dinners, Jenny & I--two out, one made by me.  went to one heavy drama, one weepy chick flick.  a pms matinee, as Jenny amusingly referred to it.  to the county museum to see a Francis Bacon retrospective on a splashy rainy day without an umbrella.  rehearsed nine times with the full band, three with just me & her.  in this selfsame room.  working on songs.  working like Puritans.  singing like, well, not exactly Baptists, but some sort of the devoted.  Quakers, maybe.  do they sing?  or Catholics.  something like that.  whatever.  for the songs I came up with, Jenny suggested chord changes & altered bridges, strongly advised repetitions of choruses.  made them better & better. 

it turns out she plays more than capable guitar.  it turns out she really likes guitar, almost better than keyboards & piano.  twangs away on my spare TelecasterTM.  forms chords weirdly, on account of the piano-training, I imagine.  they're jarringly chimingly beautiful.  her small hands round the neck, finding their uncertain way.  

like they find their way around mine. 

the first time we kissed was one week into it, this minature romantic marathon.  I'd agreed, late at night after one of our practices with Rob & Walt, to squire her to her office.  Jenny'd forgotten to do something.  would find much trouble at work the next day if it wasn’t taken care of.  so downtown we went to the sterile creepy football field of a corporate space, forty seven flights up & through a labyrinth of desks & chairs & cubicles to where hers was.  I'd gone to the window to look at an immensity of palpitant lights on the freeway, from the other highrises, the streetlamps dizzyingly fuzzy mini-novas far below.  turning round to call her over to have a looksee I found her already there.  her face wasn’t lifted cinematically--she wasn't that sort of girl--so I gathered it to me, bashfully, & kissed her.  

once, twice, three times our lips met, teeth lightly clacking, tongues interfacing.  if you ask me, a kiss is meant to at once fill you up & leave you empty.  take your breath away, as they say.  

but these did neither.  

there was no jolt of emotional lightning.  a twinge, yes.  a solid tingle, sure.  but mostly it was as though surprise had taken us both over, picked us up & peterpaned & tinkerbelled us away.  it came as a shock, a dulcet embarrassment.  one we were both ready for, I guess, but a stunner nevertheless.  I could see in her eyes she felt the same. 

*

--are you okay? I said.  that was wonderful.

--yeah, she said & smiled.

--look at the curtain blowing, I said, kissing her, it's sort of amazing.

--I like the heaviness of the night air, she said.  & the clouds.  they're beautiful.

--I know, I said.  so are you.

I got up & blew out the candles & we just lay there for awhile till we drifted off again with the Indian summer sprinkling just beginning, the soft tattoo on the roof & the back porch downstairs.

*

in the morning, in the kitchen, before breakfast, with an explosion of light coming through the yellowed window she said:

--you were talking in your sleep last night, you know.

--was I? I said, feeling my eyes go all stoney.

--oh-yeah, she said.

--what do you mean by that? I joshed.

--nothing.

--yes you do.  what'd I say?

--oh I don't know!

--yes you do.  tell me!

--well, she said, who's Heidi?  some girl you used to date?

--Heidi?!  oh my god?

--what's so funny?

--nothing...  Heidi's an emu that lives next door to Jaz & me.

--oh sure! she said.

--she is, I laughed.  haven't I told you about Heidi?!

--yeah, right:  an emu!

--don't believe me, then!

--okay! Jenny said.

I went over & kissed her & she picked up a spatula & made like she was fending me off.  we danced around each other a little bit till I manoeuvred over to her & snatched the thing out of her hand.  she gave out this haleymills or sandradee squeal & we kissed again.  then finally I went back to whipping up breakfast, on account of we both realized we were probably making too much noise goofing around even though no one else in the house was even close to levitating yet, despite the fact that it was eleven-thirty.  mostly people at Walter & Nasty's slept in till thirteen o'clock.  it was very much the partyhouse.  the kitcheware-wreckage of six-hundred roommates & their sleepovers making an atrocious mess feeding themselves was everywhere.  there were stains the size of Asia Minor on the checkerboardfloor, implacably filthy dishes & utensils all over the place, napkins papertowels deflated milk cartons & toppled cerealboxes & cigarette-filled beerbottles & batter-hardened woodenspoons.  

I melted a square of unsalted butter in a chipped pan & pummeled some eggs.  raked cheese through the grater.  heaped salsa to have at the ready.  got some mushrooms shrivelling in a faintly garlicky-buttery other pan & steadied the tomatosauce-spotted pale green teakettle.  I borrowed some red-pink hard new potatoes from god knows who & sauteed them with a pony lonesome onion & a pepper.  then twisted some fresh pepper in & crossed my arms.

--hey Jenny.

--hmm.

--when I was sleeptalking why didn’t you just tell me to shut up?

--I don't know.  actually I was sort of asking you questions to try to keep it going.

 --what?!  vixen!  what if I'd said something really incriminating?  

--how do you know this wasn't incriminating?

--I don't.  this is almost ready, I said.  you still don't believe I live next door to an emu, do you?

--nope.

--hey Jenny?  what are you going to do about tonight, for a costume, I mean?

--I'm going as a witch, I think.

--a nice witch, I hope?

--you'll see, she said teasingly.  I could be a very bad witch.  I could be a very bad witch.

--oh, I said, pretending to plead with her, please don't go as a bad witch.  please!  if there's one thing I can't abide it's a very bad witch.

--like I said, she winked as I started tickling her, you'll see!

I folded together Jenny's omlette & set it down.  then got mine together & started digging in.  Jenny declined toast, so I went without as well & washed my breakfast down with around nineteen cups of coffee.

we ate, & then went upstairs &, well-fed but thirsty for each other, made love again.

*  

--Jenny? I said as we lay there listening to a cut from Revolver on the "Breakfast with The Beatles" radioshow & the concerto of raindrops on the rooftop that had unexpectedly returned.

--hm? she wimpered, still half-asleep.  what?

--do you ever talk to him anymore?

--hm?  she said again but she knew exactly who I meant, even though the one conversation we'd had about the guy (David) had taken place over a week previously.  I didn't have to say his name.  

him.  him, him, him.

--David?  no.

--how come?

--there's no point.  I don't know. 

--what do you mean? I said.

--what do you mean, "what do you mean?"  there's no point.

--oh, I get it.

--get what?  she said.

--never mind, I said.

--whatever, she said.  could you throw me my robe?  I need to...  I feel like taking a shower.

--all right, I said.  I was feeling sort of bad for her, for me, for us.  this was an potential red flag, an issue.  this could be an incipient spat.  handle with care:  this calls for suave-like non-Johnlike behaviour, I thought.  this calls for the right thing to do, the right thing to say.

--I'll take one with you, I said.

--that's all right.  that's oh-kay, I'll only be a minute, she said & stretched into the threadbare terrycloth I held for her.  

the shower she took took three hours.  she was draining Lake Arrowhead.  well, it wasn’t really a three hour shower, but that's how long it seemed.  I could've finished several Russian novels, written six songs & learned Italian-for-Travellers or something.  she took a long fucking time in there, I'm telling ya.

*

when she came out of the shower all hot & red I pulled her to me by the robe's lapels & kissed her oh-so-sweetly & said:

--I think if we split up right now I would be sad for a very long time.

--oh John, she said & melted into me.

& I knew it was the right thing to say.  & things, for a while at least, would really be okay.

(maybe.)wham bam thank you etc.we had to get ready for the party.we were playing it.it was our first gig.we had called all our friends.we had warned Walter's neighbors.we got really nervous.we only had eight songs.& we didn't even have a name.

*

--what?!  said Psycho when I called him to remind him to come tonight.  you guys don’t have a name yet?  I'm going to a party where there's a band playing that doesn’t even have a name?!  lemme get this straight--just for the record:  I'm supposed to tell people I'm going to a Halloweenparty where the band is the fucking No-Names?  what the fucking fuck is that all about?

--it's gonna be good, I said like I was trying to convince a little kid to eat something that hadn’t appeared from a fastfoodbag.

--this is Hallowfuckinween, he said.

--duh, I said.

--this is a big night, he said, ignoring me.  this is the night for some serious antics.  I completely determined to have some astronomical fun tonight, buddy.  this party better be good.

--it will be.

--& you guys had better come up with a name by the time I get there, dude.  

--don't worry, I laughed.  we probably won't.  hey Psycho, why don’t you come up with a name for us?  

--you want me to come up with a name for you?  he said.  he loved to be involved in things; he loved to be consulted.  any time anyone had a astronominal geological chemistry-related oceanographic biological hortocultural or dental question or something he was all over it.  & to kibbitz in any possible way.  he was just like the Scather in lots of ways, come to think of it.

--sure! I said.

--you want me to come up with a bandname.

--yes, fuckhead.  how many times do I have to ask you?  why not?

--fuck that, he said somewhat explosively.  if you guys aren’t creative enough to come up with a viable name for your band, you aren't creative enough for me to show up for your band.  you aren't creative enough to have a band, man.

--all right, I said.  don't come.

--all right, he said.  I won't.  there's lots of other parties going on tonight.  one of my buds from Cal Tech is throwing one where there's supposed to be all kinds of dynamite & he's going top blow up a little kid's playhouse, apparently.

--that's nice, I said.

--for sure, Psycho said.  so why should I go to you guys' party, huh?  huh?--why should I?

unmitigated baby.

there was a pause.  

then he said, almost as though it would be a great big secret just between us:

--are there going to be any girls there?  

--maybe, I said.  maybe not.  Nasty usually has quite a few girlfriends, actually.  I don't know, though.

--is it more maybe not than maybe, Psycho said, or maybe than maybe not?

--let's just say there's going to be lots of girls here, Psycho.  young girls.  college girls.

--I'll see you at nine.  at my convience, of course, he added & hung up.

--of course, I said to a dead phone & laughed to myself.

*

there were at least thirty-seven thousand vampires in the livingroom.  nearly everyliving Gothed-out friend of Walt & Nasty's had the full-on boriskarloff thing going on, the entire Bauhaus aesthetic.  god we were so cracking up, my friends & Jenny & me.  we were laughing at them bigtime.  we were glugging glugs & wines & shots & bonging bongs & scarfing chips & salsa & nuts & candy.  we were having a hilarious pre-party party.  

the beer was flowing like, er, wine.

they were laughing too, those vampires.  even humorless goths like them couldn’t fail to note the absurdity of it, the redundancy.  Psycho was there.  the Scather too.  he'd brought Sarah-Who-Hated-Me & a whole entourage.  he never went anywhere major without a fawning entourage, Scather.  it was like a cape he wore or something, these four or five people trailing behind him.

Jaz was escorting some cute buxom Hispanic-looking girl named Claudia he'd found at work (whom Psycho, as far as I could tell, couldn’t stop ogling) & her dull girlfriend whose name we never found out.  

Rob had brought his beautiful twin sister (actress--barf!) & two friends he used to be in a coverband with & of course there was Walt & Nasty & the other three roommates besides Jenny (Jimmy Han, April & Michelle C.) & a thousand some-odd people we didn’t fucking even know.  Jaz had invited a ton of other people who quote-unquote might show up later--the types who always show up at about three million o'clock when everyone is blitzed & all ready to go to sleep in order to wake up tomorrow for a nice vomit.

& speaking of vomit, this was the pre-party of pre-parties.  people were already ripped.  Psycho, who announced that he'd been drinking already since four that afternoon, had already vomited twice from JagermeisterTM shots.  for a guy who was a science genius he sure wasn’t very smart when it came to the chemistry of mixing drinks.  first he went sort of ghost-white, all pale.  then a sweaty slatey scrapmetal gray-green.  then black, almost.  then, theatrically gripping the railings of the back porch like he was about to do some impromptu chin-ups, Psycho turned sort of piqued & sallow, candle tallow yellow.  then a little blue.  then purple.  then, when he'd finished making a thesaurus of noises like a succession of barnyard animals (lowing clucking grunting snorting, oinking bleating neighing snortling, hissing honking cockadoodledoing), he got all bubblegum ice cream pink & started dryheaving.  pink was the most horrible hue yet.  just awful.  

had he without informing anyone started a round of "Puke Off," a popular college-type game where people drink to see who can throw up the fastest?  would he live?  would he survive?  would he pass out before seven o'clock?  this was a Guiness BookTM of barfing.  a marathon barfathon.  was he going to be all right?  was he going to be okay?  were we going to end up on the six o'clock news like one of those frat houses in The Deep South, weeping on national television over the untimely tragic senseless hops-related death of my dear friend?

after about nineteen dry heaves in a row--well, not about, exactly nineteen dry heaves in a row (on account of the crowd was counting them out loud as he sent them off--"fourteen!  fifteen! etc.), Psycho looked up, smiled his inimitable maniacal smile & waved the cheering-jeering gaggle off.  

which meant one thing:  he was ready to bounce back!  

Psych-o!  Psych-o! everyone started chanting.  bounce back!  bounce back!  someone put on some Bowie, too-loudly, & Psycho fully bounced back & asked for another shot!  the pre-party crowd went mental, cracking up in an almost sychronized way & slapping him on the back like they were all in some sort of play or something.  another shot?!  he wants another shot?!  this is going to be a grrrrrrreat party!  Jaz was dying.  oh my god Psycho, what are you thinking?!  you've got to be psycho!  you've got to be insane!  everyone was rolling.  everyone was shaking their heads.  what is he--crazy?  is he out of his mind?  Psycho bounced back!  he bounced back!  do you believe that?  do you believe it?  that was incredible!  he fully bounced!  what a hero!  (sort of.)  at least his hair  looked heroic.  like a hat.   the way it wall all sticking up through his goggles & making his head like one of those helmets cavalrymen wore in The Napoleonic Wars.  what a guy--crossing a Rubicon (of superchunky spewage), of his own making, no less.

--gosh, Psycho said when the laughter had abated a little,  thought I was gonna be sick there for a minute!

someone twisted a black baseball hat that read "drink. drank. drunk." on top of Psycho's head & up the party started again.

*

here's what everyone went as, by the way:

the Scather went as himself.  he wasn’t putting on any costume.  he wasn’t about to inhabit some role, be some character.  he was a character without one, he figured.

Psycho went as a psychotic scientist with a white coat &, as I’ve mentioned, some goggles that he wore on top of his head like a tank commander.  he was drinking beer (cautiously now) out of a test tube.

Jenny went as a witch, as she'd threatened.  a "bad" & a really cute & sexy one with much cleavage & pixiedust & gelatin in her silken-gone-ropey auburn-cherry hair.

I went as a witch too (so there!) with an uncomfortable hat big as a picnic table umbrella that I took off as often as possible.

Walt also went as a witch.  a witch in drag.  a witch with prosthetic tits he kept plumping in people's drinks, throwing his shoulders back & fucking cackling over.

the whole band was witches.  we'd kinda/sorta got a last minute theme going.  we'd conviced Rob it would be hilarious if we all went as the same thing, but you could tell that, like me, like the Scather, he didn’t like a costume, would rather be as inconspicuous as possible, but if everyone was going to wear a witch wardrobe he'd be a good sport about it.  just this once.

Nasty went as a naughty French maid.  (what else?)

Jaz went as a guy in a DodgersTM cap.  (don't strain yourself!)

there was a cowgirl.  there was an angel.  there was another angel with much fake blood spilled all over her.  there was a guy with muttonchops out to tomorrow, shirtless & completely bald.  he had suspenders on.  & some utterly butthugging leather SpeedosTM & boots to his kneecaps.  the Scather went up to him.

--don't tell me, he said, you escape from Lollapalooza?

--not exactly, the guy replied.

--almost, though, I said, trying to show him it was all in good fun.

--I ate it for breakfast, the guy convincingly growled.

--nummy, the Scather chortled & walked away, leaving me standing next to the guy.

there was a cindysherman-looking woman in a babybonnet & see-through baby blue dress.  she kept pulling a sickening phallic-shaped pacifier in & out of her mouth.  people laughed when they saw it, then, understandably, went running.  later, someone told me it was filled with whiskey.

there was a penis a batman an old man a milkman a walrus a warren of playboybunnies an ambulant chandelier two sets of charlie's angels (with respective charlies in tow) five pirates one scary bozo one I dream of jeannie one gilligan one skipper one nixon one reagan one schwartzenagger & two jackiekennedys (the fake blood theme redux) who kept as far apart from each other as possible the whole night long.  

there was a guy in a shirt that said "DUDE, SO THE FUCK WHAT IF I'M WASTED!"  

there was a guy who went as a mushroom.  Psycho got a huge kick out of him.  several people were trying to get a huge kick into him.  apparently he wasn’t very well liked.  except by these two awesome-looking girls.   the two girls were dressed up as fairies.  mushroom-eating fairies.  every once in a while I saw them come up to the mushroom guy & take a quote-unquote bite out of him & then ballet away trippily through the room, their diaphanous wings atremble.  after about the twentieth time it wasn't that funny.

there was a girl whose quote-unquote costume was that she was obsessed with jimmorrison:  she had her hair cut all shaggy like morrison's, a leatherjacket like morrison's, & a thousandyardstare like him as well.  she was standing talking to a twerp of a guy in a twerpy maroon turtleneck, twerpy stonewashed stovepipe pants, twerpy zip-up boots & a supertwerpy bowlhaircut.  he kept chattering on & on about brianwilson while the girl was discoursing on morrison.  

they both referred to their idols by their idols' christian names.  it was bugging the shit out of me.

--yeah well jim always stood for...

--brian was such an incredible genius when he said that God...

--jim totally was God.  have you ever heard any of his interviews?  & his poetry is the most...

they were yammering fully contrapuntally now:

--brian...

--jim...

--brian...

--jim, I'm telling you, was...

--there's no comparison, man.  brianwilson was the most incredible pop music genius who ever...

--are you kidding me? the girl demanded & stamped her foot.  brianjones, maybe, but not brianwilson.  he doesn’t hold a candle to jim.  jim was easily the greatest rock visionary there's ever--anyone with half a brain knows that.  if he hadn’t died, he would have...

--yeah well if brian hadn’t totally freaked out on acid & fallen under the spell of a person who was totally detrimental to his...

--jim blows him away.  totally blows him away.  I'm sorry but the first Doors album is just...

--aw, Doorsfreaks always bring up the first album, man! the brianwilson freak said.   are you seriously going to try & compare the Doors to the mastermind behind Pet Sounds & Surf's Up?  I don’t think so.  to the guy who wrote "God Only Knows" & "Good Vibrations" & a zillon other unforgettable songs?  what--are you going to tell me that "Hello, I Love You" can be compared to any song by brianwilson?  hello!  I don't think so.  furthermore, do you wanna know what the beach boys thought of the stupid Doors?  when brian was recording the forty-two multilayered vocal tracks to...

--brian, brian, brian:  that's all you talk about, man!

--no way.

--way.

--no way.

--way.

& blah blah fucking blah.

there were some scarecrows, some devils, some bellhops, some doctors.  some village idiots, some jesters, some jugheads, some skinheads.

plus the thirtyseven vampires I mentioned.

--hey, one of the draculas said to me about two hours later as I was talking to Jenny, her bikeriding friend Sandy & a couple of her girlfriends from work, aren’t you a sub or something?  somebody mentioned you were a sub.  I'm a friend of Walter's.

--yeah? I said, shaking hands.  how's it going?  

--cool, he said.  

the black eyeliner he'd used to draw in a widow's peak was running distractingly down his face & the dry ice from his beer was blowing smoke into mine, but I was going to be nice for a change.  I was determined to be nice.  we were about to do our first gig; we didn’t need anyone in the crowd against us.  we needed sympathizers of all kinds.  we were probably going to suck. 

-- are you? I asked.

--nah.  someone told me you were, though.  what's it like?  I was thinking about getting into it. 

--think again, I deadpanned.

--really?  he said.  is it all that hard?  it's a drag, huh?

in the front bedroom I had the full attention of Jenny & her two girlfriends--one tall sexy sultry-in-a-sort-of-sorority girl-way pouty-lipped slim very attractive but with a rhombusbutt & one sort of marginally only-just-barely cute kinda dumpy not-so-very attractive girlfriend.  no matter what attractive they are, however, girls love it when you go pontificating about education & junk.  they love it when you talk about the fate of the children, the state of the childnation.  we are the world!  save the whales!  heal the bay!  I'll have the fruitplate!  I brake for animals!  I brake for the homeless!  handicap the rapists! sis boom bah!  rah rah rah! 

I had two choices here.  I could gallantly say how rewarding & purposeful & crucial the job was & how important the kids-of-tomorrow were & such, or I could tell the truth & say how much I fucking hated it.    

what, knowing me, do you think I went for?

Jenny rolled her eyes as

--oh, the cuter of the two girls said when I had finished my phony spiel, that is just so...   just so...

--hey! Nastasha clacked over & said, people are wondering if you guys are going to play.

--where's Walter?  I said loudly, directly into her ear.  you had to sort of yell now that the party had hugeified. 

--I don’t know, Nastasha shouted.  somewhere, I think.

--could you find him, do you think?  I said.  I thought I saw Rob around earlier.

Nastasha gave me a look like she was gearing up to have an extended turn of atrocious gas; & Jenny was still kind of smirking at my comments about subbing.

--sure, John, she na-na-na'd.  

--I think we better get ready to play, Jenny said, turning to her two friends.  I'll go find Rob.

--all right, I said, god Nastasha chafes!  why couldn't she just have said that nicely?  

--I know, Jenny said.  

--let me get another several beers first.

--okay, she said.

I walked back into the kitchen & high-fived Jaz.

--hey, I said.

--hey, he said.  amazing party.

--yeah, I said.

he inclined his head to where the Scather was standing chatting with his satellites.

--is that girl in the short black bob the one who...

--said I was shallow?  yeah, that's her.  Sarah.

--god, she looks just like beatricedalle, the chick from Betty Blue.

you could totally tell he thought she was beautiful.

--see! I said.  told you!  

--I never said that she couldn’t conceivably look like the chick from Betty Blue, Jaz observed, just that you shouldn’t tell a girl she looks like someone that she exactly looks like.

--yada, yada, yada, I said.  hey, I continued, flashing on something:  wanna meet her?  she's real sweet.

--all right, Jaz said.

--maybe you can test out your theory--tell her she looks like audreyhepburn or something.

--she doesn’t look a thing like audreyhepburn, Jaz all pokerfaced said.

he smiled, then changed the subject:  are you guys gonna play? 

he did some airguitaring.

--soon, I said, looking around the room for Walter & Rob.  we're almost ready.  

--hold on.  I gotta go find Claudia, anyways.  oh:  there she is.

--she's cute, I said as we stood there watching her chatting with someone.  

her lank pink/red punkrock hair was conservatively baretted in wide streaks across her head.  she really was very pretty.  & on top of that, interesting looking.  

--what's her last name?

--Roderiguez, Jaz said.  Claudia Montoya Josephine Benitez Von Dusseldorf Catherine Martinez Roderiguez.

I just stared.

--gotten to know her pretty well at work.  there's a lot of downtime sometimes on the nightshift.  we play a cribbage & talk about books & movies & stuff.  plus her family.  she goes to law school part time during the days.  excellent proofreader, too.  really ambitious.  she went to Berkeley on a Poli Sci & soccer scholarship.  full ride & everything.

--no kidding, I said.  color me impressed.

--yeah, she's a great girl all right...  stay away from her.

--what?

--you heard me.  she likes me, I think.

--she is really cute, I said.

--I'm serious.  don't you go near her.

--I'm just kidding.  jeez!  wouldn't dream of it.  any potential...

--nectar?

--yeah.

--that's what I've got to find out.  good luck tonight, by the way.

--thanks, I said & went to the refrigerator, same to you.

a little later, two or so beers later, in Jenny's room as we got ready to go down & play, she said kiddingly:

--you are an operator.

--what? I said.

--you know what I'm talking about, she said.  all that junk with my two friends.  you were just flirting with Laura.

Laura was the prettier one.

--no I wasn't.  I wasn't at all.

the lady dost protest too much?

changing the subject (natch), I said:

--are you almost ready?  wow, you look great.

--thanks, she said & I kissed her (turned) cheek, let's go.



it takes a teenage riot to get me out of bed right now

here I am lying in bed thinking about last night, yes, but mostly thinking I wish I were very dead.  my head!  (not so loud!!)  my head.  (that's better.)  I am thinking too loud!  I have to think more quietly.  it hurts too much to think hardly at all.  what am I thinking?  I need to go back to sleep, sleep this off, hope it's not one of those hangovers that gets even worse as the day goes on.  oh god, please not one of those.  please god don’t let me have one of those, god.  please.  I will be good.  I will never drink again.  I promise.  drink?  the very thought of it appalls me.  

never.  never again.  although I do need to drink water right now.   I need to rehydrate.  if I don't drink some water my head will throb like this for all eternity.  I can't move, can't budge.  is that a waterglass by the side of Jenny's bed, I wonder?  is that something I can drink?  OH JESUS GOD NO IT'S A TUMBLERFUL OF WINE!  yeck!  I am going to Psycho all over the carpet.  the very expensive Persian rug carpet that Jenny loves.  she would kill me.  it doesn't matter though:  I want to die anyway.  Iwant to expire.  I'd like to.  I need water.  & one hundred aspirins to wash the water down with.  someone please kill me!  or call me a doctor.  preferably kevorkian.  please please please please please.  I cannot take this.  just can't stand it.this is absolutely awful.  this is completely unbearable.  I can't deal with this.  just can’t handle it.  what's that over there on the floor by the door?  oh my god it's a half-eaten ham & cheese sandwich!  I hope I did not eat that.   I HOPE THOSE AREN'T MY TOOTHMARKS! it looks improbably gray & viscid & disgusting, the cheese sticking out of it like some kind of jaundiced tongue.   

--Jenny? I said softly.

--wha? she mumbled.

--are you asleep?

--huh? she said & stirred a little.  yes.

--oh, I moaned.  sorry.

--are you okay?  she said.

--noooooo, I said.

--that's good, she garbled, & went back to sleep.

*

I got up & got some water.  it was not very easy.  Hercules himself, were he in the state I was in & required to perform the task of getting a glass of water, might have said:  "fuck, that's going to be a tough one, dude."   that's how bad it was.

from what I remember last night's post-gig was somewhat like one of those desperate just-post-collegiate binges where, in a lackwit attempt to prove that you can still party like you did when you were a Sophomore, you wake up at quarter to seven the day after & realize:

a) that you are not at home, in your own bed.

b) that you are in an unfamiliar place.

c) that you must have slept with your head pointing towards China, the center of the earth, or someplace like that, & it would take a graduate student in The Calculus to figure out what position your neck is currently stuck in.

d) that barked against your nose is (choose one or more):

1. someone's butt.

2. an ashtray, very full.

3. a bottle (empty) of certain poisonousness.

4. a linoleum kitchen floor.

5. a table leg.

6. a pool of your own spewage.

7. a pool of someone else's.

8. a toilet.

9. a tree.

10. a car tire.

you begin to wish that:

a) someone would bring you a cocktail of aspirins & Alka SeltzerTM.

b) someone would bring you a loaded hand gun.

c) you would have harkened to the guy who warned you that the spliff you were unquestioningly honking on might make you have an extremely disadvantageous-to-you conversation with Satan.

d) you would not have slept through all of those alcohol awareness lectures in high school.

*

what I remember about the gig was this:

just before we went out to the livingroom to play, Psycho was in conference with the Scather & Jaz & this guy with long blonde hair tied back in a ponytail.

--"Purple Violet Squish!"  the Scather said.

--what? I said.

--"The Purple Violet Squish!" the Scather repeated.

--that's what he's suggesting you guys should call yourselves, Psycho explained.  I told them you'd asked me to find you guys a name. 

he turned back to the Scather:  

--what was that other one, Sterling, my good man?

--"Orbiting Wyoming!" the Scather said.  you guys should call yourselves "Orbiting Wyoming."  he laughed hugely & did a little dance, saying "Ladies & Gentlemen, Orbiting Wyoming!"  ha-haha-ha.  We like the sound of that.

--a little too weird, sister, I said.

--Weird Sisters!  Psycho said.  I got it!  "Weird Sisters!"

--huh? I said.

--"Weird Sisters!"  Psycho repeated.

--yeah, the Scather approved.  it would have to be "the," though:  The Weird Sisters.

--The Weird Sisters, huh?  The Weird Sisters:  that's a very cool name. 

--Shakespeare, wot, the Scather said.

--yep, I said.  & me & Jaz have this weird neighbor who...

--this is McLeary, the Scather interrupted, pointing towards the guy with the superstraight long blonde hair.

--hey, I said & shook hands.  are you a friend of Sterling?

--who isn't? McLeary said with a limeyish accent I couldn’t place & accepted a fresh beer from a nataliewood-resembling girl dressed up like a farmer's daughter.    

--did you guys meet Jenny? I said.

--uh-huh, the Scather said.  

--definitely, Psycho said like he was drooling.  she does have some nice...

--well, I guess we're about to go on here.   

--hey, Psycho suggested, let's see you break one of your guitars on the last song, John.  fully petetownsend it.

--yeah, right, I said.

--you break one, Psych, Jaz said.

--oh no, I said, you guys better watch him.  don't let him near the equipment, okay?  he's violent-in-the-extreme.

--have a good show, Jaz chuckled.  I'll keep an eye on Psycho.

--you'd better keep a hand on him in case he decides to rush the stage, the Scather said.

--very funny, Psycho said.

--anyway:  break a leg, McLeary said.

--break a guitar, Psycho repeated, stage-whispering.  or at least some strings.

--those probably won’t be a problem, I laughed.  I am way nervous about this.

--you'll be all right, the Scather said.  I mean, what's the worst that could happen?  

--um, everyone could clear out or fall down laughing their heads off?

--precisely.

--we'll see, I said & pulled him aside.  hey Sterling, I thought you hated Brits--what's the deal with this McLeary guy?his name sounds really familiar.

--McLeary? he said.  McLeary's different.  it's almost like he's not even a Brit.  it's sort of like he's a nationality-of-one or something.  you'll see.  

--oh, I said.

--tell you all about him later.  nervous?

--yeah.

--like I said, you'll be all right.

Jaz was right there still.

--well, Jaz, I said.  wish us luck.

--you guys'll be great, he said.

--just picture everyone naked, Psycho suggested.

--something tells me, the Scather urbanely said, that you are already doing that to certain members of the throng.

--fucking A, Psycho said.

--it'll be all right, the Scather said.  don’t worry.  you'll be fine.  

but we were not all right.  we were not fine.  from what I remember we were extra bad & played everything too fast, especially the numbers I started on guitar.  we twanged songs, bungled lyrics.  I personally plucked one hundred & seven wrong chords.  well, maybe not that many but lots nevertheless.  I felt myself half lift out of my body with embarrassment when I sang off key.  it was a good thing there were many passages that called for screaming:  I was doing a lot of that, internally, anyway.  just shrieking.  help! I thought-screamed; get me off of this stage!  the p.a. caterwaulingly fed back & cut out & you couldn’t hear yourself sing half the time; & the other half you wished the crowd couldn’t hear you cause you were sure you were sounding at times like that infamous bootleg of lindamccartney crooning almost Olympianly out of tune on "Hey Jude."   

I am convinced that Rob played many of the quote-unquote compositions in an improper if not unheard-of key. 

& don’t even talk to me about Walter!  horrendous!  sometimes his drumming was like someone dragging a (heavy) body down stairs of Mayan proportions.  

but still:  though the tempos sometimes sagged he did lots of good fills & started many songs off with the right beat.  that was something.  

maybe we weren’t so atrocious.  maybe we weren’t so appalling.Jenny, for one thing, was amazing.  there are no words, really, to describe it.  even the most well phrased phrase wouldn’t come close.  she chopsticked & plinked & laid out long lines on the keyboards, sang sweetly-beautifully if tentatively & half-smiled at the crowd when the applause got a little over the top.  when she switched to guitar she strummed timorously but still, I thought, with style the insistent repetitive droning riffy lines she'd mastered in practice.  nevertheless--we all of us were not good.  as a band.  & yet we played like we meant it, even when we were wincing at each other & especially when things felt orgasmic &, for a few edenic, big smile-inducing bars, we jammed together & the songs sounded like they were meant to.  there were moments of reallygoodness.  there were moments of okayness.  there were moments when I thought some people were actually into it.  Walter!  Walter's friends near the front chanted.  Wall-tur!  Wall-tur!  you half-expected them to carry him on their shoulders after the show or something.  ugh.

after the show, in fact, a bunch of people even came up & asked if we had any tapes.

I was astounded.  I was floored.  & flattered.  even Sarah-Who-Hated-Me...  well, she didn’t exactly smile or anything, but she sort of nodded as I passed her in the hallway & didn’t tilt her nose too skyward, it seemed.  heading for the bathroom, I tried to look all cool like I'd expected everyone to worship us.

but I sincerely doubt I carried it off.

--you should talk to McLeary, the Scather said later when I'd told him that a few people had asked if we had a record out.  he's a producer.  I wasn't going to tell you until after you played:  thought it'd make you even more rabbited out & nervous.

--you're kidding, I said, meaning I was incredulous that anyone who'd actually produced a record would be in the same room as me.

--he's actually even worked with some of those limpwristed limey bands you like.  you guys could maybe record with him.

--you're kidding, I said. 

--not at all, the Scather said, tinkling around the ice in his Cape Cod.  you should talk to McLeary.

--okay, I nodded, then narrowed an eye like I was going to fire a gun at him, the Scather, that is.  I thought he might be kidding me.  --who again?

--who'd he work with?  um, let's see:  The Jasmine Minks, The Perfect Disaster, the Jesus & Mary Chain, the...

--you're definitely kidding! I said.  the Jesus & Mary Chain!?  jesus!

--well, he said, maybe not the Jesus & Mary Chain, but... someone like that.  you should talk to McLeary.

--excuse me, Sterling, I think I'll talk to McLeary, I said, then added:  --do you think he'd be into it?

--who knows?  why not?  the Scather said, why don't you.

--all right, I said.  I will.

*

I found McLeary a little while later, told him we were looking for a producer, introduced him to Jenny, who, I could tell, was instantly charmed by his hushabye foreign voice & warm-bright smile with fucked-up teeth, exchanged numbers & made arrangements to talk to him next week.  then, in celebration of finding a semi-celebrated producer & having lived through our first gig, I drank myself into a tizzy, smoked five & a half packs of cigarettes, smoked much the pot...  & the next day, there was a 747 in my head, tricked out with a nonstop tuneless thunderous discotheque.

& that's all I remember about the gig.

oh yeah:  except for one thing:  as we got ready to play Psycho came up to my microphone & in a real edsullivan voice spazzed:

--ladies & gentlemen, The Weird Sisters!

*

I got up at last & placed my mouth under the running tap inthe bathroom.  downstairs the strains of an argument between--guess who--Walter & Nasty could now be heard.  drag.  I leaned over the bannister. 

shameless eavesdropper.

--I never said that!  Walt said.

--yes you did! Nasty screamed, her voice all Nancy from Sid and Nancy.

--baby, I...

--I'm not your "baby," Walter!  don't you "baby" me, you fucker.  don’t you even think about it!  you did say it, & you know you fucking did, you fuck!  she protested.  --you know you did.

know he said what? I thought.  I wish I knew.  sort of.  not really.  this was nothing.  boring.  they could do better than this.  much.

--Nastasha...

--fucker!

--would you just listen to reason for a second?  could you just be rational for a second?  could you just be reasonable?

--rational?  reasonable?  I'll show you reason!  I'll show you rational!

then I heard a cup or a plate or their espressomaker go crack! against a wall.

--there's reason for you!  Nastasha said.  want another reason, Walter?  huh?  want another one?

--go right ahead.

--asshole!  she shrieked, & another harder heavier object went thump! then bang! then crinkle crinkle crinkle! against something.  maybe she picked up the stove or refrigerator & hucked it, I don't know.

--oh nice going!  Walt said.  & so what if I fucking did say you were "little" about some things?  I didn't mean that...

--see! she shrieked back, see!  you admit it!  I knew it!  asshole!  size-ist!  that does it--I'm moving!

--Nasha I...

--don't try & stop me!

--I wasn't...

--you werent even going to try & stop me?!  you prickhead asshole!  & if you think I'm kidding...

--Nas-ty, Walter warned.

--you think you're so big, she said, you think you're so cool.

--shut up.

--I hate you, Walter...  I hate you I hate you I hate you!

--shut up!

--I can't even stand to...

--shut up, Natasha!  shut up shut up shut up!

--arrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!  

I tippytoed back into Jen's room.   

--what's going on downstairs? she said, lifting her pretty head from the pillow, her hair a rich brown meringue rinsed with sunlight coming from the curtains.  I thought I heard shooting, I mean shouting.

--you did, I said.  it might as well be gunshoots.

--oh god.  Walter & Natasha?

--yeah. 

--terrific.

--big surprise, huh? I said. --let's go out to breakfast.�





















chorus

�just like honey

an eternal internal summer.  that's what breakfast, later that afternoon, that night & the next few weeks with Jenny turned out to be.  a summer of love, even though the weather turned yucky & rain raked the ground & silvered the empty streets & wind-harried trees for a week straight.  in or out of the rain, being with her felt like standing in line in the for a matinee showing of a fifties classic movie you were dying to see again on the big screen & it's cold & there are red leaves all around & once you're inside with a whipcream dollop-topped hot chocolate in your hand you let the butterflavorTMed butterflavoring run down your chin & back into the far-too-much popcorn you'd ordered because you were in love & the cornocopian overabundance of everything was the major theme of your eudaemonic life.  yes your happy happy happy life.

then the love object next to you laughs & brushes your chin with a ready napkin & you both laugh too loudly & are shushed by some people behind you & you don't care. 

at all.  

when the rainy spell stopped & the air was fresh as air freshener we went on bike rides up to Griffith Park & looked around at the picnic-ers & hills & shrubs & eerie pretty trees so spindly-watergreen they looked black.  the longhaired grass & twigs & maple & sticky eucalyptus leaves we brushed from under our butts.  & sat under them, the trees, on indefatigable California slate-blue post-rain autumn days with the indefatigable California sun a fuzzy gem so low in the sky you felt like you could command it down to the palm of your hand.

(I don't wanna romanticize this or anything.  I mean could it have been this good?  um, yes.)

here at last was someone to talk to & play my songs for & play my songs with & kiss & hold & kid around with & stuff.

someone to lie around with in a daydream with & listen to Psychocandy & Darklands; Pet Sounds & The Village Green Preservation Society; Brotherhood, Low Life, & Power, Corruption and Lies; Atom Heart Mother & Obscured by Clouds.  all of Sonic Youth.   the collected williamshatner.  The Buzzcocks Cure Jazz Butcher Soft Boys & Shaggs.  The Carpenters.  Robyn Hitchcock.  & everything The Beatles ever did--even the silly Christmas interviews.

what more did we do?  we went erranding, for one thing.  we went on a spending spree.  & of course the money we spent wasn’t mine.  I had no money.  I mean, any pickpocket who approached me was bound for certain disappointment & a regular fistful of lint, let me tell you.  there were times when I scoured couches (other people's, especially) for small change in order to buy a pack of Top RamenTM & a butterless dinner roll.  money.  jesus god, what a mess.  Jaz was the same way:  in a bad way.  sometimes we played rock/paper/scissors three-out-of-five just to see who got to feast on a piece of frostbitten garlic bread that one of us had found robertscotted at the back of the fucking freezer.

there was no end to the things we bought together.  or, as I've said, she bought.  matador style, I would just let her pass me in the checkout line.  after you, my dear.  you with the checkbook.  you with the funds.  ma sponsor, mon amour.

like, let me tell you about this one time we went to this big business, totally commercial supermarket of guitars on Sunset.  a real headache of a place, if you've ever walked into one.  there's always around seventy-two heshers fucking wheedling at full volume on these yucky pointy headstock guitars, & around fifteen salesgeeks dogpile on you as soon as you walk through the door.  it's awful.  you can get some pretty good deals there, though.  I've gotta admit, but if you're a musician you wanna keep your visits there to a minimum, believe me.  

Jenny was looking at some electric guitars; all she had was an acoustic.  she'd been borrowing one of mine but she wanted one of her own.  a FenderTM Jazzmaster, maybe.  something with a small neck.  to fit her beautiful child's hands.  

I was playing a candyapplered one, sitting on a brand new amp when this guy with a neckwarmer haircut (you know, short in front, long in back--the total 70's rocker "do") came over & said:

--hey, how's it going?

--fine, I said.

--you looking for a guitar today?

no:  an aeroplane, you dumbshit, I thought.

--no actually, I said & nodded towards Jenny.  she is.

--really?

--uh, yeah, I said.  we're tryna decide between this two hundred dollar piece-of-shit I'm playing & the three hundred dollar piece-of-shit she's looking at right now.

--well, he said, trying to be a sport, the "piece-of-shit" you're playing is more like a four hundred dollar piece-of-shit than a two hundred dollar one, but I'll talk to the manager & see what I can do.

--ehh, I said.  don't bother.  we're just looking.

--oh no bother; it'll only take a minute, he said & flopped away. 

--well, I said, what do you think, Jen?

--I like this black one.  what's this one called, again?

--it's nice.  a Telecaster.  how does it play?

--all right, she said & bent her head to form a weird chord.

--wanna plug it in?

--that's okay.

--do you want me to negotiate this?

--no, she said.  I'll do it.  this guy probably thinks that I'm just a stupid chick & he can just take advantage of me.

--probably, I said.  work him.

Jenny laughed.

she got the guitar for about a hundred & twenty five bucks. something like that.  okay not that cheap but a very good deal nevertheless.  she knew how to negotiate, you could tell.  most likely because she had had money-to-spend since she was ten.  from all the scholarships she's won.  have you ever know any child prodigies, reader?  what weird lives they lead.

speaking of weird, she did like The Weird Sisters as a name & the name stuck.  just in case you were wondering.

I don't mean to make you naseous or anything but being with her felt like going to the beach to watch a technicolor sunset.  the kind where you're pulling each other toward each other in the cooling squeaking rain-hard sand.  it felt like a chilly midnight sky frosted with close stars.  it felt like the first time you have a girl alone in college & a lascivious look glosses over her eyes & her tongue lolls to one side of her mouth & she turns her head one way then the other in order to pull off her shirt as she's kneeling on her dormroom bed & her roommate's gone for the long weekend.  it felt like that.  or maybelike Christmas morning & your dad has just opened the door to the garage where there's a new red ten-speed SchwinnTM with a bow on it big as your head.  the bike about which your parents have been saying for the past two months, "now, Junior, don’t you go getting your hopes up.  we don’t know if Santa Claus can afford to get you a new bicycle this year.  we'll just have to wait & see."

Junior.  remember Junior?  the kid with the SearsTM catalogue?  Junior's never known bliss like this.  not even in high school.  of course not in high school, for high school is a spirit-dampening spirit-trampling architechtonics of loneliness alienation melancholia & bewilderment.  it's not for nothing that it's surrounded by a chainlink fence padlocked & ominous.  Junior knows what metaphors are.  & the chainlink fence is one.

so are the school uniforms:  the itchy drab gray characterless slacks, blank white buttondowns, boring blue blazers & choking red/yellow/blue silk striped rep tie for the boys; the itchy drab gray or alternate itchy stewart kilt regulated to three inches above the knee, anonymous shortsleeved white blouses & dowdy rayon schoolinsignia-emblazoned red cardigans for the girls.

music Junior has put on hold for sports.  his guitar languishes in the bedroom closet.  his folky songbooks yellow on the bookshelves.  there are more pressing things to attend to:  playing sports is a way to get chicks, apparently.  Junior can’t fail to note the sunlightened cinnamonsugar ponytails of the always-smiling cheerleaders songleaders homecoming/promqueens & cutiepie impressionable freshman girls bobbing alongside the guys on the footballteam of the mostly very preppy school he goes to after Cretin Valley Junior.  

around the most choice, verdant part of the quad, the football team, their maiden-minions, & certain sporto elites from other squads such as lacrosse or baseball (never wrestling--too queer & sweaty; never waterpolo--weirdos), clique together symbolically apart from the rest of the school.  

on occasion, at the lunchbreak, the jocks will fill their empty milkcartons with drinkingfountainwater &, en masse, like a mini colonnade from stories Junior's read in Greek & Roman Mythology, catapult said waterbombs towards an unsuspecting, timorous set of baloney-sandwich crunching kids.  the chessclub dweebs are the favored target.  the athletes--who, Junior notices, are intimidatingly insouciant--experience an almost unreal glee in seeing these unfortunates holding their chessboards above their heads like shields as the waxen wet projectiles rain down on them.  it's evident that some of the lacrosse & baseball players, Junior notices, have been welcomed into the football clique for their strong & viciously accurate arms.

neither brawny burly beefy brave stupid reckless violent or insane enough for football, Junior tries out for volleyball & tennis--sports where the other side is on the other side of a net.  a net that will ostensibly stop the opponent from hurting & thus humiliating him in front of the understandably far fewer ponytails that come to watch the sporting events in his fields.  the nets are somewhat immaterial, however, in that, even though he makes both teams, Junior is an inveterate scrub.  he rides the pineski all year in jr. varsity volleyball & holds on by his fingernails to the last rung on the tennis ladder.  as the lowest of the low on a team that is ranked high in The Golden State, Junior is not permitted to travel with the tennisteam; the tenniscoach, Coach Von Chipp, won't let him; he only gets to play home matches.  his usual opponents in said contests are hefty, incessantly sneezing allergy sufferers whose parents have forced them to play sports--boys whose strokes, as it were, would be more appropriate on butterflycatching excursions to central Ecuador or in public swimming pools than on sunny-Cali tenniscourts. 

there must be some sport he can acquit himself at!  there must be some field where he can pocket his share of glory, sew a letter on his sweater & have a shot at a ponytail!  track & field requires swiftness & strength.  disqualified.  as does crosscountry.  pass.   the basketball coaches not only constantly StanleyKowalski at the players, but also require them to get crewcuts & sign affadavits that they will not drink beer or bong puff toke or pipe the demon weed marijuana.  foul!  forget that.  Junior is convinced that the basketball coaches' rebarbative edicts may even be illegal.  he's done some research.  he hopes to become a lawyer someday, just like his dad.   in his requisite yearly interview with the schoolcounsellor Junior has told her, in fact, about his lawyerly aspirations. the counsellor has, in a way, been very encouraging.  she's told him repeatedly that, judging from his jr. high transcripts & current class performance, his not exactly model citizenship & unmitigated sarcastic reponses to the various Rorschach inkblots she keeps waving at him, Junior is definitely the sort of person who will most likely spend a lot of time in court.  

besides the fact that he's terrible at hoops anyways, Junior has curiously deduced that adolescent hormones need a certain amount of beer & drugs in order to survive, flourish & produce clear skin.  for evidence, just look at the basketball team:  many of the poor players' have archipelagos of maximum acne on their faces.  & ponytails, Junior's pretty sure, do not find acne an attractant.  Junior imagines the basketballers being requisitioned shavingkitbags stuffed with tetracycline along with their warm-up jackets & uniforms.  youch!  no thanks:  he'll look for another sport, all right? 

there's always soccer, but soccer, it seems, is for foreign exchange students & people of that ilk who don’t mind getting the occasional cleat or toe in the shin.  punt.  

what about baseball?  baseball--there's a thought.  girls must like ballplayers a little bit.  at a majorleague game Junior Sr. took Junior to just last summer there were nicelooking females everywhere, & right before the seventh inning stretch he heard his father mutter "goodness gracious" at a filly with overinflated tetherballs for breasts who, whooping & waving her arms about like a madwoman or a politician on television, had jounced out onto the field & was attempting to catch a piggybackride from the firstbaseman.  

baseball!  eureaka!  the national passtime.  although no nets are involved, & the other side is plentifully armed with large & potentially GBH-inflicting clubs of polished ash & hollow aluminum, a baseball field, Junior figures, is a wide open space &, if necessary, he can run.  furthermore, in littleleague he was pretty good.  one year, an all-star no less.  he pitched uncatastrophically.  fielded at third sack nearly sans error.  didn’t strike out too many times.  & not once did he, jitterbugging beneath a highflyball in the outfield, lose it in the sun or drop it with two out in the bottom of the ninth.  baseball.  why not?

so, in his junior year Junior signs up, tries out, garners a slot in the starting rotation, & wins two games, fanning a grand total of thirteen batters & allowing only three unearned runs & one earned one, a cheapshot inside-the-park home run.  Junior's name appears in the school paper.  Junior's picture appears in the school paper.  twice there's a "W" after his name in the box scores of the seaside community's daily rag.  on the field, in front of everyone, Coach Krunsch, the j.v. coach, slaps him on the back.  a notorious hardnose with dark blue eyes closer than were karen & richardcarpenter, beadier than cher in her "Cherokee People" phase, & meaner than catshit, Coach Krunsch has, to the best of the rest of the team's knowledge, never slapped anyone on the back.  he has slapped players in the face, but never on the back.  nope, this is a first.  all right, Junior!  the team gives him a cheer that goes "yippapakaw!  yippapakaw!" & in unison showers him with sunflowerseedshellcud & chewingtobaccojuice.  way to go, Junior!  you've thrown a helluva coupla games.

in the lockerroom Thatcher Slater Chandler Spencer & Gardner from the starting varsity football team, surprisingly, notice Junior & tell him "hey, nice going!"  then they frogmarch him into the bathroom & quote-unquote baptise him by shoving his head into an open toilet & flushing it three times.  rite de passage!  acceptance to the key jock clique is just around the corner!  maybe tomorrow at lunch Junior will even be invited to milkcarton a docile circle of handicapped kids!   wouldn’t that be swell!  maybe he'll be called in to help "baptise" a few of the chessclubbers, some of whom are former friends.  for a brief spell he actually attended a few meetings, though he never joined.  Junior would feel real bad terrorizing kids he actually knew, kids he's traded horses & bishops with, but he's sure they'd understand.  I mean come on:  tell me they wouldn't willingly trade places with him!  tell me they wouldn’t relish the opportunity to dunk their own heads in the lockerroom johns!

& get this:  he can’t be certain (the Babel of the halls between periods being what it is) but he thinks one of the j.v.cheerleaders even said hello to him yesterday.  although the christian name she hailed him with--Tommy--is, alack, not Junior's own, at least she spoke to him, at least he was acknowledged.  frampton comes a-fucking-live!  what a great spring this is gonna be!  what a great school!  how good life is!  who knows?--he might even get a date to the Spring Fling or maybe, just maybe, The Junior Prom.

in Biology class one Friday after the cheerleader may have said hello to him, a magnificently bewitchingly princesslike girl in an incandescent lemon sweater winked at him!   she winked!  an applecheeked Snow White brunette with jewelly blueberry eyes.  just the most tortuously beautiful girl he's ever seen.  in tight white & champagne checkered peddlepushers.  what a honey!  there's no mistake this time.  girls are starting to like him.  this sporto thing is paying off.  chicks are digging his trip, man.  "hey, Sanderson," Junior quickly psssts to his lab partner, the starting firstbaseman on the j.v. team, "your're not going to believe this but Michelle MacGregor just winked at me!"  

"what?"  

"she winked at me!  Michelle MacGregor did."  

"what?  get off!  she did not."

"did so!"

"did not," Sanderson definitively states, "I just heard her ask Mr. Sell for a pass to the nurse.  she said she bumped her eye on a microscope.  so there."

"oh," Junior says & goes back, with even less enthusiasm, to butchering a frog.

another highschoolish metaphor?  a bad twist on a fairytale?

regrettably. 

near the end of the season Junior's team, the St. Catherine the Martyr Mariners, is tied for first with their crosstown rival, The Millhouse School Blue Whalers.  Coach Krunsch gives him the nod as the starting pitcher & a ride home after practice in his sporty PorscheTM 914, a hot red job that's chillingly fast, low to the ground, & seems to be mufflerless.  Junior anticipates the soprano engine exploding any moment.  accompanying them, sitting on Junior's lap in fact, is a foxy sophomore who keeps stats for the team & also, rumor has it, fucks Coach Krunsch.  

for Coach Krunsch walks taller than johnwayne, is tanner than georgehamilton, & has teeth that sparkle harder than any set of dentures in an UltrabrightTM commercial.  handsome, is he?  with facial features far more chisled than any person painted by Amadeo Modigliani, you might say so; the skin at his jawline tautens in an instant.  his slightly skijump nose is thin & perfect.  his softly wavy winedark ex-marine hair marinates in BrillcreamTM.  muscles ripple every which way.  even his ears signify I can benchpress three times my bodyweight.  in bun-tight bloodred mesh-lycra coachingshorts & inflated, flatulent black windbreaker he struts towards his classroom--U.S. History--where he not only advances the theory that American television lost the war in Vietnam, but that The New Deal was a raw deal, kennedy was ordered murdered by lbj, & the Holocaust was dubious.  Coach Krunsch is serious.  very serious.  sometimes he speaks entirely in capital letters.  perhaps as a stab at egalitarianism, perhaps ironically, he customarily refers to the students as individuals.  as in (to an ambitiously obese kid who just barely made the j.v. team as thirdstring catcher):  "Pendleton!  you're a very large individual--well, we're going to do something about that!"  or one time in the lockerroom when he had poor Pendleton up on a scale & trembling:  "Pendleton!  according to this scale, you are approximately one biscuit away from TWO HUNDRED POUNDS!  that is UNACCEPTABLE in an boy your height!  Perhaps," Coach Krunsch relentlessly went on, “I should have some of the huskier individuals on the footballteam see if they can benchpress you.  WOULD YOU ENJOY THAT, PENDULOUS?!!  WOULD YOU?!...  NO?  I DIDN'T THINK SO, PENDULOUS.  I DID NOT THINK SO AT ALL!  NOW, GET BACK ON THAT TREADMILL & SEE IF YOU CAN'T SHED AT LEAST ONE OF THOSE BREASTS YOU'RE SPROUTING!  OF COURSE YOU HAVE NOTICED THAT YOU ARE GROWING SEVERAL BREASTS, HAVENT YOU, PENDLETON?  I PERSONALLY HAVE SEEN YOU TAKING A SHOWER AFTER PRACTICE WITH A T-SHIRT ON.  ARE YOU EMBARRASSED BY THEM, PENDLETON?  I IMAGINE IT IS EMBARRASSING, PENDLETON.  I KNOW A COUPLE OF THE PITCHERS HAVE NOTICED IT.  IN FACT, SOME OF THEM ARE HAVING TROUBLE CONCENTRATING ON THE STRIKEZONE BECAUSE THEY'RE THINKING THAT THERE'S A GIRL SQUATTING BACK THERE IN THE CATCHER'S POSITION WHEN YOU'RE OUT ON THE FIELD!  NOW, DROP & GIVE ME FIFTY, YOU TWINKIE, BEFORE I HAVE YOU MEASURED FOR A BRA!"or (to his quavering history class):  "those individuals who missed two or less on the fifty-question popquiz yesterday will stay after school & write 'Kaiser Wilhelm wasn't crazy' five hundred times.  individuals who missed more than five questions will write their lines in crayon!  do you READ me?"

"we need this game, Junior.  we NEED it," Coach Krunsch opines, offering Junior a menthol Pall MallTM while simulaneously downshifting into third round a hairpin turn, ramming in a tape of lionelritchie & friskily tickling the left knee of the foxy sophomore.  it seems Coach has as many arms & hands as a Hindu Love God.  from where he sits, natch, Junior has a good shot at the girl's legs.  my god, they're the color of toasted/buttered WonderbreadTM--creamy lean lithe smooth gorgeous delicious & flawless.  she's so beautiful.

Coach Krunsch, you are a lucky lucky man, thinks Junior.  a pedophile of much moral turpitude, yes, but a fucking lucky one nevertheless.  he's read Lolita; he knows what's up.  one thing Junior also knows is that the foxy sophomore's a shoe-in for the lead role in his masturbatory fantasies for the next two months at least.  as soon as he gets home, in fact, he will beeline for the bathroom & ease profuse, approaching-sexual-peak sperm into the pearly sink.  in order not to get an exceedingly ill-timed boner with the foxy sophomore sitting on his lap, Junior thinks of, er, baseball.  yeah baseball, that's it.  "...the city playoffs, you know...  Junior?  Junior, you listening?"   "huh?" Junior says, snapped out of his horny reverie.  "I'm sorry?"  “I said the winner goes to the city playoffs.  & those individuals get a steakdinner at the kiwannisclub, then go to disneyland & the next day attend a doubleheader between the California AngelsTM & the New York YanksTM...  don’t smoke?  good.  it's a nasty habit, isnt it, Shelley?" the Coach says winkingly, like jacknicholson in One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest.  "like a lotta things...  any old way, we're counting on you, Junior.  we need this win."    

the day of the big game, Junior is naturally very nervous.  he's also exhausted from jackingoff an average of four & a half times a day.  his legs are twin rubbertrees.  his brain is damp pulp.  the foxy sophomore's legs haunt him; in his horomonally kinetic adolescent mind, they follow him everywhere.  they're private detectives.  they're Sam Spade Nancy Drew & the Hardy Boys rolled into one.  

they won’t leave him alone.

the pressure's on, the grandstand's packed; it's fairly groaning under the weight of all those folks.  the benches look like a row of staggered canoes.  ponytails & football players everywhere.  teachers, reporters, younger siblings.  some farmteam scouts are even said to be out.  practically the whole school's there!  the adjacent varsity stands are also overburdened with rubbernecking & simply necking spectators alike.  people are starting to wander over from them on account of the varisty is winning 21-1by the third inning their game against the crosstown rival.  fans fan out along the backstop, the third & first baselines.  the snackbar's running out of hotdogs popcorn peanuts & CrackerjacksTM.  individual size pepperoni pizzas are flying out of there like FrisbeesTM.  it's crazy.

tall clouds merry in the mid-spring lightly smoggy tangerine sky & a soft tinselly light suffuses the long grass of the outfield.  it's a good day for baseball--slight breeze, not too warm, air dry & not overripe with pollen.  the infield grass blushes from the recent mowing it's had & the basepath dirt's been freshly sprinkled & looks dark pink.  most importantly, the mound's had a manicure not too long ago.  it's not too tall & not too short.  there's a gopherhole-sized & very perilous divet right in front of the right side of the rubber, but Junior's right toe knows its way around it;  after all, it's his home field.  

getting an early read on the umpire's concept of a strikezone, Junior's pitching well.  his arm's well-rested & loose & he mixes his "stuff"--fastballs low on the inside corner or high & just catching the outside of the plate; surprise-attack changeups; unpredictable curves; & zany trifling forkballs--like a champ.

top of the ninth, the score's 2-1, Mariners' favor.  the visitors have only gotten three hits off of him--a singing meteoric double to right that results in their only run (Junior walked a man that inning who then stole second, a texasleaguer & a rope past third that Junior thinks should have been an error on account of Henderson, in the corner, got his goddam glove on it.  

the first batter's crowding the plate, his bat makes little upsidedown butterchurning motions.  Junior winds up & throws low & away for ball one.  "come on, Junior!  come on, Junior!" Coach Krunsch yelps.  "hey now, Junior!" someone from the stands says.  "bear down, Junior-buddy!" Anderson, who is playing first today in the stead of Sanderson, urges.  (Sanderson, an explosive irremediable vandal, has been suspended for making kindling of no less than sixteen draftingtables in the shop class.)  Junior winds up hurls the next pitch straight down the pipe.  "stee-rike one!" calls the ump.  "attaboy, Junior!" Junior Sr. yells from the behind the backstop.  "attaboy!" McPhearson, the second baseman, calls out.  "way to go!" Mrs. Junior's Mom hollers.  Junior palms the rosinbag.  weighs it in his thoughtful hand.  he's looking mighty fierce.  his eyes narrow & go an aluminum-cool blue.  

everything's an intense phantasmagoria of suspense & tension.  

calm down & breathe, Junior counsels himself, virulently hucking the ball into his glove a couple of times, calm down.  he shakes off the catcher's next sign.  shakes off the next one.  he wants to throw a change-up.  he's gonna catch this guy off guard.  hoodwink the jerk.  (the catcher is Pendleton, by the way.  the first & second string catchers are home sick with foodpoisoning they got from eating the cafeteria pudding that, it turns out, wasn't pudding.)  

"hey batter-batter," Junior's fielders chatter.  "hey batter-batter-batter--swing!"  here's the wind-up, & the pitch.  the ball floats towards home; it's bigger than the Hindenberg.  the batter's eyes go fucking popping.  he takes a monstrous Casey-at-the-Bat-like cut.  whiff!  "stee-rike two!" the umpire pronounces.  "woo-hoo!" Shelley the foxy sophomore comments from the dugout & claps her clipboard against her burnished beautiful thighs.  it's the first thing he's ever heard her utter.  

Junior's sweating.  just dripping.  perspiration fairly rills down his arms.  the mound's a moat, almost.  any moment the umpire's going to hobble out to it & call him for throwing spitballs.  

the next two balls he throws over the backstop, practically.  3 & 2.  Coach Krunsch canters out to the mound.  "all right, Junior?"  "yeah," he says, sweating coolly now.  "you sure?  want me to pull you?"  "no.  I'm all right."  "okay, then.  let's get this next individual out.  keep the ball low.  stop trying to aim it, okay buddy?  throw.  throw low.  bear down, rear back, & THROW!."  Junior looks down.  looks up.  looks down.  kicks the dirt.  nods.  Coach Krunsch pats him on the butt & trots back to the dugout.  he's got Michaelson, a knuckleballing lefty, & Stevenson, a smokethrowing righty, warming up in the bullpen.  the crowd's going wild.  everyone's clapping & huffing & puffing.  "Junior!  you can do it, Junior!" they encourage.  "come on, Junior!  help your own cause here!"  "hay Shoonior, Shoonior donchoo to lets them keek a homerun!  donchoo to lets them!" the voice of one of the soccer-playing foreign exchange students unmistakably ullulates, "donchoo lets them gets anymore homeruns, my friend!"  

Junior concentrates harder than ever, more than if he were taking his SAT's.  thinking about what the Coach has told him he throws low.  too low.  the ball scuds into the dirt in front of the catcher.  if he were playing cricket, it would have been a perfect bowl.  unfortunately for Junior, this is America:  we don’t play cricket here.  we don’t bowl, old chap; we pitch.  ball four.  man on first, no outs.  "awwwwwwww," grouses the home crowd.  "fuck!" breathes Junior, sweeping up the rosinbag & slamming it down just as rapidly.  "fuck!" Coach Krunsch goes, "godfuckingdammit!"  "godfuckingblessit!" Bjornson, who is a bornagainchristian secondstringer, seethes.  "fuck!" everyone else on the bench goes:  "fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck!"  the foxy sophomore Shelley is shaking her pretty head.  "fuck fuck fuck fuck," Junior, echoing his teammates, swears.  the overexcited visiting team squaks like an overbooked barnyard.  Coach Krunsch bolts out to the mound again.  the visiting team's fans boo.  the home team's fans razz them.  the visiting team's fans blow raspberries back.  someone discuses a flaming pepperoni pizza into the dugout of the visiting team.  their starting catcher catches it like a pop foul ball & pops it, whole, into his mouth.  he chews it, spits it back into his glove, kneads it into a quote-unquote softball of tomato/pepperoni/crust & cheese, & rifles it back towards the hometown stands.  a freshman in silver wirerims quote-unquote catches it with a chessboard.  the hometown fans, their voices high & eminently taunting, jeer once more.  one of the girls on the St. Catherine soccerteam angrily kicks an errant battinghelmet high above the head of Millhouse's firstbasecoach.  it has all the force behind it of a very sexually frustrated Catholic girl in a very sexy kilt.  it's exactly the sort of legendary behavior that has led Junior, a Protestant, to beg his parents to send him to a private Catholic High School.  excellent! thinks Junior as the helmet flips high up into the air.  Junior watches in utter fascination as the helmet then bonks plop!, backwards, right onto the firstbasecoach's head.  reeling around trying to pull it off, the hapless coach wanders like a drunk out onto the field & bumps right into Anderson.  boyishly, Anderson shoves him disgustedly.  both benches empty.  suddenly everyone's got a war yell going.  even the benignant batboys bomb in & start swinging.  there's a bruhaha a rhubarb a gangfight a barney.  a set-to a what-for a battle a scrap.  this is exactly what Junior was talking to himself about when he was contemplating the hazards of netless sports.  why didn’t he fucking listen to himself?! he thinks now as he capers around the jabs of Millhouse's funny-toothed beanpole of a pitcher.  this guy's arms are so long that when he misses it's more than likely he'll punch himself out.  float like a butterfly, sting etc.  what's this funny-toothed beanpole guy thinking? Junior thinks.  I didn't do anything to him!  of course, I'm going to do something to him if he ever gets another turn at bat, but please...  

in short order the umpire restores, um, order.  "PLAY BALL!"  sure, some punches got thrown, but nobody's hurt, really.  it's all been in good fun.  some fun, thinks Junior, some fun.    

as a freak wind picks up, some darker, less tall clouds roll ominously-symbolically in.  the j.v. cheerleaders start cheering:

	one potato, two potato, three potato, four

	let's go, team-o, dontcha lettum score

	toy boat, toy boat, toy toy boat

	Junior dontcha be the goat!



as the cheerleaders yell "yea!  all right! etc.," Junior, who's now rattled nettled spooked & shaken, knows he's going to be the goat.  he can feel it.  he can sense it.  thick whiskers are starting to sprout on his chin.  any second a pair of horns is gonna punch through the inside of his cap.  he takes it off, wipes his brow & kicks the dirt at the edge of the mound.  he's even stamping like a billygoat!  this is terrifying.  when he tries to talk to the shortstop his voice sounds like a bleat.  he's all bandylegged.  he can easily picture himself chomping on a tin can or a shoe.  a baseball shoe, retired.  any minute someone's going to come along & transfer him to a prepschool in the outer upper Andes.  this is it.  he's got to get this next out.  he's got to.

the next batter is a monster-at-large, a canon on the loose, the kid who ripped the shot past Henderson.  he has a legless parkbench for a bat.  his arms are definitely canons.  jesus christ!  Junior puts on his most grim gameface.  he pulls the bill of his cap so far down he might as well be on the set of The Treasure of Sierra Madre.  on that mound now he's one mean hombre.  the batter chokesup.  Junior windsup.  throws a really fast fastball.  the batter takes a cut so hard he spins round twice.  "steerike one!" ughs the ump.  Junior's got him now; you can sniff his fear.  it smells like...victory.  smiling wilily, reaching back & throwing all he's got into it, Junior blows another fastball at him.  the batter connects.  the ball swans up up up & out out out & swims away from the diving leftfielder foul!  0 & 2.  whew!  awreet!  applause storms in.  Junior relaxes; he gets his nerve back.  the next pitch, an uncurving curveball, the batter grounds hard to Robinson (first name:  James; nickname:  Jaz), the shortstop.  6-4-3!  Robinson to Sorenson to Anderson!  a beautiful textbook doubleplay!  yes yes yes yes!  the hometown crowd is absolutely bonkers.  the bullpen bench Coach Krunsch & the foxy sophomore are absolutely crackers.  two out.  two down.  two away.  one to go.  let's get this next guy!  all right all right all right. this guy can’t hit!  hey batter batter.  hey batter!  the bench sounds like a convention of jerrylewises.  the stands hubbub like the courtroom at a murder trial.  the cheerleaders come a-tumbling in mid-air, semaphoring insanely. trapeze artists from the cirque de soleilTM have nothing on them, boy.  

well, almost.  it seems that one of the trampolining songgirls didn’t quite round out a backflip & is being carried away on a stretcher, her tongue lizarding out of her mouth, her neck fully pretzeled.  the crowd are out of their heads, beside themselves; they barely even notice that the girl is turning purple.  "one more out!  one more out!" they mantra.  "one more out!"

Junior's pumped.  he's no goat.  he can do it.  his Mom just said so.  "you can do it, Junior," he heard her say.  "come on, ya sonofabitch!"  sonofabitch?  thinks Junior.  his mother's never even said "dang" in front of him before.  this is unbelievable.   what has gotten into her?  has she been drinking?

Junior looks over at the dugout.  the bench has their rallycaps on.  with their red hats backwards they look like escapees from a chaingang on Devils Island, French Guiana.  the cheery cheerleaders organize one last cheer:	Hollywood, Westwood, Southern Carolina--

	do you want some fine vagina?

	pep squad butts & pep squad tits,

	Junior Junior--this is it!  

	yeah team! yeah team!--watch that bunt!

	Junior you can lick some cunt

	for the first time in your life

	fuck me like a drunk housewife

	strike him out & get this win

	then perhaps you'll get some trim! 

	Jupiter Mars & holy Venus

	you want me to suck your penis?

	aren’t you tired of pulling it about?

	Junior Junior--get this OUT!



Junior has struck this guy out twice.  no problem.  just get this last out & ready yourself to be carried from the field on the victorious shoulders of your triumphant teammates, he tells himself.  one more out.  one more.  

Junior carefully fingers the seams of the rawhide & throws a strike for strike one.  but then on the very next pitch the batter squares around & bunts down the firstbaseline.  fielding!  yowsa!  Junior forgot all about it!  he hurriedly penguins towards the ball, picks it up with his bare hand, does a little crowhop, & hurls it straight over the head of the firstbaseman.  oh my god, he's forgotten that Anderson, Sanderson's backup, is shorter than the attention span of a child on RitalinTM.  shit! fuck! shit!  fuck!  fuck! fuck! fuck! shit-fuck! the batter's numinous royal blue helmet rounds first & popupslides into second as the rightfielder throws too late.  "oh no!" goes the now-querulous homecrowd, "oh no!"  

next up is the guy who lanced one to right for the double.  shoot!  Junior, who has been well coached by his ex-littleleaguecoaching father, decides to walk him in order to have a forceout at third base.  the inspissated visitors hiss as the boy takes first.  now its two down, man on first & second.  Junior's sure he's going to wet his baseballpants.  Junior's not sure but he thinks he might poop his baseballpants as well.  ball one: low & inside.  ball two:  high & outside.  ball three:  just missing the corner.

Pendleton wheeze-waddles out to the hill & plumps the baseball into Junior's pancaked glove.  

"All right, Junior?" he asks.

"fine."

"throw your knuckleball," Pendleton suggests.

“I don't have a knuckleball, Pendleton," Junior says.

"oh," Pendleton thinks aloud.  "Junior?"

"what?"

"good thing I didn't have the pudding yesterday, huh?"

"Pendleton?"

"yes, Junior?"

"get back behind the plate!"

"yes, Junior."

 Pendleton clink-clanks back the ninety feet & thumps his mitt.  the batter's smiling.  he's fucking laughing.  Junior's starting to wish that he himself had had the pudding, had taken a bath in it.  oh that's just nonsense!  he can do it!  Junior is not going to walk this sonofabitch.  he's not.

he doesn’t.  what he does do is bean the batter with the very next pitch.  bases loaded!  the tying run's at third.  the go-ahead run's at second.  Junior's in more trouble than when he accidentally started a major forest fire in the third grade by juxtaposing a can of kerosene & a box of Strike AnywhereTM matches.  help!  fire!  fire!  help!

before Coach Krunsch has a chance to sprint out to the mound & yank him, Junior throws an ebullient fastball to the next batter.  deja vu, it's another bunt!--again down the firstbaseline.  his only hope is to throw to first.  deja vu, Junior fires the ball even farther over the head of the hapless, hopelessly horizontally-challenged Anderson.  two runs score.  three runs score.  fuck fuck fuck.

of course now Coach Krunsch storms out to the mound & pulls him.  "nice going, LOSER!" he sneers & orders Junior to run twelve laps around the field while the game is still going on!

crestfallen isnt the word for it as Junior dons his fire engine warmupjacket & starts his laps.  no Romantic poet in the history of English Literature has known the dejection he feels.  not even the ones who had to deal with coming down from opium, having consumption, being perenially destitute, losing duels or drowning in picturesque Italian lakes.  no Ro-poet ever played prep school baseball.  no Ro-poet ever had to cope with the likes of Coach Krunsch & a depressingly diminutive firstbaseman, either.  

oh, it's not Anderson's fault, Junior magnanimously muses.  it's mine.   

this isn’t a metaphor anymore.  this is life. 

a wiser & a better boy takes a shower in the lockerroom that day, a boy who was savvy enough to run only two laps, say "fuck it," quit the j.v. team, & go home & practice guitar till his fingers fairly fucking bleed.  

*

anyway, loving Jenny (who now has also started to practice guitar till her fingers bleed) felt like soundtracks by Sonic Youth & Simon and Garfunkel playing simultaneously.  it felt like new snow, like a schmaltzy waltz.  it felt like we were constantly half-asleep in each other's arms & listening to Nick Drake pull his one-string lead on "The Thoughts of Mary Jane."   the lead that takes you on a lispy sojourn to the heavens:

	who can know the thoughts of Mary Jane

	where she's been & what she's seen

	on her journey to the stars?



& oh, I thought:  Jenny is my very mary jane. 

�





















bridge

�you're on top of the world & you can’t get any higher

on the three or four days a week I was called to substitute, I had taken to cruising over to Jenny's right after school.  she'd had a pocket-shreddingly sharp new lustrous gold key banded with blue rubber made for me & I'd wait upstairs in her room for her to get home from work so we could make tea, make love, & start working on songs.  sometimes, humming to himself & puttering around the kitchen, Walt would be home for a late lunch or Nastasha would have called in sick & I'd get a little weird vibe from them but for the most part the house was so big & I was so quiet, napping in Jen's massive bed or shifting lyrics around in my notebook, that I was sure they didn't care.  it was stupid for me to go all the way home to Santa Monica, then turn round & come back midtown, especially on those nights in which The Weird Sisters had practice.  

the week after Halloween, on the phone, McLeary had said he'd liked what he'd heard at the party but wanted to come by rehearsal a few times in order to get a better idea of what we were trying to do & to give him a clue as to what we would like him to do with us.

the first few times he came by McLeary didn't really say much.  just mm'ed & said "that one's quite nice" or "maybe if we put the bridge after the chorus instead of before" or "could you maybe try that one again" & twiddled the knobs on our amps & things.  once or twice he got on Walt's case about the tempos--which was good:  Jenny Rob & I had often bellyached amongst ourselves about the sometime shakiness of the beats, the way the songs would have a tendency to slow down noticibly & get heavy in a way that was not good.  ever the musical martinet, Jen was driven a little crazy by him. but she was too nice to speak up, I suppose, & besides, Walter was her landlord.  she wasn't gonna tell him his drumming sucked.

one night while McLeary was coaching Walter on making one of his tribal, tublugging beats more steady, & Jenny was using the loo, Rob & I ducked outside for a huggermugger & a smoke:

--so what do you think?  is he into it or what?

--McLeary? I said.  seems that way.  he's riding Walt a little about the tempos.  that's a good sign, don’t you think?

--yeah well, Rob exhaled, he'll get it down.

--hope so, I said.    

--when do we start?

--McLeary's gotta line on a studio for next week, he thinks.  some place in Hollywood where the B-52s, I think, did some stuff. I heard they did.  them or someone else.  

--a twenty-four track?

--uh huh.  should be good.

--awesome, Rob said, that's fucking awesome.

*

McLeary, to give you a catscan of his personality & some of his attributes, was:

	defensive

	curmudgeonly

	complainy

	arrogant

	a yeller

	never wrong

	a sanctimonious, hectoring vegetarian

	imperious

	almost deaf



yet he was also: 

	hopeful

	optimistic

	charming

	charismatic

	handsome, with long straight sandy brown hair flecked with gray

	obsessed with personal hygiene, especially toothbrushing, on 

	account of his teeth were already as craggy, nodose, & irregular as Stonehenge 

	like Jenny, a classically trained pianist

	majorly into The Beatles

	hilarious



one time after rehearsal we all went out to Swingers to grab a late bite.  I was chomping down orgasmically on a grossly juicy doublecheeseburger, trying hard not to oogle the stungunningly beautiful waitresses in their short dark blue pleated cheerleadery skirts & bowlingblouses, when McLeary suddenly said:

--would you eat snake, there, John?

--huh?

--would you eat skunk?

--sorry?

--would you eat cat?  would you eat dog?

--of course not.

--would you eat horse?  iguana?  porcupine?  would you eat bat?  would you eat rat?  would you eat a donkey if I set it on your plate?

--okay, McLeary.  I think I get your point, I said.

Rob, who'd ordered a thick chickenbreast, was laughing.

--I think he just swallowed your point, in fact.  hey:  how's your sprouts & lentils, there, McLeary?  pretty tasty?

--brilliant.  what of it?

--oh, nothing, Rob said, holding up a forkful of fowlflesh.  wanna bite of this?

--janey mack! McLeary ughed.  you Yanks.  disgustin'.

--uh, what do you mean? Walt, tearing into a sizzling porkchop, said.

he could be such the incredible dolt.

--what do I mean?  I'll tell ya what I mean, McLeary spluttered.  the whole big wide fuckin' whackin' world could be fed twice over on the land they spoil raisin' cattle & kine!  the amount of water it takes to produce one cow could be used to grow enough grain to feed five starvin' villages.  that's a fuckin' fact.

--really?  I said.

--yeah.  you're a big reader, right, John?

--sure, I said.  Jenny, will you pass the ketchup, please?  thanks.

--fuckin hell, McLeary said.  I'll give you somethin' to read, all right.  have you any idea how those animals you're eatin' are slaughtered?  have you?

--um, with guns? Rob ventured. 

--itsnottafuckin' joke, Robert, McLeary almost shouted.

--I'm sorry but I don't see anything wrong with eating animals, Rob said.  I mean, a chicken's just a vegetable with legs, if you ask me.

--jeez-in-a-manger!  McLeary said.  who did ask you?  you're fuckin' jokin' me, right?  

--well, yeah, Rob said.

--our bodies need meat, Walter said.  that's the way we're made.  we're carnivores.

--fuck's sake, McLeary said, I haven't had a piece of dead flesh in fifteen fuckin' years.

--you must be starvin', Rob said, imitating very poorly but nevertheless hilariously McLeary's accent--like he was doing a parody of George or Ringo maybe in A Hard Day's Night.

turning conspiratorially to Jenny McLeary said:

--Jenny-my-darling, I don't see you eating any of that stuff now, do I?

--no.

--there you are, havin' a salad, McLeary smugly said.  why's that?

--red meat's fattening, she said, reddening.  that's the only real reason why I don't...

--you people!  McLeary said.  I'll give you somethin' to read.  it's called "Anatomy of a Cheeseburger," & it'll turn your stomach, surely.  turn it the fuck away from eatin' meat, that's for certain.  

--I'll read it, I said.  lemme have it.  I'm openminded.

--tellin' ya, McLeary tsked.

--Jenny, you like meat, Walter said, giggling.  just not the kind they serve at a restaurant:  you know--a hot beef injection.

Jenny giggled with him.

--you're sick, Walt, I said. 

--not to change the subject or anything, Rob said, but how many songs are we gonna record?

--sorry?  McLeary said.

--he said "how many songs are we doing?" I said.

--ten.  twelve maybe, for good measure, McLeary offered.  or eleven.  see how it goes.

--for a demo?  Walt said.  that many?

--demo?  McLeary said.  who said anythin' about a bloody demo?

--McLeary doesn't do demos, I said.

--too fuckin' right, McLeary said, draining another cup of creamless coffee & waving the waitress over.  records.  this is a fuckin' record & a number one fuckin' record.  if you’re gonna take the time & trouble to get yourselves into a near state-of-the-art tiptop recordingstudio you may as well do it proper.  do it right.  right as rain.  you know that song by Tears for Fears called "Everybody Wants to Rule the World?"

--yeah, I said.

--well I wanna rule the world.  I do.  why not?  may as well be me as the next guy, know what I'm sayin'?

then he broke out a thick red toothbrush (at first I thought it was a flashlight) from the insidepocket of the well-faded burgundy corduroy collared Levi'sTM jacket that I very much coveted & started jabbing around in his mouth with it right there at the table.  the sound of the brushing was more like someone taking a shower. 

--I guess so, I said.

--McLeary, Rob snorted affectionately, what are you doing?

--cleanin' the teeth, McLeary said.  what do you think?don’t you brush up after meals, Robert?

--not, um, at the table.

nonplussed, McLeary tilted his head to one side.

--suit yourself.

then he took a big crunch of green onion stalk & smiled, his bad teeth dully gleaming.

--oh my god, McLeary, you are way too much, Rob said.

then I said:

--hey you guys, know what the Scather told me McLeary's nickname was?  the Scather told me that McLeary's nickname was "Right Here McLeary" on account of he's always going "right here!  right here!" whenever anyone breaks out a joint or some hash!

--he told you that, did he? McLeary laughed.

--yep.

--that's hilarious, Rob said.

--you guys are out of your minds, Jenny said.

--totally, Rob said.

Walter was fidgeting.

--hey, he said, back to the recording thing:  I thought this was just gonna be a demo of a couple of songs so we could get some club gigs--that's all.  no one said anything about making a record here.  exactly how much is this going to cost us, anyway, McLeary?

--he does have a point, Rob said.  we only booked four days.  how are you we gonna make a whole album in four days? 

--easy, McLeary said, streaming sugar for about, I swear to god, seven seconds into his coffeecup.  you'll see.

*

one time, in the middle of rehearsal, McLeary stood beside me concentratedly looking down at one of my effects pedals, a chorus pedal, this expensive turquoise job that made my guitar sound like the Vienna Boy's Choir or something.  he picked it up, scrutinized it, & hurled it across the room.

--useless!  McLeary said.

we all stopped playing.

--hey McLeary, I screamed, what are you doing?  I just bought that!

--well you shouldnt have!  he said & nonchalantly started twiddling something on the p.a.  

he was very nonchalant.

--useless! he repeated.

--it is now, Rob said.

--yeah, thanks a lot!  why the fuck'd you do that? I asked.

--shite!  flangers & chorus pedals.  analog delays & wah-wah fuckin'wahs.  gizmos.  gadgets.  pure jiggery-pokery.  you want to make your statement by putting your amp on & turning it up to eleven!  that's how you want to make your statement, mate.  simple as that.  put it on, turn it up.  well up.  that's what you want to do.

--yeah sure but did you have to...

--offensive, those things, McLeary stated.  bloody stupid.

--jeez, Rob said.  

*

as I've told you, McLeary did a lot of yelling.  there he'd be, going on & on about the unmitigated importance of something or other (& of course your astonishing-to-him ignorance of it)--just barking--& I would say:

--jeez McLeary!  you don’t have to yell, man.  I'm standing right here.

--I'm not yellin'! he yelled.  then, in a much lower sweeter voice, as if to emphasize the idea that he wasn’t yelling, had never yelled in his life, he'd say:

--all's I was tryin' to tell ya's was...

it was his voice that got you.  it wasn’t really Irish, though it had that softness; it wasn’t really Scottish, though there was a bit of a brogue in there; it wasn’t really English, though sometimes it seemed like he could be narrating one of those Hallmark Hall of FameTM plays or playing some butler or something.  it was nice though, a nice voice.  comforting, sometimes, & infectious.  it made you take like him & take him very seriously.  even more very seriously than how he sort of demanded you take him in the first place.  

when he talked to Jenny, making suggestions for alternate guitar lines & the la-la-la-la tone painting, as it were, she did when singing, it was as though he was wooing her.  it was really beautiful.  you could tell he really liked working with her.  I mean of course he liked working with her:  she could play around nineteen instruments & sing like a proverbial angel.



there's a world where I can go & I won't be afraid

--rolling?  Walter said. 

we were all set up in the main room at Tantamount Studios, Hollywood, the mikes in place, headphones on, instruments tuned, facing each other & ready to go.

--it means he's rolling the tape, I said probably far too impatiently.

--oh, Walter said.  ready?  

he clicked us off with his sticks:  one two three four.  

& we played the first song.

--all right, McLeary said when the song had ended & the sound of our amps had decrescendoed, let's try it again.  one more time, please, everyone.  with a little more feel this go-round.

--I thought that take was pretty good, Walter said & looked at Rob, who shrugged.

McLeary came to the front of the controlroom & smiled at us through the glass.

--let's just try it again, please, McLeary said.

--why? Walter said.  like I said:  I thought it was pretty good.

--well it wasn't.  actually, it was terrible, Walter, I said.

--let's just try it again, lads, McLeary said.

--ah gawd, all right, Walter said, tapping his kit, tuning the floortom, jimmying the highhat then leaning way back on the drumthrone.  Rob's bass grumbled & I rang out a couple of nervous chords.  on her guitar Jenny honked a little riff from the first chorus & we all settled down to take another take.

--you're doin' just fine, Walt, McLeary said.  let's just do another take.

& we did try it again.  & again.  & again.  twelve hundred & seventeen times.  well, of course not that many but a billion times, it seemed.  again & again & again & it still didn’t feel quite right.

 --Walter can't hack it, I said to McLeary when we went outside to gag some fags.  this is a disaster.

 --easy, John, McLeary said smoothly.  he'll get it.

 --sometimes I've gotta admit I'm a little leery of you McLeary, I said.  I really mean it.

 & he looked at me like he'd heard that pun seven-hundred times before. 

 --nonsense, he said.

*

if you've ever been inside a near-state-of-the-art twenty four track studio you'll know what I mean when I tell you it's comepletely bitchened.  lights of many colors concertina from the mixingboard console & boxes with knobages you-have-no-idea-what-they're-for-but-they-look-superimportant are everywhere you look.with all the electrical apparatus humming it's wombwarm & comforting.  there's a washingmachine kind of thing that has the two-inch reels of tape spinning & a rolling little R2D2 sort of guy the engineer sits punching buttons at.  a couch, normally, & some swivelchairs for the producer & engineer.  red black blue green chords spaghettiing from outboard gear & two, sometimes three, pair of you-have-never-heard-anything-so-angelic speakers--some smaller ones for monitors, some bigger ones when you want an egoboost from the quote-unqoute voice of god.  it's bitchened.  completely.

when we went back in to try another take of song 1, McLeary had us play one of our other songs, a faster one, to loosen us up.  

--sounded great!  McLeary WizzardofOzzed through the intercom.

--all right!  Walter said.  

--I recorded that, by the way, McLeary said.

--really? I said.

--yeah, he said.  brilliant.  let's go on to the next one.

--sure.  brilliant, I said in a phoney Beatle-y accent & looked at Jenny, who smiled.

McLeary said "brilliant" a lot.  it didn't necessarily mean brilliant brilliant, but that'll do nicely thank you very much that's quite good for now thankyou. 

at around two o'clock, when we'd managed to get the backing tracks for eight of the twelve songs, Walter said:

--well, that's it for me.  gotta work in the morning.

--um, I don't think we're quite done here, Walt, I said.

--McLeary, I have to take off, Walt shouted.

--well, this is the thing:  we're not quite done with what I wanted to finish tonight, Walter.  I was hopin' to track a couple more songs, McLeary said.  

--yeah-well, some of us have jobs.  & mortgages.

--drummers, I said.

--yeah-well, Walter said, check it out:  like, I'm sorry but it's getting really late & I gotta go.

just then the Scather showed up, exploding through the double padded doors of the controlroom.

--hey Sterling, I said, I didn't know you were coming down.

--positively!  Sterling said.  McLeary called me.  how's it going, kids?

--hi Sterling!  pretty well, Jenny said.  I think, that is.

--hey Mac, the Scather said, offering McLeary a MarlboroTM.  so:  you taking The Weird Sisters straight to the tippity-top?

--the toppermost of the poppermost! McLeary beamed.  

--Walter says he had to go, though, I tattled, & we still have four songs left to track.

--really?  Sterling said.  that's too bad.

--yeah-well, check it out:  I have to work in the morning, Walter said.  & can you guys put out those cigarettes?   I can’t stand...

--hey John, speaking of working, Sterling said, can you work for me on Sunday?  I have to do something.  remember that favor you owe me?  for when I drove you home that night?

--yeah, I said,  I'll work for you.  noon, right?  sure.  Saturday's our last day in the studio anyway.

--excellent.  so what are you guys going to do here, if Walter has to leave--overdubs or something?

--McLeary? Rob said.

--Sterling can drum, McLeary said.  I've seen him.

--the Scather?  Rob said.

--sure, McLeary said.

--hey I don't know if I can let someone..., Walter said.  I mean I have to pack up my drums & stuff.

--we'll do that for you, McLeary said.

--I don't know if I feel comfortable leaving...

--jesus Walter, I said, if you have to bail bail but if Sterling can cut the remaining tracks we ought to give him a shot.

--it's just that...

--never mind, the Scather said.

--I don't mean to be a dick but... Walter said.

--don't worry about it, the Scather said.

--hey, I'm worried about it!  just let him use your drums, Walt, I pleaded.  we have to get through...

--yeah why not? Rob said.  I'll pack them up for you.

--oh all right, Walter exhaled.  I can't make it to the studio tomorrow night, anyway:  Nastasha got tickets to see The Beach Boys at the Universal Ampitheatre & I promised her...

--The Beach Boys? I said.  you've gotta be fucking...

--check it out, Walt said, she's had them for ages &...

--you’re going to The Beach Boys instead of playing on your own goddam... I incredulously said.

--any road, McCleary refereed, then swiveled around to the Scather:  --any chance you know the songs, mate?

--I've heard them once or twice.  just let me go a couple of times through them & let's see what happens.

--see you later then, Walter, McLeary said.

--bye, Walt said.

Walt split.  we worked through a few numbers with the Scather.he kept the beat simple & steady &, miraculously, by six in the morning we had finished tracking the backing tracks--drums bass guitars--for twelve songs, an album.

not without a little help from our friend, however.

at around four the Scather in a sort of w.c.fields voice said:

--I don't know about you kids but I could do with a little bump, wah.  yay-ya-yes-siree. 

--huh? Rob said.

--I could do with one, McLeary said.

--a bump? Rob said.

--speed, the Scather said, breaking out a baggie of crystals the color of raw sugar.  the white lady.  the nasal rocket.  amphetamines.  anyone else care to dive in?

--oh no thanks, Jenny said.

--god I don't know, I said.

on the back of a clipboard Sterling laid out some lines of crystalline-white & proffered it to McLeary.

--"right here McLeary," Sterling said as McLeary snorkled a fat rail.  oh how I love it.  it's delicious!  won't you have a sip?

--I really don't know, man, I said.

--go ahead, John, Rob said.  I'll do some if you do some.

I gave Sterling an I-don't-know-what-to-do look.

--up to you, he said.

--oh all right, I said.  just a little one.

I jammed home a line.  Rob did too.  then McLeary did another one & the Scather batted clean-up & hoovered two.

--excellent! the Scather said.  now let's burn.  the rest of the tracks should be no problem.

--janey mack! McLeary said, rubbing his now-running nose, that's not half bad.

--I'm floating, I said.

--all right! the Scather said.  let's get back to work!

--you guys, Jenny remonstrated.  I think I'd better have some coffee.

--you'd better snort some, Rob said.  

--that was special of Walter, by the way, to let me play his drums, the Scather said sarcastically.

--he is special, I said.

--special education, Rob said.  let's track all the songs with Sterling drumming!

--hey, the Scather said & indicated Rob, I like this guy!

--that wasn't very nice, you guys, Jenny said, but you could tell she thought it was accurate.

--I think we may have to kick him out, I said.

--drummers, McLeary said, they always get the old heave-ho.

& after that everything went a sort of million miles & the next thing I knew I was loading all our gear into my car, the sky all pink as the sun came up.  

*

lest you get all feeling sorry for Walter, reader, who, as I imagine you've gathered, is going to get kicked out of The Weird Sisters, think of this:  in three or four years time he'll hardly remember the name of the band he made a half a record with.  hell, he'll probably hardly even remember that he used to play the drums.  let's face it:  Walter is bourgeois as fuck.  he's a whiner & not very bright talented artistic or fun.  a conventional narrow trivial person & not exactly a human metronome, if you know what I mean.  it's a hard gig, being a drummer:  no one respects your opinion, people make up jokes about you all the time, & your equipment is heavy & takes a lot of sweat to assemble.  it's like an Erector SetTM that's made of barbells.  drums are pretty when theyre set up all spangly-sparkly but it's a prodigious bitch to get them to that stage.  every time.  plus, there's only around five drummers in the whole wide world who are worth anything.  

lindarondstat used to say that if she ever found a drummer who was really a drummer, she'd marry him.  well she ain't married yet, is she?!  & that was thiry some odd years ago or something that she said that.  

what do you call someone who hangs around with musicians?  

	a drummer.

how do you know there's a drummer at the door?

	the knocks speed up.

what do you call a drummer without a girlfriend?

	homeless.

that sort of thing.   

*

on Saturday morning, having spent yet another night at Jen's, I woke up early but then went straight back to sleep.  McLeary didn’t want to start our last day in the studio until 1 pm because there was the possibilty that we'd be there all night, mixing the record.  at about noon I stumbled downstairs to the kitchen, fully groggy & ready for much coffee.  I could hear Jenny & Nastasha talking in the kitchen by the time I got to the livingroom.  I stopped right before I got around the corner. 

--so, you & John seem to be quite an item, Nastasha said.

--um-hm, Jenny said in her quote-unquote I'm blushing voice.

--you've been kinda almost-like inseparable or whatever. 

--I suppose, Jenny said. 

--although...  I don't know...

--what?

--nothing.

--what?

--it's just that...  well, it just doesn’t seem like he's... like he's, well, a very good catch.

--he's a catch, Jenny said softly.

--Jenny, Nastasha said, her voice going all low & serious, he's not even a good throw!  I'm sorry to have to say it but it's just how I feel.  I mean, he's just, like, a sub & he doesn’t seem to have much more ambition than to be in a band &...  I don't know.  I shouldn't say anything.  it's none of my business.

you’re goddam fucking right it's none of your business, I thought.  how much longer was I going to stand there?  when was I going to stop evesdropping (occasionally, occasionally) on people?  how much longer was Jenny going to stand there?

--it's not like I have anything against him, Nastasha continued, it's just that he comes over here &, like, just waits for you to come home.  he's out of school by, like, two o'clock.  it's like he practically lives here.  he just waits for you--like some kind of pet. 

--that's not fair, Jenny said.  it's too far for him to...

--well anyway, I just think you could...  that you could do better, that's all.

better? I thought-screamed.  as in you had better shut the fuck up right now Nastasha before I...

--I think he's really amazing, Jenny said at last.  he has some amazing qualities.  he's really dedicated to being an artist.  I admire that.

--maybe, Nasty said, but he's hardly...  come on, Jenny, you yourself said that he wasn’t your type, if I recall correctly.  I distinctly remember you saying that.  I distinctly remember that...

--hi you guys, I frothed, coming into the kitchen at last.  is there any coffee?  I woke up early but I must have dozed back off.

--John!  Jenny said.

--see you later, Nastasha said & went into the livingroom.  I have to meet Walter.

--bye, Jenny said.

--oh, by the way, I got you guys a show at USC, I think, Nastasha said.  this daytime festival they're having.  my brother goes there & he's involved in student events or something.  I'm supposed to talk to him about it today or tomorrow.

--really? that's terrific, Nastasha! Jenny said.

--yeah, I'll find out & tell you about it later, Nastasha said & went out the front door.

--have a nice chat with Nasty?  I asked.

--not particularly.

--yeah I guess, I said, all peevish & stuff.

--what? she said.

--oh nothing, I said.

I walked over to the stove, toggled one of the knobs, sifted amongst the kitchen midden & plucked down a purple potholder.

--here, I said, catch.

--John.

--I think I'll go home now, I said.

--John, we have to go to the studio.

--what were you doing listening to her spew that spew? I said.

--John...

--huh? I demanded.

--what were you doing listening to us?

had me there.

--you're too sensitive, she said.  don't mind Nastasha.  she's an idiot.

--I know that, but why didn’t you...

--stick up for you?  is that it?

--well yeah, I said.  well of course, actually.  I mean, come on:  how could you just sit there & listen to that absolute barrage of...

--you’re too sensitve, she said again.

--& you’re too not.

--seriously, John, if I'd said anything, would it have made any difference?  Nastasha's gonna think what she's gonna think & say what she wants to say.  people never change.  they never do.  they're, like, relentlessly themselves.  whether I'd told her to shut up or agreed with her wholeheartedly wouldn’t have made one bit of difference.  she's a moron.

--yes it would, I protested.

--no it wouldn't.

--to me it would have, I said, hanging fire.  it would have made a difference to me.

--I don't want to have this fight, Jenny said.  I really don't.

--oh like I do, I said.  are you thinking I'm enjoying this?  like this is my idea of a good way to spent a Saturday morning?  I'm going home.  see you later.

--John, don't be this way.  we have to be at the studio in an hour.  come back upstairs.  just because I'm in love with you doesn't mean...

--you're what?

--in love with you.

--oh I love you too, Jen.  I really do, I said.

--will you just come back upstairs, please?

& I nodded my head yes.



it's in the way she talks & in the way she walks

I was having some trouble unhooking the bra of Sarah-Who-Hates me.

--here, she said & gingerly reached behind herself, shimmying out of the white, lightly padded job that held her pert pearish breasts.  then she pressed herself towards my parsed & incredulous mouth.

this really happened!  I am not kidding you this time.

here's how:

on the Sunday the Scather asked me to cover his shift at Finyl Vinyl, Sarah--in cowboyboots & short tight black skirt, the obligatory bellybuttonshow peeping from her shimmering ice-blue sexy polyester shirt, open pea-green peacoat, black hair tinged red as the light on the top of an ambulance--blew into the shop at around quarter to five.

--hello, I said.

inveterate prevaricator.

--there's no Sterling today, I continued.  he asked me to work for him.

--fuck, she said tightly & put a cigarette between her teeth. 

--what's the matter?

--double fuck, she said.  my car.  there's something fucked in the fucking fucker, & I don't know what the fuck it fucking is.  I mean, fuck it:  it's fucking fucked.

--what exactly?

--don't know, she said, stamping her foot & puffing smoke bluely.  the fucked-up fucking thing won't fucking start.

--oh.

she treated me to a look that suggested "I go to all this trouble to give you this great big explanation, & you don't even know what to tell me--thanks a lot!"

I don't know, maybe it was the frequency with which she was using my favorite word--& in such an inspiring ferocious creative alliterative way--but I was starting to wonder what it would be like to sleep with her.  with her thick hair all pinned & bunned with willowy wisps winding down her temples, she looked a lot like harrietwheeler, the wowsome girl from that band The Sundays. naturally, I declined to point it out to Sarah herself.  I'd been schooled & proper by the whole Betty Blue incident.  

reaching for something more to say, I continued:

--I have some jumpercables.

--the fuck good those gonna do? she said, jetting smoke right past my face.

--well, I said, firing up a chet myself & puffing right back at her, if your fucking car won’t fucking start, then maybe your battery's fucking fucked.

--oh, she said.

--Tim, the guy who comes in after Sterling, is coming in about five minutes.  can you wait?

she gave a look now of "like, what the fuck else do you think I'm gonna do?"

--oh, I said, stabbing out my cigarette.  right.  hang out, then.  just, like, um, you know...  he should be here any minute...  um, do you have another cigarette?

--you just put out one that wasn’t even halfway smoked, she said.

--oh. huh.

--here, she said, getting all exasperated.  if you absolutely must.  I only have, like, ten left.

--thanks, I said. do you wanna hear anything?

--yeah, she said:  the sound of my engine whirring.

--I meant a record, I said sythetically & looked at her somewhat askance.  I've been listening to The Velvet Underground all day long & I'm sick of them, kinda.  I mean, I love them & everything but there's only so many times I can listen to "Femme Fatale," you know?

--I know what you meant, she said.  fuck, I don't know.  I don't come in here to listen to fucking records.  I have everything I need at home.

fucking snob.  boy was she ever getting on my nards.

--why do you come in, then?  is it just to listen to the Scather cut down the customers--like everybody else?

--he hates that name, by the way, Sarah said.

--no he doesn't, I said.  he loves it.

--hates it, she said & looked around at the walls like they'd been painted with the fecal matter of a small army of children or a den of energetic idiots.  I can't believe I used to work here.  when are they gonna get some new posters in here?  I'm fucking sick of looking at these ones, that's for fucking sure.

--"these," I said sententiously.

--what? 

she was practically expectorating.

--these, I said.  it's not "these ones,"; it's "these."  the "ones" is implicit.

--imwhatfuckingever, she said.  what are you doing working for Sterling, anyways?

I was starting to get more than a little pissed.

--what do you care? I animadverted.

--touchy, touchy, she said.  I'm just asking.  jesus.

--what did you do to your hair?  it's redder.  more red.

--I simply loathe personal comments, she said, patting smooth her longish bangs.

--it wasn’t a remark, I said.  it was a question.

--well it sounded like a remark.  I fucking hate those.  those ones--ha ha.  where's that guy, anyway?  what's-his-fuck--Bobby.

--Tim.

--yeah, him.

--he'll be here.

--he looks more like a fucking Bobby.

--well he's not a fucking Bobby, I said, he's a fucking Tim.  his fucking name is fucking Tim.  speak of the devil:  here he is.

in came Tim:  this hulking smiley rockabilly dandy with a fully oiled pompador, rolled-up LevisTM, & an elvispresley fetish of the first order.  you practically expected him to say "a-one, a-two, a-one two three four" out of the side of his mouth every time he opened it.  he could have gotten a job in Vegas, easy.

--hey Tim, I said.  Fucking Tim, Sarah here was just calling you.

--was not, Sarah said.

--hey, I like that, said Tim:  "Fucking Tim." I like that a lot.  I think I'll just go by that from now on.  people will be all:  "where the fuck is Fucking Tim?"  "here comes Fucking Tim!"  "do you believe how much Fucking Tim drank last night?  gallons, dude!"  stuff like that.  you know.

--sure, I half laughed.  yeah.

whatta dufus!

--whatever, Sarah said.  can we go now, or what?

--sure, I said.  see you later, Tim.  Fucking Tim.

& Sarah-Who-Hates-Me smiled--I swear--for the first time ever.�





















verse

�please please baby lemonade

we walked to her car, a  beatup, bloody mary-colored MG MidgetTM convertible with a tatterdemalian black top.  Melrose was still humming with tourists & trendoids heading for trendoid bars & eateries, sauntering Valleyfolk & mohican derilects in the doorways of the odd vacant store who--hello!--hadn’t yet realized that punk was over about fifteen years ago.  it was the full Sundaynight mardi gras par excellance.

--so, I said, it won’t start, huh?

--a-duh, she said.

--you don’t have to be such a megabitch all the time, you know.

--”I know.

--so why are you, then?

--”I don’t know, she said.  how the fuck should I know?  fuck a duck.  where's your car, anyway?  I thought you said you had jumpercables.

--I do.  I'm getting them.  okay?

by way of answer she raised her nose.  it was a good thing it was small & thin & acquiline, I thought:  that way it'd be easier for her to look down it, if you know what I mean.

 I cut down an alleyway & made for my car.  it wasn’t far.  I thought about getting in it & motoring straight away from there & Sarah-Who-Hated-Me.  but no, I revved round the corner, turned round, & met Sarah's MGTM head on.  got the cables out of the back & popped the hoods on my, then her, car.

--hurry up, please, she said.

--what's the matter with you?

--I'm just want to...

--no, I said, I meant what's the matter with you that you said "please"?

--oh please fuck off, she said.  you think you're so clever.

--I am clever.  I am much clever.  where do you have to be, anyways? 

 --nowhere.

 --all right then, don’t rush me.  please?throwing her pretty nose into the air once more, Sarah turned her back on me & faced the storefronts.

 --excuse me, sir, Sarah abruptly said to a short-haired, quite possibly lesbian woman who was passing by just then.  do you have the time, by any chance?

 in response the woman made a face like a stuntman who's been karatekicked in the stomach just after a long lunchbreak.

 --thank you so very much, Sarah carped at her.  jeez, why are people such assholes, I always wonder.  I mean really.

 --um, I said, maybe because that woman didn’t exactly relish being referred to as a "sir."  no wonder you get along with the Scather so well.

--she was a man.  she was.  she might as well have been:  her beard was fucking thicker than yours.

 --I simply loathe personal comments, I said.

--hey, she said, no mocking.  I hate mocking of any sort.

--oh all right, I said.  but you're such a good sport about it.

 out came her tongue from behind lips so red it seemed like they were bleeding.

 --just fix it, brainiac, she said.

 the swish of mad traffic being what it was (at night, people in Los Angeles marioandretti around like you wouldn’t believe, I think to make up for the fact that, during the day, they can’t drive very fast on account of all the congestion), I carefully stuck as close to our two cars as I could.  I clamped down the negative blacks first, then rigged the positive reds.  some sparks fourth-of-julyed from her battery.  I couldn’t remember if that was good or bad.  then I asked Sarah-Who-Hated-Me to let-me-see her keys & tried to get the engine turning over.

no go, as more cars rocked past, dangerously close.

--fuck, I said.

--fuck, she said.

--I'm sorry, I said.  that's a drag.  

--telling me, she said.

--I can give you a ride, I said.  unless you live in the Valley or somewhere.

--like fuck I'd live in the Valley.  can’t you fix it? she now-girlishly whined.

--I'm not exactly car guy, obviously.

--obviously, she sneeringly sneered.  fuck it, then.  sure I'll take a ride.  I don’t live very far away.  whatever.  just my luck.  fuck a duck--i'll deal with it tomorrow.  

--fuck, she added by way of a full stop, making it into not just a fourletter but a four syllable word.

--Sarah? I said as we got into my car.  do you mind if I ask you something?

--yeah?

--how come you hate me so much?  I mean...

--I don’t hate you.

--you don’t? I said.

--I despise you, but I don’t hate you.  I don’t hate anybody.

--that's what incorrigible haters always say.

--maybe, she said.

--but how come, I continued, I mean what did I ever do to you, for instance.

--um, you existed, she said.  I don’t know.  I just don’t like you.

--hm.  it must just be sheer sexual frustration, then.

--yeah right.

--seriously.

--sexual frustration? she very much snorted.  that's a laugh.  hardly.

--yeah well, I said all blithe.

--fuck you, she said, sort of laughing.

--all right, I said.

--you wish, she parried.

when we pulled up in front of her apartment at the corner of Curson & Willoughby she said:

--do you wanna come in for awhile?  I have coffee.

--uh, sure, I more-than-baffled said.

she lived upstairs in an immaculate one bedroom.  cherry hardwood floors.  a balcony.  fru-fru diaphonous curtains billowing.  an undusted coffee table with artbooks & wax from unextinguished candles.  incense smell still lingering.  computer.  cat. catsmell.  smell of cat.  polkadot loveseat.  televison, stereo.  wall of records.  mounted posters of robertsmith, pattismith, The Smiths.  Japanese prints, family pictures, a whorling lavalamp, a wroughtiron sculpture of dubious merit.  

looking around, I thought hmm, that's weird:  a nymphomaniac's place looks just about like everybody else's place.  

the sunflower-faced azure-eyed kittycat dove under a florid armchair when I bent to pick it up.

--hates men, basically, Sarah said.

--but of course, I said.  mind if I use the bathroom?

--second door on the left.  i'll be right back, she said & went to the kitchen.

--thanks, I said & went down the hall.  near the john was an arched cubbyhole loaded with Jesus & Virgin Mary paraphrenalia--glow-in-the-dark crucifixes, saintly candles, & a couple of really hideous bleeding christfaces of obvious Hispanic provenance, the thorns going in good & deep, the eyes huge & blinding white above handlebar moustaches.  & jesus, I thought, would ya look at that gilded Virgin Mary--it's covered in fake fur!       when I finished pissing I went back out to the livingroom & sat on the love seat.  Sarah was still banging & chuffing around the kitchen.  I heard the hiss of an espressomaker getting going.  

about ten minutes later she came out with two delft cups & a tiny dainty pale blue pitcher on a platter.  when she set it down some chrysanthemums--plump pinks & whites--in a small clear bowl bobbed a little.  then, wedgeing a half moon of slender lemon onto each cup's rim she poured out the coffee, hot brownly foamy & industrially strong.  there were some flaxen or burlapsack-colored English biscuits & some oblongs of unbelieveable chocolate.  suddenly I realized:  she's going to poison me!  

okay okay, I figured, if she's going to poison me, at least it won’t taste bad; before I went rolling & writhing around on her cherry hardwood floor, clutching my turning-blue-turning neck, spasming grandly & reciting the major soliloquies in fucking Hamlet or something, I would at least have a nice taste in my mouth as I died in mythopoeic agony.

she got up & went back into the kitchen.  brought back a milkwhite bowl of strawberries that swum in cream.  pink cream.  hmmm.  maybe I wasn’t being poisoned.  maybe I wasn’t being poisoned at all; maybe she was just playing some practicaljoke & serving me fertilizer-filled strawberries in a bowl of Strawberry QuickTM.  that seemed more probable.  but wait, I thought to myself, this is a girl who has no sense of humor!  no sense of humor at all.  a girl humorless.  those strawberries have got to be safe.  they look too good.  I popped one super-dripping one into my mouth.  it tasted insane.

her insolent violet eyes (the irises rimmed--perfectly circled--with a harder darker deeper blue) regarded me before--beyond suggestively, lemme tell ya--she held one of the plumper, more pickle-like & infinitely phallic fruits up to her nastashakinski lips & took it in with a slow cinematic puckery smack.  (could she be serious?)

all the while looking straight into my eyes, too.

my eyes?

my god.  

what was this beautiful witch-psychopath mega-enigma playing at?

one thing I thought right then was:  if she's such the nyphomaniac, if she's so inveterately horny, of course she won’t mind if I kiss her right now.

& yet, what if she doesn’t want me to?  

what if I'm the one guy in the entire universe this nympho doesn't want?  the one guy she'd go "um, no thanks, okay?" about.how humiliating would that be?  much.  that would be voluminously unhandleable:  shut down turned down deflected denied & quote-unquote given the Heisman by the girl who'll practically be with anybody:

she got up & flew over to the wall of records & asked me if there was anything I particularly wanted to hear.

I was about to tell her I didn’t give a rat's crap what she played when she had a sydbarrett record out of its clear sleeve & onto the turntable.  the needle dribbled onto the first cut, which skrieked like a cat being stepped on by a lumbering giant or goat.  then, turning round after she'd poufed-out her hair like winonaryder at the end of Heathers, she made this face that seemed to lower her eyes three inches & raise her eyebrows about the same.  oh my god my god my god:  she looked just like Syd Barrett!  she's doing an imitation of the Pink Floyd madcap.  this girl is out of her fucking mind!  is this girl out of her mind or what?

then she started to singalong, pantomining as well.

if you're thinking that right about now I was looking around for the Candid Camera camera you're absolutely right.  

what bizarreness next?  a bellydance?  a breakdance?  a bellydance that broke into a breakdance?  a recitation of The Medea?  she certainly was some sort of Medusa, though an extremely extremely attractive one.  would some sort of small furry teeth-baring animal burst from one of the stereospeakers & affix itself to my neck?  would a rainbow of horrors emanate from behind one of the curtains?  had the former owner of one of the cedar boxes on her bookshelves been Pandora herself?  likely.

--did you put some LSD in my espresso, Sarah? I asked kiddingly, hoping she'd stop doing the sydbarrett imitation & come back to the love seat. 

--I don’t think so, she laughed. 

--I'm merely asking for information's sake, I told her.  I think I'm starting to see things.  like for instance that you were just imitating sydbarrett a minute ago.  has The Scather seen that one?   it's a pretty darn good imitation.

--oh yeah? she said & sat beside me.  you're starting to see things?  what sorts of things are you starting to see?

--all sorts, I said half-ominously, then laughed.  yeah.  I'm starting to wonder things too.

--oh yeah?  like what?

--like what it would be like to kiss you.

--you are?

--yes.

I could feel my voice getting huskier & phonier by the second, taking on the smooth, mannered tone of a goddam standard by raycharles or something.

interestingly, the sort of oozing falderol that you'd assume would never work on a hardcase like Sarah fucking melted her, it seemed, like a popsicle vs. a sunny summer sidewalk.

--I think you are one of the prettiest girls I've ever known.

--you’re just saying that.

--I'm not just saying that.  really. 

--I don’t know, she softly said.

Sarah got all demure & deep-within herself, as far as I could tell.

--that's really very sweet of you.  but you have a girlfriend, don’t you?  that girl in your band.

--yeah well, she's... um... you know...

--Sterling told me.

--well, I don’t know... I mean, she's...   we're...  how can I put this?

--it doesn’t matter.

--huh?

--you don’t have to take me out.

pause.

--I just want to sleep with you, she said.

--you do?

--uh-huh.  I think so.  kiss me first.

--okay, I said.

reader, I know what you're wondering.  

"what about Jenny, your girlfriend," you're probably wondering--"huh, Bub, what about her?"  

I'm glad someone was thinking of her at this moment cause god knows I wasn’t.  I don’t mean to sound flippant or anything but come on:  no guy would be.  well, maybe a guy with morals, or something like that, but not this guy.  not me.  

she was too sexy.  forget it:  I never had a chance.

her peagreen peacoat had dropped to the floor like a runaway curtain a long time ago.  now her silvery-shimmery shirt was dropping.  she moved closer. 

--here, she said, & gingerly reaching behind herself, etc., like I was telling you at the beginning of this chapter

straddling me, skirt hiked up & pink silk panties doffed in a jiff, she, like I said, helped out with the bra, then sort of got into a trackstar or football lineman position & got my cock right out of my jeans.  it was already as thick as it could get without help from a heavyweight penile-implant specialist. 

wet as fuck, she had me in her almost instantly.

now don’t think I think I'm some innocent victim here.  

I know for a fact that I was a guilty victim.

oh I am so sorry Jenny, I remember thinking for a nanosecond, but this feels too insanely good.  

so blah blah blah we started fucking.  you didn’t think I was going to give you the total softporn play-by-play, did you?  I thought not.

after I'd been up & in, as it were, for a few velvety minutes, she slurped off of me & got down on all fours & said:

--now I want you to take me from behind.

--okay, I breathed.

now fucking girls from behind is one of my very favorite things.  that & fucking girls from the not-behind.  but the utter weirdosity of the situation was starting to sink in like a shotput in quickmud.

we got down on the floor for awhile.  then Sarah pulled me out of her & said:

--come into my bedroom.

by the hand she led me; my pants were accordianed around my ankles now so I sort of penguined along behind her.   

--Sarah, I said when she'd lain back & had her arms around my neck, I'm not sure this is a very good idea.

I might as well have told her that sydbarrett was overrated, she herself wasn’t a great fuck, & that some people from a cult were coming to take me away & I'd better get ready.

--what? she clucked optatively .  of course it's a good idea.

--I just don’t think I should...

she sat up abruptly.

--so you're not fucking into... this.  what's the fucking matter?

scrounging for something to say, I went:

--Sarah, I'm really sorry.  I can’t do this; I really can’t.  I think you're so beautiful.  you are.  really, you are.  you have no idea how much attracted to you I am.  it's just that I don’t think it's a very cool thing for me to do to Jenny, is all.  you know.

--no, I don’t know.  are you going to fuck me, or what?

--I'd better go.

--fine.  bye.

--I'm sorry, I...

--goodbye, she said.

*

on the drive home, with the radio on just barely, I wondered:  had I really cheated?  what were the technicalities?  what were the perameters & definitions, the facts?  

exhibit one:  admittedly, I had played tonsil hockey with Sarah.  full-rink tonsil hockey.  exhibit two:  I had placed my hands on her impossibly delectable beautiful breasts.  yes.  I had.  I had absolutely placed them.  & then moved them around, those hands, those breasts.  I had placed my mouth on her breasts & flicked nipples therein with ravenous lapping slurping nibbling canine-ish abandon (the metaphor being apt, men--me especially, I well knew--being the quote-unquote dogs that they are).  exhibit three:  I had inserted penis A into vagina B.  okay.  all right.  yes I had but I had not squirted semen of any kind into said vagina.  seminal fluid in abundance, perhaps, but decidedly no semen.  surely that was significant, the not squirting semen of any kind.  surely that counted for something.  surely.  

did this constitute actual sexual congress & hence unmitigated cheating, or was this just a half-cheat a screw-up a snafu a minor lapse/silly mistake of the understandable/i'll-never-do-it-again variety?  

oh who was I kidding?

uh, me, that's who.  I was guilty guilty guilty.

think of something else.

all right--what?

the record.  oh yes:  that.  I inserted the cassette of mixes McLeary'd made me that morning at 4 am.  what a curious combo of elation & mortification I felt when I started ruminating about what my band had just achieved.  my band had made a record.  I had made a record.  & yeah, you might be thinking, anyone can do that these days.  you & what army.  you can't swing a dead cat without hitting someone who was/is/will be in a band that's made a goddam album.  so what?

& yet what we'd made, I was starting to realize, was, in all modesty, really really good.  wasn’t it?  I thought so.  but then of course I was extremely biased.

when I pulled up behind my apartment, I rewound the tape &, despite my utterly hallucinogenic exhaustion, for 43 minutes & some-odd seconds listened to the record once again, top-to-bottom.  & I thought:  I had (with McLeary's invaluable help) led three people (plus the Scather) to create something out of nothing.  we had made melodies guitarscrees & other interesting noises bridges choruses beats breaks & harmonies out of nothing.  that was the weird thing.  the songs I'd written with Jenny now existed on a two-inch tape that had been mixed down to a quarter inch tape that would be used to make artifacts that people might purchase, listen to, & maybe even really enjoy.  someone like me might be consoled to hear lyrics about concerns that people like us had every day.  they might know that someone else out there thought exactly the was they did:  that relationships were a puzzle with many pieces missing, break-ups were not smooth, words could be strung together in ways that seemed like nonsense but actually weren’t, & getting over a lost love was one of the most potentially significantly grown-up & difficult things you could do.

it didn’t matter that that was what nearly every non-political songwriter wrote about.  it didn’t matter at all.  what we had made was ours.  a statement.  a portrait of where we were as a band at the time.  no huge deal on a world wide scale, but something that was incomparably important to me, at least.  me, solipsistic me.

that was surely something, wasn’t it--to make something out of nothing?  

wasn’t it?  

wasn’t it?

sure.

but then I started thinking about Jen & what I'd just perpetrated & I started feeling super bad again.

have you ever cheated on someone, reader?  do you know what I'm sayin', as the saying goes?  I hope not.  



I'm not the kind that likes to tell you just what you want me to

Jaz was at the computer.  Sundaynights he usually had off.  much marijuana & some New Order was in the air.

--hey Jaz, I said.

--oh, hey, he said somewhat dispiritedly I thought, breathing out a hit from The Hookah.  havent seen you in a while.

--yeah, I said, I’ve been staying at Jenny's.  plus we finished making the record.

--great, he said.

--are you okay?  how's the writing going?  you sound kinda down.  depressed.  you wanna play rock/paper/scissors up to a hundred, or something?  some NerfballTM? 

--me? he said distractedly, nah.  I'm not depressed.  I don’t "do" depression.  depression bums me out.

--yeah I know, I laughed.  I never see you get bummed out.  you should try it sometime; it's fun.  it's just right now you really do seem kinda...

--I'm fine, okay?

--okay, I said.  just asking.

--thanks, he said equally crossly, & went back to typing.

I refrained from telling him what a time I'd been having.  good & bad.  especially with Sarah.

*

in the morning, another Monday, by 7:45, there was no call for me to work.  so at 7:46 I took the initiative & rang the LA Unified sub pool switchboard myself in order to inquire whether the assignments had all gone out, even the dreaded junior high school ones.  nothing doing; the regular teachers, those fuckers, must be saving their sickdays for the upcoming holidays, I thought.  oh well what the fuck's another day of not-work, I also thought.  when I got up at last in a groggy muddle & sort of wallbounced out to the kitchen to burn some coffee, there was Jaz at his computer again, snapping some plutonium-weed through the bong, laboring away, the pitter-patter of his typing apeing the gentle plash of rainfall outside.

Jaz'd made java, so I helped myself to a dreggy cup & sat down on the livingroom lawnchair, hoping not to collect my thoughts.  because if I collected my thoughts, I'd think about the Sarah debacle & the repercussions of missing yet another day of being paid to scream at the youths of America.  substituting's an all-round Catch-22.  it's a piece of cake, & yet it's, as I've tried earlier to illustrate, an ultrabummer.  it's great to be able to take off work whenever you want to, but when you're broke, totally tapped & looking at eating ungarnished pasta till the end of the month, it's a complete shambles.  dreamy rainy days like today were all right to have off, but if you can’t really afford to do anything fun like go to the movies, shop for records & books, or purchase a couple of whipcreamy strippers, what's the point?

just kidding about the strippers.

I didn’t feel like doing anything anyway.  I didn’t feel like reading writing playing guitar or going out to a breakfast--at least not the sort of breakfast I could currently afford going out to (greasy, cheap, gas-inducing, non-nutricious).  I didn’t feel like masturbating drinking (drinking?  this early?  could I even be the sort of person who could consider morningdrinking?) talking on the phone or watching television.  cleaning my room writing letters or listening to music.  nothing.  what remained to do?  ah, smoking a record-breaking number of cigarettes & staring at the ceiling?!   no, there had to be something more in life.  there had to be.

--Jaz, I said, wanna take a break &...

--& play some NerfTM?  all right.

just as we were getting going with me pitching like I liked to, the phone rang.  I picked it up.  The Scather's laughter blasted out of it.

--Sterling? I said.  what are you doing up this early?more laughing.

--did I think something hilarious & you read my mind, perhaps? I said.

--no, he sniggered, but you've apparently done something hilarious.  Sarah told me you gave her a terrific ride home last night.

--uh, we're about to play a very important game here.  can I call you back?

--sure, he schoolgirl-giggled again.  & thanks for working for me yesterday.  I mean it. 

--sure, I said.  bye.

I could hear him tittering as I put down the phone.

--fuck! I said out loud.

--what's the matter? Jaz said.

--fucking Sarah told fucking Sterling that I fucking slept with her!

--what! Jaz said.  the Betty Blue Sarah?  the one who hates you?

--yeah.

now Jaz was laughing.

--& did you? he asked.

--technically, or...  just theoretically?

now he was really laughing.

--both, I guess.

--oh my god.

--yeah, let's not talk about it.  batter up.

I lobbed a few practicepitches at him, some real taters that he slammed against the wall behind me.

--all right, I said, ready?

--sure.

I opened up with a screwball that Jaz took a walloping cut at & missed for strike one.

--nice pitch, Jaz said.  so are you going to tell Jenny?

winding up, I said:

--I don’t know.  I mean...

--I hear you.  this is sort of a moral forkball, if you know what I mean.

--I can’t tell her, I said, throwing a fastball high & away for ball one.  she'll kill me.

--she'll bail out on the band, is what you’re afraid of, Jaz ventured.

--don’t say that, I said.  god!

I threw a knuckleball that plummeted two feet before it got to the plate (i.e. the vinyl version of R.E.M.'s Murmur).

--ball two, Jaz said.  & yet if you don’t tell her & she finds out somehow...

--I'm fucked.

--precisely.

--I didn’t scrog her completely, you know.  I got all guilt-ridden or scared or I-don’t-know-what & stopped mid-fuck.

--insane!  

--strike two, I said, outfoxing Jaz with a histrionic change-up.

Jaz was laughing again.  it miffed me a little.  I wound up bigtime & whooshed a fastball straight down the pipe--which he fouled off.

--two & two, Jaz said.  seriously:  what do you think you're going to do, John?  there's sure to be a bit of a kerfuffle.

--I know.  I know.  could we please just not talk about it?  I feel guilty as hell.  I mean, I don’t mean to get all hemmingway on you or anything, but talking about it's not going to do anything, you know.

--I guess not.

--I mean, it was like I didn’t have a chance:  she was just beyond seductive.

--as far as being simultaneously in absolute hate with you & seducing you goes, right?

--I guess, I murmured.  

I threw one away for ball three.

--the way I see it, you should tell her.

--Jenny?

--who else did you think I meant--your mom?

--fuck off, Jaz.

--of course Jenny.

--tell her what, though?  that I fucked up?

--in so many words.  I mean, it'll have to be a little more articulate & heartfelt that that, I imagine.  it sounds like a disastrophe all the way around.

--a what?

--disastrophe.  it's a word I made up that's a combination of disaster & catastrophe--like it??

--I don’t feel like playing anymore, I said.

--no?

--I don’t think so.  

--all right.  you wanna play me you guys' record?  did you bring home a tape of it?

--yeah, I said.  

--let's audition it.

--all right.  sure.

--you wanna to chortle some pot & listen to it?

--no thanks.

--you sure?  how 'bout now?

--nah:  I don’t feel like getting high right now.

--me either, Jaz said, & reached for The Hookah as I put the tape in the tapeplayer.

--listen, John, Jaz said as potsmoke billowed forth from his capacious lungs, this is what I'm gonna have to do:  I'm gonna have to sellout, write a blockbuster with a thousand explosions, make a trillion dollars & have the Lakergirls over for barbeques to my mansion on the beach in Malibu.  just me, the Lakergirls, a full rodeo of filletmignon, & a keg of Cuervo 1800TM margaritas.

--that sounds like a plan, I said.

--it is a plan, Jaz said.

seriously.

not-seriously, I said:

--well, what about me?  do I get to come over when the Lakergirls are there?

--maybe, Jaz said.  I don’t know.

--maybe?  please, Jaz?

--I'll think about it.

-hey, you wanna play me you guys' record?  did you 

bring home a tape of it?

--I did, actually, I said.

--did you record that one vamping song I told you I liked?  what's it called--"tear the sky"?

--we did, actually, I said.

--let's audition it, Jaz said.

--okay.

--you wanna get baked first?

--no thanks.

--okay...  how about now?

I laughed.

--nah.  I don’t really feel like getting high right now.

--me either, Jaz said & reached for the bong as I put the tape in the tapeplayer & pressed "Play".

--the record sounds different from you guys live, Jaz said.

--oh yeah?  better?  worse?

--just different.  it's pretty cool, actually.  just not quite as raw as the liveshow.  

--yeah well... I said,   think it's too produced?I mean, McLeary did all kinds of twiddling with the voices & stuff...

--maybe.  what are you going to do with it--try to get a record deal?

--I was thinking we'd just put it out ourselves, I said, & see what happens.  we have a bandmeeting on Wednesday to figure it all out.

--it's pretty good, Jaz said, really.  especially "tear the sky," that one I'm always into.

--thanks, I said.  you're not just saying that?

--no.

--you wouldn’t just say, that right?  just because we're roommates & friends.

--no.

--you're sure about that?

--no.

--fuck you.

--kidding, Jaz said. 

--you know what, Jaz?  you are about one of the fucking funniest guys I've ever known.

--I know, he said.

*

I spent the rest of the day in a bit of a dream, mooning around in my room & making feeble, foul-tempered attempts to concentrate on a novel I was reading by a foul-tempered guy called martinamis, picking up a guitar & putting it down, taking around seven showers, walking down to the shoreline newsstand & getting a Times that I read about ten words of, & having a an aimless telephone conversation with Jen that had me feeling even more guilty that before, on account of she was so sweet & all.  in the late afternoon, just as Jaz was getting up & ready to go to work I checked to see if he felt like calling in sick & hitting a movie with me.  like anyone who semi-hates his job & feels somewhat above it, he was tempted; but at last he figured, nah, no thanks, he couldn’t afford it.  

I knew what he was talking about:  I needed all the work I could get, especially if each of us Weird Sisters were going to have to come up with some more money to put our record out.  the amount of cake I was getting subbing two or three days a week was on the paltry side, to say the least.  I was really starting to worry, if you really wanna know.  plus:  the last thing I'd needed to do was complicate my penurious unsatisfactory worry-ridden blindly ambitious life further by going & putting my penis in someone.  

why had I done that?

why?
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chorus

�12345 senses working overtime

--these days, Rob was saying (somewhat pompously, I thought), recordcompanies are nothing more than glorified banks.  nothing more.  these days, at least.  it's just not how it used to be, you know.  it wasn’t always like that, but that's just the way it is.  nowadays theyre just a buncha ripoffs.

--they’re pirates, I said & shook my head by way of conformation.

so far, twenty or so minutes into our Wednesdaynight bandmeeting, Rob & I had been doing almost all the talking.

--shysters, Rob said & tilted way back on one of the highbacked chairs at Walter & Nastasha's diningroom table.

--total shysters, I said.

--completely, Rob said.

Walt set his hands in front of him on the table, then folded them like he was praying or something:

--maybe, he said, passing a quivering hand through his slickedback hair.  but I don’t see why we shouldnt send out a few tapes to some labels before we go committing ourselves to spending...

--fuck labels, man, Rob said.  forget 'em.  we should stick to our plan of putting this record out ourselves.  that's what we talked about initially, & that's what we should do.

--yeah but if... Walt started to say.

--Rob's right, I said.  punkrock!

--yeah, Rob concurred, the punk aesthetic all the way.  seriously.

--yeah well, check it out, Walt said, squirming further, this is not a punk rock band.  this Weird Sisters thing is not punkrock by any stretch.  I've been in punk bands; I've playing in dozens of fucking punk bands, man, so don’t go telling me...

--no one's saying that we are punkrock, Walter, I said.  my god.  come on.  Rob was talking about an aesthetic, an ideal--not the way we sound or anything.

--yeah man, Rob said, get real.

--I am getting real, Walt countered.  very real.  like it's fully real to me that to have to shell another two hundred & fifty bucks on top of two hundred & fifty I've already had to shell...

--we all had to chip in that much, Jenny said patly.  that's what we agreed on before we even started recording.

--I know that.  I know it--all right?  Walt whined.  I was totally cool with that.  all I'm saying is, it wouldn’t hurt to shop around for a record deal--just to see if we get any bites.

--we don’t want any bites! Rob said.  

--bites? I said.  more like bitten, as in that's what alternative bands get by any label you wanna blow up with a handgrenade.

--yep, Rob vamped, as in "bite off."

--or "bite me," I said.

you could tell Walter was getting fully miffed at how jocose we were at this point; we'd been going round & round for half an hour & were thinking of ordering a 'za & tabling the whole thing till after the upcoming gig at SC.

--could you guys get serious for a minute? Walter said.  

--I’ve never been more serious, Rob said.  look:  nobody here wants to play that game of prostrating ourselves in front of a fucking fatcat record company so that they can put their fucking seal of a-fucking-pproval on what we do, or whatever.  

 --I understand that, Walt averred.  I do.  but if some label was cool & stuff...

--but none of them are cool, I said.  don’t you see that?  none of them.

--that's what we've been saying for the past half hour, Walt, Rob said.

--how do you know though?  Walt asked sensibly.  how do you know that? 

--they just aren’t, man, Rob said.  I've been through it with two other bands I was in; every time we got involved with a label, we got fucked.  it's a drag, but that's just the way it is.

--I don’t know, Walt mused.  let's hear what Jenny has to say about all of this.

Jenny shrugged.

--whatever you guys wanna do.  if it means coming up with some more money to put out this record, that's okay with me.  it's what we talked about, right?  let's just get the ball rolling.  not make such a huge issue out of it.  I don’t mind giving the band some more money.  it's only around a thousand dollars to press up a thousand CDs, right?  we should be able to come up with that.

Rob & I, whose financial situations were nearly identical in being the most dire, the most woeful, kind of nodded smugly I guess at each other.  how, at this point, either of us was going to be able to come up with our share of the grand was anybody's guess.  I was thinking I had a spare guitar I could sell; it would kill me, destroy me basically, to part with it but c'est la guerre.   I didn’t have any idea what Rob would do:  his car, a crumpled ancient coughing blacksmokebillowing rusted unregistered Honda CivicTM, barely got him each day to his dreadful dayjob as a telephone solictor for cellphones & toner.

--despite all that, Jenny went on, I can kind of see what Walter's saying.  it's not just a little bit of money.  I realize it's an expenditure & all.  I do.  I mean, I certainly don’t like to part with money--no one does.  so I can see where he's coming from.

sometimes I looked at her & thought I don’t even know this person.  this person I have no idea of.  she's articulate & professional & carries herself terribly terribly well.  I don’t like what she said just now, mind you, but she certainly held her shoulders square & looked everyone right in the eye when she voiced her concern.  who is this girl?  what's she doing here?  what's she doing in this indie band?  what's she doing hanging around with the likes of me?  she should be directing some boardmeeting downtown or something.  what's the story here?  what's her deal? & furthermore, am I going to tell her about Sarah?  am I?  that's the real question here, isnt it?  that's the real deal.  oh god, what the fuck did I do? 

but of course what I said was:

--what do you think, McLeary?

everyone looked at him.  we'd invited McLeary to sit in on our bandmeeting, seeing as he was like the fifth Beatle & all.  (yeah, right.)  or was that Sterling?  oh who knew?  this was getting all too complicated.   it was getting to be a mess.  maybe we should just order a pizza & forget about it; get a couple of sixpacks & some wine for Jen & have some serious band bonding, get drunk instead.

but bonding was out of the question in that Walter wasn’t sticking with us.  he wasn’t on the same page, as they say.  hey wait a minute:  werent we thinking of kicking him out of The Weird Sisters any old way?  forgot about that.

--dunno, McLeary said.  seems like someone should be interested in having a number one record on their roster.  could do to give a bell to a few companies--see where they're at.  ring them up & say "this is the thing:  we've got these finished masters, why don’t you put 'em out?"  that sort of thing, you know.  brilliant.  

as if it were that easy.

then McLeary, who was usually beyond unflappable, seemed to realize he'd said something, as he might put it, dodgy, said:

--er, Walter, do you think I could, loike, put on some XTC or somethin'?

--sure, Walt said.

--brilliant, McLeary said & got up from the table.

--huh? Rob said & screwed up his face.

--oh I don’t know, McLeary said, turning around as he smiled a hapless smile.

Rob went:

--okay, that helped!  jeez.  let's get practical.  we're talking about a way to simply release this record, not be on the cover of RollingfuckingStone or anything.  we just wanna put this record out.

from Walter's stacks of records McLeary just gave us a look like he was completely at a loss.  truth be told, he was pretty naive about the recordbusiness.  if you'd ever asked him why he started producing records in the first place he'd probably answer "cause I loiked 'em!" & aw-shucks his shoulders.  chuckling warmly after.

--listen, Rob went on, you don’t just "call up" a recordlabel &... 

before I interrupted him to say:

--look, the original plan was just to release it ourselves & see what happened.  now, maybe we should just stick to it & fucking do it.

--do what? Nastasha who had just walked in said, her hookerish highheels clacking irksomely across the hardwoodfloor.  do what?  what are you guys arguing about?

--nothing, I said.  

she gave a look like quote-unquote yeah sure. 

--we're not arguing, I insisted.  we're just having a bandmeeting, basically.

--oh I see, Nasty said, getting my drift.  I guess I better just get lost then, even though I'm the one who got you guys the gig at USC.

--I thought your brother got it, I said.

--what's going on with that? anyway, Rob said in a hailmary attempt to block the airball of tension, as it were, that had just been thrown up.

--oh so now you wanna...

--easy, honey, Walter said.

--I'm just sick & tired of the rest of them pushing you around, Walter.  

--they're not pushing me around, honey, Walter said.

--oh no?  oh no?

--no.

--no?

--no.

--oh no?

--we're not pushing anyone, I said.

--yeah right, Nasty said.  sure.  listen John, you think you fucking live here.  you think you can just come over here any time you like & fucking just live here.  hang around & wait for Jenny.  well, let me tell you something:  this is my house.  my house & Walter's house.  & if you think you can...

--easy, Nastasha, Walter said.  there's no need to come unbolted or anything.

--for me to come un-what? Nastasha demanded.

--what's your trip? I said.

--my "trip?"

--yeah, what's your trip, Nastasha?  

--what did you say? she said more than vehemently & tapped her leftfoot.  what did you say to me?

what was I saying?  was I insane to address such a firebrand this way, or what.  I was in her house.  I was way out of line.  still, she was way out of hand.  way.  I could see veins in runnels running down her pancake-makeup'ed jaws & neck.

--nothing, I said.

incorrigible quisling.

--right! she said very sarcastically & went into her & Walter's room & slammed the door.

--what a cliche, I said.

--John! Jenny said.

--sorry, I said.

--hey! Walt said, meaning to chastise me a little.  I guess this must mean the bandmeeting's basically, uh, officially over. sorry, you guys.

you had to hand it to him once in awhile; he did have a pretty decent sense of humor sometimes.

then he said:

--you guys should go ahead & order that pizza.  I'd better go talk to her.

--find out the full complete exact & accurate details of the SC gig, all right? Rob said.

if anything, Rob was fully nonplussed.  he'd known Walter & Nastasha a long time & had seen more than a few scenes like this.

--okay, Walter said in an almost littlekid voice & got up from the table.

--I think you hurt her feelings, Jenny said softly.

--I didn’t mean to, I said.

--sure, McLeary said earnestly.

--yeah sure, Rob said less than earnestly.  try not to hold back so much next time or anything, John.

*

we got the 'za (veggie naturally, though Rob lobbied unsuccessfully for half-pepperoni) & some beers & everyone kind of went their separate ways:  Rob & McLeary to zombie out on the television, Jenny to the kitchen, & me out to the porch to gander at the stars & ruminate while masticating.  when I went back inside after having totally grumbled two buttery-cheesy slabs of pizza (i hadn’t eaten anything all day), Walter was explaining to Rob the set-up for the gig.  Jenny was in the kitchen with Nasty.  I decided not to go into the kitchen.  I decided not to sink my plate in the sink just then.  you can probably understand why.  

so, just as I was setting down my grease'n'tomatopaste-pasted platter down on the coffeetable, in comes Nasty.  oh great, I thought, now she'll think I'm a total Cro-Mag.

but Nasty didn’t notice me or anyone, seemingly; she just broomsticked past & went into her room, quietly this time without slamming the door or anything else.  Jenny followed soon after, kind of hurriedly, I thought, &, with her head turned away from those of us in the livingroom, ambled upstairs.

--what's going on? Rob said, looking up (just barely; god knows he was a telvision addict kid) from some beyond-ludicrous sitcom.

--I don’t know.

--I’ve gotta shove off, McLeary said.

--me too, Rob said.

--I'll get the details from you tomorrow, okay? I said to Rob.  McLeary, thanks for coming.  talk to you tomorrow as well.

--right.  cheers.

--cheers.

I went up after Jenny when they'd gone.  

I rapped tentatively on her door & said:

--Jenny, are you in there?  can I talk to you for a second?

but she didn’t answer so I quietly shouldered open the door.

she was lying on her side, fully fetal, on her bed, her face turned away.

--Jenny?  are you asleep?

--no, she sniffled.

--what's the matter?

--Nastasha...  just...  she just told me that, instead of saying you can’t come over here except for rehearsals...  she & Walter thought...  well, they told me I had to move out.

--are you kidding me?

--no.  she means it.

--that's insane!

--it's their perogative, I suppose.  I don’t know.  it's all right, though.  I was thinking of getting my own place anyway.  I mean...

I took her in my arms & said:

--you can stay at my place for as long as you want.  Jaz won’t mind.

--really?

--I'm sure he won’t.

--I don’t want to be an imposition.

--imposition?  are you mental?  it's fine.  fuck Nastasha.she's such a fucking rag.  don’t worry about it.  just come & stay with me for a while.  I want you to.

--thanks, John.  really.

--don’t mention it, I said, giving her a chaste kiss.  don’t worry.  I mean, fuck those guys.  what's Walter's deal anyway?  what's he playing at?  the whole bit about backing out of putting out the record on our own...   really cretinous.

--I don’t know.

--I think we should kick him out right now--get Sterling to do the SC show.

--I can’t even think about that right now.  

--what idiots!

--don’t do anything rash.  really.

--all right, I said.

--John, what did you want to talk about?

--oh, I said, er, nothing.

silence.

--it wasn’t important.  I can’t think straight.  you know, Jenny, you’re the best thing that's ever happened to me.  I really mean it--you know that?

--yeah, she said littlegirlishly.

--you should come back with me to Santa Monica tonight--spend the night at my place.  I need to go home anyway; I wouldn’t have wanted to stay here tonight despite the whole moving thing.  Walter just completely pisses me off.  what a scene he is...

I felt so in love with her then.  she so very understood.  it helped that I thought she was very beautiful too.  I mean, all of my friends basically wanted to sleep with her.  that's how you measure how a girl's cute.  (or one way, anyways, the other's how she looks when her hair's wet.)if all your friends want to fuck her, & will blasely tell you that they certainly wouldn’t mind scrogging her, or let you know they would absolutely love it if you died in a fiery crash & she fell in love with them, you could probably assume that the girl you were going out with was highly very attractive.  I'm sure of it.

well, Jenny was that girl.  everyone fell in love with her.  everyone.  well not everyone.  but most everyone.  I mean, I could well imagine people who were jealous of her--her talent, her looks, her musical expertise & education--being sort of snooty toward her, I guess.    but it would be insanely hard to be truly snooty towards her on account of she was so insanely nice.  sometimes people snooted towards her, I'd seen it, & it just didn’t come off.  they just couldn’t do it.  everyone really liked her; even people who you could tell didn’t want to like her ended up really liking her.  really.  she was that kinda girl.

--& that Nasty, my god...  & then when Walter referred to the band as that quote-unquote Weird Sisters thing--like what we were doing wasn’t serious or something, like we were just fucking...

--let's just not talk about it, okay? she said.  i'll get my things together for work tomorrow & we can go.

--okay, I said.

Jen's phone rang just then.  she gave me a look like "should I get it?" & I shrugged “I don’t know."

--hello? she said...  yes?...  oh, hi.  how are you?...  fine.  listen, is there a number where I can call you back?...  let me get a pen...  okay...  oh, fine.  you know...  okay...  pretty well, actually.  I'm playing in a band & stuff, an alternative pop band...  yeah...  listen, I have to call you back, okay?...  what-what?...  you are?  you’re kidding.  when?...  really?  I'll talk to you before then, then, okay?...  okay.  bye.

I didn’t ask who was that but I was probably wearing the question on my face or something.  Jen must have sensed it.

--that was David, she said.

--David, your old boyfriend David?  the David?

--yeah.

--oh.

--he says he's coming down to L.A. this weekend.

--oh?

--from Seattle.

--oh yeah? I said, overly nonchalantly (which always means nervously, doesn’t it?).

--yeah. 

after a long & awkward pause Jen said:

--I wonder what he wants.

--yeah, I wonder, I sarcastically said.

--what's that supposed to mean? Jen said.

then there was an even longer, more awkward pause than the long, awkward pause before.

then, the inevitable question, though I was trying not to ask it:

--so, um, are you gonna get together with him?

--I don’t know.

--you don’t know?

--no.  I don’t know.  is that going to be a problem for you?

--of course not! I snorted.  why should it?

--are you sure? she said.

--sure, I'm sure, I said.  I think.

--maybe I'll just invite him to the USC show.

some more time went by.  some, but not that much.

--are you okay? Jenny said.  cause if you...

--I'm fine, I said.

--really? she said.

--really, I said.  I'm fine.  I am.  definitely...  whatever.are you almost ready?

--sure, she said.

--let's split, then, I said.

--all right, she said, let's go.  i'll take my car too.



no more teachers' dirty looks

in the morning the telephone clanged at 6:45 with my new assignment:  an indefinite stint with a Senior Honors English class at a highschool.  wow!  bowl me over with a fucking feather!  for $156.42 a-day I would get to actually talk about something substantial, maybe.  I would get to teach someone, perhaps.  what a notion!  plus, I would most likely not have any chewing gum erasers pens pencils crayons WalkmansTMspitballs chalkboards pointers fire extinguishers huntingknives or desks thrown at me on a daily, nay, hourly, fucking basis.  & when i wanted to read the paper or a novel I could just give the kids easy reading or essay assignments & trust they would do them with minimum clamor.  

I was so happy.  even this corny song that came on AM radio confirmed it.  things were looking up.  I was singing "hey hey hey it's a beautiful day"  & bopping my head as I drove towards the school when the mood was spoiled as I thought about Jen.  

oh yeah that.

weirdly though, I gotta tell you, I had this strange sensation that Jenny was somewhat disenchanted by our relationship.  Imean, it didn’t really have anything to do with the David contacting her or anything--seriously.  really, it didn’t, no matter what you might be thinking.

something was really bothering her but I couldn’t really say what it was!  I'm just a guy!  I don’t have any idea what women are thinking feeling doing goingthrough most of the time!  is that a bad excuse?   something was up with her--that's all I knew.  I didn’t think she suspected I'd cheated on her or anything either...  I mean, do you have any insights tidbits notions you'd care to relate?  I'd sure like to hear 'em.  I'd welcome 'em & warmly.  I mean, what do I know?  zero, that's what.  zilch.

when I pulled up near the hefty iron gates of the school--a very gorgeous edifice called Westmoreland, by the way, with redbrick walls well preserved & sculpted lions roaring from its plinths & colonnades--I saw a bunch of magicmarkered & inexpertly stencilled placards in the clear air.  

oh-oh, thought I, something's brewing--& it's not beer.

are all these protestors protesting me? it narcissistically occured to me.  has some previous school called to warn my new school that the Los Angeles Unified School District's Very Worst Substitute was on his way?  were these innumerable picketeers going to try to bar my way?  swat me like some pest, some fly?  physically--with calligraphically-challenged cardboard signs, no less?  this does not look promising, I thought.  not at all.  

but oh, I realized as I motored closer, it's not me, not me at all.  it's the teachers!  it's a teachers' strike!  oh my god, now I'm a scab!  & I didn’t even know it!  here I am, innocently on my way just to do my job & do it, for once, with a little bit of enthusiasm effort into-it-ness & a somewhat more well-adjusted attitude, & I'm crossing a goddam picketline!  fuck it, I thought.  fuck it out the window.  a hundred fifty six & forty-two cents a-day is a hundred fifty six & forty-two cents a-day.  sub/scab--what's the fucking difference?  a consonant & a vowel, that's what.  

one striking teacher in particular (a tall fellow in a walrusy moustache that went out in around 1970--or 1870, for that matter) gave me a profoundly dirty look as I took a speedbump too fast & skidded into the faculty parkinglot.  then I thought I heard a woman's voice utter an absolutely unfuckingprintable series of astonishing expletives.  this was ominous.  this was dangerous.  maybe tomorrow what I'll do is park my car far away & hop the fence.  I mean, the gaunlet they'd set up was pretty severe.  my immediate plan was to try & look as unteacherly as possible.  as you well know by now, it wasn’t all that tough for me.  my hair was tousled like the leaves of a pineapple crushed by a jeep & I had a cigarettebutt depending bluecollarly from my fully frowning mouth.  I hadn’t shaved showered or had enough coffee to appear more awake than your average narcoleptic.  maybe they'll think I'm one of the substitute janitors.  maybe they'll think that.  I don’t think I fooled them, though; I don’t think I fooled those maestros one bit.  perhaps the fact that I snickeringly shouted "hey, man, is this the teacher's parkinglot?" as I rumbled by was a bit of a deadgiveaway, I don’t know.

(of course I said no such thing.  what do you take me for--a deathwish artist?  an idiot?  of course I simply punched it past them & hoped for the best.  I mean, come on.)   

as I tipped myself out of the VolvoTM & headed towards the schoolgrounds the first person I encountered was this tall kid in a tequila sunrise-colored alicecooper T-shirt & a knockwurstish nose bonering from a frizzy black Ramones kind of hairdo.  have you ever seen that movie Clerks?  he looked like he could have easily been one of the characters in it, I swear.

--hey, I said, can you tell me where the Administration building is, please?

--I'm looking for it myself, the kid said.

--oh, I said, searching the sky for the americanflag.  sorry.

--don’t mention it.  it must be over thisaway, he said, pointing past some towering jacaradas, their purple petals dandruffed on cracked asphalt, & a windravaged couple of sycamores & maples.  you a sub?

--uh-huh.

--me too.

I gave him a look like "what?!"

he just chuckled.  

--yeah, he said, I'm an undercovercop at Gilmore mostly, but they called me to sub here today.  looks like we got ourselves a situation.

--no kidding, I said.  the teachers at the gate look more vicious than any kid I've run across yet.

--fuckin'-a, the guy said & nodded.  the admin building must be over this way, pal.

I followed the undercovercopguy around a palm tree like a giant thistle in the sky & towards the most solid-looking building, the most impressive.  I remembered someone saying something about Westmoreland being one of the most-used schools in Hollywood films.  made sense.  there was an almost ivyleagueish feel to it, in fact, with its wide white windows, mimimum graphitti, climbing vines &, like I said, old red bricks.

the commotion at Administration was very barnum & bailey indeed but it didn’t take too long for me to get a rollsheet & the classroom number.  the bell had already rung for firstperiod so when I got to the class there was someone--a thin, sweet-faced asianwoman in a billowing yellow taffeta dress--supervising the students, sitting at the teacher's desk & calling roll.

--oh, she said as I walked up, are you the substitute?

no, I thought right then, I'm just someone wandering aimlessly around, hoping to re-enroll in highschool;  what the fuck do you think?  of course I'm the goddam sub.  then I remembered I was turning over a new leaf, as they say, & said as pleasantly as I could:

--uh-huh.  hello.

--here you go, she said & pointed to where she'd got to on the rollsheet.  you can take over from here.  here's where I left off.  have a good day, then.  what's your name?

I told her.

--& you guys [this she said to the kids] don’t give him too terribly much of a hardtime, now!

--yes Ms. Hammamura, three wise guys chanted.

Ms. Hammamura gave them an affectionate remonstrating look as she swished out of the room.

--okay.  all right, I announced, sitting down at the teacher's desk & setting my clarkkents carefully down, Honor's English!  let's see who's here:  Gonzalez?

--here.

--Hansen?

--yep.

--Hernandez?

no answer.

--Hernandez? I said again, &, looking up in order to see if someone was fucking with me or just raising their hand, I saw, out of the corner of my eye, a kid in the back sort of half-standing, then motioning somewhat violently towards me like he was demonstrating a hip new dance move or something.  then I spied a small green projectile hurtling fuzzily towards me.  

actually, towards my eye.  my left eye, to be exact.

before I had time to put up my hand like a pingpongpaddle, duck beneath the desk, or even say to myself, "think fast, fool!--it's a SuperballTM," I saw the thing bounce once, just once, & then pain seared through me like a pipecleaner going down a drain, starting, of course, in the immediate locus of my eyeball, & shooting through what seemed to be every single nerve in my entire body.  oh god was I in pain.  very real pain.  almost indescribable.  it was like razors.  it was like scissors.  it was like a worst-hangover-of-your-entire-life hangover descending instantly upon you.  only worse.  the kind of lowdown dirty nasty sneaky relentless headache you might get if you went on a three day bender of lowgrade white tequila with no chasers of any kind. 

shit fuck piss fuck shit godfuckingdamnit! I thought as much tears welled up.

--shit fuck piss fuck shit godfuckingdamnit! I said.

loudly.

I mean, the thing stung.

my self control was going out the window.  understandably!  I mean, where else would it go when you've just had a hard cold round dense rubber object barked with some velocity against one of your peepers.  dizzy, was i?  stunned & blinking?  I could easily picture myself like one of those cartooncharacters who's been bonked on the head & little pink stars & green moons start to orbit crazily above him.

--fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck! I yammered.  who fucking threw that!  I want to know which of you fuckers hucked that thing right now!

with both hands making a sort of makeshift piratepatch over the just-hit eye, I looked around the room with the other one.  why oh why had I taken off my clarkkents just then?  why?  what little devil made me do it?  I took my hands away to see if I could see.  I could, but I was still in significant agony.  

--kid, I said & stared at the floor a moment while rubbing & rubbing my eye, whoever you are, why'd you do that?  I didn’t do anything to you, did I?  I was going to be completely cool with you guys & do some cool stuff during the strike.  completely cool.  seriously.  goddamnit, man--what for?

a girl with a very porcine face & thickly gelled hair that looked like it was desperately trying to escape from her head pointed & said:

--he did it, mister.  it was him.

perhaps she was quote-unquote moved by my little speech.i looked at the kid she was fingering.

--are you the one who threw that SuperballTM?  are you?

--no, the kid said.

--yes he did! I totally saw him!  a whitegirl said.

--what's your name? I said to the kid the piggly girl kept pointing at.  

I would have gotten up & got in the kid's face, but my own was still killing me.  I sat there buffing it.

--his name's Miguel, the whitegirl said.

--Miguel?

--yes, the kid said & looked down.

--how come you threw that, goddamnit?

--I don’t know, he said with a pitiful intonation.  I'm sorry.

--that hurt, man.  

--I'm sorry.  I din mean to.

--you din mean to what? I demanded.

--hitchu in the eye, mister.  I'm sorry.

I could tell he was really scared--you'd be too.  but I was still more pissed than he was frightened.  betcha anything.

--what were you trying to do, I said, peg me in the ballsor something?

--I don’t know!

--pinche cabrone chingaso puto burro!

the kid just looked down again, ducking, you might say, the barrage of bilingual profanity it'd thrown back at him.  my Spanish is pretty good, I think I might have mentioned.  the cusswords, at least.  plus some of the more suggestive verbs.  my eye wasn’t smarting so badly now, though I could tell I was going to look like someone had grafted a cantaloup onto my cheekbone.  regaining a little composure & trying to have a bit of a sense of humor about the whole thing, I said:

--well anyway, good shot.

there was some tittering.  in order to stop it, & vent further, I added, almost hissing:

--diablo!

there was a bright red telephone in the classroom for emergencies only--almost all classes in the greater Los Angeles School District have them, except of course the rooms in the very worst areas of the city--so I picked it up, got Administration &, in a ferociously calm voice, told the woman on the other end of the line what happened.

--we'll send someone right down, the woman said.

twenty minutes later (twenty minutes!), a counsellor showed up with one of the schoolpolice, a whey-faced runt who looked like someone'd stuffed an overstuffed armchair down the back of his policepants.  they asked me if I wanted to press criminal charges against the student Miguel Hernandez & I was all:

--what, for assult with a deadly ball?

the counsellor, this guy who looked like his sans-a-belt pants were about five sizes too small, said it was up to me.

--forget it, I said.  I wanna see a doctor, though.  I wanna see a doctor right away.  right away.

--okay-okay, the counsellor said, & then the schoolcop took the kid away & I was instructed to go down to the schoolnurse's office & report what happened.

*

the schoolnurse was this complete fox, a really pretty young woman who didn’t look much older than me.  with gingery hair & vast brown eyes.  plus, there was something weirdly/vaguely familiar about her.  man, was she pretty.  now I was starting to get really pissed off at Miguel Hernandez, what with being able to scope her out with only one eye & everything.  an eye that continued to twitch & blink & water & stuff, I might pitifully add, though I could see well enough to note that she also had really nice legs.  seriously,  you couldn’t help but remark how amazing she was:  I'd bet kids were carygranting illness headaches minor abrasions & major headwounds all the time just to get a little look at her.

after I told her what happened & she held one of those brown & red rubber pointy lights up to my eye & told me to look down look up look left look right, she said:

--I think you'll be all right, as far as I can see.  you can put your glasses on now.

--thank you, I said.

she had no idea how grateful I was to be able to put those old clarks back on, boy.  no idea.

then she said:  

--I wonder if you could take a moment to make a report to our Principal, if you wouldn’t mind?  he likes to keep informed on these sorts of things--you know, school accidents & unruly improper behavior--as often as humanly possible.

--I'd like to make a report to a doctor, I said.

--I'm in the midst of making arrangements for that, she said, putting down the shiny white clipboard she'd been scribbling on.

she went out of the room & came back in.  she'd arranged for me to go downtown, to the District's hospital branch at USC; there was an opthamalogy lab there & I could see an eye specialist straightaway.  she was quite certain, she told me, that there would be no damage, permanently or internally, to my eye.  I could drive there, downtown, it wasn’t very far, & they would see me straightaway, straightaway.

--but please will you see the Principal on your way out?  I've just been on the phone to him & he'd like to hear what happened.

--you're sure I'm okay to drive?  I mean, I normally like to be able to see while operating somewhat heavy machinery.

incorrigible charmer.

she laughed a little & said:

--I'm sure you'll be quite fine.  

--if you say so, I said.

--bye, she said, it won’t take a minute.  he's dealing, of course, with quite a lot of things right now, with the strike going on.

--of course, but don’t you think I should just go straight to USC? I said, I mean...

--he's a very nice man. really.  

--but don’t you think...

--please?

--oh all right, I said.  

I don’t know if you've noticed, but it's really hard to turn down a request, any request, from a really goodlooking girl.  she could have asked me to run a marathon (backwards), wash & wax her car, pick up her drycleaning, & bounce a SuperballTM into my good eye at that moment & I probably would've obliged her.  that's how stupid I am in the faces of girls like that schoolnurse.  god am I stupid.

she pointed down the corridor, with its very chiaroscuro tile, glittering  auburn wood, & flaming flourescent lamps, & said thank you & goodluck.

--sure, I smirked.

the Principal's secretary waved me in; his door was wide open.  I must've looked like some gigantic sleepy kid, walking around like that with my hand over my eye.  it was really starting to smart again.   

I went in & sat down.  the Principal had his back to me.  I closed my eyes.  after a minute or two he turned round & fixed me with a pair of very dark blue, close-set eyes.  his face, I noticed, was tanner-than-tan.  he said:

--well that was certainly some welcome to Westmoreland!he said then shook my hand like he was trying to amputate it.

--I'll say, I said.

--why don’t you tell me what happened?

I told him.

--sorry about that.  the individual who threw the ball we've had numerous problems with before, despite the fact that he's an Honor's student & quite bright. 

--you don’t say, I said.

--your eye looks pretty red, doesn’t it?  I’ve been told we've made arrangements for you to go over to USC right away, the Principal said & flashed around a teeth.  teeth so bright I had to shield my eyes, practically.  I closed them again; then I opened them.  

oh my god, I thought, now scrutinizing this Principal as best I could.  hm:  this guy looks really familiar.  this guy looks really familiar.  those teeth.  that tan.  that voice.  that word:  individual.  don’t I know this guy?  don’t I know him?  wasn’t he a baseballcoach at my highschool, St. Catherine the Martyr?  wasn’t he my baseballcoach at St. Catherine the Martyr?  this is too unreal. 

--I'm Jack Krunsch, by the way, he announced.  nice to meet you, despite the obvious unfortunate circumstances.  

--oh, very nice to meet you, sir, I said.

this was a guy who'd tortured me.  who'd enjoyed torturing me.  this was none other than COACH KRUNSCH.  yes, that Coach Krunsch, the one you've heard so much about.  him.

reader, are you sitting down?  the reason I ask is because now I suppose might be as good a time as any to--voila!--reveal to you that I am Junior!  that Junior's me.  but of course you figured that out already, didntcha?  a long time ago.  pages ago.  good, reader!  good job!  just because I’ve invented an alterego in order to talk about some issues from my dark & distant past I hope you don’t think I'm some psycho, some nutcase.  like that kid in The Shining who talks to himself with his indexfinger, rides around on a Big WheelTM quite a bit, & spells a lot of words funny.  then again, if that's what you wanna think, that's what you're gonna think.  

think what you want.

anyway, here's what happened next:

Principal Krunsch (the very thought of it!) started saying my last name over & over, fifty-seven times at least.  then he said:

--I thought I knew an individual by that name once.

--no kidding? I said.

--you didn’t attend a Catholic prepschool by the beach up in central California, by any chance?

squinting with both my okay eye & my pelted one I gave him a look like "are you absolutely insane?"

--my mistake, my mistake.  I thought you looked familiar.

--I really should get going, I said & took off my glasses.  I don’t want to take any chances with my...

--of course, of course, Krunsch said fulsomely.  Shelley said not to worry...

I handed him another blanklook.

--the schoolnurse you just saw.  

--oh.

Shelley... I thought.  Shelley...  oh my god!  the foxy sophomore!  the foxy sophomore!  whose long brown legs had hauted me so!  no wonder she looked so familiar! 

I tried (unsuccessfully) to keep from busting up.

Krunsch looked at me like the one-eyed madman I must have temporarily been, then he said:

--it's just that...

before I found out what it quote-unquote just was, the telephone rang like a firealarm.

--excuse me one sec, son, he said.  hello?...  yes, he is...  oh...  he did?...  I see...  I see...  uh-huh...  that's what the boy said?...  okay, I'll ask him...  all right, Ms. Hammamura...  certainly...  goodbye.

then, slowly, he hung up the phone.

--there's a bit of a problem.

--what?

--well, apparently, Miguel Hernandez says that you used profanity in dealing with the situation.  extreme profanity, in fact.  in Spanish & in English.  it's been corroborated by some of the other individuals in the class as well.

gulp.

--I'm sorry to tell you this, Krunsch went on, but I'm afraid I'm going to have to write a letter that's going to go in your file re: the extreme use of profanity in a classroom on your part.

--the kid threw a bloody SuperballTM in my eye, Mr. Krunsch!

--I'm afraid the letter might have some serious repercussions as to your status as a substitute in the District.  serious repercussions.  that sort of language & behavior is grounds for dismissal, son.  it might even be considered a form of childabuse.

the audacity!  really.

I thought for a moment, but for just a moment, mind you.  then I said:

--hm.

--hm?  

--hm.

--is that all you have to say, or do you have something stuck in your throat? Krunsch demanded.

I gave him yet another bizarre look.

--do you have anything to say in your defense?

--no, I said.  write whatever you want.

--now listen here...

--I may write a little letter of my own, I countered, though I could scarcely believe what I was about to say.  I may have to inform the District about a certain Coach I once had who, speaking of childabuse, not only repeatedly utterly humiliated a bunch of underage ballplayers, but was also sleeping with a fucking fifteen-year-old sophomore while he was a History teacher at a certain seaside central California Catholic prepschool!  stick that in your throat, Principal!

--JUNIOR!?  Junior, is that YOU!?  I THOUGHT that was you, Krunsch said.  how've you BEEN, buddy?  you were quite a fireballer, if I recall correctly.  an EXCELLENT ballplayer.

--is that how you remember me, I said somewhat disdainfully.

--why sure, sure, son.  'course that's how I remember you.  those were some good games you threw.

--some good times too, eh, Coach? I said with heavy innuendo.

--sure, sure, Junior.  you go on over to USC now; we don’t want anything to impede you.

--I take it you won’t be putting any letters in my file, then, right, Coach? I said.

--letters?  what letters? Krunsch said & winkingly.

--bye, Coach, I said, I'm off to the showers.

--take care of yourself, Junior.  I'll see that you're credited for subbing the entire day.

--thanks, Coach, I said & walked out & down the hall.

the schoolnurse/foxy ex-sophomore was just coming out of her office as I reached the doubledoors that opened towards the teachers' parkinglot.

--hey! I said.

--hi, she said.

--does he still drive a red PorscheTM?

she gave me a real puzzled look.

--Krunsch, I said.  Coach Krunsch.

--oh my god, she said, I thought you looked familiar!  you used to go by...

--Junior.

--that's right, she said.  

---I used to have such a crush on you in prepschool, you know, I said.

I don’t think, at that point, I gave a fuck what I said--not to anybody.  

--really?

--you still going out with...

--Jack?  I, um, we...  how'd you know I used to, um...?

--the whole school knew, I said.     

--oh, she said.  

--yeah, well...

then, if you can believe it, she said:

--how come you never asked me out, then, if you had such a big crush on me?

--how come? I said, beyond incredulously.

--yeah.

--you were dating a teacher! I said.

--so? she said.  I'd have still gone out with you.

--really? I said.  you're kidding me, right?

--no, she said.

--now you tell me! I said & both of us laughed.

then I said:

--well, nice to see you again, Shelley.

--don’t catch anymore SuperballsTM in the eye, okay? she said.  

you've gotta admit she was pretty cool.

--all right, I said.

--stop by if you sub here again, she said.

--I don’t think I'll be doing any more subbing for a while, I said.

--I don’t blame you, she said & held out her hand.

*

when I drove through the hefty iron gates where the striking teachers were still milling around, I told one of them--a guy with a droopy, walrusy moustache that made him look like illienastase in a particularly bad mood--that I'd just come from Mr. Krunsch's office & that he'd expressly instructed me to say that there's been, um, a terrible tragedy concerning, um...  he didn’t say what it was.

--what!? one of the strikers said.

--look, I lied, all I know is that Krunsch said he'd like to see ALL TEACHERS, WITH PLACARDS, IN HIS OFFICE, AS SOON AS POSSIBLE!

& I laughed--hard--as, motoring away, in my rearviewmirror I caught sight of a group of teachers huddling.  then they started towards Administration, leaning forward, looking anxious, looking angry.

*

after the doctor--a female intern with big black bags under her eyes--confirmed that there was no internal damage to my eye, I called Jenny at work from a payphone in the lobby & told her what happened.

--oh my god, she said, are you going to be all right?

--I think so.

--good.  listen, I'll come over right after work & maybe we can go out to dinner before rehearsal tonight.  does that sound all right?

--fine, I said.

--it's really hard for me to talk at work, as you know; I'd better go.

--okay, I said, i'll see you later.

--oh! she said, I forgot to tell you:  Nastasha called me this morning.

--really?

--yeah:  she called to apologize.  she said she was really sorry she lost it like that.

--unbelieveable.  

--I know.

--so does that mean she doesn’t want you to move out?

--um, no.  or, I don’t think so.  she didn’t mention anything.

--oh, I said.

--also she said that the collegeradiostation  at USC has been playing our tape.

--you're kidding!

--uh-uh.  her brother--Tad, I think she said his name is--is a dj there.  he's the one who set up the show for this Saturday.  it's some carnival or something; there's a bunch of other bands, & booths & stuff.

--that's great! I said.

--Nastasha also said that Tad said some guy from a label called & asked who the band was when one of our songs was on.

--no! I said.

--that's what Nasty told me.

--it was probably the Scather...  or Psycho playing a prank.

--no, she said, definitely.  I can't remember what label it was.  she did mention a guy's name, though:  something Chalet.

--Chalet?

--yeah, Bob Chalet or Todd Chalet or Rob or something.  I don’t know.  you know me:  I don’t pay much attention to all that recordlabel stuff.

--right.  of course.

--there's my boss:  I'd better hang up.

--okay, I said.  that's such good news.

--go home & rest, she said.  I'll see you soon.

--I will, I said.  bye-bye.

*

as I did, the telephone rang.  I Hamleted for just a sec before thinking it might be Jenny checking up on me or calling to say she was going to be running late.  

nope.

it was Sterling.

--Juan! he said, or should I say Don Juan.

--funny, I said.  I'm all right, considering.

I told him what happened at school.

--that is so awesome! he said.

--yeah right, I said, what no good have you been up to, troublemaker?

--heroin.

--of course, I said.  

--indubitably, he said.

The Scather was always joshing around about using herion, a drug he'd, I'd bet you a thousand million dollars, never tried.  I knew why he did it:  he did it so that his amphetamine intake wouldn’t seem so bad.

I told him what had happened with Jenny & Nasty & how she was going to have to move.

--maybe Jenny & I can get a place together!

--I think not! I said.

--why not!?  take that back!  retract it!

--just kidding, I said.

--I'll step on you, & you know it.

I did.  god knows what he was capable of.  he could, in his infinitely charming way, end up casually telling Jenny everything Sarah had told him about our encounter.  the scathing way I'd seen him turn on people made you just a smidge afraid of him.  it could happen to you.  well not to me, of course.  or could it?  

I proceeded to tell him about the show at SC on Saturday & how much I'd love it if he were drumming instead of Walter.  that seemed to placate him a bit.   Sterling was the sort of person who loved the idea of being needed--especially in an artistic or quasi-intellectual sense--but was far too lazy ever to do anything about it.  it's not like I felt sorry for him, though.  don’t get me wrong.  he got far more pleasure out of people always telling him "Sterling, you're so talented, you have such a gift, such a great voice, such musical prowess, why don’t you ever do anything with it?" than, I was convinced, if he'd actually done something to earn a bunch of accolades.  just like the way he was with speed:  you always got the sense that he enjoyed having the reputation of being a total & complete twitcher more than he really enjoyed being wired.  how weird is that?  something about it was kind of endearing, though I couldn’t say why.  I mean, he couldn’t possibly have taken the amount of drugs he'd implied he had; all the models rockstars clubowners & strippers in Hollywood couldn’t have taken that many drugs.  the thing with Sterling was, he'd not just glorified being a slacker-&-a-half, he'd enshrined it.

--listen Sterl, I said, I've got rehearsal tonight I've gotta get ready for.  see you at SC on Saturday then?

--with bells on, he said & rang off.

the phone rang again.

--Juan!

--yes?

--maybe I’ll bring Sarah!

--oh god, Sterling!

--ha ha ha ha ha! he bellowed.

& hung up.

�





















outro

�let me take you down

the quad at USC had all kinds of booths & tents set up in it, & the largest stage I'd ever seen up close, the stacks of speakers towering thirty feet at least.  roadies scurried around like rodents, plugging in generators & patching cables, securing lights & things to the scaffoldings & shouting things at each other.  the main soundman, this guy--Jean-Michel, I think his name was--with a mass of dreadlocks & an attitude big as any of the U-HaulTM trucks lined up behind the scarlet-&-white striped tents was barking away at them.  Walter & Rob were up on stage, playing a song. McLeary was working the soundboard, waiting for our rhythm section to get it together so that he could EQ the drums & get Rob's bass sound as low & clear & gutsy as possible.  10am & we were about to soundcheck for a show that, it was said, would probably be attended by a thousand or so people.  our set time was 1pm, so I had a few hours to be a nervous wreck if I wanted to.  it was a big gig.  a bigger gig than I'd imagined.

on a patch of grass beneath a dark bronze statue of Tommy Trojan Jenny & I were tuning guitars & having awful coffee from stryofoamcups.  the odd jogger locomoted by, & there were co-eds on rollerblades skating down the cement part of the cement-&-brick walkways.  flowerbeds whorled with red & yellow flowers, the university's colors, & hillocks of long sparkly sun-swathed grass lead up to buildings that might have come straight out of a painting by Caneletto.  couples in baggy khakis sauntered around   looking very returningalumni while foodserviceworkers & guys in these little white utility vehicles got stuff ready & all rigged up.  a barefoot student--I knew he was a student on account of he had a backpack absolutely stuffed with books--with wild hair & tiny designer glasses asked if we were one of the bands & Jenny politely told him uh-huh.  then he asked what kind of music we played & I said:

--well, it's sort of like alternative heavymetal mariachi.

--cool, the kid said, gotta study for a few hours but I'll come check you guys out at one then, bra.

he said this to Jenny, mind you.  kind of staring at her breasts, as well.  or I thought.

--cool, bra, Jenny laughed.

--the youth of America, I said when the guy had left.

--my god, she said, & shook her adorable head.

I always loved it when Jenny ever so gently, ever so subtly took the piss out of someone, but there was something else that was sitting on my mind like a sumo:  the wondering whether David was still coming down.  

it would be gauche & insecure to ask about him--that I knew.  it might seem calculated as all get-out not to inquire.  that I also knew.  so I did what I usually do:  nothing.

actually, what I started thinking fully heavily about was the song we were supposed to open up with.  it was called "brilliant failure," & Jenny & I sung it together, dual (& dueling somehow) vocals.  I had to admit I was also thinking about what it was going to be like to play in front of all those people.  all those people who were one hundred percently unacquainted with our music.  

fucking scary, dude.

--were you conversing with that person? The Scather who came up suddenly said.

--hi Sterling! Jenny said.

--Chiquita bonita! Sterling said & we all, Sterling himself included, cracked up at him.  he sort of hoisted Jenny from where she was sitting tuning & gave her a big old ostentatious kiss on the cheek like Italians or people in musicals do, then he grabbed her butt, playfully, with both hands & goosed the hell out of her.

--Sterling! Jenny yelped like that great scene in The Graduate when Benjamin tells his mom he's going (quote-unquote) to marry Elaine Robinson.  it was good to see him, he could be so unaccountably hilarious.  he was way early, though.  I was wondering what he was doing here so early.  nothing better to do, probably.  & for once, he was without and entourage.*

Sterling was quizzing Jenny about the whole eviction thing when Tad, Nasty's brother, came up & asked us if we needed anything.  then he told us that, after we'd finished our soundcheck, he wanted to take us over to the collegeradiostation for an interview.  

awesome!

McLeary & the Jean-Michel soundguy were ready for us up on stage now, so we grabbed our guitars & chords & went up & plugged in.  ran through half a song.  stopped.  had McLeary turn up Jen's mike.  the Jean-Michel guy got all huffy & said it couldn’t go any louder & that we were just gonna have to deal with it, man.  

--can’t you just give her a little more volume, please?  I said.  she needs to be able to hear her voice.

--look, man, the Jean-Michel guy said, that's as fucking high as it fucking goes.

--Johnny-lad, McLeary said, why don’t we just turn you down a touch.

--but then I can’t hear myself sing, I said.

--I know, Walter said, I'll just turn down the drums.

& everybody (except of course the goddam soundguy) started busting up.

--good one, Rob said.

at last, thanks to McLeary, we got ourselves a pretty good balance of sound, went through another number, & pushed our stuff to the back of the stage.

--ready, you guys?  Tad said.

--for what? Walt asked.

--an interview, Tad said, at Radio SC.

--drag, Walter said, I’ve gotta go pick up Nastasha.

--drag, I said.  

up came Sterling:

--sounded good, you guys.

--thanks, Jenny said.

--why doesn’t Sterling go do the interview with you guys, Walter said.  I mean, he played drums on half the record anyway.

I couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or no.  oh who cared anyway.

--Sterling?

--I'm game, he said.I was supposed to wait around for Sarah.but she’ll be okay.

--whose Sarah? Jenny said.

gulp.

*

at the station they set up some mikes & headphones, played two cuts from our tape, & asked us all the stupid questions bands get asked on collegeradio.then they played another one of our songs & we signed one of the posters the student activities people had made for the show. 

*

back at the quad there were a lot of people starting to gather, eating shishkabobs & hamburgers from paperplates & drinking beers & lemonades or having snowcones & cottoncandy.  on stage, the first band had started up--this drumcircle of bearded burnouts & a girl in an I Dream of Jeannie sort of get-up dancing & prancing everywhere.  just awful.  Jenny & I got some food & bevs & found a shady/grassy spot pretty far away from the stage.  as we were eating, Psycho walked up with Claudia.  then Nicholson, Psycho's scientist friend, came over with a couple of his buds.  then Walter came back with Nastasha.  then Tad.  then Jaz.  then The Scather, Rob, & Sarah-Who-Hated-Me.  then McLeary.  

everyone.

reader, do you imagine that I was anxious at all, having Sarah-Who-Hated-Me right there next to Jenny?  do you imagine that, about ten minutes later, amidst the chit-chat & kidding around, I was tripping out to see Jenny get up & go running off to give a tall blonde guy a big fat hug.

the David.

instead of waiting around to be introduced to this former stud, I slipped away & went to the USC bookstore.  I figured I'd browse around in the Self-Help section--if you know what I'm saying--till it was time for us to go on.

*

at quarter to one I sauntered back towards the stage.  now there were hundreds of people hanging out as the band right before us--The Uselessnesses, I think they were called--got their stuff off stage.  we tuned up again, plugged in, & started playing.  unfortunately, I was playing one song, Jenny was playing another, & Rob & Walter were playing yet another still.

fuck!

one of the cardinalrules of rock'n'roll is you never stop playing in the middle of a song, no matter what.  finally, around an eternity of measures into the first quote-unquote number, we got it together & kind of eased into the beginning of "Brilliant Failure," the first song we were supposed to be playing in the first place.  the emergent melody (after that unbelievable cacaphony) must've sounded pretty good to the crowd because they started cheering & woo-whoing it up like mad.  

maybe we were being mocked, but the applause after that initial song was enthusiastic enough to make me think, as I was standing there fucking sweating it out on stage, that we werent being made gross fun of.  we got through three other songs, this time all starting & stopping together (& starting & stopping on the same song for a switch), when McLeary's lilting little voice came up through the monitors to inform us that our stage-time was nearly up & that we could play only one more.  fine, I thought.  always leave 'em wanting more, is another of those cardinal rules of rock.  what should we play?  what would be good to end with?  I shouted out "the king of good intentions," this two-chord drone that ended pretty frenziedly.  everyone nodded in agreement, even though it hadn’t been on the set-list we'd made up.  the words, basically, were:

	I am the king of good intentions

	I am the king of good intentions

	I am the king of good intentions

	I am the king of good intentions  



over & over & over, with varying intensity & whisperiness until, finally, we were supposed to vamp away simulating a 747 taking off (or crashing).  it was very stadiumrock, yeah, but powerful in a kinda/sort Pink Floyd way.  spacey & entrancing, if it flew.  overblown & self-indulgent if it didn’t.

somehow it worked, I guess, & lots of people clapped & clapped as we left the stage.  perhaps they were clapping because we were leaving the stage, but I doubted it.  there were too many intensely smiling people for that to be true.  like Psycho, for instance.  Psycho'd somehow got to the backstage area & was exuberantly clumping me on the back.

--buddy, he said, that was radical.

--thanks, Paul, I said.

--I loved it!

--how're you? 

--excellent, he said, smiling his psycho smile, excellent.

--that's great, I said.  I have to get my stuff off stage, though.  I'll talk to you in a bit.

The Scather & Sarah were talking to Jenny & some other people, I noticed, as I lugged my amp off to a roped-off area.  Jaz was in conference with Nastasha & McLeary, while Walter & Rob helped each other get their gear off too.  just then this guy with curly hair & a big old smile & sychophantic handshake stood in front of me & said:

--are you John?  I'm Bob--Bob Chalet.  loved your stuff, man.  

--thanks, I said.

--do you think I could get a copy of your tape?  I'm doing A&R now at North American Records &...

I have to admit I didn’t really hear the rest of the stuff Bob Chalet was spewing cause I was rather alarmed to see, over my left shoulder, Jenny talking away with Sarah-Who-Hated-Me.  or rather (& potentially more damagingly) Sarah jawing away.

oh my god, I thought, Sarah-Who-Hates-Me's telling her everything! 

before I could go over & intercede, this David character, all teeth, approached & stuck out his hand.  without even saying "excuse me" or "just a second" or "later" I extricated myself from the situation in the rudest manner imaginable, almost taking David's hand with me as I started towards Jenny & Sarah just as Sarah, it appeared, was taking off.  the next band, a very loud outfit with many horns, launched in to their first song, a very atrocious cover, as far as I could tell, of "Strawberry Fields Forever."  it was very super extra loud, where we were standing.  "Let me take you down," the bad band's singer started screaming.

how ironic is that? I thought as I went over & said:

--Jenny... I started to say, but then the band on stage crescendoed again & my words blurred in the clear, cacophonous air.



the end
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