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White Oleander

For Alma

I see a red door and I want it painted black,
 No colors anymore I want them to turn black . . .
“Paint It Black,” The Rolling Stones

1
Echo
Cold numbed the tip of Josie Tyrell’s nose and her ass, just outside the reach of the studio space heater. Her leg had fallen asleep. She twisted her slight torso, enough to release tension, but not enough to disturb the painter working across the room in his paint-spotted Mao suit, his hair in a waist-length braid. Henry Ko wasn’t painting well today. He had to stop every few minutes to wipe his eyes on the back of his hand, while Double Fantasy circled around on the studio stereo. Everyone was playing it now. John Lennon had just been shot in New York, and wherever Josie went, people were playing the same fucking Beatles songs until you wanted to throw up. At least Double Fantasy had Yoko Ono.
On the cover that leaned against the dirty couch, John and Yoko pressed together for a kiss they would never finish. People were always trashing Yoko Ono, blaming her for breaking up the Beatles, but Josie knew they were just jealous that John preferred Yoko to some bloated megaband. Nobody ever really loved a lover. Because love was a private party, and nobody got on the guest list. She liked the pictures of Yoko and John in their white bed, their frizzy hippie hair. They’d retreated to the country with two passports only. From the outside it looked like death. People could pound the walls all they wanted, but they’d never find the door. Nobody could guess at the gardens inside.
Out the long windows of Henry Ko’s studio, the hills and shacks of Echo Park tumbled toward Sunset Boulevard like a child’s bedspread scattered with toys. Bare winter jacarandas broke the view with their angular arms, round pods hanging from their branch wrists like castanets. Henry kept crying about John Lennon. Josie felt worse about Darby Crash. Darby had just killed himself in an act of desperate theater, a gesture swamped by the Beatle’s death like a raft in the backwash of a battleship. But at least she’d known him, with his shyness, his broken-toothed smile. She’d hung with him at the Masque, at the Fuckhouse, and on Carondelet. He hadn’t been a natural performer, he had to get wasted, cramming anything he could swallow into his mouth, then played shows so intense that they hurt you to watch, made you feel like a creepy voyeur. Darby just needed people to notice him, someone to care. All their friends had gone to the funeral, everybody but her. His death was so horribly unnecessary, such a stupid stunt, acted out by someone so sad and fucked up he would kill himself out of a need to be noticed. Josie thought it was repulsive to treat it like a party. And then the Beatle took it all away anyway.
“But he wanted it that way,” Pen said. She’d covered it for Puke magazine, saying who’d been there, like it was an afterparty.
At least they’d known him. Whereas look at Henry. Getting all teary-eyed over John Lennon whom he’d never even met. Huge crowds converged last weekend in Griffith Park to mourn the lost Beatle. They didn’t go, she and Pen and their friends, you could just tell it was going to be some overaged love-in, hippie beads and “Give Peace a Chance.” When anybody could tell, nobody was ever going to give fucking peace a chance. Nobody was going back to Woodstock anytime soon.
But she was sure old Henry’d showed up with the other granolaheads, lit incense and rang finger cymbals and blew some pot, no doubt, in John’s memory. Om rama rama. Did John Lennon really want all that? Was that what he was about? From what she’d heard, the guy’d had some wit and brains—did he really want to be the dead guy of the hour, like a melting centerpiece?
Finally, the artist stepped away from his easel, sighing. “What say, Jo-say. Pack it in?”
She unfurled her legs, felt the blood rush back, that tingle and burn, stretching fragile shoulders, their delicate bones clearly visible, small breasts with their dark nipples, the black triangle that contrasted with her unlikely bleached hair, the roots coming in dark. She put her clothes back on—a vintage dress she’d traded for a domino bracelet, torn leggings—and worked her feet into spike-heeled pumps from Goodwill. As Henry cleaned his brushes, she touched up her bloodred lipstick, then joined him on the couch, orange velvet edged in brown dirt. He rolled a joint, special dope he called “The Spider”—brown turds of buds his friends in Hawaii sent him. Old hippies got so into their pot. She didn’t mind sharing, but you didn’t have to make a cult out of it.
As they smoked, Henry went on about John Lennon, how he couldn’t believe he was dead, like the guy was some fucking saint. “He’d finally found himself,” he kept saying. “That cat had just finally worked it out.”
She toked along with him, knee to knee, and thought about the guy who shot Lennon. Shot by a desperate fan. On the news, fans were always desperate. Got his signature and then shot him down. The saddest thing about it was that she wasn’t more shocked. To Josie, it just seemed part of the way things were heading, Ronald Reagan, greedheads running everything. Killing John Lennon seemed like just mopping up. Thirty thousand people missing in El Salvador, those nuns, and everybody in America was worried about who shot JR.
She and Henry leaned back against the couch. The Spider, she had to admit, was major deluxe. Henry turned his head slowly, keeping it supported on the couch back, looking at her with his small pot-reddened eyes that always smiled, even if he was angry or sad. He smelled of some weird liniment he brewed himself for nursing his tai chi injuries, roots and licorice and some kind of bugs. He put his hand on her knee. “Jo-say, you still with that guy, that Harvard cat?”
His hand on her knee. Henry Ko was like thirty-five, what was she supposed to do with an old guy like that? “Michael. Yeah, we’re still together.” At least she hoped they were. Maybe he was back. In fact, he might be home right now, waiting for her. Suddenly, she had to go. She put her child-sized hand on top of the artist’s turpentine-dry one. “But I’ll let you know if we break up, Henry, I swear.”
She drove back to Lemoyne in her rattly Ford Falcon, a powder blue relic with band stickers on the trunk—X, Germs, Cramps. It was normally a three-minute drive, but she hit a line of cars with their lights on. Why were they going so slow? Maybe another John Lennon thing. She honked, wove, and passed until she got to the front and saw it was a hearse. Mortified, she turned off onto a side street and stopped, red-faced. How was she supposed to know—a line of cars crawling along with their lights on? Some days it felt like her sister Luanne had just dropped her off at MacArthur Park day before yesterday.
She drove the rest of the way under the speed limit, parked in front of her house, took the mail from her mailbox, and pulled the noose on the gate. Careful in her high heels, she descended the rickety steps to the little cabin behind. Nothing more than a shack, but they loved it back here, the giant birds-of-paradise netted with morning glories, so private they didn’t need curtains. She opened the door, threw her key in the red bowl, and called out, “Hey, Michael?”
Silence. The empty chairs, the paintings, the wooden-bead curtain between the main room and the kitchen. The only sounds came in through the open window, that overlooked the steady traffic on the 2 and the 5. It had been five days since he’d stood there, in the kitchen doorway, beads pushed aside, grinding coffee with his brass Turkish grinder shaped like a tube. Telling her he was going away. She’d been getting dressed for a booking in Northridge. “I’m going up to Meredith’s for a few days,” he’d said. His mother was gone, off on tour in Uruguay or Paraguay and good fucking riddance.
She’d stopped in the hall, finishing her lipstick, accurate even without a mirror. “What for?”
“It’s a project I’ve been thinking about,” he said, grinding. “I need time to concentrate.” Casual, like it was nothing.
And she’d stared, trying to understand what he was really saying. They’d never been separated, not even when they fought. “Since when do I bother you when you’re working?”
“I thought you’d be glad that I’m working at all,” he said.
She was glad, but why would he think he had to leave?
He kept cranking the brass arm of the mill, standing in the kitchen doorway in his baggy jeans and bare feet with their long Greek toes. “I need the space, Josie. Try to understand.”
“But you always painted fine here.” It was true, the shack was small. It was hard for him to paint anything even the size of the blind Merediths. And his mother’s house was standing there, empty, up on the hill. “What if I come with you?”
He set the grinder down then and put his arms around her, tight. Kissed her. “I’ll be working. You know how I get. Trust me, it’s better this way.” She held on to him, her eyes closed, drinking in his smell, pine and moss and some peculiar chemistry of his own, that she craved the way an addict craved freebase. She could lick him like candy. He held her for the longest time, crushing her to him, his scratchy beard.
She missed him like fire. She threw the mail in the bowl on the orange footlocker where the phone sat silent. She’d called him twice already, but he hadn’t answered—he’d never answered a phone as long as she’d known him. But if he didn’t come home soon, she was going up there, she didn’t care how much he needed his space. Screw that. Three days was one thing, but a week was a separation. She’d barely managed to stay away this long, doing her best to keep busy—book extra sittings, going with Pen to see the Weirdos at the Hong Kong Café, a party on Carondelet. Maybe it looked like she was living it up, but all she was doing was waiting for him. What was he painting that he couldn’t paint here? Or was he just dumping her? “Hey, fuck him and his brother too,” Pen had said when she’d worried aloud at the Weirdos show. “This is great, just like the old days. Carpe fucking diem.”
It felt strange to be alone in the little house, in the tranquillity of the afternoon. This was the first time she’d ever lived alone. She straightened the pillows on the couch, looked through the mail, put on the Clash, Sandinista!, sat down and got up. She couldn’t settle anywhere. The house seemed so empty, her presence didn’t alter its emptiness. At home in Bakersfield, she’d shared a room with Luanne and Corrine, and on Carondelet, she’d lived with Pen and Shirley and Paul. Later in the Fuckhouse, it was half of punk Hollywood. Now she was alone, her only company the paintings and drawings he’d done, furniture they’d salvaged, collections they’d accumulated, toys and hats and flatirons. Without him, it took on the quality of a stage set where the actors hadn’t yet come on. She sat on the blue couch and leafed through an art magazine. A man making paintings using smashed plates. They’d seen his show at the county art museum. She’d liked the big, heavy-textured works better than Michael had, their confidence, their bold beauty. “Shtick,” he’d said. “Ya gotta have a gimmick.” Always so critical, he hated everything artists were doing now. He only liked Francis Bacon and Lucien Freud, who painted like bloodhounds on the scent of human imperfection. And his beloved Schiele.
Why couldn’t he sleep here and paint there? Other artists had studios. If it was too small for him, he could at least come home at night. She was afraid it was just an excuse. That he’d decided, finally, he didn’t want to be with her anymore. She yearned to call him, but hated the sound of the phone ringing, ringing, knowing that he might be standing right there, not picking up, knowing it was her.
She sat in his chair by the window, overlooking the hills, Echo Park, Silverlake, and beyond: the Hollywood sign, Griffith Park. The observatory’s green copper domes stood out perfectly clear against the pale blue winter sky. She loved to sit in this chair with him, her arms around his neck, drinking his smell. She pressed her face to the waffled coarseness of the chair back, trying to smell it, her eyelashes fluttering against the skin of her cheek. Catching then losing it.
Still stoned from the Spider, she shuffled back into the kitchen, drank a glass of milk standing up at the sink, peeled a finger-sized banana. She tried not to look at the wooden breakfast nook with its cutout hearts, where they ate their meals, and the painting that hung there, her at the old stove, light from the kitchen window pouring over her. When he was the one who did all the cooking. She couldn’t do more than heat soup from a can.
She went into the bedroom and lay on the bed, the fragrant linens that still smelled of their last lovemaking, their painting of Montmartre on all the four walls. She kicked off her shoes and crawled under the covers, white on white in the colorless light. It was almost Christmas. She needed to finish making his shirt, with the stripes cut horizontally, to make it unusual. Green to match his eyes. Maybe she would find him some sheet music at one of those little places on Hollywood Boulevard, dirty Twenties blues, all new jelly roll and cakewalking babies from home. She could decorate the house in paper snowflakes, hang them from the ceiling, thick as leaves. How surprised he’d be when he came through the door and saw them. Of course he’d be back. Just another day or two.
She was thinking about snowflakes when the phone rang in the living room. Flinging herself out of bed so fast her head reeled, she got to the phone and grabbed it before the third ring. “Michael, thank God, I —”
“Excuse me, this is Inspector Brooks . . .”
Some government fuckhead.
“I’m from the Los Angeles County Coroner’s Office. To whom am I speaking, please?”
Fuck. Luanne. The crank. The last time she’d seen her sister, she’d been down to ninety pounds. Though it could be Jimmy.  Tommy. Any of them. “This is Josephine Tyrell. What happened?”
“Your phone number was found on a motel registration. We’re in the process of running fingerprints, but tell me, has there been someone missing?”
“I don’t think so,” she said.
She heard the shuffling of papers. “White male. Registered as Oscar Wilde.”
All she heard was the roar of blood in her ears.
“Miss Tyrell?”
She could barely hold the phone. All the strength had gone out of her arms.
“Do you have any idea who this person might be?” said the voice on the other end, as if nothing had changed.
“Yes,” she said. “No.” She sat down on the furry couch before she fell. “I don’t . . .”
“This person you’re thinking of, how old is he?”
She searched for her voice. “Twenty-two.”
“Height?”
“About six feet,” she whispered.
“Weight?”
She didn’t know his weight. They’d never had a scale. “Skinny.”
“Eye color?”
“Green.” Please, let him say brown.
“Scars or tattoos?”
She thought of his body. She ran her mind over it like fingers. “A scar, on his right hand. Between the thumb and first finger.” She rubbed her face, trying not to drop the phone, trying to listen through the roaring static in her head. “A mole, on the right side of his rib cage.” An artist’s model, her body memory never failed. It worked independently of her mind, which had shut off. It couldn’t be. This was a Tyrell call, speed contest, stabbing, shoot-out. An OD at the Fuckhouse.
There was a pause. “Is there someone who can come with you? We’ll need to see you downtown.”
Josie stood on the sidewalk holding herself together with both arms, as if her guts would spill out onto the concrete if she let go, watching for Pen’s red Impala. Her friend slammed to a stop in front of the house, her purple hair a flag in that old convertible. She threw open the side door. “I got here as fast as I could. Oh, Josie, don’t think anything yet. It could be anyone.”
She was still closing the door as Pen peeled out. It was deep into rush hour. They skipped the freeway and took Riverside Drive, the back way along the river, past the Brewery where she’d just modeled for Tim Delauney the week before last. Don’t think anything. It could be anyone. She hoped it fucking was. Anyone else.
Macy to Mission, the foot of the concrete mountain that was LA County General. The coroner’s office wasn’t up at the hospital, it was down at the bottom, with the trucks and light industrial, a boxy two-story government building, the lettering painted right on the side of the building, LOS ANGELES COUNTY DEPARTMENT OF CORONER, MEDICAL EXAMINER, FORENSIC LABORATORIES, PUBLIC SERVICES.
Pen left the Impala parked sideways across two spaces and they dashed into the foyer, all brown marble and beige linoleum and patched acoustic ceiling, like the lobby in a building full of cheap dentists. At the counter, a heavy black woman looked them up and down, Pen’s purple hair and black lipstick, Josie’s punked-out bleach job, her yellow fake fur. Like they were a sideshow act.
“I got a call,” Josie said.
The woman just stared.
“From some Inspectorman —” Pen said.
“Brooks —” Josie said.
“Across the breezeway.” The woman pointed to the twin building out the smudged glass doors. “I’ll tell him you’re here.”
They waited on cloth chairs in a smaller lobby, Josie’s hands crammed deep into the pockets of her coat, her whole being reduced to a pinpoint of fear, like the nucleus of an atom about to be split and blow up the world. She had no mind at all, just the tremor in her right foot that would not stop.
“You’re okay,” Pen said, stroking her hair, her neck. “You’re breathing, you’re okay. What’s taking this fucking creep so long anyway?” She got up, shook the locked knob, kicked the metal door with her Doc Marten, sat back down next to Josie.
“Light me a ciggie,” Josie said, her hands in tight balls in her pockets. She could feel every hair follicle in her scalp.
Pen dug around in Josie’s schoolbag purse, found her cigarettes, Gauloises Bleues, lit her one, put it between her lips. Josie forced smoke into her lungs, the cigarette helping her remember how to breathe. She removed a hand from her pocket to take it on exhaling. Her mind was a fist, no thought would enter, except no no no. It was the longest five minutes in history.
“You’re going to be okay, you’re going to get through,” Pen said, lighting one of her own Camel straights, and their smoke filled the small waiting room. Outside the winter sky turned to rose. If I finish this cigarette before the guy comes, it won’t be Michael.
“I hate places like this,” Pen said. “I’d like to blow this place up.”
They watched the heavy door into the hall, a little caged window. Before she was even halfway done with her cigarette, a black man in a blue blazer opened the door and stepped into the lobby. “Miss Tyrell?”
Josie stood up.
“Can you come with me? Both of you.”
They walked down the hall, the fluorescent light bathing them in its weird green glow. Inspector Brooks’s office was windowless, small, vomiting books, papers, folders, the walls covered with charts and a list on a blackboard, initials and magnets. They sat in two metal chairs, and he took a seat at his desk. “Are you all right, Miss Tyrell?” he asked.
“No, she’s not the fuck all right,” Pen said. “Can’t you see she’s practically puking? Can we get through this already?”
Josie lifted a shaking hand to her lips, toked on her cigarette. If he didn’t like her smoking, he didn’t say anything.
“When was the last time you saw your boyfriend, Miss Tyrell?”
She saw the standing ashtray, flicked ash into it, her upper lip stiff and bowed and frozen in its downturned U. “Five days ago. Wednesday.”
“And when did you realize he was missing?”
Josie just stared at the lit tip of her cigarette. How long was he missing? She hadn’t known he was missing at all. She had just let him go. “I didn’t. I still don’t.”
The man pursed his full lips together and pulled out some white cardboard. “I’m going to have you look at some photographs,” Inspector Brooks said. “I want to warn you, they’re pretty disturbing. But it’s important to know, for everyone.”
White squares in his hands, the backs of two photographs, as he went on talking, talking, explaining about what she would see, the bullet entered the mouth and exited the back of the head, effect of the gunshot wound . . . She nodded, not listening. She wanted to rip those pictures out of his hands. Finally he laid them in front of her on the metal desk.
A face. Black eyes, like they’d been in a terrible fight. Swollen closed, though they weren’t completely closed, God, they should have closed the eyes. Whoever’s eyes they were. Not his. It couldn’t be. She could only see a little of the hair, there was a sheet all around the head, and those black eyes, a slight rim of blood around the nostrils, the mouth, no, she didn’t recognize him, it wasn’t Michael, and yet, how could she be sure? How could she know? He was alive the last time she saw him. “I can’t tell. I just don’t know,” she whispered.
The inspector gathered his Polaroids and put them aside with a folder, John Doe. “Does he have living parents?” Inspector Brooks asked.
“His father’s Calvin Faraday, the writer. He lives in New York.” Inspector Brooks wrote it on a legal pad, with the case number at the top, Michael’s name and notes from their phone call. “His mother is Meredith Loewy.” She spelled it for him. “She’s in South America. On tour.”
“Well, first let’s see if it’s him.” He dialed his pea green phone. “Yes, we’re ready,” he said into the receiver, and stood up. Josie crushed her cigarette in the ashtray and they stood and walked back across the breezeway. She clung to Pen, using her like a Seeing Eye dog. All she could see was the image from the Polaroid, the black eyes, she hadn’t even thought to look for the little scar on his upper lip. This wasn’t real. Michael was alive. He was up at his mother’s house, painting in the room off his childhood bedroom. She pictured him painting there in all the detail she could muster. The oaks outside the windows. The brightness of the winter sun. How they would laugh about this later. Imagine, for a split second I thought you were dead. If only she could see it clearly enough, it would be true.
Pen never let go of her hand, let her crush the hell out of it. She could smell the leather of Pen’s jacket.
“Whatever this is, we’ll get you the fuck through it,” Pen said. “You hear me?”
Inspector Brooks came across from the other building, and let them through a doorway in the brown marble. They walked down a dirty hall, pinkish beige, the doors all had black kickmarks at the bottom. They came to an elevator, Inspector Brooks held it for them, got in and turned a key in the operating panel, the door shut and the elevator descended. Josie stared down at the streaky linoleum. Please God. Let this not be happening.
The doors opened, and right there, against the gray wall, against a busted water fountain, on a gurney, lay a human form under a white sheet. She held Pen’s arm, or was Pen holding hers, and the smell was different from anything she had ever smelled before, dirty, like old meat, and Inspector Brooks was saying, “He’s not going to look like they do in the funeral home, they’ve cleaned him up some but he’s going to look like the photos, all right? I’m going to lower the sheet now.”
He folded back the top of the sheet. The body lay wrapped in another one, a knot like a rose at the chest, the arms folded in, the head covered, there was blood on the sheet, don’t look at that, don’t look, only the face. The bruised eyes, bruised mouth, lips dark as if he’d been drinking ink, the dark stubble, the handsome eyebrows, the eyelashes, his eyes were not closed. She slipped hard to her knees. The Inspector and Pen caught her but not in time. “His eyes . . .” The most diabolical thing she had ever seen. She threw up, on her coat, on her knees, on the floor. A project I’ve been thinking about. Some time to concentrate.
They picked her up and helped her into a chair. She sat with her head between her knees. Pen crouched next to her, holding her, vomit all over. His body. She was shaking, she couldn’t stop. His body, goddamn him! HIS BODY! Inspector Brooks was covering him again, she got up and yanked down the sheet and laid her face against his sweet horrible one, then recoiled. It was hard, cold. A thing. He’d turned himself into a thing. A goddamn thing. “MICHAEL, YOU FUCK, YOU STUPID GODDAMN FUCK!” she was screaming into his face, but it didn’t change. He didn’t wake up. He just lay there with his black eyes and the whites showing, and Inspector Brooks covered him up, his hand dark and alive against the sheet.
“Let’s go.” Pen threw her arm around Josie’s shoulder. Brooks held open the elevator, and a brawny man with a beard brought a mop, and then they were going up again. Through the pink hall.
He indicated the bench in the brown lobby. “Please.” And then they were on it, she just sat next to Pen, shaking, her teeth chattering, trying to breathe. “Is there anything you’d like to know, Miss Tyrell?”
How could she make this not be happening? How could she turn this movie off?
“What happens now?” Pen said.
“We’ll be notifying the parents, they’ll make the arrangements, I’m sure they’ll let Miss Tyrell know what they’ve decided.”
Pen snorted. “Oh yeah, sure, they’ll be right on the phone. Don’t be a dick.”
“I’ll call then, when I know anything, all right?” he said, crouching, putting his living hand on Josie’s. She wanted to kick him. She wanted to punch his fucking face in. She hated him for being warm when Michael was hard as wood, wrapped in a sheet. “Anything I find out, I’ll call you, Miss Tyrell, I promise. I’m sure it won’t be long.”
What won’t be long? What was he talking about?
“Where’d you find him?” Pen asked.
“In a motel. Out in Twentynine Palms. Believe me when I say how sorry I am you have to go through this, Miss Tyrell.”
Michael, in a motel in Twentynine Palms, a gun in his hands. Not at Meredith’s, painting in an explosion of new creation. Not over on Sunset, digging through the record bins, or at Launderland separating the darks and lights. Not at the Chinese market, looking at the fish with their still-bright eyes. Not at the Vista watching an old movie. Not sketching down at Echo Park. He was in a motel room in Twentynine Palms, putting a bullet in his brain.
“Let’s go home,” Pen said.
He didn’t even drive, how could he have gotten out to Twentynine Palms? None of it made any sense. It didn’t make sense. Where did he get a gun? She didn’t want to go home. Where could home be now, with Michael here in the basement, tied into a white sheet that was seeping blood? There was no home, only that body, the lips like black leather, dark smudge of beard shading his jaw, dark circles around his eyes against the drained yellow wax of his skin. Though somewhere in Twentynine Palms was a motel room splattered in the most precious scarlet. Suddenly, she wanted to go there, to be the one to clean it. Unthinkable that a stranger, some poor woman with a bucket, would look at his blood and think, Christ, that’s never coming out. Having no idea this had been Michael Faraday, no idea just what had died in that stinking motel room, bleeding to death onto the moldy shag.
She drew her knees up inside her coat and lay on the bench, shaking, she couldn’t stop. Her head on her red schoolbag purse, she fought the urge to vomit again. She hid her face in the furry collar of her coat. Registered as Oscar Wilde. She wanted to wake up like Dorothy and see Michael’s face peering over the side of the bed, laughing. Why, you just hit your head. But it was no dream and there was no Kansas and he was never coming back.
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Pool
She awoke on the blue couch, in a shadow-filled room lit by a single lamp, wrapped in a granny-square afghan. At the other end of the long couch, Pen lay passed out, snoring drily. Josie blinked, trying to remember, why was she sleeping in the living room? And what was Pen doing here? She sat up on one elbow. The lights from the stereo gleamed, and the lamp reflected harshly in the darkness of the uncurtained windows. Iggy was playing on KROQ. Iggy wanted to be her dog. Bow wow wow. She rubbed her face, rubbery, cold, and reached for a ciggie. As she lit it with her father’s Ronson, it hit her, real as rain. Pen, sleeping on the end of the couch, the dials, the ashtray, the voddy.
No, that was wrong. He was at his mother’s. A bad dream. He was up at Meredith’s, painting, he was coming home soon, he said he would be. He would walk right through that door. And she’d tell him, They thought you were dead . . .
But he wasn’t coming. He wasn’t up at his mother’s. He’d gone to Twentynine Palms and shot himself in the head.
She closed her eyes, pressed her forearm across them. In her head, a line repeated. Never and never . . . A line from some poem. Never and never in the something something . . . What was that? Michael would know. Michael would know, but he was dead.
Fuck fuck fuck fuck.
He was just here. He was coming back. But he wasn’t. You asshole. You asshole! You stupid goddamn fuck!
The clock on the piano read 3:10. The world had changed but she couldn’t feel it. He was dead but she just couldn’t get it. After a couple of Percocets, she should have been out like roadkill, like Pen, but she was awake in the middle of the night and Michael was never coming through that door again.
She lay on the couch, smoking her Gauloise, the cigarettes he smoked. The smell of Paris. They were going to go to Paris . . . But no, they weren’t. You goddamn stupid motherfucker. What did he think he was doing? What was on his fucking mind? Here, here’s my dark world. You carry it for a change. I’m out.
She sat up, rubbed her face, gazed out the uncurtained windows, lights glowing in the hills. Cars trickled by on the 5 and the 2. Iggy wanted to be her dog, and Michael was out there lying on a rack cold as meat. She tried not to think about the way his face looked, but her mind kept looping back around to it, like a piece of paper he once showed her that looped around to where you began. What the hell, Michael? What did you think you were doing?
Against the wall, his piano waited, keyboard open, for him to come and play it. She could see him sitting right there, playing his Twenties blues, Big Bill Broonzy, Lucille Bogan . . . Tricks ain’t walkin’, tricks ain’t walkin’ no more. Showing off that rolling blues style. And the way they danced. Sun filtering through the eucalyptus. Naked except for her orange kimono. His hard-on knocking against her. And I’ve got to make my livin’, don’t care where I go . . .
Her lungs closed around the air hard, like fingers slammed in a car door. Goddamn you, Michael, goddamn you to hell. She reached for the Stoli, unscrewed the cap and took a great swallow, set the bottle on the floor so she could reach it easily. Pen was snoring with her mouth open. Josie could see her fillings. Say, Blaise, are we very far from Montmartre?
He’d thrown Montmartre away, Blaise and little Jeanne, everything, just like that. As if his life was a drawing that didn’t turn out right. But you can’t start again, Michael. There was only that one.
Suddenly she thought, what if he’d been murdered? What if it wasn’t what it seemed? 
But she knew it wasn’t murder. Knew the second she saw him. He just threw her away. Everything they had been, could have been. For she is my love, and other women are but big bodies of flame. Who in the world would have thought of her like that? When was the last time someone thought, I know what Josie will like. A book. Yeah! A poem, by a dead Frenchman. Who else in the history of the world? When most people looked at Josie Tyrell, they only saw a certain collection of bones, a selection of forms filling space. But Michael saw past the mouth and the eyes, the architecture of the body, her fleshly masquerade. Other boys were happy enough to enjoy the show, they just wanted to be entertained in the body’s shadow theater. But Michael had to come backstage. He went down into the mines, into the dark, and brought up the gold, your new self, a better self. But what good was it if he was just going to leave her behind?
She took another drink from the Stoli, let it burn all the way down. She wanted it to burn more, she wished it was hot wax, boiling oil, gasoline, she could drink it down, let it burn out her guts, then it would feel real. He’d always seen her. The only one. With those eyes the color of aquarium glass seen sideways. That day she’d lingered behind in the Otis drawing studio. The students filtering out, but she’d waited, lighting a cigarette, so he could catch up with her, the boy in the tweed jacket with the glass green eyes. He’d brought her a Danish from Victor Benes. Of all things. Not the usual boyish gifts, a hemp necklace, a seedy joint, a ticket to a free concert. A fancy cheese Danish stuffed with white raisins. Even then, sensing her hunger.
They’d walked out onto the street together, where a silver-gray Jaguar waited across the street, a dark-haired woman at the wheel. A rich lover, she’d assumed. Though it was mostly gay boys who had them. She’d put on her dark glasses, so he wouldn’t see how intimidated she felt. And he’d hung back, embarrassed, waiting for her to leave first, so she wouldn’t see him get into that car.
Josie gazed at the painting hanging opposite the couch, the one he called Civilization and Its Discontents. Blind women climbed the white stairs through a ruined city in moonlight, carrying fruit and lizards in their arms, books and babies and the head of Sigmund Freud. And their faces all were Meredith’s. Josie leaned over and dug through Pen’s purse to see if she had any more Percocets, but they’d done the last of them.
On the footlocker next to Pen’s bag lay the bowl of mail. Michael Faraday, Michael Faraday, Mr. Michael Faradaz. Junk mail, an Art News. A package from France, special gum erasers, and a kind of pastels he liked that you could only get in a certain shop in Paris. When they’d sent them, he was alive. Why’d you have to buy these fucking erasers if you were just going to kill yourself, Michael? Another girl would open it, but not Josie. She never went through his things. It was part of the way she loved him. She let him have his secrets.
You stupid fuck. You ignorant fucking twat.
She let her eyes wander the bowed bookcases, stuffed with paperbacks white with wear, old books of pebbly leather, crumbly calfskin embossed in gold. Books from his mother’s house, books that had followed him home like stray dogs. Michael couldn’t pass a hippie with three books on a blanket without rescuing one. Crime and Punishment for twenty-five cents? Can you believe that? And on the top shelf, the line of black journals, which she had never read.
She could read them now. But what would she find there, except discovering what a bitch she’d been, an idiot, stupid fucking moron? Things she should have known, that could have saved him. Should have, could have. She should have read them, should have read them all along.
But that was never the deal. When you started spying on someone, where did you stop? Read his mail, cross-examine him, follow him around? Sleep across the doorstep? She trusted him, trusting that it would all turn out in the end. She had to. He would have hated her if she hadn’t, he would have left her long ago.
Through the spongy murk of voddy and the remnants of the pills, dread fattened inside her like a thick black snake. It grew, crowding her guts. She drank down the rest of the voddy to see if she could burn it back. It shrank enough to let her breathe. She stood and stumbled as far as the dining table, where she sat down heavily. She turned on the lamp, the rice-paper shade Michael had decorated with Chinese figures. Harmony. Peace. Tao. Ming. Ming meant destiny. It was shaped like hair with a part in the middle, a line for a forehead wrinkle, two square eyes and a nose. Ming also meant death. It never occurred to her to ask, what was ming doing in there, along with peace and virtue? So many things she hadn’t asked when she had the chance. Afraid to. Who was the blind woman here?
She pulled out one of his sketchpads and spread it on the scarred tabletop. Life Drawing. Michael Faraday. His mother’s address on Via Paloma, the old phone number. She touched the writing. Vertical, regular, the e’s like 3’s. Backward-flipped d’s, the g’s like 8’s. Down-crossed t’s. Never and never . . . No more of that handwriting. No more of the waves in air that made his voice, the sound of his laughter.
Pen moaned in her sleep and turned over, the ass of her tights stretched tight over red panties. “Oh for fuck’s sake,” she mumbled and then after a moment the snoring started again. Vista del Mar. Josie opened the smudged yellow of the sketchpad cover.
Contour drawings. That spontaneous line. It was already there, the liveliness of the forms. The proportions already good, the bodies had weight, the gestures vitality and direction. Just a beginner, but he learned so fast. Everything came so damn easy to him.
Not true.
The hard things came easy. But the easy things he found impossibly hard.
She touched her fingertips to the black charcoal fingermarks on the page. His long fingers nearly twice the length of his palm. Those beautiful hands. Christ. She wished she could feel them right now, on her naked body. It was the only thing that ever made her feel better. He always knew how to make her feel better. When he wanted to. Fuck you, Michael, you son of a bitch. On her own now. All alone.
Focusing on the pages, turning them carefully, not to tear the yellowing paper, she watched his progress through Introduction to Life Drawing. She recognized most of the models—Frank the dwarf, all chunky defiance, his huge cock—Michael had seen him as mythological, menacing as a figure in a dream. Colleen Keen with her long legs and wide hips, like a drip of water. Marguerite’s stupid modern-dance poses. Funny. And Pen.
She didn’t realize he’d had Pen. She glanced over at her friend, skirt bunched up over her ass, face burrowed into the couch back, breath coming ragged. On the page she was all bristly imperiousness, hand on hip, weight on one foot, impatient. Even her pubic hair looked aggressive. What did it mean, that the two people she loved best in the world hated each other? It was the sides of herself, irreconcilable.
Finally, Josie herself. The curve of her back, the delicately articulated bones. Her somber face over the small shoulder. His poet’s lady, his silver lily.
A sudden image gored her, like a vicious animal she’d caught, not knowing how powerful it would be. Michael once told her about his famous father going boar hunting in Hawaii. “They have to weld a brace across the spear, to keep it from mauling you.” But she wanted to be mauled. She let it run right up the spear, sink its yellow tusks into her flesh.
A day hot and so smoggy you needed a snorkel. He’d caught up to her after class, asked if she wanted to go swimming. “But we’ll have to take the bus,” he said. “I don’t have a car.” He didn’t want to be controlled by a machine, he explained, but she just figured he couldn’t afford one. So she drove, up Vermont past the auto-body places, the punk shops and cafés. She still could remember, she’d had Patti Smith on the tape deck. The song was “Frederick,” and she had thought, If Patti can be in love, anything’s possible.
A park grew in the center of the street above Los Feliz, planted with enormous magnolias, roots snakily intertwined. Houses big as hotels sitting back on giant lawns. When he’d pointed out the turn, she’d had the strongest impulse to take that long finger in her mouth. But she didn’t. She didn’t know him that well yet.
The steep road turned and forked, she lost track, Vistas and Coronas and Villas, until he finally told her to park in the shade of an immense wall. Messy pittosporums and orange trees littered the sidewalk, and a fancy iron gate barred the way. He smiled then. That was when she fell in love, right then, as he lifted the chain and opened the gate. Showing her it wasn’t really locked, just wound around to look that way. He was a boy who knew things, things that looked one way but proved to be another.
In a lot of ways.
No, she would not think about that. Now was too big, like a giant dark planet coming up over the horizon. She wanted then. The coolness of the overgrown trees outside the Spanish house, moss mottling its thick walls and painting the red tile roof with chartreuse velvet. How she took his arm not to twist her ankle in her high heels. “Whose house is this?”
“Some people I know.” The soft voice that made you want to put your ear to his mouth. The sweet smell of his breath. She followed him around the back of the house, an enormous place, uncared for, unpruned white rambling roses climbing high into the trees, the footing treacherous with slick leaves, thinking, Rich people should take better care of their homes.
Here it was, the pool. Stained dark, leaves scattered over the surface and dotting the none-too-clean bottom. Still and silent in the shade of the great trees. Certainly not the pool she’d envisioned—freeform, sparkling aquamarine in the sun. Not wanting to betray her disappointment, she’d unbuttoned her dress, stepped out of her underwear, and dove in like a girl in a movie. The shock of the cold. She came up gasping. He hadn’t told her it was unheated.
Was he snickering at her, a real swell joke? But he’d seated himself at a green iron table littered with droppings, unpacking his charcoals, his pad. “Aren’t you coming in?” she asked. “The water’s wonderful.” If you were a polar bear.
“No thanks. I am not sportif,” he said.
That made her laugh. Boys always bragged about their sportiness, their prowess at things they couldn’t do. They never admitted their deficiencies. “How sportif do you have to be to float in a pool?” He shook his head, and she dove under again, revealing a flash of ass—mooning him.
And here on the yellowed paper, her white shape took form under black water, blurry as a half-conscious thought. The uncertainty of the pale flesh rising to specifics of face and small breasts. The layers of darkness around her. That’s what he’d seen that day, a brightness with darkness all around.
The snake in her gut coiled, flexed. She had to stop looking and just breathe. Michael watching her, as if she were glamorous, as if she were a rare and mysterious creature. When all she’d been thinking that day was how quiet it was, after the constant noise and bickering at the Fuckhouse.
And he’d told her about the deaf-mutes. The people who lived there, a woman and her crippled son. Recluses. “She doesn’t like him to mix with the world. I tutor him sometimes,” he said, working charcoal over the surface of the large page.
“So where are they now?”
“At the hospital. The boy has a heart condition.”
And a leaf came spinning out of the trees and landed in his dark cropped curls. Yellow. Why could she remember that, and he couldn’t remember their whole life together, couldn’t remember one damn thing?
And she’d asked, “What about his father?” Not realizing what caves were burrowed in every lapse.
“Dead,” Michael had said. “He was epileptic, subject to rages. One day his brain just burst. The boy found him on the study floor, blood pouring out of his ears.” He sketched, his hand moving boldly across the pad, making these eucalyptuses, these pittosporums.
A sad house. She knew it even then.
“Want to see it? Come on. They won’t mind.” He picked up his portfolio, and held out his own hand. She hesitated, but could not resist, she had never seen a house like this. He took her hand and pulled her from the water in one swift movement. He was so strong. She hadn’t imagined that from looking at his tall, lanky, lazy body. Behind him loomed the silent bulk of the house, the brooding eyes of its windows. She dried herself off with her dress before putting it back on, slipped her feet into her shoes. He found the key under the mat.
With its old-fashioned hexagonal black and white tiles the big kitchen was a disappointment, a sink with the built-in washboard and a faucet that came right out of the wall. Not at all elegant. China piled up to the ceiling on sagging shelves inside glass-fronted cabinets. The house had an odd scent, like floor polish and cedar and mothballs. In the dining room hung a chandelier bagged in muslin like a cluster of bees suspended over a vast lake of table. A silver tea service gathered dust on the sideboard, and she remembered thinking, Maybe cleanliness was just middle-class. How would she know, she grew up on a tow yard in Bakersfield.
The living room, down three steps. All that fragrant wood under enormous, worn-out Oriental rugs. At the end, a piano gleamed. Black and long as a pickup truck. “Which one plays?”
“They both do,” Michael said. “They play music for four hands.”
Deaf-mutes playing songs for four hands that neither of them could hear.
Under the sweep of stairs, a room paneled in dark red leather lay hidden. She had never seen anything like that. Like a womb. Against the walls, stretching from floor to ceiling, bookcases bore elegant leather-bound volumes. She pulled one out. It was filled with music, but not the way it was usually written, just single lines down the page—2 Flöten, 2 Oboen, 2 Klarinetten in B. Notes in the margins.
“The father’s room,” Michael said. “He died, right there on the rug.”
Someone had died there, but not the father. The house was nothing but ming, with its great sweep of staircase, iron railed, floored in stone. She’d run her hand along the strange sponginess of the curved stucco wall, it was as if the house had grown there, like a fungus after rain. He’d opened the door at the head of the stairs, let her in first. “This is his room.” The boy’s.
It was decorated like the library of a monastery. No rug on the wooden floor, a trestle desk, a narrow iron cot guarded by a primitive painted Madonna and made up with a coarse gray blanket woven with a single red stripe. And books. All the books, tattered and whole, tall leather-bound ones and paperbacks, vertical and horizontal. “Lucky he’s deaf and not blind,” she’d said, teasing him. After all, how would a crippled boy climb all those stairs? But she understood, even lies could be true, if you knew how to listen.
They moved through the French doors into the crippled boy’s studio. Where he was supposed to have been. I need the space, Josie, try to understand.
But she didn’t understand. She didn’t. Maybe it was the voddy and the Percocets and maybe she was just stupid but she didn’t. Maybe she was blind and mute and deaf and falling in the darkness, but she didn’t. He was finally working again, they were good again, it was good. He’d been so cheerful. He loved her, they were going to give it a chance. It was just going to be a few days. 
She could see it so clearly, him in that studio, the windows opening onto trees through their rusty screens. His orderly worktable, cans full of brushes. That smell of turpentine and linseed oil, a canvas on the big easel, as it had been that day, when she’d tried to peek under but he stopped her, smoothing the tarp. “He’s an artist too, the deaf boy?”
“He’d like to be,” Michael said, turning his back to her. “But he hasn’t the confidence. He’s afraid he’ll never be great.”
Try to understand.
“Does it matter so much?”
He straightened the charcoal twigs that were already straight. “It’s the only thing he’s really suited for.” Flicked the tip of a brush in the coffee can, running his thumb over the clean bristles. “If he can’t do that, then why exist.”
“As long as he likes to do it, what difference does it make? He’s just got to do it, and fuck what people think,” she said. “Otherwise it’ll get all twisted up inside.” Brushing her cheeks with a fan-shaped brush, like she was putting on makeup. “We had this neighbor, once. He’d been crippled in Vietnam. He used to get drunk and sit on the porch in his wheelchair and pretend to shoot you.”
Michael smiled, looking down at the art supplies, so fastidiously arranged. “I heard you have to have a permit.”
And here she’d thought he was someone who could see. She could feel the disappointment in her mouth, it tasted like dirty nickels. “It wasn’t funny. He was imagining blowing your head off.” That asshole’s house, bottles on the porch, the broken panes repaired with newspaper and duct tape. The sound of his laughter when he “got” you. Her brothers threw dogshit on his porch, so it would get in the wheels of his chair and then onto his carpet. “He wanted to kill you, don’t you see? He wanted to. If he’d had a gun he would have.”
Michael shook off the smile then, dark eyebrows knitting over pale green eyes. Now he was listening, now she knew she could trust him. She picked up a sketchbook, started to open it, but he pulled it away. “Please don’t, Josie.”
Jo-cee. No one else ever said it like that, they always said Jozee. She let him have the sketchpad when he asked. She might have teased him over it, allowing it to bring them over the line to touching, to kissing, but she’d never been with a boy like Michael before, it made everything different. She’d only gone with boys like her brothers, they’d share some Olde English 800 and cheap reefer with you and tear your clothes, too mean to undo the buttons. Nick Nitro’d been a god by comparison. But this, this was altogether new, and made her unsure. Putting her hand to his cheek, his scratchy beard, she drew his face down to hers. He was trembling. She felt like she was the boy and he was the girl and that gave her courage. She might not have gone to college but she knew about this, how to press against a boy, wake him up.
That kiss. Sewn on her body, stitched into her skin.
“Show me what to do,” he whispered. “Show me what you want.”
She led him to the narrow iron priest’s bed. The way he looked at her as she unbuttoned her dress made her tremble too. She ran her hands under his jacket, over his jeans, he was more than ready.
“Wait,” he said. “Come with me.” He took her hand and led her down the hall to the last door. The blinds were drawn, stale air suffused with a smoky perfume. He opened the drapes, cranked open the old-fashioned windows. An astonishing room. Luxurious, feminine, all blue and white, its antique white furniture with burnished gold trim. He turned down the bed to reveal blue sheets with white piping, shed his clothes, all but the white shapeless underwear, the kind her mother bought her brothers in packages of twelve, and slid in. Lying on the pillows, his bony square shoulders, his cropped dark hair. The well between his ribs, the line of hair. The pleasure of his complete attention. If only there was a drawing of that.
She took his long finger in her mouth, it still tasted slightly of graphite, and his closed green eyes flickered like a dog having a dream, and he moaned. Oh . . .
How could he have killed himself when we could make love like that? How?
She stripped off her dress, still damp from the pool, and guided his hand down her body, between her legs, she could feel herself pulsing and curling around his fingers. His face, as he memorized her. “There,” she said. “You ever play a guitar?” His hands so strong, he could do her all day. Worlds away from everything she had ever known. His beautiful body, long and slender on the blue sheets.
Not white. Not dead and cold, wrapped in a sheet with a knot at the chest. On the stereo, under the dark windows, Richard Hell on KROQ sang “Going, Going, Gone.”
If only she hadn’t been careful that day. If she’d gotten knocked up, at least she’d have something now, some proof he existed. Instead of these lights, and some paintings and the rest of her goddamn life. She never wanted to be alone like this. She’d finally found someone who could give her everything, and then he took it away. Just took it away. You asshole! The joy, the delight, where did it go? What did you do with it? Her gut ached, as if her love was being dug out of her with a dull knife. She needed him to make her feel good again, right now. You son of a bitch. You son of a fucking bitch.
Tears dripping onto the drawings, ruining them. She closed the sketchpad. She wanted to remember him on the blue sheets but all she could see were those blackened eyes, those inky lips. Were they the same lips he kissed her with? What about what he felt like in her arms, and how they danced to Louis Armstrong? That’s what she had to remember. The pleasure they had taken in each other. Couldn’t you remember how I loved you? But he didn’t. The story of her life. God gave you everything just to take it away. Just so you knew exactly what you were missing.
The phone rang on the orange footlocker, by Pen’s sagging right hand. Pen groaned and turned, her heavy hand dropping to the floor, and crammed the pillow over her head. Josie staggered over, shin banging into the footlocker, and grabbed at the phone. “Yeah.”
The sound of hoarse breathing. Then a slurred, deep, woman’s voice. “Why are you alive? What is the excuse for Josie Tyrell? I ask you.”
She should hang up, there was nothing but grief on the line. As if there wasn’t enough here in the house. We don’t need any more, thank you. We gave at the office. But she couldn’t hang up. This woman had known Michael Faraday. She knew what it meant to lose him. They were sharing a respirator on the same airless planet.
“Tell me,” the woman mumbled. “I dare you. Say, ‘If Michael never met me, he’d be alive today.’ This is all your fault. I curse the womb that bore you.”
If it was anyone else, she might have admitted it. Of course it was her fault. But she wouldn’t admit it, not to her. “You don’t even know me.”
A laugh like a bark, a single note. “Know you? You’re an absolute billboard. Josie Tyrell.” Spitting out the last two syllables with more pure loathing than Bakersfield could ever have assembled. “Why didn’t you stay up there in Tuleville where you belonged? You and he should never have shared a sentence. My son didn’t love you. He was just slumming.”
Slumming. So blind. The blind Merediths climbing the white stairs. He’d been dying up there. The crippled boy. The deaf-mutes. Mother and son, in all that decaying luxury. We fucked in your room, Meredith. We came on your blue sheets. “I guess he thought it was more real than living with you.”
There was silence, some kind of scuffling. Cello music in the background, and the heavy breathing of someone who’d been crying, who’d put away a fifth of something expensive. “I could make a call right now. Within an hour, someone would come and end your miserable life. Five grand, and you’d just disappear. I think it would be worth it.”
Josie looked over at Pen, facedown on the furry couch, her skirt all hiked up behind. She had holes in the ass of her tights. “I loved him too, Meredith. You weren’t the only one.”
But his mother didn’t hear her. She just kept talking, like a drunk arguing with ghosts toward closing time. “You thought you were latching onto a good thing. But he slipped from your clutches. You didn’t think of that, you little whore —”
“I hope this is making you feel better —”
“I don’t want to feel better. I want you to suffer, the way I’m suffering now.”
“Then you didn’t even have to call,” Josie said, hung up the phone.
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