A New York Love Letter, 1958
By Grant Jones

It’s not hard to remember when I could talk face to face with you, when you were real, had flesh, spoke in beautiful tones. But that was before I broke your heart (and in time realizing, my own), before I left without a note never to return, but then returning three weeks later, sadfaced and sober, seeing his car in front of your place sending me back to my desk, to construct you in words, spilling our private secrets onto the page like they were parts to be assembled—the mad scientist building a robot to replace his lost lover.

Let me begin and in honest—what is the point if I’m not honest?—The first time I saw you, you were with Lucien, his girl du jour, his muse for silly little sculptures that I never really cared for, you were with Lucien Kersey known behind his back as Pretentious Lucien, shallow as gutterwater, and it sickened me to see you sitting on his wing (such acridness as mine reserved by man only for the lover before, and perhaps, the lover after)—But he was my friend then and I was with Marion, we in our last throes of a needy affair that had smoldered out long before but still clung to us like cigar smoke. I shot glances at you, trying to catch your eye (you didn’t notice, which should have been my first sign) gave little eyerolls when Lucien hit high notes, and when we walked down West 3rd Street (you two holding hands), Lucien and I talking airy arttalk, I dropped names to impress you but you didn’t know them. You let us boys spar over such nonsense while you and Marion politely discussed movies and clothing stores. So it surprised me to learn that you were a painter. I wanted then and there to see your paintings, but Lucien said another time. And when you left in his car, no doubt to go back to his studio and make love on his futon, my heart sank and I knew I’d never be able to make love with Marion again.

A few weeks later, Marion having left in a fit, breaking a window and screaming bloody hell—if only she’d shown that kind of passion before—I ran into you and Lucien at Chumley’s, not alone, but in a large group of his friends, and not really yours or mine. I pulled up a chair to the end of the booth, closer to you than the others. You seemed crushed under the weight of artist drunk-splatter (a painter yourself but what did you care for theory and schools and the avant-garde—you painted for yourself and had no dreams of artist-glory). So I engaged you in small-talk and learned you were only twenty-two. Twenty-two to my twenty-nine, but Lucien was thirty; at least we were in the same decade. You had such an endearing way of moving your lips when you spoke, pinching out your words from behind soft pink curtains. Still a little heavy after Marion’s departure and letter from publisher rejecting my second book, I tried my best to present a friendly face but the night ended the same, and while you Lucien and crew went one way, I stumbled back to my dark apartment and made my first attempt to put you in words ‘…she has beautiful eyes, a man could lose his soul in her eyes’

One day Lucien called me with an invitation and when I asked if you’d be there he said no, told me of the split and his new girl. I offended him to ask for your number but persistent I got it. Your ‘hello’ was tiny and my proposal awkward, but you agreed and the next afternoon we met downtown for coffee. Amazing woman sitting in the middle of the shop, could it really be you? Your hair was shorter than before and gold. I told you it was good to leave Lucien but you said he’d left you, without any explanation except ‘I need to be free, for my art, you understand, for my art.’ ‘classic Lucien hogwash’ I said ‘and if you’d like me to kick his ass well I will.’ You giggled, showing me for the first time your little sadmouth smile. After coffee we wandered outside in sunshine summertime (now with you sunshine, only days before wanting you but not having you, raingrey overcast). I took you to the park and did summersaults for you, made up silly poetry about frogs and earthworms, anything to make you laugh. You had a class that afternoon but skipped it after I begged to see your paintings. ‘but no’ you said ‘you know so much about art and these are just things I do for fun. You won’t like them’ and I said ‘I’ll throw rocks at your window all night long and you won’t be able to sleep until you bring me in and show me your paintings so you might as well show me now.’

Your place was a small apartment above a consignment shop; I’d passed it a hundred times unknowing. Inside were piles of dirty clothes and unwashed dishes—reminders of how young you are. You brought out your paintings one by one for me on the couch—They were so much like you (and isn’t that the point); there was such sadness in the shapes, such smallness in the colors, like your sad-small mouth, your tiny grieving fingers, your faint apologetic hello. You made excuses for your work, asked me to go easy on them but what did I know really? A writer of sorts certainly not an artist or a critic, so I leapt to my feet, asked for a bottle of wine to open, and called them ‘every bit like you’ simple strange beautiful.

We drank wine with the sun still high in the sky, listened to your records, talked circles around life until we found our common ground—loneliness, lonely and directionless. ‘I used to be low, so low,’ you said ‘and now still sometimes I can feel it twitching and twisting inside me, just to remind me that its coming back one day’ You used drugs to keep afloat and for a few weeks, when you were not yet eighteen, you were sent to the hospital. ‘But I wasn’t crazy or if I was it was indistinguishable from the drugs…my parents found me one night naked in my room standing in front of an open window and they thought I was going to jump so they sent me away, had the preacher say prayers for me. By the time I arrived in the hospital the drugs had worn off, so I played it cool talked as carefully and sanely as I could and in a few days they let me go. But nothing was the same cause everyone at school knew and now I was the crazy girl so I started acting the crazy girl. I didn’t have a soul in the world.’ ‘Is that why you paint?’ I asked. ‘I paint because a canvas will listen to anything you tell it, beautiful or ugly and you can whisper to it or you can yell at it and abuse it, but it listens to every word you say.’ I thought to myself this girl may be crazy indeed like her parents feared, to tell me such a story on our first night. But what a story so let me stick around and also I wanted to touch you, dreaming already of what secrets lay inside your boneskin bodypill.

By nightfall we’d emptied your three bottles of wine (in the spirit of honesty I should have told you I drank, and not a little, though you’d soon come to realize) and had to walk to the store for more. In our winebuzz ramble you clung to me tightly. I felt I had on my arm a little bird to sing for me and I asked you to and so you did, skipping down Downing Street singing:

We have met and we have part-ed

We have said our last goodbye

You have proved to me false-hearted

Yet I scorn to breathe a sigh

For I loved you, dear-ly loved you

More than all this world I know

But you’ve bro-ken the trust you plighted

Now you may for-ever go

‘You sing such a sad song’ I said and you replied ‘my grandmother taught me that song when I was only five and living in North Carolina. I like to sing it when I’m sad; it reminds me of my life when it was simple and sweet.’ Back at your place, now more drunk than buzzed, we roll around the floor spilling wine without caution over the piles of dirty clothes. And somewhere in the drink and affection you opened that little mouth and invited me in. We made love in small circles, our eyes clinched to hold in the shame of first night love, grasping at each other like two sailboats lost in a sea storm, docking on each other in absence of land. We fell asleep with our toes under the couch, your head on my shoulder, my head on the hardwood floor. I woke up with the urge of splitting, of sitting safely home at desk relaying these sensations to paper (as in time you see I would), but I fought back and stayed, stayed to watch you wake with little fear trembles in your eyes, waiting to see if the dream had burst, if you had been left again. You planted a kiss on my neck and snuggled against my side—such intimacy for a stranger, so easy to see your need. We talked then dressed, heading down Saturday morning streets for waffles. (The city was the canvas on which we painted our affair—orange and yellow blue and green brown and grey red and black) With wrinkled clothes and love-make hair, we passed through the bustle of weekend Union Square—college students weaving across campus, some like us fighting off hangovers, mothers overlooking sandbox children, parkbench men drinking from paper bags (the smell of warm beer so early and after such a night making me nauseous and you a little too).

Over waffles I told you the story of me and the forbidden mountain (telling personal history to become more personal in the light of last night’s odd intimacy). It was the peak my father had climbed when a young man and I was determined to do so too even if disobeying mother’s orders. Set out early morning and by midday had made it up the rocky face. I on top of the world, king of man, ruler of nature, and in my jumping about I landed on a yellow jacket hive and two hundred stings later I learned my place in the cosmos, crawling back one mile to my grandma’s house, and nearly dying in the process. You laughed and crinkled your small nose. And god your gold hair in the sun—I thought I’d found treasure. We walked back to your house holding hands, wasted the day reading to each other from the paper, cooking dinner (already such domesticity). You asked me to stay the night again—another sign of your need, but in truth I too needing—and I agreed but wanted to run home and grab some things, clothes, toothbrush, Dizzy Gillespie records. We stayed up late again you opting not to drink but me as always warming my body with bourbon from your cabinet. Patiently tried to teach me drawing and I was a good sport but in the end I gave up and saying ‘I use my pen for art nonetheless.’ We did not make love that night, instead talking love (as is always the duty for the new beau to listen to stories about the failings of the old beau). I was not surprised that hear that Lucien was both tyrant and eggshell, demanding of constant reassurance. I spoke of Marion when you asked but in a shallow and fatalistic tone—‘the end had been a long time coming’ You retired to bed and I joined you, a little early for me, listening to you breathe until I fell asleep.

Sunday morning woke to sounds of church bells. We were slow to rise, languidly holding off the day with discussion of our dreams. You dreamed that there was an intruder in the house and I that someone had left a kitten at my front door. I stayed for breakfast but left before noon to return home to write. You called late afternoon asking ‘what did you do all day?’ ‘I wrote’ ‘everyday?’ ‘rain or shine’ You came over asking to stay the night but dark and damp your place was better. Secretly I was pleased at this, women had stayed at my place before and soon became distracting; work was the sole purpose of my living quarters (bed and desk and little more). Besides, your place was downtown, and I could open the window anytime of day or night and hear the sounds of my city. We stayed up past midnight when suddenly in a playful mood you turned out all the lights, running away to the bedroom. I struggled to find you in the darkness (much to your delight) but finally wrapped you up, feeling you crumble against me. This our first sober exploration of each other, and with each touch a new trembling, your toes like grapes against my legs—these sensations are beyond words, describable only in electricity. With a kiss to the chin you let out a moan and thus we moved into palpable love. The push and the pull the heaviness inside disappearing like a mountain of steam, lifting you up and laying you back down onto me softly—Later when I turned on the light you had that look in your eye, that doubtful look (and I feared you saw me strangely in the light—just some guy, stalking prey, forcing ways) so I knelt down beside you and stroked your cheek. In the morning you were already gone to class, lazy me sleeping til ten. Left a note and at the end you wrote hope to see you tonight! This was the pattern that we developed, nights of mad passion and days of separation, you in your classes, among your friends, me alone at my desk, drinking and writing.

On the fourth night your friends called. ‘O you should meet them’ you said ‘they are really nice. you’d like ‘em babe. they’re going out tonight, let’s join them’ But I was not interested in your friends, your twenty-two year old friends, giggling about boys and complaining about professors—this is something I’d endured before and if at all possible would like not to endure again. ‘not tonight baby I’m just too tired, another night, really another will do’ but then the other night came and again I weaseled and moaned my way out of it, none of the reverse applying to you because really what friends did I have after parting with Lucien and most my old pals scattering across the Union and me sitting alone in my room typing mad furious thoughts. I felt myself dreading their next call because I knew my rope had run out and it wasn’t truthfully about your friends or their age but about you, wanting to contain you, to seal you up into my world, make you into devoted lover, to sit you up on my mantle and show you off to anyone dropping by but mostly to look to you for inspiration like one would a picture of a Paris sunset or a statue of Helen. I found myself wondering what had Lucien done, did he visit with your friends, sit painfully through their conversations with contempt, had he done this for you, but not asking this, no of course not, what a horrible thing to ask.

The night came I could hold out no longer, and went with you to meet your friends (you spent time getting dressed up putting on eyeliner and two skirts before puckering your lips and asking ‘is this okay?’ god you looked beautiful and this was the first time I’d seen you dressed up since our first coffee date because after walking down 15th Street in morning-after slobbery what reason was their to dress up, but I as practice and as protest refused to comb my hair and threw red flannel with holes over white shirt with pit stains…) Arriving almost an hour late because of my feet dragging, stopping to buy cigarettes in corner store, we met your friends in a downtown dive across from the university. I had been many times to the same bar eight years earlier but prices then were half of now, just another distinction to set me apart from twenty-two year olds. We sat at the corner table with Mia Sparrow Chelsea and Tom boyfriend of Mia. This was, I should have seen it coming, the inspection-by-friends, though this must have been easier for me than what was endured by Lucien, I being the second of two much older guys. To hear I was a writer made them smile and almost snicker, doubts rising in their minds as to why this would work when the last old art man failed, and doubts too rising in my head, thinking yes how can this ever work? Soon though their interrogation subsided (too harsh a word, interrogation, but when three sets of eyes stare at yours searching for the inner beauty or decay, well…) I lifted spirits by buying a round and the next (much to your surprise) and by round four quite jovial, your friends and I, telling them stories of things that had happened in the bar when I was in school—like Jonah’s pool cue brawl, Cynthia’s drunken make out with a dwarf, and how we once stole the jukebox clear out of the bar in peak hours the management forever unaware. And thus obtaining from your friends a clean pass to their favorable side, my age no longer a hindrance but a plus, and master of fine stories to boot. Sparrow saying ‘now we see why you are a writer, you have such fine stories to tell’ (Later I confess to giggling you that none of it was real except that Jonah had hit a man with a pool cue in drunk anger but quickly tucked his tail between his legs and ran out the bar down the streets not seen again for two weeks).

Tom, young man who like me must have gone through a similar passage to obtain the group blessing, said to me in secret lean-over ‘I must say I already like you better than that Lucien cat—what a snob. He’s an artist like myself but when I tried to talk with him about it he’d either pay no attention at all or ramble on about his next masterpiece’ ‘I know the man’ I said ‘and that does not surprise me one bit’ So I engaged him, admitting later to you that he was indeed a bright young man with things to say and that I was not opposed to going out with him and his girl Mia on more occasions. By the end of the evening Tom and I were in separate conversation, allowing girls to do as I had imagined, speak of boys and complain of professors. I invited him over to see your work on Sunday and read, if he cared to, read a story or two of mine—What a fool drink makes, inviting a man into our love-nest which I’d worked so hard to seclude. The bar closed 2am, and we walked timid Sparrow back to her dorm room safe and sound, me blathering on and on in slobbering drunkspeak about some such nonsense making Sparrow grow wide-eyed and perhaps even wishing she’d braved the threatening darkness of 2am campus. On the way back to your house I insisted on a short cut that eventually got us not lost but on the wrong end of your long street and now nearing 3am with a light drizzle. I gave you my overshirt to cover your hair but you really growing annoyed because if I hadn’t been so adamant we would have been home already. Finally back I was not tired so I insisted we dance, turned on the record player, turned out the lights, lit candles, only to become sick with spins and collapse on the couch, sans lovemaking, to wake up 7:40am to brain-splitting sunshine—you must have seen me then if not before for what I really am, a drunk (‘never let them see you sober’ David always said), but new in love you said nothing, only brought me water and pills, curled up next to me on the couch and whispered softly sweetly into my ear.

Between classes you took to hanging out at my apartment, only three blocks away (letting you into my world, breaking my own rules) and it was not rare that you missed a class or two and I failed to write because we’d decide to see a matinee or go for a walk in the park, once packing a picnic sandwiches and two bottles of red spending all day under Central Park blueskies, you listening patiently as I rattle on for an hour about the ladder of American Greats and where I would one day rank ‘now I’m all promise, I know, but I got plans, I got big plans’ so attuned to myself I probably didn’t even hear you when you said ‘I’m cold’ These were the best times, though even then there were signs of trouble—the time you called my house midday just to chat but I was curt because you had interrupted me in middle of writing, too curt for so early on and so smitten. Also when you held my hand in the park some four weeks after our first night and asked me about our plans ‘not marriage or anything but just where is all this headed?’ And I, hearing plans, I thought not of your innocent little question, well deserved to ask, but instead flipped-out saying ‘I never made any promises and don’t get your hopes up because I’m a writer and that’s what I have to focus on’ which must have echoed in your little chest and shaken something loose because a tear came to your eye. And I didn’t even try to wipe it away because I wanted you to be very clear about what I said (‘always write, always work, work is harder to find than any girl’—what I believed and what cost me your love). 

But I’m getting ahead of the story, assigning causes before there are effects to report. Sunday Tom came over on the merits of my bar-night invite, Mia with him, to look at your paintings. A texture of tension walked in with them, the residue of a latenight fight unresolved. Your paintings therefore were a welcome distraction—Tom taking the most interest, a painter himself as you knew from art school encounters, and I too was impressed, more so than on first viewing and even bought one, insisting on payment, to hang up in my home. You disappeared with Mia onto the balcony to discuss weeping love matters, Tom and I staying inside talking about how nice it would be to just get out of the city, for a weekend at least, and get out into the fresh air maybe somewhere upstate. Said his brother lives in Albany owns a restaurant and anytime we want to go we can. ‘so let’s do it’ I said tom looking at me like I was a mad man but then the more I said it the more he got into it until he too was saying ‘let’s do it’ Ran outside to tell you of our plans leave today come back on Sunday but seeing you holding Mia with little teardrops in her eyes I slowly back away back into the living room. You came in too and Tom went out onto the fire escape. We sat silent on the couch while young lovers quarreled outside for ten minutes or so Mia returning a little sniffly but ready to go upstate. Took Mia’s car, daddy’s gift, she and Tom fighting the whole way trying desperately to bring us into it but we were in our own world in the back seat stroking the skin of hands and kissing under a jacket our own little fortress. Stopped in Adirondack state park pulling the car to the side of the road and just walking out into the unknown. This was a thrill for me even more so than you having grown up in the city while you had summers in North Carolina. There was something unworldly and spiritual about being so separate form the rest of the world—and to be so with you. We tired the lover’s quarrel and ran off finding our own little creek. Laid you down in the leaves and made love to you, like a caveman, like a lumberjack, an Indian and I don’t know but my god never felt so amazing. Came inside you under your belly holding your hands inside mine and smelling you and the leaves all at once. You placed you soft face against my chest, I felt its weight under my thick flannel jacket and heard the wind blow and leaves falling near my ears. But soon this ended because Tom and Mia approached Mia crying and you two went back to the car while Tom and I waded in the creek trying to catch crayfish and laughing probably loud enough for you to hear which must have upset you because when I got back to the car you were quiet and when I pressured you I got a whisper response. You were upset with me for taking his side when they were on the verge of relationship collapse and I needed to take Mia’s side because she was your friend but I took offense and said so whispering ‘but she’s not my friend and what do I care about who these people date’ which was true but well beyond the point which was to take your side and leave my boysworld behind. Within an hour’s time all was swept under the rug of new love because all could be forgotten and forgiven in the name of love-hope.

That night after we finally made it back to the car, made our way to Albany, parked car in vacant lot and followed Tom down Albany streets to his brother’s restaurant. We looked like hoodlums dressed for the outdoors and sharing the sidewalk with Friday night couples late-fifties men dressed in pin-stripes and women in pearls and those crazy wide hats. Tom’s brother seemed so happy to see him and was so pleasant that for the rest of the night Tom was a kind man, especially to Mia, whom he was trying desperately to impress. I was impressed that’s for sure nicest restaurant I’d been in since god knows maybe a wedding—can’t think of who. Sat us at his nicest table probably the nicest table in Albany raised up on steps above all the other customers which was really quite a sight because there we were sweaty and dressed in flannel and dirty jeans little bits of leaves and dirt in our hair from rolling around. But my god you were beautiful in the candlelight and when I thought of us walking down the street I was in black and white stills or flashes on the cinema screen where I saw Humphrey Bogart and you were the darling on my side. These were the Rose Days and I can still taste them now.
But Rose Days you and I know could not last forever and four, five weeks into our love I would come to your home to find you sitting sad on the couch, having waited the whole day for my return. There were nights you would call me crying, lonely and wanting me, walk over to my house minutes til midnight and confess you didn’t think you could sleep alone, though it was your idea to spend the night apart. There were mornings you woke from nervous nightmare nudging me until I too was awake to listen to yours fears and relieve them. I confess these things pushed on me, made me doubt—in the back of my mind always wondering if you truly had been crazy and if you would be again—doubting not only you but myself. ‘what good am I if you were sad before and now with me are sad still? don’t I bring you happiness?’ ‘of course you do, my god, of course you do’ but wondering always if I did or if I was only someone to share in your sadness (knowing now but not then that we can never ask for more) But there were also things that pulled me in, that made me love you more—when you curled up to me on fire escape balcony watching city lights and asked that we share our secrets, to pick one each from our first month together and make them known. You went first, and confessed you were not completely over Lucien and it pained you still to think of him. Impressed by such a bold confession I played the big man and told you it was okay, pressing you to speak more, that I could handle it. So you spoke honestly with affection and anger saying ‘he sculpted me and I was so flattered, no one had ever done such a thing for me. but I guess he got what he wanted and was gone because now he has those sculptures and I’m still standing here and someday someone will buy them and say they are beautiful and they are, but really the beauty is mine and he stole it.’ I was so impressed and saw you in a different light, no longer seeming naïve, uneducated in art, but rather as smart as me, smarter than me, and free from this miserable need to see beauty not as art in itself but as material for construction of novels, sculptures, paintings (Why this need to take what is beautiful, destroy it and build it back up as my own—and with my name on it, as though in writing ‘beautiful gold flower’ I have invented it?) My confession next to yours so weak, so unpoetic and false, ‘I took two dollars from your kitchen counter and bought beer’ and when you asked why, I didn’t answer saying ‘I replaced it all and then a bill.’ But now I can tell you I was trying, yes weak but trying, to tell you of the disease inside me. Also the small things that made me want you, when you brought home mix to make a cake on my birthday (30 now, no longer sharing the same decade) and burning it in the oven cried saying ‘I only wanted to make you happy’ and you did. When you woke me from sleep, purring like a kitten, scraping your nails against my legs as though a scratch pole, nibbling on my ear.

Six weeks in now and in second stage of our love (all things forgiven in the first stage, all things decided in the second, all things played out in the third), and it was not uncommon for me to get in a drinking mood and leave you at home, promise to be back by midnight, meet Tom at bar or sometimes sit alone, drinking away my time, my health, my money then return half past two to fall asleep beside your warm body. Wake up late morning from drunk nightmare to the stench of alcohol on sweat drip skin—you complaining the sheets smelly, smoky, and wet—drink two in the morning to curb my ache, and spend all day in the shame-shadow of your ‘I waited up til 1am before I went to bed alone.’ But worse so the time we sat in my apartment with Ike McDowell, old-time college friend come back from St. Louis for visit, drinking expensive-present brandy. He you and I all a little drunk by sundown forgetting supper and becoming chummy so much so that we sat on the carpet with naked feet, the Duke playing in the background. And nothing, honest, nothing running through my head but good times until mixing stingers in kitchen with Ike, he said, ‘good god that girl is a smoking dream, I bet she makes it like a wild cat’ and so the doubt rose in my mind like a snake waking and I drank more to calm my nerves, ending up with early spins and vomiting in the toilet like an amateur, hearing you and him talking between my spasms, angered as fire that you did not come back to check on me, then stumbling back out into the living room, I collapsed on the couch. When you came over I pushed you away, laying there half-conscious watching you and Ike talking laughing and flirting on the floor, and I saw a gleam in your eye (‘how could you see anything?’ you later pointed out), saw you enjoying the attention of handsomely built Midwest man, he even saying ‘look at him, he’s fading, soon he’ll be passed out and we can sneak back to his room and fuck on his bed’ (this only classic Ike humor and harmless but at the time cutting deep into my heart). I closed my eyes and pulled far away from you. The next morning, waking still in sickness I was terrified and confrontational asking ‘what was going on last night with you and Ike?’ ‘O please’ you said already annoyed by my night-before spectacle ‘what in gods name are you talking about?’ ‘I saw you making eyes at him and when he said he wanted to fuck you on my bed you giggled ‘what was I supposed to do? it was only a joke and he said it not me. And if anyone should apologize for last night its you. you embarrassed me, all curled up in a fetal position on the couch like a little child. you’re gonna kill yourself one day if you keep drinking like that’ ‘I’m sorry’ I said in shame but the damage of first fight was already done and you went in silence not to see me again until Ike had left town, embarrassed and fearful I would bring it up again. Only later would I learn how much this hurt you, at home sitting at kitchen table, your small chest struggling to breathe, only wanting to find someone who believed you. Gold-haired angel you spoke only the truth and because of that no one trusted you.
You worried over me, could see the direction I was heading, and with soft loving, pleaded ‘you need to get out more, meet people, sitting all day in your house drinking, no wonder you get so down’ So I called Tom, our little painter friend, and he became drinking buddy, confidant, excuse for late arrivals and excessive alcohol, voice. At first you didn’t like him; he was intrusive, blunt, chaotic, ex-beau of your friend, and there was something unsettling about him (he was often high and a little off). But he was funny, energetic, and always up for something, so in time he grew on you too. He’d read my first novel and loved it, wanted to learn how to write, so I kept him around like a little brother, showing him drafts, commenting on his work. He’d come over to my apartment and smoke grass, me at first rejecting (‘man I’ve had more of that in my day than you can imagine but at this point really it doesn’t do me any good I just stare at the paper and don’t get anything done’) but he swearing this was new breed with amazing effects and soon we were smoking almost everyday. This it turns out had at least one good consequence, my drinking was down, which even you commented on as a good thing. Midday with paper on hand Tom and I would write and draw for hours until at dinner time we’d stumble to your house to eat your food. I even bought some from him and took it back to your place, ‘baby let’s smoke and make love; I haven’t done that in years’—this was my good plan, my way to connect on an ethereal level with you. Smoked on your patio and I blabbered away at about some great story idea but soon stopped when the words echoed and became jumbled in my head. I took your hand and led you into the bedroom, slipped out of my clothes and waited for you under the covers. You were slow to crawl in and as I serviced myself in your body, you lay there like a wood board, a patient housewife fulfilling your obligation. Afterward, coming out of it you said, ‘my god I felt crazy again, I was all alone, like your body was a million miles away from me, and I felt sad, I got so sad.’—The missed connection, the small crack forming in our love, and the beginning of the separation. The end came like smoke from a forest fire, suffocating us long before we could see the fire. Our reactions were so different—in fear of being-alone, you clung to me more tightly, redoubled your efforts, criticized yourself for undercooked dinners and cried when you didn’t come, saying ‘baby, it doesn’t mean I don’t love you, I don’t know why I couldn’t go you were sweet and it felt so good’—But I felt our lives crumbling like a house of cards and fled the scene of my crimes, once waking up in the middle of the night to loud bump noise and seeing you asleep grew afraid (so fearful of you, and why?), slipped on my clothes and drove home. You woke next morning first worrying then hurting when I said over phone ‘I don’t know. I just had to go. I couldn’t stay there anymore.’ But these things could be fixed. What would it take more than a sit-down and admission?

The final break: 7pm Thursday evening Tom called me up skunk-drunk and wanting me to drive him to Greenport. Friend has a beach house and I should come with. This sounded to me like the kind of thing I should’ve been doing the whole time, a page out of the writerlife, standing drunk in ocean, the beautiful moonlight shining down on a head without worries. So no message, no note, I left. Just left. At midnight you were curled up alone in bed, unable to sleep and worrying for me—I was shoeless topless and inebriated in the pitch black ocean, a fifth of cheap scotch in my hands. At that moment you were as far away from me as the stars in the skies. In the morning you walked to my apartment to find it empty, no note on the door—and if only you could have witnessed the pathetic scene of the thirty year old man face down on the floor in a house where twenty year olds slept on beds.

This was the morning of Tragic Mistake, morning that would see me hit lowest of lows, forsaking you for the final time and living to see it repaid in full, morning that would reveal even to me my egomaniacal mind, morning that makes me write this broken-heart letter. Tom and I sat at breakfast, little dive near the dock, the bright light of sun tearing my head open searching for truth in the black shadows. Tom looked at me with sincere eyes, and asking, ‘are you alright man? you look swollen and yellow’ I offering without provocation ‘I think its over. I didn’t even leave her a note, didn’t call, didn’t care. when I get back I’m going end it. I gotta get out before I get stuck.’ ‘are you serious? but you’re over there all the time man; I mean, she’s some girl and you’re gonna leave her?’ ‘last night out in the ocean I felt free and I haven’t felt that way in a long long time. An artist can’t settle down, Tom you understand it stifles the mind, you got to move about, live the writerlife or your work suffers’ Tom looked at me with younger brother awe. He considered me the better artist, the better man, and when I delivered lessons he listened. Then I taught him the greatest lesson of all, ‘a writer must be lonely, sit alone in a lonely room at a lonely desk his only companions his characters,  his only safety in the worlds he creates—the very need for these creations is loneliness.’ What cowardice in my words.
Returned on Sunday night to hear you say ‘I was so worried I cried; I thought you might never come back’ Cutting the line wasn’t as easy as I thought, I stayed nights at your house, ate your suppers and made love to you, waiting for the perfect time soon realizing no time was perfect and finally two days before visiting friend in Wyoming (again wanting that writerlife, living out winedrink tales of midnight lakeswims under Yellowstone majesty skies) said to you ‘the sad truth baby is that you aren’t happy with me just like you weren’t happy before me. I don’t even know why I’m here’ (telling you how you feel, what’s wrong with you, how you don’t need me but in truth, you see it now, telling you I’m not happy, how you were failing me) So you took refuge on the sofa. The more I talked the smaller you became. I took your silence as lack of understanding and repeated horrible lies again and again until you stood up dissapearing into the back bedroom slamming door behind you. I did not go after you, instead walked home but first stopped by a bar and drank myself into numbness, finally going home and passed out on the living room floor. Woke up next morning genuinely happy, feeling like new man. I had stood up for myself (against what, your love?) and sitting down to write felt the words streaming out of me as though released into the world from a dark cage.

In Wyoming with its clear-sky nights and honky-tonk bars, towns of ten people, real Cow-Boys and pretty little cow-ladies. Drove across the state in euphoria high, feeling again back on the track of my writerlife. Found old-college buddy who’d moved back home visited the house of his new girlfriend and the girl she split the place with. Drank, of course, too much and fell into bed with the black haired roomate (Betty Lou? Marsha Q? Tonya Sue?) who was three years my senior and made love like a horse but it was good to sleep with someone my age, waking in the morning with no guilt only the good feeling of having made it with a stranger. The next night, now in a desperate pattern, found another woman to spend the night with. She was my age exactly, thirty, and had a smile like ice cream. Married maybe, she wouldn’t say but certainly a kid because she had a cesarean scar on her stomach. Reached for early morning kiss but her breath like stale beer and by this time really it was all out of my system, and a sinking feeling came into my gut and when I closed my eyes I saw your face. By nightfall in Yellowstone and alone with old college buddy and his good friend telling giddy stories in red wine stupor and wanting to hear mine about the two girls I’d just made it with, well I was by this point low on earth. I missed you so goddam much. So I drank. Drank to keep you away, stuff you back down away from my eyes where you made me want to cry. But seeing the beautiful moon, the canvas of trees and the sounds of insects chirping under rotten logs, I imagined you in your cramped Manhattan apartment wanted to share it all with you. Under calm stars I spent the night in fever dreams woke with one thought, rush home to you, take back all I had said, make you mine, run away with you, marry you, anything to please you. Seeing with such clarity for the first time what you meant to me. Sullen company from then on so it wasn’t with heavy hearts my friends sent me back to my city to find my peace with you.

Back in my city, went straight to your house but you weren’t there, waited half an hour before returning home. Late night you finally answer the phone, I asked to come over but you said ‘I’m about to go to sleep now, you can come over tomorrow’ My heart lightened with hope of not-too-late. Next morning you opened the door looking different, your hair no longer gold but back to brown and bobbed like the first time I saw you swinging from Lucien’s arm. You dressed in back room, closing the door behind you, a sign of the distance between us, and came out beautiful in a summer-blue dress I’d never seen and with the bobbed brown hair it seemed I was meeting you for the first time. You had to go to class but allowed me to walk you. Outside almost fall cold rain making you hold tightly to my arm reminding me of our first night when you held close to me and sang.

We have met and we have part-ed

We have said our last goodbye
My neck tightened sensing what was coming and you told me ‘there’s something you need to know’ ‘okay…let’s hear it’ I hope she is going to lay down new rules, demand more say, make clear her grievances but I know it’s worse ‘you know when you were gone’ you say and my mind thinks back to the warm beds of the two cowgirls in Wyoming though I know you didn’t know ‘well you left so coldly and I thought never to return so I went out with friends one night came home tipsy and sad and when the buzzer lit at one in the morning I thought it may be you but it was Tom’ ‘Tom?’ ‘He was drunk and didn’t want to wander home down dark streets so he—‘ ‘what?’ ‘well he climbed into my bed and we started and didn’t stop’ —Horrific words spoken from your innocent little bird-chirp voice. My legs tightened up taking all my strength to keep walking down the sidewalk in a straight path, your hands on my arm now supporting me. ‘baby I thought you’d never come back’ you said making me realize that even this, my presence beside you, was a lie. 

You have proved to me false-hearted

Yet I scorn to breathe a sigh

“and so now you and he?’ I asked meekly. ‘no no I don’t think so it was just, just like the first time we spent the night, just crazy and without thought. But really he’s just a kid, wanting to conquer me and now he’s had his triumph’ I should have seen it in Tom and maybe I did, young impressionable and wanting acceptance by big writer brother, in my absence taking what was mine (but stopping back to think of the conversation at the beach, telling him of the distance between us— for God’s Sake inviting him onto you!) I stopped not yet halfway to your school, and stopped under an awning took a seat on apartment steps. ‘I want you back’ I pleaded. You patted my hand, brushed the drizzle from my hair and smiled. “If you wanted me, there I was, on your bed, in your hands…”

For I loved you, dear-ly loved you

More than all this world I know

In loneliness of my apartment I cried and waited, returning to your doorway at dusk, asking to stay the night. ‘I think its best if we don’t get into the habit of staying over anymore’ You gave me a soft kiss on the cheek and smiling, shut the door.
But you’ve bro-ken the trust you plighted

Now you may for-ever go

Sadfaced and sober I wandered through the slop of New York rainy night, passing young lovers in cafes so full of hope, stopping in a park put my head in my hands then suddenly jumping to my feet, fueled by shame, ran back to your apartment. I stopped short one block seeing his car. I could feel the young painter upstairs breathing onto the canvas your young body, painting it the colors of your new love orange and yellow blue and green brown and grey red and black.

I walked home with your love lost. I had you in my arms, now I write this letter—chasing your essence across pages before you disappear like mist from an alcoholic dream.
