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  Original Publishing History


  The American Visionary Art Museum in Baltimore is a fascinating place, featuring works that go beyond the traditional definitions of folk art, works being called Outsider Art or any of the half-dozen other names associated with it, like Art Brut. I found an enormous amount of energy and spirit in the exhibitions I saw at the time, and in fact identified with some of the artists I found there and later in such magazines and websites as Raw Visions, like the grander constructs of Robert Tatin, Ferdinand Cheval, Nek Chand, Simon Rodia and his Watts Towers, and countless others. I had occasionally seen similar work in the hallways and therapy rooms of psychiatric institutions, and on the city’s street.


  What I found interesting in this kind of art, in addition to its obvious passion and strangeness, was that it didn’t rely on training or critical or academic criteria for its existence. The artists practiced a brand of extreme individuality, re-inventing techniques, creating individual and unique worlds, harnessing energy most people use to function on a daily basis to service an overpowering drive to express something inside them, to thrust an internal and private and vigorous vision into the common reality. They created for themselves. They were Kafkaesque (up to a point — without the need to have it all burn down after their deaths). They were audacious, their work often arresting transgressions against the boundaries of taste, reason, structure, meaning, but without the commercial agenda of many “shocking” artists. They were fabulists, spinning out visionary webs that, quite by accident, ensnared onlookers. They were fantasists, and quite a few were tuned to the darker creative wavelengths.


  I felt I shared some common ground with them, despite my training and schooling. I certainly identified with them, writing weird dark stuff on the fringes of the literary world. I wanted to be one of them when I grew up. Or perhaps, there but for the grace of a genetic twitch or two go I.


  This story grew out of that period of discovery and excitement. The artists and their work provoked me to think about some of the eternal questions: what exactly is art? What purpose does it serve for the artist, and for the people experiencing the art? Is art more important, more meaningful, for the creator or for those who “consume” it?


  Is everybody really a critic?


  VISIONS THROUGH A SHATTERED LENS


  Lester was the artist I could never be. Jean-Phillipe loved Lester’s work more than he loved me.


  I hated them both in the end, but not as much as myself.


  More red. More. No, here, and over there, please, let me have the brush, you don’t know, you can’t see, what? Yes, fine, I know, just go, more red, hurry, I’m losing the light…


  The symmetry makes sense to me. I hang in balance between love and hate, what is out of reach and what I wallow in. It is as close to art’s truth as I will ever reach.


  Lester taught me that much.


  Jean-Phillipe taught me to appreciate the pain of such an unfulfilled life.


  They each gave me all they knew, everything I needed. I gave them what I could in return. Even now, I’m not sure which of us got the best of the other, and which got the worse.


  The arm, it has to go, you know, like they’re friends, around each other, or even arm in arm in arm, like they’re off to see the Wizard, skipping down the yellow brick road, friends forever on a big adventure and, oh yeah, the Wicked Witch…


  My agent used to tell me I was too beautiful to be an artist. What he was really telling me was that I was in the wrong business. The choices I had were to finish college and teach, become a critic, or marry my agent, or one of my professors, or anyone in the business, become a graphic designer, work in advertising. While I was trying to decide, I got a job at the Pasqual Gallery.


  I met Jean-Phillipe there. It was still operating in Soho back then. He blew into this wide open, dead-quiet street-level space on a cool, breezy weekday evening leading a pack of Japanese businessmen who were trying to get high sniffing New York art air. It was like a fantasy erupting right there on the floor. One minute I’m stuck at the ass-end of my life, ears still burning and brain numbed from all the rejections I’d been getting with my art, the next, a wall opens and Ali Baba’s secret hideout is standing there with all his treasure waiting to be grabbed.


  Not that Jean-Phillipe gave a great first physical impression for that part of town.


  His style of daring included a charcoal silk t-shirt under his black tailored suit and Italian rather than the English shoes that were all the rage at that moment. His blond hair was a little longer than fashionable, and the watch and ring he wore came from a Brooklyn designer still trying to make a name for herself. He was an edge in search of a trend to back him so he could cut his way into all the parties no one invited him to.


  But it wasn’t what he was trying to be that caught my attention. For me, there was real beauty underneath his pose. His mouth was wide, his lips full, wrapped around a smile no matter how fast he talked to those Japanese men. His cheekbones were a little high for me, his face a bit gaunt, his skin that unattractive pallor white, deep-city dwellers like to cultivate to show how sophisticated they are. But his eyes were different shades of blue, like prisms of cut sky. They were big, shaded by thick, arched brows, and they consumed everything in their path, including me.


  He showed grace in the way he opened the door, ushered his charges into the gallery, moved among them, bowing and touching as custom, culture and personal bonds allowed, drawing the band deeper under his spell with a gesture, a cock of the head, a submissive bow. I’m sure I caught his scent, sweeter than the rest, mixed into the cloud of male pheromones that choked the gallery as the door closed behind them and the group began touring the works exhibited on the walls and floor. And that accent. That voice.


  He switched easily from French to Japanese to English, and when he talked it was like a little song, this lilting tone that smoothed over even the Japanese like snow over a jagged mountain range. He was hardly the kind of man I grew up around, though I could see that kind of man growing in him. A melon-belly would grow from his small paunch in ten years. Chins were sure to drop from his round jaw. And wrinkles from the smile crinkles around his eyes and mouth promised to fissure his face.


  But he was beautiful, just like everybody said I was. And I could tell by the way he herded those tourists that he was hungry and looking for something. Just like me.


  The group passed the desk I was sitting at. “Don’t worry, I’m not gay,” he said to me, catching me watching him. “I’m just Continental.”


  Elo, the gallery manager, rolled his eyes and said, “That’s what you think.”


  “I thought you were just a tour guide,” I said. “Where’s your little hat and name badge?” Lame, I know, but what the hell was that Continental crap? His stock went down for me after that exchange, but I still couldn’t take my eyes off of him. “On the platinum tour,” he whispered, arching an eyebrow at Elo. “Play your cards right, ladies and gentlemen, and these bozos will make your year.”


  I asked Elo who the guy was.


  “He’s a slut. Slept with half the gallery employees in the city,” Elo said, loud enough for the words to reverberate in the room. “Girls and boys.”


  “Did you sleep with him?” I said.


  Elo arched his eyebrow. He was simple to read, like that. “Oh, that’s right,” I said. “You’re a virgin. Is he as for-real as you, or is he actually connected in this business?”


  “I don’t know, honey,” Elo said. “Why don’t you try and find out?”


  Maybe it was the challenge. Or the fact that I was young. More desperate than horny. Stupid. Naïve. What the art teacher who got me the Pasqual Gallery job pegged me as being: another glittering bauble in the treasure of beauty that accumulates in selective urban areas; a strand of the glamour that veils the heart of the business of money. Like my agent used to say, I was part of the show and I couldn’t help playing my part.


  God, what were we showing? Some moronic abstract, post-modern, quote savage geometrical unquote academic artist buttressed by more theory and scholarly justification than a stripper has silicon. Another one of my old teachers, who was fucking the gallery owner as well as the guy who got me the job at the gallery. I fucked him, too. For all the good it did me.


  —A little more under the eye, he has to weep, they all have to weep, don’t you see?


  Goddammit, they have holes where their fucking brains should be, you fucking moron, why wouldn’t they be fucking crying, and their eyes, put that glitter in their eyes, if you’re not going to give me fucking broken glass to put in there, all you have to do is smash a bottle, grind it under your boot heel, pick up the little pieces, and glue it in the eyes, I’ll never touch it, I can’t, you asshole, you won’t let me, will you? Of course not, so why don’t you do it, why, because you bought all that fucking glitter and you don’t fucking know what to do with it now? What about my vision? Yeah, yeah, I know what’s important, just put that shit in there, another artistic compromise, and then run it off to the shrink and see what she says about it today—


  He asked me to meet him later that night at a trendy model-mobbed bar. Elo came along, foaming at the mouth and dick because we sold two pieces to those Japanese guys. But Jean-Phillipe chose me. We dumped Elo on some gate-crashing Art Student League-types, had sushi, wound up in Jean-Phillipe’s loft. Actually, he was house-sitting for a friend, but it was nice in a modern, metal and brick kind of way.


  We fucked all night. It didn’t go well the first time. He came too fast and I’d barely warmed up. I took a shower, thinking what an idiot I was for fantasizing about his eyes and mouth and accent, and what they could all do for me. Like he was going to make me paint better, or sell something of mine, or serve me up a life on a silver platter.


  I decided to get the hell out and turned the water off. Next thing I know, he’s in the bathroom, in the shower, turning on the water, going down on me. Things went smoother after that. We didn’t talk much the first night, except to say stuff like you’re so beautiful, and slower, faster, here, there. We caught each other’s rhythms, smoked, drank, snorted, kept going back for more fucking. Hunger drove us. Hunger drove us together. I was a little surprised when he showed up at the gallery the next evening. Elo was ragging me about how shitty I looked. Kept asking how big Jean-Phillipe’s cock was, what excuse he used to get me out of the loft, how long was I going to wait for him to call, stupid shit like that. His eyes bugged when Jean-Phillip walked in and went straight to me.


  We had take-out at the loft. I asked him why he wanted to see me in the first place, why he got in the shower with me after that first time, why he came back. He gave me the I’m-so-beautiful line again, and when I shot that shit down, he went for the funny crack and said he felt sorry for me. It took the whole rest of the night, and not jumping back into bed with him, to get an answer.


  I was serious, he said. I told him I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing, what the hell I wanted, where I was going. Yeah, he says, but you’re serious about finding out.


  After that, we didn’t talk at all. We never got around to what drew me to him.


  He called it serious. I call it hunger.


  Put the shit on me, ON ME, please, I have to be a part of it, don’t you understand?


  You have to, what’s so hard? Never mind what they’ll say, you don’t have to clean me up…is it fresh?


  We saw each other every day after that. Elo practically had a heart attack. He filled me in on every affair Jean-Phillipe ever had, dragged ex-lovers to the gallery, threw gossip about his current love-life in my face like dead fish. I had to ask Elo if he was jealous, if he wanted to fuck me or Jean-Phillipe, or both of us. He said he was just trying to protect me. Who knew Elo had a maternal streak?


  The loft’s owners came back and Jean-Phillipe moved to a brownstone in Clinton. We started acting like a couple, talking about going into business and moving in together. He even stayed with me overnight a few times in my little basement studio in Rego Park.


  We never went into our backgrounds, other than to confirm that, yeah, we had parents and family here and there, and no, there weren’t any wives or husbands in the background right now. Neither of us cared about meeting family. That seemed like enough. We fucked a lot. Jean-Phillipe always had coke, so I figured he dealt on the side.


  Jean-Phillipe looked at my stuff early on. He made all the right noises, but I knew he didn’t think any more of it than my old teachers or gallery owners. He wondered why I hadn’t gone into commercial art or computer graphics. It wasn’t enough, I told him. When he didn’t assume I was talking about money, I was hooked.


  He understood. No one I had ever known, not my family, old college friends, old lovers, understood. But he did.


  I never got to see Jean-Phillipe’s work. It’s all in France, he said. Distributed among family members, except for the stuff he burned. Dumped it all on the bank of the Seine one morning and made a bonfire. That was good for a little hospital stay and a career change. He used his family connections to become a dealer — art, antiquities, cocaine. Whatever made people feel alive. It was a convenient way, he said, to search for something to connect him to whatever was missing from his art. A good way to look for life he was missing in himself.


  Money was never much of a problem. Jean-Phillipe always had enough from his trust and the art business for day-to-day expenses. I kept working at the gallery, despite Elo’s harassing mothering, because Jean-Phillipe said it was important that we both remain visible in the business while we planned our next step.


  And that’s what we did, mostly. Talk about the future. Opening our own gallery. Finding artists we could relate to, starting a movement, becoming important players in the business. Finding the spark we were missing and re-igniting our own artistic careers.


  Then I found out about Lester.


  please, no, don’t take it, it’s not finished, wait, you’ll break it, no, don’t pull now look, see? You’ve ruined it. They’re all broken up, just pieces, junk, trash, I almost had it, could you see it? Yes, yes, you did see it, didn’t you…but you’re afraid of what you saw…that’s it, you’re like all the rest, you’d rather be blind and deaf than see the truth coward, punk


  It wasn’t until much later that I thought about how different our lives were from normal peoples’. I wasn’t into getting a better job or a career, even though old school friends and start-up business guys stopped by all the time with offers for me to set up web sites or put together presentations, ads or displays. Jean-Phillipe never even bothered to mention family or children, and I sure as hell didn’t, either. After the first few months, we weren’t even that much into fucking and getting high, though we still did both. Our kind of sex and drugs really was recreational, like TV and video games for normal people. It made us forget our frustrations for a moment. We paid attention to clothes, and where we ate, and what clubs we went to, stuff like that, because that was part of the business. But the act meant nothing to us. We took for granted that we knew we wanted more. We wanted what we knew was our right, the thing we deserved that had been denied to us. We wanted the art that was stuck inside of us, the beauty and truth no one wanted. And we thought everybody else felt that way, too, only they were too lazy or ignorant to do anything about it.


  One time we were at Elo’s house, in Astoria, Queens, if you can believe that.


  And he was into his mommy role, beating us up over not jumping on some opportunities we’d gotten — stupid stuff like representing some hot new hip hop artist from Staten Island, or managing a gallery, or putting together a cross-country exhibition tour. I’d been tempted by the gallery thing, but Jean-Phillipe had said doing that would tie us up so we couldn’t grab what we really wanted when we found it. He didn’t want to set foot off the road he was on, almost as if he was afraid he’d never find his way back to keep looking for what he really wanted.


  Elo and Jean-Phillipe got drunk, started fighting. I think Elo was a little jealous, not about us fucking each other, but because we were out there still searching, still hungry, while he was nicely stowed away in his little corner of the world with no place to go and the rest of his life to live.


  “You’re going to wind up homeless and broke in two years,” Elo said, sloppy and slurry. “The both of you. Your family’s going to lose patience with you, and the money’s going to dry up, Jean-Phillipe.”


  “Like your dick,” I said, trying to defuse the situation. “And you’re going to get pregnant,” Elo said to me, “or catch something from this bitch, or get hooked on some serious shit he’s dealing, and you’re going to make me have to fire you and you’ll lose that sewer hole you live in and you’re going to wind up living under a bridge with this idiot, talking about all the beautiful art you could have made if only the world had given you a chance. And you’ll never have chances like the ones you’re getting now. You’ll never be young and fresh and new to the world, and you’ll never have people falling all over themselves to give you a break, to be a part of this beautiful, exotic little couple the two of you have become. Don’t you get it? Do you have to make me sound like my parents? You’re never going to be fucking young again, you little shits. You’re going to get old fast, and no one’s going to give you chances and no one will know or care about you.”


  “You mistake us for people who give a fuck,” I said, and then I laughed.


  But Jean-Phillipe was standing and he was shaking and his face was red. If he’d been filled out at the shoulders and chest like an American boy he’d have been scary, but as it was he looked a little like a petulant teenager. He walked to Elo’s TV and kicked the screen in. He smashed the stereo next, then a 19th Century French mirror, and a set of statuettes from a 1950’s artist who died of AIDs and who’s stuff was climbing in value.


  When he was done, Jean-Phillipe opened his check book, wrote one out, tore it out, threw it in Elo’s face. “Go buy yourself some new shit. The old shit is beginning to stink.”


  And before Elo could say a thing, Jean-Phillipe screamed. The sound cut through the carnage he’d created and left it bleeding. Elo said nothing, didn’t even look at the check on the floor, just stared at Jean-Phillipe like he’d cut his own intestines out. Jean-Phillipe opened his mouth to scream again. I beat him to the noise, but he joined in without hesitation.


  We stood in the middle of Elo’s living room and puked sound from our guts for what felt like an hour. Elo actually did vomit before we finished. We left him worrying over the stains on his Persian rug.


  We went to Jean-Phillipe’s place and fucked like demons. We bit, chewed, clawed and threw each other around like we were getting our revenge for every savage critique, snide remark and rude dismissal dumped on us and our work. My brain felt like a million ants were crawling through it. It wasn’t the coke that was making me feel like that, either. I’ve been through enough to know the difference. I wasn’t coming down, I was shooting up. This was crack and amphetamines and peyote all rolled into one, like lightning setting up shop in my head, illuminating every corner of my mind while frying blood, flesh and bone. Rage. We were getting high on rage, pumping each other up with humiliation, betrayal, rejection. And sex was the needle.


  While we were going at it, I remembered things that happened to me when I was very little: people pointing at me because my tricycle had a bent tube where my dad dropped it when he brought it home, probably because he was drunk; my hair being pulled by older boys; tripping during a school play and the whole audience laughing at me; a teacher standing me in the corner because I had on pants instead of a skirt, and having to stand there being ignored while the rest of the class went on like I didn’t exist.


  Jean-Phillipe cried and called out the names of people I didn’t know.


  We went on through the night and the next day, fucking, drinking, snorting, chasing each other around the apartment, through the halls freaking tenants out, watching old movies on cable with the stereo going, re-arranging furniture so we could find new places to fuck. Jean-Phillipe stopped coming but still had a hard-on. I couldn’t feel anything, but I wanted to and that made me want to go at it again and again.


  When we stopped it wasn’t because we were tired. Jean- Phillipe said he had something to do. I should have gone to work, but I didn’t care if I still had a job.


  Jean-Phillipe was gone for a while, but his clothes were still on the bed. I couldn’t lay still. The apartment smelled like a barn. I searched the apartment in case he’d passed out in a closet or behind furniture, then looked in the rest of the brownstone.


  The basement door was open. A light was on. I went downstairs. Saw Jean-Phillipe pissing on something on the floor. There was only a single overhead bulb lit, so I couldn’t tell what he was standing on, other than it looked like a pile of junk. He’d start pissing, wiggle his dick so the stream arced back and forth, then stop. Start again. Head back, looking up at the ceiling, eyes closed.


  I came closer. Bumped into a metal pail and made a little noise. He didn’t hear me. I didn’t exist. He was gone. And wherever he was, I could tell by the smile on his face that he was happy. Happier than he’d been with me upstairs fucking his brains out.


  The smile cut deeper than all the laughter and ridicule I’d heard in my life.


  You didn’t let me do anything, took my paints, hands, starve an artist like that, had to do it this way. Self-mutilation? Self-discovery, exploration, expression, fucking art, what else was I supposed to do, no other way to let it out. Want my brushes, paints.


  Give them. Givegivegivegivegive—What, you think I could do something worse than what I already did to myself with paint? Brush? Canvas? Broken glass and pieces of wood? Well, so what if I did, if it’s what I wanted, needed, if it’s the truth, if it’s the pain—


  “When were you going to tell me,” I said to Jean-Phillipe when he finally came back upstairs. I’d left him after he stopped pissing but kept standing like a junkie balanced on a heroin high-wire. I felt like a cracked Faberge egg. “Working on new art behind my back? Excremental art? Or have you gone totally fucking nuts?”


  Jean-Phillipe ignored me. Looked right through me like I was invisible. Irrelevant.


  He went to bed and fell asleep. I went back to my place, my head seething, pricked full of holes and leaking visions of murder. I couldn’t cry. Couldn’t sleep.


  He came by the gallery the next night. Elo hadn’t fired me, didn’t even mention the screaming act, so I was there working. No explanation, no apology, just started talking like nothing happened. Elo left us alone, didn’t even look at Jean-Phillipe. I played along, not letting on how mad I was, and we wound up at his place. We fucked and went to bed. I pretended to fall asleep. Even if I’d wanted to, I couldn’t have slept. I didn’t realize how seriously I took what we had together until I found out he had secrets. All the nightmares of abandonment and exclusion haunting my everyday life boiled full-blast in my head.


  He got up in the night, went downstairs. I followed. Again, he relieved himself on a bed of junk on the floor. The next day, same thing. I never asked what he was doing. He didn’t explain. Everything went on, perfectly normal. On the third, I got up before him and beat him to the basement.


  Naked under the single light bulb, laughing at myself while I made sure to avoid cuts from the rusted metal, broken wood and glass that made up most of the pile, I hunkered down and let go. The aroma was intense. Days worth of urine came back up at me like a sharp point up my nose, opening the way for other smells: oil, rotten wood and damp paper, rusted metal, burnt rubber, mildew.


  As I went, I noticed patterns in the arrangement of junk around me. I’d already seen the tiny clearings that let you step through to get to the center without hurting yourself, unless you lost your balance. Reminded me of those old teach-yourself-to-dance mats with footprints and arrows. In the middle of it all, I got a closer look at the machine and engine parts, plastic casings, sheet metal, wire mesh, reinforcement rods and small appliances held together by rope, string, wire, clips, bolts and crude welding.


  Mirrors and glass, straight shards from windows and curved broken bits from bottles, stuck out at crazy angles. Newspaper and magazine pages covered the larger flat surfaces with wallpaper collages. Sticks were clustered into prickly trees and bushes growing out of the junkyard landscape. Graffiti signs and nonsensical slogans, spray painted and even carved and etched in wood and metal, crawled all over the stuff, almost alive, but in the background, like a TV on mute. Spider webs hung across gaps and openings. Roaches and a few waterbugs skittered around. I was getting nervous about mice and rats hiding in the mess, and almost laughing at myself at the same time for getting into a real pissing contest with Jean-Phillipe, when the piece hit me.


  Hit me fast, like a speed rush, and hard, like a bus. My head opened up, and all the little fears, jealousies, and hungers inside me just blew out. Something big rushed through me. Filled me. I understood the balance, the juxtaposition of mass and texture, the weave of shades and shadows. The scrawled bullshit came together, made sense, though I couldn’t put it in words then and sure as hell couldn’t now. I was in the middle of a feast, I was the feast, consuming and consumed. I was riding every roller-coaster in the world, living in all the encyclopedias, screwing everything alive. I was connected to the world. The universe. I belonged.


  When I came out of it, still in a crouch but long dry, Jean-Phillipe was sitting on a trunk waiting for me.


  “Now you know how it feels,” he said as he motioned for me to step away from the garbage garden on the floor. “I was beginning to think you didn’t have the courage to try.”


  “Why didn’t you just tell me?” I asked, my knees shaking, legs weak. It was better than any fuck I’d ever had. Cleaner. More real. Scrubbed me inside out. I was still seeing stars as I got out of his way. The back of my head was throbbing, I was hot as hell and sweating, and I felt like electric eels were gliding through my veins, randomly shocking me. I was probably hallucinating, but I could’ve sworn Jean-Phillipe had an aura around him that lit up the entire basement with a new wavelength of illumination.


  Seeing him like that, in that raw, reamed-out state I was in, hit me almost as hard as the junkyard he had in his basement. I knew I had crossed a threshold. No one gets the head trip of their life while pissing on a pile of garbage without going over some kind of edge. Call it imprinting, cocaine withdrawal, stress, psychosis, or whatever, but for the first time in my life, I was in love.


  Jean-Phillipe didn’t notice me once I was clear of the junk. He was focused on what he was about to feel. I could tell. I understood. “What was I supposed to tell you?” he said, shaking his dick and getting ready, “Piss on this art to appreciate it?” He started his stream, and was gone.


  I waited for him to come out of the trance. I used the time to come down and regain my senses. I didn’t get all of them back. Never had all of them, you’d say.


  I didn’t have a clue about what had happened. The reaction started by pissing, but why? What would’ve happened if I’d spit? Or took a dump? Had Jean-Phillipe gotten hold of a new drug, a military hallucinogenic drug activated by urine for third-world terrorist outhouses? I almost started taking that one seriously, but even at the angle I had from outside the junkyard, I knew the layout and use of materials was deliberate. There was a relationship implied between what was on the floor and the way we treated it.


  Someone intended to provoke a viewer — a particular kind of viewer — into an extreme reaction, and had designed a consequence. A reward. A vision.


  For a while, I thought it was Jean-Phillipe’s work, and I wanted to kill him. I was jealous. Once again, someone had jumped ahead of what I was capable of doing, by luck or talent or accident. He was going to leave me, become successful, create art beyond my reach, get in touch with things inside himself I’d never understand. I actually had a length of steel pipe in my hands, ready to knock his head off.


  Then I thought about Jean-Phillipe. Went over our time together. And after a while I knew there was no way that man could’ve tapped into the secret self in all of us, concocted a new form of art/drug that opened unknown modes and paths of perception.


  That made me love him even more.


  God knows what this fuzzy love shit is about. But it was real. Still is.


  You say the experience is a manifestation of my mental illness. You want to medicate it. Me, Jean-Phillipe, whoever else reacted that way before and after, we know better. We’re the intended audience. No, the art didn’t drive us crazy. Yes, we were insane to begin with. But that crap on the floor, that was the cure. That collection of waste and discards stitched reality back together for people tuned to receive its message.


  I was never saner than when I was in the middle of that work of art. Of course, it never occurred to me to question whether or not what I’d felt had any basis in reality. I never considered drug withdrawal, or psychosis brought on by the stress of our relationship.


  I suppose that’s why you’re keeping me here.


  I know you want me. I can see it in your eyes. The way you look at me when they’re serving the meals. I see you staring at my tits. You want what I got, right here between my legs, want to stick your face in it, don’t you, your cock, want me to make it hard and strong for you? Want me to squeeze it, put it in my mouth, yes, you do, don’t worry, I won’t tell, you know me, I’m quiet, I never tell them anything, nothing important, anyway. It’ll be just between the two of us, private, I know the place to go, it can be a regular thing, me taking care of you, just…just take care of me, too, you know, I’ve got things I have to have, too, not that I don’t need somebody like you inside me, no, of course, yeah, but if you can just pass me…no, no drugs or nothing like that, believe me, that shit, I’m way beyond that, no weapons, either, no, I’m not planning a break out, either, not in the physical sense, if you know what I mean. I’ve got to go back someplace where my head once was, and this place isn’t helping me, not the drugs or the groups or the therapy, no, I have to express myself, and they won’t let me, so in this private place I got in mind, if you can just bring a few things, you and me, we can have a really good time.


  “We have to fuck on his next piece,” Jean Phillipe said the next day. He said it just like that, flat and nonchalant, like pass me the butter. I remember the conversation like yesterday’s session. My life changed again, like it had when I quit college, and when I met Jean-Phillipe.


  The first question I thought of asking was why, but my mouth spoke for my heart and said, “Who?” I was relieved to know for certain Jean-Phillipe wasn’t the one responsible for creating a bizarre new art form, but at the same time, I was curious about the real artist and their connection. As curious as a torturer with a red-hot poker in her hands.


  “Lester. I had him make that thing downstairs. I’m renting the basement so he can have a studio to work in. I wanted to find out if he could produce in a safe place, on a schedule, and I needed a sample of his work to show potential buyers interested in commissioning a work from him. The rest of his stuff is on the street, on empty lots, under bridges, in abandoned buildings. I heard there was one old shell in the East Village that he made into one of his pieces. He’d remade the whole interior. People called it Church, told me they saw God in it. But the building was bought by developers and renovated.”


  “I never met Lester.”


  “He’s my—” he started to say, and then switched to, “—our ticket.” I heard that. I wasn’t imagining it. And then he went on like nothing happened. “I met him a few months before you. He was part of an outdoor Outsider Art exhibition in Fort Tryon Park. Homeless people, drug addicts, psychiatric patients, immigrants, your Native Americans, all kinds of marginal people doing outrageous things and calling it art. But there were collectors out there, and agents, and museum and gallery people, looking for the next sensation. Not too many people paid attention to Lester’s tire and hub cap statues. He told me he had better work scattered all over Bed-Stuy, Brownsville, Bushwick, but he couldn’t move the pieces. I asked around, heard about that East Village piece. He had a lot of respect from the more intense characters. I went with him to take a look. Borrowed a gun, just in case. From the dealer who owns this building, as a matter of fact. Lester showed me what he called his specialty: maze-like works constructed from whatever he found on the street. And he expected people to be a part of his art. Interact with it. Didn’t tell me how, of course. Talked about changing people, reprogramming their brains. Interesting, I thought, but how can you sell the work if you can’t move it to the buyer’s house? When I said I couldn’t do anything for him, he went a little crazy. He got down on his hands and knees, crawled through the last piece he’d taken me to, licking the ground, dirt and all, until he reached the center. He stripped, curled up, shit and pissed on himself, threw up, and lay in his own filth.”


  “Why haven’t I met Lester?” I asked.


  “Did you hear what I said?” he asked me. “Right in front of me, he did that. And smiled. Like a Buddha statue. And standing outside this construction of cardboard boxes, skids, bundling wire and plastic wrapping, I felt just a little bit of what he was going through. And it was beautiful. I thought he’d slipped me drugs, and then I thought I was going a little crazy myself. I walked out of the abandoned building we were in. Felt fine. Walked back in. Caught another touch of his ecstasy.”


  “Why have you been hiding him from me?”


  “I wasn’t hiding anything. I was working out what we could do with him.”


  “Isn’t that what we’re supposed do together?”


  “Listen to the rest of the story. I watched Lester for a while and thought maybe he was the one who’d taken drugs, or even his medication, and what I was feeling was part of the side-effect. As crazy an assumption as anything else, like something out of Stephen King. But I never saw Lester take anything. That left only his art reprogramming his head. And mine. Or else both of us were having psychotic episodes.”


  “How old is Lester?”


  “What? Old. Older than either of us, probably older than both of us combined. So I thought about Lester pissing and shitting and throwing up, offering everything inside him for his work. Purifying himself.”


  “Is he good looking?”


  Jean-Phillipe laughed. His mouth, his lips, I wanted them right then. I heard Elo’s low opinion of him in the laughter. “In a toothless, stinking, unshaven, lumpy kind of way, yes, I suppose he is irresistible.”


  “And you saw a future in this toothless old homeless man?”


  “I have an imagination. And an education. And I am not constrained by conservative American critical values. Besides, modern art is full of extremes. And interaction between artist and viewer. We’ve both seen the avant-garde use of computers and video, pieces that engage and involve the audience, depend on their participation for completion and meaning. Even your old work, with your swatches of fabric, broken glass, oils and homemade paper invites touch as well as sight. Lester’s work demands a different kind of audience participation. A pleasant change from artists and musicians who vomit and piss on their audience.”


  “Did Lester ever piss and shit and vomit on you?”


  “You’re being a bitch.”


  He called me a bitch.


  “I went back to the last place he’d shown me, where he’d built a pyramid out of old steel file cabinets, desks and chairs. The pieces were locked together and wouldn’t fall no matter how much I shook them. I looked for an easy way to climb the mountain, saw an opening at the base, went in a little way, stooped over. There was enough light coming in from holes in the structure for me to see where I was going. The center stank like a backed-up bathroom. It was crawling with vermin, but at least I could stand. I found a dry, high spot and relieved myself. It was a joke, really. I was aiming for a rat.


  “I couldn’t believe I’d gone that far, though I have to admit a part of me was very amused by being there. I thought I was hallucinating. Then Lester’s creation really hit me. You felt what happens yourself. When I came out of it, a rat was sitting on my shoulder sniffing my neck. I almost fell into the cesspool.”


  “You’re not saying why you waited this long to tell me about this Lester.”


  “Tell you? You were going to believe a story like that if I told you? I had to find a way to let you discover it for yourself so you’d understand what was going on. And I wanted to have a plan. I needed to talk to Lester, see what he’d done with his work, where he was going.”


  “Lester was never part of our plans.”


  Jean-Phillipe changed. His face got red, his lips trembled. For a second I thought he was going to cry. “Somebody like him was. You just didn’t know who it would be. Now you know. Stop acting like a child. You’re jealous because I kept a professional relationship with an old homeless man from you? Or are you pissed off because he’s done something neither you nor I, or anyone we know, could’ve done?”


  That one hurt. It was only later that I understood it hurt because it was true. And that Jean-Phillipe was the one really getting his ass kicked by that truth.


  “Grow up,” he said. He was close to me, his sweat-stink choking me. Fire lit his eyes. And violence. He grabbed my arms, shook me like a bag of laundry. Passion gave him strength, and permission, to do anything. I wished I could have inspired such feeling from him. I still do.


  He threw me away and pointed at Lester’s work. “We don’t have what it takes inside of us do to anything like that. We never did. We never will. We’re lucky we can appreciate it, feel what he feels, share his vision. At least we have that talent. We can be a part of his audience. But otherwise, Lester and his kind are as far out of our reach as we are to these fucking roaches down here. Live with it. Appreciate what you can. Use his kind to make what little there is to our lives more comfortable. Let a little of his glory rub off on us so we can have the illusion that we did something worthwhile. I thought that’s what we were about deep down, without the artistic pretense.”


  “Why do we have to make love on Lester’s art?” I was tired of hearing about Lester, his work, Jean-Phillipe’s secret life, our second-rate dreams and third-rate ambitions. But that was the reality. I couldn’t escape it. Not after experiencing Lester’s piece.


  Jean-Phillipe’s face changed. He calmed down, looked away, became that fragile, hungry man I first saw at the gallery. “To get to the next level.”


  “There’s another level?”


  “There always is. That’s the point of art, and religion, and science — to bring you closer to the truth, to the vision of what is.”


  “I’d rather get to another level with my art.”


  “So would I. But Lester walks a road we’ll never find. We have to follow.”


  There was no arguing, and no way around what Jean- Phillipe had and what he wanted. It was either give him up, or go along with him. Before getting into Lester’s work, I’d probably have left Jean-Phillipe. But after, with Jean-Phillipe so large and vivid in my mind, I had to stay. But not without getting my way somewhere along the line. “I’m not cutting myself up on that stuff. There’s rusted metal, glass, wood and none of it’s been sanitized.”


  “Lester is gathering softer material. I’m having it cleaned.


  We’ll see if his style and vision survives disinfectants.”


  “And I have to meet him. No more sneaking him into the basement.”


  “Why? Do you want to fuck him?”


  “No. I want to see what this genius looks like.”


  “You won’t be able to learn anything.”


  “No, not about him, I’m sure.”


  I don’t care, use your…there, yes, now your leg, like that, yes, push, harder, get up for it, harder goddamit, of course it hurts, what, you can’t take a little pain? I’ve done worse, a hell of a lot worse, and with worse characters than you, trust me, now go, go, go, don’t stop, that’s right, I said I’d take care of you, just keep going, taking you someplace, that’s right, someplace else, don’t be scared, I’ve been here before—


  Jean-Phillipe took me to Staten Island to meet Lester the first time. Lester was sleeping in the woods and working on a piece near the shore, taking driftwood, slabs of metal from the rusted hulks of abandoned boats and machinery, and whatever was dumped nearby, and making a kind of Watts Tower. About fifteen feet high, hidden by trees, no one had noticed the tower, yet. Lester climbed down when he saw Jean-Phillipe. He moved like a much younger man, like a strong and agile man. No fear of falling or hurting himself on sharp or metal ragged edges.


  Jean-Phillipe asked Lester how he was doing. Lester talked about picking up extra-terrestrial frequencies with his tower, and being afraid of becoming the conduit for an alien invasion. He was considering tearing down the project, or at the least halting construction until he could devise security measures. Jean-Phillipe asked him about the soft work he had commissioned. Lester said he was almost ready.


  They were disgusting together. Jean-Phillipe kept touching him on the forearm and shoulder, laughing too hard at Lester’s ideas, which neither I nor Lester found amusing. Lester took the shopping bag of food and the twenty Jean-Phillipe gave him without saying thanks.


  I spent maybe five minutes with the old man in Jean-Phillipe’s company. We never said a word to each other. He never looked me in the eye. Of course, Jean-Phillipe ignored me, as well. I might as well not have been there.


  I still loved Jean-Phillipe. More than ever, I think. But when we left Lester I hated the both of them more than anyone in my life. More than my backwards family living in the big suburban fly-over, more than my head-up-the-ass professors, more than all the people who ever passed over my paintings because I was too this or not enough of that. My hatred was a burning bush, a miracle that lit the way to where I had to go, and spoke to me, encouraging me about what I had to do.


  No, I wasn’t hearing voices.


  Seeing Lester gave me a face, crusty, filthy, wrinkled underneath the hair, to focus my rage over what he created, what he inspired and invoked in Jean-Phillipe. And seeing them together showed me the side of Jean-Phillipe I denied was there: the spoiled, simpering school boy so eager to please, so involved in his manipulative games to get what he wanted that he could not see the most obvious consequences of his behaviors on the people around him.


  Jean-Phillipe’s pain over his lack of talent, his inability to produce anything as transcendent and visionary as Lester’s work, was just as obvious. He was torturing himself by being around Lester. He was killing himself with his kindness towards Lester.


  But his pain was not enough.


  I know, you want more, yes, I understand completely, but you have to give me more, too, I don’t care how hard it is to sneak what I need past the guards, it isn’t like I’m asking you for drugs, I’m not going to sniff the glue, and I’m not arming myself for an escape with the tools, it’s all perfectly innocent, you know these doctors have their quirks, they don’t appreciate art, they treat it like a disease, but it’s important to me, I need the release, you have to understand I need to create to get better, and I’ll prove it to all the doctors if you just help me, come here, yes, please, I know what you need, and you know what I need, we’re perfect for each other, in this time, in this place.


  The second time I met Lester, I went alone to the basement where he was working. Jean-Phillipe wasn’t home. I’d left the gallery early. Elo was not speaking to me because I refused to leave Jean-Phillipe. He offered to let me sleep on his couch, introduced me to his lesbian friends, even arranged for another gallery owner to ask me out on a date to talk about my art. I wasn’t going for any of it, and Elo was losing his patience, so I felt like I was on my last legs at the gallery, anyway.


  Lester was working on the piece Jean-Phillipe and I were supposed to make love on. Or fuck on, as Jean-Phillipe said. Lester had cleared an area by the oil tank, actually cleaned it up pretty well. Portable electric lamps illuminated the corner. Bed frames and couches formed a fort-like structure. Cushions, sheets, pillows, bed covers crashed together inside the walls, like a sea frozen in mid-storm. There were places where a person could crawl under a wave, go beneath the surface. Underneath it all were mats, mattresses, pieces of foam, rugs, car seats, carefully selected by Lester and bought by Jean-Phillipe, some of it new, the rest from the Salvation Army. That was part of the experiment: to see if Lester could work with material that wasn’t all junk. Candles in colored glass containers waited to be lit for the big event. A biting chemical, dry-cleaning smell permeated the basement, competing with the usual damp mustiness. I wasn’t sure if Jean-Phillipe was being extra careful about our bedding, or if the cleaning smell was supposed to make Lester more comfortable with the material.


  “How do you feel about making something for people to fuck on?” I asked.


  “Same’s anything else,” he said, still not looking at me. “What do you see when you work?”


  “Nothing.” He finally gave me a glance. Maybe he gave me a little smile underneath that damned beard. “Everything.”


  “What’s the point of this piece?”


  “You. And Jean-Phillipe.”


  “We’ll tear it apart when we make love on it.”


  “You’ll bring it together. You’re the final parts.”


  “Maybe you’re building it to kill us. Or me. So you can have Jean-Phillipe all to yourself. So he can devote all his money and attention to you. I’ll bet there’s metal hidden under there, and glass. Traps, to tear me apart. Consume me.”


  Lester stopped tinkering with bedding and sheets. I fought the urge to jump into the piece and lose myself in those soft curves and hidden crevices. What it needed was a perfume. Human scents. Sweat and sex. Blood.


  “Why do you want me to do that?” he asked.


  Damned question surprised me. “What do you care?” I asked, reacting before I knew what I was saying.


  “Because your feelings are a part of what I’m making. For you and him.”


  “Really? And which part of what I said didn’t you understand?”


  “The part about killing you. Consuming you. Why do you want me to do that to you?”


  “Have you ever loved anyone, fought for that love, lost it? Have you ever seen other people do things that are completely out of your reach?”


  Lester looked away from me, then. Stared into the darkest part of the basement, where there was nothing that could be seen. “Yes,” he said.


  I wasn’t sure if he was talking about himself or someone else. But the sound of his voice, that single word, broke a wall.


  Words gushed out. You’ve heard them. Recorded and transcribed them. I’m used to talking about that stuff, now. Back then, nobody’d ever asked. Or listened.


  He listened. And when my voice was raw and I couldn’t talk anymore and I’d gotten to the gallery job and meeting Jean-Phillipe, anyway, he asked, “Does he want to marry you?”


  “No. He wants me to watch him fuck your art.”


  “You think it’s going to be good for him?”


  “I hope not.”


  Lester laughed. I joined him. And there we were, sitting in the basement in front of his unfinished work, a piece that Jean-Phillipe and I were going to complete with our sexual performance, and I’d never felt closer to anyone in my life. Not my family. Not the lovers I’d had. Not Jean-Phillipe. I felt close to this homeless old bastard of a magician. So close, I could almost feel his genius. Feel it inside me.


  Where it belonged.


  There, yes, how do you like that? No? But you asked, you begged, you wanted — not this far? How far are we? Not very, from what I can see. We’re still here, where we’ve always been, where you work and I live, in the secret little place where we always meet. So close, to each other, to what we both needed. Not far at all from the end, even if we’ve only just begun.


  Why you struggling? Do you think I’m going to try to stop you? No, I wouldn’t do that. It was always your choice. That’s the essence of art: a creator’s choices. And you are my collaborator. I couldn’t stop you even if I wanted to, you’re so big and strong, how could I? But you know you’re trapped, don’t you. Yes. It’s too late to get out, but you have to try, isn’t that the way? You must have regrets. You’re obviously afraid, so far away, too far, yes, you see I understand completely, from what you’ve been all your life. You’re not going to lay there and take — right, that’s better, go ahead, try, maybe you can make it, you’re clever, maybe I made a mistake, or I was sloppy, or there’s a weak link somewhere neither one of us counted on. You’ve gotten yourself out of tighter situations. I can imagine what you’ve had to do to protect our relationship and bring these wonderful things to me. Such willpower. Give yourself to the fight, that’s right, give me your sweat and blood, your anger and passion.


  It’ll make the work so much better…


  The third time I met Lester, I brought the gun Jean- Phillipe borrowed to keep himself safe in Lester’s neighborhoods. He’d never returned it, of course. The dealer who owned it called a couple of times, but it’s not like he thought Jean-Phillipe would actually go out and kill someone with the fucking thing, so he never came around to pick it up.


  I wore a slip dress. One of those sheer numbers, with heels. I had lipstick on, mascara, perfume. Had my hair done. Condoms in the clutch purse. The works. It all cost me the last of my money after Elo fired me. He couldn’t take it anymore after I told him about Lester.


  I just wasn’t sure who I was going to fuck or kill.


  I went to Jean-Phillipe first. “Is it ready downstairs?” I asked. I was.


  “There’s more,” he told me, then wouldn’t look at me when he added, “to be done.” I made love to him, anyway. He fucked me. But he never told me what else was going on.


  I went downstairs. “Lester, what happens when this piece is finished?”


  He shrugged his shoulders. I kissed his ear. He smelled like a gym-locker crammed with a month’s worth of sweaty clothes. “Does he love you?” I asked.


  “Yes.” Lester was shaking. It had been a while since a beautiful young woman had shown any interest in him. He was like a little boy, excited but uncertain. A lot like Jean-Phillipe. “It happened after he went into that piece in Bed-Stuy, didn’t it?” I pressed my hip against his, not bothering to hold my breath. There were more important things than stench and filth at stake.


  “Yes.”


  “Like that rush I felt when I came down from the other piece you have down here.”


  He gave me a look that said he was sorry for me.


  “Yes.”


  “He planned it that way, didn’t he?” I put my arms around him, pressed my body against his.


  “Yes.”


  “Because he wants me.”


  “Yes.”


  I kissed him. Put my tongue in his mouth, ran over his teeth, probed the gaps, pushed against his swollen, rancid tongue. “Because he wants me to go into the one you’re working on with him. Where he’s going to kill me, isn’t he. To get to his next fucking level, isn’t he. So he can see things clearly, have a vision, become an artist himself.”


  “I don’t know.”


  Our eyes were all that we saw of each other. “Is blood needed to get to the next level, Lester?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t work with blood.”


  “But isn’t that what art is all about, Lester? Blood and guts, emotional if not physical? Sacrifice? Like you, living on the streets with the garbage you use in your work. How else can we find meaning? Of course, you have to have something to sacrifice. Did you have a family once, Lester? A job? Jean-Phillipe had nothing of his own. He needed me to bond with him so he’d have something to give up, and he used your work to catch me.”


  “You’re scaring me.” Lester struggled in my arms. A little. “I’m sorry, Lester. I don’t mean to scare you. You’re the homeless madman, you’re supposed to be scaring us. I want to help you finish your work. I want to understand what you’re doing, and how.”


  “You and him, when it’s done, get in the middle and do what you need to do. And then it’s finished.”


  “Does it have to be Jean-Phillipe and me? What happens if the formula is changed? What happens if it’s you and I, Lester? What happens if, instead of two nobodies, someone with the talent to create and someone without that talent get in there? How much of yourself can you put into your art? Do you share, Lester?”


  “You’re talking crazy, lady. There’s no magic in this stuff. It’s just what I do. Some people like it. They pay me for it. That guy says he can get more money.”


  His breath made me dizzy. He felt like a sack of dough through his clothes. I wanted to throw up when I thought about how he looked naked. “No,” I said. “Crazy is blood sacrifice, Lester. Crazy is someone dying for art. I haven’t said anything about that, yet.”


  I hated Lester for having the talent and vision I didn’t have. I hated Jean-Phillipe for not feeling the same way I felt for him, and for manipulating me for his own ends.


  And I hated myself for hating them, for not having any damned talent, for even considering the options running through my mind.


  There were only three choices. I could’ve killed myself. Ruined Lester’s piece, maybe traumatized him so Jean-Phillipe couldn’t use him anymore. Possibly even made Jean-Phillipe feel guilty. And I wouldn’t have had to live with being a useless, empty shell, incapable of vision, truth, art. I could’ve killed Jean-Phillipe when we used Lester’s piece, giving up my love for him, punishing him for choosing Lester over me and leaving Lester without a sponsor, even setting him up for the murder so he’d have to do time instead of his art.


  But if I really wanted to punish Jean-Phillipe, I had to kill Lester. The way I saw it, I’d deprive Jean-Phillipe of Lester’s work to sell and take away his opportunity to get to that next level. And I thought, even in jail Lester would’ve probably found a way to express himself, so the only way to stop him was to get rid of him.


  I also figured fucking Lester in his construction and killing him would get me the next level myself. And higher. Change the formula but not the procedure. Sacrifice Lester. Share his death, gain his vision, his creativity, and become the artist I always wanted to be.


  But something went wrong, I think. That’s what all of you keep telling me, isn’t it? Maybe I should’ve used a knife instead of the gun. I didn’t get Lester’s talent. All I got was his madness.


  Does madness lead to art, or art to madness?


  Is it true Jean-Phillipe is on one of the other wards?


  You see, yes? You understand what I’ve shown you? Tell me, tell me quickly, I can’t quite see — I don’t have the vision. The scream, it’s not enough…


  Hello, doctor. Nice to see you. Do you like what I’ve done with your notes and transcripts? Don’t bother ordering an injection, I think I’ve used up all the needles right here.


  Ignore them. Don’t worry about the doctor. You see, they’re afraid, they won’t come near. We still have time. I can feel your genius. I’ve made you into the genius I need — tell me, tell me now, what do you see? Please, tell me, how do
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