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I’m in Long Island City, Queens.  I’m sort of back where I started.  At least, 

I’m close.   

It’s hard to do this.  Not hard because it’s emotional (well, that’s dicey 

too, okay) or because it’s tough to remember (some spots are gone, yeah, 

and some are fogged right up like a drunken Christmas holiday), but it’s 

difficult because of the drugs that are in my system.  It’s hard for my mind 

not to wander.  I’m going to have to stop and start quite a bit in order to 

write this little epistle here.  I’m going to have to jump around some, and 

grab what I can from my memory, and try to make sense of it. 

She wanted to know what I saw happening.  She wasn’t satisfied 

when I told her “I see tanks, I see war.”  She wondered about the people that 

didn’t have ailments, that didn’t come for therapy.  Were they going to be 

forced into it anyway?  How do you force an entire country into something 

like that?  I saw the people lined up, you know, with congenital heart failure, 

with type two diabetes, with heroin addictions, and they were all there to get 

cured.  To get rewired.  But she wanted to know about the healthy ones, 

about what they would do.  If they would revolt.  And yeah, I thought, they 

would revolt. 

But then I thought something else.  

I thought: there won’t be anybody who doesn’t show up.  Not really.  

Maybe one in a thousand.  Which, yeah, becomes about, I dunno, 600,000 

people – I’m not so great with math.  How do you organize 600,000 people 

all over the continent?  You don’t.  They would just be there in the margins.  

If they babbled about the whole thing too much, tugged on too many sleeves, 

wham, a fucking bat to the head.  And why wouldn’t you?  Why wouldn’t 
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someone just shut them up?  A neighbor, glasses perched on the bridge of 

his nose, looks up from getting the morning paper across the lawn at the 

diffident who stands there saying, “You’ve been poisoned.  You’ve been 

manipulated.”  Day after day, what are you going to do?  That car salesman 

or accountant or press junket videographer living in Connecticut is going to 

do what anyone given enough time would do – they’re going to take care of 

it.  That dissenting neighbor is the new infidel, after all. 

And people want it so bad, I would tell her, if I could talk to her now.  

We want to go back.  To the womb, to the unconscious, to a place where 

someone else takes care of everything.  We’re like actors.  We’re just 

loosey-goosey from head to toe if you tell us what to do, happy as clams.  

But if you don’t, we’re lost, most of us, rigid.  We need to know which drum 

we’re supposed to be banging.  We need to know which bandwagon we’re 

on.  Is the majority conservative this week, or are we really swinging for the 

trees on this one?  Everyone wants to be an individual, I know.  It starts with 

standing out in the school play in the second grade.  You’re Mowgli in The 

Jungle Book.  See?  I’m wandering.  But what we want even worse?  

Security.  It’s not even that we want it, or think we do – we crave it. 

So, that’s what I would tell her, if I wasn’t here, hooked up to all these 

tubes, these machines, if I hadn’t been given these drugs.  They poke and 

friggin prod me, man.  And soon… well, that’ll be “it” for this kid.  A long 

way from where I started, but close to home.  All the way to Costa Rica, all 

the way to the Northern Kingdom, and back again.  Back home.  Very near 

to you, old pal.  This is where I’m going to die. 
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THE CITY 

 

 

 

 

My name is Jack Aiello.  But that’s not my real name.  It’s enough for now.  

You can even call me X if you want to.  X is an appropriate title for me.  

There are many exes in my life – ex girlfriends, ex jobs, ex friends, and 

especially, ex bars.  Ex addictions.    

I am also an X because I am, in some sense, persona non grata.  I 

don’t even exist.  Not wholly, not really.  Much of me is product.  

Government product, private sector product, one or the other, I don’t know, 

but I’m going to find out.  It is also appropriate to call me X, because X 

marks the spot.  While I am not a fixed spot on the map, not a marker at the 

end of a dotted line where the treasure is buried, the artifact entombed, 

though I am valuable, I am also moving.  I am a moving target.  Currently I 

am moving south, on a Honda Shadow 850 motorcycle, a loaner, if you will, 

with a maroon tank and some rusted chrome.  I am on Route 4, a smaller 

route, a no-trucks-allowed kind of route, staying away from the main arteries 

as best as I can.  I am in Vermont, the Green Mountain State.  Of course, 

even the smaller routes will be doomed to surveillance soon, as will 

everything.  The Man is headed that way, and there seems to be no stopping 

him.  Personal freedom is history.  I only hope I can get to see my daughter 

in time, before anything else happens, before they try and take me back. 

* 
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I also have gone by the name Jack Landi.  I was thinking about this name as 

I roared over the hilly Route 4 on the way to see my daughter.  I was 

thinking about this name, as I think about all the names I have had, because 

each one represents a time period in my life that is distinct, that stands out 

for me like a chapter in a book.  When I was Jack Landi I was wrestling with 

an addiction to cocaine, but primarily it was my relationship with alcohol 

that was the most troubling at the time; if I wasn’t drinking I wasn’t doing 

cocaine, so you can see the situation there.  I was practicing what has been 

called “moderation management” in those days.  Saying that I was 

“practicing” it though is really giving myself too much credit, inferring that I 

have some sort of willpower where really I seem to have a big problem with 

willpower – my willpower seemed to have a mind of its own, driving me to 

do things that I probably shouldn’t have been doing (I think of stomping on 

George Klembeck’s head, bottle of vodka in my hand) and not working with 

the things I needed it to be working with.  My willpower was a lot like a 

motorcycle, like the very two-wheeler I was piloting down the winding 

Vermont back route to see my daughter, and, conjunctively, Katherine 

Glaston.  When I had somewhere to go that wasn’t a great destination, a 

place to go that was going to take me away from the people that loved me 

and the things I needed to be cherishing and not taking for granted, that bike 

ran like a top.  But if I needed to get to some place good, some place to heal, 

to sit, to be in the moment, to be in the universe and not running from it, to, 

really, let’s be honest, to face God, that goddamn engine wouldn’t even turn 

over.  Or, it would, and I’d get going for a little while and it would sputter to 

a stop. 
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When I was Jack Landi my metaphorical two-wheeler was doing that 

start and stop, jerking occasionally to life and then invariably quitting on me.  

I was in Costa Rica then, and I was working with the Brandis brothers 

(who’d stayed back in Brooklyn), and it was my first big job for them.  A 

billionaire by the name of Calvin Blair had been kidnapped.  He was a 

billionaire because he was involved in gambling – internet gambling had 

made him the tycoon he was – and the Brandis brothers had one of their 

fingers in his honey and it was hurting them that he had been kidnapped.  

Not so much the computer tactics, in Latin America, not so much identity 

theft, just the hacking into the physical space of the rich mark and the theft 

of his very person.   

But wait a second.  I can’t start telling you the story here.  That 

wouldn’t be fair.  Things don’t always work chronologically, do you know 

what I mean?  They may have happened that way, but they don’t make sense 

that way.  Where this really started, where it makes sense, is in the city.  

What they call the “Queen City.”  For real.  Here’s the deal: 

 

 

 

 

 

I always knew I’d be that guy chewing the hell out of the red straw, sipping 

on a watered-down Coke, knee bouncing like a jackhammer.  I always knew 

it, kind of like how you know you’re going to kick off someday.  It’s there, 

right on the back porch in your brain, but you don’t want to switch the light 

on it; you don’t want to see the full form of the figure standing in the dusk.  I 
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always knew I’d be that guy, eyes darting around, nervous, agitated, 

chewing on that red straw that I would flatten out and then rotate so the 

width could be mashed down next (repeat process if desired).  And I desired.  

I always knew it would be me, I just didn’t know it would be here, now. 

I had first gone to work for the Brandis brothers, Lincoln and Lucius, 

when I was sixteen.  They’d sort of been like uncles to me.  When their 

nephew Philip turned up missing in Burlington, Vermont, they sent me to 

find him, to bring him back.  I didn’t really know Phil, only as the nephew.  I 

never expected to hear he was dead in a place like Burlington.  Not here.  

Not when kids were being tied to chairs and starved in Bed-Stuy.  Not when 

cops were getting shot by other cops at White Castles in the Bronx.  No way.  

Half that shit was what drove me to drink in the first place.  Burlington was 

supposed to be nice.  Nice and friendly and gay.  I wasn’t gay, but I figured 

that a town full of gays couldn’t be all that rough.  Lots of festivals and 

singing and stuff.  Like San Gennaro, but with different kinds of meat.  I’m 

kidding.  Hey.  If you were in the situation I was in now, as I write this, 

you’d be goofballing it too.  Blowing off a little steam.  You would be, for 

real. 

I knew I wanted to get sober for the first time when I saw this friend 

of mine do it.  We’ll call him “Marcel Moresco.”  Back then I didn’t even 

know I had a problem.  I got bored, sure.  But depressed?  No way.  I went 

out and partied like a rock star until four a.m. but I could be up in front of a 

jury the next day testifying how good my life was going; how everything 

was shaping up just right.  Marcel Moresco was a clerk at an electronics 

store, but he moonlighted as web designer back when nobody knew what 

web-designing was, including me.  That was his nook. 
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Marcel was at a bar one night, called Nice Guy Eddie’s, on Houston 

Street in Manhattan.  I remember looking over and seeing him sit there, 

being pretty low-key, and he was drinking seltzer. Seltzer with a lime in it.  I 

had kinda known, at the time, that Marcel had quit drinking or something, 

but I hadn’t found out until later that he had gone away and did rehab and all 

of that.  He’d really put it out there.  Marcel had been thirty-two when he 

sipped on seltzer-with-lime that night in New York.  I was thirty-two now, 

and there I was, at one of those round, high-top tables with three “friends,” 

drinking the kind of bar-tap Coca-Cola that has that smoky, rusty aftertaste, 

my right knee jackhammering, the sound taptaptaptaptaptaptaptap as a 

buckle on my boot struck the chrome legs of the high stool repeatedly.  By 

now the poor squashed straw looked more like a mangled twist-tie.  Your 

eyeballs would probably disappear into your head if you tried to suck some 

soda through it. 

Daniel, the guy to my right, was a real sweetheart.  He wasn’t a 

“Danny,” or a “Dan,” and no way was he a “Dan-o” (I had known all three 

of those types during my “former life”, each version of the name a skin-tight 

suit that the guy fit into, the connotations were so accurate), this guy was a 

“Daniel.”  Soft spoken, polite, effeminate, well-dressed, Daniel was 

Burlington.  Burlington was the new Chelsea and Daniel was its poster-boy.  

He had on those black, rectangular glasses.  Do you know what I mean?  I 

mean, I know that the metrosexuals can wear them now, but it was the gay 

guys that really pioneered that look, if you asked me.  Bully for them.  The 

square glasses, the high-n-tight messy hairdo (Daniel’s hair was black – 

blacker than mine) and that coat that came down to the backs of his knees, 

one of those tan coats that looked like it was inside out so you could see the 

fluffy seams.  Daniel had his own company called Wildcat and it was all 
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about saving the planet and preserving the local ecosystem.  (I’d seen the 

Winooski River by then, and on a good day it was only maybe slightly less 

polluted looking than the East River or the Hudson.  I half expected to see a 

body come to the surface and bob and twirl along in the brown water when 

I’d pass over it, with its matted dreadlocks, worn, crushed-cork sandals and 

all.)  Daniel worked out of his home.  He didn’t get out much so he was kind 

of pale and skinny.  Plus, Burlington was always overcast with an ashen 

slate of cloud cover.  Daniel was a nice enough guy though.  He was my new 

roommate. 

On Daniel’s right, across from me, was Peter.  Peter had a big beard 

and played the congas, or the congos, or the djambe, whatever the fuck those 

African drum-things were.  He smoked pot and drank a lot and was in a 

couple of different bands.  He represented the second Burlington contingent.  

So did Josh, sitting next to him.  Josh had a trimmed beard and drank a little 

less.  He was calmer than Peter who got really fucking going and wouldn’t 

shut up or stop performing for you when he was drunk.  If I was drinking 

still his antics probably would have been a riot.  Sober, he just seemed drunk 

and lost. 

The missing contingent in our little group, after Daniel the gay save-

the-earth type and Peter and Josh, the jug-band disciples, was the college 

student.  Burlington had a huge college, UVM, and that college spilled down 

from the hill and cascaded into the cafés and bars that ran along the paving 

stones of Church Street.  The college was kind of like the mansion on the 

hill that presides ominously over the quivering, helpless small town whose 

residents are all dependent on the dweller of that mansion in some way; the 

college students were the impish lords of the town.  They were the 

embodiment of their parents’ money that the pizza-throwers and club-
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owners wordlessly, expressionlessly pocketed to send home and help more 

Italians and Mexicans and Peruvians and Ukrainians hump their way out of 

despondency and into the good life here in the green mountain, brown river 

state.  I knew one of those Ukrainians, actually.  Vince Horbachefsky.  His 

family was down in Brighton Beach and he’d come up here, all of eighteen 

and standing six-foot-three, to sling some dope and try and get laid by the 

meek, crunchie college girls that he sniffed after.  That was until one of them 

fended off the big Russkie by kicking him in the balls so hard he passed out.  

She’d had two college boyfriends take him and dump him in the woods 

along the Winooski River.  They didn’t know that Vince was a diabetic and 

when he came to, already sugar deficient and slipping into shock, he was 

disoriented and couldn’t find his way out.  His works for his diabetes were in 

his backpack which the frat boys had tossed into the woods along with his 

lunky frame (God how they must have struggled.)  He never found his works 

and died of seizure.  I can see him in my mind, his body flopping around in 

the snow-crusted leaves like an electrocuted fish. 

I was about to finish my Coke and head to the bar for another one, 

wondering how much longer I could hold out before the Drink seized me 

and I would break down, toss a twenty onto the bar and start ordering shots 

of Patrón, when the guy I was looking for came into the place.  His name 

was Terry Hackford, and word was he’d been friends with Phil Brandis, and 

he had taught at UVM.  He was my lead.  I wasn’t going to confront him or 

talk to him or anything like that (without the booze I was far too chickenshit 

for any hipshot, gunslinger action like such.)  No.  I was just going to slink 

around.  Watch him.  Maybe follow him home later.  With no booze in me at 

night I had lots of time to fill. 
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I walked self-consciously over to the bar and the bartender was there.  

My heart did a gallop in my chest.  Daniel had brought over the first round 

so I hadn’t seen her – I couldn’t have known.  She was beautiful.  My tongue 

dried out and swelled up in my head.  I set my glass down, my eyes flicking 

away from hers and I eked out, “Coke, please.”  Wordlessly she placed my 

glass in the sink, took another one down from the rack above her head and 

filled it with ice.  I pretended to watch Terry as she did this, but my interest 

in him had been completely eclipsed.  Suddenly I didn’t give a shit about 

Phil Brandis or his supposed death or this supposed acquaintance of his, 

Terry Hackford.  In that terrible moment, I just wanted to know if I could 

ever, would ever get laid again now that I didn’t have the bottle to imbue me 

with that Casanova spirit. 

 

 

 

 

 

Two days later and I woke up with what felt like a scorching hangover in a 

grassy field overlooking Lake Champlain.  My body ached like I’d been 

beaten by a baseball team, but I realized as I sat up, squinting in the overcast 

haze, that I hadn’t.  My chest and lungs ached from the two packs of 

cigarettes I’d inhaled the night before (one pack leading up to my relapse 

and one following), and my head ached because I was dehydrated and toxic.   

The demons were with me again.  They didn’t hop around on the grass 

and hiss and spit like you’d think demons would.  They were in my brain.  

Demons would get into my brain and monkey around in there and cause me 

to think all kinds of horrible shit when I had a scorching hangover.  They 


