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“Going Down is a funny, sad, nasty little gem of a novel. Jennifer Belle is a real New York original, who nevertheless reminds me of Lorrie Moore and Liz Phair. She’s got a keen eye, an acute sense of comic timing and, I would surmise, a heart tattooed just under her sleeve.”

—Jay McInerney

“Jennifer Belle’s first (and certainly not last!) novel, Going Down, is a fast-moving, wholly engrossing and very funny portrait of a college dropout/would-be actress earning a living in the upper-echelons of the world’s oldest profession. Although at first glance the protagonist would appear a prime candidate for ‘abuse-dom,’ the insouciance and self-deprecating irony she brings to her various (and at least partially self-inflicted) traumas remind one rather of picaresque heroes of yore, a great reminder that what is ultimately interesting about a person is not the troubles they suffer, but the way they stumble ahead in spite of them.”

—Jane DeLynn, author of Don Juan in the Village

“This is the day-to-day life of a call girl, told in such detail that it is fascinating. It never shocks and it never condescends. It is a kind of Fanny (Down) Hill—infinitely worth reading.”

—Quentin Crisp

“A surreally comic journey through the seamy side of middle-class New York. Bennington Bloom, an aspiring actress who becomes a call girl to work her way through college, is a heroine with an enormously appealing can-do spirit, no matter what her circumstances. Jennifer Belle has a fine narrative gift and a wit that is not only sharp, but warm. Her novel is totally engaging.”

—Maggie Paley, author of Bad Manners

“I loved Going Down! I read it straight through in one sitting. Funny! Challenging! A whimsical voice that amuses you into a heart-crushing reality.”

—Penny Arcade

“Going Down is a very funny and sharply observed picaresque tale of a young woman’s struggles in New York, featuring an irrepressible and winning narrator. Jennifer Belle has a gift for capturing the moments of screwball comedy offered up by everyday life in the city, and making them feel not only fresh, but significant.”

—Jennifer Egan, author of The Invisible Circus

“As credible as preposterous, as glib as playful, Going Down works. This only-in-New York gambol deftly conveys the mortification of the world’s oldest profession, but as well the persistence of one character’s dreams and, too, innocence. Belle chimes in with a ringer.”

—John Ashbery

“The best hot-weather bet for hottest new novel … Hilariously endearing … it also possesses the same raw, coltish energy that made bestsellers out of Bright Lights, Big City and Slaves of New York.”

—Time Out New York


PRAISE FOR

High Maintenance

BY JENNIFER BELLE

“The poet laureate of the Manhattan apartment hunt.”

—New York magazine

“Addictive and captivating … The same wisecracking, fierce yet vulnerable point of view that made Going Down so special is taken even further in High Maintenance.”

—Time Out New York

“A hilarious take on the search for real estate as a metaphor for finding a life.”

—The Boston Globe

“Looking for a good laugh? Enter the world of twenty-six-year-old Liv Kellerman…. Her nutty sagas will have you rolling on the floor.”

—Cosmopolitan

“A stylish, funny, set-in-Manhattan story about a woman who leaves her husband and misses their apartment more than him…. Belle’s unpretentious humor and clean prose style are in an entirely different neighborhood than your average single-in-the-city author.”

—Minneapolis Star Tribune

“Satisfying. Even non—New Yorkers will be sucked in as Liv navigates her way through heartache and the city.”

—Mademoiselle

“Fans of Bridget Jones’s Diary will find Jennifer Belle’s send-up of all things New York, High Maintenance, sharp, incisive and laugh-out-loud funny…. A gal, a gun and a gorgeous apartment all combine for an explosive denouement…. Read this witty book.”

—The Baltimore Sun

“Just buy the damn book.”

—The New York Observer
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“In another moment down went Alice after it, never once considering how in the world she was to get out again.”

—Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland,
Lewis Carroll


PART 1

A WHALE OF A WASH


1

I WAS SITTING on the bed flipping through the Village Voice. I glanced at the adult entertainment section. One ad just said “COED$” and had a phone number. The S in COEDS was written like a dollar sign.

I was a coed. I was almost nineteen, with great hair and a new thin body. I called the number. A woman picked up the phone. “Hello.”

“Hello,” I said. “I noticed that you advertised coeds.”

“Oh?”

“I was wondering if you had any escort positions that don’t involve sex,” I said.

“Excuse me?”

“I thought maybe just escort people, men, rich businessmen from out of town, Japanese maybe, to cocktail parties or the theater.” The call waiting went off.

“Do you have to get your other call?” the woman said.

I told her to ignore it.

“How old are you?” she asked.

“I’m nineteen.”

“What’s your name?”

“Bennington.”

“Oh, you really are a coed.” She thought this was very funny. “What do you look like?”

“I’m thin,” I said. “I have long dark hair. I have a gap between my top front teeth.”

“How tall are you?”

“I’m short,” I said. “I’m very short.”

“Petite.”

“Right, petite. That’s how I like to look at it.”

“Who do you look like?”

I hated that question. I didn’t look like anybody.

“Valerie Bertinelli,” I told her.

“Who?”

“Valerie Bertinelli, you know from One Day at a Time.” I was so embarrassed.

“Never heard of her. Why don’t you come in for an interview?”

“When?”

“Now, at the Chelsea Hotel on Twenty-third Street.”

“Okay,” I said.


2

I HAD MOVED out of my roommate Andre Singh’s apartment on Roosevelt Island the day before.

Andre had come home from his job as a stripper at an all male club carrying two huge duffel bags. He had worked the day shift.

“I made a quick stop at David Good’s apartment,” he said.

David Good was a fifty-year-old plastic surgeon who had given Andre a free nose job, a computer, and a ficus tree for his bedroom. He was taking Andre to the Four Seasons for dinner that night.

Andre unzipped both duffel bags and started to unpack them. He pulled out forty or fifty CD’s, a stereo system, track lighting, a VCR, a Cartier watch and cuff links, a video camera, silver frames, a bottle of Chivas Regal, a tuxedo, and a lot of shirts, ties, and sweaters.

“I decided to steal a few things,” he said. “I got these for you.”

He handed me four Bob Dylan CD’s. “Thank you,” I said.

We had been growing apart. He started to hook the stereo up on a shelf in our living room near the Christmas tree we had bought together to try to pretend we were still great friends. He wanted white Christmas tree lights, I wanted blinking colors. We had a huge fight.

Andre’s phone rang and he turned up the volume on the answering machine. It was David Good. “Andre, are you there? I’ve been robbed, can you believe it? My neighbor called the police. They took everything.”

Andre and I stood in the living room.

“I’m still at the office. I need you to be with me when I go home to my empty apartment. I’m frightened. What if I’d been at home? The police are there getting fingerprints. I was thinking I could sleep at your place tonight. You’ve never even had me over. Well, you probably already left for the restaurant. Love you. See you tonight.” He hung up.

“How pathetic,” Andre said. “I didn’t take everything, just what I could carry.”

“Why did you do this?”

Andre squinted at me. “I can’t believe you’re laying all this on me when I’m under so much pressure,” he said. “You’ve changed.”

You haven’t, I thought. Except now he was old enough to be tried as an adult.

“Maybe you should move out and join a convent, if you can find any nuns who live up to your moral standards. Why don’t you just move out.”

Andre stormed off to the Four Seasons and I decided to move out before he came home. I felt relieved that our friendship was over. It was time to leave. It was not hard to say goodbye to Roosevelt Island, home of Buddy Hackett. I knew if I left there good things would start to happen.


3

I PACKED MY clothes, my new Bob Dylan CD’s, and the few other things I had at Andre’s into the two duffel bags and left. I went to the Cauldron of Clams, the bar on West Fourth Street where my father spent every minute of his spare time. My father wasn’t there, he was upstate at his country house. The bartender said I could keep my bags in the storage room for a few days.

“Who’s D.G.?” he asked. Andre had used David Good’s own duffel bags to rob him.

It was already two in the morning and I didn’t feel like calling my mother, having her come to the door in a ghostly nightgown with her dog barking, and having to explain about Andre. We still hadn’t made up from our last fight.

I walked along Houston Street. I was indulging in homeless thoughts when someone gently touched my back. Even through my long black coat, I have an extremely sensitive back. It is my favorite place to be kissed.

I turned around and was surprised to see Vivian. I had known her when I worked at Millie’s Tavern on Bleecker Street, before it closed. She was one of the drunks.

She looked worse, scars on her face, dirty black hair, bright red cheeks. In a bar environment Vivian looked kind of cute. She always did something to fix herself up, like tie a scarf around her neck or put on a pink plastic necklace. She was extremely drunk, which also suited her better in a bar.

I was suddenly happy to be standing on the street under the car wash sign talking to Vivian. The sign had a picture of a round silver whale smiling and said “A Whale of a Wash!” with blinking lights racing around it. “A Whale of a Wash! New Gentle Touch!” Vivian was mesmerized. “I like that fish,” she said. “It sounds so nice, a whale of a wash.”

Vivian was from Israel but had an English accent. She had been thrown out of an eight-story window by her first husband and set on fire by her second husband. She had been an abused child, she was beat-up.

“I’m tired,” I told her.

“So am I,” she said. “I can’t take another step.” She started to cry.

“Where are you staying?” I asked her. “My roommate kicked me out.”

“I’m still at the Jane West Hotel.” Vivian looked me over. “I suppose you don’t want to join me.”

“Why not,” I said. It sounded fun to spend the night with my old friends from Millie’s, sitting up all night talking and laughing. I had never been invited before.

I was aware of an empty brown beer bottle rolling after us like a noisy rat. It followed us to Jane Street and the West Side Highway. Vivian kicked it and we went up the stairs and into the red brick hotel with the strange-shaped tower on top.


4

“KEEP YOUR HEAD down,” Vivian whispered. A Japanese girl about my age was asleep behind the front desk. “Don’t let her see you.”

Vivian pushed a heavy door open and we walked down two flights of cement stairs to a row of lockers. She fumbled with a combination lock for a while. Two pillows fell out of the locker and she handed me one. It was quite nice actually, it said Bloomingdale’s and it was fluffy. Then I followed her down a filthy tiled corridor, black with dirt and scattered with a few giant water bugs dead on their backs, and down the metal ladder into the deep end of an empty swimming pool, where we set up our pillows.

As I followed Vivian down the metal ladder into the drained swimming pool I tried not to look shocked. I had the feeling that things couldn’t get much worse. It’s just one night, I thought. My throat burned and I held my wrist over my nose and mouth, trying to breathe my Norma Kamali perfume.

“Have you ever been down the rabbit hole?” Vivian asked me. “Have you ever been down the laundry chute?”

“It’s not so bad,” I said.

“Well, think of it this way, there’s no place to go but up.”

A man I thought I recognized from Millie’s was watching a TV attached to a mile of extension cord in the shallow end.

When I worked at Millie’s Tavern and the regulars said they were sleeping in the pool at the Jane West Hotel, I thought they were using a secret code. I had no idea what they were talking about. “I’ll see you in the pool,” they used to say but I didn’t think they were serious. I didn’t think there were rug fragments and pillows, a TV and two easy chairs, a small Christmas tree, a bookcase, and people asleep at the bottom of the pool.

It was very dark but I could hear Vivian next to me, sort of sighing and crying a little, and then taking even, stuffed-up breaths. It was freezing and damp. Dark figures waded in throughout the night.

The smell of mildew and cherry-scented urinals was knocking me out, and I thought, I can just leave this place, I can get up and find another place to sleep, but the idea of standing up made me sleepy. I pictured myself standing up and walking up Jane Street, and my eyes closed. I saw myself calling my mother from a pay phone, apologizing, hailing a cab, and I was overcome with exhaustion. I imagined I was floating on a coral reef and the concrete under me became porous like a sponge.

Before it closed, Millie’s had been the oldest bar on Bleecker Street. It had live music. The owner was a man named Sal. He wouldn’t let Bob Dylan play there, but he let him sleep on the pool table a few nights. “He’s a nice guy but he can’t sing,” Sal would say. “No talent.” I heard a story that one night Bill Cosby pulled up in a limousine and had the chauffeur bring Sal outside, and then Bill Cosby rolled down the window and spit in Sal’s face.

Sal stole my tips right off the tables, grabbed dollar bills out of my hand. He was an old man with plaid pants and Coke-bottle glasses tied to his head with a bent piece of wire hanger. One time he bit my finger until it bled. He bit his sister’s earlobe off. Everybody hated him.

“How’s Sal?” I asked Vivian.

“Dead and buried. We all took a bus to the cemetery and took turns pissing on his grave. Now let me sleep.”

People were whispering at the other end of the pool, laughing softly. I thought of Bob Dylan sleeping on the pool table. Lying on the pool table, staring at the old tin ceiling, singing to himself. I lay there thinking about Bob Dylan and trying to remember a worse night than this one.

I am twelve years old, lying in bed at four in the morning. I have a big test tomorrow. I hear the door opening. Dad is home. He is whispering so he is with someone. She is laughing loudly. They are both drunk. The woman is giggling. I hear a spanking sound. Spank, spank, and breathing. The woman is saying, “Oh you’re so good, oh you’re so good.” My body is rigid with fear and rage. My stomach swells with tension. I cough loudly. I throw a book against the wall. I turn on the radio. I say, “I have a test.” I sound young, spoiled, ridiculous.

The woman keeps saying, “Oh you’re so good.” Then there is silence. I cannot breathe. I don’t know what to do, I feel my future is in jeopardy. The woman opens my door. She has to walk through my room to get to the bathroom because we live in a railroad apartment. She turns on all the lights. She is very ordinary and young, with blond hair and a parrot on her shoulder. She is naked except for the parrot. I fall asleep at the bottom of the pool, thinking about the parrot-lady.
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WHEN I WOKE up I felt stiff and bruised. My face was scraped from the concrete. My pillow was gone, Vivian had it. I never thought I’d be able to fall asleep in a place like this. I must have been very tired.

I had almost forgotten about the smell, when one woman started washing a small area of the tiled pool wall with Mr. Clean. “You’re a good little poolwife,” a man told her.

I was surprised to see that during the night quite a crowd of people had gathered in the swimming pool. I recognized a lot of them from Millie’s.

A woman named Frances, also known as Rancid Francid, walked over to me and said, “I thought you disappeared off the face of the earth.” When I quit Millie’s I left suddenly and never really said goodbye to anyone. I felt bad that I had lied about my age, telling everyone that I was six years older than I really was and in law school. The woman was holding a biography of Sir Francis Drake. “I enjoy to read,” she said argumentatively. “I very much enjoy to read.”

She was unbelievably skinny. She climbed tentatively up the ladder. The ladder of her ribs showed through her shirt, as if her body were inside out with the label showing. She was completely white, absolutely colorless, except for yellow hair and lavender eyes.

I went after her, thinking she could show me where the bathroom was. She led me into a large concrete cell with a tiny toilet in the corner.

“This is the bums’ room,” she said. “Allow me to give you the grand tour. That’s the toilet.”

The toilet was on a platform and I stepped up, pulled down my jeans, and turned around carefully before sitting down. Without thinking, I started to unroll some toilet paper, when she said, “Other people have to use that too.” I wound the toilet paper back, ripped off a couple of squares and put the roll back on the dirt-black floor. I usually use about half a roll.

“Is there a sink?” I asked.

“It’s next door in the boiler room. There’s bugs.”

“I’ll wait,” I said.

She was leaning towards me and her breath was foul. She reached into an old patchwork leather pocketbook and pulled out an Almond Joy candy bar and unwrapped it.

“Do you want this?” she asked seductively. I hadn’t had a bite of chocolate in a long time.

“Yes, thank you.” She unwrapped the whole thing and handed it to me. I hoped it wouldn’t be the start of my buying some on every corner.

“That candy bar cost eighty cents,” she said.

Trying to be nonchalant, I reached into the bottom of my bookbag which was still strapped to me and pulled out my wallet. You only draw attention to what you want to draw attention to. One time I was in a crowded restaurant with my friend Thisbe, and she was hot and wearing too many layers. She actually took off her sweater, took off her shirt, took off her bra, took a sip from her drink and put the sweater back on and nobody noticed a thing because she was so nonchalant.

“Don’t worry, no one will steal your money,” Frances said. I handed her a dollar bill and she gave me two dimes.

It started to get hard to breathe in the concrete bums’ room. My ankle turned unexpectedly. I was relieved when the door opened easily.

People were beginning to wake up and start talking in small groups. Vivian woke up slowly and sensuously, like this was the Plaza. She zipped and snapped her jeans which had been open all night in a V on her small round stomach.

I said goodbye to Frances and went over to Vivian. She looked harder in the morning, as if she were made of grout. She had interesting eyebrows. Eyebrows can make a person beautiful. “Let’s get something to eat,” she whispered. We started down the corridor.

“Aren’t you going to use the bathroom?” I asked her.

“Here, are you crazy? No way.”

We walked up the stairs, I was almost running, and into the blinding light of the poor little lobby. I hadn’t realized how dark it was down in the pool.

“Hi Vivian,” the Japanese girl behind the desk said. She had a heavy New York accent. “You owe for two weeks.” She held a cat up to her cheek. I wasn’t allowed to have a pet as a child so I don’t even really notice animals. “Are you new?” the girl behind the desk asked me.

“God you’re nosy,” Vivian said, and she whisked me out of the lobby and into the street.

I will never forget how good the chlorine-flavored water in the quilted diner glass tasted the moment we sat down for breakfast. I felt very self-conscious and vulnerable and kept thanking the waiter for bringing the food and diet Pepsi. I was acting like my rich cousin, Pepper, thanking everybody and apologizing every minute. I sat on the red vinyl bench with my legs pressed together under the table and my hands on my knees.

Vivian hardly said anything at the diner. I paid the check and left a tip, which Vivian put in her pocket the minute I turned my back.

“Where are you going?” I asked her.

“McGovern’s Tavern in Tribeca. It opens at eleven. I have a friend, Lars.” Her breasts felt like baseballs when we hugged.

“Thanks for letting me crash,” I said. I had never used the word crash.

“I want to ask you a favor,” she said. People were always asking me favors at Millie’s. I was everybody’s favorite. Vivian started to cry.

“Vivian, what is it?”

“I need to buy a pregnancy test kit,” she said. At Millie’s I was constantly buying people pregnancy kits.

I handed Vivian a twenty-dollar bill and was shocked by how much the President on it looked like my father. If you want to know what my father looks like, look at a twenty-dollar bill. I looked around Sheridan Square while Vivian buried it in her pocketbook. There’s something very soothing about Sheridan Square. The newsstand on the little island and people always talking on the pay phones.

“Will I see you later?” Vivian asked me.

Probably not, I thought. “Probably,” I told her. I had to decide what to do.

Christmas vacation had started two days before, but I remembered that a girl in my class at NYU hadn’t left to go home to Florida yet and might still be in her dorm room.

Vivian headed towards McKay’s drugstore and I kept going along the south side of Washington Square Park to Judson dorm.
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