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Dedication






For William Packard


Editor’s Note






The material in this Bukowski reader is taken from the more than twenty novels, books of short stories, and volumes of poetry that Bukowski has published with Black Sparrow Press over the past twenty-five years. Sometimes autobiographical and sometimes the result of Bukowski’s wonderful gift for observation, these poems and prose pieces, taken together, serve to chronicle this writer’s inner and outer life, from childhood to the present—and an astonishing and heroic life it is. So long as there are intelligent and courageous readers neither Bukowski’s work nor his life, interwoven as they are, will soon be forgotten.
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& the great white horses come up

& lick the frost of the dream


 






The first thing I remember is being under something. It was a table, I saw a table leg, I saw the legs of the people, and a portion of the tablecloth hanging down. It was dark under there, I liked being under there. It must have been in Germany. I must have been between one and two years old. It was 1922. I felt good under the table. Nobody seemed to know that I was there. There was sunlight upon the rug and on the legs of the people. I liked the sunlight. The legs of the people were not interesting, not like the tablecloth which hung down, not like the table leg, not like the sunlight.

Then there is nothing … then a Christmas tree. Candles. Bird ornaments: birds with small berry branches in their beaks. A star. Two large people fighting, screaming. People eating, always people eating. I ate too. My spoon was bent so that if I wanted to eat I had to pick the spoon up with my right hand. If I picked it up with my left hand, the spoon bent away from my mouth. I wanted to pick the spoon up with my left hand.

Two people: one larger with curly hair, a big nose, a big mouth, much eyebrow; the larger person always seeming to be angry, often screaming; the smaller person quiet, round of face, paler, with large eyes. I was afraid of both of them. Sometimes there was a third, a fat one who wore dresses with lace at the throat. She wore a large brooch, and had many warts on her face with little hairs growing out of them. “Emily,” they called her. These people didn’t seem happy together. Emily was the grandmother, my father’s mother. My father’s name was “Henry.” My mother’s name was “Katherine.” I never spoke to them by name. I was “Henry, Jr.” These people spoke German most of the time and in the beginning I did too.

The first thing I remember my grandmother saying was, “I will bury all of you!” She said this the first time just before we began eating a meal, and she was to say it many times after that, just before we began to eat. Eating seemed very important. We ate mashed potatoes and gravy, especially on Sundays. We also ate roast beef, knockwurst and sauerkraut, green peas, rhubarb, carrots, spinach, string beans, chicken, meatballs and spaghetti, sometimes mixed with ravioli; there were boiled onions, asparagus, and every Sunday there was strawberry shortcake with vanilla ice cream. For breakfasts we had french toast and sausages, or there were hotcakes or waffles with bacon and scrambled eggs on the side. And there was always coffee. But what I remember best is all the mashed potatoes and gravy and my grandmother, Emily, saying, “I will bury all of you!”

She visited us often after we came to America, taking the red trolley in from Pasadena to Los Angeles. We only went to see her occasionally, driving out in the Model-T Ford.

I liked my grandmother’s house. It was a small house under an overhanging mass of pepper trees. Emily had all her canaries in different cages. I remember one visit best. That evening she went about covering the cages with white hoods so that the birds could sleep. The people sat in chairs and talked. There was a piano and I sat at the piano and hit the keys and listened to the sounds as the people talked. I liked the sound of the keys best up at one end of the piano where there was hardly any sound at all—the sound the keys made was like chips of ice striking against one another.

“Will you stop that?” my father said loudly.

“Let the boy play the piano,” said my grandmother.

My mother smiled.

“That boy,” said my grandmother, “when I tried to pick him up out of the cradle to kiss him, he reached up and hit me in the nose!”

They talked some more and I went on playing the piano.

“Why don’t you get that thing tuned?” asked my father.

—HAM ON RYE


ice for the eagles






I keep remembering the horses

under the moon

I keep remembering feeding the horses

sugar

white oblongs of sugar

more like ice,

and they had heads like

eagles

bald heads that could bite and

did not.

The horses were more real than

my father

more real than God

and they could have stepped on my

feet but they didn’t

they could have done all kinds of horrors

but they didn’t.

I was almost 5

but I have not forgotten yet;

o my god they were strong and good

those red tongues slobbering

out of their souls.

 





I had begun to dislike my father. He was always angry about something. Wherever we went he got into arguments with people. But he didn’t appear to frighten most people; they often just stared at him, calmly, and he became more furious. If we ate out, which was seldom, he always found something wrong with the food and sometimes refused to pay. “There’s flyshit in this whipped cream! What the hell kind of a place is this?”

“I’m sorry, sir, you needn’t pay. Just leave.”

“I’ll leave, all right! But I’ll be back! I’ll burn this god-damned place down!”

Once we were in a drug store and my mother and I were standing to one side while my father yelled at a clerk. Another clerk asked my mother, “Who is that horrible man? Every time he comes in here there’s an argument.”

“That’s my husband,” my mother told the clerk.

Yet, I remember another time. He was working as a milkman and made early morning deliveries. One morning he awakened me. “Come on, I want to show you something.” I walked outside with him. I was wearing my pajamas and slippers. It was still dark, the moon was still up. We walked to the milk wagon which was horsedrawn. The horse stood very still. “Watch,” said my father. He took a sugar cube, put it in his hand and held it out to the horse. The horse ate it out of his palm. “Now you try it …” He put a sugar cube in my hand. It was a very large horse. “Get closer! Hold out your hand!” I was afraid the horse would bite my hand off. The head came down; I saw the nostrils; the lips pulled back, I saw the tongue and the teeth, and then the sugar cube was gone. “Here. Try it again …” I tried it again. The horse took the sugar cube and waggled his head. “Now,” said my father, “I’ll take you back inside before the horse shits on you.”

I was not allowed to play with other children. “They are bad children,” said my father, “their parents are poor.” “Yes,” agreed my mother. My parents wanted to be rich so they imagined themselves rich.

The first children of my age that I knew were in kindergarten. They seemed very strange, they laughed and talked and seemed happy. I didn’t like them. I always felt as if I was going to be sick, to vomit, and the air seemed strangely still and white. We painted with watercolors. We planted radish seeds in a garden and some weeks later we ate them with salt. I liked the lady who taught kindergarten, I liked her better than my parents.

—HAM ON RYE

rags, bottles, sacks






as a boy

I remember the sound

of:

“RAGS! BOTTLES! SACKS!”

“RAGS! BOTTLES! SACKS!”

it was during the

Depression

and you could hear the

voice

long before you saw the

old wagon

and the

old tired

swaybacked horse.

then you heard the

hooves:

clop, clop, clop …

and then you saw the

horse and the

wagon

and it always seemed

to be

on the hottest summer

day:

“RAGS! BOTTLES! SACKS!”

oh

that horse was so

tired—

white streams of

saliva

drooling

as the bit dug into

the

mouth

he pulled an intolerable

load

of

rags, bottles, sacks

I saw his eyes

large

in agony

his ribs

showing

the giant flies

whirled and landed upon

raw places on his

skin.

sometimes

one of our fathers would

yell:

“Hey! Why don’t you

feed that horse, you

bastard!”

the man’s answer was

always the

same:

“RAGS! BOTTLES! SACKS!”

the man was

incredibly

dirty, un-

shaven, wearing a crushed

and stained

fedora

he

sat on top of

a large pile of

sacks

and

now and

then

as the horse seemed to

miss

a step

this man would

lay down

the long whip …

the sound was like a

rifle shot

a phalanx of flies would

rise

and the horse would

yank forward

anew

the hooves slipping and

sliding on the hot

asphalt

and then

all we could

see

was the back of the

wagon

and

the massive mound of

rags and bottles

covered with

brown

sacks

and

again

the voice:

“RAGS! BOTTLES! SACKS!”

he was

the first man

I ever wanted to

kill

and

there have been

none

since.

 





There were continual fights. The teachers didn’t seem to know anything about them. And there was always trouble when it rained. Any boy who brought an umbrella to school or wore a raincoat was singled out. Most of our parents were too poor to buy us such things. And when they did, we hid them in the bushes. Anybody seen carrying an umbrella or wearing a raincoat was considered a sissy. They were beaten after school. David’s mother had him carry an umbrella whenever it was the least bit cloudy.

There were two recess periods. The first graders gathered at their own baseball diamond and the teams were chosen. David and I stood together. It was always the same. I was chosen next to last and David was chosen last, so we always played on different teams. David was worse than I was. With his crossed eyes, he couldn’t even see the ball. I needed lots of practice. I had never played with the kids in the neighborhood. I didn’t know how to catch a ball or how to hit one. But I wanted to, I liked it. David was afraid of the ball, I wasn’t. I swung hard, I swung harder than anybody but I could never hit the ball. I always struck out. Once I fouled a ball off. That felt good. Another time I drew a walk. When I got to first, the first baseman said, “That’s the only way you’ll ever get here.” I stood and looked at him. He was chewing gum and he had long black hairs coming out of his nostrils. His hair was thick with vaseline. He wore a perpetual sneer.

“What are you looking at?” he asked me.

I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t used to conversation.

“The guys say you’re crazy,” he told me, “but you don’t scare me. I’ll be waiting for you after school some day.”

I kept looking at him. He had a terrible face. Then the pitcher wound up and I broke for second. I ran like crazy and slid into second. The ball arrived late. The tag was late.

“You’re out!” screamed the boy whose turn it was to umpire. I got up, not believing it.

“I said, ‘YOU’RE OUT!’” the umpire screamed.

Then I knew that I was not accepted. David and I were not accepted. The others wanted me “out” because I was supposed to be “out.” They knew David and I were friends. It was because of David that I wasn’t wanted. As I walked off the diamond I saw David playing third base in his knickers. His blue and yellow stockings had fallen down around his feet. Why had he chosen me? I was a marked man. That afternoon after school I quickly left class and walked home alone, without David. I didn’t want to watch him beaten again by our classmates or by his mother. I didn’t want to listen to his sad violin. But the next day at lunch time, when he sat down next to me I ate his potato chips.

My day came. I was tall and I felt very powerful at the plate. I couldn’t believe that I was as bad as they wished me to be. I swung wildly but with force. I knew I was strong, and maybe like they said, “crazy.” But I had this feeling inside of me that something real was there. Just hardened shit, maybe, but that was more than they had. I was up at bat. “Hey, it’s the STRIKEOUT KING! MR. WINDMILL!” The ball arrived. I swung and I felt the bat connect like I had wanted it to do for so long. The ball went up, up and HIGH, into left field, ’way OVER the left fielder’s head. His name was Don Brubaker and he stood and watched it fly over his head. It looked like it was never going to come down. Then Brubaker started running after the ball. He wanted to throw me out. He would never do it. The ball landed and rolled onto a diamond where some fifth graders were playing. I ran slowly to first, hit the bag, looked at the guy on first, ran slowly to second, touched it, ran to third where David stood, ignored him, tagged third and walked to home plate. Never such a day. Never such a home run by a first grader! As I stepped on home plate I heard one of the players, Irving Bone, say to the team captain, Stanley Greenberg, “Let’s put him on the regular team.” (The regular team played teams from other schools.)

“No,” said Stanley Greenberg.

Stanley was right. I never hit another home run. I struck out most of the time. But they always remembered that home run and while they still hated me, it was a better kind of hatred, like they weren’t quite sure why.

Football season was worse. We played touch football. I couldn’t catch the football or throw it but I got into one game. When the runner came through I grabbed him by the shirt collar and threw him on the ground. When he started to get up, I kicked him. I didn’t like him. It was the first baseman with vaseline in his hair and the hair in his nostrils. Stanley Greenberg came over. He was larger than any of us. He could have killed me if he’d wanted to. He was our leader. Whatever he said, that was it. He told me, “You don’t understand the rules. No more football for you.”

I was moved into volleyball. I played volleyball with David and the others. It wasn’t any good. They yelled and screamed and got excited, but the others were playing football. I wanted to play football. All I needed was a little practice. Volleyball was shameful. Girls played volleyball. After a while I wouldn’t play. I just stood in the center of the field where nobody was playing. I was the only one who would not play anything. I stood there each day and waited through the two recess sessions, until they were over.

One day while I was standing there, more trouble came. A football sailed from high behind me and hit me on the head. It knocked me to the ground. I was very dizzy. They stood around snickering and laughing. “Oh, look, Henry fainted! Henry fainted like a lady! Oh, look at Henry!”

I got up while the sun spun around. Then it stood still. The sky moved closer and flattened out. It was like being in a cage. They stood around me, faces, noses, mouths and eyes. Because they were taunting me I thought they had deliberately hit me with the football. It was unfair.

“Who kicked that ball?” I asked.

“You wanna know who kicked the ball?”

“Yes.”

“What are you going to do when you find out?”

I didn’t answer.

“It was Billy Sherril,” somebody said.

Billy was a round fat boy, really nicer than most, but he was one of them. I began walking toward Billy. He stood there. When I got close he swung. I almost didn’t feel it. I hit him behind his left ear and when he grabbed his ear I hit him in the stomach. He fell to the ground. He stayed down. “Get up and fight him, Billy,” said Stanley Greenberg. Stanley lifted Billy up and pushed him toward me. I punched Billy in the mouth and he grabbed his mouth with both hands.

“O.K.,” said Stanley, “I’ll take his place!”

The boys cheered. I decided to run, I didn’t want to die. But then a teacher came up. “What’s going on here?” It was Mr. Hall.

“Henry picked on Billy,” said Stanley Greenberg.

“Is that right, boys?” asked Mr. Hall.

“Yes,” they said.

Mr. Hall took me by the ear all the way to the principal’s office. He pushed me into a chair in front of an empty desk and then knocked on the principal’s door. He was in there for some time and when he came out he left without looking at me. I sat there five or ten minutes before the principal came out and sat behind the desk. He was a very dignified man with a mass of white hair and a blue bow tie. He looked like a real gentleman. His name was Mr. Knox. Mr. Knox folded his hands and looked at me without speaking. When he did that I was not so sure that he was a gentleman. He seemed to want to humble me, treat me like the others.

“Well,” he said at last, “tell me what happened.”

“Nothing happened.”

“You hurt that boy, Billy Sherril. His parents are going to want to know why.”

I didn’t answer.

“Do you think you can take matters into your own hands when something happens you don’t like?”

“No.”

“Then why did you do it?”

I didn’t answer.

“Do you think you’re better than other people?”

“No.”

Mr. Knox sat there. He had a long letter opener and he slid it back and forth on the green felt padding of the desk. He had a large bottle of green ink on his desk and a pen holder with four pens. I wondered if he would beat me.

“Then why did you do what you did?”

I didn’t answer. Mr. Knox slid the letter opener back and forth. The phone rang. He picked it up.

“Hello? Oh, Mrs. Kirby? He what? What? Listen, can’t you administer the discipline? I’m busy now. All right, I’ll phone you when I’m done with this one …”

He hung up. He brushed his fine white hair back out of his eyes with one hand and looked at me.

“Why do you cause me all this trouble?”

I didn’t answer him.

“You think you’re tough, huh?”

I kept silent.

“Tough kid, huh?”

There was a fly circling Mr. Knox’s desk. It hovered over his green ink bottle. Then it landed on the black cap of the ink bottle and sat there rubbing its wings.

“O.K., kid, you’re tough and I’m tough. Let’s shake hands on that.”

I didn’t think I was tough so I didn’t give him my hand.

“Come on, give me your hand.”

I stretched my hand out and he took it and began shaking it. Then he stopped shaking it and looked at me. He had blue clear eyes lighter than the blue of his bow tie. His eyes were almost beautiful. He kept looking at me and holding my hand. His grip began to tighten.

“I want to congratulate you for being a tough guy.”

His grip tightened some more.

“Do you think I’m a tough guy?”

I didn’t answer.

He crushed the bones of my fingers together. I could feel the bone of each finger cutting like a blade into the flesh of the finger next to it. Shots of red flashed before my eyes.

“Do you think I’m a tough guy?” he asked.

“I’ll kill you,” I said.

“You’ll what?”

Mr. Knox tightened his grip. He had a hand like a vise. I could see every pore in his face.

“Tough guys don’t scream, do they?”

I couldn’t look at his face anymore. I put my face down on the desk.

“Am I a tough guy?” asked Mr. Knox.

He squeezed harder. I had to scream, but I kept it as quiet as possible so no one in the classes could hear me.

“Now, am I a tough guy?”

I waited. I hated to say it. Then I said, “Yes.”

Mr. Knox let go of my hand. I was afraid to look at it. I let it hang by my side. I noticed that the fly was gone and I thought, it’s not so bad to be a fly. Mr. Knox was writing on a piece of paper.

“Now, Henry, I’m writing a little note to your parents and I want you to deliver it to them. And you will deliver it to them, won’t you?”

“Yes.”

He folded the note into an envelope and handed it to me. The envelope was sealed and I had no desire to open it.

—HAM ON RYE


we ain’t got no money, honey, but we got rain






call it the greenhouse effect or whatever

but it just doesn’t rain like it

used to.

I particularly remember the rains of the

depression era.

there wasn’t any money but there was

plenty of rain.

it wouldn’t rain for just a night or

a day,

it would RAIN for 7 days and 7

nights

and in Los Angeles the storm drains

weren’t built to carry off that much

water

and the rain came down THICK and

MEAN and

STEADY

and you HEARD it banging against

the roofs and into the ground

waterfalls of it came down

from the roofs

and often there was HAIL

big ROCKS OF ICE

bombing

exploding

smashing into things

and the rain

just wouldn’t

STOP

and all the roofs leaked—

dishpans,

cooking pots

were placed all about;

they dripped loudly

and had to be emptied

again and

again.

the rain came up over the street curbings,

across the lawns, climbed the steps and

entered the houses.

there were mops and bathroom towels,

and the rain often came up through the

toilets: bubbling, brown, crazy, whirling,

and the old cars stood in the streets,

cars that had problems starting on a

sunny day,

and the jobless men stood

looking out the windows

at the old machines dying

like living things

out there.

the jobless men,

failures in a failing time

were imprisoned in their houses with their

wives and children

and their

pets.

the pets refused to go out

and left their waste in

strange places.

the jobless men went mad

confined with

their once beautiful wives.

there were terrible arguments

as notices of foreclosure

fell into the mailbox.

rain and hail, cans of beans,

bread without butter; fried

eggs, boiled eggs, poached

eggs; peanut butter

sandwiches, and an invisible

chicken

in every pot.

my father, never a good man

at best, beat my mother

when it rained

as I threw myself

between them,

the legs, the knees, the

screams

until they

separated.

“I’ll kill you,” I screamed

at him. “You hit her again

and I’ll kill you!”

“Get that son-of-a-bitching

kid out of here!”

“no, Henry, you stay with

your mother!”

all the households were under

siege but I believe that ours

held more terror than the

average.

and at night

as we attempted to sleep

the rains still came down

and it was in bed

in the dark

watching the moon against

the scarred window

so bravely

holding out

most of the rain,

I thought of Noah and the

Ark

and I thought, it has come

again.

we all thought

that.

and then, at once, it would

stop.

and it always seemed to

stop

around 5 or 6 a.m.,

peaceful then,

but not an exact silence

because things continued to

drip

drip

       drip

and there was no smog then

and by 8 a.m.

there was a

blazing yellow sunlight,

Van Gogh yellow—

crazy, blinding!

and then

the roof drains

relieved of the rush of

water

began to expand in

the warmth:

PANG! PANG! PANG!

and everybody got up

and looked outside

and there were all the lawns

still soaked

greener than green will ever

be

and there were the birds

on the lawn

CHIRPING like mad,

they hadn’t eaten decently

for 7 days and 7 nights

and they were weary of

berries

and

they waited as the worms

rose to the top,

half-drowned worms.

the birds plucked them

up

and gobbled them

down; there were

blackbirds and sparrows.

the blackbirds tried to

drive the sparrows off

but the sparrows,

maddened with hunger,

smaller and quicker,

got their

due.

the men stood on their porches

smoking cigarettes,

now knowing

they’d have to go out

there

to look for that job

that probably wasn’t

there, to start that car

that probably wouldn’t

start.

and the once beautiful

wives

stood in their bathrooms

combing their hair,

applying makeup,

trying to put their world back

together again,

trying to forget that

awful sadness that

gripped them,

wondering what they could

fix for

breakfast.

and on the radio

we were told that

school was now

open.

and

soon

there I was

on the way to school,

massive puddles in the

street,

the sun like a new

world,

my parents back in that

house,

I arrived at my classroom

on time.

Mrs. Sorenson greeted us

with, “we won’t have our

usual recess, the grounds

are too wet.”

“AW!” most of the boys

went.

“but we are going to do

something special at

recess,” she went on,

“and it will be

fun!”

well, we all wondered

what that would

be

and the two hour wait

seemed a long time

as Mrs. Sorenson

went about

teaching her

lessons.

I looked at the little

girls, they all looked so

pretty and clean and

alert,

they sat still and

straight

and their hair was

beautiful

in the California

sunshine.

then the recess bell rang

and we all waited for the

fun.

then Mrs. Sorenson told

us:

“now, what we are going to

do is we are going to tell

each other what we did

during the rainstorm!

we’ll begin in the front

row and go right around!

now, Michael, you’re

first! …”

well, we all began to tell

our stories, Michael began

and it went on and on,

and soon we realized that

we were all lying, not

exactly lying but mostly

lying and some of the boys

began to snicker and some

of the girls began to give

them dirty looks and

Mrs. Sorenson said,

“all right, I demand a

modicum of silence

here!

I am interested in what

you did

during the rainstorm

even if you

aren’t!”

so we had to tell our

stories and they were

stories.

one girl said that

when the rainbow first

came

she saw God’s face

at the end of it.

only she didn’t say

which end.

one boy said he stuck

his fishing pole

out the window

and caught a little

fish

and fed it to his

cat.

almost everybody told

a lie.

the truth was just

too awful and

embarrassing to

tell.

then the bell rang

and recess was

over.

“thank you,” said Mrs.

Sorenson, “that was very

nice.

and tomorrow the grounds

will be dry

and we will put them

to use

again.”

most of the boys

cheered

and the little girls

sat very straight and

still,

looking so pretty and

clean and

alert,

their hair beautiful

in a sunshine that

the world might

never see

again.

 





One night my father took me on his milk route. There were no longer any horsedrawn wagons. The milk trucks now had engines. After loading up at the milk company we drove off on his route. I liked being out in the very early morning. The moon was up and I could see the stars. It was cold but it was exciting. I wondered why my father had asked me to come along since he had taken to beating me with the razor strop once or twice a week and we weren’t getting along.

At each stop he would jump out and deliver a bottle or two of milk. Sometimes it was cottage cheese or buttermilk or butter and now and then a bottle of orange juice. Most of the people left notes in the empty bottles explaining what they wanted.

My father drove along, stopping and starting, making deliveries.

“O.K., kid, which direction are we driving in now?”

“North.”

“You’re right. We’re going north.”

We went up and down streets, stopping and starting.

“O.K., which way are we going now?”

“West.”

“No, we’re going south.”

We drove along in silence some more.

“Suppose I pushed you out of the truck now and left you on the sidewalk, what would you do?”

“I don’t know.”

“I mean, how would you live?”

“Well, I guess I’d go back and drink the milk and orange juice you just left on the porch steps.”

“Then what would you do?”

“I’d find a policeman and tell him what you did.”

“You would, huh? And what would you tell him?”

“I’d tell him that you told me that ‘west’ was ‘south’ because you wanted me to get lost.”

It began to get light. Soon all the deliveries were made and we stopped at a cafe to have breakfast. The waitress walked over. “Hello, Henry,” she said to my father. “Hello, Betty.” “Who’s the kid?” asked Betty. “That’s little Henry.” “He looks just like you.” “He doesn’t have my brains, though.” “I hope not.”

We ordered. We had bacon and eggs. As we ate my father said, “Now comes the hard part.”

“What is that?”

“I have to collect the money people owe me. Some of them don’t want to pay.”

“They ought to pay.”

“That’s what I tell them.”

We finished eating and started driving again. My father got out and knocked on doors. I could hear him complaining loudly, “HOW THE HELL DO YOU THINK I’M GOING TO EAT? YOU’VE SUCKED UP THE MILK, NOW IT’S TIME FOR YOU TO SHIT OUT THE MONEY!”

He used a different line each time. Sometimes he came back with the money, sometimes he didnt.

Then I saw him enter a court of bungalows. A door opened and a woman stood there dressed in a loose silken kimono. She was smoking a cigarette. “Listen, baby, I’ve got to have the money. You’re into me deeper than anybody!”

She laughed at him.

“Look, baby, just give me half, give me a payment, something to show.”

She blew a smoke ring, reached out and broke it with her finger.

“Listen, you’ve got to pay me,” my father said. “This is a desperate situation.”

“Come on in. We’ll talk about it,” said the woman.

My father went in and the door closed. He was in there for a long time. The sun was really up. When my father came out his hair was hanging down around his face and he was pushing his shirt tail into his pants. He climbed into the truck.

“Did that woman give you the money?” I asked.

“That was the last stop,” said my father. “I can’t take it any more. We’ll return the truck and go home …”

I was to see that woman again. One day I came home after school and she was sitting on a chair in the front room of our house. My mother and father were sitting there too and my mother was crying. When my mother saw me she stood up and ran toward me, grabbed me. She took me into the bedroom and sat me on the bed. “Henry, do you love your mother?” I really didn’t but she looked so sad that I said, “Yes.” She took me back into the other room.

“Your father says he loves this woman,” she said to me.

“I love both of you! Now get that kid out of here!”

I felt that my father was making my mother very unhappy.

“I’ll kill you,” I told my father.

“Get that kid out of here!”

“How can you love that woman?” I asked my father. “Look at her nose. She has a nose like an elephant!”

“Christ!” said the woman, “I don’t have to take this!” She looked at my father: “Choose, Henry! One or the other! Now!”

“But I can’t! I love you both!”

“I’ll kill you!” I told my father.

He walked over and slapped me on the ear, knocking me to the floor. The woman got up and ran out of the house and my father went after her. The woman leaped into my father’s car, started it and drove off down the street. It happened very quickly. My father ran down the street after her and the car. “EDNA! EDNA, COME BACK!” My father actually caught up with the car, reached into the front seat and grabbed Edna’s purse. Then the car speeded up and my father was left with the purse.

“I knew something was going on,” my mother told me. “So I hid in the car trunk and I caught them together. Your father drove me back here with that horrible woman. Now she’s got his car.”

My father walked back with Edna’s purse. “Everybody into the house!” We went inside and my father locked me in the bedroom and my mother and father began arguing. It was loud and very ugly. Then my father began beating my mother. She screamed and he kept beating her. I climbed out a window and tried to get in the front door. It was locked. I tried the rear door, the windows. Everything was locked. I stood in the backyard and listened to the screaming and the beating.

Then the beating and the screaming stopped and all I could hear was my mother sobbing. She sobbed a long time. It gradually grew less and less and then she stopped.

—HAM ON RYE

Death Wants More Death






death wants more death, and its webs are full:

I remember my father’s garage, how child-like

I would brush the corpses of flies

from the windows they had thought were escape—

their sticky, ugly, vibrant bodies

shouting like dumb crazy dogs against the glass

only to spin and flit

in that second larger than hell or heaven

onto the edge of the ledge,

and then the spider from his dank hole

nervous and exposed

the puff of body swelling

hanging there

not really quite knowing,

and then knowing—

something sending it down its string,

the wet web,

toward the weak shield of buzzing,

the pulsing;

a last desperate moving hair-leg

there against the glass

there alive in the sun,

spun in white;

and almost like love:

the closing over,

the first hushed spider-sucking:

filling its sack

upon this thing that lived;

crouching there upon its back

drawing its certain blood

as the world goes by outside

and my temples scream

and I hurl the broom against them:

the spider dull with spider-anger

still thinking of its prey

and waving an amazed broken leg;

the fly very still,

a dirty speck stranded to straw;

I shake the killer loose

and he walks lame and peeved

towards some dark corner

but I intercept his dawdling

his crawling like some broken hero,

and the straws smash his legs

now waving

above his head

and looking

looking for the enemy

and somehow valiant,

dying without apparent pain

simply crawling backward

piece by piece

leaving nothing there

until at last the red gut-sack splashes

its secrets,

and I run child-like

with God’s anger a step behind,

back to simple sunlight,

wondering

as the world goes by

with curled smile

if anyone else

saw or sensed my crime

Son of Satan






I was eleven and my two buddies, Hass and Morgan, they were each twelve and it was summer, no school, and we sat on the grass in the sun behind my father’s garage and smoked cigarettes.

“Shit,” I said.

I was sitting under a tree. Morgan and Hass were sitting with their backs against the garage.

“What is it?” asked Morgan.

“We gotta get that son of a bitch,” I said. “He’s a disgrace to this neighborhood!”

“Who?” asked Hass.

“Simpson,” I said.

“Yeah,” said Hass, “too many freckles. He irritates me.”

“That’s not it,” I said.

“Oh yeah?” said Morgan.

“Yeah. That son of a bitch claims he fucked a girl under my house last week. It’s a god damned lie!” I said.

“Sure it is,” said Hass.

“He can’t fuck,” said Morgan.

“He can fucking lie,” I said.

“I got no use for liars,” Hass said, blowing a smoke ring.

“I don’t like to hear that kind of bull from a guy with freckles,” said Morgan.

“Well, maybe we ought to get him then,” I suggested.

“Why not?” asked Hass.

“Let’s do it,” said Morgan.

We walked down Simpson’s driveway and there he was playing handball against the garage door.

“Hey,” I said, “look who’s playing with himself!”

Simpson caught the ball on a bounce and turned to us.

“Hi, fellas!”

We surrounded him.

“Fucked any girls under any houses lately?” Morgan asked.

“Nah!”

“How come?” asked Hass.

“Oh, I dunno.”

“I don’t believe you’ve ever fucked anybody but yourself!” I said.

“I’m gonna go inside now,” said Simpson. “My mother asked me to wash the dishes.”

“Your mother has dishes up her pussy,” said Morgan.

We laughed. We moved in closer to Simpson. Suddenly I shot a hard right to his belly. He doubled over, holding his gut. He stayed that way for a half minute, then straightened up.

“My dad will be home any time,” he told us.

“Yeah? Does your dad fuck little girls under houses too?” I asked.

“No.”

We laughed.

Simpson didn’t say anything.

“Look at those freckles,” said Morgan. “Each time he fucks a little girl under a house he gets a new freckle.”

Simpson didn’t say anything. He just began to look more and more frightened.

“I got a sister,” said Hass. “How do I know you won’t try to fuck my sister under some house?”

“I’d never do that, Hass, you’ve got my promise!”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, I mean it!”

“Well, here’s one just so you don’t!”

Hass shot a hard right to Simpson’s belly. Simpson doubled over again. Hass reached down, grabbed a handful of dirt and shoved it down the neck of Simpson’s shirt. Simpson straightened up. He had tears in his eyes. A sissy.

“Let me go, fellows, please!”

“Go where?” I asked. “Wanna hide under your mother’s skirt while the dishes fall out of her pussy?”

“You never fucked anybody,” said Morgan, “you don’t even have a dick! You piss out of your ear!”

“If I ever see you look at my sister,” said Hass, “you’re gonna get a beating so bad you’ll be just one big freckle!”

“Just let me go, please!”

I felt like letting him go. Maybe he hadn’t fucked anybody. Maybe he had just been day-dreaming. But I was the young leader. I couldn’t show any sympathy.

“You’re coming with us, Simpson.”

“No!”

“No, my ass! You’re coming with us! Now, march!”

I walked around behind him and kicked him in the butt, hard. He screamed.

“SHUT UP!” I yelled, “SHUT UP OR YOU’LL GET WORSE! NOW MARCH!”

We walked him up the driveway and across the lawn and down my driveway and into my backyard.

“Now stand straight!” I said. “Hands at your sides! We’re going to hold a kangaroo court!”

I turned to Morgan and Hass and asked, “All those who think this man is guilty of lying about fucking a little girl under my house will now say ‘guilty’!”

“Guilty,” said Hass.

“Guilty,” said Morgan.

“Guilty,” I said.

I turned to the prisoner.

“Simpson, you are judged guilty!”

The tears were really coming out of Simpson then.

“I didn’t do anything!” he sobbed.

“That’s what you’re guilty of,” said Hass. “Lying!”

“But you guys lie all the time!”

“Not about fucking,” said Morgan.

“That’s what you he about most, that’s where I learned it from!”

“Corporal,” I turned to Hass, “gag the prisoner! I’m tired of his fucking lies!”

“Yes, sir!”

Hass ran to the clothesline. He found a handkerchief and dish towel. While we held Simpson he jammed the handkerchief into his mouth and then tied the dish towel over his mouth. Simpson made some gagging sounds and changed color.

“You think he can breathe?” asked Morgan.

“He can breathe through his nose,” I said.

“Yeah,” Hass agreed.

“What’ll we do now?” Morgan asked.

“The prisoner is guilty, isn’t he?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

“Well, as judge I sentence him to be hanged by the neck until dead!”

Simpson made sounds from beneath his gag. His eyes looked at us, pleading. I ran into the garage and got the rope. There was a length of it neatly coiled on a large spike on the garage wall. I had no idea why my father had that rope. He had never used it as far as I knew. Now it would be put to use.

I walked out with the rope.

Simpson started to run. Hass was right behind him. He made a flying tackle and brought him to the ground. He spun Simpson over and began punching him in the face. I ran up and slammed Hass hard across the face with the end of the rope. He stopped punching. He looked up at me.

“You son of a bitch, I’ll kick your god damned ass!”

“As the judge, my verdict was that this man would hang! So it will be! RELEASE THE PRISONER!”

“You son of a bitch, I’ll kick your god damned ass good!”

“First, we’ll hang the prisoner! Then you and I will settle our differences!”

“You’re damn right we will,” said Hass.

“The prisoner will now rise!” I said.

Hass slid off and Simpson rose to his feet. His nose was bloodied and it had stained the front of his shirt. It was a very bright red. But Simpson seemed resigned. He was no longer sobbing. But the look in his eyes was terrified, horrible to see.

“Gimme a cigarette,” I said to Morgan.

He stuck one into my mouth.

“Light it,” I said.

Morgan lit the cigarette and I took a drag, then holding the cigarette between my lips I exhaled through my nose while making a noose at the end of the rope.

“Place the prisoner upon the porch!” I commanded.

There was a back porch. Above the porch was an overhang. I flung the rope over a beam, then pulled the noose down in front of Simpson’s face. I didn’t want to go on with it any longer. I figured Simpson had suffered enough but I was the leader and I was going to have to fight Hass afterwards and I couldn’t show any weakness.

“Maybe we shouldn’t,” said Morgan.

“This man is guilty!” I screamed.

“Right!” screamed Hass. “Let him hang!”

“Look, he’s pissed himself,” said Morgan.

Sure enough, there was a dark stain on the front of Simpson’s pants and it was spreading.

“No guts,” I said.

I placed the noose over Simpson’s head. I yanked on the rope and lifted Simpson up on his toes. Then I took the other end of the rope and tied it to a faucet on the side of the house. I knotted the rope tight and yelled, “Let’s get the fuck out of here!”

We looked at Simpson hanging there on tip-toe. He was spinning around ever so slightly and he looked dead already.

I started running. Morgan and Hass ran with me. We ran up the drive and then Morgan split for his place and Hass split for his. I realized I had no place to go. Hass, I thought, either you forgot about the fight or you didn’t want it.

I stood on the sidewalk for a minute or so, then I ran back into the yard again. Simpson was still spinning. Ever so slightly. We had forgotten to tie his hands. His hands were up, trying to take the pressure off of his neck but his hands were slipping. I ran over to the faucet and untied the rope and let it go. Simpson hit the porch, then tumbled forward onto the lawn.

He was face down. I turned him over and untied his gag. He looked bad. He looked as if he might die. I leaned over him.

“Listen, you son of a bitch, don’t die, I didn’t want to kill you, really. If you die, I’m sorry. But if you don’t die and if you ever tell anybody, then your ass is dead for sure! You got that?”

Simpson didn’t answer. He just looked at me. He looked terrible. His face was purple and he had rope burns on his neck.

I got up. I looked at him for a while. He didn’t move. It looked bad. I felt faint. Then I got myself together. I inhaled deeply and walked up the driveway. It was about four in the afternoon. I began walking. I walked down to the boulevard and then I kept walking. I had thoughts. I felt as if my life was over. Simpson had always been a loner. Probably lonely. He never mixed with us other guys. He was strange that way. Maybe that’s what bothered us about him. Yet, there was something nice about him anyhow. I felt as if I had done something very bad and yet in another way, I didn’t. Mostly I just had this vacant feeling and it was centered in my stomach. I walked and I walked. I walked down to the highway and back. My shoes really hurt my feet. My parents always bought me cheap shoes. They looked good for maybe a week or so, then the leather cracked and the nails started coming through the soles. I kept walking anyhow.

When I got back to the driveway it was almost evening. I walked slowly down the driveway and into the backyard. Simpson wasn’t there. And the rope was gone. Maybe he was dead. Maybe he was somewhere else. I looked around.

My father’s face was framed in the screen door.

“Come in here,” he said.

I walked up the porch steps and past him.

“Your mother isn’t home yet. And that’s good. Go to the bedroom. I want to have a little talk with you.”

I walked into the bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed and looked down at my cheap shoes. My father was a big man, six feet two-and-one-half. He had a big head, and eyes that hung there under bushy eyebrows. His lips were thick and he had big ears. He was mean without even trying.

“Where ya been?” he asked.

“Walking.”

“Walking. Why?”

“I like to walk.”

“Since when?”

“Since today.”

There was a long silence. Then he spoke again.

“What happened in our backyard today?”

“Is he dead?”

“Who?”

“I warned him not to talk. If he talked, then he’s not dead.”

“No, he’s not dead. And his parents were going to call the police. I had to talk to them a long time in order to get them not to do that. If they had called the police, it would have killed your mother! Do you know that?”

I didn’t answer.

“It would have killed your mother, do you know that?”

I didn’t answer.

“I had to pay them to be quiet. Plus, I’m going to have to pay the medical bills. I’m going to give you the beating of your life! I’m going to cure you! I’m not going to raise a son who is not fit for human society!”

He stood there in the doorway, not moving. I looked at his eyes under those eyebrows, at that big body.

“I want the police,” I said. “I don’t want you. Give me the police.”

He moved slowly toward me.

“The police don’t understand people like you.”

I got up from the bed and doubled my fists.

“Come on,” I said, “I’ll fight you!”

He was upon me with a rush. There was a blinding flash of light and a blow so hard that I really didn’t feel it. I was on the floor. I got up.

“You better kill me,” I said, “because when I get big enough I’m going to kill you!”

The next blow rolled me under the bed. It seemed like a good place to be. I looked up at the springs and I had never seen anything as friendly and wonderful as those springs up there. Then I laughed, it was a panicked laugh but I laughed, and I laughed because the thought came to me that maybe Simpson had fucked a little girl under my house.

“What the hell are you laughing at?” my father screamed. “You are surely the Son of Satan, you are not my son!”

I saw his big hand reach under the bed, searching for me. When it came near I grabbed it with both hands and bit it with all the strength I had. There was a ferocious yowl and the hand withdrew. I tasted wet flesh in my mouth, spit it out. Then I knew that while Simpson was not dead I might very well be dead very soon.

“All right,” I heard my father say quietly, “now you’ve really asked for it and by god you are going to get it …”

I waited, and as I waited all I could hear were strange sounds. I could hear birds, I could hear the sound of autos driving by, I could even hear my heart pounding and my blood running through my body. I could hear my father breathing, and I moved myself exactly under the center of the bed and waited for the next thing.

—SEPTUAGENARIAN STEW

 





The fifth grade was a little better. The other students seemed less hostile and I was growing larger physically. I still wasn’t chosen for the homeroom teams but I was threatened less. David and his violin had gone away. The family had moved. I walked home alone. I was often trailed by one or two guys, of whom Juan was the worst, but they didn’t start anything. Juan smoked cigarettes. He’d walk behind me smoking a cigarette and he always had a different buddy with him. He never followed me alone. It scared me. I wished they’d go away. Yet, in another way, I didn’t care. I didn’t like Juan. I didn’t like anybody in that school. I think they knew that. I think that’s why they disliked me. I didn’t like the way they walked or looked or talked, but I didn’t like my father or mother either. I still had the feeling of being surrounded by white empty space. There was always a slight nausea in my stomach. Juan was dark-skinned and he wore a brass chain instead of a belt. The girls were afraid of him, and the boys too. He and one of his buddies followed me home almost every day. I’d walk into the house and they’d stand outside. Juan would smoke his cigarette, looking tough, and his buddy would stand there. I’d watch them through the curtain. Finally, they would walk off.

Mrs. Fretag was our English teacher. The first day in class she asked us each our names.

“I want to get to know all of you,” she said.

She smiled.

“Now, each of you has a father, I’m sure. I think it would be interesting if we found out what each of your fathers does for a living. We’ll start with seat number one and we will go around the class. Now, Marie, what does your father do for a living?”

“He’s a gardener.”

“Ah, that’s nice! Seat number two … Andrew, what does your father do?”

It was terrible. All the fathers in my immediate neighborhood had lost their jobs. My father had lost his job. Gene’s father sat on his front porch all day. All the fathers were without jobs except Chuck’s who worked in a meat plant. He drove a red car with the meat company’s name on the side.

“My father is a fireman,” said seat number two.

“Ah, that’s interesting,” said Mrs. Fretag. “Seat number three.”

“My father is a lawyer.”

“Seat number four.”

“My father is a … policeman …”

What was I going to say? Maybe only the fathers in my neighborhood were without jobs. I’d heard of the stock market crash. It meant something bad. Maybe the stock market had only crashed in our neighborhood.

“Seat number eighteen.”

“My father is a movie actor …”

“Nineteen …”

“My father is a concert violinist …”

“Twenty …”

“My father works in the circus …”

“Twenty-one …”

“My father is a bus driver …”

“Twenty-two …”

“My father sings in the opera …”

“Twenty-three …”

Twenty-three. That was me.

“My father is a dentist,” I said.

Mrs. Fretag went right on through the class until she reached number thirty-three.

“My father doesn’t have a job,” said number thirty-three.

Shit, I thought, I wish I had thought of that.

One day Mrs. Fretag gave us an assignment.

“Our distinguished President, President Herbert Hoover, is going to visit Los Angeles this Saturday to speak. I want all of you to go hear our President. And I want you to write an essay about the experience and about what you think of President Hoover’s speech.”

Saturday? There was no way I could go. I had to mow the lawn. I had to get the hairs. (I could never get all the hairs.) Almost every Saturday I got a beating with the razor strop because my father found a hair. (I also got stropped during the week, once or twice, for other things I failed to do or didn’t do right.) There was no way I could tell my father that I had to go see President Hoover.

So, I didn’t go. That Sunday I took some paper and sat down to write about how I had seen the President. His open car, trailing flowing streamers, had entered the football stadium. One car, full of secret service agents, went ahead and two cars followed close behind. The agents were brave men with guns to protect our President. The crowd rose as the President’s car entered the arena. There had never been anything like it before. It was the President. It was him. He waved. We cheered. A band played. Seagulls circled overhead as if they too knew it was the President. And there were skywriting airplanes too. They wrote words in the sky like “Prosperity is just around the corner.” The President stood up in his car, and just as he did the clouds parted and the light from the sun fell across his face. It was almost as if God knew too. Then the cars stopped and our great President, surrounded by secret service agents, walked to the speaker’s platform. As he stood behind the microphone a bird flew down from the sky and landed on the speaker’s platform near him. The President waved to the bird and laughed and we all laughed with him. Then he began to speak and the people listened. I couldn’t quite hear the speech because I was sitting too near a popcorn machine which made a lot of noise popping the kernels, but I think I heard him say that the problems in Manchuria were not serious, and that at home everything was going to be all right, we shouldn’t worry, all we had to do was to believe in America. There would be enough jobs for everybody. There would be enough dentists with enough teeth to pull, enough fires and enough firemen to put them out. Mills and factories would open again. Our friends in South America would pay their debts. Soon we would all sleep peacefully, our stomachs and our hearts full. God and our great country would surround us with love and protect us from evil, from the socialists, awaken us from our national nightmare, forever …

The President listened to the applause, waved, then went back to his car, got in, and was driven off followed by carloads of secret service agents as the sun began to sink, the afternoon turning into evening, red and gold and wonderful. We had seen and heard President Herbert Hoover.

I turned in my essay on Monday. On Tuesday Mrs. Fretag faced the class.

“I’ve read all your essays about our distinguished President’s visit to Los Angeles. I was there. Some of you, I noticed, could not attend for one reason or another. For those of you who could not attend, I would like to read this essay by Henry Chinaski.”

The class was terribly silent. I was the most unpopular member of the class by far. It was like a knife slicing through all their hearts.

“This is very creative,” said Mrs. Fretag, and she began to read my essay. The words sounded good to me. Everybody was listening. My words filled the room, from blackboard to blackboard, they hit the ceiling and bounced off, they covered Mrs. Fretag’s shoes and piled up on the floor. Some of the prettiest girls in the class began to sneak glances at me. All the tough guys were pissed. Their essays hadn’t been worth shit. I drank in my words like a thirsty man. I even began to believe them. I saw Juan sitting there like I’d punched him in the face. I stretched out my legs and leaned back. All too soon it was over.

“Upon this grand note,” said Mrs. Fretag, “I hereby dismiss the class …”

They got up and began packing out.

“Not you, Henry,” said Mrs. Fretag.

I sat in my chair and Mrs. Fretag stood there looking at me.

Then she said, “Henry, were you there?”

I sat there trying to think of an answer. I couldn’t. I said, “No, I wasn’t there.”

She smiled. “That makes it all the more remarkable.”

“Yes, ma’am …”

“You can leave, Henry.”

I got up and walked out. I began my walk home. So, that’s what they wanted: lies. Beautiful lies. That’s what they needed. People were fools. It was going to be easy for me. I looked around. Juan and his buddy were not following me. Things were looking up.

—HAM ON RYE

dinner, 1933






when my father ate

his lips became

greasy

with food.

and when he ate

he talked about how

good

the food was

and that

most other people

didn’t eat

as good

as we

did.

he liked to

sop up

what was left

on his plate

with a piece of

bread,

meanwhile making

appreciative sounds

rather like

half-

grunts.

he slurped his

coffee

making loud

bubbling

sounds.

then he’d put

the cup

down:

“dessert? is it

jello?”

my mother would

bring it

in a large bowl

and my father would

spoon it

out.

as it plopped

in the dish

the jello made

strange sounds,

almost fart-

like

sounds.

then came the

whipped cream,

mounds of it

on the

jello.

“ah! jello and

whipped cream!”

my father sucked the

jello and whipped

cream

off his spoon—

it sounded as if it

was entering a

wind

tunnel.

finished with

that

he would wipe his

mouth

with a huge white

napkin,

rubbing hard

in circular

motions,

the napkin almost

hiding his

entire

face.

after that

out came the

Camel

cigarettes.

he’d light one

with a wooden

kitchen match,

then place the

match,

still burning,

onto an

ashtray.

then a slurp of

coffee, the cup

back down, and a go

drag on the

Camel.

“ah that was a

good

meal!”

moments later

in my bedroom

on my bed

in the dark

the food that I

had eaten

and what I had

seen

was already

making me

ill.

the only good

thing

was

listening to

the crickets

out there,

out there

in another world

I didn’t

live

in.

 





One day, just like in grammar school, like with David, a boy attached himself to me. He was small and thin and had almost no hair on top of his head. The guys called him Baldy. His real name was Eli LaCrosse. I liked his real name, but I didn’t like him. He just glued himself to me. He was so pitiful that I couldn’t tell him to get lost. He was like a mongrel dog, starved and kicked. Yet it didn’t make me feel good going around with him. But since I knew that mongrel dog feeling, I let him hang around. He used a cuss word in almost every sentence, at least one cuss word, but it was all fake, he wasn’t tough, he was scared. I wasn’t scared but I was confused so maybe we were a good pair.

I walked him back to his place after school every day. He was living with his mother, his father and his grandfather. They had a little house across from a small park. I liked the area, it had great shade trees, and since some people had told me that I was ugly, I always preferred shade to the sun, darkness to light.

During our walks home Baldy had told me about his father. He had been a doctor, a successful surgeon, but he had lost his license because he was a drunk. One day I met Baldy’s father. He was sitting in a chair under a tree, just sitting there.

“Dad,” he said, “this is Henry.”

“Hello, Henry.”

It reminded me of when I had seen my grandfather for the first time, standing on the steps of his house. Only Baldy’s father had black hair and a black beard, but his eyes were the same—brilliant and glowing, so strange. And here was Baldy, the son, and he didn’t glow at all.

“Come on,” Baldy said, “follow me.”

We went down into a cellar, under the house. It was dark and damp and we stood awhile until our eyes grew used to the gloom. Then I could see a number of barrels.

“These barrels are full of different kinds of wine,” Baldy said. “Each barrel has a spigot. Want to try some?”

“No.”

“Go ahead, just try a god-damned sip.”

“What for?”

“You think you’re a god-damned man or what?”

“I’m tough,” I said.

“Then take a fucking sample.”

Here was little Baldy, daring me. No problem. I walked up to a barrel, ducked my head down.

“Turn the god-damned spigot! Open your god-damned mouth!”

“Are there any spiders around here?”

“Go on! Go on, god damn it!”

I put my mouth under the spigot and opened it. A smelly liquid trickled out and into my mouth. I spit it out.

“Don’t be chicken! Swallow it, what the shit!”

I opened the spigot and I opened my mouth. The smelly liquid entered and I swallowed it. I turned off the spigot and stood there. I thought I was going to puke.

“Now, you drink some,” I said to Baldy.

“Sure,” he said, “I ain’t fucking afraid!”

He got down under a barrel and took a good swallow. A little punk like that wasn’t going to outdo me. I got under another barrel, opened it and took a swallow. I stood up. I was beginning to feel good.

“Hey, Baldy,” I said, “I like this stuff.”

“Well, shit, try some more.”

I tried some more. It was tasting better. I was feeling better.

“This stuff belongs to your father, Baldy. I shouldn’t drink it all.”

“He doesn’t care. He’s stopped drinking.”

Never had I felt so good. It was better than masturbating.

I went from barrel to barrel. It was magic. Why hadn’t someone told me? With this, life was great, a man was perfect, nothing could touch him.

I stood up straight and looked at Baldy.

“Where’s your mother? I’m going to fuck your mother!”

“I’ll kill you, you bastard, you stay away from my mother!”

“You know I can whip you, Baldy.”

“Yes.”

“All right, I’ll leave your mother alone.”

“Let’s go then, Henry.”

“One more drink …”

I went to a barrel and took a long one. Then we went up the cellar stairway. When we were out, Baldy’s father was still sitting in his chair.

“You boys been in the wine cellar, eh?”

“Yes,” said Baldy.

“Starting a little early, aren’t you?”

We didn’t answer. We walked over to the boulevard and Baldy and I went into a store which sold chewing gum. We bought several packs of it and stuck it into our mouths. He was worried about his mother finding out. I wasn’t worried about anything. We sat on a park bench and chewed the gum and I thought, well, now I have found something, I have found something that is going to help me, for a long long time to come. The park grass looked greener, the park benches looked better and the flowers were trying harder. Maybe that stuff wasn’t good for surgeons but anybody who wanted to be a surgeon, there was something wrong with them in the first place.

—HAM ON RYE

love poem to a stripper






50 years ago I watched the girls

shake it and strip

at The Burbank and The Follies

and it was very sad

and very dramatic

as the light turned from green to

purple to pink

and the music was loud and

vibrant,

now I sit here tonight

smoking and

listening to classical

music

but I still remember some of

their names: Darlene, Candy, Jeanette

and Rosalie.

Rosalie was the

best, she knew how,

and we twisted in our seats and

made sounds

as Rosalie brought magic

to the lonely

so long ago.

now Rosalie

either so very old or

so quiet under the

earth,

this is the pimple-faced

kid

who lied about his

age

just to watch

you.

you were good, Rosalie

in 1935,

good enough to remember

now

when the light is

yellow

and the nights are

slow.

 





Jr. high went by quickly enough. About the eighth grade, going into the ninth, I broke out with acne. Many of the guys had it but not like mine. Mine was really terrible. I was the worst case in town. I had pimples and boils all over my face, back, neck, and some on my chest. It happened just as I was beginning to be accepted as a tough guy and a leader. I was still tough but it wasn’t the same. I had to withdraw. I watched people from afar, it was like a stage play. Only they were on stage and I was an audience of one. I’d always had trouble with the girls but with acne it was impossible. The girls were further away than ever. Some of them were truly beautiful—their dresses, their hair, their eyes, the way they stood around. Just to walk down the street during an afternoon with one, you know, talking about everything and anything, I think that would have made me feel very good.

Also, there was still something about me that continually got me into trouble. Most teachers didn’t trust or like me
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my old man




















































































































the burning of the dream








































































































































































































































































































































































































The Loser





















The Life of a Bum





































































































































































































































































Breakout























































poem for lost dogs































































we, the artists—
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