
  
   [image: image]

  

 



Charles Bukowski


The Flash of Lightning Behind the Mountain


New Poems


Edited by John Martin

[image: image]










Contents



Part 1.




German




The Old Girl




The Birds




Game Day




Gas




Mystery Leg




Be Cool, Fool




An Unliterary Afternoon




Poop




The End of an Era




The 60’s




The Would-be Horseplayer




The Night Richard Nixon Shook My Hand




Throwing Away the Alarm Clock




Pretenders




$1.25 a Gallon




Floss-Job




A Friendly Place




The Old Couple




What?




Born Again





Card Girls




It’s Never Been So Good




Goading the Muse




The Wavering Line




The Road to Hell




Crucifixion




Barfly




Part 2.




Thoughts While Eating a Sandwich




Nothing’s Free




What Bothers Them Most




Into the Wastebasket




It’s Over and Done




Nice Guy




Feet to the Fire




The Poetry Game




The Fix is In




Photos




Tonight




A Visitor Complains




Besieged




The Novice




Cleopatra Now




Please




The Barometer




Enemy of the King, 1935




Nights of Vanilla Mice




Lark in the Dark





Lonely Hearts




B as in Bullshit




A Riot in the Streets




Interlude




D.N.F.




Reading Little Poems in Little Magazines




How to Get Away?




The Difficulty of Breathing




Help Wanted and Received




Heart in the Cage




Places to Die and Places to Hide




Poem for the Young and Tough




Ow




My Doom Smiles at me—




Hey, Kafka!




A Strange Visit




1970 Blues




Snow White




Sour Grapes




Fencing with the Shadows




A Hell of a Duet




The Dogs




Part 3.




Cold Summer




Crime Does Pay




Throwing My Weight Around




They Rolled the Bed Out of There




Crawl





Nothing Here




My Last Winter




First Poem Back




A Summation




Walking Papers




Alone in this Room




Farewell, Farewell




About the Mail Lately




Life on the Half Shell




The Hardest




A Terrible Need




Body Slam




The Gods are Good




The Sound of Typewriters




A Fight




Sunbeam




Apparitions




Speed




It’s Difficult to See Your Own Death Approaching




Made in the Shade (Happy New Year)




One for Wolfgang




Night unto Night




Notes on Some Poetry




The Buzz




A Simple Kindness




Good Try, All




Proper Credentials are Needed to Join




Silly Damned thing Anyhow




Moth to the Flame





7 Come 11




Put out the Light




Foxholes




Calm Elation, 1993




Part 4.




I have this New Room




Writing




Human Nature




Notations




Democracy




Kraznick




Hungaria, Symphonia Poem #9 by Franz Liszt




Club Hell, 1942




Unloading the Goods




Saratoga Hot Walker




The Sixties?




Experience




Fame at Last




Party of Nine




He Showed me his Back




The Unfolding




Drunk Before Noon




Thumbs Up, Thumbs Down




They are After me




Feeling Fairly Good Tonight




There’s a Poet on Every Bar Stool




Valet




Prescience





10:45 A.M




The Horses of Mexico




A Big Night




A Musical Difference




You Tell me What it Means




Dear Reader:




Not Much Singing




The Shadows




A Pause Before the Counter Attack




Picture this




9 Bad Boys




One More Day





About the Author





By Charles Bukowski





Copyright




About the Publisher














part 1.




I watch the old ladies


in the supermarket,


angry and alone.


















German








being the German kid in the 20’s in Los Angeles


was difficult.


there was much anti-German feeling then,


a carry-over from World War I.


gangs of kids chased me through the neighborhood


yelling, “Hienie! Hienie! Hienie!”


they never caught me.


I was like a cat.


I knew all the paths through brush and alleys.


I scaled 6-foot back fences in a flash and was off through


backyards and around blocks


and onto garage roofs and other hiding places.


then too, they didn’t really want to catch me.


they were afraid I might bayonet them


or gouge out their eyes.






this went on for about 18 months


then all of a sudden it seemed to stop.


I was more or less accepted (but never really)


which was all right with me.


those sons-of-bitches were Americans,


they and their parents had been born here.


they had names like Jones and Sullivan and


Baker.


they were pale and often fat with runny


noses and big belt buckles.


I decided never to become an American.


my hero was Baron Manfred von Richthofen


the German air ace;


he’d shot down 80 of their best


and there was nothing they could do about


that now.


their parents didn’t like my parents



(I didn’t either) and


I decided when I got big I’d go live in some place


like Iceland,


never open my door to anybody and live on my


luck, live with a beautiful wife and a bunch of wild


animals:


which is, more or less, what


happened.
















the old girl








she was very thin, gray, bent, and each day she


waited at the door of the


First Interstate Bank in San Pedro,


and as the people came and went she


approached them


one by one


and asked for money.






about 75% of the time


I respond to those who ask but with


the other 25% I am instinctively put off


and just don’t have the will to


give.






the frail old woman at the bank put me off, she had


put me off for some time and we had a silent


understanding: I would lift my hand in a


gesture of protest and she would turn quickly


away. this had happened so often


that now she remembers and doesn’t


approach me.






one noon I sat in my car and watched


her


and after 20 attempts she scored


17 times.






I drove off as she was approaching yet another


soft touch, and even so I


suddenly felt real guilt for my unfeeling habit of


refusing the old


girl.






later in the clubhouse at Hollywood


park



between the 6th and 7th races


I saw her again as she was going up the


aisle


frail and bent, a large wad of


paper money clutched tight in a bony hand


clearly on her way to


bet the next race.






of course, she had every right to


be there,


to place her bets with the rest of us,


she only wanted and needed


what most people want and need:


a chance.






I watched as she


reached the top of the aisle and


I saw her stop and speak to a young man


who smiled and then


handed her a


bill.






not to be distracted I


rose and went to the betting window


to place my own


wager.






and, going back to my seat


as I was


walking down the aisle she was


coming up and we saw one another


and without thinking


I held my hand up,



gently, in that familiar


gesture


she’d seen so often


in front of the bank.






she looked at me with


unblinking blue eyes and said,


“fuck you!”


as we passed on the stairs.






she was right, of course, it’s


a matter of survival—General Motors does


it, you do it, the cat does it, so


does the bird, nations do it,


families do it, I do it,


the boxer sometimes does it,


it’s done when you


buy a loaf of bread, it’s done sometimes


out of madness and fear, it’s


done in the doctor’s office and


in the back alley,


it’s done everywhere


all the time


over and over again:


we all want to survive.






it is the inevitable way


the familiar way


the way things


work.






I went back to my seat to


ponder all that but I



couldn’t come up with anything useful at


all…






as the horses broke from the


gate


hustled by the crouching jocks


in their silks—


orange, blue, yellow, shocking pink,


green, chartreuse, a


stampeding rainbow of controlled


fury,


the sun shot through the


screaming


and I suddenly knew that


we are all caught forever in the


self-same trap


and I instantly forgave that old


girl


for belonging.














the birds








the acute and terrible air hangs with murder


as summer birds mingle in the branches


and warble


and mystify the clamour of the mind;


an old parrot


who never talks,


sits thinking in a Chinese laundry,


disgruntled


forsaken


celibate;


there is red on his wing


where there should be green,


and between us


the recognition of


an immense and wasted life.






…my 2nd wife left me


because I set our birds free:


one yellow, with crippled wing


quickly going down and to the left,


cat-meat,


cackling like an organ;


and the other,


mean green,


of empty thimble head,


popping up like a rocket


high into the hollow sky,


disappearing like sour love


and yesterday’s desire


and leaving me


forever.






and when my wife


returned that night



with her bags and plans,


her tricks and shining greeds,


she found me


glittering over a yellow feather


seeking out the music


which she,


oddly,


failed to


hear.














game day








this lady was always after me about this or


that:


“what are those scratches on your back?”


“baby, I dunno, you must have put them


there.”


“you’ve been with some whore!”






“what’s that bite mark on your neck?


she must have been a hot number!”


“huh? baby, I don’t see anything.”


“there! there! on the left side of your


neck!


you musta really turned her on!”






“what’s this phone number written inside this


matchbook?”


“what phone number?”


“this phone number! it’s a woman’s hand


writing!”


“damned if I know where that came from.”


“I’m going to call that number, that’s what


I’ll do!”


“go ahead.”


“no, I’m going to tear it up, I’m going to tear


up that whore’s number!”






“you made love to that neighbor woman in our bed


while I was at work!”


“what?”


“another neighbor told me! I was told she came


right into this house!”


“oh, that. she came by to borrow a cup of


sugar.”







“a cup of sugar, my ass! you screwed her


right in this house, right in our bed with the


dog watching!”


“she just wanted a cup of sugar, she wasn’t


here but two minutes!”


“a quicky! you gave her a quicky!”






later I found out she had screwed a guy in


the back of his delivery truck


and she had screwed an appliance salesman


in the crapper in the mens’ room,


in a stall for the handicapped.


and there was something or other with a


meter reader, a blow job, I think.






she had completely outfoxed me with her


smoke screen of accusations


while she had been unfaithful on almost a


full-time basis.


and when confronted, her answer


was a “SO WHAT?”






I moved her out.


we flipped for the dog and she won.


and the next time the neighbor lady


came by to borrow a cup of sugar


she stayed longer than a minute or


two.














gas








my grandmother had a serious gas


problem.


we only saw her on Sunday.


she’d sit down to dinner


and she’d have gas.


she was very heavy,


80 years old.


wore this large glass brooch,


that’s what you noticed most


in addition to the gas.


she’d let it go just as food was being served.


she’d let it go loud in bursts


spaced about a minute apart.


she’d let it go


4 or 5 times


as we reached for the potatoes


poured the gravy


cut into the meat.






nobody ever said anything,


especially me.


I was 6 years old.


only my grandmother spoke.


after 4 or 5 blasts


she would say in an offhand way,


“I will bury you all!”






I didn’t much like that:


first farting


then saying that.






it happened every Sunday.


she was my father’s mother.



every Sunday it was death and gas


and mashed potatoes and gravy


and that big glass brooch.






those Sunday dinners would


always end with apple pie and


ice cream


and a big argument


about something or other,


my grandmother finally running out the door


and taking the red train back to


Pasadena


the place stinking for an hour


and my father walking about


fanning a newspaper in the air and


saying, “it’s all that damned sauerkraut


she eats!”














mystery leg








first of all, I had a hard time, a very hard time


locating the parking lot for the building.


it wasn’t off the main boulevard where


the cars all driven by merciless killers


were doing 55 mph in a 25 mph zone.


the man riding my bumper so


close I could see his snarling face


in my rearview mirror caused me


to miss the narrow alley that would have


allowed me to circle the west


end of the building in search of parking.


I went to the next street, took a right, then


took another right, spotted the building, a blue


heartless-looking structure, then took


another right and finally saw it, a tiny


sign: parking.


I drove in.


the guard had the wooden red and white


barrier down.


he stuck his head out a little window.


“yeah?” he asked.


he looked like a retired hit man.


“to see Dr. Manx,” I said.


he looked at me disdainfully, then said,


“go ahead!”


the red and white barrier lifted.


I drove in,


drove around and around.


I finally found a parking spot a good distance away,


a football field away.


I walked in.


I finally found the entrance and the elevator


and the floor



and then the office number.


I walked in.


the waiting room was full.


there was an old lady talking to the


receptionist.


“but can’t I see him now?”


“Mrs. Miller, you are here at the right time


but on the wrong day.


this is Wednesday, you’ll have to come


back Friday.”


“but I took a cab. I’m an old lady, I have almost


no money, can’t I see him now?”


“Mrs. Miller, I’m sorry but your appointment


is on Friday, you’ll have to come back


then.”


Mrs. Miller turned away: unwanted,


old and poor, she walked to the


door.


I stepped up smartly, informed them who I was.


I was told to sit down and wait.


I sat with the others.


then I noticed the magazine rack.


I walked over and looked at the magazines.


it was odd: they weren’t of recent


vintage: in fact, all of them were over a


year old.


I sat back down.


30 minutes passed.


45 minutes passed.


an hour passed.


the man next to me spoke:


“I’ve been waiting an hour-and-a-half,” he


said.



“that’s hell,” I said, “they shouldn’t do that!”


he didn’t reply.


just then the receptionist called my


name.


I got up and told her that the other man had


been waiting an hour-and-a-half.


she acted as if she hadn’t heard.


“please follow me,” she said.


I followed her down a dark hall, then she


opened a door, pointed. “in there,” she said.


I walked in and she closed the door behind me.


I sat down and looked at a map of


the human body hanging from the wall.


I could see the veins, the heart, the


intestines, all that.


it was cold in there and dark,


darker than in the hall.


I waited maybe 15 minutes before the door


opened.


it was Dr. Manx.


he was followed by a tired-looking young lady


in a white gown; she held a clipboard;


she looked depressed.


“well, now,” said Dr. Manx, “what is it?”


“it’s my leg,” I said.


I saw the lady writing on the clipboard.


she wrote LEG.


“what is it about the leg?” asked the Dr.


“it hurts,” I said.


PAIN wrote the lady.


then she saw me looking at the clipboard and


turned away.


“did you fill out the form they gave you at



the desk?” the Dr. asked.


“they didn’t give me a form,” I said.


“Florence,” he said, “give him a form.”


Florence pulled a form out from her


clipboard, handed it to me.


“fill that out,” said Dr. Manx, “we’ll be right


back.”


then they were gone and I worked at the


form.


it was the usual: name, address, phone,


employer, relatives, etc.


there was also a long list of questions.


I marked them all “no.”


then I sat there.


20 minutes passed.


then they were back.


the doctor began twisting my leg.


“it’s the right leg,” I said.


“oh,” he said.


Florence wrote something on her


clipboard.


probably RIGHT LEG.


he switched to the right leg.


“does that hurt?”


“a little.”


“not real bad?”


“no.”


“does this hurt?”


“a little.”


“not real bad?”


“well, the whole leg hurts but when


you do that, it hurts more.”


“but not real bad?”



“what’s real bad?”


“like you can’t stand on it.”


“I can stand on it.”


“hmmm…stand up!”


“all right.”


“now, rock on your toes, back and


forth, back and forth.”


I did.


“hurt real bad?” he asked.


“just medium.”


“you know what?” Dr. Manx asked.


“no.”


“we’ve got a Mystery Leg here!”


Florence wrote something on the


clipboard.


“I have?”


“yes, I don’t know yet what’s wrong with


it.


I want you to come back in 30 days.”


“30 days?”


“yes, and stop at the desk on your


way out, see the girl.”


then they walked out.






at the checkout desk there was a long


row of bottles waiting, white bottles with


bright orange labels.


the girl at the desk looked at me.


“take 4 of those bottles.”


I did.


she didn’t offer me a bag so I stuck


them in my pockets.


“that’ll be $143,” she said.



“$143?” I asked.


“it’s for the pills,” she said.


I pulled out my credit card.


“oh, we don’t take credit cards,” she told


me.


“but I don’t have that much money on


me.”


“how much do you have?”


I looked in my wallet.


“23 dollars.”


“we’ll take that and bill you for the


rest.”


I handed her the money.


“see you in 30 days,” she smiled.


I walked out and into the waiting room.


the man who had been waiting an hour-and


a-half was still there.


I walked out into the hall, found the


elevator.


then I was on the first floor and out


into the parking lot.


my car was still a football field


away


and my right leg began to hurt like hell,


after all that twisting Dr.


Manx had done to it.


I moved slowly to my car, got in.


it started and soon I was out on the


boulevard again.


the 4 bottles of pills bulged painfully in my


pockets as I drove along.


now I only had one problem left, I had


to tell my wife



I had a Mystery Leg.


I could hear her already:


“what? you mean he couldn’t tell


you what was wrong with your


leg?


what do you mean, he didn’t


know?


and what are those PILLS?


here, let me see those!”






as I drove along, I switched on the


radio in search of some soothing


music.






there wasn’t any.














be cool, fool








you have to accept this


reality


whether you


sit at a punch press all day or


whether you


work in a coal mine or


whether you come home


exhausted from a cardboard box factory


to find


3 kids bouncing dirty tennis balls


against the walls of a


2 room flat as


your fat wife sleeps while


the dinner burns


away.






you have to accept this


reality


which includes enough nations with


enough nuclear stockpiles to


blow away the very center of the


earth


and to finally liberate


the Devil


Himself


with his


spewing red fire of liquid


doom.






you have to accept this


reality


as the madhouse walls


bulge



break


and the terrified insane


flood our


ugly streets.






you have to accept terrible


reality.














an unliterary afternoon








Roger came by with his well-trimmed beard and puffing his


little pipe.


he taught in the English Dept. at a prestigious university.


Roger was literary in the old-fashioned sense: almost every time he opened his mouth you would hear “Balzac” or “Hem” or “F. Scott.”






I was drinking with Gerda who was also on speed.


Lorraine was passed out in the bedroom but I don’t know


what she was on.






Roger sat down with his little smile.


I gave him a can of beer and he drank that and I gave


him another and he began talking away:


“did you know that Céline and Hemingway died on the


same day?”






“no, I didn’t know that.”






“did you know Whitman might have been a fag?”






“don’t believe everything you read.”






“hey, who’s that babe in your bed?”






“her? that’s Lorraine.”






after a while Roger got up and


walked into the bedroom and climbed into bed with


Lorraine, shoes and all.


Lorraine didn’t seem to notice.






“hey…baby!”



Roger reached into her dress and grabbed one of her


breasts.






Lorraine leaped out of bed. “hey, you son-of-a-bitch! what do you think you’re doing?”






“oh, I’m sorry…”






Lorraine ran into the front room.






“WHO IS THAT SON-OF-A-BITCH? THAT SON-OF-A-BITCH MOLESTED ME!”






Roger came out of the bedroom. “listen, I’m sorry,


I didn’t mean to offend you!”






“YOU KEEP YOUR MOTHERFUCKING HANDS TO YOURSELF, YOU FUCKING HUNK OF SHIT!”






“yeah,” said Gerda, throwing
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