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LESS DELICATE THAN THE LOCUST




“Balls,” he said, “I’m tired of painting. Let’s go out. I’m tired of the stink of oils, I’m tired of being great. I’m tired of waiting to die. Let’s go out.”

“Go out where?” she asked.

“Anywhere. Eat, drink, see.”

“Jorg,” she said, “what will I do when you die?”

“You will eat, sleep, fuck, piss, shit, clothe yourself, walk around and bitch.”

“I need security.”

“We all do.”

“I mean, we’re not married. I won’t even be able to collect your insurance.”

“That’s all right, don’t worry about it. Besides, you don’t believe in marriage, Arlene.”

Arlene was sitting in the pink chair reading the afternoon newspaper. “You say five thousand women want to sleep with you. Where does that leave me?”

“Five thousand and one.”

“You think I can’t get another man?”

“No, there’s no problem for you. You can get another man in three minutes.”

“You think I need a great painter?”

“No, you don’t. A good plumber would do.”

“Yes, as long as he loved me.”

“Of course. Put on your coat. Let’s go out.”


They came down the stairway from the top loft. All around were cheap, roach-filled rooms, but nobody seemed to be starving: they always seemed to be cooking things in large pots and sitting around, smoking, cleaning their fingernails, drinking cans of beer or sharing a tall blue bottle of white wine, screaming at each other or laughing, or farting, belching, scratching or asleep in front of the tv. Not many people in the world had very much money but the less money they had the better they seemed to live. Sleep, clean sheets, food, drink and hemorrhoid ointment were their only needs. And they always left their doors a bit open.

“Fools,” said Jorg as they walked down the stairway, “they twaddle away their lives and clutter up mine.”

“Oh, Jorg,” Arlene sighed. “You just don’t like people, do you?”

Jorg arched an eyebrow at her, didn’t answer. Arlene’s response to his feelings for the masses was always the same—as if not loving the people revealed an unforgivable shortcoming of soul. But she was an excellent fuck and pleasant to have around—most of the time.

They reached the boulevard and walked along, Jorg with his red and white beard and broken yellow teeth and bad breath, purple ears, frightened eyes, stinking torn overcoat and white ivory cane. When he felt worst he felt best. “Shit,” he said, “everything shits until it dies.”

Arlene bobbled her ass, making no secret of it, and Jorg pounded the pavement with his cane, and even the sun looked down and said, Ho ho. Finally they reached the old dingy building where Serge lived. Jorg and Serge had both been painting for many years but it was not until recently that their work sold for more than pig farts. They had starved together, now they were getting famous separately. Jorg and Arlene entered the hotel and began climbing the stairway. The smell of iodine and frying chicken was in the halls. In one room somebody was getting fucked and making no secret of it. They climbed to the top loft and Arlene knocked. The door popped open and there was Serge. “Peek-a-boo!” he said. Then he blushed. “Oh, sorry…come in.”

“What the hell’s the matter with you?” asked Jorg.

“Sit down. I thought it was Lila…”

“You play peek-a-boo with Lila?”

“It’s nothing.”


“Serge, you’ve got to get rid of that girl, she’s destroying your mind.”

“She sharpens my pencils.”

“Serge, she’s too young for you.”

“She’s 30.”

“And you’re 60. That’s 30 years.”

“Thirty years is too much?”

“Of course.”

“How about 20?” asked Serge, looking at Arlene.

“Twenty years is acceptable. Thirty years is obscene.”

“Why don’t you both get women your own age?” asked Arlene.

They both looked at her. “She likes to make little jokes,” said Jorg. “Yes,” said Serge, “she is funny. Come on, look, I’ll show you what I’m doing…”

They followed him into the bedroom. He took off his shoes and lay flat on the bed. “See? Like this? All the comforts.” Serge had his paint brushes on long handles and he painted on a canvas fastened to the ceiling. “It’s my back. Can’t paint ten minutes without stopping. This way I go on for hours.”

“Who mixes your colors?”

“Lila. I tell her, ‘Stick it in the blue. Now a bit of green.’ She’s quite good. Eventually I might even let her work the brushes, too, and I’ll just lay around and read magazines.”

Then they heard Lila coming up the stairway. She opened the door, came across the front room and entered the bedroom. “Hey,” she said, “I see the old fuck’s painting.”

“Yeah,” said Jorg, “he claims you hurt his back.”

“I said no such thing.”

“Let’s go out and eat,” said Arlene. Serge moaned and got up.

“Honest to Christ,” said Lila. “He just lays around like a sick frog most of the time.”

“I need a drink,” said Serge. “I’ll snap back.”

They went down to the street together and moved toward The Sheep’s Tick. Two young men in their mid-20’s ran up. They had on turtleneck sweaters. “Hey, you guys are the painters, Jorg Swenson and Serge Maro!”

“Get the hell out of the way!” said Serge.

Jorg swung his ivory cane. He got the shorter of the young men right on the knee. “Shit,” the young man said, “you’ve broken my leg!”


“I hope so,” said Jorg. “Maybe you’ll learn some damned civility!”

They moved on toward The Sheep’s Tick. As they entered a buzzing arose from the diners. The headwaiter immediately rushed up, bowing and waving menus and speaking endearments in Italian, French and Russian.

“Look at that long, black hair in his nostrils,” said Serge. “Truly sickening!”

“Yes,” said Jorg, and then he shouted at the waiter, “HIDE YOUR NOSE!”

“Five bottles of your best wine!” screamed Serge, as they sat down at the best table.

The headwaiter vanished. “You two are real assholes,” said Lila.

Jorg ran his hand up her leg. “Two living immortals are allowed certain indiscretions.”

“Get your hand off my pussy, Jorg.”

“It’s not your pussy. It’s Serge’s pussy.”

“Get your hand off Serge’s pussy or I’ll scream.”

“My will is weak.”

She screamed. Jorg removed his hand. The headwaiter came toward them with the wagon and bucket of chilled wine. He rolled it up, bowed and pulled one cork. He filled Jorg’s glass. Jorg drained it. “It’s shit, but O.K. Open the bottles!”

“All the bottles?”

“All the bottles, asshole, and be quick about it!”

“He’s clumsy,” said Serge. “Look at him. Shall we dine?”

“Dine?” said Arlene. “All you guys do is drink. I don’t think I’ve seen either of you eat more than a soft-boiled egg.”

“Get out of my sight, coward,” Serge said to the waiter.

The headwaiter vanished.

“You guys shouldn’t talk to people that way,” said Lila.

“We’ve paid our dues,” said Serge.

“You’ve got no right,” said Arlene.

“I suppose not,” said Jorg, “but it’s interesting.”

“People don’t have to take that crap,” said Lila.

“People accept what they accept,” said Jorg. “They accept far worse.”

“It’s your paintings they want, that’s all,” said Arlene.

“We are our paintings,” said Serge.


“Women are stupid,” said Jorg.

“Be careful,” said Serge. “They also are capable of terrible acts of vengeance…”

They sat for a couple of hours drinking the wine.

“Man is less delicate than the locust,” said Jorg finally.

“Man is the sewer of the universe,” said Serge.

“You guys are really assholes,” said Lila.

“Sure are,” said Arlene.

“Let’s switch tonight,” said Jorg. “I’ll fuck your pussy and you fuck mine.”

“Oh no,” said Arlene, “none of that.”

“Right,” said Lila.

“I feel like painting now,” said Jorg. “I’m bored with drinking.”

“I feel like painting, too,” said Serge.

“Let’s get out of here,” said Jorg.

“Listen,” said Lila, “you guys haven’t paid the bill yet.”

“Bill?” screamed Serge. “You don’t think we are going to pay money for this rotgut?”

“Let’s go,” said Jorg.

As they rose, the head waiter came up with the bill.

“This rotgut stinks,” screamed Serge, jumping up and down. “I would never ask anyone to pay for stuff like this! I want you to know the proof is in the piss!”

Serge grabbed a half-full bottle of the wine, ripped open the waiter’s shirt and poured the wine over his chest. Jorg held his ivory cane like a sword. The headwaiter looked confused. He was a beautiful young man with long fingernails and an expensive apartment. He was studying chemistry and had once won second prize in an opera competition. Jorg swung his cane and caught the waiter, hard, just below the left ear. The waiter turned very white and swayed. Jorg hit him three more times in the same spot and he dropped.

They walked out together, Serge, Jorg, Lila and Arlene. They were all drunk but there was a certain stature about them, something unique. They got out the door and went down the street.

 

A young couple seated at a table near the door had watched the entire proceedings. The young man looked intelligent, only a rather large mole near the end of his nose marred the effect. His girl was fat but lovable in a dark blue dress. She had once wanted to be a nun.

“Weren’t they magnificent?” asked the young man.

“They were assholes,” said the girl.

The young man waved for a third bottle of wine. It was going to be another difficult night.









SCREAM WHEN YOU BURN




Henry poured a drink and looked out the window at the hot and bare Hollywood street. Jesus Christ, it had been a long haul and he was still up against the wall. Death was next, death was always there. He’d made a dumb mistake and bought an underground newspaper and they were still idolizing Lenny Bruce. There was a photo of him, dead, right after the bad fix. All right, Lenny had been funny at times: “I can’t come!”—that bit had been a masterpiece but Lenny really hadn’t been all that good. Persecuted, all right, sure, physically and spiritually. Well, we all ended up dead, that was just mathematics. Nothing new. It was waiting around that was the problem. The phone rang. It was his girlfriend.

“Listen, you son of a bitch, I’m tired of your drinking. I had enough of that with my father…”

“Oh hell, it’s not all that bad.”

“It is, and I’m not going through it again.”

“I tell you, you’re making too much of it.”

“No, I’ve had it, I tell you, I’ve had it. I saw you at the party, sending out for more whiskey, that’s when I left. I’ve had it, I’m not going to take any more…”

She hung up. He walked over and poured a scotch and water. He walked into the bedroom with it, took off his shirt, pants, shoes, stockings. In his shorts he went to bed with the drink. It was 15 minutes to noon. No ambition, no talent, no chance. What kept him off the row was raw luck and luck never lasted. Well, it was too bad about Lu, but Lu wanted a winner. He emptied the glass and stretched out. He picked up Camus’ Resistance, Rebellion and Death…read some pages. Camus talked about anguish and terror and the miserable condition of Man but he talked about it in such a comfortable and flowery way…his language…that one got the feeling that things neither affected him nor his writing. In other words, things might as well have been fine. Camus wrote like a man who had just finished a large dinner of steak and french fries, salad, and had topped it with a bottle of good French wine. Humanity may have been suffering but not him. A wise man, perhaps, but Henry preferred somebody who screamed when they burned. He dropped the book to the floor and tried to sleep. Sleep was always difficult. If he could sleep three hours in 24 he was satisfied. Well, he thought, the walls are still here, give a man four walls and he had a chance. Out on the streets, nothing could be done.

The doorbell rang. “Hank!” somebody screamed. “Hey, Hank!”

What the shit? he thought. Now what?

“Yeah?” he asked, lying there in his shorts.

“Hey! What are you doing?”

“Wait a minute…”

He got up, picked up his shirt and pants and walked into the front room.

“What are you doing?”

“Getting dressed…”

“Getting dressed?”

“Yeah.”

It was ten minutes after 12. He opened the door. It was the professor from Pasadena who taught English lit. He had a looker with him. The prof introduced the looker. She was an editor in one of the large New York publishing houses.

“Oh you sweet thing,” he said, and walked up and squeezed her right thigh. “I love you.”

“You’re fast,” she said.

“Well, you know writers have always had to kiss the asses of publishers.”

“I thought it was the other way around.”

“It isn’t. It’s the writer who’s starving.”

“She wants to see your novel.”

“All I have is a hardcover. I can’t give her a hardcover.”

“Let her have one. They might buy it,” said the prof.

They were talking about his novel, Nightmare. He figured she just wanted a free copy of the novel.

“We were going to Del Mar but Pat wanted to see you in the flesh.”

“How nice.”

“Hank read his poems to my class. We gave him $50. He was frightened and crying. I had to push him out in front of my class.”

“I was indignant. Only $50. Auden used to get $2,000. I don’t think he’s that much better than I am. In fact…”

“Yes, we know what you think.”

Henry gathered up the old Racing Forms from around the editor’s feet.

“People owe me $1100. I can’t collect. The sex mags have become impossible. I’ve gotten to know the girl in the front office. One Clara. ‘Hello, Clara,’ I phone her, ‘did you have a nice breakfast?’ ‘Oh yes, Hank, did you?’ ‘Sure,’ I tell her, ‘two hard-boiled eggs.’ ‘I know what you’re phoning about,’ she answers. ‘Sure,’ I tell her, ‘the same thing.’ ‘Well, we have it right here, our p.o. 984765 for $85.’ ‘And there’s another one, Clara, your p.o. 973895 for five stories, $570.’ ‘Oh yes, well I’ll try to get these signed by Mr. Masters.’ ‘Thank you, Clara,’ I tell her. ‘Oh that’s all right,’ she says, ‘you fellows deserve your money.’ ‘Sure,’ I say. And then she says, ‘And if you don’t get your money you’ll phone again, won’t you? Ha, ha, ha.’ ‘Yes, Clara,’ I tell her, ‘I’ll phone again.’”

The professor and the editor laughed.

“I can’t make it, god damn it, anybody want a drink?”

They didn’t answer so Henry poured himself one. “I even tried to make it playing the horses. I started well but I hit a slump. I had to stop. I can only afford to win.”

The professor started to explain his system for beating twenty-one at Vegas. Henry walked over to the editor.

“Let’s go to bed,” he said.

“You’re funny,” she said.

“Yeah,” he said, “like Lenny Bruce. Almost. He’s dead and I’m dying.”

“You’re still funny.”

“Yeah, I’m the hero. The myth. I’m the unspoiled one, the one who hasn’t sold out. My letters are auctioning for $250 back east. I can’t buy a bag of farts.”


“All you writers are always hollering ‘wolf.’”

“Maybe the wolf has finally arrived. You can’t live off your soul. You can’t pay the rent with your soul. Try it some time.”

“Maybe I ought to go to bed with you,” she said.

“Come on, Pat,” said the prof, standing up, “we’ve got to make Del Mar.”

They walked to the door. “It was good to see you.”

“Sure,” Henry said.

“You’ll make it.”

“Sure,” he said, “goodbye.”

He walked back to the bedroom, took off his clothing and got back into bed. Maybe he could sleep. Sleep was something like death. Then he was asleep. He was at the track. The man at the window was giving him money and he was putting it into his wallet. It was a lot of money.

“You ought to get a new wallet,” said the man, “that one’s torn.”

“No,” he said, “I don’t want people to know I’m rich.”

The doorbell rang. “Hey Hank! Hank!”

“All right, all right…wait a minute…”

He put his clothes back on and opened the door. It was Harry Stobbs. Stobbs was another writer. He knew too many writers.

Stobbs walked in.

“You got any money, Stobbs?”

“Hell no.”

“All right, I’ll buy the beer. I thought you were rich.”

“No, I was living with this gal in Malibu. She dressed me well, fed me. She booted me out. I’m living in a shower now.”

“A shower?”

“Yes, it’s nice. Real glass sliding doors.”

“All right, let’s go. You got a car?”

“No.”

“We’ll take mine.”

They got into his ’62 Comet and drove up toward Hollywood and Normandy.

“I sold an article to Time. Man, I thought I was in the big money. I got their check today. I haven’t cashed it yet. Guess what it reads?” asked Stobbs.

“$800?”

“No, $165.”


“What? Time magazine? 165 dollars?”

“That’s right.”

They parked and went in to a small liquor store for the beer. “My woman dumped me,” Henry told Stobbs. “She claims I drink too much. A bareass lie.” He reached into the cooler for two six-packs. “I’m tapering off. Bad party last night. Nothing but starving writers, and professors who were about to lose their jobs. Shop talk. Very wearing.”

“Writers are whores,” said Stobbs, “writers are the whores of the universe.”

“The whores of the universe do much better, my friend.”

They walked to the counter.

“‘Wings of Song,’” said the owner of the liquor store.

“‘Wings of Song,’” Henry answered.

The owner had read an article in the L.A. Times a year ago about Henry’s poetry and had never forgotten. It was their Wings of Song routine. At first he had hated it, and now he found it amusing. Wings of Song, by god.

They got into the car and drove back. The mailman had been by. There was something in the box.

“Maybe it’s a check,” Henry said.

He took the letter inside, opened two beers and opened the letter. It said,


“Dear Mr. Chinaski, I just finished reading your novel, Nightmare, and your book of poems, Photographs From Hell, and I think you’re a great writer. I am a married woman, 52 years old, and my children are grown. I would very much like to hear from you. Respectfully, Doris Anderson.”



The letter was from a small town in Maine.

“I didn’t know that people still lived in Maine,” he told Stobbs.

“I don’t think they do,” Stobbs said.

“They do. This one does.”

Henry threw the letter in the trash sack. The beer was good. The nurses were coming home to the highrise apartment across the street. Many nurses lived there. Most of them wore see-through uniforms and the afternoon sun did the rest. He stood there with Stobbs watching them get out of their cars and walk through the glass entrance, to vanish to their showers and their tv sets and their closed doors.

“Look at that one,” said Stobbs.

“Uh huh.”

“There’s another one.”

“Oh my!”

We’re acting like 15-year-olds, Henry thought. We don’t deserve to live. I’ll bet Camus never peeked out of windows.

“How are you going to make it, Stobbs?”

“Well, as long as I’ve got that shower, I’ve got it made.”

“Why don’t you get a job?”

“A job? Don’t talk like a crazy man.”

“I guess you’re right.”

“Look at that one! Look at the ass on that one!”

“Yes, indeed.”

They sat down and worked at the beer.

“Mason,” he told Stobbs, mentioning a young unpublished poet, “has gone to Mexico to live. He hunts meat with his bow and arrow, catches fish. He’s got his wife and a servant girl. He’s got four books out looking. Even wrote a Western. The problem is that when you’re out of the country it’s almost impossible to collect your money. The only way to collect your money is to threaten them with death. I’m good at those letters. But if you’re a thousand miles away they know you’ll cool off before you get to their door. I like hunting your own meat, though. It beats going to the A & P. You pretend those animals are editors and publishers. It’s great.”

Stobbs stayed around until 5 p.m. They bitched about writing, about how the top guys really stank. Guys like Mailer, guys like Capote. Then Stobbs left, and Henry took off his shirt, his pants, his shoes and stockings and went back to bed. The phone rang. It was on the floor near the bed. He reached down and picked it up. It was Lu.

“What are you doing? Writing?”

“I seldom write.”

“Are you drinking?”

“Tapering off.”

“I think you need a nurse.”

“Let’s go to the track tonight.”


“All right. When will you be by?”

“6:30 O.K.?”

“6:30’s O.K.”

“Goodbye, then.”

He stretched out in bed. Well, it was good to be back with Lu. She was good for him. She was right, he drank too much. If Lu drank like he did, he wouldn’t want her. Be fair, man, be fair. Look what happened to Hemingway, always sitting with a drink in his hand. Look at Faulkner, look at them all. Well, shit.

The phone rang again. He picked it up.

“Chinaski?”

“Yeah?”

It was the poetess, Janessa Teel. She had a nice body but he’d never been to bed with her.

“I’d like you to come to dinner tomorrow night.”

“I’m going steady with Lu,” he said. God, he thought, I’m loyal. God, he thought, I’m a nice guy. God.

“Bring her with you.”

“Do you think that would be wise?”

“It’ll be all right with me.”

“Listen, let me phone you tomorow. I’ll let you know.”

He hung up and stretched out again. For 30 years, he thought, I wanted to be a writer and now I’m a writer and what does it mean?

The phone rang again. It was Doug Eshlesham, the poet.

“Hank, baby…”

“Yeah, Doug?”

“I’m tapped, baby, I need a five, baby. Lemme have a fiver.”

“Doug, the horses have smashed me. I’m flat, absolutely.”

“Oh,” said Doug.

“Sorry, baby.”

“Well, all right.”

Doug hung up. Doug owed him 15 right then. But he did have the fiver. He should have given Doug the fiver. Doug was probably eating dog food. I’m not a very nice guy, he thought. God, I’m not a very nice guy after all.

He stretched out in bed, full, in his unglory.









A COUPLE OF GIGOLOS




Being a gigolo is a very strange experience, especially if you’re a non-professional gigolo. The house had two floors. Comstock lived with Lynne on the upper floor. I lived with Doreen on the lower floor. The house was in a beautiful setting at the foot of the Hollywood Hills. The ladies were both executives with high paying jobs. The house was stocked with good wine, good food, and one frazzle-assed dog. There was also a large black maid, Retha, who spent most of her time in the kitchen opening and closing the refrigerator door.

All the right magazines arrived at their appointed time each month, but Comstock and I didn’t read them. We just lounged about, coming down off our hangovers, waiting for evening when the ladies would wine and dine us again on their expense accounts.

Comstock said Lynne was a very successful movie producer at a big studio. Comstock wore a beret, a silk scarf, a turquoise necklace, a beard, and he had a silken walk. I was a writer stalled on his second novel. I had my own quarters in a bombed-out apartment building in east Hollywood but I was seldom there.

My transportation was a ’62 Comet. The young lady in the house across the way took great offense to my old car. I had to park in front of her house because it was one of the few level areas in the neighborhood and my car would not start on a grade. It hardly started on level ground and I’d sit out there pumping the pedal and hitting the starter and the smoke would billow out from under the car and the noise would be obnoxious and continuous. The lady would begin to scream as if she was going mad. It was one of the few times I was ashamed of being poor. I’d sit pumping and praying to get that ’62 Comet started, and try to ignore the cries of rage from her expensive home. I’d pump and pump, the car would start, run a few feet, stall again.

“Get that stinking wreck away from in front of my house or I’ll call the police!” Then the mad long screams. Finally she’d come out in a kimono, a young blonde, beautiful, but apparently completely crazy. She’d run up to the car door screaming and one of her breasts would fall out. She’d tuck it back in and the other breast would fall out. And then a leg would pop out of her slitted kimono. “Lady, please,” I’d tell her, “I’m trying.”

I’d finally get the car rolling and she’d stand in the center of the street with both breasts out screaming, “Don’t park your car here again, never, never, never!” It was at times like this that I did consider looking for a job.

My lady, Doreen, needed me, however. She had trouble with the bag boy in the supermarket. I would go along and stand by her side and give her a sense of security. She couldn’t confront him alone and always ended up throwing a handful of grapes in his face or reporting him to the manager or writing a six-page letter to the owner of the market. I could handle the bag boy for her. I even liked him, especially for the way he was able to snap open a large paper bag with one graceful flick of the wrist.

My first informal meeting with Comstock was interesting. We only had chatted over drinks with our ladies in the evening. One morning I was walking around the first floor in my shorts. Doreen had gone to work. I was thinking about getting dressed and going over to my place to check the mail. Retha, the maid, was used to me in my shorts. “Oh, man,” she’d say, “your legs are so white. They’re like chicken legs. Don’t you ever get any sun?”

There was one kitchen and that was downstairs. I guess Comstock was hungry. We walked in at the same time. He wore an old white t-shirt with a wine stain on the front. I put on some coffee and Retha offered to fry us some bacon and eggs. Comstock sat down. “Well,” I asked him, “how much longer do you think we can go on fooling them?”

“A long time. I need a rest.”

“I think I’ll hang in too.”

“You bastards are really something,” said Retha.


“Don’t burn the eggs,” said Comstock.

Retha served us our orange juice, toast, bacon and eggs. She sat down and ate with us, reading a copy of Playgirl.

“I’m just out of a real bad marriage,” said Comstock. “I need a long, long rest.”

“There’s strawberry jam for your toast,” said Retha. “Try some strawberry jam.”

“Tell me about your marriage,” I said to Retha.

“Well, I got me this lowdown no good lazy pool playin’…”

Retha told us all about him, finished her breakfast, and went upstairs and started vacuuming. Then Comstock told me about his marriage.

“Before our marriage it was fine. She showed me all her good cards but she had a half deck that she never let me see. I’d say more than a half deck.” Comstock took a gulp of his coffee.

“Three days after the ceremony I came home and she had bought some miniskirts, the shortest miniskirts you ever saw. And when I came in she was sitting there shortening them. ‘What are you doing?’ I asked her, and she said, ‘These fucking things are too long. I like to wear them without panties and I like to see men flash at my pussy when I slide off bar stools and stuff like that.’”

“She hit you with that card just like that?”

“Well, I might have had some warning. A couple of days before the marriage I took her over to meet my parents. She had on a conservative dress and my parents told her they liked it. She said, ‘You like my dress, huh?’ And she pulled her dress up and showed them her panties.”

“You probably thought it was charming.”

“In a way, yes. Anyhow, she started going around without panties in the miniskirts. They were so short that if she ducked her head you could see her bunghole.”

“Did the boys like it?”

“I guess they did. When we’d walk into a place they’d look at her, then at me. They’d sit there thinking how can a guy go along with that?”

“Well, we all have our ways. What the hell. A pussy and a bunghole are only that. You can’t make any more than that out of them.”

“You might think that way until it happens to you. We’d leave a bar, get outside, and she’d say, ‘Hey, did you see the bald guy in the corner? He really flashed on my pussy when I got up! I bet he goes home and beats off.’”

“Can I pour you another coffee?”

“Sure, and put in some scotch. You can call me Roger.”

“Sure, Roger.”

“I came home from work one evening and she was gone. She’s broken every window and mirror in the place. She’s written things like, ‘Roger ain’t shit!’ ‘Roger sucks assholes!’ ‘Roger drinks piss!’ all over the walls. And she’s gone. She’s left a note. She’s going to take a bus home to her mother in Texas. She’s worried. Her mother has been in the madhouse ten times. Her mother needs her. That’s what the note said.”

“Another coffee, Roger?”

“Just the scotch. I went down to Greyhound and there she is in a miniskirt, flashing pussy, 18 guys circling around her with erections. I sat down next to her and she starts crying. ‘A black guy,’ she tells me, ‘says I can make $1,000 a week if I do what he says. I ain’t no whore, Roger!’”

Retha came back down the stairs, hit the refrigerator for some chocolate cake and ice cream, went into the bedroom, turned on the tv, lay down on the bed and started eating. She was a very heavy woman, but pleasant.

“Anyhow,” said Roger, “I told her I loved her and we managed to get a refund on the ticket. I took her home. The next night a friend of mine comes over and she creeps up behind him and hits him over the head with a wooden salad spoon. No warning, no nothing. She just creeps up and whacks him. After he leaves she tells me that she’ll be all right if I let her go to a ceramics class every Wednesday evening. All right, I say. But nothing works. She takes to attacking me with knives. There’s blood everywhere. My blood. It’s on the walls and in the rugs. She’s
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