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the way to create art is to burn and destroy


ordinary concepts and to substitute them


with new truths that run down from the top of the head


and out from the heart.
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part 1





why is it that the pickup truck


carrying the loose refrigerator


on the freeway


is always going between


80 and 90 m.p.h.?















so you want to be a writer?







if it doesn’t come bursting out of you


in spite of everything,


don’t do it.


unless it comes unasked out of your


heart and your mind and your mouth


and your gut,


don’t do it.


if you have to sit for hours


staring at your computer screen


or hunched over your


typewriter


searching for words,


don’t do it.


if you’re doing it for money or


fame,


don’t do it.


if you’re doing it because you want


women in your bed,


don’t do it.


if you have to sit there and


rewrite it again and again,


don’t do it.


if it’s hard work just thinking about doing it,


don’t do it.


if you’re trying to write like somebody


else,


forget about it.






if you have to wait for it to roar out of


you,


then wait patiently.


if it never does roar out of you,


do something else.







if you first have to read it to your wife


or your girlfriend or your boyfriend


or your parents or to anybody at all,


you’re not ready.






don’t be like so many writers,


don’t be like so many thousands of


people who call themselves writers,


don’t be dull and boring and


pretentious, don’t be consumed with selflove.


the libraries of the world have


yawned themselves to


sleep


over your kind.


don’t add to that.


don’t do it.


unless it comes out of


your soul like a rocket,


unless being still would


drive you to madness or


suicide or murder,


don’t do it.


unless the sun inside you is


burning your gut,


don’t do it.






when it is truly time,


and if you have been chosen,


it will do it by


itself and it will keep on doing it


until you die or it dies in


you.







there is no other way.






and there never was.














my secret life







as a child


I suppose


I was not quite


normal.






my happiest times were


when


I was left alone in


the house on a


Saturday.






there was a large


old-fashioned


stand-up


Victrola


in the front


room.


you wound it


up with a


handle on the


right-hand


side.






my favorite time


of the day


was late


afternoon.


it was shady then,


it was


quiet.






I’d take out all the


phonograph records



and spread them


out on the floor


around the


room.






I preferred the


ones with the dark


purple


label.


I only played


those.


but I didn’t really like


the


music


very


much.






I’d hold my finger


against the spinning


record


and slow down the


sound.






I liked that


better.






I played all the


records with the


purple label


over and over,


slowing down the


sound.







as I slowed the


music down,


interesting things


happened in my


head


but they were


momentary:


I would see a


waterfall, then it


would quickly


vanish.






or I would see


my father putting


on his leather


slippers in the


morning


or a


tiger killing


something.






I kept seeing


brief glimpses


of many things


before they


vanished


but sometimes


I’d see


nothing unusual,


just the purple


label


revolving


revolving



and I’d attempt to


read the print


as the record


turned.






finally I would put


all the records


carefully


away


and I would


rewind the


machine


and watch the


turntable


spin.


it was covered


with green


felt


and I would


alter the speed


of the turntable


by holding my


finger against


it.






after that,


I would go to


the front window


and peek through the


drapes at the lady


across the street.


she sat on the


front steps



of her house


most of the day,


her legs crossed


as she smoked


her cigarettes.


she spoke to our


neighbors as they


walked by and


she had long silken


legs.


she laughed often


and seemed


happy:


she was not


at all


like my


mother.






I’d watch her for


a long


time.


I’d watch her


until she went


back into her


house.






next was the


clock on the


mantel.


it had a large


sweeping


second


hand.







then the contest


would


begin:


me against the


second


hand.






I would position


myself on the


floor


so that I could


watch


the second


hand.


I would wait until


it touched the


twelve,


then I would


hold my


breath.


I would hold


it as long as


possible,


timing


myself.






then I would


begin


again,


holding my


breath


in an attempt



to hold it


longer than


I was able to


the last


time.






I would note the


time that had passed,


then I would


begin once again


in an


attempt to


better that


time.






each time


I would


be able to hold


my breath


a little


longer.






but it became


more and more


difficult.






I’d hear an


excited announcer’s


voice:


“THIS TIME, LADIES


AND GENTLEMEN,


THERE WILL SURELY BE A



NEW WORLD’S


RECORD!”






it got hard,


it got very hard,


holding my breath,


but the world


record was


important.






I could no longer


just lie there


holding it


in,


I had to clench


my fists


and roll about on


the rug.


I’d close my eyes


while


flashes of light


exploded inside


my head,


explosions of color,


red, blue,


purple!






at last,


I’d breathe


in and


look at the


clock:







I HAD SET A NEW


WORLD’S RECORD


15 SECONDS LONGER


THAN THE OLD


ONE!






then I’d get


up,


go into the


kitchen and drink


a glass of


water.


I always drank a


glass of water,


then.


I don’t know


why.






soon after that


my parents would


come home,


first my mother,


then my


father.






my mother wouldn’t


say much,


she’d be busy in


the kitchen,


but my father


always had something


to say


and it was always



the


same:


“well, Henry, what


have you been doing


all day?”






“nothing.”






“nothing? what the


hell kind of answer is


that?”






I wouldn’t reply,


not to him,


he would never


know,


I’d die before I


would tell him


anything,


he could kill me


before I’d tell


him.






him and his shoes,


him and his ears,


him and his hairy


arms.






whatever it was


I had


done,


it belonged only to


me.














the column







to avoid the inexplicable had always been


a necessity for me.






and so this day in 1942


I was 21 years old


sitting on a park bench


with and like the


other bums






when the war chariots


rolled by






soldiers on their way


to war


and the soldiers saw


me


hated me






began yelling and cursing


at me






asking me what the hell I


thought I was doing there!






I was the only young bum


in the park.






the soldiers wanted me to be going


with them.






the whole column of them


screamed and cursed at


me



as they drove


by.






then the column was


gone and the old bum


next to me


asked, “how come you


ain’t in the Service,


son?”






I got up and walked


down to the library.






I went inside


found a book and


sat down


at a table.






I began to read


the book.


the meaning was


too deep


for me


then.






so I put it


back on the shelf


walked back outside


and waited.














commerce







I used to drive those trucks so hard


and for so long that


my right foot would


go dead from pushing down on the


accelerator.


delivery after delivery,


14 hours at a time


for $1.10 per hour


under the table,


up one-way alleys in the worst parts of


town.


at midnight or at high noon,


racing between tall buildings


always with the stink of something


dying or about to die


in the freight elevator


at your destination,


a self-operated elevator,


opening into a large bright room,


uncomfortably so


under unshielded lights


over the heads of many women


each bent mute over a machine,


crucified alive


on piecework,


to hand the package then


to a fat son of a bitch in red


suspenders.


he signs, ripping through the cheap


paper


with his ballpoint pen,


that’s power,


that’s America at work.







you think of killing him


on the spot


but discard that thought and


leave,


down into the urine-stinking


elevator,


they have you crucified too,


America at work,


where they rip out your intestines


and your brain and your


will and your spirit.


they suck you dry, then throw


you away.


the capitalist system.


the work ethic.


the profit motive.


the memory of your father’s words,


“work hard and you’ll be


appreciated.”


of course, only if you make


much more for them than they pay


you.






out of the alley and into the


sunlight again,


into heavy traffic,


planning the route to your next stop,


the best way, the timesaver,


you knowing none of the tricks


and to actually think about


all the deliveries that still lie ahead


would lead to



madness.


it’s one at a time,


easing in and out of traffic


between other work-driven drivers


also with no concept of danger,


reality, flow or


compassion.


you can feel the despair


escaping from their


machines,


their lives as hopeless and


as numbed as


yours.






you break through the cluster


of them


on your way to the next


stop,


driving through teeming downtown


Los Angeles in 1952,


stinking and hungover,


no time for lunch,


no time for coffee,


you’re on route #10,


a new man,


give the new man the


ball-busting route,


see if he can swallow the


whale.






you look down and the


needle is on


red.







almost no gas left.


too fucking bad.


you gun it,


lighting a crushed cigarette with


one hand from a soiled pack of


matches.






shit on the world.














the Mexican fighters







watching the boxing matches from Mexico


on tv while sitting in bed


on a cool November evening.


had a great day at the track, picking 7


of 9, two of them long shots.


no matter, I am watching the fighters


work hard now, showing more courage than


style


as in the front row two fat men talk to


each other,


paying no attention to the


boxers


who are fighting for their very existence


as human beings.


sitting in bed here, I feel sad for


everybody, for all the struggling people


everywhere, trying to get the rent paid on time,


trying to get enough food, trying to get


an easy night’s sleep.


it’s all very wearing and it doesn’t stop until you


die.


what a circus, what a show, what a


farce


from the Roman Empire to the French-


Indian War, and from there to here!






now, one of the Mexican boys has


floored the other.


the crowd is screaming.


the boy is up at 9.


he nods to the referee that he is


ready to go again.


the fighters rush together.







even the fat men in the front row are


excited now.


the red gloves fiercely punch the air and the


faces and the hard brown


bodies.






then


the boy is down again.


he is flat on his back.


it’s over.






the god-damned thing is over.






for that boy, there is no knowing where he is


going now.


for the other boy, it’s going to be good for


a little while.


he smiles in tune with the


world.






I flick off the tv.






after a moment I hear gunshots off somewhere in the


distance.


the contest of life continues.






I get up, walk to the window.


I feel disturbed, I mean about


people and things, the way of


things.






then I’m sitting back on the bed, with many


feelings passing through me that I can’t quite



comprehend.






then I force myself to stop thinking.


some questions don’t have answers.






what the hell, I had 7 for 9 at the track today, that’s something


even in the midst of a lot of


nothing.






what you do is take whatever luck comes your way and pretend


you know more than you ever


will.






right?














this dog







look at this place! stockings and shorts and trash all


over the floor! you just don’t want to be responsible!


to you a woman is nothing but something


for your convenience! you just sit there slurping up


everything I do for you!


why don’t you say something?






this is your place so you have to listen! if I was


talking to you like this at my place you’d walk right


out the door!






why are you smiling?


is something funny?






all you do is slurp up all my love and caring


and then go to the racetrack!


what’s so great about a horse?


what’s a horse got that I haven’t got?






four legs?






aren’t you bright?


aren’t you funny?


now aren’t you the thing?






you act like nothing matters!


well, let me tell you something, asshole, I matter!


you think you’re the only man in this town?


well, let me tell you, there are plenty of men who


want me, my body, my mind, my spirit!






many people have asked me, “what are you doing


with a person like him?”



what?


no, I don’t want a drink!


I want you to realize what’s happening to our relationship


before it’s too late!






look at you still slurping all this up!


you think you’re so wonderful!


you know what happens to you when you drink


too much?


I might as well be living with a eunuch!






my mother warned me!


everybody warned me!






look at you now!


why don’t you try to communicate?


why don’t you shave?


you’ve spilled wine all over the front of your shirt!


and that cheap cigar!


you know what that thing smells


like?


like horseshit!






hey, where are you going?


to some bar, to some stinking bar!


you’ll sit there nursing your self-pity


with all those other losers!






if you go out through that door I’m going


out dancing!


I’ll go meet a new man!


I’ll go have some fun!



if you go out that door, then it’s over between us


forever!






all right, go on then, you asshole!






asshole!






asshole!






ASSHOLE!














the great escape







listen, he said, you ever seen a bunch of crabs in


bucket?


no, I told him.


well, what happens is that now and then one crab


will climb up on top of the others


and begin to climb toward the top of the bucket,


then, just as he’s about to escape


another crab grabs him and pulls him back


down.


really? I asked.


really, he said, and this job is just like that, none


of the others want anybody to get out of


here. that’s just the way it is


in the postal service!


I believe you, I said.






just then the supervisor walked up and said,


you fellows were talking.


there is no talking allowed on this


job.






I had been there eleven and one-half


years.






I got up off my stool and climbed right up the


supervisor


and then I reached up and pulled myself right


out of there.






it was so easy it was unbelievable.


but none of the others followed me.







and after that, whenever I had crab legs


I thought about that place.


I must have thought about that place


maybe 5 or 6 times






before I switched to lobster.














a quick one







in 5 minutes I am going


to get into my


jacuzzi


but first please take


a picture of this:


a 70-year-old


white whale lurking


within the warm white


whirling water.






how did he last?


how did he escape


all the harpoons


for all those years?


why didn’t he get beached


along the way


on the dry


shore?


how did he evade so many


schools of hungry


sharks?






now see this:


his little eyes peering just


above the bubbling


water…






what a miracle!






life is full of happy


miracles


here in the cool dark


winter evening.







in the stratosphere


the jealous gods shiver


and moan


while


the white whale floats


blissfully


in the warm white


water


where it’s always


104 degrees


of


heaven on


earth.














the old anarchist







my neighbor gives me the key to his house


when he goes on vacation.






I feed his cats


water his flowers and his


lawn.






I place his mail in a neat stack


on his dining room table.






am I the same man who planned to


blow up the city of Los Angeles


15 years ago?






I lock his door.


I walk down his front walk


pause


stretch a moment


in the sunset thinking,


there’s still time,


there’s still time for a


comeback.


I have never belonged with


these others.






I walk down the sidewalk


toward my place






being careful


not to step


on the cracks.














and I still won’t vote







10 boxes of crackerjack left over from


Halloween.


I give them to the gardeners.






I am the great man on this plantation.


I bring beer to the workers.






they play their transistor radios


listen to the crap music


in the sun.


they suck at their beer,


break open the boxes of


Crackerjack.






they chew


rotting their mouths and their brains


as I phone my financial adviser at


Salomon Brothers.






he says, copper, put it into


copper.






I’ll consider that, I tell him.






I hang up, walk out on the


balcony, watch the men in the 98-degree


heat.






“you’re doing a great job, fellows!”






a nice bright-eyed fellow up near the


front


asks,



“do you want us to do the planting too?”






“no, you fellows do the shit work, I’ll


do the planting, I’ll take the glory.”






they don’t laugh.


I wave, walk back inside.






then I feel the need to excrete.


I ponder whether to use


the front crapper


the back crapper


or


the upstairs crapper.






I decide on the upstairs crapper, walk


up the marble stairway thinking, it has


taken you sixty years, Chinaski, to finally


plunder the American economic system.














just trying to do a good deed







she was right when she told me, “you


only go with my sister because she’s


younger than I am. you’re prejudiced


against older people and dislike fat


women.”






“when’s she coming home?” I asked


her. “where is she?”






“don’t worry about her, I’m talking to


you now.


tell me, what’s wrong with me?”






“you’re too old and you’re fat,” I told


her.






“but so are you,” she said.






“I’m not fat,” I said.






“you’re overweight,” she said.






“all right, stop bitching, come on,


we’ll fuck.”






“what did you say?”






“you heard me.”






we sat there without speaking then.


I nodded toward the bedroom a


few times but she just sat


there.







suddenly the door opened and the


younger sister appeared.


the fat sister jumped up.






she pointed to me.






“HE WANTED TO FUCK ME!”






the younger sister looked at me.






“is this true?”






“no,” I said, “I didn’t want to.”






“BUT HE OFFERED TO!” screamed the


older sister.






“well?” the younger sister asked me.






“it’s true,” I said.






“YOU GET OUT OF MY HOUSE!”






I got up and walked out the door


and across the sidewalk to my


car.






“I TOLD YOU HE WAS NO GOOD!”


I heard the fat sister scream.






“OH, SHUT UP!” I heard the younger


sister scream.







I got into my car and drove


away.






when I got to my place the phone


was ringing.


I picked it up, hung it up,


then took it off the


hook.


better to be safe than


sorry.














one step removed







I knew a lady who once lived with Hemingway.


I knew a lady who claimed to have screwed Ezra Pound.


Sartre invited me to visit him in Paris but I was too stupid to


accept.


Caresse Crosby of Black Sun Press wrote me from Italy.


Henry Miller’s son wrote that I was a better writer than his


father.


I drank wine with John Fante.


but none of this matters at all except in a romantic sort of


way.


some day they’ll be talking about me:


“Chinaski wrote me a letter.”


“I saw Chinaski at the racetrack.”


“I watched Chinaski wash his car.”


all absolute nonsense.


meanwhile, some wild-eyed young man


alone and unknown in a room


will be writing things that will make you forget


everybody else


except maybe the young man to


follow after


him.
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