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1


hymn from the hurricane














2 buddies




I am not sure of our exact ages


when we met


(perhaps 9 or 10)


but Moses was one of my first real


friends:


Jewish and very quiet


and my second real friend was


Red


he had one healthy arm


and part of another:


the lower part of his right


arm was a pure white enamel with a


brown leather glove


over the artificial fingers.







Moses vanished first.


my father informed me about him:


he pointed to a garage down the street


a large white and yellow structure


with sagging doors:


your friend Moses was caught in there


doing something to a 5-year-old


girl. they got him.







Reds friendship was more durable.


we went swimming together all summer in the public


pool. he had to remove his artificial arm


as he splashed about with his arm-and-a-


half, the short arm ending just below


the elbow. it looked like it had


tiny nipples on the end of it


or maybe


it looked like tiny fingers.







the other boys teased him about his


half-arm and his tiny fingers


but I was a very mean lad


and I told them


in terms most definite



that the pool belonged to


everybody


and to let him


swim


god-damn-it


or else.







sometimes this brought us trouble later:


a gang would follow us home


to his house or mine and


more than once


standing outside


theyd scream at us


until we came out


and met them on the front


lawn.







I wasnt as good as Red.


he was very good with his pure white arm


with the brown glove,


it was usually around 4 or 5


against 2


but Red simply clubbed them down


one after another


swinging that hard arm


Id hear the sound of it against


skulls


and there would be boys down on the lawn


holding their heads


and this only made me meaner


and Id get one or two of my


own


and soon everybody but Red and


myself would have vanished off the


street.







we went swimming in the public pool


together


more and more often.


there always seemed to be new boys


always more new boys



who couldnt quite grasp


how it worked.


they just didnt understand that we only


wanted to swim and be left


alone.







harking back to


Moses


Im not so sure


but in a way


unfortunately


he must have been


missing some parts


too.


we never saw him again


but his mother sure could


cook


I remember all those delicious


cooking smells throughout the


house.







I never saw Reds mother cooking


anything.










Saturday afternoon




we must have been 14 or 15


and we sat in this movie house


and here came this blonde on the screen


with pale empty eyes


and my friend elbowed me and said,

Jesus, Hank, look at her lips!


look how moist those lips are!


I want to kiss those lips!









Jesus, man, I said, shut


up!







all the guys around us could hear


him.







Im in love! he said.







God damn, I said, shut up


or Ill punch you!







I didnt like blondes: their skin


was like ivory and they always


looked like they were about to


faint.







its her lips, he said, oh,


shit, its those lips! look at


them! just to kiss those


lips!







the blonde was falling into some


mans arms like a swooning


butterfly and it was Gable,


my man Gable was falling for it!


it wasnt a good afternoon.







Id cut off one of my balls


just to kiss her! my friend


said.



shit, I said and got up and


walked out.


I didnt want to hang around an


asshole like that.







I walked down to Frenchys Caf


for a coke.


I got the coke and sat there


and lit a cigarette.







you cant smoke in here,


said Frenchy, youre just a


kid.







I kept smokingI knew I


could handle Frenchy: hed


been eating his own food, mostly


hot dogs and fries, for years and he


weighed about three hundred and


eleven pounds.







so, you think youre a man,


huh? he asked.







I nodded in the


affirmative.







o.k., howd you like to try


Stella?







I shrugged.


Stella was Frenchys waitress.


she walked out with her enormous


hips and her large yellow


teeth.







Stella, the kid says he wants to


hide it in your doughnut!







oh yeah? she smiled at me.



she scribbled something down


on a pad, ripped off the page


and handed it to me.







thats where I live. bring $5 and come


by after seven







then she walked back


into the kitchen where she


washed dishes during slow


times.







Frenchy leaned across the


counter and grinned at me,


you think you can handle her,


kid?







I drained the coke,


gave him his money,


said, better than your


fat ass could, Frog







then I walked back down


the hill to my house


and my mother asked,


back from the movie already,


Henry?







yeah, I said and I walked


into the bedroom


closed the door and stretched


out on the bed


knowing that I was afraid of


Stella and that I was afraid of


the blonde in the movie and


that I really didnt want


either one of them.







then the door opened and


my mother stood there


and she said, Henry,



what are you doing in bed


at three-thirty on a Saturday


afternoon?


its not good for young boys


to be laying around


and not doing anything!


young boys should be doing


something!







I got up and walked out of


the bedroom and out of the


house and I began walking


down the street and I


turned the corner at twenty-


first street and I walked


down twenty-first street


and I kept walking and


walking past


hedges and driveways and


houses, and there


were men mowing and watering


their lawns, and there were


dogs barking, and there was


nothing else to do, there was


absolutely nothing else for me to


do.










young love




we were nineteen,


Angel, the little dark guy,


Robert, the stubby muscled guy and


me, of the sunken cheeks and belly.


we lived in tiny rooms and


each meal was


a miracle and


the weeks rent


more so


and one Sunday we


decided to go to a movie


which was a crazy


luxury


none of us had seen a movie since


our parents had


kicked us out.







which one? asked Robert.


I dont care, I said, theyre all


equally bad.







but


Angel was in love with a


rather fat actress with big


eyes, eyes always


filled with tears, so


we drove down Pico Blvd.


in a car


Robert had borrowed from


his older brother


and we found the theatre


with Angels actress and


we paid and


went in


and her movie was


on first


it had to do


with bastards (the real kind)


and since our parents had



treated us as such


in the past


we paid some interest


although


we mainly liked the ladys


weeping eyes and big


thighs: Im sure we


all imagined ourselves


in bed with her


getting healed.







in her best scene


she said furiously,


there is no


such thing as illegitimate


children! there are only


illegitimate parents!







the second movie was about


Love in the South


during


old plantation days.


it was just before the


Civil War


and


most of the gentlemen were


gentlemen and most of the


ladies were still ladies.


it was a musical


and the plot was confusing:


there seemed to be some


problems brewing but they


were so subtle that


I couldnt quite grasp what


they were.







anyhow, a scene arrived


where the


two lovers (him and her)


went out on a


balcony



and began singing a


love duet to


one another.







now, I told Robert, if


the slaves come in from the


fields and start singing with


the lovers


Im leaving.







it didnt take long.


the blacks came in, yes, a


black sea of them, soon over a


hundred faces, maybe two hundred,


male and female


young, medium, very old, even


some tiny children


looking up at the balcony


and singing to the two lovers as


the two lovers sang


to each other.







lets go, said Robert.







o.k., I said.







hey, said Angel, where the hell are


you guys going?







well wait for you in the car,


Robert told him.







Robert and I pooled our money and


bought a large loaf of French bread


and sat in the car


eating it.


it was fresh and very good


it filled the empty places.


when youre hungry and broke


one of the best things you can do



is fill up on French bread.


as we ate the French bread


we didnt talk very much


just now and then we


laughed


as we chewed.







soon we were finished.







not much later


Angel came out.


he got into the car:


hey, you guys are crazy! you


wasted your money! you only got


to see one movie!







Robert started the car and


we drove back down Pico Blvd. as the


sun was going down on


Los Angeles.







Angel was in the back


seat.







you guys are crazy, he


said again.







somehow I dont think we were.










lioness




look, the lioness is hungry.


she stalks the wildebeest.


they are faster


but she is stronger


she can run longer.


and she is hungry.







there she goes,


bounding.


look, she almost has a young


wildebeest near the


rear of the pack.







yes, leap, she has him.


by the throat.


his eyes like bottlecaps


pray to the sky.







hes dead now


she tears him apart


going for her favorite


bits.


the others


the birds and hyenas


close in and


wait.







she shakes her head


rises


slowly walks off.


as the monkeys begin to


come down out of the


trees


the lioness is


satisfied and


full.










dinner, pain & transport




slowly going


the way of witches,


banal and burning


having


dinners in cafs


where trolleycars run over


the roof, and


notes from the mayor


asking me to kill pale young


boys


who ride bicycles;


it is an indecent time


when the machine guns are silent


and the clouds hold nothing hidden


in creampuff jowls;


I can prophesy evil


with the force of a jackhammer


dislodging a stupid street;


I wipe my mouth and count the


bannister bars, I contemplate the


white space


between the waiters legs


as he runs to hand me


a bill; outside,


it is the same:


the devils drink from the breasts


of stunned maids;


it is beginning to rain:


fleck, fleck, fleck,


the dirty drops of tulip wine


I buy a paper at the corner,


fold it like a sleeping cobra


and stand there


stand there


drawing pictures in the air,


dirty pictures and cathedrals,


scalped lizards, drunken miracles;


then catch the 6:15 bus


to my room; it is a room



that catches dusty flies and


glass and paper, catches me,


and I will sleep there


to awaken to the interns hand


through sick light, or it will be


the red taste of fire, smoke singing


like these birds in my walls.










love for the first whore




anti-woman, of course I was, and its too


bad we must


preface this with that,


but now having wasted those incorrect words in this


enlightened year, lets get down to it, I was


ugly but tough, say 25 years old, I drank


heavily, probably screwed up with


self-pity but nevertheless had left a


few bloody lips and blackened eyes


along the way on the


dumb bulls who hung about those cheap


bars.


the girls liked this, but hell, you could hardly


call them


girls


anyhow, being a stock clerk or an unemployed


warehouseman


I was left the error of my ways and nights which I pissed


away in cheap bars,


got a rep as a tough drinker and a guy who


would say anything and was willing to


back that up.


you bored yet?


anyhow, in one of those bars was


Julia.


Julia of the GREAT legs


who never said anything


just sat there


drinking them down


head bowed,


large wart on left hand,


dropping her cigarette ashes everywhere,


then,


now and then


raising her head and pronouncing


in a profound way


(it seemed to me, anyhow)


the word


SHIT!



it splashed upon the walls and mirrors and on


me and I thought, looking at those


great legs, I would really like to


know this woman.







there didnt seem to be any barriers so


I sat down next to her and we drank


together and at closing time


we left for my hotel room


together.







getting bored?


well, I wasnt.







except getting her through the


hotel lobby was quite a trick


those great legs on that great


bodyshe was wobbling on


highheeled


shoes. (of course, this is


sexistforgive me)


and I got her into the


elevator and up to my


room


where I plopped her down and


began pouring drinks


boring and standard, you


say?not so.


I plopped her down in a chair


and she just smoked and


gulped down the


drinks.







but I didnt want a simple


copulation


I wanted to exhibit my


qualities.


I felt that I had big arms,


muscles, you know,


and powerful legs


which I had somehow



been born with


and I also felt that I had


interesting and


unusual things to say,


so I walked up and down


in my shorts


gulping down drinks,


pouring drinks,


burning holes in my


undershirt with hot


cigarette ashes


but she just continued to


look


indifferent


so I started smashing


glasses of wine


against the walls


and singing nationalist


socialist songs.







that awakened her a bit


and also the desk


clerk


who I told to


go frig himself


before I hung


up.







by the time the police


arrived


I was in full bore


under a full moon


between those great


legs.


the door was bolted


and the universe


sang my


song.







I lived with that whore


off and on



for 5 years


and such hell


you could never


imagine







unless you


were me


which we all have been


at one time or another


less or


more.










good times




I had been sad and hungover


for several days


and nights.


it was about 5 p.m.


I was in my shorts


spread across the


bed







puking into a


dishpan


looking down at


the


greenyellow


parts of taco


parts of me







after nights and days of


vodka, gin, beer, wine,


whiskey,


depression.







the door opened and there


was Jane.


shed been gone two or three


days.







just leave before I throw


you through the wall, I told


her.







now, dont get nasty, she


said Jerri scored and shes


proud as all get-out. shes got


her own room and a fiftybuck


bill and the guy left her a fifth


of scotch.







o.k., I said, lets go



I got off the bed, repaired to


the bathroom and got myself


together.










at Jerris place she had her


radio on to loud cowboy music


as she sat on her bed


flipping through pages of


LIFE.







hello, Jerri, Jane said.







hello, Jerri, I said.







hi! she said. I never got 50 bucks for


it before! the guy was a


millionaire!







Jerri just smiled all over the


room.







Jane found some paper cups and


began pouring us some


refreshment.







he was an angel, Jerri said.


he sent his chauffeur into the bar


and the chauffeur drove me to


his mansion


and all I had to do was to


suck-off


his wife


while the millionaire watched


and the chauffeur took some


photos. thats all there was


to it.







you meanhis wife? I asked.



yeah, she said, she was


a big fat pig.







this is great whiskey, Jane


said.







lets have some more, I


suggested.







we did.


we sat there drinking the whiskey out


of paper cups,


Jerri on the bed, smiling,


Jane propped in a chair with her legs


on the bed and I was just rather


sitting in a chair.







besides the $50, Jerri said, they


got me this place and gave me the


fifth.







she just kept smiling across the


room


everywhere


sometimes at us


sometimes at the walls


sometimes even


at the ceiling.







the year was 1953 and she was


very proud.









Jane and Prince




we all lived together


in a small shack in


central L.A.







there was a woman in bed


with me then







and there was a very large


dog


on the foot of the bed







and as they slept


I listened to them


breathe







and I thought, they depend


on me.


how very curious.







I still had that thought


in the morning


after our breakfast


while backing the car


out of the drive







the woman and the dog


on the front step


sitting and watching


me







as I laughed and waved


and as she smiled and


waved







and the dog watched


as I backed out into the


street and disappeared


into the city.


now tonight


many years later


I still think of them


sitting there on that


front step







its like an old


movie50 years


oldthat nobody ever


saw or could understand


but me







and even though some


critics would dub this


ordinary







I like it


very much.









a place to hang out




to be young, foolish, poor and ugly


doesnt help to make life look any better.


so many evenings, examining the walls alone


with


nothing to smoke


nothing to eat


(we usually drank up my paycheck fast).


she always seemed eager to leave


eager to move on


but first she would


put me through her college


(handing me my Masters and my Ph. D.


in the process)


and she always finally returned,


she wanted a place to hang out,


she said,


somewhere to keep her clothes.


she claimed I was funny,


that I made her laugh


but I was not trying to be


funny.


she had beautiful legs and she was


intelligent but she just didnt care


about anything,


and all my fury and my humor and


all my madness only entertained


her mildly: I was performing for her


like a sad puppet in some farce of my own.


a few times after she left I had enough


cheap wine and enough cigarettes on hand


for a few days,


Id listen to the radio and look at the


walls and get drunk enough to


almost forget her


but then she would return once


again.


no other woman has made me feel as


low as I felt then


as on those evenings


during that two-mile hike home from work


turning up the alley


looking up at the window


and finding the shade dark.


she taught me then the agony of the damned and


the useless.


one wants a good woman, good luck, good


weather, good friends but


for me she was a long shot and


the time was cold and the longshot didnt


come in.


I buried her five winters after I met her,


seldom seeing her during the last three years.


there were only four of us at her grave:


the priest


her landlady


her son and myself.


it didnt matter as


I remembered


all those walks up the alley looking


in vain for a light behind the shade and as


I remembered


the dozens of men who had fucked her and


who were not there at the end.


yes, only


one of the men who had loved her


was there: my crazy stockroom boy from the


department store, she called me.









to Jane Cooney Baker, died 1-22-62




and so you have gone


leaving me here


in a room with a torn shade


and Siegfrieds Idyll playing on a small red radio.







and you left so quickly


as suddenly as you had arrived


and as I wiped your face and lips


you opened the largest eyes I have yet to see


and said, I might have known


it would be you,


and you did recognize me


but not for long


and an old man of white thin legs


in the next bed


said, I dont want to die,


and your blood came again


and I held it in the pail of my hands,


all that was left


of the nights, and the days too,


and the old man was still alive


but you were not


we are not.







and you went as you arrived,


you left me quickly,


you had left me so many times before


when I thought it would destroy me


but it did not


and you always returned.







now I have turned off the red radio


and somebody in the next apartment slams a door.


the indictment is final: I will not find you on the street


nor will the phone ring, and each moment will not


let me be in peace.






it is not enough that there are many deaths


and that this is not the first;



it is not enough that I may live many more days,


even perhaps, more years.







it is not enough.


the phone is like a dead animal that will


not speak. and when it speaks again it will


always be the wrong voice now.







I have waited before and you have always walked in through


the door. now you must wait for me.









I was her lover




its my turn now


up through the green wave


blood bubbles,


my body


flesh on some great hook;


names, cities, dreams,


its my turn now,


I have watched them all go,


friends and lovers,


I have watched the pianist play on


after the audience has left,


its my turn to go now,


all large growing fit to a thimble,


down,


down


with them, with her,


cities taken and buried


this way,


animals like mountains


and mountains themselves,


lightning and prayer and then


the sea,


snuffed out we are


like nothing,


like nothing we are


and the pianist plays on


as small devils slide down the balustrade,


I am going


down now through the green wave


where no lightning can reach


hold me


air and water,


hold me,


blot out the


voices from faces that eat stale bread and grit


and speak nothing but lies,


I was her lover and she was life


and she turned her back and walked away.









beauty gone




you were, at best


the delicate thought of a delicate hand


and when


beneath the love of flowers I am still and gone


as the spider drinks the greening hour


strike grey bells,


let a frog say


a voice is dead;


let the beasts of the forest,


the days that have hated this,


the contrary wives of unblinking grief


plan a small surrender somewhere


between Mexicali and Tampa;


you gone, cigarettes smoked, loaves sliced,


and lest this be taken for wry sorrow:


put the spider in wine,


crack the thin skull that held poor lightning,


make it all less than a treacherous kiss,


and put me down for the last dance


you much more dead than I:


I am a dish for your ashes,


I am a fist for your air.







the most immense thing about beauty


is finding it gone.
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