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This book is dedicated to:

Freddie Free Base
Liquor-Store Dave
TJ Bratter
Bob A.
and all the gentlemen who congregate at Roxbury Park.

And, of course, to John Fante, my father, whose brilliance and memory
are my constant inspiration.

Special thanks to C. Emmets







Think dyins tough

Dyin aint shit

The hard part is living

While the dyings going on.

Something I heard TJ say
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MY NAME IS BRUNO DANTE AND WHAT IM WRITING ABOUT here is what happened. On December 4th, the St. Joseph of Cupertino Hospital alcohol and nut ward in the Bronx, on Mosholu Parkway, let me go. Released me, again. Each time I took their 28-day cure I found out how much their in-patient charges went up. This last time, I stabbed myself in a blackout and they almost wouldnt accept me as a patient. This last time was the worst, because all that I could remember seeing when I came around was the blood gushing out of my stomach onto my clothes.

My first recovery at St. Joes was paid for by my wife Agness insurance from her job. It worked okay. Then two years went by, with some shrink work, and it happened againa ten-day drunk and another suicide attempt. Booze and coke. By the second stay, the cost had increased from eighty-five hundred dollars to twelve thousand dollars, and that time the fee came out of our pocketthought we still had money in the bank then. I stopped the shrink because I was still drinking and not getting any better. With this cure, the third, I was a charity case. It would have cost twenty-five K.

When I drink for too many days in a row, especially wine, I think too much and my mind wants to kill me. This last time, in a county shithole, my bed was bolted to the floor and I was strapped to it. Normal people dont get locked up in detox. And the average person wont end up with a knife is his stomach tomorrow morning. But I have these consciousness lapses, and more and more in those lapses, I do behavior that I cant remember. Theyre blackouts. I know what they are. Then Agnes had me transferred to St. Joes.

My behavior is often extreme and destructive and happens because I am unable to tolerate myself when Im soberafter I remember or find out what Ive done on a binge. So I drink again to fix that. Like I said, mostly wine because regular alcohol stopped getting me off quite a while ago. I only drink regular booze to maintain. The last year or so its only the wine that gets me to the other side.

This time, wine and sex set off the insanity which led to the suicide attempt. Im not a homosexual, but I was out of control, blasted on Mad Dog 20-20 in a porno movie on Fourteenth Street. I allowed two guys to watch while I fucked this other guy. They were jerking each other off. Stuff like that. I was in and out of consciousness but I remember most of what took place. I dont know why I did it, except that I must have wanted to. That night I used the steak knife on myself.

The cures have no lasting effect. Theyll help for a while. Ill stay away from wine for weeks or months and just drink booze, but then something will happen in my head and Ill be off again.

What I want to say here is that there is a place beyond control and beyond concern that people can go, where the values and the needs of everyday life change completely. Where what matters is moment-to-moment survival to avoid mind pain.

Delbert was in the nut house with me. Ill tell about him here. We were roommates there for three weeks. Hes a guy from Lubbock, Texas who ended up in Accounts Payable in a Wall Street company. He has this family with 2.1 kids and a wife that cooks dinner. How it happens in specific detail is not important, but Delbert comes home every day and goes to work like he is supposed to, and he does this for ten years or so. He is unhappy with problems like everybody gets, so he drinks at lunch sometimes and then goes home and sits in front of the TV at night and drinks some more. On weekends he drinks too. But it stayed under control for many years. Delbert is like everybody else. He is no different. He is a working guy. A family man. One day, he notices that he needs to drink in the morning just to keep his nerves steady. He doesnt want the lady at the ticket booth in the Long Island Railroad to see him shake when he buys his ticket, or the secretaries at the office to notice he has a problem when he pours his office coffee. So he becomes a morning drinker out of necessity.

Then, after work one night, Del comes home a bit toasted and has another argument with the old lady about his drinking. (What Im saying here is average stuff. It happens to normal people.) He leaves and goes to the bar and comes back completely shit-faced at 2:00 a.m. and gets in bed with his ten-year-old daughter, Melissa. He doesnt know the difference. Awake and sober, it would be incomprehensible to him to be on top of his own daughter, fucking her and hurting her. The wife hears the noises and finds them there.

Delbert is sorry and his insurance pays for him to come to Saint Joseph of Cupertinos detox. He didnt know that he had let it go this far. Didnt really think himself capable of sliding his dick deeply into his daughters little body.

Can Delbo forgive himself? Apparently not, because he hung himself last week and is now dead.

That night I had dozed off and woke up again at four-thirty to take a piss. Delbert was not in his bed across from mine. I walked down the corridor past the rec room to the bathrooms. I knew that he was upset working through the shame and the truth that he was a daughter-rapist and an alcoholic.

The rec room door is always kept closed because patients are not allowed in, except when the room is supervised. Theres Delbert. Hes slashed his wrists and hung himself at the same time. Blood everywhere. Before lights-out, we were discussing the playoffs. He was a committed Cowboys fan. So long, Delbert.

My wife, Agnes, arrived to pick me up in a cab. Two days early. She hates me and our marriage, but is never late for anything. It was a checker taxi and it was waiting outside with the meter running.

I said goodbye to Ed D., Capgun Steve and the other guys standing around while the cabbie slammed my stuff in the trunk. Ed made Vs with both hands and held them up like an imitation of Nixon. We shook hands and said, see ya.

Agnes didnt talk at all as we drove. I smoked and watched the Grand Concourse roll by for ten minutes before she told me that Jonathan Dante, my father, was dying in L.A. from failed kidneys and diabetes and that was the reason I was released early from treatment. Hed been at home in my mothers care after a second leg amputation, when his old, abused, blind diabetic body decided to give out and quit. His remains were in ICU at Cedars in serious condition.

Agnes and I had been married for eleven years. She was a teacher and the daughter of Jewish parents from the Bronx. Black eyes and black hair and a wonderful ass like the pillow of an angel. We met one night at a poetry reading on Second Avenue when I was still writing.

I had read two of my published things, short angry pieces. She found them good and had asked a colleague literature teacher to put us together, which she had. Aggie thought that poets drinking tequila were romantic, so we went back to my room to discuss W. B. Yeats.

We lived together after that, and I worked and she worked, and for most of the time, while I was still writing at night, things were okay. But I had frequent headaches and depression about my poetry and low income from dismal-paying shit jobs. I was overly critical and cruel to Agnes, so I self- prescribed whiskey to pick up my spirits, and discovered that the depressions lessened when I drank and didnt write. I stopped criticizing Agnes, but I also stopped caring.

About that time, I got a temp job in telephone sales and found I had a knack for it. Soon I was bringing in good money. It changed everything. The depression and migraines subsided, cured by the excitement of success. I forgot about writing altogether.

In a year, I had opened my own phone room selling porno videos with a partner. One weekend, Agnes and I got married in Maryland. I promised her that I would go back to writing, which was a lie because, by then, I was pulling in five grand a week, sometimes more. I burned out at selling porn videos and eventually moved on to feature knockoffs. Six months here, one year there, working the phone four or five hours a day. I always became a top guy wherever I went. My worst month, I brought home twice what Aggie made as a teacher.

Over the next few years, I sold office supplies, computer ribbon, cable and wire, guaranteed loans, tools, ad space, and oil and gas leases. When one deal got slow, I went on to the next.

At the end of my shifts, in the afternoon, I got in the habit of stopping at the bar. At first it was with the other phone room people, out-of-work actors and musicians, people like me making their living hustling. We snorted a lot of coke and pissed our money away. Then gradually, over time, the depressions came back, the boozing got worse, and I became a morning drinker too.

I opened another bucket shop. This time on my own. Office supplies. After three months, my top guy sent an eight hundred dollar, 27″ color TV to a department manager of a company. He got caught receiving the bribe by his supervisor. His boss told the Attorney Generals office, and three weeks later we were shut down. They locked my door and seized my inventory. I lost sixty thousand dollars.

That was the year I started entering treatment facilities for alcohol and insanity and I had my first suicide attempt.

The marriage had been over for a while, but neither one of us talked about it. Aggie began paying the apartment rent by herself. I tried boiler rooms again, but I was drinking hard and I would come in late, lose time from work, and eventually get fired. After that, I stayed home collecting unemployment when I could get it.

I wanted to write, but there was nothing there. No interest. And I had lost the ability to concentrate. I was a drunk. I knew it and there was nothing I could do about it.

As the cab headed south on the Grand Concourse, Aggie presented me with the information about my father, like a reporter doing a toxic waste story for a TV news broadcast. She had begun to enjoy delivering me dispassionate facts about my life, wearing rubber gloves as she discussed anything to do with me. The death data about the old man came rattling out, and I learned all the medical terms and probabilities for his survival. It was cold stuff. I could tell that she hated my guts and wanted no more of me.

Aggie had discovered that the way to cope with me was through Valium. I could always tell when she was whacked because her speech was thick and her spit pasty.

I tried looking at her, but she wouldnt look back. She was talking to the rear of the drivers seat, below the bulletproof partition, where there were theatre posters displayed. Her words were coming out in measured, fortified calmness, and she seemed to be absorbed in the old City Of Angels ad more than the other two signs.

Shed been having an affair with a colleague for almost three years. A PE teacher. I knew about it. His nickname was Buddy. Bernard Williams. An ex-basketball nigger from NYU. Six-foot-five-inches tall. I didnt mind the black part that much, what I hated was the mendacity and deception. The ease with which she backed away from our marriage.

Agnes started with the guy while I was in the hospital for my second trip. I got home after 28-days and was instructed to sleep in the living room on the hide-a-bed. Shed lock the door to our bedroom as shed go in and out. She announced that she had taken a job at night and would be coming home late.

In a few days, I figured the deal out, but the shame of a beaten dog kept me quiet. I was the reprobate husband. The bad guy. Agnes was paying the bills so Id lost my right to complain. It was my choice, I could sleep on the couch or in the street.

At first, watching her affair tore my guts out. But then it became a reason to drink. I knew she was getting even, like the time she burned the only copies of several dozen of my original poems because, once more, on a binge, I had stayed away for a week.

There was rage and depression. Once or twice, drunk, I confronted her about Buddy, but all she did was lock herself in the bedroom and call the police.

We crossed the bridge at the end of the Grand Concourse and the cabbie swung onto the Harlem River Parkway, then picked up the FDR Drive. Ten minutes later, we were at Sixtieth Street and Second Avenue, a cross-town street, two short blocks from our apartment.

I wanted to feel about my old man. To have a reaction to the news of his imminent death. I waited for an emotion, but it didnt come. I was surprised by my numbness. Then I realized that I had come to care about nothing.

The cabbie pulled to the curb and got out to get my bag from the trunk. Agnes was keeping the cab and going on to work. Do you realize that you havent spoken a word to me this whole ride? she said.

I got out, too, but before I closed the door I leaned my head back inside. I said, Thanks for picking me up.

The cabbie was behind the wheel again.

Thats it? she said.

I said thank you.

Fuck you, mister.

I watched the cab pull away and picked up my bag and walked back uptown toward our apartment.

It was cold for December. Maybe fifteen degrees. I didnt want to call California to find out if my father was alive or dead. I didnt want to know. I hadnt had a drink in twenty-six days.

I dropped my stuff and walked back across town toward the Lexington Avenue subway and the liquor store. There was a choice to makeI was owed two checks at the unemployment office, but I was almost out of cigarettes and there wasnt enough money in my pocket for subway fare to go downtown, get cigarettes, and also buy a half pint of Ten-High to hold me over until I got the checks. I needed the drink right away, cigarettes could wait. No choice after all.

I phoned. Jonathan Dante wasnt dead yet. We would make the trip.

Agnes took her Valium for air travel too. Planes scared her, so out came the blue bombers. By the time our cab had gone from mid-town to Kennedy Airport for the 10:00 a.m. flight to L.A., the two shed taken with breakfast had kicked in. Wobbling and walking, she followed me through the terminal, then nodded off while we were waiting to board the plane.

As soon as we were in our seats and the plane was off the ground, Aggie was asleep again. I knew that shed be out for hours. It was fine with me. I folded both trays down and ordered two sets of double Jack Daniels and paid with a ten dollar bill from my wifes purse.

The flight wasnt crowded and all the seats near us were empty except for another couple seated two rows forward. The stewardess name was Lorette.

I ordered drinks. When Lorette came back with them, I ordered more and hammered the first four, over ice. Right away I began feeling at ease and my mind calmed down.

When Lorette came again, I ordered another set of doubles and paid with my own money this time. A fifty-dollar bill. I did it because I noticed that the top button of her blouse was unbuttoned as she bent down to collect the empties. I smiled. She smiled back. I wanted her to see the big bill. We were having a nice exchange. Polite. Two Americans. Travelers.

Your wife went right to sleep. Want a pillow?

No. Thats not necessary. Shes comfortable. Flying bothers her so she takes tranquilizers. There was a nice tan line halfway down Lorettes left breast. Her lipstick was very red.

Oh, a fiftyAnything smaller?

I could feel the Jack taking the edge off, smoothing out my nervousness. All that I actually had to do was reach into Agness purse again, but I wanted Lorette to see my roll. To observe that I was a player with my unemployment money.

So, shifting my weight, I reached into my pants pocket again and pulled out the rest of the hundreds, all carefully folded with the heads in one direction. Lets see, I said, fanning the money open on the fold-down table, so we could both examine the spread. Making sure that she saw how many there were, I announced, That looks to be the smallest Ive got. Sorry.

Thats a nice problem to have.

Thank you, youre nice too, I said.

Lorette took the fifty and said that she would return with the change after she had finished serving the other passengers. Before she walked away, she smiled again and looked down at the eight full miniatures and the eight empties. Are these all for you?

I smiled back. Not exactly. I like the bottles, I said, lying like a fool.

When shed gone, I stowed all the small, full bottles, except the last four, in the inside pocket of my jacket. Those I opened individually, sucking out the contents of each into my mouth.

I felt okay, except as I was looking out the window, watching Manhattan fade, I was suddenly choked by a sadness. A thought, then a feeling. Twirling across my mind like a silent ballerina.

I looked over at my unconscious wife to make sure I was alone and private and safe. I was. Then I let myself feel what was there. Tears came and there was a convulsion in my gut.

The full power of the Jack hadnt kicked in yet, and a clear image of my father came to me. My favorite photograph of him. I hadnt seen it in years, but my mind brought it back clearly. Dante was no more than twenty-two or twenty-three years old, standing on a lawn in a sweaty T-shirt, the hot sun at his back, pants rolled up from playing baseball, hands on his hips and his head cocked to one side, looking insolently into the camera. A proud, defiant young Dante with the world by the balls. More tears came.

In a little while, I got up and made a tour of the plane, passing the galley and winding up at the aircrafts rear bathrooms. There was a kid in front of me waiting his turn.

We talked because he wanted to talk. He was twelve years old and filled with answers and statistics regarding all sorts of things about air travel. Flight time based on wind resistance, which planes had what passenger capacities. Idiot shit. Stuff that no one cares about except twelve-year-old boys. I listened to the poetry of his numbers, the DC-10 and the 747, the Stealth Bomber and the Space Shuttle. The magic of his first flight had his mind staggered with possibility and amazement. A DC-10 airplane was a love sonnet, a Degas painting.

The kid seemed to be the ghost of my not-yet-dead father from the photograph, speaking back to me from fifty years ago, carrying some confused message to the present about energy and hope. But I knew it was probably the whiskey.

The boy went on and on and I began to cry. I didnt care.

The same wave of terrible sadness hit me again. Grief for the defiant, uncrushed spirit of my old man as he was in the picture. Dantes ghost resisting time and challenging death.

Then the bathroom door swung open and a lady came out and passed us. The boy stepped inside but whispered back to me before he closed the door, Mister, are you scared too? Of airplanes?

I looked at him. I guess I am, I said.

We wont fall. I promise. My dad says its aerodynamically impossible.

Thats good to know. Thanks.

I got back to my seat. The Jack had me now, fully, transforming the knives in my brain into pillows. I relaxed. The ride to L.A. would be comfortable. Aggie would sleep. Soon theyd bring the food, I could watch a movie and have a few more drinks. The rawness about Jonathan Dante had faded.

Lorette was making her way down the aisle with the food service cart. She was ten or fifteen rows away, but I could easily make out her firm calf muscles flexing as she stooped down to fetch food trays and plastic cups and fill them with diet cokes or club soda. She had an abundant hipline and a firm-looking puff-butt. The top button on her blouse was still unbuttoned.

I watched as she slowly worked her cart back toward my row, and I cleared off a magazine and some empty miniatures on my fold-down table to make room for my order of more drinks when she arrived.

Her heavy wagon was half a dozen passengers away. A thought came to me, and I slid my wifes coat across from her seat to cover my lap. Then, as I watched Lorette moved closer, I unzipped my fly. My dick was hard right away. As I worked my hand up and down, I watched Lorette being congenial and dispensing food and wine and diet soda and booze six rows away. Now five.

Something distracted her and she looked back over the seat tops in my direction. She was smiling her accommodating smile. Our eyes didnt meet, but I noticed to my pleasure that another of her blouse buttons had worked its way open. A lower button. Fifth from the top. My cock was iron.

The sweetness of the Kentucky whiskey had me free from the fear that my wife would wake up and see me. There were four rows between me and Lorettes cart. Rows without passengers. She was on her way back to me. The heavy cart clunked slowly. Three rows. Two. I had to grab the cocktail napkins off the tray and fan them open with my free hand. They were wadded around my dick when I came. Wham! Wham! Wham!

A second later she was above me with the cart. Lunch? she said smiling, setting two plates of food down on the opened tray tables and counting out my change from the fifty that I had paid her with before.

Good idea. Thanks, I said back with my own smile, feeling the relief of the orgasm.

When she had rolled her cart past, I withdrew the soaked napkins from under the coat. They were heavy with cum. Then I moved my food and pushed the tray table up and checked for stains. There werent any, so I put my dick away and zipped up my fly.

Next to me was my wife, asleep, peaceful, stoned, sucking air in and out through thick, parted lips. Then I was seized with a perverse idea. An even-steven for her and her boyfriendfor not having given me head in the last five years and opening her legs to a trespasser.

I unfolded the saturated napkins with the goo in the middle and dipped two fingers into the wet paste. I brought them up quickly to Aggies mouth, then wiped the cum generously across her puffy lips, even rolling one finger around inside in the lower crevice between the lip and teeth. The action forced a reflex from my wifeshe licked her mouth. After that, I buried the wet napkins in her purse and ate both lunches.
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SEEING L.A. FROM THE AIR WAS MORE FRIGHTENING THAN memory permitted. Real, vivid, science fiction. It was just after sundown when we began to land. The natural light of day was gone, replaced by billions of smog particles that gave the coming darkness the hue of blood in a draining sink. This enormous, overfed, infected pink pig of a city rolled across the landscape as far as the eye could see, coughing, snorting and sucking up whatever was once natural and undisturbed.

As the plane descended over the clogged freeways I felt eaten, swallowed within the canopy of filth. A primal instinct warned me that being here was a mistake. Demands would be required of me that I was unprepared to fulfill. The darkness here was too large to defend against.

When wed landed and I woke Agnes up, we got off the plane and made our way to the baggage claim turnstiles to wait for my brother, Fabrizio. Id forgotten about the long halls and moving walkways. Suddenly, my mind clicked on like a screaming monkey. Then the body craved booze. I was starting to sweat and feel dizzy.

I left Agnes there by the shiny rotating suitcase conveyor belt. In the bathroom, I pumped handfuls of water up to my face and felt the coldness counteracting my perspiration. Then I checked my appearance. What I saw made me sneer. The guy in the mirror was an impostor. The business suit and tie were absurd and excessive. I
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