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rags, bottles, sacks








as a boy


I remember the sound


of:


RAGS! BOTTLES! SACKS!






RAGS! BOTTLES! SACKS!






it was during the


Depression


and you could hear the


voice


long before you saw the


old wagon


and the


old tired


swaybacked horse.






then you heard the


hooves:


clop, clop, clop






and then you saw the


horse and the


wagon






and it always seemed


to be


on the hottest summer


day:






RAGS! BOTTLES! SACKS!






oh


that horse was so



tired


white streams of


saliva


drooling


as the bit dug into


the


mouth






he pulled an intolerable


load


of


rags, bottles, sacks






I saw his eyes


large


in agony






his ribs


showing






the giant flies


whirled and landed upon


raw places on his


skin.






sometimes


one of our fathers would


yell:


Hey! Why dont you


feed that horse, you


bastard!






the mans answer was


always the


same:


RAGS! BOTTLES! SACKS!






the man was


incredibly



dirty, un-


shaven, wearing a crushed


and stained


fedora






he


sat on top of


a large pile of


sacks






and


now and


then


as the horse seemed to


miss


a step






this man would


lay down


the long whip






the sound was like a


rifle shot






a phalanx of flies would


rise


and the horse would


yank forward


anew






the hooves slipping and


sliding on the hot


asphalt






and then


all we could


see


was the back of the


wagon



and


the massive mound of


rags and bottles


covered with


brown


sacks






and


again


the voice:


RAGS! BOTTLES! SACKS!






he was


the first man


I ever wanted to


kill






and


there have been


none


since.















streetcars








Frank and I were twelve or thirteen


and it was the depression era,


not much to do


except hitchhike to the beach and


back


that particular summer.


that particular fall and winter


we were hooked on


streetcars.






a ride, if I remember it right


cost 7 cents


and you could transfer twice


which really let you get about


town.






Frank and I seemed to ride


those streetcars


foreverit beat being at


home.






I always rode with Frank.


he was real bold.


hed walk up and down


asking people,


gonna use your transfer?


he got many transfers this


way


and we rode all over the


place.


sometimes we hardly knew


where we were.



we had some problems:


you cant transfer from a


W to a J, its a different


zone, you have to pay a


new fare!






but the conductor on the W


said it was O.K.






all right, boys, just this


time.






other problems:


these transfers are no good.


the time limit has


expired!






oh yeah? where does it say


that?






see that hole punched


there? its punched in the


2. that means any time after


2 p.m., its too


late.






all right, let us off






we got off at the next loading


zone and Frank pulled some more


transfers out of his


pocket.


he found a toothpick in the


street and began poking a


hole in one of the transfers,


then in another.






what are you doing? I


asked.



Im changing the time,


he said.






but that will make two


holes






so what?






we boarded the next streetcar.






hey, said the conductor,


these things have been punched


twice.






so what? said Frank, dont


blame us.






we walked back and took our


seats.






the year before we had been


infatuated with the Catholic


church but


that had got boring


fast.


now it was streetcars.






we knew about girls then


but we also knew


that as poor as our families


were


and as poor as we


were


all that would have to wait


for a while.






riding the streetcars at night


was best.


we seldom got a chance to do



it


except when both our parents


went to the movies on the


same night


which was rare


but it happened a few


times.






the W car was best.


not many people rode at


night


and the conductors really


opened up, they got


speed crazy.


there were no signals


for long stretches


or the signals were


synchronized


and it was really wild


sometimes,


absolutely black out


there, the old W


tearing along those tracks,


the sound of the wheels,


getting hot,


shooting sparks,


the conductor totally


mad,


banging the bell


with his foot pedal,


BANG BANG BANG BANG BANG!


we sat in the open section


the wind tearing through


us,


HES GONNA KILL US! Frank


would yell


and I would laugh.



and it was always the same at


home for each of


us:






where the hell you been?






just around.






around?






yeah.






it confused them.


they knew we had no money


and yet we were


out of sight


for many hours at a time.






our romance with the streetcars


came to an end, though.


it was all very


sad.






my father had made me


stay home to work


in the yard


and Frank had gone out


alone.


I worked all day


with my father


sitting at a window


watching me.


that day finally


ended


and I got through


dinner


and went to my


room.



around 8 p.m.


I heard my father yell,


HENRY, COME OUT HERE!






I walked into the front


room and there was Franks


mother at the door, she was


crying.






Frank hasnt come home yet,


said my father, where is


he?






I dont know where he


is.






you know where he is.






no, I dont.






I want you to go out and


find Frank and I dont want you


to come back to this house


until you do!






I walked out the door, past


Franks mother


who was still crying.






I walked up the hill, then


3 blocks down


to the end of the W


car line.


it ended in our


neighborhood.






I sat on the bench and


waited.



I saw a W car coming.


it pulled up and the passengers


got off.


no Frank.






I sat and waited for the next


W.


the people unloaded.


Frank was not


there.






I sat and waited some


more.


the next W arrived.






the last one off was


Frank.






he looked very


tired.






I got up.


HEY, FRANK!






he saw me and walked


over.






God, what a night! Ive


been out there for hours!


they must have warned


all the conductors!






what do you mean?






I tried to get back in


on the W, they wouldnt take


any of my transfers, they


were up to all my tricks



and I didnt have any


money!






what did you do?






I got desperate.


after being turned away


5 times I just jumped


on a car


and ran to a rear


seat and sat down


and had the


St. Vitus dance.


like this!






Frank went into it.


he twitched all over,


his head rolled,


his eyes were wide,


foam formed on his


lips.






youre good Frank.


thats good!






he let me ride.






Frank, your mother


came by our place, she


was crying, youre in


trouble.






I know, my father is


going to kick my


ass.






cant you make up


a story?



no, nothing will


work, Im just going to


get my ass kicked.


come on, lets go


home






we took the first street


down.






well, I said, I guess


thats the end of


streetcars.


we have to find something


new.






girls, said Frank.






girls? that seemed like a pretty


big move.






thats all thats


left, Frank said.






we walked along


in the moonlight


thinking about


it.















the movie critics








my mother always said she thought he was


cute


this Frenchman


with the


straw hat and the


cane


who


danced while he


sang.






and my father always said, oh, god,


no!






and theyd go to the movie house


together and


watch him.






the Frenchman made many movies so


there were many discussions


about him






but


the discussions were always about


the same:






my mother would say, oh, hes


cute!


and my father would follow


with: oh, god,


no!






one night my father


persisted in



carrying it


further:






all right, you like him


just because you think hes


cute?






oh, no! because hes cute


and


such a


gentleman!






a gentleman?






oh, yes!






what kind of


crap


are you


giving


me?






they never


resolved their


argument






it


resolved


itself:






the Frenchman


died.






my mother was very


sad


for


some months



then


she found


another:






he didnt sing or


dance in his


movies


but he


acted


and he had


long arching


eyebrows


and a nose like


a


slim


little


hatchet.






also, he


was


French.






all right, my


father asked,


what is it about


this


one?






my mother thought


for a long


time, then


said:






its his deep


feelings






feelings, huh?



yes, he is in such


pain






and


other men? dont


they have feelings and


pain?






no, not like


him






oh, my


god






the movies were about


all


my mother and father


had


in those Depression


days


so the discussions


about them were very


important.






my father liked a


fellow called


Wallace Beery


who always seemed to


have


something


running from his


nose


which he wiped away


with one


hand.






what a disgusting


man! my mother


said.



hes no


phoney, said my


father.






me,


I liked World War One


movies


where the


fighter pilots


were all in love with the


same


bleached blonde


and they all always


got drunk at the


bar


before


taking off.






as a family


me


my mother


my father


had


nothing


in common


in or out of


the movies






and


it never


changed from


that






and


now


it never


can.















SON OF SATAN






I was eleven and my two buddies, Hass and Morgan, they were each twelve and it was summer, no school, and we sat on the grass in the sun behind my fathers garage and smoked cigarettes.


Shit, I said.


I was sitting under a tree. Morgan and Hass were sitting with their backs against the garage.


What is it? asked Morgan.


We gotta get that son of a bitch, I said. Hes a disgrace to this neighborhood!


Who? asked Hass.


Simpson, I said.


Yeah, said Hass, too many freckles. He irritates me.


Thats not it, I said.


Oh yeah? said Morgan.


Yeah. That son of a bitch claims he fucked a girl under my house last week. Its a god damned lie! I said.


Sure it is, said Hass.


He cant fuck, said Morgan.


He can fucking lie, I said.


I got no use for liars, Hass said, blowing a smoke ring.


I dont like to hear that kind of bull from a guy with freckles, said Morgan.


Well, maybe we ought to get him then, I suggested.


Why not? asked Hass.


Lets do it, said Morgan.


We walked down Simpsons driveway and there he was playing handball against the garage door.


Hey, I said, look whos playing with himself!


Simpson caught the ball on a bounce and turned to us.


Hi, fellas!


We surrounded him.


Fucked any girls under any houses lately? Morgan asked.


Nah!


How come? asked Hass.



Oh, I dunno.


I dont believe youve ever fucked anybody but yourself! I said.


Im gonna go inside now, said Simpson. My mother asked me to wash the dishes.


Your mother has dishes up her pussy, said Morgan.


We laughed. We moved in closer to Simpson. Suddenly I shot a hard right to his belly. He doubled over, holding his gut. He stayed that way for a half minute, then straightened up.


My dad will be home any time, he told us.


Yeah? Does your dad fuck little girls under houses too? I asked.


No.


We laughed.


Simpson didnt say anything.


Look at those freckles, said Morgan. Each time he fucks a little girl under a house he gets a new freckle.


Simpson didnt say anything. He just began to look more and more frightened.


I got a sister, said Hass. How do I know you wont try to fuck my sister under some house?


Id never do that, Hass, youve got my promise!


Yeah?


Yeah, I mean it!


Well, heres one just so you dont!


Hass shot a hard right to Simpsons belly. Simpson doubled over again. Hass reached down, grabbed a handful of dirt and shoved it down the neck of Simpsons shirt. Simpson straightened up. He had tears in his eyes. A sissy.


Let me go, fellows, please!


Go where? I asked. Wanna hide under your mothers skirt while the dishes fall out of her pussy?


You never fucked anybody, said Morgan, you dont even have a dick! You piss out of your ear!


If I ever see you look at my sister, said Hass, youre gonna get a beating so bad youll be just one big freckle!


Just let me go, please!


I felt like letting him go. Maybe he hadnt fucked anybody. Maybe he had just been day-dreaming. But I was the young leader. I couldnt show any sympathy.


Youre coming with us, Simpson.



No!


No, my ass! Youre coming with us! Now, march!


I walked around behind him and kicked him in the butt, hard. He screamed.


SHUT UP! I yelled, SHUT UP OR YOULL GET WORSE! NOW MARCH!


We walked him up the driveway and across the lawn and down my driveway and into my backyard.


Now stand straight! I said. Hands at your sides! Were going to hold a kangaroo court!


I turned to Morgan and Hass and asked, All those who think this man is guilty of lying about fucking a little girl under my house will now say guilty!


Guilty, said Hass.


Guilty, said Morgan.


Guilty, I said.


I turned to the prisoner.


Simpson, you are judged guilty!


The tears were really coming out of Simpson then.


I didnt do anything! he sobbed.


Thats what youre guilty of, said Hass. Lying!


But you guys lie all the time!


Not about fucking, said Morgan.


Thats what you lie about most, thats where I learned it from!


Corporal, I turned to Hass, gag the prisoner! Im tired of his fucking lies!


Yes, sir!


Hass ran to the clothesline. He found a hankerchief and dish towel. While we held Simpson he jammed the hankerchief into his mouth and then tied the dish towel over his mouth. Simpson made some gagging sounds and changed color.


You think he can breathe? asked Morgan.


He can breathe through his nose, I said.


Yeah, Hass agreed.


Whatll we do now? Morgan asked.


The prisoner is guilty, isnt he? I asked.


Yeah.


Well, as judge I sentence him to be hanged by the neck until dead!


Simpson made sounds from beneath his gag. His eyes looked at us, pleading. I ran into the garage and got the rope. There was a length of it neatly coiled on a large spike on the garage wall. I had no idea why my father had that rope. He had never used it as far as I knew. Now it would be put to use.


I walked out with the rope.


Simpson started to run. Hass was right behind him. He made a flying tackle and brought him to the ground. He spun Simpson over and began punching him in the face. I ran up and slammed Hass hard across the face with the end of the rope. He stopped punching. He looked up at me.


You son of a bitch, Ill kick your god damned ass!


As the judge, my verdict was that this man would hang! So it will be! RELEASE THE PRISONER!


You son of a bitch, Ill kick your god damned ass good!


First, well hang the prisoner! Then you and I will settle our differences!


Youre damn right we will, said Hass.


The prisoner will now rise! I said.


Hass slid off and Simpson rose to his feet. His nose was bloodied and it had stained the front of his shirt. It was a very bright red. But Simpson seemed resigned. He was no longer sobbing. But the look in his eyes was terrified, horrible to see.


Gimme a cigarette, I said to Morgan.


He stuck one into my mouth.


Light it, I said.


Morgan lit the cigarette and I took a drag, then holding the cigarette between my lips I exhaled through my nose while making a noose at the end of the rope.


Place the prisoner upon the porch! I commanded.


There was a back porch. Above the porch was an overhang. I flung the rope over a beam, then pulled the noose down in front of Simpsons face. I didnt want to go on with it any longer. I figured Simpson had suffered enough but I was the leader and I was going to have to fight Hass afterwards and I couldnt show any weakness.


Maybe we shouldnt, said Morgan.


This man is guilty! I screamed.


Right! screamed Hass. Let him hang!


Look, hes pissed himself, said Morgan.



Sure enough, there was a dark stain on the front of Simpsons pants and it was spreading.


No guts, I said.


I placed the noose over Simpsons head. I yanked on the rope and lifted Simpson up on his toes. Then I took the other end of the rope and tied it to a faucet on the side of the house. I knotted the rope tight and yelled, Lets get the fuck out of here!


We looked at Simpson hanging there on tip-toe. He was spinning around ever so slightly and he looked dead already.


I started running. Morgan and Hass ran with me. We ran up the drive and then Morgan split for his place and Hass split for his. I realized I had no place to go. Hass, I thought, either you forgot about the fight or you didnt want it.


I stood on the sidewalk for a minute or so, then I ran back into the yard again. Simpson was still spinning. Ever so slightly. We had forgotten to tie his hands. His hands were up, trying to take the pressure off of his neck but his hands were slipping. I ran over to the faucet and untied the rope and let it go. Simpson hit the porch, then tumbled forward onto the lawn.


He was face down. I turned him over and untied his gag. He looked bad. He looked as if he might die. I leaned over him.


Listen, you son of a bitch, dont die, I didnt want to kill you, really. If you die, Im sorry. But if you dont die and if you ever tell anybody, then your ass is dead for sure! You got that?


Simpson didnt answer. He just looked at me. He looked terrible. His face was purple and he had rope burns on his neck.


I got up. I looked at him for a while. He didnt move. It looked bad. I felt faint. Then I got myself together. I inhaled deeply and walked up the driveway. It was about four in the afternoon. I began walking. I walked down to the boulevard and then I kept walking. I had thoughts. I felt as if my life was over. Simpson had always been a loner. Probably lonely. He never mixed with us other guys. He was strange that way. Maybe thats what bothered us about him. Yet, there was something nice about him anyhow. I felt as if I had done something very bad and yet in another way, I didnt. Mostly I just had this vacant feeling and it was centered in my stomach. I walked and I walked. I walked down to the highway and back. My shoes really hurt my feet. My parents always bought me cheap shoes. They looked good for maybe a week or so, then the leather cracked and the nails started coming through the soles. I kept walking anyhow.


When I got back to the driveway it was almost evening. I walked slowly down the driveway and into the backyard. Simpson wasnt there. And the rope was gone. Maybe he was dead. Maybe he was somewhere else. I looked around.


My fathers face was framed in the screen door.


Come in here, he said.


I walked up the porch steps and past him.


Your mother isnt home yet. And thats good. Go to the bedroom. I want to have a little talk with you.


I walked into the bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed and looked down at my cheap shoes. My father was a big man, 6 feet two-and-one-half. He had a big head, and eyes that hung there under bushy eyebrows. His lips were thick and he had big ears. He was mean without even trying.


Where ya been? he asked.


Walking.


Walking. Why?


I like to walk.


Since when?


Since today.


There was a long silence. Then he spoke again.


What happened in our backyard today?


Is he dead?


Who?


I warned him not to talk. If he talked, then hes not dead.


No, hes not dead. And his parents were going to call the police. I had to talk to them a long time in order to get them not to do that. If they had called the police, it would have killed your mother! Do you know that?


I didnt answer.


It would have killed your mother, do you know that?


I didnt answer.


I had to pay them to be quiet. Plus, Im going to have to pay the medical bills. Im going to give you the beating of your life! Im going to cure you! Im not going to raise a son who is not fit for human society!


He stood there in the doorway, not moving. I looked at his eyes under those eyebrows, at that big body.



I want the police, I said. I dont want you. Give me the police.


He moved slowly toward me.


The police dont understand people like you.


I got up from the bed and doubled my fists.


Come on, I said, Ill fight you!


He was upon me with a rush. There was a blinding flash of light and a blow so hard that I really didnt feel it. I was on the floor. I got up.


You better kill me, I said, because when I get big enough Im going to kill you!


The next blow rolled me under the bed. It seemed like a good place to be. I looked up at the springs and I had never seen anything as friendly and wonderful as those springs up there. Then I laughed, it was a panicked laugh but I laughed, and I laughed because the thought came to me that maybe Simpson had fucked a little girl under my house.


What the hell are you laughing at? my father screamed. You are surely the Son of Satan, you are not my son!


I saw his big hand reach under the bed, searching for me. When it came near I grabbed it with both hands and bit it with all the strength I had. There was a ferocious yowl and the hand withdrew. I tasted wet flesh in my mouth, spit it out. Then I knew that while Simpson was not dead I might very well be dead very soon.


All right, I heard my father say quietly, now youve really asked for it and by god you are going to get it


I waited, and as I waited all I could hear were strange sounds. I could hear birds, I could hear the sound of autos driving by, I could even hear my heart pounding and my blood running through my body. I could hear my father breathing, and I moved myself exactly under the center of the bed and waited for the next thing.













flying through space








in Jr. High School I was


coming out of the


sissy stage


and developing into


something


else.






I could feel it


happening.


I had no control


over it.






I was beginning to


walk differently


talk


differently.






somewhere within


me


a strange


confidence


was building.






other people just didnt


seem to be


very much


to me.






I went about


with this


faint sneer


upon my


face



one day in gym


class


the coach had


the boys


doing the


running broad


jump.






the lengths of


the jumps


were being


measured and


recorded.






the coach turned


to me:


all right, Chinaski






shit, I dont


wanna.






whats wrong?






Ive got a


hangover.






dont give me


that!


go ahead and


jump!


its a


requirement!






fuck, I said.






I backed off,


took my run,


hit the board



and took


off.






once I got up


there


I decided to


stay up


there


just for the


hell of


it.






then I came


down and


hit the


sawdust.






they ran the


tape measure


out.






I cant believe


this! said the


coach. Chinaski,


you ever jumped


before?






no.






youre half an inch


short


of the school


record!






yeah? mind if I


shower now?






oh sure, go


ahead.



I walked off


slowly,


like I had


more important


things


on my mind.






I could sense the


whole gym class


and the coach


watching me.






so


I stopped


reached around


and dug my


hand into my


ass and


scratched.






finishing that,


I walked off toward


the shower


room, feeling the


wonder


and confusion


behind


me.















the burning of the dream








the old L.A. Public Library burned


down


that library downtown


and with it went


a large part of my


youth.






I sat on one of those stone


benches there with my friend


Baldy when he


asked,


you gonna join the


Abraham Lincoln


Brigade?






sure, I told


him.






but realizing that I wasnt


an intellectual or a political


idealist


I backed off on that


one


later.






I was a reader


then


going from room to


room: literature, philosophy,


religion, even medicine


and geology.






early on


I decided to be a writer,



I thought it might be the easy


way


out


and the big boy novelists didnt look


too tough to


me.


I had more trouble with


Hegel and Kant.






the thing that bothered


me


about everybody


is that they took so long


to finally say


something lively and/


or


interesting.


I thought I had it


over everybody


then.






I was to discover two


things:


a) most publishers thought that anything


boring had something to do with things


profound.


b) that it would take decades of


living and writing


before I would be able to


put down


a sentence that was


anywhere near


what I wanted it to


be.






meanwhile


while other young men chased the


ladies


I chased the old



books.


I was a bibliophile, albeit a


disenchanted


one


and this


and the world


shaped me.






I lived in a plywood hut


behind a roominghouse


for $3.50 a


week


feeling like a


Chatterton


stuffed inside of some


Thomas


Wolfe.






my greatest problem was


stamps, envelopes, paper


and


wine,


with the world on the edge


of World War II.


I hadnt yet been


confused by the


female, I was a virgin


and I wrote from 3 to


5 short stories a week


and they all came


back


from The New Yorker, Harpers,


The Atlantic Monthly.


I had read where


Ford Madox Ford used to paper


his bathroom with his


rejection slips


but I didnt have a


bathroom so I stuck them



into a drawer


and when it got so stuffed with them


I could barely


open it


I took all the rejects out


and threw them


away along with the


stories.






still


the old L.A. Public Library remained


my home


and the home of many other


bums.


we discreetly used the


restrooms


and the only ones of


us


to be evicted were those


who fell asleep at the


library


tablesnobody snores like a


bum


unless its somebody youre married


to.






well, I wasnt quite a


bum. I had a library card


and I checked books in and


out


large


stacks of them


always taking the


limit


allowed:


Aldous Huxley, D. H. Lawrence,


e.e. cummings, Conrad Aiken, Fyodor


Dos, Dos Passos, Turgenev, Gorky,


H.D., Freddie Nietzsche, Art



Schopenhauer,


Steinbeck,


Hemingway,


and so


forth






I always expected the librarian


to say, you have good taste, young


man






but the old fried and wasted


bitch didnt even know who she


was


let alone


me.






but those shelves held


tremendous grace: they allowed


me to discover


the early Chinese poets


like Tu Fu and Li


Po


who could say more in one


line than most could say in


thirty or


a hundred.


Sherwood Anderson must have


read


these


too.






I also carried the Cantos


in and out


and Ezra helped me


strengthen my arms if not


my brain.






that wondrous place


the L.A. Public Library



it was a home for a person who had had


a


home of


hell


BROOKS TOO BROAD FOR LEAPING


FAR FROM THE MADDING CROWD


POINT COUNTER POINT


THE HEART IS A LONELY HUNTER






James Thurber


John Fante


Rabelais


de Maupassant






some didnt work for


me: Shakespeare, G. B. Shaw,


Tolstoy, Robert Frost, F. Scott


Fitzgerald






Upton Sinclair worked better for


me


than Sinclair Lewis


and I considered Gogol and


Dreiser complete


fools






but such judgments come more


from a mans


forced manner of living than from


his reason.






the old L.A. Public


most probably kept me from


becoming a


suicide


a bank


robber


a


wife-



beater


a butcher or a


motorcycle policeman


and even though some of these


might be fine


it is


thanks


to my luck


and my way


that this library was


there when I was


young and looking to


hold on to


something


when there seemed very


little


about.






and when I opened the


newspaper


and read of the fire


which


destroyed the


library and most of


its contents






I said to my


wife: I used to spend my


time


there






THE PRUSSIAN OFFICER


THE DARING YOUNG MAN ON THE FLYING TRAPEZE


TO HAVE AND HAVE NOT






YOU CANT GO HOME AGAIN.















cancer








I found her room at the top of the


stairway.


she was alone.


hello, Henry, she said, then,


you know, I hate this room, theres


no window.






I had a terrible hangover.


the smell was unbearable,


I felt as if I was going to


vomit.






they operated on me two days ago,


she said. I felt better the next


day but now its the same, maybe


worse.






Im sorry, mom.






you know, you were right, your father


is a terrible man.






poor woman. a brutal husband and


an alcoholic son.






excuse me, mom, Ill be right


back






the smell had seeped into me,


my stomach was jumping.


I got out of the room


and walked halfway down the stairs,


sat there


holding onto the railing,



breathing the fresh


air.






the poor woman.






I kept breathing the air and


managed not to


vomit.






I got up and walked back up the


stairs and into the room.






he had me committed to a mental


institution, did you know


that?






yes. I informed them


that they had the wrong person


in there.






you look sick, Henry, are you all


right?






I am sick today, mom, Im going


to come back and see you


tomorrow.






all right, Henry






I got up, closed the door, then


ran down the stairs.


I got outside, to a rose


garden.






I let it all go into the rose


garden.






poor damned woman



the next day I arrived with


flowers.


I went up the stairway to the


door.


there was a wreath on the


door.


I tried the door anyhow.


it was locked.






I walked down the stairway


through the rose garden


and out to the street


where my car was


parked.






there were two little girls


about 6 or 7 years old


walking home from school.






pardon me, ladies, but would you


like some flowers?






they just stopped and stared at


me.






here, I handed the bouquet to the


taller of the girls. now, you


divide these, please give your


friend half of them.






thank you, said the taller


girl, they are very


beautiful.






yes, they are, said the other


girl, thank you very


much.



they walked off down the street


and I got into my car,


it started, and


I drove back to my


place.















the summing up








on Monday mornings at the hotel, sick, no


rent in sight, and starved, starved for months, the


next bottle was all we scrounged for, it was the


apex, it was God.






Id get a job for a day or two or even three or


four


but the morning would come when I couldnt make it


to work


and sometimes I got paid off on the spot


but most of the time there was a terrible wait, wed


have to stall off the hotel management, that same


management that phoned our room 2 or 3 times a


night


asking us to please stop


the singing the cursing the screaming the sounds


of things breaking






but Monday mornings always seemed to be our time


a lull


and about 11:30 a.m. Id get up and go down and


look through the trash cans and find both Sunday


papers


and Id bring them back up


and then in bed wed read them


together: the funnies, the world news, the


travel and entertainment sections, anything but


the classifieds, the help wanted


sections


I think we reinforced each other


she affected not to care about


anything and I went that way


too.



after the morning papers wed hit the streets,


ah, what a pair!: her coughing around her


cigarette, me with hair uncombed, lost in some


inner and outer


wilderness.






we found doors: there was the Mad Russian, some-


times she got lucky; or there was Lily One Tooth


who lived with an aging fashion model who still got


a gig now and thenthey were sometimes good for


drinks; or there was Eddie the disbarred


lawyer.






there was always a drink somewhere, always somebody


in luck, and as we went to them


they came to us


they found us


and whatever we had to drink we shared


with them.






and there were always stories, mostly about getting


in and out of the tank or about those who had


died: remember that guy with the burn-mark on his


face who always sat on the stool near the entrance


and smoked those bad cigars? well, hes






sitting quietly talking somewhere, usually


on those Monday mornings:


Marty had


been gone 3 days and nights and when he opened the


door there was Edna sitting in the chair, she was


stiff, musta been dead for a couple of


days






I dont know, it seemed a very decent time, the sun


was always up there good and steady and the


nights were best, dark and interesting nights


because by then all the drinks had taken hold and


the world seemed almost


acceptable.



still, curiously, I remember Mondays best, it


was when all the others were beginning their work-


week, stuck with the dream of industry, an industry


that would spit them out


when they were no longer


needed.






we had already spit ourselves out, believing in


none of that, we had cut away the threat of the


dreary overlords, we were very close to


freedom, we were Mondays millionaires and


we could never lose


that.






sitting in those tiny rooms


laughing, talking, choking, drinking, the


botch of us


like that


near perfect, almost knowing it but


not quite, that would have spoiled


italmost madder than that which had


created us


we did what we


did.















THE LIFE OF A BUM






Harry awakened in his bed, hungover. Badly hungover.


Shit, he said lightly.


There was a small sink in the room.


Harry got up, relieved himself in the sink, washed it away with the spigot, then he stuck his head under there and drank some water. Then he splashed water on his face and dried off with a portion of the undershirt he was wearing.


The year was 1943.


Harry picked some clothing up off the floor and slowly began to dress. The shades were down and it was dark except where the sunlight slipped in through the torn shades. There were two windows. A class place.


He walked down the hall to the bathroom, locked the door and sat down. It was amazing that he could still excrete. He hadnt eaten for days.


Christ, he thought, people have intestines, mouths, lungs, ears, bellybuttons, sexual parts, andhair, pores, tongues, sometimes teeth, and all the other partsfingernails, eyelashes, toes, knees, stomachs


There was something so weary about all that. Why didnt anybody complain?


Harry finished with the rough roominghouse toilet paper. You can bet the landladies wiped themselves with something better. All those religious landladies with their long-dead husbands.


He pulled up his pants, flushed, walked out of there, down the roominghouse stairway and into the street.


It was 11 a.m. He walked south. The hangover was brutal but he didnt mind. It told him he had been somewhere else, someplace good. As he walked along he found half a cigarette in
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