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1


my wrists are rivers
 my fingers are words











jam






that Harbor Freeway south through the downtown
 

areaI mean, it can simply become
 

unbelievable.






last Friday evening I was sitting there


motionless behind a wall of red taillights,


there wasnt even first gear movement


as masses of exhaust fumes


greyed the evening air, engines overheated


and there was the smell of a clutch


burning out


somewhere


it seemed to come from ahead of me


from that long slow rise of freeway where


the cars were working


from first gear to neutral


again and again


and from neutral back to


first gear.






on the radio I heard the news


of that day


at least 6 times, I was


well versed in world


affairs.


the remainder of the stations played a


thin, sick music.


the classical stations refused to come in


clearly


and when they did


it was a stale repetition of standard and


tiresome works.






I turned the radio off.


a strange whirling began in my


headit circled behind the forehead, clockwise, went past the ears and around to the


back of the head, then back to the forehead


and around


again.


I began to wonder, is this what happens


when one goes


mad?






I considered getting out of my car.


I was in the so-called fast


lane.


I could see myself out there


out of my car


leaning against the freeway divider,


arms folded.


then I would slide down to a sitting


position, putting my head between


my legs.






I stayed in the car, bit my tongue, turned


the radio back on, willed the whirling to


stop


as I wondered if any of the others had to


battled against their


compulsions


as I did?






then the car ahead of me


MOVED


a foot, 2 feet, 3 feet!






I shifted to first gear


there was MOVEMENT!


then I was back in neutral


BUT


we had moved from 7 to


ten feet.






hearing the world news for the


7th time,



it was still all bad


but all of us listening,


we could handle that too


because we knew


that there was nothing worse than


looking at


that same license plate


that same dumb head sticking up


from behind the headrest


in the car ahead of you


as time dissolved


as the temperature gauge leaned


more to the right


as the gas gauge leaned


more to the left


as we wondered


whose clutch was burning


out?






we were like some last, vast


final dinosaur


crawling feebly home somewhere,


somehow, maybe


to


die.














two toughs







at L.A. City College there were two toughs, me and Jed Anderson.


Anderson was one of the best running backs in the


history of the school, a real breakaway threat


anytime he got the football.


I was pretty tough physically but looked at sports


as a game for freaks.


I thought a bigger game was challenging those


who attempted to teach


us.






anyhow, Jed and I were the two biggest lights on


campus, he piled up his 60, 70 and 80 yard


runs in the night games


and during the days


slouched in my seat


I made up what I didnt know


and what I did know


was so bad


many a teacher was made to


dance to it.







and one grand day


Jed and I


finally met.


it was at a little jukebox place


across from campus and


he was sitting with his


pals


and I was sitting with


mine.






go on! go on! talk to him!


my pals


urged.


I said, fuck that gym


boy. I am one with



Nietzsche, let him come


over here!






finally Jed got up to get a


pack of smokes from the


machine and one of my


friends asked,


are you afraid of that


man?






I got up and walked behind


Jed as he was reaching into the


machine


for his pack.





hello, Jed, I


said.






he turned: hello,


Hank.






then he reached into his


rear pocket,


pulled out a pint of


whiskey, handed it to


me.






I took a mighty hit,


handed it


back.






Jed, what are you


going to do


after


L.A.C.C.?






Im going to play


for Notre Dame.



then he walked back


to his table


and I walked back


to mine.






whatd he say? whatd


he say?






nothing much.






anyhow, Jed never made it


to Notre Dame


and I never made it


anywhere


either


the years just swept us


away


but there were others


who went


on, including one fellow


who became a famous


sports columnist


and I had to look at his


photo


for decades


in the newspaper


as I inherited those


cheap rooms


and those roaches


and those airless


dreary


nights.






but


I was still proud of that moment


back then


when Jed handed me


that pint


and


I drained



a third of it


with all the disciples


watching.


damn, there was no way


it seemed


we could ever


lose


but we did.






and it took me


3 or 4 decades to


move on just a


little.


and Jed,


if you are still here


tonight,


(I forgot to tell you


then)


heres a thanks


for that drink.














my German buddy







tonight


drinking Singha


malt liquor from


Thailand


and listening to


Wagner






I cant believe that


he is not in


the other


room


or around the


corner


or alive


someplace


tonight






and he is


of course


as I am taken


by the sound of


him






and little goosebumps


run along


both of my


arms






then a


chill






hes here






now.















happy birthday







when Wagner was an


old man


a birthday party was given


in his


honor


and a couple of


youthful


incidental compositions


were played.






afterwards


he asked,


who wrote those?






you did, he was


told.






ah, he responded,


its as I have always


suspected: death


then


does have some


virtue.















the telephone







will bring you people


with its ring,


people who do not know what to do with


their time


and they will ache to


infect you with


this


from a distance


(although they would prefer


to actually be in the same room


to better project their nullity upon


you).






the telephone is needed for


emergency purposes only.






these people are not


emergencies, they are


calamities.






I have never welcomed the ring of a


telephone.






hello, I will answer


guardedly.






this is Dwight.






already you can feel their imbecile


yearning to invade.


they are the people-fleas that


crawl the


psyche.






yes, what is it?



well, Im in town tonight and


I thought






listen, Dwight, Im tied up, I


cant






well, maybe another


time?






maybe not






each person is only given so many


evenings


and each wasted evening is


a gross violation against the


natural course of


your only


life;


besides, it leaves an aftertaste


which often lasts two or three days


depending upon the


visitor.






the telephone is only for


emergency purposes.






it has taken me


decades


but I have finally found out


how to say


no.






now


dont be concerned for them,


please:


they will simply dial another


number.






it could be


yours.



hello, you will


say.






and they will say,


this is Dwight.






and then


you


be


the kind


understanding


soul.














begging







like most of you, Ive had so many jobs that


I feel as if I were gutted and my insides


thrown to the winds.


Ive met some good people along the


way and also the


other kind.


yet when I think of all those


I have worked with


even though decades have passed


Karl


comes to mind


first.






I remember Karl: our jobs required we


both wear aprons


tied from behind and around


the neck with string.






I was Karls underling.


we got an easy job, he


told me.






each day as one by one our superiors arrived


Karl would make a slight bend at the waist,


smile, and with a nod of the head


greet each: good morning Dr. Stein,


or, good morning Mr. Day or


Mrs. Knight or if the lady was unattached


good morning, Lilly or Betty or Fran.






I never


spoke.






Karl seemed concerned at this and


one day he took me aside: hey,


where the fuck else you going to get a



two hour lunch like we


do?






nowhere, I guess






well, o.k., look, for guys like you and me,


this is as good as it can get, this is all


there is.






I waited.






so look, its hard to suck up to them at first, it


didnt come easy for me


but after a while I realized that it


didnt matter.


I just grew a shell.


now Ive got my shell, got


it?






I looked at him and sure enough he did look like he had


a shell, there was a mask-like look to his


face and the eyes were null, void and


undisturbed; I was looking at a weathered and


beaten conch.






some weeks went by.


nothing changed: Karl bowed and scraped and smiled


undaunted, perfect in his


role.


that we were perishable, perhaps didnt occur to


him


or


that greater gods might be


watching.






I did my


work.



then, one day, Karl took me


aside again.






listen, Dr. Morely spoke to me


about you.






yes?






he asked me what was wrong with


you.






what did you tell


him?






I told him that you were


young.






thanks.






upon receiving my next check, I


quit






but






still


had to


eventually settle for another similar


job


and


viewing the


new Karls


I finally forgave them all


but not myself:






being perishable sometimes makes a


man


strange


almost


unemployable



most


obnoxious


no servant of


free


enterprise.















the feel of it







A. Huxley died at 69,


much too early for such a


fierce talent,


and I read all his


works


but actually


Point Counter Point


did help a bit


in carrying me through


the factories and the


drunk tanks and the


unsavory


ladies.


that


book


along with Hamsuns


Hunger


they helped a


bit.


great books are


the ones we


need.






I was astonished at


myself for liking the


Huxley book


but it did come from


such a rabid


beautiful


pessimistic


intellectualism,


and when I first


read P.C.P.


I was living in a


hotel room


with a wild and



crazy


alcoholic woman


who once threw


Pounds Cantos


at me


and missed,


as they did


with me.






I was working


as a packer


in a light fixture


plant


and once


during a drinking


bout


I told the lady,


here, read this!


(referring to


Point Counter


Point.)






ah, jam it up


your ass! she


screamed at


me.






anyhow, 69 seemed


too early for Aldous


Huxley to


die.


but I guess its


just as fair


as the death of a


scrubwoman


at the same


age.






its just that


with those who



help us


get on through,


then


all that light


dying, it works the


gut a bit


scrubwomen, cab drivers,


cops, nurses, bank


robbers, priests,


fishermen, fry cooks,


jockeys and the


like


be


damned.














the greatest actor of our day







hes getting fatter and fatter,


almost bald


he has a wisp of hair


in the back


which he twists


and holds


with a rubber band.






hes got a place in the hills


and hes got a place in the


islands


and few people ever see


him.


some consider him the greatest


actor of our


day.






he has few friends, a


very few.


with them, his favorite


pastime is


eating.






at rare times he is reached


by telephone


usually


with an offer to act


in an exceptional (hes


told)


motion picture.






he answers in a very soft


voice:






oh, no, I dont want to


make any more movies



can we send you the


screenplay?






all right






then


hes not heard from


again.






usually


what he and his few friends


do


after eating


(if the night is cold)


is to have a few drinks


and watch the screenplays


burn


in the fireplace.






or


after eating (on


warm evenings)


after a few


drinks


the screenplays


are taken


frozen


out of cold


storage.


he hands some


to his friends


keeps some


then


together


from the veranda


they toss them


like flying saucers


far out


into the spacious



canyon


below.






then


they all go


back in


knowing


instinctively


that the screenplays


were


bad. (at least,


he senses it and


they


accept


that.)






its a real good


world


up there:


well-earned, self-sufficient


and


hardly


dependent


upon the


variables.






theres


all that time


to eat


drink


and


wait on death


like


everybody


else.














days like razors, nights full of rats







as a very young man I divided an equal amount of time between


the bars and the libraries; how I managed to provide for


my other ordinary needs is the puzzle; well, I simply didnt


bother too much with that


if I had a book or a drink then I didnt think too much of


other thingsfools create their own


paradise.






in the bars, I thought I was a tough, I broke things, fought


other men, etc.






in the libraries it was another matter: I was quiet, went


from room to room, didnt so much read entire books


as parts of them: medicine, geology, literature and


philosophy. psychology, math, history, other things, put me


off. with music I was more interested in the music and in the


lives of the composers than in the technical aspects






however, it was with the philosophers that I felt a brotherhood:


Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, even old hard-to-read Kant;


I found Santayana, who was very popular at the time, to be


limp and a bore; Hegel you really had to dig for, especially


with a hangover; there are many I read who I have forgotten,


perhaps properly so, but I remember one fellow who wrote an


entire book in which he proved that the moon was not there


and he did it so well that afterwards you thought, hes


absolutely right, the moon is not there.


how the hell is a young man going to deign to work an


8 hour day when the moon isnt even there?


what else


might be missing?






and


I didnt like literature so much as I did the literary


critics; they were real pricks, those guys; they used


fine language, beautiful in its way, to call other



critics, other writers, assholes. they


perked me up.






but it was the philosophers who satisfied


that need


that lurked somewhere within my confused skull: wading


through their excesses and their


clotted vocabulary


they still often


stunned


leaped out


with a flaming gambling statement that appeared to be


absolute truth or damned near


absolute truth,


and this certainty was what I was searching for in a daily


life that seemed more like a piece of


cardboard.






what great fellows those old dogs were, they got me past


days like razors and nights full of rats; and women


bargaining like auctioneers from hell.






my brothers, the philosophers, they spoke to me unlike


anybody on the streets or anywhere else; they


filled an immense void.


such good boys, ah, such good


boys!






yes, the libraries helped; in my other temple, the


bars, it was another matter, more simplistic, the


language and the way was


different






library days, bar nights.


the nights were alike,


theres some fellow sitting nearby, maybe not a


bad sort, but for me he doesnt shine right,


theres a gruesome deadness thereI think of my father,


of schoolteachers, of faces on coins and bills, of dreams


about murderers with dull eyes; well,



somehow this fellow and I get to exchanging glances,


a fury slowly begins to gather: we are enemies, cat and


dog, priest and atheist, fire and water; tension builds,


block piled upon block, waiting for the crash; our hands


fold and unfold, we drink, now, finally with a


purpose:






his face turns to me:


sumpin ya dont like, buddy?






yeah. you.






wanna do sumpin about it?






certainly.






we finish our drinks, rise, move to the back of the


bar, out into the alley; we


turn, face each other.






I say to him, theres nothing but space between us. you


care to close that


space?






he rushes toward me and somehow its a part of the part of the


part.














in and out of the dark







my wife likes movie houses, the popcorn and soft drinks, the


settling into seats, she finds a childs delight in


this and I am happy for herbut really, I myself, I must have


come from another place, I must have been a mole in another


life, something that burrowed and hid alone:


the other people crowded in the seats, near and far, give me


feelings that I dislike; its stupid, maybe, but there it


is; and then


theres the darkness and then the


giant human faces, bodies, that move about on the screen, they


speak and we


listen.






of one hundred movies theres one thats fair, one thats good


and ninety eight that are very bad.


most movies start badly and steadily get


worse;


if you can believe the actions and speech of the


characters


you might even believe that the popcorn you chew also


has a meaning of


sorts.


(well, it might be that people see so many movies


that when they finally see one not


so bad as the others, they think its


great. an Academy Award means that you dont stink


quite as much as your cousin.)






the movie ends and we are out in the street, moving


toward the car; well, says my wife, it wasnt as


good as they say.


no, I say, it wasnt.






there were a few good parts, though, she replies.


yeah, I answer.



we are at the car, get in, then I am driving us out


of that part of town; we look around at the night;


the night looks good.






you hungry? she asks.






yes. you?






we stop at a signal; I watch the red light;


I could eat that red lightanything, anything at


all to fill the void; millions of dollars spent to create


something more terrible than the actual lives of


most living things; one should never have to pay an


admission to hell.






the light changes and we escape,


forward.














be kind







we are always asked


to understand the other persons


viewpoint


no matter how


out-dated


foolish or


obnoxious.






one is asked


to view


their total error


their life-waste


with


kindliness,


especially if they are


aged.






but age is the total of


our doing.


they have aged


badly


because they have


lived


out of focus,


they have refused to


see.






not their fault?






whose fault?


mine?






I am asked to hide


my viewpoint


from them



for fear of their


fear.






age is no crime






but the shame


of a deliberately


wasted


life






among so many


deliberately


wasted


lives






is.














the man with the beautiful eyes







when we were kids


there was a strange house


all the shades were


always


drawn


and we never heard voices


in there


and the yard was full of


bamboo


and we liked to play in


the bamboo


pretend we were


Tarzan


(although there was no


Jane).


and there was a


fish pond


a large one


full of the


fattest goldfish


you ever saw


and they were


tame.


they came to the


surface of the water


and took pieces of


bread


from our hands.






our parents had


told us:


never go near that


house.


so, of course,


we went.



we wondered if anybody


lived there.


weeks went by and we


never saw


anybody.






then one day


we heard


a voice


from the house


YOU GOD DAMNED


WHORE!






it was a mans


voice.






then the screen


door


of the house was


flung open


and the man


walked


out.






he was holding a


fifth of whiskey


in his right


hand.


he was about


30.


he had a cigar


in his


mouth,


needed a


shave.


his hair was


wild and


uncombed


and he was


barefoot



in undershirt


and pants.


but his eyes


were


bright.


they blazed


with


brightness


and he said,


hey, little


gentlemen,


having a good


time, I


hope?






then he gave a


little laugh


and walked


back into the


house.






we left,


went back to my


parents yard


and thought


about it.






our parents,


we decided,


had wanted us


to stay away


from there


because they


never wanted us


to see a man


like


that,


a strong natural


man


with



beautiful


eyes.






our parents


were ashamed


that they were


not


like that


man,


thats why they


wanted us


to stay


away.






but


we went back


to that house


and the bamboo


and the tame


goldfish.


we went back


many times


for many


weeks


but we never


saw


or heard


the man


again.






the shades were


down


as always


and it was


quiet.






then one day


as we came back from


school



we saw the


house.






it had burned


down,


there was nothing


left,


just a smoldering


twisted black


foundation


and we went to


the fish pond


and there was


no water


in it


and the fat


orange goldfish


were dead


there,


drying out.






we went back to


my parents yard


and talked about


it


and decided that


our parents had


burned their


house down,


had killed


them


had killed the


goldfish


because it was


all too


beautiful,


even the bamboo


forest had


burned.



they had been


afraid of


the man with the


beautiful


eyes.






and


we were afraid


then


that


all throughout our lives


things like that


would


happen,


that nobody


wanted


anybody


to be


strong and


beautiful


like that,


that


others would never


allow it,


and that


many people


would have to


die.














a strange day







it was one of those hot and tiring days at Hollywood


Park


with a huge crowd, a


tiring, rude, dumb


crowd.






I won the last race and stayed to collect and when I


got to my car


there was a massive jam of traffic attempting to


work its way out of there.






so I took my shoes off, sat and waited, turned on the


radio, lucked onto some classical music, found


a pint of Scotch in the glove compartment, uncapped


it, had a


hit.






Im going to let them all get out of here, I


thought, then Ill


go.






I found s of a cigar, lit it, had another hit


of Scotch.






I listened to the music, smoked, drank the


Scotch and watched the losers


leave.






there was even a little crap game going


about 100 yards to the


east






then that


broke up.






I decided to finish the


pint.



I did, then stretched out on the


seat.






I dont know how long I


slept


but when I awakened it was dark and


the parking lot was


empty.






I decided not to put on my shoes, started the car


and drove out of


there.






when I got back to my place I could hear the phone


ringing.






as I put the key in the door and opened it,


the phone kept


ringing.






I walked over, picked up the


phone.






hello?






you son of a bitch, where have you


been?






the racetrack.






the racetrack? its 12:30 a.m.! Ive been


phoning since


7 p
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