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The firg thing | remember is being under something. It was atable, | saw atable leg, | saw the
legs of the people, and a portion of the tablecloth hanging down. It was dark under there, | liked
being under there. It must have been in Germany. | must have been between one and two years old.
It was 1922. | felt good under the table. Nobody seemed to know that | was there. There was
sunlight upon the rug and on the legs of the people. | liked the sunlight. The legs of the people were
not interesting, not like the tablecloth which hung down, not like the table leg, not like the sunlight.

Then there is nothing . . . then a Christmas tree. Candles. Bird ornaments: birds with smal berry
branches in their besks. A gar. Two large people fighting, screaming. People egting, dways people
eding. | ate too. My spoon was bent so that if | wanted to est | had to pick the spoon up with my
right hand. If | picked it up with my left hand, the spoon bent away from my mouth. | wanted to pick
the spoon up with my left hand.

Two people: one larger with curly hair, abig nose, a big mouth, much eyebrow; the larger person
aways seeming to be angry, often screaming; the smdler person quiet, round of face, paer, with
large eyes. | was afraid of both of them. Sometimes there was a third, a fat one who wore dresses
with lace a the throat. She wore a large brooch, and had many warts on her face with little hairs
growing out of them. "Emily," they called her. These people didn't seem happy together. Emily was
the grandmother, my father's mother. My father's name was "Henry." My mother's name was
"Katherine" | never spoke to them by name. | was "Henry, J." These people spoke German most
of thetime and in the beginning | did too.

The fird thing | remember my grandmother saying was, "l will bury a// of you!" She sad this the
firg time just before we began eating a medl, and she was to say it many times after that, just before
we began to eat. Eating seemed very important. We ate mashed potatoes and gravy, especidly on
Sundays. We also ate roast beef, knockwurst and sauerkraut, green pess, rhubarb, carrots, spinach,
dring beans, chicken, meatbdls and spaghetti, sometimes mixed with ravioli; there were boiled
onions, asparagus, and every Sunday there was strawberry shortcake with vanilla ice cream. For
breakfasts we had French toast and sausages, or there were hotcakes or waffles with bacon and
scrambled eggs on the side. And there was dways coffee. But what | remember best is dl the
mashed potatoes and gravy and my grandmother, Emily, saying, "l will bury a/l of you!"

She vidted us often after we came to America, taking the red trolley in from Pasadena to Los
Angdes. We only went to see her occasiondly, driving out in the Modd-T Ford.

| liked my grandmother's house. It was a small house under an overhanging mass of pepper trees.
Emily had dl her canaries in different cages. | remember one vigt best. That evening she went about
covering the cages with white hoods so that the birds could deep. The people sat in chairs and
taked. There was a piano and | sat at the piano and hit the keys and listened to the sounds as the
people talked. | liked the sound of the keys best up a one end of the piano where there was hardly
any sound a dl -- the sound the keys made was like chips of ice striking against one another.

"Will you stop that?' my father said loudly. "Let the boy play the piano,” said my grandmother.
My mother smiled. "That boy," said my grandmother, "when | tried to pick him up out of the cradle
to kiss him, he reached up and hit mein the nose!" They talked some more and | went on playing the
piano. "Why don't you get that thing tuned?' asked my father. Then | was told that we were going to
see my grandfather. My grandfather and grandmother were not living together. | was told that my
grandfather was a bad man, that his breath stank.

"Why does his bresth sink?'

They didn't answer.



"Why does his bregth stink?’

"He drinks."

We got into the Modd-T and drove over to see my Grandfather Leonard. As we drove up and
stopped he was standing on the porch of his house. He was old but he stood very straight. He had
been an army officer in Germany and had come to America when he heard that the streets were
paved with gold. They weren't, o he became the head of a congtruction firm.

The other people didn't get out of the car. Grandfather wiggled afinger a& me. Somebody opened
adoor and | climbed out and waked toward him. His hair was pure white and long and his beard
was pure white and long, and as | got closer | saw that his eyes were brilliant, like blue lights
watching me. | stopped alittle distance away from him. "Henry," he said, "you and I, we know each
other. Come into the house" He held out his hand. As | got closer | could smdl the stink of his
bresth. It was very strong but he was the most beautiful man | had ever seen and | wasn't afraid. |
went into his house with him. He led me to a chair. "Sit down, please. I'm very happy to sec you."
He went into another room. Then he came out with alittle tin box. "It'sfor you. Open it."

| had trouble with the lid, | couldn't open the box. "Here" he said, "let me haveit."

He loosened the lid and handed the tin box back to me. | lifted the lid and here was this cross, a
German cross with aribbon. "Oh no," | said, "you keep it."

"It'syours™ he sad, "it'sjust agummy badge." "Thank you."

"Y ou better go now. They will beworried." "All right. Goodbye."

"Goodbye, Henry. No, wait . . ."

| stopped. He reached into a smal front pocket of his pants with a couple of fingers, and tugged
at along gold chain with his other hand. Then he handed me his gold pocket watch, with the chain.

"Thank you. Grandfather . . ."

They were waiting outside and | got into the Modd-T and we drove off. They al talked about
many things as we drove adong. They were dways taking, and they taked dl the way back to my
grandmother's house. They spoke of many things but never, once, of my grandfather.
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| remember the Modd-T. Sitting high, the running boards seemed friendly, and on cold days, in
the mornings, and often a other times, my father had to fit the hand-crank into the front of the engine
and crank it many timesin order to Sart the car.

"A man can get a broken arm doing this. It kicks back like a horse." We went for Sunday ridesin
the Modd-T when grandmother didn't vist. My parents liked the orange groves, miles and miles of
orange trees dways either in blossom or full of oranges. My parents had a picnic basket and a meta
chest. In the metal chest were frozen cans of fruit on dry ice, and in the picnic basket were weenie
and liverwurst and salami sandwiches, potato chips, bananas and soda-pop. The soda-pop was
shifted continualy back and forth between the metd box and the picnic basket. It froze quickly, and
then had to be thawed.

My father smoked Came cigarettes and he knew many tricks and games which he showed us
with the packages of Came cigarettes. How many pyramids were there? Count them. We would
count them and then he would show us more of them.

There were dso tricks about the humps on the cames and about the written words on the
package. Camd cigarettes were magic cigarettes.

There was a particular Sunday | can recdl. The picnic basket was empty. Y et we till drove dong
through the orange groves, further and further away from where we lived.

"Daddy,” my mother asked, "aren't we going to run out of gas?' "No, there's plenty of god-
damned gas."

"Where are we going?' "'I'm going to get me some god-damned oranges” My mother st very dill
as we drove dong. My father pulled up aongside the road, parked near a wire fence and we sat
there, listening. Then my father kicked the door open and got ouit.

"Bring the basket." We dl climbed through the strands of the fence. "Follow me" said my father.

Then we were between two rows of orange trees, shaded from the sun by the branches and the
leaves. My father stopped and reaching up began yanking oranges from the lower branches of the
nearest tree. He seemed angry, yanking the oranges from the tree, and the branches seemed angry,
legping up and down. He threw the oranges into the picnic basket which my mother held. Sometimes
he missed and | chased the oranges and put them into the basket. My father went from tree to tree,
yanking at the lower branches, throwing the oranges into the picnic basket.

"Daddy, we have enough,” said my mother. "Like hdl."

He kept yanking.

Then a man stepped forward, a very tal man. He held a shotgun. "All right, buddy, what do you
think you're doing?' "I'm picking oranges. There are plenty of oranges”" "These are my oranges.
Now, listen to me, tdl your woman to dump them.”

"There are plenty of god-damned oranges. Y ou're not going to miss afew god-damned oranges.”

"I'm not going to miss any oranges. Tell your woman to dump them."”

The man pointed his shotgun at my father. "Dump them,” my father told my mother. The oranges
rolled to the ground.

"Now," said the man, "get out of my orchard." ™Y ou don't need dl these oranges.” "'l know what |
need. Now get out of here."

"Guys like you ought to be hung!" "I'm the law here. Now move!"

The man raised his shotgun again. My father turned and began walking out of the orange grove.
We followed him and the man trailed us. Then we got into the car but it was one of those times when



it wouldn't start. My father got out of the car to crank it. He cranked it twice and it wouldn't Sart.
My father was beginning to swest. The man stood at the edge of the road.

"Get that god-damned cracker box dtarted!" he said. My father got ready to twist the crank
agan. "We're not on your property! We can stay here aslong as we damn well please!”

"Like hdl! Get that thing out of here, and fast!" My father cranked the engine again. It sputtered,
then stopped. My mother sat with the empty picnic box on her lap. | was afraid to look at the man.
My father whirled the crank again and the engine started. He legped into the car and began working
the levers on the steering whed!.

"Don't come back," said the man, "or next time it might not go so easy for you."

My father drove the Modd-T off. The man was till standing near the road. My father was driving
very fast. Then he dowed the car and made a U-turn. He drove back to where the man had stood.
The man was gone. We speeded back on the way out of the orange groves.

"I'm coming back some day and get that bastard,” said my father. "Daddy, well have a nice
dinner tonight. What would you like?' my mother asked.

"Pork chops," he answered. | had never seen him drive the car thet fast.
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My father had two brothers. The younger was named Ben and the older was named John. Both
were acoholics and néer-do-wells. My parents often spoke of them.

"Neither of them amount to anything,” said my father. "You just come from a bad family, Daddy,"
sad my mother. "And your brother doesn't amount to a damn ether!" My mother's brother was in
Germany. My father often spoke badly of him. | had another uncle, Jack, who was married to my
father's dgter, Elinore. | had never seen my Uncle Jack or my Aunt Elinore because there were bad
fedings between them and my fether.

"See this scar on my hand?' asked my father. "Well, that's where Elinore suck me with a sharp
pencil when | was very young. That scar has never gone away."

My father didn't like people. He didn't like me. "Children should be seen and not heard," he told
me.

It was an early Sunday afternoon without Grandma Emily. "We should go see Ben,” sad my
mother. "He's dying." "He borrowed dl that money from Emily. Hed pissed it away on gambling and
women and booze."

"I know, Daddy." "Emily won't have any money left when she dies” "We should sill go see Ben.
They say he has only two weeks | eft.”

"All right, dl right! WEéll go!" So we went and got into the Modd-T and started driving. It took
some time, and my mother had to stop for flowers. It was a long drive toward the mountains. We
reached the foothills and took the little winding mountain road upwards. Uncle Ben was in a
Sanitarium up there, dying of TB.

"It must cost Emily alot of money to keep Ben up here" said my father.

"Maybe Leonard is helping.” "Leonard doesn't have anything. He drank it up and he gave it away.
"I like grandpa Leonard,” | said.

"Children should be seen and not heard,” .said my father. Then he continued, "Ah, that Leonard,
the only time he was good to us children was when he was drunk. Hed joke with us and give us
money. But the next day when he was sober he was the meanest man in the world.”

The Modd-T was dimbing the mountain road nicely. The air was clear and sunny.

"Hereit is"" sad my father. He guided the car into the parking lot of the sanitarium and we got
out. | followed my mother and father into the building. As we entered his room, my Uncle Ben was
sitting upright in bed, staring out the window. He turned and looked at us as we entered. He was a
very handsome man, thin, with black hair, and he had dark eyes which glittered, were brilliant with
glittering light.

"Hello, Ben," sad my mother. "Hdlo, Katy." Then he looked a me. "Isthis Henry?' Yes.

"Sit down." My father and | sat down.

My mother stood there. "These flowers, Ben. | don't see avase" "They're nice flowers, thanks,
Katy. No, there isnt avase" "I'll go get a vase" said my mother. She |eft the room, holding the
flowers.

"Where are dl your girlfriends now, Ben?' asked my father. "They come around.”

"Il bet.”

"They come around.”

"We're here because Katherine wanted to see you." "I know."

"l wanted to see you too, Uncle Ben. | think you're ared pretty man." "Pretty like my ass," sad
my father. My mother entered the room with the flowersin avase.



"Here, I'll put them on thistable by the window." "They're nice flowers, Katy."

My mother sat down. "We can't stay too long," said my father. Uncle Ben reached under the
meattress and his hand came out holding a pack of cigarettes. He took one out, struck a match and lit
it. He took along drag and exhaed.

"You know youre not dlowed cigarettes” said my father. "I know how you get them. Those
progtitutes bring them to you. Wdll, I'm going to tdll the doctors about it and I'm going to get them to
stop letting those prodtitutes in herel”

"You're not going to do shit," said my unde. "I got a good mind to rip that cigarette out of your
mouth!" said my father.

"Y ou never had agood mind,” said my uncle. "Ben," my mother said, "you shouldn't smoke, it will
kill you." "I've had agood life"" said my uncle.

"You never had agood life" said my father. "Lying, boozing, borrowing, whoring, drinking. You
never worked aday inyour lifel And now you're dying at the age of 24!"

"It'sbeen dl right," said my uncle. He took another heavy drag on the Camd, then exhded.

"Let's get out of here" said my father. "This man isinsanel” My father sood up. Then my mother
stood up. Then | stood up. "Goodbye, Katy," said my uncle, "and goodbye, Henry." He looked a
me to indicate which Henry.

We followed my father through the sanitarium hals and out into the parking lot to the Modd-T.
Wegot in, it started, and we began down the winding road out of the mountains.

"We should have stayed longer," said my mother. "Don't you know that TB is catching?' asked
my father.

"l think he was a very pretty man,” | said. "It's the disease," said my father. "It makes them look
like that. And besides the TB, he's caught many other thingstoo." "What kind of things?' | asked.

"l can't tell you," my father answered. He steered the Modd-T down the winding mountain road
as | wondered about that.
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It was another Sunday that we got into the Model-T in search of my Uncle John.

"He has no ambition,” said my father. "I don't see how he can hold his god-damned head up and
look peoplein the eye.”

"I wish he wouldn't chew tobacco,” said my mother. "He spits the stuff everywhere."

"If this country was full of men like him the Chinks would teke over and we'd he running the
laundries . . ." "John never had a chance" said my mother. "He ran awvay from home early. At leest
you got a high school education.” "College," said my father.

"Where?' asked my mother. "The Universty of Indiana"

"Jack said you only went to high schoal.” "Jack only went to high school. That's why he gardens
for therich."

"Am | ever going to see my Uncle Jack?" | asked. "Firgt let's see if we can find your Uncle John,"
sad my father. "Do the Chinks redly want to take over this country?' | asked. "Those ydlow devils
have been waiting for centuries to do it. What's stopped them is that they have been kept busy
fighting the Japs."

"Who are the best fighters, the Chinks or the Japs?' "'The Japs. The trouble is that there are too
many Chinks. When you kill a Chink he splits in haf and becomes two Chinks" "How come thelr
skinisydlow?'

"Because ingtead of drinking water they drink their own pee-pee” "Daddy, don't tell the boy
that!"

"Then tell him to sop asking questions.” We drove aong through another warm Los Angeles day.
My mother had on one of her pretty dresses and fancy hats. When my mother was dressed up she
adways sat sraght and held her neck very Hiff.

"I wish we had enough money so we could help John and hisfamily,” said my mother.

"It'snot my fault if they don't have apot to pissin,” answered my father.

"Daddy, John was in the war just like you were. Don't you think he deserves something?'

"He never rose in the ranks. | became a master sergeant.” "Henry, dl your brothers can't be like
you." "They don't have any god-damned drive! They think they can live off the land!"

We drove dong a bit further. Uncle John and his family lived in a smal court. We went up the
cracked sdewdk to a sagging porch and my father pushed the bel. The bel didn't ring. He
knocked, loudly. "Open up! It'sthe copsl” my father yelled.

"Daddy, stop it!" said my mother. After what seemed along time, the door opened a crack. Then
it opened further. And we could see my Aunt Anna. She was very thin, her cheeks were hollow and
her eyes had pouches, dark pouches. Her voice was thin, too. "Oh, Henry . . . Katherine. . . come
in, please.. . ." Wefollowed her in. | here was very little furniture. | here was a breskfast nook with a
table and four chairs and there were two beds. My mother and father sat in the chairs. Two girls,
Katherine and Betsy (I learned their names later) were at the sink taking turns trying to scrape peanut
butter out of a nearly empty peanut butter jar.

"We were just having lunch,” said my Aunt Anna. The girls came over with tiny smears of peanut
butter which they spread on dry pieces of bread. They kept looking into the jar and scraping with the
knife. "Where's John?" asked my father.

My aunt sat down wearily. She looked very wesk, very pae Her dress was dirty, her har
uncombed, tired, sad.

"Weve been waiting for him. We haven't seen him for quite sometime." "Where did he go?"



"l don't know. He just left on his motorcycle” "All he does," sad my father, "is think about his
motorcycle” "Isthis Henry, J.?"

"Yes" "Hejust stares. HE's so quiet.”

"That's the way we want him."

"Still water runs deep.”

"Not with this one. The only thing that runs deep with him are the holesin his ears™

The two girls took their dices of bread and walked outside and sat on the stoop to eat them.
They hadn't poken to us. | thought they were quite nice. They were thin like their mother but they
were gill quite pretty. "How are you, Anna?" asked my mother.

"I'm dl right." "Anna, you don't look well. | think you need food." "Why doesn't your boy St
down? Sit down, Henry." "He likes to sand,” said my father. "It makes him gsrong. He's getting
ready to fight the Chinks."

"Dont you like the Chinese?' my aunt asked me. "No," | answered.

"Wdl, Anna" my father asked, "how are things going?' "Awful, redly. . . The landlord keeps
asking for the rent. He gets very nasty. He frightens me. | don't know what to do.” "I hear the cops
are after John,” said my father. "He didn't do very much.”

"What did he do?' "He made some counterfeit dimes." "Dimes? Jesus Christ, what kind of
ambitionisthat?" " John really doesn't want to be bad."

"Seems to me he doesn't want to be anything." "He would if he could.”

"Yeah. And if afrog had wings he wouldn't wear his ass out a-hoppin'!" There was silence then
and they sat there. | turned and looked outside. The girls were gone from the porch, they had gone
off somewhere.

"Come, st down, Henry," said my Aunt Anna. | stood there. "Thank you, it'sdl right.”

"Anna" my mother asked, "are you sure that John will come hack?' "Hell come back when he
getstired of the hens" said my father. "John loves his children . . ." said Anna.

"l hear the cops are after him for something dse" "What?'

"Rape."

"Repe?’

"Yes, Anng, | heard about it. He was riding his motorcycle one day. This young girl was hitch-
hiking. She got onto the back of his motorcycle and as they rode dong dl of a sudden John saw an
empty garage. He drove in there, closed the door and raped the girl"

"How did you find out?' "Find out? The cops came and told me, they asked me where he was."
"Did you tdl them?'

"Wheat for? To have him go to jail and evade his responsibilities? That's just what held want.”

"I never thought of it that way." "Not that I'm for rape. . ."

"Sometimes a man can't help what he does." "What?"

"I mean, after having the children, and with this type of life, theworry and dl . . . | don't look s0
good anymore. He saw ayoung girl, she looked good to him . . . she got on his bike, you know, she
put her amsaround him . . ."

"What?' asked my father. "How would you like to be raped?’ "I guess| wouldn't like it."

"Well, I'm sure the young girl didn't like it either.”

A fly appeared and whirled around and around the table. We watched it. "There's nothing to eat
here," said my father. "The fly has come to the wrong place.”

The fly became more and more bold. It circled closer and made buzzing sounds. The closer it
circled the louder the buzzing became. "You're not going to tdl the cops that John might come
home?' my aunt asked my father.
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"l am not going to let him off the hook so eadly,” said my father. My mother's hand leaped
quickly. It closed and she brought her hand back down to the table.

"l got him," she said. "Clot what?" asked my father. Thefly," she amiled. "I dont believeyou. . ."

"You see the fly anywhere? Thefly isgone™ "It flew off."

"No, | haveit in my hand."

"Nobody isthat quick.”

"l haveit in my hand."

"Bullshit."

"You don't believe me?*

"No."

"Open your mouth."

"All right.”

My father opened his mouth and my mother cupped her hand over it. My father leaped up,
grabbing at histhroat.

"JESUS CHRIST!" The fly came out of his mouth and began circling the table again. "That's
enough,”" said my father, "we're going home!" He got up and waked out the door and down the walk
and got into the Modd-T and just sat there very giffly, looking dangerous.

"We brought you a few cans of food," my mother said to my aunt. "I'm sorry it cant be money
but Henry is afraid John will useit for gin, or for gasoline for his motorcycle. It isn't much: soup, hash,
pess. . ."

"Oh, Katherine, thank you! | thank you, both . . ." My mother got up and | followed her. There
were two boxes of canned food in the car. | saw my father gtting there rigidly. He was il angry.

My mother handed me the smaler box of cans and she took the large box and | followed her
back into the court. We set the boxes down in the breakfast nook. Aunt Anna came over and
picked up a can. It was a can of peas, the labd on it covered with little round green peas. "This is
lovely," said my aunt.

"Anna, we have to go. Henry's dignity is upset.” My aunt threw her ams around my mother.
"Everything has been so awful. But thisis like a dream. Wait until the girls come home. Wait until the
girls see dl these cans of food!"

My mother hugged my aunt back. Then they separated. "John is not abad man," my aunt said.

"I know," my mother answered. "Goodbye, Anna." "Goodbye, Katherine. Goodbye, Henry."

My mother turned and walked out the door. | followed her. We walked to the car and got in. My
father started the car.

As we were driving off | saw my aunt at the door waving. My mother waved back. My father
didn't wave back. | didn't either.
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| had begun to didike my father. He was dways angry about something. Wherever we went he
got into arguments with people. But he didn't gppear to frighten most people; they often just Sared at
him, camly, and he became more furious. If we ae out, which was sddom, he adways found
something wrong with the food and sometimes refused to pay. "Therés flyshit in this whipped cream!
What the hdll kind of a placeisthis?' "I'm sorry, Sr, you needn't pay. Just leave "I'll leave, dl right!
But I'll be back! I'll burn this god-damned place down!™

Once we were in a drug store and my mother and | were standing to one side while my father
yelled at aclerk. Another clerk asked my mother, "Who is that horrible man? Every time he comesin
here there's an argument.”

"That's my husband,” my mother told the clerk. Yet, | remember another time. He was working
as a milkman and made early morning deliveries. One morning he awakened me. "Come on, | want
to show you something." | waked outsde with him. | was wearing my pgamas and dippers. It was
gtill dark, the moon was ill up. We walked to the milk wagon which was horse-drawn. The horse
stood very ill. "Watch," said my father. He took a sugar cube, put it in his hand and held it out to
the horse. The horse aeit out of hispalm. "Now you try it . . ."

He put a sugar cube in my hand. It was a very large horse. "Get closer! Hold out your hand!" |
was afraid the horse would bite my hand off. The head came down; | saw the nodtrils; the lips pulled
back, | saw the tongue and the teeth, and then the sugar cube was gone. "Here. Try it again. . ." |
tried it again. The horse took the sugar cube and waggled his head. "Now," said my father, "I'll take
you back insde before the horse shits on you."

| was not dlowed to play with other children. "They are bad children,” said my father, "ther
parents are poor." "Yes'" agreed my mother. My parents wanted to be rich so they imagined
themsdlvesrich.

The firgt children of my age that | knew were in kindergarten. They seemed very strange, they
laughed and talked and seemed happy. | didn't like them. | dways fdlt asif | was going to be sck, to
vomit, and the air seemed strangdy ill and white. We painted with watercolors. We planted radish
seeds in a garden and some weeks later we ate them with sdt. | liked the lady who taught
kindergarten, | liked her better than my parents. One problem | had was going to the bathroom. |
aways needed to go to the bathroom, but | was ashamed to let the others know that | had to go, so
| held it. It was redlly terrible to hold it. And the air was white, | fdt like vomiting, | fdt like shitting
and pissing, but | didn't say anything. And when some of the others came back from the bathroom
I'd think, you're dirty, you did something in there...

The little girls were nice in their short dresses, with their long hair and their beautiful eyes, hut |
thought, they do things in there too, even though they pretend they don't. Kindergarten was mostly
whiteair . . .

Grammar school was different, first grade to sixth grade, some of the kids were twelve years old,
and we al came from poor neighborhoods. | began to go to the bathroom, but only to piss. Coming
out once | saw a smdl boy drinking a a water fountain. A larger boy waked up behind him and
jammed his face down into the water jet. When the smal boy raised his head, some of his teeth were
broken and blood came out of his mouth, there was blood in the fountain. ™Y ou tell anyone about
this" the older boy told him, "and I'll redlly get you." The boy took out a handkerchief and hdd it to
his mouth. | walked back to class where the teacher was tdling us about George Washington and
Valey Forge. She wore an daborate white wig. She often dapped the pams of our hands with a
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ruler when she thought we were being disobedient. | don't think she ever went to the bathroom. |
hated her.

Each afternoon after school there would be a fight between two of the older boys. It was aways
out by the back fence where there was never ateacher about. And the fights were never even; it was
aways alarger boy againgt asmdler boy and the larger boy would begt the smaller boy with hisfidts,
backing him into the fence. The smdler boy would attempt to fight back but it was usdess. Soon his
face was bloody, the blood running down into his shirt. The smaler boys took their bestings
wordlessdy, never begging, never asking mercy. Finaly, the larger boy would back off and it would
be over and dl the other boys would walk home with the winner. I'd walk home quickly, aone, after
holding my shit al through school and dl through the fight. Usudly by the time | got home | would
have logt the urge to rlieve mysdlf. | used to worry about that.
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| didn't have any friends a schooal, didn't want any. | felt better being alone. | sat on a bench and
watched the others play and they looked foolish to me. During lunch one day | was approached by a
new boy. He wore knickers, was cross-eyed and pigeon-toed. | didn't like him, he didn't look good.
He sat on the bench next to me.

"Helo, my names David." | didn't answer.

He opened his lunch bag. "I've got peanut butter sandwiches," he said. "What do you have?'

"Peanut butter sandwiches."

"I've got a banana, too. And some potato chips. Want some potato chips?"

| took some. He had plenty, they were crisp and sdty, the sun shone right through them. They
were good.

"Can | have some more?' "All right.”

| took some more. He even had jelly on his peanut butter sandwiches. It dripped out and ran over
hisfingers. David didn't seem to notice, "Where do you live?' he asked.

"VirginiaRoad." "I live on Pickford. We can wak home together after school. Take some more
potato chips. Whao's your teacher?

"Mrs. Columbine." "I have Mrs. Reed. I'll see you &fter class, well wak home together.”

Why did he wear those knickers? What did he want? | redlly didn't like him. | took some more of
his potato chips.

That afternoon, after school, he found me and began waking dong besde me. "Y ou never told
me your name," he said. "Henry," | answered.

Aswe waked dong | noticed awhole gang of boys, first graders, following us. At first they were
half ablock behind us, then they closed the gap to severd yards behind us.

"What do they want?' | asked David. He didn't answer, just kept walking.

"Hey, knicker-shitter!" one of them yelled. ™Y our mother make you shit in your knickers?'

"Pigeon-toe, ho-ho, pigeon-toe!" "Cross-eye! Get ready to die!”

Then they circled us.

"Who's your friend? Does he kiss your rear end?' One of them had David by the collar. He threw
him onto a lawn. David stood up. A boy got down behind him on his hands and knees. The other
boy shoved him and David fell over backwards. Another boy rolled him over and rubbed hisfacein
the grass. Then they stepped back. David got up again. He didn't make a sound but the tears were
rolling down his face. The largest boy waked up to him. "We don't want you in our school, sssy.
Get out of our school!" He punched David in the somach. David bent over and as he did, the boy
brought his knee up into David's face. David fdll. He had a bloody nose.

Then the boys circled me. "Your turn now!" They kept circling and as they did | kept turning.
There were dways some of them behind me. Here | was loaded with shit and | had to fight. | was
terrified and cam & the same time. | didn't understand their motive. They kept circling and | kept
turning. It went on and on. They screamed things a me but | didn't hear what they said. Findly they
backed off and went away down the street. David was waiting for me. We walked down the
sidewak toward his place on Pickford Street.

Then we werein front of his house. "'I've got to go in now. Goodbye."

"Goodbye, David."

He went in and then | heard his mother's voice. "David! Look at your knickers and shirt! They're
torn and full of grassstaind Y ou do thisamost every day! Tdl me, why do you do it?'



14

David didn't answer. "l asked you a question! Why do you do this to your clothes?' "I can't help
it, Mom..."

"You can't help it? You stupid boy!" | heard her beating him. David began to cry and she beat
him harder. | stood on the front lawn and listened. After a while the besting stopped. | could hear
David sobbing. Then he stopped.

His mother said, "Now, | want you to practice your violin lesson." | sat down on the lawn and
waited. Then | heard the violin. It was avery sad vialin. | didn't like the way David played. | sat and
lisgtened for some time but the music didn't get any better. The shit had hardened ingde of me. | no
longer fet like shifting. The afternoon light hurt my eyes. | fdt like vomiting. | got up and walked
home.
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There were continud fights. The teachers didn't seem to know anything about them. And there
was aways trouble when it rained. Any boy who brought an umbrella to school or wore a raincoat
was singled out. Most of our parents were too poor to buy us such things. And when they did, we
hid them in the bushes. Anybody seen carrying an umbrella or wearing a raincoat was considered a
sssy. They were beaten after school. David's mother had him carry an umbrella whenever it was the
least bit cloudy.

There were two recess periods. The first graders gathered at their own baseball diamond and the
teams were chosen. David and | stood together. It was dways the same. | was chosen next to last
and David was chosen last, so we adways played on different teams. David was worse than | was.
With his crossed eyes, he couldn't even see the ball. | needed lots of practice. | had never played
with the kids in the neighborhood. | didn't know how to catch a bal or how to hit one. But | wanted
to, | liked it. David was afraid of the ball, | wasn't. | swung hard, | swung harder than anybody but |
could never hit the ball. | dways struck out. Once | fouled a ball off. That felt good. Another time |
drew awak. When | got to fird, the first baseman said, "That's the only way youll ever get here" |
sood and looked a him. He was chewing gum and he had long black hars coming out of his
nodtrils. His hair was thick with Vasdine. He wore a perpetua sneer.

"What arc you looking at?' he asked me | didnt know what to say. | wasnt used to
conversaion.

"The guys say you'e crazy,” he told me, "but you don't scare me. I'll be waiting for you after
school some day.”

| kept looking a him. He had a terrible face. Then the pitcher wound up and | broke for second.
| ran like crazy and did into second. The bal arrived late. | he tag was late.

"You're out!" screamed the boy whose turn it was to umpire. | got up, not believing it.

"l sad, YOU'RE OUT!"" the umpire screamed. Then | knew that | was not accepted. David and
| were not accepted. | he others wanted me "out" because | was supposed to be "out." They knew
David and | were friends. It was because of David that | wasn't wanted. As | waked off the
diamond | saw David playing third base in his knickers. His blue and yellow stockings had falen
down around his feet. Why had he chosen me? | was a marked man. That afternoon after school |
quickly left class and walked home done, without David. | didn't want to waitch him beaten again by
our classmates or by his mother. | didn't want to listen to his sad violin. But the next day at lunch
time, when he sat down next to me | ate his potato chips.

My day came. | wastal and | fdt very powerful at the plate. | couldn't believe that | was as bad
as they wished me to be. | swung wildly but with force. | knew | was strong, and maybe like they
sad, "crazy." But | had this feding indde of me that something red was there. Just hardened shit,
maybe, hut that was more than they had. | was up at bat. "Hey, it's the STRIKEOUT KING! MR.
WINDMILL! The bal arrived. | swung and | felt the bat connect like | had wanted it to do for so
long. The bal went up, up and HIGH, into left held, ‘way OVER the left holder's head. His name
was Don Brubaker and he stood and watched it fly over his head. It looked like it was never going
to come down. Then Brubaker started running after the ball. He wanted to throw me out. He would
never do it. The ball landed and rolled onto a diamond where some 5th graders were playing. | ran
dowly to fird, hit the bag, looked at the guy on first, ran dowly to second, touched it, ran to third
where David stood, ignored him, tagged third and walked to home plate. Never such a day. Never
such a home run by afirst grader! As | stepped on home plate | heard one of the players, Irving
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Bone, say to the team captain, Stanley Greenberg, "Let's put him on the regular team." (The regular
team played teams from other schools.)

"No," said Stanley Greenberg. Stanley was right. | never hit another home run. | struck out most
of the time. But they aways remembered that home run and while they till hated me, it was a better
kind of hatred, like they weren't quite sure why.

Football season was worse. We played touch footbal. | couldn't catch the footbal or throw it but
| got into one game. When the runner came through | grabbed him by the shirt collar and threw him
on the ground. When he started to get up, | kicked him. | didn't like him. It was the first baseman
with vasdine in his hair and the hair in his nogtrils. Stanley Greenberg came over. He was larger than
any of us. He could have killed me if hed wanted to. He was our |leader. Whatever he said, that was
it. He told me,

"Y ou don't understand the rules. No more football for you." | was moved into volleybdl. | played
volleyball with David and the others. It wasn't any good. They yelled and screamed and got excited,
but the others were playing football. | wanted to play footbal. All | needed was a little practice.
Volleybdl was shameful. Girls played volleybdl. After a while | wouldnt play. | just stood in the
center of the field where nobody was playing. | was the only one who would not play anything. |
stood there each day and waited through the two recess sessions, until they were over.

One day while | was standing there, more trouble came. A footbdl saled from high behind me
and hit me on the head. It knocked me to the ground. | was very dizzy. They stood around
snickering and laughing. "Oh, look, Henry fainted! Henry fainted like alady! Oh, look a Henry!"

| got up while the sun spun around. Then it stood ill. The sky moved closer and flattened out. It
was like being in a cage. They stood around me, faces, noses, mouths and eyes. Because they were
taunting me | thought they had deliberately hit me with the football. It was unfair. "Who kicked that
ball?' | asked.

"Y ou wanna know who kicked the ball?* "Yes"

"What are you going to do when you find out?"

| didn't answer.

"It was Billy Sherril," somebody said. Billy was around fat boy, redlly nicer than mogt, but he was
one of them. | began walking toward Billy. He stood there. When | got close he swung. | dmost
didn't fed it. | hit him behind his Ieft ear and when he grabbed hisear | hit him in the Somach. He fdl
to the ground. He stayed down. "Get up and fight him, Billy," said Stanley Greenberg. Stanley lifted
Billy up and pushed him toward me. | punched Billy in the mouth and he grabbed his mouth with
both hands. "O.K.," said Stanley, "I'll take his place!™

The boys cheered. | decided to run, | didn't want to die. But then a teacher came up. "What's
going on here?' It was Mr. Hall. "Henry picked on Billy," sad Stanley Greenberg. "Is that right,
boys?' asked Mr. Hall.

"Yes," they sad. Mr. Hdl took me by the ear dl the way to the principd’s office. He pushed me
into a chair in front of an empty desk and then knocked on the principa's door. He was in there for
some time and when he came out he left without looking a me. | sat there five or ten minutes before
the principa came out and sat behind the desk. He was a very dignified man with a mass of white
hair and a blue bow tie. He looked like ared gentleman. His name was Mr. Knox. Mr. Knox folded
his hands and looked a me without spesking. When he did that | was not so sure that he was a
gentleman. He seemed to want to humble me, treat me like the others.

"Well," he sad at lagt, "tell me what happened.” "Nothing happened.”

"You hurt that boy, Billy Sherril. His parents are going to want to know why."
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| didn't answer. "Do you think you can take matters into your own hands when something
happens you don't like?!

"No." "Then why did you do it?"

| didn't answer.

"Do you think you're better than other people?’ "No."

Mr. Knox sat there. He had a long letter opener and he did it back and forth on the green felt
padding of the desk. He had a large bottle of green ink on his desk and a pen holder with four pens.
| wondered if he would beat me.

"Then why did you do what you did?' | didn't answer. Mr. Knox did the letter opener back and
forth. The phone rang. He picked it up.

"Helo? Oh, Mrs. Kirby? He what? What? Ligten, can't you administer the discipline? I'm busy
now. All right, I'll phone you when I'm done with thisone. . ."

He hung up. He brushed his fine white hair back out of his eyes with one hand and looked a me.

"Why do you cause medl thistrouble?’ | didn't answer him.

"Y ou think you're tough, huh?'

| kept silent.

"Tough kid, hun?'

Therewas afly cirding Mr. Knox's desk. It hovered over his green ink bottle. Then it landed on
the black cap of the ink bottle and sat there rubbing its wings.

"O.K., kid, you're tough and I'm tough. Let's shake hands on that." | didn't think | was tough so |
didn't give him my hand. "Come on, give me your hand."

| stretched my hand out and he took it and began shaking it. Then he stopped shaking it and
looked at me. He had blue clear eyes lighter than the blue of his bow tie. His eyes were dmost
beautiful. He kept looking & me and holding my hand. His grip began to tighten.

"| want to congratulate you for being atough guy.”

His grip tightened some more.

"Do you think I'm atough guy?'

| didn't answer.

He crushed the bones of my fingers together. 1 could fed the bone of each finger cutting like a
blade into the flesh of the finger next to it. Shots of red flashed before my eyes.

"Do you think I'm atough guy?' he asked. "I'll kill you," | said.

"Youll what?'

Mr. Knox tightened his grip. He had ahand like avise. | could see every porein hisface.

"Tough guys don't scream, do they?' | couldn't look at his face anymore. | put my face down on
the desk. "Am | atough guy?" asked Mr. Knox.

He squeezed harder. | had to scream, but | kept it as quiet as possible so no one in the classes
could hear me.

"Now, am | atough guy?'

| waited. | hated to say it. Then | said, "Yes." Mr. Knox let go of my hand. | was afraid to look at
it. | let it hang by my sde. | noticed that the fly was gone and | thought, it's not so bad to be afly.
Mr. Knox was writing on a piece of paper.

"Now, Henry, I'm writing a little note to your parents and | want you to deliver it to them. And
you will ddliver it to them, won't you?' "Yes."

He folded the note into an envelope and handed it to me. The envelope was sealed and | had no
desire to openit.
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| took the envelope home to my mother and handed it to her and walked into the bedroom. My
bedroom. The best thing aout the bedroom was the bed. | liked to stay in bed for hours, even
during the day with the covers pulled up to my chin. It was good in there, nothing ever occurred in
there, no people, nothing. My mother often found me in bed in the daytime.

"Henry, get up! It's not good for ayoung boy to lay in bed dl day! Now, get up! Do something!”

But there was nothing to do. | didn't go to bed that day. My mother was reading the note. Soon |
heard her crying. Then she was wailing. "Oh, my god! Y ou've disgraced your father and mysdf! It's
adisgrace! Suppose the neighbors find out? What will the neighbors think?"

They never spoke to their neighbors. Then the door opened and my mother came running into the
room: "How could you have done this to your mother?"

The tears were running down her face. | felt guilty. "Wait until your father gets home!""

She dammed the bedroom door and | sat in the chair and waited. Somehow | felt guilty . . .

| heard my father come in. He aways dammed the door, walked heavily, and talked loudly. He
was home. After a few moments the bedroom door opened. He was six feet two, a large man.
Everything vanished, the chair | was gtting in, the walpaper, thewdls, dl of my thoughts. He was the
dark covering the sun, the violence of him made everything dse utterly disappear. He was dl ears,
nose, mouth, | couldn't look &t his eyes, there was only his red angry face.

"All right, Henry. Into the bathroom." | waked in and he closed the door behind us. The wdls
were white. There was a bathroom mirror and a small window, the screen black and broken. There
was the bathtub and the toilet and the tiles. He reached and took down the razor strop which hung
from a hook. It was going to be the first of many such bearings, which would recur more and more
often. Always, | fdt, without redl reason.

"All right, take down your pants." | took my pants down.

"Pull down your shorts."

| pulled them down.

Then he laid on the strop. The firgt blow inflicted more shock than pain. The second hurt more.
Each blow which followed increased the pain. At first | was aware of the walls, the toilet, the tub.
Findly | couldn't see anything. As he beat me, he berated me, but | couldn't understand the words. |
thought about his roses, how he grew roses in the yard. | thought about his automobile in the garage.
| tried not to scream. | knew thet if | did scream he might stop, but knowing this, and knowing his
desire for me to scream, prevented me. The tears ran from my eyes as | remained slent. After a
while it dl became just awhirlpool, ajumble, and there was only the deadly possibility of being there
forever. Findly, like something jerked into action, | began to sob, swallowing and choking on the st
dime that ran down my throat. He stopped.

He was no longer there. | became aware of the little window again and the mirror. There was the
razor strop hanging from the hook, long and brown and twisted. | couldn't bend over to pull up my
pants or my shorts and | walked to the door, awkwardly, my clothes around my feet. | opened the
bathroom door and there was my mother standing in the hal. "It wasn't right,” | told her. "Why didn't
you hdp me?' "The father," she sad, "isadwaysright.”

Then my mother walked away. | went to my bedroom, dragging my clothing around my feet and
sat on the edge of the bed. The mattress hurt me. Outside, through the rear screen | could see my
father's roses growing. They were red and white and ydlow, large and full. The sun was very low but
not yet st and the last of it danted through the rear window. | felt that even the sun belonged to my
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father, that | had no right to it because it was shining upon my father's house. | was like his roses,
something that belonged to him and not to me.. . .
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By the time they caled me to dinner | was able to pull up my clothing and walk to the breskfast
nook where we ate dl our meds except on Sunday. There were two pillows on my chair. | sat on
them but my legs and ass till burned. My father was talking about his job, as dways.

"l told Sullivan to combine three routes into two and let one man go from each shift. Nobody is
redly pulling their weight around there . . ." "They ought to listen to you, Daddy,” said my mather.
"Please” | sad, "please excuse me but | don't fed like egting . . . "Youll eat your FOOD!" sad my
father. "Y our mother prepared this food!"

"Yes" said my mother, "carrots and peas and roast beef." "And the mashed potatoes and gravy,"
sad my father. "I'm not hungry.”

"You will est every carrot, and pee on your platel" sad my father. He was trying to be funny.
That was one of his favorite remarks. "DADDY!" said my mother in shocked disbelief. | began
egting. It was terrible. | fdt asif | were eating them, what they believed in, what they were. | didn't
chew any of it, | just swallowed it to get rid of it. Meanwhile my father was talking about how good it
al tasted, how lucky we were to be eating good food when most of the people in the world, and
many even in America, were starving and poor.

"What's for dessert. Mama?' my father asked. His face was horrible, the lips pushed out, greasy
and wet with pleasure. He acted as if nothing had happened, as if he hadn't besten me. When | was
back in my bedroom | thought, these people are not my parents, they must have adopted me and
now they are unhappy with what | have become.
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Lila Jane was a girl my age who lived next door. | sill wasn't dlowed to play with the children in
the neighborhood, but gtting in the bedroom often got dull. | would go out and walk around in the
backyard, looking at things, bugs mostly. Or | would Sit on the grass and imagine things. One thing |
imagined was that | was a great baseball player, so great that | could get a hit every time at bat, or a
home run anytime | wanted to. But | would deliberately make outs just to trick the other team. | got
my hits when | fdt like it. One season, going into July, | was hitting only .139 with one home run.
HENRY CHINASKI IS FINISHED, the newspapers said. Then | began to hit. And how | hit! At
onetime | dlowed mysdf 16 home runsin arow. Another time | batted in 24 runs in one game. By
the end of the season | was hitting .523.

Lila Jane was one of the pretty girls I'd seen a school. She was one of the nicest, and she was
living right next door. One day when | was in the yard she came up to the fence and stood there
looking a me. "You don't play with the other boys, do you?' | looked at her. She had long red-
brown hair and dark brown eyes. "No," | said, "no, | don't.”

"Why not?' "l see them enough at schoal.”

"I'm LilaJane," she said.

"I'm Henry."

She kept looking a me and | sat there on the grass and looked at her. Then she said, "Do you
want to see my panties?’

"Sure" | said. Shelifted her dress. The panties were pink and clean. They looked good. She kept
holding her dress up and then turned around so that | could see her behind. Her behind looked nice.
Then she pulled her dress down. "Goodbye," she said and waked off.

"Goodbye," | said.

It happened each afternoon. "Do you want to see my panties?’ "Sure."

The panties were nearly dways a different color and each time they looked better.

One afternoon after Lila Jane showed me her panties | said, "Let'sgo for awalk.”

"All right,” she said. | met her in front and we waked down the Street together. She was redly
pretty. We walked adong without saying anything until we came to a vacant lot. The weeds were tall
and green.

"Let'sgo into the vacant lot," | said. "All right," said Lila Jane. We walked out into the tall weeds.
"Show me your panties again.”

Shelifted her dress. Blue panties. "Let's stretch out here)” | said. We got down in the weeds and |
grabbed her by the hair and kissed her. Then | pulled up her dress and looked a her panties. | put
my hand on her behind and kissed her again. | kept kissng her and grabbing at her behind. | did this
for quitealong time. Then | said, "Let'sdo it." | wasn't sure what there was to do but | felt there was
more.

"No, | cant," shesad. "Why not?'

"Those men will see”

"What men?'

"Therel” she pointed. | looked between the weeds. Maybe half a block avay some men were
working repairing the street.

"They can't seeus!” "Yes, they can!"

| got up. "God damniit!" | said and | walked out of the lot and went back home.
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| didn't see Lila Jane again for a while in the afternoons. It didn't matter. It was football season
and | was -- in my imagination -- a great quarterback. | could throw the ball 90 yards and kick it 80.
But we seldom had to kick, not when | carried the ball. | was best running into grown men. | crushed
them. It took five or Sx men to tackle me. Sometimes, like in basebal, | felt sorry for everybody and
| dlowed mysdf to be tackled after only gaining 8 or 10 yards. Then | usudly got injured, badly, and
they had to carry me off the field. My team would fal behind, say 40 to 17, and with 3 or 4 minutes
left to play I'd return, angry that | had been injured. Every time | got the ball | ran dl the way to a
touchdown. How the crowd screamed! And on defense | made every tackle, intercepted every
pass. | was everywhere. Chinaski, the Fury! With the gun ready to go off | took the kickoff deep in
my own end zone. | ran forward, sdeways, backwards. | broke tackle after tackle, | leaped over
fdlen tacklers. | wasn't getting any blocking. My team was a bunch of ssses. Findly, with five men
hanging on to me | refused to fal and dragged them over the god line for the winning touchdown.

| looked up one afternoon as a big guy entered our yard through the back gate. He walked in and
just stood there looking @ me. He was a year or so older than | was and he wasn't from my
grammar schoal. "I'm from Marmount Grammar School," he said.

"You better get out of here," | told him. "My father will be coming home soon,”

"Is that right?" he asked. | stood up. "What are you doing here?' "I hear you guys from Delsey
Grammar think you're tough.” "We win al the inter-school games.”

"That's because you cheat. We don't like cheaters at Marmount.”

He had on an old blue shirt, half unbuttoned in front. He had a leather thong on his left wrigt.

"Y ou think you're tough?' he asked me. "No."

"What do you have in your garage? | think I'll take something from your garage.”

"Stay out of there" The garage doors were open and he walked past me. There wasn't much in
there. He found an old deflated beach ball and picked it up. "I think I'll take this."

"Put it down." "Down your throat!" he said and then he threw it a my head. | ducked. He came
out of the garage toward me. | backed up.

He followed me into the yard. "Chesaters never prosper!” he said. He swung at me. | ducked. |
could fed the wind from his swing. | closed my eyes, rushed him and started punching. | was hitting
something, sometimes. | could fed mysdf getting hit but it didn't hurt. Mostly | was scared. There-
was nothing to do but to keep punching. Then | heard avoice: "Stop it!" It was Lila Jane. Shewasin
my backyard. We both stopped fighting. She took an old tin can and threw it. It hit the boy from
Marmount in the middle of the forehead and bounced off. He stood there a moment and then ran off,
crying and howling. He ran out the rear gate and down the dley and was gone. A little tin can. | was
surprised, a big guy like him crying like that. At Delsey we had a code. We never made a sound.
Even the sssies took their beatings slently. Those guys from Marmount werent much. "You didn't
haveto help me," | told Lila Jane. "He was hitting you!"

"He waan't hurting me." Lila Jane ran off through the yard, out the rear gate, then into her yard
and into her house. Lila Jane il likesme, | thought.
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During the second and third grades | ill didn't get a chance to play basebdl but | knew that
somehow | was developing into a player. If | ever got a bat in my hands again | knew | would hit it
over the school building. One day | was standing around and a teacher came up to me. "What are
you doing?'

"Nothing." "Thisis Physicad Education. Y ou should be participating. Are you disabled?'

"Wha?' "Is there anything wrong with you?' "I don't know."

"Come with me."

He waked me over to a group. They were playing kickball. Kickbal was like basebal except
they used a soccer ball. The pitcher rolled it to the plate and you kicked it. If it went on afly and was
caught you were out. If it rolled on through the infield or you kicked it high between the fielders you
took as many bases as you could.

"What's your name?" the teacher asked me. "Henry."

He walked up to the group. "Now," he said, "Henry is going to play shortstop.”

They were from my grade. They dl knew me. Shortstop was the toughest postion. | went out
there. | knew they were going to gang up on me. The pitcher rolled the ball real dow and the first guy
kicked it right & me. It came hard, chest high, but it was no problem. The bal was big and | stuck
out my hands and caught it. | threw the ball to the pitcher. The next guy did the samething. It came a
little higher thistime. And alittle faster. No problem. Then Stanley Greenberg walked up to the plate.
That was it. | was out of luck. The pitcher rolled the ball and Stanley kicked it. It came at me like a
cannonball, head high. | wanted to duck but didn't. The bal smashed into my handsand | held it. |
took the ball and rolled it to the pitcher's mound. Three outs. | trotted to the Siddine. As | did, some
guy passed me and said, "Chinaski, the great shitstop!”

It was the boy with the vasdinein his hair and the long black nogtril hairs. | spun around. "Hey!" |
said. He stopped. | looked at him. "Don't ever say anything to me again." | saw the fear in his eyes.
He walked out to his position and | went and leaned againgt the fence while our team came to the
plate. Nobody stood near me but | didn't care. | was gaining ground.

It was difficult to understand. We were the children in the poorest school, we had the pooret,
least educated parents, most of us lived on terrible food, and yet boy for boy we were much bigger
than the boys from other grammar schools around the city. Our school was famous. We were
feared.

Our 6th grade team beat the other 6th grade teams in the city very badly. Especidly in basebdl.
Scoreslike 14 tol, 2410 3, 19 to 2. Wejust could hit the ball.

One day the City Champion Junior High School team, Miranda Bdll, chdlenged us. Somehow
money was raised and each of our players was given a new blue cap with awhite "D" in front. Our
team looked good in those caps. When the Miranda Bell guys showed up, the 7th grade champs,
our 6th grade guys just looked a them and laughed. We were bigger, we looked tougher, we
walked differently, we knew something that they didn't know. We younger guys laughed too. We
knew we had them where we wanted them.

The Miranda guys looked too polite. They were very quiet. Their pitcher was their biggest player.
He struck out our first three batters, some of our best hitters. But we had Lowbal Johnson. Lowball
did the same to them. It went on like that, both sides striking out, or hitting little grounders and an
occasond single, but nothing ese. Then we were a bat in the bottom of the 7th. Beefcake
Cappalletti nalled one. God, you could hear the shot! The bal looked like it was going to hit the
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school building and break awindow. Never had | seen abdl take off like that! It hit the flagpole near
the top and bounced back in. Easy home run. Cappdletti rounded the bases and our guys looked
good inther new blue caps with the white "13."

The Miranda guys just quit after that. They didn't know how to come back. They came from a
wedthy didrict, they didn't know what it meant to fight back. Our next guy doubled. How we
screamed! [t was over. There was nothing they could do. The next batter tripled. They changed
pitchers. He walked the next guy. The next batter singled. Before the inning was over we had scored
nine runs.

Miranda never got a chance to bat in the 8th. Our 5th graders went over and challenged them to
fight. Even one of the 4th graders ran over and picked a fight with one of them. The Miranda guys
took their equipment and left. We ran them off, up the street. There was nothing left to do so a
couple of our guys got into a fight. It was a good one. They both had bloody noses but were
swinging good when one of the teachers who had stayed to watch the game broke it up. He didn't
know how close he came to getting jumped himsaif.
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One night my father took me on his milk route. There were no longer any horse-drawn wagons.
The milk trucks now had engines. After loading up at the milk company we drove off on his route. |
liked being out in the very early morning. The moon was up and | could see the star's. It was cold but
it was exciting. | wondered why my father had asked me to come aong since he had taken to
besting me with the razor strop once or twice aweek and we weren't getting aong.

At each stop he would jump out and deliver a bottle or two of milk. Sometimes it was cottage
cheese or buttermilk or butter and now and then a bottle of orange juice. Most of the people left
notes in the empty bottles explaining what they wanted.

My father drove dong, sopping and starting, making deliveries. "O.K., kid, which direction are
we driving in now?' "North."

"You're right. We're going north." We went up and down streets, stopping and starting. "O.K.,
which way are we going now?"'

"West." "No, we're going south.”

We drove adong in slence some more. "Suppose | pushed you out of the truck now and left you
on the sdewalk, what would you do?'

"I don't know." "l mean, how would you live?'

"Well, | guess|'d go back and drink the milk and orange juice you just Ieft on the porch steps.”

"Then wha would you do?' "I'd find a policeman and tdl him what you did." ™Y ou would, hub?
And what would you tdl him?' "I'd tdl him that you told me that ‘west' was 'south’ because you
wanted meto get lost.”

It began to get light. Soon al the deiveries were made and we stopped a a cafe to have
breakfast. The waitress walked over.

"Hdlo, Henry," she said to my father. "Hello, Betty." "Who's the kid?" asked Betty. "That's little
Henry." "He looks just like you." "He doesn't have my brains, though." "I hope not." We ordered.
We had bacon and eggs. Aswe ate my father said, "Now comes the hard part.”

"What isthat?' "I have to collect the money people owe me. Some of them don't want to pay.”

"They ought to pay." "Thet'swhat | tell them.”

We finished eating and started driving again. My father got out and knocked on doors. | could
hear him complaining loudly,

"HOW THE HELL DO YOU THINK I'M GOING TO EAT? YOU'VE SUCKED UP THE
MILK, NOW IT'STIME FOR YOU TO SHIT OUT THE MONEY!"

He used a different line each time. Sometimes he came back with the money, sometimes he didnt.

Then | saw him enter a court of bungalows. A door opened and a woman stood there dressed in
a loose dlken kimono. She was smoking a cigarette. "Ligten, baby, I've got to have the money.
Y ou're into me deeper than anybody!"

She laughed a him. "L ook, baby, just give me hdf, give me a payment, something to show.” She
blew a smoke ring, reached out and broke it with her finger. "Listen, you've got to pay me" my
father said. "Thisis a desperate Stuation.”

"Come on in. Well tak about it," said the woman. My father went in and the door closed. He
was in there for along time. The sun was redly up. When my father came out his hair was hanging
down around his face and he was pushing his shirt tail into his pants. He climbed into the truck. "Did
that woman give you the money?' | asked. "That was the last stop,” sad my father. "I can't take it
any more. Well return the truck and go home. . ."
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| was to see that woman again. One day | came home after school and she was ditting on a chair
in the front room of our house. My mother and father were gtting there too and my mother was
crying. When my mother saw me she sood up and ran toward me, grabbed me. She took me into
the bedroom and sat me on the bed. "Henry, do you love your mother?' | redly didn't but she
looked s0 sad that | said, "Yes." She took me back into the other room. ™Y our father says he loves
thiswoman," shesaid to me. "l love both of you! Now get that kid out of here!™ | fdt that my father
was making my mother very unhagppy. "I'll kill you," | told my father.

"Get that kid out of here” "How can you love that woman?' | asked my father. "Look at her
nose. She has anose like an eephant!”

"Chrigt!" said the woman, "I don't have to take thig" She looked a my father: "Choose, Henry!
One or the other! Now!" "But | cant! | love you both!"

"Il kill you!" I told my father. He walked over and dapped me on the ear, knocking me to the
floor. The woman got up and ran out of the house and my father went after her. The woman leaped
into my father's car, started it and drove off down the street. It happened very quickly. My father ran
down the dtreet after her and the car. "EDNA! EDNA, COME BACK!" My father actudly caught
up with the car, reached into the front seat and grabbed Edna's purse. Then the car speeded up and
my father was |eft with the purse.

"l knew something was going on,” my mother told me. "So | hid in the car trunk and | caught them
together. Y our father drove me back here with that horrible woman. Now she's got his car.”

My father walked back with Ednas purse. "Everybody into the housel” We went insde and my
father locked me in the bedroom and my mother and father began arguing. It was loud and very ugly.
Then my father began beating my mother. She screamed and he kept beating her. | climbed out a
window and tried to get in the front door. It was locked. | tried the rear door, the windows.
Everything was locked. | stood in the backyard and listened to the screaming and the besting.

Then the beating and the screaming stopped and al | could hear was my mother sobbing. She
sobbed along time. It gradudly grew less and less and then she stopped.
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| was in the 4th grade when | found out about it. | was probably one of the last to know, because
| fill didn't talk to anybody. A boy waked up to me while | was standing around at recess.
"Don't you know how it happens?' he asked. "What?"

"Fucking."

"What's that?'

"Your mother hasahole . . ." -- he took the thumb and forefinger of his right hand and made a
circle -- "and your father hasa dong . . ." -- he took his left forefinger and ran it back and forth

through the hole. "Then your father's dong shoots juice and sometimes your mother has a baby and
sometimes she doesn't.”

"God makes babies" | said. "Like shit," the kid said and waked off. It was hard for me to
believe. When recess was over | sat in class and thought about it. My mother had a hole and my
father had a dong that shot juice. How could they have things like that and wak around as if
everything was norma, and talk about things, and then do it and not tell anybody? | redly fdt like
puking when | thought that | had started off as my father's juice.

That night after the lights were out | stayed awake in bed and listened. Sure enough, | began to
hear sounds. Their bed began creaking. | could hear the springs. | got out of bed and tiptoed down
to their door and listened. The bed kept making sounds.

Then it sopped. | hurried back down the hal and into my bedroom. | heard my mother go into
the bathroom. | heard the toilet flush and then she walked ouit.

What a terrible thing! No wonder they did it in secret! And to think, everybody did it! The
teachers, the principd, everybody! It was pretty stupid. Then | thought about doing it with Lila Jane
and it didn't seem so dumb.

The next day in dass | thought about it dl day. | looked at the little girls and imagined mysdf
doing it with them. | would do it with dl of them and make babies. I'd fill the world with guys like me,
great basebdl players, home run hitters. That day just before class ended the teacher, Mrs.
Westphd, said: "Henry, will you stay after class?!

The bell rang and the other children left. | sat a my desk and waited. Mrs. Westpha was
correcting papers. | thought, maybe she wants to do it with me. | imagined pulling her dress up and
looking &t her hole. "All right, Mrs. Westphal, I'm ready.”

She looked up from her papers. "All right, Henry, first erase dl the blackboards. Then take the
erasers outside and dust them.”

| did as | was told, then sat back down at my desk. Mrs. Westpha just sat there correcting
papers. She had on a tight blue dress, she wore large golden earrings, had a tiny nose and wore
rimless glasses. | waited and waited. Then | said, "Mrs. Westphd, why did you keep me after
school?' She looked up and stared at me. Her eyes were green and deep. "I kept you after school
because sometimes you're bad." "Oh, yeah?' | smiled.

Mrs. Westpha looked a me. She took her glasses off and kept staring. Her legs were behind the
desk. | couldn't look up her dress. "Y ou were very inatentive today, Henry." "Y eah?"

"Yes istheword. You're addressing alady!" "Oh, | know..."

"Don't get sassy with mel" "Whatever you say."

Mrs. Westpha stood up and came out from behind her desk.
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She walked down the aide and sat on the top of the desk across from me. She had nice long legs
in glk stockings. She smiled at me, reached out a hand and touched one of my wridts.

"Y our parents don't give you much love, do they?' "I don't need that stuff,” | told her.

"Henry, everybody needslove.” "I don't need anything.”

"Y ou poor boy."

She stood up, came to my desk and dowly took my head in her hands. She bent over and
pressed it againgt her breadts. | reached around and grabbed her legs.

"Henry, you must stop fighting everybody! We want to help you.” | grabbed Mrs. Westphd's legs
harder. "All right,” | sad, "let'sfuck!"

Mrs. Westphal pushed me away and stood back. "What did you say?"

"l said, let's fuck!"

She looked at me along time. Then she said, "Henry, | am never going to tdl anybody what you
said, not the principa or your parents or anybody. But | never, never want you to say tha to me
agan, do you understand?'

"l understand.” "All right. Y ou can go home now." | got up and walked toward the door. When |
opened it, Mrs. Westpha said, "Good afternoon, Henry."

"Good afternoon, Mrs. Westphal ."

| walked down the street wondering about it. | felt she wanted to fuck but was afraid because |
was too young for her and that my parents or the principad might find out. It had been exciting being
in the room with her done. This thing about. fucking was nice. It gave people extra things to think
about.

There was one large boulevard to cross on the way home. | entered the crosswalk. Suddenly
there was a car coming right at me. It didn't dow down. It was weaving wildly. | tried to run out of
its path but it appeared to follow me. | saw headlights, whedls, a bumper. The car hit me and then
there was blackness. . , .
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Later in the hospitd they were dabbing a my knees with pieces of cotton that had been soaked
in something. It burned. My ebows burned too.

The doctor was bending over me with a nurse. | was in bed and the sun came through the
window. It seemed very pleasant. The doctor smiled a me. The nurse straightened up and smiled at
me. It was nice there. "Do you have aname?' the doctor asked.

"Henry." "Henry what?'

"Chinaski."

"Polish, en?'

"German.”

"How come nobody wants to be Polish?' "'l was born in Germany."

"Where do you live?' asked the nurse. "With my parents.”

"Redlly?" asked the doctor. "And whereisthat?' "What happened to my ebows and knees?'

"A car ran you over. Luckily, the wheels missed you. Witnesses said he gppeared to be drunk.
Hit and run. But they got hislicense. They'll get him."

"You have apretty nurse. . ." | said. "Well, thank you," she said.

"Do you want a date with her?" asked the doctor. "What's that?"

"Do you want to go out with her?' the doctor asked. "I don't know if | could do it with her. I'm
too young." "Do what?"'

"You know." "Well," the nurse smiled, "come see me after your knees hed up and well see what
we can do."

"Pardon me," said the doctor, "but | have to see another accident case.” He left the room.

"Now," sad the nurse, "what street do you live on?' "Virginia Road.”

"Give me the number, swestie | told her the house number. She asked if there was a telephone.
| told her that | didn't know the number.

"That'sdl right," she said, "well get it. And don't worry. Y ou were lucky. You just got abump on
the head and skinned up alittle.”

Shewas nice but | knew that after my knees healed, she wouldn't want to see me again.

"I want to stay here" | told her. "What? Y ou mean, you don't want to go home to your parents?"
"No. Let me stay here”

"We can't do that, sweetie. We need these beds for people who are redly sick and injured.”

She smiled and walked out of the room.

When my father came he walked straight into the room and without a word scooped me out of
bed. He carried me out of the room and down the hallway.

"You little bagtard! Didn't | teach you to look BOTH ways before you cross the street?!

He rushed me down the hall. We passed the nurse. "Goodbye, Henry," she said.

"Goodbye." We got into an devator with an old man in a whedchar. A nurse was standing
behind him. The evator began to descend. "I think I'm going to die," the old man said. "I don't want
todie I'm afradto die. . ."

"You've lived long enough, you old fart!" muttered my father. The old man looked startled. The
elevator stopped. The door remained closed. Then | noticed the elevator operator. He sat on a small
stool. He was adwarf dressed in a bright red uniform with ared cap.

The dwarf looked at my father. "Sir," he said, "you are a repugnant fool!"

"Shortcake," replied my father, "open the fucking door or it's your ass."
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The door opened. We went out the entrance. My father carried me across the hospita lawn. | ill
had on a hospital gown. My father carried my clothesin a bag in one hand. The wind blew back my
gown and | saw my skinned knees which were not bandaged and were painted with iodine. My
father was dmost running across the lawn.

"When they catch that son-of-a-bitch," he said, "I'll sue him! I'll sue him for his last penny! Hell
support me the rest of hislifel I'm sck of that god-damned milk truck! Golden State Creamery.'
Golden State, my hairy asst WEll move to the South Seas. WEII live on coconuts and pinegpples!”

My father reached the car and put me in the front seet. Then he got in on his Sde. He started the
car.

"l hate drunks! My father was a drunk. My brothers are drunks. Drunks are weak. Drunks are
cowards. And hit-and-run drunks should be jailed for the rest of their lived"

As we drove toward home he continued to talk to me. "Do you know that in the South Seas the
natives live in grass shacks? They get up in the morning and the food fdls from the trees to the
ground. They just pick it up and et it, coconuts and pinegpple. And the natives think that white men
are gods! They catch fish and roast boar, and their girls dance and wear grass skirts and rub their
men behind the ears. Golden State Creamery, my hairy ass."

But my father's dream was not to be. They caught the man who hit me and put himin jail. He had
awife and three children and didn't have a job. He was a penniless drunkard. The man sat in jail for
some time but my father didn't press charges. As he said, "You can't get blood out of a fucking
turnip!"
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My father aways ran the neighborhood kids away from our house. | was told not to play with
them but | walked down the street and watched them anyhow.

"Hey, Heiniel" they ydled, "Why don't you go back to Germany?' Somehow they had found out
about my birthplace. The worgt thing was that they were dl about my age and they not only hung
together because they lived in the same neighborhood but because they went to the same Catholic
schoal. They were tough kids, they played tackle football for hours and dmost every day a couple of
them got into afist fight. The four main guys were Chuck, Eddie, Gene and Frank.

"Hey, Heinie, go back to Krautland!" There was no getting in with them. . .

Then a red-headed kid moved in next door to Chuck. He went to some kind of specia schoal. |
was gitting on the curb one day when he came out of his house. He sat on the curb next to me. "Hi,
my name's Red." "1m Henry."

We sat there and watched the guys play football. | looked a Red. "How come you got a glove
on your left hand?' | asked. "I've only got onearm,” he said.

"That hand looksred.” "It'sfake. Itsafake arm. Touch it." "What?"

"Touch it. It'sfake."

| felt it. It was hard, rock hard. "How'd that happen?’

"I was born that way. The arm's fake all the way up to the elbow. I've got to strap it on. I've got
little fingers a the end of my ebow, fingernails and dl, but the fingers aren't any good.” ™Y ou got any
friends?' | asked.

"No." "Me nether."

"Those guys won't play with you?' "No."

"| got afootbal.”

"Can you catch it?"

"Straight shit,” said Red.

"Go get it."

"O.K..."

Red went back to his father's garage and came out with a football. He tossed it to me. Then he
backed across his front lawn. "Go on, throw it . . ."

| let it go. His good arm came around and his bad arm came around and he caught it. The am
meade a dight squeaking sound as he caught the football.

"Nice catch," | said. "Now wing me one!" He cocked his am and let it fly; it came like a bullet
and | managed to hold onto it asit dug into my stomach.

"You're standing too close" | told him. "Step back some more" At lagt, | thought, some practice
catching and throwing. It felt real good.

Then | was the quarterback. | rolled back, straight-armed an invisible tackier, and let go a spird
fly. It fell short. Red ran forward, legped, caught the ball, rolled over three or four times and till held
onto it. "You're good, Red. How'd you get so good?'

"My father taught me. We practice alot." Then Red walked back and let one sall. It looked to be
over my head as | ran back for it. There was a hedge between Red's house and Chuck's house and |
fdl into the hedge going for the bal. The bal hit the top of the hedge and bounced over. | went
around to Chuck's yard to get the ball. Chuck passed the bdl to me. "So you got yoursdf a freak
friend, hey, Heinie?'
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It was a couple of days later and Red and | were on his front lawn passng and kicking the
football. Chuck and his friends weren't around. Red and | were getting better and better. Practice,
that's dl it took. All a guy needed was a chance. Somebody was adways controlling who got a
chance and who didn't.

| caught one over the shoulder, whirled and winged it back to Red who leaped high and came
down with it. Maybe some day wed play for U.S.C. Then | saw five boys waking down the
sdewak toward us. They weren't guys from my grammar school. They were our age and looked
like trouble. Red and | kept throwing the bal and they stood watching us. Then one of the guys
stepped onto the lawn. The biggest.

"Throw methebal," he said to Red. "Why?"

"l wannaseeif | can cachit.”

"| don't careif you can cachit or not." "Throw me the ball!"

"He'sgot oneam,” | said. "Leave him done." "Stay out of this, monkey-facel” Then he looked at
Red. "Throw methe ball."

"Go to hdl!" said Red. "Get the badl!" the big guy said to the others. They ran a us. Red turned
and threw the ball on the roof of his house. The roof was danted and the ball rolled back down but
managed to gtick behind a drain pipe. Then they were on us. Five to two, | thought, ther€'s no
chance. | caught a fist on the temple, swung and missed. Somebody kicked me in the ass. It was a
good one and burned al the way up the spine. Then | heard a cracking sound, it was dmost like a
rifle shot and one of them was down on the ground holding his forehead.

"Oh shit," he said, "my skull is crushed!" | saw Red and he was sanding in the center of the lawn.
He was holding the hand of his fake arm with the hand of his good arm. It was like a club. Then he
swung again. There was another loud crack and another of them was down on the lawn. | began to
fed brave and | landed a punch right on a guy's mouth. | saw the lip split and the blood began to
dribble down his chin. The other two ran off. Then the big guy who had gone down first got up and
the other one got up. They held their heads. The guy with the bloody mouth stood there. Then they
retreated down the street together. When they got quite away down the big guy turned around and
sad, "WEell be back!"

Red began running toward them and | ran behind Red. They sarted running and Red and |
stopped chasing them after they turned the corner. We walked back, found a ladder in the garage.
We got the footbal down and began throwing it back and forth . . .

One Saturday Red and | decided to go swimming at the public pool down on Bimini Street. Red
was a strange guy. He didn't talk much but | didn't talk much ether and we got dong. There was
nothing to say anyhow. The only thing | ever redly asked him about was his school but he just said it
was aspecia school and that it cost his father some money.

We arrived at the pool in the early afternoon, got our lockers, and took our clothes off. We had
our svimming trunks on undernegth. Then | saw Red unhitch hisarm and put it in his locker. It was
the firgt time since the fight 1 had seen him without his fake arm. | tried not to look a his arm which
ended at the elbow. We waked to the place where you had to soak your feet in a chlorine solution.
It stank but it stopped the spread of athlete's foot or something. Then we walked to the pool and got
in. The water stank too and after | wasin | pissed in it. There were people of al ages in the podl,
men and women, boys and girls. Red redly liked the water. He legped up and down in it. Then he
ducked under and came up. He spit water out of his mouth. | tried to swim. | couldn't help noticing
Red's hdf-arm, couldn't help looking at it. | dways made sure to look &t it when | thought he was
occupied with something ese. It ended at the elbow, sort of rounded off, and | saw thelittle fingers. |
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didnt want to stare red hard, but it seemed as if there were only three or four of them, very tiny,
curled up there. They were very red and esch of the tiny fingers had a little fingernail. Nothing was
going to grow anymore; it had dl stopped. | didn't want to think about it. | dove under. | was going
to scare Red. | was going to grab his legs from behind. | came up againgt something soft. My face
went right into it. It was afat woman's ass. | fet her grab me by the hair and she pulled me up out of
the water. She had on a blue bathing cap and the strgp was tight around her chin, digging into her
flesh. Her front teeth were capped with slver and her breath smdled of garlic. "You dirty little
pervert! Trying for free grabs, are you?' | pushed away from her and backed off. As | moved
backwards she followed me through the water, her sagging breasts pushing a tidd wave in front of
her.

"Youdirty little prick. Y ou wanna suck my titties? Y ou got a dirty mind, huh? Y ou wanna eat my
shit? How about some of my shit, little prick?"

| backed up further into the deeper water. | was now standing on my toes, moving backwards. |
swalowed some water. She kept coming, a steamship of a woman. | couldn't retreat any further.
She moved right up to me. Her eyes were pae and blank, there wasn't any color in them. | felt her
body touching mine.

"Touch my cunt,” she said. "1 know you want to touch it, S0 go ahead, touch my cunt. Touch it,
touch it!"

She waited. "If you dont, I'm going to tell the lifeguard you molested me and you'l be put in jail!
Now, touch it!"

| couldn't do it. Suddenly she reached under and grabbed my parts and yanked. She amost tore
my dong off. | fell backwards into the deep water, sank, struggled, and came to the top. | was six
feet away from her and began swimming toward shalow water.

"I'm going to tdl the lifeguard you molested mel" she screamed. Then a man swvam between us.
"Thet little son-of-a-bitch!" she pointed at me and screamed at the man. "He grabbed my cunt!"”

"Lady," said the man, "the boy probably thought it was the grate over the drain.”

| swam over to Red. "Ligten,” | said, "weve got to get out of here! That fat lady is going to tell the
lifeguard thet | touched her cunt!™

"What'd you do that for?' Red asked. "I wanted to see what it felt like." "What'd it fed like?"

We got out of the pool, showered. Red put his arm back on and we dressed. "Did you redly do
it?" he asked.

"A guy's got to get started sometime.” It was a month or so later that Red's family moved. One
day they were gone. Just like that. Red never said anything in advance to me. He was gone, the
footbal was gone, and those tiny red fingers with fingernails, they were gone. He was agood guy.
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| didn't know exactly why but Chuck, Eddie, Gene and Frank let me join them in some of ther
games. | think it started when another guy showed up and they needed three on aside. | till required
more practice to get realy good but | was getting better. Saturday was the best day. That's when we
had our big games, other guys joined in, and we played footbal in the street. We played tackle on
the lawns but when we played in the street we played touch. There was more passing then because
you couldn't get far with arun in touch.

There was trouble at the house, much fighting between my mother and my father, and as a
consequence, they kind of forgot about me. | got to play footbal each Saturday. During one game |
broke into the open behind the last pass defender and | saw Chuck wing the ball. It was along high
spird and | kept running. | looked back over my shoulder, | saw it coming, it fdl right into my hands
and | held it and was in for the touchdown.

Then | heard my father's voice ydl "HENRY!" He was standing in front of his house. | |obbed the
bdl to one of the guys on my team so they could kick off and | waked down to where my father
stood. He looked angry. | could dmogt fed his anger. He dways stood with one foot a little bit
forward, hisface flushed, and | could see his pot belly going up and down with his breathing. He was
six feet two and like | said, he looked to be dl ears, mouth and nose when angry. | couldn't look at
his eyes.

"All right,” he said, "you're old enough to mow the lawn now. Y ou're big enough to mow it, edge
it, water it, and water the flowers. It'stime you did something around here. It's time you got off your
dead ass!"

"But I'm playing footbal with the guys. Saturday isthe only red chancel have.

"Areyou taking back to me?' "No."

| could see my mother watching from behind a curtain. Every Saturday they cleaned the whole
house. They vacuumed the rugs and polished the furniture. They took up the rugs and waxed the
hardwood floors and then covered the floors with the rugs again. You couldn't even see where they
had been waxed.

The lawn mower and edger were in the driveway. He showed them to me. "Now, you take this
mower and go up and down the lawn and don't miss any places. Dump the grass catcher here
whenever it gets full. Now, when youve mowed the lawn in one direction and finished, take the
mower and mow the lawn in the other direction, get it? Firgt, you mow it north and south, then you
mow it east and west. Do you understand?”’

"Yes" "And don't look so god-damned unhappy or I'll redlly give you something to be unhappy
about! After you've finished mowing, then you take the edger. You trim the edges of the lawvn with
the little mower on the edger. Get under the hedge, get every blade of grassl Then . . . you take this
circular blade on the edger and you cut aong the edge of the lawn. It must be absolutely straight
aong the edge of the lawn! Understand?'

"Yes" "Now when you're done with that, you take these . . ." My father showed me some shears.

". .. and you get down on your knees and you go around cutting off any hairs tha are ill
sticking up. Then you take the hose and you water the hedges and the flower beds. Then you turn on
the sprinkler and you let it run fifteen minutes on each part of the lawn. You do dl this on the front
lawn and in the flower garden, and then you repest it on the rear lawn and in the flower garden there.
Are there any questions?' "No."



35

"All right, now | want to tell you this. | am going to come out and check everything when youre
finished, and when you're done | DONT WANT TO SEE ONE HAIR STICKING UP IN
EITHER THE FRONT OR BACK LAWN! NOT ONE HAIR! IFTHEREIS. . . !"

He turned, walked up the driveway, across his porch, opened the door, dammed it, and he was
goneingde of his house. | took the mower, rolled it up the drive and began pushing it on its firgt run,
north and south. | could hear the guys down the street playing football . . .

| finished mowing, edging and clipping the front lawn. | watered the flower beds, set the sprinkler
going and began working my way toward the backyard. There was a gtretch of lawn in the center of
the driveway leading to the back. | got that too. | didn't know if | was unhappy. | felt too miserable
to be unhappy. It was like everything in the world had turned to lawn and | was just pushing my way
through it dl. | kept pushing and working but then suddenly | gave up. It would take hours, dl day,
and the game would be over. The guys would go in to eat dinner, Saturday would be finished, and
I'd ill be mowing.

As | began mowing the back lawn | noticed my mother and my father sanding on the back porch
watching me. They just stood there slently, not moving. Once as | pushed the mower past | heard
my mother say to my father, "Look, he doesn't swest like you do when you mow the lawn. Look
how calm he looks."

"CALM?HESNOT CALM, HE'SDEAD!" When | came by again, | heard him: "PUSH THAT
THING FASTER! YOU MOVE LIKE A SNAIL!" | pushed it faster. It was hard to do but it felt
good. | pushed it faster and faster. | was dmost running with the mower. The grass flew back so
hard that much of it flew over the grass catcher. | knew that would anger him.

"YOU SON-OF-A-BITCH!" he screamed. | saw him run off the back porch and into the
garage. He came out with a two-by-four about a foot long. From the corner of my eye | saw him
throw it. | saw it coming but made no attempt to avoid it. It hit me on the back of my right leg. The
pain was terrible. The leg knotted up and | had to force myself to walk. | kept pushing the mower,
trying not to limp. When | siwvung around to cut another section of the lawn the two-by-four was in
the way. | picked it up, moved it asde and kept mowing. The pain was getting worse. Then my
father was standing beside me. "STOP!"

| stopped. "1 want you to go back and mow the lawn over again where you didn't caich the grass
in the catcher! Do you understand me?' "Yes™"

My father walked back into the house. | saw him and my mother standing on the back porch
watching me.

The end of the job was to sweep up al the grass that had falen on the sdewak, and then wash
the sdewak down. | was findly finished except for sorinkling each section of the lawn in the back
yard for fifteen minutes. | dragged the hose back to set up the sprinkler when my father stepped out
of the house.

"Before you gart sprinkling | want to check this lawn for hairs™ My father walked to the center of
the lawn, got down on his hands and knees and placed the side of his head low againg the lawn
looking for any blade of grass that might be sticking up. He kept looking, twisting his neck, peering
around. | waited.

"AH HAH!" He legped up and ran toward the house. "MAMA! MAMA!"

He ran into the house.

"What isit?"

"I found ahair!"
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"You did?'

"Come, I'll show you!"

He came out of the house quickly with my mother following. "Here! Herel I'll show you!™

He got down on his hands and knees. "l can seeit! | can see two of them!™ My mother got down
with him. | wondered if they were crazy. "See them?' he asked her. "Two hairs. See them?' "Yes,
Daddy, | seethem .. ."

They both got up. My mother walked into the house. My father looked at me.

"Ingde. . ."

| walked to the porch and inside the house. My father followed me. "Into the bathroom."

My father closed the door. "Take your pants down."

| heard him get down the razor strop. My right leg gtill ached. It didn't help, having fdlt the strop
many times before. The whole world was out there indifferent to it dl, but that didn't help. Millions of
people were out there, dogs and cats and gophers, buildings, streets, but it didn't matter. There was
only father and the razor strop and the bathroom and me. He used that strop to sharpen his razor,
and early in the mornings | used to hate him with his face white with lather, standing before the
mirror shaving himsdf. Then the first blow of the strop hit me. The sound of the strop was flat and
loud, the sound itsdf was dmost as bad as the pain. The strop landed again. It was as if my father
was a machine, swinging that strop. There was the feding of being in atomb. The strop landed again
and | thought, that is surely the last one. But it wasn'. It landed again. | didn't hate him. He was just
unbelievable, | just wanted to get away from him. | couldn't cry. | wastoo sick to cry, too confused.
The strop landed once again. Then he stopped. | stood and waited. | heard him hanging up the strop.

"Next time," he sad, "I don't want to find any hairs™ | heard him wak out of the bathroom. He
closed the bathroom door. The walls were beautiful, the bathtub was beautiful, the wash basin and
the shower curtain were beautiful, and even the toilet was beautiful. My father was gone.
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Of dl the guys left in the neighborhood, Frank was the nicest. We got to be friends, we got to
going around together, we didn't need the other guys much. They had more or less kicked Frank out
of the group, anyway, so he became friends with me. He wasn't like David, who had walked home
from school with me. Frank had alot more going for him than David had. | even joined the Cathalic
church because Frank went there. My parents liked me going to church. The Sunday masses were
very boring. And we had to go to Catechism classes. We had to study the Catechism book. It was
just boring questions and answers.

One afternoon we were dtting on my front porch and | was reading the Catechism out loud to
Frank. | read theline, "God has bodily eyes and sees dl things.”

"Bodily eyes?' Frank asked. "Yes"

"You mean like this?' he asked.

He clenched his hands into fists and placed them over his eyes. "He has milk bottles for eyes”
Frank said, pushing hisfists againg his eyes and turning toward me. Then he began laughing. | began
laughing too. We laughed along time. Then Frank stopped.

"You think He heard us?' "I guess 0. If He can see everything He can probably hear everything
too."

"I'm scared,” sad Frank. "He might kill us. Do you think Hell kill us?*

"l don't know."

"We better St here and wait. Don't move. Sit ill." We sat on the steps and waited. We waited a
long time. "Maybe Heisn't going to do it now," | said.

"He's going to take His time" said Frank. We waited another hour, then we waked down to
Frank's place. He was building amodel airplane and | wanted to tekealook at it . . .

The afternoon came when we decided to go to our first confesson. We waked to the church.
We knew one of the priests, the main man. We had met him in an ice cream parlor and he had
spoken to us. We had even gone to his house once. He lived in a place next to the church with an
old woman. We stayed quite awhile and asked al sorts of questions about God. Like, how tal was
He? And did He just St in a chair dl day? And did He go to the bathroom like everybody ese? The
priest never did answer our questions directly but still he seemed like anice guy, he had anice smile.

We waked to the church thinking about confession, thinking about what it would be like. As we
got near the church a stray dog began walking adong with us. He looked very thin and hungry. We
stopped and petted him, scratched his back.

"It'stoo bad dogs can't go to heaven,” said Frank. "Why can't they?"

"Y ou gotta be baptized to go to heaven." "We ought to baptize him."

"Think we should?'

"He deserves a chance to go to heaven." | picked him up and we walked into the church. We
took him to the bowl of holy water and | held him there as Frank sprinkled the water on his
forehead.

"l hereby baptize you," said Frank. We took him outside and put him back on the sdewak again.
"He even looks different,” | said.

The dog lost interest and walked off down the sdewak. We went back into the church, stopping
first a the holy water, dipping our fingersinto it and making the sgn of the cross. We both kneded at
apew near the confessonda booth and waited. A fat woman came out from behind the curtain. She
had body odor. | could smell her strong odor as she waked past. Her smell was mixed with the
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amdl of the church, which smelled like piss. Every Sunday people came to mass and smelled that
piss-smdl and nobody said anything. | was going to tell the priest aout it but | couldn't. Maybe it
was the candles.

"I'm going in," said Frank. Then he got up, walked behind the curtain and was gone. He was in
there along time. When he came out he was grinning.

"It was grest, just great! You go in there now!" | got up, pulled the curtain back and walked in. It
was dark. | kneeled down. All | could seein front of me was a screen. Frank said God was back in
there. | knedled and tried to think of something bad that | had done, but | couldn't think of anything. |
just knelt there and tried and tried to think of something but | couldnt. | didn't know what to do. "Go
ahead," said avoice. "Say something!" The voice sounded angry. | didn't think there would be any
voice. | thought God had plenty of time. | was frightened. | decided to lie.

"All right," | said. "l . . . kicked my father. | . . . cursed my mother . . . | ole money from my
mother's purse. | spent it on candy bars. | let the air out of Chuck's footbal. | looked up alittle girl's
dress. | kicked my mother. | ate some of my snot. That's about al. Except today | baptized a dog."

"You baptized a dog?" | wasfinished. A Mortd Sin. No use going on. | got up to leave. | didntt
know if the voice recommended my saying some Hail Marys or if the voice didn't say anything & dl.
| pulled the curtain back and there was Frank waiting. We walked out of the church and were back
on the street. "I fed cleansed,” said Frank, "don't you?'

"No." | never went to confession again. It was worse than ten o'clock mass.
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Frank liked arplanes. He lent me al his pulp magazines about World War 1. The best was
Flying Aces. The dog-fights were great, the Spads and the Fokkers mixing it. | read dl the stories. |
didn' like the way the Germans always lost but outside of that it was gredt.

| liked going over to Frank's place to borrow and return the magazines. His mother wore high
heds and had greet legs. She sat in a chair with her legs crossed and her skirt pulled high. And
Frank's father sat in another chair. His mother and father were dways drinking. His father had been a
flyer in World War | and had crashed. He had a wire running down inside one of his arms instead of
abone. He got a pension. But he was dl right. When we came in he dways talked to us.

"How are you doing, boys? How's it going?" Then we found out about the air show. It was going
to be abig one. Frank got hold of a map and we decided to get there by hitch-hiking. | thought we'd
probably never make it to the air show but Frank said we would. His father gave us the money.

We went down to the boulevard with our map and we got a ride right away. It was an old guy
and his lips were very wet, he kept licking his lips with his tongue and he had on an old checkered
shirt which he had buttoned to the throat. He wasn't wearing a necktie. He had strange eyebrows
which curled down into his eyes.

"My name's Danid," he said. Frank said, "Thisis Henry. And I'm Frank."

Danid drove dong. Then he took out a Lucky Strike and lit it. "Y ou boys live & home?"

"Yes" sad Frank. "Yes" | sad.

Danid's cigarette was dready wet from his mouth. He stopped the car a asgndl.

"l was a the beach yesterday and they caught a couple of guys under the pier. The cops caught
them and threw them in jail. One guy was sucking the other guy off. Now what businessis that of the
cops? It made me mad." The sgnd changed and Danid pulled away.

"Don't you guys think that was stupid? The cops stopping those guys from sucking-off?"

We didn't answer. "Well," said Danid, "don't you think a couple of guys have a right to a good
blow job?'

"l guess s0," said Frank. "Yeah," | sad.

"Where are you boys going?' asked Danid, "The air show," said Frank.

"Ah, the ar show! | like ar showd I'll tell you what, you boys let me go with you and I'll drive
you dl the way there.” We didn't answer.

"Well, how about it?' "All right," said Frank.

Frank's father had given us admission and transportation money, but we had decided to save the
trangportation money by hitch-hiking. "Maybe you boys would rather go swvimming," sad Danid.
"No," said Frank, "we want to see the air show." "Swimming's more fun. We can race each other. |
know a place where we can be done. I'd never go under the pier."

"We want to go to the air show," said Frank. "All right," said Danid, "well go to the air show.”

When we got to the air show parking lot we got out of the car and while Danid was locking it
Frank said, "RUN!"

We ran toward the admisson gate and Danid saw us running away. "HEY, YOU LITTLE
PERVERTS COME BACK HERE! COME BACK!" We kept running.

"Chrigt," said Frank, "that son-of-a-bitch is crazy!" We were dmost a the admission gate.

"I'LL GET YOU BOY S" We paid and ran insde. The show hadn't sarted yet but alarge crowd
was dready there.
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"Let's hide under the grandstand so he can't find us" said Frank. The grandstand was built of
temporary planks for the people to st on. We went undernesth. We saw two guys standing under
the center of the grandstand and looking up. They were about 13 or 14 years old, about two or
three years older than we were.

"What are they looking at?' | asked. "Let's go see," said Frank.

We walked over. One of the guys saw us coming. "Hey, you punks, get out of herel™

"What are you guys looking a?' Frank asked. "I told you punks to get out of herel" "Ah, hel,
Marty, let 'em have alook!" We walked over to where they were standing. We looked up. "What is
it?" | asked.

"Hédl, can't you see it?" one of the big guys asked. " See what?'

"It'sacunt.” "A cunt? Where?"

"L ook, right there! Seeit?"

He pointed.

There was a woman gtting with her skirt bunched back undernegth her. She didn't have any
panties on, and looking up between the planks you could see her cunt.

"Seeit?' "Yeah, | seeit. It'sacunt,” said Frank. "All right, now you guys get out of here and keep
your mouths shut." "But we want to look at it a little longer,” sad Frank. "Just let us look a little
longer."

"All right, but not too long." We stood there looking up &t it.

"l canseeit,” | sad.

"It'sacunt,” sad Frank.

"It'sredly acunt,” | sad.

"Yeah," said one of the big guys, "that'swhat it is." "I'll dways remember this" | said.

"All right, you guys, it's time to go." "What for?' asked Frank. "Why can't we keep looking?'
"Because," said one of the big guys, "I'm going to do something. Now get out of herel™

We walked off. "I wonder what he's going to do?' | asked. "I don't know," said Frank, "maybe
he's going to throw arock at it."

We got out from under the grandstand and looked around for Danid. We didn't see him
anywhere.

"Maybe he left," | sad. "A guy like that doesn't like airplanes” said Frank. We climbed up into
the grandstand and waited for the show to begin. | looked around at &l the women.

"I wonder which one she was?' | asked. "l guess you can't tell from the top,” said Frank. Then
the air show began. Therewas aguy in aFokker doing stunts. He was good, he looped and circled,
daled, pulled out of it, skimmed the ground, and did an Immeman. His best trick conssted of a
hook on each wing. Two red handkerchiefs were fastened to poles about six feet above the ground.
The Fokker flew down, dipped awing, and picked a handkerchief off the pole with the hook on its
wing. Then it came around, dipped the other wing, and got the other handkerchief.

Then there were some sky-writing acts which were dull and some balloon races which were slly,
and then they had something good -- a race around four pylons, close to the ground. The airplanes
had to circle the pylons twelve times and the one that finished first got the prize. The pilot was
automaticaly disqudified if he circled above the pylons. The racing planes sat on the ground warming
up. They were dl built differently. One had along dim body with hardly any wings. Another was fa
and round, it looked like a football. Another was dmost al wings and no body. Each was different
and each was grandly painted. The prize for the winner was $100. They sat there warming up, and
you knew you were redly going to see something exciting. The motors roared like they wanted to



41

tear away from the airplanes and then the Starter dropped the flag and they were off. There were six
planes and there was hardly room for them as they went around the pylons. Some of the flyers took
them low, others high, some in the middle. Some went faster and lost ground rounding the pylons,
others went dower and made sharper turns. It was wonderful and it was terrible. Then one of them
logt a wing. The plane bounced dong the ground, the engine shooting flame and smoke. It flipped
over on its back and the ambulance and the fire truck came running up. The other planes kept going.
Then the engine just exploded in another plane, came loose, and the remainder of the plane dropped
down like something log. It hit the ground and everything came apart. But a strange thing happened.
The pilot just did back the cockpit cowling and climbed out and waited for the ambulance. He
waved to the crowd and they gpplauded like mad. It was miraculous.

Suddenly the worst hgppened. Two planes tangled wings while circling the pylons. They both
spun down and crashed and both caught on fire. The ambulance and fire engine ran up again. We
saw them pull the two guys out and put them on stretchers. It was sad, those two brave good guys,
both probably crippled for life or dead.

That |eft only two planes, number 5 and number 2, going for the grand prize. Number 5 was the
dim plane dmost without wings and it was much fagter than number 2. Number 2 was the footbal,
he didn't have much speed, but he made up a lot of ground on the turns. It didn't help much. The 5
kept lapping the 2.

"Plane number 5," said the announcer, "is now two laps ahead with two lapsto go.”

It looked like number 5 was going to get the grand prize. Then he ran into a pylon. Instead of
meaking the turn he just ran into the pylon and knocked the whole thing down. He kept going, straight
down the fidld, lower and lower, the engine & full throttle, and then he hit the ground. The wheds hit
and the plane bounced high into the air, flipped over, skidded aong the ground. The ambulance and
fire engine had along way to go.

Number 2 jugt kept circling the three pylons that were left and the one fdlen pylon and then he
landed. He had won the grand prize. He climbed out. He was a fat guy, just like his arplane. | had
expected a handsome tough guy. He had been lucky. Hardly anybody applauded.

To close the show they had a parachute contest. There was a circle painted on the ground, a big
bulls eye, and the one who landed the closest won. It seemed dull to me. There wasn't much noise or
action. The jumpers just bailed out and aimed for the circle.

"Thisign't very good,” | told Frank. "Naw," he said.

They kept coming down near the circle. More jumpers bailed out of the planes overhead. Then
the crowd started oohing and ahhhing. "Look!" said Frank.

One chute had only partidly opened. There wasn't much air in it. He was fdling faster than the
others. You could see him kicking his legs and working his arms trying to untangle the parachute.
"Jesus Chrigt," said Frank.

The guy kept dropping, lower and lower, you could see him better and better. He kept yanking at
the cords trying to untangle the chute but nothing worked. He hit the ground, bounced just a bit, then
fdl back and was ill. The haf-filled chute came down over him.

They canceled the remainder of the jumps. We waked out with the people, still watching out for
Danid.

"Let's not hitch-hike back,”" | said to Frank. "All right," he said.

Walking out with the people, | didnt know which was more exciting, the air race, the parachute
jump thet failed, or the cunt.
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The 5th grade was allittle better. The other students seemed less hostile and | was growing larger
physcdly. | gill wasn't chosen for the homeroom teams but | was threatened less. David and his
violin had gone away. The family had moved. | walked home aone. | was often trailed by one or
two guys, of whom Juan was the worgt, but they didn't start anything. Juan smoked cigarettes. HEd
wak behind me smoking a cigarette and he dways had a different buddy with him. He never
followed me done. It scared me. | wished they'd go away. Y et, in another way, | didn't care. | didn't
like Juan. | didn't like anybody in that school. | think they knew that. | think that's why they didiked
me. | didn't like the way they walked or looked or talked, but | didn't like my father or mother either.
| fill had the feding of being surrounded by white empty space. There was dways a dight nauseain
my stomach. Juan was dark-skinned and he wore a brass chain instead of a belt. The girls were
afraid of him, and the boys too. He and one of his buddies followed me home amost every day. I'd
walk into the house and they'd stand outsde. Juan would smoke his cigarette, looking tough, and his
buddy would stand there. 1'd watch them through the curtain. Findly, they would walk off.

Mrs. Fretag was our English teacher. Thefirst day in class she asked us each our names.

"l want to get to know al of you," she said. She smiled. "Now, each of you has afather, I'm sure.
| think it would be interesting if we found out what each of your fathers does for a living. Well sart
with seet number one and we will go around the class. Now, Marie, what does your father do for a
living?'

"He'sagardener.” "Ah, that's nice! Seat number two . . . Andrew, what does your father do?"

It was terrible. All the fathers in my immediate neighborhood had logt their jobs. My father had
logt his job. Gené's father sat on his front porch al day. All the fathers were without jobs except
Chuck's who worked in ameset plant. He drove ared car with the meat company's name on the Side.
"My father is a fireman," said seat number two. "Ah, that's interesting,” said Mrs. Fretag. "Seat
number three" "My father isalawyer."

"Seat number four." "My father isa. . . policeman . . ." What was| going to say? Maybe only the
fathers in my neighborhood were without jobs. I'd heard of the stock market crash. It meant
something bad. Maybe the stock market had only crashed in our neighborhood. "Seat number
eighteen.”

"My father isamovie actor . . ." "Nineteen..."

"My father isaconcert violinigt . . ." "Twenty . . ."

"My father worksin thecircus. . ." "Twenty-one.. ."

"My father isabusdriver .. ." "Twenty-two..."

"My father sngsin the opera. . ." "Twenty-three.. ."

Twenty-three. That was me.

"My father is a dentigt,” | sad. Mrs. Fretag went right on through the class until she reached
number thirty-three.

"My faher doesn't have ajob," said number thirty-three. Shit, | thought, | wish | had thought of
that.

One day Mrs. Fretag gave us an assgnment. "Our distinguished President, President Herbert
Hoover, is going to vist Los Angeles this Saturday to speek. | want al of you to go hear our
Presdent. And | want you to write an essay about the experience and about what you think of
President Hoover's speech.”

Saturday? There was no way | could go. | had to mow the lawn. | had to get the hairs. (I could
never get al the hairs) Almost every Saturday | got a beating with the razor strop because my father
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found a hair. (I dso got stropped during the week, once or twice, for other things | failed to do or
didn't do right.) There was no way | could tell my father that | had to go see President Hoover.

So, | didn't go. That Sunday | took some paper and sat down to write about how | had seen the
Presdent. His open car, trailing flowing streamers, had entered the footbal stadium. One car, full of
secret service agents went ahead and two cars followed close behind. The agents were brave men
with guns to protect our President. The crowd rose as the President's car entered the arena. There
had never been anything like it before. It was the President. It was him. He waved. We cheered. A
band played. Seagulls circled overhead as if they too knew it was the Presdent. And there were
skywriting airplanes too. They wrote words in the sky like "Prosperity is just around the corner.” The
Presdent stood up in his car, and just as he did the clouds parted and the light from the sun fell
across his face. It was dmogt as if God knew too. Then the cars stopped and our great President,
surrounded by secret service agents, walked to the speaker's platform. As he stood behind the
microphone a bird flew down from the sky and landed on the spesker's platform near him. The
Presdent waved to the bird and laughed and we al laughed with him. Then he began to spesk and
the people listened. | couldn't quite hear the speech because | was dtting too near a popcorn
meachine which made alot of noise popping the kernels, but | think | heard him say thet the problems
in Manchuria were not serious, and that a home everything was going to be dl right, we shouldnt
worry, dl we had to do was to believe in America. There would be enough jobs for everybody.
There would be enough dentists with enough teeth to pull, enough fires and enough firemen to put
them out. Mills and factories would open again. Our friendsin South Americawould pay their debts.
Soon we would dl deep peacefully, our somachs and our hearts full. God and our great country
would surround us with love and protect us from evil, from the socidigts, awaken us from our
nationa nightmare, forever . . .

The President listened to the applause, waved, then went back to his car, got in, and was driven
off followed by carloads of secret service agents as the sun began to sink, the afternoon turning into
evening, red and gold and wonderful. We had seen and heard President Herbert Hoover.

| turned in my essay on Monday. On Tuesday Mrs. Fretag faced the class. "I've read dl your
essays about our distinguished Presdent's visit to Los Angeles. | was there. Some of you, | noticed,
could not attend for one reason or another. For those of you who could not attend, | would like to
read this essay by Henry Chinaski."

The class was terribly dlent. | was the most unpopular member of the class by far. It was like a
knife dicing through dl ther hearts

"Thisis very cregtive" said Mrs. Fretag, and she began to read my essay. The words sounded
good to me. Everybody was listening. My words filled the room, from blackboard to blackboard,
they hit the ceiling and bounced off, they covered Mrs. Fretag's shoes and piled up on the floor.
Some of the prettiest girlsin the class began to snesk glances at me. All the tough guys were pissed.
Their essays hadn't been worth shit. | drank in my words like a thirsty man. | even began to believe
them. | saw Juan gitting there like 1'd punched him in the face. | stretched out my legs and leaned
back. All too soon it was over.

"Upon thisgrand note," said Mrs. Fretag, "I hereby dismisstheclass... ." They got up and
began packing out. "Not you, Henry," said Mrs. Fretag. | sat in my chair and Mrs. Fretag stood
there looking a me. Then she said, "Henry, were you there?'

| sat there trying to think of an answer. | couldn't. | said, "No, | wasn't there."

She amiled. "That makesit dl the more remarkable” "Yes, mdam . . ."
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"You can leave, Henry." | got up and walked out. | began my wak home. So, that's what they
wanted: lies. Beautiful lies. That's what they needed. People were fools. It was going to be easy for
me. | looked around. Juan and his buddy were not following me. Things were looking up.



45

20

There were times when Frank and | were friendly with Chuck, Eddie and Gene. But something
would aways happen (usudly | caused it) and then | would be out, and Frank would be partly out
because he was my friend. It was good hanging out with Frank. We hitch-hiked everywhere. One of
our favorite places was this movie studio. We crawled under afence surrounded by tal weeds to get
in. We saw the huge wall and steps they used in the King Kong movie. We saw the fake streets and
the fake buildings. The buildings were just fronts with nothing behind them. We waked dl over that
movie lot many times until the guard would chase us out. We hitch-hiked down to the besach to the
Fun House. We would stay in the Fun House three or four hours. We memorized that place. It redly
wasn't that good. People shit and pissed in there and the place was littered with empty bottles. And
there were rubbers in the crapper, hardened and wrinkled. Bums dept in the Fun House after it
closed. There redly wasn't anything funny about the Fun House. The House of Mirrors was good at
first. We stayed in there until we had memorized how to walk through the maze of mirrors and then it
wasn't any good any more. Frank and | never got into fights. We were curious about things. There
was amovie featuring a Caesarean operation on the pier and we went in and saw it. It was bloody.
Each time they cut into the woman blood squirted out, gushers of it, and then they pulled out the
baby. We went fishing off the pier and when we caught something we would sl it to the old Jewish
ladies who sat . on the benches. | got some bestings from my father for running off with Frank but |
figured | was going to get the beatings anyhow so | might as well have the fun.

But | continued to have trouble with the other kids in the neighborhood. My father didn't help.
For example he bought me an Indian suit and a bow and arrow when dl the other kids had cowboy
outfits. It was the same then as in the schoolyard -- | was ganged-up on. They'd circle me with their
cowboy ouitfits and their guns, but when it got bad I'd just put an arrow into the bow, pull it back and
wait. That dways moved them off. | never wore that Indian suit unless my father made me put it on.

| kept faling out with Chuck, Eddie and Gene and then weld get back together and then wed fdll
out al over again.

One afternoon | was just sanding around. | wasn't exactly in good or in bad with the gang, | was
just waiting around for them to forget the last thing | had done that had made them angry. There
wasnt anything ese to do. Just white air and waiting. | got tired of standing around and decided to
wak up the hill to Washington Boulevard, east to the movie house and then back down to West
Adams Boulevard. Maybe I'd walk past the church. | started waking. Then | heard Eddie:

"Hey, Henry, come here!” The guys were standing in a driveway between two houses. Eddie,
Frank, Chuck and Gene. They were watching something. They were bent over alarge bush watching
something.

"Come here, Henry!" "What isit?"

| walked up to where they were bending over. "It's a spider getting reedy to eat afly!" said Eddie.
| looked. The spider had spun a web between the branches of a bush and a fly had gotten caught in
there. The spider was very excited. The fly shook the whole web as it tried to pull free. It was
buzzing wildly and helplesdy as the spider wound the fly's wings and body in more and more spider
web. The spider went around and around, webbing the fly completely as it buzzed. The spider was
very big and ugly.

"It's going to close in now!" yelled Chuck. "It's going to snk itsfangd™

| pushed in between the guys, kicked out and knocked the spider and the fly out of the web with
my foot.
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"What the hell have you done?' asked Chuck. "You son-of-a-bitch!" yeled Eddie. "Youve
spoiled it!" | backed off. Even Frank stared at me strangely. "Let's get hisass!” yelled Gene.

They were between me and the street. | ran down the driveway into the backyard of a strange
house. They were after me. | ran through the backyard and behind the garage. There was a six-foot
|attice fence covered with vines. | went straight up the fence and over the top. | ran through the next
backyard and up the driveway and as | ran up the driveway | looked back and saw Chuck just
reaching the top of the fence. Then he dipped and fl into the yard landing on his back. "Shit!" he
sad. | took a right and kept running. | ran for seven or eight blocks and then sat down on
somebody's lawn and rested. There was nobody around. | wondered if Frank would forgive me. |
wondered if the others would forgive me. | decided to stay out of Sight for aweek or 0. . .

And so they forgot. Not much happened for a while. There were many days of nothing. Then
Frank's father committed suicide. Nobody knew why. Frank told me he and his mother would have
to move to a smdler place in another neighborhood. He said he would write. And he did. Only we
didn't write. We drew cartoons. About cannibals. His cartoons were about troubles with cannibals
and then I'd continue the cartoon story where his Ieft off, about the troubles with the cannibas. My
mother found one of Frank's cartoons and showed it to my father and our letter writing was over.

5th grade became 6th grade and | began to think about running away from home but | decided
that if mogt of our fathers couldnt get jobs how in the hdll could a guy under five feet tal get one?
John Dillinger was everybody's hero, adults and kids dike. He took the money from the banks. And
there was Pretty Boy Foyd and Ma Barker and Machine Gun Kédly.

People began going to vacant lots where weeds grew. They had learned that some of the weeds
could be cooked and esten. There were figt fights between men in the vacant lots and on Street
corners. Everybody was angry. The men smoked Bull Durham and didn't take any shit from
anybody. They let the little round Bull Durham tags hang out of their front shirt pockets and they
could dl rall a cigarette with one hand. When you saw a man with a Bull Durham tag dangling, thet
meant look out. People went around talking about 2nd and 3rd mortgages. My father came home
one night with a broken arm and two black eyes. My mother had alow paying job somewhere. And
each boy in the neighborhood had one pair of Sunday pants and one pair of daily pants. When shoes
wore out there weren't any new ones. The department stores had soles and hedls they sold for 15 or
20 cents adong with the glue, and these were glued to the bottoms of the worn out shoes. Gene's
parents had one rooster and some chickensin their backyard, and if some chicken didn't lay enough
eggsthey aeit.

As for me, it was the same -- at school, and with Chuck, Gene and Eddie. Not only did the
grownups get mean, the kids got mean, and even the animals got mean. It was like they took their
cue from the people.

One day | was standing around, waiting as usud, not friendly with the gang, no longer redly
wanting to be, when Gene rushed up to me, "Hey, Henry, come on!"

"What isit?' "COME ON!"

Gene darted running and | ran after him. We ran down the driveway and into the Gibsons
backyard. The Gibsons had alarge brick wal al around their backyard.

"LOOK! HE'S GOT THE CAT CORNERED! HE'S GOING TO KILL IT!" There was asmal
white cat backed into a corner of the wall. It couldn't go up and it couldn't go in one direction or the
other. Its back was arched and it was spitting, its claws ready. But it was very smadl and Chuck's
bulldog, Barney, was growling and moving closer and closer. | got the feding that the cat had been
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put there by the guys and then the bulldog had been brought in. | felt it strongly because of the way
Chuck and Eddie and Gene were watching: they had a guilty look.

"You guys did this" | sad. "No," said Chuck, "it's the cat's fault. It came in here. Let it fight its
way out."

"I hate you bastards," | said. '‘Barney's going to kill that cat,” said Gene. "Barney will rip it to
pieces” sad Eddie. "He's afrad of the claws but when he movesinit will be dl over.”

Barney was a large brown bulldog with dobbering jaws. He was dumb and fat with sensdess
brown eyes. His growl was steady and he kept inching forward, the hairs standing up on his neck
and dong his back. | fdt like kicking him in his stupid ass but | figured he would rip my leg off. He
was entirely intent upon the kill. The white cat wasn't even fully grown. It hissed and waited, pressed
againg the wall, abeautiful creature, so clean.

The dog moved dowly forward. Why did the guys need this? This wasn't a matter of courage, it
was just dirty play. Where were the grownups? Where were the authorities? They were dways
around accusing me. Now where were they?

| thought of rushing in, grabbing the cat and running, but | didn't have the nerve. | was afraid that
the bulldog would atack me. The knowledge that | didn't have the courage to do what was
necessary made me fed terrible. | began to fed physcaly sick. | was week. | didn't want it to
happen yet | couldn't think of any way to stop it. "Chuck," | said, "let the cat go, please. Cal your
dog off." Chuck didn't answer. He just kept watching. Then he said, "Barney, go get him! Get that
cat!"

Barney moved forward and suddenly the cat leaped. It was a furious blur of white and hissing,
claws and teeth. Barney backed off and the cat retrested to the wall again.

"Go get him, Barney," Chuck said again. "God damn you, shut up!” | told him. "Don't talk to me
that way," Chuck said. Barney began to movein again. "You guys set thisup,” | said.

| heard a dight sound behind us and looked around. | saw old Mr. Gibson watching from behind
his bedroom window. He wanted the cat to get killed too, just like the guys. Why?

Old Mr. Gibson was our mailman with the false teeth. He had a wife who stayed in the house dll
the time. She only came out to empty the garbage. Mrs. Gibson dways wore a net over her hair and
she was dways dressed in a nightgown, bathrobe and dippers. Then as | watched, Mrs. Gibson,
dressed as dway's came and stood next to her husband, waiting for the kill. Old Mr. Gibson was one
of the few men in the neighborhood with a job but he gtill needed to see the cat killed. Gibson was
just like Chuck, Eddie and Gene. There were too many of them.

The bulldog moved closer. | couldn't watch thekill. | felt agreat shame at leaving the cat like that.
There was aways the chance that the cat might try to escape, but | knew that they would prevent it.
That cat wasnt only facing the bulldog, it was facing Humanity.

| turned and walked away, out of the yard, up the driveway and to the sdewak. | walked along
the sdewak toward where | lived and there in the front yard of his home, my father sood waiting.

"Where have you been?' he asked. | didn't answer. "Get indde," he said, "and stop looking so
unhappy or I'll give you something that will really make you unhappy!"
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Then | arted attending Mt. Judtin Jr. High. About half the guys from Delssy Grammar School
went there, the biggest and toughest half. Another gang of giants came from other schools. Our 7th
grade class was bigger than the 9th grade class. When we lined up for gym it was funny, most of us
were bigger than the gym teachers. We would stand there for roll cal, douched, our guts hanging
out, heads down, shoulders Sumped.

"Jesus Chrigt," said Wagner, the gym teacher, "pull your shoulders back, stand straight!™

Nobody would change position. We were the way we were, and we didn't want to be anything
else. We dl came from Depresson families and most of us were ill-fed, yet we had grown up to be
huge and strong. Mogt of us, | think, got little love from our families, and we didn't ask for love or
kindness from anybody. We were a joke but people were careful not to laugh in front of us. It was
as if we had grown up too soon and we were bored with being children. We had no respect for our
elders. We were like tigers with the mange. One of the Jewish fdlows, Sam Feidman, had a black
beard and had to shave every morning. By noon his chin was dmost black. And he had a mass of
black hair dl over his chest and he smelled terrible under the arms. Another guy looked like Jack
Dempsay. Another guy, Peter Mangdore, had a cock 10 inches long, soft. And when we got in the
shower, | found out | had the biggest balls of anybody.

"Hey! Look at that guy's balls, will ya?" "Holy shit! Not much cock but look at those balls!"
"Holy shit!"

| don't know what it was about us but we had something, and we felt it. You could see it in the
way we walked and talked. We didn't talk much, we just inferred, and that's what got everybody
mead, the way we took things for granted.

The 7th grade team would play touch football after school against the 8th and Sth graders. It was
no match. We best them easy, we knocked them down, we did it with style, dmost without effort. In
touch football most teams passed on every play, but our team worked in lots of runs. Then we could
st up the blocking and our guys would go for the other guys and knock them down. It was just an
excuse to be violent, we didn't give a damn about the runner. The other sde was aways glad when
we cdled apass play.

The girls sayed after school and watched us. Some of them were dready going out with high
school guys, they didn't want to mess with jr. high school punks, but they stayed to watch the 7th
graders. We were known. The girls stayed after class and watched us and marveled. | wasn't on the
team but | stood on the sdelines and snesked smokes, fedling like a coach or something. Were dl
going to get fucked, we thought, watching the girls. But most of us only masturbated.

Masgturbation. | remember how | learned about it. One morning Eddie scratched on my bedroom
window.

"What isit?' | asked Eddie. He held up atest tube and it had something white in the bottom of it.
"What's that?'

"Come" said Eddie, "itsmy come." "Yeah?"

"Yeah, dl you do is spit on your hand and begin rubbing your cock, it fees good and pretty soon
this white juice shoots out of the end of your cock. That stuff is caled ‘come.™

"Yeah?' "Yegh"

Eddie waked off with histest tube. | thought about it awhile and then | decided to try it. My cock
got hard and it felt red good, it felt better and better, and | kept going and it fdt like nothing | had
ever fet before. Then juice spurted out of the head of my cock. After that | did it every now and
then. It got better if you imagined you were doing it with agirl while you whacked-off.
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One day | was standing on the sdelines watching our team kick the shit out of some other team. |
was sneaking a smoke and watching. There was a girl on either side of me. As our guys broke out of
ahuddle! saw the gym coach, Curly Wagner, waking toward me. | ditched the smoke and clapped
my hands.

"Let's dump 'em on their butts, gang!" Wagner walked up to me. He just stood there staring a
me. | had developed an evil look on my face.

"I'm going to get a// you guyd" Wagner said. "Especidly you!" | turned my head and glanced at
him, casudly, then turned my head away. Wagner stood there looking a me. Then he walked off.

| felt good about that. | liked being picked out as one of the bad guys. | liked to fed bad.
Anybody could be a good guy, that didn't take guts. Dillinger had guts. Ma Barker was a great
woman teaching those guys how to operate a submachine gun. | didn't want to be like my father. He
only pretended to be bad. When you're bad you didn't pretend, it was just there. | liked being bad.
Trying to be good made me sick.

The girl next to me said, "Y ou don't have to take that from Wagner. Are you afraid of him?"

| turned and looked at her. | stared at her along time, motionless. "What's wrong with you?' she
asked.

| looked away from her, spit on the ground, and waked off. | dowly waked the length of the
fidd, exited through the rear gate and began walking home.

Wagner aways wore a grey swestshirt and grey sweeatpants. He had a little pot belly. Something
was continualy bothering him. His only advantage was his age. He would try to bluff us but that was
working less and less. There was dways somebody pushing me who had no right to push. Wagner
and my father. My father and Wagner. What did they want? Why was | in their way?
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Oneday, just likein grammar school, like with David, aboy atached himsdlf to me. He was smal
and thin and had dmost no hair on top of his head. The guys caled him Bady. His red name was Eli
LaCros=e. | liked his red name, but | didnt like him. He just glued himsdf to me. He was o pitiful
that | couldn't tel him to get lost. He was like a mongrd dog, starved and kicked. Yet it didn't make
me fed good going around with him. But snce | knew that mongrel dog feding, | let him hang
around. He used a cussword in dmost every sentence, a least one cuss word, but it was dl fake, he
wasn't tough, he was scared. | wasn't scared but | was confused so maybe we were agood pair.

| walked him back to his place after school every day. He was living with his mother, his father
and his grandfather. They had a little house across from a smdl park. | liked the ares, it had great
shade trees, and since some people had told me that | was ugly, | dways preferred shade to the sun,
darknessto light.

During our walks home Bady had told me about his father. He had been a doctor, a successful
surgeon, but he had lost his license because he was a drunk. One day | met Baldy's father. He was
dtting inachar under atree, just Stting there.

"Dad," he sad, "thisisHenry." "Hello, Henry."

It reminded me of when | had seen my grandfather for the first time, sanding on the steps of his
house. Only Bady's father had black hair and a black beard, but his eyes were the same -- brilliant
and glowing, o strange. And here was Bady, the son, and he didn't glow a dl. "Come on,” Baldy
sad, "follow me™

We went down into a cellar, under the house. It was dark and damp and we stood awhile until
our eyes grew used to the gloom. Then | could see anumber of barrels.

"These barrds are full of different kinds of wine" Bady said. "Each barrd has a spigot. Want to
try some?’ "No."

"Go ahead, just try agod-damned sip.” "What for?"

"Y ou think you're a god-damned man or what?' "I'm tough,” | said.

"Then take a fucking sample."

Here waslittle Baldy, daring me. No problem. | walked up to a barrel, ducked my head down.

"Turn the god-damned spigot! Open your god-damned mouth!" "Are there any spiders around
here?'

"Go on! Go on, god damn it!" | put my mouth under the spigot and opened it. A samdly liquid
trickled out and into my mouth. | spit it out.

"Don't be chicken! Swvdlow it, what the shit!" | opened the spigot and | opened my mouth. The
smely liquid entered and | swallowed it. | turned off the spigot and stood there. | thought | was going
to puke.

"Now, you drink some," | said to Bady. "Sure" he said, "I aint fucking afrad!" He got down
under a barrd and took a good swalow. A little punk like that wasn't going to outdo me. | got under
another barrel, opened it and took a swalow. | stood up. | was beginning to fed good. "Hey,
Bady," | sad, "l like this Suff.”

"Wel, shit, try some more." | tried some more. It was tasting better. | was feding better. "This
suff belongs to your father, Baldy. | shouldn't drink it dl." "He doesn't care. He's stopped drinking."

Never had | felt so good. It was better than masturbating. | went from barrel to barrdl. It was
magic. Why hadn't someone told me? With this, life was great, a man was perfect, nothing could
touch him. | stood up straight and looked at Baldy.
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"Where's your mother? I'm going to fuck your mother!™ "I'll kill you, you bastard, you Say away
from my mother!" ™Y ou know | can whip you, Baldy."

"Yes" "All right, I'll leave your mother done.” "Let's go then, Henry."

"Onemoredrink . . ."

| went to a barrd and took along one. Then we went up the cellar stairway. When we were out,
Bddy's father was il Sitting in his chair. "Y ou boys been in the wine cdlar, en?'

"Yes'" sad Bady. "Starting a little early, aren't you?' We didn't answer. We waked over to the
boulevard and Bady and | went into a store which sold chewing gum. We bought severa packs of it
and stuck it into our mouths. He was worried about his mother finding out. | wasn't worried about
anything. We sat on a park bench and chewed the gum and | thought, well, now | have found
something, | have found something thet is going to help me, for along long time to come. The park
grass looked greener, the park benches looked better and the flowers were trying harder. Maybe
that stuff wasn't good for surgeons but anybody who wanted to be a surgeon, there was something
wrong with them in the firgt place.
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At Mt. Justin, biology class was neat. We had Mr. Stanhope for our teacher. He was an old guy
about 55 and we pretty much dominated him. Lilly Fischman was in the class and she was redly
developed. Her breasts were enormous and she had a marvelous behind which she wiggled while
walking in her high-heded shoes. She was greet, she taked to dl the guys and rubbed up against
them while she talked.

Every day in biology class it was the same. We never learned any biology, Mr. Stanhope would
talk for about ten minutes and then Lilly would say, "Oh, Mr. Stanhope, |et's have ashow!” "No!"

"Oh, Mr. Stanhope!" She would walk up to his desk, bend over him sweetly and whisper
something.

"Oh, wdl, dl right . . ." héd say. And then Lilly would begin snging and wiggling. She dways
opened up with "The Lullaby of Broadway" and then she went into her other numbers. She was
great, she was hot, she was burning up, and we were too. She was like a grown woman, putting it to
Stanhope, putting it to us. It was wonderful. Old Stanhope would sit there blubbering and dobbering.
Wed laugh at Stanhope and cheer Lilly on. It lasted until one day the principd, Mr. Lacefield, came
running in.

"What's going on here?' Stanhope just sat there unable to speak. "This class is dismissed!”
Lacefield screamed.

Aswefiled out, Lacefidld said, "4nd you, Miss Fischman, will report to my officel"

Of course, after that we never studied our homework, and that was dl right until the day Mr.
Stanhope gave us our first examination. " Shit," said Peter Mangdore out loud, "what are we going to
do?' Peter was the guy with the 10-incher, soft.

"Youll never have to work for aliving,” said the guy who looked like Jack Dempsey. "This is our
problem.”

"Maybe we ought to burn the school down,” said Red Kirkpatrick. "Shit," said a guy from the
back of the room, "every timel get an'F my father pulls out one of my fingernails.

We dl looked at our examination sheets. | thought about my father. Then | thought about Lilly
Hschmen. Lilly Fischman, | thought, you are a whore, an evil woman, wiggling your body in front of
us and snging like that, you will send us dl to hell. Stanhope was watching us.

"Why ian't anybody writing? Why isn't anybody answering the questions? Does everybody have a
pencil ?"

"Yeah, yesh, we dl got pencils," one of the guys sad. Lilly sat up in front, right by Mr. Stanhope's
desk. We saw her open her biology textbook and look up the answer to the first question. That was
it. We al opened up our textbooks. Stanhope just sat there and watched us. He didn't know what to
do. He began to sputter. He sat there a good five minutes, then he jJumped up. He ran back and forth
up and down the center aide of the room.

"What are you people doing? Close those textbooks! Close those textbooks!™

As he ran by, the students would close their books only to open them again when he had run
past.
Bady wasin the seat next to mine, laughing. "He's an asshole! Oh, what an old asshole!”

| felt alittle sorry for Stanhope but it was ether him or me. Stanhope stood behind his desk and
screamed, "All textbooks must be closed or I will flunk the entire class!"

Then Lilly Fischman stood up. She pulled her skirt up and yanked a one of her sk stockings.
She adjusted the garter, we saw white flesh. Then she pulled a and adjusted the other stocking.
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Such asight we had never seen, nor had Stanhope ever seen anything like it. Lilly sat down and we
al finished the exam with our textbooks open. Stanhope sat behind his desk, utterly defested.

Another guy we jerked around was Pop Farnsworth. It began the first day in Machine Shop. He
sad, "Here we learn by doing. We will begin right now. Y ou will each take an engine gpart and put it
back together, until it isin working order, during the semester. There are charts on the wal and | will
answer your questions. Y ou will aso be shown movies about how an engine works. But right now
please begin to dismantle your engines. The tools are on your workshelf."

"Hey, Pop, how about the movies firs?' some guy asked. "l said, 'Begin your project!™

| don't know where they got al those engines. They were greasy and black and rusted. They
looked redly dismd.

"Fuck," said some guy, "this one is a hunk of clogged shit." We stood over our engines. Most of
the guys reached for monkey wrenches. Red Kirkpatrick took a screwdriver and scraped it dowly
aong the top of hisengine carefully cresting a black ribbon of grease two feet long.

"Come on, Pop, how about a movie? We just got out of gym, our asses are dragging! Wagner
had us doing the hop, skip and jump like abunch of frogd" "Begin your assgnment as requested!”

We darted in. It was sensdess. It was worse than Music Appreciaion. Some clanking of tools
could be heard and some heavy bresthing.

"FUCK!" hollered Harry Henderson, "I'VE JUST SKINNED MY WHOLE GOD- DAMNED
KNUCKLE! THISISNOTHING BUT FUCKING WHITE SLAVERY!"

He wrapped a handkerchief tenderly around his right hand and watched the blood soak through.
"Shit," he said.

The rest of us kept trying. "I'd rather stick my head up an dephant's cunt,” said Red Kirkpatrick.

Jack Dempsey threw hiswrench to the floor. "1 quit,”" he said, "do anything you want to me, | quit.
Kill me. Cut my bals off. | quit."

He walked over and leaned againgt awall. He folded his arms and looked down &t his shoes.

The stuation seemed truly terrible. There weren't any girls. When you looked out the back door
of the shop you could see the open schoolyard, al that sunlight and empty space out there where
there was nothing to do. And here we were bent over stupid engines that weren't even attached to
cars, they were usdess. Just stupid stedl. 1t was dumb and it was hard. We needed mercy. Our lives
were dumb enough. Something had to save us. We'd heard Pop was a soft touch but it didn't seem
true. He was a giant son-of-a-bitch with a beer gut, dressed in his greasy outfit, and with hair hanging
down in his eyes and grease on his chin.

Arnie Whitechapel threw down his wrench and walked up to Mr. Farnsworth. Arnie had a big
grin on hisface. "Hey, Pop, what the fuck?' "Get back to your engine, Whitechapel!"

"Ah, come on. Pop, what the shit!" Arnie was a couple of years older than the rest of us. He had
spent afew years in some boys correctiona school. But even though he was older than we were, he
was smaller. He had very black hair dicked back with vasdine. He would stand in front of the mirror
in the men's crapper squeezing his pimples. He talked dirty to the girls and carried Shelk rubbersin
his pockets.

"l got a good one for you. Pop!" "Yeah? Get back to your engine, Whitechapd." "It's a good
one, Pop."

We stood there and watched as Arnie began to tell Pop a dirty joke. Their heads were close
together. Then the joke was over, Pop began laughing. That big body was doubled over, he was
holding his gut. "Holy shit! Oh my god, holy shit!" he laughed. Then he stopped. "O.K., Arnie, back
to your machine!"
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"Yegh, ligen. . ."

Wedl left our machines and walked over. We circled them, listening as Arnie told the next joke.
When it was over Pop doubled up. "Holy shit, oh lord, holy shit!"

"Then theres another one, Pop. This guy is driving his car in the desert. He notices this guy
jumping aong the road. He's naked and his hands and feet arc tied with rope. The guy stops his car
and asks the guy, 'Hey, buddy, what's the matter? And the guy tells him, 'Well, | was driving along
and | saw this bastard hitch-hiking so | stopped and the son-of-a-bitch pulls a gun on me, takes my
clothes away and then ties me up. Then the dirty son-of-a-bitch reams me in the asd' 'Oh yeah?
says the guy getting out of his car. "Yeah, that's what that dirty son-of-a-bitch did!" says the man.
‘W, says the guy unzipping hisfly, 1 guessthisjust isn't your lucky day!™

Pop began laughing, he doubled over. "Oh, no! Oh, NO! OH ... HOLY ... SHIT, CHRIST ..
.HOLY SHIT ... !" Hefinaly stopped. "God damn,” he said quietly, "oh my lord . . ." "How about
a movie, Pop?' "Oh wdll, dl right." Somebody closed the back door and Pop pulled out a dirty
white screen.

He started the projector. It was alousy movie but it beat working on those engines. The gas was
ignited by the spark plugs and the explosion hit the cylinder head and the head was thrust down and
that turned the crankshaft and the valves opened and closed and the cylinder heads kept going up
and down and the crankshaft turned some more. Not very interesting, but it was cool in there and
you could lean back in your chair and think about what you wanted to think about. Y ou didn't have
to bust your knuckles on dumb sted.

We never did get those engines taken apart let done put back together again and | don't know
how many times we saw that same movie. Whitechapd's jokes kept coming and we dl laughed our
heads off even though most of the jokes were pretty terrible, except to Pop Farnsworth who kept
doubling over and laughing,

"Holy shit! Oh, no! Oh, no, no, no!" Hewasan O.K. guy. We dl liked him.
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Our English teacher, Miss Gredis, was the absolute best. She was a blonde with a long sharp
nose. Her nose wasn't much good but you didn't notice it when you looked at the rest of her. She
wore tight dresses and low v-necks, black high-hegled shoes and silk stockings. She was snake-like
with long beautiful legs. She only sat behind her desk when she took roll cal. She kept one desk
vacant a the front of the room and after roll cal she would come down and sit on that desk top,
facing us. Miss Gredis sat perched there with her legs crossed and her skirt pulled high. Never had
we seen such ankles, such legs, such thighs Well, there was Lilly Fschman, but Lilly was a girl-
woman while Miss Gredis was in full bloom. And we got to gaze upon her for afull hour each day.
There wasn't a boy in that class who wasn't sad when the bell rang ending the English period. Wed
talk about her.

"Do you think she wantsto be fucked?' "No, | think she's just teasing us. She knows she's driving
us crazy, that's adl she needs, that's all she wants."

"l know where shelives. I'm going over there some night.” ™Y ou wouldn't have the bald"

"Yeah? Yeah? I'll fuck the shit out of her! Shels asking for it!" "A guy | know in the 8th grade said
he went over there one night." ™Y eah? What happened?’

""She came to the door in a nightgown, her tits were practically hanging out. The guy said he had
forgotten the next day's homework and wondered what it was. She asked himin."

"No shit?' "Y eah. Nothing happened. She made him some teg, told him about the homework and
he left.”

"If I had of gotten in, that would have been it!" "Y eah? What would you have done?!

"Firgt | would have corn-holed her, then | would have esten her pussy, then | would fuck her
between the tits and then | would force her to give me ablow job."

"No kidding, dreamer boy. Y ou ever been laid?' "Fuck yes, I've been laid. Severd times."

"How wasit?' "Lousy."

"Couldn't come, hub?"

"I came dl over the place, | thought I'd never stop." "Came dl over the pam of your hand, hub?'

"Ha, ha, ha, hal" "Ah, ha, ha, ha, ha, hal"

"Ha, hal"

"All over your hand, hub?'

"Fuck you guys!"

"l don't think any of us has been laid," said one of the guys. There was Sllence.

"That's shit. | was laid when | was seven years old." "That's nothing. | was lad when | was four.”
"Sure, Red. Lay it on good!"

"I got thislittle girl under the house" ™Y ou got a hard?!

"Sure."

"Y ou came?"!

"| think s0. Something squirted out.” "Sure. Y ou pissed in her cunt, Red.” "Bdlg"

"What was her name?"'

"Betty Ann."

"Fuck," said the guy who claimed to have gotten laid when he was seven. "Mine was named Betty
Ann too."

"That whore," said Red.

Onetine Spring day we were gtting in English class and Miss Gredis was Stting on the front desk
facing us. She had her skirt pulled especidly high, it was terrifying, beautiful, wondrous and dirty.
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Such legs, such thighs, we were very close to the magic. It was unbdlievable. Bady st in the seat
across the ailde from me. He reached over and began poking me on the leg with his finger:

"She's breaking all the records!" hewhispered. "Look! Look!"

"My God," | said, "shut up or shell pull her skirt down!" Bady pulled his hand back and | waited.
We hadn't spooked Miss Gredis. Her skirt remained as high as ever. It wastruly aday to remember.
There wasn't aboy in class without a hard-on and Miss Gredis went on talking. I'm sure that none of
the boys heard a word she was saying. The girls, though, turned and glanced at each other asiif to
say, thishitch is going too far. Miss Gredis couldn't go too far. It was dmogt as if there weren't even
a cunt up there but something much better. Those legs. The sun came through the window and
poured in on those legs and thighs, the sun played on that warm silk pulled so tightly. The skirt was
S0 high pulled hack, we dl prayed for a glimpse of panty, a glimpse of something, Jesus Chrig, it
was like the world ending and beginning and ending again, it was everything red and unred, the sun,
the thighs, and the sk, so smooth, so warm, so dluring. The whole room throbbed. Eyesight blurred
and returned and Miss Gredis went on gtting there as if nothing was happening and she kept talking
asif everything was normad. That's what made it so good and <o terrible: the fact that she pretended
that it wasn't happening. | looked down a my desk top for a moment and saw the grain in the wood
heightened as if each pattern was a pool of whirling liquid. Then | quickly looked back at the legs
and thighs, angered with mysdf that | had looked away for a moment, and perhaps missed
something.

Then the sound began: Thump, thump, thump, thump . . " Richard Waite. He sat in a seet in
the back. He had huge ears and thick lips, the lips were swollen and monstrous and he had a very
large head. His eyes were amogt without color, they didn't reflect interet or intelligence. He had
large feet and his mouth aways hung open. When he spoke the words came out one by one, hdting,
with long pauses in between. He wasn't even a sissy. Nobody ever spoke to him. Nobody knew
what he was doing there in our school. He gave the impression that something important was missing
from his makeup. He wore clean clothing, but his shirt was dways out in the back, one or two
buttons were gone on his shirt or on his pants. Richard Waite. He lived somewhere and he came to
school every day.

"Thump, thump, thump, thump, thump . . ."

Richard Waite was jerking-off, a sdute to Miss Gredis thighs and legs. He had finaly weakened.
Perhaps he didn't understand society's ways. Now we dl heard him. Miss Gredis heard him. The
girls heard him. We dl knew what he was doing. He was s0 fucking dumb he didn't even have sense
enough to keep it quiet. And he was becoming more and more excited. The thumps grew louder. His
closed fist was hitting the underside of his desk top.

"THUMP, THUMP THUMP. . ."

We looked at Miss Gredis. What would she do? She hesitated. She glanced about the class. She
smiled, as composed as ever, and then she continued spesking:

"l believe that the English language is the most expressive and contagious form of communication.
To begin with, we should be thankful thet we have this unique gift of a great language. And if we
abuse it we are only abusing oursalves. So let us listen, heed, acknowledge our heritage, and yet
explore and take riskswith language . . ."
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"THUMP, THUMP, THUMP.. . ."

"We mus forget England and their use of our common tongue. Even though English usage is fine,
our own American language contains many deep wells of unexplored resources. These resources, as
yet, remain untapped. Given the proper moment and the proper writers, there will one day be a
literary explosion. . ."

"THUMP, THUMP, THUMP. . "

Y es, Richard Waite was one of the few we never taked to. Actualy, we were afraid of him. He
wasn't somebody you could beat the shit out of, that would never make anybody fed better. You
just wanted to get as far away from him as possible, you didn't want to look at him, you didn't want
to look at those big lips, that big unfolding mouth like the mouth of a bruised frog. Y ou shunned him
because you couldn't defeat Richard Waite.

We waited and waited while Miss Gredis talked on about English versus American culture. We
waited, while Richard Waite went on and on. Richard's fist banged againgt the underside of his desk
top and the little girls glanced a each other and the guys were thinking, why is this asshole in this
class with us? He's going to spoil everything. One asshole and Miss Gredis will pull her skirt down
forever.

"THUMP, THUMP, THUMP. . ."

And then it stopped. Richard sat there. He was finished. We sneaked glances a him. He looked
the same. Was his sperm laying in hislap or wasit in his hand? The bl rang. English classwas over.

After that, there was more of the same. Richard Waite thumped it often while we listened to Miss
Gredis ditting on that front desk with her legs crossed high. We boys accepted the Stuation. After a
while we even were amused. The girls accepted it but they didnt like it, especidly Lilly Fischman
who was dmost forgotten.

Besides Richard Waite, there was another problem for me in that class: Harry Waden. Harry
Walden was pretty, the girls thought, and he had long golden curls and wore strange, ddlicate
clothing. He looked like an 18th century fop, lots of strange colors, dark green, dark blue, | dont
know where the hell his parents found his clothes. And he dways st very ill and listened
atentively. Like he understood everything. The girls sad, "Hées a genius” He didnt look like
anything to me. What | couldn't understand was that the tough guys didn't mess with him. It bothered
me. How could he get off 0 easy? | found him one day in the hall. | opped him.

"You don't look like shit to me," | said. "How come everybody thinks you're hot shit?!

Walden glanced over to his right and when | turned my head to look in that direction, he did
around me as if | were something from the sewer and then a moment later he was in his seet in the
class.

Almost every day it was Miss Gredis showing it dl and Richard thumping away and this guy
Walden sitting there saying nothing and acting like he believed he was agenius. | got Sck of it.

| asked some of the other guys, "Listen, do you redly think Harry Walden is a genius? He just Sits
around in his pretty clothes and doesn't say anything. What does that prove? We could al do that."
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They didnt answer me. | couldn't understand their fedings about this fucking guy. And it got
worse. Word got out that Harry Waden was going to see Miss Gredis every night, that he was her
favorite pupil, and that they were making love. It made me sck. | could just imagine him getting out
of his delicate green and blue outfit, folding it across a chair, then cimbing out of his orange siin
shorts and diding under the sheets where Miss Gredis cuddled his curly golden head on her shoulder
and fondled it and other things as wll.

It was whispered about by the girls who aways seemed to know everything. And even though the
girlsdidnt particularly like Miss Gredis, they thought the Stuation was dl right, that it was reasonable
because Harry Walden was such a ddicate genius and needed dl the sympathy he could get. |
caught Harry Waden in the hal one moretime. "I'll kick your ass, you son-of-a-bitch, you don't fool
me!" Harry Walden looked a me. Then he looked over my shoulder and pointed and said, "What's
that over there?"

| looked around. When | looked back he was gone. He was sitting in the class safely surrounded
by dl the girls who thought he was a genius and who loved him.

There was more and more whispering about Harry Walden going over to Miss Gredis house at
night and some days Harry wouldn't even be in class. Those were the best days for me because |
only had to ded with the thumping and not the golden curls and the adoration for that kind of stuff by
al the little girls with their skirts and sweaters and starched gingham dresses. When Harry wasnt
there the little girls would whisper, "Hé's just too sensitive... "

And Red Kirkpatrick would say, "She's fucking him to death.”

One afternoon | walked into class and Harry Waden's seat was empty. | figured he was just
fucking-off as usud. Then the word drifted from desk to desk. | was dways the last to know
anything. It findly got to me Harry Waden had committed suicide. The night before. Miss Gredis
didn't know yet. | looked over at his seat. HEd never St there again. All those colorful clothes shot
to hell. Miss Gredis finished roll cal. She came and sat on the front desk, crossed her legs high. She
had on alighter shade of slk hose than ever before. Her skirt was hiked way back to her thighs.

"Our American culture," she said, "is destined for grestness. The English language, now o limited
and structured, will be reinvented and improved upon. Our writers will use what | like to think of, in
my mind, as Americanese . . ."

Miss Gredis stockings were dmost skin-colored. It was as if she were not wearing stockings at
al, it was as if she were naked therein front of us, but since she wasn't and only appeared to be, that
made it better than ever.

"More and more we will discover our own truths and our own way of spesking, and this new
voice will be uncluttered by old histories, old mores, old dead and usdlessdreams. . ."

"Thump, thump, thump . . ."
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Curly Wagner picked out Morris Moscowitz. It was after school and eight or ten of us guys had
heard about it and we waked out behind the gym to watch. Wagner laid down the rules, "We fight
until somebody hollers quit.”

"0. K. withme" said Morris. Morriswas atdl thin guy, he was alittle bit dumb and he never said
much or bothered anybody.

Wagner looked over a me. "And after | finish with this guy, I'm taking you on!"

"Me, coach?' "Y eah, you, Chinaski."

| sneered a him.

"I'm going to get some god-damned respect from you guys if | have to whip al of you one by
onel"

Wagner was cocky. He was aways working out on the parallel bars or tumbling on the mat or
taking laps around the track. He swaggered when he walked but he still had his pot belly. He liked to
dand and dare a a guy for along time like he was shit. | didn't know what was bothering him. We
worried him. | believe he thought we were fucking dl the girls like crazy and he didnt like to think
about that.

They squared off. Wagner had some good moves. He bobbed, he weaved, he shuffled his fest,
he moved in and out, and he made little hissng sounds. He was impressive. He caught Moscowitz
with three Straight left jabs. Moscowitz just stood there with his hands at his Sdes. He didn't know
anything about boxing. Then Wagner cracked Moscowitz with aright to the jaw. "Shit!" said Morris
and he threw a roundhouse right which Wagner ducked. Wagner countered with a right and left to
Moscowitz' face. Morris had a bloody nose. "Shit!" he said and then he dtarted swinging. And
landing. Y ou could hear the shots, they cracked against Wagner's head. Wagner tried to counter but
his punches just didn't have the force and the fury of Moscowitz.

"Holy shit! Get him, Morriel" Moscowitz was a puncher. He dug a left to that pot belly. Wagner
gasped and dropped. He fell to both knees. His face was cut and bleeding. His chin was on his chest
and he looked sick.

"l quit," Wagner said. We left him there behind the building and we followed Morris Moscowitz
out of there. He was our new hero.

"Shit, Morrie, you ought to turn pro!™ "Naw, I'm only thirteen years old." We waked over behind
the machine shop and stood around the steps. Somebody lit up some cigarettes and we passed them
around. "What has that man got againgt us?' asked Morrie. "Hell, Morrie, don't you know? He's
jedous. He thinks we're fucking al the chickd!"

"Why, I've never even kissed agirl." "No shit, Morrie?'

"No shit."

"You ought to try dry-fucking, Morrieg, it's great!" Then we saw Wagner walking past. He was
working on his face with his handkerchief.

"Hey, coach,” yelled one of the guys, "how about a rematch?' He stood and looked at us. "You
boys put out those cigarettes!” "Ah, no, coach, we like to smoke!"

"Come on over here, coach, and make us put out our cigarettes!” ™Y eah, come on, coach!”

Wagner stood looking at us. "I'm not done with you yet! I'll get every one of you, one way or the
other!"

"How ya gonnado that, coach? Y our taents seem limited." "Y eah, coach, how yagonnado it?"

He waked off thefidd to his car. | fet alittle sorry for him. When a guy was that nasty he should
be able to back it up.
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"l guess he doesn't think ther€ll be a virgin on the grounds by the time we graduate,” said one of
the guys.

"I think," said another guy, "that somebody jacked-off into his ear and he has come for brains.”

We left after that. It had been afairly good day.
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My mother went to her low-paying job each morning and my father, who didn't have a job, left
each morning too. Although most of the neighbors were unemployed he didn't want them to think he
was jobless. So he got into his car each morning at the same time and drove off as if he were going
to work. Then in the evening he would return at exactly the same time. It was good for me because |
had the place to mysalf. They locked the house but | knew how to get in. | would unhook the screen
door with a piece of cardboard. They locked the porch door with a key from the insde. | did a
newspaper under the door and poked the key out. Then | pulled the newspaper from under the door
and the key came with it. | would unlock the door and go in. When | left | would hook the screen
door, lock the back porch door from the ingde, leaving the key in. Then | would leave through the
front door, putting the latch on lock.

| liked being done. One day | was playing one of my games. There was a clock on the mantle
with a second hand and | held contests to see how long | could hold my breeth. Each time | did it |
exceeded my own record. | went through much agony but | was proud each time | added some
seconds to my record. This day | added a full five seconds and | was standing getting my breeth
back when | walked to the front window. It was alarge window covered by red drapes. There was
a crack between the drapes and | looked out. Jesus Christ! Our window was directly across from
the front porch of the Andersons house. Mrs. Anderson was sitting on the steps, and | could look
right up her dress. She was about 23 and had marveloudy shaped legs. | could see dmogt dl the
way up her dress. Then | remember my father's army binoculars. They were on the top shelf of his
closet. | ran and got them, ran back, crouched down and adjusted them to Mrs. Anderson's legs. It
took me right up there! And it was different from looking & Miss Gredis legs you didn't have to
pretend you weren't looking. You could concentrate. And | did. | was right there. | was red hot.
Jesus Chrigt, what legs, what flanks! And each time she moved, it was unbearable and unbdlievable.

| got down on my knees and | held the binoculars with one hand and pulled my cock out with the
other. | spit in my palm and began. For a moment | thought | saw a flash of panties. | was about to
come. | stopped. | kept looking with the binocs and then | started rubbing again. When | was about
to come | stopped again. Then | waited and began rubbing again. Thistime | knew | wouldn't be
able to stop. She was right there. | was looking right up her! It was like fucking. | came. | spurted dll
over the hardwood floor in front of the window. It was white and thick. | got up and went to the
bathroom and got some toilet paper, came back and wiped it up. | took it back to the toilet and
flushed it away.

Mrs. Anderson came and sat on those steps dmost every day and each time she did | got the
binocs and whacked-off.

If Mr. Anderson ever finds out about this, | thought, hell kill me. . .

My parents went to the movies every Wednesday night. The theatre had drawings for money and
they wanted to win some money. It was on a Wednesday night thet | discovered something. The
Rirozzs lived in the house south of ours. Our driveway ran dong the north sde of their house and
there was a window which looked into their front room. The window was veiled by a thin curtain.
There was a wall which became an arch over the front of our driveway and there were bushes dl
about. When | got between that wall and the window, in among al those bushes, nobody could see
me from the dreet, especidly a night.

| crawled in there. It was great, better than | expected. Mrs. Firozzi was dtting on the couch
reading a newspaper. Her legs were crossed, and in an easy chair across the room, Mr. Pirozzi was
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reading a newspaper. Mrs. Pirozzi was not as young as Miss Gredis or Mrs. Anderson, but she had
good legs and she had on high hedls and dmost every time she turned a page of her newspaper,
sheld cross her legs and her skirt would climb higher and | would see more.

If my parents come home from the movie and catch me here, | thought, then my life is over. But
itsworth it. It's worth the risk.

| stayed very quiet behind the window and stared at Mrs. Pirozz's legs. They had a large collie,
Jeff, who was adeep in front of the door. | had looked a Miss Gredis legs that day in English dass,
then | had whacked-off to Mrs. Anderson's legs, and now - there was more. Why didn't Mr. Rirozzi
look at Mrs. Pirozzi's legs? He just kept reading his newspaper. It was obvious that Mrs. Firozzi was
trying to tease him because her skirt kept climbing higher and higher. Then she turned a page and
crosed her legs very fast and her skirt flipped back exposing her pure white thighs. She was just
like buttermilk! Unbelievable! She was best of all!

Then from the corner of my eye | saw Mr. Firozzi's legs move. He stood up very quickly and
moved toward the front door. | started running, crashing through the bushes. | heard him open his
front door. | was down the driveway and into our backyard and behind the garage. | stood a
moment, listening. Then | climbed the back fence, over the vines and on over into the next backyard.
| ran through that yard and up the driveway and | began dog-trotting south down the street like a guy
practicing for track. There was nobody behind me but | kept trotting. If he knows it was me, if he
tells my father, I'm dead. But maybe he just let the dog out to take a shit? | trotted down to West
Adams Boulevard and sat on a streetcar bench. | sat there five minutes or so, then | walked back
home. When | got there, my parents weren't back yet. | went inside, undressed, turned out the lights
and waited for morning . . .

Another Wednesday night Baldy and | were taking our usua short cut between two apartment
houses. We were on our way to his father's wine cdllar when Baldy stopped a a window. The shade
was almost down but not quite. Baldy stopped, bent, and peeked insde. He waved me over.

"What isit?" | whispered.

"Look!"

There was a man and a woman in bed, naked. There was just a bed sheet partly over them. The
man was trying to kiss the woman and she was pushing him away.

"God damn it, let me have it, Mariel" "No!"

"But I'm hot, please."

"Take your god-damned hands off me!" "But, Marie, | love you!"

"You and your fucking love. . ." "Marig, please. "

"Will you shut up?'

The man turned toward the wall. The woman picked up a magazine, bunched a pillow behind her
head, and began reading it.

Bady and | walked away from the window, "Jesus" said Bddy, "that made me sck!" "I thought
we were going to see something,” | said. When we got to the wine cellar Baldy's old man had put a
big padlock on the cellar door.

We tried that window again and again but we never actudly saw anything happen. It was aways
the same.

"Marig, it'sbeen along time. We're living together, you know. We're married!"”

"Big fucking deal"
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"Jud this once, Marie, and | won't bother you again, | won't bother you for a long time, |
promise!l”

"Shut up! You makemesick!" Bady and | walked away.

"Shit," | said.

"Shit," he said.

"l don't think he's got acock,” | said. "He might as well not have," said Baldy. We stopped going
back there.
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Wagner wasn't done with us. | was standing in the yard during gym class when he waked up to
me.

"What are you doing, Chinaski?' "Nothing."

"Nothing?"

| didn't answer.

"How come you're not in any of the games?' "Shit. That's kid stuff."

"I'm puitting you on garbage detail until further notice.” "What for? What's the charge?'

"Loitering. 50 demerits." The kids had to work off their demerits on garbage detall. If you had
more than ten demerits and didn't work them off, you couldn't graduate. | didn't care whether |
graduated or not. That was their problem. | could just stay around getting older and older and bigger
and bigger. I'd get dl the girls.

"B50 demerits?' | asked. "Isthat dl you're going to give me? How about a hundred?’

"O.K., one hundred. You got 'em." Wagner swaggered off. Peter Mangaore had 500 demeits.
Now | was in second place, and gaining . . .

The first garbage detail was during the last thirty minutes of lunch. The next day | was carrying a
garbage can with Peter Mangdore. It was smple. We each had a stick with a sharp nail on the end
of it. We picked up papers with the stick and stuck them into the can. The girls waiched us as we
walked by. They knew we were bad. Peter looked bored and | looked like | didn't give a damn.
The girls knew we were bad. "You know Lilly Fischman?' Pete asked as we walked adong. "Oh,
yes, yes”

"Wél, sheé'snot avirgin." "How do you know?"

"She told me."

"Who got her?"

"Her father."

"Hmmm . . . Well you can't blame him." "Lilly's heard I've got a big cock.” "Yesh, it's dl over
schoal.”

"Widl, Lilly wants it. She daims she can handleit.” "Youll rip her to pieces.”

"Yeah, | will. Anyhow, she wantsit." We put the garbage can down and stared a some girls who
were gtting on a bench. Pete walked toward the bench. | stood there. He walked up to one of the
girls and whispered something in her ear. She started giggling. Pete walked back to the garbage can.
We picked it up and walked away.

"S0," sad Pete, "this afternoon at 4 p.m. I'm going to rip Lilly to pieces”

"Yeah?' "You know that broken-down car at the back of the school that Pop Farnsworth took
the engine out of 7'

"Yeah." "Wéll, before they haul that son-of-a-bitch away, thet's going to be my bedroom. I'm
going to take her in the back seat.”

"Some guys redly live"" "I'm getting a hard just thinking about it," said Pete. "I am too and I'm not
even the guy who's going to do it." "There's one problem though," said Pete.

"You can't come?' "No, it's not that. | need alook-out. | need somebody to tell me the coast is
clear."

"Yeah? Wdll, look, | can do that." "Would you?' asked Pete.

"Sure. But we should have one more guy so we can watch in both directions.”

"All right. Who you got in mind?' '"Baldy."

"Bady? Shit, he's not much.”
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"No, but he's trustworthy."
"All right. So I'll seeyou guys ét four.” "Well be there

At four p.m. we met Pete and Lilly at the car. "Hi!" said Lilly. She looked hot. Pete was smoking
acigarette. He looked bored.

"Helo, Lilly," I said. "Hi, Lilly baby," said Bady.

There were some guys playing a game of touch footbal in the other fidd but that only made it
better, a kind of camouflage. Lilly was wiggling around, breathing heavily, her bressts were moving
up and down.

"Well," said Pete, throwing his cigarette away, "let's make friends, Lilly."

He opened the back door, bowed, and Lilly climbed in. Pete got in after her and took his shoes
off, then his pants and his shorts. Lilly looked down and saw Pete's mest hanging.

"Ohmy," shesad, "l don't know . . ." "Come on, baby," said Pete, "nobody lives forever." "Well,
al right, | guess. . ."

Pete looked out the window. "Hey, are you guys watching to see if the coast is clear?”

"Yeah, Pete" | said, "were watching." "We'relooking," sad Baldy.

Pete pulled Lilly's skirt dl the way up. There was white flesh above her knee socks and you could
see her panties. Glorious. Pete grabbed Lilly and kissed her. Then he pulled away.

"Youwhore!" he sad. "Tak to me nice, Petel”

"You bitch-whore!" he said and dapped her across the face, hard. She began sobbing. "Dont,
Pete, don't . . ."

"Shut up, cunt!™

Pete began pulling a Lilly's panties. He was having a terrible time. Her panties were tight around
her big ass. Pete gave a violent tug, they ripped and he pulled the panties down around her legs and
off over her shoes. He threw them on the floorboard. Then he began playing with her cunt. He
played with her cunt and played with her cunt and kissed her again and again. Then he leaned back
againg the car seat. He only had half ahard. Lilly looked down at him.

"What are you, aqueer?' "No, it'snot that, Lilly. It'sjust that | don't think these guys are watching
to seeif the coast is clear. They're watching us. | don't want to get caught in here.”

"The coast isclear, Pete” | said. "We're watching!" "We're watching!" said Baldy.

"l don't believe them,” said Pete. "All they're watching is your cunt, Lilly."

"You're chicken! All that meat and it's only at half-mast!" "I'm scared of getting caught, Lilly."

"l know what to do," she said. Lilly bent over and ran her tongue along Pete's cock. She lapped
her tongue around the monsirous head. Then she had it in her mouth. "Lilly . . . Chrigt," said Pete, "I
loveyou. . ." "Lilly, Lilly, Lilly . . . oh, oh, cooh ooooh . . ." "Henry!" Bady screamed. "LOOK!"

| looked. It was Wagner running toward us from across the field and dso coming behind him
were the guys who had been playing touch footbal, plus some of the people who had been watching
the footbal game, boys and girls both.

"Pete!" | ydled, "It's Wagner coming with 50 people!” “Shit!" moaned Pete.

"Oh, shit,” sad Lilly. Baldy and | took off. We ran out the gate and halfway up the block. We
looked back through the fence. Pete and Lilly never had a chance. Wagner ran up and ripped open
the car door hoping for a good look. Then the car was surrounded and we couldn't see any more. .

After that, we never saw Pete or Lilly again. We had no idea what happened to them. Bady and
| each got 1,000 demerits which put mein the lead over Mangalore with 1,100. There was no way |
could work them off. | wasin Mt. Judtin for life. Of course, they informed our parents.
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"Let'sgo," sad my father, and | walked into the bathroom. He got the strop down.

"Take down your pants and shorts" he said. | didn't do it. He reached in front of me, yanked my
belt open, unbuttoned me and yanked my pants down. He pulled down my shorts. The strop landed.
It was the same, the same explosive sound, the same pain.

"You're going to kill your mother!" he screamed. He hit me again. But the tears weren't coming. -
My eyes were srangely dry. | thought about killing him. That there must be away to kill him. In a
couple of years| could beat him to degth. But | wanted him now. He wasn't much of anything. | must
have been adopted. He hit me again. The pain was 4ill there but the fear of it was gone. The strop
landed again. The room no longer blurred. | could see everything clearly. My father seemed to sense
the difference in me and he began to lash me harder, again and again, but the more he beat me the
less| felt. It was dmogt asif he was the one who was helpless. Something had occurred, something
had changed. My father stopped, puffing, and | heard him hanging up the strop. He walked to the
door. | turned. "Hey," | said.

My father turned and looked a me. "Give me acouple more,” | told him, "if it makes you fed any
better.” "Don't you dare talk to me that way!" he sad. | looked a him. | saw folds of flesh under his
chin and around his neck. | saw sad wrinkles and crevices. His face was tired pink putty. He wasin
his undershirt, and his belly sagged, wrinkling his undershirt. The eyes were no longer fierce. Hiseyes
looked away and couldn't meet mine. Something had happened. The bath towels knew it, the
shower curtain knew it, the mirror knew it, the bathtub and the toilet knew it. My father turned and
walked out the door. He knew it. It was my last beating. From him.
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Jr. high went by quickly enough. About the 8th grade, going into the Sth, | broke out with acne.
Many of the guys had it but not like mine. Mine was redly terrible. | was the worst case in town. |
had pimples and boils al over my face, back, neck, and some on my chest. It happened just as| was
beginning to be accepted as a tough guy and a leader. | was till tough but it wasn't the same. | had
to withdraw. | watched people from afar, it was like a stage play. Only they were on stlage and | was
an audience of one. I'd dways had trouble with the girls but with acne it was impossible. The girls
were further away than ever. Some of them were truly beautiful -- their dresses, their hair, their eyes,
the way they stood around. Just to walk down the street during an afternoon with one, you know,
talking about everything and anything, | think that would have made me fed very good.

Also, there was gtill something about me that continualy got me into trouble. Most teachers didn't
trust or like me, especidly the lady teachers. | never said anything out of the way but they claimed it
was my "attitude." 1t was something about the way | sat douched in my seat and my "voice tone" |
was usudly accused of "sneering” dthough | wasn't conscious of it. | was often made to stand
outgde in the hdl during class or | was sent to the principd's office. The principa dways did the
same thing. He had a phone booth in his office. He made me stand in the phone booth with the door
closed. | spent many hours in that phone booth. The only reading materid in there was the Ladies
Home Journal. 1t was ddliberate torture. | read the Ladies Home Journal anyhow. | got to read
each new issue. | hoped that maybe | could learn something about women.

| must have had 5,000 demerits by graduation time but it didn't seem to matter. They wanted to
get rid of me. | was standing outsde in the line that was filing into the auditorium one by one. We
each had on our chegp little cap and gown that had been passed down again and again to the next
graduating group. We could hear each person's name as they walked across the stage. They were
making one big god-damned ded out of graduating from Jr. high. The band played our school song:

Oh, Mt. Justin,

Oh, Mt. Justin

We will be true,

Our hearts are singing wildly

All our skies are blue . . .

We stood in line, each of us waiting to march across the stage. In the audience were our parents
and friends.

"I'm about to puke," said one of the guys. "We only go from crap to more crap,” sad another,
The girls seemed to be more serious about it. That's why | didn't redly trust them. They seemed to
be part of the wrong things. They and the school seemed to have the same song.

"This guff brings me down,” said one of the guys. "I wish | had asmoke."

"Here you are . . ." Another of the guys handed him a cigarette. We passed it around between
four or five of us. | took a hit and exhaled through my nodtrils. Then | saw Curly Wagner walking in.

"Ditch it!" | said. "Here comes vomit-head!" Wagner walked right up to me. He was dressed in
his grey gym suit, including swegtshirt, just as he had been the firg time | saw him and al the other
times afterward. He stood in front of me.

"Ligen," he said, "you think you're getting away from me because you're getting out of here, but
you're not! I'm going to follow you the rest of your life. I'm going to follow you to the ends of the
earth and I'm going to get you!"
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| just glanced a him without comment and he walked off. Wagner's little graduation speech only
made me that much bigger with the guys. They thought | must have done some big goddamned thing
to rile him. But it wasn't true. Wagner was just smple-crazy.

We got nearer and nearer to the doorway of the auditorium. Not only could we hear each name
being announced, and the applause, but we could see the audience. Then it was my turn.

"Henry Chinaski," the principa said over the microphone. And | walked forward. There was no
applause. Then one kindly soul in the audience gave two or three claps.

There were rows of seats set up on the stage for the graduating class. We sat there and waited.
The principa gave his speech about opportunity and success in America. Then it was dl over. The
band struck up the Mt. Justin school song. The students and their parents and friends rose and
mingled together. | walked around, looking. My parents weren't there. | made sure. | walked around
and gave it agood |ook-see.

It was just aswdll. A tough guy didn't need that. | took off my ancient cap and gown and handed
it to the guy at the end of the aide -- the janitor. He folded the pieces up for the next time.

| walked outside. The first one out. But where could | go? | had eleven cents in my pocket. |
walked back to where | lived.
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That summer, July 1934, they gunned down John Dillinger outside the movie house in Chicago.
He never had a chance. The Lady in Red had fingered him. More than a year earlier the banks had
collgpsed. Prohibition was repeded and my father drank Eastside beer again. But the worst thing
was Dillinger getting it. A lot of people admired Dillinger and it made everybody fed terrible.
Roosevet was Presdent. He gave Fireside Chats over the radio and everybody listened. He could
redly tak. And he began to enact programs to put people to work. But things were still very bad.
And my boils got worse, they were unbelievably large.

That September | was scheduled to go to Woodhaven High but my father inasted | go to Chelsey
High.

"Look," | told him, "Chelsey isout of thisdigtrict. It'stoo far away."

"Youll do as | tdl you. Youll regiger a Chelsey High." | knew why he wanted me to go to
Chdsey. The rich kids went there. My father was crazy. He ill thought about being rich. When
Bady found out | was going to Chelsey he decided to go there too. | couldn't get rid of him or my
boils.

The first day we rode our bikes to Chelsey and parked them. It was a terrible feding. Mogt of
those kids, a least dl the older ones, had their own automobiles, many of them new convertibles,
and they weren't black or dark blue like most cars, they were bright yellow, green, orange and red.
The guys st in them outsde of the school and the girls gathered around and went for rides.
Everybody was nicely dressed, the guys and the girls, they had pullover sweaters, wrist watches and
the latest in shoes, They seemed very adult and poised and superior. And there | was in my
homemeade shirt, my one ragged pair of pants, my rundown shoes, and | was covered with boils. The
guys with the cars didn't worry about acne. They were very handsome, they were tal and clean with
bright teeth and they didn't wash their hair with hand soap. They seemed to know something | didn't
know. | was a the bottom again.

Since dl the guys had cars Baldy and | were ashamed of our bicycles. We left them home and
walked to school and back, two-and-one-haf miles each way. We carried brown bag lunches. But
most of the other students didn't even egt in the school cafeteria They drove to mat shops with the
girls, played the juke boxes and laughed. They were on their way to U.S.C.

| was ashamed of my bails. At Chelsey you had a choice between gym and R.O.T.C. | took
R.O.T.C. because then | didn't have to wear a gym suit and nobody could see the boils on my body.
But | hated the uniform. The shirt was made of wool and it irritated my boils. The uniform was worn
from Monday to Thursday. On Friday we were adlowed to wear regular clothes.

We studied the Manua of Arms. It was about warfare and shit like that. We had to pass exams.
We marched around the field. We practiced the Manud of Arms. Handling the rifle during various
drills was bad for me. | had boils on my shoulders. Sometimes when | dammed the rifle against my
shoulder a boil would bresk and leak through my shirt. The blood would come through but because
the shirt was thick and made of wool the spot wasn't obvious and didn't look like blood.

| told my mother what was happening. She lined the shoulders of my shirts with white patches of
cloth, but it only helped alittle.

Once an officer came through on ingpection. He grabbed the rifle out of my hands and held it up,
peering through the barrd, for dust in the bore. He dammed the rifle back at me, then looked a a
blood spot on my right shoulder.

"Chinaski!" he sngpped, "your rifleislesking ail!" "Yes, gr."
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| got through the term but the boils got worse and worse. They were as large as wanuts and
covered my face. | was very ashamed. Sometimes at home | would stand before the bathroom
mirror and break one of the bails. Y éelow pus would spurt and splatter on the mirror. And little white
hard pits. In a horrible way it was fascinating that al thet stuff was in there. But | knew how hard it
was for other people to look a me.

The school must have advised my father. At the end of that term | was withdrawn from schooal. |
went to bed and my parents covered me with ointments. There was a brown salve that sank. My
father preferred that one for me. It burned. He inssted that | keep it on longer, much longer than the
ingructions advised. One night he inssted that | leave it on for hours. | began screaming. | ran to the
tub, filled it with water and washed the sdve off, with difficulty. | was burned, on my face, my back
and chest. That night | sat on the edge of the bed. | couldnt lay down. My father came into the
room.

"| thought | told you to leave that stuff on!" "Look what happened,” | told him. My mother came
into the room. "The son-of-a-bitch doesn't want to get well," my father told her. "Why did | have to
have a son like this?'

My mother lost her job. My father kept leaving in his car every morning as if he were going to
work. "I'm an engineer,” hetold people. He had aways wanted to be an engineer.

It was arranged for meto go to the L.A. County General Hospital. | was given along white card.
| took the white card and got on the #7 streetcar. The fare was seven cents for four tokens for a
quarter). | dropped in my token and walked to the back of the streetcar. | had an 8:30 am.
appointment.

A few blocks later a young boy and a woman got on the stregtcar. The woman was fat and the
boy was about four years old. They sat in the seat behind me. | looked out the window. We rolled
adong. | liked that #7 dreetcar. It went redly fast and rocked back and forth as the sun shone
outside.

"Mommy," | heard the young boy say, "What's wrong with that man's face?"

The woman didn't answer. The boy asked her the same question again. She didn't answer.

Then the boy screamed it out, "Mommy! What's wrong with that man's face? "

"Shut up! | don't know what's wrong with his face!™

| went to Admissions at the hospital and they ingtructed me to report to the fourth floor. There the
nurse at the desk took my name and told me to be seated. We sat in two long rows of green meta
chairs facing one another. Mexicans, whites and blacks. There were no Orientals. There was nothing
to read. Some of the patients had day-old newspapers. The people were of al ages, thin and fat,
short and tall, old and young. Nobody talked. Everybody seemed very tired. Orderlies walked back
and forth, sometimes you saw a nurse, but never a doctor. An hour went by, two hours. Nobody's
name was caled. | got up to look for a water fountain. | looked in the little rooms where people
were to be examined. There wasn't anybody in any of the rooms, neither doctors or patients.

| went to the desk. The nurse was staring down into a big fat book with names written in it. The
phone rang. She answered it. "Dr. Menen isn't here yet." She hung up.

"Pardon me" | said. "Yes?' the nurse asked.

"The doctors aren't here yet. Can | come back later?' "No."

"But there's nobody here." "The doctors are on call.”
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"But | have an 8:30 gppointment.” "Everybody here has an 8:30 appointment.” There were 45 or
50 people waiting. "Since I'm on the waiting list, suppose | come back in a couple of hours, maybe
there will be some doctors here then.”

"If you leave now, you will autometicaly lose your gppointment. You will have to return
tomorrow if you gill wish treatment.” | walked back and sat in a chair. The others didn't protest.
There was very little movement. Sometimes two or three nurses would walk by laughing. Once they
pushed a man past in awhedchair. Both of his legs were heavily bandaged and his ear on the sde of
his head toward me had been diced off. There was a black hole divided into little sections, and it
looked like a spider had gone in there and made a spider web. Hours passed. Noon came and went.
Another hour. Two hours. We sat and waited. Then somebody said, "Theré's a doctor!"

The doctor walked into one of the examination rooms and closed the door. We al watched.
Nothing. A nurse went in. We heard her laughing. Then she walked out. Five minutes. Ten minutes.
The doctor walked out with a clipboard in his hand.

"Martinez?' the doctor asked. "Jose Martinez?' An old thin Mexican man stood up and began
walking toward the doctor. "Martinez? Martinez, old boy, how are you?"

"Sick, doctor . . . | think | die..." "Wdl, now ... Stepin here. . ." Martinez was in there along
time. | picked up a discarded newspaper and tried to read it. But we were al thinking about
Martinez. If Martinez ever got out of there, someone would be next.

Then Martinez screamed. "AHHHHH! AHHHHH! STOP! STOP! AHHHH! MERCY! GOD!
PLEASE, STOP!"

"Now, now, that doesn't hurt . . ." said the doctor. Martinez screamed again. A nurse ran into the
examination room. There was slence. All we could see was the black shadow of the haf-open
doorway. Then an orderly ran into the examination room. Martinez made a gurgling sound. He was
taken out of there on a rolling stretcher. The nurse and the orderly pushed him down the hall and
through some swinging doors. Martinez was under a sheet but he wasn't dead because the sheet
wasn't pulled over hisface.

The doctor stayed in the examination room for another ten minutes. Then he came out with the
clipboard.

"Jefferson Williams?' he asked. There was no answer. "Is Jefferson Williams here?!

There was no response.

"Mary Blackthorne?"

There was no answer.

"Harry Lewis?"

"Yes, doctor?'

"Step forward, please.. . ."

It was very dow. The doctor saw five more patients. Then he left the examination room, stopped
a the de, lit a cigarette and talked to the nurse for fifteen minutes. He looked like a very inteligent
man. He had a twitch on the right side of his face, which kept jJumping, and he had red hair with
streaks of grey. He wore glasses and kept taking them off and putting them back on. Another nurse
came in and gave him a cup of coffee. He took a gp, then holding the coffee in one hand he pushed
the swinging doors open with the other and was gone.

The office nurse came out from behind the desk with our long white cards and she cdled our
names. As we answered, she handed each of us our card back. "This ward is closed for the day.
Pease return tomorrow if you wish. Y our gppointment time is slamped on your card.”
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| looked down a my card. It was stamped 8:30 am.
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| got lucky the next day. They cdled my name. It was a different doctor. | stripped down. He
turned a hot white light on me and looked me over. | was Stting on the edge of the examination table.
"Hmmm, hmmmm," he sad, "uhhuh . . ."

| sat there. "How long have you had this?'

"A couple of years. It keeps getting worse and worse." "Ah hah."

He kept looking. "Now, you just stretch out there on your sscomach. I'll be right back." Some
moments passed and suddenly there were many people in the room. They were al doctors. At least
they looked and taked like doctors. Where had they come from? | had thought there were hardly
any doctors at L.A. County Generd Hospitdl.

"Acnevulgaris. Theworst case I've seenin dl my years of practicel” "Fantagtic!"

"Incredible!” "Look at the facel"

"The neck!"

"l just finished examining a young girl with acne vulgaris. Her back was covered. She cried. She
told me, 'How will | ever get a man? My back will be scarred forever. | want to kill mysdf!* And
now look at this fellow! If she could see him, shed know that she redly had nothing to complain
about!"

Y ou dumb fuck, | thought, don't you redlize that | can hear what you're saying? How did a man
get to be adoctor? Did they take anybody?

"Ishe adegp?' "Why?"

"He seemsvery cam.”

"No, | don't think he's adeep. Are you adeep, my boy?' "Yes™"

They kept moving the hot white light about on various parts of my body.

"Turn over." | turned over.

"Look, therésaleson indde of his mouth!" "Well, how will we treet it?"

"The eectric needle, | think . . . "Yes, of course, the electric needle” "Yes, the needle.”

It was decided.
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Thenext day | sat in the hal in my green tin chair, waiting to be called. Across from me sat aman
who had something wrong with his nose. It was very red and very raw and very fat and long and it
was growing upon itsaf. You could see where section had grown upon section. Something had
irritated the man's nose and it had just started growing. | looked at the nose and then tried not to
look. | didnt want the man to see me looking, | knew how he fdt. But the man seemed very
comfortable. He was fat and sat there dmost adeep.

They cdled him firs: "Mr. Seeth?' He moved forward abit in his char. "Sleeth? Richard Seeth?!

"Uh?Yes, I'mhere. . ."

He stood up and moved toward the doctor. "How are you today, Mr. Seeth?’

"Fne...I'mdlright..."

He followed the doctor into the examination room.

| got my cdl an hour later. | followed the doctor through some swinging doors and into another
room. It was larger than the examination room. | was told to disrobe and to St on a table. The
doctor looked a me. "Y ou redlly have a case there, haven't you?'

"Yeah." He poked at a boil on my back.

"That hurt?'

"Yeah."

"Wel," he said, "were going to try to get some drainage.” | heard him turn on the machinery. It
made awhirring sound. | could smdll ail getting hot.

"Ready?' he asked. "Yeah."

He pushed the dectric needle into my back. | was being drilled. The pain was immense. It filled
the room. | fdt the blood run down my back. Then he pulled the needle out.

"Now we're going to get another one," said the doctor. He jammed the needle into me. Then he
pulled it out and jammed it into a third boil. Two other men had walked in and were standing there
watching. They were probably doctors. The needle went into me again.

"l never saw anybody go under the needle like that," said one of the men.

"He givesno 9gn a dl," sad the other man. "Why don't you guys go out and pinch some nurse's
ass?' | asked them. "L ook, son, you cant talk to uslike that!"

The needle dug into me. | didn't answer. "The boy is evidently very bitter . . ." "Yes, of course,
that'sit.”

The men walked ot.

"Those are fine professona men,” said my doctor. "It's not good of you to abuse them.”

"Just go ahead and drill," | told him. He did. The needle got very hot but he went on and on. He
drilled my entire back, then he got my chest. Then | stretched out and he drilled my neck and my
face.

A nurse came in and she got her ingructions. "Now, Miss Ackerman, | want these.. . . pustules. .
. thoroughly drained. And when you get to the blood, keep squeezing. | want thorough drainage.”

"Yes, Dr. Grundy." "And afterwards, the ultra-violet ray machine. Two minutes on each Sde to
beginwith . . ."

"Yes, Dr. Grundy." | followed Miss Ackerman into another room. She told me to lay down on
the table. She got atissue and arted on the firgt bail. "Does this hurt?"

"It'sdl right." "You poor boy . . ."

"Don't worry. I'm just sorry you have to do this." ™Y ou poor boy . . ."
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Miss Ackerman was the first person to give me any sympeathy. It felt srange. She was a chubby
little nurse in her early thirties. "Are you going to school?' she asked.

"No, they had to take me out." Miss Ackerman kept squeezing as she talked. "What do you do
al day?'

"l just Say in bed."

"That's awful."

"No, it'snice. I likeit."

"Doesthis hurt?"

"Go ahead. It'sdl right.”

"What's so nice about laying in bed dl day?"

"l don't have to see anybody."

"You like thet?'

"Oh, yes."

"Whét do you do al day?'

"Some of theday | listen to the radio.”

"Wheat do you listen to?"

"Music. And people talking."

"Do you think of girls?"

"Sure. But that's out.”

"You don't want to think that way." "1 make charts of airplanes going overhead. They come over
a the same time each day. | have them timed. Say that | know that one of them is going to pass over
at 11:15 am. Around 11:10, | start listening for the sound of the motor. | try to hear the first sound.
Sometimes | imagine | hear it and sometimes I'm not sure and then | begin to hear it, ‘way off, for
sure. And the sound gets stronger. Then at 11:15 am. it passes overhead and the sound is asloud as
it'sgoing to get."

"You do that every day?'

"Not when I'm here"

"Turn over," said Miss Ackerman.

| did. Then in the ward next to us a man started screaming. We were next to the disturbed ward.
He wasredly loud.

"What are they doing to him?' | asked Miss Ackerman. "He's in the shower."

"And it makes him scream like that?' "Yes”

"I'm worse off than heis.”

"No, you're not."

| liked Miss Ackerman. | sneaked alook at her. Her face was round, she wasn't very pretty but
she wore her nurse's cap in a perky manner and she had large dark brown eyes. It was the eyes. As
she baled up some tissue to throw into the dispenser | watched her wak. Well, she was no Miss
Gredis, and | had seen many other women with better figures, but there was something warm about
her. She waan't congtantly thinking about being a woman.

"As soon as | finish your face" she said, "'l will put you under the ultra-violet ray machine. Y our
next appointment will be the day after tomorrow at 8:30 am."”

We didn't talk any more after that. Then she was finished. | put on goggles and Miss Ackerman
turned on the ultra-violet ray machine.

There was a ticking sound. It was peaceful. It might have been the automatic timer, or the metdl
reflector on the lamp heating up. It was comforting and relaxing, but when | began to think abot it, |
decided that everything that they were doing for me was usdless. | figured that at best the needle
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would leave scars on me for the remainder of my life. That was bad enough but it wasn't what | redly
minded. What | minded was that they didnt know how to ded with me | sensed this in ther
discussons and in their manner. They were hesitant, uneasy, yet dso somehow disinterested and
bored. Findly it didn't matter what they did. They just had to do something -- anything -- because to
do nothing would be unprofessiond.

They experimented on the poor and if that worked they used the treatment on the rich. And if it
didn't work, there would till be more poor left over to experiment upon.

The machine Sgnaled its warning that two minutes were up. Miss Ackerman came in, told me to
turn over, re-set the machine, then left. She was the kindest person | had met in eight years.
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The drilling and squeezing continued for weeks but there was little result. When one boil vanished
another would gppear. | often stood in front of the mirror done, wondering how ugly a person could
get. | would look a my face in dishdief, then turn to examine al the boils on my back. | was
horrified. No wonder people stared, no wonder they said unkind things. It was not smply a case of
teen-age acne. These were inflamed, relentless, large, swollen boils filled with pus. | felt sngled out,
asif | had been selected 10 be this way. My parents never spoke to me about my condition. They
were dill on relief. My mother left each morning to look for work and my. father drove off asif he
were working. On Saturdays people on reief got free foodstuffs from the markets, mostly canned
goods, dmost dways cans of hash for some reason. We ate a great dedl of hash. And bologna
sandwiches. And potatoes. My mother learned to make potato pancakes. Each Saturday when my
parents went for their free food they didn't go to the nearest market because they were afraid some
of the neighbors might see them and then know that they were on the dole. So they waked two miles
down Washington Boulevard, to a store a couple of blocks past Crenshaw. It was along walk. They
walked the two miles back, swesting, carrying their shopping bags full of canned hash and potatoes
and bologna and carrots. My father didn't drive because he wanted to save gas. He needed the gas
to drive to and from his invigble job. The other fathers werentt like that. They just sat quietly on their
front porches or played horseshoes in the vacant lot.

The doctor gave me a white substance to apply to my face. It hardened and caked on the boails,
giving me a plaster-like look. The substance didn't seem to help. | was home aone one afternoon,
gpplying this substance to my face and body. | was standing in my shorts trying to reach the infected
areas of my back with my hand when | heard voices. It was Bddy and his friend Jmmy Hatcher.
Jmmy Hatcher was agood looking fellow and he was awise-ass.

"Henry!" | heard Bady cdling. | heard him taking to Jmmy, Then he walked up on the porch and
beat on the door. "Hey, Hank, it's Baldy! Open up!"

Y ou damn fool, | thought, don't you understand that | don't want to see anybody?

"Hank! Hank! It's Baldy and Jm!" He begat on the front door.

| heard him talking to Jm. "Ligten, | saw him! | saw him walking around in therel"

"He doesn't answer." "We better go in. He might be in trouble.” You foal, | thought, | befriended
you. | befriended you when nobody ese could stand you. Now, look at thig!

| couldn't believeit. | ran into the hal and hid in a closet, leaving the door dightly open. | was sure
they wouldn't come into the house. But they did. | had |eft the back door open. | heard them walking
around in the house.

"He's got to be here" said Bady. "I saw something moving in here..." Jesus Chrig, | thought,
can't | move around in here? | livein this house.

| was crouched in the dark closet. | knew | couldnt let them find mein there,

| swung the closet door open and legped out. | saw them both standing in the front room. | ran in
there.

"GET OUT OF HERE, YOU SONS-OF-BITCHES!" They looked a me.

"GET OUT OF HERE! YOU'VE GOT NO RIGHT TO BE IN HERE! GET OUT OF HERE
BEFORE | KILL YOU!"

They started running toward the back porch. "GO ON! GO ON, OR I'LL KILL YOU!" | heard
them run up the driveway and out onto the sdewak. | didn't want to watch them. | went into my
bedroom and stretched out on the bed. Why did they want to see me? What could they do? There
was nothing to be done. There was nothing to talk about.
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A couple of days later my mother didn't leave to go job hunting, and it wasn't my day to go to the
L.A. County Generd Hospital. So we were in the house together. | didn't like it. | liked the place to
mysdlf. | heard her moving about the house and | stayed in my bedroom. The boils were worse than
ever. | checked my arplane chart. The 1:20 p.m. flight was due. | began ligening. He was late. It
was 1:20 and he was il gpproaching. As he passed over | timed him as being three minutes late.
Then | heard the doorbell ring. | heard my mother open the door.

"Emily, how are you?' "Hello, Katy, how are you?"

It was my grandmother, now very old. | heard them talking but | couldn't make out what they
were saying. | was thankful for theat. They talked for five or ten minutes and then | heard them
walking down the hdl to my bedroom.

"I will bury al of you," | heard my grandmother say. "Whereis the boy?"

The door opened and my grandmother and mother stood there. "Hello, Henry," my grandmother
sad.

"Y our grandmother is here to help you," my mother said. My grandmother had a large purse. She
<t it down on the dresser and pulled a huge silver crucifix out of it.

"Your grandmother is here to help you, Henry . . ." Grandmother had more warts on her than
ever before and she was fatter. She looked invincible, she looked as if she would never die. She had
gotten so old that it was dmost sensdess for her to die. "Henry," said my mother, "turn over on your
stomach.” | turned over and my grandmother leaned over me. From the corner of my eye | saw her
dangling the huge crucifix over me. | had decided againg religion a couple of years back. If it were
true, it made fools out of people, or it drew fools. And if it weren't true, the fools were dl the more
foolish.

But it was my grandmother and my mother. | decided to let them have their way. The crucifix
swung back and forth above my back, over my boils, over me.

"God," prayed my grandmother, "purge the devil from this poor boy's body! Just look at dl those
sores! They make me sick, God! Look a them! It's the devil, God, dwelling in this boy's body.
Purge the devil from his body, Lord!"

"Purge the devil from his body, Lord!" said my mother. What | need is a good doctor, | thought.
What is wrong with these women? Why don't they leave me done?

"God," said my grandmother, "why do you alow the devil to dwdll inside this body's body? Don't
you see how the devil is enjoying this? Look at these sores, 0 Lord, | am about to vomit just looking
a them! They arered and big and full!"

"Purge the devil from my boy's body!" screamed my mother. "May God save us from this evil!"
screamed my grandmother. She took the crucifix and poked it into the center of my back, dug it in.
The blood spurted out, | could fed it, a first warm, then suddenly cold. | turned over and sat up in
the bed.

"What the fuck are you doing?' "I am making a hole for the devil to be pushed out by God'" sad
my grandmother.

"All right," | said, "'l want you both to get out of here, and fast! Do you understand me?”

"Heis dill possessed!” said my grandmother. "GET THE FUCKING HELL OUT OF HERE!" |
screamed. They left, shocked and disappointed, closing the door behind them.

| went into the bathroom, wadded up some toilet paper and tried to stop the bleeding. | pulled the
toilet paper away and looked at it. It was soaked. | got a new batch of toilet paper and held it to my
back awhile. Then | got the iodine. | made passes a my back, trying to reach the wound with the
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iodine. It was difficult. | finaly gave up. Who ever heard of an infected back, anyhow? You ether
lived or died. The back was something the assholes had never figured out how to amputate.

| walked back into the bedroom and got into bed and pulled the covers to my throat. | looked up
at the cailing as | talked to mysdlf.

All right, God, say that You are redly there. You have put me in this fix. You want to test me.
Suppose | test You? Suppose | say that Y ou are not there? Y ou've given me a supreme test with my
parents and with these bails. | think that | have passed Y our test. | am tougher than You. If Y ou will
come down here right now, | will spit into Your face, if You have a face. And do You shit? The
priest never answered that question. He told us not to doubt. Doubt what? | think that You have
been picking on me too much so | am asking Y ou to come down here so | can put Y ou to the test!

| waited. Nothing. | waited for God. | waited and waited. | believe | dept.

| never dept on my back. But when | awakened | was on my back and it surprised me. My legs
were bent at the knees in front of me, making a mountain-like effect with the blankets. And as |
looked at the blanket- mountain before me | saw two eyes staring a me. Only the eyes were dark,
black, blank . . . looking a me from underneath a hood, a black hood with a sharp tall peak, like a
ku-klux-klansman. They kept staring at me, dark blank eyes, and there was nothing | could do about
it. | wastruly terrified. | thought, it's God but God isn't supposed to look like that.

| couldn't stare it down. | couldn't move. It just stayed there looking a me over the mound of my
knees and the blanket. | wanted to get away. | wanted iz to leave. It was powerful and black and
threstening.

It seemed to remain there for hours, just saring a me. Then it was gone . . . | stayed in bed
thinking about it.

| couldn't believe that it had been God. Dressed like that. That would be a cheap trick. It had
been anilluson, of course,

| thought about it for ten or fifteen minutes, then | got up and went to get the little brown box my
grandmother had given me many years ago. Insde of it weretiny rolls of paper with quotations from
the Bible. Each tiny roll was held in a cubicle of its own. One was supposed to ask a question and
the little roll of paper one pulled out was supposed to answer that question. | had tried it before and
found it usdless. Now | tried it again. | asked the brown box, "What did that mean? What did those
eyes mean?'

| pulled out a paper and unrolled it. It was atiny tiff white piece of paper. | unrolled and read it.
GOD HAS FORSAKEN YOU.

| rolled the paper up and stuck it back into its cubicle in the brown box. | didnt bdieve it. | went
back to bed and thought about it. It was too smple, too direct. | didn't believe it. | consdered
measturbating to bring me back to redity. | fill didn't believeit. | got back up and sarted unralling al
the little papers insde the brown box. | was looking for the one that said, GOD HAS FORSAKEN
YOU. | unrolled them al. None of them said that. | read them al and none of them said that. | rolled
them up and put them carefully back into their cubiclesin the little brown box.

Meanwhile, the boils got worse. | kept getting onto streetcar #7 and going to L. A. County
Generd Hospitd and | began to fal in love with Miss Ackerman, my nurse of the squeezings. She
would never know how each stab of pain caused courage to well up in me. Despite the horror of the
blood and the pus, she was dways humane and kind. My love-feding for her wasn't sexud. | just
wished that she would enfold me in her starched whiteness and that together we could vanish forever
from the world. But she never did that. She was too practica. She would only remind me of my next
appointment.
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The ultra-violet ray machine clicked off. | had been treated on both sides. | took off the goggles
and began to dress. Miss Ackerman waked in. "Not yet," she said, "keep your clothes off." What is
she going to do to me, | thought? "Sit up on the edge of the table.” | sat there and she began rubbing
save over my face. It was athick buttery substance.

"The doctors have decided on a new approach. We're going to bandage your face to effect
drainage."

"Miss Ackerman, what ever happened to that man with the big nose? The nose that kept
growing?'

"Mr. Seeth?' "The man with the big nos="

"Thet was Mr. Sleeth.”

"l don't see him anymore.""Did he get cured?’ "He's dead.”

"Y ou mean he died from that big nose?' "Suicide” Miss Ackerman continued to apply the salve.
Then | heard a man scream from the next ward, "Joe, where are you? Joe, you said you'd come
back! Joe, where are you?"

The voice was loud and so sad, so agonized. "He's done that every afternoon this week," said
Miss Ackerman, "and Joe's not going to come get him."

"Can't they hep him?" "I don't know. They al quiet down, findly. Now take your finger and hold
this pad while | bandage you. There. Yes. That'sit. Now let go. Fine" "Joe! Joe, you said you'd
come back! Where are you, Joe?" "Now, hold your finger on this pad. There. Hold it there. I'm
going to wrap you up good! There. Now I'll secure the dressings." Then she was finished.

"O.K., put on your clothes. See you the day after tomorrow. Goodbye, Henry."

"Goodbye, Miss Ackerman.” | got dressed, |eft the room and waked down the hdl. Therewas a
mirror on a cigarette machine in the lobby. | looked into the mirror. It was great. My whole heed
was bandaged. | was dl white. Nothing could be seen but my eyes, my mouth and my ears, and
some tufts of hair sticking up at the top of my heed. | was hidden. It was wonderful. | stood and lit a
cigarette and glanced about the lobby. Some in-patients were Stting about reading magazines and
newspapers. | felt very exceptiond and a bit evil, Nobody had any idea of what had happened to
me. Car crash. A fight to the death. A murder. Fire. Nobody knew.

| walked out of the lobby and out of the building and | stood on the sdewalk. | could till hear
him. "Joe! Joe! Where are you ,Joe!"

Joe wasn't coming. It didn't pay to trust another human being. Humans didn't have it, whatever it
took.

On the Streetcar ride back | sat in the back smoking cigarettes out of my bandaged head. People
dared but | didn't care. There was more fear than horror in their eyes now. | hoped | could stay this
way forever.

| rode to the end of the line and got off. The afternoon was going into evening and | sood on the
corner of Washington Boulevard and Westview Avenue watching the people. Those few who had
jobs were coming home from work. My father would soon be driving home from his fake job. |
didn't have ajob, | didn't go to school. | didn't do anything. | was bandaged, | was standing on the
corner smoking a cigarette. | was a tough man, | was a dangerous man. | knew things. Seeth had
suicided. | wasn't going to suicide. I'd rather kill some of them. I'd take four or five of them with me.
I'd show them what it meant to play around with me.

A woman walked down the Street toward me. She had fine legs. First | stared right into her eyes
and then | looked down a her legs, and as she passed | watched her ass, | drank her ass in. |
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memorized her ass and the seams of her sk stockings. | never could have done that without my
bandages.
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The next day in bed | got tired of waiting for the airplanes and | found a large yellow notebook
that had been meant for high school work. It was empty. | found a pen. | went to bed with the
notebook and the pen. | made some drawings. | drew women in high-hedled shoes with their legs
crossed and their skirts pulled back.

Then | began writing. It was about a German aviator in World War 1. Baron Von Himmlen. He
flew ared Fokker. And he was not popular with his fellow fliers. He didn't tak to them. He drank
aone and he flew done. He didn't bother with women, dthough they al loved him. He was above
that. He was too busy. He was busy shooting Allied planes out of the sky. Already he had shot
down 110 and the war wasn't over. His red Fokker, which he referred to as the "October Bird of
Degth," was known everywhere. Even the enemy ground troops knew him as he often flew low over
them, taking their gunfire and laughing, dropping bottles of champagne to them suspended from little
parachutes. Baron Von Himmlen was never atacked by less than five Allied planes & a time. He
was an ugly man with scars on his face, but he was beautiful if you looked long enough -- it was in
the eyes, his syle, his courage, hisfierce doneness.

| wrote pages and pages about the Baron's dog fights, how he would knock down three or four
planes, fly back, dmost nothing left of his red Fokker. Hed bounce down, legp out of the plane
while it was il ralling and head for the bar where held grab a bottle and St at a table done, pouring
shots and damming them down. Nobody drank like the Baron. The others just stood at the bar and
watched him. One time one of the other fliers said, "What isit, Himmlen? Y ou think you're too good
for us?' It was Willie Schmidt, the biggest, strongest guy in the outfit. The Baron downed his drink,
set down his glass, stood up and dowly started walking toward Willie who was standing at the bar.
The other fliers backed off.

"Jesus, what are you going to do?" asked Willie as the Baron advanced.

The Baron kept moving dowly toward Willie, not answering. "Jesus, Baron, | was just kidding!
Mother'shonor! Listen to me, Baron . . . Baron . . . the enemy is elsewhere! Baron!™

The Baron let go with his right. You couldn't see it. It smashed into Willi€'s face propelling him
over the top of the bar, flipping him over completely! He crashed into the bar mirror like a
cannonball and the bottles tumbled down. The Baron pulled a cigar out and lit it, then waked back
to his table, sat down and poured another drink. They didn't bother the Baron after that. Behind the
bar they picked Willie up. His face was amass of blood.

The Baron shot plane after plane out of the sky. Nobody seemed to understand him and nobody
knew how he had become so skillful with the red Fokker and in his other strange ways. Like fighting.
Or the graceful way he walked. He went on and on. His luck was sometimes bad. One day flying
back after downing three Allied planes, limping in low over enemy lines, he was hit by shrgpndl. It
blew off his right hand at the wrist. He managed to bring the red Fokker in. From that time on he
flew with an iron hand in place of his origind right hand. It didn't affect his flying. And the fdlows a
the bar were more careful than ever when they talked to him.

Many more things happened to the Baron after that. Twice he crashed in no-man's-land and each
time he crawled back to his squadron, haf-dead, through barbed wire and flares and enemy fire.
Many times he was given up for dead by his comrades. Once he was gone for eight days and the
other flyers were dtting in the bar, talking about what an exceptiond man he had been. When they
looked up, there was the Baron standing in the doorway, eight- day beard, uniform torn and muddy,
eyes red and bleary, iron hand glinting in the bar light. He stood there and he said, "There better be
some god-damned whiskey in this place or I'm tearing it gpart!™
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The Baron went on doing magic things. Half the notebook was filled with Baron VVon Himmlen. It
made me fed good to write about the Baron. A man needed somebody. There wasn't anybody
around, so you had to make up somebody, make him up to be like a man should be. It wasn't
make- believe or cheeting. The other way was make-believe and chesting: living your life without a
mean like him around.
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The bandages were helpful. L.A. County Hospitd had finaly come up with something. The boils
drained. They didn't vanish but they flattened a bit. Y et some new ones would appear and rise up
agan. They drilled me and wrapped me again.

My sessons with the drill were endless. Thirty-two, thirty-six, thirty- eight times. There was no
fear of the drill anymore. There never had been. Only an anger. But the anger was gone. There
wasn't even resgnation on my part, only disgust, a disgust that this had happened to me, and a
disgust with the doctors who couldn't do anything about it. They were helpless and | was helpless,
the only difference being that | was the victim. They could go home to their lives and forget while |
was stuck with the same face.

But there were changes in my life. My father found a job. He passed an examination & the L.A.
County Museum and got a job as a guard. My father was good a exams. He loved math and
history. He passed the exam and findly had a place to go each morning. There had been three
vacancies for guards and he had gotten one of them.

L.A. County Generd Hospita somehow found out and Miss Ackerman told me one day, "Henry,
thisisyour last treetment. I'm going to missyou.”

"Aw come on," | sad, "stop your kidding. You're going to miss me like I'm going to miss that
electric needlel”

But she was very strange that day. Those big eyes were watery. | heard her blow her nose.

| heard one of the nurses ask her, "Why, Janice, what's wrong with you?'

"Nothing. I'm dl right." Poor Miss Ackerman. | was 15 years old and in love with her and | was
covered with boils and there was nothing that either of us could do.

"All right," she sad, "thisisgoing to be your lagt ultra-violet ray trestment. Lay on your ssomach."”

"l know your first name now," | told her. "Janice. That's a pretty name. It'sjust like you."

"Oh, shut up,” she said. | saw her once again when the first buzzer sounded. | turned over, Janice
re-set the machine and |eft the room. | never saw her again.

My father didn't believe in doctors who were not free. "They make you piss in a tube, take your
money, and drive home to their wivesin Beverly Hills" he said.

But once he did send me to one. To a doctor with bad bresth and a head as round as a
basketball, only with two little eyes where a basketbdl had none. | didn't like my father and the
doctor wasn't any better. He said, no fried foods, and to drink carrot juice. That wasiit. | would re-
enter high school the next term, said my father. "I'm busting my ass to keep people from steding.
Some nigger broke the glass on a case and stole some rare coins yesterday. | caught the bastard.
We rolled down the stairway together. | held him until the others came. | risk my life every day. Why
should you st around on your ass, moping? | want you to be an engineer. How the hell you gonna be
an engineer when | find notebooks full of women with their skirts pulled up to ther ass? Is that Al
you can draw? Why don't you draw flowers or mountains or the ocean? You're going back to
school!"

| drank carrot juice and waited to re-enroll. | had only missed one term. The boils weren't cured
but they weren't as bad as they had been.

"Y ou know what carrot juice costs me? | have to work the first hour every day just for your god-
damned carrot juice!”
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| discovered the La Cienega Public Library. | got a library card. The library was near the old
church down on West Adams. It was a very smal library and there was just one librarian in it. She
was class. About 38 but with pure white hair pulled tightly into a bun behind her neck. Her nose was
sharp and she had deep green eyes behind rimless glasses. | felt that she knew everything.

| walked around the library looking for books. | pulled them off the shelves, one by one. But they
were dl tricks. They were very dull. There were pages and pages of words that didn't say anything.
Or if they did say something they took too long to say it and by the time they said it you dready were
too tired to have it matter at all. | tried book after book. Surely, out of al those books, there was
one.

Each day | waked down to the library at Adams and La Brea and there was my librarian, stern
and infdlible and slent. | kept pulling the books off the shelves. The first redl book | found was by a
felow named Upton Sinclair. His sentences were smple and he spoke with anger. He wrote with
anger. He wrote about the hog pens of Chicago. He came right out and said things plainly. Then |
found another author. His name was Sinclair Lewis. And the book was cdled Main Street. He
pecled back the layers of hypocrisy that covered people. Only he seemed to lack passion. | went
back for more. | read each book in asingle evening. | was walking around one day snesking glances
a my librarian when | came upon a book with thetitte Bow Down To Wood and Stone. Now, that
was good, because that was what we were dl doing. At last, some fire.' | opened the book. It was
by Josephine Lawrence. A woman. That was dl right. Anybody could find knowledge. | opened the
pages. But they were like many of the other books: milky, obscure, tiresome. | replaced the book.
And while my hand was there | reached for a book nearby. It was by another Lawrence. | opened
the book at random and began reading. It was about a man at a piano. How fase it seemed at firdt.
But | kept reading. The man at the piano was troubled. His mind was saying things. Dark and curious
things. The lines on the page were pulled tight, like a man screaming, but not "Joe, where are you?'
More like Joe, where is anything? This Lawrence of the tight and bloody line. | had never been
told about him. Why the secret? Why wasn't he advertised?

| read abook aday. | read dl the D. H. Lawrence in the library. My librarian began to look at
me strangely as | checked out the books.

"How are you today?" she would ask. That aways sounded so good. | felt asif | had dready
gone to bed with her. | read al the books by D. H. And they led to others. To H.D., the poetess.
And Huxley, the youngest of the Huxleys, Lawrences friend. It al came rushing at me. One book led
to the next. Dos Passos came dong. Not too good, redly, but good enough. His trilogy, about the
U.S.A., took longer than a day to read. Dreiser didn't work for me. Sherwood Anderson did. And
then aong came Hemingway. What a thrill! He knew how to lay down aline. It was ajoy. Words
weren't dull, words were things that could make your mind hum. If you read them and let yoursdlf
fed the magic, you could live without pain, with hope, no matter what happened to you.

But back a home. . .

"LIGHTS OUT!" my father would scream. | was reading the Russians now, reading Turgenev
and Gorky. My father's rule was that dl lights were to be out by 8 p.m. He wanted to deep so that
he could be fresh and effective on the job the next day. His conversation at home was aways about
"the job." He taked to my mother about his "job" from the moment he entered the door in the
evenings until they dept. He was determined to rise in the ranks.

"All right, that's enough of those god-damned books! Lights out!"' To me, these men who
had come into my life from nowhere were my only chance. They were the only voices that spoke to
me. "All right,” | would say.
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Then | took the reading lamp, crawled under the blanket, pulled the pillow under there, and read
each new book, propping it againgt the pillow, under the quilt. It got very hot, the lamp got hot, and |
had trouble breething. | would lift the quilt for air.

"What's that? Do I see a light? Henry, are your lights out?" | would quickly lower the quilt
again and wait until | heard my father snoring.

Turgenev was a very serious fellow but he could make me laugh because a truth first encountered
can be very funny. When someone eses truth is the same as your truth, and he seems to be saying it
just for you, that's grest.

| reed my books a night, like that, under the quilt with the overheated reading lamp. Reading al
those good lines while suffocating. It was magic.

And my father had found ajob, and that was magic for him . . .
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Back at Chelsey High it was the same. One group of seniors had graduated but they were
replaced by another group of seniors with sports cars and expensive clothes. | was never confronted
by them. They left me done, they ignored me. They were busy with the girls. They never spoke to
the poor guysin or out of class.

About a week into my second semester | talked to my father over dinner. "Look,” | said, "it's
hard at schoal. Y ou're giving me 50 cents aweek dlowance. Can't you make it adollar?”

"A dollar?’ "Yes"

He put a forkful of diced pickled beets into his mouth and chewed. Then he looked a me from
under his curled-up eyebrows,

"If 1 gave you a dollar aweek that would mean 52 dollars a year, that would mean | would have
to work over aweek on my job just S0 you could have an alowance.”

| didn't answer. But | thought, my god, if you think like that, item by item, then you can't buy
anything: bread, watermelon, newspapers, flour, milk or shaving cream. | didnt say any more
because when you hate, you don't beg . . .

Those rich guys like to dart their cars in and out, swiftly, diding up, burning rubber, their cars
gligening in the sunlight as the girls gathered around. Classes were a joke, they were dl going
somewhere to college, classes were just aroutine laugh, they got good grades, you seldom saw them
with books, you just saw them burning more rubber, gunning from the curb with ther cars full of
squeding and laughing girls. | watched them with my 50 centsin my pocket. | didn't even know how
todriveacar.

Meanwhile the poor and the lost and the idiots continued to flock around me. | had aplace liked
to eat under the footbal grandstand. | had my brown bag lunch with my two bologna sandwiches.
They came around, "Hey, Hank, can | eat with you?'

"Get the fuck out of here! I'm not going to tdl you twice" Enough of this kind had atached
themsalves to me dready. | didn't much care for any of them: Bady, Jmmy Haicher, and a thin
gangling Jewish kid, Abe Mortenson. Mortenson was a straight-A student but one of the biggest
idiots in school. He had something radicaly wrong with him. Sdiva kept forming in his mouth but
ingtead of spitting on the ground to get rid of it he spit into his hands. | don't know why he did it and |
didn't ask. | didn't like to ask. | just watched him and | was disgusted. | went home with him once
and | found out how he got straight A's. His mother made him stick his nose into a book right away
and she made him keep it there. She made him read dl of his school books over and over, page after
page. "He must pass his exams" she told me. It never occurred to her that maybe the hooks were
wrong. Or that maybe it didn't matter. | didn't ask her.

It was like grammar school al over again. Gathered around me were the wesk instead of the
drong, the ugly ingtead of the beautiful, the losers ingead of the winners. It looked like it was my
degtiny to travel in their company through life. That didn't bother me so much as the fact that |
seemed irresstible to these dull idiot fellows. | was like a turd that drew flies insteed of like a flower
that butterflies and bees desired. | wanted to live alone, | felt best being alone, cleaner, yet | was not
clever enough to rid mysdlf of them. Maybe they were my masters: fathers in another form. In any
event, it was hard to have them hanging around while | was egting my bologna sandwiches.
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But there were some good moments. My sometime friend from the neighborhood, Gene, who
was ayear older than I, had a buddy, Harry Gibson, who had had one professiond fight (he'd logt). |
was over a Gene's one afternoon smoking cigarettes with him when Harry Gibson showed up with
two pairs of boxing gloves. Gene and | were smoking with histwo older brothers, Larry and Dan.

Harry Gibson was cocky. "Anybody want to try me?' he asked. Nobody said anything. Gene's
oldest brother, Larry, was about 22. He was the biggest, but he was kind of timid and subnormd.
He had a huge head, he was short and stocky, redlly well-built, but everything frightened him. So we
al looked a Dan who was the next oldest, since Larry said, "No, no | don't want to fight." Dan was
amusca genius, he had dmost won a scholarship but not quite. Anyhow, since Larry had passed up
Harry's chdlenge, Dan put the gloves on with Harry Gibson.

Harry Gibson was a son-of-a-bitch on shining wheds. Even the sun glinted off his glovesin a
certain way. He moved with precision, gplomb and grace. He pranced and danced around Dan. Dan
held up his gloves and waited. Gibson's first punch stregked in. It cracked like a rifle shot. There
were some chickens in a pen in the yard and two of them jumped into the air a the sound. Dan
spilled backwards. He was stretched out on the grass, both of his arms spread out like some cheap
Chrigt.

Larry looked a him and said, "I'm going into the house" He waked quickly to the screen door,
opened it and was gone.

We walked over to Dan. Gibson sood over him with a little grin on his face. Gene bent down,
lifted Dan's head up a bit. "Dan? Y ou dl right?' Dan shook his head and dowly sat up.

"Jesus Chrig, the guy's carrying aletha wegpon. Get these gloves off mel”

Gene unlaced one glove and | got the other. Dan stood up and walked toward the back door like
anold man. "I'm gonnalay down . . ." Hewent insgde.

Harry Gibson picked up the gloves and looked at Gene. "How about it, Gene?"

Gene quit in the grass. "What the hdll you trying to do, knock off the whole family?'

"I know you're the best fighter, Gene, but I'll go easy on you anyhow." Gene nodded and | laced
on hisglovesfor him. | was agood glove man.

They squared off. Gibson circled around Gene, getting reedy. He circled to the right, then he
circled to the left. He bobbed and he weaved. Then he stepped in, gave Gene a hard left jab. It
landed right between Gene's eyes. Gene backpedaed and Gibson followed. When he got Gene up
againg the chicken pen he steadied him with a soft |€eft to the forehead and then cracked a hard right
to Gene's left temple. Gene did dong the chicken wire until he hit the fence, .then he did dong the
fence, covering up. He wasn't attempting to fight back. Dan came out of the house with a piece of ice
wrapped in arag. He sat on the porch steps and held the rag to his forenead. Gene retreated dong
the fence. Harry got him in the corner between the fence and the garage. He looped a left to Gene's
gut and when Gene bent over he straightened him with aright uppercut. | didn't like it. Gibson wasn't
going easy on Gene like hedd promised. | got excited. "Hit that fucker back, Genel He's yellow! Hit
him!" Gibson lowered his gloves, looked at me and walked over. "What did you say, punk?'

"l was rooting my man on,” | said. Dan was over getting the gloves off Gene,

"Did | hear something about being 'yedlow?' ™Y ou sad you were going to go easy on him. You
didn't. You're hitting him with every shot you've got."
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"Youcdlin' mealiar?' "I'm saying you don't keep your word." "Come on over and put the gloves
on this punk!" Gene and Dan came over and began putting the gloves on me. "Take it easy on this
guy, Hank," Gene said. "Remember he's dl tired out from fighting us."

Gene and | had fought bare-fisted one memorable day from 9 am. to 6 p.m. Gene had done
pretty good. | had smdl hands and if you have smadl hands you've either got to be able to hit hard as
hell or ese be some kind of a boxer. | was only alittle of each. The next day my entire upper body
was purple with bruises and | had two fat lips and a couple of loose front teeth. Now | had to fight
the guy who had just whipped the guy who had whipped me.

Gibson circled to the l€ft, then the right, then he moved in on me. | didn't see the left jab at dl. |
don't know where it caught me hut | went down from the left jab. It hadn't hurt but | was down. | got
up. If the left could do that what would the right do? | had to figure something ot.

Harry Gibson began to circle to the left, my left. Insteed of circling to my right like he expected, |
circled to my left. He looked surprised and as we came together | looped a wild left which caught
him high and hard on the head. It felt greet. If you can hit aguy once, you can hit him twice,

Then we were facing each other and he came straight a me. Gibson got me with the jab hut as it
hit me I ducked my head down and to one side as quickly as | could. His right swung around over
the top, missing. | moved into him and clinched, giving him arabhbit punch. We broke and | fet likea
pro.

"Y ou can take him, Hank!" yelled Gene. "Go get him, Hank!" ydled Dan.

| rushed Gibson and tried aright lead. | missed and his left cross flashed on my jaw. | saw green
and ydlow and red lights, then he dug aright to my bely. It fdt like it went through to my backbone.
| grabbed him and clinched. But | wasn't frightened, for a change, and that felt good. "I'll kill you, you
fucker!" | told him.

Then it was just head-to-head, no more boxing. His punches came fast and hard. He was more
accurate, had more power, yet | was landing some hard shots too and it made me fed good. The
more he hit me the less | fdt it. | had my gut sucked in, | liked the action. Then Gene and Dan were
between us. They pulled us apart.

"What's wrong?' | asked. "Don't stop this thing! | can take his as3" "Cut the shit, Hank," sad
Gene. "Look at yoursdf." | looked down. The front of my shirt was dark with blood and there were
splotches of pus. The punches had broken open three or four boils. That hadn't happened in my fight
with Gene.

"That's nothing,” | sad. "That's just bad luck. He hasn't hurt me. Give me a chance and I'll cut him
down."

"No, Hank, you'l get an infection or something,” said Gene. "All right, shit,” | said, "cut the gloves
off me!" Gene unlaced me. When he got the gloves off | noticed that my hands were trembling, and
aso my ams to a lesser extent. | put my hands in my pockets. Dan took Harry's gloves off. Harry
looked a me. "Y ou're pretty good, kid."

"Thanks. Wdl, I'll sseyou guys. . ." | waked off. As| waked away | took my hands out of my
pockets. Then up the-driveway, just at the sidewalk, | stopped, pulled out a cigarette and stuck it
into my mouth. When | tried to strike a match my hands were trembling so much | couldn't do it. |
gave them awave, ared nonchadant wave, and waked away.

Back a the house | looked a myself in the mirror. Pretty damn good. | was coming aong.
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| took off my shirt and threw it under the bed. I'd have to find a way to clean the blood off. |
didn't have many shirts and they'd notice a missing one right away. But for me, it had findly been a
successful day, and | hadn't had too many of those.
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Abe Mortenson was had enough to be around but he was just a fool. You can forgive a fool
because he only runsin one direction and doesn't deceive anybody. It's the deceivers who make you
fed had. Jmmy Haicher had straight black hair, fair skin, he wasn't as big as | was but he kept his
shoulders back, dressed better than most of us, and he had a way of getting dong with anybody he
fdt like getting dong with. His mother was a bar maid and his father had committed suicide. IJmmy
had a nice amile, perfect teeth, and the girls liked him even though he didn't have the money the rich
guys had. | would aways see him talking to some girl. | don't know what he said to them. | didnt
know what any of the guys said to any of them. The girls were impossibly out of reach for me and o
| pretended that they didn't exist.

But Hatcher was another matter. | knew he wasn't afairy but he kept hanging around.

"Ligten, Immy, why do you follow me around? | don't like anything about you."

"Ah, come on. Hank, werre friends." "Y eah?"

"y es"

He even got up once in English dass and read an essay cdled "The Vdue of Friendship,” and
while he was reading it he kept glancing & me. It was a stupid essay, soft and standard, but the class
gpplauded when he finished, and | thought, well, that's what people think and what can you do about
it? | wrote a counter-essay called, "The Vaue of No Friendship At All." The teacher didn't let me
read it to the class. Shegavemea"D."

Jmmy and Bady and | walked home together from high school each day. (Abe Mortenson lived
in the other direction so that saved us from having to wak with him.) One day we were walking
adong and Jmmy sad, "Hey, let's go to my girlfriend's house. | want you to meet her." "Ah, bdls,
fuck that," | said.

"No, no," sad Jmmy, "she'sanicegirl. | want you to meset her. I've finger-fucked her."

I'd seen his girl, Ann Weatherton, she was redlly beautiful, long brown hair and large brown eyes,
quiet, and with agood figure. I'd never spoken to her but | knew she was Immy's girl. The rich guys
had tried to hit on her but she ignored them. She looked like she was fird-rate.

"I've got the key to her house" sad Jmmy. "WEelIl go there and wait for her. She's got a late
class.”

"Sounds dull to me," | said. "Ah, come on, Hank," said Bddy. "you're just going to go home and
whack-off anyhow."

"That's not dways without its own merits" | said.

Jmmy opened the front door with his key and we waked in. A nice clean little house. A amdl
black and white bulldog ran up to Immy, wagging its Sub tail.

"This is Bones™" sad Jmmy. "Bones loves me. Waich thid" Jmmy spit in the pam of his right
hand and grabbed Bones penis and began rubbing it.

"Hey, what the fuck you doing?' asked Bady. "They keep Bones on aleash in the yard. He never
gets any. He needs release!" Immy worked away.

Bones penis got disgustingly red, a thin, long string of dripping inanity. Bones began making
whimpering sounds. Jmmy looked up as he worked away. "Hey, you wanna know what our song
iS? 1 mean, Ann's song and my song? It's 'When the Deep Purple Falls Over Seepy Garden Wadlls.™

Then Bones was making it. The sperm spurted out and on the carpet. Jmmy stood up and with
the sole of his shoe rubbed the come down into the nap of the carpet.
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"I'm gonna fuck Ann one of these days. It's getting close. She says she loves me. And | love her
too, | love her god-damned cunt.” ™Y ou prick," | told Immy, "you make me sck.” "I know you don't
mean that, Hank," he said. Jmmy walked into the kitchen. "She's got a nice family. She lives here
with her father, mother and brother. Her brother knows | am going to fuck her. He's right. But
theré's nothing he can do about it because | can beat the shit out of him. He's nothing. Hey, watch
thid"

Jmmy opened the refrigerator door and pulled out a bottle of milk. At our place we ill had an
icebox. The Wesathertons were obvioudy a wdl-off family. Jmmy pulled out his cock and then
peeled the cardboard cap off the bottle and put his cock in there.

"Judt alittle, you know. They'll never taste it but they'll be drinking my piss. . ."

He pulled his cock out, capped the bottle, shook it, and then placed it back in the refrigerator.

"Now," he said, "here's some jello. They are going to eat jello for dessart tonight. They are dso
goingtoeat . . ." Hetook the bowl of jello out and held it and then we heard a key in the front door
and the front door opening. Jmmy quickly put the jello back into the refrigerator and closed the
door. Then Ann waked in. Into the kitchen.

"Ann," said Jmmy, "1 want you to meet my good friends, Hank and Baldy."

"Hil" "Hi"

"Hil"
"This one's Bddy. The other guy is Hank." "Hi."
"Hi." "Hi."

"I've seen you guys around campus.” "Oh yeah," | said, "we're around there. And we've seen you
too." "Yeah," said Bady.

Jmmy looked a Ann. "You dl right, baby?' "Yes, Jmmy, I've been thinking about you." She
moved toward him and they embraced, then they were kissng. They were standing right in front of
us as they were kissing. Jmmy was facing us. We could see hisright eye. It winked.

"Wdl," | sad, "weve got to get going.” "Yesah," said Bady.

We walked out of the kitchen, through the front room and out of there. We walked down the
sdewak toward Bady's place.

"That guy'sredly got it made" said Baldy. "Yeah," | sad.
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One Sunday Jmmy talked me into going to the beach with him. He wanted to go swimming. |
didn't want to he seen wearing swvimming trunks because my back was covered with boils and scars.
Outside of that, | had a good body. But nobody would notice tkat. | had a good chest and great
legs but nobody would see that.

| here was nothing to do and | didn't have any money and the guys didn't play in the Streets on
Sunday. | decided that the beach belonged to everybody. | had aright, my scars and boils weren't
againd the law.

So we got on our bikes and started out. It was fifteen miles. That didn't bother me. | had the legs.

| breezed with Immy dl the way to Culver City. Then | gradudly began to pedd faster. Jmmy
pumped, trying to keep up. | could see him getting winded. | pulled out a cigarette and lit it, held out
the pack to him. "Want one, Jm?"

"No...thanks..." "This beats shooting birds with a beebee gun,” | told him. "We ought to do
this more often!”

| began pumping harder. | ill had plenty of reserve strength. "Thisredly getsit," | told him. "This
beats whacking-off!" "Hey, dow up alittle!”

| looked back at him. "There's nothing like agood friend to go biking with. Come on, friend!"

Then| gaveit dl | had and pulled away. The wind was blowing in my face. It felt good.

"Hey, wait! WAIT, GOD DAMN IT!" ydled Jmmy. | started laughing and realy opened up.
Soon Jm was haf-a block back, a block, two blocks. Nobody knew how good | was, nobody
knew what | could do. | was some kind of miracle. The sun tossed yellow everywhere and | cut
through-it, a crazy knife on whedls. My father was a beggar in the streets of India but al the women
intheworld loved me.. ..

| was traveling a full speed as| reached the signd. | shot through insde the row of waiting cars.
Now even the cars were back there behind me. But not for long. A guy and his girl in a green coupe
pulled up and drove dongside me.

"Hey, kid!" "Yeah?' | looked & him. He was a big guy in his twenties with hairy ams and a
tattoo.

"Where the fuck do you think you're going?' he asked me. He was trying to show off in front of
his girl. She was alooker, her long blond hair blowing in the wind.

"Upyours, buddy!" | told him. "What?"

"l sad, 'Up yours!"

| gave him the finger. He kept driving dong besde me. "Y ou gonna take shit off that kid, Nick?" |
heard his girl ask him. He kept driving along beside me.

"Hey, kid," he said, "I didn't quite hear what you said. Would you mind saying that again?'

"Yeah, say that again," sad the looker, her long blond hair blowing in the wind. That pissed me.
She pissed me.

| looked a him. "All right, you want trouble? Park it. I'm trouble.”

He zoomed ahead of me about haf a block, parked, and swung the door open. As he got out |
swung wide around him amogt into the path of a Chevy who gave me the horn. As | svung around
into adde dreet | could hear the big guy laughing.

After the guy was gone | whedled back onto Washington Boulevard, went a few blocks, got off
the bike and waited for Jm on a bus stop bench. | could see him coming along. When he pulled up |
pretended that | was adeep. "Come on, Hank! Don't give me that shit!"

"Oh, hello, IJm. You here?'
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| tried to get Jm to pick a pot on the beach where there weren't too many people. | felt normal
ganding there in my shirt but when | undressed | was exposed. | hated the other bathers for their
unmarred bodies. | hated all the god-damned people who were sunbathing or in the water or eating
or deeping or talking or throwing beachballs. | hated their behinds and their faces and their elbows
and their hair and their eyes and their bellybuttons and their bathing suits.

| sretched out on the sand thinking, | should have punched thet fat son-of-a-bitch. What the hell
did he know? Jm stretched out beside me. "What the hell," he said, "let's go swvimming.” "Not yet,” |
sad.

The water was full of people. What was the fascination of the beach? Why did people like the
beach? Didn't they have anything better to do? What chicken-brained fuckers they were.

"Jugt think," said Jm, "women go into the water and they pissin there.

"Yeah, and you swalow it."

There would never be away for me to live comfortably with people. Maybe I'd become a monk.
I'd pretend to bdlieve in God and live in a cubicle, play an organ and stay drunk on wine. Nobody
would fuck with me. | could go into a cell for months of meditation where | wouldn't have to look a
anybody and they could just send in the wine. The trouble was, the black robes were pure woal.
They wereworse than R.O.T.C. uniforms. | couldn't wear them. I'd have to think of something else.

"Oh, oh," sad Jm. "What isit?"

"There are some girls down there looking & us." "So what?"

"They're talking and laughing. They might come down here" "Y egh?'

"Yeah. And if they start coming over I'll warn you. When | do, turn on your back."

My chest had only afew boils and scars. "Don't forget,” said Jm, "when | warn you, turn over on
your back." "I heard you."

| had my head down in my arms. | knew that Jm was looking at the girls and amiling. He had a
way with them.

"Smple cunts," he sad, "they're redly stupid.” Why did | come here? | thought. Why is it dways
only a maiter of choosing between something bad and something worse? "Oh, oh, Hank, here they
come!"

| looked up. There were five of them. | rolled over on my back. They waked up giggling and
stood there. One of them said, "Hey, these guys are cutel™

"You girls live around here?' Jm asked. "Oh yeah," one of them said, "we nest with the seegullgl”
They giggled.

"Well," sad Jm, "were eagles. I'm not sure weld know what to do with five seagulls™

"How do birds do it anyhow?" one of them asked. "Damned if | know," Jm said, "maybe we can
find out." "Why don't you guys come over to our blanket?' one of them asked. "Sure,” Jm said.

Three of the girls had spoken. The other two had just stood there pulling their bathing suits down
over what they didn't want seen. "Count me out,” | said.

"What's wrong with your friend?" asked one of the girls who had been covering her ass. Jm said,
"He's strange.”

"What's wrong with him?" asked the last girl. "He's just strange” said Jm.

He got up and walked off with the girls. | closed my eyes and listened to the waves. Thousands of
fish out there, eating each other. Endless mouths and assholes swalowing and shifting. The whole
earth was nothing but mouths and assholes swalowing and shifting, and fucking.

| rolled over and watched Jm with the five girls. He was standing up, sticking his chest out and
showing off his bals. He didn't have my barrd chest and big legs. He was dim and neet, with that
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black hair and that little nasty mouth with perfect teeth, and his little round ears and his long neck. |
didn't have a neck. Not much of one, anyway. My head seemed to St on my shoulders. But | was
strong, and mean. Not good enough, the ladies liked dandies. If it wasn't for the boils and scars,
though. I'd be down there now showing them athing or two. I'd flash my balsfor them, bringing their
dead air-headed minds to attention. Me, with my 50-cents-a-week life.

Then | saw the girls legp up and follow Jm into the water. | heard them giggling and screaming
likemindless. . . what? No, they were nice. They weren't like grown-ups and parents. They laughed.
Things were funny. They werentt afraid to care. There was no sense to life, to the structure of things.
D, H. Lawrence had known that. Y ou needed love, but not the kind of love most people used and
were used up by. Old D, H. had known something. His buddy Huxley was just an intdllectud fidget,
but what a marvelous one. Better than G. B. Shaw with that hard kedl of a mind aways scraping
bottom, his labored wit findly only a task, a burden on himsdlf, preventing him from redly feding
anything, his brilliant speech findly a bore, scraping the mind and the sengihilities. It was good to read
them al though. It made you redlize that thoughts and words could be fascinating, if findly useless.

Jm was splashing water on the girls. He was the Water God and they loved him. He was the
possibility and the promise. He was great. He knew how to doit. | had read many books but he had
read a book that | had never read. He was an artist with his little pair of bathing trunks and his bals
and hiswicked little look and hisround ears. He was the best. | couldn't challenge him any more than
| could have chdlenged that big son-of-a-bitch in the green coupe with the looker whose hair flowed
in the wind. They both had got what they deserved. | was just a 50-cent turd floating around in the
green ocean of life.

| watched them come out of the water, glistening, smooth- skinned and young, undefeated. |
wanted them to want me. But never out of pity. Yet, despite their smooth untouched bodies and
minds they gtill were missing something because they were as yet bascdly untested. When adversity
findly arrived in ther livesit might come too late or too hard. | was ready. Maybe.

| watched Jm toweling off, using one of their towels. As | watched, somebody's child, a boy of
about four came aong, picked up a handful of sand and threw it in my face. Then he just stood there,
glowering, his sandy stupid little mouth puckered in some kind of victory. He was a daring darling
little shit. | wiggled my finger for him to come closer, come, come. He stood there.

"Little boy," | said, "come here. | have a bag of candy-covered shit for you to eat.”

The fucker looked, turned and ran off. He had a stupid ass. Two little pear-shaped buttocks
wobbling, amogt digointed. But, another enemy gone.

Then Jm, the lady killer, was back. He stood there over me. Glowering aso.

"They're gone" he said. | looked down to where the five girls had been and sure enough they
were gone.

"Where did they go?' | asked. "Who gives a fuck? I've got the phone numbers of the two best
ones." "Best ones for what?"

"For fucking, you jerk!" | stood up.

"I think I'll deck you, jerk!"

His face looked good in the seawind. | could aready see him, knocked down, squirming on the
sand, kicking up his white- bottomed feet. Jm backed off.

"Take it easy. Hank. Look, you can have their phone numbers” "Keep them. | don't have your
god-damned dumb earsl" "O.K., O.K., were friends, remember?"

We walked up the beach to the strand where we had our bicycles locked behind someone's
beach house. And as we waked aong we both knew whose day it had been, and knocking
somebody on their ass could not have changed that, athough it might have helped, but not enough.
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All the way home, on our bikes, | didn't try to show him up as | had earlier. | needed something
more. Maybe | needed that blonde in the green coupe with her long hair blowing in the wind.
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R.O.T.C. (Resarve Officer Training Corps) was for the mifits. Like | said, it was either that or
gym. | would have taken gym but | didn't want people to sec the boils on my back. There was
something wrong with everybody enralled in R.O.T.C. It dmost entirely conssted of guys who didn't
like sports or guys whose parents forced them to take R.O.T.C. because they thought it was
patriotic. The parents of rich kids tended to be more patriotic because they had more to lose if the
country went under. The poor parents were far less patriotic, and then often professed ther
patriotism only because it was expected or because it was the way they had been raised.
Subconscioudy they knew it wouldn't be any better or worse for them if the Russans or the
Germans or the Chinese or the Japanese ran the country, especidly if they had dark skin. Things
might even improve. Anyhow, snce many of the parents of Chelsey High were rich, we had one of
the biggest R.O.T.C.'sin the city.

So we marched around in the sun and learned to dig latrines, cure snake- bite, tend the wounded,
tie tourniquets, bayonet the enemy; we learned about hand grenades, infiltration, deployment of
troops, maneuvers, retreats, advances, mentd and physica discipling; we got on the firing range,
bang bang, and we got our marksmen's medals. We had actud field maneuvers, we went out into the
woods and waged a mock war. We crawled on our bellies toward each other with our rifles. We
were very serious. Even | was serious. There was something abouit it that got your blood going. It
was supid and we dl knew it was stupid, most of us, but something clicked in our brains and we
redly wanted to get involved in it. We had an old retired Army man, Col. Sussex. He was getting
senile and drooled, little trickles of sdliva running out of the corners of his mouth and down, around
and under his chin. He never said anything. He just good around in his uniform covered with medas
and drew his pay from the high school. During our mock maneuvers he carried around a clipboard
and kept score. He stood on a high hill and made marks on the clipboard -- probably. But he never
told us who won. Each sde claimed victory. It made for bad fedings.

Lt. Herman Beechcroft was best. His father owned a bakery and a hotel catering service,
whatever that was. Anyhow, he was best. He always gave the same speech before a maneuver.

"Remember, you must hate the enemy! They want to rape your mother and sstersl Do you want
those monsters to rape your mother and ssters?’

Lt. Beechcroft had amost no chin at dl. His face dropped away suddenly and where the jaw
bone should have been there was only a little button. We weren't sure if it was a deformity or not.
But his eyes were magnificent in ther fury, large blue blazing symbols of war and victory.
"Whitlinger!"

"Yes, ar!" "Would you want those guys rgping your mother?' "My mother's dead, Sir.”

"Oh, sorry . . . Drake." "Yes, sir!"

"Would you want those guys rgping your mother?' "No, sir."

"Good. Remember, thisiswar. We accept mercy but we do not give mercy. You must hate the
enemy. Kill him! A dead man can't defeat you. Defedt is a disease! Victory writes history! NOW
LET'SGO GET THOSE COCKSUCKERS!"

We deployed our line, sent out the advance scouts and began crawling through the brush. | could
see Col. Sussex on his hill with his clipboard. 1t was the Blues vs. the Greens. We each had a piece
of colored rag tied around our upper right arm. We were the Blues. Crawling through those bushes
was pure hdll. It was hot. There were bugs, dust, rocks, thorns. | didn't know where | was.

Our sguad leader, Kozak, had vanished somewhere. There was no communication. We were
fucked. Our mothers were going to get raped. | kept crawling forward, bruisng and scratching
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mysdf, feding lost and scared, but redly feding more the fool. All this vacant land and empty sky,
hills, streams, acres and acres. Who owned it dl? Probably the father of one of the rich guys. We
weren't going to capture anything. The whole place was on loan to the high school. NO SMOKING.
| crawled forward. We had no air cover, no tanks, nothing. We were just a bunch of fairies out on a
half- assed maneuver without food, without women, without reason. | stood up, walked over and sat
down with my back againgt atree, put my rifle down and waited.

Everybody was logt and it didn't matter. | pulled my arm band off and waited for a Red Cross
Ambulance or something. War was probably hell but the in-between parts were boring.

Then the bushes cracked open and a guy legped out and saw me. He had on a Green arm band.
A rapist. He pointed hisrifle at me. | had no arm band on, it was down in the grass. He wanted to
take a prisoner. | knew him. He was Harry Missons. His father owned a lumber company. | sat
there againgt the tree.

"Blue or Green?' he hollered & me. "I'm Mata Hari."

"A spy! | take spied”

"Come on, cut the shit, Harry. This is a game for children. Don't bother me with your fetid
melodrama.”

The bushes cracked open again and there was Lt. Beechcroft. Missons and Beechcroft faced
each other.

"l hereby take you prisoner!" screamed Beechcroft at Missons. "l hereby take you prisoner!”
screamed Missions @ Beechcroft. They both were redly nervous and angry, | could fed it.
Beechcroft drew his sabre. " Surrender or I'll run you through!"

Missions grabbed his gun by the barrdl. "Come over here and I'll knock your god-damned head
offl"

Then the bushes cracked open everywhere. The screaming had attracted both the Blues and the
Greens. | st againg the tree while they mixed it up. There was dust and scuffling and now and then
the evil sound of rifle stock againgt skull. "Oh, Jesud Oh, my God!" Some bodies were down. Rifles
were logt. There were fig fights and headlocks. | saw two guys with Green arm bands locked in a
death-grip. Then Col. Sussex gppeared. He blew franticaly on his whistle. Spit sprayed everywhere.
Then he ran over with his swagger stick and began besating the troops with it. He was good. It cut
like awhip and diced like arazor.

"Oh ghit! I QUIT!" "No, stop! Jesus! Mercy!"

"Mother!"

The troops separated and stood looking at each other. Col. Sussex picked up his clipboard. His
uniform was unwrinkled. His medals were il in place. His cgp sat at the correct angle. He flipped
his swagger tick, caught it, and walked off. We followed.

We climbed into the old army trucks with their ripped canvas sides and tops that had brought us.
The engines started and we drove off. We faced each other on the long wooden benches. We had
come out, dl the Blues in one of the trucks, dl the Greens in the other. Now we were mixed
together, dtting there, most of uslooking down at our scuffed and dusty shoes, being jiggled thisway
and that, to the l&ft, to the right, up and down, asthe truck tires hit the rutsin the old roads. We were
tired and we were defeated and we were frustrated. The war was over.
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R.O.T.C. kept me away from sports while the other guys practiced every day. They made the
school teams, won thelr letters and got the girls. My days were spent mostly marching around in the
sun. All you ever saw were the backs of some guy's ears and his buttocks. | quickly became
disenchanted with military proceedings. The others shined their shoes brightly and seemed to go
through maneuvers with rdlish. | couldnt see any sense in it. They were just getting shagped up in
order to get their balls blown off later. On the other hand, | couldn't see mysdlf crouched down in a
football helmet, shoulder pads laced on, decked out in Blue and White, #69, trying to block some
mean son-of-a-bitch from across town, trying to move out some brute with tacos on his breath so
that the son of the didrict attorney could dant off Ieft tackle for Sx yards. The problem was you had
to keep choosing between one evil or another, and no matter what you chose, they diced alittle bit
more off you, until there was nothing left. At the age of 25 most people were finished. A whole god-
damned nation of assholes driving automobiles, egting, having babies, doing everything in the worst
way possible, like voting for the presidential candidate who reminded them most of themselves.

| had no interests. | had no interest in anything. | had no idea how | was going to escape. At least
the others had some tagte for life. They seemed to understand something that | didn't understand.
Maybe | was lacking. It was possible. | often fdt inferior. | just wanted to get away from them. But
there was no place to go. Suicide? Jesus Chrit, just more work. | felt like deeping for five years but
they wouldn't let me.

So there | was, a Chdsey High, dill inthe RO.T.C.,, ill with my boils. That dways reminded
me of how fucked up | was.

It was a grand day. One man from each squad who had won the Manuad of Arms competition
within his squad stepped into along line where the find competition was to be held. Somehow | had
won the competition in my squad. | had no idea how. | was no hot shot.

It was Saturday. Many mothers and fathers were in the stands. Somebody blew a bugle. A
sword flashed. Commands rang out. Right shoulder arms! Left shoulder armd! Rifles hit shoulders,
rifle butts hit the ground, rifle socks dammed into shoulders again. Little girls st in the dands in thelr
blue and green and ydllow and orange and pink and white dresses. It was hot, it was boring, it was
insanity.

"Chinaski, you are competing for the honor of our squadron!” "Y es, Corpora Monty."

All those little girls in the sands each waiting for her lover, for her winner, for her corporate
executive. It was sad. A flock of pigeons, frightened by a piece of paper blown in the wind, flapped
noisly away. | yearned to be drunk on beer. | wanted to be anywhere but here.

As each man made an error he dropped out of line. Soon there were six, then five, then three. |
was il there. | had no desire to win. | knew that | wouldn't win. 1'd soon be out of it. | wanted to
be out of there. | wastired and bored. And covered with boails. | didn't give cream-shit for what they
were chasing. But | couldn't make an obvious error. Corpora Monty would be hurt.

Then there were just two of us. Me and Andrew Post. Post was a darling. His father was a great
cimind lawvyer. He was in the sands with his wife, Andrew's mother. Post was swegting but
determined. We both knew that he would win. | could fed the energy and dl the energy was his.

It's dl right, | thought, he needs it, they need it. It's the way it works. It's the way it's meant to
work.
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We went on and on, repesating various Manua of Arms maneuvers. From the corner of my eye
saw the god posts on the field and | thought, maybe if | had tried harder | could have become a
great footbd| player.

"ORDER!" shouted the Commander and | ripped my bolt home. There had been only one click.
There had been no dick to my left. Andrew Post had frozen. A little moan rose from the
grandstands.

"ARMS!" the Commander finished and | completed the maneuver. Post did too but his bolt was
open. ..

The actud ceremony for the winner came some days later. Luckily for me there were other
awards to be given. | stood and waited with the others as Col. Sussex came down the line. My boils
were worse than ever and as ways when | was wearing that itchy brown wool uniform the sun was
up and hot and making me conscious of every wool fiber in that son-of-a-bitching shirt. | wasnt
much of asoldier and everybody knew it. | had won on a fluke because | hadn't cared enough to be
nervous. | felt badly for Col. Sussex because | knew what he was thinking and maybe he knew what
| was thinking: that his peculiar type of devotion and courage didn't seem exceptiond to me.

Then he was standing right in front of me. | stood at attention but managed to sneak a peek at
him. He had his sdivain good order. Maybe when he was pissed-off it dried up. In spite of the heat
there was a good west wind blowing. Col. Sussex pinned the meda on me. Then he reached out and
shook my hand.

"Congratulations,” he said. Then he amiled a me. And moved on. Why the old fuck. Maybe he
wasn't o bad after all . . .

Walking home | had the medal in my pocket. Who was Col. Sussex? Just some guy who had to
shit like the rest of us. Everybody had to conform, find a mold to fit into. Doctor, lawyer, soldier -- it
didn't matter what it was. Once in the mold you had to push forward. Sussex was as helpless as the
next man. Either you managed to do something or you starved in the strests.

| was done, walking. On my sde of the street just before reaching the first boulevard on the long
walk home there was a small neglected store. | stopped and looked in the window. Various objects
were on display with their soiled price tags. | saw some candle holders. There was an dectric
toaster. A table lamp. The glass of the window was dirty insde and out. Through the rather dusty
brown smear | saw two toy dogs grinning. A miniature piano. These things were for sale. They didnt
look very appedling. There weren't any customers in the store and | couldn't see a clerk aither. It
was aplace | had passed many times before but had never sopped to examine.

| looked in and | liked it. There was nothing happening there. It was a place to rest, to deep.
Everything in there was dead. | could see mysdelf happily employed as a clerk there so long as no
customers entered the door.

| turned away from the window and waked aong some more. Just before reaching the boulevard
| stepped into the Street and saw an enormous storm drain amost at my feet. It was like a gresat
black mouth leading down to the bowes of the earth. | reached into my pocket and took the medal
and tossed it toward the black opening. It went right in. It disappeared into the darkness.

Then | stepped onto the sdewak and walked back home. When | got there my parents were
busy with various cleaning chores. It was a Saturday. Now | had to mow and clip the lawn, water it
and the flowers

| changed into my working clothes, went out, and with my father watching me from benegth his
dark and evil eyebrows, | opened the garage doors and carefully pulled the mower out backwards,
the mower blades not turning then, but waiting.
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"You ought to try to be like Abe Mortenson,” said my mother, "he gets straight A's. Why can't
you ever get any A's?' "Henry isdead on hisass" said my father. "Sometimes | can't believe he's my
son."

"Don't you want to be happy, Henry?' asked my mother. "You never amile. Smile and be
happy.”

"Stop feding sorry for yoursdlf," said my father. "Beaman!" "Smile, Henry!"

"What's going to become of you? How the hell you going to make it? Y ou don't have any get up
and go!"

"Why don't you go see Abe? Tak to him, learn to be like him," said my mother . . .

| knocked on the door of the Mortensons apartment. The door opened. It was Abe's mother.

"You can't see Abe. He's busy studying.” "I know, Mrs. Mortenson. | just want to see him a
minute” "All right. His room is right down there”

| walked on down. He had his own desk. He was ditting with a book open on top of two other
books. | knew the book by the color of the cover: Civics. Civics, for Christ sake, on a Sunday.

Abe looked up and saw me. He spit on his hands and then turned back to the book. "Hi," he
said, looking down at the page. "I bet you've read that same page ten times over, sucker.” "I've got
to memorize everything."

"It'sjust crap.” "I've got to pass my tests.”

"Y ou ever thought of fucking agirl?' "Wha?' he spit on his hands.

"You ever looked up agirl's dress and wanted to see more? Ever thought about her snatch?”’

"That's not important.” "It's important to her."

"I've got to study.”

"We're having a pick-up game of basebdl. Some of the guys from schoal.”

"On Sunday?' "What's wrong with Sunday? People do alot of things on Sunday.”

"But basebdl?' "The pros play on Sunday.”

"But they get paid.”

"Are you getting paid for reading that same page over and over? Come on, get some air in your
lungs, it might clear your head.” "All right. But just for alittle while

He got up and | followed him up the hal and into the front room. We walked toward the door.

"Abe, where are you going?' "I'll just be gone alittle while "All right. But hurry back. Y ou've got
to study." "l know . . ."

"All right, Henry, you make sure he gets back.” "I'll take care of him, Mrs. Mortenson.”

There was Bady and Jmmy Hatcher and some other guys from school and a few guys from the
neighborhood. We only had seven guys on each side which left a couple of defensive holes, but |
liked that. | played center field. | had gotten good, | was catching up. | covered most of the outfield.
| was fast. | liked to play in close to grab the short ones. But what | liked best was running back to
grab those high hard ones hit over my head. That's what Jgger Staiz did with the Los Angeles
Angds. He only hit about .280 but the hits he took away from the other team made him as vauable
asa.500 hitter.

Every Sunday a dozen or more girls from the neighborhood would come and watch us. | ignored
them. They redly screamed when something exciting happened. We played hardbal and we each
had our own glove, even Mortenson. He had the best one. It had hardly been used.
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| trotted out to center and the game began. We had Abe a second base. | dammed my fist into
my mitt and hollered in & Mortenson, "Hey, Abe, you ever packed-off into a raw egg? You don't
have to die to go to heaven!" | heard the girls laughing.

Thefirst guy struck out. He wasn't much. | struck out alot too but | was the hardest hitter of them
al. | could redlly put the wood to it: out of the lot and into the street. | dways crouched low over the
plate. | looked like awound-up spring standing there.

Each moment of the game was exciting to me. All the games | had missed mowing that lawn, dl
those early school days of being chosen next-to-last were over. | had blossomed. | had something
and | knew | had it and it felt good.

"Hey, Abe" | ydled in. "With dl that spit you don't need a raw egg!" The next guy connected
hard with one but it was high, very high and | ran back to make an over-the-shoulder catch. |
sprinted back, fedling great, knowing that | would cregte the miracle once again.

Shit. The bdl saled into a tal tree at the back of the lot. Then | saw the ball bouncing down
through the branches. | gtationed mysdlf and waited. No good, it was going left. | ran left. Then it
bounced back to the right. | ran right. It hit a branch, lingered there, then dithered through some
leaves and dropped into my glove. The girls screamed.

| fired the ball into our pitcher on one bounce then trotted back into shallow center. The next guy
struck out. Our pitcher, Harvey Nixon, had agood firebal.

We changed sides and | was first up. | had never seen the guy on the mound. He wasn't from
Chelsey. | wondered where he was from. He was big dl over, big head, big mouth, big ears, big
body. His hair fell down over his eyes and he looked like a fool. His hair was brown and his eyes
were green and those green eyes stared a me through that hair as if he hated me. It looked like his
left arm was longer than his right. His left arm was his pitching arm. I'd never faced a lefty, not in
hardbal. But they could al be had. Turn them upside down and they were dl dike. "Kitten" Hoss,
they cdled him. Some kitten. 190 pounds. "Come on, Butch, hit one out!" one of the girls pleaded.
They cdled me "Butch" because | played a good game and ignored them.

The Kitten looked a me from between hisbig ears. | spit on the plate, dug in and waved my bat.

The Kitten nodded like he was getting a Sgnd from the catcher. He was just showboating. Then
he looked around the infield. More showboating. It was for the benefit of the girls. He couldn't keep
his pecker-mind off of snatch-thoughts.

He took his wind-up. | watched that bal in his left hand. My eyes never |eft that bal. | had
learned the secret. You concentrated on the ball and followed it al the way in until it reached the
plate and then you murdered it with the wood.

| watched the ball leave his fingers through a blaze of sun. It was a murderous humming blur, but it
could be had. 1t was below my knees and far out of the strike zone. His catcher had to dive to get it.

"Bdl one" mumbled the old neighborhood fat who umpired our games. He was a night
watchman in a department store and he liked to talk to the girls. "I got two daughters a home just
like you girls. Red cute. They wear tight dresses too." He liked to crouch over the plate and show
them his big buttocks, that's al he had, that and one gold tooth. The catcher threw the ball back to
Kitten Hoss. "Hey, Pussy!" | yeled out to him.

"Youtakin'to me?' "I'm talking to you, short-arm. Y ou gotta come closer than that or I'll have to
cal acab."

"The next oneisdl yours" hetold me. "Good," | said. | dugin.

He went through his routine again, nodding like he was getting a Sgn, checking the infield. Those
green eyes stared at me through that dirty brown hair. | watched him wind-up. | saw the ball leave
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his fingers, adark fleck againgt the sky in the sun and then suddenly it was zooming toward my skull.
| dropped in my tracks, fedling it brush the hair of my heed. " Strike one,” mumbled the old fart.

"What?' | yelled. The catcher was ill holding the ball. He was as surprised at the cdl as| was. |
took the ball from him and showed it to the umpire.

"What's this?' | asked him. "It's a baseball."

"Fine. Remember what it looks like" | took the bal and waked out to the mound. The green
eyes didn't flinch under the dirty hair. But the mouth opened up just a bit, like a frog sucking air. |
walked up to Kitten.

"l don't swing with my head. The next time you do that | am going to jam this thing right up
through your shorts and past where you forget to wipe."

| handed him the ball and walked back to the plate. | dug in and waved my bat.

"One and one" said the old fart. FHoss kicked dirt around on the mound. He stared off into Ieft
fied. There was nothing out there except a sarving dog scratching his ear. Flosslooked in for asign.
He was thinking of the girls, trying to look good. The old fart crouched low, spreading his dumb
buttocks, aso trying to look good. | was probably one of the few with his mind on the business a
hand.

The time came, Kitten Floss went into his wind-up. That left hand windmill could panic you if you
let it. You had to be patient and wait for the bal. Findly they had to let it go. Then it was yours to
destroy and the harder they threw it in the harder you could hit it out of there.

| saw the bdl leave his fingers as one of the girls screamed. Hoss hadn't logt his zip. The ball
looked like a bee-bee, only it got larger and it was headed right for my skull again. All | knew was
that | wastrying to find the dirt asfast as | could. | got a mouthful.

"SEERIKE TWO!" | heard the old fart yell. He couldn't even pronounce the word. Get a man
who works for nothing and you get a man who just likes to hang around.

| got up and brushed the dirt off. It was even down in my shorts. My mother was going to ask
me, "Henry, how did you ever get your shorts so dirty? Now don't make that face. Smile, and be
happy!"

| walked to the mound. | stood right there. Nobody said anything. | just looked at Kitten. | had
the bat in my hand. | took the bat by the end and pressed it againgt his nose. He dapped it away. |
turned and walked back toward the plate. Halfway there | stopped. | turned and stared at him again.
Then | walked to the plate.

| dug in and waved my bat. This one was going to be mine. The Kitten peered in for the non-
exigent sgn. He looked a long time, then shook his head, no. He kept staring through that dirty hair
with those green eyes. | waved my bat more powerfully.

"Hit it out, Butch!" screamed one of the girls. 'Batch! Batch! Batch!" screamed another girl.
Then the Kitten turned his back on us and just stared out into center field.

"Time," | said and stepped out of the box. There was a very cute girl in an orange dress. Her hair
was blond and it hung straight down, like a yelow waterfdl, beautiful, and | caught her eye for a
moment and she said, "Butch, please do it."

"Shut up," | said and stepped back into the box. The pitch came. | saw it dl the way. It was my
pitch. Unfortunately, | was looking for the duster. | wanted the duster so | could go out to the mound
and kill or be killed. The bal salled right over the center of the plate. By thetime | adjusted the best |
could do was swing weakly over the top of it as it went by. The bastard had suckered me dl the

way.
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He got me on three draight strikes next time. | swear he must have been at least 23 years old.
Probably a semi-pro.

One of our guysfindly did get asingle off him. But | was good in the field. | made some caiches.
| moved out there. | knew that the more | saw of the Kitten's firebal the more | was gpt to solve it.
He wasn't trying to knock out my brains anymore. He didn't have to. He was just smoking them
down the middle. | hoped it was only a matter of time before | golfed one out of there.

But things got worse and worse. | didnt like it. The girls didn't either. Not only was green eyes
great on the mound, he was great a the plate. The firgt two times up he hit a homer and a double.
The third time up he swung under a pitch and looped a high blooper between Abe at second base
and me in center fidd. | came charging in, the girls screaming, but Abe kept looking up and back
over his shoulder, his mouth drooping down, looking up, looking like a fool redly, that wet mouth
open. | came charging in screaming, "It's minel” It was redly his but somehow | couldn't bear to let
him make the catch. The guy was nothing but an idiot book- reader and | didn't redlly like him so |
came charging in very hard as the bal dropped. We crashed into one another, the ball popped out of
his glove and into the air as he fdl to the ground, and | caught the bal off his glove. | sood there
over him as he lay on the ground.

"Get up, you dumb bastard,” | told him. Abe stayed on the ground. He was crying. He was
halding hisleft am.

"l think my arm is broken," he said. "Get up, chickenshit."

Abe findly got up and waked off the held, crying and holding his aam. | looked around. "All
right," | sad, "let's play bal!" But everybody was waking away, even the girls. The game was
evidently over. | hung around awhile and then | started walking home. ..

Just before dinner the phone rang. My mother answered it. Her voice became very excited. She
hung up and | heard her talking to my father. Then she came into my bedroom.

"Please come to the front room," she said. | walked in and sat on the couch. They each had a
chair. It was dways that way. Chairs meant you belonged. The couch wasfor vistors.

"Mrs. Mortenson just phoned. They've taken x-rays. Y ou broke her son'sarm.”

"It was an accident,” | said. "She says she is going to sue us. Shelll get a Jewish lawyer. They'll
take everything we have."

"We don't have very much." My mother was one of those slent criers. As she cried the tears
came fagter and fagter. Her cheeks were garting to glisten in the evening twilight.

She wiped her eyes. They were adull light brown. "Why did you bresk that boy's arm?"

"It was a pop-up. We both went for it." "What is this 'pop-up'?’

"Whoever getsit, getsit."

"So you got the 'pop-up'?*

"y es"

"But how can this 'pop-up’ help us? The Jewish lawyer will dill have the broken arm on hisside."”

| got up and walked back to my bedroom to wait for dinner. My father hadn't said anything. He
was confused. He was worried about losng what little he had but at the same time he was very
proud of a son who could break somebody's arm.
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Jmmy Hatcher worked part time in a grocery store. While none of us could get jobs he could
aways get one. He had his little movie star face and his mother had a great body. With his face and
her body he didn't have trouble finding employment.

"Why don't you come up to the gpartment after dinner tonight?' he asked me one day.

"What for?" "I stedl dl the beer | want. | take it out the back. We can drink the beer.”

"Where you got it?' "In the refrigerator.”

"Show me."

We were about a block away from his place. We waked over. In the hdlway Jmmy sad, "Wait
aminute, I've got to check the mail." He took out his key and opened the lock box. It was empty.
He locked it again. "My key opens this woman's box. Watch."

Jmmy opened the box and pulled out a letter and opened it. He read the letter to me. "Dear
Betty: | know that this check is late and that you've been waiting for it. | lost my job. | have found
another one, but it put me behind. Here's the check, findly. | hope that everything is dl right with
you. Love, Don."

Jmmy took the check and looked at it. He tore it up and he tore the letter up and he put the
piecesin his coat pocket. Then he locked the mailbox.

"Come on." We went into his gpartment and into the kitchen and he opened the refrigerator. It
was packed with cans of beer.

"Does your mother know?" "Sure. She drinksit."

He closed the refrigerator.

"Jm, did your father realy blow his brains out because of your mother?"

"Y eah. He was on the telephone. He told her he had a gun. He said. If you don't come back to
me I'm going to kill mys=lf. Will you come back to me? And my mother said, ‘No." There was a shot
and that was that." "What did your mother do?"

"She hung up." "All right, I'll see you tonight.”

| told my parents that | was going over to Jmmy's to do some homework with him. My kind of
homework, | thought to mysdlf.
"Jmmy'sanice boy," my mother said. My father didn't say anything.

Jmmy got the beer out and we began. | redly liked it. Immy's mother worked at a bar until 2
am. We had the place to oursalves. "Y our mother redlly has a body, Jm. How come some women
have great bodies and most of the others look like they're deformed? Why can't al women have
great bodies?’

"God, | don't know. Maybe if women were all the same we'd get bored with them.”

"Drink some more. Y ou drink too dow." "O.K."

"Maybe after afew beersI'll begt the shit out of you." "We're friends, Hank."

"I don't have any friends. Drink up!" "All right. What's the hurry?"

"Y ou've got to dam them down to get the effect.” We opened some more cans of beer.

"If I was awoman I'd go around with my skirt hiked up giving dl the men hard-ons" Jmmy sad.

"You make me sick."

"My mother knew a guy who drank her piss." "What?'

"Yeeh. They'd drink al night and then held lay down in the bathtub and sheld piss in his mouth.
Then hed give her twenty- five dollars™ " She told you that?!
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"Since my father died she confidesin me. It's like I've taken his place.”

"Youmean ... ?" "Oh, no. Shejust confides."

"Like the guy in the tub?'

"Yeeh, like him."

"Tell me some more Stuff."

"No."

"Come on, drink up. Does anybody eat your mother's shit?* "Don't talk that way."

| finished the can of beer in my hand and threw it across the room. "I like thisjoint. I might move
in here."

| walked to the refrigerator and brought back a new six-pack. "I'm one tough son-of-a-bitch,” |
sad. "Yourelucky | let you hang around me."

"We'refriends, Hank." | jammed a can of beer under his nose. "Here, drink thig"

| went to the bathroom to piss. It was a very ladylike bathroom, brightly colored towels, deep
pink floormats. Even the toilet seat was pink. She sat her big white ass on there and her name was
Clare. | looked a my virgin cock.

"I'maman,” | said. "l can whip anybody's ass" "I need the bathroom, Hank . . ." Jm was & the
door. He went into the bathroom. | heard him puking.

"Ah, shit .. ." | said and opened a new can of beer. After afew minutes, Jm came out and sat in
achair. He looked very pae. | stuck a can of beer under his nose.

"Drink up! Beaman! Y ou were man enough to sted it, now be man enough to drink it!"

"Jud let merest awhile” "Drink it!"

| sat down on the couch. Getting drunk was good. | decided that | would adways like getting
drunk. It took away the obvious and maybe if you could get away from the obvious often enough,
you wouldn't become obvious yoursdlf. | looked over a Jmmy.

"Drink up, punk." | threw my empty beer can across the room. "Tell me some more about your
mother, Jmmy boy. What did she say about the man who drank her pissin the bathtub?’

"She said, 'There's asucker born every minute.™ "Jm."

"Uh?" "Drink up. Beaman!"

He lifted his beer can. Then he ran to the bathroom and | heard him puking again. He came out
after awhile and sat in his chair. He didn't look well. "I've got to lay down,” he said.

"Jmmy," | sad, "I'm going to wait around until your mother comes home."

Jmmy got up from his chair and started walking toward the bedroom. "When she comes home
I'm going to fuck her, Jmmy." He didn't hear me. He just walked into the bedroom. | went into the
kitchen and came back with more beer.

| sat and drank the beer and waited for Clare. Where was that whore? | couldn't alow this kind
of thing. | ran atight ship.

| got up and walked into the bedroom. Jm was face down on the bed, al his clothes on, his
shoes on. | walked back out.

Well, it was obvious that boy had no belly for booze. Clare needed a man. | sat down and
opened another can of beer. | took agood hit. | found a pack of cigarettes on the coffee table and lit
one.

| don't know how many more beers | drank waiting for Clare but findly | heard the key in the
door and it opened. There was Clare of the body and the bright blond hair. That body stood on
those high heds and it swayed just a little. No artist could have imagined it better. Even the wadls
sared at her, the lampshades, the chairs, the rug. Magic. Standing there. . .
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"Who the hdll are you? What isthis?' 'Clare, weve met. I'm Hank. Jmmy's friend." "Get out of
herel” | laughed. "I'm movin' in, baby, it'syou and me!" "Wherés Jmmy?" She ran into the bedroom,
then came back out. "You little prick! What's going on here?' | picked up a cigarette, lit it. | grinned.
"You're beautiful when you're angry . . ." "You're nothing but a god-damned little kid drunk on beer.
Go home." "Sit down, baby. Have abeer." Clare sat down. | was very surprised when she did that.
"You go to Chelsey, don't you?' she asked. "Yeah. Jm and | are buddies" "You're Hank." "Yes."
"He's told me about you." | handed Clare a can of beer. My hand shook. "Here, have a drink,
baby."

She opened the beer and took a sip. | looked at Clare, lifted my beer and had a hit. She was
plenty of woman, a Mae West type, wore the same kind of tight-fitting gown -- big hips, big legs.
And breasts. Startling breasts.

Clare crossed her wondrous legs, abit of skirt falling back. Her legs were full and golden and the
stockingsfit like skin. "I've met your mother," she said.

| drained my can of beer and put it down by my feet. | opened a new one, took a sip, then
looked at her, not knowing whether to look at her breasts or at her legs or into her tired face.

"I'm sorry that | got your son drunk. But I've got to tell you something.”

She turned her heed, lighting a cigarette as she did so, then faced me again.

"Yes?' "Clare, | loveyou."

She didn't laugh. She just gave me alittle smile, the corners of her mouth turning up alittle.

"Poor boy. Youre nothing but a little chicken just out of the egg.” It was true hut it angered me.
Maybe because it was true. The dream and the beer wanted it to be something else. | took another
drink and looked at her and said, "Cut the shit. Lift your skirt. Show me some leg. Show me some
flank."

"You're just a boy." Then | sad it. | don't know where the words came from, but | sad it, "I
could tear you in haf, baby, if you gave me the chance." "Y eah?"

"Yegh." "All right. Let's see”

Then she did it. Just like that. She uncrossed her legs and pulled her skirt back. She didn't have
on panties.

| saw her huge white upper flanks, rivers of flesh. There was a large protruding wart on the inside
of her left thigh. And there was a jungle of tangled hair between her legs, but it was not bright yellow
like the hair on her head, it was brown and shot with grey, old like some sick bush dying, lifeless and
sad. | stood up.

"I've got to go, Mrs. Hatcher." "Chrig, | thought you wanted to party!" "Not with your son in the
other room, Mrs. Hatcher." "Don't worry about him, Hank. He's passed out.” "No, Mrs. Hatcher,
I've really got to go." "All right, get out of here you god-damned little piss-ant!" | closed the door
behind me and waked down the hal of the gpartment building and out into the street. To think,
somebody had suicided for that. The night suddenly looked good. | waked dong toward my
parents house.
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| could see the road ahead of me. | was poor and | was going to stay poor. But | didn't
particularly want money. | didn't know what | wanted. Yes, | did. | wanted someplace to hide out,
someplace where one didn't have to do anything. The thought of being something didn't only gppall
me, it Sckened me. The thought of being alawyer or a councilman or an engineer, anything like that,
seemed impossible to me. To get married, to have children, to get trapped in the family structure. To
go someplace to work every day and to return. It was impossible. To do things, smple things, to be
part of family picnics, Christmas, the 4th of July, Labor Day, Mother's Day . . . was a man born just
to endure those things and then die? | would rather be a dishwasher, return done to atiny room and
drink mysdlf to deep.

My father had a magter plan. He told me, "My son, each man during his lifetime should buy a
house. Findly he dies and leaves that house to his son. Then his son gets his own house and dies,
leaves both houses 7o his son. That's two houses. That son gets his own house, that's three houses . .

The family structure. Victory over adverdty through the family. He bdieved in it. Take the family,
mix with God and Country, add the ten-hour day and you had what was needed.

| looked a my father, a his hands, his face, his eyebrows, and | knew that this man had nothing
to do with me. He was a stranger. My mother was non-existent. | was cursed. Looking a my father
| saw nothing but indecent dullness. Worse, he was even more afrad to fal than most others.
Centuries of peasant blood and peasant training. The Chinaski bloodline had been thinned by a series
of peasant-servants who had surrendered their redl lives for fractional and illusonary gains. Not a
man in the line who said, "1 don't want ahouse, | want athousand houses, now!”

He had sent me to that rich high school hoping that the ruler's attitude would rub off on me as |
watched the rich boys screech up in their cream-colored coupes and pick up the girls in bright
dresses. Ingtead | learned that the poor usualy stay poor. That the young rich smdl the stink of the
poor and learn to find it abit amusing. They had to laugh, otherwise it would be too terrifying. They'd
learned that, through the centuries. | would never forgive the girls for getting into those cream-
colored coupes with the laughing boys. They couldn't help it, of course, yet you aways think, maybe
... But no, there weren't any maybes. Wedth meant victory and victory was the only redity. What
woman chooses to live with a dishwasher?

Throughout high schoal | tried not to think too much about how things might eventualy turn out
for me. It seemed better to delay thinking . . .

Findly it was the day of the Senior Prom. It was held in the girls gym with live music, ared band.
| don't know why but | walked over that night, the two-and-one-half miles from my parents place. |
stood outside in the dark and | looked in there, through the wire-covered window, and | was
agtonished. All the girls looked very grown-up, Satdy, lovely, they were in long dresses, and they dl
looked beautiful. | dmost didn't recognize them. And the boys in their tuxes, they looked greet, they
danced so sraight, each of them holding a girl in his arms, their faces pressed againg the girl's hair.
They dl danced beautifully and the music was loud and clear and good, powerful.

Then | caught a glimpse of my reflection saring in at them -- boils and scars on my face, my
ragged shirt. | was like some jungle animd drawn to the light and looking in. Why had | come? | fdt
sck. But | kept watching. The dance ended. There was a pause. Couples spoke easly to each
other. It was natural and civilized.
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Where had they learned to converse and to dance? | couldn't converse or dance. Everybody
knew something | didn't know. The girls looked so good, the boys so handsome. | would be too
terrified to even look at one of those girls, let done be close to one. To look into her eyes or dance
with her would be beyond me.

And yet | knew that what | saw wasn't as Smple and good as it gppeared. There was a price to
be paid for it dl, a generd fasty, that could he easly bdieved, and could be the first step down a
dead-end dtreet. The band began to play again and the boys and girls began to dance again and the
lights revolved overhead throwing shades of gold, then red, then blue, then green, then gold again on
the couples. As | watched them | said to mysdlf, someday my dance will begin. When that day
comes | will have something that they don't have.

But then it got to be too much for me. | hated them. | hated their beauty, their untroubled youth,
and as | watched them dance through the magic colored pools of light, holding each other, feding so
good, little unscathed children, temporarily in luck, | hated them because they had something | had
not yet had, and | said to mysdlf, | said to mysdf again, someday I will be as happy as any of you,
you will see.

They kept dancing, and | repeated it to them. Then there was a sound behind me.

"Hey! What are you doing?" It was an old man with aflashlight. He had a head like a frog's head.
"I'm watching the dance."

He held the flashlight right up under his nose. His eyes were round and large, they gleamed like a
cat's eyes in the moonlight, But his mouth was shriveled, collapsed, and his head was round. It had a
peculiar sensdless roundness that reminded me of a pumpkin trying to play pundit. "Get your ass out
of herel"

He ran the flashlight up and down al over me. "Who areyou?"' | asked.

"I'm the night custodian. Get your ass out of here before | cdl the copd™

"What for? Thisis the Senior From and I'm a senior.” He flashed his light into my face. The hand
was playing "Deep Purple” "Bullshit!" he said. "You're at least 22 years old!" "I'm in the yearbook,
Class of 1939, graduating class, Henry Chinaski." "Why arent you in there dancing?'

"Forget it. I'm going home." "Do that."

| walked off. | kept walking. His flashlight legped on the path, the light following me. | walked off
campus. It was a nice warm night, dmost hot. | thought | saw some fireflies but | wasn't sure.
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Graduation Day. We filed in with our caps and gowns to "Pomp and Circumstance.” | suppose
that in our three years we must have learned something. Our ability to spdl had probably improved
and we had grown in sze. | was till avirgin. "Hey, Henry, you busted your cherry yet?' "No way,"
I'd say.

Jmmy Hatcher sat next to me. The principa was giving his address and really scraping the bottom
of the old shit barrel.

"America is the great land of Opportunity and any man or woman with a desire to do so will
succeed . . ."

"Dishwasher," | sad. "Dog catcher,” said Jmmy.

"Burglar,” | sad.

"Garbage collector,” sad IJmmy.

"Madhouse attendant,” | said.

"Americais brave, Americawas built by the brave . . . Oursisajust society.”

"Just so much for the few," said Immy. ". . . afair society and al those who search for that dream
at theend of therainbow will and . . ."

"A hairy crawling turd," | suggested. ". . . and | can say, without hesitation, that this particular
Class of Summer 1939, less than a decade removed from the beginning of our terrible nationa
Depression, this class of Summer '39 is more ripe with courage, taent and love than any dlassit has
been my pleasure to witness!”

The mothers, fathers, reatives gpplauded wildly; afew of the sudents joined in.

"Class of Summer 1939, | am proud of your future, | am sure of your future. | send you out now
to your grest adventure!”

Most of them were headed over to U.S.C. to live the non- working life for at least four more
years.

"And I send my prayers and blessings with you!" The honor students received their diplomas
firgt. Out they came. Abe Mortenson was called. He got his. | applauded. "Where's he gonna end
up?' Jmmy asked. "Cost accountant in an auto parts manufacturing concern. Somewhere near
Gardena, Cdifornia"

"A lifetimejob. . ." sad IJmmy. "A lifetime wife," | added.

"Abe will never be miserable . . ." "Or happy."

"An obedient man . . ."

"A broom."

"A diff "

"A wimp."

When the honor students had been taken care of they began on us. | felt uncomfortable sitting
there. | fdt like walking out. "Henry Chinaski!" | was caled.

"Public servant,” | told Jmmy. | walked up to and across the stage, took the diploma, shook the
principd's hand. It fdt dimy like the indde of a dirty fish bowl. (Two years later he would be
exposed as an embezzler of school funds, he was to be tried, convicted and jailed.)

| passed Mortenson and the honor group as | went back to my seat. He looked over and gave
me the finger, so only | could seeit. That got me. It was so unexpected. | walked back and sat down
next to Jmmy. "Mortenson gave me the finger!"

"No, | don't believe it!" 'Son-of-a-bitch! He's spoiled my day! Not that it was worth a fuck
anyhow but hel's redly greased it over now!"
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| can't believe he had the guts o finger you." "It's not like him. You think he's getting some
coaching?' "l don't know what to think."

"He knows thet | can bugt him in haf without even inhding!” "Bugt him!"

"But don't you see, he's won? It's the way he surprised mel” "All you gotta do is kick his ass dl
up and down." "Do you think that son-of-a-bitch learned something reading al those books? | know
there's nothing in them because | read every fourth page.” "Jmmy Hatcher!" His name was caled.

"Priest," he sad. "Poultry farmer,” | said.

Jmmy went up and got his. | gpplauded loudly. Anybody who could live with a mother like his
deserved some accolade. He came back and we sat watching dl the golden boys and girls go up and
get theirs. "Y ou can't blame them for being rich,” Jmmy said. "No, | blame their fucking parents.”

"And their grandparents,” said Jmmy. "Yes, 1'd be happy to take their new cars and their pretty
girlfriends and | wouldn't give afuck about anything like socid justice.”

"Yeah," said Jmmy. "l guess the only time most people think about injudtice is when it hgppensto
them."

The golden boys and girls went on parading across the stage. | sat there wondering whether to
punch Abe out or not. | could see him flopping on the sdewak 4ill in his cgp and gown, the victim of
my right cross, dl the pretty girls screaming, thinking, my god, this Chinaski guy must be abull on the
springd!

On the other hand, Abe wasn't much. He was hardly there. It wouldn't take anything to punch him
out. | decided not to do it. | had dready broken hisarm and his parents hadn't sued mine, findly. If |
busted his head they would surely go ahead and sue. They would take my old man's last copper.
Not that | would mind. It was my mother: she would suffer in a fool's way: sensdesdy and without
reason.

Then, the ceremony was over. The students left their seats and filed out. Students met with
parents, relatives on the front lawn. There was much bugging, embracing. | saw my parents waiting. |
walked up to them, stood about four feet away.

"Let's get out of here," | said. My mother was looking at me.

"Henry, I'm s0 proud of you!"

Then my mother's head turned. "Oh, there goes Abe and his parentsl They're such nice peoplé!
Oh, Mrs. Mortenson!"

They stopped. My mother ran over and threw her arms about Mrs. Mortenson. It was Mrs.
Mortenson who had decided not to sue after many, many hours of conversation upon the telephone
with my mother. It had been decided that | was a confused individua and that my mother had
suffered enough that way.

My father shook hands with Mr. Mortenson and | walked over to Abe. "O.K., cocksucker,
what's theidea of giving methe finger?' "What?'

"The finger." "l don't know what you're talking about!" "The finger."

"Henry, | redly don't know what you're talking about!" "All right, Abraham, it's time to go!" sad
his mother. The Mortenson family walked off together. | stood there watching them. Then we Started
walking to our old car. We walked west to the corner and turned south. "Now that Mortenson boy
redly knows how to apply himsdf!" sad my father. "How are you ever going to make it? I've never
even seen you look ar a schoolbook, let done inside of onel™ "Some books arc dull,” | said.

"Oh, they're dull, are they? So you don't want to study? What can you do? What good are
you? What can you do? It has cost me thousands of dollars to raise you, feed you, clothe you!
Suppose | l€ft you here on the street? Then what would you do?' " Catch butterflies.”
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My mother began to cry. My father pulled her away and down the block to where their ten-year-
old car was parked. As | stood there, the other families roared past in their new cars, going
somewhere. Then Immy Hatcher and his mother walked by. She stopped. "Hey, wait aminute,” she
told Timmy, "I want to congratulate Henry." Jmmy waited and Clare waked over. She put her face
close to mine. She spoke softly so Immy wouldn't hear. "Listen, Honey, any time you really want to
graduate, | can arrange to give you your diploma.”

"Thanks, Clare, | might be seeing you.” "I'll rip your badls off, Henry!" "I don't doubt it, Clare.”

She went back to Jmmy and they waked away down the street. A very old car rolled up,
stopped, the engine died. | could see my mother weeping, big tears were running down her cheeks.

"Henry, get in! Please get in! Y our father isright but | love you!™

"Forget it. I've got a place to go." "No, Henry, get in!" she wailed. "Get in or I'll die!" | waked
over, opened the rear door, climbed into the rear seat. The engine started and we were off again.
There | sat, Henry Chinaski, Class of Summer ‘39, driving into the bright future. No, being driven. At
the first red light the car ddled. As the signd turned green my father was Hill trying to dart the
engine. Somebody behind us hooked. My father got the car started and we were in motion again.
My mother had stopped crying. We drove aong like that, each of us silent.
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Times were gtill hard. Nobody was any more surprised than | when Mears-Starbuck phoned and
asked me to report to work the next Monday. | had gone al around town putting in dozens of
gpplications. There was nothing ese to do. | didnt want a job but | didnt want to live with my
parents either. Mears-Starbuck must have had thousands of applications on hand. | couldn't believe
they had chosen me. It was a department store with branches in many cities.

The next Monday, there | was waking to work with my lunch in a brown paper bag. The
department store was only afew blocks away from my former high school.

| fill didn't understand why | had been sdected. After filling out the application, the interview had
lasted only afew minutes. | must have given dl the right answers.

Firgt paycheck | get, | thought, I'm going to get mysdf a room near the downtown L.A. Public
Library.

As | waked dong | didn't fed so done and | wasnt. | noticed a starving mongrel dog following
me. The poor cregture was terribly thin; | could see his ribs poking through his skin. Mogt of his fur
had falen off. What remained clung in dry, twisted patches. The dog was beaten, cowed, deserted,
frightened, avictim of Homo sspiens

| stopped and knelt, put out my hand. He backed off. "Come here, fellow, I'm your friend . . .
Comeon, comeon. . ."

He came closer. He had such sad eyes. "What have they done to you, boy?' He came till closer,
cregping dong the sdewalk, trembling, wagging his tail quite rapidly. Then he legped & me. He was
large, what was left of him. His forelegs pushed me backwards and | was flat on the Ssdewak and he
was licking my face, mouth, ears, forehead, everywhere. | pushed him off, got up and wiped my
face.

"Easy now! You need something o eat! FOOD!" | reached into my bag and took out a
sandwich. | unwrapped it and broke off a portion.

"Some for you and some for me, old boy!" | put his part of the sandwich on the sdewak. He
came up, sniffed a it, then waked off, dinking, staring back a me over his shoulder as he waked
down the street away from me.

"Hey, wait, buddy! That was peanut butter! Come here, have some bologna! Hey, boy, come
herel Come back!"

The dog approached again, cautioudy. | found the bologna sandwich, ripped off a chunk, wiped
the cheap watery mustard off, then placed it on the Sdewalk.

| he dog walked up to the bit of sandwich, put his nose to it, sniffed, then turned and walked off.
Thistime he didn't look back. He accelerated down the Street.

No wonder | had been depressed dl my life. | wasn't getting proper nourishment.

| walked on toward the department store. It was the same street | had walked aong to go to high
schooal.

| arrived. | found the employees entrance, pushed the door open and waked in. | went from
bright sunlight into semi- darkness. As my eyes adjusted | could make out a man standing severa
feet away in front of me. Half of his left ear had been diced off a some point in the past. He was a
tal, very thin man with needlepoint grey pupils centered in otherwise colorless eyes. A very tdl thin
man, yet right above his belt, sticking out over his belt -- suddenly -- was a sad and hideous and
drange pot bely. All hisfat had settled there while the remainder of him had wasted away.

"I'm Superintendent Ferris" he said. "'l presume that you're Mr. Chinaski?"

"Yes gr." "Youre five minutes|ate."
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"| wasdelayed by . . . Well, | stopped to try to feed astarving dog," | grinned.

"That's one of the lousiest excuses I've ever heard and I've been here thirty-five years. Couldn't
you come up with a better one than that?"

"I'm just gtarting, Mr. Ferris™ "And you're dmogt finished. Now," he pointed, "the time- clock is
over there and the card rack is over there. Find your card and punch in.”

| found my card. Henry Chinaski, employee #68754. Then | walked up to the timeclock but |
didn't know what to do. Ferris walked over and stood behind me, staring at the time- clock. ™Y ou're
now six minutes late. When you are ten minutes late we dock you an hour.”

"l guess it's better to be an hour late" "Don't be funny. If | want a comedian | listen to Jack
Benny. If you're an hour late you're docked your whole god-damned job.” "I'm sorry, but | don't
know how to use atimeclock. | mean, how do | punch in?"

Ferris grabbed the card out of my hand. He pointed &t it. "See thisdot?’

"Yeeh" "Wha?'

"I mean, 'yes."'

"O.K., that dot isfor thefirst day of the week. Today." "Ah."

"You dip the timecard into herelike this .. . ." He dipped it in, then pulled it out.

"Then when your timecard isin there you hit this lever." Ferris hit the lever but the timecard wasn't
in there. "l understand. Let's begin.”

"No, wait." He held the timecard in front of me. "Now, when you punch out for lunch, you hit this
dot." "Yes, | understand.”

"Then when you punch back in, you hit the next dot. Lunch isthirty minutes.”

"Thirty minutes, I've got it."

"Now, when you punch out, you hit the last dot. That's four punches a day. Then you go home,
or to your room or wherever, deep, come back and hit it four more times each working day until you
oet fired, quit, die or retire.”

"I've got it." "And | want you to know that you've delayed my indoctrination speech to our new
employees, of which you, a the moment, are one. | am in charge here. My word is law and your
wishes mean nothing. If | didike anything about you -- the way you tie your shoes, comb your hair or
fart, you're back on the streets, get it?"

"Yes, gr!" A young girl came flouncing in, running on her high heds, long brown hair flowing
behind her. She was dressed in atight red dress. Her lips were large and expressive with excessive
lipgtick. She thestrically pulled her. card out of the rack, punched in, and bresthing with minor
excitement, she put her card back in the rack.

She glanced over a Ferris. "Hi, Eddie!”

"Hi, Diana"

Dianawas obvioudy a sdlesgirl. Ferris walked over to her. They stood talking. | couldn't hear the
conversation but | could hear them laughing. Then they broke off. Diana waked over and waited for
the devator to take her to her work. Ferris walked back toward me holding my timecard. "I'll punch
in now, Mr. Ferris," | told him.

"Il do it for you. | want to start you out right." Ferris inserted my timecard into the clock and
stood there. He waited. | heard the clock tick, then he hit it. He put my card in the rack. "How late
was |, Mr. Ferris?’

"Ten minutes. Now follow me." | followed aong behind him. | saw the group waiting. Four men
and three women. They were dl old. They seemed to have salivary problems. Little clumps of spittle
had formed at the corners of their mouths, the spittle had dried and turned white and then been
coated by new wet spittle. Some of them were too thin, others too fat. Some were near- sighted;
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others trembled. One old fellow in a brightly colored shirt had a hump on his back. They dl amiled
and coughed, puffing a cigarettes. Then | got it. The message.

Mears-Starbuck was looking for stayers. The company didn't care for employee turnover
(athough these new recruits obvioudy weren't going anywhere but to the grave -- until then they'd
remain grateful and loya employees). And | had been chosen to work adongside of them. Thelady in
the employment office had evaluated me as belonging with this pathetic group of losers.

What would the guys in high schoal think if they saw me? Me, one of the toughest guys in the
graduating class.

| walked over and stood with my group. Ferris sat on atable facing us. A shaft of light fell upon
him from an overhead transom. He inhdled his cigarette and smiled at us.

"Welcome to Mears-Starbuck . . ." Then he seemed to fall into areverie. Perhgps he was thinking
about when he had first joined the department store thirty-five years ago. He blew afew smoke rings
and watched them rise into the air. His half-diced ear looked impressve in the light from above.

The guy next to me, alittle pretzel of aman, knifed his sharp little ebow into my sde. He was one
of those individuals whose glasses dways seem reedy to fdl off. He was uglier than | was.

"Hi!" hewhispered. "I'm Mewks. Odell Mewks." "Hdlo, Mewks."

"Ligten, kid, after work let's you and me make the bars. Maybe we can pick up some girls.”

"l can't, Mewks." "Afraid of girls?'

"It'smy brother, he'ssick. I've got to watch over him." "Sick?”

"Worse. Cancer. He has to piss through atube into a bottle strapped to hisleg.”

Then Ferris began again. "Your sarting sdary is forty-four- and-a haf cents an hour. We are
non-union here. Management believes that what is fair for the company is fair for you. We are like a
family, dedicated to serve and to profit. You will each receive a ten-percent discount on al
merchandise you purchase from Mears-Starbuck . . ." "OH, BOY!" Mewks said in aloud voice.

"Yes, Mr. Mewks, it'sagood dedl. Y ou take care of us, well take care of you."

| could stay with Mears-Starbuck for forty-seven years, | thought. | could live with a crazy
girlfriend, get my left ear diced off and maybe inherit Ferris job when he retired.

Ferris talked about which holidays we could look forward to and then the speech was over. We
were issued our smocks and our lockers and then we were directed to the underground storage
fedilities

Ferris worked down there too. He manned the phones. Whenever he answered the phone he
would hold it to his diced left ear with his left hand and damp his right hand under his left armpit.
"Yes? Yes? Yes. Coming right up!™

"Chinaski!" "Yes, gr."

"Lingerie department . . ."

Then he would pick up the order pad, list the items needed and how many of each. He never did
this while on the phone, dways afterwards.

"L ocate these items, deliver them to the lingerie department, obtain a Signature and return.”

His speech never varied.

My firgt delivery was to lingerie. | located the items, placed them in my little green cart with its
four rubber whedls and pushed it toward the eevator. The eevator was at an upper floor and |
pressed the button and waited. After some time | could see the bottom of the elevator as it came
down. It was very dow. Then it was at basement level. The doors opened and an abino with one
eye stood at the controls. Jesus. He looked at me.

"New guy, huh?' he asked. "Yeah."
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"What do you think of Ferris?'

"l think he'sa great guy.”

They probably lived together in the same room and took turns manning the hotplate.

"| can't take you up." "Why not?"

"| gotta take a shit."

He |eft the devator and walked off. There | stood in my smock. This was the way things usudly
worked. Y ou were a governor or a garbageman, you were a tight-rope walker or a bank robber,
you were a dentist or a fruit picker, you were this or you were that. Y ou wanted to do a good job.
You manned your station and then you stood and waited for some asshole. | stood there in my
smock next to my green cart while the elevator man took a shit.

It came to me then, clearly, why therich, golden boys and girls were dways laughing. They knew.
The abino returned.

"It was grest. | fed thirty pounds lighter." "Good. Can we go now?"

He closed the doors and we rose to the sales floor. He opened the doors.

"Good luck," sad the abino. | pushed my green cart down through the aides looking for the
lingerie department, a Miss Meadows.

Miss Meadows was waiting. She was dender and classy- looking. She looked like a moddl. Her
arms were folded. As | approached her | noticed her eyes. They were an emerad green, there was
depth, a knowledge there. | should know somebody like that. Such eyes, such class. | stopped my
cart in front of her counter.

"Helo, Miss Meadows" | smiled. "Where the hdl have you been?' she asked. "It just took this
long."

"Do you redize | have cusomers waiting? Do you redize that I'm attempting to run an efficient
department here?"

The salesclerks got ten cents an hour more than we did, plus commissions. | was to discover that
they never spoke to usin afriendly way. Mae or femde, the clerks were the same. They took any
familiarity as an affront.

"|'ve got agood mind to phone Mr. Ferris.”

"I'll do better next time. Miss Meadows." | placed the goods on her counter and then handed her
the form to sgn. She scraiched her sgnature furioudy on the paper, then instead of handing it back
to me she threw it into my green cart.

"Chrig, | don't know wherethey find people like you!" | pushed my cart over to the eevator, hit
the button and waited. The doors opened and | rolled onin.

"How'd it go?' the dbino asked me. "I fed thirty pounds heavier," | told him. He grinned, the
doors closed and we descended.

Over dinner that night my mother said, "Henry, I'm so proud of you that you have ajob!"

| didn't answer. My father said, "Well, aren't you glad to have ajob?' "Yeah."

"Yeah? Is that dl you can say? Do you redize how many men are unemployed in this nation
now?"'

"Plenty, | guess "Then you should be grateful .

"Look, can't we just eat our food?' "You should be grateful for your food, too. Do you know
how much this medl cost?"

| shoved my plate away. "Shit! | can't eet thistuff!” | got up and walked to my bedroom.

"I've got a good mind to come back there and teach you what iswhat!" | stopped. "I'll be waiting,
old man."
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Then | walked away. | went in and waited. But | knew he wasn't coming. | set the darm to get
ready for Mears-Starbuck. It was only 7:30 p.m. but | undressed and went to bed. | switched off
the light and was in the dark. There was nothing else to do, nowhere to go. My parents would soon
be in bed with the lights out.

My father liked the dogan, "Early to bed and early to rise, makes a man hedthy, wedthy and
wise."

But it hadn't done any of that for him. | decided that | might try to reverse the process.

| couldn't deep. Maybe if | masturbated to Miss Meadows? Too cheap. | walowed there in the
dark, waiting for something,
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The firgt three or four days a Mears-Starbuck were identical. In fact, smilarity was a very
dependable thing a Mears-Starbuck. The caste system was an accepted fact. There wasn't asingle
salesclerk who spoke to a stock- clerk outside of a perfunctory word or two. And it affected me. |
thought about it as | pushed my cart about. Was it possible that the sdesclerks were more intdlligent
than the stockclerks? They certainly dressed better. It bothered me that they assumed that their
gation meant so much. Perhaps if | had been a sdesclerk | would have felt the same way. | didn't
much care for the other stockclerks. Or the salesclerks.

Now, | thought, pushing my cart dong, | have this job. Is this to be it? No wonder men robbed
banks. There were too many demeaning jobs. Why the hell wasn't | a superior court judge or a
concert pianist? Because it took training and training cost money. But | didn't want to be anything
anyhow. And | was certainly succeeding.

| pushed my cart to the elevator and hit the button. Women wanted men who made money,
women wanted men of mark. | low many classy women were living with skid row bums? Well, |
didn't want awoman anyhow. Not to live with. How could men live with women? What did it mean?
What | wanted was a cave in Colorado with three-years worth of foodstuffs and drink. I'd wipe my
ass with sand. Anything, anything to stop drowning in this dull, trivia and cowardly existence.

The elevator came up. The abino was ill at the contrals. "Hey, | hear you and Mewks made the
barslast night!" "He bought me afew beers. I'm broke."

"You guys get lad?' "I didnt."

"Why don't you guys take me along next time? I'll show you how to get some snatch.”

"What do you know?" "I've been around. Just last week | had a Chinese girl. And you know, it's
just like they say."

"What's that?' We hit the basement and the doors opened. "Their snatch doesn't run up and
down, it runsfrom side to sde.”

Ferris was waiting for me.

"Where the hell you been?’

"Home gardening.”

"What did you do, fertilize the fuchsgas?' "Yeeah, | drop oneturd in each pot.” "Listen, Chinaski . .

"y e

"The punchlines around here belong to me. Got it?' "Got it."

"Well, get this. I've got an order here for Men's Wear." He handed me the order dip.

"Locate these items, ddiver them, obtain a signature and return.” Men's Wear was run by Mr.
Justin Phillips, Jr. He was well- bred, he was polite, around twenty-two. He stood very straight, had
dark hair, dark eyes, breeding lips. There was an unfortunate absence of cheekbones but it was
hardly noticeable. He was pae and wore dark clothing with beautifully starched shirts. The sdesgirls
loved him. He was senditive, intelligent, clever. He was dso just a bit nasty as if some forebear had
passed down that right to him. He had only broken with tradition once to spesk to me. "It's a shame,
it it, those rather ugly scars on your face?' As | rolled my cart up to Men's Wear, Justin Phillips
was standing very sraight, heed tilted a bit, staring, as he did most of the time, looking off and up as
if he was seeing things we were not. He saw things out there. Maybe | just didn't recognize breeding
when | saw it. He certainly appeared to be above his surroundings. It was a good trick if you could
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do it and get paid at the same time. Maybe that's what management and the salesgirls liked. Here
was aman truly too good for what he was doing, but he was doing it anyhow.

| rolled up. "Here's your order, Mr. Phillips." He appeared not to notice me, which hurt in a
sense, and was a good thing in another. | stacked the goods on the counter as he stared off into
pace, just above the elevator door.

Then | heard golden laughter and | looked. It was a gang of guys who had graduated with me
from Chesey High. They were trying on swesaters, hiking shorts, various items. | knew them by sight
only, as we had never spoken during our four years of high school. The leader was Jmmy New hal.
He had been the hafback on our football team, undefested for three years. His hair was a beautiful
ydlow, the sun dways seemed to be highlighting parts of it, the sun or the lights in the schoolroom.
He had a thick, powerful neck and above it sat the face of a perfect boy sculpted by some master
sculptor. Everything was exactly as it should be: nose, forehead, chin, the works. And the body
likewise, perfectly formed. The others with Newhall were not exactly as perfect as he was, but they
were close. They stood around and tried on swesters and laughed, waiting to go to U.S.C. or
Stanford.

Judtin Phillips signed my receipt. | was on my way back to the elevator when | heard avoice:

"HEY, Ski! Ski, YOU LOOK GREAT IN YOUR LITTLE OUTHIT!" | stopped, turned, gave
them a casua wave of the left hand. "Look a him! Toughest guy in town since Tommy Dorsey!"
"Makes Gable look like atoilet plunger.”

| left my wagon and walked back. | didnt know what | was going to do. | stood there and
looked at them. | didn't like them, never had. They might ook glorious to others but not to me. There
was something about their bodies that was like a woman's body. They were soft, they had never
faced any fire. They were beautiful nothings. They made me sick. | hated them. They were part of
the nightmare that dways haunted me in one form or another.

Jmmy Newhd amiled a me. "Hey, stockboy, how come you never tried out for the team?”

"It wasn't what | wanted.” "No guts, en?"

"Y ou know where the parking lot on the roof is?" "Sure."

"Seeyou there . . ." They strolled out toward the parking lot as | took my smock off and threw it
into the cart. Justin Phillips, J. smiled at me, "My dear boy, you are going to get your ass whipped.”

Jmmy Newhal was waiting, surrounded by his buddies. "Hey, look, the stockboy!"

"You think he'swesaring ladies underwear?' Newhal was standing in the sun. He had his shirt off
and his undershirt too. He had his gut sucked in and his chest pushed out. He looked good. Whét the
hdl hed | gotten into? | felt my underlip trembling. Up there on the roof, | felt fear. | looked at
Newhadl, the golden sun highlighting his golden hair. | had watched him many times on the footbdl
field. | had seen him bregk off many 50 and 60 yard runswhile | rooted for the other team,

Now we stood looking at each other. | left my shirt on. We kept standing. | kept standing.

Newhall findly said, "O.K., I'm going to take you now." He started to move forward. Just then a
little old lady dressed in black came by with many packages. She had on atiny green felt hat.

"Hello, boyd" she sad. "Hello, maam.”

"Lovelyday . .."

The little old lady opened her car door and loaded in the packages. Then she turned to Jmmy
Newhdll.

"Oh, what afine body you have, my boy! I'll bet you could be Tarzan of the Apes!”

"No, maam,” | said. "Pardon me, but he'sthe ape and those with him are his tribe.”

"Oh," shesaid. Shegot into her car, Sarted it and we waited as she backed out and drove off.
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"O.K., Chinaski," said Newhdl, "dl through school you were famous for your sneer and your big
god-damned mouth. And now I'm going to put the cure on you!"

Newhall bounded forward. He was ready. | wasn't quite ready. All | saw was a backdrop of blue
sky and aflash of body and fists. He was quicker than an ape, and bigger. | couldn't seem to throw a
punch, | only fdt his fists and they were rock hard. Squinting through punched eyes | could see his
fists, swinging, landing, my god, he had power, it seemed endless and there was no place to go. |
began to think, maybe you are a sissy, maybe you should be, maybe you should quit.

But as he continued to punch, my fear vanished. | fdt only astonishment a his strength and
energy. Where did he get it? A swine like him? He was loaded. | couldn't see anymore -- my eyes
were blinded by flashes of yelow and green light, purple light -- then aterrific shot of RED . . . | fdlt
mysdf going down. Isthisthe way it happens?

| fell to one knee. | heard an airplane passing overhead. | wished | was on it. | felt something run
over my mouth and chin . . . it was warm blood running from my nose.

"Let him go, Jmmy, he'sfinished . . ." | looked a& Newhall. ™Y our mother sucks cock,” | told him.
"I'L KILL YOuU!"

Newhdl rushed me before | could quite get up. He had me by the throat and we rolled over and
over, under a Dodge. | heard his head hit something. | didn't know what it hit but | heard the sound.
It happened quite quickly and the others were not as aware of it as| was.

| got up and then Newhall got up. "I'm going to kill you," he said. Newhal windmilled in. Thistime
it wasn't nearly so bad. He punched with the same fury, but something was missing. He was weeker.
When he hit me | didn't see flashes of color, | could see the sky, the parked cars, the faces of his
friends, and him. | had aways been a dow darter. Newhdl was ill trying but he was definitely
weeker. And | had my small hands, | was blessed with smd| hands, lousy weapons.

What aweary time those years were -- to have the desire and the need to live but not the ability.

| dug ahard right to his belly and | heard him gasp s0 | grabbed him behind the neck with my left
and dug ancther right to his belly. Then | pushed him off and cracked him with a one-two, right into
that sculpted face. | saw his eyes and it was great. | was bringing something to him that he had never
felt before. He was terrified. Terrified because he didn't know how to handle defest. | decided to
finish him dowly.

Then someone dugged me on the back of the head. It was a good hard shot. | turned and
looked. It was his red-headed friend, Cal Evans. | ydled, pointing a him. "Stay the fuck away from
me! I'll take dl of you one a atime! Assoon as I'm done with this guy, you're next!"

It didn't take much to finish Immy. | even tried some fancy footwork. | jabbed a bit, played
around and then | moved in and started punching. He took it pretty good and for awhile | thought |
couldn't finish it but dl of a sudden he gave me this strange look which said, hey, ook, maybe we
ought to be buddies and go have a couple of beers together. Then he dropped.

His friends moved in and picked him up, they held him up, talked to him, "Hey, Jm, you O.K.?"

"What'd the son-of-a-bitch do to you, Jm? WEell clean his drawers, Jm. Just give us the word."

"Take me home," Jm sad. | watched them go down the stairway, dl of them trying to hold him
up, one guy carrying his shirt and undershirt . . .

| went downgairs to get my cart. Justin Phillips was waiting. "I didn't think you'd be back," he
amiled disdainfully. "Dont fraternize with the unskilled help,” | told him. | pushed off. My face, my
clothes -- 1 was pretty badly messed up. | walked to the eevator and hit the button. The abino
camein duetime. The doors opened.

"Theword'sout," he said. "I hear you're the new heavyweight champion of the world."
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News travels fast in places where nothing much ever happens.

Ferns of the diced ear was waiting. "You just dont go around beeting the shit out of our
customers.” "It was only one."

"We have no way of knowing when you might Sart in on the others.” "This guy baited me."

"We don't give a damn about that. That's what happens. All we know is that you were out of
line

"How about my check?' "It'll be mailed.”

"OK., seyou. . ."

"Wait, I'll need your locker key." | got out my key chain which only had one other key on it,
pulled off the locker key and handed it to Ferris.

Then | walked to the employees door, pulled it open. It was a heavy sted door which worked
awkwardly. As it opened, letting in the daylight, | turned and gave Ferris a smdl wave. He didn't
respond. He just looked straight at me. Then the door closed on him. | liked him, somehow.
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"So you couldn't hold a job for aweek?' We were eating mestbals and spaghetti. My problems
were aways discussed a dinner time. Dinner time was dmost dways an unhappy time. | didn't
answer my father's question.

"What happened? Why did they can your ass?' | didn't answer.

"Henry, answer your father when he spesks to you!" my mother said. "He couldn't back it, that's
al”

"Look at hisface" said my mother, "it'sal bruised and cut. Did your boss begt you up, Henry?'

"No, Mother . . ." "Why don't you eat, Henry? Y ou never seem to be hungry." "He can't eat,”
said my father, "he can't work, he can't do anything, he's not worth a fuck!"

"Y ou shouldn't talk that way at the dinner table, Daddy,” my mother told him.

"Well, itstrug" My father had an immense bl of spaghetti rolled on hisfork. He jammed it into
his mouth and tarted chewing and while chewing he speared alarge meatbdl and plunged it into his
mouth, then worked in a piece of French bread.

| remembered what Ivan had said in The Brothers Karamazov, "Who doesn't want to kill the
father?'

As my father chewed at the mass of food, one long string of spaghetti dangled from a corner of
his mouth. He finaly noticed it and sucked it in noisily. Then he reached, put two large teaspoons of
white sugar into his coffee, lifted the cup and took a giant mouthful, which he immediately spit out
across his plate and onto the tablecloth.

"That shit'stoo Aot!" "Y ou should be more careful, Daddy," said my mother.

| combed the job market, asthey used to say, but it was a dreary and usdless routine. You had to
know somebody to get ajob even as alowly bus boy. Thus everybody was a dishwasher, the whole
town was full of unemployed dishwashers. | st with them in Pershing Square in the afternoons. The
evangdigs were there too. Some had drums, some had guitars, and the bushes and restrooms
crawled with homosexuals.

"Some of them have money," a young bum told me. "This guy took me to his apartment for two
weeks. | had dl | could eat and drink and he bought me 'some clothes but he sucked me dry, |
couldn't stand up after awhile. One night when he was adeep | crawled out of there. It was horrible.
He kissed me once and | knocked him across the room. 'Y ou ever do that again,' | told him, ‘and I'll
kill you!™

Clifton's Cefeteria was nice. If you didn't have much money, they let you pay what you could.
And if you didn't have any money, you didn't have to pay. Some of the bums went in there and ae
well. It was owned by some very nice rich old man, a very unusud person. | could never make
mysdlf go in there and load up. I'd go in for a coffee and an gpple pie and give them a nickd.
Sometimes I'd get a couple of weenies. It was quiet and cool in there and clean. There was a large
waterfal and you could St next to it and imagine that everything was quite al right. Philippe's was
nice too. Y ou could get a cup of coffee for three cents with dl the refills you wanted. Y ou could St in
there dl day drinking coffee and they never asked you to leave no matter how bad you looked. They
just asked the bums not to bring in their wine and drink it there. Places like that gave you hope when
there wasn't much hope.

Themenin Pershing Square argued al day about whether there was a God or not. Most of them
didn't argue very well but now and then you got a Religionist and an Atheist who were well-versed
and it was agood show.
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When | had afew coins I'd go to the underground bar beneath the big movie house. | was 18 but
they served me. | looked like | could be dmost any age. Sometimes | looked 25, sometimes | felt
like 30. The bar was run by Chinese who never spoke to anyone. All | needed was the first beer and
then the homosexuas would start buying. I'd switch to whiskey sours. I'd bleed them for whiskey
sours and when they started closing in on me. 1'd get nasty, push off and leave. After a while they
caught on and the place wasn't any good anymore.

The library was the most depressing place | went. | had run out of books to read. After awhile |
would just grab athick book and look for a young girl somewhere. There were ways one or two
about. 1'd sit three or four chairs away, pretending to read the book, trying to look intelligent, hoping
some girl would pick me up. | knew that | was ugly but | thought if | looked intelligent enough | might
have some chance. It never worked. The girls just made notes on their pads and then they got up
and left as | watched their bodies moving rhythmically and magicaly under their clean dresses. What
would Maxim Gorky have done under such circumstances?

At home it was dways the same. The question was never asked until after the first few bites of
dinner were partaken. Then my father would ask, "Did you find a job today?"

"No." "Did you try anywhere?'

"Many places. I've gone back to some of the same places for the second or third time."

"| don't believe it." But it was true. It was aso true that some companies put ads in the papers
every day when there were no jobs avalable. It gave the employment depatment in those
companies something to do. It dso wasted the time and screwed up the hopes of many desperate
people.

"Youll find ajob tomorrow, Henry," my mother would dwayssay . . .
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| looked for ajob al summer and couldn't find one. Jmmy Hatcher caught on at an aircraft plant.
Hitler was acting up in Europe and creeting jobs for the unemployed. | had been with Immy that day
when we had turned in our applications. We filled them out in Smilar fashion, the only difference
being where it said Place of Birth, | put down Germany and he put down Reading, Pa.

"Jmmy got a job. He came from the same school and he's your age" said my mother. "Why
couldn't you get ajob at the aircraft plant?”

"They can tell aman who doesn't have a taste for work,” said my father. "All he wantsto do isto
St in the bedroom on his dead ass and ligten to his symphony musict”

"WEell, the boy likes music, that's something.” "But he doesn't do anything with it! He doesn't meke
it USEFUL!" "What should he do?'

"He should go to a radio dation and tel them he likes that kind of music and get a job
broadcasting.”

"Chrigt, it's not done like that, it's not that easy.” "What do you know? Have you tried it?"

"I tell you, it can't be done." My father put a large piece of pork chop into his mouth. A greasy
portion hung out from between hislips as he chewed. It was as if he had three lips. Then he sucked it
in and looked a my mother. "Y ou see, mama, the boy doesn't want to work."

My mother looked at me. "Henry, why don't you egt your food?"

It was findly decided that | would enroll a L.A. City College. There was no tuition fee and
second-hand books could be purchased at the Go-op Book Store. My father was smply ashamed
that | was unemployed and by going to school | would a least earn some respectability. Eli
LaCrosse (Bady) had dready been there aterm. He counsaled me.

"What's the easest fucking thing to teke?' | asked him. "Journalism. Those journadism mgors
don't do anything." "O.K., I'll beajourndigt.”

| looked through the school booklet. "What's this Orientation Day they speek of here?' "Oh, you
just skip thet, that's bullshit.”

"Thanks for telling me, buddy. Well go instead to that bar across from campus and have a couple
of beers."

"Damnright!" "Y egh."

The day after Orientation Day was the day you signed up for classes. People were running about
franticaly with papers and booklets. | had come over on the streetcar. | took the "W" to Vermont
and then took the "V" north to Monroe. | didn't know where everybody was going, or what | should
do. | felt sck.

"Pardon me . . ." | asked a girl. She turned her head and kept walking briskly. A guy came
running by and | grabbed him by the back of his belt and stopped him. "Hey, whét the hell are you
doing?' he asked. "Shut up. | want to know what's going on! | want to know what to do!" "They
explained everything to you in Orientation.” "Oh . . ."

| let him go and he ran off. | didnt know what to do. | had imagined that you just went
somewhere and told them you wanted to take Journdism, Beginning Journalism, and they'd give you
a card with a schedule of your classes. It was nothing like that. These people knew what to do and
they wouldn't talk. | fdt asif | wasin grammar school again, being mutilated by the crowd who knew
more than | did. | sat down on a bench and watched them running back and forth. Maybe I'd fake it.
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I'd just tell my parents | was going to L.A. City College and I'd come every day and lay on the lawn.
Then | saw thisguy running dong. It was Baldy. | got him from behind by the collar.

"Hey, hey. Hank! What's hgppening?' "l ought to cream you right now, you little assholel”
"What's wrong? What's wrong?"'

"How do | get afucking class? What do | do?" "I thought you knew!"

"How? How would | know? Was | born with this knowledge insde of me, fully indexed, ready to
consult when needed?"

| walked him over to a bench, gill holding him by his shirt collar. "Now, lay it out, nice and dear,
everything that needs to be done and how to do it. Do agood job and | might not cream you at this
moment!”

So Bady explained it dl. | had my own Orientation Day right there. | ill held him by the collar.
"I'm going to let you go now. But some day I'm going to even this thing out. Y ou're going to pay for
fucking me over. Y ou won't know when, but it's going to happen.”

| let him go. He went running off with the rest of them. There was no need for me to worry or
hurry. | was going to get the worgt classes, the worst teachers and the worst hours. | strolled about
leisurely sgning up for classes. | appeared to be the only unconcerned student on campus. | began to
fed superior.

Until my first 7 am. English class. It was 7:30 am. and | was hungover as | stood there outside
the door, ligening. My parents had paid for my books and | had sold them for drinking money. | had
did out of the bedroom window the night before and had closed the neighborhood bar. | had a
throbbing beer hangover. | 4ill felt drunk. 1 opened the door and waked in. | stood there. Mr.
Hamilton, the English ingtructor, was standing before the class, snging, A record player was on,
loud, and the class was singing aong with Mr. Hamilton. It was Gilbert and Sullivan.

Now I am the ruler of the Queen's Navy . . .

1 copied all the letters in a big round hand . . .

Now I am the ruler of the Queen's Navy . . .

Stick close to your desks and never go to sea . . .

And you all may be rulers of the Queen's Navy . . .

| walked to the rear of the class and found an empty seat. Hamilton walked over and shut off the
record player. He was dressed in a black-and- white pepper suit with a shirt-front of bright orange.
He looked like Nelson Eddy. Then he faced the class, glanced at his wrist watch and addressed me:
"You must be Mr. Chinaski?'

| nodded. "Y ou are thirty minutes late."

"y es"

"Would you be thirty minutes late to awedding or afunerd?' "No."

"Why not, pray tdl?" "Wél, if the funerd was mine I'd have to be on time. If the wedding was
mineit would be my funerd.” | was dways quick with the mouth. | would never learn.

"My dear gr," said Mr. Hamilton, "we have been ligtening to Gilbert and Sullivan in order to learn
proper enunciation. Please stand up.” | stood up.

"Now, please sing, Stick close to your desks and never go to sea and you'll always be the
ruler of the Queens Navy."

| stood there. "Wdll, go ahead, please!”

| went through it and sat down.

"Mr. Chinaski, | could barely hear you. Couldn't you sSing with just a bit more verve?'

| stood up again. | sucked in a giant sea of air and let go. "IF YA WANNA BE DA RULLER
OF DEY QUEEN'SNABY STICK CLOSE TA YUR DESKS AN NEVA GO TA SEA!"
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| had gotten it backwards. "Mr. Chinaski," said Mr. Hamilton, "please sit down." | sat down. It
was Bady'sfault.
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Everybody had gym period a the same time. Baldy's locker was about four or five down from
mine in the same row. | went to my locker early. Baldy and | had a smilar problem. We hated wool
pants because the wool itched our legs but our parents just loved for us to wear wool. | had solved
the problem, for Bady and mysdlf, by letting him in on a secret. All you had to do was to wear your
pajamas undernesth the wool pants.

| opened my locker and undressed. | got my pants and pgjamas off and then | took the pgjamas
and hid them on top of the locker. | got into my gym suit. The other guys were starting to walk in.

Bady and | had some great pgama stories but Baldy's was the best. He had been out with his
girlfriend one night, they had gone to some dance. In between dances his girlfriend had said, "What's
that?' "What's what?'

"Therés something sticking out of your pant cuff.”" "What?"

"My goodness! Y ou're wearing your pajamas undernegth your pants!™

"Oh?Oh, thet . . . | must haveforgotten . . ." "I'm leaving right now!"

She never dated him again.

All the guys were changing into their gym clothes. Then Baldy walked in and opened his locker.

"How yadoing, pa?' | asked him. "Oh, hdllo. Hank . . ."

"I've got a7 am. English class. It redly garts the day outright. Only they ought to call it Music
Appreciation [." "Oh yesh. Hamilton. I've heard of him. Hee hee hee.. . ." | walked over to him.

Bady had unbuckled his pants. | reached over and yanked his pants down. Undernegth were
green driped pgameas. He tried to yank his pants back up but | was too strong for him.

"HEY, FELLOWS, LOOK! JESUS CHRIST, HERES A GUY WHO WEARS HIS
PAJAMAS TO SCHOOL!"

Bady was struggling. His face was florid. A couple of guys waked over and looked. Then | did
the worst. | yanked his pajamas down.

"AND LOOK HERE! THE POOR FUCKER IS NOT ONLY BALD BUT HE DOESN'T
HARDLY HAVE A COCK! WHAT IS THIS POOR EUCKER GOING TO DO WHEN HE
CONFRONTS A WOMAN?'

Some big guy standing nearby said, "Chinaski, you're redly a piece of shit!"

"Yeah," said acouple of other guys. "Yeah . ..yeah..." | heard other voices.

Bddy pulled his pants up. He was actudly crying. He looked at the guys. "Well, Chinaski wears
pajamas too! He was the guy who started me doing it! Look in hislocker, just look in his locker!"

Bady ran down to my locker and ripped the door open. He pulled dl my clothing out. The
pajamas weren't in there.

"He's hidden them! He's hidden them somewhere!™ | left my clothes on the floor and walked out
on the fidd for roll cdl. | sood in the second row. | did a couple of deegp knee bends. | noticed
another big guy behind me. I'd heard his name around, Sholom Stodol sky.

"Chinaski," he said, "you're a piece of shit." "Don't mess with me, man, I've got an edgy nature.”
"Wdl, I'm messing with you."

"Don't push me too far, fa boy." "You know the place between the Biology Building and the
tennis courts?"

"I've seenit." "I'll meet you there after gym.”

"OK.," | sad.
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| didn't show up. After gym | cut the rest of my classes and took the streetcars down to Pershing
Square. | st on a bench and waited for some action. It seemed a long time coming. Findly a
Rdigionig and an Atheist got into it. They weren't much good. | was an Agnogtic. Agnogtics didn't
have much to argue about. | Ieft the park and walked down to 7th and Broadway. That was the
center of town. There didn't seem to be much doing there, just people waiting for the sgnds to
change s0 they could cross the dtreet. Then | noticed my legs were sarting to itch. | had left my
pajamas on top of the locker. What a fucking lousy day it had been from beginning to end. | hopped
a"W" dreetcar and sat in the back asit rolled dong carrying me back toward home.
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| only met one student at City College that | liked, Robert Becker. He wanted to be awriter. "I'm
going to learn everything there isto learn about writing. It will be like taking a car gpart and putting it
back together again.”

"Sounds likework," | said. "I'm going to do it."

Becker was an inch or so shorter than | was but he was stocky, he was powerfully built, with big
shoulders and ams.

"l had a childhood disease," he told me. "I had to lay in bed one time for a year squeezing two
tennis bdls, onein each hand. Just from doing that, | got to be like this."

He had ajob as amessenger boy at night and was putting himsdlf through college.

"How'd you get your job?" "I knew a guy who knew aguy."

"I'll bet | can kick your ass."

"Maybe, maybe not. I'm only interested in writing." We were gtting in an acove overlooking the
lawn. Two guys were staring a me.

Then one of them spoke. "Hey," he asked me, "do you mind if | ask you something?"

"Go ahead." "Wéll, you used to be a sissy in grammar school, | remember you. And now you're a
tough guy. What happened?'

"l don't know." "Are you acynic?'

"Probably."

"Are you happy being acynic?'

"y es"

"Then you're not a cynic because cynics aren't hagppy!" The two guys did a little vaudeville
handshake act and ran off, laughing.

"They made you look bad," said Becker. "No, they were trying too hard.”

"Are you acynic?'

"I'm unhappy. If | was acynic it would probably make mefed better.”

We hopped down from the alcove. Classes were over. Becker wanted to put his books in his
locker. We walked there and he dumped them in. He handed me five or Six sheets of paper. "Here
read this. It's a short story."

We walked down to my locker. | opened it and handed him a paper bag.

"Takeahit..." It was a bottle of port. Becker took a hit, then | took one. "Y ou aways keep one
of these in your locker?' he asked. | try to."

"Ligten, tonight's my night off. Why don't you come meet some of my friends?"

"People don't do me much good.” "These are different people.”

"Yeah? Where a? Y our place?’

"No. Here, I'll write down the address . . ." He began writing on a piece of paper.

"Ligten, Becker, what do these people do?' "Drink," said Becker. | put the dip into my pocket . .
. That night after dinner | read Becker's short story. It was good and | was jedous. It was about
riding his bike a night and then ddivering atelegram to a beautiful woman. The writing was objective
and clear, there was a gentle decency about it. Becker claimed Thomas Wolfe as an influence but he
didnt wall and ham it up like Wolfe did. The emotion was there but it wasn't spelled out in neon.
Becker could write, he could write better than | could.

My parents had gotten me a typewriter and | had tried some short stories but they had come out
very bitter and ragged. Not that that was so bad but the stories seemed to beg, they didn't have their
own vitdity. My stories were darker than Becker's, stranger, but they didn't work. Well, one or two
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of them had worked -- for me -- but it was more or less as if they had fallen into place instead of
being guided there. Becker was clearly better. Maybe I'd try painting,

| waited until my parents were adeep. My father aways snored loudly. When | heard him |
opened the bedroom screen and did out over the berry bush. That put me into the neighbor's
driveway and | walked dowly in the dark. Then | walked up Longwood to 21st Street, took a right,
then went up the hill dong Westview to where the "W" car ended its route. | dropped my token in
and walked to the rear of the car, sat down and lit a cigarette. If Becker's friends were anywhere as
good as Becker's short story it was going to be one hell of anight.

Becker was dready there by the time | found the Beacon Street address. His friends were in the
breakfast nook. | was introduced. There was Harry, there was Lana, there was Gobbles, there was
Stinky, there was Marshbird, there was Ellis, there was Dogface and finaly there was The Ripper.
They dl sat around a large breakfast table. Harry had a legitimate job somewhere, he and Becker
were the only ones employed. Lana was Harry's wife, Gobbles their baby was stting in a highchair.
Lana was the only woman there. When we were introduced she had looked right a me and amiled.
They were al young, thin, and puffed at rolled cigarettes. '‘Becker told us about you,” said Harry.
"He saysyou're awriter." "I've got atypewriter.”

"You gonnawrite about us?' asked Stinky. "I'd rather drink."

"Fine. We're going to have a drinking contest. Got any money?' Stinky asked.

"Two ddllars. . ." "OK., the ante istwo dollars. Everybody up!" Harry said. That made eighteen
dollars. The money looked good laying there. A bottle appeared and then shot glasses.

"Becker told us you think you're a tough guy. Are you atough guy?' "Yeah."

"Well, were gonna see . . ." The kitchen light was very bright. It was straight whiskey. A dark
ydlow whiskey. Harry poured the drinks. Such beauty. My mouth, my throat, couldn't wait. The
radio was on. Oh, Johnny, oh Johnny, how you can love! Somebody sang.

"Down the hatch!" said Harry. There was no way | could lose. | could drink for days. | had never
had enough to drink.

Gobbles had atiny shot glass of his own. As we raised ours and drank them, he raised his and
drank. Everybody thought it was funny. | didn't think it was so funny for a baby to drink but | didn't
say anything. Harry poured another round.

"Y ou read my short sory, Hank?' Becker asked. "Y eah."

"How'd you like it?" "It was good. You're ready now. All you need is some luck." "Down the
hatch!" said Harry.

The second round was no problem, we dl got it down, including Lana. Harry looked a me. ™Y ou
like to duke it, Hank?" "No."

"Wll, in case you do, we got Dogface here” Dogface was twice my Size. It was so wearisome
being in the world. Every time you looked around there was some guy ready to take you on without
even inhding. | looked & Dogface.

"Hi, buddy!" "Buddy, my ass" he said. "Just get your next drink down." Harry poured them al
around. He skipped Gobbles in the highchair, though, which | appreciated. All right, we raised them,
we dl got that round down. Then Lana dropped ot.

"Somebody's got to clean up this mess and get Harry ready for work in the morning,” she said.

The next round was poured. Just as it was the door banged open and a large good-looking kid of
around 22 came running into the room. "Shit, Harry" he said, "hide me! I just held up a fucking
gas station!"

"My car'sinthe garage," Harry said. "Get down on the floor in the back seat and stay there!™
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We drank up. The next round was poured. A new bottle appeared. The eighteen dollars was ill
in the center of the table. We were dill al hanging in there except Lana It was going to take plenty
of whiskey to do usin.

"Hey," | asked Harry, "aren't we going to run out of drinks?' "Show him, Lana, , ."

Lana pulled open some upper cupboard doors. | could see bottles and bottles of whiskey lined
up, dl the same brand. It looked like the loot from a truck hi jack and it probably was. And these
were the gang members. Harry, Lana, Stinky, Marshbird, Ellis, Dogface and The Ripper, maybe
Becker, and most likely the young guy now on the floor in the back seet of Harry's car. | fdt
honored to be drinking with such an active part of the population of Los Angeles. Becker not only
knew how to write, Becker knew his people. | would dedicate my first novel to Robert Becker. And
it would be a better nove than Of Time and the River.

Harry kept pouring the rounds and we kept drinking them down. The kitchen was blue with
cigarette smoke.

Marshbird dropped out first. He had a very large nose, he just shook his head, no more, no
more, and dl you could see was this long nose waving "no" in the blue smoke.

Ellis was the next to drop out. He had alot of hair on his chest but evidently not much on hisbals.

Dogface was next. He just jumped up and ran to the crapper and puked. Listening to him Harry
got the same idea and legped up and puked in the sink.

That left me, Becker, Stinky and The Ripper. Becker quit next. He just folded his arms on the
table, put his head down in his arms and that was it.

"The night'sso young,” | said. "l usudly drink until the sun comes up.”

"Yeah," said The Ripper, "you shit in a basket too!" "Y eah, and it's shaped like your head.”

The Ripper stood up. "Y ou son-of-a-bitch, I'll bust your assl" He swung a me from across the
table, missed and knocked over the bottle. Lana got arag and mopped it up. Harry opened a bottle.

"Sit down, Rip, or you forfeit your bet," Harry said. Harry poured a new round. We drank them
down. The Ripper stood up, walked to the rear door, opened it and looked out into the night.

"Hey, Rip, what the hell you doing?" Stinky asked. "I'm checking to see if therés a full moon.”
"Wdll, isthere?’

There was no answer. We heard him fal through the door, down the steps and into the bushes.
We left him there. That left me and Stinky.

"I've never seen anybody take Stinky yet," said Harry. Lana had just put Gobbles to bed. She
walked back into the kitchen. "Jesus, there are dead bodies dl over the place.”

"Pour 'em, Harry," | said. Harry filled Stinky's glass, then mine. | knew there was no way | could
get that drink down. | did the only thing | could do. | pretended it was easy. | grabbed the shot glass
and belted it down. Stinky just stared at me. "I'll be right back. | gotta go to the crapper.”

We sat and waited. "Stinky'sanice guy,” | said. "You shouldn't call him Stinky. How'd he get that
name?'

"l dunno,” said Harry, "somebody just laid it on him." "That guy in the back of your car. He ever
going to come out?' "Not till morning.”

We sat and waited. "I think," said Harry, "we better take a look." We opened the bathroom
door. Stinky didn't appear to be in there. Then we saw him. He had fallen into the bathtub. His feet
stuck up over the edge. His eyes were closed, he was down in there, and out. We walked back to
the table. "The money'syours,” said Harry.

"How about letting me pay for some of those bottles of whiskey?"

"Forget it."

"You mean it?'
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"Yes, of course."

| picked up the money and put it in my right front pocket. Then | looked at Stinky's drink.

"No use wadting this," | said. "Y ou mean you're going to drink that?" asked Lana. "Why not? One
for theroad . . ."

| gulped it down. "O.K., see you guys, it's been great!" "Goodnight, Hank . . ."

| walked out the back door, stepping over The Ripper's body. | found a back aley and took a
left. | walked along and | saw agreen Chevy sedan. | staggered a bit as | approached it. | grabbed
the rear door handle to steady mysdlf. The god-damned door was unlocked and it swung open,
knocking me sideways. | fdl hard, skinning my left ebow on the pavement. There was a full moon.
The whiskey had hit me dl a once. | fdt asif | couldn't get up. | had to get up. | was supposed to be
atough guy. | rose, fell againg the half-open door, grabbed &t it, held it. Then | had the insde handle
and was steadying mysdlf. | got myself into the back seet and then | just sat there. | sat there for
some time. Then | garted to puke. It redly came. It came and it came, it covered the rear
floorboard. Then | sat for awhile. Then | managed to get out of the car. | didn't fed as dizzy. | took
out my handkerchief and wiped the vomit off my pant legs and off of my shoes as best | could. |
closed the car door and walked on down the dley. | had to find the "W" stregtcar. | would find it.

| did. I rodeit in. | made it down Westview Street, walked down 21t Street, turned south down
Longwood Avenue to 2122. | waked up the neighbor's driveway, found the berry bush, crawled
over it, through the open screen and into my bedroom. | undressed and went to bed. | must have
consumed over a quart of whiskey. My father was still snoring, just as he had been when | had |eft,
only a the moment it was louder and uglier. | dept anyhow.

As usud | approached Mr. Hamilton's English class thirty minutes late. It was 7:30 am. | stood
outside the door and listened. They were a Gilbert and Sullivan again. And it was il al aout going
to the sea and the Queen's Navy. Hamilton couldn't get enough of that. In high school I'd had an
English teacher and it had been Poe, Poe, Edgar Allan Poe.

| opened the door. Hamilton went over and lifted the needle from the record. Then he announced
to the class, "When Mr. Chinaski arrives we aways know that it is 7:30 am. Mr. Chinaski is always
on time. The only problem being that it isthe wrong time."

He paused, glancing at the facesin his class. He was very, very dignified. Then helooked at me.

"Mr. Chinaski, whether you arrive a 7:30 am. or whether you arrive & dl will not matter. | am
assgning you a'D' for English 1" "A 'D, Mr. Hamilton?" | asked, flashing my famous sneer. "Why
not an 'F?"'

"Because 'F, at times, equates with 'Fuck.' And | don't think you're worth a'Fuck.™

The class cheered and roared and stomped and stamped. | turned around, walked out, closed the
door behind me. | walked down the hdlway, till hearing them going &t it in there.
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The war was going very well in Europe, for Hitler. Most of the students weren't very voca on the
matter. But the ingtructors were, they were dmost dl left-wing and anti-German. There seemed to be
no right-wing faction among the ingructors except for Mr. Glasgow, in Economics, and he was very
discreet about it.

It was intdllectualy popular and proper to be for going to war with Germany, to stop the spread
of fasciam. As for me, | had no desire to go to war to protect the life | had or what future | might
have. | had no Freedom. | had nothing. With Hitler around, maybe I'd even get a piece of ass now
and then and more than a dollar a week dlowance. As far as | could rationdize, |1 had nothing to
protect. Also, having been born in Germany, there was a naturd loydty and | didn't like to see the
whole German nation, the people, depicted everywhere as mongters and idiots. In the movie theatres
they speeded up the newsreds to make Hitler and Mussolini look like frenetic madmen. Also, with
al the indructors being anti-German | found it personaly impossible to amply agree with them. Out
of sheer dienation and a naturd contrariness | decided to aign mysdf againg their point of view. |
had never read Mein Kampf and had no desire to do so. Hitler was just another dictator to me, only
indead of lecturing me at the dinner table heldd probably blow my brains out or my bdls off if | went
to war to stop him.

Sometimes as the indructors talked on and on about the evils of nazism (we were told aways to
sodl "nazi" with asmdl "n" even a the beginning of a sentence) and fasciam | would legp to my feet
and make something up: "The surviva of the human race depends upon selective accountability!™
Which meant, watch out who you go to bed with, but only | knew that. It redly pissed everybody
off. | don't know where | got my stuff:

"One of the fallures of Democracy is that the common vote guarantees a common leader who
then leads us to a common gpathetic predictability!”

| avoided any direct reference to Jews and Blacks, who had never given me any trouble. All my
troubles had come from white gentiles. Thus, | wasn't anazi by temperament or choice; the teachers
more or less forced it on me by being so much dike and thinking so much dike and with their anti-
German prejudice. | had adso read somewhere that if a man didn't truly believe or understand what
he was espousing, somehow he could do a more convincing job, which gave me a consderable
advantage over the teachers.

"Breed a plow horse to a race horse and you get an offspring that is neither swift nor strong. A
new Master Race will evolve from purposeful breeding!”

"There are no good wars or bad wars. The only thing bad about awar isto loseit. All wars have
been fought for a so-called good Cause on both sides. But only the victor's Cause becomes history's
Noble Cause. It's not a matter of who is right or who is wrong, it's a matter of who has the best
generads and the better army!”

| loved it. | could make up anything | liked. Of course, | was tdking mysdf further and further
away from any chance with the girls. But | had never been that close anyhow. | figured because of
my wild speeches | was alone on campus but it wasn't so. Some others had been listening. One day,
walking to my Current Affairs class, | heard somebody walking up behind me. | never liked anybody
walking behind me, not close. So | turned as | walked. It was the student body president, Boyd
Taylor. He was very popular with the students, the only man in the history of the college to have
been dected president twice.

"Hey, Chinaski, | want to talk to you." I'd never cared too much for Boyd, he was the typical
good- looking American youth with a guaranteed future, aways properly dressed, casud, smooth,
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every hair of his black mustache trimmed. What his apped was to the student body, | had no idea.
He walked aong beside me.

"Don't you think it looks bad for you, Boyd, to be seen waking with me?"

"Il worry about that." "All right. Whet isit?"

"Chinaski, thisis just between you and me, got it?" "Sure.”

"Ligten, | don't believe in what guys like you stand for or what you're trying to do.”

"So?' "But | want you to know that if you win here and in Europe I'm willing to join your side.”

| could only look at him and laugh. He stood there as | walked on. Never trust a man with a
perfectly- trimmed mustache . . .

Other people had been ligening as well. Coming out of Current Affairs| ran into Bady standing
there with a guy five feet tal and three feet wide. The guy's head was sunk down into his shoulders,
he had a very round head, small ears, cropped hair, pea eyes, tiny wet round mouth. A nut, |
thought, akiller.

"HEY, HANK!" Bady hollered. | waked over. "I thought we were finished, LaCrosse." "Oh no!
There are great things dill to do!" Shit! Baldy was one too!

Why did the Magter Race movement draw nothing but mental and physical cripples?

"l want you to meset Igor Stirnov." | reached out and we shook hands. He squeezed mine with dl
his grength. It redly hurt.

"Let go," | sad, "or I'll bust your fucking missing neck!" Igor let go. "I dont trust men with limp
handshakes. Why do you have alimp handshake?"

"I'm wesk today. They burned my toast for breskfast and &t lunch | spilled my chocolate milk."

Igor turned to Bady. "What's with this guy?' "Don't worry about him. He's got his own ways."
Igor looked & me again.

"My grandfather was a White Russian. During the Revolution the Reds killed him. | must get even
with those bastards!”

"l see" Then another student came walking toward us. "Hey, Fenster!" Bady hollered.

Fengster walked up. We shook hands. | gave him a limp one. | didnt like to shake hands.
Fengter's first name was Bob. There was to be a meeting a a house in Glendae, the Americans for
America Party. Fenster was the campus representative. He walked off. Bady leaned over and
whispered into my ear, "They're Nazid"

Igor had a car and a galon of rum. We met in front of Bady's house, Igor passed the bottle.
Good suff, it redlly burned the membranes of the throat, Igor drove his car like a tank, right through
stop signals. People blew their horns and dammed on their brakes and he waved a fake black pistol
at them.

"Hey, Igor," said Bady, "show Hank your pigtal.” Igor was driving. Baldy and | were in the back.
Igor passed me hispistal. | looked &t it.

"It'sgreat!" Bady sad. "He carved it out of wood and stained it with black shoe polish. Looks
redl, doesn't it?"

"Yeah," | sad. "He's even drilled aholein the barrel.” | handed the gun back to Igor. "Very nice"
| said. He handed back the jug of rum. | took a hit and handed the bottle to Baldy. He looked at me
and said, "Hel Hitler!"

We were the last to arrive. It was a large handsome house. We were met at the door by a fat
smiling boy who looked like he had spent a lifetime eeting chestnuts by the fire. His parents didn't
seem to be about. His name was Larry Kearny. We followed him through the big house and down a
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long dark stairway. All | could see was Kearny's shoulders and head. He was certainly a well-fed
fellow and looked to be far saner than Bady, Igor or mysdlf. Maybe there would be something to
learn here,

Then we were in the cdlar. We found some chairs. Fenster nodded to us. There were seven
others there whom | didn't know. There was a desk on a raised platform. Larry walked up and
stood behind the desk. Behind him on the wall was a large American flag. Larry siood very straight.
"We will now pledge dlegiance to the flag of the United States of Americal”

My god, | thought, I am in the wrong place! We stood and took the pledge, but | stopped after "I
pledge dlegiance. . ." | didnt say to what.

We sat down. Larry started talking from behind the desk. He explained that since this was the
first meeting, he would preside. After two or three meetings, after we got to know one another, a
president could be elected if we wished. But meanwhile. . .

"We face here, in America, two threats to our liberty. We face the communist scourge .and the
black takeover. Mogt often they work hand in hand. We true Americans will gather here in an
attempt to counter this scourge, this menace. It has gotten so that no decent white girl can walk the
Streets anymore without being accosted by ablack male!™ Igor lesped up. "WEell kill them!”

"The communists want to divide the wedth for which we have worked so long, which our fathers
labored for, and their fathers before them worked for. The communists want to give our money to
every black man, homo, bum, murderer and child molester who walks our stregtdl” "Well kill them!"

"They must be stopped.” "Well am!”

"Yes, well am! And well meet here and formulate a master plan to save Americal™

The fellows cheered. Two or three of them yelled, 'Hell Hitler!" Then the get-to-know-each-
other time arrived.

Larry passed out cold beers and we stood around in little groups talking, not much being said,
except we reached a general agreement that we needed target practice so that we would be expert
with our guns when the time came.

When we got back to Igor's house his parents didn't seem to be about, either, Igor got out a
frying pan, put in four cubes of butter, and began to melt them. He took the rum, put it in a large pot
and warmed it up. "This is what men drink," he said. Then he looked a Bddy. "Are you a man,
Bady?'

Bady was dready drunk. He stood very straight, hands down at hissdes. "YES, I'M A MAN!"
He started to weep. The tears came rolling down. "I'M A MAN!" He stood very straight and yelled,
"HEIL HITLER!" thetearsrolling. Igor looked a me. "Are you aman?’

"l don't know. Isthat rum ready?' "I'm not sure | trust you. I'm not so sure that you are one of us.
Are you a counter-gpy? Are you an enemy agent?"

"No." "Are you one of us?'

"l don't know. Only onething I'm sure of " "What's that?'

"l don' like you. Isthe rum ready?' "You see?"” said Bady. "I told you he was mean!" "Well see
who is the meanest before the night is ended,” said Igor. Igor poured the melted butter into the
boiling rum, then shut off the flame and stirred. | didn't like him but he certainly was different and |
liked that. Then he found three drinking cups, large, blue, with Russian writing on them. He poured
the buttered rum into the cups. "O.K." he said, "drink up!"

"Shit, itsabout time" | said and | let it dide down. It was alittle too hot and it stank.

| watched Igor drink his. | saw his little pea eyes over the rim of his cup. He managed to get it
down, driblets of golden buttered rum lesking out of the corners of his stupid mouth. He was looking
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at Bady. Bady was standing, staring down into his cup. | knew from the old days that Bady just
didn't have anaturd love of drinking.

Igor stared at Bady. "Drink up!" "Yes, Igor, yes. . ."

Bddy lifted the blue cup. He was having a difficult time. It was too hot for him and he didn't like
the taste. Half of it ran out of his mouth and over his chin and onto his shirt. His empty cup fell to the
kitchen floor.

Igor squared himsdlf in front of Bady. ™Y ou're not a man!™

"I AM A MAN, IGOR! | AM A MAN!"

"YOU LIE!™

Igor backhanded him across the face and as Bady's head jumped to one side, he straightened
him up with a dap to the other side of his face. Bady stood a attention with his hands rigidly a his
sdes. "I'm...aman.. "

Igor continued to stand in front of him. "I'll make aman out of you!" "O.K.," | said to Igor, "leave
himaone" Igor |eft the kitchen. | poured mysdlf another rum. It was dreadful stuff but it was al there
was.

Igor walked back in. He was holding agun, areal one, an old six- shooter.

"We will now play Russan roulette,”" he announced. "Y our mother's ass” | said.

"Il play, Igor," said Bady, "Il play! I'm a man!" "All right," sad Igor, "there is one bullet in the
gun. | will spin the chamber and hand the gun to you."

Igor spun the chamber and handed the gun to Bady. Baldy took it and pointed it at his head. "I'm
aman...I'maman...I'l doit!" Hebegan crying again. "Il doit...I'maman..." Bddy let the
muzzle of the gun dip away from his temple. He pointed it away from his skull and pulled the trigger.
Therewas aclick.

Igor took the gun, spun the chamber and handed it to me. | handed it back.

"You go firs." Igor soun the chamber, held the gun up to the light and looked through the
chamber. Then he put the gun to his temple and pulled the trigger. Therewas aclick.

"Big ded," | said. "Y ou checked the chamber to see where the bullet was."

Igor spun the chamber and handed the gun to me. "Your turn..." | handed the gun back. "Stuff it,"
| told him. | walked over to pour myself another rum. As | did there was a shot. | looked down.
Near my foot, in the kitchen floor, there was a bullet hole. | turned around. "Y ou ever point thet thing
a meagan and I'll kill you, Igor." "Yeah?"

"Yeah." He stood there smiling. He dowly began to raise the gun. | waited. Then he lowered the
gun. Tha was about it for the night. We went out to the car and Igor drove us home. But we
stopped first at Westlake Park and rented a boat and went out on the lake to finish off the rum. With
thelagt drink, Igor loaded up the gun and shot holes in the bottom of the boat. We were forty yards
from shore and had to swimiin . . .

It was late when | got home. | crawled over the old berry bush and through the bedroom
window. | undressed and went to bed while in the next room my father snored.
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| was coming home from classes down Westview hill. 1 never had any books to carry. | passed
my exams by listening to the class lectures and by guessing at the answers. | never had to cram for
exams. | could get my "C's” And as | was coming down the hill | ran into a giant spider web. | was
aways doing that. | sood there pulling the sticky web from mysdf and looking for the spider. Then |
saw him: abig fat black son-of-a-bitch. | crushed him. | had learned to hate spiders. When | went to
hell 1 would be eaten by a spider.

All my life, in that neighborhood, | had been walking into spider webs, | had been attacked by
blackbirds, | had lived with my father. Everything was eterndly dreary, disma, damned. Even the
westher was insolent and bitchy. It was ether unbearably hot for weeks on end, or it rained, and
when it rained it rained for five or Sx days. The water came up over the lawns and poured into the
houses. Who'd ever planned the drainage system had probably been well paid for his ignorance
about such matters.

And my own affairs were as bad, as dismd, asthe day | had been born. The only difference was
that now | could drink now and then, though never often enough. Drink was the only thing that kept a
man from fedling forever sunned and usdless. Everything ese just kept picking and picking, hacking
away. And nothing was interesting, nothing. The people were redtrictive and careful, dl dike. And
I've got to live with these fuckers for the rest of my life, | thought. God, they dl had assholes and
sexua organs and their mouths and their armpits. They shit and they chattered and they were dull as
horse dung. The girls looked good from a distance, the sun shining through their dresses, their hair.
But get up close and ligten to their minds running out of their mouths, you felt like digging in under a
hill and hiding out with a tommy-gun. | would certainly never be able to be happy, to get married, |
could never have children. Hell, | couldn't even get ajob as adishwasher.

Maybe I'd be a bank robber. Some god-damned thing. Something with flare, fire. You only had
one shot. Why be awindow washer?

| lit a cigarette and walked further down the hill. Was | the only person who was distracted by
this future without a chance?

| saw another one of those big black spiders. He was about face-high, in his web, right in my
path. | took my cigarette and placed it againgt him. The tremendous web shook and legped as he
jumped, the branches of the bush trembled. He legped out of the web and fell to the sdewalk.
Cowardly killers, the whole bunch of .them. | crushed him with my shoe. A worthwhile day, | had
killed two spiders, | had upset the balance of nature -- now we would dl be eaten up by the bugs
and theflies.

| walked further down the hill, | was near the bottom when a large bush began to shake. The
King Spider was after me. | strode forward to meet it.

My mother legped out from behind the bush. "Henry, Henry, don't go home, don't go home, your
father will kill you!" "How's he going to do that? | can whip hisass" "No, ke's furious, Henry! Don't
go home, hell kill you! I've been waiting here for hours!"

My mother's eyes were wide with fear and quite beautiful, large and brown.

"What's he doing home this early?' "He had a headache, he got the afternoon off!" "I thought you
were working, that you'd found a new job?" She'd gotten ajob as a housekeeper.

"He came and got me! He's furious. HEll kill you." "Don't worry, Mom, if he messes with me I'll
kick his goddamned ass, | promise you."

"Henry, he found your short stories and he read them!" "| never asked him to read them."
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"He found them in a drawer! He read them, he read all of them!" | had written ten or twelve
short gtories. Give a man a typewriter and he becomes a writer. | had hidden the stories under the
paper lining of my shorts-and-stockings drawer.

"Well," | said, "the old man poked around and he got his fingers burned.”

"He said that he was going to kill you! He said that no son of his could write stories like
that and live under the same roof with him!"

| took her by the arm. "Let's go home. Morn, and see what he does ..."

"Henry, he's thrown all your clothes out on the front lawn, all your dirty laundry, your
typewriter, your suitcase and your stories!" "My gories?’

"Yes, thosetoo. .." "I'll kill him!"

| pulled away from her and walked across 21st Street and toward Longwood Avenue. She went
after me.

"Henry, Henry, don't go in there." The poor woman was yanking at the back of my shirt.
"Henry, ligen, get yoursdf a room somewhere! Henry, | have ten dollars! Take this ten dollars and
get yoursdlf aroom somewhere!™ | turned. She was holding out the ten.

"Forget it," | sad. "I'll just go." "Henry, take the money! Do it for me! Do it for your mother!"
"Wdl, dl right . . ."

| took the ten, put it in my pocket. "Thanks, that's alot of money.”

"It's dl right, Henry. | love you, Henry, but you must go." She ran ahead of me as | waked
toward the house. Then | saw it: everything was strewn across the lawn, al my dirty and clean
clothes, the suitcase flung there open, socks, shirts, pgamas, an old robe, everything flung
everywhere, on the lawn and into the street. And | saw my manuscripts being blown in the wind, they
were in the gutter, everywhere.

My mother ran up the driveway to the house and | screamed after her so he could hear me,
"TELL HIM TO COME OUT HERE AND I'LL KNOCK HIS GOD-DAMNED HEAD OFF!"

| went after my manuscripts first. That was the lowest of the blows, doing that to me. They were
the one thing he had no right to touch. As | picked up each page from the gutter, from the lawn and
from the street, | began to fed better. | found every page | could, placed them in the suitcase under
the weight of a shoe, then rescued the typewriter. 1t had broken out of its case but it looked al right.
| looked at my rags scattered about. | |eft the dirty laundry, | |eft the pgamas, which were only a
handed-down pair of his discards. There wasn't much else to pack. | closed the suitcase, picked it
up with the typewriter and started to walk away. | could see two faces peering after me from behind
the drapes. But | quickly forgot that, walked up Longwood, across 21t and up old Westview hill. |
didn't feed much different than | had always fdlt. | was neither elated nor degected; it al seemed to be
just a continuation. | was going to take the "W" dreetcar, get a transfer, and go somewhere
downtown.
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| found a room on Temple Street in the Filipino district. It was $3.50 a week, updtairs on the
second floor. | paid the landlady -- a middle-aged blond -- a week's rent. The toilet and tub were
down the hal but there was awash basin to pissin.

My first night there | discovered abar downgtairs just to the right of the entrance. | liked that. All
| had to do was climb the stairway and | was home. The bar was full of little dark men but they didn't
bother me. I'd heard dl the Stories about Filipinos -- that they liked white girls, blonds in particular,
that they carried dilettoes, that Snce they were dl the same sze, seven of them would chip in and
buy one expensive suit, with al the accessories, and they would take turns wearing the suit one night
a week. George Raft had said somewhere that Filipinos set the style trends. They stood on street
corners and swung golden chains around and around, thin golden chains, seven or eight inches long,
each man's chain-length indicating the length of his penis.

The bartender was Filipino.

"You're new, hub?" he asked.

"I live upgtairs. I'm astudent.” "No credit.”

| put some coins down.

"Give me an Eagtside.”

He came back with the bottle.

"Where can afellow get agirl?' | asked. He picked up some of the coins.
"l don't know anything," he said and walked to the register.

That first night | closed the bar. Nobody bothered me. A few blond women left with the Filipinos.
The men were quiet drinkers. They sat in little groups with their heads close together, talking, now
and then laughing in avery quiet manner. | liked them. When the bar closed and | got up to leave the
bartender said, "Thank you." That was never done in American bars, not to me anyhow. | liked my
new gtuation. All | needed was money.

| decided to keep going to college. It would give me some place to be during the daytime. My
friend Becker had dropped out. There wasn't anybody that | much cared for there except maybe the
indructor in Anthropology, a known Communigt. He didn't teach much Anthropology. He was a
large man, casud and likegble.

"Now the way you fry a porterhouse steek,” he told the class, "you get the pan red hot, you drink
a shot of whiskey and then you pour athin layer of sdt in the pan. You drop the steek in and sear it
but not for too long. Then you flip it, sear the other Sde, drink another shot of whiskey, take the
steak out and edt it immediately.”

Once when | was stretched out on the campus lawn he had come walking by and had stopped
and stretched out beside me.

"Chinaski, you don't believe dl that Nazi hokum you're spreading around, do you?'

"I'm not saying. Do you believe your crgp?' "Of course | do.”

"Good luck."

"Chinaski, you're nothing but awienerschnitzel." He got up, brushed off the grass and leaves and
walked away . . .
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| had been at the Temple Street place only for a couple of days when Jmmy Hatcher found me.
He knocked on the door one night and | opened it and there he was with two other guys, fellow
arcraft workers, one called Delmore, the other, Fastshoes.

"How come he's called Fastshoes?' "Y ou ever lend him money, youll know." "Comeonin. ..
How in Chrigt's name did you find me?" "Y our folks had you traced by a private dick." "Damn, they
know how to take the boy out of aman'slife” "Maybe they're worried?"

"If they're worried al they have to do is send money." "They daim youll drink it up."

"Then let them worry . . ." The three of them came in and sat around on the bed and the floor.
They had afifth of whiskey and some paper cups. Jmmy poured al around. "Nice place you've got.
here."

"It's greet. | can see the City Hall every time | stick my head out the window."

Fastshoes pulled a deck of cards from his pocket. He was Sitting on the rug. He looked up at me.

"You gamble?' "Every day. You got amarked deck?' "Hey, you son-of-a-bitch!"

"Don't curse me or I'll hang your wig on my mantlepiece.” "Honest, man, these cards are straight!”

"All | play is poker and 21. What's the limit?" "Two bucks."

"WEell split for the deal.” | got the dedl and called for draw poker, regular. | didn't like wild cards,
too much luck was needed that way. Two bits for the kitty. As| dedt, Jmmy poured another round.

"How are you making it. Hank?" "'I'm writing term papers for the other people.” "Brilliant.”

"Yegh .. ." "Hey, you guys," said Jmmy, "I told you this guy was agenius” "Yesh," said Delmore.
He wasto my right. He opened. "Two bits" he said. We followed himin.

"Three cards,” said Delmore. "One," said Jmmy.

"Three" said Fastshoes.

"Il gand,” | said.

"Two bits"" said Demore.

Weadl stayed in and then | said, "I'll see your two bits and raise you two bucks."

Delmore dropped out, Jmmy dropped out. Fastshoes looked at me. "What else do you see
besides City Hall when you stick your head out the window?"

"Just play your hand. I'm not here to chat about gymnastics or the scenery.”

"All right,” he said, "I'm out." | scooped up the pot and gethered in their cards, leaving mine face
down.

"What did ya have?' asked Fastshoes. "Pay to see or weep forever,” | said sweeping my cards
into the deck and mixing them together, shuffling them, fedling like Gable before he got weekened by
God at the time of the San Francisco earthquake.

The deck changed hands but my luck held, most of the time. It had been payday at the aircraft
plant. Never bring alot of money to where a poor man lives. He can only lose whét little he has. On
the other hand it is mathematically possible that he might win whatever you bring with you. What you
must do, with money and the poor, is never let them get too close to one another.

Somehow | fdlt that the night was to be mine. Delmore soon tapped out and | ft.

"Fellows" | said, "I've got an idea. Cards are too dow. Let's just match coins, ten bucks a toss,
odd man wins."

"OK." sad Jmmy. "O.K.," said Fastshoes.

The whiskey was gone. We were into a bottle of my cheap wine. "All right," | said, "flip the coins
high! Catch them on your palms. And when | say lift," well check the result.”

We flipped them high. Caught them. "Lift!" | sad.

| was odd man. Shit. Twenty bucks, just likethat. | jammed the tensinto my pocket.
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"Hip!" | said. Wedid. "Lift!" | sad. | won again.

"Hip!" | sad.

"Lift!" | sad. Fastshoeswon. | got the next. Then Jmmy won. | got the next two.

"Wait," | said, "I've got to piss!” | walked over to the sink and pissed. We had finished the bottle
of wine. | opened the closet door. "I got another bottle of winein here" | told them.

| took most of the hills out of my pocket and threw them into the closet. | came out, opened the
bottle, poured drinks dl around. "Shit," said Fastshoes looking into his wallet, "I'm dmost broke."
"Metoo," sad Jmmy.

"I wonder who's got the money?' | asked. They weren't very good drinkers. Mixing the wine and
the whiskey was bad for them. They were weaving abit.

Fastshoes fell back againgt the dresser knocking an ashtray to the floor. It broke in half.

"Pickitup,” I sad. "l won't pick up shit," he said.

"l sad, 'pick it up!"

"l won't pick up shit."

Jmmy reached and picked up the broken ashtray. "Y ou guys get out of here," | said.

"You can't make me go," said Fastshoes. "All right,” | said, "just open your mouth owe more time,
say owe word and you won't be able to separate your head from your asshole!” "Let's go,
Fastshoes" sad Jmmy.

| opened the door and they filed past ungteadily. | followed them down the hall to the head of the
dairway. We stood there. "Hank," said Immy, "I'll see you again. Takeit easy.” "All right, Jm .."

"Ligen," Fastshoes said to me, "You . . ." | shot a graight right into his mouth. He fell backward
down the stairway, twisting and bouncing. He was about my size, sx feet and one- eighty, and you
could hear the sound of him for a block. Two Filipinos and the blond landlady were in the lobby.
They looked at Fastshoes laying there but they didn't move toward him.

"You killed him!" sad Jmmy. He ran down the stairway and turned Fastshoes over. Fastshoes
had a bloody nose and mouth. Immy held his head. Jmmy looked up a me. "That wasnt right,
Hank .. ."

"Yeah, what yagonna do?' "l think," said Jmmy, "that were going to come back and get you . .

"Wait a minute,” | said. | walked back to my room and poured mysdf a wine. | hadnt liked
Jmmy's paper cups and | had been drinking out of a used jdly glass. The paper labd was Hill on the
Sde, stained with dirt and wine. | walked back out.

Fastshoes was reviving. Jmmy was helping him to his feet. Then he put Fastshoes arm around his
neck. They were standing there. "Now what did you say?' | asked.

"You're an ugly man, Hank. Y ou need to be taught alesson.” "Y ou mean I'm not pretty?"

"I mean, you act ugly .. ." "Take your friend out of here before | come down there and finish him
offl"

Fastshoes raised his bloody head. He had on a flowered Hawaiian shirt, only now many of the
colors were stained with red.

He looked at me. Then he spoke. | could barely hear him. But | heard it. He said, "I'm going to
killyou..."

"Yesh," said Immy, "well get you."

"YEAH, FUCKERS?' | screamed. "I'M NOT GOING ANYWHERE! ANYTIME YOU
WANT TO FIND ME I'LL BE IN ROOM 5! I'LL BE WAITING! ROOM 5, GOT IT? AND
THE DOOR WILL BE OPEN!"
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| lifted the jelly glass full of wine and drained it. Then | hurled that jely glass a them. | threw the
son-of-a-bitch, hard. But my aim was bad. It hit the Sde of the stairway wall, glanced off and shot
into the lobby between the landlady and her two Filipino friends.

Jmmy turned Fastshoes toward the exit door and began dowly walking him out. It was a tedious,
agonizing journey. | heard Fastshoes again, haf moaning, haf weeping, "I'll kill him . .. I'll kill him . .

Then Immy had him out the doorway. They were gone. The blond landlady and the two Filipinos
were 4ill standing in the lobby, looking up a me. | was barefooted, and had gone five or Six days
without a shave. | needed a haircut. | only combed my hair once, in the morning, then didn't bother
again. My gym teachers were dways after me about my posture: "Pull your shoulders back! Why
areyou looking &t the ground? What's down there?'

| would never set any trends or styles. My white t-shirt was stained with wine, burned, with many
cigarettes and cigar holes, spotted with blood and vomit. It was too smadl, it rode up exposing my gut
and bdly button. And my pants were too smal. They gripped me tightly and rose wel above my
ankles.

The three of them stood and looked a me. | looked down at them. "Hey, you guys, come on up
for alittle drink!"

The two little men looked up a me and grinned. The landiady, a faded Carole Lombard type,
looked on impassvely. Mrs. Kansas, they caled her. Could she be in love with me? She was
wearing pink shoes with high heds and a black sparkling sequinned dress. Little chips of light flashed
a me. Her breasts were something that no mere mortal would ever see -- they were only for kings,
dictators, rulers, Filipinos.

"Anybody got a smoke?' | asked. "I'm out of smokes." The little dark fellow standing to one sde
of Mrs. Kansas made a dight motion with one hand toward his jacket pocket and a pack of Camels
jumped in the lobby air. Deftly he caught the pack in his other hand. With the invisble tap of afinger
on the bottom of the pack a smoke leaped up, tal, true, sngular and exposed, ready to be taken.
"Hey, shit, thanks," | said.

| started down the stairway, made a mis-step, lunged, dmost fell, grabbed the bannigter, righted
myself, readjusted my perceptions, and waked on down. Was | drunk? | walked up to the little guy
holding the pack. | bowed dightly.

| lifted out the Camd. Then | flipped it in the ar, caught it, stuck it into my mouth. My dark friend
remained expressonless, the grin having vanished when | had begun down the sairway. My little
friend bent forward, cupped his hands around the flame and lit my smoke.

| inhded, exhaed. "Ligten, why don't you al come up to my place and well have a couple of
drinks?"

"No," sad the little guy who had lit my cigarette. "Maybe we can catch the Bee or some Bach on
my radio! I'm educated, you know. I'm astudent . . ."

"No," said the other little guy. | took a big drag on my smoke, then looked at Carole Lombard --
Mrs. Kansas. Then | looked a my two friends.

"She's yours. | don't want her. She's yours. Just come on up. WEII drink alittle wine. In good old
room5."

There was no answer. | rocked on my heds a hit as the whiskey and the wine fought for
possession. | et my cigarette dangle a bit from the right side of my mouth as | sent up a plume of
smoke. | continued letting the cigarette dangle like that.

| knew about dilettoes. In the little time | had been there | had seen two enactments of the il etto.
From my window one night, looking out & the sound of Srens, | saw a body there just bdlow my
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window on the Temple Street Sdewalk, in the moonlight, under the streetlight. Another time, another
body. Nights of the dtiletto. Once a white man, the other time one of them. Each time, blood running
on the pavement, redl blood, just like that, moving across the pavement and into the guitter, you could
seeit going dong in the gutter, meaningless, dumb . . . that SO much blood could come from just one
man.

"All right, my friends,”" | said to them, "no hard fedings. I'll drink done. . ."

| turned and Started to walk toward the stairway. "Mr. Chinaski,” | heard Mrs. Kansas voice. |
turned and looked at her flanked by my two little friends.

"Just go to your room and deep. If you cause any more disturbance | will phone the Los Angeles
Police Department.”

| turned and walked back up the stairway. No life anywhere, no life in this town or this place
or in this weary existence.. .

My door was open. | walked in. There was one-third of a cheap bottle of wine |eft.

Maybe there was another bottle in the closet? | opened the closet door. No bottle. But there
were tens and twenties everywhere. There was a rolled twenty lying between a pair of dirty socks
with holes in the toes;, and there from a shirt collar, a ten dangling; and here from an old jacket,
another ten caught in a side pocket. Most of the money was on the floor.

| picked up abill, dipped it into the side pocket of my pants, went to the door, closed and locked
it, then went down the stairway to the bar.
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A couple of nights later Becker walked in. | guess my parents gave him my address or he located
me through the college. | had my name and address lised with the employment divison a the
college, under "unskilled labor.” "I will do anything honest or otherwise,” | had written on my card.
No cdls.

Becker sat in achair as | poured the wine. He had on a Marine uniform. "I see they sucked you
in" | sad.

"l lost my Western Union job. It was dl that was left." | handed him his drink. "You're not a
petriot then?' "Hdl no."

"Why the Marines?' "I heard about boot camp. | wanted to see if | could get through it." "And
you did."

"| did. There are some crazy guys there. Therés afight amost every night. Nobody stopsit. They
amod kill each other.” "I like that."

"Why don't you join?" "'l don't like to get up early in the morning and | don't like to take orders.”

"How are you going to make it?" "I don't know. When | get down to my last dime I'll just walk
over to skid row."

"There are some red weirdoes down there" "They're everywhere."

| poured Becker another wine.

"The problem is" he said, "that there's not much timeto write" "Y ou dill want to be awriter?”

"Sure. How about you?' "Yeah," | said, "but it's pretty hopeless” "You mean you're not good
enough?' "No, they're not good enough.”

"What do you mean?"

"Y ou read the magazines? The 'Best Short Stories of the Y ear' books? There are at least a dozen
of them.”

"Yeah, | readthem..." "Youread The New Yorker" Harper's? The Atlantic?' "Yeah ..."

"Thisis 1940. They're dill publishing 19th Century stuff, heavy, labored, pretentious. You either
get a headache reading the stuff or you fal adeep.”.

"What'swrong?' "It'satrick, it'sacon, alittle insgde game." " Sounds like you've been regjected.”

"I knew | would be. Why waste the samps? | need wine" "I'm going to bresk through,” sad
Becker. "You'll see my books on the library shelves one day.”

"Let's not talk about writing." "I've read your Suff," said Becker. "Y ou're too hitter and you hate
everything."

"Let's not talk about writing." "Now you take Thomas Wolfe. . ." "God damn Thomas Wolfe! He
sounds like an old woman on the telephonel” "O.K., who's your boy?'

"James Thurber." "All that upper-middie-class folderal . . ." "He knows that everyone is crazy."
"Thomas Wolfe is of the earth . . ." "Only assholes tak about writing . . ." "You cdling me an
asshole?!

"Yes.."

| poured him ancther wine and mysdf another wine. "Y ou're afool for getting into that uniform.”
"You cal mean asshole and you cal me afoal. | thought we were friends.”

"We are. | just don't think you're protecting yourself." "Every time | see you you have a drink in
your hand. You call that protecting yoursalf?'

"It'sthe best way | know. Without drink | would have long ago cut my god-damned throat."

"That's bullshit." "Nothing's bullshit that works. The Pershing Square preachers have their God. |
have the blood of my god!"
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| reised my glassand drained it. "Y ou're just hiding from redlity,” Becker said. "Why not?"

"Youll never be a writer if you hide from redity." "What are you taking about? Thet's what
writers do." Becker stood up. "When you talk to me, don't raise your voice." "What do you want to
do, raisemy dick?'

"You don't have a dick!" 1 caught him unexpectedly with a right that landed behind his ear. The
glass flew out of his hand and he staggered across the room. Becker was a powerful man, much
stronger than | was. He hit the edge of the dresser, turned, and | landed another straight right to the
Sde of hisface. He staggered over near the window which was open and | was afraid to hit him then
because he might fal into the street.

Becker gathered himsdlf together and shook his head to dlear it. "All right now," | said, "let's have
alittle drink. Violence nausestes me."

"O.K.," said Becker. He walked over and picked up his glass. The chesp wine | drank didn't
have corks, the tops just unscrewed. | unscrewed a new bottle. Becker held out his glass and |
poured him one. | poured myself one, set the bottle down. Becker emptied his. | emptied mine.

"No hard fedings," | said. "Hell, no, buddy," said Becker, putting down his glass. Then he dug a
right into my gut. | doubled over and as | did he pushed down on the back of my head and brought
his knee up into my face. | dropped to my knees, blood running from my nose dl over my shirt.

"Pour me adrink, buddy,” | said, "let'sthink thisthing over." "Get up,” said Becker, "that was just
chapter one." | got up and moved toward Becker. | blocked his jab, caught his right on my ebow,
and punched a short straight right to his nose. Becker stepped back. We both had bloody noses.

| rushed him. We were both swinging blindly. | caught some good shots. He hit me with another
good right to the belly. | doubled over but came up with an uppercut. It landed. It was a beautiful
shot, alucky shot. Becker lurched backwards and fell againgt the dresser. The back of his head hit
the mirror. The mirror shattered. He was stunned. | had him. | grabbed him by the shirt front and hit
him with a hard right behind his |eft ear. He dropped on the rug, and knelt there on al fours. | walked
over and unsteadily poured myself adrink.

"Becker," | told him, "1 kick ass around here about twice a week. You just showed up on the
wrong day."

| emptied my glass. Becker got up. He stood a while looking a me. Then he came forward.

"Becker," | sad, "lisgten . . ." He dtarted a right lead, pulled it back and dammed a left to my
mouth. We gtarted in again. There wasn't much defense. It was just punch, punch, punch. He pushed
me over a chair and the chair flattened. | got up, caught him coming in. He ssumbled backwards and
| landed ancther right. He crashed backwards into the wall and the whole room shook. He bounced
off and landed aright high on my forehead and | saw lights: green, yellow, red . . . Then he landed a
left to the ribs and aright to the face. | swung and missed.

God damn, | thought, doesn't anybody /ear dl this noise? Why don't they come and stop it?
Why don't they call the police?

Becker rushed me again. | missed aroundhouse right and then that was it for me. . .

When | regained consciousness it was dark, it was night. | was under the bed, just my head was
gticking out. | must have crawled under there. | was a coward. | had puked al over mysdf. |
crawled out from under the bed.

| looked at the smashed dresser mirror and the chair. The table was upside down. | walked over
and tried to st it upright. It fell over. Two of the legs wouldn't hold. | tried to fix them as best |
could. | set the table up. It ood a moment, then fell over again. The rug was wet with wine and
puke. | found awine bottle lying on its Sde. There was a bit left. | drank that down and then looked
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around for more. There was nothing. There was nothing to drink. | put the chain on the door. | found
acigarette, lit it and stood in the window, staring down at Temple Street. 1t was a nice night out.

Then there was a knock on the door. "Mr. Chinaski?' It was Mrs. Kansas. She wasn't aone. |
heard other voices whispering. She was with her little dark friends.

"Mr. Chinaski?' "Y es?'

"| want to come into your room."

"What for?'

"l want to change the sheets."

"I'm sick now. | can't let you in." "I just want to change the sheets. I'll be just afew minutes™ "No,
| can't let you in. Come in the morning.” | heard them whispering. Then | heard them walking down
the hdl. | went over and sat on the bed. | needed a drink, bad. It was a Saturday night, the whole
town was drunk. Maybe | could sneak out?

| walked to the door and opened it a crack, leaving the chain on, and | peeked out. At the top of
the stairway there was a Filipino, one of Mrs. Kansas friends. He had a hammer in his hand. He was
down on his knees. He looked up a me, grinned, and then pounded a nail into the rug. He was
pretending to fix the rug. | closed the door.

| really needed a drink. | paced the floor. Why could everybody in the world have a drink but
me? How long was | going to have to stay in that god- damned room? | opened the door again. It
was the same. He looked up a me, grinned, then hammered another nail into the floor. | closed the
door.

| got out my suitcase and began throwing my few clothes in there. | till had quite a bit of money |
had won gambling but | knew that | could never pay for the damages to that room. Nor did | want
to. It redly hadn't been my fault. They should have stopped the fight. And Becker had broken the
mirror . . .

| was packed. | had the suitcase in one hand and my portable typewriter in its case in the other. |
stood in front of the door for sometime. | looked out again. He was il there. | dipped the chain off
the door. Then | pulled the door open and burst out. | ran toward the stairway.

"HEY! Where you go?" the little guy asked. He was still down on one knee. He started to raise
his hammer. | swung the portable typewriter hard againg the side of his head. It made a horrible
sound. | was down the steps and through the lobby and out the door.

Maybe | had killed the guy. | started running down Temple Street. Then | saw a cab. He was
empty. | legped in.

"Bunker Hill" | sid, "fast!"
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| saw avacancy sign in the window in front of arooming-house, had the cabby pull up. | paid him
and waked up on the front porch, rang the bell. | had one black eye from the fight, another cut eye,
a swollen nose, and my lips were puffed. My left ear was bright red and every time | touched it, an
electric shock ran through my body.

An old man came to the door. He was in his undershirt and it looked like he had spilled chili and
beans across the front of it. His hair was grey and uncombed, he needed a shave and he was puffing
on awet cigarette that stank.

"You the landlord?' | asked. "Yep."

"l need aroom.”

"You workin'?"

"I'm awriter."

"You don't look like awriter."

"What do they look like?'

He didn't answer. Then he said, "$2.50 aweek.” "Can | seeit?'

He belched, then said, "Foller me . . ." We waked down along hall. There was no hdl rug. The
boards creaked and sank as we walked on them. | heard a man's voice from one of the rooms.
"Suck me, you piece of shit!"

"Threeddllars" | heard awoman's voice. "Three dollars? I'll give you abloody asshole!™

He dapped her hard, she screamed. We walked on. "The placeisin back,” the guy said, "but you
are alowed to use the house bathroom."

There was a shack in back with four doors. He walked up to #3 and opened it. We walked in.
There was a cot, a blanket, asmall dresser and alittle stand. On the stand was a hotpl ate.

"You got ahotplate here,” he said. "That's nice.”

"$2.50 in advance.”

| paid him.

"I'll give you your receipt in the morning." "Fine"

"What's your name?"

"Chinaski."

"I'm Connors."

He dipped a key off his key ring and gave it to me. "We run a nice quiet place here. | want to
keep it that way." "Sure."

| closed the door behind him. There was a single light overhead, unshaded. Actudly the place
was fairly clean. Not bad. | got up, went outside and locked the door behind me, walked through the
back yard to an dley.

| shouldn't have given that guy my red name, | thought. I might have killed my little dark friend
over on Temple Street.

There was a long wooden stairway which went down the sde of a diff and led to the Sreet
below. Quite romantic. | walked dong until 1 saw a liquor store. | was going to get my drink. |
bought two bottles of wine and | felt hungry too so | purchased alarge bag of potato chips.

Back a my place, | undressed, climbed onto my cot, leaned againg the wall, lit a cigarette and
poured a wine. | felt good. It was quiet back there. | couldn't hear anybody in any of the other
rooms in my shack. | had to take a piss, so | put on my shorts, went around the back of the shack
and let go. From up there | could see the lights of the city. Los Angeles was a good place, there
were many poor people, it would be easy to get lost among them. | went back insde, climbed back
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on the cot. As long as a man had wine and cigarettes he could make it. | finished off my glass and
poured another.

Maybe | could live by my wits. The eight-hour day was impossble, yet dmost everybody
submitted to it. And the war, everybody was talking about the war in Europe. | wasn't interested in
world higtory, only my own. What crap. Your parents controlled your growing-up period, they
pissed al over you. Then when you got ready to go out on your own, the others wanted to stick you
into a uniform so you could get your ass shot off. The wine tasted great. | had another.

The war. Here | was avirgin. Could you imagine getting your ass blown off for the sake of history
before you even knew what a woman was? Or owned an automobile? What would | be protecting?
Somebody else. Somebody else who didn't give a shit about me. Dying in awar never sopped wars
from happening.

| could make it. | could win drinking contests, | could gamble. Maybe | could pull afew holdups.
| didn't ask much, just to be left done.

| finished the firgt bottle of wine and started in on the second. Hafway through the second bottle,
| sopped, stretched out. My firgt night in my new place. It was dl right. | dept.

| was awakened by the sound of a key in the door. Then the door pushed open. | sat up on the
cot. A man Started to step in.

"GET THE FUCK OUT OF HERE!" | screamed. He left fast. | heard him running off. | got up
and dammed the door.

People did that. They rented a place, stopped paying rent and kept the key, sneaking back to
deep thereif it was vacant or robbing the place if the occupant was out. Well, e wouldn't be back.
He knew if he tried it again that I'd bust his sack. | went back to my cot and had another drink. |
was a little nervous. | was going to have to pick up a knife. I finished my drink, poured ancther,
drank that and went back to deep.
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After English class one day Mrs. Curtis asked me to stay. She had great legs and a lisp and there
was something about the legs and the ligp together that heated me up. She was about 32, had culture
and style, but like everybody else, she was a goddamned liberd and that didn't take much origindity
or fight, it was just more Franky Roosevelt worship. | liked Franky because of his programs for the
poor during the Depresson. He had style too. | didn't think he redlly gave a damn about the poor but
he was a great actor, great voice, and he had a great speech writer. But he wanted us in the war. It
would put him into the history books. War presidents got more power and, later, more pages. Mrs.
Curtiswas just a chip off old Franky only she had much better legs. Poor Franky didn't have any
legs but he had awonderful brain. In some other country he would have made a powerful dictator.

When the last student left | walked up to Mrs. Curtis desk. She smiled up a me. | had watched
her legs for many hours and she knew it. She knew what | wanted, that she had nothing to teach me.
She had only said one thing which | remembered. It wasn't her own ideg, obvioudy, but | liked it:
"You can't overestimate the stupidity of the generd public." "Mr. Chinaski,” she looked up a me,
"we have cartain udentsin this class who think they are very smart.”

"Yeh?' "Mr. Felton is our smartest student.” "O.K."

"What isit that troubles you?'

"What?'

"Theres something . . . troubling you." "Maybe."

"Thisisyour lagt semedter, isnt it?" "How did you know?"

I'd been giving those legs a goodbye look. I'd decided the campus was just aplaceto hide. There
were some campus freaks who stayed on forever. The whole college scene was soft. They never
told you what to expect out there in the red world. They just crammed you with theory and never
told you how hard the pavements were. A college education could destroy an individud for life.
Books could make you soft. When you put them down, and really went out there, then you needed
to know what they never told you. | had decided to quit after that semester, hang around Stinky and
the gang, maybe meet somebody who had guts enough to hold up a liquor store or better yet, a
bank.

"l knew you were going to quit," she said softly. "Begin' is a better word."

"There's going to be a war. Did you read 'Sallor Off The Bremen'?' "That New Yorker Suff
doesn't work for me" "Youve got to read things like that if you want to understand whet is
happening today."

"l don't think s0." "You just rebe againg everything. How are you going to survive?'

"l don't know. I'm dready tired." Mrs. Curtis looked down &t her desk for along time. Then she
looked up a me.

"We're going to get drawn into the war, one way or the other. Are you going to go?'

"That doesn't matter. | might, | might not." "Y ou'd make agood sailor.”

| smiled, thought about being a sailor, then discarded that idea. "If you stay another term,” she
sad, "you can have anything you want." She looked up a me and | knew exactly what she meant
and she knew that | knew exactly what she meant.

"No," | sad, "I'm leaving."

| walked toward the door. | stopped there, turned, gave her alittle nod goodbye, a dight and
quick goodbye. Outside | waked aong under the campus trees. Everywhere, it seemed, there was a
boy and a girl together. Mrs. Curtis was gStting adone at her desk as | walked done. What a gresat
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triumph it would have been. Kissng that ligp, working those fine legs open, as Hitler swalowed up
Europe and peered toward London.

After a while | walked over toward the gym. | was going to clean out my locker. No more
exercisng for me. People adways talked about the good clean smdl of fresh sweet. They had to
make excuses for it. They never talked about the good clean smdl of fresh shit. There was nothing
redlly as glorious as a good beer shit -- 1 mean after drinking twenty or twenty-five beers the night
before. The odor of abeer shit like that spread dl around and stayed for a good hour-and-a-half. It
made you redize that you were redly dive.

| found the locker, opened it and dumped my gym suit and shoes into the trash. Also two empty
wine bottles. Good luck to the next one who got my locker. Maybe held end up mayor of Boise,
Idaho. | threw the combo lock into the trash too. I'd never liked that combination: 1,2, 1, 1,2. Not
very mentd. The address of my parents house had been 2122. Everything was minima. In the
RO.T.C.ithadbeen 1, 2, 34; 1, 2, 3, 4. Maybe some day I'd move up to 5.

| walked out of the gym and took a shortcut through the playing field. There was a game of touch
football going on, apick-up game. | cut to one Sdeto avoid it. Then | heard Baldy: "Hey, Hank!"

| looked up and he was gtting in the sands with Monty Balard. There wasn't much to Balard.
The nice thing about him was that he never talked unless you asked him a question. | never asked
him any questions. He just looked at life out from underneath his dirty yellow hair and yearned to be
abiologigt. | waved to them and kept walking.

"Come on up here. Hank!" Bddy ydled. "It'simportant.” | walked over. "What isit?'

"Sit down and watch that stocky guy in the gym suit.”" | sat down. There was only one guy in a
gym suit. He had on track shoes with spikes. He was short but wide, very wide. He had amazing
biceps, shoulders, athick neck, heavy short legs. His hair was black; the front of his face dmost flat;
smdl mouth, not much nose, and the eyes, the eyes were there somewhere.

"Hey, | heard about thisguy," | said. "Watch him," said Bady.

There were four guys on each team. The ball was snapped. The quarterback faded to pass. King
Kong, Jr. was on defense. He played about hafway back. One of the guys on the offensive team ran
deep, the other ran short. The center blocked. King Kong, Jr. lowered his shoulders and sped
toward the guy playing short. He smashed into him, burying a shoulder into his sde and gut and
dumped him hard. Then he turned and trotted away. The pass was completed to the deep man for a
TD.

"You see?' sad Bady. "King Kong . . ."

"King Kong isn't playing football a dl. He just hits some guy as hard as he can, play after play.”

"You cant hit a pass receiver before he catchesthe ball,” | said. "It's againgt the rules.”

"Wha's going to tel him?' Bady asked. "You going to tel him?' | asked Bdlard. "No," sad
Balard.

King Kong's team took the kickoff. Now he could block legaly. He came down and savaged the
littlest guy on the fidd. He knocked the guy completely over, his head went between his legs as he
flipped. The little guy was dow getting up.

"That King Kong isasubnorma,” | said. "How did he ever pass his entrance exam?"

"They don't have them here" King Kong's team lined up. Joe Stapen was the best guy on the
other team. He wanted to be a shrink. He was tdl, six foot two, lean, and he had guts. Joe Stapen
and King Kong charged each other. Stapen did pretty good. He didn't get dumped. The next play
they charged each other again. This time Joe bounced off and gave allittle ground.

"Shit," said Baldy, "Joe's giving up.”
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The next time Kong hit Joe even harder, spinning him around, then running him 5 or 6 yards back
up the field, his shoulder buried in Joe's back.

"Thisisredly disguding! That guy's nothing but afucking sadist!” 1 said.

"Isheasadist?' Baldy asked Balard. "He's a fucking sadigt,” sad Bdlard. The next play Kong
shifted back to the smdlest guy. He just ran over him and piled on top of him, dropping him hard.
The little guy didnt move for a while. Then he sat up and held his head. It looked like he was
finished. | stood up.

"Wedll, herel go," | said. "Get that son-of-a-bitch!" said Baldy. "Sure" | said. | walked down to
thefied. "Hey, fellas. Need a player?’

The little guy stood up, started to walk off the field. He stopped as he reached me.

"Dont go in there. All that guy wantsisto kill somebody.” "It's just touch footbal,” | said.

It was our ball. | got into the huddle with Joe Stapen and the other two survivors.

"What's the game plan?' | asked. "Just to stay the fuck dive" sad Joe Stapen. "What's the
score?'

"l think they're winning,” said Lenny Hill, the center. We broke out of the huddle. Joe Stapen
stood back and waited for the ball. | stood looking at Kong. I'd never seen him around campus. He
probably hung around the men's crapper in the gym. He looked like a shit-sniffer. He aso looked
like afetus-eater.

"Time" | cdled. Lenny Hill sraightened up over the bal. | looked & Kong. "My name's Hank.
Hank Chinaski. Journdism.”

Kong didn't answer. He just stared at me. He had dead white skin. There was no dlitter or lifein
his eyes.

"What's your name?' | asked him. He just kept staring. "What's the matter? Got some placenta
caught in your teeth?' Kong dowly raised his right arm. Then he straightened it out and pointed a
finger a me. Then he lowered hisarm.

"Wal, suck my weenie" | said, "what's that mean?' "Come on, let's play bal,” one of Kong's
mates said. Lenny bent over the bal and snapped it. Kong came at me. | couldn't seem to focus on
him. | saw the grandstand and some trees and part of the Chemistry Building shake as he crashed
into me. He knocked me over backwards and then circled around me, flapping his arms like wings. |
got up, feding dizzy. First Becker K.O.'s me, then this sadistic gpe. He smdlled; he stank; ared evil
son-of- a-bitch.

Stapen had thrown an incomplete pass. We huddied. "'l got anideg,” | said.

"What's that?' asked Joe. "I'll throw the ball. You block.” "Let's leave it the way it is" said Joe.
We broke out of the huddle. Lenny bent over the ball, snapped it back to Stapen. Kong came at me.
| lowered a shoulder and rushed a him. He had too much strength. | bounced off him, straightened
up, and as | did Kong came again, knifing his shoulder into my belly. | fel. I lesped up right away but
| didn't fed like getting up. | was having breathing problems.

Stapen had thrown a short complete pass. Third down. No huddle. When the ball snapped Kong
and | ran a each other. At the last moment | Ieft my feet and hurled mysdlf & him. The weight of my
body hit his neck and his head, knocking him off balance. As he fdl | kicked him as hard as | could
and caught him right on the chin. We were both on the ground. | got up first. As Kong rose there
was ared blotch on the side of his face and blood at the corner of his mouth. We trotted back to our
positions.

Stapen had thrown an incomplete pass. Fourth down. Stapen dropped back to punt. Kong
dropped back to protect his safety man. The safety man caught the punt and they came pounding up
the fied, Kong leading the way for his runner. | ran a them. Kong was expecting another high
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hurdle. This time | dove and clipped him at the ankles. He went down hard, his face hitting the
ground. He was stunned, he stayed there, his arms spread out. | ran up and knedled down. |
grabbed him by the back of the neck, hard. | squeezed his neck and rammed my knee into his
backbone and dug it in. "Hey, Kong, buddy, are you dl right?"

The others came running up. "1 think he's hurt,”" | said. "Come on, somebody help me get him off
thefied."

Stapen got him on one side and | got Kong on the other and we walked him to the Sddline. Near
the Sdeline | pretended to ssumble and ground my left shoe into his ankle.

"Oh," said Kong, "pleaseleave me done. . ." "I'm just hdpin' ya, buddy."

When we got him to the sideline we dropped him. Kong sat and rubbed the blood from his
mouth. Then he reached down and fdt his ankle. It was skinned and would soon begin to swell. |
bent over him. "Hey, Kong, let's finish the game. We're behind 42-7 and need a chance to catch up.”
"Naw, | gotta make my next class."

"I didn't know they taught dog-catching here." "It's English Lit 1."

"That figures. Well, look, I'll help you over to the gym and I'll put you under a hot shower, what
you say?'

"No, you stay away from me." Kong got up. He was pretty busted. The great shoulders sagged,
there was dirt and blood on his face. He limped a few-steps. "Hey, Quinn," he sad to one of his
buddies, "gimmeahand . . ."

Quinn took one of Kong's arms and they walked dowly across the field toward the gym.

"Hey, Kong!" | ydled, "I hope you make your clasd Tell Bill Saroyan | said 'hello!"

The other fellows were standing around, including Baldy and Ballard who had come down from
the stands. Here | had done my best ever god-damned act and not a pretty girl around for miles.

"Anybody got a smoke?' | asked. "l got some Chesterfields,” Bady sad. "You ill smoking
pussy cigarettes?' | asked. "I'll take one," said Joe Stapen.

"All right,” | said, "sincethat'sdl thereis" We stood around, smoking,

"We dill have enough guys around to play a game" somebody said. "Fuck it," | sad. "l hate
sports.”

"Wedl," said Stapen, "you sure took care of Kong." "Yeah," said Bady, "l watched the whole
thing. Therés only one thing that confuses me."

"What's that?' asked Stgpen. "I wonder which guy is the sadig?' "Wel," | sad, "I gotta go.
There's a Cagney movie showing tonight and I'm taking my cunt.”

| began to walk across the fidd. "Y ou mean you'e taking your right hand to the movie?' one of
the guys yelled after me.

"Both hands" | said over my shoulder. | waked off the field, down past the Chemigtry Building
and then out on the front lawn. There they were, boys and girls with their books, stting on benches,
under the trees, or on the lawn. Green books, blue books, brown books. They were talking to each
other, smiling, laughing at times. | cut over to the sSde of the campus where the "V" car line ended. |
boarded the "V," got my transfer, went to the back of the car, took the last seat in back, as dways,
and waited.
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| made practice runs down to skid row to get ready for my future. | didn't like what | saw down
there. Those men and women had no specid daring or brilliance. They wanted what everybody ese
wanted. There were also some obvious mental cases down there who were alowed to walk the
streets undisturbed. | had noticed that both in the very poor and very rich extremes of society the
mad were often alowed to mingle fredly. | knew that | wasn't entirdly sane. | ill knew, as| had asa
child, that there was something strange about mysdif. | felt asif | were destined to be a murderer, a
bank robber, a saint, a rapist, a monk, a hermit. | needed an isolated place to hide. Skid row was
disgusting. The life of the sane, average man was dull, worse than death. There seemed to be no
possible dternative. Education aso seemed to be a trgp. The little education | had alowed myself
had made me more suspicious. What were doctors, lawyers, scientists? They were just men who
alowed themselves to be deprived of their freedom to think and act as individuas. | went back to
my shack and drank . . .

Sitting there drinking, | consdered suicide, but | fet a strange fondness for my body, my life.
Scarred as they were, they were mine. | would look into the dresser mirror and grin: if you're going
to go, you might as wdll take eight, or ten or twenty of themwithyou. . .

It was a Saturday night in December. | was in my room and | drank much more than usud,
lighting cigarette after cigarette, thinking of girls and the city and jobs, and of the years ahead.
Looking ahead | liked very little of what | saw. | wasn't amisanthrope and | wasn't amisogynist but |
liked being done. It felt good to St done in a smal space and smoke and drink. | had aways been
good company for mysdf.

Then | heard the radio in the next room. The guy had it on too loud. It was a sSickening love song.

"Hey, buddy!" | hallered, "turn that thing down!" There was no response. | walked to the wal and
pounded on it. "1 SAID, TURN THAT FUCKING THING DOWN!"

The volume remained the same. | walked outsde to his door. | wasin my shorts. | raised my leg
and jammed my foot into the door. It burst open. There were two people on the cot, an old fat guy
and an old fat woman. They were fucking. There was a smdl candle burning. The old guy was on
top. He stopped and turned his head and looked. She looked up from underneath him. The place
was very nicdly fixed-up with curtains and alittle rug.

"Oh, I'msorry . . ." | closed their door and went back to my place. | felt terrible. The poor had a
right to fuck their way through their bad dreams. Sex and drink, and maybe love, was dl they had.

| sat back down and poured a glass of wine. | left my door open. The moonlight came in with the
sounds of the city: juke boxes, automobiles, curses, dogs barking, radios . . . We were dl in it
together. We were dl in one big shit pot together. There was no escape. We were dl going to be
flushed away.

A small cat walked by, stopped at my door and looked in. The eyes were lit by the moon: pure
red like fire. Such wonderful eyes.

"Comeon, kitty . . ." | held my hand out asif there were food in it. "Kitty, kitty . . ."

The cat walked on by. | heard the radio in the next room shut off. | finished my wine and went
outsde. | was in my shorts as before. | pulled them up and tucked in my parts. | stood before the
other door. | had broken the lock. | could see the light from the candle insgde. They had the door
wedged closed with something, probably a chair. | knocked quietly. There was no answer. |
knocked again.
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| heard something. Then the door opened. The old fat guy stood there. His face was hung with
great folds of sorrow. He was al eyebrows and mustache and two sad eyes.

"Ligen,” | said, "I'm very sorry for what | did. Won't you and your girl come over to my place for
adrink?'

"No." "Or maybe | can bring you both something to drink?' "No," he sad, "please leave us
aone

He closed the door.

| awakened with one of my worst hangovers. | usudly dept until noon. This day | couldnt. |
dressed and went to the bath- room in the main house and made my toilet. | came back out, went up
the dley and then down the stairway, down the dliff and into the street below.

Sunday, the worst god-damned day of them al. | walked over to Main Street, past the bars. The
B-girls sat near the doorways, their skirts pulled high, swinging their legs, wearing high heds. "Hey,
honey, comeonin!"

Main Stregt, East 5th, Bunker Hill. Shitholes of America. There was no place to go. | walked into
aPenny Arcade. | walked around looking at the games but had no desire to play any of them. Then |
saw a Marine a a pinbal machine. Both his hands gripped the sides of the machine, as he tried to
guide the ball with body-English. | walked up and grabbed him by the back of his collar and his belt.

"Becker, | demand a god-damned rematch!™ | let go of him and he turned.

"No, nothing doing,” he said.

"Two out of three."

"Bals" he sad, "Il buy you a drink." We waked out of the Penny Arcade and down Man
Stret. A B-girl hollered out from one of the bars, "Hey, Marine, come on in!" Becker stopped. "I'm
goingin," hesad.

"Dont," | said, "they are human roaches" "l just got paid.”

"The girls drink tea and they water your drinks. The prices are double and you never see the girl
afterwards.”

"I'mgoingin." Becker walked in. One of the best unpublished writers in America, dressed to kill
and to die. | followed him. He walked up to one of the girls and spoke to her. She pulled her skirt
up, swung her high hedls and laughed. They walked over to a booth in a corner. The bartender came
around the bar to take their order. The other girl at the bar looked a me. "Hey, honey, don't you
wanna play?'

"Yeah, but only when it'smy game." "You scared or queer?”

"Both," | said, gtting at the far end of the bar. There was a guy between us, his head on the bar.
His wadlet was gone. When he awakened and complained, hed either be thrown out by the
bartender or handed over to the police.

After sarving Becker and the B-girl the bartender came back behind the bar and walked over to
me.

"Yeh?' "Nothing."

"Yeh? What yawant in here?'

"I'm waiting for my friend," | nodded at the corner booth. "Y ou St here, you gotta drink.”

"O.K. Water." The bartender went off, came hack, set down a glass of water. "Two hits."

| paid him. The girl at the bar said to the bartender, "He's queer or scared.” The bartender didn't
say anything. Then Becker waved to him and he went to take their order.

The girl looked a me. "How come you an't in uniform?' "I don't like to dress like everybody
ese”
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"Are there any other reasons?"' "The other reasons are my own business.” "Fuck you," she said.
The bartender came back. "You need another drink." "O.K.," | sad, dipping another quarter
toward him.

Outside, Becker and | walked down Main Street. "How'd it go?" | asked.

"There was a table charge, plus the two drinks. It came to $32." "Chrigt, | could stay drunk for
two weeks on that." " She grabbed my dick under the table, she rubbed it." "What did she say?"

"Nothing. She just kept rubbing my dick.” "I'd rather rub my own dick and keep the thirty-two
bucks." "But she was s0 beautiful.”

"God damn, man, I'm walking along in step with a perfect idiot.”

"Someday I'm going to write al this down. I'll be on the library shelves BECKER. The 'B'S are
very wesk, they need help.” "Y ou talk too much about writing,” | said.

We found another bar near the bus depot. It wasn't a hustle joint. There was just a barkeep and
five or Sx traveers, dl men. Becker and | sat down.

"It'son me" said Becker. "Eastsidein the bottle.”

Becker ordered two. He looked a me. "Come on, be a man, join up. Be a Marine” "I don't get
any thrill trying to be aman." "Seems to me you're dways besting up on somebody.” "That's just for
entertainment.”

"Join up. Itll give you something to write about." "Becker, there's dways something to write
about." "What are you gonna do, then?"

| pointed at my bottle, picked it up. "How are yagonnamakeit?' Becker asked. "Seems like I've
heard that question al my life”" "Well, | don't know about you but I'm going to try everything! War,
women, travel, marriage, children, the works. The first car | own I'm going to take it completely
gpart! Then I'm going to put it back together again! 1 want to know about things, what makes them
work! 1'd like to be a correspondent in Washington, D.C. I'd like to be where big things are
happening.”

"Washington's crap, Becker." "And women? Marriage? Children?"

"Crap."

"Yeah? Well, what do you want?'

"To hide"

"Y ou poor fuck. You need ancother beer." "All right."

The beer arrived.

We sat quietly. | could sense that Becker was off on his own, thinking about being a Marine,
about being a writer, about getting laid. Hed probably make a good writer. He was burgting with
enthusasms. He probably loved many things: the hawk in flight, the god-damned ocean, full moon,
Bdzac, bridges, stage plays, the Pulitzer Prize, the piano, the god-damned Bible.

There was a smdl radio in the bar. There was a popular song playing. Then in the middle of the
song there was an interruption. The announcer said, "A bulletin has just come in. The Japanese have
bombed Pearl Harbor. | repest: The Japanese have just bombed Pearl Harbor. All military personnel
are requested to return immediately to their based!”

We |looked at each other, hardly able to understand what we'd just heard.

"Wel," said Becker quietly, "that's it." "Finish your beer," | told him. Becker took a hit. "Jesus,
suppose some stupid son-of-a-bitch points amachine gun a me and pulls the trigger?!

"That could well happen.” "Hank . . ."

"What?'
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"Will you ride back to the base with me on the bus?' "I can't do that."

The bartender, a man about 45 with a watermelon gut and fuzzy eyes waked over to us. He
looked at Becker. "Well, Marine, it looks like you gotta go back to your base, hub?"

That pissed me. "Hey, fat boy, let him finish hisdrink, O.K.?" "Sure, sure. . . Want adrink on the
house. Marine? How about a shot of good whiskey?'

"No," said Becker, "it's dl right." "Go ahead,” | told Becker, "take the drink. He figures youre

going to dieto save hisbar."
"All right," said Becker, "I'll take the drink." The barkeep looked at Becker.
"You got a nagty friend . . ." "Jugt give him his drink,” | said. The other few cusomers were

babbling wildly about Pearl Harbor. Before, they wouldn't speak to each other. Now they were
mobilized. The Tribe was in danger.

Becker got hisdrink. It was adouble shot of whiskey. He drank it down.

"I never told you this" he said, "but I'm an orphan." "God damn,” | said.

"Will you at least come to the bus depot with me?* "Sure.”

We got up and walked toward the door, The barkeep was rubbing his hands al over his gpron.
He had his gpron dl bunched up and was excitedly rubbing his hands on it. "Good luck, Marine!" he
hollered.

Becker walked out. | paused inside the door and looked back at the barkeep.

"World War |, en?' "Yeh, yeh . . ." he said happily. | caught up with Becker. We haf-ran to the
bus depot together. Servicemen in uniform were aready beginning to arrive. The whole place had an
ar of excitement. A sallor ran past.

"I'M GOING TO KILL ME A JAP!" he screamed. Becker stood in the ticket line. One of the
sarvicemen had his girlfriend with him. The girl was taking, crying, holding onto him, kissng him.
Poor Becker only had me. | stood to one side, waiting. It was along wait. The same sailor who had
screamed earlier came up to me. "Hey, felow, aren't you going to help us? What're you standing
there for? Why don't you go down and sign ™ up?

There was whiskey on his breath. He had freckles and a very large nose. "You're going to miss
your bus," | told him. He went off toward the bus departure point.

"Fuck the god-damned fucking Japs!" he said.

Becker findly had histicket. | waked him to his bus. He stood in another line.

"Any advice?' he asked. "No."

The line was filing dowly into the bus. The girl was weeping and talking rapidly and quietly to her
soldier. Becker was at the door. | punched him on the shoulder. "You're the best I've known."
“Thanks, Hank . . ."

"Goodbye. . ."

| walked out of there. Suddenly there was traffic on the street. People were driving badly, running
stoplights, screaming at each other. | walked back over to Main Street. America was a war. |
looked into my walet: | had adollar. I counted my change: 61.

| walked dong Main Street. There wouldn't be much for the B-girls today. | walked aong. Then |
came to the Penny Arcade. There wasn't anybody in there. Just the owner standing in his high-
perched booth. It was dark in that place and it stank of piss.

| walked aong in the dark aides among the broken machines. They caled it a Penny Arcade but
most of the games cost a nickdl and some adime. | stopped at the boxing machine, my favorite. Two
little el men tood in a glass cage with buttons on their chins. There were two hand grips, like



157

pigol grips, with triggers, and when you squeezed the triggers the arms of your fighter would
uppercut wildly. Y ou could move your fighter back and forth and from side to sde. When you hit the
button on the chin of the other fighter he would go down hard on his back, K.O.'d. When | was a
kid and Max Schmeding K.O.'d Joe Louis, | had run out into the street looking for my buddies,
ydling "Hey, Max Schmeling K.O.'d Joe Louis!" And nobody answered me, nobody sad
anything, they had just walked away with their heads down.

It took two to play the boxing game and | wasn't going to play with the pervert who owned the
place. Then | saw alittle Mexican boy, eight or nine years old. He came walking down the aide. A
nice-looking, intelligent Mexican boy.

"Hey, kid?' "Yes, Miger?"

"Wanna play this boxing game with me?' "Free?"

"Sure. I'm paying. Pick your fighter." He circled around, peering through the glass. He looked
very serious. Then he said, "O.K., I'll take the guy in the red trunks. He looks best.” "All right.”

The kid got on his sde of the game and stared through the glass. He looked at his fighter, then he
looked up a me.

"Migter, don't you know that therésawar on?' "Yes."

We stood there. "You gotta put the coin in," said the kid. "What are you doing in this place?’ |
asked him. "How come you're not in school ?*

"It's Sunday.” | put the dime in. The kid started squeezing his triggers and | Sarted squeezing
mine. The kid had made a bad choice. The left am of his fighter was broken and only reached up
hafway. It could never hit the button on my fighters chin. All the kid had was aright hand. | decided
to take my time. My guy had blue trunks. I moved him in and out, meking sudden flurries. The
Mexican kid was great, he kept trying. He gave up on the left arm and just squeezed the trigger for
the right arm. | rushed blue trunks in for the kill, squeezing both triggers. The kid kept pumping the
right aam of red trunks. Suddenly blue trunks dropped. He went down hard, making a clanking
sound.

"l got ya. Migter," said the kid. "You won," | said. The kid was excited. He kept looking at blue
trunksflat on hisass.

"Youwannafight again, Mister?' | paused, | don't know why.

"Y ou out of money, Migter?'

"Oh, no."

"OK., then, well fight."

| put in another dime and blue trunks sprang to his feet. The kid started squeezing his one trigger
and the right arm of red trunks pumped and pumped. | let blue trunks stand back for a while and
contemplate. Then | nodded at the kid. | moved blue trunks in, both arms flailing. | fet | had to win.
It seemed very important. | didn't know why it was important and | kept thinking, why do | think this
iS S0 important?

And another part of me answered, just because it is. Then blue trunks dropped again, hard,
making the same iron clanking sound. | looked a him laying on his back down there on his little
green velvet mat. Then | turned around and walked out.
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