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CHARLES

B U K O W S K I ’S

HORSES DON’T BET ON 

PEOPLE & NEITHER DO





DOG FIGHT

he draws up against my rear bumper in the fast lane,
I can see his head in the rear view mirror, his eyes 
are blue and he sucks upon a dead cigar.
I pull over. he passes, then slows. I don't like 
this.
I pull back into the fast lane, engage myself upon 
his rear bumper, we are as a team passing through 
Compton.
I turn the radio on and light a cigarette.
he ups it 5 mph, I do likewise. we are as a team
entering Inglewood.
he pulls out of the fast lane and I drive past, 
then I slow. when I check the rear view he is 
upon my bumper again.
he has almost made me miss my turnoff at Century.
I hit the blinker and fire across 3 lanes of 
traffic, just make the off-ramp ... 
blazing past the front of an inflammable tanker, 
blue eyes comes down from behind the tanker and 
we veer down the ramp in separate lanes to the signal 
and we sit there side by side, not looking at each 
other.
I am caught behind an empty school bus as he idles 
behind a Mercedes.
the signal switches and he is gone. I cut to the 
inner lane behind him, then I see that the parking 
lane is open and I flash by inside of him and the 
Mercedes, turn up the radio, make the green as the 
Mercedes and blue eyes run the yellow into the red. 
they make it as I power it and switch back ahead of 
them in their lane in order to miss a parked vegetable 
truck.
now we are running 1-2-3, not a cop in sight, we are
moving through a 1980 California July
we are driving with skillful nonchalance
we are moving in perfect anger
we are as a team
approaching LAX:
1- 2-3
2- 3-1
3- 2-1.



COUNTER

he kept noticing that each time he spoke 
she contradicted his statement.
he decided to ignore it.
that is, he decided not to tell her about 
it.
but each time he spoke
(as the days and weeks went on)
she contradicted his statement(s).
he thought, it's probably her way of
being intelligent.
she probably does it with others
too.
he decided to speak less 
or not at all 
if possible.
but one day
when he spoke again
she contradicted his statement.
so he decided to tell her.
he said, " do you know that each time
I speak that you
counteract with a statement that 
reverses what I’ve said?"
"that’s not true," she answered 
him.

LOCKS

I moved in here and decided to get the locks changed and 
I phoned the nearest locksmith and he told me 
I needn't change the locks, he could make me new keys.

"all you have to do," he said, "is to take 
the locks out and bring them down here, 
you just take the 3 little screws out the 
back and pull the locks out."
the side door wasn't difficult 

I pulled the lock parts out and put them carefully into 
a large cardboard box. 
then

I tried the front door lock and it seemed just as simple, 
only the front door handle came off and 

I thought,
I wonder if he needs the handle too?
I put everything into the cardboard box and got into 

the car and drove down to the locksmith.



"were you the guy who phoned?" he asked me.
I told him that I was and then he asked,

"do you have the original key?”
I gave him the key and he took that and the lock parts 

and walked back into his shop.
I stood out in the alley behind the place, waiting.

the only view was the back of a Standard gas station.
I looked at it for quite a while, then
I walked over to my car and looked at my car for a while

and then
I lit a cigarette and walked back in. 

the man had the keys ready.
"$7," he said.

I asked him if he might tell me a little bit about re
installing locks.
"sure," he said, "now this part fits here. it 
doesn't matter which part you stick in here, 
either end will do."

I asked him if either end would do then why did one end 
have a nodule upon it while the other end was flat? 
"that's a good question," he said, "now this 
part, these two prongs slip in here, you hold 
it together against the front of the lock and 
tighten the 3 screws, also, when you do this 
make sure the lock is in the locked position 
to begin with."

I drove the locks back to my place and
I tried the side door first and everything seemed to 

fit all right, it locked and unlocked, although 
there were crevices between the lock and the wood 
and it wouldn't fit flat.
then

I tried the front door
I put the handle back on first 

then
I slipped the parts together.

there was some trouble bringing the screws down 
against the wood and working them in but then it 
was done but it wasn't right: the door latch was 
locked down against the handle and it wouldn't 
lift.

I phoned my girlfriend and told her that
I just couldn't install door locks.

"it's easy," she said, "I've changed dozens myself, 
there's nothing to it."

I told her that it wasn't easy because even when they 
told you things they left things out.
"just forget the locks," she said, "I'll fix them 
when I get there."
the problem was that she wasn't coming that night.
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I uncorked the wine and went to the typewriter and 
I turned on the radio and smoked cigars and typed.
I drank the wine and smoked and typed on and on and 

somewhere between one and two a.m.
I walked over to the bed, fell upon it and slept ...
I awakened 30 minutes later, took off my clothes and got 

under the blankets ...
about 4:30 a.m.

I awakened and thought about the front door and 
I got up and went downstairs naked.
I got the screwdriver and went to work and the lock 

parts became undone.
I readied to put the lock back in, checking for the

section to put the tongue of the latch into and then 
I found that
I had lost one of the 3 screws necessary to put the lock 

back together again,
I turned on all the lights but it was still dark in the 

area and
I walked out on the front porch but I still couldn't 

find the screw so
I walked to the garage and opened the glove compartment 

of the car and got the flashlight and came back on 
the porch, got on my knees and flashed it on and it 
burned out in ten seconds.

I gathered the lock parts together and put them in one 
area, then

I pushed the door closed and turned out the lights, 
there was a large hole in the center side of the 
door and the moonlight came through.

I found three chairs and stacked them up against the 
door and then

I went upstairs and got back into bed ... 
in the morning

I phoned the locksmith and told him that 
I couldn't do it and wasn't there somebody he could 

send up? and you know, the 3 screws?
I had lost one of them,

"you were the guy in the white t- 
shirt, weren't you?" he asked.
"yes. "
"we'll have a man up there in a 
couple of hours."

I waited until 12 p.m. and then 
I phoned and 
I told them that
I was the guy in the white t-shirt and that 
I had phoned earlier and that
I had an important business appointment that afternoon
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(it was one of the last days of the Oak Tree meet, 
first post, 12:30 p,m.) 
and that I could cancel it but 

I'd certainly prefer not to.
"I have a man coming in at 12:15," he said, 
we'll have him up there in a couple of 
minutes ..."
the man arrived at 1:05 p.m. and 

I told him there were supposed to be 3 screws and that 
I had lost one of them.

"nice place you got here,” he told me.
he picked up the lock and began fitting it together
and he said,
"no, you haven't lost a screw, here it is stuck 
into a portion of the lock."

I stood there and watched him slip the lock into the 
opening.
then he pulled the lock out of the door,
"you know," he said, "this is a very difficult 
lock, it's expensive and more difficult to 
put together."
then he jiggled the lock parts and slipped them 
back into the door.
then he pulled the parts out again.
"I don't understand it," he said 
looking at the doorknob.
"the doorknob's frozen so I'll have to fix 
the doorknob first."
he sat down on the steps and twisted at the 
knob and

I walked to a table in the other room and sat where 
I could see him.

there was a newspaper there 
I had already read and 
I began to read it again.

5 or ten minutes went by and 
I said,

"look, let's just replace everything ... new knob, 
new lock and I'll pay for it."
"wait," he said, "I'll get it ..."

I read the newspaper some more,
I read through the whole front section, 

then the repairman stood up:
"I'll be back, I'm going to have to 
oil this thing ..."
he was gone for about twenty minutes and when he 
came back the doorknob was no longer frozen and he
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fit the lock parts back in and bolted them home, 
then he tried it, he fit the key in and it worked,
"it works but there's still something wrong here 
and I don't understand it
"it's strange," I said, "I had very little trouble 
putting the lock in the side door."
"you mean," he asked, "that there are two locks?"
"yes, didn't he tell you?"
"no, then that's it: let me see the other 
lock. "

I showed him the other lock.
"it's a little loose," I said, "but it works."
he told me, "you mixed the parts of the two locks 
together, they are different locks."
then he took out both locks 
matched the parts together 
put the locks back in and 
they worked,
"that'll be fifteen dollars," he said.

I thought that was reasonable and handed him a 
twenty,
"damn it," he said, "I don't have any change, 
don't you have any change?"
"no, all I have are twenties ..."
"you'll want a receipt?"
"yes, I'll take it off my income tax."

I told him to drive me down to the market and 
I'd get change

and we got into his truck and drove down to the 
corner market and

I went in and got two bottles of wine and change for 
one of my twenties.

I came out and handed him his $15 and told him to 
forget the receipt 

I usually lost them anyhow.
"I'll give you a ride back," 
he said,
so we drove back up the hill and 

I missed the running board getting out 
but managed to stay upright and he 
drove off,

I walked up the drive with my two bottles of wine 
stuck the key into the door and it opened.
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I sat down, corkscrewed the bottle open and poured 
a drink, then

I telephoned my girlfriend.
"it's too late for the races but I got the locks 
f ixed. "
"I could have done it." 
she said,
"I could have saved you money ..."
"I know," I said, "but you weren't here ..."
40 minutes later

I was at the racetrack and they were coming out 
for the 5th race.

AMERICAN LITERATURE II

personal is best. I knew this professor, 
we were drinking beer together and he 
said, "I don't see how you can do it."
he's wrong, it's all personal, 
history is personal, pulling a shade up 
in the morning is, drinking beer is. the 
abstract is, the objective is. the waterbug 
is, and the sinapism.
nothing is more personal than walking down 
a stairway alone
thinking about nothing. I often like to 
think about nothing for hours,
this professor, he'd taught too long 
while I'd been a night watchman and a 
circus hand. there was nothing I could 
tell him but I did: "drink your beer,"
I told him, "and tell me about your 
wife. "
he could only drink his beer so 
I told him about my wife.

THE VAMPIRES

I am hungover and in bed and the doorbell rings 
it is eleven a.m.
"what the shit?" I ask.
she goes to the door and I hear her talking, 
she enters the bedroom and tells me,
"it's a Mr. Sanderson," she says, "he says you 
know him and he wants to talk to you." 
"Sanderson?" I ask, "what's his first name?"
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she comes back with the answer: "he says his 
first name is Frank.”
"never heard of the son of a bitch. tell him 
to get the hell out of here."
I hear them talking back and forth and
I consider all that very unnecessary and
I begin to get up and get dressed
to run him off.
when I get there he is gone.
"what did he want?" I ask.
"he wanted to talk to you," she says.
"well now, isn't that the cat's tit?”
"he looked like a very nice boy, he looked very sad 
when you sent him off."
"I don't want to talk to any son of a bitch,"
I tell her.
"well, I would have talked to him," she says.
I walk into the crapper, pull down my pants and 
my shorts and let it go ....
that night I am on my 4th or 5th beer when 
there is a brutal knocking upon the door.
I figure murder, emergency, anything ... 
somebody needs help ...
I open the door, 
it is a fat son of a bitch and 
behind him are 5 or 6 other people 
male and female.
"HEY."' screams the fat man, "I’M BO SEAVERS AND WE'VE 
COME TO SAY HELLO.'"
I swing the door shut but he sticks a big shoe in there 
holding it open.
"hold it," he says, "we're a lot alike, you'll really 
dig me. many people mistake me for you."
"get your god damned foot out of the jam," I say.
"I've read all your books," he says.
I take the heel of my shoe and crush it down 
along his toes.
the foot withdraws and I slam the door.
after a moment, empty beercans and bottles hit against
the door, then a rock or two.
I hear some curses and then I hear them 
walking off.
I sit down and open a new beer.
"ever since I was about 16," I tell her,
"people have been after me and it has never 
stopped: 44 years worth of that.
I don't know what they want with me because, 
you see, I most certainly dislike them”
"maybe if you'd just give them a chance," 
she says, "you'll find that everybody is an 
individual if you’ll just search them out."
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I drain my beer on that one, 
then look at her:
"how the fuck did you get in here?"
I walk into the kitchen and find the 
scotch, unpeel it and pour a hit as 
the phone rings.
I hear her answer;
"who? I'll ask him ..."
I hear her walking toward me 
in the kitchen
and I wonder why she doesn't already 
know the answer
as I stand there holding the drink 
watching the faucet leak 
the way they do.

HORSE

as one goes to the racetrack for years one notices 
certain characters who are there every day, 
people who are poorly dressed and desperate of eye —  
as I am.
there was one who actually stank badly, had this 
diseased beard.
I often picked him up as he hitch-hiked and I believe 
he slept in the bushes.
his theory was that all the jockeys got together in 
the jocks' room before the races and they decided 
which number to let in —  they chose a number and that 
number won almost all day long and that's why all those 
sons of bitches were rich: they bet that number.
and there was this one guy I had seen for years at all 
the tracks, I was drunk and he bumped me with his elbow 
and I said, "hey, Mac, watch that shit.'" and he said,
"I got a mind to rub your face in the cement.'" and 
I said, "wait a minute," and I took my coat off and 
laid it on a bench but when I turned around he was 
gone.
I still see him at the tracks and the strangest thing 
is that he is getting thinner and weaker and older and 
I seem to be getting younger and stronger, but I don't 
think it's me, I think it's him, I don't know what he's 
on —  maybe a long string of losers.
then there's this blonde, she was always fat but it 
didn't seem to matter, she had a way of picking up the 
winners, some of the winners after the races, day after 
day, she only bet the horses in a very off-hand manner 
but now I see her in the clubhouse all dressed fine, 
still fat, and she knows that I know but I don't say 
anything. so I'm in the clubhouse too, so maybe I've 
done some whoring in my own way.



there's another one, dresses dapper, smokes good cigars, 
but I know him, he never bets, he just pokes around in 
the trashcans for things, reaches his fingers into all 
those wet coffee containers, napkins, ripped tickets, 
old newspapers, stale hot dog buns, beer puke, he just 
reaches in there, inhaling on his cigar, a real freak.
then there's one who starts running when he sees 
something on the board late, they are putting them into 
the gate and he starts running toward the window like 
he's seen a message from the sky, and he’s right, the 
last flash of the board is the most important but you 
can't win that way either, and he's so very poorly 
dressed and, come to think of it, I haven't seen him 
for some weeks now.
I think I've been around the track longer than any of 
them, I mean the bettors, maybe there are a lot of hot 
walkers, trainers, jocks who were there before me, well, 
maybe not the jocks but some of the hot walkers.
all my women (and there have been plenty of them) have 
said (as in one voice): "my god, every time you get 
drunk you start talking about the HORSES.' you talk 
about the HORSES for hours! my god, what a dull subject 
and there you write POEMS about the HORSES.' my god, 
you don't know how dull your HORSE poems are.' nobody 
understands them.'
here's another.

MY SOUL IS GONE

well, they warned me. 
the phone rings.
I have just finished eating a grapefruit, 
there are 3 telephones.
I pick up the one in the breakfast nook.
I am the man from the factories.
I am the one who has slept on park benches.
I am the one who tried 3 suicides and failed.
I am the one who lived with a half dozen whores.
I am the one who has been in two dozen drunk tanks.
I am the one who was accused of rape
and the one who was accused of draft dodging 
when it was not the popular thing to do.
I pick up the phone: "yeh?"
"Bukowski?" he asks.
"yeh?"
it is the editor of one of the leading sex mags 
of our great nation.
"listen, we want you to write us a short story, 
we haven't heard from you in a long time. what 
you been doing?"
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I bite into a piece of toast, well-buttered, then 
let him hear it around the mastication:
"screenplay, horses, drinking. yeh."
he answers: "well, send us something soon, will
you?"
I say, "yeh." let the phone fall back into the cradle.
now I've got to dream up some realistic murder rape 
fantasy to make the people happy; it doesn't please me.
I open a couple of cans of cat food and I feed the cats.
there are two of them.
one will only eat tuna.
the other just beef and hearts,
hardly park bench rape factory cats.
I look at them.
they bend over their dishes and show me their 
dry and ridiculous bungholes.
well, shit, now will I go to the racetrack or 
will I rip off a quick sexy story for one grand?
upon the freeway I open the sun roof and my writer's 
locks blow in the 65 mph Calif, wind.
I can write it tonight, I can check the whores at 
the bar, they are all wearing these slit dresses now, 
slit right up to the hip, some wear panties, the best 
do not.
wheeling down Century listening to Mahler 
I figure I can't be too bad
one day I read in the newspapers about this rock star 
who built a 4,000 gallon storage tank for gasoline 
and ordered a couple of extra 2,000 gallon tanks to 
be built
and then a few days later I read where he turned up 
at the International Whaling Commission with his guitar 
presenting a petition signed by a half-million 
Americans calling for an end to whaling, and he sang a 
song titled,
"I Want To Live."
the singer from Aspen, Colo., told a reporter:
"I'm not an expert but I have swum with whales and 
they are wonderfully friendly creatures, as interested 
in me as I am in them. I came here as a human being 
who celebrates life on this planet and hopes to share 
that life with all other creatures that live and breathe,
I am almost at the track.
I pull in, get valet parking.
all the attendants know me.
one of them hands me my parking tab.
asks: "how ya doin', champ?"
I grunt, give him a nod, climb out, 
jerk my right shoulder just so, 
climb out, clamber out, 
give a slight glance to the right, 
move off toward the clubhouse.



FIGHT

pretty boy was tiring 
punching against useless junk 
his arms were weary 
and the wino closed in and 
it became ugly
pretty boy dropped his hands 
and the wino had him by the 
throat
banging his head against the
wall of a building.
pretty boy fell
the wino paused
then landed one kick
in the genital area
turned and walked back through
the dark end of the alley
toward some of us.
we parted to let him
through
and he walked past us
turned
looked back
lit a cigarette
and then moved on.
when I got back in 
she was raging:
"where the hell you been?" 
pink-eyed she was 
sitting up against pillows 
her slippers on.
"stop for a quickie? 
no wonder you haven ' t 
had it up for a week.'"
"I saw a good one. free, 
better than anything at the 
Olympic. I saw a good ass- 
kicking alley fight."
"you expect me to believe 
that?"
"christ, don't you ever wash 
any glasses? well, we'll use 
these two."
I poured two. she knocked hers 
right off. well, she needed it 
and I needed mine.
"it was really brutal. I hate 
to see such a thing but I can't 
stop watching."
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"pour another drink. "
I poured two others. she needed 
hers because she lived with me.
I needed mine because I worked 
as a stockroom boy 
for the May Co.
"you stopped for a quickie.'"
"no, I watched this fight."
she drank her second drink right 
off. she was trying to decide 
whether I had had a quickie or 
whether I had watched a fight.
"pour us another drink. is that 
the only bottle you've got?"
I winked at her and pulled 
another bottle from the sack, 
we seldom ate. we drank and 
we drank and I worked as a 
stockroom boy for the May Co. 
she had a pair of the 
most beautiful legs I had 
ever seen.
as I poured the third drink 
she got up, kicked off her 
slippers and put her high 
heels on.
"we need some god damned 
ice," she said and I watched 
her as she walked toward the 
kitchen.
then she vanished in there 
and I thought about the 
fight again.

INDEPENDENCE DAY

it was the 4th of July and I was 
living with this Alvarado Street whore, 
I was on my last unemployment check 
and we had a room on the first floor 
of a Beacon Street hotel next to a 
housing development
and it was 11 a.m. and I was puking,
trying to get a can of ale down,
the whore in bed next to me
in her torn slip
mumbling about her children in
Atlanta
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then sleeping snoring 
her belly like a watermelon 
fattened with green beer and red 
wine,
she was the best I could do, 
on and off with her 
for two years ... 
then two kids came up and 
threw a firecracker
"f l a n n n n g g g g:"
against the screen of our 
window.
"oooh shit," said the whore.
I got up out of bed 
in my torn shorts: "Hey, you 
fuckers.' don't do that again.'" 
they laughed and ran off.
"I miss my children," said the 
whore, "I wonder if I'll ever 
see Ronnie and Lila again?"
"will you stop that shit?"
I asked. "I heard that shit 
all last night long.'" 
the whore began crying.
I went to the bathroom and 
puked again,
cracked a new can of ale and 
sat next to the whore 
in my bed.
"don't mourn, Lilly," I said, 
"you give a great blowjob and 
that counts for something."
"f l a n n n n g g g g:"
it was another firecracker,
"ooh shit," said the whore,
I leaped up and ran to the 
window.
I was 25 years old and a mean 
s . o . b .
I had nothing to lose and was 
willing to
lay it down anywhere.
"I told you fuckers now.' 
that's all.' now off with you.' 
that's the end of it,' 
the next time will be the 
last time.' "
they just stood there and 
laughed at me, two little kids 
maybe ten or eleven years old, 
they laughed at me, 
me who duked it out 
once or twice a week
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with the most violent characters
in the neighborhood,
maybe not always winning
but hardly ever shamed.
one of the kids lit another cracker
and tossed it,
"f l a n n n n g g g g:"
that was it.
I opened the screen and leaped
into the yard.
the kids backed off.
"go get your father," I said,
"and I'll kick his ass good,'" 
they stood looking at me.
"fucking drunk," said the 
tallest kid and he pulled out 
a switchblade, hit the button, 
the knife flicked out and he 
jammed it into a tree, then 
pulled it out.
I moved toward him and 
he stood there 
making movements with the 
blade.
I closed in on him,
he flicked out, ran a gash
along my right arm
above the wrist
and then I had the knife
twisted it away from him
and kicked him in the ass.
"now get your father,"
I said.
they both left
and I stood there waiting
in my torn shorts ,,.
a minute, two minutes,
three minutes,
then I got afraid the heat
might arrive
so I went back and
crawled into the window,
got back on the bed
and played with the knife,
flicking the blade
in and out.
I took a hit of the ale 
and didn't puke.
I felt masterful —  nobody 
could have handled it better —
I was one 25 year old 
mean rattlesnake bastard, 
it didn't pay to fuck with 
me.



"ooh, you're bleeding," 
noticed the whore.
"I'm having my period,"
I told her.
"I always thought you were 
a queer," she said.
I never knew queers had 
periods.
it was a beautiful knife,
I sat there flicking it in 
and out.
I opened a new ale.
I never like holidays, 
this one was no 
exception.
"I miss my kids," 
said the whore,
"you don't know how much 
I miss my kids ..." 
her watermelon gut 
moved up and down 
under her torn and dirty 
slip.
I had about a half of a can 
of ale left
and as I moved it toward her 
head
I noticed the cut on my 
arm
and then I got the can
up there
and I poured it
from the top of her
head
and it ran
down over her hair
and down her face
and into her nostrils
and lips
and she sat up
suddenly :
"why, you cheap queer 
bastard.' "
"baby," I smiled at her,
"go easy, I am one tough 
son of a bitch . . . . "
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THE OTHER ROOM

there is always somebody in the other room 
listening beyond the wall.
there is always somebody in the other room 
who is wondering what you are doing 
in another room without them.
there is always somebody in the other room 
who thinks you feel better without them.
there is always somebody in the other room 
who thinks you are thinking of somebody else 
or who thinks you don't care for anybody 
except yourself in the other room.
there is always somebody in the other room 
who no longer thinks about you like they used 
to.
there is always somebody in the other room 
who is giving you up piece by piece,
there is always somebody in the other room 
who is disgusted when you drop something 
or who is displeased when you cough,
there is always somebody in the other room 
reading a book.
there is always somebody in the other room 
talking on the telephone.
there is always somebody in the other room 
and you don't know quite who it is 
and you are surprised when they make a sound 
or go down the hall to the bathroom.
but there isn't always somebody in the 
room.
sometimes there isn't another room 
and if there is 
sometimes there isn't anybody 
in it.

TOKEN DRUNK

I was standing around by the edge of the boat
and the young man walked up to me
and asked, "are you the token drunk?"
the boat was full of media people, models,
photographers, article writers.
there had just been a wedding and I had made
myself two turkey sandwiches and was working
on the champagne.
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the man started talking about the movies 
and I stood there thinking, I've missed a 
day at the racetrack,
things are always getting in the way of the 
racetrack: weddings, trips to Europe, interviews 
and sickness.
Linda was talking to a fat German in dark glasses, 
it wasn't going to be a very good party.
"pardon me," I said to my fellow, "but I've got to 
get some more to drink."
when I came back I had this nice little girl with me; 
she was such a nice little girl that I didn't even 
think about sex.
she worked for the bride and I knew the bride and 
we talked about her job working for the bride, 
then I told the girl, "if I don't make trouble at 
these parties then there just isn't any trouble. I 
don't see why I have to be the one who has to make 
the trouble."
"I've heard that you do cause things," she said, 
"really?" I asked, putting my hand on the back 
of her ass.
"really," she said.
then I rolled my hand around and around on her ass. 
we kept talking and soon we all went in, the little 
girl, Linda, the German with the dark glasses and 
myself.
the drinks were inside and the drinks were running 
low.
I was getting worried when the groom walked up and 
told us, "we are going to the Beverly Hills Hotel ..."
when I awakened I was in a strange bed but Linda was 
with me so it was all right.
"well," she said, "you pulled your old knife trick 
again, you pulled your knife on the maitre d' and 
the waiters in the Polo Lounge, and now you'll never 
be able to go to the Beverly Hills Hotel again."
"I shouldn't carry that thing," I said, "I always 
forget."
"they were going to call the police but we talked them 
out of it, then we drove over here and you smashed in 
the front of your car because you couldn’t find the 
reverse gear and you kept ramming the phone pole, you 
wanted to smash into the car next to you because you 
didn't like the way he was parked but you couldn't 
find the reverse gear so 
you gave it up."
I got up and began to dress.
"let's get out of here. where are we?"
"we're at the Hansens',"
Hansen was a camera man.

98



I walked out; Hansen was there, Mrs. Hansen was in 
Paris; there was also an actor there reading the funny 
papers and a director staring out at the ocean.
"Linda's getting ready,” I told them, "we'll be going 
soon."
somebody coughed.
Linda came out and we walked to the car. 
there was broken glass about.
I got it into reverse without trouble
but scraped the side of the car against a cement
abutment,
then I drove off the wrong way into a one-way street.
I noticed that right off and
took a left at the next corner.
it was a Sunday morning in a Hades they called
Marina del Rey.

WAR

the black and the yellow hit together 
at the bottom of the hill, 
the black stopped in the crash 
and the yellow veered off from the 
black
and came directly toward me with 
the driver slumped over the wheel.
I should put my car in reverse,
I thought, but my hand didn't move
upon the gearshift.
then the yellow began slanting off
and I thought, it's not going to hit
me directly, it's going to scrape the
side, and then it passed on my right side
silently,
you couldn't have gotten a sheet of paper 
between us.
then the yellow crashed head-on into the 
car of a man braked to my right and two 
car lengths back.
the yellow pushed him back, bounced off, 
slanted right behind my car, crossed the 
street, ran up a curbing and was still.
I had not seen the initial crash 
I had only heard it.
I circled into a gas station 
and sat there
looking at the three crashed cars.
if I had put it in reverse,
I would have been there too.
I started the engine and drove
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out thinking, let's see? where was I 
going? oh yes, the post office.
I needed stamps.
I hit the classical music button 
on the car radio.

GUEST

we got drunk
and then he started,
he said, "listen, I know that
people claim you're uneducated
and unread
but here we've been talking about
The Red and the Black.
you know that Lorca was gunned down
in a Spanish road.
you've mentioned the painters
and I know that you know of
the great musicians.
you know who wrote The Cherry
Orchard.
you know that Ambrose Bierce was 
killed by Mexican bandits, 
and you know who wrote The Devil's 
Dictionary.
you know who whipped Hemingway's 
ass and that Gertrude Stein had a 
wooden leg.
you know of the one who went mad 
in a rowboat.
you know those who died of syphilis, 
and you know that Anton Chekov 
shot his dog ... pardon me ...."
he got up, went into the bathroom.
I could hear him puking.
then he walked out, sat on the couch, 
lit his pipe, took a hit at his beer 
can, put it down and passed out, 
sitting there, his head dropping 
just a bit.
she came down the stairway.
"is he all right?"
"he's all right. he's staying 
tonight, I think."
"I'm sorry I left but I couldn't 
listen anymore, he just kept 
talking."
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"it's all right," I said,
I turned off the lights and went up the 
stairway with her,
"it's pitiful," she said, "he adores 
you. "
"he thinks I'm a genius," I 
said.
"are you?" she asked as we got to 
the bedroom.
"I will be if I can get rid of 
him. "
we stood there getting undressed.
"have you brushed your teeth?" 
she asked.
"many times," I answered.
then I got into bed, fast,
I was better at getting into bed 
than anybody that I knew,
then she climbed in:
"is your friend downstairs going to 
be all right?"
"he'll make the night and he'll 
return," I told her.
some things you just sleep away
and I decided to do that
as we faced away
I slipped my feet to the backs
of her calves
while half a block down
the dogs of night
barked about nothing.

THE WAVERING LINE

I don't know where they come from ... 
the vet's ward, probably ... 
they're old, balding, macho but 
sexless ..,
the sex drive is no longer important, 
they are at the track everyday 
arguing over their choices, 
laughing ...
sometimes in between races they'll 
talk about sports: which is best, 
the best baseball team, the best
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hockey team, the best basketball or 
football team, the amateurs and 
professionals are discussed, and 
who's the best player at each 
position ,,,
they often become angry and shout 
at each other .,.
they wear old clothing, greys and 
browns, they wear large shoes and 
they each have a wrist watch .., 
and while other men their age 
fight each other 
in the arena of existence 
they sit about and argue about 
whether the screen pass is any longer 
a valid offensive weapon in professional 
football, (I don't think that they are 
really interested, there's simply 
nothing else to do, and areas of space 
must not be left unattended,)
they bet, first standing in front of the 
window, talking, making last minute 
adjustments, then one of them bets for 
all of them,
all the races end, of course, and each
evening they leave ,..
a wavering line of them ,,,
some stumbling a bit as if
they were walking upon their
shoelaces ,.,
they look worn and done,
defeated ,.,
"shit ... this god damned place ... catch 
me here again ,,, you can belt-whip my 
bung until it sings Dixie,'"
"yeah, shit, Marty ... you'll be here ,.,
"naw. fuck this place.'"
the next afternoon they are all back, 
somehow they've found a small supply of 
new money —  they will pool their brains 
and do it today, 
all nonsense is over.
they are quite serious, checking their 
Racing Forms.
they bet several races and things go 
wrong, the conversation moves from 
horses to sports and the screaming 
begins:
"YEAH, YOU KNOW WHAT? I’LL BET YOU 
NEVER EVEN HEARD OF CRAZYLEGS HIRSCH.' "
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"I SAW HIM, MAN,' I SAW HIM PLAY:”
"YEAH? WELL, I SAW JIM THORPE,'"
"YEAH? YOU SAW JIM THORPE JUST LIKE YOU 
GOT LAID LAST NIGHT.'"
"YEAH, I NOTICE YOU CAN HARDLY SIT DOWN.'" 
"I'LL TEAR YOUR GOD DAMNED HEAD OFF.” '
the combat never evolves and that's well 
and good, for they are fine fellows, we 
need them like we need the Sierra Madres 
slinking through the smog, like we need 
Willie Shoemaker legging it up on just 
one more mount, we need to forget the 
women that didn't work and the ways that 
didn't work, all the bad bets 
what counts is continuance, what counts 
is not noticing that the whole west side 
of America is going to keel underwater, 
and there was never any sense in having 
gardens and in sending people to 
Radcliffe.
I like to watch those fellows, they are 
like a Broadway musical, only it's not 
GUYS AND DOLLS it's GUYS AND GUYS, they 
are fine fellows, the wavering line of 
them, the most beautiful women in the 
world mean nothing to them 
because they know that only certain things 
work for certain people, and there's 
just no use wondering how it got that 
way.
I get the best Broadway musical 
every day from the best seat in the 
house and I am the critic and the 
audience and sometimes I'm on stage 
too,
I don't know where they come from 
and I don't know where they go.
the vet's ward, probably.

DEAD DOG

Bartowski completes a 58-yard touchdown pass 
to beat the Rams in the final minutes.
I hear it on the radio
it's Sunday and I'm on the way to the track 
I should make the third race.
the Falcons hold on to win and that's good.
I switch off the radio.
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then where the Harbor Freeway branches onto 
the Pasadena
I see a dead dog up on the ramp 
he's a big one and he's stiff 
his head is crushed.
people who carry dogs in their cars 
and let them hang out —  
when those dogs fall out 
they just keep driving ...
I know how to make the tunnel 
you take the far right lane 
the other lanes back up to the left 
I glide on through
when I come out of the tunnel 
I slide back into the fast lane.
those sons of bitches and their dead 
dogs.
I get to the track at 1:20 p.m. 
take preferred parking 
find a vacant spot at F-5 
lock it
and as I'm walking between cars 
I see two men
they have broken into a car 
they are taking out the radio, 
the stereo and the speakers, 
they see me and I see them.
"don't say nothin'. man;
if you do, remember we'll see you
again some day;"
I get inside the track 
it's four minutes to post 
third race coming up 
the crowd has bet Shameen 
with Delahousseye 
down from 4 to 2 to one.
Song for Two has a line of 2 
and reads 3.
I rate the horses even 
bet ten win on Song for Two.
Song for Two wins the photo 
the Shoe can still ride 
and I'm $31 ahead.
those sons of bitches and their dead 
dogs.
I lose the 4th, 5th and 6th races, 
in the 7th they bet Back'n Time down
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to 3 to 5 off a 99 speed rating 
6 furlongs down at Del Mar 
but the colt is 3 years old 
going against older 
and has never gone a mile.
I can see it turning into the stretch
with a four length lead and getting beat
at the wire
by something.
but who will do it?
there are 6 other horses.
I put 50 place on Back'n Time 
and watch the race,
the colt has four lengths coming into 
the stretch 
then Don F.
the longest shot on the board
begins to close down
and it's tight at the wire.
they hang the photo 
we wait
then they put up Don F, 
at 19 to one.
I get $2.80 place 
so I make $20 
lose the 8th 
then I'm only $18 up.
in the 9th
I bet ten win on Fleet Ruler 
and two win on Forecast 
then leave the track 
stand out in the parking lot 
listen to the announcer 
who is hollering 
"Forecast is in front 
and here comes Fleet Ruler 
it's Fleet Ruler and Forecast 
at the wire.'"
it's evidently a photo 
I walk to my car to get out of there 
before the crowd,
I have the radio
on the race result station.
I'm still on the Pasadena Freeway
when I hear the result:
it's Forecast
and Forecast paid $90.70
so
the day wasn't quite wasted.
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but later
when I pull into the driveway
there's the Manx cat
with his rudimentary tail and
his tongue hanging out.
he refuses to move for the car
I get out
pick him up and
throw him in the front seat.
we drive into the garage
together.
we get out
the other two cats are waiting 
(lovers of fishheads, dreamers of 
birds)
I open the door
and all the cats enter
with me
they run into the kitchen 
I notice where Dallas and San Diego are 
playing ... Danny White is at quarter for 
Dallas.
I always liked Danny White, 
he’s a gambler
I might watch a few quarters 
Sunday's a day of rest
all important things should be forgotten 
I decide to not even feed the cats 
for a while
Tuesday or Wednesday I'll begin 
on that childhood novel 
again.

TALKING TO THE BARKEEP

"correctly so," I told him, 
"I would have them 
robbing banks and selling 
drugs ...
I'll have another vodka -
7 . . , . "
"correctly so," said the 
barkeep mixing the 
drink, "I'd have them 
collecting garbage 
or running for congress 
or teaching 
biology
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"or," I said, reaching 
for the drink, "selling 
flowers on the corner 
or giving baekrubs 
or blowing glass ..,,"
"correctly so," said 
the barkeep 
pouring himself a 
drink, "I'd have them 
plowing the good 
earth or
carrying mailbags
"or," I said, "mugging 
old ladies or 
pulling teeth ..."
"or directing traffic 
working the factories," 
said the barkeep, "or 
jumping freights to 
the nearest harvest ..."
"it's a great day,"
I said.
"beautiful," said the 
barkeep, "but it's the 
mediocrity of the masses 
which creates the 
wealth of its entertainers 
and artists."
"another vodka-7,"
I said, "the earning of 
money is hardly proof of 
the worthiness of the 
product."
"if I were the audience 
of the world," the barkeep 
said, moving the drink 
toward me, "many a darling 
genius would either be 
starving or working a 
functional job."
"and correctly so," I 
said, raising my 
drink.
"it's a beautiful day," 
said the barkeep.
"a hell of a beautiful 
day," I said.
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THERE ARE SO MANY HOUSES AND DARK STREETS WITHOUT HELP

one of my greatest weaknesses is getting lost,
I am always getting lost, I have dreams over 
and over of getting lost, and this is why I 
fear foreign countries so much: the possibility 
of getting lost and not knowing the language, 
what do you do?
I was once lost in the Utah wilderness for 
nine hours but I often get lost on freeways 
of my own area —  pulling into a gas station: 
"give me a couple of gallons of gas. listen, 
can you tell me where the San Diego Freeway 
is?"
I find the freeway but get on in the wrong 
direction, almost know it, drive on fearfully 
for many miles among hundreds of people who 
know exactly where they are going, I get off 
the freeway, try to get on going in the other 
direction, can't find the entrance, get lost 
again —  going down a dark road of no lights 
and darkened houses.
there are so many houses and dark streets 
without help.
and worse is turning on the car radio and 
listening to a friendly voice and the 
music —  it only builds the madness,
there hasn't been a woman I have lived with 
who hasn't gotten a phone call like this: 
"listen, baby, I'm lost, I'm in this phone 
booth and I don't know where I'm at ..."
"go outside," they say, "and look for a 
street sign."
I come back with the information and they 
tell me what to do.
I don't understand the instructions, 
there's much screaming, both ways.
"it's simple.' " they scream,
"I CAN'T DO IT,"’ I scream back.
once I rented a motel room.
luckily there was a liquor store across the
street.
I got two fifths of vodka and sat up watching 
tv
pretending that life was good and that I was 
perfectly normal and in control of proceedings,
I was finally able to sleep shortly after 
opening the second bottle of vodka.
it was one of those places which required a key 
deposit
so in the morning when I went down there
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I asked the lady, "by the way, could you tell me 
which way I go to get to L.A.?"
"you're in L.A.," she told me.
once I had been driving for hours and I saw a 
sign and it said: "San Diego, 45 miles" and 
I thought, well, I'll drive to San Diego and 
at least I'll know where I'm at. 
the problem was that I wasn't too sure that 
I could find San Diego.
one of the worst was leaving Santa Anita racetrack 
one evening
I swung off into a side road to get away from 
traffic and the side road started curving and I got 
worried about that and cut off into another side road 
and I don't know how it happened but all the main 
boulevards vanished and I was just driving along 
these small roads and then the roads started going 
upwards as the evening darkened into night and 
I kept driving, feeling completely idiotic and 
vanquished
I tried to turn off the upward grades but 
each turn lead me to a road going higher, and 
I thought, if I ever see my woman again I'm going 
to tell her that I'm an idiot, a true subnormal, 
that I must be fed and kept in bed or that I must 
be confined to an institution.
I got higher and higher into the hills and then I 
was on top of whatever it was and there was this 
village all lit up by neon signs and the language 
of the signs was all Chinese and then I knew that 
I was mad,
I had no idea what it meant, I just kept driving 
and then looking down I saw the Pasadena Freeway.
I was a thousand feet above it, all I had to do 
was to get down there.
and that was another nightmare of trying to 
work my way down from all those streets of rich 
dark houses.
the poor will never know how many rich hide out 
quietly in the hills.
I got down on the freeway after another 45 
minutes and, of course, I got on in the wrong 
direction.
another time I got lost in Long Beach under unfinished 
freeway roads that dead-ended among huge warehouses at 
night and a police car passed me and I speeded up and 
tried to catch the police car but it got away from me 
when I got switched off onto a side road.
I worked my way out of there only to get caught in the 
same trap again 
three weeks later.
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I don't like psychiatrists but I've thought about going 
to them about this
but I know what they are finally going to tell me: 
that what I think it is, it is.
but I don't think it's anything, you see, and that's 
what makes it all so strange.
all the women I've lived with have the same answer: 
"you're just a fool," they say.

THE PAYOFF

it's down by a track near the border and it's called 
THE PAYOFF HOTEL and it's directly north of the track 
perched on a cliff and after the races you can look 
down at the empty track and see the stables and now and 
then a horse and always those stacks of hay.
there are hundreds of rooms, all taken, each room with 
a shower and black and white tv.
next to the lobby is a dance floor where some of the 
players try to dance and romance the few young girls 
to the loud music of a small band playing thirty year old 
melodies.
the players drink beer and cheap wine, their shirttails 
hanging out, their pants too short, their shoes scruffed 
and down at the heels.
walking through the halls at night, many of the doors are 
open and in each room sit one or two men reading 
RACING FORMS and drinking beer and wine, and in the 
morning by the pool before the races some of them will be 
dressed in vari-colored trunks, more like wimps than pimps, 
and they'll each have a copy of THE DAILY RACING FORM,
there aren't any steady winners at THE PAYOFF HOTEL.
how they exist is unknown: they are durable and transitory
and all the rooms are always taken.
I'll see you there next summer and I won't be able to tell 
you from them and you'll look like me and I'll look like 
you and we won't look very good, waiting for the action.

THE CATS' BEHINDS

your niece came and left
and your mother came and left
I outlived their problems
next I will rip up the cornstalks
in the garden,
maybe we can burn them in the fire
place, ears and all, I have never 
burned ears, have you?



the old folks next door are gone, 
are they dead or visiting in 
Kansas? when they die, you know 
who's next? everybody. the 
cats too, the cats' behinds,
death or no, it's still nice to 
live in the same place for two or 
three years, no landlord banging, 
one can get drunk and break the 
windows, puke anywhere; one can 
sing, scream, roll down the 
stairway; one can step out on the 
balcony and see all the way to 
Long Beach,
it's all very literary.
the movie people come by, the 
interviewers, the translators, the 
editors, the publishers, the 
suckerfish; we get them all drunk, 
we get much drunker than they and 
we talk for hours, smoking our cigars, 
eating their pills, smoking their 
stuff, we talk into the sunrise,
into the morning, pouring more drinks, coming out 
of the kitchen with ever-new bottles, pulling out 
the corks; I am two or three times their age; they 
nod sleepily, they don't want to hear any more, 
they wanted to hear about creation. how it's done;
I never talk about that, it doesn't interest me, it 
doesn't mean anything, only talking about playing 
the horses means something, you see, it all evolves 
around the horses, that's the secret, you want the 
secret? that's the secret ....
"oh, ?, oh, yes, is ... that it?"
they leave.
I wear them down. I make them hate. I give them 
more than they want. they want to suck blood,
I give them puss. they leave.
they want to know where they can get stuff published, 
some of them want to know that. and if you suggest a 
place, they send their work with a note: "Chinaski 
suggested that I send this to you . . . . "
it's all very literary,
if I, with this minor fame, am gutted with them, what 
does Norman Mailer do?
anyhow, here the refrigerator works and 
the toilet flushes and no Hundus prowl.
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the best way to forget the past is to live in the present 
as if we deserved it, though we worry about the luck, 
and also the shell-shock and the brain-damage of a 
deranged past , ... "children, have you read Alex Comfort, 
Christopher Morly and Conrad Aiken?"
anyhow, no landlord banging here now 
one cat asleep in the car, another half-asleep 
stuffed with horsemeat on top of the tv set 
and the third out front being fractional with 
the possums who live in the front hedge,
my tax accountant phoned today and said not to 
worry, he'd write the people at the Frankfurt 
place and tell them that under the Double 
Taxation Convention with the USA that I had 
already sacrificed the runner to second,
where was this guy when I was trying to sleep 
on that park bench in El Paso during that 1941 
sandstorm? while half the world was burning?
it's 2:15 a.m. and you aren't drinking, I've 
drunk almost all of it and there are only two 
bottles of beer left.
you are downstairs watching a space program 
on tv and I won $147 at the track today, 
clean lines zinging here, only one landlord 
knocks now —  that moldy parasite, he'll 
collect
here where the succotash is fine and 
murder episodes flower upon our tv.
I'll sleep soon after drinking those two 
bottles of beer .,,
I've finished writing this 
it's very literary.

GIFT 

you know
the man in back moved out
couldn't get his rent
so I inherited this
huge old cat
big as an average dog
mean
yellow eyes
old and furiously strong
when he strikes with one of those
paws
the walls shake.
his name is "Butch" and he
doesn't play around
he's cranky
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has his own set ideas 
learned from somewhere 
long ago.
he gets on the trip 
which is his 
sometimes he gets 
gone
I'll be petting him 
and then he'll have me 
my hand trapped in his 
gut
the teeth will incise into 
the top part of my hand 
and holding me there 
like that
he'll rip the backs of 
my wrists
with his two rear paws 
with the claws 
fully extended ...
I leave my hand there 
until he's finished 
then I
lift it away 
rivulets of blood 
seep ... he just 
looks at me.
I'll send him to you 
in a whole natural almond 
crate
I'll cut holes so he can 
breathe
but beware when you pry off 
the lid
I'll send him to you 
just in time 
via Air Express
open that crate on 
National Poetry Day.

A BOOR

we are sitting in this cafe 
waiting
I've read the race results 
and entries over and 
over.
"everyone else has rolls," 
Linda says. "I wonder why
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our waitress hasn't brought 
us any rolls?"
"which waitress is ours?"
I ask.
"you ordered, don't you 
look at people?"
"not before eating. which 
one is she?"
"she's over there folding 
napkins. she won't look 
up. "
"that one?"
"that one."
I put a napkin on my fork and 
whirl it around and around 
holding it over my head.
"oh, stop that.’" Linda says.
the waitress sees me and walks 
over.
"where are our rolls?" I 
ask.
"with your order, rolls are 75«i 
extra."
"good, bring us four orders of 
rolls, please."
our waitress leaves.
"besides that," Linda says, "she 
hasn't brought us our order, 
it's been ready for fifteen 
minutes."
"how do you know?"
"I can see it sitting there."
"I can't see anything."
"it's behind a glass partition.
I can see it, "
our waitress comes with four 
orders of rolls and butter.
"thank you," I say, "but I wonder 
why you don't bring us our dinner? 
it's been ready for 15 minutes."
"that's not your order, sir. those 
are display samples."
our waitress walks off.



"eat your rolls," I say to 
Linda.
"no, I don't want to spoil my 
dinner."
"please pass me the front page."
"no, I'm reading it."
so I stare at the back of a woman's 
neck until she turns her 
face.
then our order comes 
only
it is another waitress bringing 
it.
"thank you," I say,
the new waitress walks off.
"the other waitress couldn't 
stand you," says Linda,
"I hate to ruin somebody's 
day," I say.
"well, you have."
it happens almost everywhere 
we go ....
it's a good place.
they only serve seafood and the tables are 
well-spaced.
I eat the dinner.
Linda eats hers.
I tip 15% and we leave,
walking toward our car in the parking 
lot
Linda says, "you ate all the rolls." 
"yeah," I say.

LET IT GO

pissing drunk
in the middle of the night

on the second floor of somewhere 
symphony music on —

quite a good boy working out.
it's good to have the arts 

to let it go on.
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I flush.
shake It.

wash my hands.
the symphony music is exceptional 

large emotional cartwheels 
of glory.

it's good to have the arts 
to let it go on.

suppose we didn't have that 
to let it go on?

we'd jump off of buildings or 
murder our lovers.

I go down the stairway.
she is there watching tv,

"you ought to put something on," 
she says,

"you'll catch cold."
you see, it's nice that we have 

somebody who doesn't want us 
to get sick,

and also after pissing in the
middle of the night it's nice 

to be recognized.
"how long you going to stay up?" 

you ask her.
"this thing is terrible," she says 

but I have to find out 
how it ends."

I go into the kitchen
open the refrigerator and 

stare inside.
I don't know what I want there 

somehow it looks more like a 
clothes closet.

I close the refrigerator door 
admire the fat click 

it makes
then I go to the stairway 

walk up.
pissing

can be
quite an

adventure.
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THE GIRLS

there can be no existence with these dogs dragging these 
blue bones, the flowers all bend left in the wind and 
look tired and the phone rings, it's Pauline down at 
Ye 0l! Stagger Inn:
"I'd like to see you, Hank
it's one thirty p.m. and I drive down to Hollywood and 
Cherokee and walk in and Pauline is sitting with Alta 
and Alta flashes me the big false smile and Pauline just 
sits looking down into her marguerita, 
they are both drinking margueritas.
I sit down next to Pauline.
"what is it?"
"some asshole's been bugging me, so I thought if you came 
by you'd get him off me."
Alta bends her head down around Pauline and flashes me 
another false heavy lipstick smile.
"how ya doin', Hank?"
"look," I say to Pauline, "I never saw a guy yet you 
couldn't drive off."
"you just don't know," she says.
I get a whisky and soda from the barkeep.
Hollywood at one thirty five p.m, is a big tomb full of 
stink bombs.
"I'm going back to Cleveland," says Alta, "I'm going to 
get straight ... hey, ya got a cigarette?"
I push the pack down to her.
Pauline just sits there, nobody says anything at all.
I finish my drink, stand up and dig out a tip for the 
barkeep:
"well, girls, I got to be going 
"wait a minute, Hank," says Pauline,
"what is it?"
"I want you to pay for our drinks, we've had 8 or 9 
drinks and a bowl of chili apiece ...."
"how about a little song on the juke box instead?"
"Hank, we don't have any money ...."
"you'd be surprised how many people there are in the world 
like that
"the bill is $18.50 and I only have $9."
"here," I say and I drop a dollar bill out of my wallet in 
front of her.
as I walk out of there I hear Alta say, "don't be pissed, 
Hank ...."
I get to my car, get in and drive off and I turn the radio 
on and can't hear a thing, then I remember I have been in 
a car wash and I reach outside and pull the aerial up and 
the radio begins to play.
you know, there can be no chance when the cobra sleeps 
under your pillow, and there can be no mercy when the 
only mercy is yours —  I have slept in the alleys
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of the world and never begged a dime, and the trouble 
with whores who have no taste for their work, they 
ought to get on as waitresses at Norm's.
I pull up outside my liquor store and go in for some 
decency.

THEY CAN RUIN YOUR DAY

I parked the BMW and went in to get some papers 
xeroxed.
I watched the white sheets of paper jump out of
the machine in order.
it was a warm and an easy day.
I clipped the papers together
paid the clerk and walked out on the street again.
and here he came in seaman's cap
blue work shirt and pants rolled too high.
there were others but he walked right up to me 
grabbed my hand and began shaking it:
"hey, buddy, urgworg buddy lapu ssot udorob 
I am your brother sag llah worg . . . ."
"you're breaking my hand," I told 
him.
I reached into my pocket and gave him a 
quarter.
"worgssarg buddy ssamniknat, you yremaerc ...."
I walked on but he shouted after me: "ecin 
wolly yemttrid ereth ...."
I never liked such a situation because I felt like 
a fool if I gave them the money and I felt like a 
bastard if I didn't.
and no matter what I did or didn't do 
it just didn't go away for a while.
I walked to my car
unlocked it
got in and sat there.
some girls were coming out of a cafe after lunch, 
they were going back to work
a whole group of them chatting and walking along 
and I stared hard at their breasts and their legs 
and their behinds 
but it didn't help:
the girls were all quite homely and sexless.
I started the car and drove down 6th to Pacific,
I crossed Pacific and went all the way to Gaffey 
and it wasn't until I turned off of Gaffey and

118



on to 3rd and saw a boy on a lawn holding a dog 
while another boy strangled the dog with a rubber 
hose
that I forgot about that bum at all.

HORSES DON’T BET ON PEOPLE AND NEITHER DO I ...

I try to get a seat alone but a couple of rows 
ahead of me sits a balding old man in a grey 
sweater.
he has a voice you can hear for 40 yards, 
the year is 1980, he is talking about some 
horse that won a stakes race in 1958. 
he had him.
"HE WAS 13 TO ONE.' THE HORSE HAD NEVER RUN 
MORE THAN SEVEN FURLONGS AND HERE THEY WERE 
ENTERING HIM IN A MILE AND ONE EIGHTH,' WELL,
SIR, HE JUMPED IN FRONT AND WENT ALL THE WAY,
THEY NEVER GOT NEAR HIM.' IT WAS SOME RACE.'"
the man he is talking to turns his head away 
and pales, he's sick.
I get up and move my seat, I get a new seat, 
the closest person to me is three seats away 
and she doesn't even have a Racing Form, she's 
working on a crossword puzzle, 
she looks up at me: "hey, what's a four letter 
for 'departed'?"
"dead?"
"no, that don't fit 
"gone?"
"ah ... yeah, that's it. say didn't I see you 
in some movie? aren't you a movie star?"
"no. "
"yes, it was a horror movie, you played a man 
who fell out of a bell tower and crushed his 
s kull___ "
I get up and I walk all the way down to the escalator 
and ride it down and I find a bench in the sun and I 
sit there, then I find I've lost my program so I go 
to one of the program sellers and buy a new program.
"buying another program, buddy?" he asks.
"yeah. you remember me, eh?”
"Oh yeah.' I'd remember you anywhere.'"
I walk back to the escalator.
as I ride the escalator up, the man next to me is 
carrying a portable radio and he has it turned as 
loud as it can go.
somebody is singing on that radio, 
it's Barry Manilow.



DO YOU USE A NOTEBOOK?

many a time when I drive this black beauty out of the 
driveway of my home, drive down the hill, turn right at 
the signal, wait, take a left, run down 3 blocks, take 
another left, go another 2 blocks, and then onto the 
freeway
many a time I think,
what am I doing here?
why am I in this car?
what am I supposed to be? —
going to the racetrack at 11 a.m. while other men are 
working
I turn on the radio and light a cigarette, 
what am I doing with this leisure? 
where did the factories go? 
and the whores? 
and the drunktanks?
then
such thoughts pass
and I begin to think of my new system, it's going quite 
well —  it's most interesting how just balancing these 
3 numbers on each horse usually selects a winner about 
40% of the time that is not a favorite,
and then the thoughts mix as I cut between a tanker and
a volks: when the interviewers come by they want to know
about writing —
what are your influences?
do you use a notebook?
do you revise?
why do you write?
,,, and I begin talking about the horses and everybody 
looks discouraged, including the lady I live with.
"he always talks this way," she tells them,
I drive the black beauty toward the track, rolling back 
the automatic roof for more sunshine,
they don't understand —  it's been a gamble to begin with 
and nothing ever solidifies into surety; no gift remains 
that isn't constantly earned and re-earned; to linger 
incessantly upon the grounds of literature and learning 
is not only inhuman, it's dumb,
... driving into the track I stop to pay the parking lot 
attendant.
he knows me: "how's it goin, champ?"
"just trying to make it," I tell him,
I drive toward preferred parking, valet’s no good: 
they burn out cold engines getting the machines to 
the people after the 9th race.
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I park between a Dodge van and a Volks rabbit 
thinking, Ernie would have understood and surely, 
Manolete, and all these people here ahead of me, 
already parked and in there waiting, getting 
ready.
I get out, lock the car and walk toward the gate, 
it is a telling and a beautiful day, and knowing 
the terror, the luck and the grace, I move 
deliberately toward the action 
the mountains up there like that 
hearing my footsteps as I walk on in.

KENYON REVIEW, AFTER THE SANDSTORM

coming off that park bench after that all night
sandstorm in El Paso
and walking into the library
I felt fairly safe even though I had less than 
two dollars
was alone in the world
and was 40 pounds underweight,
it still felt normal and almost pleasant to
open that copy of the Kenyon Review
1940
and marvel at the most brilliant way those 
professors used the language to criticize each 
other for the way they criticized literature.
I even felt that they were humorous about it, 
but not quite; the bitterness was rancid and 
red steel hot, but at the same time I felt the 
leisurely and safe lives that language had 
evolved from: places and cultures centuries 
soft and institutionalized.
I knew that I would never be able to write 
in that manner, yet I almost wanted to be 
one of them or any of them; being guarded, 
fierce and witty, having fun 
in that way.
I put the magazine back and walked outside, 
looked south north east west.
each direction was wrong.
I started to walk along.
what I did know was that overeffusive language 
properly used
could be bright and beautiful.
I also sensed that there might be 
something else.
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IN MY DAY WE USED TO CALL IT PUSSY-WHIPPED

I was driving over a bridge when 
I got this strange station 
on the radio
and here was this old guy- 
talking to a lady doctor.
"yes, Dr. Stacey," he said,
"my wife is going through a 
change of life .. . 
she doesn't think she is 
but she is .... "
this old guy had this pleading 
whining voice.
"yes, yes, go on," said Dr. 
Stacey.
"well, Dr., after 14 years of 
marriage she is going out 
with another man .,.
I'm small and he's big, 
she's trying to replace me 
with this opposite thing, 
and she says she loves me 
but she keeps going 
with this man ,... "
I was on my way to Los 
Alamitos.
then I was over the bridge 
and on my favorite expressway ... 
a clear view for miles 
to watch for police cars.
I opened it up to 75, then 80, 
then 85.
"Dr., this man drinks and 
my wife says 
if he keeps drinking 
she is going to leave 
him
but he hasn't and 
she's still going with 
him ...
I've lost weight, I've lost 
job after job, I can't 
concentrate ...."
"I see," said Dr.
Stacey.
I had it up to 
90.
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.. yet my wife keeps 
dating this man and 
she keeps dating me ..."
how romantic, I thought, 
here 's a man 
who has dates 
with his wife.
"... my last job 
took me back east 
and I sent her money 
to come stay with me 
for a week and 
she seemed happy, 
she said she loved 
me but when she 
went back 
she began seeing 
him again.
I lost my job, I 
couldn't concentrate ...."
I dropped the car back to
60 and lit a
cigarette.
"you evidently have a deep 
need for your wife," Dr. 
Stacey told the guy.
"I love her, Dr., but she 
is causing me all this 
misery, all this anguish, 
she's crucifying me 
just like
my other wife did .,.. "
"oh," asked Dr. Stacey, 
"were you married 
before?”
the radio was fading in 
and out, getting dimmer.
I wanted to hear what 
the Dr. was going to tell 
him.
I reached down to 
dial it more 
clearly and 
as I did so 
I lost it.
I drove along 
trying to get it 
back
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working at the 
directional and volume 
knobs
but I kept getting 
other stations —  
music, news, 
religion, 
it was useless,
I turned the radio 
off,
I had an idea
of what Stacey would
tell the guy
as I hit Willow and
took a right: "if you
love her enough
just have the patience
and the faith, just wait
and endure
and when the fling is 
over
she’ll come back 
she'll realize where 
the real thing is,"
crap, Dr.,
he ought to
dump her panties
on the doorstep
of the big guy's place
go get drunk and
find a cathouse,
hire a housekeeper
with a big ass
and a Swedish
accent
and play cribbage 
with her.
having solved all 
that
I drove toward the
racetrack
with new resolve.

—  Charles Bukowski 
San Pedro CA
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