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What they’re saying about Ghetto Plainsman:
“Like a modern-day John the Baptist emerging from the wilderness … An insightful look into the life, the heart and the soul of a man who cares about the Earth and humanity … a poetic lyricism that rivals the world’s greatest writers.”
— Bob Ray Sanders, Vice President of the Fort Worth Star-Telegram; award-winning member/National Association of Black Journalists
“This book shook me to the core. Manos’ voice is compelling and irresistible. The integrity of the land and our most important stories have always been inseparable, and Manos expands this storytelling tradition to our current era in which both are under unimaginable duress. Ghetto Plainsman beautifully forges a path forward despite voices of the apocalypse clamoring everywhere, and as such is a crucial element of my personal toolbox of hope against senseless destruction.”
— Elizabeth Merrick, author-editor of the acclaimed anthology This is Not Chick Lit
“Just as intense as any good hip-hop album … The nimble, brutal language that Manos uses to describe the hustlers and lost souls of New York and Los Angeles works equally well in capturing the delicate beauty of a yucca plant, a sunset along an impossible horizon or the mysterious animal life that populates his adopted home. Not since Edward Abbey have I seen such an improbable writer so hopelessly in love with nature, and so gifted in describing its bounty.”
— Paul Constant, Whole Life Times
“A true artistic talent.”
— Washington Blade
“An intense journey from darkness to redemption … and a manifesto that exhorts us, in passages of sophisticated and sublime beauty, to honor and protect the land we love. I am reminded of a modern day Walt Whitman or Jack Kerouac. His is a voice, like theirs, of urgency and hope, of yearning and celebration.”
— Paul John Roach, Senior Minister, Unity Church of Fort Worth
“The new face of the environment. This is a personal story about activism and [Manos’] road home is a long and tortuous one. Idealistic young men and women should take heed of the price one must pay to live according to high principles. Manos’ writing style is poetic and flowing, especially when he writes about plains animals and their landscape. Although the language of the street often makes its way into his prose, there’s no denying his writing glows when he writes about the environment. The reader may come away filled with a certain sadness that the author suffered from bad decisions and even worse behavior. But an abiding love for a special part of the world has helped him rise above his flaws and become a better man. This is a story not often told.”
— Yvonne Marcotte, Epoch Times, New York staff
“In his fascinating new book, Ghetto Plainsman, Jarid Manos fashions peace, beauty and hope from the unlikely raw materials of his own personal biography and his observations of the grave dangers facing our shared environment. Part detailed memoir, part sophisticated manifesto and call to action, Ghetto Plainsman is one jolting, shocking read, but a ride well worth taking.”
— Bill Nevins, FIVE Magazine
“If you haven’t joined the movement after reading Ghetto Plainsman, then you haven’t read the book.”
— Judge Maryellen Hicks, and host of KKDA “Speakout”
“Ghetto Plainsman reads as the soliloquy of a loner who, after descending into the deepest of hells, comes to relinquish his anguish in order to make pact with the land and its inhabitants — whether buffalo or bird, homeless derelict or drug-dazed passerby. This deal is a promise to self as well as to them. A promise to strive towards wholeness, recovery, reclamation, and a resurrection of sorts.
— Tammy Gomez, contributing author to Hecho in Tejas
“Through his work with the Great Plains Restoration Council, Jarid Manos’ word becomes actions, actions that illustrate the impact of his deeply compelling story.”
— Tamara Warren, pop culture journalist for Rolling Stone, Vibe, XXL, and Men’s Journal
What they’re saying about Great Plains Restoration Council
(www.gprc.org):
“GPRC’s ecological perspective has been an invaluable help in giving our youth opportunity to learn about nature, to connect with the environment, to enjoy it, love it, develop a sense of ownership of it, responsibility to protect it and to keep it clean and healthy for future generations.”
— Ana Colin-Hernandez, Peer Advocate Coordinator, AIDS Outreach Center
“GPRC’s goal of building a national movement of young people taking care of their own health through taking care of the special places on Earth is one we at Patagonia wholeheartedly believe in. GPRC combines hands-on work, community building, and action. Their leadership in the communities they work in is a vital inspiration for both growth and change.”
— Yvon Chouinard, Founder and Owner, Patagonia, Inc.
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“Silence is the absolute poise or balance of body, mind and spirit. The man who preserves his selfhood is ever calm and unshaken by the storms of existence — not a leaf, as it were, astir on a tree: not a ripple upon the surface of the shining pool … his, in the mind of the unlettered sage, is the ideal attitude and conduct of life.”
— Ohiyesa, 1911, [Santee Dakota Sioux]
“I tell folks all the time if nobody’s told you that you’re crazy … then your vision ain’t big enough yet. It’s only when somebody steps forward to tear you down that you realize you’re on the right track.”
— Tavis Smiley
“… unmistakably identifiable by a crudely-emblazoned clenched-fist “Earth First!” and other prison graffiti-style cult tattoos on his arm and shoulder.”
— Varmint Hunter Magazine
“Peace is not this utopian idea of dashing through a field of dandelions, you know; it’s hard work.”
— Aqeela Sherrills, who brokered the historic peace treaty between the Crips and Bloods in South-Central Los Angeles
FOREWORD
Housekeeping
This book took me eight years to write.
Many people have wanted to know how I got into my work of protecting our endangered Prairie Earth and creating Ecological Health programs that serve our threatened youth. I’m very aware that the last thing people think when they see me walking down the street is, “Oh that dude saves prairie dogs and helps kids help themselves get healthy!” I know I’m an odd mix to most people, a hip hop mug who’s also in love with America’s flyover country, the Great Plains. My path to this work can’t be summed up in a sound bite. When I mentioned to a few people that I wanted to write a book about the violence that was really going on in the American West, it was suggested to show it through my own experiences, how I changed, and how and why I got involved. It’s taken several years to let go of this story, a painful reminder of an angry, reactionary, and undeveloped young man unconsciously seeking more than just immediate survival. But my work is ultimately not about me.
Here in this crucible-like first decade of the new millennium, I am so focused, so driven toward the practical implementation of visionary ideas, so interested in bringing people together from all walks of life, all colors, cultures and communities, that it’s hard to imagine the angry, radical militant I once was. My former backlash hatred against my enemies, against a whole slate of planetary destroyers and those who tried to smash, consume or keep me down, quite honestly, made me little different than the Hate People themselves. Hate and anger are so unproductive. I am uninterested in blame or politics.
So much of modern life is immature and profane. My work with Great Plains Restoration Council (GPRC) is focused on building a new path of maturity, sustainability, health and wellness for our tenancy here on Earth. As I look over this book before it goes to print, I think, “It’s funny the distances we must go to learn something and get somewhere.” I haven’t arrived by any means, but I can say I’ve come a long way. I’ve found something worth keeping, worth living and dying for. And that is our incredible living blue and green Earth, and our children’s health and long, long-term future.
In this book, in order to keep the flow concise and protect the innocent and not so innocent, I’ve made minor adjustments or combinations of some names, places and events. A small portion of this book has been fictionalized in this way. This was done for thematic efficiency, to protect identities, and also to allow me as a writer a little literary license. I wanted to stretch my wings here, rather than write an encyclopedia.
Any possible likenesses real or imagined are not intended to disparage any person. There is also a bit player named “Martin” who is a composite of two people. Dialogue has been painstakingly reconstructed in order to provide the reader with the most precise essence of a person’s character. Outside of these minor adjustments you have a straight-shot non-fiction parable.
Parable because when I finished the manuscript and had editors go over it, they continued to tell me that what I had, among other things, was an ongoing analogy between the problems of the Earth and those of the body. Body and Earth, Soul and Soil, all are inseparable to me, and the health or disease of any of these affects the other. “Body” ultimately comes to represent all of us, our civilization.
Some of what follows is ugly and embarrassing. When I consider the editors’ comments, I see how I decided to keep some things and omit others. Some omitted events are more outlandish than those recorded here, some boring as hell, but they are not integral to the theme of the book. In any case, I wrote a book that made me take risks.
My business is now ‘in the street’ and of course it bothers me because I’m an extremely private person. Hell, my dream job used to be an anonymous baggage handler at the airport.
I have always regarded the human world as mostly a war zone. This war zone outlook colors the story, the journey, and my whole life even today. But compared to so many others, people and animals, I’ve still had an incredibly blessed, easy life. I thank God for how lucky I am to be healthy, vital, and alive.
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PROLOUGE
1984
Sitting in my drawers beneath the Harbor Bridge, drinking a $1.79 six-pack of Schaefer beer and jug of Gallo Chablis, one right after the other, taking in the world around me. Our seedy old North Beach side of downtown Corpus Christi is sweltering … this hot Texas sun … the bridge keeps me in shadow.
The weight of the traffic pushes down on the bridge seams overhead. Wonder what’d happen if the bridge just smashed down on top of me. Maybe it’d block out all the thinking. Too much thinking.
Head hurts too much. I wanna give in … pass out. Can’t stop this low panic inside … shit, I’m still a teenager and I can’t shake this fucked-up feeling I’ve already used up my life and ain’t nothing else to rebuild like I thought. I’m supposed to be starting a new life.
There’s a giant abyss up ahead but I can’t see it, just sense it. Approaching, and getting closer. And at any moment I’m gonna step into it without knowing — And if I did?
* * *
Dear Reader,
In this life, there have been moments when I suddenly asked myself, Where the hell are you? Right now? Right this minute?
All I’m gonna say is, if you’ve ever had zero confidence or struggled or suffered in any way, maybe you will endeavor to cause less pain.
Because you understand.
~ SECTION ONE ~
“Violence is just another form of communication.”
— overheard on Ludlow Street, Lower East Side, NYC
CHAPTER ONE
“This is how you kill a wounded duck,” my father said, thrusting the hen mallard up so I could see. “You can do it two ways. Grab the neck in both fists like a rope and pull in opposite directions and you can tear the inside apart without breaking the skin. That’s how we used to do it in the slaughterhouse. That’s how we had to make blood sausage for those Polish people. The blood fills up the gap and hardens, and they slice it, cook it, and eat it.”
I saw the duck’s stiff tongue sticking out, like she was gagging on something. She struggled again in his grip, her bright orange feet trying to kick at his hand. A drop of blood, bright red lung blood, rolled off her tongue and fell into the water.
“But this way is better. You only need one hand.” He grabbed her by the head in his right fist and spun her around, wringing her neck multiple times. Feathers puffed off and wafted away. Her wings fluttered and died down. “You don’t want to shoot them again because you’ll ruin the meat with all that shot.”
I learned all about duck hunting as a kid, hauling decoys and paddling the canoe off the marshy shores of Lake Erie for my father. He and I rarely spoke unless it had something to do with work or a job he needed me to do. I didn’t mind. I already liked the silence. And getting to go to Lake Erie took my mind off things in the same way hard work did, off problems that otherwise weighed me down like an anvil. My father was the standard yellow-brown-skinned immigrant who saw the world’s value only in how much hard work, especially physical labor, was accomplished and how much farther ahead he could get that day. He hated personal expression. And he liked to hunt and fish, but not for the outdoor experience of it. What mattered was getting the kill, the landing, the final acquisition of things that were not things. Meat in the freezer, or sometimes just the kill if it wasn’t edible.
Back in the blind, he snored as the Sun rose higher, blazing light across the marsh.
There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. It was going to be what he called a bluebird day, when ducks stayed put and enjoyed the sunshine, or flew sky-high. For good hunting, you needed a blustery, cold, stormy day with heavy clouds that stirred the ducks up, kept them low and kept them moving.
My mind drifted back to earlier this morning. Me rowing out here in the silence, setting the decoys in the pre-dawn blackness, leaving him behind in the blind, the Moon wobbling on the water. Sweet-wet-muck smelling fresh lake water. The canoe paddle dipping in. The open black horizon of the lake had pulled at me.
My legs began to cramp from sitting still. Hate to sit. I checked his watch. It was only 9:30. We were supposed to stay here till 12, or at least that’s how long the permit was for. I checked the safeties on the guns.
His sleeping head was slumped sideways against the flimsy wooden panels of the blind. Some powdered donut sugar had fallen on his hard black stubble beard. His hunter-green baseball cap was pulled down over his face, but I could still see the three hairs poking out of one of his fleshy nostrils. He had a stern look on his face, a scowl, even while sleeping.
That look never seemed to go away. As far back as I could remember it was always there. It flowed down between his thick black eyebrows, down his big sloping nose and onto his lips, which seemed to have a natural outline to them, though they were creased and dry. He had strands of white in the short curls of his wiry black hair that stuck out the back of his cap.
I glanced at his wader boots, then my wader boots. I looked at the two thermoses, one filled with coffee, the other hot chocolate. Hate coffee. I picked up a donut and slowly ate it, making sure I wiped off any powdered sugar left on my face.
The sun would be warm on our faces, I thought, if it weren’t for the thatched cover over our heads. I wanted to feel that sunlight. When I thought of God I automatically thought of the Sun. I looked up through the rectangular gap of the blind, out at the blue sky. The gap was only wide enough to stand up in and shoot from. There was a viewing slit through the wood in front of our faces, or if you wanted, you could peek over the rim, while scanning for ducks to be ambushed.
I wanted to talk to him.
I looked down at my boots. Involuntarily shivering from the chill and tiredness and lack of movement, I sat on my hands.
Looking over at him again, I took one hand from under my legs and made as if to poke him awake. I stopped. My eyes strayed to the imprint of the wood grain bench on the back of my hand. Then focused back on him.
I let my hand fall to my lap. He always looked so mad. His snore, a steady rise and fall sub-rhythm, had begun to sound almost soothing and peaceful. I heard two shotgun blasts in the distance, muted punches of sound reverberating across the flat marsh.
I knew nothing about my father. The only thing that was discussed was what work I had to do, couched in his ever-present disapproval and disgust with me, and that was it. As a child I certainly never felt man enough, period, even though I tried to prove myself through the constant hard labor that I hated at the time, but would greatly appreciate much later for the physical fortitude it did instill in me.
I knew hard labor could refute his sneering insinuations that I wanted to be “body-beautiful.” (I couldn’t help how I looked and I refused to even consider what he was hinting at; I just knew that work would beat out of me any traces of being one of “those” kinds of people.) He was simply and always an unreachable man. His scowl, his specter, and the belt, along with the assignments of endless physical labor, summed him up for me.
Today, I wear the streets like I wear my senses and skin. It’s almost hard to believe that I was this naive, second-hand-clothes-wearing country boy from the rural Midwest, who actually grew up doing things more indicative of the early 1900s, hunting, fishing, even trapping animals for their fur. I mean I even used handmade tin buckets and washtubs, and tools left over from an earlier era like it was a regular thing.
This is what I believe I know about the person that was my father: A mongrel, swept over on a boat as a very young child with the teeming, unwashed masses from Southern Italy off the coast of Africa, he clearly harbored a lifetime of shame over his differences in American society. He’d never spoken about it, so it was only much later, after questioning him during a single, unannounced, end-all visit I had made that he revealed that our ancestors were not just from Southern Italy, but traced back to North Africa and black Arabs. He seemed embarrassed to admit it. By this time he was an old, old man; he looked like a short Osama bin Laden. He shook his head — was it self-disgust or the old disgust with me? — and said, “They were called the Moors.”
But that was all I got out of him. I had to do my own research later, with the help of a librarian in Colorado. I learned that Saracens was another word for Moors, which is another word for African Arabs. Pre-Islamic and Islamic, Pagan, Animist, pre-Christian and Christian, the region was a fascinating upheaval of blood mixtures written in thousands of years of great journeys, personal turmoil, tribalism, conquests, horrid slaughters, wholesale ecological devastation and climate change, and reverse conquests. Berber, Bedouin, Black African, Arab, Turk, Asian, Phoenician, Southern Coastal Italian, Spanish and French all became tied together by the Mediterranean Sea. Countries have always been artificial political boundaries. Through this diaspora, I garnered a deeper sense of time and connections. The dark blue Mediterranean, ringed by aqua shallows, at one time filled with wild dolphins, untouched underwater caves, and teeming shoals of fish (all diminished or degraded now) and bordered by African grassland steppes that became European empire granaries that became desertified, was equally a fertile combustion place for the mixing of peoples on its African, European and Asiatic coasts. Often, this occurred through wars and their aftermath, sometimes just through the nomadic impulse and trade that the region embedded. Like the mixing of its legendary spices, anything could come up.
But despite strong ancestral impulses, the long avid agility of nomadic people, I really have no identity. My only culture has been the street. So that is my heritage. As for my father, I later understood that “swarthy” people back then did everything they could to “pass” and assimilate into “normal” society. There were no benefits whatsoever. I also found myself wondering if they had to face — like today — constantly being mistaken for whatever racial identity a person is prejudiced about at the moment, or the irritating, intrusive question “What are you?” thousands of times from people of all races and colors. I mean, in any given week I may hear that I’m Creole, Puerto Rican/Blatino or Palestinian or anything else with a mixed black blood. But ultimately, as an Old World pre-Biblical, pre-Qu’ranic plainsman who will never really belong to any race or within any boundaries, I know I will always just be the stray dog, the plainsman, the nomad traveler through life and across lines, and when my work is done here (in this longest of commitments ever), I will have moved on, disappeared. Again.
As a kid, I couldn’t hate my father. I would try, it would flicker up, then fall flat, dissipate. I just felt nothing. I sensed, or wanted to believe, that somehow he was different, even though the belt, and especially my universal sense of suffocation, was attached to him too. But I’d absolutely hated everybody else, including my paper route customers who smiled in my face and said insane bad things under their breath thinking I didn’t hear them, and the big Polish kid, and especially all the old men who followed me around in the park and the street and tried to do things to me. I wanted to kill them. I knew where the guns were. I knew that would ruin my whole life. I knew, even then, that I was trapped, with no way out.
CHAPTER TWO
I still dream about the silent flash of fireflies in the welling darkness, the Ohio-humid slickness of bare underarms in the summer dusk, dip of a paddle in sweet water …
In moments of quiet, when I allow myself to think back to my earliest years, I again feel that internal flushed heat that stays in your body when the air is nearly 100% humidity and there is nowhere for it to escape.
Separate from all the bad feelings, I think there lies in me a small, private grieving for what was once there in the Ohio country, even though I only knew its last, dying breaths.
The Ohio I remember was such a physically hard place to live in. Damp no matter what season, frigid in winter and boiling hot in the summer. But over the course of my youngest years, before I finally made my breakout, a personal relationship formed with my natural surroundings, built on mutual resilience.
Daddy long-legs, I thought. From up above I used to watch the high-stepping spiders, and I wondered if they were now crawling over me. Having tried to balance on the aluminum guard of the window well, I lay crumpled upside down at the bottom, my sneakers pushing into the sky. The glass shards sticking into my head and the backs of my arms made me feel prickly, crinkly. Hot. Sticky. When I rolled my head, I felt — heard — the crunching of glass inside my skull. Like I had a big red grin munching on something it wasn’t supposed to back there. I had finally succeeded in balancing upright with no hands on the window well guard.
When I fell backwards, around the age of three, my head cracked wide open on the basement window brick ledge. Hot blood flowed out. I lost a lot of it and they had to give me a transfusion. Lying upside down, I worried if I was going to be in trouble again on this perfect cloudless day.
They never got the blood removed from the brick ledge, and over the years the stain grew darker and forgotten.
Since then I’ve been prone to what I call my “pass outs.” At certain times, I just start to lose consciousness. My head begins to feel very heavy, or squeezed, while behind my eyes I sense a fizzy gray lightness approaching. A strong yearning to fall into that lightness wells up inside me. That yearning is my definition of pure desire.
Over time, I became able to mostly hold my pass outs at bay, at least for a little while, since they start suddenly, but approach gradually. I’ve managed my pass outs for so long that I hide them well. As long as I can get someplace to put my head down, or even close my eyes for a few minutes, I can control them. A lack of being able to do so, or stress or anxiety, or people talking too much, seems to trigger attacks.
In my pass outs, especially as I began to grow older, I’d often go into a wild, shimmering, whispering world, into a wilderness so deep it transcended comprehension. It was like falling into a living painting that folded up and around me, swallowing me whole. Slanted animal eyes that glinted from the edge of darkness, the dip of my palm into warm river water, or the sense of suddenly turning around, seeing my own trail stretching back through an infinity of open grassland beneath a blue and pink, rose-hued horizon at twilight, gave me promises.
Sometimes, in the background of all this, even though I couldn’t actually see her, and everything was so unformed, I would sense a very dark-skinned woman wrapped in wind-blown white robes and veil, blue-black arm extended, beckoning. Her original feet were planted in the Earth, and for some reason I always knew her back was leaning into the West, even at night when the Sun was down. I knew she was wedded to the Great Sun, who (kneel down, press your forehead into the ground) I knew was my Overwhelming True Father.
The Shadow World was my secret sharer. For the longest time, I didn’t get what that meant to me.
My little low-rider banana bike, painted a sparkling bronze, served early on as my main mentor of freedom. I loved to hang out in the park, near the pond, where I could catch catfish and bluegills and hope for a bass, or at the playground on the other side where I could just kick around in the dirt or make myself dizzy on the self-propelled merry-go-round.
But sometimes, bad people hung out there, even in the daytime. I quickly learned to spot them before they saw me. Sometimes this big teenager would appear and always cause problems. One time he stole my wire basket of bluegills and, after dumping them on the grass, stuck firecrackers into their gasping mouths and blew them up. I’d heard he also did it to cats and dogs, the ones he could catch, only instead of in their mouths he’d jam the firecrackers up their butts, after tying their legs.
The public bathrooms were by the playground. White middle-aged men with hanging faces and rabid eyes would often hang out there, always with these looks like they were crazy or had forgotten something. They would stare at me, especially at my ass, or follow me with these sick-looking grins. I wanted to shout, “Leave me alone! I ain’t one of you!” It wasn’t only in the park that I sensed or noticed these threatening men. By the school, by the ARCO gas station, the corner store … really they might show up anywhere, and leer, or start following. I had to always be on guard.
Under an overcast sky, I glided on my bike toward the restrooms, scanning the area from side to side. Why did they have to set the bathrooms so close to the woods?
Approaching, I tensed and hesitated for a moment, even though I could barely hold my pee any longer.
There was a car parked down there. I couldn’t tell if somebody was inside. I didn’t see anybody hanging out, either. Making one more pass just to be sure, I directed my radar into the woods behind the low brick building. They were the only woods I would never go into.
I swung off the bike, trying not to let my tennis shoes make any noise in the gravel path. Leaning the bike against the warm brick on the WOMEN’s side, I walked silently around to the gaping entrance of the MEN’s. Pressed up against the brick wall, feeling its soaked-up warmth in my palms, I leaned in, listening.
I whipped around the corner and went in, trying to avoid the puddles on the discolored concrete floor. Partially afraid, but bladder bursting, I decided to just get it all over with. I rushed to the stall, ready for reverse flight if somebody happened to be in there. The gray cinderblock stall only came up halfway from the floor. I peeked around. It was empty. Somebody had pooped on the metal seat less toilet and the toilet paper roll had fallen in, with a long sheet leading up and over and onto the floor, the brown soak gradually spreading. There was some piss on the floor in front, and large wet foot tracks across the restroom. But at least there was nobody in here.
I hurried to the urinal and tried to calm down so I could pee.
I stood up on my toes a little so when the stream came out it’d hit higher up and not splash on me. Trying too hard to relax, worrying about my exposed back, I closed my eyes, counting numbers. Counting backwards and forwards. I kept my ears open, listening. All I could hear was my heart beating. Good.
My bladder finally relaxed and a hot pitch of urine forced out, then flowed, hitting the back of the urinal, splashing. I didn’t care. I rolled my head back with relief, willing it to flow all out and hurry up too.
Gravel crunched beneath footsteps outside. I jolted. I shut my pee off the best I could and quickly tried to jam myself back into my drawers. I whipped around and rushed for the door, zipping up, just as the big hairy pink-faced man came bearing down on me through the entranceway. He was grinning with that same crazy look they always have.
Eyes wide, wires inside buzzing and hot I kept my head down and tried to rush through to the side, wincing in the last moment before contact. I hit the side of his belly and he spread his arms out wide to snag me like a gill net. He rotated and tried to flatten me against the wall, humping, hairy arms and breath and everything stinking like lunchmeat, trying to hold me in, grabbing for my dick and balls, and I squirmed out and bolted. I flung myself to my bike, hearing his shoes squishing backward in the puddles of liquid on the floor. Hot and jerking like I wanted murder, I grabbed the bike and hopped onto it in one motion, pedaling as fast and hard as I could out of there.
I was horrible in school. Didn’t give a shit about my lessons; what did anything in the books have to do with me? Didn’t get along with anybody there either and I avoided them. I always felt dirty, second-class, out of place, constantly embarrassed, secretly scared, and never tough enough. I was not big yet, but all the kids still wanted to fight me or beat me down, especially the big Polish kid whose grandfather lived on the same street. People thought because of my sour, silent face that I was always ready to fight, which was crazy. The teachers were just as bad; after all, they wanted to fit in and be cool too. And people constantly bugged me about my “alien” or “devil” eyes that have this desert slant and hue of very light yellowish-green seen in some families in Tunisia, Libya and Egypt, which I quickly learned to cover with the bill of a baseball cap, and later, shades.
By the time I was seven or so I was on my bike every morning and afternoon, pedaling two different newspapers. I kept my prized low-rider bicycle wiped clean and shiny, but I’m sure the wire newspaper baskets I’d bolted to its rear wheel compromised some of its thunder.
Two things stand out from that time. From the drugstore I’d bought a notebook that had a cover painting of a grinning, skull-faced, hard-hatted man driving a bulldozer forward, his blade smashing the living jungle of life, tossing magnificent animals, bald eagles, lions, everything, to the side. Some were upside down in mid-air. All the animals’ eyes looked blankly at me, as if they couldn’t see anymore, and their tongues were hanging out. And, second, as I rode my bike, my recent attention to telephone pole after telephone pole made out of killed tree after killed tree. As I looked around, and saw telephone poles endlessly everywhere, and bulldozers approaching some of my favorite places, a great worry began to creep in, like a hand reaching for my throat. I would touch some of the telephone poles, dead trees stuck into concrete, seeing how they were stripped of all their tree parts, imagining their tops filled with branches.
In winter, every morning at 4 a.m., I forced myself out of my warm bed to get dressed in many layers of heavy clothing. When I was finished, only my eyes were open to the subzero temperatures. So I wouldn’t dilute my sharp night vision, I never turned on any lights while getting dressed, nor did I look directly into any streetlights outside. Using natural and honed stealth, I’d slip out unheard. In my snowsuit, facemask and big boots I was a little abominable snowman, sweating beneath all those layers. My hooded wool facemask was crusty with frozen exhale and probably a little snot. It only had two holes for my eyes.
With the whole town sleeping, those early mornings cast me out into a pitch-black world of silence. The crunch of my tires on the hard crust of frozen sidewalk snow and ice, and the uneven humming of the pedal-generator that juiced light into my feeble bike headlamp depending on how hard and steadily I pedaled, were the only sounds.
At one of my last stops, at the top of Plum Street, with the wooded valley below, I stopped at the driveway and laid my bike down like I always did. Folding up the paper in my mittens, I walked up and dropped it on the porch, always careful not to make any sound.
A large American elm, rare in its life and age, hovered above me. Its gnarled branches twisted up into the pitch-black universe. As I got back to my bike I stopped, and just let my arms fall to my sides.
I became fixated on the old elm’s upper branches, where they met against the starless, pre-dawn sky.
The frigid air had been still the entire route, which I was glad for because then the only wind-chill I had to deal with was human-powered.
I pulled off my facemask. A small cloud of steam puffed out of my wet hair and face as sweat instantly evaporated. I could see my shadow on the sidewalk created by the fluorescent streetlight behind. A wind was rising. The handful of desiccated leaves still attached to the top branches began to twitch back and forth. Then the branches themselves moved slightly, stiffly. I felt the tree might suddenly bend over in one sweeping arc, as if to scoop me up. My legs were loose, and I thought I might just fall back into the puffy snow, maybe sleep for a long time. I quickly glanced at my feet. Rocky, frozen, broken pavement.
The wind grew, but its edge softened. Around me, although my face and scalp had started to freeze, a gradual reversal of that cold air … The air passed over me in a silent whispering stream, moving three or four remaining leaves high above my head; seemed to have a current of warmth — almost balm — inside it. How could it be? This was the middle of frozen deep winter.
Standing with the tropical breeze evaporating the last of my head’s moisture, I began to sense I was shrinking, getting smaller and smaller, and warmer and warmer inside. The leaves rattled, the wind blew in my ears, I felt drowsy, shrinking, comforted … intoxicated … like I could just fall into (her arms?)
The giant elm tree, the rough wooded valley below, the twitching leaves, the punched-down field, the silence and pitch-black sky… Sky so black and open it even swallowed the stars, stretching further and further away from me, up into the heavens now, pulling me with it. And I wanted to go. Somewhere. I knew wherever would be so much better than here.
Take me right now, I croaked in a small voice. Lord, how I wanted to go.
Out of my clouded, childhood haze, if I’d thought about the future at all, I could only ever dream of one place — Texas. It radiated in blue and yellow daylight, barely but always visible, a distant, Promised Land. From the first time I’d been brought to the state on a trip as a young child, somehow I knew it was home. It sparked ferociously in me, this great wide-open land of red-arching sunsets over grassy, spiked horizons that stretched from the wild blue seacoast inland toward some distance unknown. It carried with it intimations of ancestral land, of standing on an edge between worlds, where the prairie met the sea. When I had to leave Texas I’d secretly vowed I’d come back and live there, some day, somehow.
Aside from Texas, and more distantly, I occasionally saw myself older, raising a daughter on the beach of some tropical island, swimming, always swimming in the light blue sea, untangling her wet black hair, grains of sand glistening on her brown skin and coarse in the crevices of my sun-blackened hands, never cold. I don’t know where this image came from.
A thought came: You should just run away.
I squeezed my eyes shut. But how? I don’t know nothing! How’m I gonna get to Texas when I don’t have any money? And there’s no bus or anything. Shoot, I don’t even know how to get to the next town!
You’ll have to stick it out then; wait ′til you get a little older. Then take advantage of whatever you can get.
The thought of being trapped for that much longer sunk me like black muck.
The harassment only got worse each year that I got older, but I was way too ashamed and embarrassed to tell anybody, even if there had been somebody I felt I could’ve trusted. I was aware that my body was drawing attention, even if I didn’t understand exactly why. Old men stalked me, drove alongside me, stopped me, followed me, taunted me. And they all made comments about my butt, which I couldn’t quite figure out. I couldn’t look at any of them, in my mind they were all monsters from stinking caves, and as they came for me and as I fled from one place to another to another, over and over and over again, I just knew that inside their small, squirming mouths all their teeth would be rotting. By nine, “Pretty Boy” was fighting words at school or on the street corners or out by the gas station where I picked up my bundle of papers. More than once, other kids tried unsuccessfully to make me stand on my head so it would force my ass to melt back into my body and go down. Although I was still small-bodied and more afraid than I would ever admit, I could fight my way out like a rat if cornered. One bleached-blonde woman in the town would taunt that I had a “colored girl’s ass.” She was the same woman who in the hot steaming summertime would suddenly go into fits at the mere sight of me, especially if I had my shirt off, and start chasing me, trying to hit me, screaming hysterically as I fled from her that I’d “turn into a Negro!” because, like the flip of a light switch, I instantly turned dark in the sun.
I only wanted to disappear more. My stealth came in handy when I needed to vanish. I was good everywhere, but especially in the woods, even in the fall when the ground was covered thick in dry leaves and twigs. I was most definitely proud when I read in a book that the same dry-woods stealth techniques I’d taught myself were what the Shawnee Indians had used to melt through the forests back when they’d lived here. Before they’d been slaughtered or forced out.
The big Polish kid at school was a constant problem. He was always trying to start shit. I wanted to hurt him, kill him. I did everything I could to bottle that anger up inside because I was scared I might go too far. And who knew what the consequences might be?
Raking leaves furiously one gray October afternoon, my face raw, I saw only red as I made large piles at the edge of the woodlot. That lurking lady down there had caught me by surprise and slapped me so hard I’d thought for a second I could see out my ear hole. As I used the inverted rake like a pitchfork to haul the leaves into the woodlot and scatter them, I noticed that the big Polish kid was banging around his grandparents’ place. I could see him diagonally through the woodlot, cleaning up some things out by the street. He sure was ugly, I thought to myself as I raked harder. I thought about how I hated him. He was much bigger than me. A few grades older, too.
I took the longest construction nail I could find out of the coffee can by the porch and slipped it into the pocket of my second-hand corduroy jacket. I picked up the big leaf rake again and entered the woodlot, stalking across the brittle woods floor without cracking a twig or crunching a leaf.
He never noticed me until, just a few yards away; I leapt across the shallow marshy ditch and charged. In my mind I let out a bloodcurdling Haiiii-YAH!! But of course no sound came out of my silent throat.
I whapped that big Polish kid so hard with the leaf rake that he stumbled backwards.
Barely able to hold onto the huge rake, and shaking with anger and adrenaline, I hit him again. The long rake flew out of my grip.
He came at me. I grabbed his garbage can with both hands and hurled it at him. With a bang, that bounced off him too.
In the last second before he was on me with his fists, I took the nail out of my pocket and stabbed him in the shoulder. I don’t know how much damage I did because his forward lunge made it rip back rather than go deep, but I squeezed out a prayer that I hurt him bad.
He beat the shit out of me. The whole left side of my face swelled up to twice its normal size, closing my eye and turning the mess as black and blue and bloody looking as day-old summer road kill.
In school, everybody wanted to touch my blood-bloated shiny purple face. I got a week of in-school suspension because they knew it wouldn’t be punishment for me to be out. I argued that they had nothing to do with my life outside the school. Fell on deaf ears.
Stewing, I put together my own survival kit, consisting of the only three things I knew for sure in this world: 1) Everybody is a threat and filled with hate, 2) There is danger everywhere, and 3) Things are guaranteed to shift for the worse at any moment without warning.
CHAPTER THREE
There were parts of town where I could be alone. I hung out in the abandoned open-pit ore mine, or walked along the railroad tracks. I sometimes stopped and tried to imagine that wolves and elks and even buffaloes had once lived here, northern pikes had swum in every lake and stream, and billions of wild blue passenger pigeons had convulsed the sky before heading down to the Texas Gulf Coast prairie each autumn. Those giant flocks of big, sleek, native blue doves with the apple red breasts were extinct; people had killed them all off. Every last one.
I just couldn’t picture how all those animals and birds, all that life, could’ve lived right here and now there was nothing. There was no real forest or prairie anymore, mostly just scraggly woodlots and rangy, old degraded fields growing back up into meadows. And in the house, alone in the bathroom or kitchen, I would stare at the metal sink faucet, and wonder: How did people make such a thing out of the woods? Or how about a TV? How did we get from there to here? Nothing even closely resembling those things existed out in the fields or in the ground. And further, water really did not come from the faucet, but again, from out there. My tightly closed perspective of the world became malleable.
I looked for black walnut, persimmon and white oak trees because I’d read of a giant green luminescent silk moth, called a Luna moth, who used to live in the forest. I knew the trees they liked, especially the black walnuts, but couldn’t find any.
Seeing a Luna moth became an obsession. The big moths were not extinct, just very rare. In fact, this long-tailed, green silk moth became an unreachable apparition, a heart of the lost wilderness, an otherworldly green ghost sailing through the night woods of the past. Luna’s were said to be a perfect ghostly-bright green, and 6 or 7 inches in length from tip to tip, with long tendrilled tails, a yellow and blue decoy eye on each hind wing, and giant feathery antennas. I studied everything I could find in the library about them.
I was mystified that, once they hatched from the cocoon, the giant Luna moth did not eat for the rest of her or his life. After spending the whole winter cramped up, changing from caterpillar to such perfection, they only lived about four days, and if they didn’t find a mate, they died alone, without ever connecting, without passing on their genes. Their entire life seemed geared toward just those few days of freedom — and a chance of momentary physical contact with a soul mate.
I had to see one. I had to see a Luna moth alive, in the wild. I had to know that some were left, silently flying through the night.
Funny how I never even knew how close I lived to snowy cold Canada, whose border was just a short distance up into the swirling bowels of Lake Erie. I read and read. I liked the library. Ohio’s forests and prairies had been America’s first West. The Old Northwest. I found old books telling me about the land before colonists and settlers arrived. I wanted to know about my world, and what had happened here on land that I stood on. I’d read of the great Hinckley kill, where all the settlers of a newly marked township had gotten together and, armed with long rifles, surrounded the primeval forest in a giant circle. They beat the bush as they all walked in, closing the noose, pushing every living wild animal into the center. Any that tried to break through were shot. At the end of the day there was a pandemonium of animals trapped in front of them, surrounded on all sides, and the people shot and killed them all, buffalo, elk, deer, wolves, bears, eagles, owls, lynx, wolverines, otters, martens, rabbits, foxes, birds, everything. Again, I was awestruck that all those animals had lived right here, right where my feet walked. I imagined the panic, the flames as the forest was cut down and set afire, the end-of-the-world flapping of crazed wild birds attempting to escape through the smoke and realizing they had nowhere else to go, everything, their entire world, crashing down.
The pile of death was so large it refused the settlers’ attempts to burn it, and for weeks its rotting stench attracted so many vultures that they began returning every year. A legend arose and remains to this day that the “buzzards” come back each year to this spot and, in fact, the township has made a local holiday with festivities out of it.
One afternoon, ten, eleven years old, in the library I found a book with some very old sketches or etchings. As I remember it, flat, stiff line drawings showed colonists or conquistadors mingling with Indian people on the Atlantic coast or maybe in the islands. Some Indians were in canoes off the shore, frozen in motion. The Indian women were bare-breasted. One man in armor was effortlessly and bloodlessly cutting off the breast of a half-naked Indian woman with a big scissors. She was just staring face forward. The flat drawing, the idyllic setting, and the flat faces on everybody including the woman made it look like it was a simple, normal everyday act. Other pictures had Indian people tied up flat on their backs, side by side like sticks of cordwood, being held or shipped for slavery, a lot like those drawings I’d seen of African slaves stacked on ships of the Middle Passage.
My fluid motion and natural ability to move, sight unseen, in the woods and tall grass prairie meadows increased with my need to retreat from people. I chewed on sassafras leaves, swallowing the juice. I ate sun-bursting blackberries, raspberries, gooseberries where I found them. In the grass meadows, bees, butterflies, all kinds of other insects, and hummingbirds buzzed around me as sun or rain soaked into thick waxy stalks of long grass. There was a large old garden, now an overgrown field, bordered by a gnarled apple tree that had a rusted, handmade iron tool hanging from it. My father said he’d once shot a possum in that field with nine babies clinging to her back. Her breasts were swollen pink with milk, and he had to hit each baby over the head with a hammer. That was the way it was. Nature was to be cleared. He had become a good American.
From Canada to Texas, our Midwestern thunderstorms are unlike any other on Earth. That heavy, pea-green afternoon darkness lowers as clouds condense, giant thunder rolls, pressure builds with the first few warning tongues of white-purple lightning, and then finally the deluge, the pounding, the roaring of the rain and the thunder, the shaking of the Earth herself …
I shuddered, thinking again about the men at school, or behind the gas station, or … trying to force them from my mind. They weren’t people; they were its. I shook myself, trying to get even the thought of the “its” off me, out of me, as the skies above thankfully opened and raked cleansing rain down hard on me.
Too much pressure, I thought to myself. Another spring was coming on, but I only felt gray. Just don’t want this stupid life anymore. Twelve years old and everything is shit. I am not one of those people. I’d rather be dead than be one of … one of them. What is it that makes them single me out?! I usually managed to avoid them getting too close or touching me, but they were always lurking somewhere, and they were always choosing me to come after. I wished I could kill them.
Need to be more of a man.
Thunderstorms drenched and shook the afternoon. No one was home. On impulse, I pulled off my windbreaker and shirt and ran around in the steady rain, ramming myself into trees, bouncing off them, bloodying my chest and face and arms. After a couple good tries I knocked the wind out of myself and fell to the grass, gasping.
I picked up my clothes and walked to the house, scraped flesh smarting.
I went into the bathroom, trying not to leave footprints on the floor from my wet socks. I turned on the lights, then shut them off. Gray afternoon light filtered in through the small opaque window, the old mustard wallpaper making the bathroom feel cramped. I stood in front of the mirror, dripping, skin scraped, breathing hard. I partially opened the window. I could hear rain pelting the rhododendron leaves outside.
I reached into the cabinet and picked up this old barbershop razor, the kind that folds like a jackknife.
Shivering and soaking wet, I drew the blade along the inside of my arm, staring at it with wide eyes. I tried to calm my breathing down. My belly jerked in and out. Slowly I pressed the blade into my skin, trying to gauge at what point it would cut me. I desperately needed to push it all the way in.
From out of nowhere, a thought came: You should take care of yourself.
A door slammed, and I jumped, cutting myself. Not much, but enough to draw blood. I heard keys clatter on the kitchen table. Panicking, I quickly shut the bathroom door and locked it.
Hurrying, I washed off the razor and put it back. I paced back and forth inside the tiny bathroom, unable to think, trapped. The window was small. I whirled around and caught the reflection of my small yellow body in the mirror. A tiny trickle of blood trailed down my arm. In the dull light it looked almost black, like a perfect little snake slipping out of my arm. I pulled on my clothes; listened intently for the moment to escape. When I was sure, I slipped out and bolted back into the rain, down across the creek, across the overgrown field that used to be a garden, and into the woods.
Around 13, after another trip to Texas (and vowing that I would return permanently, when I could just find a way to get there) we moved to another house. This was further south in a different county, way out in the country with a three-acre lake that had been earthen-dammed decades ago from a creek. My father had moved his way up the economic ladder, had suddenly made some money (so I figured out) in investments — a far cry from the early days. Though there was no communication, I could tell there was more money, mostly by the appearance of new work machines like 4WD trucks, tractors, hoists, snowplows, chainsaws, and all kinds of others signifying more labor for me. There was also the bigger house. And in the last few years I lived there, around Christmas there were airplane trips to someplace warm, like Mexico, where he could go ocean fishing, and/or hunt for ducks and doves. Aside from that, little changed. He still wore the same brown suit to work everyday.
Needing to be a man more than ever, I took up trapping for a year. I got a pellet gun. I fished. I tried to hunt squirrels and rabbits, and like other rural boys, trapped raccoons and possums. I wasn’t very successful and soon quit, but when I was, it was brutal and bloody. I didn’t understand. It was your normal, everyday country work, unthinking, unconscionable and grisly. You had to club the animals to death so you didn’t ruin their fur. Sometimes, before they died, their eyes would hemorrhage and fill with blood.
The fur buyer’s shed reeked of buckets of liquefying hide-scraped winter fat and that raw meat smell of dead naked bodies piled on cold, half-frozen ground in the corner. Above his head, hanging from the rafters and partially obscuring the light bulb, was a long row of skinned pelts, mostly coons and a few foxes, each one stretched inside-out to dry on wire frames, their luxurious winter thick fur glistening through where the animal had been slit open across the rectum, peeled and inverted.
He rarely gave more than a few dollars for the furs of young raccoons or possums I brought in.
I went to work for a greenhouse.
I began buying my own clothes, to avoid having to wear the embarrassing secondhand or homemade or out-of-style things. Sometimes I wore the same outfit two days in a row, because I liked how fresh I thought I looked, and wanted to make it last, not realizing that I was just further emphasizing how out of touch I appeared.
Up in the east corral, although there were new machines for other work, I still had to split firewood the old-fashioned way, with a sledge and iron wedge or, if they were smaller logs, I could use an eight-pound maul and a good, strong overhead blow. But with my head so clouded these days, wanting to shut down all the time now, buckling under the pressure of holding so much in, I didn’t really mind. I went on autopilot, and built up the cords of wood. It was during one of those afternoons that I became aware I’d been visualizing the stash of liquor bottles in the back room cabinet in the house. If I thought about it, the liquid inside all those shiny glass bottles beneath the sink might almost be magical. Bottles of liquor standing down there below the sink, in that silent back room, in the dark of the cabinet, all alone, liquid that might even be warm, hot. I thought about how good that might feel in my insides. Who would know if I took a bottle?
The woods on the other side of the lake were the closest I’d ever come to wilderness. They stretched up and over creased hills thick with hickory, oak, sassafras, beech and even a few black walnuts. How I sought out those black walnuts. I knew Luna moths especially loved them.
The hills went down into creek bottomlands, and back up and down more wooded hills. Except for the occasional jet airline high over head, those woods stretched into silence. To the side of the house, there was a long-grass prairie meadow filled with Indian grass, switch grass, big bluestem and other wild grasses. Wildflowers reached up to the Sun, filling the green prairie with colors. Goldenrods, milkweeds, sunflowers, compass plants, prairie docks, blazing stars, spiderworts, orchids and lilies buzzed with tiger swallowtails, monarchs, red-spotted purples and other butterflies. Grasshoppers, dragonflies, and hummingbirds whirred. For me, it was like disappearing into a hidden pool. It was bigger than me. I knew it ended — I could walk to its end in half an hour — but it was my Prairie Earth. And by the corner of the east corral, there was an immense white oak, easily 400 years old, whose crown spread across the sky, which had already been an old tree when the first settlers arrived. Sometimes the oldest tree had been used to mark a boundary or survey corner. It had certainly known passenger pigeons, buffaloes and wolves, and I wondered if Tecumseh’s Shawnee warriors had ever camped near its massive trunk.
I still spent all my free time outside. I had the sense that the constant pressure from people, the hate from all sides, could make me break, slip, cross a threshold. It was a simple equation: my hatred of them because of their hatred of me. I think as I got into my teens I was in a state of underlying panic, possibly even frozen, terrified of what I could become if I didn’t ratchet myself down with self-control. I knew my anger made me capable of murder. That I could take these specific people out, and be glad to do it. That potential for loss of self-control was my biggest fear and biggest threat. My second biggest fear, as looming and impossible to deal with as the first, was that somebody might find out that I was having these… these feelings, this private attraction to … to … other guys. Ugh. These feelings came from nowhere; I was terrified of them. I hated myself because I couldn’t help it. If only I could kill myself, kill that out of me. But I was too much a punk to even do that. My only consolation was that I could not imagine kissing another guy, and was still attracted to girls, if not that much. So there was still hope. I might be safe. As long as I never kissed a dude, there might be hope. Otherwise …
I put it out of my head. That would be the end of the world. I could not bear the thought of being … one of … couldn’t even say it … one of them. Those people. That would be the worst life sentence. Hopeless, ugly, without light, without end. I’d rather be dead.
I focused on getting through each day. All I needed to do was make it through high school, and my escape plan would succeed and I wouldn’t have to live on the street, likely fall into homelessness. I’d been more or less grasping onto this plan since I was ten years old.
I tried very hard to not think about the liquor bottles, but they were always in my thoughts now. Taunting me.
In school, I started passing out a lot. Right onto the desktop. I got in-school suspension again.
In the overheated History class one afternoon, with the lunch-stuffed students dozing off as the heavy teacher’s face got redder and redder like an over-ripe tomato, I listlessly turned the pages in my textbook, ignoring the drone of his voice. I came across a small black and white photo in the bottom corner of the page that made me sit upright. It was the battle site at Little Bighorn, in Montana, where Crazy Horse and his crew wiped out Custer. The photo mainly showed the cavalry cemetery, just some white crosses stuck in the side of a small hill. But at the far right edge of the photo, you could see the grassland stretching out into a horizon that seemed infinite. Unlike my long-grass prairie, you could walk forever into those Great Plains; disappear to less than a speck. And find what? What you think you might find over that horizon? I stared through the little corner portal. Something familiar tingled in my belly. I promised right then that I would go.
Halfway through 9th grade the vice-principal discovered me and began a sexual pursuit that lasted the rest of my years there. He was an old, leering, sharp-dressed faggot with dyed black hair that was a shock against his white cadaver skin and gray temples. He wouldn’t leave me alone. I couldn’t go to the urinal without him following me into the bathroom. He’d scurry up behind me and grab my shoulders, in hopes of pulling me backwards so he could see my dick, or brush up against my ass. He’d corner me in a stall or call me into his office …
The vice-principal wielded decades of power at the school and in the town. I knew I would be the one who lost if I said or did anything about it. He could do worse to me than I could ever do to him. And anyhow, I was brought up by my father not to complain. A man is supposed to be able to handle anything. Buck yourself up and quit whining.
I imagined killing the old faggot. Normally I carried a knife. Though I could easily have gotten guns if I’d wanted.
I broke from school whenever I could slip out undetected or with some excuse. But the VP knew. He even came out to the parking lot one day as I was bolting, just to let me know with his big Halloween grin that he was letting me get away with it. I still made no friends in this new school; I was too preoccupied. Each day was my challenge, and I was now robotically determined to make it through. It’s weird how you can be both conscious and clouded at the same time.
I grew numb to the VP. Anyway, he wasn’t the only one. They were everywhere; I was growing used to it, and I just had to be constantly on guard, wherever I went. On autopilot, I even began to butter up the old faggot with false shreds of friendliness so he’d write me passes out of there. He’d try to hold my hand momentarily as he handed me the slip of paper, a big, sick grin on his face like he was insane. I thought my knife would look good stuck in that face.
Sitting on the floor of the silent back room in the house, I swallowed my first gulps of stolen liquor. I began to feel warmer, comforted. Like an hourglass emptying of sand, the cloudy gray afternoon began to brighten. I pulled the hood of my sweatshirt up over my head, and drank the whole bottle, though I didn’t even know what “vermouth” was. All I knew was that it was liquor. I became an alcoholic instantly, loving and needing that warmed-up/everything-not-so-bad feeling, and built my life around it, getting anything, beer mostly, wherever I could.
But I was a functional drunk, and did a pretty good job of hiding it. I took a job at a roadside diner out by a freeway exit/entrance ramp, a place where everybody was always going someplace else. I washed dishes, cleaned toilets, mopped floors, bussed tables, and did everything that was lowly enough that nobody else would do it. I worked full time hours, filling my afternoons and nights and Saturdays and Sundays at $2.50 an hour. I picked up dirty tampons and scrubbed off bathroom stall graffiti. Daily, I changed the highway ‘Specials’ sign out front with the help of an uneven aluminum extension ladder that more than once hurled me to the weather-broken asphalt. I scalded my hands raw washing egg-filthy plates and lipstick-smeared water glasses that still had ice cubes in them. I hauled buckets of grease and overstuffed, sliming, black Hefty bags of waste; I unclogged hair- and grease-snarled drains.
I wore a paper hat and a polyester uniform shirt. I didn’t talk much. Time marched on. If I got too drunk, too hung over, I’d just puke till it was all out in one of the toilets I was cleaning, mints, guts, liquid heaves, and all. As effortlessly as high-class people holding a cocktail in one hand and a cigarette in the other, my left hand clutched the can of Comet and my right the heavy-duty plastic scrub brush.
One night as I was on my hands and knees under the kitchen’s fluorescent lights struggling to get some stubborn hair and grease out of a floor drain, the manager lady stalked up to me in high heels and sheer panty hose, shins stopping at my face.
I looked up expectantly.
Her lips were closed and she twitched them. “You’re the Spanish version of a dumb blonde,” she said.
With only one more year left in high school, I struggled as hard as I could not to drop out. I was determined to at least do that. I knew from my father that no real man was a quitter. I truly hated school, but was sharp enough (which is not the same as “educated”) to scam my way through with the minimum of effort and passing Cs.
The last time I put a heartfelt effort into anything school-related was in English class that year. For the final exam we had to write a composition paper. I did mine on the extinct passenger pigeon — the beautiful, sleek, sky-blue dove with an apple-red breast, long pointed tail, and perfectly-shaped hourglass-neck — that was native from the Gulf Coastal and Fort Worth Prairies of Texas all the way up to the original giant hardwood forests and tall grass prairies of Ohio. In my library books, having learned about the land around my feet, I’d long ago found one of my totems that, like the Luna moth and the buffalo, mythically represented the lost fertility and abundance of the North American continent.
But the passenger pigeons were completely lost, dead, killed. Not even a possibility of a single one left alive. The wild blue doves, once numbering in the billions, had literally thundered from Texas to Ohio, booming across these woods and open long grass prairies in flocks so large that a single flock could block out the Sun for three days in passing. Some say these migrations helped create the legendary Cross Timbers of Texas, narrow north-south strips of live oak forest in the prairie that may have been started by the birds’ seed-filled droppings. More wild passenger pigeons lived at one time then the total number of all other birds alive on the continent combined. The passenger pigeon was to the Shawnee what the buffalo was to the Lakota.
Market hunters staged contests where a minimum of 30,000 birds had to be killed just to be eligible for a prize. In 1896, in a single day hunters killed nearly all of the last quarter million birds, even though they knew they were killing the last wild flock of passenger pigeons.
The story of their extinction resonated deep within me. I closed my composition paper with a quiet little description — using entirely my own words — of the last moments of Martha, the very last passenger pigeon on Earth, as she died and fell to the floor of the cold concrete cage in the Cincinnati zoo at 1 p.m. on September 1, 1914.
The teacher gave me a D-, along with a sharply inked accusation of plagiarizing the ending. I protested that I’d written the whole thing; she sneered and said I “should be a writer then.” She said it with a contemptuous laugh.
After that, I realized that cheating paid off as much as honest intellect. Only physical labor held unmistakable value.
I rarely came home before dark anymore, but one late afternoon found me way out in the woods, catching up with old territory. It was my last October there. I had managed to stay alive and stay in high school, and my planned spring escape was now just around the corner of one last Ohio winter. I began working my way back to the house as the afternoon slipped from the sky.
Much of the woods were second growth, half-a-century old, thick and brushy, tangled, blended with tatters of original old growth. Traces of two abandoned farmsteads were back there, sinking into the woods, left behind since before the Depression. Trees had grown up right through the rusty hand built machines and implements, swallowing them. In many places it was hard to walk through these woods. It was ok, though. I’d spent a lot of my youth crawling slowly. Deep inside there, it was silent.
I crested a hill, and stopped. In a small open patch of dried blackberry brambles, I stood up, thorns dragging at my sweatshirt. Breathing quiet, like the woods themselves.
The valley bellied down to the creek bottoms, hills rolling off on all sides.
The bare October woods were the color of deer hide, and the approaching clear-sky twilight blushed the thick growth with colors of crimson and cool rust. I could hear the distant rushing of the blood through my veins, up into my arms. A wind with the promise of a months-long coldness lifted from the North and blew over those hills, passing through the tops of bare trees that shadowed against a draining sky. A crescent Moon and the Evening Star shined in the deepening blue. And there came one moment when I knew phantom wings and hourglass-neck silhouettes, flitting through other silhouettes, up there.
Before the snows came, I found a silk moth cocoon, spun tightly and wrapped smooth with dried pieces of caterpillar mouth-incised black walnut leaves. I had a feeling that it might be Luna, but I couldn’t be sure. I even debated leaving it where I found it, but I knew I had to know.
I carefully placed the cocoon on a bed of leaves and wild grass in a wide-mouthed gallon jar, and added a long twig, though spring and emergence were on the other side of another long and brutal winter. I covered the top with a screen.
I wanted so much to see one just once, to be able to watch such green living luminescence fly off into the darkness.
When spring finally came, I was restless over my approaching escape, working hard every day at my diner job. So close. Ready to die. Ready to start my real life. All within reach.
Warmth was in the air, birds were back north, the woods a brilliant, buzzing fresh green. Butterflies flew about. But day after day nothing emerged from the cocoon in the jar. I checked. I waited. I gradually gave up. I had lost my last chance to see alive a Luna moth.
Time passed as I squeezed money out of my hours, and beer and cheap wine out of my bottles. So busy I hadn’t been out to the prairie or the woods in a couple months.
On the day before my strategically planned escape, I made it back out into the woods again, maybe needing the release, maybe simply to say goodbye.
Immediately though, I felt something was off. I kept walking.
I went over the first hill and down into the bottomlands. I crossed the creek on well-known stones, and headed up the next hill. I thought I noticed a clearing up ahead where there shouldn’t have been one, and puzzled my eyebrows. I knew these woods too well to have gotten turned around. I pushed forward.
I stepped out into it and saw that the rest of the woods was cut down and bulldozed. Hot glaring sun in what once was a cool, fragrant, green-shaded woodland. I knelt down in some broken ferns where a bulldozer had crushed across a fragile stream as if it wasn’t even there. Between the tank-like tread marks I noticed the hurried tiny footprints of a mink.
I knew mink tracks, but had never — still haven’t — seen a live wild one.
They put up a bunch of expensive houses. Streets, concrete, sewers, mailboxes — where silence and secrets, a hidden wilderness, had once thrived. They called it “The Preserve.” I wonder if anybody living there has any inkling of what lies beneath.
When I left what was left of those woods for the last time, and went back to the house, I thought to check the jar.
It was a Luna Moth. Throughout my youth, Luna had been an animal of totem mythical significance, never seen, only whispered and dreamed about.
But I couldn’t release the giant green silk moth as I’d planned, couldn’t watch him disappear across the long-grass prairie into the gathering dusk of black tree trunks, through streaming fireflies and thick humidity.
Seven inches long from wingtip to tail, the Luna Moth was dead at the bottom of the jar, lying there stiff in the dried leaves and faded wild grass, his four days passed. He lay in perfect condition except that his mythical luminescent green, the color that I had yearned for, had lit the darkness of my dreams, had faded to colorless white.

CHAPTER FOUR
1983
Where the hell are you? Right now?
“I am sorry for you,” the East Indian woman said, looking at me through the bulletproof glass. She had a small dark red stone glued to her forehead. “There is only the night rates available after 2 a.m. Right now you must pay by the hour.” I smelled incense and beans. It wasn’t even dark out yet.
I just stared at her, my teenaged head hanging, not comprehending. Hot, dirty and exhausted, I was somewhere in Memphis, Tennessee, having finally escaped Ohio well before dawn, finally heading to my fabled Texas after waiting and planning for so many years. A young clueless dude on the road starting life over. Somewhere, in the darkness before this first dawn, it had occurred to me that I was dead, had died years ago. Too much pressure, until I’d burst, died, withered on my vine.
But as I would keep finding out, there was always something that dragged me back to my feet, driving me crazy, when all I wanted to do was check out and rest forever.
Everything now would be a new life, I told myself in Memphis. I tried to focus on that thought, but it fell away beneath the fragments of too many things, and I went blank.
Having driven through the night, the morning, and the afternoon, I just wanted to rent a room and sleep. I’d pulled off the Interstate in an industrial warehouse district after seeing the motel sign advertising FREE MOVIES!! My head was so tired … shutting down … didn’t trust it to drive even a few more miles.
“Well?” the woman asked. “Do you take the room or no?” Behind bulletproof glass, her face was round, slightly oily, but with no expression of any kind, not even impatience. Which I’m sure I heard. The ruby-like stone glinted.
I checked the sky. Still a few hours before dark. I walked out, finally guessing that the hourly rates meant this was some kind of porno place. I was in the middle of some chain-linked, cracked-pavement wasteland with the Interstate elevated and its traffic roaring overhead.
I drove around a few blocks, legs cramped from the trip. I saw more factories and warehouses, all closed for the weekend. The sky was overcast and the air Southern grimy with vehicle soot and humidity.
Parking next to an abandoned lot, its chain-link fence sagging and torn, I got out, grabbed my bottle of warm 7-Up, and sank down onto a concrete parking bump.
I folded my arms over my knees and dropped my head. Dimly, I heard the repeated slap of a basketball on the pavement and the boom of rap music. I looked up and watched three black dudes playing ball, their shirts off, shiny with sweat. One was very big, tall, and dark-skinned. Mindlessly I stared at his feet running and jumping in bright, white, Run-DMC-style high-top sneakers. I was so tired. My mind drifted.
I glanced up at the Interstate that I’d just exited, looking at the rusted fence strung alongside it, tops of speeding vehicles visible behind. I had a sudden image of being a little kid standing on the overpass above the new Interstate in Ohio, my fingers twisting into the links of the already-rusting fence that separated me from that freeway and its weed-overgrown, trash-littered slopes, and all the traffic passing beneath me, going someplace, somewhere else. I closed my eyes, remembering the dirty warm humid air, and how the gasoline-scented highway ruffled my wiry black hair. Sometimes I’d thought my head was like one of them blackbirds, just wanting to lift off and fly away, my whole head flying away, clutched beneath wiry black wings.
When they’d been building that Interstate, they’d had “Dynamite Days.” They’d used bombs to open up the Earth for the freeway’s passage, and the whole kindergarten class had to gather in those safe areas of the school just in case anything shook loose on our heads. Winter caught up with the construction crews before they could finish, and every day after school I rough-sledded down into that giant unfinished roadbed, bulldozed out of woods and old fields, the taste of snow in my nose.
The basketball players decided to take a water break. After drinking from a gallon jug, the big dark dude came jogging out to where I was.
I stood and leaned against the front of my car. Still a teen, I hadn’t reached my full height yet. He ran up. He was maybe in his mid-20s. He glanced at the old maroon-colored Ford and its license plates. “What’s up, cousin? Haven’t seen you around here before. You lost?” he asked. He was breathing through his nostrils, eyes flashing.
“I wanted to check into the motel, but they say no overnight rates. Not till 2 in the morning.”
He bounced the basketball. His bright blue gym shorts shined, so did his white sneakers, white teeth, and whites of his eyes.
He was standing close to me. He bounced the ball again. “Nuthin round here,” he said, glancing back at his friends. “This it.”
He looked at me for a second longer.
I shrugged.
He made a motion like he was going to put his right hand out, as if to shake, then didn’t and turned and jogged back to his friends, bouncing the ball.
I decided to drive some more, but was so tired I only made it to the next exit. I pulled into a parking lot where a few cars were stored, so mine wouldn’t look so out of place. I locked the doors, rolled the windows up to about half an inch from the top, and lay down across the old bench-style front seat, stretching my legs the best I could. My feet were swelling inside my shoes, but I was too tired to reach down and take them off. I threw a jacket over my face. Sweaty, sticky, and needing a shower, I passed out, thinking about bright white teeth, bright whites of eyes.
The royal blue Gulf of Mexico heaved with a strong, gentle swell. The Texas sunlight rimmed and fractured off each rolling wave. I thought: I’m finally home here. Living for good in Texas. At last I’d made it. I never really expected to make it, still be alive. It was too long a stretch of time. I’d only been able to deal with the moment and day I was in, and thoughts as they came to me. I could never focus on any one thing for too long. Now here I was, in Texas, only a few years away from 20, and still alive.
Every customer seemed to be calling for me or for another deckhand, having tangled their lines in somebody else’s, or hooked themselves, or needed more bait, or had begun vomiting from the heat and motion, or even because he or she had hooked a fish. A hooked fish often added to the bedlam as it swept through the mess of lines and hooks streaming overboard into the sea.
First trial day — to see if they’d give me a job. We were drift fishing for Amberjack, Dorado, Jack Crevalle, possibly Barracuda and Blacktip shark, or the occasional real surprise like a Mako or Sailfish, using heavy-duty bait casting reels. All these fish fought like underwater bulldogs. Even the more “experienced” customers could barely control their lines, or themselves.
I wiped my knife on my jeans and stuck it into its belted sheath. I was always enthralled by the momentary, impossibly brilliant colors of an adrenaline-rushed ocean fish just gaffed and hauled and splashing furiously out of the water. It was our job to club them, and their colors rapidly shot down toward death after the first blow.
Marking the passage of a successful run, a few dozen bloodied, 20-to-30 pound fish, some still faintly gasping, hung from ropes, their long bullet bodies and strong tails sloping onto the deck. Other fish were tagged and hauled into the big iced fish box near the entrance to the cabin.
A commotion erupted up the starboard side. A customer’s rod was bent nearly in half, and a deckhand was leaning over the railing, positioning a gaff. Shark, I thought, from the way the other customers were milling around, getting in the way.
I pushed my way through the crowd. “Oye, Eddie Berto! What’s it — shark?” I cleared my throat. He couldn’t hear me. “Tiburon?”
Elbowing in, I glanced over the side at the thrashing blacktip shark as Eddie Berto, in one motion, lunged at the fish and yanked, arms and back muscles straining.
“Wait para mi,” I grunted.
The crowd shouted as the gaffed shark cleared the water, splashing and slapping its tail. Not that big — I guessed this Blacktip was maybe 60-70 pounds, but these little sharks fought like hell. Eddie strained to pull him up over the railing. Before I got to Eddie Berto’s side, the shark swung his head through the railing and bit into the fisherman’s knee, locking his jaws.
The crowd gasped and fell back. Eddie Berto’s eyes widened as he struggled to hold on. The fish’s tail slapped back and forth. The old, thin fisherman just stood there holding onto his rod with the still-hooked shark now clamped into his leg.
“Ayudame,” Eddie Berto said through gritted teeth, looking at me like he was completely in a fix.
“Cabron,” I said, calling him a goat and rolling my eyes at him. I yanked out my knife. Dropping to my knees, I grabbed the shark’s head. The shark tussled, but didn’t let go of the old man’s knee. His teeth seemed to be mostly embedded in the man’s jeans.
I poked him in the gums with my razor-sharp knife. The old man’s leg was strangely dry.
Shark’s teeth fall out relatively easily. Carefully, I jabbed and pried, trying not to slip and stab the customer in his leg.
The shark suddenly let go and began thrashing again. I rushed to Eddie Berto’s side and we pulled the fish up over the guardrail, where it fell off the gaff, hit the deck, and slid down into the crowd. The shark bit into a different customer’s foot. He screamed even though the shark’s small mouth didn’t even bite through his shoe. I looked up at the captain, who was watching us from the flying bridge.
So much for that job, I told myself later that night. Captain just a hick anyway. Edilberto, who everybody called Eddie Berto, was the only deckhand on the boat who didn’t speak good English, or acted like he didn’t. He pleaded for his job back, though I doubt the captain bothered to understand a word he said. I just walked. A $1.79 six-pack was waiting for me, ice cold in the nearest 7-Eleven’s glass-doored cooler, and that was better than anything.
After dark, drunk and still out at Port Aransas, I returned to the docks where all the fishing boats were. I was starting to figure I’d be sleeping in the car tonight, though my North Beach apartment, on this side of the bridge from downtown Corpus, was only about 40 minutes away.
The night air coming in off the sea was warm and fragrant in a salty, ripe kind of way; it mingled with the faint smell of cleaned fish and hosed-down wood and concrete. The floating wooden docks lay tethered to pilings, aligning the boats that hung like chess pieces on the marina’s dead calm surface. A fluorescent streetlight dimly illuminated the ten or twelve feet of green water below the boats. I could see the bottom.
I leaned on the railing and checked how my head felt. I’d lived with my pass outs for so long it was an automatic thing, even when drunk. Head not hurting yet. No pass out coming. Yet.
I settled in Corpus Christi, Texas, which they say is the real ‘windiest city’ in America. North Beach was a seedy isthmus of dirt and sand, existing in the shadow of the arching Harbor Bridge just past the oil refineries that lined the shipping channel mouth of the Nueces River flowing into Corpus Christi Bay. I guess it’s been redeveloped since, but back then North Beach was its own forgotten sand and grit-blown beach barrio. The winds would start blowing off the Gulf and, as I walked down through the dirt alleys in between flapping clotheslines, yowling cats, and shawled Mexican grandmothers ducking like Arab women, I would begin to feel that the winds and sand were all there was in the world. Or were the world itself, one long sand-blasted wind tunnel between shabby single-room ′hood houses and stick-stilted apartments that, no matter how many twists and turns, always led back out into the mouth of the giant, growling Gulf. Warm weather and the chance to live where the open ocean met the open West. My place was part of a small, pre-fab studio apartment complex up on stilts, with only a weedy vacant lot between it and the bay. I was trying to take some community college classes, but already was barely showing up anymore.
The window faced a cluster of old one-room cottages that served as the eroding edges of the wind-tunneled alleys. The abuelas hung their ropas out to dry, and had to shake off the sand coating from each shirt or skirt or pair of work jeans or Cloro brightened sheet, revealing a snapping strength inherent in their small, wiry bodies. They set food out in weighted pie tins for the hundreds of tailless alley cats that stalked and seethed over North Beach. In my little apartment, I killed the cucarachas with liquid Dove dish soap, a trick I learned from the old grandmothers across my alley. A 7-Eleven was within walking distance for my $1.79 six-packs of Schaefer beer and half-gallon jugs of cheap Gallo wine.
The winds seemed strongest from late evening through the night. They would blow and creak and whistle and groan through the screens, coating my humid, naked, sleeping body with fine dust and grit. This grit was something you could never fully shake or wash out of your sheets; there was always more, and it rasped against my nerve-endings as I ground deeper into sleep.
There was something toothy about North Beach, with its coarse, broiling sand and murky water, dead jellyfishes and broken glass, stingrays, incoming oil freighters, near-constant winds, washed up trash, fluttering clotheslines, tailless cats and shawled abuelas. Something about the changeable weather’s sticky humidity, blazing sun, or damp gray, or open and dry Coastal Prairie-blue skies and howling grit-laden night winds. In fact, most of the South Texas Gulf Coast feels like this — toothy, peeled raw, like sand and salt rubbed into a sunburn. Not really a paradise or a vacation. But still, always, beckoning.
And sometimes the winds would suddenly stop, completely pull back out to sea, and Corpus Christi Bay became flat as glass. I would dive into it, swimming far enough out to get naked. The Texas sun heated the top layer of water and made me perspire. Broiled by the sun, sweat piercing my shoulder blades as the cleaved water folded back in and over me like wings, I made sure my broad strokes broke only the slightest disturbance. Far enough out, I switched to breaststroke through the water’s under pulse, and I was a sea snake, eyes and mouth barely breaking the surface, sky meeting sea and me at water level, puffy clouds in the hot blue sky above providing oasis pools on the water’s surface. As I swam further, the nutrient-rich brown water deepened to blue-black, trailing out my breathing mouth. Down below, I knew there were things, big things roiling in the cooling layers of water, that under pulse, rolling their eyes up at me as I passed overhead, sometimes bumping into my legs. I could see none of them; I was sure some came right beneath my belly before diving down again, and I might only feel them as a tendril of cooler water brought up with their momentum, or a swirl, or nothing at all. If I thought about it, it would scare me, and I quickly pressed the thought from my mind, let the water pulse everything away but arm strokes and sea and sky. I could see straight out the mouth of the bay to the Gulf, all the way to forever; and that great plain of water pulled always. I swam more, floating if I got tired, silent gasps for air, and bubbles I stopped and let my legs fall below me. Treaded water.
Civilization … back there beyond the beach. Should I even go back?
On the other side of the Harbor Bridge, the bay front marina was the centerpiece of Corpus Christi’s freshly skyscraper downtown, filled with pleasure boats and bordered by a long concrete boardwalk. Seagulls and pelicans careened overhead. On calm bright days kids roller-skated, couples walked, fishermen cut up squid for bait and cast out with spinning reels, hoping for some croakers or grunts or maybe a little bay-wretched flounder or speckled trout for dinner. And at its edges, as in many public places, men with motives prowled.
Shirt off, sitting on the T-head docks, I stared at the gentle rise and fall of the water. The hot afternoon sun was intoxicating; gripping me so deep inside my bones seemed to be expanding. I’d been resisting the urge to go for beer. I’d decided I would wait until it got dark.
My mind lulled. The thought crossed again that I had to get another job soon but for now I pushed it away.
I knew I was partially hidden by the rows of boats. My eyelids began to fall, breath slowing. Subconsciously, I became aware a pass out could be coming in. But … so relaxed and loose and blood-warm from the sun … don’t care.

Still, out of the corners of my eyes, I kept track of my surroundings, of cars looking for parking spaces — bright sun glinting off glass windshields, chrome, mirrors, of people coming and going. Legs and bodies moving as peripheral shapes.
Urban seagulls wheeled in the blue air, creeing at each other.
The same little red car passed a third time, slowing each time. I began to tighten up and pull out of my swoon. I watched from the corners of my eyes.
The red car parked. A burly white man probably in his late 40s with brown hair, mustache and sunglasses started walking in my direction, head down as if looking for something.
He walked a few steps past me, slowed, and then leaned down, messing with his shoe. He stood up.
“Excuse me, do you have a cigarette?” he asked, adjusting his voice.
“No,” I said, turning away slightly, narrowing my eyebrows to look mean.
I looked back at the dirty water between the boats.
He walked a few steps closer, leaning on a wooden piling.
“Nice day,” he said, taking off his sunglasses.
I said nothing.
“Lots of horny women in this town, huh?”
I nodded and shrugged.
“I know this woman — she’s really horny right now. She’s my best friend. She lives upstairs from me. She really would like to … you know, have a young boy like you …”
“Oh,” I said.
“Well, I saw you here, and I just thought you might want to go for a ride …”
I looked around. Nobody was in the immediate vicinity. I could feel his eyes all over me.
I stood up, casually holding my t-shirt in front of my basketball shorts.
I walked with him to his car. He popped a tape into the cassette player as we drove out of the city’s marina, crossed Ocean Drive, turned south, and drove a short distance inland to some nicer apartment buildings, not far from downtown. A different version of that song Holiday, by that new singer Madonna, came out of the speakers. It had faster, deeper beats, like a dance mix or something.
“Madonna says next year will be her year,” he said.
“She probably just a one-hit wonder,” was all I said.
As I followed him in, I realized that I was shivering a little. I forced myself to stop it.
He went to the back stairwell and yelled “Shirley!”
He came back. “I guess she’s not home. Now that’s fucked up,” he said. In the same moment he put his hand on my still sun-warmed bare chest and pushed me toward the couch. “Why don’t you sit down and relax for a minute? I’ll get you some water.”
I sat down. The couch was white canvas, the walls were freshly painted white, and the window looked up and out at the bluest of blue skies. The Sun was on the other side of the building, so the light coming through the window was the softest light reflecting off the bluest atmosphere, filling my eyes. So much refracted light made me feel like I was being washed out of existence. I felt I could just … pass out. I tried to pay attention to what was happening, but —
He returned with a glass of water, and a towel, setting both down on the glass coffee table.
I closed my eyes.
I heard him move the coffee table and kneel down in front of me. His hands started grabbing all over my chest, then he plunged his face into my crotch, reaching for my waistband and pulling down my shorts. Inwardly, I resisted for a moment longer, then dropped my head back. Crossing that bridge.
I felt his mouth slide down onto me, wet and lukewarm, slowly moving up and down and around, then faster. With his hand he grabbed and squeezed the base of my balls. I clenched my fists, suddenly wanting to punch him, smash his head open like a cantaloupe. I kept my eyes closed. The feeling that all my insides were tingling and piling up in my groin was overwhelming. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to hold on for long. I rocked my hips, not caring about anything. In another minute, I gulped some air, bucked, he backed off a little and I shot on his face and shoulder and on myself too.
I kept my head back, eyes closed, instantly feeling different. Like something sinking.
I heard him wiping his face off, then felt him lifting me up with his hands, wiping me off, working the towel in and around thoroughly. I clenched my fists harder.
He stood up, leaving me with my shorts down, my legs still spread. He went to the kitchen.
I opened my eyes. He came back with his own glass of water and sat next to me. I pulled my shorts up. The whiteness of the room and the blue sky through the open window filled my head.
“I gotta go,” I said.
He took my brown nipple between his rough fingers and held it, squeezing it a little hard, looking me over, head to toe. I turned my head away.
“You look really beautiful,” he said. “You might not know it now, but you should consider yourself very lucky. You’re blessed with your youth and good looks. I know many people who would love to have you … mmmm … all this.” He rubbed his hand down my chest to my stomach. I curled my fist. His voice got thick. “I would’ve liked to have done a lot more to you.”
My head was still turned away, staring out the window up at the blue sky, hands clenched.
“You’re just a boy,” he said. “But if you take care of yourself, you could have a charmed life.”
I took a job as a busboy in the top-floor restaurant of a downtown hotel. Wearing a starched white shirt, black bowtie and black tuxedo vest, I buttered up the woman bartender like all the rest of us busboys did so she would splash rum in our cherry cokes.
The same lounge act performed the same songs every night, complete with big hair, tambourine, sequined dress and red-cellophane spotlight. The zenith of the evening was always “Gloria.” Nightly, like clockwork, when the plump singer began to sing “GLORIA — YOU THINK YOU’RE ON THE RUN NOW!” building up to a tonsil-busting, lounge-belting crescendo, Rey, Huberto, Lupe, Rodney and myself knew we had made it through another night and could start putting up some of the bread baskets and doing our closing chores. In our starched, food-stained shirts we all smelled like Kmart cologne, hair gel, roast beef, butter and bread rolls and a faint under aroma of sweat. “BUT YOU REALLY DON’T REMEMBER … CALLING GLORIA … GLORIAAA! …”
I allowed a woman customer twice my age to pick me up, and in her bed, my face between her thighs, I made her orgasm three times in a row, acting purely on instinct. At the school, I met this sexy, kinky-haired, married woman and we dated for awhile, on free evenings taking the tops off her blue Datsun 280ZX and sizzling at high speeds down the straight-line barrier island roads out on Padre Island, smoking joints. Her husband was always out in the Gulf working on the oilrigs. She pierced my ear lobe with a sewing needle and put a small silver hoop through it. I dated her until I got bored, or more honestly, felt not right about it. The underlying urgency that I needed to do something grew stronger. There was something that I was missing. Missing out on. Sometimes I thought about going to a bigger city. I started thinking hard about this. If I was gonna go someplace else, why waste time? Just go straight to the heart of everything. A flash of excitement went through me.
New York City, I thought. I tried that thought on for size, and nodded, as I drifted around the dusty downtown.
Drunk at night, I prowled the alleys outside the bail bond and porno shops on Chaparral. Hookers and drug dealers hissed offers from dark doorways and alleys.
Days and nights got hotter as summer approached. I continued to sit under the Harbor Bridge in my drawers, soaking drunk. Or stood in my bathroom, face under the faucet; water running for a long time, washing my mouth out, washing my face off. And up in the hotel restaurant, my serving tray balanced with glasses of ice water with lemon slices and baskets of warm bread wrapped in red cloth napkins, I’d occasionally catch myself staring past my reflection in the plate glass windows out at the bay front marina and the blue Gulf beyond. “Where the hell are you, right now?” was what I said to myself. I began scheming to find a way to get to NYC.
I drifted more, down to the border, thinking, trying to focus.
As the jail cell door clanged shut, I sat on the cot, glad at least that the handcuffs were off. The obese Mexican store manager of the Port Isabel supermarket, near the Mexico border, had been following me around, wearing his big pink apron, and to spite him; I’d stolen a fifty-five cent block of foil-wrapped cream cheese.
The two jail cells were little more than a cage split in half by bars, a few paces from the deputy’s office. The other prisoner and I stared each other down through the bars. Pinche mi culo! was written on the wall behind his head, with big scrawls written over that by somebody who had come later. On my side there was a love song to “Marisa,” complete with music notes drawn into the orange paint that had long ago been stained by Gulf air and the grime of inmates.
Driving back to Corpus a day later, scruffy and unwashed, halfway up I pulled onto the road shoulder and shut the car off. The whole western sky was lit up in a massive red-orange flatland twilight. I could not believe that sky.
I got out and walked across the empty road, stepping a few feet into the sparse, grassy brush. I heard a distant, piercing sound — laughing or crying; tingled my spine. I cocked my head, concentrating, hoping. The coyote howled again.
I became conscious of the sea, the Gulf of Mexico, at my back, even though it was a couple dozen miles east. And again I knew I was at the edge of another world; it was my world, a spiky, grassy terrain, filled with animals that crawled and whispered, who pawed at the Earth and flashed in the Western sun, rolled their eyes, flicked their tongues, snorted, rumbled, or heaved their sides at twilight. Here I was, and out there, there was. It was my eternity. If I just stepped in, crossed into the other side …
I knew I couldn’t be sure of coming back.
The setting red Sun was about face level to me across the South Texas plain now, and the round ball of my face looked straight back into it. And the Sun paid no attention to me at all and sank, pulling the blue sky down with it.
Last days in Corpus …
I sped up the Harbor Bridge. The wind blew through the open windows of my car and the high cables of the bridge flashed by as I sped. I reached its summit and looked out both ways like I always did, out to the June-blue Gulf, and inland up the ship channel with all its oil refineries and tanks. No refineries were on fire and belching black smoke today.
I reached the top of the bridge and floored the gas with my bare foot, surveying the narrow island as I came down. The intersection down where the bridge ended was dangerous because people never stopped. Having the right of way, I raced on ahead as a 4-door sedan rolled through the stop sign to the right. I could see the little Avis sticker in the windshield and the gray heads of two tourists as they plowed broadside into my car.
The old Ford careened across the road, spinning around. Glass from the back window flew in a kaleidoscopic twirl of quarter-sized chunks and I bounced through that. In slow motion a couple little blood scratches magically appeared in my arm and bare chest. The big fish I’d caught earlier off the Island thumped in the trunk. The flapping, clanking seat belt mocked me. Something yanked in my lower back. I held onto the steering wheel and fell back down into the driver’s seat. One of my sneakers flew out the window.
The car came to a halt about 50 feet away on the other side of the street, facing back toward the Harbor Bridge. I looked out through the intact front windshield at the tourists’ car. Their car was not badly bashed up. They got out, and instead of coming over to me, went to a nearby house. They moved with ease. They were fine. The old man’s tourist-pastel sport coat hung squarely on his shoulders, which seemed permanently stiff from either a lifetime of privilege or resignation. I couldn’t see his face. His wife stalked behind him. It would take a stiffer wind to move her helmet of iron-gray curls.
Dazed, and suddenly sleepy, I got out, carefully picking up my sneaker. I lowered myself onto the grassy curb. Least they were calling somebody.
A police officer arrived and stopped on the other side of the road. The tourists who’d hit me reappeared and talked to him as he filled out paperwork. They pointed at their car but wouldn’t look my way.
Realizing that time was passing and my side of the story was still not being heard, I jumped up and started to walk across the street. “Hey!” I said. “What about over here? THEY hit me!”
Before I made it halfway across, the cop sternly shouted at me to get back to my car. From the sound of his voice, I knew he meant business. I turned around. My lower back was beginning to hurt.
I opened the trunk, pulled out the 25 lb. jack crevalle by his sharply forked yellow tail, and laid him down in the tropical grass. This car wasn’t going anywhere. The whole right rear was smashed. I reached into the car for my duffel bag, t-shirt and other sneaker.
I sat back on the grass curb. When a tow truck came, followed by a new rental car for the couple, the cop got in his car and left. The couple got in the new Avis, the tow truck driver hitched up the tourists’ busted rental car, and all left.
I stood. Wait a second. What about me?
Not having a clue as to any rights I might have, or even what to do in such a situation, I stood there waiting. There was no insurance on the old vehicle. I rubbed my back.
Another tow truck came down the Harbor Bridge. The scrawny hippie driver began hitching up my car. He handed me a piece of paper telling me where the car would be. He walked to the tow truck and jumped in.
Realizing he was about to drive off, I rushed to get my apartment keys. “Wait a second,” I said. “What am I supposed to do?”
“You need to leave the car key in the ignition, but take everything else,” he said, as if I was stupid.
“That’s not what I meant. I mean, what am —”
He closed the driver’s side door and pulled out. The tow truck and my messed-up car rolled back up the Harbor Bridge and out of sight.
I put my keys in the duffel bag and waited for my rental car to come. I stood next to the fish in the stiff grass, with its big, dead, silver dollar eyes. Stiffly, I sat down again.
Two short, older Mexican dudes came out of the apartment complex behind. One had a bottle of aspirin.
“I give you for the fish,” he said, pointing and smiling, pulling at his waxed mustache with his other hand. He poured out two aspirin.
I looked up at the bridge. Lots of cars and trucks were flying over the bypass, but no rental car, or any car, was heading down the North Beach exit.
I motioned my head at the dead fish. “Don’t worry ‘bout it. Go ahead.” Most people didn’t consider Jack Crevalles good to eat. But then I wasn’t exposed to high standards, and I guess they weren’t either, because they grinned broadly as they reached for the fish and lugged it back to their patio grill.
I put my sneakers on and tied them. With my t-shirt I wiped the little bits of drying blood off the scratches in my chest and arms. I threw my shirt over my shoulder, hiked up my big shorts, stuck my baseball cap onto my head sideways, and grabbed the duffel bag. My back was starting to kill me. All the injuries, bumps, bruises, cuts, strains and sprains I’d already had in life flashed through my mind and I wondered: what if they start to become cumulative and I have to live with constant pain? Bull in a china shop, people had always said about me.
Slowly, I humped my way back to the apartment along Gulf breeze Road.
CHAPTER FIVE
“Baby, you need to watch yourself. Sit up. Now look at that — you bout set yourself on fire.”
Dimly, through the fog of my other world, I heard her voice, and felt her weight bear down on the bench as she sat beside me. I raised my head up off my knees and looked at her, blinking into the hazy afternoon sunlight streaming across wide Houston Street. The Marlboro butt, burned down to the filter, fell forgotten out of my fingertips. It rolled past her thick old woman’s feet, which were stuffed into too small shoes on the old gum-spotted concrete bricks, and stopped next to a partially eaten chocolate chip cookie. The cookie looked still good. Probably not been there too long. They’d just taken a little bite out of it, and accidentally dropped it. Yeah. In the background, a voice was talking on somebody’s radio — passing cab or boom box — about the new drug crack cocaine and how this one was gonna be real different; its addiction was so intense and overwhelming it made people act like rabid dogs, and the city needed to be prepared for a whole new wave of violence and crime.
“Huh?” I said, more of an exhale. The thin afternoon NYC sunlight was irritating me. It gave no real warmth; just sort of poked into my head.
She looked me in the eyes and twitched. She cracked a smile, flashing a gold tooth. I remembered about my eyes and shielded them with my hand, trying to recall where I’d put my sunglasses, or if they’d fallen off.
Her hands clasped her purse in her lap. She was wearing a flowery dress and light sweater that was probably not enough for the East Coast-clammy, cool, late September air.
“What’s wrong, baby?” she asked.
Putting my elbows on my knees, I stared down at the concrete bricks making up the surface of the little wedge “park” we were sitting in, between Houston and First, and Avenues A and B. I looked again at my smoldering cigarette butt, next to the chocolate chip cookie. I rubbed my face, wondering why she was bothering me. I didn’t want to talk to nobody.
“I can’t seem to stay awake,” I mumbled, glancing at her and quickly turning my eyes away again. The Houston St. traffic seemed to roar and be distant at the same time. “I mean, I was gonna take these classes, I mean I’m trying, I even got this scholarship … I know, believe it or not, but —”
“It’s okay, baby. I understand. Maybe you just need some time. All right. Everybody gotta find themselves.”
I stiffened my shoulders. What the hell that supposed to mean? People were always making hints or some shit, trying to tell me about me. I reached down for the cookie and took a bite. It was crisp and airy, like it had been manufactured instead of baked. A few crumbs fell off my lip onto my chin. I wiped them away with my sleeve.
She shook her head, not saying a word.
“What!” I said, preparing for motion, ready to leave.
Some English city pigeons flew in to peck at the buckets of fatty glop that workers from Katz’s meat deli across the street had dumped to the side of the bench. The bloated birds gurgled in their throats as they puffed their chests and bobbed and strutted into the yellow, clumpy mess, sounding like they were having some kind of obscene sex. It made my stomach queasy. I glanced across the street into Katz’s Deli, where through the windows I could see men in white uniforms and paper hats bustling between hanging columns of meats and sausages and rows of frying hot dogs. I could smell the place from here.
“Child, last time I ate a hot dog was back in the 60’s when I bit into it and a hairy bone was inside and it got in my mouth.” She put her hand to her lips.
I squinted at her. She cracked a smile at me again. I got up and walked away.
“All black people are related, no matter what,” she said back there. “Remember that.”
I walked up First Avenue, thinking it was hard to believe I’d been in New York for well over a year. I tried to remember coming here from Texas. Or why. I really had no answer. I just vaguely remember thinking that if I was going to go somewhere; I should go to the heart of everything so I wouldn’t have to go anyplace else. Unlike the couple other times I’d been to Texas and had to leave, this time I didn’t even look back. Now I sensed I was on a one-way ride, for better or worse. Momentarily a sharp pang of panic hit me, that I’d made a serious mistake. Maybe you shoulda stayed in Texas. Pushed it all out of my mind.
My little $340 dollar a month room was a 3rd floor East Village apartment overlooking First Ave. and St. Mark’s Place. My room was the size of a Volkswagen, and you couldn’t walk around in it if the bedroll was open.
I crossed St. Mark’s, passing my apartment building with the graffiti murals, the overturned trash cans and the small-time drug dealers on the corner. I couldn’t bring myself to go up to my room just yet. I rented from a 300-pound woman who gave phone sex for a living. The walls were old and thin. She had candida, left nasty messes of yeast and blood on the toilet seat, and douched with warm vinegar; the whole apartment smelled like that. It was impossible to use the bathroom in peace if she was home, because it was her throne and she would come banging in, terrorizing me. I was afraid I was starting to have a complex about bathrooms, which could not be healthy for my intestines and bladder.
I’d discovered the roof of the six-floor walkup. It would be an excellent ledge to jump off. I’d watched the upstairs neighbor drop a full-size TV out his window. When it hit the sidewalk, it exploded with a big BOOM, shattering into so many pieces that, as far as a block away, the small-time drug dealers scattered.
I turned down 9th and picked up a pint of cheap gin, a 12-oz. Rolling Rock, and a pack of cigarettes then headed into Tompkins Square Park. Settling onto a bench, huddling into my jacket, I drank and smoked and gazed at the Tent City of homeless people that had gradually formed in the park over the last year. It was a vague worry of mine — that I could become like that. My head hurt all the time. I’d already spent a few nights in the band shell, drunk and sleeping on top of newspapers that had been somebody else’s bed. I told myself I had enough of a survival instinct to avoid falling down that far. I hoped I was a little different — stronger or sharper in some way than the homeless all around me. But …
I flicked my ashes, thinking of my Independent Study classes. On a whim, feeling a little worthless, I’d written out the application for a new scholarship, and gotten surprised with a partial acceptance. I’d re-contacted my father who, with his recent financial means, agreed to help cover the rest, as long as I didn’t come back. Which of course I had no desire to do. Once gone, I was to stay gone. And that suited everybody. I’d only used the school as a scheme to get here. Even stayed in university housing at first, because it was cheapest and easiest, until it drove me crazy. And I’d even, for a deluded moment, thought that this small town backwoods mongrel in the big city could become like “one of the golden people” that I saw around — have a beautiful girlfriend, wear new clothes, go to hip clubs, snort good coke, all that 80’s shit. But I could never shake the feeling that I was fronting, that I was out of place, dirty, second class. And I couldn’t control my drinking. Some nights found me crawled up behind a Dumpster — for safety, comfort and to be alone — or once (or twice) even passing out on a subway grating huddled into the stream of warm air shooting up from the city’s underground. Snapping out of it from time to time, I’d shower, shave, chameleon myself upright, and nobody would know a thing.
Going to New York City was supposed to have been about changing my life for the better.
Grimacing, I realized I was losing — wasting — what likely was my best opportunity to save myself, lead a “normal” life. Don’t lie. You had no real interest in going to school. You just hustled your way here; took the easy route. You’re only here because you couldn’t think of anything else to do. And now, what?
I closed my eyes, feeling out this sense of foreboding inside that was increasingly spreading. This nothingness, this empty, wasted worthlessness, pall of blackness, blotting out everything.
I was slipping; losing control … not getting anything out of the study program … didn’t care … barely able to keep from getting kicked out. Your problem is you can’t concentrate.
I had cheated or written my way through, always at the last minute. I truly did not care. My head hurt. I missed most of the few actual classes, or passed out onto the desktop as the radiators hummed and buzzed, or showed up so drunk I had to leave, feeling everybody’s eyes hot on my back, visualizing my head suddenly exploding in a big BOOM of brains and blood. But still I continued, as if it was even too much of an effort to quit. Not a quitter.
I drank from my bottle of Bombay, then from the Rolling Rock, eyeing the people preparing for the night in Tent City. I wondered if I should have gotten me some Jim Beam instead. I loved both. And 40s of Colt or O.E., or big Budweiser too. And of course my most favorite, Rolling Rock, which wasn’t malt liqua’, but still …
Why didn’t they make 40s of Rolling Rock? I snorted, beer almost coming out my nose as I laughed at the thought of me swigging a giant green bottle of Rolling Rock. Yeah, such nice green bottles. Clear dark green glass, with a horse’s head stenciled in white. Shaking some clarity into my head I reminded myself that I had to go to an actual class tomorrow afternoon. And oh shit, yeah, I had to go work for that old faggot photo-collector in the West Village in the morning, too. Always gotta keep the j-o-b, boy, whatever it is. Otherwise …
I got up and walked away from Tent City quickly. As long as you never let yourself become like that …
“You alone?” I asked Constantina as she let me into her apartment. I hadn’t seen her in months, but the big-hipped Hungarian girl was one of three girls I thought I liked. I’d given up on Babette, the beautiful, half-black, pretentious girl from Barbados. Babette considered herself — with good reason — just too worldly and cultured for me. Babette’s mother was a well-traveled foreign diplomat who wore black lace underwear she’d leave hanging in the bathroom smelling of perfume, smoke, and womanly scent. Thiona, the voluptuous Greek girl, high society all the way, she just strung me along, giving me just enough attention to keep me around in case she needed something.
“Do you know what time it is?” Constantina shut the door behind me. The room was dark, illuminated only from the orange streetlights outside. “You’re drunk,” she said, waking up fully now. “I haven’t seen you in so long. Where have you been?”
I found my way through the room shadows and sat on her bed, pulling her with me. She didn’t resist too much. “Sorry to wake you,” I slurred, fake pouting. “Want a cigarette?”
She reached into my jacket pocket and pulled out my pack of Camel Lights. Two hollow-point bullets also fell out and clattered to the floor.
“What was that?” she asked as she lit two cigarettes and handed one to me.
“I don’t know. Come here.” I lay back on the bed. “Want a drink?” I pulled out my second pint and upended a swallow.
“No, silly,” she said in her thick, luscious accent. She took both cigarettes and crushed them in the ashtray and laid on top me. She started kissing me, smearing me with lipstick, sort of grossing me out. My head was spinning from all the drink. I focused on her body. I rolled on top of her as we took off our clothes. I began rubbing against her, making myself hard. I used my hands along her body, listening to how each movement made her respond.
“Wait,” she murmured, her accent making her sound pouty herself. She paused.
I rested on top of her for a second. “What’s up?” I asked as if getting sleepy.
“Do you remember when we were in Central Park last summer, and we were hanging out in Sheep Meadow on that big towel? And everything was so hot and sticky, and it began to pour rain?”
“Umm. Yeah, I guess.”
“And I suddenly had to pee so bad. And how I finally just squatted behind that tree, and you held the towel up?”
“Oak tree. White oak.”
“And we walked downtown, down 5th Ave. in the rain …”
There was a pause.
“Hey!” She hit me. “You’re not listening!”
“Yeah,” I said, groggy. “I’m listening. What about it?” I was not feeling drunk anymore.
She was quiet for a few minutes, and I began to drift off again.
“You’re not the person I thought you were.”
It took me a minute to actually hear what she had said. “What the hell that supposed to mean?” I asked, and tried to roll off. She immediately dug her fingers into my back, holding me on top of her.
“What,” I said. “Lemme just get outta here.”
“No. Don’t go!” she whispered in my ear. “Please don’t go.”
I heard something in her voice that made me lift my head and look at her pale face in the dark.
“I’m still a virgin,” she pleaded, and pushed up into my groin. “I’m sorry. I really want you to. Come on. Let’s do this.”
I shook my head, as I looked her in the face. “Don’t,” I said and acted again like I was going to pull away.
She drew a finger down the middle of my spine, lingering. She flashed a small smile and raised her eyebrows.
I reached down behind her and grabbed her ass in my hands, and pulled her against me. I moved my hips, slowly making myself hard again. “You sure?” I said. “I can get out of here. Not a problem.”
“Noo,” she whispered thickly, and grabbed me with both her hands, guiding me inside her.
I pushed gently, then stopped, waiting for her to relax and open up.
“Oh, shit,” she cried softly. “It hurts. Shit. O.K. Push a little harder.” She reached around and gripped my ass, pulling me in deeper.
“You sure?” I asked one last time. As I pushed in, I thought I felt something give a little, something different from the normal wet. I was afraid it was blood. Maybe I was just imagining things.
She raised her head and bit into my ear. “Come on!” she said.
We began screwing. I started to work up a nice salty sweat. She was crying, maybe laughing too. It was bugging me out. Concentrating on what felt good down there, I glanced back at our hips slapping together, and closed my eyes.
An image of two men flashed into my mind, men grinding like that, hip muscles clenching, and I quickly opened my eyes, shoving the image away. I hurried up my rhythm, hitting it hard now, working her body with my hands, gritting my teeth into her neck.
She finally started gasping, and I hit it a little more past the point I knew she would be satisfied, and then started to pull out. She tried to stop me. I arched my back, slipping out, and grabbed myself and finished it off on her soft stomach.
I hesitated for a second, catching my breath, then rolled over and flopped onto my back, grabbing the sheet. I glanced down and saw a small smear of something dark on the white sheet.
“I’m so glad we did this,” she said, rolling her head around on the pillow.
I got up and began pulling on my jeans and boots, automatically checking to make sure my wallet; knife and keys were in the pockets.
Put a bullet through my head, I thought to myself.
The smell of water, the Hudson River meeting seawater as it flowed down the lower west coast of Manhattan, calmed my abraded nerves as I walked out to the end of the dilapidated pier. Open space, fresh air, and room to breathe.
My shoes crunched on broken glass. The rusty, sagging chain link fences didn’t keep anybody off these piers. Halfway out on this pier, in a strange little jungle of giant green weeds sprouting from old concrete and wood, a homeless man had homesteaded his own shack out of tar paper, cardboard boxes, and plastic buckets.
I climbed through a hole in the chain link fence, walked farther out, hopped over the concrete barrier, and stepped onto the last jagged slab of concrete, which was cracked and slanting down almost into the water, just a few feet above the smooth flowing surface. I often sat there, feet dangling. I could tap the water with the soles of my shoes. My stomach was all acidy. I sat down.
Below the wide-open blue twilight, New Jersey buildings across the river in the distance began lighting up on the other side. Tiny flashing police sirens raced up or down what I assumed was New Jersey’s version of Manhattan’s West Side Highway. I had a new sense of the curve of the Earth westward, a horizon out over those New Jersey cliffs and buildings.
I thought the river was some 30 or 40 feet deep, but I couldn’t remember if somebody had told me that, or if I’d read it somewhere or just assumed it. Thiona had been the first one to tell me about the piers, and how you could get a sense of space and, turning around, view the city as a backdrop, as if separated from it. Under the milky green water, a used condom, ghostly latex white, swam by, along with some bottles, plastic grocery bags, and other unidentified crap. A cheap plastic baby stroller followed, hanging in a current a few feet below the surface. I watched it leave, heading south to the harbor, and eventually the ocean. I wondered if it’d pass the Statue of Liberty and all them tourists with their green foam liberty crowns on their heads, and if any of them would see it.
Like the welling of the water, my inconsistent urges to be at the bottom of that current, with the whole river on top of me, came and went. Me down there, rolling in the strong moving water, bumping silently against the bottom, my shoulder or back or whatever stirring little slow-motion bursts of silt and muck …
I turned and faced the city. The Empire State Building off to the northeast always looked so sudden and looming from this standpoint, even though it was all the way in the middle of the city at 34th and 5th. No special city events were going on; tonight its spire lights were just plain old regular white instead of lit in some representative color. At the south end of the city, the World Trade Center stood stark and silver, sleek twin pillars in the sky.
I slitted my eyes to survey the waterfront. Across the West Side Highway, at the corner of Christopher, was the Badlands Bar; south of Christopher was all-black Kellar’s — tiny hole-in-the-wall crammed with sweating people and an out-of-date disco juke box — and both up and down for blocks further were camouflaged places with non-descript doors and no names. In my head I heard that Bronski Beat dance track again, I Feel Love that summed up those places. With drink up in me, fueling late night forays … hidden bar dance beats contrasting the boom beat Public Enemy Street, I’d follow. Pulsing hot rhythms, dim red smoky lighting, back rooms with curtains; anonymous men cast in angle and shadow, the smell of fresh cool cologne, light sweat and something like sex or heat. And the simultaneous sense of both threat and desire. Which might have been the same thing.
Wearing baggy clothes and a baseball cap for anonymity, I stepped off the graffiti-tagged 2 train and hopped up the stairs into the blinking, flashing, false-daylight brilliance of Times Square. The Deuce was still lively, though quieting down a bit. I checked the Newsday building to see if its circling, neon, screaming headline flasher would tell me what time it was. Had to be after midnight. I stopped in the middle of the sidewalk flow of worn-out hookers, drug dealers, and shifting, unknown men, and checked my balance, inwardly trying to shake the drink from my head. Taking a deep breath, I began walking down 42nd St. towards 8th.
Abandoned old theaters loomed above on either side. Others promised SUPER TRIPLE XXX PORNO KINKY TOTAL SEX DOUBLE FEATURE — SERENA’S SUCKING SINS and THE BEST OF VANESSA DEL RIO.
With my baseball cap pulled far down over my eyes, I tried to imagine a straight line for me to follow down the sidewalk so I wouldn’t wobble, appear out of control. That would show weakness. Hands in pockets, a little dizzy, I parted through the sea of people.
Jangled music and hard rap beats from a hundred different radios blasted through the street. Black, brown, Asian, white expressionless faces with complex intentions shined, reflecting the false daylight and crazy blinking lights — eyes lowered or head-on direct, darting, casing, challenging, looking for openings.
In nearly every alley or abandoned doorway, glass pipes flared as somebody fired a rock of crack. Impromptu 3-Card Monty games were still springing up on overturned cardboard boxes twenty bucks a bet. Bits and pieces of the continuously moving throng of people were lost or gained as somebody slipped into a peep show or out of a blazing porn emporium. Hookers still on shift stood their ground on every corner, splitting the crowd. I concentrated hard on my imaginary line. I realized I probably reeked of alcohol. This can’t be me, I thought. I quickly stopped thinking about anything.
I felt some people looking at me.
Head spinning, I rounded the corner onto 8th Ave. I leaned up against the wall and tried to act casual, eyeing men for a split second from beneath the ball cap as they walked down the sidewalk between 42nd and 43rd. Waiting for something.
From across the street, this guy was watching me, standing silhouetted in front of the blinking neon lights of Show World, the biggest “emporium” of them all. Nearly twenty women dressed in short skirts and high-heeled boots milled on the block, hoping to sponge off the place’s popularity. As soon as I noticed him, he crossed diagonally and walked right up to me, hands in his jacket pockets. A cigarette was in his mouth; he was unshaven, about 15 years older than me, medium-skinned, mixed with something.
“What’s up?” he said.
“Nothin’,” I stuck my hands in my pockets.
He narrowed his eyes and tilted his head as he checked me out.
“You want to check my teeth too?” I asked.
“You don’t have to be like that,” he said. He reached over and lifted my ball cap to see my face.
Instinctively I moved away from his reach, but the brick wall was behind me, so I stepped to the side and almost fell. I steadied myself and stood my ground. I shook my head to clear it.
He smiled, puffing smoke.
“Come on,” he said. “You’re drunk.” He began walking up towards 43rd. I followed, my head foggy. Still had this urge to get into something. Couldn’t concentrate. Way too drunk.
We rounded 43rd and halfway down the street he pulled me into a space between two parked cars, where there was a gap in the street lighting and we were cast in shadow.
He looked around, and then pulled me down with him onto our knees. The hard pavement dug into my kneecaps. He unzipped his jeans and then mine. His dick stuck up at an angle, hard, and I could smell it, like a day without a shower.
I wobbled and caught my balance, shook my head to again try to clear my thoughts. With one hand he turned my cap backwards and grabbed the back of my head and yanked my face down, using his other hand to start jacking on my dick. Mind all drunk and hazy … He shoved his dick into my mouth and began slamming his hips back and forth, fucking my mouth, his hairy belly hitting my face and the stiff head of his dick hitting the back of my throat, gagging me. I tried to breathe through my nose.
He forgot about jerking me off and grabbed the back of my head with both hands, using them to make my face smack in harder. I’m about to black out, I thought dimly, trying to keep my balance. In the distance I heard him say “Yeah … Yeah.” The cigarette fell out of his mouth and rolled on the oily asphalt. Suddenly feeling helpless, I didn’t know what else to do but keep going. Didn’t know nothing bout this shit — what you were supposed to do to have sex. My eyes zeroed in on the burning orange embers of the cigarette. Again I felt my eyes closing. If they did, I’d black out for real. I forced them to stay open. With my head snapping back, his hands clasped around it, I heard him cough “Oh YEAH.”
“You didn’t even come,” he said as if from somewhere far away as we stood up, my head spinning. I spat on the ground, then again. My stomach felt sick.
What just happened? I wondered dimly. Did I really just let him …? Spitting again, I blinked and tried to steady my balance.
A nicely dressed theater couple walked by, noticed us, and looked away. I quickly pushed myself in and zipped up.
“You know, you really should be more careful,” he said.
“This my first time.” It came out slurred. I wobbled again for balance.
He laughed. “Yeah, right. You wouldn’t be out here like this. But you really should be more careful, unless you don’t care. That’s probably the case already though, I bet.” He shook his head.
I turned my cap back around to the front and pulled it way down over my face.
He took off, walking backwards for a second. “There’s something new going around,” he said. “That’s why you can blow me, but I would never do you. Anyway, I gotta go.” He walked to the corner, crossed 8th again, and disappeared into Show World.
I spat again, and tried to pull my cap down even lower over my eyes. I stuck my hands into my pockets and began walking slowly, wobbly; shaking my head repeatedly to clear it, get my balance back into my legs. Head really spinning. Need a drink.
Halfway back to 8th, and hoping the dude wouldn’t come back out before I passed, I decided to turn around and walk away through the quiet shadows of 43rd.
I imagined an ax swinging down into my face. Hard. With my hands on the handle.
My head began squeezing. I knew what that meant.
I needed to just make it back to the N or R train and sit down for a minute. Then I’d be alright, at least as far as the pass out.
I walked and stumbled until finally, through sheer will, stabilized my balance enough to get me to the train before somebody could jump my drunk ass.
Back downtown on 1st Ave., cold and strung out, steadier, I made it to the all-night wholesale bakery. Its door inside the gate was tied open to release some of the heat from the baking ovens, creating a cocoon of warmth and aroma pillowing out onto the sidewalk. I twined my fingers into the gate and called to one of the workers baking fresh bread. He brought me my usual, a loaf of hot whole wheat just minutes out of the industrial-sized ovens.
Through the gate I handed him 70 cents. Sticking the football-shaped loaf inside my jacket, zipping it tightly all the way up to the neck, I made it to a bench in Tompkins Square Park. Had seen my big roommate’s lights on; she was working the phones.
I sat on a park bench in a corner below some bare, arching trees, hidden in late night darkness. Rats squirmed in the overflowing trashcan a few feet away. I huddled into the loaf of bread as it soaked its shivering warmth into my chest. I bent over till my face rested on my knees. I rocked slightly from side to side. Until I passed out.
The crescent Moon shone cold white in the blue-black sky, palely illuminating the desert plain. A night wind hustled across the landscape, as if it had traveled thousands of miles or thousands of years, scratching bits of sand, dry grasses, or oasis palm fronds as it passed. For a moment I thought I heard or saw flapping robes and a woman’s outstretched arm so black it shone blue. I watched and breathed, and soon the horizon seemed to shimmer, and then it was an ocean, and the Moon was a bright orange Sahara Sun lowering into that ocean, reflecting off the waves. At that point I knew I had always looked west. And followed. Followed the Sun west.

~ SECTION TWO ~
“Crazy Horse dreamed and went into the world where there is nothing but the spirits of all things. That is the real world beyond this one, and everything we see here is something like a shadow from that world.”
— Black Elk, 1931
CHAPTER SIX
“Shit, the real niggas is the one who don’t get caught. Only Stupid keep going back. The smart nigga learn real quick and stay out of the joint 75% the time. The other 25% — well, that’s your excuse, what you can’t help. You in this business, they come looking for you. It’s just a game of numbers and chance. How you run your game. Most niggas too stupid to learn. So they keep goin on lockdown. And with these new “Three Strikes” laws, shit gon get hectic, people doin’ some extended stay. The numbers gotta just be bout the dollars you take home. Nothing else. Not like all them fools out here. The chance is you fit the descrip, you slip, you do the trip.” He sniffled and looked agitated.
“Rikers or Upstate,” I said.
A car raced through the changing-to-red light that stopped the rest of the 1st Avenue traffic northbound at the St. Mark’s intersection. Sitting there on the step, I imagined it swerving through the bunching-up mass of slower cars heading uptown. All those red taillights flaring sharply, clear and seemingly brighter at this time of evening when the sky is still light but the day ending, the shadows like canyons up the avenue. Slick Rick bass beats pumped back through our ears. I sat my brown-bagged 40 down onto the step next to me and retied my shoe.
Boss man, dark-skinned, thin, wiry body, sharp cheekbones, could be 50 or 35; he leaned against the brick wall, lighting a cigarette. Noticing a regular approaching, without missing a beat he strolled down St. Mark’s towards the park and intercepted the customer halfway. As they passed, their hands touched for a split second, butter flying close between bodies. Money and drugs exchanged. Both continued walking in opposite directions.
Across from me, against the wall of my apartment building, the home crowd of homeless sat drunk and loud between a rows of chained-down, bashed-in trashcans. A mural was painted on the red bricks immediately behind them, depicting a crew of homeless people sitting against another wall with a big broken hole gaping onto a rubble cityscape of graffitied subway cars, spilled trash, and hordes of urban desperate. The live drunks seemed to emerge from the mural.
This pretty blonde female I knew walked past the drunks, and they made all kinds of noise, her leggy presence causing them to momentarily come out of their stupor. She wore a sexy red dress. I lowered my head slightly, watching her from beneath my brows. She rang my apartment doorbell. I held the beer bottle in front of my lowered face. Her name was Apple, at least to me. I knew her, but she didn’t know me like this.
Flipping her mane with impatience, she turned around and strode past the howling drunks again, ignoring them, heading back to her apartment over on 10th and 3rd.
Boss man returned. My buzz was coming on good. I wondered if Boss man was a user. He’d said, “Dealers can’t be users.” He looked like a user. Tall, thin, constantly fidgeting or moving, he reminded me of a crack head, wearing that XXL green and white nylon Adidas sweat suit. But I didn’t think he smoked crack. Boss man mostly only sold trees, small time, on the corner. But then, that never meant nothing.
“You know, you be aksin’ lot a questions like you wanna get your own game. But you need to step if you do. This whole area taken. I got two kids to feed.”
“You make bank,” I muttered. “I seen it. Even off these little dime bags people smoking.”
“Sometimes. But I need all of it. My white-to-five job don’t cut it. What I really need is somethin’ like that.” With his elbow he pointed to the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center and the other Wall St. buildings looming in the distance over lower downtown. “What I really need is do like them white folks down there — they do most of the drug dealin’ in this city anyways. Right inside they offices, behind closed doors. Shit, many them in button down shirts, briefcases and Brooks Brothers ties! They don’t pay nuthin’! Out here I gotta pay the fucking cops almost half what I make just so I can go home to my kids every night. Shit, that’s the way to do it, behind closed doors, or at least in a controlled situation. This constant shit out here make you jumpy.”
“But you still make bank. I can’t even save up $300 for this car I seen for sale on Staten Island.”
His hand slipped discreetly back into his pants as he spotted another customer approaching. Walking off he said, “You talk too much. What you need a car for anyways? In a few years, your drunk ass gon’ be right up in between the garbage cans like the rest them,” he said, nodding across the street. He met up with his customer and they disappeared around the corner onto 1st.
Yeah, you think, I thought, smirking, a little lightheaded.
The urge was coming on, to feel something more … to get drunk, high … something more. I upended my 40 and drank the last swallow, wondering how much change I had in my pockets that I could add to what I’d saved upstairs. I suddenly thought seriously about getting high tonight. Rarely did drugs. Usually just drank. As I swallowed, my eyes inadvertently glanced up into the blue-deepening twilight sky over the city. The Sun had set, at least for everybody down here, but higher up; a jet’s metal skin flashed a split-second, blood-orange-sunset reflection.
I drank again, any last drop, and lobbed the big beer bottle at the nearest trashcan. The bottle ejected out of its brown-bag condom, failed to grip the mound of overflowing trash and bounced onto the sidewalk, making a thick-glass clunk, but not breaking. It rolled into the gutter.
I opened my eyes, filmy, head spinning, throat cracked and dry. The 1st Ave. soot-stained ceiling of my room came into focus. I wondered what time it was. A regurgitating lump slimed around inside my stomach, looking for an upward way out. Way too much drink and cigarettes.
Lying there on my back, stomach surging with a life of its own, I bore down again, trying to keep it still.
My eyes anchored on all the anti-smoking propaganda I had taped to the wall, gruesome, graphic info on how smoking would turn your insides into a mucous-green cancer lump. None of that had helped me quit smoking, just made me hate myself more for being so weak.
The shakes were going to make me puke. It was definitely coming. I couldn’t stop spinning. Drool slipped out of my mouth as I groaned quietly, afraid to even move.
I closed my eyes, willing an ax to come swinging out of the wall down into my face, splitting my head in half. Put an ax through my head, I said. Just stop all this thinking.
I rolled off the floor mattress and crawled to the toilet, hanging my head down into the bowl and vomiting, water and puke splashing up onto my cheeks and eyelashes. The cold porcelain rim pressed into my throat. Sour, stinky chunks. I didn’t even care about the bloody yeast messes and pubic hairs and piss stains that were usually left on the toilet rim by my 300-pound phone sex roommate, which my convulsing throat was surely resting on.
Still seeing green and black spots, but finally empty, I took a shower. Drying off, I walked to the window, looking down at the East Village scene.
Prana Health Foods was just across the street on 1st Avenue, with its books on self-healing and vegetarianism, nutritional supplements, fresh organic produce, good home cooking, vegan fresh baked goods like tahini cornbread or blueberry muffins …
Especially the books. Staring at me right in the face. Again the thought: You should take care of yourself. Ain’t nobody gon do it but you …
The cavernous brownstone apartment off West 11th Street had a mausoleum feel to it. With Jean Harlow’s porcelain doll face smiling through the framed glass behind him (smiling so hard and falsely into the camera it looked like her face was going to break like pottery), the old homosexual 7-foot tall photo collector squeezed my shoulder and smiled himself, squinting through the smoke from his ridiculously thin Virginia Slims cigarette. Very hung over, I had to take a shit, and I needed for him to just finally leave. I shifted on my feet. A month ago, after answering an ad in the Village Voice, I’d gotten the job as his all-around assistant.
In his inflated British accent he told me where the list of things to do was, and who I should deliver things to, and what else I needed to do to hold the fort down while he was gone. He smelled like bad coffee breath, even from three feet away. With a bigger smile he told me I could stay here and sleep in his bed if I wanted. Or just come and check in. It was up to me, he winked, with full confidence in my abilities.
It was an easy job. Walking out of the building with him, holding my guts in, I helped him carry his crap to the corner of 7th Ave. and got him a taxi. Closing the cab door, I walked back to the West Village brownstone, glad to have the keys and this whole big place to myself.
I reached into the petty cash folder inside his file cabinet. I had expenses. He would understand, or likely, not even notice. Not too much.
The phone rang, and I picked it up. A stuttering movie star voice; I rolled my eyes. I looked up at the fine-art black-and-white photograph of Katherine Hepburn next to all the other Silver Screen stars on the wall — Jean Harlow, Greta Garbo, Mary Pickford, Merle Oberon and others, most of whom I’d never heard of before I’d taken this job. I tried to understand what she was saying, hoping she’d hurry up. I was going to have to use the bathroom real soon. Stepping from side to side, I reached for the notepad and wrote down that she’d called. “Yes, Ms. Hepburn,” I said. “Will do, Ms. Hepburn. Yes he will, Ms. Hepburn, as soon as he get back.” I glanced at the wall mirror over the fireplace and saw how green I looked.
Functional, I insisted to myself.
I hung up the phone and ran to the bathroom and with a giant relief took care of my business. I opened the window and washed up, suddenly feeling very empty but good and clean for a moment. Returning to the living room, I sat in the plump easy chair. The afternoon was clouded and gray. Through the closed windows, I could hear it raining outside. Very quiet inside the apartment. I rested my head back, staring at the impeccable, smooth white ceiling.
Before I noticed it, my breathing and heart rate dropped a notch. Diaphragm rose and fell, free now, bloodstream surging, rushing, repairing, cleansing.
The ceiling began to come apart, dissolve into bright gray, fizzy particles as a slight steady pressure, like fingers, not painful, pushed into my temples. My eyelids sagged as I tried to sit upright. I took a deep breath. The fingers pressed deeper into my head, more pointedly, squeezing. But still not painful … almost, but not. Just steady pressure.
My eyes began to roll back. My head nodded. I pushed myself up out of the chair and reached for my sweatshirt, snagging it in my fingers just as I slumped down onto the shiny hardwood floor. I fell over onto my stomach, my hands spreading the shirt feebly beneath my face and chest. Face down, breathing very shallow, with a last shudder I straightened out, hands flattening between my thighs and the floor.
Dimly, I heard tires slicking against wet pavement, a distant car horn. I thought I felt a breeze on the back of my neck. Was a window open?
The rain. But it sounded hollow, echoing, like it was inside instead of outside. Lying there I … walked toward the sound, toward the middle of an empty gray room. I realized I could see through the falling mist of rain that cut the room in half. Somebody was standing on the other side, staring at me.
Hanging my head, averting my eyes, I rubbed my bare arms and looked down at what I was wearing. Hanes white t-shirt, rumpled blue jeans, yellow buck work boots.
Tentatively, I lifted my head to check again through the falling wall of water, embarrassed, shy. I folded my arms, protectively, over my chest.
The dude on the other side was wearing exactly what I was. And he had the same black hair, same skin color, same eyes, same package, same everything. Same, but different. His skin looked more alive, more lifeblood color; buff and built, he stood straight up with confidence. And half his lip was curled in a sneer at me. His hands hung confidently at his sides.
The phone … I got up from my sleeping position on the concrete floor by the back wall in Gare du Nord, Paris’ central train station, and hauled the army surplus backpack up onto my shoulder. Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I zeroed in on one of those yellow public payphones on the other side. I pulled out the francs I had in my pocket. Bought them at the Cambio place in New York.
The big clock on the wall said it was after 7 a.m. Been here since I’d gotten in last night. Thiona had said over and over how beautiful the South of France was. “Just fly to Paris; we’ll go to the South from there. You have to come; you can do it. All you need is your ticket.” I’d listened to her, and she’d made me sure. Thiona was the woman for me. The voluptuous dream of paradise, a life of beaches, high class, wealth and no problems, where you could forget everything, leave everything behind, and not be touched by anything bad. The best life I could reach for.
Flipping back her long black hair, she’d turned me on with stories about how bathed in sunlight and moonlight the Mediterranean and the South of France were. She was always telling me I had to meet her in France, and how we’d have the best time of our lives in such exotic beach places as Nice and St. Tropez. She told me how the Moon shines over the water. She told me how everything — the people, the beaches, the clubs — was so different. Life was just better there.
My head felt like it was shutting down, but I tried to think harder, clearer. That dark pit inside of me was opening wider. Hadn’t she said she’d meet me here?
I suddenly wasn’t sure. I thought harder.
Yeah she did. I’d brought some weed up to that Pakistani travel agent on W. 34th St. He got me a cheap ticket. But it was all I had, that and some food money. We were going to stay at her friend’s place.
I looked at the phone again, jangling the francs in my palm.
What the fuck you doin’ here? Hardly any money …
Then on top of that I remembered that my ticket was non-changeable. I was stuck here for almost two months?
If you beg her, you’ll just make yourself look worse. What’s she gonna do, at one or two in the morning or whatever the fuck time it is over there, jump on a plane now? Face it; she didn’t come. Stood you up.
I looked around the station. I looked at the phone.
Don’t waste any more of your money.
Hanging my head, I began to walk out of the city. Following a map I got at a kiosk, I searched for the road leading south. The heavy gray sky began to mist. In a couple miles my shoulders were already killing me. This old army backpack I’d bought down at the surplus store in Chinatown had heavy canvas straps, no padding, and was digging into my flesh. Another mistake. You keep fucking up.
My heart rate increased with my pace and I briefly focused on it. Over the last year, since the fall anyway, something was changing in me. I’d begun to become conscious of my body. Last November, I’d caught bronchitis, and after that, I just never had the desire to smoke a cigarette again. I couldn’t imagine dragging smoke into my lungs. After all the fighting and misery and self-hatred over my weakness, the smoking had gone away on its own. And the drinking — that iron burden of alcohol that had ruled my life for so long — it soon began changing too. The burning desire, the vicious grip, and the helplessness to it had begun to loosen, slip away on its own. As I walked out of Paris, I realized this was an amazing thing. My old self had been such a messed-up, powerless, hung-over, alcoholic basket case. For years. And now, it was just gone. No big bang, no major breaking point. While I still very much loved a good buzz, it was different. It wasn’t about anything. It was just a couple drinks. I could and would stop before it got out of hand. It was as if all that alcoholism had been pushed out of me on its own, like a deep infection finally being forced up to the skin and passing out of the body. Inside me, things were changing. I was passing out a lot more. I felt sleepy a lot.
I had a new sense of the human body, something I couldn’t put my finger on — that it knew things, was intelligent, capable, in some ways miraculous. I had the sense that my body was gearing up in sleep, especially during pass outs, and cranking up the temperature, repairing things, getting to work.
In my pass outs, I was so healthy and vital. I went places that vibrated with health. When I came back to this side, some of that lingered for a while. I withdrew further from society. Wanted to be alone like never before. Read lots and lots of books about health, and how the body works. Decided to become a vegetarian. Read labels fanatically. And the pass outs came on narcolepticly warm and beckoning, took me to places I didn’t want to come back from.
Walking through outlying industrial warehouse areas, I made it to the traffic circle and stood there for hours trying to thumb a ride, holding up my little piece of cardboard saying SUD. (South.) Cars whizzed and whizzed past. No one stopped.
After dark I crawled down the hill and passed out. The next morning, waking up damp and sticky, I tried hitchhiking some more, and when one of the first cars stopped for me, I thought maybe I would start getting lucky. Maybe hitching was going to be easier than I thought.
The car was filled with smoke, and a big white cloud of it puffed out as I opened the door. Cold air-conditioning blew hard on me non-stop. The driver, maybe in her 30s, wore plastic-framed glasses and red short shorts, her plump but not fat legs flattening out on the vinyl seat. She chewed gum, wrapped it, threw it in the ashtray, lit a cigarette, finished that one, lit another one with the end of that one, then chewed some more gum. I was so glad I had been able to quit smoking. Had I been as bad as her? No, you only smoked a pack a day. Stopping at a rest area halfway down and catching my reflection in the mirror, I saw that my face was covered in little bloody welts. There was a slimy gray slug behind my ear. Slugs had sucked on my face all night. Why hadn’t the lady said anything?
She dropped me off in Marseilles, in the south of France. I roamed the rundown dockside neighborhoods of the Quartier Nord Africain where all the young African-Arab dudes hung out. Everybody spoke French; many also spoke Arabic, Spanish and English. I used my street knowledge of Spanish to help me try to understand French and I picked up the Southern dialect quick. I made a few friends; they began to call me “Jihad.” I thought it was because I never laughed. I liked the nickname. Coming up to me and throwing play-punches into my chest they’d say, “It’s not that serious,” to my angry sullen face. I soon got bored, restless, and headed west out of town. I guess I could have stayed; in a way it felt like home, rang a distant memory — the dry air, the rugged ancient coastline, the village life, the sea, the strong sun. Without me opening my mouth, strangers already assumed I was a local and addressed me in Arabic. In a couple years I would have been fluent, everything else would’ve been forgotten, and it could’ve been as if I’d been born there and lived my whole life there.
But I felt like I had something else I needed to do.
I tried to hitchhike, but nobody would give me a ride. So I walked and walked west. And walked some more. Searching. Heading west.
Needed some place of quiet. Any place to disappear into. I’d take fields, vineyards, orchards, anything, just to get away from people. It didn’t matter; just somewhere I could be alone. My head hurt. I couldn’t find a place to be totally alone. The country was crowded.
The summer sun seared into me. Day after day I tried to thumb a ride, standing by the side of the road, growing increasingly desperate as car after car, hour upon hour, passed, ignoring me. Each day I walked more, then stopped to try again, hot glass and chrome flashes and the constant roar of cars burning into my brain. The asphalt was melting, popping thickly beneath my feet and sticking to the soles of my Converse sneakers that were already wearing out. The straps of the old army backpack cut blistering arroyos into my shoulders. I concentrated on trying to spread the pain through my shoulders and back so it wouldn’t stay bunched up at those two contact points. I cut strips off my blue foam-sleeping pad and duct-taped them on as padding. It didn’t work well. I taped up my disintegrating sneakers. I made signs on torn out pieces of paper from my journal pleading for a ride, for mercy, taped them all over my chest and back, and the signs got increasingly desperate and erratic. JE SUIS ICI! said one, I am here.
I began counting how many cars passed me — rejected me, ignored me — over the course of an hour, two hours, three hours, then averaged that out to where it soon became apparent to me that I was being rejected 10,000 times a day. I threw most of my stuff away, to lighten my load.
I grew mute. When I’d run into people, I’d find I couldn’t talk anyway. I’d open my mouth and swear I heard my voice, but people looked at me blankly, or worse, looked right through me as if I wasn’t even there. I used pen and scraps of paper when I absolutely had to communicate.
Finally, with more than a month still left to go, the States a distant memory now, I crawled up under a highway overpass and in the shade, panting, mouth too dry to even drool, I closed my eyes, seeking blankness. The green spots gave way to a memory of riding in the back of a truck as a kid. As the truck sped under an overpass, I caught a glimpse of a buck crawled up in the wedge of the concrete embankment. The deer was lying on his stomach like a dog, head and neck still upright, legs tucked beneath him except for his right front leg, which was stretched out front, sticking straight up in the air and bent in the wrong direction, shiny black hoof in front of his face like an exclamation point. A gleam of white bone at the joint shone through velvety smooth fur. The deer’s head was staring forward, his mouth open, long shoe-flap tongue hanging, and blood was smeared on the his teeth.
I decided to give up hitchhiking, give up people for good, just walk. Don’t need any fucking body. As far as their world was concerned, I had ceased to exist, and them for me. The whole countryside felt crowded and developed. What other people saw as pretty green vineyards and rolling farms capes I saw as conquered, lifeless and constricting. I would stay invisible.
Hair napped up, facial stubble grown thick, I got skinnier and skinnier. I lived off fresh loaves of bread and raisins bought with my few dollars, and ate large peaches and fresh figs from orchards along the roads.
I drank lots of water. If you drink so much water till your stomach sticks out, you don’t feel hungry, at least for a while.
I continued westward, pulled by the Sun, and by — what? The air got dryer, the countryside more parched. I veered onto a quieter route. Found passages where only a handful of cars might pass all day. I walked and walked, often at night, slept in ditches and leafy vineyards, got repeatedly routed and chased by roaming packs of feral dogs, their yellow-white fangs dripping saliva. I kept on the move. At night, after I bedded down in the ditches, soft-bristly little hedgehogs began waddling up to me, checking me out, plying my face with their little fleshy paws and fingers, climbing onto my chest, sniffing, staring as my shallow breathing gently pushed them up and down. I held still so as not to startle them, my throat choking up.
Further on, in southwestern France I found one little pocket of wildness, a hidden place I could disappear into. It was an area of rough, mountainous desert, more arid, less green. The closest town was St. Guilhem de le Desert. I slept on the side of a mountain, beneath a lone fir tree. This was as far as I could go. My first full day out there, I climbed a sheer cliff face, the sun beating down into my bare neck and back. The joints of my fingers strained under the pressure of pulling myself up as I wedged the toes of my shoes into whatever crevice I could find. I could smell the clean dry rocks as the sun heated and expanded them.
Seeing a path over and up, I inched my way sideways across the wall like a spider, only to stick my hand into a yellow-jacket nest at eye level. An angry cloud of buzzing wasps erupted. They blew up in my face, stinging me all over, puncturing my neck face chest back arms head and ears repeatedly with their hot poison stingers. I swooned with the rush; my head fell back, I gasped “Aaah.” I focused on the hot sun burning into the top and back of my head, not the hordes of insects crawling and buzzing all over me, stinging me, even as I eyed the nest in front of my face. I couldn’t swipe or do anything, because if I did, I’d likely fall 40 feet and shatter on the broken boulders jutting out of the tangle of rough brush. I went into action, squirming laterally away, back in the direction I’d come from. Still, the stinging blasts continued in wallops. Forty, fifty times they stung me. But there were only two choices: The jagged rocks below, or this. I hung on, and willed myself to spread the hot needle shocks of pain throughout my body and out through the top of my head and bottoms of my feet.
The yellow jackets began calming down and dispersing. Some clung to my body, some to the sand-colored rock wall a few inches away from my face and hands, as if staring at me. Their black eyes glistened back the Sun in twin refracted white points, their short stern antennae’s arched, yellow and black barred abdomens breathing in and out. I got a better grip on the rock face and chanced one arm free, carefully swiping most of them off me, then scrambled up to a ledge where I brushed the rest off, my belly popping in and out with rapid little shocks. I shivered, feeling cold, even though it was hot.
Swollen and puffy, my skinny grimy body made it back to my hard rock mountain with its single tree and little scurrying scorpions. The scorpions loved my shoes at night; and each morning I made sure to shake them out and they’d flip their tails in full defensive posture as they hit the ground running.
Each night I collapsed into a heavy leaden sleep beneath the lone fir tree.
Each night, while in the deepest grip of sleep, something strange and transfixing began to pull at my unconsciousness. Each night I found myself slowly forced awake to the very odd sight of the dark sky in the valley below turning light, a hazy gray lightness in the middle of the night. Thick with sleep and incomprehension, I asked, “How could it be getting lighter? How come I can see all the bushes and rocks down the valley, in the darkest part of the night? How can it be?”
These questions tormented me. I was struck with angst and desire, this shimmering low particle light, deep in the most secret part of the night.
And then, always at the point I couldn’t keep my head up any longer, so thick with sleep, I’d think I might see something. But my head would be forced back down onto the bed of soft pine needles and old blanket.
Eventually, the remaining weeks passed and it came time for me to head back. I had to walk all the way to Montpelier to catch the high-speed TGV train to Paris. The last leg was 40 miles, and I decided to do it overnight. I pushed and pushed myself, hauling up the miles, dirt and peach juices stuck to my face. As I allowed myself a short rest in the middle of the night, flat on my back in a ditch, a rubbery little hedgehog waddled up, crawled onto me, made an exploratory circle on top of my chest and face, twitching his nose, then climbed down and snuggled in my armpit and went to sleep against my side. I held still, not wanting to disturb him, taking in the sounds of the crickets, the silence of the old land’s night and then, out of the blue, for the first time in years and years one or two tears squeezed out like a momentary fissuring of an underground spring, cutting through the dirt and sticky peach juices and grime that caked my face. I had become just another roadside animal. My chest swelled with pride.
I arrived in Montpelier feral, blistered, swollen and stung, hair woolly and beard a wiry snarl, beyond recognition or redemption, a different man. My trip was over. I boarded the uncomfortably air-conditioned train that would take me back to Paris and my plane ride home. I fidgeted and squirmed in my seat at the back of the train, pressing my forehead against the window which wouldn’t open, smearing it with face grease, staring helplessly out at the open-air world where plants grew and animals crept. The woman in front of me kept pulling the shade down and I kept letting it flap back up. After the third time she whipped her head around at me, then got up and stormed up the aisle into another car.
As the train picked up speed, I watched what was just “scenery” to most people flash by. I was the child of my youth, silent and alone in the backwoods and accidental prairies and abandoned ore pits, merged with the private man I had become. My secret shared experience with the other; the hidden soul of the natural world, had — instead of bolstering me — cut a tiny slit through which my strength and remaining hope would escape over the next few years.
In a rugged scrub desert in southwestern France, as in the American West for years to come, I envisioned — no, craved, no, struggled for — my pristine place in Nature. The only place where I could be real, where I was home, was inside my private compact with the Shadow World, with the ancient personal spirit of Nature. And I knew that consummation of that, like I’d experienced in my pass outs, would despairingly be always just out of reach.
CHAPTER SEVEN
The subway train shook, shifted to one side, rumbling around the bend, heading down the dark underground tracks into Astor Place/8th St. Station. I glanced at the backs of my hands, noticing the skin was once again changing to its fall yellow with the fading year. The wheels screeched; long fluorescent bulbs overhead flickered off for a split second as the electrified third rail connection was briefly lost; people dozed. I sat on the hard orange plastic seats squished between two strangers, a dozing Palestinian man in a rumpled business suit and a heavy-set Russian woman with lots of bags who stared straight forward, hunched over as if she had a hump in her back.
The scratches and cuts on my arms, legs, and face had faded as the weeks passed and I became a New York City person again. I’d managed to put a little bit of weight back on, but thought I was still pretty thin. I closed my eyes, pulling the bill of my ball cap down, taking thirty or so seconds to myself before the train lurched to a complete stop. ÁNo se apoye contra la puerta! said the little sign above, with a red slash through a stick man leaning against the doors. Doors jerked open and the crush of downtown people spilled out.
I let myself get pulled out with the crowd, flowing up the grimy, gum-spotted concrete stairs. Inside my head, I listened to the people breathing hard around me as they climbed up into the overcast New York afternoon.
Heading into the East Village, I passed the big cube sculpture balanced on one of its corners in the middle of the intersection. Some teenagers were trying to spin the cube; it budged and they got it turning. A man was sitting beneath it with a brown-bagged bottle at his feet. He made a drunken brushing motion at the kids, as if to swat them away. I headed down towards St. Mark’s Place.
The days were getting a lot shorter now. Dark soon. A punk rocker kid walked in front of me wearing a leather jacket; on the back he had painted WRATH NEVER DIES in slashing red and white letters.
I paused before I hit 1st Ave., stepped over to the side, glancing around me. I pulled out a pint of Bombay gin from my jacket pocket. A hollow-point bullet fell out onto the sidewalk with a ~clink~ and rolled down into a restaurant stairwell. I didn’t look down, quickly uncapping the flat bottle and sneaking a drink, then capped it and put it back, wiping my lips. The alcohol’s warmth rushed through me. I reached for another quick swig then capped it. Just wasn’t the same anymore.
Again my mind flashed to the old black-and-white photo I’d seen in the whaling book at the Strand Bookstore. The whalers had shot the mother polar bear and her bloodied rumpled body had been hauled up with a crane and dumped on the ship’s deck. She was laid out on her side, legs together, mouth open, and eyes very dead. Her live-captured cub was standing next to her, a thick iron chain around his neck, his face immobilized with shock. He was staring directly into the camera. His thick white coat was soaked with icy seawater; his face caked with his mother’s freezing blood from trying to nuzzle her to get back up.
I jammed the pint back into my pocket and went around the corner into Prana Health Foods. I spent another hour in the book section, learning more about vegetarianism and different things you could do to have a healthy body. Now about the drink … I could probably give it up completely. What I needed to do was leave the city soon.
Restless … can’t stay put. The little car, only $326 in Staten Island, a little white Datsun B210 …
City just wasn’t right. Needed someplace to go to ground, be outside, and be away from people. Dry … West. Open land calling. Can’t stay put. Gone.
The inside of the car felt like a womb to me, holding me as it hummed across the southern end of the nation, dash lights glowing green. I kept the heater on; the vents blew warm air that smelled a little like burnt oil.
Least I was on the “southern route.” On the way out of New York, straight down 95, sleeping overnight in the car, I had woke up frozen, and my toes and fingertips didn’t feel the same for a few days.
Money not that much left, I thought to myself. If you sleep in the car till you find a place in LA, and get a job as soon as you get there… should be able to swing it. Then you can figure it out from there.
Crossing the low belly of the Deep South, swampy forests arched overhead, not completely distinguishable from the dark, seeming to form the roof of a mossy tunnel as I pushed down Interstate 10. The inner sanctuary of my car was repeatedly pierced from behind by the headlights of giant trucks roaring up from behind, overtaking me, at the last minute swinging out to the left to pass before crushing me or pushing me into the ditch. I couldn’t see the truck drivers because my little car was so low but I imagined each one’s head thrown back like a laughing skull, Confederate flag cap tilted back, dashboard lights gleaming off gleeful, rotting teeth. I passed through the sleeping cities of Mobile and New Orleans, crossing the bridge over Lake Ponchartrain in a driving rainstorm lit by fluorescent streetlights and flashes of lightning, the rain coming down so hard cars hydroplaned, and some pulled over.
“The sun is riz
the sun is set
and here we is
in Texas yet”
Said the graffiti on the toilet wall of the roadside rest area in Far West Texas, next to some death threats in Spanish and misspelled racial slurs. Hours and a couple hundred miles ago, I had driven through the Hill Country, dodging exploded bodies of deer every quarter mile or less, hit by semi’s at such high speed that they had burst in a gush of blood and organs sprayed more than 20 feet across the blacktop. A yellow highway department truck with a blinking light was slowly traveling along, scraping up each remains. It appeared to be a full-time job, repeated daily after dawn. Coming over a small rise I had accidentally bumped over one very fresh death, a deer’s shoulder, neck and head rolled in torn skin. My car’s underside and rear panel were flecked with blood and stiff deer hair.
Periodically, with my head shutting down, about to pass out, I pulled over, locked the doors, covered my face with my jacket and curled up into oblivion. I had a complex about some stranger looking through the window or windshield at my face while I was sleeping.
As I went under, I thought about Texas out there, outside the car windows. I almost remembered something from my past, the childhood, why I’d first wanted to get to Texas so bad, but my mind drifted, pushed it away. And it was gone. The only thing that mattered was living now. Funny how once my mind had gotten over something, moved on, it shut all memory of that off and threw it out. The childhood, the past, and anybody and anything associated with that were so long gone. None of it had anything to do with me. I had died, had been reborn, I was over 20 years old and deep into this new life now. This was my time, my life. I didn’t know where I was going, but I was free of anybody’s chains.
Facing the potholed gravel parking lot, I sat on the back steps of the apartment building on Wilcox between Sunset and Hollywood and thought for a moment about the Hollywood sign. Those dirty white letters up on the dull scrub hills had wavered in the warm, grainy air as I’d driven into the belly of the Los Angeles basin, afternoon smog burning into my eyes and throat. Now they hung overhead just a short distance back.
The winter morning sun was strengthening and I rubbed my arms. The back steps just outside the window of my ground floor room were my new hangout. The little white Datsun B210 was parked there. It looked patient. It had driven me all across the country. No problems at all.
Hadn’t shaved in over a week. Last time I’d let it go this long was in France. I rubbed my hand over the hard stubble and yawned, glad for the sunlight sinking into my body and warming me up.
My head began to nod. I blinked my eyes to keep them open, glancing around, listening too. No one was here or coming.
Good, I thought. Looks like I’ll be able to have this whole back area to myself. My own private porch. Just outside my apartment door.
I folded my arms across my knees. The sun warmed up the blue-and-white twill of my engineer’s overalls; that warmth spread into my forearms. I dropped my head to my knees, releasing my mind to go wherever it wanted. I began to doze, but my ears kept watch, like a sleeping cat, still aware of the sounds around me. Cars. Horns. The clank of some tool on the concrete floor of the auto shop past the razor wire fence with the old jackets thrown over it for easier climb-over. Spanish radio through an open window somewhere. This ability to rest on the inside, and be alert on my outer layer was my Watchman. I would like to sleep for twenty years.
I rocked myself slightly, to some beat I was making up or caught from some passing car.
I heard footsteps coming down the alley to my left. I held on to my space for a second longer, then as they approached the corner I lifted my head.
This guy in a light gray jacket and clean blue jeans and dark ashy skin turned the corner, walked over, passed around me, and sat down to my right, next to me.
“I see somebody’s new here. You beat me to my spot,” he said, putting the end of the straw into his mouth. His tallboy can of Colt 45 was neatly covered inside a crisp paper brown bag.
I didn’t say anything. He had a yellowish-white patch of hair in his tight, short haircut. His lips were very dry and cracked, almost white. His dark, bluish-black hands were ashy as if dusted in the creases with white chalk. I glanced sideways at his clothes; they were clean and pressed. His black leather walking shoes were shined, at first masking the fact that they were old and worn.
He saw me looking and said, “It’ll always be the shoes. People will always tell about you by your shoes. Or try to, anyway.”
I shrugged.
“How long you been here?” he asked. He cracked a friendly smile. I winced. His lips were so dry and peeling I thought they might split and start to bleed.
“Just got here.” I looked out at the dirt parking lot where my car was standing by itself. Most people in my apartment building didn’t have a car.
“Well, you found the spot. This is the Grand Central of downtown Hollywood, that’s for sure. At least for us homeless cats. Though I wouldn’t stay here at night. You found it on I bet was probably your first day, huh. Congratulations. Wilcox has always been the spot, especially this block, between Sunset and Hollywood.” He laughed.
“What you mean. I’m going to stay here tonight.”
“You’re crazy, when there are so many other places. This is only a place to come to during the day. At night you don’t even have to go to a nasty shelter, this is L.A., where it’s endless summer. But I can’t give away all my secrets. But nobody stays here at night. Too many gangs and drugs, and the PO-lice in they ghetto birds, son.” He stuck his finger straight up at the sky.
I wrinkled my eyebrows at him and curled my lip. “I live here. I just moved in. In this apartment building.”
He made a small laugh, like a cough. “Ooop! Oh. Cough. Sorry. Oh, ok. Well, better you than me, I guess. What they charging you — one-fifty?”
“One seventy five.”
He put out his hand. “I’m Bones. They call this Bones’ Alley,” he said, nodding at the alley to our left.
I thought about it for a second. “Jihad,” I said, slitting my eyes.
We shook hands.
He looked over at the Datsun.
“Oh, okay. I get it. Then that’s your car, then. New York plates, huh. The city, huh.”
“Yeah. It’s a good car. Made it all the way out here in one piece too. And you see I got it locked down with that Club thing, too, on the steering wheel.”
“I see that. What apartment you live in?”
“One of them back here. Why?”
“Which one?”
“Why you gotta know?”
“Hey, man, relax.” He held up his hands, one of them holding his brown-bagged beer can between his thumb and forefinger. “I’m just asking cause I know about all of them. The one right here, the apartment right behind us” — he pointed to mine, right through the wall — “is notorious for cockroaches, no matter what they do. Man, I done hung out here 20 years. They all got something up with them. Back in the day, I stayed in a couple of them. But never for long.”
We heard voices coming down the far alley on the other side of the brick building, arguing, loud. We both turned our heads, expectantly.
“I bet that’s Susan and her big Indian dude, what’s his name?”
“Hey Bones!” the curly-red-haired woman slurred, shouting, as she came around the corner, hauling a large blue hiking backpack, followed by a big thick Indian guy wearing navy coveralls and shouldering a heavy backpack too. She threw her pack down against the wall and plopped down, leaning against it. “Hey, man,” she yelled at
Bones. “Give me some of your beer! You always never share!”
Bones ignored her.
She pulled out a dirty cigarette butt that looked like she’d picked it up off the street. She lit it, trying to get a few drags. Talking through pursed lips sucking on the butt, she yelled at the Indian dude, who was still holding his backpack over his shoulder. His dark eyes looked angry in their pockets of bloodshot white ovals.
“Sit your ass down!” the red-haired lady yelled at him. Her mouth stretched wide in all directions as she talked. Her white skin was freckled and blotched.
“Fuck the fuck off, you fucking ugly drunk red-headed white bitch,” he said through gritted teeth, his Native accent slurred with alcohol, hard to understand. He threw his pack down, hitting her with it. He was unsteady on his feet, seeming to think for a moment about what she’d said to him. He reached down and grabbed her by the throat with one big hand. “Bitch, you don’t talk to me like that.” She tossed the cigarette butt and kicked and pummeled at him. “OWWW! You FUCKER!” she screamed in a grating, scratchy voice, loud even through the constricting grip. “YOU FUCKER!” She kicked and twisted and tried to spit at him. He let her go and plopped down besides her, elbowing her hard in the side. Her face got bright purple with rage, which, beneath the flame of red hair, didn’t make her exactly attractive, and she scratched at him with her gray, chunky fingernails. He reached for a drink of Purple Rose.
She started crying and sobbing, big streaks of tears dragging down her purple unwashed face. I could smell both of them from where I sat. Stale alcohol. Stale sweat.
A Mexican dude with a buzz cut, wearing an old gas station work shirt and pants and tore-up boots, climbed through the gap in the plank-and-chain-link fence, He got himself caught on one of the wires and almost fell down trying to pull his sleeve loose. He leaned back against the fence, pulled out his dick and let loose a kidney-damaged reddish yellow stream that sprayed down his leg and splashed into the dirt, creating a muddy gray puddle.
The redhead lady and the Indian dude started fighting again. Bones drank from his straw and asked me more about my car.
The black iron grate door behind Bones and me opened and a girl in a tight top, loose skirt, and fringed, knee-high turquoise boots came out. She smiled widely, and her teeth were big, with spaces between them. She was carrying a full case of Budweiser in cans.
“Hi guys,” she said in a throaty, self-assured voice. “Well, somebody help me already!”
Bones held the door for her. She set the case down and sat on the steps. She had her hair cut in a cropped bob and dyed in a shade which in NYC would be called Puerto Rican blonde, meaning black hair turned a sort-of rusty orange. She had slanted eyes.
She smiled at me as she passed out the beers. I accepted one and cracked it open.
“You can tip me later, honey,” she said, smiling big. “Who are you?”
“He’s new on the block,” Bones said. “He just moved in.”
“Well, welcome. My name is Pia. I’m half Chinese, half Mexican, and half Italian. I’m just getting off a work. I did really well last night. It’s going to be a fun day!” She popped open a can of beer and tossed her head back as she drank.
“Hey! Give us one,” screamed the redhead in her scratchy voice. Leonard, the big hulking Indian, got up and came to get two cans of beer.
“Well just ask,” Pia said, turning her head to wink at me and crack that sex-grin again. “How bout you, Bones? Hahahahahaha. You about finished nursing that tallboy yet?”
“Hey,” she said, talking to me. “Is that your car? Great. You can take me to work. I work downtown.”
“She’s a stripper,” Bones said, not missing a beat. He carefully took out the Colt 45 tallboy from the brown paper bag, removed the straw, made sure the last drops were emptied out of the can, crushed it, and put the folded up can in his pocket. He placed a Budweiser inside the still-crisp brown bag, popped it open, and inserted the straw.
“Five cents,” Bones said over the screeching of the loud lady, meaning the can in his pocket.
A thundering, thumping sound approached overhead. Helicopter.
“Ghetto birds starting late today,” Bones said, looking at his watch. I looked too, checking the sky and saw it was noon.
The rapid whirring booms got louder and louder till the police copter came right over our heads, real low, hovering. Dust and gravel whirled up in the parking lot, stinging everything. Bones and Pia shielded their eyes. I squinted, then shielded my eyes with my hands as my head got pelted in the mini dust storm. The redhead spat up at the copter, only to have the spit slapped back into her face. “FUCK YOU!” she screeched. The Indian guy covered his face with his arm, spilling his beer onto his leg. The Mexican dude at the back fence with his dick still poking out finally fell down and rolled to a stop in his puddle of piss and gray mud. The helicopter pulled up and began making wide circles over the neighborhood, tilting to its side on each loop around.
Don’t get too comfortable, came a thought inside my head.
Through my hands, I peered out at everybody and everything around me. I got up and went inside to my apartment, closing the iron grated screen door behind me.
“See you later, Jihad,” Bones said.
The refrigerator was in the living room because it wouldn’t fit in the kitchen. It stood next to the old couch. There was nothing else in the apartment. I’d taken the cushions off and laid them end-to-end on the floor. They smelled a little musty so I wrapped them in pages of the LA Times, then thought I could have more padding if I stuffed whole sections of newspaper under the cushions. I put my sheets and blanket over all that.
I undressed, aware that I was starting to smell and needed a shower. I went into the cracked tile stall, glancing in the mirror. I shivered. Needed to go look for a job. Needed to first take this shower. I turned the water on and it came out cold. A bunch of little cockroaches began streaming up out of the drain. I shut the water off and looked for something to smash them with. I ran into the kitchen dripping water on the dirty carpet and got my liquid Dove dish soap and ran back, squeezing out a line around them, trapping them, then dropping the lethal liquid in big criss-crossing X’s on top of them. They ran in panicked circles, twitching and dodging, jerking, and finally slowing, then flipping over, little legs quivering as their bodies convulsed into death.
I turned the water back on, this time using the handle marked cold. The water quickly warmed up to scalding hot. I guided the nozzle to wash all the little cockroaches down the big hole in the floor drain and stepped in, glad for the heat soaking into my body, steaming up the small bathroom.
Toweling off, I got dressed and decided to shave. It took me two razors to cut through that thick, wiry black growth on my face. I looked like a totally different person, clean, fresh, just a boy. I pulled on some jeans, a white t-shirt, black suspenders, and my black sneakers. I grabbed some toilet paper and tried to wipe the shoe leather down a little, thinking about what that dude Bones had said about keeping yourself clean, keeping appearances up. Squeezing out some gel in my hand, I ran it through my hair and tried to comb and slick it back the best I could.
Bones was the only one still out on the stoop by the time I headed out to my car. Him, not counting the guy passed out along the back fence.
“Whoa. Mr. Chameleon. I almost didn’t recognize you.”
I unlocked my car door, stopping for a second before I ducked in. “Getting me a job,” I said.
He grinned, nodding his head as if to say ‘Sure. Don’t worry. Soon you’ll be back with us.’ His beer had to be empty, but he sat there, calmly, with the can in the bag, the straw sticking out.
I bristled a little then let it go. “Where the others go?” I asked, out of curiosity.
“They’ll be back. They just went to get something to drink. Good luck on that job search of yours.”
“Yeah,” I said.
I rolled my window down part way, pulled out through Bones’ Alley, made a right onto Wilcox, then another right onto Sunset. I drove west down Sunset, passing old neon-lit motels, a few spindly palm trees, and people walking, some who looked like hookers or pimps.
At a stoplight, I jumped, noticing a cop car behind me. Seconds and minutes ticked. Things crawled inside me. I tried not to look in the rearview mirror.
The light changed. I pulled up into the next intersection to make a left turn, and when the cars cleared I gently pushed the gas. The cop car suddenly came up right behind me and turned its flashing lights and siren on. WHOOP! WHOOP!
I gritted my teeth, throat tense, trying not to let my hands shake. I pulled to the side and shut the car off.
Watching them in the rearview mirror I began to duck, try to shrink, as the cops got out and crept up both sides, guns drawn.
“Get out of the car!” shouted the cop on my side. “With your hands up where I can see them!” As I got out, slowly, he came up to me and grabbed my left arm, pulled me to the front of the car and turned me around, against the hood.
I shifted and he thumped me with the heel of his hand. “I said, DON’T MOVE! You got any weapons or drugs or needles on you?”
“No!”
He began searching me, feeling me with his palm and patting me down. He ran his hands up inside my legs, tapping my balls. He checked inside each of my pockets.
“Where’d you get this car?”
“I bought it on Staten Island. New York. I bought it for $326 dollars!”
He grabbed my t-shirt by the neck and twisted it in his hand, choking me, at the same time pushing me over the hood, bending me over.
Involuntarily, I jerked. The other cop across the hood of the car pointed his gun at my throat and said, “If you so much as move one more muscle, I won’t even have to come over there to show you I mean business.” I noticed a small crowd of Mexican grandmothers and white trash and black b-ballers gathering.
“I said, ‘WHERE’d you get this car?’” said the cop wringing my neck.
“Bought it! In Staten Island,” I gurgled. “Just going to look … for … a … job.” Air was being cut off.
“Where’s the registration then? And your license!”
“It’s in the car.”
“What gang are you in? Haven’t seen you around here before.”
“What?”
“He doesn’t have anything on him,” the cop said to his partner, letting go my shirt from around my throat. The crew neck of my t-shirt was all stretched out and hung loosely. “Don’t move,” he said to me.
The other cop came around and pulled me to the front end of the hood. “Sit right here, and look away.” I turned my head.
“Don’t look at me!” he yelled. “Can we search your car? If it is your car.”
“I don’t have anything. I’m going to look for a job.”
“I’m going to ask you one more time, can we search your car!”
“Yeah, go ahead.”
“Where’s your registration and license?”
“It’s in that little green duffel bag on the floor,” I started to point.
They both jerked to attention. “If you move one more time…” said the second cop. “Where do you live?”
As if blessed with a sudden clarity, I remembered a street I’d passed in Silver Lake a couple days ago while looking for an affordable apartment, and the lie came out perfect without missing a beat. I wasn’t going to tell them where I lived so they could come later and do much worse to me.
With the first cop keeping me under control, the other began searching my car. He finally found my papers, and went back to call in a check. Unable to find anything, he searched the whole vehicle, pulling out the stuff I hadn’t yet unpacked from the trunk.
“What’s this!” he yelled, having discovered buried deep my old fishing knife, pulling it out of its old black sheath and turning the blade over.
I’d forgotten all about that. “It’s just a fishing knife,” I muttered. I suddenly remembered my butterfly knife. And was relieved to remember I’d left it at the apartment in my other clothes.
They finally let me go. The crowd had lost interest in the spectacle and drifted away. The cops kept the knife, and gave me a ticket for having it. The first cop said, “You need to screw your license plates on tighter. A police officer’s gonna think you just stole this car. And you need to switch your plates and license to California. There’s a lot of gang activity here. We’ll be watching you.”
“You’re not wearing any underwear, are you,” said the white businessman with the gut straining at his starched shirt as I brought him and his friend their cocktails. I shook my head, disgusted, but he thought I meant that no, I wasn’t wearing any underwear and he grinned broadly.
A little glassed candle sat in the middle of each table, and people were talking and eating and being loud and drunk. Pennyfeather’s was filled to capacity, as the bars were closing and people rushed in to the little 24-hour La Cienega spot to get a last drink and some early breakfast. I tried to keep all my tables straight in my head. Big black women stuffed into way too small dresses, showing belly rolls of fat, sucked on egg-and-syrup-sticky long-painted fingernails and batted their eyelashes as I came near, flipping their big blond braided weaves and smiling drunkenly. Prima Donna white actresses with pertly cut hair settled in and demanded service right now. Joking, drinking, higher-end Mexican or Salvadoran gangs came in and took whole corners, forcing people to move, flashing jewelry and taunting the black actors and singers and gangsters and wannabes across the way. Asian mafias with their super-slicked women in shiny, thousand-dollar leather jackets said nothing in English except their orders, which they gave with earnest seriousness. Ken-doll white boys, actor wannabes too, came in looking like they thought they were the stars of the whole show.
A lot of the customers ate most of their meals and then complained loudly, demanding that they not have to pay because the food sucked. The red-necked cook in the white hat made a racist comment about each large order, correctly guessing the ethnicity of each customer by what they ordered.
Few customers left even 10% as tips. L.A. is trash, I thought. Traffic, smog and shallow people.
I tuned the whole thing out and just shuttled orders. It was a job. Each morning I had my first after-work drink, back in my apartment kitchen at 8 a.m., swigging Rolling Rock beer from the familiar green glass bottle. After much looking, I’d found a little tienda (they would’ve called it a bodega in New York) that sold Rolling Rock, not far from where I bought the newspaper. The Sikh in the 7-Eleven a few blocks away, where I got my 40s of malt liquor, had given me the crucial info. Tiny little cockroaches seethed up the corners and walls of my kitchen, and over and around my growing pile of newspapers. I was glad they didn’t seem to go into the other room. I made it into my makeshift bed on the floor by 9 a.m.
“Glad I got the day off,” I said out loud to myself, shivering with wired exhaustion and the damp winter chill as I curled up under my covers, thinking ahead to the whole day and night ahead of me. No heat in the apartment. All to myself. Don’t have to talk to a single person.
I thought about the woman I met last night. Lahumba, she’d said her name was, after we got to talking. Probably quite older than me, but ageless, beautiful. She gave me one of the photo cards she used to promote herself as an actress. She seemed both very L.A. and different — her own person. She was very beautiful, exotic, sleek and polished, and had good, real hair that was long, coarse and brushed to a shine. She said she’d be comfortable with leopards and wild men in African jungles and beaches. That was an odd thing to tell me. She and that dude friend of hers were sitting at the corner table near the door, and she’d looked up into my eyes as I brought the water glasses over. In the candlelight her black eyes seemed like liquid pools.
I thought about her some more. She’d given me her home number. Her friend had acted like just another pretentious asshole. I could tell she had gotten a little annoyed with him. Right in front of him she had told me he was gay and that he was jealous of her. I did a double take, hoping she didn’t see it. She’d leaned forward almost confidentially as she’d said it, as if to say her friend would never understand the attraction between a woman and man who’d just met.
Lying there, I thought some more about her, checking my body response and how I felt. I didn’t really feel anything for her, physically. Yet she was sexy and beautiful.
I jumped awake to screams upstairs, thinking the Spanish novelas had begun. My ceiling and the Salvadore–a’s floor were not very thick. Either she or the police helicopters made sure I got up by noon every day.
It sounded like real screams, though. And banging on her door. Bones had said her boyfriend would do this.
She screamed again. A long curdling Bloody-Mary-to-the-Mother-of-Jesus scream. She’d kicked him out a couple days ago. I heard the door break in. I lay there, listening.
She stopped screaming. I heard something else, a new sound, like sobbing, but then just the sounds of the Spanish soap opera on her TV. I never once saw her face though I imagined it discolored and puffy, like the faces I imagined on her novelas. I went up to check on her once, also thinking it would be a good time to let her know how loud her soaps were, but she never opened the door.
January got cold and rainy. With no heat, I learned to use the ghetto fireplace — the stovetop burners — to keep the apartment somewhat warm. I fought my battle with the cockroaches. I walked my neighborhood, feeling an increasing urge to walk and walk. Cars would follow me, especially on the main boulevards like Hollywood and Sunset, pulling up ahead, stopping and idling, waiting. I would ignore them, trying not to get mad, and keep walking, as they would pull up ahead again and stop, idling, again and again.
I’d also tried going at night, and staying on the side streets. The ghetto birds came and hovered and thundered day and night over downtown Hollywood. At night I soon learned to do my best to avoid getting caught in that shock of white spotlight as they radioed for ground forces, where I could get stopped, thrown and searched.
I drank water till my kidneys hurt. But still, nothing made me feel clean. I tried to find something, anything I could do to take care of myself. Needed some control.
If I could just get anchored, get balanced, I could get healthy. In February, as it began to warm up, I started jogging again, but was unable to find anyplace to go that was free of cars and machines and trucks and helicopter noise and the glare of metal and glass.
Pia kept asking until I gave in, and gave her rides to her job downtown. She tipped me, and bought me some blue bandanas and a pack each of XL Hanes t-shirts and tank tops. On my days off, I’d roll up and tie one of the blue rags around my head, to complement the tank top and hanging jeans and boots, without my stupid ass realizing I was now sporting Crip-wear. Thought I just looked good. Most nights rang or popped with gunshots, and shook with the thundering of the ghetto birds. I got to know all of the homeless who congregated in my back lot and Bones’ Alley.
Twice, sensing a pending problem with cops, I beat out the LAPD. I eluded them by acting slow behind my wheel, then suddenly turning through oncoming traffic and losing them in the Hollywood side streets, parking quickly in an anonymous line of cars and getting out to walk. I pulled on a ball cap I kept in the car, and stayed in the alleys, walking like I had a job to do, like I was an apartment super or something, till I came out on a main street as a pedestrian.
In my apartment, I moved the two couch cushions I used for my bed into the narrow walk-in closet, along with their sections of newspaper padding, so I wouldn’t be directly beneath the Salvadore–a’s main area of activity.
Lahumba and I went to Venice Beach and we sat at an outdoor café on the boardwalk. She wore a mini skirt showing her strong womanly legs and sat on my lap as we watched the ocean, the sunset, and people going by. She drank a glass of wine, holding it with her fine fingers, clearly cultured and cosmopolitan. She smiled and tossed her coarse black mane in the breeze.
Dennis Hopper passed by, the whites of his eyes grayed like he needed some drugs real bad. A roller-skater dude came along, pulling his dog on a leash. The dog was struggling to hop forward with his two front legs, his eyes sparkling and tongue lolling as he enjoyed his beach walk I mean drag. The dog didn’t have any hind legs and was strapped to something with training wheels. A light-skinned black woman stopped right in front of us, grinned, bugged out her face at us, and then tore off her clothes to reveal three small tits across her chest. She decided to streak and took off running. “Oh My God,” Lahumba laughed, tilting her head, showing her polished smile. She reached for her glass of wine.
As we left the beach, she asked if she could come over, saying she wanted to talk with me about something. I groaned, guessing what she wanted to ask.
We went into the living room, and I sat on the edge of my “bed” in the closet because there was nowhere else to sit, our legs sticking out the closet door.
“Oh, never mind,” she said, sitting down next to me, seeing where I had her sit. She had scored a local commercial, and seemed on the verge of some real success. “Don’t you want something more?” she asked.
At that moment the husband of the woman upstairs came back again, but this time he was in the lot right outside my window, and he began firing his handgun into the woman’s window. Glass exploded in pops. He had a small boom box radio with him. I crept up to the window to watch. He hurled it and I could hear the salsa beats flying up into the air before it hit the brick wall and shattered, raining parts down. He ran as the ghetto birds came thundering, sweeping their giant spotlights, though it was just coincidence and they were oblivious to him. We heard sobbing through the ceiling from the woman upstairs.
Lahumba had just moved into a brand new pink palace of an apartment complex maybe half a mile away, south of Sunset. The complex was a first attempt to gentrify the neighborhood. The builders had promised the new tenants that the neighborhood was changing, and they’d be getting in on a good deal.
In another week, responding to her call of distress, I found Lahumba trapped on her brand new pink stucco balcony like a black Rapunzel, with cops, a Mexican gang and a Salvadoran gang having a three-way gun battle in the hallways of her building, police copters booming overhead. Police cars barricaded the entire parking lot. I walked to the edge, among the bushes.
“Help me get down!” she yelled to me on the sidewalk, her hair whipping in the machine wind.
“What do you want me to do?” I yelled back. “Jump up there?”
I stayed with her out on the sidewalk. Nothing else I could do. In a few hours they let her back in.
On the floor of my apartment, next to the door of the closet bedroom, I lay on my back, reading some of my bedding material — LA Times, LA Weekly, those freebie Thrifty Nickel papers, the West Coast edition of the New York Times. The cockroaches had gotten so bad that they not only swarmed the whole kitchen, especially where I had piled all my newspapers, but my bed. Was it the cushions? I didn’t understand. I had covered them with newspapers, and then placed a bed sheet folded in half over that. But still, they came for me, crawling up into my crotch or running in panic down my bare leg as I woke and swiped at them. Sometimes my hand or fingers accidentally mashed them against my body in a hurry to get them off me, and their guts squirted onto my skin, and I’d have to take a shower and soap that shit off.

Lying there, I pulled out another section of my bed and began reading, mindlessly turning the pages, listening to the telenovela upstairs. I came across a story about this place, this “Arctic National Wildlife Refuge” way up in Alaska 150 miles north of the Arctic Circle. It was 19 million acres, huge, and open, and the northern 1.5 million acre swath of it was called the Coastal Plain and buffeted the Arctic Ocean. They said it was one of the wildest places left in the world, filled with immense herds of wild caribou migrating across this great plain up there, like they said the buffalo used to do down in the Great Plains. It was a summertime birthing place, and everywhere you looked the grassland by the sea was buzzing with life, all kinds of incredibly beautiful wild animals, birds and plants. Three kinds of bears, caribou, moose, Dall sheep, wolves, wolverines, swans, ptarmigans, millions of visiting birds from every continent on Earth including Antarctica. Wild flowers and grass tussocks grew and, off the beach, the waters teemed with fish and whales. Gwich’in Indian people lived up there too, and had lived with all of that life and abundance as part of their culture for 20,000 years. It was a complete, healthy circle of life.
The article said the caribou came down out of the mountains in the summertime to give birth, so Arctic Ocean breezes, which helped keep away mosquitoes, could cool them. They’d been doing this same thing for a million years.
Can’t believe such a quiet, pristine place still exists, I thought. I remembered the stories in my library books about the buffalo and the birds and the prairie dogs on the Great Plains, how the image of those teeming multitudes in the grass had haunted me. Here was something — a culture of life in perfect health and balance. It absolutely needs to stay just the way it is, I thought.
The article said the oil companies and the president, George H.W. Bush, wanted to drill for oil, bring in their trucks, bulldozers, pipelines, and smokestacks. The fragile balance of life in this birthing ground would be torn to shreds and replaced with a roaring, belching industrial complex.
I closed my eyes, imagining that great place up there. Imagining how it must be to come out of the mountains and see such a great grassy sweep of pristine, living land below, filled with such quiet. It seemed like another planet. I just couldn’t believe that something like that still existed in this world. I felt worried, but thrilled. They wouldn’t let something like this be destroyed. Who is “they?” I asked myself. The groups in the article, I assured myself. It will still be ok. I know I won’t ever go up there. I don’t care; I just need to know something like this exists. God I need to know it. Please, God, protect it, I found myself praying.
My eyelids gradually closed and soon, it seemed, I was walking down the last mountains up there at the top of the world, and spread out below me was this great plain filled with all these snorting, slowly migrating caribous, and beyond them the breezy icy Ocean.
As I climbed down, suddenly my feet were no longer touching the ground, and I was soaring out over this Refuge, with whirls of wild birds whizzing by me in the air, banking and rising, some squawking at me or giving me a side glance with a yellow bright eye. As I swooped lower, I saw that the whole plain was indeed alive with wild birds and animals, not just the big ones, but the little ones too, and the place was bursting with berries and tussocks of grass and wild flowers. Breezes off the blue ocean were so pure they felt like the cleanest water soothing the most thirst-scarred throat.
I walked west down Santa Monica Boulevard into the sun, rolling my gait, passing old warehouses, warping telephone poles, and nondescript buildings with no windows. It was warm for an early March day, in the mid 80s. I had peeled down to a tank top, the bottom pulled out over my jeans, my t-shirt thrown over my shoulder.
Santa Monica Boulevard always gave me the impression of being both deserted and having something going on — but just under the surface — at the same time.
Boys and men hung in clusters near nondescript warehouses, or came in and out of other buildings, which I guessed were film production places. Cars passed, some going slow on purpose, coming back down Santa Monica a second and third time. Women went into some of the buildings too, holding clipboards and briefcases and things like that, and always seemed to be dressed professionally, with skirts showing
L.A. legs that looked like they’d been to the gym. Some of these women stepped out of shiny new vans with deeply tinted windows, followed by camera crews hauling equipment and a couple of nice-looking buff-built guys. And then there were spaces of a whole block or more where there was nobody.
“What’s up Papi?” said one guy as I passed, nodding his head at me once. I turned to look at him like he was crazy for speaking. He was standing in a doorway entrance, below a sign in script that said something-Productions, smoking a cigarette.
“I know you ain’t talking to me.” I started to say it mean, but let my voice relax.
His dark eyes burned. Then his pouty lips broke into a smile. He looked like he was Mexican and black. He was wearing a black tank top and jeans, and obviously worked out. “Alright, alright,” he said. “But they need some new trade upstairs.”
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