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EDITORIAL NOTE




In 1933, John Fante was living in an attic apartment in Long Beach and working on his first novel, The Road to Los Angeles. “I have seven months and 450 bucks to write my novel with. This is pretty swell in my opinion,” Fante wrote in a letter to Carey McWilliams dated February 23, 1933. Fante had signed a contract with Knopf and received an advance. However, Fante didn’t finish the novel in seven months. Sometime during 1936, he reworked the first 100 pages, shortening the book somewhat, and completed the novel. In an undated letter (c. 1936) to McWilliams, Fante writes, “The Road to Los Angeles is finished and boy! I’m pleased…. I hope to mail it on Friday. Some of the stuff will singe the hair off a wolf’s rear. It may be too strong; i.e., lacking in ‘good’ taste. But that doesn’t bother me.” The novel was never published, probably because the subject matter was considered too provocative in the mid-1930s.

This novel introduces Fante’s alter ego Arturo Bandini who reappears in Wait Until Spring, Bandini (1938), Ask the Dust (1939), and Dreams from Bunker Hill (1982). The manuscript was discovered among John Fante’s papers after his death in May, 1983 by his widow Joyce, and now may be included in that short, distinguished list of important first novels by American authors.

J. C.








ONE




I had a lot of jobs in Los Angeles Harbor because our family was poor and my father was dead. My first job was ditchdigging a short time after I graduated from high school. Every night I couldn’t sleep from the pain in my back. We were digging an excavation in an empty lot, there wasn’t any shade, the sun came straight from a cloudless sky, and I was down in that hole digging with two huskies who dug with a love for it, always laughing and telling jokes, laughing and smoking bitter tobacco.

I started with a fury and they laughed and said I’d learn a thing or two after a while. Then the pick and shovel got heavy. I sucked broken blisters and hated those men. One noon I was tired and sat down and looked at my hands. I said to myself, why don’t you quit this job before it kills you?

I got up and speared my shovel into the ground.

“Boys,” I said. “I’m through. I’ve decided to accept a job with the Harbor Commission.”

Next I was a dishwasher. Every day I looked out a hole of a window, and through it I saw heaps of garbage day after day, with flies droning, and I was like a housewife over a pile of dishes, my hands revolting when I looked down at them swimming like dead fish in the bluish water. The fat cook was the boss. He banged pans and made me work. It made me happy when a fly landed on his big cheek and refused to leave. I had that job four weeks. Arturo, I said, the future of this job is very limited; why don’t you quit tonight? Why don’t you tell that cook to screw himself?

I couldn’t wait until night. In the middle of that August afternoon, with a mountain of unwashed dishes before me, I took off my apron. I had to smile.

“What’s funny?” the cook said.

“I’m through. Finished. That’s what’s funny.”


I went out the back door, a bell tinkling. He stood scratching his head in the midst of garbage and dirty dishes. When I thought of all those dishes I laughed, it always seemed so funny.

I became a flunkie on a truck. All we did was move boxes of toilet tissue from the warehouse to the harbor grocery stores in San Pedro and Wilmington. Big boxes, three feet square and weighing fifty pounds apiece. At night I lay in bed thinking about it and tossing.

My boss drove the truck. His arms were tattooed. He wore tight yellow polo shirts. His muscles bulged. He caressed them like a girl’s hair. I wanted to say things that would make him writhe. The boxes were piled in the warehouse, fifty feet to the ceiling. The boss folded his arms and had me bring boxes down to the truck. He stacked them. Arturo, I said, you’ve got to make a decision; he looks tough, but what do you care?

That day I fell down and a box bashed me in the stomach. The boss grunted and shook his head. He made me think of a college football player, and lying on the ground I wondered why he didn’t wear a monogram on his chest. I got up smiling. At noon I ate lunch slowly, with a pain where the box bashed me. It was cool under the trailer and I was lying there. The lunch hour passed quickly. The boss came out of the warehouse and saw my teeth inside a sandwich, the peach for dessert untouched at my side.

“I ain’t paying you to sit in the shade,” he said.

I crawled out and stood up. The words were there, ready. “I’m quitting,” I said. “You and your stupid muscles can go to hell. I’m through.”

“Good,” he said. “I hope so.”

“I’m through.”

“Thank God for that.”

“There’s one other thing.”

“What?”

“In my opinion you’re an overgrown sonofabitch.”


He didn’t catch me.

After that I wondered what had happened to the peach. I wondered if he had stepped on it with his heel. Three days passed and I went down to find out. The peach lay untouched at the side of the road, a hundred ants feasting upon it.

 

Then I got a job as a grocery clerk. The man who ran the store was an Italian with a belly like a bushel basket. When Tony Romero was not busy he stood over the cheese bin breaking off little pieces with his fingers. He had a good business. The harbor people traded at his store when they wanted imported food.

One morning he waddled in and saw me with a pad and pencil. I was taking inventory.

“Inventory,” he said. “What’s that?”

I told him, but he didn’t like it. He looked around. “Get to work,” he said. “I thought I told you to sweep the floor the first thing every morning.”

“You mean you don’t want me to take inventory?”

“No. Get to work. No inventory.”

Every day at three there was a great rush of customers. It was too much work for one man. Tony Romero worked hard but he waddled, his neck floated in sweat, and people went away because they couldn’t waste time waiting. Tony couldn’t find me. He hurried to the rear of the store and pounded the bathroom door. I was reading Nietzsche, memorizing a long passage about voluptuousness. I heard the banging on the door but ignored it. Tony Romero put an egg crate in front of the door. and stood on it. His big jaw pushed over the top and looking down he saw me on the other side.

“Mannaggia Jesu Christi!” he yelled. “Come out!”

I told him I’d come out immediately. He went away roaring. But I wasn’t fired for that.

One night he was checking the day’s receipts at the cash register. It was late, almost nine o’clock. I wanted to get to the library before it closed. He cursed under his breath and called me. I walked over.

“I’m short ten dollars.”

I said, “That’s funny.”

“It’s not here.”

I checked his figures carefuly three times. The ten was indeed missing. We examined the floor, kicking sawdust around. Then we looked through the cash drawer again, finally taking it out and looking inside the shaft. We couldn’t find it. I told him maybe he had given it to somebody by mistake. He was certain he hadn’t. He ran his fingers in and out the pockets of his shirt. They were like frankfurters. He patted his pockets.

“Gimme a cigarette.”

I pulled a pack from my back pocket, and with it came the ten dollar bill. I had wadded it inside the cigarette pack, but it had worked itself loose. It fell on the floor between us. Tony crushed his pencil until it splintered. His face purpled, his cheeks puffed in and out. He drew back his neck and spat in my face.

“You dirty rat! Get out!”

“Okay,” I said. “Suit yourself about that.”

I got my Nietzsche book from under the counter and started for the door. Nietzsche! What did he know about Friedrich Nietzsche? He wadded the ten dollar bill and threw it at me. “Your wages for three days, you thief!” I shrugged. Nietzsche in a place like this!

“I’m leaving,” I said. “Don’t get excited.”

“Get out of here!”

He was a good fifty feet away.

“Listen,” I said. “I’m tickled to be leaving. I’m sick of your drooling, elephantine hypocrisy. I’ve been wanting to abandon this preposterous job for a week. So go straight to hell, you Dago fraud!”

I stopped running when I reached the library. It was a branch of the Los Angeles Public Library. Miss Hopkins was on duty. Her blonde hair was long and combed tightly. I always thought of putting my face in it for the scent. I wanted to feel it in my fists. But she was so beautiful I could hardly talk to her. She smiled. I was out of breath and I glanced at the clock.

“I didn’t think I’d make it,” I said.

She told me I still had a few minutes. I glanced over the desk and was glad she wore a loose dress. If I could get her to walk across the room on some pretext I might be lucky and see her legs moving in silhouette. I always wondered what her legs were like under glistening hose. She wasn’t busy. Only two old people were there, reading newspapers. She checked in the Nietzsche while I got my breath.

“Will you show me the history section?” I said.

She smiled that she would, and I followed. It was a disappointment. The dress was the wrong kind, a light blue; the light didn’t penetrate. I watched the curve of her heels. I felt like kissing them. At History she turned and sensed I’d been thinking of her deeply. I felt the cold go through her. She went back to the desk. I pulled out books and put them back again. She still felt my thoughts, but I didn’t want to think of anything else. Her legs were crossed under the desk. They were wonderful. I wanted to hug them.

Our eyes met and she smiled, with a smile that said: go ahead and look if you like; there’s nothing I can do about it, although I’d like to slap your face. I wanted to talk to her. I could quote her some swell things from Nietzsche; that passage from Zarathustra on voluptuousness. Ah! But I could never quote that one.

She rang the bell at nine. I hurried over to Philosophy and grabbed anything. It was another Nietzsche: Man and Superman. I knew that would get her. Before stamping it, she flipped a few pages.

“My!” she said. “What books you read!”


I said, “Haw. That’s nothing. I never read folderol.”

She smiled good night and I said, “It’s a magnificent night, ethereally magnificent.”

“Is it?” she said.

She gave me an odd look, the pencil point in her hair. I backed out, falling through the door and catching myself. I felt worse outside because it wasn’t a magnificent night but cold and foggy, the street lamps hazy in the mist. A car with a man at the wheel and the engine running was at the curb. He was waiting to take Miss Hopkins back to Los Angeles. I thought he looked like a moron. Had he read Spengler? Did he know the West was declining? What was he doing about it? Nothing! He was a boob and a bounder. Nuts to him.

The fog wove around me, soaking into me as I walked along with a cigarette burning. I stopped at Jim’s Place on Anaheim. A man was eating at the counter. I had seen him often on the docks. He was a stevedore named Hayes. I sat near him and ordered dinner. While it was cooking I went to the bookstand and looked over the books. They were dollar reprints. I pulled out five. Then I went to the magazine stand and looked at Artists and Models. I found two in which the women wore the least clothes and when Jim brought my dinner I told him to wrap them up. He saw the Nietzsche under my arm: Man and Superman.

“No,” I said. “I’ll carry it as it is.”

I put it on the counter with a bang. Hayes glanced at the book and read the title: Man and Superman. I could see him looking at me through the plate mirror. I was eating my steak. Jim was watching my jaws to find out if the steak was tender. Hayes still stared at the book.

I said, “Jim, this pabulum is indeed antediluvian.”

Jim asked what I meant and Hayes stopped eating to listen. “The steak,” I said. “It’s archaic, primeval, paleoanthropic, and antique. In short, it is senile and aged.”


Jim smiled that he didn’t understand and the stevedore stopped chewing he was so interested.

“What’s that?” Jim said.

“The meat, my friend. The meat. This pabulum before me. It’s tougher than a bitch wolf.”

When I glanced at Hayes he ducked his head away quickly. Jim was upset about the steak and leaned forward on the counter and whispered he would be glad to cook me another.

I said, “Zounds! Let it go, man! It supersedes my most vaunted aspirations.”

I could see Hayes studying me through the mirror. He occupied himself between me and the book. Man and Superman. I chewed and stared straight ahead, not paying any attention. All through the meal he watched me intently. Once he stared fixedly at the book for a long time. Man and Superman.

When Hayes finished he went to the front to pay his bill. He and Jim stood whispering at the cash register. Hayes nodded. Jim grinned and they whispered again. Hayes smiled and said goodnight, taking a last look at me over his shoulder. Jim came back.

He said, “That fellow wanted to know all about you.”

“Indeed!”

“He said you talked like a pretty smart fellow.”

“Indeed! Who is he, and what does he do?”

Jim said he was Joe Hayes, the stevedore.

“A poltroonish profession,” I said. “Infested by donkeys and boobs. We live in a world of polecats and anthropoids.”

I pulled out the ten dollar bill. He brought back the change. I offered him a twenty-five cent tip but he wouldn’t take it. “A haphazard gesture,” I said. “A mere symbol of fellowship. I like the way you do things, Jim. It strikes an approving note.”

“I try to please everybody.”

“Well, I’m devoid of complaints, as Chekhov might say.”

“What kind of cigarettes do you smoke?”


I told him. He got me two packages.

“On me,” he said.

I put them in my pocket.

But he wouldn’t take a tip.

“Take it!” I said. “It’s just a gesture.”

He refused. We said goodnight. He walked to the kitchen with the dirty plates and I started for the front. At the door I reached out and grabbed two candy bars from the rack and shoved them under my shirt. The fog swallowed me. I ate the candy walking home. I was glad of the fog because Mr. Hutchins didn’t see me. He was standing in the door of his little radio shop. He was looking for me. I owed him four installments on our radio. He could have reached out and touched me but he didn’t see me at all.







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 
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