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         Winner of the Macallan Gold Dagger 2000 for non-fiction 
 ‘No beast so fierce but knows some touch of pity’ - Richard III, Act 1, Scene 2
         
 
         
             

         
 
         An angry and mercilessly suspenseful novel about an ex-con’s attempt to negotiate the “straight world” and his swan dive back into the paradoxical security of crime. It is airtight in its construction, almost photorealistic in its portrayal of L.A. lowlife and utterly knowledgeable about the terrors of liberty, the high of the quick score and the rage that makes the finger tighten on the trigger of the gun.
 
         
             

         
 
         No Beast So Fierce was Eddie Bunker’s debut novel and has the searing intensity of a novel based precisely on experience, with Bunker having spent most of his early life in maximum security penitentiaries for a variety of offences including armed robbery. It has been suggested that Tarantino draws on No Beast So Fierce for the botched robbery in Reservoir Dogs, a film in which Bunker plays the character of Mr Blue.
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         Edward Bunker, Mr Blue in Reservoir Dogs, was the author of No Beast So Fierce, Little Boy Blue, Dog Eat Dog, The Animal Factory and his autobiography, Mr Blue, all published by No Exit. He was co-screenwriter of the Oscar nominated movie, The Runaway Train, and appeared in over 30 feature films, including Straight Time with Dustin Hoffman, the film of his book No Beast So Fierce. Edward Bunker died in 2005 and another novel, Stark, was discovered in his papers. Along with some short stories published as Death Row Breakout.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Integrity, craftsmanship and moral passion…an artist with a unique and compelling voice’
 - William Styron   
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Edward Bunker is a true original of American letters. His books are criminal classics: novels about criminals, written by an ex-criminal, from the unregenerately criminal viewpoint.’
 - James Ellroy   
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘At 40 Eddie Bunker was a hardened criminal with a substantial prison record. Twenty-five years later, he was hailed by his peers as America’s greatest living crimewriter’ - 
 Independent
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            To Louise Fazenda Wallis, who gave an eighteen-year-old convict, a typewriter and friendship

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            “No beast so fierce but knows some touch of pity”
 
            —Richard III, Act 1, Scene 2
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            Introduction
 
            by William Styron 1988

         
 
         Edward Bunker is one of a small handful of American writers who have created authentic literature out of their experiences as criminals and prisoners. Now fifty-five years old, Bunker has been out of prison since 1975, but before that time he spent nearly all of the years of his life, except those of his earliest childhood, behind bars. That is to say, until his early forties Bunker was far better acquainted with incarceration as a way of life than he was with even limited freedom. That this career, so practically devoid of any of the normal inducements toward education and self-realization, could have produced writing of any kind is most unusual; that it yielded not only No Beast So Fierce but two other novels of genuine literary achievement (so far) is astonishing, placing Edward Bunker among the tiny band of American prisoner-writers whose work possesses integrity, craftsmanship, and moral passion in sufficient measure to claim our serious attention. In order to understand the nature of Bunker’s extraordinary accomplishments, it is necessary to recount some of the details of his life, which was one of deprivation and violence, indeed, an existence so close to nihilism—at least in the mind of the bourgeois reader—as to make almost totally implausible any idea of creativity or the eventual blossoming of a literary career.
         
 
         Bunker was born and reared in, of all places, Hollywood, California. Unlike the majority of American criminals, he was born white. His father was a stagehand in legitimate theaters around Los Angeles and occasionally found employment in the movie studios—he once worked for the Hal Roach organization during the filming of the famous Our Gang comedies. His mother was a professional dancer, and performed as a chorus girl in Busby Berkeley movies. Alcoholism drove Bunker’s father into a state hospital and the couple were divorced when Eddie was four. Exacerbated by the hard times of the Great Depression, the boy’s life followed the pattern of so many others that are the product of alcoholism and broken families. He was in and out of foster homes and military schools, from which he began to run away with determination augmented by an obstinate anti-authoritarian streak well developed even at that early age. At eleven he was committed briefly to Camarillo State Hospital for observation, and a year later he was sent to the juvenile reform school at Whittier. He made his escape, and when caught was sent to a much tougher school designed for unruly boys four or five years older. Here he spent a year or so and at fourteen was paroled. Twenty-nine days into freedom he was caught trying to rob a liquor store and was shot (though not seriously wounded) by the owner. This crime gained Bunker a sentence to the youth prison at Lancaster, even though he was considerably younger than the legally mandated age of eighteen to twenty-five. Throughout this period, Bunker was consistently thrown into an environment with older criminals. After having stabbed a guard at Lancaster, he was taken to the Los Angeles County Jail, where at fifteen he was placed in the tank reserved for notorious cases. His companions included several murderers awaiting the death penalty. Because of his age, and because his lawyer, the celebrated Al Matthews, who took the case pro bono, was able to show that correctional officers had abused Bunker on prior occasions, the judge deemed him too young for San Quentin and gave him a county jail sentence with probation. Proceedings were suspended. He was set free.
         
 
         It was while he was briefly at large that Eddie was befriended by Mrs Hal Wallis, wife of the renowned film producer (Casablanca, Becket, and many others) and herself a onetime comedienne in Mack Sennett’s Keystone Comedies. Louise Fazenda Wallis made efforts to steer Eddie in the direction of probity and worthiness, but her concern came to naught. His friends, except for Louise Wallis, were reform school graduates and confirmed professional criminals. Bunker, now sixteen, began selling marijuana and was enthusiastically engaged in boosting (professional shoplifting) and learning to play short con games such as The Match and The Strap and Laying The Note. He was delivering some marijuana when a pair of detectives flagged him down. A wild chase ensued through Los Angeles streets; the automobile he was driving caromed off three cars and hit a mail truck head-on before he was captured. The judge was still unwilling to send a sixteen-year-old to San Quentin and gave him a year in the county jail and more probation. He promptly escaped.
         
 
         At this point Bunker’s luck ran out. Rather, the calendar said he was seventeen—still not eighteen, but old enough. For the escape and the assault on the Lancaster guard, he was sentenced to two concurrent six-month-to-ten-year terms, and he was sent to San Quentin.
         
 
         It was during the four-and-a-half-year stay at San Quentin that Bunker discovered books and began to read and write. Louise Wallis sent him a Royal portable typewriter and a subscription to the New York Times Sunday edition and Book Review. In his excited exploration of literature, he became a voracious reader, absorbing four or five books a week, ranging from a two-volume Military History of the Western World to collections of short stories from The New Yorker to novels by Thomas Wolfe, Faulkner, Dreiser, Hemingway, and Dostoevsky—and others equally or less celebrated. He also wrote a novel, which he later regarded as very bad, and many short stories, all unpublished.
         
 
         When released on parole, he returned to the outside world with serious intentions of going straight, and once again he was taken under the wing of Louise Wallis, who obtained a job for her protégé at a nearby boys’ home, where she was the foremost benefactress; there he was employed as a combination chauffeur of boys, pool supervisor, study hall tutor, and counselor. Unfortunately, his protector began suffering severe depression and became dysfunctional, and Bunker lost his only anchor in a precarious world. Now twenty-three, he tried to obtain such legitimate jobs as story analyst or reader at various movie studios, but because of his criminal record he had no luck. Realizing that he had been not only locked up, but locked out of society, he resolved, as he has said, “to get by on my wits,” which at first meant selling used sports cars as a front while planning crimes in the back. He conceived schemes for robberies that were executed by others. “These guys were heisting liquor stores on impulse,” he recalls. “I laid things out so they could make some money.” He also planned to organize Hollywood call girls by extorting the pimps and madams to pay him protection. He lived this way for four years. By then he had drifted away from his relationship with Louise Wallis. Finally, caught in a forgery and check passing scheme, he was sentenced once again to San Quentin for an indeterminate term of six months to fourteen years. This was Bunker’s longest imprisonment, and one that did not terminate until he had served seven years. During this period he continued to read widely and to write with passion and amazing industry, producing four unpublished novels and many short stories. Lacking the money for postage, he often sold his blood to make up the needed amounts to send the stories to magazines. He recalls this interlude as one of near madness—so long was the sentence in terms of the crime, forgery usually being considered a minor felony. Worst of all, the sentence was meted out a year at a time, so he never knew whether he would be paroled in six months or six years, or anything in between.
         
 
         No Beast So Fierce deals largely with the rage and frustration which the book’s protagonist, like Bunker, feels when, on release from prison, he faces at best the indifference—and at worst the hatred and hostility—of the outside world. One of the sharpest memories Bunker retains of that time is how, after years of wearing the ample prison brogans, his new dressout shoes caused severe blistering of his feet. He wrote over two hundred letters in application for legitimate jobs—but received not a single answer, his prison record acting effectively as his curse. Such is the fate of most ex-convicts in America, for whom the expiation of sin through incarceration does not usually serve, in the eyes of society, as meaningful redemption. A true outcast, Bunker fell once again into crime. One night, after having burglarized a floor safe in a bar, he was arrested following a high-speed automobile chase.
         
 
         At the moment of arrest, he feigned insanity, claiming he was born in 1884 and that he had warned Roosevelt about the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. During the arraignment, he told the judge that the Catholic Church was trying to put a radio in his brain. Proceedings were suspended pending a psychiatric hearing. The psychiatrists who examined Bunker found him to be an “acute, chronic schizophrenic paranoid with auditory hallucinations and delusions of persecution.” So successful was this ruse that he was sent to the prison at Vacaville, where he was deemed a high security risk, a threat Bunker was at pains to exploit by taking every opportunity he could to loudly babble at the walls.
         
 
         Eventually returned to Los Angeles for trial on the safe burglary charge, he made bail and remained free for a year. While on the streets, he shuttled back and forth between Los Angeles and San Francisco, managing what he now refers to as a “little drug empire.” At this point, to augment his income, he decided to rob a prosperous little Beverly Hills bank. The ensuing series of coincidences might have possessed comic overtones had the outcome not been so dire. Unknown to him, Bunker’s car, at the time he set out to rob the bank, had been secretly wired with a radio device by narcotics agents, who expected the “beeper” to allow them to trail their dupe to a drug transaction. Bunker, however, armed and prepared to commit a robbery, and now followed in his car not only by motorized agents but also by a helicopter, led the officers to the very door of the bank, where pandemonium ensued as the thwarted robber was suddenly recognized, pursued, and, after a long chase by car, caught at gunpoint and severely beaten. This time the outlook was truly grim. He tried suicide. A three-time loser, Bunker was sentenced to five years for the bank robbery and six years for drug conspiracy, the terms to run concurrently.
         
 
         There our story might have ended—that of another wretched misfit swallowed up in the living death of institutional retribution—were it not for the saving grace of art. For it must be remembered that even during his life of crime Bunker had toiled at being a writer. His first novel, No Beast So Fierce, was accepted for publication while he was awaiting trial.
         
 
         He was now in the federal penal system because of the bank robbery and narcotics charges, and found himself packed off to serve his time at the McNeil Island federal penitentiary in Puget Sound, Washington. While there, he once again displayed his anti-authoritarian rage and refused to let himself be housed in a ten-man cell. For this revolt he was transported to the most fearsome prison in America, the hulking lockup at Marion, Illinois, which supplanted Alcatraz as the fortress where the nation confines its worst felons, a place in which six hundred guards oversee three hundred inmates. Still, while imprisoned in this place, Bunker continued to write. His second novel, The Animal Factory, was completed there. (A third novel, Little Boy Blue, appeared in 1982.) Meanwhile, and most importantly in terms of his writing career and his eventual fate, the year 1973 saw the publication of No Beast So Fierce; it was received with excellent reviews and considerable attention. It should be pointed out, however, that by this time Bunker was already a prison legend and his fame had extended to the outside world. He had written angry articles for The Nation. A searing essay he had penned concerning the racial crisis in American prisons had been featured in Harper’s Magazine and announced prominently on its cover; its thesis—that the irreconcilable enmity between blacks and whites in prison would certainly lead to catastrophe—was a warning that evoked wide concern. This article and the publication of No Beast So Fierce were instrumental in gaining his parole in 1975. He has serenely remained outside the walls in the years since.
         
 
         Bunker presently lives with his wife in Los Angeles, where he continues to write fiction and where he has obtained notable success as a screenwriter. In 1978, No Beast So Fierce was made into a film entitled Straight Time, starring Dustin Hoffman. The film was not a commercial success and suffered critical neglect, rather mysteriously, since it is a taut and exceedingly well made work which explores the themes of crime and punishment with great insight. In 1985, Bunker was co-author of the screenplay of The Runaway Train, a gripping drama about escaped felons from an Alaska prison; it was a critical and commercial hit and gained Oscar nominations for its stars, Jon Voight and Eric Roberts. Bunker has adapted well to civilian life after his many years of violence and desperation. His attitude and demeanor bespeak the composure of a man who is at peace with himself after a lifetime of existential dread such as the average law-abiding citizen can only distantly imagine. Of medium height, compact and muscular, he still has a tough and streetwise expression, the face of a man who has known cruelty and suffering; but his eyes twinkle; the initial appearance of ferocity is softened by a quality both wise and benign. Reserved, almost shy in manner, he can become animated and powerfully articulate; his intellectual ability, which possesses scope as well as nimbleness, is all the more impressive for being the product of passionate self-education. The letters he writes—and he writes dozens out of the habit formed in the loneliness of prison cells—are splendid models of the epistolary art, shrewd, discursive, witty, beautifully expressed, and often profound. Edward Bunker was dealt a rotten hand at the beginning of his life, and his days thereafter were largely those of a victim in society’s brutalizing institutions. That he emerged from these dungeons not a brute but an artist with a unique and compelling voice is a tribute to his own invincible will, besides being a sweet victory by the artist himself over society and its contempt for the outcast. In No Beast So Fierce readers will be able to discover urgent truths about crime and punishment—and therefore about our ultimate concern with freedom—set down by a vigorous and important writer.
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            In every cry of every man
 
            In every infant’s cry of fear,
 
            In every voice, in every ban,
 
            The mind forg’d manacles I hear.
 
            William Blake

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            1

         
 
         I SAT on the lidless toilet at the rear of the cell, shining the hideous, bulb-toed shoes that were issued to those being released. Through my mind ran an exultant chant, “I’ll be a free man in the morning.” But for all the exultation, the joy of leaving after eight calendars in prison was not unalloyed. My goal in buffing the ugly shoes was not so much to improve their appearance as to relieve tension. I was more nervous in facing release on parole than I had been on entering so long ago. It helped slightly to know that such apprehensiveness was common, though often denied, by men to whom the world outside was increasingly vague as the years passed away. Enough years in prison and a man would be as ill-equipped to handle the demands of freedom as a Trappist monk thrown into the maelstrom of New York City. At least the monk would have his faith to sustain him, while the former prisoner would possess memory of previous failure, of prison—and the incandescent awareness of being an “ex-convict”, a social outcast.
         
 
         I finished with the shoes, set them beneath the bunk and stood up. The cell was small, less than five feet wide. The bunk occupied so much space that my shoulder brushed against the wall as I passed by the bunk toward the front. How many hours had I spent in this cell? From four in the afternoon until seven in the morning, for eight long years. It was beyond computing in my mind. Now the cell was especially barren. I’d given away my small collection of books, the braided throw rug, the soap, shaving cream and toothpaste—everything. “Aw fuck it,” I muttered meaninglessly, without object in mind. I looked out through the bars—thirteen of them, set so close together that only a hand and wrist would pass through. Around this cell were five hundred others, most of them containing two prisoners (I’d angled a single cell after five years) locked down for the night. A typewriter clattered nearby: a letter home or a petition for habeas corpus. Live steam in a pipe thunked and clanked. But the loudest sound was several convicts entertaining themselves with a game of the dozens. It had been going on for half an hour but only now caught my attention.
         
 
         “Say, motherfucker!” one called.
 
         “What the fuck do you want, asshole?”
 
         “There’s a flick of your mama in today’s Chronicle.”
         
 
         “I didn’t know you read the society page.”
 
         “It’s in the sports section. She’s wearin’ boxin’ gloves and a head-guard, gonna fight Liston for the title. She wrote a poem, too. Wanna dig it?”
         
 
         “Fuck your mother, punk!”
 
         “Man, cough up the poem,” someone else yelled.
 
         “Here we go,” the poet said. “‘I’m the Lady White Hope / My pussy’s so long I use it for a jump rope / I’ll beat that spook into a fit / I’ve got dynamite in my dukes and muscles in my shit / I’ll wipe that chimp like a chump / When I finish with him, his face is gonna be one big bump / I’m the Lady White Hope / I’m so bad I wipe my ass on pictures of the pope.’ How’s that sound, brother?” the poet finished—amid laughter.
 
         “Look, dick breath motherfucker. Get off my mama’s back or I’m gonna put your pedigree on the tier.”
 
         “I’m your daddy, punk.”
 
         “My ass. You’re the result of a few drops of syphilis from a bulldog’s dick rammed in your transvestite father’s ass. You shot shit out and hatched on a hot rock.”
 
         A Negro voice full of anger interrupted. “You honkies better ease up on them ‘spooks’ an’ things.”
 
         I’d been expecting this response, and my stomach went tight though I was uninvolved and leaving in the morning.
         
 
         “Fuck you, nigger!” someone else yelled.
 
         “Where you live an’ we’ll see in the mawnin’?”
 
         “Yeah, honky redneck motherfucker!” another Negro yelled. “What’s your cell number?”
 
         The cell block was silent. Murders had come from less than this.
 
         “It’s my room, for your information. And if you’re inquiring about my address, my dear mother warned me against having anything to do with ghetto riff-raff.”
         
 
         The reply, so unusual for prison, brought a blast of laughter—but afterward there was silence except for the typewriters. The thoughtless, vulgar repartee could have ignited another prison race war. There’d been several during my stay, each resulting in several deaths and dozens of wounded. And there were no uninvolved inmates. Those who tried to stay uninvolved were the most likely to be ambushed; they made the best targets because they were unprepared. It’d be a bitch, I thought wryly, to have some dumb nigger run a shiv in me the morning I’m blowing this jail.
         
 
         Attention went out through the cell house’s barred windows to where the prison property fell into San Francisco Bay. The banked floodlights illuminated everything except the black water. The massive concrete and steel buildings gleamed; so did the gun towers set in shallow water on stilts. Two miles away, across the black pond, were rolling hillsides. Only their lights, cast like handfuls of jewels on black velvet, suggested their outline. A highway curved along the base of the hillsides. Headlights and ruby taillights streamed endlessly. Further marking the highway was red, silver, green, blue neon. I didn’t know what signs the neons represented, for I’d only seen them in the distance. And when I’d come to this cell the highway had been dark except for a handful of automobiles, and the hillsides had been empty. The landscape had changed. The question was, had the world changed too much for me? Had the mental and emotional tools necessary for life outside—different tools than those necessary for life in prison—gone rusty in eight years? Again I was back into my anxieties. The churning caused me to grab the cell bars and shake with all my strength. They gave not a millionth of an inch.
         
 
         Leroy Robinson appeared on the tier outside, carrying a water bucket with a long spout that would go through the bars. The cells had only cold water. The inside of the bucket gave off steam. He caught me wrestling with the unyielding bars. “Say, motherfucker, what’re you doin’? Dynamic tension?”
 
         “I’m breakin’ out, damn fool. Can’t you see!” Leroy made me smile; he always made me smile, both through friendship and because he transmitted, perhaps by osmosis, his outlook of absurd humor. Leroy would make jokes on the way to the gas chamber. He used wit both to diminish confrontation with his own failures (he was a four-time loser) and to put the world in perspective.
 
         “I know what you’re tryin’ break out from,” he said. “You’re up tight as a Thanksgiving turkey the second week in November. I brought you something for your nerves.” He put the water bucket down and put his palm through the bars. Wrapped in the cellophane from a cigarette package were two yellow nembutals. They were worth a carton of cigarettes, a considerable sum when ten cartons could get someone stabbed, and twenty cartons would buy a killing.
         
 
         I unwrapped the capsules and put them on the bunk while he poured hot water into a peanut butter jar and I mixed my last dab of instant coffee into it. The coffee washed down the pills.
 
         “Don’t forget to call my sister and tell her I’m okay.”
 
         “Man, you ought to write yourself. She wants to hear from you.”
 
         “Look, she’s married; they’ve got kids growing up in suburbia. They live in a different world.”
 
         I shook my head. Leroy pulled the walls around him like a cloak.
 
         “I used to get full of anxiety,” he said. “That was when I was going out with some crazy ass idea of straightening up.”
 
         “Well, that’s my idea. I’m tired of this shit.” I hesitated to express my fears. It would be shameful to whine when he would give anything to change places. And he’d probably make jokes of my worries. Yet, after hesitation, they bubbled out—my fears, vague except for not having a job: “I wrote two hundred letters and didn’t get an answer,” I said.
         
 
         “Damn, motherfucker, you don’t expect anyone to hire an ex-convict sight unseen, do you?”
         
 
         “No, but somebody should have at least said to come see them.”
 
         “I don’t have that problem. I start stealin’ from the gate.”
 
         “That’s what I don’t want to do. Man, I can root in some fool’s cash register—but I want to hang it up. Eight years in this stinkin’ fuckin’ place is enough.”
 
         “Look here, Max,” he said, “I went through the same shit you’re going through—in your mind—until I decided not to fight destiny, and my destiny was to be a criminal and spend three-fourths of my life in prison. Maybe your destiny is different. But someday, maybe tomorrow, maybe twenty years from now when you’re fifty, you’re gonna realize that whatever you are and whatever you’ve done, it couldn’t have been very different. You’ll see that you’re required to do this in life, and when you’re at the end and everything’s totalled, you’ll have been that, whatever it is. Hope is still ahead of you—but someday it’ll be behind you. That’s really the point of children, to have someone to pin hope to. I have no children, that’s why I have so much feeling for you.”
         
 
         It was the most serious statement I’d ever heard from Leroy. I might have argued with his pronouncements, but preferred to keep the moment of rapport. “Well,” I said, “I just hope I last longer than you did. I hope I can handle it out there.”
 
         “Shit, I didn’t get busted because I couldn’t handle it. It was just the way the cookie crumbles. Besides, I’d just as soon be in this concrete cunt as be out there without having anything. I’m like a fool in a poker game who’s lost all his dough except a few cents. Ain’t no way to quit. Maybe I’ll win next time, get me a four- or five-year run. After that they can bury me. Fuck it.”
 
         “I don’t want to come back, next year or twenty years from now. I just want to live like everybody else lives.”
         
 
         “More power to you—if that’s for you. It ain’t for me, and I accept it.”
 
         “I’m burned out.”
 
         “If you can handle the lunchbucket routine …”
 
         “I’m gonna try. I’m scared, though. I’m trying their game. That’s something new. Besides, I don’t even know if I remember how to fuck a broad anymore. I’ve been down so long I might want young boy butt.”
 
         “Just get one of them hookers to put a carrot on her stomach until you get used to things.”
 
         We stood a few more minutes. The conversation was broken with long silences. My departure upset the chemistry of our relationship. Friendship remained the same, but the paths of our lives were separating, and between us would be the prison walls—and on each side of those walls was a different universe.
         
 
         A bell rang, bouncing off the walls. The public address system blared, “Final lockup for count. Final lockup.”
 
         “Later on, brother,” Leroy said, sticking his hand through the bars to shake goodbye.
 
         
             

         
 
         Music came from the earphones until midnight. The nembutal relaxed me, but failed to drive me to sleep. My thoughts turned, sometimes to the music, to the squeak of footsteps as a guard prowled the gunrail, to the hollow gasp of a flushing toilet, or a muttered curse torn from an anguished dream. Mainly, I thought of freedom, of how tired I was of crime and punishment. Having something different would require my being something different. Was that possible? I was articulate, fairly intelligent, very well read (in eight years a cretin would become well read), but what could I do? My only previous job had been selling used cars in New Orleans, and I’d taken that job for cover because of a federal fugitive warrant. I was thirty years old and I’d never filed an income tax return, or used my social security card.
 
         A job was important. Even more than money it would be an anchor holding me stable until I made the transition to a new life. The lack of even a single reply to my letters worried me. Was it prophecy? Would it be different when I was there? Could I hide my background?
         
 
         My letters seeking a job, though truthful, diminished the full truth. Faces would blanch if the facts had been complete: “Dear Sir,” I thought. “Do you have a position for a journeyman burglar, con man, forger and car thief; also with experience as armed robber, pimp, card cheat, and several other things. I smoked marijuana at twelve (in the ’40s) and shot heroin at sixteen. I have no experience with LSD and methedrine. They came to popularity since my imprisonment. I’ve buggered pretty young boys and feminine homosexuals (but only when locked up away from women). In the idiom of jails, prisons, and gutters (some plush gutters) I’m a motherfucker! Not literally, for I don’t remember my mother. In my world the term, used as I used it, is a boast of being hell on wheels, outrageously unpredictable, a virtuoso of crime. Of course by being a motherfucker in that world I’m a piece of garbage in yours. Do you have a job?”
         
 
         The mental letter contained too much ugly truth for the humor I’d intended—not the whole truth, but that which was important for the world to judge me. I could not tell them the truth of myself; perhaps nobody can tell the world the truth. Maybe truth is something with dripping organs, gears, unfilled holes, a background of nothingness on a field of melting and shattered time. Maybe I could tell them my memories of being thrown into a pitch black cell, naked, without even a mattress, me and the concrete and darkness—when I was nine years old. Or of being handcuffed to a hot steam radiator in juvenile hall and having a grown man kick my ribs in—I was eleven years old. (But to give the man justice, I had spit on him.)
         
 
         Whatever the truth, I wanted peace. Tomorrow would be a new beginning, the phoenix rising from the ashes.
 
         It was dawn. The sparrows that nested in high corners of the cell house were unbelievably noisy. The convict keyman was turning the locks on each cell door; but the doors wouldn’t open until the security bar on each tier was raised. As the keyman worked, the unbroken rhythm of steel striking steel—clack, clack, clack—rose and fell. It was loud when he was overhead or below, receding as he reached the end of each tier. I was dressed and shaved long before he reached my cell.
         
 
         Once released, I passed through the mess hall without getting a tray and stepped into the main yard. It was jammed with men from other cell houses. In minutes the yard gate would open and the convicts would flow out to the rest of the prison. The asphalt-topped yard, formed into a rough rectangle, was a concrete canyon surrounded by the giant cell houses. Their faded paint and rusted bars blotted out the morning sun and added to the gothic bleakness. Riflemen patrolled on catwalks overhead, ready to break up fights with bullets.
         
 
         I’d said goodbye to most of my friends during the preceding two days, while making the rounds to check out. Half a dozen of my closest comrades were waiting just beyond the mess hall door. Most of them I’d known since reform school, a couple had been crime partners. They wanted to shake hands and wish me luck. There was nothing else to say. I was going and they were staying.
 
         Aaron Billings, the person I really wanted to see, failed to appear. He was black and would avoid a group of whites, just as I would avoid a group of blacks. The races had become totally polarized during recent years. Because of this I’d talked with Aaron less and less, but our friendship remained. He’d stopped me at the dentist’s office yesterday (he worked there) and mentioned that he might be transferred to camp and wanted me to help him escape. There’d been no time to talk, and he was going to meet me this morning.
 
         I excused myself from my friends, for whom life in prison would continue unchanged by my absence, and began searching through the crowd. I was more conscious of my surroundings than I had been in several years. Two thousand voices collected into a roar as powerful as wind from the sea. The roar moved up the cell house walls toward the sky, failed the ascent and echoed back into the pit. To someone seeing the yard for the first time it would remind them of a teeming anthill, each man identical with every other.
         
 
         A voice cut through the uproar: “Clear the way! Dead man coming!”
 
         In seconds there was a path ten feet wide. Moses couldn’t have parted the Red Sea any more cleanly. First came a guard, whose voice was calling out. Six feet behind him came the condemned man, a tall young Negro. He was followed by a second guard. Overhead, a rifleman covered them.
 
         It was early for a Death Row procession. This one seemed to be going toward the inside administration building. The doomed men always wore new denim and soft slippers without laces. The man’s slippers were still new, indicating that he’d just arrived. He was probably going for fingerprinting and a mug photo. He was a dozen feet away and I studied his face, seeking (as everyone did) an answer to the great mystery: as if someone sentenced to die at a specific hour by cyanide gas knows more—or is more doomed. The black face gave no message. I didn’t know who he was or why he’d been sentenced to die. Eighty men were waiting on the row. A handful had made headlines; the others were anonymous. Several I knew personally. Sometimes a condemned man had been on the prison main line and waved to friends when he was brought through. Not the black. His eyes remained ahead, except for an occasional glance at the sky. Another detail that told me he’d just arrived was that he was thin; after a few months everyone on Death Row got fat from the special menu. Each time I saw one of them with swollen belly I thought of hogs being fattened for the slaughter.
 
         The procession disappeared. The crowd closed in its wake. The work whistle sliced the air. The gate slid open and in minutes the yard had only a scattering of convicts.
 
         Aaron was near the east cell house wall; he was alone, as usual. His brown head, shaved and oiled, glistened in a vagrant sliver of sunlight. Tucked under his arm were three thick books, all on higher mathematics. His faint smile on seeing me was the equal of a gush of affection from most persons. His ambition was to face life with precise, scientific detachment, with as little emotion as possible. The only decoration in his cell was a charcoal sketch of Albert Einstein.
         
 
         We shook hands. In prison, the gesture was more than empty ritual. It was the clasp of friendship.
 
         “How do you feel?” he asked.
 
         “Up tight.”
 
         “Are you ready?”
 
         “I’m jack-ready for some freedom. How ready I am for a parole officer is another question.”
 
         “After eight years you’re ready as you’ll ever be.”
 
         “Yeah, if I’m not ready now I’ll never be ready. I know I hope I’m ready.”
 
         “Let’s walk a few minutes. I told the doc I’d be late for work.”
 
         We began to pace the now-empty yard. Though we were the same height—six feet—he outweighed me by thirty pounds, all of it in shoulder, chest, and arm. Years ago, before the racial climate brought too many ugly stares from both black and white, we used to pace the length of the yard for an hour or two at least once a week. The walking habit had developed because if we remained in one place our friends would walk up and intrude in the conversation. The occasional serious conversations we shared—about books and their content—had had a salutary effect on me. Prison conversations usually concern murder, mayhem, homosexuality, gambling, narcotics, stool pigeons, cops, and escape. The all-purpose word is “motherfucker”, serving as noun, verb, adverb, and adjective—it’s meaning depending on context and intonation. Remove this word from the convict vocabulary and prisons will fall silent. Neither the vulgarity nor the topics offended me; they were too close to my own existence. But an unrelieved diet of them left me hungry for something different. Aaron’s intelligence stimulated me. In his eleven years of imprisonment he’d learned to speak Spanish, French, and Portuguese, had mastered computer programming and electronics, was a dental technician. His reading habits were less eclectic than mine, but he had a unique precision of mind.
         

         This was our first walk in six months. I’d backed away from him. He knew the reason and had said nothing. We’d never have become friends if the foundation hadn’t been placed before racial hate began erupting into wars. The atmosphere had changed in the last two years. The rifles kept things from erupting into wholesale massacre, but there were murderous skirmishes. If a black was stabbed by a white, whatever the reason, there would be retaliation: several blacks would suddenly rush down a tier and stab any white available. Whites would wait and reciprocate. Aaron viewed both sides as ignorant. This was not because he disclaimed his heritage or lacked pride—but he refused to make it a condition of shame or a rallying point of hatred. Quite simply, he found racists on either side to have unsustainable attitudes, lacking scientific foundation. And it was not white convicts who were the problem, assuming the blacks could change the world with violence. The blacks disliked him, too, because he disdained their ignorance. If they tried to force their opinions on him, he could make them back up, for his calm was not fear or passivity. He could be dangerous. He met every person as an individual, and no amount of ignorance could dissuade him. This view created an unusual situation. Many militant white racists treated him as a person first, his negritude being secondary. In other words they reacted to him as he reacted to himself.

         When I came to prison I had few prejudices, despite having been through racial gang fights in reform schools.

         Now I hate most blacks—because of their paranoia. Suspicion on their part may be justified, but paranoia is a disease. If they hate my whiteness, I hate their blackness. They hate whitey; they want revenge, not equality. They consider themselves unbound by white laws and moral codes. They pose a direct and immediate threat to me, and to meet it a loathing and hatred has grown—so when I look into their amber eyes glowing with hate, my blue eyes glow with a mirrored hate.
         
 
         I was ashamed of this attitude where Aaron was concerned, but the prison’s racial situation was something we seldom talked about, having agreed that there were no universally acceptable answers. But the situation had driven us apart—not our friendship—and so we talked infrequently. And this would be the last time.
 
         “I’ve only got a couple minutes,” I said. “You want me to help you escape from camp—if you go to camp.”
 
         “Here’s the situation, precisely. I’ve got eleven years served and I’ve been eligible for parole for four. I go to the board again next month. Yesterday I saw my counselor, and if the board denies me again he’s going to recommend to the classification committee that I go to camp. You already have my mother’s address and I hope you’ll keep in touch with her. I’ll write you there and tell you what to do. All I really want is to have you give me a ride.”
 
         “If you get denied at the board, if you go to camp, if you send for me, I’ll come for you. But I want you to know something, you’re putting weight on friendship. I wouldn’t give a shit if I was going out to do wrong, but I plan to straighten up. Even before I get there I’m being put in a cross between friendship and breaking the law. I’ll be a dirty motherfucker if it isn’t a drag to promise to commit a felony before I even get out.”
         
 
         Aaron grinned and squeezed my shoulder. “I thought it over a long time before I asked. If it was anything less than freedom I wouldn’t ask. And it’s no risk. You know that. Drive up to the Sierras, pick me up, and drive back.”
 
         “I hope you get parole. You goddam sure got one coming.”
 
         “What one has coming and what one gets is often quite different.”
 
         “You’re a cinch next year.”
 
         “I could say ‘next year’ to doomsday. I’m no mule chasing a carrot.”
 
         I understood his view—and agreed with it. We walked another lap in silence. I wanted to go. The sooner I reached the front gate the sooner I would be outside the walls. My mind had left him. He understood what was happening. When we reached the end of the yard he stopped and stuck out a brown paw. “Later on, brother. Good luck.”
         
 
         “All right.” I grinned. “I’ll be seeing you.”
 
         It was time to report to Receiving and Release.
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         I RODE off the prison property with sixty-five dollars, a cheap suit (ten years out of style), a set of khakis and change of underwear in a brown parcel, and a bus ticket to Los Angeles. A uniformed guard drove me to the depot and waited until I was on board.
         

         I hurried onto the bus, glad to escape the eyes of the citizens in the depot, eyes attracted to me by the guard. Through the tinted window I watched him depart. An almost electric awareness went through me. I was free. Free!

         Other passengers filtered aboard, heaved bundles onto overhead racks. The idling motor made the vehicle tremble. A sense of unreality, so intense as to make me dizzy, swelled up. Everything was weird. The tinkling resonance of women’s voices, which I hadn’t heard in eight years, was as alien as Chinese to my ears. The variety and color of clothes—the reds and yellows of summer print—crashed against my sensibilities with blinding force. I sat in a trance.
         

         The driver came down the aisle, a stocky man. His belly rolled over his belt buckle; his hat was off and his hair was damp with perspiration. He joked with each passenger as he checked tickets. On reaching me, his smile disappeared. He grunted, wouldn’t meet my eyes. Shame and anger made me want to retch—but then I wondered if it was just my imagination. Yet the driver resumed his banter at the next passenger. “Fuck it,” I muttered. In a few hours I’d blend into the swarm and nobody would know.

         Brakes whooshed, the diesel motor churned. My freedom journey began. All other feelings were eclipsed in the excitement of seeing the world beyond the walls. While we inched through the town’s back streets, I soaked up every sight. Commercial garages, body and fender shops, beer joints, and ramshackle grocery stores were pitifully ugly in the unrelenting sunlight—but to me they were beautiful beyond description.
         

         Soon the bus was in the country. The black asphalt sliced through mile after mile of alfalfa, the emerald growth polished by water from revolving sprinklers. I watched the fields with the fascination of a child at his first kaleidoscope.

         Wheels and hours turned. The bus passed through rolling scrubland—it was beautiful—and small towns where gas stations bustled, farm workers in Stetsons loitered, and children played in the streets. There were more fields, rippling voluptuously beneath fingers of a breeze. I felt as if I could ride the bus through eternity and be happy.
         

         Two teen-age girls got off in a small town near an airbase. I watched them walk away. They wore stretch pants that clearly outlined thigh and butt. I stared at them hungrily, fantasy rising with swift intensity. Years without a woman sharpens a prisoner’s ability for imagery—one has to have imagination to use a stubble-bearded, plucked-eyebrow fairy. Close your eyes and imagine someone else—perhaps the exotic movie star you saw at the weekend movie. Imagination is necessary where a hand slippery with pomade serves for a woman. Pomade, closed eyes, and imagination. When the two girls disappeared I was worked up with imagining.

         For an hour the bus ground a slow ascent up a canyon between slabbed rock walls spotted with scrub. There was no view. I used the interlude to examine an envelope of papers handed me at the prison gate. Three parole report forms. One was to be filled out and sent in the first week of the month. Name and prison number, address, place of employment, income, savings, description and license of automobile. There was a copy of the parole agreement I’d signed, and its conditions. They were standard—maintain suitable employment (what’s “suitable”?), make no address change and drive no automobile without written permission, no drinking, make no contract, borrow no money, avoid ex-felons and persons of ill repute, and heed the advice and counsel of the parole officer. Failure to comply with any condition was grounds for return to prison without notice or hearing.
         

         A form letter told me the parole officer’s name was Joseph Rosenthal. I was to contact him and report as soon as I arrived. I liked the idea of having a Jew: Jews had suffered so much that he should have some empathy for my problems.

         The bus stopped for twenty minutes in Santa Barbara. I hurried to the sidewalk, wanting to just walk around until it was time to go. The tangle of movement and color dizzied me. Everything was strange, a different world than I was accustomed to. Impulsively, I ducked into a liquor store for a twenty-five-cent cigar and a half pint of vodka. The desire wasn’t so much to get drunk (I was drunk with freedom already) as to exercise some choice, buy something.

         But drunk I was as the bus swept along the seacoast on the last leg of the Journey. I watched the surf weave lace patterns along the beach and the sea glaze with the molten hues of early summer twilight.

         I forgot the proximity of Los Angeles until the bus turned up a ramp into Santa Monica. Then awareness of being home crashed with complete surprise and some disbelief. As avidly as a child, I pressed my nose against the tinted window and stared out. Each block was familiar, yet each was renewed surprise.

         In West Hollywood we changed boulevards. To the left was the Sunset Strip, and I could see the green hills dotted with white apartments. Memories jumped to mind with almost physical force. This was my territory the year before prison—the only good year in my memory. Not good in any moral sense, quite the contrary, but money had been easy and I’d spent it on easy living, an expensive apartment, sports car, silk suits, good liquor, and food. However meaningless and unfulfilling such a life had been, it was a constant intoxicant. With so much hedonism there was no time to think of “meaning”. That year had cost me eight of nightmare, an unfair bargain.
         

         The bus entered Hollywood. I recalled dreary stucco bungalows of yellow and pink, already going to seed after their heyday in the ’30s. Now there were high-rise apartments and skyscrapers.

         Suddenly the bus was pulling into a depot. My ticket was for downtown Los Angeles. I hadn’t thought about stopping in Hollywood. Now I grabbed my parcel and hurried off, my stomach churning.

         The depot was small, uncrowded. The time was 5:20. It was late for the parole office to be open, yet I decided to telephone and see.

         A woman answered. Her “please” and “sir” sounded strange. I was more accustomed to “asshole” and “motherfucker”. Rosenthal was still in his office.

         “Hi there, Max,” he said. “I’m surprised that you called. Your bus wasn’t due ’til six and I’d be gone by then.”

         “I got off in Hollywood.”

         “That’s where you are now?”

         “They said I was to contact you on arrival. That’s what I’m doing.”

         “Good. Good. How do you feel?”

         I told him I was a little drunk. Though the statement seemed naive, and it was in a way, there was a test in it. If he accused me of doing wrong, I knew I had a prick and could act accordingly, lying to him forever after. If he passed over it with humor or understanding, I would know that I could manipulate him. But he did neither. He just said, “Oh,” and I blushed, cursed myself as a fool—for not having learned the lesson to keep my mouth shut to authority. He asked where the deport was located. And the bizarre thing was that I didn’t know. I’d been born in Hollywood but remembered no bus depot. Leaving the receiver to hang, I walked outdoors.
         

         The street sign said Vine Street; the cross sign said DeLonpre Avenue. I must have passed the bus depot hundreds of times without noticing it.

         I froze, looked around in fascinated wonder. To the left was the downtown Hollywood skyline, familiar to me since childhood—now both known and new as birth. Beyond were the low, hazed hills with a giant sign, Hollywood, perched on top. To the right, a block away, was the Ranch Market. It was old and huge, open-stalled in the style of another era. The sight of it brought a rash of memories. In the postmidnight hours the market—its hot dog stand and magazine rack—catered to weirdos and geeks, freaks and tipsy whores and their pimps. One had to pass the hot dog stand to reach the parking lot, and here at darkness gathered the strange people, watching with predatory eyes those who shopped at 3:30 A.M., cocktail waitresses and musicians red-eyed from smoky bars and marijuana, pills, booze, inadequate sleep. In my teens, too young for bars, with nowhere to go, I’d come to the market on the prowl for a drunk or a fairy to lure somewhere and knock in the head—for fifteen or twenty dollars.
         

         During daylight it may have been just another market. I’d only seen it in the middle of the night.

         Remembering Rosenthal, I hurried back, gave him directions, and promised to wait on the corner; he was going to stop on his way home from work.

         Before going outside, I bought a handful of picture postcards and addressed them to friends left behind in the cage. I had appreciated the gesture from others in the past and was certain my friends would do the same.
         

         The shadows were lengthening and a wind was rising. It was the first twilight I’d seen in eight years, for the prison was locked up at four in the afternoon. Leroy, Aaron, all the numbered men, were now settled with earphones, books, thoughts.

         Rosenthal arrived in a plain, compact automobile, pulling up to double-park and beckon me. I got in quickly and he pulled around the corner, parking on a residential street of small bungalows. My first impression was of a fat, merry little pig in rimless glasses. Bristles of a heavy beard contributed to this impression; so did his suit, which was far too tight on the pudgy frame. This was exaggerated by a moon face squirting from a tight collar. Perched on his head was a ridiculous porkpie hat with a green feather. His appearance was more absurd than threatening.
         

         The advantage I had of appraising him while he drove was more than offset by his having a large file on me. He eyed me with frank curiosity while we shook hands.

         “I imagine you feel pretty good,” he said. “You were busted a long time.”

         “Yeah, I’m kind of dizzy, freedom drunk.” I was trying to place a trace of doubt in his mind about what I’d said over the telephone. His eyes narrowed; he had joined the statements. He said nothing about it.

         “You don’t look so tough,” he said, smiling affably, getting to what he knew from the file. I grinned back with a candor I didn’t feel. There was no forgetting that our relationship was essentially that of a knife held to a throat. He could order me jailed whenever he felt like it. I sensed that his affability hinged on my agreeing with him.

         “Think you can do this parole?” he asked.

         “I don’t see why not. It’s just a matter of living like millions of other people. I’ve got problems, but they’re inside me and I should be able to handle what’s in myself.”

         “Good, positive attitude. But sometimes it seems harder than that for men who’ve been in prison. They need help. That’s what I’m here for. I’ve seen both good and bad in your jacket. Most parole officers have eighty or ninety cases. I’ve only got thirteen—special cases.”

         “I’m a special case … I only had a forgery.”

         “A forgery, yes. But the record goes back so many years, and there’s been episodes of violence. That’s why you’re a special case.”

         “I need more watching,” I said bitterly.

         “They think so, and it’s my job.” He paused, then went on, “You don’t have a job, so to get my supervisor to approve your release on schedule I had to submit something. I’ve got you a place in a halfway house on Twenty-fourth and Vermont.”
         

         “Halfway house!” The idea of going to a rescue mission for ex-convicts, which halfway houses are, made me sick. And the address was in what had been the ghetto border eight years before; now the area was 95 percent black, I knew.
         

         Seeing my feelings, he explained that halfway houses were made for such men as me, those without home or family or assets. “It’s just a refuge until you get settled.”

         Perhaps he was right, but it seemed like welfare and it was still under authority. I wanted freedom, not a change of cells. He sensed by attitude and changed subjects: “What about a job? Anything in mind?”

         “They always need car salesmen. I talk pretty well and I did it once.”

         “I’ve gotta say no to that. Too much temptation to bilk someone.”

         “Well, do you have any ideas?”

         “We’ll talk about it tomorrow. My supper’s waiting and my wife will chew me out. What about the halfway house? Try it for a night or two.”

         “Let me decide that tomorrow, too.”

         “Where’re you staying tonight?” I saw the thought behind his suspicious eyes: was I going to disappear, hang up the parole?

         “I’ll be at your office early. Keep my bundle in your car. And I’ve got thirty dollars gate money. I won’t lam and leave that behind.”

         “I don’t care if you run. It’s no skin off my ass.” He reached for the ignition key. “I’m going past Hollywood Boulevard. Want a ride to there?”

         “That’s fine.”

         Hollywood Boulevard seemed as good a place as any, though I’d had no thought whatsoever beyond Rosenthal.

         
             

         

         When I stood on the curb and Rosenthal drove away, freedom’s full impact landed. Until that moment I’d been carried along by the thought of reaching the city, the necessity of seeing Rosenthal. Now my freedom was absolute, of a kind few persons experience. If I went north or south, east or west, up or down the sidewalk, it made absolutely no difference. It was freedom to the point of being in a void.
         

         A faceless crowd hurried by me with destinations born of choice and linked with past choice. Everyone had somewhere to go, and they were happier in their invisible fetters than if confronted by freedom. I was dizzy and overawed and somewhat frightened.

         A neon forest was coming alive. The aureole of brilliance around each tube grew as it ate the night. Colors flashed spasms, bubbled illustrations, whorled and exploded, gleamed on the waxed metal of automobiles. I began walking toward the west simply because the brighter lights were there. I had to make some choice, some movement.

         “Now what the fuck should I do?” The question should have been absurd, for I’d been born less than two miles from where I stood, had lived my whole life (when free) in Los Angeles. Yet among the city’s millions I could think of nobody to telephone. Among the multitude were hundreds of criminals and ex-convicts whom I knew, who were more or less friends. They’d be in cocktail lounges on the Sunset Strip, or in dingy bars downtown, or beer joints and cantinas on the east side. They lived furtively, deliberately made themselves hard to find. A tour of the hangouts would put me in contact with a few. Through them I would find the others. In a few days I could be returned to the underworld milieu. It would be easy—and it was precisely what I wanted to avoid. Suddenly the neon burned my eyes; it was like the sensation on the bus except more intense. The crowd scurrying by might as well have been insects, so alien to them did I feel. I struggled for mental equilibrium.
         

         The odor of food and awareness of hunger brought me back to reality. A greasy hamburger in a crowded coffee shop tasted delicious after so many years in a place where Velveeta cheese was a delicacy. I was finishing a cup of coffee and studying people (men wore their hair longer now) when I flashed on who to telephone. Willy Darin, the dope fiend. He’d been on parole from the Narcotic Rehabilitation Center for two months, according to the grapevine. His father-in-law’s telephone number was in the directory, and someone there would know how to contact Willy.
         

         My hand sweated on the receiver. I knew the entire family and anticipated knowing whoever answered; but the man’s voice on the other end was unfamiliar.

         “Is this the Pavan residence?” I asked.

         “Yeah. Who do you want?”

         “Who’s speaking?”

         “Man, you called here.”

         The game of mutual suspicions was ridiculous. “My name’s Max Dembo,” I said, “and …”

         “You’re jivin’!”

         “I’m not jiving.”

         “Goddamn, man! This is Willy. When did you raise?”

         “This morning. Damn, brother, I didn’t recognize your voice. Say, I’m stranded out here in Hollywood. Have you got some wheels?”

         “Yeah, sort of. It might get there. But it’ll be a while, say an hour. You’re lucky you caught me here. I just stopped on my way home from work. I’ve gotta go home and shower.”

         “How’s Selma?”

         “Same old shit. We’ll cut it up when I get there. We’ll get loaded.”

         “Not on junk.”

         “Some pot or something.”

         “Don’t hang me up. You know how fuckin’ undependable you are.”

         “Don’t sweat it. Where’ll you be?”

         “Hollywood and Vine. Where else, motherfucker?”

         “I’ll be there in an hour.”

         When I went outside to kill an hour wandering, the tumultuous uncertainties were gone. The ache of being alone was also gone. Prison atrophies many emotional needs, but it increases others, among them the need for companionship. The twenty-four-hour crowding grates the nerves, but insidiously it addicts.
         

         I walked the boulevard, window-shopped—and saw that my dress out suit, with cuffed and pleated trousers, was an anachronism. I loved clothes—perhaps through some insecurity—but forced down a rising hunger with the thought that they would come with work and patience. Those who had the things I desired had been striving for them while I vegetated in prison. Only crime would allow me to catch up overnight, and that was out of the question. In many ways I’d never catch up. I accepted that reality.
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         THE automobile that double-parked and honked aroused stares of disapproval from several pedestrians, but made me grin. Willy hadn’t changed. He bought wrecks for fifty dollars, tinkered until they moved, and when they gave out he abandoned them. This one had a dead headlight, an asthmatic motor, and a broken muffler.
         
 
         Willy’s wife and two sons were in the car. I’d known Selma since she was eleven and I was fourteen. I’d met Willy at her house; her sister was my first girl friend. The boys had been babies when I last saw them. It was odd that Willy brought the family. It was as if they were a shield. He had no reason to fear me, but in the criminal world (Willy was more drug addict than criminal) there are many guilts and fears. Constant suspicion is good for survival. Willy had a reason—and all I could think of was that his brother had turned stool pigeon three years before. He might have fears that someone would use him as a surrogate for revenge.
 
         “I didn’t believe it was you,” he said when I was beside Selma. She was carrying a baby in her arms. Considering that Willy had been imprisoned for two years, either the baby was not Selma’s or she’d been stupid.
 
         “How’re Joe and Mary?” I asked.
 
         “He’s back in Folsom on a parole violation.”
 
         “When was that?”
 
         “Two, three months ago.”
 
         “He and Mary broke up anyway,” Selma said.
 
         Joe had been out a year. Word should have come from Folsom but had obviously missed me. Willy explained that Joe had been doing “good”, which was a criminal euphemism for making “good” money illegally. “He beat a possession,” Willy continued, “and by rights it wasn’t his shit. He had a dude in his car and the heat gave them the red light. The other dude threw a bag out the window. He got on the stand and cut Joe loose, but the fuckin’ narks didn’t go for it. They made sure he was violated.”
         
 
         “Joe had a new car and everything,” Selma said. “Mary could’ve had it, but she couldn’t make the payments.”
 
         Joe’s fall was bad luck for me, too. I now remembered the word that he was making a bundle of money. He would have helped me get on my feet. We’d been teen-age crime partners, smoking marijuana, drinking wine, and riding in stolen cars with rhythm and blues honking from the dashboard radio. We’d burglarized together, committing strong armed robberies, and we’d snatched purses. Over the years he’d been incarcerated when I was out, and vice versa. Our styles had also gone separate ways. Where I’d become an active thief—burglar, bandit, forger—he’d become a drug peddler and sometimes pimp. Yet he would have helped me, as I would have helped him.
         
 
         Willy turned onto the freeway but crawled along the slow lane. At fifty miles an hour the automobile shook violently.
 
         In the quick, flicking shadows I looked at the couple beside me. Willy, as usual, radiated seediness; the best suit became wrinkled and sloppy the moment he put it on. In the odd light it was hard to see Selma clearly, but I did see gauntness and hardness. She’d never been pretty, but in her youth there had been a sensual bloom. That had withered with her arid life.
 
         Beyond downtown, Willy got off the freeway, following boulevards and side streets east through the seamy core of the city. He’d gotten a ticket on the freeway for the missing headlight a few nights earlier and wanted to avoid meeting the same highway patrolman.
         
 
         One of the boys in the back seat complained to Selma that he was hungry. I’d forgotten them. Now I was ashamed of our casual talk about crime and prison.
         
 
         “We’ll be home soon,” Selma said.
 
         “Where you living?”
 
         “El Monte.”
 
         “With your parents?”
 
         “God, no!” she said. “Mom isn’t there anyway … and the house is as bad as on Court Avenue.”
 
         “Grandma’s in the nuthouse,” one of the boys piped from the rear, causing Willy to glance back and admonish him not to say it that way. “That’s the way you said it, dad,” the boy said, feelings hurt.
         
 
         “Where’s Mary?” I asked.
 
         “She lives a couple miles from us.”
 
         “I suppose your father’s still wrestling with lettuce and carrots.”
 
         “Sure … and hoarding his money.”
 
         The family lived on Court Avenue in Lincoln Heights when I had met them, in a big, gray frame house. I’d run away from nearby juvenile hall with their older brother, Gino. Even then the house was run-down. Ten years later it had a stench that made one nauseous. The walls were coated with grease and grime, garbage rotted for weeks in the kitchen, trash littered the floors. An exterminator was brought in and removed two barrels of cockroaches. The deterioration had come after the children moved out, the girls to their sorry marriages, Gino to the gutter of dope and jail.
         
 
         The tragic aspect was that their father was wealthy. An uneducated, dull-witted immigrant, he’d gotten a two thousand dollar insurance settlement in 1932 for losing a thumb and two fingers. He’d bought a four-unit slum dwelling, meanwhile working the fresh produce stand of a market. Property values climbed; he borrowed on what he owned and bought more slum property and kept working. After the severe housing shortage during the war and the postwar boom in Southern California property, he owned three dozen slum buildings, duplexes, triplexes, storefronts.
         
 
         As he was lucky with money through no virtue (unless miserliness and tenacious drudgery are virtues), he was unlucky with his family through no fault, beginning with his wife, Jessica. Once pretty, she was already fading when I met her. Her husband refused to buy her anything—and she knew he could afford it. She took to barbiturates, then booze, and became a screaming, slovenly shrew, and sometimes withdrew into the private world of schizophrenia.
         
 
         Gino, the oldest son, had been prettyboy handsome, with a powerful physique and curly hair that fell over his forehead. He became a sneak thief junky who stole from friends and family. He once served a prison term for writing checks on his father. The old man had been given the choice of prosecuting his son or accepting the monetary loss. He prosecuted.
 
         Mary was next … my first girl friend and my favorite in the family—though my taste in women had changed since childhood. She had a tranquil, sweet disposition miraculously untainted by the sordid milieu. Narcotics and crime affected her life but not her basic sweetness. Her naiveté was also her curse, for she lacked the toughness to break clear of the morass. “Nice boys” had never come into the zone occupied by such violent delinquents as her brother, Joe Gambesi, and myself—and our friends. She’d married Joe when she was seventeen. At that time Joe wanted something else from life than crime—but he quickly became what destiny ordained: a dope peddler. It was the sole path he could see to get the material things he craved. His background, too, was bleak. He’d been raised on a pittance of county welfare by a religious-fanatic mother. They’d lived in a single windowless room. Rats sometimes scurried across the floor. The room was rancid from the candles always burning in his mother’s private altar. Joe escaped to the streets and never went to school; he could see no reason to. We met when we were fifteen and I was escaped from reform school.
         
 
         Selma had become pregnant by Willy, married him, and escaped from one pit of misery to another. Willy became a junky, as had his brother, and Gino, and Joe Gambesi, and myself for a while.
 
         One other Pavan child, Georgie, was a shadow in the background. He still lived at home. He was severely retarded and nobody knew what went through his vacant mind. He’d been arrested just once—for being a peeping tom.
         
 
         A year before I went to prison the old man had bought a modern, ranch-style house on a large lot in El Monte, complete with orange trees in the back yard. Now, according to Selma, it was in the same condition as the house on Court Avenue. I wondered what the neighbors thought.
         
 
         And the house on Court Avenue was the only place I’d known to call. I wondered if it said something about me.
 
         “Want to stop and see Mary?” Willy asked as we neared El Monte.
 
         “Take us home first,” Selma said. “The boys haven’t eaten and I have a headache.”
 
         I silently approved. I wanted to talk to Willy alone, get loaded, and possibly find a woman.
 
         The Darin home was a tiny, cheap bungalow with a dirt driveway. It was on a semi-rural, semi-industrial road where the few ramshackle houses were separated by gravel pits and construction yards.
 
         We waited in the automobile until Selma and the boys were inside.
 
         “Mary?” Willy asked, backing out.
 
         “I’d rather smoke some pot and rip off some cunt.”
 
         “Pot is a cinch and I know a couple hustlin’ broads we can call. But that’ll take some bread.”
 
         “My bankroll’s too light for buying pussy. Can I get some credit?”
 
         Willy laughed. “Man you know how dope fiend hookers are … 100 percent business.”
 
         “Fuck it. How about you. Are you using stuff?”
 
         “I fix once a week, the day after nalline. They can’t test you two days in a row.”
 
         “You’re working, too. Never thought I’d see it.”
 
         “It’s a bitch, riveting aluminum walls on trailers eight fuckin’ hours a day.” Grinding monotony was hard on Willy, yet he had no ability to offer for other employment.
 
         “Can you get me a spot there?”
         
 
         “You’re jiving. Man, I know you. You’re gonna rip off everything in town.”
 
         “No, I’m hanging up the gloves. I’m going to get a job and settle down.” I wanted to explain more fully—and then saw how burlesque the situation was: a man explaining why he wasn’t going to be a criminal. Willy’s respect for me, however, was based on my being a criminal, on my ability to steal money, some of which trickled to him. He respected me as the jackal respects the lion, and profited in the same way.
 
         In East Los Angeles he parked outside a cantina on a dark street of frame houses and machine shops. The rhythm of a mariachi issued from an unseen jukebox. He told me to wait in the car and was gone less than five minutes, returning to throw a small matchbox of marijuana in my lap. “It’s free,” he said. “The dude wants me to deal heroin for him. There’s a lot of dope fiends in El Monte.”
 
         “Yeah, you’ll make a ten-dollar sale and get a ten-year sentence.”
 
         “Yeah, the jivin’ motherfuckers give you more time for a cap of heroin than murder.”
 
         We stopped to buy two cans of beer and a package of cigarette papers; then parked under a street light and rolled the dark green flakes into half a dozen skinny cigarettes. We shared one, sucking the fumes deep, occasionally sipping beer. I’d smoked marijuana since my early teens—every day for a long time—but it came into prison so infrequently that this was like the first time, and I’ve always gotten higher than most persons from marijuana. It was always as if a partially opaque veil—the one of everyday reality—was lifted so I could see things more clearly: the same thing, but as it really was. Color was especially brighter, as if a dirty window had been washed clean. The neon had already entranced me; now it transfixed me as if supernaturally brilliant. Willy turned on a dashboard radio and the music, intricate piano jazz, was so simple to my perceptions that I could pick each note from the air—and almost see it. For no reason except that it bubbled in me, I began to giggle. The world was crystal clear.
         

         “Man, you’re stoned,” Willy said.
         
 
         “Goddam sure am …” but kept laughing. “It’s been a long time. This is like cherry kicks.”
 
         “What gets me is this—we’ve been smokin’ pot in the ghetto all our lives, and it used to be the most terrible crime. You never got a break in court if you got busted. Now that all those sons and daughters of senators and shit are smokin’ grass and gettin’ busted they’re changin’ the laws. They didn’t give a fuck when it was us poor suckers.”
 
         “That’s saying something—but we were out of step with the time.”
 
         Willy started the motor and we cruised aimlessly, recalling other days. Soon his brother was mentioned, and Willy cursed him as a “dirty stool pigeon motherfucker—not my brother”. I doubted that Willy’s feelings were anywhere near so intense as his words (he was probably saddened), but he knew my feelings about stool pigeons and wanted to disassociate himself from his brother.
 
         A lighted clock in a dry cleaner’s window gave the time as 11:40. Sleep was the farthest thing from my mind (fuck sleeping the first night out), yet tomorrow I had to see Rosenthal, find lodging, look for a job. I needed a chemical substitute for sleep.
 
         “Where can we get some bennies?” I asked.
 
         “L&L Red is the only one I know who fucks with them, but he won’t be at his pad yet.”
 
         “Is that old freak still around?”
 
         “Worse than ever.”
 
         “Let’s make one of those fruiter bars downtown. They drop stimulants like chickens peckin’ corn.”
         
 
         Willy started to protest that we were too likely to get stopped by the police downtown, but finally deferred to me—and I knew it was because it was my first night. I remembered when he’d jump at the chance to go wherever I wanted—when I had a pocketful of money and picked up the tabs.
 
         Main Street was as bright as Hollywood Boulevard. Willy drove slowly while I scanned the teeming sidewalks. Only ground floor businesses were open, pawn shops, hot dog stands, penny arcades, movie theatres showing porno films twenty-four hours a day. Mainly there were the bars, Western, Mexican, Rock and Roll, each with its front door flung wide and the particular style of music cascading forth. I suddenly remembered how the all-night theatres smelled of piss.
         
 
         Vice here was bargain basement and wore no masks. A whore was liable to grab a sucker through his pants and drag him by his tool into a bust-out hotel. Clots of seedy blacks were on the sidewalks. They viewed themselves as con men and pimps, but with beaver hats, pointed shoes, and zircon rings looked so hip they scared all but the stupidest suckers, which were young servicemen.
         
 
         But homosexuality was the reigning vice here. Young male prostitutes outnumbered female whores, posturing so masculinely as to be a parody. And the feminine “queens” were everywhere, roaming up and down, alone or in groups, congregated most thickly around certain gay bars, posing and swishing, each fluttering hand gesture or thrown shoulder a caricature of womanhood. Their loud gaiety was defiant, if not hysterical.
         
 
         Pairs of uniformed police with nightsticks patrolled each block, looking for a cripple—the drunks, brawlers, or those who otherwise disturbed peaceful order. A paddy wagon journeyed constantly between Main Street and the city jail. Plainclothes police also prowled around in search of whatever luck and someone’s stupidity might bring them: a fugitive, a dope addict with contraband, an AWOL serviceman.
         
 
         Everything was familiar. Even the rich stench of frying grease and onions from hot dog stands recalled when I’d been hungry on this street. While on the escape from reform school I’d survived eight months by preying on the street. Gambesi had been my partner. Many nights we’d spent in the twenty-four-hour movie theatres, one napping while the other watched for police. One would buy a ticket, go inside, and open the rear exit for the other. Once Joe was waiting for me to open the door, became impatient, and began knocking. Instead of me (it was why I hadn’t opened it) a policeman stepped out, splitting Joe’s head open with a nightstick. Because of Joe’s youth, the cop was afraid to arrest him. We spent other nights in flop-house hotel lobbies, or in a truck parked behind a bakery. Sometimes Mary Pavan let us into the house after her father had gone to bed. We slept on the floor of her room and crept out into the city’s dawn before her father got up for work. Joe sometimes went home to see his mother and get us clean clothes. Mainly, we lived by robbing queers. One of us would entice a homosexual into an isolated spot, or even into their residence, and the other would rush in. We’d beat them up and rob them. The word went around and we were unable to find victims. The interlude ended after a high-speed chase in a stolen automobile. It smashed into the rear of a parked truck. Joe got away in a fusillade of bullets, but the door jammed on my side and I was caught. I’d never hung around Main Street since then, but from time to time, as now, I’d gone there to buy amphetamines. It was the easiest spot in the city to get them; the queens were great consumers because their use stimulated sexual pleasure.
         
 
         I had no doubt that one of us would see a familiar face—an ex-con, a Junky, a queen—on this street. But we saw nobody on the sidewalk that we recognized. We parked in a dark lot, threw the matchbox of marijuana near a wheel where it could be retrieved, and began walking along Main Street, stepping into bars and scanning the faces. We both wore business suits and the denizens eyed us with suspicious fear, thinking we were policemen.
         
 
         One bar was in a cellar and was jammed. Colored lights spun through filters and hurled grotesque silhouettes. Voices challenged the throb and pulse of electrically amplified guitars from the jukebox. My senses had been opened by the marijuana and now I was immersed in the naked heart of sensual chaos. The music penetrated, drowning me. Once such sensuality would have thrilled me. Life had consisted of sensation, of now, without moderation or meaning. But after years in the state’s monastery it was too rich. I struggled against losing myself in the vortex.
         
 
         Someone appeared on my right from the crowd. It was a queen I’d seen in prison, but didn’t know his name. There he’d worn skin tight pants and plucked eyebrows. Now he was conservative, though the bar was swarming with flaming faggots. He found out what we wanted, took two dollars, and returned ten minutes later with two rolls of pills wrapped in aluminum foil.
         
 
         Willy wanted to have a drink; he was eyeing a young blonde queen who was expertly frugging with another boy.
 
         “Let’s blow,” I said. “I’m not against buggering a boy, but I’ll be a dirty motherfucker if it’s the first sex I’m gonna have after eight years of nothing but fairies and jacking off.”
 
         We drove toward Chinatown and stopped for coffee to wash down the pills, and hasten their effect. Back in the car the stimulant spread through me, eradicating a sense of depression. It was great to merely ride the decrepit car through empty streets. I was free.
 
         “Let’s go check L&L Red,” Willy said. “He should be at his pad now. It ain’t very far.”
 
         “So he finally moved away from his folks, huh?”
 
         “They died about three years ago, a month apart. He sold the pad and was broke in two months. Horses, whores, and getting high. All he’s got left is a M.G. roadster that’s falling apart.
 
         “You should’ve seen the old fool with twenty grand,” Willy continued. “Every night he had a hooker or two on his arm and his chest stuck out. I’ll say one thing, he enjoyed himself while it lasted. He’d have killed himself in a couple more months if he hadn’t run out of bread.”
 
         “What’s he doing for a living now?”
 
         “Same shit. Works until he’s eligible for unemployment, then he folds. He still smokes pot, drops pills, and drinks tokay wine, and his mind is still on his prick.” Willy kept talking about Red’s spree, which was really an extension of the spree he’d been on for a dozen years that I’d known him, and a dozen more before that. He seemed to thrive on self-abuse. Still large and powerful, he’d once been handsome. Too afraid of jail to steal, his constant cut-rate bacchanalia brought him in contact with many persons who straddled the line into the underworld—scrap dealers, bartenders, bar owners. He also knew many thieves. The straddlers were willing to purchase bargains even if they were stolen. Red wasn’t actually a “fence”, but he acted as middle man when opportunity presented itself. I’d once noticed a meat truck with a driver who habitually left it unguarded while he stopped for coffee. I knew where to sell cigarettes, liquor, television and sound equipment, business machines, cameras, furs, jewelry in small amounts, clothes, and even spark plugs. Three tons of raw meat was something else. Red knew a man who owned three restaurants and who liked the price we offered. I stole the truck before the driver had stirred the cream in his coffee.
         
 
         Red also served as thief’s guide for celebrations after a successful score. Some thieves have been imprisoned so much that they don’t know where to go or what to do even when they have a pocketful of money. Red knew and adored showing others.
 
         While I thought of Red, Willy had been driving through the streets of a rundown, hilly neighborhood. It was within sight of the downtown area. He turned into a narrow road that turned to dirt as we began ascending a hill. The automobile bounced, its headlights spraying over bare earth and clumps of dry weeds. This part of the city had been built up when flatland was still cheap and the builders had bypassed the hills to avoid construction costs. The buildings at the bottoms were now falling apart and the hills were still bare, while bulldozers erased orange groves fifty miles away.
         
 
         On the hilltop I saw a clapboard cabin’s lights through holes in a window shade. I recalled another of Red’s quirks: he never prepared for bed. He slept on sofas, chairs, the floor, whatever was available and appeared most comfortable when he was fully dressed. He undressed and got under the sheets only for sex. Sleep was a waste of precious life as far as he was concerned.
 
         L&L Red heard the car and came outside. He stood framed in the doorway with a half gallon wine jug dangling beside his hip.
 
         “Hey, Big Red, what’s to it, baby?” Willy said.
 
         “Nothin’ happenin’. Who’s that with you?”
         
 
         “Come check for yourself.”
 
         Red leaned his huge head through the driver’s window and peered into the gloom. “I’ll be a mother—! Max Dembo!”
 
         “What’s to it?”
 
         “When did you spring?”
 
         “Just this morning.”
 
         “Glad to see you. Ain’t many like you left anymore.” I couldn’t see Red’s face, but in the hot night I could smell him, the sour stench of the elderly.
 
         “Come on inside,” he said.
 
         On the way indoors, he shook hands, and immediately began raving about his recent sexual conquests. “Same old shit. You know me … chasin’ cunt, stayin’ high, havin’ a ball.”
 
         “That sure is you,” Willy said.
 
         The cabin was three rooms connected by doorless arches. Only the small bathroom had a door. Bare wood could be seen through worn linoleum. The furniture was junk except for a portable color television on a chair. A cardboard trash box was in the corner, but empty wine bottles and such had spilled over. Half of one wall was covered with photographs of naked women with their legs spread open. It was both sad and ludicrous.
 
         “Red’s washed up,” Willy said, taking the wine jug from Red’s hand and flopping on the sofa. “He can’t even buy pussy no more.”
 
         “I can still get it up,” Red said. “You stick that shit in your arm and your dick won’t get hard.”
 
         Willy laughed. “I’m just jivin’ you, Big Red. You’re the greatest freak of all.”
 
         I looked at Red’s vice-ravaged face, the sallow complexion, the once powerful body sagging in wrinkles. He sat on a chair, belly sagging over the unbuttoned top of his pants. I felt disdain, yet I also compared us and knew that on a scale balancing good and evil, I was worse than Red. He was harmless, for all his depravity. He’d never harmed anyone, except those with sexual inhibitions, whereas I’d beaten and maimed and stolen from everyone. And one thing could be said for him: he lived fully according to his desires, and there might be something to be said for someone whose interests were sex and staying high.
         
 
         We smoked the last three joints, L&L Red sucking so greedily that one would have thought that he had been away from it for eight years. He gobbled half a dozen benny tablets, too. Soon he was recounting episodes of the spree that Willy had mentioned earlier. As Red recited, an entranced glassiness came to his eyes. Drool ran from his mouth. His voice was an impassioned liturgical song. The memory of those few months was obviously his most precious possession, and he polished the stories and lived them over and over. He finally ran down, tilted the wine jug, and his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swigged the last drop. “We’ll have to party together,” he said to me. “I know some new spots you haven’t seen. I know where it’s at, don’t I, Willy?”
 
         “Damn sure do,” Willy said.
 
         Red suddenly jumped to his feet and began popping his fingers. I thought he’d gone crazy. “Jesus, Max, oh Jesus. I just remembered. Goddam you’re lucky!”
 
         “What’re you talking about?”
 
         “A caper … a boss caper. A guy’s been hittin’on me to find a good heist man. You’re here. It’s a fuckin’ miracle … and it’s bread, man, like fifteen or twenty grand. It’s beautiful for you, beautiful.”
 
         “What is it?” I asked the question without thinking, but as my words hung in the air I wanted to bite off my tongue.
 
         “A crap game—old Wops and Armenians.”
 
         I told him to forget it and refused any further explanation. I felt ridiculous, as I had with Willy earlier, to be in a position where it seemed necessary to explain why I wasn’t going to commit a crime. Men used volumes to justify their evil, but I was faced with justifying not doing evil. Red stared at me in disbelief.
         
 
         “It’s a cinch,” Red said. “Why, they won’t even call the heat.”
 
         “Then why don’t you take it off? You can use twenty grand.”
 
         Red’s mouth worked like a guppy’s. Fear was what held him back, but he wouldn’t admit it. “Some of the players know me,” he said. “Man, let me tell you about it. It’s beautiful.”
         
 
         “I don’t want to hear it.”
 
         “Just listen.”
 
         It was easier to let him talk and ignore him than make him be quiet. “Go ahead … but remember I’m not interested.”
 
         “You will be. I shouldn’t mention names, but I know you’re both solid. When you know who’s fingering the score you’ll know I’m not bull-shitting about how good it is. Johnny Taormina is the guy. He’s dead broke, flat on his ass and in debt. He needs bread.”
 
         “He’s supposed to be a mafioso,” Willy said. “What happened?”
 
         The question mirrored my own. “Big Johnny T” was a name I’d heard since I was fifteen years old. He was supposed to be a Mafia, Cosa Nostra, Syndicate (whatever it’s called this week) semi big shot. He’d controlled the bookmaking and loan sharking in the Lincoln Heights District, and it was said that he’d made a couple of hundred thousand dollars in the black market during World War II. It was a shocking surprise to learn that he was soliciting armed robbers to rip his associates.
 
         “He blew everything gambling,” Red said. “Half a million scoots in five years. He ain’t got a dime, but he still knows things … a dozen soft scores, crap games like this one, layoff bookies that carry big bankrolls, money drops.”
 
         “Yeah,” I said, “and after three get heisted they’ll figure out who’s the finger man and string him up by his nuts.”
 
         “That’s no sweat off your balls.”
 
         “I don’t give a fuck about the Mafia anyway … but fuck it. I don’t want any of the action.”
 
         Red blinked. “Man, they didn’t break you, did they?”
 
         My face reddened. “Call it what you like—but like you told Willy, it’s better to be a has been than a never was. And fuck Big Johnny T. He’s probably a stool pigeon like the rest of those racketeers.”
 
         Willy said: “You could use the bread to get on your feet, Man, I know what you think now, but I know you. You’ve been a criminal since you were born.”
         
 
         “I changed.”
 
         Red was silent, confused. He struggled through rotgut wine, marijuana, and benzedrine to understand my refusal. I wondered how he’d become Johnny Taormina’s solicitor. I’d never met the racketeer, but on the face of it Red appeared an unlikely choice. On reflection, however, it seemed more reasonable. They were from the same neighborhood and generation. Red was a drunken lecher, but he did keep his mouth closed and knew criminals outside the rackets, persons Johnny didn’t know. Nor could Johnny run a classified advertisement for a bandit. Racket and thief underworld touch borders and sometimes overlap, but they are different. My few dealings with racketeers had made me simultaneously respect and despise them. They were successful, organized, cunning; they used money to make money. Only a small percentage ever went to jail, and then it was for a short vacation. On the other hand, most of them were, by my standards, traveling under false colors, more businessman than criminal. They pander to society’s prohibited desires during business hours and live as paradigms of morality … And by comparison to the heavy criminal, who is the world’s most independent predator, they are weaklings. Many will inform to the police on the heavy criminal. Society talks about police being corrupted by racketeers, but police also corrupt racketeers. The bookie stools on the robber quite often.
         
 
         The folly of my thoughts rushed into awareness. I was thinking from the criminal view, with attitudes alien to my new goals. Decent citizens don’t speculate even momentarily on robberies and stool pigeons and the ethics of crime.
 
         It was 3:00 A.M. when we departed. L&L Red walked us outdoors and offered to chauffeur me around in his car until I got one of my own, providing (he laughed) that I bought the gas. He wasn’t working. The cabin lacked a phone, but he wrote the number of a pool hall where he could usually be reached during the day.
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         As Willy drove toward El Monte my mood vacillated between exhilaration and depression. It was a joy to ride through the night and look up at stars thrown like powder across black velvet. Yet I was enmeshed with the same kinds of persons, the same sordidness, that accompanied all the wasted years. Willy and Red were friends—but their lives were so circumscribed, so hopeless. Entwined, such people trap each other. I wanted to break clear, find other kinds of persons and another life. Yet I’d called Willy. It had been my free choice against the alternatives of the halfway house or wandering alone my first night of freedom. I felt no wrong in making the choice under the circumstances—what was wrong was the circumstances. I hoped I’d meet other kinds of persons I could like where I worked—wherever that was going to be.
         
 
         “Are we going to your pad?” I asked.
 
         “We could, but Selma’s gonna be in my ass for being gone so long. I’ve gotta go to work in about three or four hours. I missed two days last week she doesn’t know about. They’re gonna fire me if I miss another one.”
 
         “What kind of parole officer have you got?”
 
         “A hope-to-die asshole. Man, he’s so square—one of those educated fools. Got book learnin’ up the ass, but doesn’t know a fuckin’ thing about life or people. He’s one of those guys that lived in a neat white house with a picket fence and pretty lawn and went to Sunday school every day until he was sixteen. He never stole anything in his life—never had to steal anything. Him and his wife both teach Sunday school. I know he doesn’t give her any head … probably didn’t ball the broad until they were married. He acts like his job is some kind of missionary among the heathen parolees.”
 
         The crude description was funny in a way, yet Willy’s difficulties were vivid. There’d be no communication between someone like Willy and the personality he described.
         
 
         “He should be happy you’re not hooked and stealing,” I said.
 
         “He wants everyone to be like him. People are different. I know that, and I’m just an illiterate dope fiend. I’ll show you what an asshole he is. If he knew I was driving a car he’d throw me in jail and write a report to the parole board. He’d feel bad, but to him it would be his responsibility. Can’t he understand that being without a car in L.A. is like being in Death Valley without water? It’d take me four hours to ride a bus to work.”
         
 
         Willy went on to recount how he’d already lost two jobs because the parole officer had told the employers that Willy was a felon-addict on parole. The regulations required an employer knowing, but not many parole officers pushed it. A man running a business wasn’t interested in ex-convict problems; he was more worried about something being stolen. So Willy was fired after a couple weeks, the employer giving some lame excuse and the parole officer never realizing the truth of what had happened.
         
 
         “How’re you getting along with Selma?”
 
         “It was pretty shaky when I got out. I didn’t go with her right away. You saw the new baby, huh?”
 
         “Hers—but not yours?”
 
         “Right. I was down two years. I didn’t expect her to watch television. Shit, I didn’t even leave the television. I sold it and shot up the bread the month before I got busted. But a baby! It’s so stupid. Nobody has unplanned babies anymore, not with pills and shit. Even an abortion. And she didn’t even tell me until I was ready to get out. The baby was four months old. Right then I didn’t want to see her anymore, and when I got out I stayed at Mary’s for a week until I got a paycheck. Joe was already busted. Anyway, Selma came over, one thing led to another, and we made up. Who am I to throw rocks at anybody? And the broad’s treated me pretty good considering everything. She’s a pain in the ass sometimes, but I’m used to her. We’re all right, I guess.”
         
 
         Willy stopped talking. He made me smile—so phlegmatic, unruffled by poverty and frustration. His dream was the permanent euphoria of narcotics and to be left alone. He would stumble along, accept the parole officer’s indignities, incarceration being worse, live with his shrewish wife in patience, and he might finish five years parole.
         
 
         “Let’s stop and see Mary,” he said. “She’ll groove on seeing you.”
         
 
         “It’s 3:30 in the morning.”
 
         “She won’t give a fuck if we wake her up. She’s used to it.”
 
         
             

         
 
         Mary Gambesi lived two miles from her sister and brother-in-law. Willy turned down an alley in the lower middle-class suburb and switched off the headlights. “She lives in the back.”
 
         Willy cut the motor and glided to a halt. Tiptoeing, our shoes nonetheless scrunching on gravel, we moved through extreme darkness to a darker bungalow. Willy knew his way. He rapped his knuckles against a window. A dog yipped nearby, aroused by the sound. A dozen canine voices instantly joined in chorus.
         
 
         “Now some fool will call the police about a prowler. Sonofabitch.” Willy rapped harder.
 
         The windowshade fluttered; a pale, featureless face appeared. “Is that you, Willy?”
 
         “Yeah, it’s me … your old faithful brother-in-law.”
 
         “Is that Max with you?”
 
         “That’s him.” Willy turned to me. “Selma must’ve called.”
 
         We trampled through a flower bed and around the corner of the building. Willy muttered curses at the yelping dogs. Mary waited until the door was closed before turning on the lights. She held a flannel housecoat tight around her throat with one hand. She put the other to her mouth at sight of me. The gesture was so dramatic that it had to be spontaneous. “Selma called and told me, but I can’t believe it.”
 
         “Lazarus risen,” I said. “Everybody gets out some day, parole or pine box.” I could see that time had been gentle with her. Even barefoot, hair in curlers, she looked no more than eighteen. She waited for my appraisal, smiling softly. We shared a bond of affection.
         
 
         “You haven’t aged a day,” I said.
 
         She made a deprecatory gesture; she was unaccustomed to compliments. “Sit down,” she said. “I’ll be right back.” She wanted to put on slippers and close the doors to the children’s room. She asked us to be quiet.
         
 
         “You two got somethin’ goin’,” Willy said. “Why don’t you pull her? She’s a thoroughbred and she’s free. Joe and her are all over.”
         
 
         “She’s still Joe’s old lady as far as I’m concerned. And I dig her in a different way, anyway.”
 
         “If you really want to straighten up, she’s perfect for you. I know you dig them stallion blondes, but you’ve gotta be on top for that. For someone to stick with you, ain’t none better’n Mary. She’s almost too fuckin’ sweet to be real.”
 
         “Maybe she’s too sweet for me.”
 
         Mary returned at that moment, hair brushed out. The vast black mane tumbled over her shoulders. Again I was struck with how young she looked. “Don’t you ever age?” I asked.
 
         “I pluck out the gray hair,” She laughed, coloring.
 
         “If I did that I’d be bald.”
 
         “I noticed … but you look distinguished.”
 
         “You still know how to make a fella feel good.”
 
         She blurted suddenly: “Oh, Max, I’m so glad you’re free. I just hope you can stay out and enjoy life for a change.” The gust of emotion made her blush. She turned to Willy. “Do you have any cigarettes? I know Max doesn’t smoke.”
 
         “Just cigars,” I said.
 
         “Smelly cigars if I remember right.” She asked if we were hungry, but the amphetamine in our systems left no appetite. Coffee was another matter. She began heating water and getting cups. I tilted the chair back against a wall and relaxed, tranquility spreading through me. I bathed in the warmth of friendship in the room. Watching Mary, I wondered what would happen to her now that Joe was gone. Would she find some working stiff? Yet she was so accustomed to criminals. I could remember her in the background when addicts came to buy from Joe. They’d fix in the bathroom and lie in stupors around the living room, dropping lighted cigarettes onto the furniture.
         
 
         I wondered, too, about their children. Lisa was six and Joey Junior three when I went away. How had they turned out? What effect was the bizarre world of their parents and in-laws having on them? I asked Mary about them. Lisa, it seemed, was boy crazy and presently worried because her breasts weren’t filling out as quickly as her friends’. Joe was a devil—but a delightful devil.
         
 
         Mary mentioned that Selma was worried about Willy being with me, that I’d lead him into trouble. Willy shook his head in disgust, finished his coffee, and went into the living room to nap a while.
 
         I didn’t tell Mary, but Selma’s fears were unfounded. If I was going back into crime, Willy would never be a participant. Beyond getting equipment and menial chores I’d never be able to trust him. I’d gone on one score with him—rather I’d taken him with me—and it would be the last time. The score was easy (as scores go): a bookmaker who carried at least two thousand dollars on him. The bookie weighed about two hundred and thirty pounds. The plan was to break into his apartment and wait for him. Willy would wait outside and follow him in and help me tie him up.
 
         I made entry by cutting a screen in a bathroom, and waited in a Halloween mask. The bookie arrived twenty minutes later. I faced him, got the money, and sat him down on the sofa. He wanted to jump me. I could see it in his eyes. Willy never came. It was impossible to tie him up with one hand while holding a pistol with the other—and getting that close to him would be dangerous. I waited half an hour, finally backed out of the apartment. I knew the victim was leaping for a telephone the moment I closed the door behind me. I’d planned to have time to get away by tying him up. That was gone.
 
         So was Willy. There was only a vacant space at the curb where Willy had parked. I sprinted through back yards and alleys to get away.
 
         Willy was waiting at my apartment. He was trembling. He claimed that a prowl car had cruised by and doubled back, the policemen eyeing him. That’s why he’d fled. I disbelieved him—but accepted the story without argument. Friendship was more important. But it was the last time I considered Willy for a caper. He lacked the necessary courage.
 
         “Do you hear from Joe?” I asked Mary.
         
 
         She sipped coffee and kept her eyes down. “Once in a while he writes, claims it’s going to be different next time. But it’s over, Max, all over. I’ve waited years for him to change. He won’t. I don’t think any of you will. I’d stay if it was just me, but I’ve got the children to think of.”
 
         “You should wait until he’s on the streets, not quit when he’s down. You know how that looks.”
 
         “I don’t care how it looks. I’ve waited half a dozen times. I never even go on dates. When he’s behind bars he always promises that things are going to be different. Maybe he believes it … I don’t. All of you have some kind of sickness. This time he moved out before they got him. He’d come here and start fights and”—tears shone in her eyes—“he was living with a whore and selling heroin again. When he came to see the kids he brought her along.”
 
         “Was he giving you any money?”
 
         “He wasn’t supporting us if that’s what you mean. He’d buy things for Joey and Lisa and they thought he was wonderful, but he wasn’t putting beans in the pot. We get more from welfare now that he’s back in prison. It’s strange to realize it’s easier to raise my children—and feed them—if my husband’s in prison.”
 
         She poured fresh coffee and we talked until she was stifling yawns. I chased her back to bed, promising to drop by in a few days to see the children. Dawn was only an hour away. Willy and I could stop for coffee and pastry. He could then drop me downtown and go to work. I’d look for a job until it was time to report to Rosenthal’s office.
 
         My first night of freedom was over. It had not been accompanied by rockets, brass bands, and flying banners.
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