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1. Jesus in Vegas 
Benny LaFontaine remained hunched on one side of the greeting card carousel in 
Burgertown Drugs. His neck was beginning to hurt, yet he dared not stand up. But if he 
couldn’t even stand up, literally and figuratively, to a couple of gossipy old-maid 
hairdressers with high school diplomas and only the dimmest awareness of the world 
around them, how could he ever hope to effect a fundamental change in society itself? In 
the world, even? Would Malcolm X or Marcus Garvey have remained in a stoop behind 
the Hallmark Cards like this, afraid of the mockery of Jolene Barnes? 

Benny was snooping on a conversation that involved him personally. The conversation 
was taking place on the other side of the carousel and it was between Jolene and another 
woman who may or may not have been Bernadette McPhatter. Benny’s connection to the 
topic was unflattering. He’d noticed the surprising mention of his name, and, having 
spent the better part of a decade in a city out west where no one knew him or had any 
idea who his family had been back when they had been something, overhearing his name 
in a public space was a strange sensation.  

“Trust me, I am not exaggerating.” 

“What’s this world coming to?” 

“If only I knew, child…” 

[laughter] 

He’d been stooping to pluck a particular card. A greeting card featuring a blonde-haired, 
pink-cheeked Gerber baby framed by tulips under the silver inscription On Her 
Confirmation. A card like that in this all-postAfrican neighborhood of Philadelphia! 

When he’d first noticed it down there he’d smiled that smile one smiles when a remark or 
event confirms one’s fondest prejudices. In this case it was The White Man who was 
again being true to form. Or was it the docile, self-hating, Caucasian-embracing 
postAfrican middle-class? Benny stooped to reach the racist greeting card, thinking he 
ought to buy it and show it to Precious as further proof, when a voice he’d quickly 
identified as belonging to Jolene’s dropped his name into the conversation like a 
defective firework. He froze in mid-stoop to listen to it sputter across the floor. 

“Child, you had to be there.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“I could not believe my eyes.” 

“Ain’t that something?” 
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“What can I say? It was long ago and far away. But look at him now… it’s a damn 
shame, girl.” 

“I hear you.” 

“Coon looks like a black Robinson Crusoe! Looks like something that washed up on 
shore! Skinny as death and with that scraggly-assed beard and a bushy red Afro like some 
flea-bitten old Jew…” 

“Lord.” 

“And with his skinny arm around that little black nappy-haired monkey-lip spasm he 
diddlin’ like he’s proud!” 

[laughter]  

Not an hour ago, he and Precious had bumped into Jolene over at Roosevelt Park. On the 
sidewalk behind the batter’s cage on the softball diamond in Roosevelt Park. He’d taken 
Precious there to see his childhood.  

-Out there, way out, in left field, near the pump… can you see the rusty pump? We called 
that Lourdes in this game we used to play called Leppy Leper… if you were tagged you 
were a leper and you had to make it to that pump and stick your hand in the water to cure 
yourself before the other kids could pull your shoes off or else you were incurable the rest 
of the day…  

He laughed and shifted his pointing finger about ten radial degrees to the right, drawing 
her attention to a rotten wooden bench in the shade of a tree a short jog beyond second 
base on the softball diamond.  

-That bench, okay, 1947, the annual barbecue of the Greater Masonic Negro Tradesmen 
Association of West Philly…my father was the president for most of my childhood…kept 
a ceremonial sword in the closet and everything… caught me playing pirate with that 
sword one day and tore my behind up… but it was 1947 that I met… I never told you 
this…my father… I never told you… 

Suddenly there stood before Benny his female counterpart of the unenlightened past, the 
prom Queen from another life: light-skinned, green-eyed, chestnut-haired Jolene Barnes. 
With her hand on her bosom in a gesture of primly flustered delight. You’d think she’d 
been dreaming of this moment every day since the last time they’d seen each other, at the 
end of the Truman administration. It was eerily cinematic that Jolene Barnes should have 
appeared to Benny just then, stepping out of the bright green prism of his peripheral 
vision of Roosevelt Park. Roosevelt Park, the scene of so many of Benny’s earliest 
triumphs and not a few of his humiliations and many feverish experiments with the 
delights and dangers of the opposite sex.  
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He would have recognized her voice under any circumstances, even after not seeing or 
hearing from her once in twenty five years, because she’d had that voice…husky, sultry, 
tinged with smoke and chocolate… all the way back in seventh grade, the record-
breaking year her tits popped out. Still, he’d always preferred darker girls. And as if to 
confirm this fact for both himself and Precious, and perhaps even for Jolene’s edification 
as well, he squeezed Precious extra tight as Jolene smiled at them. Jolene who looked, 
after a fourth-of-a-century, not a day older than sixteen. Which wasn’t possible. 

-Why, Benjamin Franklin LaFontaine the 2nd, do my light eyes deceive me or is that 
really truly you, after all these years?  

She’d made such a fuss over seeing Benny again that he’d felt grateful to her for making 
him look so good in front of Precious, who had to be impressed. Not that he really needed 
to impress Precious at this point but the age gap was something that still worried him, 
often in the middle of the night, his heart racing for no particular reason as she slept. 
Jolene had been friendly with Precious, too, telling her that they really all had to get 
together and there was so much to talk about and how do you get your natural to hold its 
shape at that size, maybe I should stop straightening my hair, do you think I’d look good 
in an Afro and so forth.  

From all that to this… the character assassination… with whomever it was on the other 
side of the greeting cards? It made no sense. That had to be Bernadette McPhatter she 
was dishing to and hearing the two of them together took Benny right back to high 
school, a trip he didn’t relish taking. He had to squeeze his nostrils shut to stifle a sneeze 
and came heart-stoppingly close to pinching out a reciprocal fart instead. Just imagine. 

[laughter] 

Jolene and Bernadette had been best friends all through high school and there was no 
reason to believe they would have stopped at the onset of adulthood with its comings and 
goings of various unreliable men. Bernadette had always been Jolene’s chubby, light-
brown and squeaky-voiced foil. Jolene had put on weight in twenty-five years and her 
trademark ponytail was now a face-framing pageboy but she was still recognizably 
herself, a pampered daughter of the postAfrican middle-class whose approval was hard-
won and whose disdain could be lethal.  

The conversation moved on to other topics but Benny, at six foot four, was trapped in a 
stoop on the other side of the carousel. He couldn’t bear the idea of revealing himself just 
then to the gossips, looking approximately as Jolene had described him (a black Robinson 
Crusoe), and he prayed for the women to pick a card, pay for it, and go.  

(…a flea-bitten old Jew…) 

The carousel rotated a semi-turn left and a quarter-turn right and a whole turn back again. 
He listened as Jo-Jo and Bernie…it was all coming back to him now…discussed the 
respective pros and cons of two similar seventy five cent cards and then sauntered across 
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the aisle in a jingle of coin purses towards the register, flirting with the brown-skinned 
proprietor, Humpy Clark.  

Benny was furious with himself for hiding. Why should he care what those two silly 
bourgeois Negresses thought of him? He rose to his full height when the coast was clear 
and peered over the carousel at bald headed Nathaniel ‘Humpy’ Clark at the cash register, 
who was also peering at Benny with undisguised concern, and Benny took a step towards 
an adjacent wire rack of newspapers and magazines. Ebony, Essence, Jet… they were all 
just Look, Photoplay and Life in blackface, weren’t they? When would his people learn? 
He had been in such an incredible mood just thirty minutes ago, too. He paged quickly 
through the Ebony with that forbearing smile, full of pain, again. 

He started for the cash register clutching the guilty pleasure of a Baby Ruth bar but put 
that back, remembering his new health food regimen, then remembered that he’d come, 
in the first place, for a birthday card. He grabbed one that said Have a Soulful Birthday in 
funky earthtone lettering and remembered to look for that lily-white uber-Caucasian 
confirmation card to present to Precious as a comment on the sad state the black 
community was in but he couldn’t find it. He rotated the carousel through several 
complete revolutions with no luck. He looked again, frowning, and wondered if he wasn’t 
losing his mind. Had he imagined the damned thing?  

Then it came to him: Jolene herself had purchased it! Paid seventy five cents for that lily-
white Gerber baby for the right to take it home! He could just picture it on her 
mantelpiece. Benny had to laugh out loud at that one. Much to Humpy’s alarm. Ah: but 
then he found a duplicate behind a Fat Albert card. He paid for the two with a stack of 
dimes. 

Outside again, his mood began to improve.  

It improved in the braided waft of barbecue fumes and fresh-cut lawn and the sociable 
hum of the Philly sunshine. It improved as he edged by little sisters in last year’s Sunday 
best, their stiff fat braids antennae waving as they skipped rope in complicated gospel-
enlightened rhythms, skinny and shiny-dull as licorice twists and look at the little 
brothers wobbling on fluorescent stingray bikes in an officious procession. Plus those 
enigmatic old folks, tobacco-dark and dry-mute as dead plants on the porches though also 
still fussy with frustrated life-force, rocking and fanning, rocking and fanning and waving 
hullo… 

Just about everyone stared long and hard as Benny passed. A couple of slick-head young 
bucks in a beat-up sedan listening to The Ojays yelled Yo, black Bozo as they roared by 
mufflerless but still Benny’s mood was good. He was 42-years-old and feeling younger 
than ever. He had a dream, a vision and most of all he had Precious Stone.  

Just gloating to himself about Precious inspired a quickening in his crotch as he mounted 
the steep hill at the Penn Avenue side of the park, parallel to the trolley. It amazed him. 
Together nearly four years and they were still going at it like teenagers on a first date, 



the_augustine_authority@yahoo.com 

 6 

morning noon and night. He was proud of his born again virility after that soft spell of the 
year before. Nothing worse than when women came up with the excuses for you, he 
thought: they say just hold me or wink and say it was probably pressure at work or 
performance anxiety or maybe you’re queer and don’t know it. Well, never again. He 
nodded. Then he scowled. 

He scowled with compassion at the thought of most of his contemporaries, who were 
already no doubt resorting to wistful, middle-aged self-abuse. The poignant pornography 
of the High School Yearbook or short messy sessions in front of a TV rancid with venal 
white starlets on segregated cop shows and sitcoms in which a postAfrican just might 
make an occasional appearance as a sassy maid, a flamboyant pimp or a precocious, 
dwarf-like child. How sad. 

But Benny couldn’t help hearing, again, as he strolled back towards his aunt’s mansion in 
the low late orange of the suppertime sun, Jolene’s outrageous dig at Precious as a little 
black nappy-haired monkey-lip spasm. Part of him wanted to catch up with Jolene (and 
her honky greeting card) and enlighten her as to the sickness of the self-hatred evident in 
her attitude towards a sister of Precious’ manifest black beauty and part of him… 

“Benny LaFontaine? Is that you under all that fuzz, boy?” 

[laughter] 

An old man, gnarled and dusty-black bent as dead branches on a hanging tree, appeared 
in Benny’s path with the suddenness of a chess piece. Just set down right in front of 
Benny. A certain unreality to the whole thing, as though this was Benny’s version of It’s 
a Wonderful Life, or A Christmas Carol. The old man peered up with one good eye from 
under a derby’s worn brim, his spade-shaped face sheathed in a crisp white goatee and 
the sleeveless t-shirt he sported was gray with years of lukewarm washings. His 
pinstriped baggy suit pants were shiny at the knees and they dragged on the ground over 
sandals showing toes like coy Brazil nuts. Benny’s face remembered before his mind 
could catch up and he smiled broadly for a beat or two before speaking. 

“Mr. Jimmy!” 

“Used to march up and down Penn Avenue in a French sailor suit and curly light brown 
hair lookin’ prettier than any of the little flirts in the neighborhood! Nothin’ you loved 
more than a Baby Ruth bar. I used to buy ‘em by the sack and you’d come over on my 
stoop and sit on my lap after Sunday school and say,’ and here Mr. Jimmy lapsed into a 
quavery, breathless, slightly disturbing imitation of a child’s voice, “ ‘Can you please 
give me another Baby Booth bar, Mr. Jimmy?’”  

He wheezed a laugh and coughed into his derby hat revealing a wrinkled gray head that 
appeared as though one might easily press a thumb through it. He slipped the derby back 
on and continued, ‘People used to tell me, why you wanna associate with them saditty old 
high yalla LaFontaines, Jimmy? Don’t you know that to them you ain’t nothin’ but a 
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lowly black-assed Alabama Niggra? Ain’t you got no pride? Can’t you see through them 
hincty phonies? But I just ignored that, see, despite the element of truth in their remarks, 
because you tickled me so. Lord, we had some fun on that old stoop, didn’t we? Can you 
please give me another Baby Booth bar, Mr. Jimmy?” and here he wheezed a laugh and 
coughed into the derby again with the corners of his mouth turned down. 

Mr. Jimmy hailed from a simpler era which honored a comic tradition of the 
neighborhood pedophile. Mr. Jimmy and his fat yellow wife Aunt Bessy (long dead), no 
kids of their own, rarely seen together outside the cramped kitchen of their row home, 
had been a fixture of Burgertown mythology since before Benny’s birth. It wasn’t until 
the 1960s attached a sexual overtone to every aspect of daily life that old men who liked 
to lure children to their laps with ancient bags of candy began receiving unwelcome visits 
from plainclothes detectives and state-appointed psychiatrists and irate fathers with 
softball bats. In the golden age of pedophilia that had been Benny’s childhood, men like 
Mr. Jimmy were unofficial watchdogs of the neighborhood, making sure the smaller kids 
didn’t play in the street or tease stray dogs or fight each other or play hooky or ruin their 
best duds hopping in puddles on the way to Sunday school. Impossible to match the 
vigilant omnipresence of the neighborhood pedophile. Benny remembered vividly Mr. 
Jimmy explaining to him once that that hard thing in his lap that sometimes made it so 
uncomfortable for Benny to sit there was a magic black frog named Buddy. 

“And you were such a handsome, brave little man at your Daddy’s service, as I recall, all 
dressed up in your tailored black suit and a white silk tie and spats! Better dressed than 
most of the grownups, I’d say! I know your mama and your Aunt Gracie were so proud 
of you they coulda burst and so was I, way back in the last pew of that church with my 
opera glasses, a church so packed with mourners from every what-you-call strata of 
society that they were turnin’ ‘em away by the dozen. You were the crown prince of old 
man LaFontaine’s empire and you looked it. Yes you did. People would say to me, you 
know that Benny LaFontaine better than his own folks, Mr. Jimmy, what’s your honest 
assessment of his character? And you know what I’d tell ‘em?” 

It was a while before Benny realized he was expected to participate in Jimmy’s reverie, 
as his mind was wandering off on a tangent of its own, thinking back on the days after his 
father’s passing, when he suddenly found himself in a household governed by the 
fractious couple of his mother and his father’s sister, both of them decades younger than 
his father’s terminal age of seventy. In his mother’s case five. Decades. 

Mr. Jimmy repeated his question with emphasis, showing his matte yellow dentures and 
black gums. “And do you know what I would tell them?” 

“What, Mr. Jimmy?” 

“I’d say… oh no, he won’t let us down! Not him, not Benjamin Franklin LaFontaine. He 
will do us all proud one day and uplift his Negro race and teach the white man that a 
people of color can produce forth a prince of its own making to lead this country to 
greatness no less so than the sons of the white man and all of his fair-haired heroes! They 
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asked me and I told ‘em! You see what I’m saying? We depended on you. You were our 
pride and joy!” 

Benny now felt his good mood come back completely, and then some. And he was 
deeply moved, not to mention encouraged… confirmed… in all the thankless, payless, 
sleepless hard work of recent years… his battle with The System, his attempt to bring 
dignity and leadership to His People out West… wasn’t it all somehow crystallized in this 
old man’s heartfelt speech? Did Benny feel a tear or two welling? Mr. Jimmy removed 
his derby and struck Benny across the face with it.  

“And just look at you! You let us down! Let down your family and let down this 
neighborhood and your whole damn colored race! Look at you you dirty, filthy, shameful 
vagabond! If I was a young man I’d knock your ass out! If I was a young man you’d 
think twice before walking these streets looking like that. Let me guess… you ride into 
Philly on a freight train in that get-up? Or you jump ship on a garbage scow down in 
Jersey? Answer me this, did you come here hoping for work as a scarecrow in my back 
garden, fool? Yes, you’d scare the crows and the squirrels and the damn seedlings, too! 
Damn! I wouldn’t touch your funky ramshackle ass with Frank Rizzo’s dick!” 

[laughter] 

Benny found himself walking. Mr. Jimmy was ranting behind him, raising his voice a 
notch for every few yards of distance Benny put between them. The sun was setting with 
fragile grace behind the high dark leaves of the century-old elms and maples girding 
Roosevelt Park, the crickets announced their invisible quorum, and curious neighbors 
leaned out of second-storey windows or stood on their stoops with hands on their hips 
wearing oven mitts to see what all the fuss was about.  

A blisteringly righteous moral upbraiding from a pedophile: you don’t soon get over 
something like that. Jimmy’s rant was going strong but fading fast as Benny crossed 
Queen Lane against the red light and slipped behind a trolley as it lurched on its tracks, a 
handful of Sunday passengers lowering their newspapers and craning their necks to stare 
at him as he resisted the urge to break into a run for the mansion. Until he could resist no 
longer. And then he was far away. 

[applause] 

*** 

When he let himself in through the double-locked outer and inner doors of the front porch 
of 26 Green Lane and entered the parlor, short of breath, he found his Precious and Aunt 
Gracie in a state of suspended détente, sitting on opposite sides of the room, as far apart 
as physically possible, watching television. The shades were drawn to reduce the glare on 
the large screen of the Magnavox, rendering the room appropriately sepulchral. It had 
been, after all, for many years the main viewing room of a funeral parlor.  
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The bier on which the Magnavox now sat having been in former times the platform for 
the coffin which would sink into the basement on a pulleyed lift, rigged so that whilst the 
coffin sank, a good-sized angel (purchased from a Wannamaker’s Christmas display in 
’33 or so) would rise dramatically on another chain through a trap door cut in the chapel 
ceiling, a special effect Benny’s father believed gave him a competitive edge over other 
undertakers in the area. The angel, with one wing snapped off, was still in a box in the 
building’s enormous L-shaped cellar. It was the first thing Benny had wanted to see after 
unpacking. Shining a flashlight on it in its open, excelsior-stuffed box made the hairs on 
Benny’s neck stand on end, and it had suddenly hit him that for most of his childhood he 
had associated this wooden white angel with his mother, who lingered in his memory 
with less force or detail than a recurrent dream. 

‘Hello everybody, I’m back,’ said Benny, softly, needlessly, and out of breath.  

The parlor was decorated in the ornate style fashionable to the era in which the mansion 
had been built. It showed signs, here and there around the room, that the world had since 
moved on, if not down. The marble mantelpiece over a hearth that hadn’t borne more 
heat than a smoldering cigarette butt’s since Benny’s childhood was nothing but a shelf 
now for a row of white-capped cans of aerosol air fresheners and the three hundred pound 
brass-and-crystal chandelier that hung from an ornate plaster dome in the center of the 
fifteen foot ceiling… four hundred long crystals it had once upon a time taken three 
servants on step-ladders, twice a year, an entire afternoon to polish… was hung with 
three orange chemical pest strips for trapping flies and mosquitoes. At the base of each 
mahogany column in every corner of the room pulsed a no-vacancy roach motel.  

It took a puzzled minute or two for Benny to realize that Precious and Gracie, who had as 
yet failed to acknowledge his presence, weren’t watching television so much as they were 
“watching television”… that is, demonstrating, for Benny’s benefit, the degree to which 
they were refusing to interact. Any random show on the tube was preferable to each 
other. He understood that for the sake of the purity of the exercise, they’d started a good 
while before Benny was even there in the house to observe them. 

The clicker was on a hassock at a midpoint between the two superpowers. For either 
Gracie or Precious to have used it or even moved from their respective spots would have 
shattered the symbolic spell of indifference. Which would explain why his spectacularly 
Afro’d Precious and his Bible-quoting Aunt were watching Mike McGarvey’s Fly 
Fishing in America show on public television. Red-faced, big-chinned, blond-mustached 
Mike was showing the proper way to tie an improved clinch knot to connect your fly to 
your tippet. Benny cleared his throat.  

Gracie jerked to look at him, rose a few inches in her seat and plopped down again, 
slapping a hand across the massive bisque bosom packed away in the white of her frilly 
blouse. “Goodness gracious, Benjamin, if you don’t shave that hideous beard off I 
promise you’ll be responsible for my premature extinction by heart failure! I didn’t 
recognize you!” 
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“Jesus had a beard,” shrugged Benny. 

“He also had a job,” retorted Gracie.  

Benny opened his mouth to rebut that but thought better of it. A joke about nepotism. But 
he was, after all, preparing to ask her to loan or possibly even give to him and to Precious 
a very large amount of money.  

He glanced at his beloved who simply scratched her scalp through Afro and rose from her 
spot and left the room with the most overtly sexual, yet boredly aloof, walk imaginable, 
the kind of walk that demands musical accompaniment, or that is music itself, not the 
growl and whoof of burlesque sax and trombone but something from Debussy, 
appropriate to Rousseau, the unholy jungle of Debussy’s tritone growing towards the 
staircase with sinuous vines and creepers. Precious brushed by him where he stood in the 
arched entrance to the parlor, giving him an instant erection and she slinked into the 
hallway and up the stairs, stripping as she ascended, dropping bracelets and bits of 
clothing in her wake, none of which Auntie Gracie could see or hear from where she sat 
on the far side of the parlor near the mantelpiece. With Jack Benny timing Gracie then 
stood and grabbed a can of air freshener and pointedly sprayed in the direction of the area 
in which Precious had been sitting.  

Auntie Gracie, his father’s sister, hadn’t gotten along with Benny’s mother, either, but for 
the opposite reason that she didn’t get along with Precious: Benny’s mother had been too 
white. With light eyes, pale skin, a boyish figure and thin brown hair to her waist. The 
neighbors nicknamed her ‘Frenchie’ soon after Benny’s father hauled her up from Baton 
Rouge, a decade after the Spanish Influenza epidemic of 1918 made him the third richest 
colored man in Philadelphia. In fact he’d had the pleasure of burying the fourth-richest. 
Out of 12,000 Philadelphians dead roughly a fourth had been colored and roughly a 
fourth of those were handled by Benny’s father. Benjamin Franklin LaFontaine the 2nd, a 
baronial old fellow in top hat and tails, married Cassy Beauchamp in the spring of 1930. 
Frenchie was then 18. 

She’d claimed to be octoroon… a Creole… and Benny wanted to believe that, he really 
did, but he suspects, always suspected, she’d been nothing but white, descended from 
French-inflected redneck Cajuns and the octoroon story was a security precaution to 
avoid some very bad trouble with various Klan-like organizations of the north, the chief 
of which being the Klan itself, which had made its presence felt in Philly on more than 
one occasion. 

Every photograph that Benny had seen of his mother showed a ghostly girl with big 
hands, in a flowing white gown, wearing a time-softened expression of regret. He has no 
clear memories of her. Aunt Gracie did most of Benny’s actual day-to-day raising 
anyway and when, one day, the girl everyone persisted in calling his mother disappeared, 
he felt the vague relief of a child in a room where a framed picture has finally been 
straightened on the wall. Probably crawled back to the cold white bosom of her people, as 
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Gracie put it, therein to bleach even whiter in peace. There were some who hinted she 
hadn’t really ‘gone’ anywhere. Who relished delicious gossip of foul play. 

Benny turned to follow Precious up the stairs when he remembered the birthday card. He 
crossed the room with a “voila” gesture and handed it to Gracie, still in its little white bag 
from Burgertown Drugs and she opened the bag and pulled something out of it with a 
frown. Benny said, “Happy Birthday, Auntie Gracie.” 

She seemed to him to be doing a perfect imitation of an unflappable senior nurse in a 
psych ward. She handed the card right back to him without comment. The worst thing 
about being so pale, for Benny (despite his fanatical efforts at tanning; he’d already had a 
patch of skin on his right shoulder removed by a dermatologist as a precaution), was the 
blushing. He felt the heat rise in his cheeks and then double in depth as the shame from 
the blushing itself kicked in. He glanced at the card as his Aunt handed it back to him… 
the card with its picture of a cherubic white baby on it… and he gestured with it that 
Gracie should look again in the Burgertown Drugs bag. 

“It’s the other card, Auntie Gracie. The birthday card.” 

Auntie Gracie aimed the remote at the TV and upped the volume and said, “Lord knows 
why you are under the peculiar impression that today is my birthday, Benjamin, but I’m 
sure there’s a reasonable explanation. Now why don’t you just get up those stairs so you 
can rut with the whore of Babylon while I watch my television program in peace.” 

Mike McGarvey said “Saltwater fly rods are normally fitted with heavy-duty, corrosion-
resistant fittings and reel seats equipped with fighting butts.” 

The bedroom that Precious and Benny were staying in was on the third floor and had its 
own adjoining bathroom. The bathroom had a skylight. Benny bathed while watching the 
stars through the skylight which was opened wide enough to gaze through by a pull-chain 
on a pulley over the toilet. Precious sat cross-legged and naked on the bed, singing softly, 
post-coitally, while sewing the holes in several pairs of Benny’s socks. He reclined in the 
tub, lights off, with starlight and the bright clank of the trolley lowered in through the 
open square in the ceiling. The stars were always there for Benny… the stars never let 
him down. Up there, he mused. Way up there. Beyond the indignities of money and skin 
color. Beyond the ancient dilemma of flesh. 
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2. The Early Days of Television (Part One) 
The first time Benny saw her was in the produce aisle of the Decatur Blvd Von’s in 
Vegas and the first thing he said to her was “You look like you come from the stars, 
sister.” A meteorite-black Nefertiti in white. 

Who, me? she pantomimed. 

Wearing a flowing white caftan and a miter-like head-wrap, also white, and affecting a 
bewildered foreign air, she smiled her dimpled, dazzling smile and considered both the 
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intent and merit of Benny’s effort. Bemused, and finished with her own “shopping”, she 
followed him up and down several aisles as he tossed various processed, animal fat, 
refined white sugar and bleached flour products into his cart and pushed it towards the 
check-out line, trying his blarney on her. 

Benny was clean-shaven at the time and dressed in the hip square look of a man trying to 
break into the upper reaches of the hip square world of writing for Television: the Timex, 
the turtle neck, the khakis, the loafers. She mistook him for a swarthy honky talking black 
but let him rap on for the reasons that he was tall and handsome and would provide an 
excellent cover as she exited the Von’s with thirty pounds of shoplifted produce 
concealed upon her person, pressed tight upon her naked flesh. The cashier, a bleach-
blonde leather-tanned cracker, fingernails chipped and bitten to the pork-pink quick, gave 
Benny a look of uncomplicated racial disgust as he paid for his purchases with that 
Negress in tow, signing a cheque that required three pieces of picture ID before she, the 
lipless cashier, would accept it. The striking black lady took Benny by the arm as they 
promenaded with some pomp through the double-electric-door airlock of the 
supermarket. 

Beyond the protection of the arctic bubble of the supermarket’s air conditioning and prior 
to the bubble of Benny’s ’68 Mercury Cougar, the asphalt on which the car was parked 
pushed back at the sky with its black, impacted heat. It felt like walking behind a pre-
takeoff F-15 as Benny slipped his Foster Grants on, a climatic extreme his East Coast 
blood never got used to. He popped the lid on his trunk and offered her a ride. She bent 
over to climb in and he noticed her belly, her hips and thighs were bulging and jutting 
and lumping out at various stresspoints along the seams of the caftan, and perhaps white 
wasn’t the most fortuitous color for her to have wrapped such a voluminous body in. 

He stole boyishly furtive glances as he steered the Cougar, talking his head off. He was 
talking his head off in hopes that the right sequence of words might click and open the 
lock (if lock there was) on the young lady’s alpha and omega, which he intuited would be 
as restorative to his sexual powers as a dip in a rain barrel at Lourdes. Six months on 
MetraCal or some other modern dietary supplement and she’d be just about perfect. 

Just as the brothers were dreaming of “dating” those incandescent peppermint blondes 
one saw on billboards all over the country hawking Virginia Slims and Miss Clairol: Only 
Her Hairdresser Knows For Sure, the preppy masterminds responsible for those very 
billboards were in turn lusting horribly after the brothers’ sisters, and Benny, perhaps, 
would have been shocked to be informed that in lusting after this black beauty his sexual 
proclivities were closer to a white man’s than to a brother’s that year. 

“The thing to remember about the industry,” he heard himself saying, “it’s a medium in 
its infancy. It’s still what you call protean… everything’s up for grabs, you see what I’m 
saying? What you want is to be in on the ground level at the next paradigm shift and how 
do you achieve that? You just need that one solid hit… a bona fide hit that seems to 
contradict everything that came before it. See, I plan on having that hit, sister. I bank on 
it.” 
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If there was one thing in 1972 that she was sick of, it was white men calling her ‘sister’. 
Especially a white man trying to talk black. Still, he was cute. 

“Take something like The Name of the Game. It’s the kind of television that successful 
people between the ages of 27 and 33 stay home to watch… they’ll turn down a cocktail 
party or a night out at the movies to watch this show and yet it defies all conventional 
wisdom. Each episode is 90 minutes long… 90 minutes! It’s really three shows, with 
three leads, wrapped into one. The leads rotate. Each episode is like a feature-length film, 
if you can ignore the commercials… a feature-length film for free. That’s what television 
means…that’s the meaning of television. The destiny of television. Never having to leave 
your own home for entertainment! One day, sister, there won’t be any commercials, 
either. What you’ll have then is an uninterrupted experience of your favorite shows, and, 
believe me, by then, everything on the tube will be your favorite. You’ll never want to 
leave that spot in front of the picture tube. You’ll never need to.” 

“They’re working on that already. As things are now, what you’re seeing, listen, an 
advertiser pays a very large fee for the right to interrupt the show to talk a little about his 
product. A little song and dance about ketchup. They call it a break like it’s some kind of 
relief but the fact is it’s an interruption. But what if they could work the product into the 
show? You could charge the advertiser more for that because the product could end up 
with longer screen time but, see, there’d be no interruption. Okay, between shows you’d 
need a pause so people could… you know. So they could go to the, uh… to the 
bathroom…” Benny blushed. 

“Anyway, I’m just talking now. I know I talk too much. What about you? Where are you 
from? Some exotic location. Let me guess. Port Au Prince? Cairo? Madagascar?” 

Precious lifted her chin and shut him up with her Nefertiti profile. How should she play 
this? Would he be disappointed to learn that she wasn’t a foreigner? That she was born in 
North Carolina? 

“I hope you don’t think there’s anything wrong,” she said, with exactly the kind of voice 
a Siamese cat would if one knew a human worth speaking to, “with a girl just being a 
common-ass Negro.” 

“Common-ass you are not, sister,” said Benny. 

“Maybe you don’t know enough Negroes.” 

“Maybe you don’t know enough light-skinned brothers passing for white.” 

“Well I’ll be damned,” she said. “Why didn’t you say so?” She reached down the front of 
her dress and extracted a mango. “You hungry?” 

Benny said he was starving. 



the_augustine_authority@yahoo.com 

 15 

*** 

His immediate higher-up at The Studio went by the name of Gray, or Grayson, Parker, an 
affected anti-affectation meant to call attention to the fact that he was calling attention 
away from the fact that his actual name was much longer and stamped with pedigrees as 
old as the thirteen original Colonies. Parker was standing half-crouched on his desk, back 
to Benny, facing the enormous sixth floor picture window that guests in the chair in front 
of his desk usually faced (stunned by the view of The Strip which filled it precisely for 
that purpose, dormant and raw as the bottom of the Dead Sea, during working hours, and 
spectacular as a Con Edison-powered vision of a Kansan’s idea of a first class purgatory, 
at night). 

It was late-lunch time on a Thursday afternoon and The Studio was meticulously emptied 
of higher-ups, most of them over at Sarno’s Circus Circus sucking radium-colored 
Margaritas through glass straws at the white-leather bar where Sean Connery had only 
months-prior filmed a scene for Diamonds Are Forever. Circus Circus wasn’t visible 
from Parker’s office but the north face, upper level, corner suite of the Satellite Motor 
Lodge was. Parker reached back without looking, and said, with a surgeon’s urgency, 
“Bushnells.” As Parker handed Benny the old Steiner spy glass in exchange, he took the 
Bushnells, adjusted them, and emitted an admiring groan that could easily have been 
taken for a song of pain. 

“Son of a bitch,” he grinned. 

An hour later they were waiting for seafood platters over bottomless glasses of so-so 
wine at the street-level bar of the relatively-rundown Stardust. As everyone who actually 
knew Vegas knew, each of the major casino/hotels was calibrated to appeal to visitors 
from a specific region of the greater Midwest, with The Sands aimed at Kansas, The 
Tropicana keyed to Oklahoma, and The Frontier designed specifically to rope in tourists 
from North and South Dakota, and so on. Or something like that. Benny could never 
remember the exact formula. Elements of the Stardust felt like an homage towards the 
blue-collar, redlight ambiance of near-Northside Chicago; the shocking abundance of 
colored waitresses (two) couldn’t have been a coincidence. The fact that Parker preferred 
the Stardust over the garishly swanky Circus Circus couldn’t have been a coincidence, 
either. As the waitress, a Benin bronze in a polyester wig, marched towards the kitchen, 
her red satin hotpants sucked so hard on Parker’s eyes that his optic nerves twanged like a 
banjo. 

Parker had a habit, especially when he was feeling rose-lit by the grape-light, of calling 
Benny Pierre, due to Benny’s French-sounding surname, probably, and the only thing 
that kept Benny from taking umbrage at this was his knowing that Parker didn’t know he 
was a Negro. It was okay, in other words, because he was being denigrated as a man but 
not as a human. Most Negroes would never know how good that could feel, or even that 
an inexplicable appetite for such abuse (first to receive it, later to dole it out) was the key 
to success in business. 
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“Looks are everything, Pierre,” said Parker, checking the time, “…why do you suppose 
my watch is worth more than your monthly salary and yet yours costs less than this 
lunch? Does one keep better time than the other? I think not. Look,” he mimed drawing a 
diagram on the bar with his finger, “there’s an atomic clock with an IBM brain buried a 
mile under a mountain in Colorado in a top-secret room that cost the tax payers eighty 
five million dollars to build and a million a year to maintain… ” He raked his fingers 
through a haircut the color and texture of doll hair. He had a phenomenally small face. He 
looked bewildered, briefly, and started again. 

“Pierre, I know you appreciate frankness. So I’m going to be frank. Why do you think the 
old guy hired you, despite your somewhat, shall we say, skimpy qualifications? Two 
years of art school on the G.I. Bill? Six months in the mail room of an AM radio station 
in Philly? Good grades in High School? I think not. We took you on because you look the 
part. The sideburns, the cheekbones, the suede jacket and turtleneck sweater. You beat 
out a guy who graduated near the top of his class from Harvard.” 

It hit Benny that he was either about to be promoted to junior executive or fired with less 
ceremony than Parker had ordered their drinks with and his posture changed accordingly. 
With almost imperceptible stealth, he shifted back up off his elbows. He tasted a deep 
swallow of the bar’s stale layer-cake of old smoke and gambler’s fearsweat and became 
lucid as hell, clear as a tall glass of lunar vacuum, ready for whatever Parker was about to 
throw at him. His mouth was as dry as all that encroaching desert out there, only a three 
minute walk in any direction from any point on The Strip, tumbleweeds blowing down 
Sahara Avenue. He was ready for death. 

Hamilton Gold entered the bar with an exaggerated tip-toe pantomime made all the more 
would-be comical by his briefcase, sneaking up on Parker with a wink at Benny, who was 
far from in the mood to play along. Gold loomed behind Parker for what felt like a solid 
minute, obviously stuck on what to do next, unable to think of anything hysterically 
funny. He took a seat at the bar and nodded defeated hellos. He caught the waitress’s eye 
and asked Parker, 

“Have you, uh…?” 

“Not yet. I was just getting to it.” 

Gold turned to Benny and, making that face he made when he meant to make it clear that 
the face he was making meant he wasn’t beating around the bush, said, “We were 
interested in knowing whether you know any Negroes.” 

“He means qualified.” 

“Obviously.” 

Parker leaned forward for emphasis. “We thought you might know, or might know 
someone who knows someone who is or knows…” 
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“See, you’re a bit younger than we are, LaFontaine, despite our official ages… ” Gold 
winked and turned to the waitress to order whatever the other two were having, then 
joked, as she sashayed towards a table of leisured-suited Missourians who were waving 
hundred dollar bills to get her attention, with a jerk of his big chin at her back,“Hey, I 
know, maybe we should ask… ?” 

Parker made his in-point-of-fact-we’re-being-quite-serious-despite-Gold’s-tiresome-japes 
face and said, “Pierre, ever hear of a colored guy with the unforgettable name of 
Thaddeus Mumford?” When Benny shook his head, reaching for the steaming plate a 
Malaysian busboy was lifting shakily over Parker’s shoulder, Gold said, 

“Talented kid… sings, acts, writes… I even hear he can direct. Clean-cut, well-spoken, 
sweet as a hundred eighty pound Hershey Bar…” 

“Million-watt smile… sexy as hell… ” 

“Not mad at anyone…” 

“We want a Negro like that, Pierre, and we figure you can help us find one. Can’t you go 
to one of those parties we hear you go to… ?” 

“There must be a couple of colored college types… ” 

“Or Jewish girls who… no offense, Gold… they usually…” 

Gold watched Parker pop a fried scallop in his mouth with a well-fed dog’s bored envy 
and said, in a neutral tone, “None taken, Gray. Maybe we should tell LaFontaine… ” 

“Why we’re in desperate need of a Negro?” Parker frowned at Benny, chewing. “Think 
he can be trusted?” 

“I think so. He’s one of us now, Gray,” said Gold, though his eyes darted to Parker to 
check for any notable reaction to the word us. “I think LaFontaine,” he toyed with the 
sound of the word, “needs to be aware of the gravity of the situation.” 

Parker fixed Benny with a blinkless this-goes-no-further-than-this-conversation stare and 
said, “Remember that guy I was telling you about, before, the way-better-qualified guy 
you cheated out of a job…? The Harvard grad? Well,” Parker smiled pleasurelessly and 
Gold smiled back, “word has it his lawyers are about to hit us with a multi-million dollar 
lawsuit… discrimination… ” 

“And it looks like they’ve got a pretty tight case.” 

“We need your help.” 
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Benny drove directly home after the meeting, steering as straight as he could, though it 
felt like the Cougar, or the road, or the earth itself, was zig-zagging. Not just right and 
left but up and down and back and forth, too. And he tried his best to ignore the 
roadrunner, which resembled so much the famous cartoon…the long-necked bird pacing 
the car for a mile in a cloud of dust before loping off on a side-road towards North Las 
Vegas… he tried to ignore the tumbleweeds blowing into traffic in the middle of the city 
or the redneck sheriff’s deputy that zoomed past doing ninety wearing aviator sunglasses 
on the Tonopah Highway… or the billboard out there advertising The Chicken Ranch 
which featured a blonde, a brunette, a redhead like an Attack of the 50 Foot Whores and 
everything else conspiring at that moment to make him scream what the fuck am I doing 
here? 

He spoke to himself, he spoke aloud, he declared in a firm, clear voice that he should go 
grocery shopping to secure provisions for the long weekend he predicted would see him 
reverting to the bunker mentality he’d perfected at his all-white Art School alma mater, 
where he flirted with and then fucked his first white women, experiences he only found 
exciting because they could get him killed, theoretically, though only if he confessed he 
wasn’t white. But still. He decided he needed a shower to clear his head before going 
grocery shopping. On top of everything else, he was very tired. 

When he parked the Cougar he sat in it for a while and almost nodded off listening to the 
very weak signal of an AM radio station from L.A. playing rhythm and blues records 
from his adolescence… what they called jump blues back then…ladies and gentlemen 
Mr. Wynonie Harris… those old shellac 78s so heavy you could break windows with 
them… he would’ve preferred jazz for his mood but only one station featured one weekly 
show with jazz of any value and that was late in the evening on Saturdays… until he 
noticed there was mail waiting in the bank of aluminum boxes under the stairs curving up 
to his second-level apartment. A Stargazer’s Monthly magazine and other items visible 
through the slot. He got out of the car and fetched the mail, his mind still zonked on 
various Alexander-Dumas-grade ironies as he gripped the hot handrail and laid a tasseled 
loafer on each consecutive concrete step as the almost patronizingly helpful geometry of 
the spiral led him to his unlocked door. 

He kicked off his loafers and treated his delicate feet to the carpet. He gazed upon the 
totem of his alphabetized collection of jazz LPs, seven thousand records in row upon row 
on shelf upon shelf along the wall leading out of the living room emitting the delicious 
perfume of time and cardboard. On the top shelf, beside the book-ended collection of 
miscellaneous 45s, was the painted wood and wire scale-model of the solar system that 
used to sit on his father’s desk, the only thing he got (by stealing it) when the old man 
migrated to the afterlife. 

In the bundle of mail was a letter from a person with a name he suddenly remembered 
he’d forgotten years ago, a buddy from art school, Ricky Lang, a white boy with a 
Quaker background who’d been more or less indifferent towards Benny until discovering 
Benny was a Negro, which had seemed to make all the difference. This was before Benny 
had learned to dissemble on the topic. Parting the curtain of glass beads and standing in 
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the arched passage between his modern white kitchen and the earthtone living room, 
Benny opened the letter first, before the bills, or even the latest issue of Stargazer, 
featuring a ten-page cover story on black holes, with its lurid artist’s renderings of stars 
being eaten alive, stars and their screams of light, destruction on a scale that made the 
continent-clearing whims of the Old Testament’s Jehovah seem childishly cute and 
extremely local. Clearly, Jehovah Himself answered to an even supremer being, and 
whatever It was, It was not to be fucked with. 

Friend Benny, 

I hope this finds you in good health and cheerful as ever. 

Tomorrow, I start that weird occasional job again that I couldn’t expect you to know 
about, since we haven’t kept in contact much since our time together at the Franklin 
Academy, where we both planned to be world-famous artists. I was going to be Matisse 
and you were going to be Picasso, if I recall it right (wink).  

Well, for a year now my job is standing naked before the art students. I swear, there are 
probably 300 drawings of me in student’s portfolios, trying to get them into the best 
colleges. Skinny guy, small dick, pot belly, gawky neck, womanly breasts, pointy nose. 
You can imagine. It’s at least SOME money (6 dollars per hour unless they’ve upped it 
again) and I just can’t say no, since I know that no one else in this whole fucking town of 
3500 people wants to (or in some cases, would be allowed to) stand naked before our 
children. Did I tell you already that I moved upstate after my divorce? Anyway, I’m up in 
the sticks now. 

It’s a funny fantasy. Do you ever have dreams that you show up in highschool and you’re 
partly or completely naked? Many people do have that dream. I do sometimes — and I’m 
the guy who’s actually doing it for real. I stand there in some pose and I think, hey, I 
really AM NAKED in front of the eyes of these people. I see these teenagers on the street 
and say Hi, and I think, wow, that person usually sees me naked. 

But I think my more frequent dream is that I’m walking on the street at night, naked. I 
dreamed that the other night, and it was so real, I was thinking to myself in the dream, 
yes, I do this often actually, and no, it’s not a dream. After I woke up, I actually scanned 
my memory to clarify for myself whether I actually do go walking naked at night or not … 
and I don’t … but I have this nagging almost-memory, like yes, it does seem familiar. 

I guess I should go do something productive now. Or just curl up. 

Keep in touch, 

Your old friend,  

Henri Matisse 
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Benny lifted the wall-mounted white Trimline receiver from the kitchen wall and dialed 
Sheila Silver’s number, auditioning a variety of salutations (so wide in range that he 
realized he hadn’t a clue as to the proper general tone to adopt with her, and this after 
nearly screwing, and then eating, her twice) before she answered. When she finally 
fumbled the phone and drawled a very weak Yes?, sounding something like someone 
wearing a blindfold in bed in a dark room in the middle of the afternoon you’ve only 
managed to rouse at all because she just took the sleeping pill; sounding, in fact, exactly 
like that; Benny hung up. Sheila was a depressive jazz-head with big tits who often slept 
in the middle of the afternoon. There was just no way Benny was seriously going to ask 
Sheila Silver if she knew of any parties this weekend at which there might be college-
educated Negroes present, though he knew that there was no logical reason for him not 
to. Which is why he rang Sheila Silver’s number again, immediately after hanging up, 
rolling his eyes at his own squeamishness, his own lack of business acumen, before 
hanging up again the moment she answered again (this time a lot less drowsy, annoyed, 
even) while Benny mused on how telephones were less useful for talking than for not 
talking. What middle-late 20th century man accomplished by slamming a phone in its 
cradle could only have been achieved as thoroughly, in the time of Louis XVl, with a 
guillotine. And that was progress.  
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3. The Early Days of Television (Part Two) 
When he pulled up into the lot in front of the Von’s on Decatur Blvd he expected to come 
walking out of the store again, in under fifteen minutes, with nothing more earthshaking 
than cinnamon buns. Certainly not a Nubian Queen. He patrolled the numbingly long and 
relatively empty-of-shoppers aisles, aisles gently Muzaked (Yesterday, Cherish, Ramblin’ 
Rose, Moon River) yet astringent in their chill. Something about the modern supermarket 
epitomized, for Benny, when Benny was in a certain mood, neither quite despondent nor 
truly mellow, the European mind. The orderly-yet-somehow-borderline-psychotic nature 
of these cold white right-angled corridors. The soul’s abattoir. How many more 
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thousands of years, if left on their own, would Africans have needed before they came up 
with a Vons Supermarket? And to what end, if then? The thought was more a twinge of 
disquiet than the rudiments of a manifesto at that point in Benny’s life. It passed, he 
pushed, and the visible spectrum of Smucker’s preserves rolled by. 

There was still water in his ears, his left ear, from the shower. In his right ear was Moon 
River but in his left ear he could hear his breathing, his heartbeat, regular intervals of 
swallowing, the weight of his bones as he walked. His inner auteur imagined a voice-over 
on top of the left channel of his bodily sound effects saying blank-eyed he gazed upon the 
bounty of civilization. He searched but he did not find. He cruised the produce 
department and the meat department and glimpsed a marbled flank of beef swinging on 
its cold steel hook. He glimpsed the bloody mass through a round window in the stainless 
steel door behind the man in the white smock arranging neat little packages of ground 
cow on the astroturfed bottom of the frosted display case and he thought of Ricky Lang, 
naked in front of those art students. He saw Ricky on a serving platter carved into fatty 
pink flaps and slathered with his own blood’s gravy because he was old and would never 
be famous and he needed the pocket money. He saw Ricky’s bodiless head dictating a 
letter making light of the situation. Dear Friends, the letter would start, I hope you all 
had a wonderful Thanksgiving… 

-I must find a qualified Negro, whispered Benny, as he rounded the corner of the 
carbonated beverages aisle. 

A qualified Negro. Wouldn’t that be a home run? He’d be promoted. He’d be invited for 
golf and cocktails with the Hamilton Golds in Palm Desert and flirt with Gold’s pretty 
Argentine Jew of a wife named Isolde and chuckle with Gold to country club bossa nova 
about Parker behind Parker’s back, an activity Parker himself subtly encouraged, since to 
be mocked enviously is to be powerful. Later, a purely mechanical affair with Gold’s 
wife as an unspoken favor to Gold so Gold could take his stupendous-looking 
quadrilingual Japanese secretary on ski trips without feeling guilty. One of the boys. Gold 
had said He’s one of us, now, Gray, but what he’d meant by that was that Benny could be 
if he passed this test. 

Even if having a qualified Negro on the team couldn’t save The Studio from losing the 
lawsuit, everyone would know that Benny had delivered, under fire, on D-Day. They’d 
know he’d tried. The only gesture more effective than being seen to try would be going to 
jail on the company’s behalf on charges of discrimination himself. A possibility he 
wouldn’t rule out. 

When he circled back around through Produce he saw her. And what was his first 
thought. Before even that romantic jolt her beauty chased through him like nausea. His 
very first thought, about which he was immediately ashamed, while Moon River swooned 
through the air on strings, as she turned to him as he rolled his cart past and she gave him 
that dimpled smile and time seemed to speed up and slow down simultaneously (even as 
it was happening, he seemed to be looking back on it, going over it as a series of stills 
and scribbled memos approximating the initial sensations): 
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I’ll bet she knows a qualified Negro.  

It’s clear that all straight men want to fuck all women all the time (though not necessarily 
twice); that’s a given; but what happens in the mind of a man the first time he sees the 
woman he was more or less made to love? In Benny’s case, shame and self-pity both 
preceded a wave of the above-mentioned quasi-nausea, reddening his face, clearing the 
field for awe. He didn’t notice her slightly puffy eyelid. The still (slightly) discolored 
cheek. 

“You look like you come from the stars, sister.” 

Hers was the face of the First Woman, though Benny didn’t flatter himself that he was 
Adam. He wasn’t even Cain. But he knew he was fated to be her man. He knew he was 
her qualified Negro. 

His penis knew it, too. He was astonished to feel it stirring in its cotton shroud, inflating 
from the tip down, already harder than any number of Sheila Silvers had managed to get 
it after hours (or so it always felt) of digital, then oral, than oral-digital, then verbal, then 
verbal-digital-oral-digital attention. He’d once had a worldly Sally Kellerman lookalike 
shove two fingers up his anus as what in some cases was probably The Secret Weapon 
but which only achieved, for Benny, the added complaint that he couldn’t masturbate (or 
defecate normally) for a week afterward. No: a peace sign up his ass was not the solution. 

The solution was seated in the passenger seat of his Cougar, offering him a mango. 

The Compound was out, way out, on the Tonopah Highway, beyond a cluster of mirage-
like apartment complexes so new there were no flags on the flag poles yet, and many of 
the factory-fresh aluminum-frame windows were still wrapped in billowing plastic. The 
Compound was beyond, even, the skeletal shopping center (a concrete house of cards) 
that was going up in response to the sudden apartment complexes. Past all that, east on 
Mercury Road, which stretched straight back to the Sunrise Mountains, a black seam of 
fresh tarmac in the brushed suede of the desert, a zipper straight back to the huge rock 
bosom the sun rose over at the end of every working day. 

Eating the proffered mango, Benny realized how hungry he’d been, back-handing his 
sticky chin and grinning at her. Benny’s groceries, including a pint of Neapolitan ice 
cream he’d forgotten about, were in a slumped sack on the back seat, but she extracted 
hers from the opening in the front of her caftan. She handed him a peach salted with the 
healthy odor of her perspiration and he did not hesitate to eat it. In fact he relished the 
sensation. How could Benny not be intrigued when he’d asked his new lady friend 
exactly where to drop her off and she’d answered, in the most matter-of-fact tone, or even 
perhaps with a tincture of affected modesty, as in -it’s really not a big deal, but- 

“The Compound.” 

“Excuse me, sister. The what?” 
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“The Compound.” 

“The Compound?” 

“You haven’t heard of The Compound? Don’t you watch the Evening News?” 

But Benny hadn’t come to Vegas yet when all that happened. The fifteen-hour standoff 
with the Clark County Sheriff’s department and so on. Two long low stucco structures 
appeared on either side of a fifteen foot sun-blasted camper on a gravel lot protected by a 
hurricane fence, the gravel decorated in three of the four corners of the fence by dead 
brown Yucca trees. Benny expected snarling dogs to crawl out of camouflaged pits in the 
gravel but none were forthcoming. Where were the cable-armed brothers with their 
muscle t-shirts, lopsided Afros and Kalashnikovs? 

“Is that it? What is it? It looks like a motel with a hurricane fence around it.” 

“It was a motel. Once upon a time. Now it’s a deconsecrated Satellite Motor Lodge.” 

He was taken aback at the unexpected glimpse of an unexpected vocabulary. 

“Park across the street and leave the motor running,” she said. “I’ll be back soon.” She 
pulled on the door lock and added, “But if I don’t come out in fifteen minutes, just go. Do 
not step inside that fence and try to get me, okay? You understand? Just go.” 

Benny understood, though it pained him to agree to it. He executed a tight u-turn and 
gunned the engine and put the car in park. She said, “Say yes, My African Queen, I 
understand.” 

“Yes, My African Queen, I understand.” 

She pecked his cheek and hopped out of the car and hurried across the road and let 
herself in through a silently swinging gate. She disappeared around back of one of the 
long low stucco structures. After waiting a few minutes he shut off the engine. He paged 
through the new issue of Stargazer, humming along with some oldies, reading about 
black holes, the trendiest topic in space. 

One esteemed astrophysicist (dressed like a tennis instructor in the little photo beside his 
contribution) propounded the theory that nothing exists yet, and that Time as we 
experience it is a futuristic effect obtaining in the million billion trillionth of a second 
elapsing as the Super Black Hole of Reality (smaller than a neutron; comprised of the 
total mass of the Universe) collapses further before exploding to create Everything. And 
when Time finally does begin, it won’t be anything like what we think we’re 
experiencing in this infinitesimal moment. 

Another even more esteemed astrophysicist (goatee’d Viennese) claimed that everything 
that has ever happened will happen again, exactly as it has always happened, oscillating 
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like a perpetual motion machine between the perfectly balanced space/time forces of 
every perfectly-placed black hole in space. 

The only female astrophysicist pictured (suspiciously young; an amateur watercolorist 
with some talent) likened black holes to tumors…the cancers of space/time…and 
predicted an epoch in mankind’s distant future when we’ll be able to treat these monster 
malignancies like surgeons with precisely detonated, super-compact nuclear weapons, 
many times more powerful than our sun. 

Benny kept thinking: but how do they know all this? 

And The Voice said: Believing is Knowing. 

And Benny said: But what are we to believe, O Lord? 

And The Voice said nothing. Or “nothing”. Or nothing. Benny couldn’t be sure.  

When he awoke, the sky was being eaten by stars. 

The dome of the overhead swarmed and seethed and he saw, half-dreaming, vast shapes 
with perforated edges fluttering upon the desert, papering it over in black. The 
domesticated nightsky as seen from his patio was one thing but the cosmos as revealed 
from where he lay at that moment was of another order of magnitude entirely and he 
realized that for the first time ever he was gazing upon the irrefutable Truth, groggy as he 
was, head still wedged between the headrest and the door. His neck was stiff and from his 
wiped-dry mouth he knew he’d been snoring in the face of All That. 

Only the weakest light was visible from somewhere towards the back of The Compound, 
a gray blur like a stresspoint in black acetate, that and the green glimmer from the radio 
dial in his dashboard. And through the speaker-holes in the fiberboard shelf behind the 
back seat, what at first sounded like weak flies fucking under waxpaper revealed itself as 
a virtually inaudible version of Duke of Earl, Gene Chandler, 1957, and he knew without 
trying that his battery was too dead to turn the ignition and that he was stranded, twelve 
miles from home, like the fool he was, straining to hear the corpse of his battery 
channeling a heartbreaking Duke of Earl. Stranded across the street from The Compound 
late at night, hungry and cold. He’d rolled the window down and reclined in the bucket 
seat at dusk and that was all he remembered. He remembered being tired. He turned the 
radio off. 

He remembered dreaming. 

He’d dreamt he was married to that amazing black girl now curled up asleep in The 
Compound and that he’d traveled back East with her, incredibly, to introduce her to the 
family, but not his family, a dream family, with members he seemed to recognize within 
the dream with the accumulated confirmation of all of his childhood memories, and, yet, 
very strangely, the fading recollections of whom were alien to him less than two minutes 
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after waking. What master-forger lived in his head, capable of counterfeiting recognitions 
he would have bet his life (in the dream) were forty years in the making? 

Out of the Cougar, careful to ease the door shut, he went around to the back of the car, 
the wooden heels of his hundred dollar Joe Namath Dingo boots going clop clop clop, the 
irony of the ad copy for the boots coming to him like the stinging memory of a serious 
gambling loss: he knows when to wear them. And if the night had seemed unreal until 
that point it was real enough now as he was out in it, chilled by it, moving horizontally 
through a vertical vastness, a kind of elevator shaft, the walls of which receded as you 
approached them, the mockery it made of the infinitesimal scale of private thought and 
effort. He looked and found her reclining, over his shoulder, the constellation about ten 
feet above the horizon, the one he’d known and prayed to since childhood. Cassiopeia, 
with her incongruously-named constituent stars… Shedir, Caph, Ruchbah, Segin, Achird, 
Marfak. It had always bothered him that they were in her, part of her, these Arabs with 
their ugly names. 

He popped the trunk of the car and found an Aztec-patterned beach blanket from Tijuana, 
a beach-blanket he’d never used because the beach wasn’t part of his cultural inheritance, 
whatever he pretended, however fair-skinned or straight-haired he was, the blanket was 
still folded in eighths and packaged in its scuffed plastic. Around he went again through 
the driver’s-side window and leaned over to the sack of groceries in the back, the sack 
with its dark spots of melted and spoiling foods, and he extracted a box of frosted 
strawberry ToasTarts. He rolled up the window and locked all the doors and, thus 
equipped, and with the unpackaged Aztec-patterned beach blanket wrapped around his 
shoulders like a serape, he began the twelve mile walk up the road. 

He’d only been walking five minutes when nothing… his car, The Compound… was any 
longer visible behind him. He experienced the convincing illusion that he was walking 
towards it all rather than away from it. Or on a treadmill or in a hamster wheel. He 
realized that this was the point in the story during which the protagonist, of a certain age, 
at a certain point in his life, being by nature a seeker… has his Desert Epiphany. 

It’s always in the desert. Bushes don’t burn in the suburbs, or, if and when they do, the 
burning doesn’t mean anything more philosophical than having to replace insured 
topiary. The desert is where it all happens, as far as revelations go, and the Native 
Americans and the antediluvian Semites and the Aboriginal Australians all had plenty of 
desert to wander around in and there to unearth their shallowly-buried epiphanies, 
epiphanies like golden statues lodged in the sand and becoming the roots of their cultural 
wisdoms, cultural wisdoms they’ve since shared with a grateful, spiritually hungry world, 
the keys to the cosmos handed down to us in popular movies and songs and best-selling 
novels. He thought of Kahlil Gibran. And now it was his turn to have his spirituality 
improved by nothingness. Or nothingness. 

He followed the sound of his boot heels, swaddled in the Aztec-patterned beach blanket, 
with its very faint odor of petrol, and when not paying close attention he walked off the 
tarmac accidentally, twice, stumbling on scrabbly hard scallops of sand and the 



the_augustine_authority@yahoo.com 

 27 

occasional low prickle of tumbleweed, hurrying back to the reassuring surface of the 
road, a symbol of progress since before the Romans, probably. A symbol for everything, 
actually, when he thought of it. 

Further he walked, counting his boot clicks, tearing open the box of ToasTarts and into 
each of the three foil wrappers (each, in turn, containing two frosted strawberry 
ToasTarts) every quarter hour or so, suffused with an intensely private pleasure in the 
threatening face of the cold infinite as the plasticky dough of the mass-produced pastry 
accumulated between the rills of his gums and the inner pockets of his cheeks in a slow-
dissolving infusion of sugar-heavy cud. 

In the woolly blanket of the below-sea-level darkness he thought he glimpsed lumbering 
forms in his peripheral vision, the desert remembering its dinosaur dead. Brilliant as the 
sky was (like a vertiginous view of The Strip from a space ship) the light failed to trickle 
to anything lower than a hundred feet above the sand, half-illuminating the occasional bat 
or swallow or buzzard tumbling headlong overhead like ripples in spacetime and crying 
out. 

Benny pretended he was entering an African village on foot. Where the village is exactly 
doesn’t matter. A sentry at the village gate; a fearsome sentry brandishing a scimitar and 
a necklace of yellow molars, a sentry big as Roosevelt Grier; poses a riddle the correct 
answer to which will allow Benny entry to the village. A wrong answer, on the other 
hand, will see Benny’s head rolling around in the sand. The sentry speaks English with 
the camp elocution of a mad Shakespearean actor. 

“Interloper!” says the sentry. “I pose to Thee a riddle.” 

“I say I say I say,” says Benny, in this fantasy, imitating Alan Alda imitating Groucho 
Marx, chomping on a mimed cigar in a manic stoop, “Pose away, Mr. Bones!” 

“What creature is it,” booms the sentry, molar necklace chattering as he gestures 
violently to paint a picture of fable immemorial in the middle distance, “that travels on all 
fours in the morning, on two legs in the afternoon, and on three in the evening?” 

“That’s an easy one, chief,” says Benny. “The secret word,” he pronounces “word” as 
woid, “is lush. A lush crawls around on all fours with a hangover in the morning, staggers 
on two legs in search of his next drink after a business lunch in the afternoon, and totters 
on a three-legged barstool in the evening!” 

With a grunt of respect the sentry grants passage into the village, with its neat little roads 
and thatched huts, and, to make a long fantasy short, the king of the village, looking 
suspiciously like Benny’s father, wearing Benny’s father’s tuxedo jacket and Benny’s 
father top hat along with a grass skirt instead of his pants, presents Benny with a harem to 
service as part two of the trials he must endure before becoming the chief of the village 
(freeing the old man to enjoy his sunset years collecting stamps, and freshwater fishing). 
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The harem with which Benny is presented, he recognizes: every single girlfriend he ever 
had in grade school, starting with Beverly Huff, moon-faced, chubby and shiny brown. 
Beverly is five, smells like a pickle, and can punch harder than Benny, who is considered 
to be prettier than any of the girls in kindergarten. Beside Beverly is the girl Benny 
replaced her with, the same year, an older woman from second grade named Tamara, 
with root beer-colored eyes. 

Looking cosmi-comically displaced amongst the little schoolgirls is the woman to whom 
he’d actually lost his virginity in a very nearly meaningless act (though orchestrating it 
probably took some doing on her part) at the age of thirteen: Gracie Barnes. The 
proprietress of the corner store at which Benny did all his after-school shopping. Bosomy 
black Gracie with her feline eyeglasses and her helmet of conked gray hair and her 
impotent, cigar-chomping husband named… Jimmy. Benny went in that shop one day 
and Gracie put the OUT TO LUNCH sign up and locked the door and that’s all he 
remembers about it except the ecstasy of walking out again ten minutes later clutching a 
fat roll of free comic books. Plastic man was his favorite. 

Gracie, Beverly, Tamara, Verlene… Benny isn’t particularly enthralled until he gets to 
Karenna Beauchamp, sixteen years old in the tenth grade, held back a year due to being 
distracted from her school work by problems at home. Karenna’s mother was a paranoid 
schizophrenic, a very unusual complaint for a black woman to have in those days; so 
unusual, that the family tended to brag about it: she got her a white lady’s disease! My 
mama she got her a white lady disease, is how Karenna had broken the ice at a dance, in 
fact, as Benny remembers it. Maybe he’s making that up. Karenna is tall, slender, wide-
hipped but nearly titless, with the kind of face that would have been used to sell face 
cream if she hadn’t been so incredibly, deliciously, blasphemously black. He singles out 
Karenna Beauchamp and she steps out of her vaguely native-ish, sarong-or-sari-like, 
drapey kind of clothing and reclines on a soft soft pile of ostrich feathers, pipe-cleaner 
legs spread, her hairless wrinkled blue-black cunt (like an elephant’s eye, squinting at 
him, crying its tear of vaginal moisture) cocked at the perfect angle of reception. A lion 
roars. Monkeys gibber in the trees and the ceremonial drums commence throbbing as 
Benny kicks out of his safari trunks and the king stares with kingly dispassion. 

The problem Benny often has with his fantasies, especially the sexual ones, is their 
uncontrollability. At the very moment they become most persuasive, they tend to get 
away from him (stuck in a meeting, late for lunch, stomach growling for mercy while 
Gold or Parker drone on, for example, he’ll visualize a perfect plate of spaghetti, only to 
see a turd plop on it). Karenna Beauchamp is on that pile of ostrich feathers with her 
blank expression and her legs spread and her pussy ready to receive and all the other little 
black girls from Benny’s romantic history plus Gracie Barnes in a circle around the altar, 
chattering with school-girlish excitement like at the Saturday Matinee and Benny ready to 
mount when who should push through the crowd in a fury but his most painful memory, 
his half-sister Jolene, the illegitimate product of his father’s most famous affair? 

Exactly (to the day) Benny’s age, Jolene was his eerie black twin, his dark mirror, the 
sister he didn’t even know existed until his father unwisely orchestrated a meeting on the 
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occasion of the annual barbecue of the Greater Masonic Negro Tradesmen Association of 
West Philly, 1947, taking Benny aside with, “Son, you’re seventeen now, which is a man 
by any means of reckoning, and it’s time for you to know the things a man knows about 
the things a man will do, the things of the world beyond arithmetic or spelling or the 
pretty Bible tales your mother fills your head with.” 

The whole terrible business. A very very painful thing. Benny hadn’t thought about it or 
Jolene for years and now she was filling him with her hot prickles of shame, grief, regret. 
The look on Benny’s father’s face when he found out, clutching that letter and shrieking 
at Benny from the other side of the kitchen although his face seemed just an inch away, 
filling Benny’s vision, the spit on his lips and the hate in his eyes and the look on 
everyone else’s face at the breakfast table, the detail of every expression Benny managed 
to absorb without taking his own eyes off of his father’s Old Testament Jehovah mask as 
he cast Benny out of the bosom of the family. Benny’s wailing, red-faced, innocently 
terrified mother and sisters… the toast burning… the Korean war… art school on the GI 
bill… 

He stood cactus-still with the last ToasTart in one hand and the serape clutched in the 
other. And his socks were soggy with blood because his boots had never walked more 
than thirty unpunctuated steps since he’d bought them and it is amazing how far you can 
walk on bloody feet… the body must secrete some kind of natural anesthetic. Until you 
stop. And try to start again. How could he do this? But he had to: he couldn’t sleep in the 
desert. But his right foot was unbearably swollen. However long it had taken Benny to 
walk away from his car, it took him three times longer to walk back again, gasping and 
cursing and hobbling in this unexpected Jesus pain. 

He cried out. 

The sleek dead car in its cold dark sleep. He’d bought it with his first big check from 
television. The Compound. The silently swinging gate gave way. The gravel crunched. 
Ominously, the door to the lobby was not locked. 

There was only just the floor lamp on, severely dimmed. He found himself standing in 
what had obviously been the ‘50s-style, modernist lobby of the front desk of the 
deconsecrated motel, listening to his own heavy breathing. Geometric patterns in 
aquatints and white all darkened by the dimness of that one sad floor lamp. 

Frankly he’d rather be in a meeting with Parker. 

There was no longer a front desk, but two dozen or so folding chairs, not in rows, but 
strewn in clusters across the carpet. The walls were darkly paneled and a patched screen 
for an 8mm movie projector…no wider than Benny’s outstretched arms… hung on the 
wall behind what had once been the spot upon which the front desk had rested. He could 
see that the pool-colored carpet with its geometric swirls was cleaner in that spot, a clean-
spot of bright blue shaped like a giant’s thumbnail and grooved by pressure points. There 
was the pebbled glass of the outer wall behind him and the dim floor lamp before him 
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and the outline of a man on the swinging door of the men’s room to the right of the 
phantom desk, half-illuminated by the light, and, further, a dark corner around which 
there’d be a hall or a storage room, probably. 

A very large man with bushy gray hair and a hooked nose slipped into the lobby from 
around that corner. The man’s skin was the color and texture of a football Benny had 
owned as a child. Benny was tall but the man was taller and two of Benny wide. He 
struck Benny as being merely the visible aspect of a much larger creature or force. He 
was definitely not the qualified Negro, though he was obviously capable of giving either 
Gog or Magog a run for the money in the Destroyer of Worlds category. The whites of 
the man’s eyes were dark and he was dressed in his bathrobe and his bedroom slippers 
and when he spoke there was an amplified, over-articulated quality to his voice; a 
pressure you’d need to blow out the glass walls of the lobby to release. He spoke with the 
majestic belligerence of a voice-over in a PSA about street crime. It was too dark outside 
for the way he spoke, which was fully awake. 

“What do you want here, white man?” 

Benny didn’t know what to say. 

“I repeat: what do you want here at three o’clock in the morning, whitey?” 

“I’m not white.” 

“Really.” 

“I’m Negro. I admit I don’t look it but I’m a Negro. Like you.” 

“Like me. Is that so?” The man laughed, but not too loudly. “What’s a Negro if a Negro’s 
not a thing that answers to the Negro description?” 

Benny touched his chest and said “In here,” although the look on the man’s face was 
powerful enough to give Benny doubts. 

“Really? Gosh, that’s good news, because in that case I’m T.S. Eliot,” said the man, who 
also touched his chest, “in here. You care for a spot of tea and some crumpets, whitey?” 

“My battery’s dead.” He looked at his boots, near to fainting. “My feet…” 

The man, hands on his hips, his chest exposed, eyebrows high, seemed ready to laugh 
again. His chest hairs were scant and curly white. “Your feet.” 

“I’m parked across the street.” 

“In front of my property.” 
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“Yes.” 

“Oh, just, you know, star gazing. Yeah?” 

Benny shook his head. 

“Butterfly hunting?” 

Benny lowered his head and shook it. 

“Okay. I see.” The big man nodded. “Keeping us under surveillance.” He smiled with 
unexpected warmth. “I’m still that important?” 

“No….” 

The smile faded. Or pretended to. A comedic possibility. Would have to be one dedicated 
undercover cop. 

“I mean,” added Benny, quickly, pointing towards the road again. “I gave your lady 
friend…” 

“Careful now.” 

“…I gave her a ride…” 

The man pulled a folding chair to his side and sat in it, arms folded over his chest, head 
cocked. He looked at Benny a good long time and it was clear to Benny that the man was 
deciding upon how much energy to expend on dealing with him. How much trouble to go 
to or get into. He leaned back in the chair, which whimpered under his weight, and he 
shifted his huge clasped hands to the belly of his bathrobe and yawned, turning it into 
language. 

“You agree I have a dilemma on my hands here?” 

“Only if you think I’ve come to… ” 

“Haven’t you?” 

Benny’s right foot was so swollen in his Dingoes that he imagined having to cut the boot 
off, peeling the leather away from the delicate white bones of his foot along with a 
sopping roll of flesh. 

“You’re from back East.” 

“Yes.” 
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“You talk like it.” 

Benny winced. He needed to get off of that foot. 

“A high yellow sort of fellow from… ” 

“Philly,” said Benny, after a groan. 

“Good old Philly,” said the man. “I killed a guy in Philly, once,” he added, “a yellow 
Nigger who looked too white for my tastes, I hope I haven’t upset you,” but he winked to 
show he was joking. He said he knew quite a few high yellow Negro girls from back East 
in Chicago because he used to have money and he used to be somewhat famous in what 
you would call a notorious way. He asked Benny if Benny had any sisters and Benny said 
yes, three, and the man stood and said maybe you’ll introduce me someday and gestured 
for Benny to follow him and Benny, in agony on his swollen foot, did so. 

*** 

Benny awoke, fully clothed and wearing his boots, under the crisp clean sheet of a motel 
bed, the hard dry sun of the deep desert parting the drawn curtains like a sword. Benny’s 
first thought was that there must be a woman in the bathroom, freshening up, but he heard 
no water running, no flushing or spritzing or fussing with a purse or car keys or spray-on 
deodorant. But why would he have been sleeping in a motel room alone? Why was there 
a framed portrait of JFK on the wall to his right, above the television? What year was it 
and why wasn’t he sure? Behind every “why” was another “why”, and any particular 
procession of whys he could think of telescoped backwards by only a dozen or so degrees 
before butting up against the creation of the universe. 

The throb in his right foot clarified and asserted itself as a terrible pain as he remembered 
where he was and how, to some extent, he’d come to be there. Still, his dreams lingered; 
the dream tastes and smells and emotions. Closing his eyes he saw, or felt, the fading 
trace of the people he’d known and loved in the other life he’d lived through the troubled 
hours of his recent unconsciousness, and losing them to daylight was like losing them to 
death. Or to life, maybe. 

When Benny opened his eyes again, the man was standing at the foot of the bed. He was 
wearing the overalls of an auto mechanic, with a wide-brimmed sun hat and a solemnly 
curious expression, smelling powerfully of hard physical labor. The door was open 
brightly behind his massive silhouette and the fading wash of an airforce jet’s passing 
gave a great depth to the afternoon. 

“What time is it, please?” asked Benny. 

“It’s quarter after five, white man. Would you care for some breakfast?” 

“A half a grapefruit would be nice.” 
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The man laughed. “Watching your weight, white man?” 

Benny smiled. “Why do you keep calling me white man?” 

“Well, for one thing, because your driver’s license says ‘Caucasian’ on it.” 

Benny could feel his wallet still bulging in his back right pocket, clearly one of the two 
main causes of his troubled sleep. Still, he panicked. “How do you know that?” 

The man laughed again. A surprisingly robust and good-natured laughter, for all its 
brevity. “Call it an educated guess. Why don’t you wash up while I prepare your 
grapefruit? You remember how? All the soap and water you’ll ever need is right in that 
little room. Some disposable razors and a can of shaving cream, too, if you’re feeling 
ambitious.” 

Benny waited a few extra minutes after the man’s exit into the cauterizing sunlight, then 
lifted the sheet and pulled off his serape and rolled out of bed, discovering that things 
were as bad as he had feared when he tried to put some weight on his right foot. With a 
jolting pain like shattering glass with a nervous system he hopped the distance to the 
toilet and landed against the sink, leaning heavily on it, afraid to look in the mirror. 
Afraid of the thing in it. 

He eased himself down on the toilet seat by clutching the shower curtain and spent a 
good long time contemplating his boots. They would have to come off, if only in order 
for him to undress fully so as to bathe, though of course the real issue was the confronting 
of the condition of his right foot, which no longer even felt like one, but was transmitting 
sensations that caused him to visualize a bloody fork of bone pronged out of his leg, 
jabbing into a raw chunk of meat with toes at the end of it. 

Seated on the toilet he was able to remove a drawer in the cabinet the sink was built into 
and laid it upon his lap, fingering through several little bottles of aspirin, loose papers, 
ballpoint pens, rolls of gauze, a tampon or two and a sewing kit. Out of the sewing kit he 
removed a small pair of scissors and with these scissors he cut the smooth-heeled soles 
off each boot, beginning with the left, a not entirely difficult job, being as each boot was 
tattered and stitch-blown and road-blasted with holes. The soles hit the clean tiles of the 
bathroom with an earthy density, along with the remaining bits of each boot, including 
curled tongues and bitty laces, and he thought of Napoleon’s army, or the German 
infantry stranded in Stalingrad, boiling their footwear for dinner. The debris plopped into 
a black pile and while his left foot was merely stained indigo from the old coloration of 
the lived-in boot, the right foot was a vivid thing of purple and yellow and orange and 
red, glowing in the half-dark of the bathroom. He wanted to faint but he didn’t. 

The over-shirts he unbuttoned and removed, one at a time, still seated, and then the t-
shirts came off, ripping as he tugged them, exposing his chest and belly to the tingle and 
itch of air. After this phase he rested, steadying himself, avoiding the tableaux (though 
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not the odor; impossible) of his neon foot, which dangled in a bulbous throb from the leg 
he’d crossed over the knee of the other. 

Reaching over he managed to stopper the tub and turn on the water. Watching water so 
pure it was nearly blue gush into the Platonic form of a clean white bathtub was so 
fascinating that the tub was nearly full before he snapped out of the reverie and twisted 
the tap off. Hoisting himself on the shower curtain he managed to get to an upright 
position again, all of his weight on his left foot. He dug his wallet out of the back pocket 
and placed it on the edge of the sink, and, after a strength-gathering pause, he ripped his 
unzipped pants from the crotch down, tearing the rotted cloth from his legs in four 
strokes, and he ripped off the shreds of his underwear, which were a complicated color, 
and he sat himself groaning on the edge of the bathtub before falling sideways into it, 
splashing the floor tiles. He screamed when the parched wound of his macerated foot hit 
the hot water. 

“You alright in there?” came the man’s deep voice. 

When he got no answer he stepped into the bathroom, switching on the lights, and found 
the white man breathing, but semi-conscious, or pretending to be, in the bathtub, the blind 
fish of his little white dick floating in the bushy red kelp of his public hair, the bathwater 
pink. The bathroom floor tiles were covered in a quarter inch of water and he was careful 
to avoid the puddled filth of the white man’s clothing, which would have to be disposed 
of if ever he could find a fire hot enough. There was a wallet on the edge of the sink and 
he looked through it, finding a typewritten letter folded into eighths, a ticket stub for dry 
cleaning, and a long-expired driver’s license that claimed that the white man was a 42-
year-old citizen of the state of New Jersey by the name of Ricky Lang. 

*** 

When the white man came to consciousness again, he’d been summoned by the not 
entirely unpleasant pain of having his right foot cleaned and bandaged. He lay naked on 
the motel room bed he’d spent the previous night and morning in, his long hair and beard 
still damp but drying rapidly in the zero-moisture Vegas heat. The large black man who 
was tending to his foot said, “Someone tried to get into my car last night. There were 
scratch marks on the door. Was that you?” 

“I’ve been sick for a while.” 

The black man nodded, seeming to accept this for an answer. But then he added, 

“I was about to throw away what was left of your pants when I found these.” He jingled a 
full set of house keys. “Why have you been living outside for so long? Where’s your 
home?” 

The white man looked genuinely puzzled, and not a little pained, by the question. The 
black man stood with a graceful weariness and gestured at the bandaged foot and said, “I 
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can’t guarantee you won’t get gangrene and die, but maybe this’ll help. Here’s a bathrobe 
you can wear. You can follow me if you’re hungry.” 

They hobbled outside, the one helping the other to walk. There was a café-style table 
under a sunshade umbrella on the gravel between the two long, low stucco buildings of 
the old motel. Some distance behind them was a Jetstream motor home of dented and 
polished aluminum, parked beside a flagless flag pole and looking like a gargantuan 
kitchen appliance of the 1950s, its side door open and the unarticulated murmur of news 
radio at a low volume leaking out. The sun was still hours from setting but depleted and 
forgiving and the wind finished drying the white man’s shoulder-length hair and chest-
length beard before he took his place at the table, lowered into the seat, wearing, with 
comical inadequacy, the very bathrobe he’d first seen the black man in. 

“Help yourself,” said the black man. He nodded at a serving plate of cold scrambled eggs, 
a cold plate of sausages and potatoes, a stack of cold pancakes and a pitcher of warm 
orange juice. 

The white man took a surprisingly petite forkful of the eggs and said, “I’m wondering 
what you might have found in my wallet.” 

“Wasn’t much to find.” 

“That’s what I’m thinking.” 

“Want it?” The black man held it up. 

“May I?” 

The white man reached and took the wallet and placed it on the table beside the plate he 
was eating from. Something was in the air. It was different between the two of them now. 
The confrontational energy of the evening prior had evaporated. The black man scratched 
his chin and said, “And it wasn’t you I’ve been getting all those letters from?” 

The white man, he shrugged and he chewed. 

The black man said, “I’m slowly coming to the conclusion that you are what you appear 
to be.” 

The white man asked, without looking up from his plate, “Which is?” 

“Somebody with an interesting story to tell.” 

There was a good long silence. The black man sneezed and the white man said god bless 
you. 

The white man looked up, finally, and said, “Why don’t you tell yours first?” 
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*** 

I was born in 1932 near Chicago. My father was a sanitation worker employed by the city 
of Chicago and we came, in my thirteenth year, to live in a little gray, clean, clapboard 
house in a colored neighborhood of Chicago called Golders Park. By Negro terms of 
reckoning we were suddenly middle class, because my father had a job with the city. His 
position wasn’t as prestigious as that of a Federal postal worker’s, but he wasn’t a 
dishwasher, or a hustler, either. I was the second of eight children, and all of my siblings 
(six sisters and a baby brother), as far as I know, are living. Thelma, Marva, Bernadette, 
Antonia, Edwina, Gloria and Benny Jr. 

I was an avid and talented student, twice promoted ahead of my classmates, so that I 
graduated from High School at the age of sixteen. Being younger than my classmates was 
never a social problem because I was always large, and, though I had no talent or interest 
in sports, I was built like a linebacker, so no one trifled with me. Being bigger than the 
bullies, I had that rare thing, a taunt-free experience of High School. I was never what 
you would call a handsome boy, but there were always girls around, whether or not you 
could call them attractive, and whether or not I ever did much with them. I made it 
through school with my virginity technically intact. 

The year I graduated from Golders Park High School was 1948, and back then there were 
no real scholarships established to help the poor to attend college. If there were, they 
were a well-kept secret. There were little funds and sponsorships from local church and 
business but I wasn’t offered any, probably because I didn’t look the part of a student 
with the potential of bringing glory to the colored race. With no other options, I entered 
the job market, taking on a string of odd jobs while nursing my ultimate dream of 
working at a library. The year I turned 19, my dream came true, incredibly, and I 
assumed a custodial position at a little library on Chicago’s near North Side, a working 
class neighborhood of immigrant Poles and scattered Irish, ignorant, superstitious 
newcomers to the American dream. From our house in Golders Park to my job every 
morning at the Joseph Pulaski Memorial Library was an hour’s bus ride, involving three 
connections, through many different ethnic enclaves of the city, and it was into that most 
hostile of all the enclaves that I stepped off of that last bus, early every morning, five 
days a week. I learned soon enough that the best way to deflect hostile, wary looks as I 
walked the three blocks from the bus stop to the library was to carry my mop bucket to 
work with me. 

The librarian was a woman named Bernadine Weaver. Caucasian, obviously. When I first 
met her, the day I applied for the position of janitor, she was 33 years old, single, a 
remarkably tall, but unremarkably handsome, bronze-blonde who always wore her very 
long hair in a burnished librarian’s bun. There’s something of the nun in a librarian: the 
chaste silence, the spinsterish dedication to an intellectual ideal of abstinence. The 
cloister-like smell of the stacks adds to the impression. She could as well have been 
wearing a wimple that day I first walked in, embarrassing us both with my height, which 
implied a pairing, for very tall women and very tall men can’t, in the end, avoid one 
another. I was dressed in my Sunday shoes, pressed dungarees and brand new flannel 
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shirt. In that look she gave me, the first time ever she looked, she seemed to recognize the 
introductory few moments of her oldest recurrent nightmare. She knew she was fated to 
lay that big blonde head on this strapping 19 year old Negro’s chest and I, of course, 
would be the one who paid the highest price for her doing it. But, before I go any further 
on the subject of Bernadine Weaver, another word or two about my own family. 

My father was a garbage man. But he was a good man. Raised in Oklahoma before it 
became the dust bowl of the Great Depression, he knew horses and cattle, and he longed 
to return to that life. He literally dreamed of the oatsy-sweet odor of cowshit, but it was 
the acid reek of the human variety he was forced to live with. People actually shit in their 
garbage in those days; he wouldn’t have recognized modern trash, with its cosmetic 
packagings and perfectly edible food, at all. When people threw something away back 
then, it really meant garbage, because any material that could be used for anything was 
hoarded like a treasure. If you’ve ever seen people come to blows over a heap of rotten 
vegetables (the first party claiming they were thrown away by accident, the second party 
claiming finder’s keepers, losers weepers), you’ll know what I mean. To be a garbage 
man for most of the years that my father plied his craft really meant something awful, 
collecting in places right there in the middle of Chicago where asphalt often gave way to 
dirt roads. It was an odious life for him, but he never once took it out on his family. He 
was a mild man, with a limited vocabulary, and a shiny black nose like a hound’s, who 
never resorted to talking with his hands. 

Once a month he’d take me, just me, the eldest, to ride horses for a whole day in fresh air 
along the trails on a horse ranch in rural Illinois, run by people he was friendly with. I’m 
assuming we rode those horses free of charge, because what could he have paid them 
with? What service could he have bartered for the privilege? A little garbage-collecting 
around the ranch? I couldn’t possibly recall the name of the place, or the names or 
technical classifications of the horses we rode, but I will never forget the stinging rich 
odor of the polished leather of the saddles. Yes, and the warm sexual charge I remember, 
bumping along on a pony behind my father on that caramel-colored mare with her 
haughty blonde tail swishing and her sweaty rump in a rhythm like any female’s under 
the burden of my father’s body. 

My father taught me all about horses; I’m sure he taught me plenty; but I lost that 
knowledge in prison. The theory of incarceration that’s most popular with modern jurists 
centers on re-education, more than punishment, but prison was always a school, and 
school is considered by many to be a punishment, while the terms of an institution’s 
educating are by no means under the control of the institution’s officials. Longterm 
incarceration replaces any knowledge you may have had, going in, with incarcerated 
knowledge, which is only ever useful within the walls of the institution of incarceration, 
or for going back to them, in a process you can almost feel while it’s happening. A 
student writing his dissertation for an advanced degree is as unfit, in his way, for society, 
as a man near the end of a fourteen year sentence for rape. 

I was a tenant of Joliet for one hundred and seventy months, commencing my stay on 
April 1, 1953 and walking back out again on June 6, 1967, with a neatly wrapped 
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package of my earthly possessions under one arm and all of my father’s lovingly 
imparted horse knowledge erased. The first act I committed as a free man was to catch a 
bus to the so-called scene of the crime, but I could have taken a limo. I wasn’t aware that 
I’d become a rich man while serving my fourteen years, and wasn’t to discover this fact 
until six months after walking out into the frightening daylight of the parking lot in front 
of the prison. 

I took a Greyhound bus back to Chicago, and, from State Street bustling with shoppers, 
took a bus which connected to a bus that let me out just three blocks away from my old 
place of employment, the Joseph Pulaski Memorial Library, where I’d worked as a 
janitor for three happy years of my life. I stood on the sidewalk near the flagpole in the 
summer sun and looked upon the building that had become more symbolic, in my mind, 
of my fourteen years in prison than the building I had actually spent all those years inside 
of. It was a windy day, and the chain on the aluminum flagpole was whipping the pole 
with the repetitive frenzy of an SOS, and the American flag I’d personally repaired rips in 
was snapping high overhead like a sail on a sleek yacht, my trouser legs rippling and my 
hat in danger of being blown clear off. I noticed there were flag-colored candy wrappers 
stuck here and there in the bushes that ran in a broken rectangle around the library as I 
walked up the stairs and entered the place with a hand on my gray hat and my heart 
pounding. 

In the bright gloom of library light I saw things pretty much as I had left them, despite the 
changes the country had gone through from 1953 to 1967. The high walls that were 
ringed low in a dark crowd by the stacks were still hung with dingy portraits of George 
Washington and Benjamin Franklin and Joseph Pulaski, and framed maps of America, 
the world and the solar system according to early 20th century science, with its eight 
planets. In the center of this main room was the abandoned island of the horseshoe-
shaped librarian’s station, and I took my place at a long table between the geography 
stacks from which I could watch things while remaining unobtrusive myself, hidden by a 
cart of jumbled atlases, my sweat-stained hat on the table in front of me. 

This was the room, with its fluorescent hum and odor of old sentences and a musty carpet 
sweeper, in which everything had happened. I’d befriended my first white person in this 
room, learned to read intellectually in this room (and, by extension, to write) and in this 
room, not far from where I was seated, had I also lost my virginity to the woman for 
whom I was now patiently waiting, fresh out of prison after serving a fourteen year 
sentence for her alleged rape. When I noticed her standing behind the counter at the 
librarian’s station, counting three stacks of books, having rolled a cart back in from the 
lecture room while my mind was somewhere else, I suppose, it appeared as though she’d 
taken all of the changes that the library might have suffered, in my long absence, upon 
her self. 

She was gray-haired and sharp-shouldered and dressed like a widow. I had turned 36 that 
January, in my prison-built body, and sat upright on that bench between the stacks, at the 
peak of my physical condition, feeling like something polished and cast-iron forged, 
greatly superior to my pathetic John Doe clothing, a black god who only had to go naked 
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in order to become revealed, calculating that Bernadine must be exactly 50, or weeks 
from it. I couldn’t remember her birthday. 

It was after observing her for a while that I realized that she must be aware of my 
presence. There’s a theatrical quality to even the most banal movements of someone 
who’s aware she’s being watched. There’s also, of course, a vast difference between the 
self-consciousness induced by having a stranger for an audience and the formal 
requirements of putting on a show for someone who has sucked on your breasts. She kept 
her head down and was careful not to glance in the direction of the geography stacks. 

You can fantasize a moment with all of the kitchen-sink, realist skill of an Arthur Miller, 
but you will fail in your predictions, for the simple reason that the mind is a fantasist, and 
is even poorer at simulating reality than it is at observing it. Curled up on a mattressless 
bunk in a half-lit concrete room with a wet floor that smelled like a filling station toilet, I 
had rehearsed this scenario as many times as there were nights in Joliet, but I had never 
pictured just sitting there, watching, from between the stacks, for hours, while Bernadine 
Weaver did her shitwork. This diverged somewhat from the scenario of her begging for 
forgiveness, or begging to start a new life with me out West, or choking bug-eyed and 
purple-lipped in the grip of these hard Othello thumbs, or submitting, silently, justly, to 
the Socratic sexual torture I had mastered in prison. 

Have you ever crossed the floor at a ball in order to ask a girl for the pleasure of her 
dance? If she says no, sometimes, you linger beside her anyway, for the longest time, 
paralyzed at the prospect of the humiliating walk back to where you started. The longer 
you remain beside her, with your hands in your pockets or your arms crossed over your 
chest, with nothing to do and no reason to be there, the more foolish you feel, the more 
paralyzed you become, the longer you remain. This is how it was in the Joseph Pulaski 
Memorial library that day, until, finally, after four hours which recapitulated the history 
of the world, Bernadine finally rolled the cart back into the lecture room, with her back to 
me, to fetch more books. I very quietly gathered my hat and box of possessions and 
walked back out into the sunshine, which had soaked into gold-edged shadows under the 
oaks and maples in the long hot hours after lunch. 

I’d never before dared to walk anywhere on the near-North side beyond the L-shaped, 
tree-lined path from the bus stop to the library, but here I was seeking out, boldly, a place 
to sit and eat before deciding the rest of my life. Having suffered the ultimate insult (short 
of execution) that a black skin can expect in America, I had deconstructed, and 
demystified, any innate sense of where a black skin is and isn’t welcome. Which I’m 
sure, in many cases, explains the high rates of Negro recidivism. If a particular bistro or 
lunch counter didn’t want my specific kind of business, let them tell me to my face. I was 
no longer going to discriminate against myself, on their behalf, to save them the trouble. 
Of such stuff is a budding “bad ass” made. 

Well, any cop stopping the large, obviously freshly-minted vision of an ex-con I 
presented walking the sidewalks of Poletown, as that neighborhood was often called, 
would have been baffled to search my box of possessions and find in it nothing more 
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incriminating than a cheap overcoat, a paperback Thesaurus, a change of underwear, four 
pairs of argyle socks I’d won in a prison raffle, and one letter of literary praise, each, 
from the French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre, the British theater critic Kenneth Tynan, 
and the American classical music conductor Leonard Bernstein. I’d gotten other letters, 
too, from celebrities such as the boxer Cassius Clay and the actor Godfrey Cambridge, 
but these had been lifted from my cell by the guards whose job it was to search our 
personal effects, regularly, for handmade weapons, or drug paraphernalia, or digging 
tools, while we were walking the exercise yard, punching keyrings or license plates, or 
sitting for chow. 

I’d probably collected a hundred letters. Most were written by ordinary people, in that 
pleasantly illiterate, Chaucerian style of the masses, spelling and grammar prescribed by 
common sense. Quite a lot of it was out-and-out hate-mail: genuine vintage coon-hating 
screeds from the 1920s and ‘30s. Fifteen-page death threats and so forth. My book, of 
course, is a lightning rod for coon-haters, and will never go out of print as long as coons 
and coon-haters walk the earth. 

I received this “fan mail” from the time my book was published, four years into my stint 
at Joliet, until the day, a year later, when the publisher, suddenly realizing he had the 
biggest hit of his career on his hands, and, in hopes of defrauding me out of substantial 
royalties, stopped forwarding it. He destroyed any concrete evidence of both our 
relationship and my existence, emboldened by the fact that I was in prison, and that he’d 
published the book under a title I knew nothing about. Also, the book was published 
under the author’s pseudonym, standard for pulp pornography back then, of 
“Anonymous”. I never once received a copy. Later, by the nth print, the author’s 
pseudonym became the dashing “Napoleon Fanon”, a fact I discovered, quite by accident, 
years later. Meanwhile, between the day that my fan mail had stopped arriving and the 
morning I walked out of prison, I’d assumed that the book had sunken without a trace, 
and that I was owed no more than a few hundred dollars in royalties, a nice little sum I 
had little chance of recovering. C’est la vie. 

I had tried writing poems, short stories and little essays under Bernadine’s tutelage at the 
library, but I hadn’t the time to develop any technique, or had access to an audience, until 
I went to prison. After the chores are done, what’s there to do in an eighty-one square 
foot cell, but read, do push-ups, or write? While there were acquaintances of mine who 
were breaking records, and winning prison tournaments, by doing five, six, or even ten 
thousand push-ups a day, I used my leisure time to become a force in the black market 
prison economy, writing out and then copying, or reading aloud, pornographic vignettes 
in exchange for contraband, or services, or small amounts of cash. I discovered that even 
the most illiterate, anti-social, and physically dangerous, prisoners responded to the 
golden rules of narrative. They were a better gauge, in fact, than any audience of politely 
encouraging well-wishers you could imagine. When a story didn’t work, or disappointed 
them in its ending, or had too much, or too little, or unconvincing, sex, I heard about it 
before the offending story or passage had barely cooled in their minds. 
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To get specific: I learned, for example, never to write a sex scene in which the female 
participant appeared to be enjoying it too much. That’s not how it work, I was informed, 
over and over again. That ain’t how it happen. And that a man only truly enjoys doing it 
to a woman who resists, if only inside. Nobody really want a woman who really want it. I 
took in this technical advice while honing my stories to the tastes of a paying audience, 
and realized, after much internal resistance (what Romantic wants to concede any of this 
as true?), that I was learning about something much larger than storytelling. I was 
learning about the thing about which all stories are told. As if I needed to be told. Here I 
was, doing a twenty five year sentence for aggravated rape (reduced to twenty for good 
behavior; reduced, again, eventually, to fourteen) as an innocent man, still playing, 
absurdly, the role of the lyre-strumming, lady-worshiping troubadour, in my eighty-one 
square-foot cell, with its wet floor and its stench of the sewer, a stench which taunted me 
with its echo of our daily routine of buggery in the showers. 

To write at all well is to relinquish one’s casual understanding of the world. One’s self-
protecting misconceptions of the world. To write at all well is to yank the veil off it. The 
process changes the writer, and only a changed writer can change the world for the reader 
reading him. Writing for a complicated, captive, paying audience of con men, arsonists, 
robbers, rapists, drug addicts, tax evaders, purse-snatchers, brawlers, burglars, 
bootleggers and sundry uncouth disturbers of the peace, I developed a complicated 
knowledge of what I was and wasn’t; what I could and couldn’t; what I longed for and 
abhorred, and my written words slowly became real writing, even if it was just material 
for womenless men to masturbate, or rape other men, to. But isn’t that the goal of any 
writer, metaphorically speaking? To make his reader come? 

The manuscript I sent out to be published started life as one of these pornographic stories. 
My audience demanded something more than tight young pussies and big bad thrusting 
dicks. They were a higher grade of illiterate, many of them, being older; they were 
illiterates who couldn’t read Frederick Douglas or Homer as opposed to illiterates who 
couldn’t read Irving Stone. I wrote for them a political allegory: a nameless Negro 
everyman rapes his way across the Midwest, in the 1940s and 1950s, as a form of 
existential protest, targeting the most beautiful, upper class, socially valuable white 
women, getting them pregnant wherever possible. Ruining them. This was long before 
the blockbusting black-power rape memoirs of the 1960s which my work paved the way 
for. First it was a short story, which became a serial of weekly installments, until I bashed 
it into the rough form of a novel of 100,000 words. It was originally called “Jesus in 
Kansas” and I wrote it out in an impeccable longhand on seven composition notebooks 
I’d bartered for the cigarettes I’d received in payment for earlier, cruder efforts about, for 
instance, a church-going towhead and a runaway con hiding invisibly black in the 
basement. 

During my stint in Joliet, my mother died, of grief, stress, over-work, lack of sleep, poor 
nutrition and a host of environmental poisons, as most Negroes will. She did not live the 
Natural Life; as a woman, she could not, and if she’d have been a man, she wouldn’t 
have. My father went bitter: perhaps, even (if he allowed himself to speak or think about 
me) he blamed his oldest son. The human I called on my first day of freedom regained, 
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from a phone booth in downtown Chicago, in the cold shadow of the John Hancock 
building, the ultimate symbol of white power, was an old friend, from the old 
neighborhood. He gave me a place to stay, though he knew better than to offer to let me 
stay where he lived with his family. My friend was a married man who kept a low-rent 
apartment on the far Southside. The telephoneless apartment was furnished very basically 
with a bed, a liquor cabinet and a dirty bath towel. I could imagine what he used the place 
for. In fact, he warned me that he might drop by, from time to time, unannounced, for 
which occasions I wouldn’t have to leave the premises, as long as I remained in the 
kitchen. 

The apartment was in a housing project called Harriet Tubman Gardens, a ghetto, in an 
industrial nomansland near Gary, Indiana. Tubman Gardens had rats and roaches and 
stray dogs that ran in packs like would-be wolves every night, but because it was situated 
on the outskirts of the city proper, bordered on one side by a marsh and the other by a 
wood, I sometimes, during long walks on sleepless nights, saw foxes and deer. The foxes 
were in town to raid the ramshackle pens of the folks who, in coming up directly from the 
Deep South, had invited all of their future fried chicken to come with them. 

Most evenings I could hear the pounding of steel at the InterLake Steel Mills at a bend in 
the canal a few miles south, and I thought how the men working there must be deaf, and 
numb, and insane with this noise, which was the loudest I’d ever heard. It sounded to me 
like a god’s, if not the God’s, rage or hatred. Meanwhile, I breathed, from the opposite 
direction, the livid processes of a paint factory a mile upwind, smelling like rotten eggs 
and gasoline. To the west, across the blacktop of playground at the nearby Harriet 
Tubman elementary school, and from there across a few lanes of highway, extended the 
marsh, in the middle of which rose a missile silo, a bristling Cold War dick. All day and 
all night, every day and every night, an eternal flame, like a serpent-shaped sword, 
burned white from a pipe in the silo, burning off that volatile fuel, a primary target in the 
likely event of a nuclear war and a dim glow on the thin fabric of my bedroom curtain on 
even the foggiest night. The only way in which I was better off than I had been in prison 
was my freedom. 

I took to sleeping through the day, troubled by the sounds of children running to and from 
school (and the rare event of garbage collection) and spending my nights on walks into 
the city, on an unpaved route that took me around the bend of the black canal being 
showered by sparks from the steel mill, my hands in my ears for miles, or the opposite 
direction, into the woods towards Lake Calumet and Gary, Indiana. Soon, I was feeding 
myself by hunting rabbits in those woods, with a sling I made from black stockings I 
found at the bottom of the closet. Skinning a rabbit was something I’d seen my mother do 
a thousand times, and it was a practical kind of non-verbal knowledge that fourteen years 
in prison hadn’t managed to erase. The satisfaction of quickly making the right cuts with 
a sharp knife, then separating, in one pull, the soft covering from the smooth wet muscle 
of the still-warm flesh, can be a kind of relief, and I began to see how the urban Negro, 
with his car, his woman, his TV dinner and his TV, is doomed to a short life of insanity 
and illness.  
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4. The Early Days of Television (Part Three) 
A side-story: 

It sometimes happened that I would be coming home from one of my long walks, very 
early on a Sunday morning, ready for bed. At the same time, it sometimes happened that 
my neighbor in the flatblock was just then leaving for church. This neighbor, a stout 
Negress with an ashen complexion, a crow’s nest of gray hair and the gait of a waddling 
hunchback, had surprisingly light eyes. She carried an edition of the Bible that was 
written in Pidgin English, which I often heard her reciting from through the thin wall our 
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apartments shared, in the hypnotic cadences of a desperation greater than anything I’d 
heard in fourteen years inside the Joliet state correctional facility. She was raising a child 
I assumed was her granddaughter, a child I gathered was retarded, and just as I heard this 
woman reading her Bible, she no doubt heard some of the sounds from my side of the 
wall, too. 

One Sunday morning, as I was letting myself into the cell of my sanctuary, and she was 
letting herself out of hers, she said something. To me, I guess. Whatever she’d said was 
unclear, and I didn’t give a damn either way, so I entered my apartment and closed the 
door behind me. Only seconds after I’d closed the door she was knocking on it, but I 
ignored this. I stripped out of my clothes and walked upstairs to the little bathroom to 
produce a bowel movement and take a shower in preparation for bed. When the sound of 
the flushing toilet had died down I could hear her down there, knocking again, or still 
knocking. It was not a loud or an angry style of knocking; it was evenly repetitive, 
mechanical, in a very strange way; it was the kind of sound I imagined a ghost might 
make, rapping from the inside of a closet door. One two, one two. One two, one two… 

I showered, went to bed in the little bedroom next door to the little bathroom upstairs. My 
sleep, in the iron strength of my youth, was as heavy as I was large, and although I could 
still hear the knocking, I slipped easily away. I had a dream, then, so vivid that I wrote it 
down as soon as I woke from it, barely able to open my eyes. I dreamt that I had a 
wooden heart, and that I could always hear it beating, and that I lived in terror that I 
would hear it stop. I dreamt that no matter how I rested, or exerted myself, my wooden 
heart always beat at the same speed, with the same strange rhythm, neither weak nor 
strong nor particularly invested in self-perpetuation; a rhythm that implied that it could, at 
any time, simply stop. Someone tried to speak but I hurried away, intent as I was on 
listening to the sound of my wooden heart beating. I came to understand that it was the 
hearing of my wooden heart that kept it beating. This person who’d tried to speak was 
chasing me, and I ran everywhere to hide, afraid that their talking would drown out the 
sound of my wooden heart. I climbed a fence and hid behind a stack of tires, but this 
person followed me, climbing over the fence, shouting some important message or 
warning. I put my hands over my ears to keep out the shouting; I squeezed my hands over 
my ears as hard as I could and I could hear nothing but the sound of my labored breath 
and my wooden heart stopped beating. I woke up in a terror, heart racing, half-blind with 
sleep. I wrote the dream down on a child’s notebook I’d found on the street, with a pencil 
I’d stolen from Paddy’s. The old Negress’s knocking had finally stopped, but I don’t 
doubt, to this day, that she was a practitioner of the Old Religion, and the nightmare she 
gave me was either a warning or a test, and taught me to respect the supreme strength of 
her ignorant beliefs. 

Where was I? 

During one of my long walks, I became aware of a place in a blue-collar, industrial 
neighborhood, what they call a transitional neighborhood, where only the poorest whites 
still clung as it flooded with Negroes and Mexicans and the freaks you get when the two 
groups mix, the shell of an Irish tavern called Paddy’s, with a changing clientele that did 
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not reflect the neighborhood. I found Paddy’s by following a man who I knew, by 
instinct, had also done more than a few months in prison. Part of the fund of prison 
knowledge that pushes out a man’s prior wit and experience is the tool of knowing how 
to walk in such a way as to communicate specific messages, and also how to receive such 
messages, which go lost on the uninitiated. A man can walk in such a way that means he 
is open to reason. Or that the thing towards which he is walking is his alone. A man can 
walk in such a way as to indicate that he intends to kill, or to die, or to let fate decide. The 
way this man walked, which I spotted from a distance as he stepped into the one working 
headlight of some Mexican’s old tank of a car while crossing the street, was meant to 
communicate to receptive eyes that he was not a queer, although he was amenable to 
having his sexual tensions relieved by one. 

I’m not afraid of your judgment, because, to be frank, who, on the ladder, from what I 
can see, and what I guess you have done, is lower than you? So I tell you this. My time in 
Joliet opened my eyes to society’s best kept secret, by which I mean that men who have 
sexual relations with women do so because society frowns on the alternative, an 
alternative society frowns on precisely because it would be far more popular than the 
acceptable option otherwise. Look at the army, the navy, the seminary, the high school 
locker room, the camping trips for boy scouts and their so-called masters. Men are 
inclined towards fucking other men. I say this as a man, however brutally you choose to 
define the term, without a trace of femininity in his makeup. 

Seeing other men either naked or clothed inspires no feelings of tenderness, or yearnings 
for tenderness, or poetical metaphors or spiritual insights, in me. I’m no follower of 
Wilde or Whitman, though I’ve been known to read both writers with equal parts 
pleasure and skepticism. When I see another man, I see an obstacle to be overcome, an 
ally to be won over, or an animal to exploit. Sometimes, when I see a man, I see a servant 
I will humble by placing my erect penis in his mouth as he kneels, or by forcing the same 
hard thing into his rectum, as he assumes an even more subservient position, with no 
concern for his physical comfort or personal preferences. I went into Joliet as a man 
who’d only ever known the soft white body of one woman, the woman who sent him 
there, and I left the institution, fourteen years later, as a master of the mammalian sex 
game at its fundamental level. All of us in this Enlightened Society know, by now, the 
truism that rape isn’t about sex, it’s about power. That statement doesn’t go quite far 
enough. Sex, in general, is not about sex, either. 

When I walked into Paddy’s that foggy October night, with my collar turned up and my 
hands in the pockets of my longshoreman’s jacket, I couldn’t even identify the man I’d 
followed into it, because half the men in there were him; were me. The other half were 
white and some of those were rather frail looking. The frail ones, the ones who looked 
most like girls, attracted me. I’d sexually dominated enough scarred, ugly, sour-breathed 
bantamweight Mick and Pollack bluffers and brawlers already to last me two lifetimes. 
The tavern was dimly lit as you’d expect it to be, and, as I stood there, waiting for my 
eyes to adjust to a picture even darker than the streets I’d been walking, I realized I had 
no money in my pockets for a drink. I’d been living an approximation of the Natural Life 
for a few months already, eating nothing but rabbit and stolen fruit and garden vegetables 
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and even some fish from Lake Calumet, and so I had clean forgotten about the thing 
called money. The irony being that there was money due me, riches I knew nothing 
about. 

A fine-boned young man with pale skin and jet-black, longish hair approached me and 
offered to buy me a drink. He pointed at a little table and I took a seat at it while he 
pushed up to the bar. When he returned with the beer I’d ordered and one for himself, he 
wasted no time telling me what was on his mind. He said I looked big, very big, and 
asked me if it was so. I said it was so. He asked me if it was black. I said it was very 
black. He said he dreamed of hard black shiny long cock all day while he was sitting 
through Philosophy classes at the University, so that by the time he was home again and 
it was late enough for Paddy’s to open and start filling up, he could barely control the 
urge to run all the way from Hyde Park, a good twenty minute drive by car. He said he 
was usually disappointed. The real big specimens usually went to a harder place in The 
Loop you had to know the password to get into. The indoor pool in the old athletic club 
all the Irish cops prefer. 

He asked me how much time I’d done in Joliet, and I was too impressed to ask him how 
he could tell. I told him how much time and he whistled. He asked what for and I said 
rape and he said good. He said maybe murder would’ve been the wrong answer. He said I 
like it rough but I don’t want to die for it. He said in my opinion, it’s as harmless a sin as 
smoking, it’s not fatal for either party, maybe a little messy at worst and anyway it’s 
nobody’s business, and everyone should treat it like that, but that’ll never happen in my 
lifetime. In two centuries, maybe. He said we can use the john but it’s filthy with scat and 
there’s a waiting line. He asked me if I had a place nearby and I said it was about an 
hour’s walk. He said he had a car. 

He had a beautiful car, a foreign car, a big black thing with running boards that would 
have suited an old-time diplomat, which led me to deduce that his parents were somewhat 
wealthy and much older than they should have been, perhaps in their sixties, curled up in 
bed in some Gold Coast, or Lincoln Park, mansion, while the young master was getting 
his kicks on the wrong side of the wrong side of the tracks. Did they expect him to finish 
his studies soon and marry a debutante? Did they have any idea that, for some young 
upper-class men, it floats their boats to thrust their tongues up the unwashed rectums of 
hulking black members of the underclass? Would the news kill them? Would the son be 
willing to pay good money to spare them the shock? I’m ashamed to say that these 
thoughts passed through my mind, though I never considered myself a hustler; no more 
so than a man who finds a wallet stuffed with cash, and briefly-if-seriously entertains the 
notion of keeping it, is a pickpocket. 

I warned him that we wouldn’t be doing it on the bed, where I had to sleep, and he said a 
folded towel on the floor for his knees would be fine, but that there should please be no 
choking or punching, or burning, with cigarettes, or my lighter, although rough was fine, 
rough was good, he guessed it depended how big I really was, but I didn’t have to rupture 
his insides or anything, and of course he wouldn’t need or expect any hugging or kissing 
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afterward. And, also, please, no name-calling. Which I considered an extraordinary 
speech. 

A few days later, I walked to Paddy’s, and had two beers purchased for me by a 
sheepish-looking crew-cut blonde with very bad teeth whom I couldn’t bring myself to 
screw. We were in an alley a few blocks from Paddy’s and his moonlit breath was so foul 
I couldn’t face the prospect of putting anything of mine in that snaggle-toothed hole, 
more the less in his rectum. When I changed my mind about the transaction, he 
apologized profusely for wasting my time, and I struck him, not hard, but hard enough 
that he backed away down the alley, holding that side of his face as though he’d always 
treasure the pain. 

It was only a week or two later that I met Fabian Saldo at Paddy’s again. I was standing 
at the bar with an older man, for a change, a flinty, thick-haired, knife-faced man who put 
me in mind of the pictures I’d seen, on the backs of books, of the Irish playwright Samuel 
Beckett. He was well-spoken and cautious and I had a strong suspicion he was a priest 
with his collar hidden safe in his pocket. Fabian Saldo joined us at the bar and we all 
ended up driving back to my place in Fabian’s car, the priest and I seated in the back, the 
priest singing under his breath. I have vivid memories of clutching that man’s desiccated 
waist, which expanded and contracted like a blacksmith’s bellows as he cried out, on all 
fours, in his throaty, tobacco-dark Latin. 

Word got around that I was of an unusual size and spectacular (virtually mineral) 
coloring, could be had for a beer or two, was not violent, sarcastic or likely to steal. And 
so I became a known factor and very popular. The queers who shared in relieving my 
tensions improvised between themselves a fair system about who could have me 
whenever I made an appearance at the tavern (no more than three times a week), and they 
never fought or grumbled, while to me, in any case, it made no difference, for, obviously, 
to have preferences any finer than the ones that rejected that one queer for his evil breath, 
would have indicated some small element of the queer in my own makeup. Though I 
have no problem admitting that I seemed to enjoy, most of all, the time I spent with 
Fabian Saldo. I didn’t even want to call Fabian Saldo a “queer”; I affected, once or twice, 
to call him a Laestrygonian, but it failed to stick, so, “queer” it was. 

It was with Fabian that I fully developed my philosophy of the Natural Life: food and 
drink without additives; verbal communication only when necessary or meaningful; sex 
without the nonsense of emotional games and attachments; exercise in general (and long 
walks, specifically), as a form of prayer. Three of these four elements are impossible, I 
believed, with a woman. Believed: past tense. 

Gradually, the system of knowledge called “prison”, which had replaced the system of 
knowledge called “family,” was replaced by the system of knowledge called “the Natural 
Life”. While the prison system had trained me to conform to a way of knowing shared by 
the semi-conscious, instinct-driven thousands, the system of the Natural Life eased me 
towards a unique knowledge, the knowledge of the self. While the fool hopes for 
immortality by lengthening his life, the wise man learns to deepen it, rather. Clearly, the 
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goal is to slow time down, though mankind, everywhere, as far as I can tell, is doing his 
best to accelerate. The white man, that is. Only the white man could have dreamed up the 
concept of time seeming to fly while you’re having fun; everyone sane knows that real 
pleasure slows time down, and that boredom makes it fly: ask the office worker who sits 
down at his desk on the first day of work at the age of twenty three, only to wake up, 
suddenly, at the age of sixty five, as he is being ushered from the premises with the 
contents of his desk and a gold-plated watch! How cruel, to give this old man a watch. 
This dangerously neurotic white man who daydreamed immortality while speeding 
towards his death. Driven, pushed, goaded, of course, by his morally bankrupt white 
woman, who couldn’t wait to be rid of him. 

Stare at a clock, or a gold watch, if you will, while listening closely to yourself breathe, 
and you will get a glimmer of what I mean. What takes a minute, according to the clock, 
will feel like two, three, or five, when you learn how. And a single day of such deepened 
one-minute intervals, that each felt like five, adds up to five days, not one. And a year of 
such days equals five years. Ten years of that equals fifty years. Fifty years of that… and 
so on. 
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5. JESUS IN VEGAS  

 
Ricky Lang can remember quite clearly the moment he became a god, if not God (it 
would be arrogant, and embarrassingly human, to ignore the categorical distinction 
between the two on the off chance he was the former). That was the moment he turned 
Benny LaFountaine into an abstraction, releasing Benny's soul to merge with the greater 
substance of All Ideas. All Ricky had to do was touch Benny just so, exactly there, and he 
did. Benny's material boiled up and away as light, a rosy light, the sign of Benny's 
gratitude after being trapped in that mongrel body for all the misery of his years. Rosy 
light as soft and quick as a terminal sigh on a temperate day. It filled the room and 
gathered in a sentient mass against the time-browned acoustical foam tiles of the ceiling, 
roiled by the ceiling fan. It finally fled when Ricky opened the front window overlooking 
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the sinister concrete geometry of the spiral stairs connecting the front door all the way 
down to the curb, where Benny's orphaned Cougar was parked, motor running. Ricky 
would have to act quickly. 
 
But, first: back to the god vs God question. How could Ricky calculate his true place on 
the ladder? Or was he the ladder itself? There'd been clues very early on. The eyes of 
animals that couldn't blink when regarding him. Blinkless still as he squeezed with both 
hands until the blood-squirted like one of the gags he got from the magic shop (run by a 
Queer) he lost most of his allowance in, week after week,  at 11. Animals knew early. 
Why had it taken so long for Ricky to figure it all out and become what he was?  
 
Niggers. 
 
That skinny bitch with a parrot's mouth with a straightened bob of coarse hair screwed to 
her skull when he was dancing at one of Mr Schieble's Racial Understanding Parties, one 
of those of parties where they had to have State Troopers at the exits and guarding the 
punch bowl, maybe three dozen well-meaning people showed up and ten niggers. Ricky's 
thing was hard and fighting his pants and burning like it's in the Devil's mouth at barely 
the age of 14, 14 that April. That skinny bitch Tamara Bowe. Ricky's hard thing the true 
blue nigger-kootch detector following Tamara's progress around the gymnasium like a 
divining rod. What his mother's mother called a water witch (his new New Jersey friends 
didn't know that phraseology at all and he was incredibly careful as he eased some of it 
into the casual vernacular of junior high school's routine; any too-weird or Appalachian-
sounding word could end up being Ricky's name for life, as far as they were concerned). 
Niggers might laugh and whoop and scratch their scalps and Bojangle about but didn't 
they regard Ricky Lang, every one of them, including Tamara Bowe, rhymes with cow, 
with blinkless eyes in his very presence? As if their nigger minds were full of iron filings 
and Ricky was a horseshoe magnet? Transfixed by the True North presence of God in his 
adolescence before them? Or a god? 
 
Tamara giggled at the way Ricky was dancing.  
 
Tamara said Ricky danced like George Washington, unquote. Well, is that so, nigger? 
Ricky, that very night, with his stepmother right out there in the next room doing her late 
night ironing to the accompaniment of Arthur Godfrey on the radio and that little lamp 
with the green shade on the wobbly table next to the radio attracting mosquitoes. He 
pulled himself like taffy to a spectacular completion just picturing Tamara's greasy black 
hard pretty head popping open like a coconut under his father's sledge hammer. Tamara's 
hands were tied behind her back and she was shiny naked and squirming with her head on 
a fresh-cut tree stump. Ricky could see the sawdust getting caught in Tamara's sticky hair 
and then in her brains later. So while Ricky screwed into her from behind his father steps 
forward from behind the arras in a Lone Ranger mask and splits her nigger head open 
with two tries like a man trying his luck at the state fair with a brand new Sears and 
Roebuck sledge hammer. Looks like you win the case of new improved Bosco with the 
easy-squeeze design, Sir. Her squished head splits open with a burst of fluid and Ricky 
sees stars in his own head with his eyes closed and he ruins the sheets. You're going to 
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have to dispose of this evidence, thinks Ricky. Ricky moaned so loud his step mother set 
aside the iron and turned down Arthur Godfrey to a murmur and called with a concerned 
tone into his bedroom if Ricky-T was alright.  
 
All Ricky-T could do was pretend to be asleep and pray his step mother didn't come in 
there and put a hand on the gooey center of his sheets. Ricky Theodore Lang. His family 
called him Teddy for about a month right after they came up North from Kentucky (his 
father called that notorious state "Kinfucking") when he was 7 but it didn't stick. Slowly 
he learns to hide his natural accent. Plane it down and sand it with 220-grit like a shop 
class project that will determine his final grade in every class. 
 
But it was a major discovery, that thing with the niggers. Niggerdeathpleasurecoming. A 
big, big thing.  
 
Because the way he used to do it, Jesus would watch the whole time from behind the 
arras and spoil his emission for him. But Jesus didn't watch when niggers were part of it. 
It was as though this is this and that is that and never the twain shall meet. Or maybe 
Jesus didn't watch at such times because that was when Ricky became Jesus.  
 
Next thing you know Ricky was doing it six times a day. It had never been this much fun 
before. 
 
First it was Tamara's head popping open or her breasts ripped off or her stink-bush blown 
to tatters with buckshot, exposing bone, he ran through that excellent series for a whole 
week or two but then he diversified. Because there were three other nigger girls in his 9th 
grade class and he went through all of them. In his mind, of course, his thoughts, strictly 
speaking. And pretty soon the brute tableau of blood and bone chips wasn't enough. He'd 
have to make up detailed scenarios of, say, big-boobie, fat-assed Wilma Michaux 
following Ricky down to the filling station at midnight under a bright moon and zero 
cloud cover and Wilma and Ricky exchanging flirtatious remarks. Haven't seen you 
around lately, Wilma. Where you been? Oh, you know, Ricky: busy. Busy, eh? Busy doing 
what exactly? Well I can't comfortably say Ricky but I would be more than happy to show 
you. The filling station looks like a De Chirico painting on a wide open, 
diagrammatically-rigorous blue plain under the moon. Get in that bath tub, says Ricky, 
you need to clean that filthy nigger kootchie before I'll do you the favor of screwing it, 
Wilma. You smell like a skunk down there. You been screwing sweaty niggers who don't 
bother to wipe their things off first? So she climbs in the bathtub. Only it's full of 
kerosene. Surprise. Fat-assed Wilma in her white confirmation dress scrambling to get 
out of the tub as Ricky tosses the lit match in. Wuh-hoosh. Exposed for a sweet flashing 
instant that the dress burns off in a furious seam of raveling smoke and her huge boobies 
heave and blaze and shrivel-twist fast like Time sped up before she goes all slow and 
black and still and blacker and quiet and quieter than she's ever been at the curved bottom 
of that peaceful blue-flame tub which Ricky could still picture long after his emission. 
Ricky has to wonder if it actually, in fact,  happened. Why does he remember the smell so 
vividly if it didn't? He'd had this insight watching Wilma's fascinating metamorphosis in 
the tub fire: fire is Time. 
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Then Thelma-Lynn Cobb with her arms chopped off at the elbows and his thing jabbing 
in and out of her blood-filled mouth with her teeth bashed out as a safety precaution. The 
look on her face indicated that she had no idea she was giving Ricky Lang a blow job at 
the moment she died. Then screaming light-skinned Rachel Crawford. That was a truly 
nasty one: Ricky felt as though he was ejaculating his only-partially-liquefied spine out 
of his penis on that one because the sensations were so intense. Felt so good he wanted to 
tell somebody about it.  
 
But he didn't. 
 
And then he even moved on to the five nigger boys in his class. Why not? Those were the 
ones he was pretty sure never actually happened. Because you could do anything in the 
mind. He could screw five jigaboos with cocks like balloons on the moon if he wanted. 
Which was impossible. Which is how he know he didn't do it. Which is why he could do 
it. And then the next year there were two new niggers of each gender, a brother and sister 
from up North,  to use for awhile. If only they knew. Maybe one of them did. 
 
And from there to famous Negro singers and actors and politicians in the news and then 
memorable black-faced strangers with humpy asses Ricky wanted to rip to shreds with a 
special broom handle festooned with razor blades and protruding lips you could remove 
with one chomp of his daddy's hedge trimmers he might see on his furtive bicycle forays 
he'd make over in those neighborhoods which were, literally, on the other side of the 
railroad tracks, neighborhoods just full of people that Society would never miss. 
Sometimes Ricky had a feeling, an intuition, that the cops (the really white cops) had a 
feeling, an intuition, that Ricky was doing special work for them, special work they 
turned a blind eye to.  
 
Which brings us all the way up to Art School. 
 
Huffing and puffing and cursing Newtonian mechanics (one of His most irritating 
creations), Ricky left the footnote to what had been Benny LaFountaine's miserable 
existence sort of bent double in an Italian suit in the shower with the shower running cold 
water the whole time to keep the flesh cool and let the blood drain. Let the water run, it's 
not like I have to pay the water bill, chuckled Ricky, and, let's be honest: neither do you, 
now! Benny either chuckled back as a response or Ricky completely imagined it. Though 
God's (or a gods') imagination is the other word for World, no? 
 
Ricky took his time looking through Benny's closet, careful to keep his back to the 
waterbed. There was no reason to rush, particularly, except he had to keep reminding 
himself that the aquamarine '68 Mercury Cougar down there was still running. Ricky saw 
the brand new box of those never-worn Joe Namath Dingo Boots at the back of Benny's 
closet and his eyes lit up. This was sort of like Christmas or a gameshow in which you 
ran through a store or some ad exec's apartment and got to keep whatever you could grab 
in 60 seconds. 
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He was used to driving the Cougar because he'd driven errands for Benny. Yes, I know, 
it's funny: God driving errands for a nigger. A semi-nigger. 
 
"Just how much actual black blood do you really have in you, man?" 
 
"Isn't the ink on my birth certificate already enough?" 
 
High five. Witty man. For every female Ricky Lang killed and mutilated and screwed in 
his skull, Benny had three living females in the actual world in pursuit of him. Ready to 
spread 'em and take it as though Benny was a prince. They didn't know Benny was 
impotent. Ricky teased Benny when Benny confided about that. 
 
"Think it's trying to tell you something?" 
 
"It?" 
 
Ricky nodded at Benny's crotch. 
 
"Oh, that. Tell me what?" 
 
"Oh, something about the team you secretly bat for, perhaps?" 
 
"You mean like homosexuals?" 
 
"You used the word. I didn't." 
 
"I can't rule it out. I've never really thought of it. I don't think my mind naturally thinks 
that way. Are you offering your services?" 
 
"Well if I were I can tell you I wouldn't be the screwee." 

[laughter] 

 
Ricky had gone through quite some effort to track Benny down after Art School and 
after, also,  Ricky's nasty divorce from Rachel Crawford. Tracking Benny down turned 
out to be the first step toward Ricky's self-realization. He'd been eating a double-cherry 
pie from 711 while reading a copy of Esquire magazine during the midday break at a 
local technical school's weekend drawing class he was modeling for and, lo and behold, 
he sees Benny LaFountaine's name in actual print near the back of Esquire magazine in 
an article about the Ad Campaign of the Year awards. Ricky (who will later turn out to be 
God, or a god or various gods) living upstate in a cabin, pretty much, earning a few bucks 
an hour posing naked for the overconfident children of nurses and garbage men! And 
Benny LaFountaine in Esquire magazine! Looking like a very hip white man with a 
perfect tan and a Zodiac medallion around his turtle-necked neck and cheekbones like 
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David Hedison, who had starred, not that long ago, in a network TV sci-fi adventure 
series called Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea. 
 
First thing Ricky did was call Sheila Silver, one of Benny's old girlfriends. What was it 
between curly-haired, middle class, big-boobie Jewish girls like Sheila and the Negro 
thing? An articulate Negro answered the phone when Ricky called Sheila and sounded 
none too pleased. And, no, Sheila didn't have Benny's current number but she knew he 
was living in Vegas; try the Vegas White Pages. Ironically. 
 
Ricky found the Las Vegas Clark County White Pages at the public library all the way 
back down in Patterson and there it was, Benny's address and phone number. Rather than 
risk a call,  after all those years (they were both pushing forty and the last time Ricky had 
seen Benny they'd each been maybe 31, 32), Ricky wrote Benny a letter. 
 
Ricky was holding that very letter at that very instant, coincidentally. He noticed there 
was a very fine rust-colored fingerprint of blood on it. On close inspection there were 
several. 
 
He'd found it while looking through Benny's things (while carefully keeping his back to 
the blood-soaked waterbed and the steady stream of curses he imagined were being 
muttered at him from that part of the room) for any useful cash Benny might have lying 
around. But the only items Benny kept of that nature, apparently (beside a 5-gallon water-
cooler bottle halfway-full of pennies, in the kitchen), were ten one-ounce bars of 99.4% 
silver in a leatherette collector's case under a stack of ten-year-old Playboys in the closet. 
What could Ricky do with such bars of silver? But the letter was gold. You could start a 
religion with such a relic. Written by a man who was not yet God (or a god or several 
gods). Ricky gestured with his right hand, toward the right, and the world flowed out in 
that direction. He sidled out of the bedroom and politely closed the door on the 
mutterings. 
 
Benny had generously invited Ricky to come out to Vegas and Ricky had a good thing as 
Benny's "assistant" for a while. See, a man who is impotent and isn't busy chasing women 
has more room in his life for other men, for male friends or a male friend he doesn't mind 
hanging out with all the time. Benny's impotence was the equalizer and Ricky loved it: 
here was this witty, charming, articulate, handsome and successful guy who looked at 
least ten years younger than his age... and there was out-of-shape Ricky, who looked like 
every BEFORE photo in every ad for pretty much every self-improvement product for 
sale in the country. But whereas Benny was impotent, Ricky was almost permanently 
erect. If Ricky's thing had been bigger he'd have had to have taped it down before leaving 
the apartment every day. Ricky could screw a woman all day and all night if given the 
chance. And that made everything fine. 
 
Benny was a naturally fluent talker and Ricky was a tireless listener with a powerful 
memory (which often clashed with an even more powerful imagination: another early 
sign of Godhead); that was one of Ricky's jobs as Benny's assistant, too. Ricky learned all 
about Benny's young life, growing up as the putative heir of a dynasty of undertakers in 
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Philly. It was a fairly well-to-do life, so, why, Ricky asked, one day, over dinner; why or 
how had Benny ended up at that disreputable Art School in New Jersey? 
 
"I suppose I wanted to go where no one would know me. After the war, too many of my 
old friends and acquaintances were going to the better schools we all would have gone to 
if the war hadn't interfered with our natural progressions. On the GI Bill. I wanted to go 
where no one else might possibly wash up. I think, without knowing it, that I was taking 
the gradual steps I needed to take before I tried passing for white. So that's how I ended 
up at the Benjamin Banneker School of the Studio Arts in 1959. Also, I reasoned that, 
since half of the student body were Negroes, I would look whiter in comparison." 
 
"You did. Look whiter in comparison. I never would have guessed if you hadn't told me." 
 
Ricky was sitting in the Cougar, looking in the rearview over the dashboard as he said 
that last sentence. How his lips moved. Deep down in picosecond time, in which photons 
were born and trembled and died like blue stars, which he had read about in his latest 
copy of Stargazer Magazine. His teeth in his mouth. He didn't look like Benny in Benny's 
mirror but he was thinner, fitter than he was when he'd first come out there from upstate 
New Jersey. Fitter than the wreck who wrote that first historic letter because now he was 
God (or a god or various gods). His first miracle had been converting Benny LaFountaine 
into light that behaved like a gas. Yet, it was strange that Ricky hadn't managed to 
convert Benny's girlfriend into anything other than a sexy dead ridiculous nigger with 
Ricky's semen in her and her blood a centimeter thick on the water bed, shiny still where 
it wasn't already drying. Should he feel guilty? Or had her transmutation/ transmigration 
been much subtler, too subtle to detect, like a flower-shaped explosion of neutrinos? 
Maybe every failure comes with an equal and opposite success too subtle for the winner 
to detect? 
 
Ricky put the Cougar in gear and pulled away from the curb and took the next left off of 
Arlene Way and another left and methodically, convincingly, under the speed limit made 
his way out of the maze of the apartment complex and accelerated on to Tonopah 
Highway. On his way to The Compound. Why, exactly, He wasn't sure. His wonders to 
perform. 
 
Everything had been fine until Benny met that stupendous-looking nigger chick with the 
Afro hairstyle, thought Ricky, as he gripped the steering wheel. Because all of a sudden 
Benny was screwing again, he was getting hard-ons just looking at the Negress from 
across the room, hard-ons he didn't even care to hide in his visibly-distressed looking 
gabardine pants, real tent poles he was proud of. Why the Hell would he need some 
unemployed white guy hanging around the place? The night that so-called Precious Stone 
moved in, Ricky's days were numbered. Ricky had done what he had to just to keep it all 
under control. 
 
But who was he? The genuinely peculiar thing being that when he glimpsed a strip of his 
face in Benny's rearview mirror, from time to time, the strip he saw looked more like 
Benny than what Ricky would have expected to see just then. 
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The road was moaning beneath him and the car seemed to be driving itself. 
 
Benny met the nigger in a Von's, right?  
 
And he drove her home to The Compound, where she was living with a notorious vast 
black nigger from the '60s. This vast black nigger, as Benny later discovered, had been 
running some kind of revolutionary training camp or terrorist school for Trotskyite 
Niggers with ambitions to either overthrow the white man or ennoble Negroes (you had 
to choose one as you could never do both;  you need help from the white man to do the 
latter, or do you believe in unicorns, too?) in 1968. This vast black nigger was already an 
ex-con who'd done ten or twenty years for raping a white woman. For raping a fucking 
white librarian. Blonde, obviously. Which is perfect, right? This big black ignorant raging 
vast black nigger with a dick like a tree stump. He tears up a genteel pink librarian cunt 
from the inside out and does hard time in prison for the pleasure.  
 
Prison in the Midwest somewhere where, luckily for the vast black nigger, they don't go 
in for chain gangs and a nigger is free to pay off most of the debt to his society either 
standing on his head or pretending to read the books in the prison library. Finally gets out 
on good behavior and goes West and starts a revolutionary training camp at an abandoned 
Satellite Motor Lodge (with what money we can only guess) and promptly gets himself in 
a standoff situation with the Vegas police.  
 
You couldn't make it up. 
 
Ricky laughed while the car helpfully drove itself to his next appointment.  
 
He laughed because here he was muttering all these terribly-racist sounding things and he 
wasn't even a racist, he was a Liberal, he loved niggers, he found them fascinating and 
talented in an irresistibly endearing way. And, of course, as he had already established, 
rather exhaustively: nothing else in the animal kingdom was even half a sexy as a nigger. 
What he sometimes grieved over was the impossibility of finding a real nigger, a pure 
one, a nigger which hadn't been corrupted by prolonged exposure to the corrosive effects 
of European culture. And by that he didn't by any means mean an "African". For Ricky 
Lang, European culture was mother's milk... Händel, Dürer, Rodin, Fellini, The Beatles... 
Ricky couldn't imagine being himself (God or a god or many gods) without their 
contributions. He'd absorbed the nutritive genius of a billion cultural artifacts from his 
Caucasian patrimony in order to reach the point that he could fuck a dead nigger and live. 
For niggers, however, European culture was Kryptonite, it turned them weak and 
complicated. That's why they avoid it like the plague. The ones that don't end up like 
Benny did: impotent. Until that foxy nigger super-cunt saved him. Which is why Ricky 
had to stop her by making her unborn. 
 
Whatever you don't love you will hate. And whatever you hate you will eventually try to 
kill. 
 



the_augustine_authority@yahoo.com 

 57 

Ricky had to ask himself how it came to pass that he had the road to himself in the 
middle of the day in the middle of the week in the middle of the state of Nevada. 

[laughter] 

No traffic for as far as the eye could see. Had a nuclear war been declared? Was the car 
even moving? It felt as though he could calmly step out of the car and have a look-see 
and step back in without even having to apply the brakes first. As though he and the '68 
Mercury Cougar were moving at the same speed in the same direction but powered by 
separate forces. 
 
After losing a bit of weight and gaining enough confidence to borrow enough money 
from Benny to assemble a decent wardrobe of hip threads (plus a drawerful of various 
Zodiac medallions to choose from depending on which month, on any given day, Ricky 
felt like claiming he'd been born in) Ricky had started experimented with being Benny.  
 
Ricky had learned most of Benny's life story, had committed Benny's memory to memory 
and was quite fluid with the facts and the tiniest little verisimilitudinous details such as 
Benny's regrets, his favorite smells, his fondest boyhood memories of Christmas and 
sleeping six times with his long-lost half sister, a detail Ricky/Benny withheld for the 
delectation of only the most sophisticated broads he was hoping to mount. There were 
broads all over Vegas who would fall for Ricky's Benny LaFountaine show because it 
was 1974 and they were all on the cusp, weren't they? It was like a race, a race race, an 
exogamic 100-yard dash where all the runners are over-eagerly jumpy white sluts at the 
starting line, 1,000 slutty Caucasian or Jew broads just waiting to hear the starter pistol so 
they could run like the winds toward the down-market goal of Trifling Jumbo Negro 
Cock. And there were 100,000 Negro Cocks willing to share them. Once they got their 
hands on these rancid-twat mutants the niggers would be passing them around among 
themselves until well into the 21st century or until their holes were too big to use by 
humans and niggers alike whichever came first. It was a hunger that had built to an 
intolerable peak of longing and it had been driven, foolishly, by centuries of sultry 
prohibition. When will they ever learn? 
 
Benny's '68 Mercury Cougar was driving itself until it wasn't. At some mysterious point 
during Benny's convivial monologue of reminiscences the car just fucking stops. It's 
night. There is nothing but desert. And dessert. All he has are two bags of groceries on 
the back seat, the star attraction of which is a gallon of melting Neapolitan ice cream.  
 
Neapolitan ice cream, thinks Benny. 
 
Centuries of culture in those three words. 
 
I really must stop using such awful language. He wept with self-reproach in the desert 
with the black dry cloak of perfect night around his shoulders like a shawl. No one can 
hear you. No other human mind for miles in any direction and he cried out so long and so 
loud, he wailed from the depths of his disappointed Omnipotence. 
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After walking through the burnt black air of the desert night for what seemed like a 
coon's age, he saw that he was heading for a light, a lightening in the distance, a cold 
white blossom of fluorescence utterly unlike the dawn's. He saw this light and knew he 
wouldn't die.   
 
He hurried on his numb feet on the flat bone of the still-cooling road with a trillion 
unilluminating dots in the black of the universe he could stretch out and nearly scrape 
from the sky and he headed for that growing light. 
 


