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WILL DENNISON

SUNDAY I DID NOT SEE AL UNTIL AROUND SIX o’clock, when I was ready for dinner. The fact is, I was not in a hurry to hear the events of Saturday evening gone over piece by piece.

Al was asleep when I knocked at his door. He said to come in. I found him lying on the bed, covered with a light blanket. The shades were drawn and the room was dark. I asked him if he was ready for dinner and he said yes. Then he closed his eyes. I sat down and turned on the light and glanced through a copy of the New Yorker that had been on the floor.

Al pushed the blanket aside and swung his legs to the floor. He was completely dressed, except for his shoes. He yawned and smiled. Then he walked over to the washbasin, dabbed some water on his face, and combed his hair.

I was reading a short story in the New Yorker. Something about two women in Schrafft’s.

Al put on a pair of cracked shoes and we went out to buy some food. We bought some hard rolls, sliced ham, cheese, apples, and milk in a delicatessen on Sixth Avenue. Then we walked back to Al’s room and started to eat.

Al said, “You know, Dennison, there’s something vampirish about that girl.”

“Barbara? Yeah. Do you notice how red her lips are and how pale her skin? Fah! ’Tis unnatural.”

Al said, “When I came into the room and saw them lying there on the couch, I had the feeling she was sucking all the life out of him.”

“There certainly isn’t much sex in that affair,” I said. “It gives me the horrors.”

“He looks pale. He doesn’t look well at all.”

We ate for a while in silence, and I was getting ready to hear Al say why did Phillip have to get involved with all these women when he obviously wasn’t in love with them and why couldn’t Phillip love him, or maybe he did already in which case he ought to show it. Al did say all that, and I went on eating.

Al continued. “I wonder if I should ship out anyway. Perhaps when he found out I was on the ship he would be glad.”

I said, “I don’t know. Do what you like. My advice is to stay here and make yourself some money. He’ll be back in five or six weeks. If you can build up a marijuana business while he’s away, you’ll have something to offer him.”

Al said, “I don’t see why money should be so important.”

I didn’t want to go into that again, so I didn’t say anything, and Al said he would definitely go down the following morning to get some marijuana seed.

We finished dinner and Al said he was going down to Washington Square. He asked me did I want to come along and I said, “No, I was just there last night.”

We said good night on 52nd Street and Al walked away toward Fifth Avenue to take the bus. I walked over to Broadway, took the IRT down to Sheridan Square, and went home.

About ten o’clock Danny Borman called and asked could he come right over. I said yes.

When I opened the door, he slid in like a jittery gangster who is in wrong with the mob. He threw down a shot of whiskey and started telling what happened last night.

He had been in a bar and some merchant seaman flashed a big roll. Danny got acquainted, and they went back to this guy’s apartment to get a bottle. When they got there the seaman began telling Danny he would still be in the army except he was discharged for wounds he got in the Pacific. Danny said, “Yeah, sure.” The seaman said, “Oh, you don’t believe I was in the army? I’ll show you I was in the army. I got my discharge right here.” He turned around and began rummaging through a bureau drawer. So then Danny k-norcked him with the sap. The guy’s head was so hard he just shook his head and started hollering. Danny started for the door, and by this time everybody was out on the landing to see what was going on. Danny jumped out of a window on the landing, this being the second floor, and made his escape, as they say in the newspapers. But he threw away the sap.

He sat there twisting an empty jigger in his hand, looking nervous and discouraged.

I said, “Danny, would you be interested in burning down a house for two hundred dollars?”

His face brightened up and he said, “That sounds pretty good.”

So I told him about a shipyard worker I knew who figured he had got a dirty deal from some girl and her old lady and wanted to burn down their house but couldn’t do it because he would be suspected. He was willing to pay two hundred to have it done, this being a wood house in Long Island somewhere.

Danny asked, “Does she have to be in it? If so, I don’t want the job. Two hundred isn’t enough to burn a live broad, no matter what she done.”

I told him no, she wasn’t going to be at home, and the guy would tell him when she would be out.

Danny said, “It’s a cinch.”

So I said, “Wait a minute,” and I rang the guy’s number, but he wasn’t in. I gave Danny the number and told him to call again later. “Just say Will recommended you for that house repair job. I told him if I found someone I’d have him get in touch.”

Danny thanked me and wrote the number down. He said when he got the money he’d fix me up.

I rubbed my hands and said, “Whatever you think is fair. The job is easy, but it’s not in my line.” (My line is letting other people take the risks, like Phillip’s old man.)

“I’m sure this guy’s all right,” I went on, “and I know where he lives. There won’t be any trouble collecting, but get half on account.”

Danny said, “You know me, Will.” He got up to go. “Say, I’m sorry about the sap.”

I said, “Why, that’s all right. I’m glad you didn’t get yourself in a jam.”
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MIKE RYKO

I LEFT DENNISON’S PLACE AT SIX O’CLOCK AND started home to Washington Square. Down on the street it was chill and misty, and the sun was somewhere behind the East River piers. I walked east along Bleecker Street after going into Riker’s to look for Phillip and Al.

When I got to Washington Square I was too sleepy to walk straight. I went up to Janie’s apartment on the third floor, threw my clothes on a chair, and pushed her over and got into bed. The cat was running up and down the bed playing with the sheets.

When I woke up that Sunday afternoon it was quite warm, and the Philharmonic symphony was playing on the radio in the front room. I sat up and leaned over and saw Janie sitting on the couch with only a towel on and her hair all wet from a shower.

Phillip was sitting on the floor with only a towel on and a cigarette in his mouth, listening to the music, which was the Brahms’s First.

“Hey,” I said, “throw me a cigarette.”

Janie walked over and said “Good morning” just like a sarcastic little girl and gave me a cigarette.

I said, “Jesus, it’s hot.”

And Janie said, “Get up and take a shower you bastard.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Don’t what’s the matter me. You smoked marijuana last night.”

“It wasn’t good stuff anyway,” I said, and I went into the bathroom. The June sun was all over the room and when I turned on the cold jet it was like diving into a shady pond back in Pennsylvania on a summer afternoon.

After, I sat in the front room with a towel and a glass of cold orangeade, and I asked Phillip where he had gone last night with Ramsay Allen. He told me that after they had left Dennison’s, they started out for the Empire State Building.

“Why the Empire State Building?” I asked.

“We were thinking of jumping off. I don’t clearly remember.”

“Jumping off, hey?” I said.

We talked along for a while about the New Vision, which Phillip was then in the process of trying to work out, and then when I had finished my orangeade I got up and went into the bedroom to put my pants on. I said I was hungry.

Janie and Phillip started dressing, and I went into the small alcove we called the library and thumbed through some things in the desk. In a slow sort of way I was getting ready to ship out again. I laid out a few things on top of the desk and then I went back into the front room and they were ready. We went down the stairs and out on the street.

“When are you shipping out again, Mike?” Phillip asked.

“Why,” I said, “in a couple of weeks, I guess.”

“The shit you are,” Janie said.

“Well,” Phillip said as we crossed the Square, “I’ve been thinking about shipping out myself. You know I have seaman’s papers, but I never have shipped out. What would I have to do to get a ship?”

I gave him all the details briefly.

Phillip nodded in a satisfied way. “I’m going to do it,” he said. “And is there any chance of our getting on the same boat?”

“Why yes,” I said. “You suddenly decided all this? And what would your uncle say?”

“He’ll be all for it. Glad to see me do a patriotic turn and all that. And glad to get rid of me for a while.”

I expressed my satisfaction with the whole idea. I told Phil it was always best to ship out with a partner in case of trouble onboard ship with the other members of the crew. I told him that sometimes the lone wolf was liable to get the shit end of the stick, especially if he was one who liked to keep by himself all the time. That type of seaman, I told him, inadvertently aroused the suspicions of the other seamen.

We went into the Frying Pan on Eighth Street. Janie still had some money left from her last trust-fund check. She came from Denver, Colorado, but she hadn’t been home in over a year. Her father, a wealthy old widower, lived in a swank hotel out there, and occasionally she got letters from him describing his good times.

Janie and I ordered plain fried eggs with bacon, but Phillip ordered two three-and-a-half-minute boiled eggs. There was a new waitress behind the counter and she gave him a sour look. A lot of people resented Phillip’s exotic appearance and looked at him suspiciously as if they thought he might be a dope fiend or a fag.

“I don’t want Allen to know about my shipping out,” Phillip was saying. “The whole point of the idea is to get away from him. If he finds out, he’s liable to gum up the works.”

I laughed at this.

“You don’t know Allen,” Phillip said seriously. “He can do anything. I’ve known him too long.”

I said, “If you want to get rid of the guy, just tell him to get off your tail and stay away.”

“That wouldn’t work. He just wouldn’t stay away.”

We drank our tomato juice in silence.

“I don’t see your logic, Phil,” I said. “It seems to me you don’t mind his hanging around you too damned much, providing he doesn’t make a pass at you. And he can be convenient sometimes.”

“He’s getting inconvenient,” Phil said.

“What would happen if he found out you were shipping out?”

“Any number of things.”

“What could he do if he found out only after you’d actually left overseas on a ship?”

“He’d probably be waiting for me at our foreign port, wearing a beret and cracking shells on the beach with five or six little Arab boys at his feet.”

I laughed at this. “That’s a good one,” I said.

“You don’t want to let that queer in on anything you do,” Janie was telling Phillip.

“That’s a good one about the beach, all right,” I said.

Our eggs had now arrived, but Phillip’s eggs were absolutely raw. He called the waitress over and said, “These eggs are raw.” He illustrated the point by dipping his spoon into the eggs and pulling it out with a long streamer of raw white.

The waitress said, “You said soft-boiled eggs, didn’t you? We can’t be taking things back for you.”

Phillip pushed the eggs across the counter. “Two four-minute eggs,” he said. “Maybe that will simplify matters.” Then he turned to me and started talking about the New Vision. The waitress snatched up the eggs and swished herself off to the slot where the food comes through from the kitchen: “Two in the water four minutes.”

When the eggs came back they were all right. The waitress slammed them down in front of Phil. He began calmly eating the eggs.

“Okay,” I said after I’d finished my breakfast. “Tomorrow you go down to Broadway like I told you and get yourself straightened out. I guarantee we can get a ship within the week. We’ll be out on the open sea before Allen even finds out.”

“Good,” said Phillip. “I want to get out as soon as possible.”

“There’s no telling where our ship’ll be going,” I told him.

“I don’t care, although I’d like France.”

“So would I,” I said, “but you’ve been to France.”

“I was there with my mother when I was fourteen, with an English governess hanging around. The Latin Quarter’s what I want to see.”

“The Latin Quarter’s in Paris,” I said, “and all we have is a strip of the Normandy peninsula. I don’t think we’ll see Paris this time.”

“There might be a breakthrough to Paris at any event. However, the main thing is to get out of America.”

I said, “You’re giving Ramsay Allen a broad berth.”

“I hope so,” he said.

“Lots of time to write poetry at sea,” I added.

“That’s another thing.”

“Why can’t you write poetry and work out your New Vision in New York?”

Phillip smiled. “Because Al’s around, and he’s a dead weight on all my ideas. I’ve got some new ideas. He belongs to an ancient generation.”

“Ah,” I said, “you betray a lack of gratitude for your old and venerable teacher.”

Phillip gave me a sly undersmile.

Janie said, “Both of you are talking crap. You want to make some money, don’t you? When you get back we can all go to Florida or New Orleans or someplace for the winter. Never mind the poetry.”

We had cigarettes but no matches. Phil called out to the waitress, “I say, have you a match, miss?”

The waitress said, “No.”

Phillip said, “Then get some,” in his clear, calm tone.

The waitress got a wooden box of matches from under the counter and threw it at him. It lit in my empty egg plate and knocked some french fries out on the counter. Phillip picked up the box and lighted all our cigarettes. Then he threw the box back so it lit on the counter near her.

She jumped at the sound and said, “Oh! I shouldn’t have given them to you.”

Phillip smiled at her.

I said, “She must be having her period.”

At this a short, stocky male waiter came up to me and said, “Are you a wise guy?”

“Sure,” I said. It looked like there would be a fight.

Then Janie said, “That bitch started it all. Why don’t you get yourself a new waitress?”

The waiter gave us all a dirty look and walked away.

“Let’s get out of here,” Janie said. She paid the check and we walked out.

We walked back to Washington Square and sat on a bench in the shade. I got tired of that so I sat down on the grass and started chewing a twig. I was thinking about the books I would bring for this trip and what a time Phil and I would have in some foreign port. Phil and Janie were talking about his girl Barbara Bennington—“Babs” to her friends—and what her reaction would be to this news of his sudden departure.

Then a little old man came staggering by, drunk and muttering to himself. He stopped in front of our bench and started staring at me. We paid him absolutely no attention, so he began to get sore. He had an alcoholic twitch and every time he twitched he snarled. He twitched and said “Aah” at me, and walked away.

Phil and Janie went on talking and suddenly the little drunkard was back staring at me.

“Who are you?” he wanted to know.

I twitched and said “Aah!”

“Go home,” Phil told him, and the little drunkard got scared and went away, twitching and snarling at benches and trees.

We sat there awhile and then decided to go home. Phil said he was going straight home to start packing. He lived in a family hotel just around the corner from Janie’s apartment, where he had a little two-room suite with private bath.

As we were turning the corner we met James Cathcart, a student at the NYU School of Business, and he went on with Phillip to help him with his packing. Phillip was telling him to keep mum. Although Cath-cart was a pretty good friend of his, Phil was taking every precaution in order that the news wouldn’t leak out to Ramsay Allen.

Janie and I went upstairs and took a shower together. Then we sat down in the front room to talk. I was sitting on the rocking chair facing her and she was sitting on the couch with a towel on, native style. I kept staring at the towel and finally it began to annoy me, so I got up and pulled the towel off her and went back to the rocking chair.

She said, “What are you going to do out at sea?” and I said, “Don’t worry about the future.”
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