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another bullshit night in suck city

H
AMM
: Scoundrel! Why did you engender me?

N
AGG
: I didn’t know.

H
AMM
: What? What didn’t you know?

N
AGG
: That it’d be you.

—Beckett,
Endgame



Contents
one


automatic teller


the inventor of the life raft


apologist


barracuda


beacon hill


trader jon


ulysses


winter


two hundred years ago


the cage


funeral, unattended


hiss & fall


my dostoyevsky


exterminator!


button man


the time of your life


chet’s last call


two


fire


funeral, unattended


pear


turner’s special blend


practical joke


slow-motion car wreck


dreamwold


the take


red sox


chronic bafflement disorder


a survey


near-desert


rule 35


barefoot motorcycle


the fact foundation of america


snapshot


the ashmont arms


thirteen random facts


fish pier (the two types of college)


love saves the day


family friend


o christmas tree


evol


shelter


three


chronicle of disaster and the absurd


crowbar


morocco


summer of suits


silver key


inside out


cloverleaf


the piss of god


countdown


riddle


that man’s father is my father’s son


mayberry rfd


like it or not


transparent


same again


the van


the pine street palace


ham


four


headlong


fuckin gonuts


how’s my driving?


fort point (mountain of shoes)


the bootlegger


over 100 lbs.? over 100 miles?


king of ireland


five


santa lear


six


dharma


many ways to brooklyn


my cardboard box


flawless (how to rob a bank)


photogenic


another way to think of fire


vodka, stamps, flowers


twelve doors (the devil’s arithmetic)


my brother waits for the tiny machines


the book of jon


button man (the musical)


heroic uses of concrete (the city that always sleeps)


the boy stood on the burning deck


someday this awl will be yours


my tree


some notes


[debts]


[bragging rights]



one


automatic teller

(1989)
Please
, she whispers,
how may I help you?
The screen lights up with her voice. A room you enter, numbers you finger, heated, sterile almost. The phone beside her never rings, like a toy, like a prop. My father lifts the receiver in the night, speaks into it, asks,
Where’s the money?
asks,
Why can’t I sleep?
asks,
Who left me outside?
The phone rings on a desk when he lifts it, the desk somewhere in Texas, someone is always supposed to be at that desk but no one ever is, not at night. A machine speaks while my father tries to speak, it doesn’t listen, it only speaks, my father’s face reflected dimly on the screen.

Any card with a magnetic strip will let you in, all the street guys know this, or learn quick. It’s never night inside this room, the lights hum a deafening white. My father stands at the desk, filling out deposit slips—
Five hundred to savings, twenty-five thousand to checking, all cash
—then puts the slips in an envelope and tosses it into the trash. Drive past and it’s like a window display, a diorama—
Late Twentieth Century Man Pretending to Be Banking
—brought to you by the Museum of the Homeless. The people who enter, those with money to withdraw, most of them don’t even glance at my father, don’t give him a second look. Dressed well, clean, his graying hair long and swept back from his forehead—just like them, doing a little banking after midnight, on his way to an after-hours club, a late dinner, a lady waiting in the car,
that
car, by the curb, the engine running, the heat blowing on her legs while she listens to the radio—
A little honey in my pot
, or,
Baby it’s cold outside
. Skid is curled beneath the desk—semiconscious or out cold, hard to tell, his boombox cranked up full, he holds it tight to his chest like a screaming child. My father hums. The lights hum. The couple at the automatic teller kiss, the machine clicks out a small pile of bills, my father bends to his deposit slip,
Six hundred and seventy thousand, cash
, he puts it in an envelope, licks the envelope shut. The couple stand by the door, still kissing, like they have no place better to be, like this is the most romantic spot in the city.

 

Others find their way to the ATM after midnight, after the last Dunkin’ Donuts closes. They rattle the magnetic door to get my father’s attention, but unless he knows them he’ll feign sleep or pretend he’s absorbed with his banking. After midnight it’s hard to find an open lobby, a dry place to enter, and for some it’s hard to scrounge even so much as a magnetic card. My father knows Beady-Eyed Bill, another harmless weirdo, unlatches the door. The Beady-Eyed One talks out of the side of his mouth, glancing over my father’s shoulder to scope what’s coming. He fears he’s being watched, and inside this room who can say he’s not? Someone behind that wall is making a goddamn movie of his life.

Alice, hunched by the trash, swears people come in at night and carve their initials into her flesh. She holds an upturned palm to Bill accusingly, asks,
Who’s “J.L.”?
The scratches on her hand do look like the letters “J” and “L,” this is true. Bill glances at my father conspiratorially. Alice glares at Bill.
And which Bill are you tonight? The one in the gray slacks, or the one that snuck in last night and branded my hand?
My father, finished depositing his cash, curls up on the ceramic floor, turns his face to the baseboard, tucked below the window so the fake police won’t see him. Phony sheriff stars painted on their little jeeps, if he can stay below their line of sight it might buy ten minutes of sleep.

 

In Boston the bars close at one. The next wave of revelers, more gregarious than the earlier crowd, bleary and headed home, push their way inside. Sometimes they give you a hassle, sometimes they flip you a few bucks. A little lit, sometimes they try to start up a conversation, sit on the floor next to you, offer you a drink, want to know your name.
You seem like a regular guy, how’d you end up here?

Where? my father asks.
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