
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 


GUTTER ANGELS

Selected Fiction

 


Larry Fondation

 


 



 


 


PRAISE FOR THE WORK OF LARRY
FONDATION

 


“[Unintended Consequences] is
poignant, bare, dense. Essential. Great book.”—Bertrand Tavernier,
Director of The Clockmaker, Coup de Torchon, and
Round Midnight

 


“Witness and poet, Larry Fondation
gives voice to those one generally does not hear…”—Encore du
Noir

 


“Brutal and hilarious.”—Le Canard
enchaine

 


“Brilliant!”—Rolling
Stone

 


“In the 1930s, John Dos Passos
published his trilogy USA; he released the shackles of the
traditional novel, and gave birth to a fragmented form allowing him
to embody the chaos of the modern city. Almost a century later,
Larry Fondation’s approach is comparable.”—Transfuge

 


“Attention:
masterpiece!”—Bookalicious

 


“Like the late Wanda Coleman,
Fondation strips his characters of an interiority meant to make
them more universally familiar, engaging the reader with the
dispossessed on their own impossible terms.”—Santa Fe
Reporter

 


“[Fondation writes] narratives about
the fringe of the fringe of contemporary American culture [that]
sublimate and ferment like a hard, sage Scotch…Disrupting the
social lexicon in this way places Fondation’s text at the forefront
of a new and frightening kind of Americana.”—American Book
Review

 


“[Fondation’s] powerful,
gut-wrenching stories—real, stark visions of survival from LA’s
underbelly—depict Skid Row heroes with the same mix of hope,
passion, lust and human foibles shared by all humans, rich and
poor…[his] compact sentences pack a punch, and his portrayals mix
poetry with the staccato rhythm of gunfire.”—Agenda
Magazine

 


“[Martyrs and Holymen] as a
whole can best be described as a mosaic composed of a new kind of
fabric: one that redefines the parameters of continuity and expands
the nature of the narrative’s focus beyond the scope of
character.”—The Texas Review
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Children at Play

 


“Fear”

The sounds got to me after a while. Always
looking over your shoulder, you know. Hearing things. Not sleeping.
I’ve never been in jail before.

 


“The First Time”

He tied off his arm and jabbed for a vein. He
hit it real hard and blood spurted in his face. He turned white
like he was going to faint. Hey, what’s the matter, Bobby? You seen
a ghost, man?

 


“Sounds and Smells”

The sing-song rap and fleeting loudness.
Mostly banging and loud noises, ripping, tearing, a cappella. A
cappella madness. At first, none. Then always. The letters. Nine.
M.M. I remember the first time. “You’ve got the gun?” John Mac
asked.

Then, puke and beer. And fried stuff, you
know, coming out of the windows of the Mexican kids’ houses. It was
all over.

The night went on. Some fancy men’s colognes.
Bobby stole them off a train. “Come on, man. Share some of that
shit with me. You didn’t pay nothing for it. I gotta score Theresa
tonight. Yeah, I’ll get her. You wanna bet?

 


“Home #1”

We were watching TV. They started arguing. The
black kids wanted to watch one show; the white kids wanted to watch
a different show. All hell broke loose. Guys had blades they snuck
in and they started swinging them all over the place. John and I
started to take a walk. The guards were just watching and laughing.
‘Let the bastards kill each other.” The blacks were getting the
better of it. John and I started to hustle. We couldn’t run or we’d
be obvious. A big huge black guy stepped in front of us. “Hey,
aren’t you a Shaughnessey, from the Projects?” He said to John, “I
know your brother, man. He’s alright. Let’s get away from this
shit.” We took a walk with Felton. John always thought his name was
“Fountain.” He never believed me until two years later when I
showed him Fenton’s name in the paper. He had won a basketball
scholarship to USC.

 


“Pills”

Bobby started selling pills. He made big
money. He got Theresa to fuck him when no one else could. We could
never figure it out, but he never sold nothing but pills. Then he
got set up. A guy he had dealt with a long time. Got him in a car.
Had a shit load of pills. Bobby was paying $16,000—cash. The cops
surrounded the car. He said there were eight cops and all of them
had their guns drawn. They got the money and the pills. Bobby got
six years, but he got out in two and a half.

 


“Chicks”

“It’s best to ditch a chick after a
couple of months. I mean, after that, it gets really boring and
they lay all this shit on you. But those first few days—the first
time you get their pussy, the first time you wake up at their
place, see different shit with your eyes when you first wake up,
someone else’s shit—it gives you a rush. I always know it’s time to
go when I start to know where they keep shit in their apartment,
like they ask you, “Please pass me a screwdriver,” and you know
where it is. “Being here, I guess I don’t have to worry about it
one way or the other for a while.”

- Bobby’s first letter from jail

 


“Jeffrey’s Troubles”

Jeff was bleeding, not real bad, but no
bullshit either. Slashes on his bare chest. It was summer and hot.
The girls fawned all over him. They all wanted to be the one to
take care of him. Only Lorraine realized how fucked up he was at
the time. None of the of us would listen. “They jumped me on Darien
Street,” he said. Johnny Mac took the lead. “Let’s get Mark and
Tom. Danny’s go a gun. I got a gun.” He turned to me. “You coming?”
he asked. We found out years later that Jeff had cut himself.
Richie had seen him do it.

 


“Home #2”

Bobby had some money left when he got out of
jail. He had been selling for a long time before he got caught.
Trouble was he had this Jones. In his case, heroin. Most of the
rest of us were dust, toot, and crack. Some speed freaks. But Bobby
liked horse. He spent $20,000 and checked into this place in La
Jolla. A thirty-day residential program. He was there with famous
athletes, even a police chief who had developed a penchant for
coke. When they gave him his walking papers at the end of the
month, he left with about a 30% chance of staying off the shit, a
better one of dropping another twenty grand at the same place
sometime real soon.

 


“Weird Shit”

Jeff kept doing weird shit even after he quit
doing drugs.

One day, Jeff came back to the corner with
about thirty hats, so I asked him, “Hey, Jeff, where the fuck did
you get all the hats?

“I was bored at lunch time.” He
said. He was working at a clothes factory downtown.

“So what did you do?” I
asked.

“I ran down the fucking street
grabbing hats off peoples’ heads.” Jeff said.

“Shit,” I said.

“I got some fucking nice ones,” he
said. “Do you want one?”

 


“Bobby’s Little Brother”

Bobby hated what was happening to his little
brother. His real name was Sam, but we all called him
“Punkrat.”

Punkrat sat on the front steps of his mother’s
house while she was at work. He smoked dope, played Two Live Crew
on his boombox, and swore at the top of his lungs at all kinds of
people passing by: “FUCKING ASSHOLE MOTHER-FUCKER. GET THE FUCK OFF
MY FUCKING STREET.SHITHEAD.”

Punkrat was getting fat. He got a wicked case
of the munchies every time he smoked and he smoked every day. He
ate Fritos and drank Pepsi in two-liter bottles. He ate Twinkies
and Hostess Cupcakes and Ruffles Potato Chips.

Bobby was always a good athlete. Punkrat never
played sports.

Bobby tried to tell him what to do but he
never listened.

Punkrat was only thirteen when he got shot by
some guy he cursed at. When he got out of the hospital you could
see him the same day sitting out there, playing his tapes, smoking,
eating, shouting.

 


“Home #3”

We did it all at night; prying the plywood off
the windows to get in, all the decorating, the hanging
out.

It was a vacant building. Two stories. It was
our place—for getting high, for talking, for growing up. For
fucking.

The cops never caught us, never, for anything.
It took two years before the city tore it down. We all watched the
wrecking crane—clenching and unclenching our fists with every
crunch of the big metal wrecking ball against the old, brittle
wood.

We made the place look really nice. We found
furniture in the garage and hauled it up there. We even put
pictures on the walls.

 


“Taxis”

Richie walked off the curb in the middle of
the street.

“Taxi! Taxi!” he
shouted.

The cabbie stopped the car sharply. He had on
a black leather, snap-brim cap.

“How much does it cost to go
downtown?” Richie asked him.

“I don’t know,” the guy said. “Let
me ask the dispatcher.”

I was standing right behind Richie. I started
to giggle. “The driver didn’t hear me.”

“It’s about twenty-five bucks,” the
cabbie said to Richie.

Richie turned away. “Thanks,” he said. “Thanks
a lot, mister.”

“You wanna go there?”

“No,” Richie said. “I never wanted
to go there. I just wanted to know how much it cost.”

Richie and I both laughed out loud. The cabbie
drove away, mad as hell.

One time, Richie flagged a taxi and asked the
guy the time. The cabbie pulled out a gun and lectured us on being
wise guys. He spoke in a southern drawl, and all the time he talked
he waved the gun around in the air, all the time pointing it
straight at us. The whole time Richie hid behind me. This was
before Johnny Mac, before any of us had guns.

 


“Doctor Jeff”

Gina lived in a house on the corner of Patton
Avenue with one of those excitable little Mexican dogs and a
hyperactive kid. We hated the dog and her son was a pain in the
ass, but for a time we hung out at Gina’s almost every night. It
was winter and it was the only house we were welcome in. Every
Friday and Saturday night we pretty much trashed the place, but
Gina didn’t seem to mind. She was the type who liked attention. I
kind of admired Gina. She managed to rent a place and pay for it
all by herself. She had nice furniture and stylish clothes. And she
only did drugs on weekends. She was decent looking except she had a
mouth that turned down like a grouper’s and she was so skinny she
had no tits. Some people said she turned tricks, but I never
believed them.

Jeff said he loved her. It was the only time I
ever heard him say that.

One night in February Jeff went down to
Hancock Liquor and hit a delivery and hit a delivery truck for a
case of vodka and two cases of Kahlua. When he got back with the
stuff Gina made a run to the Seven-Eleven and bought five gallons
of milk.

At eleven o’clock the dog and the kid were
still running around like crazy.

First the dog was chasing the kid, then the
kid was chasing the dog. The kid was only three or four. The dog
was only a foot from the ground. The dog barked constantly, and the
kid never stopped screaming. You could hear them even over the
stereo.

It was Richie’s idea to put vodka in the dog’s
dish. He’d had a run-in with the dog before. The dog had bit
through his sneaker—a new pair of Nikes. Richie loved telling the
story, but I think he kept it from Gina.

“I picked up the bad-tempered bag
of shit and drop kicked it against the wall.”

Richie offered to take the dog for a walk so
it got good and thirsty. Gina was moved by his kindness. The kid
wanted to go, but Richie wouldn’t let him. While they were gone, I
dumped the water out of the dish. Richie poured out a good four
ounces of vodka, and the dog lapped it up eagerly. It was in a kind
of stupor for a while, and dog seemed to be trying find Gina. The
dog passed out in the kitchen.

When Richie told Jeff about it, Jeff nearly
died laughing.

“It might work for the fucking kid
too,” he said.

Jeff had Gina on the couch, and he had a fifth
of vodka. He was drinking straight from the bottle. Gina had a
beer.

The kid was jumping up and down on the couch
beside them and shouting about the dog.

“I did a year of medical school,
you know,” Jeff said.

“Bullshit. You’re not old
enough.”

“It was a special
program.”

Jeff dropped out of school, but when he went,
he was real smart and he got his GED without even studying. He was
dusted when he took the test.

 


 


Jeff had Louie get him a shot glass. After one,
the kid kept jumping. After the second one, he curled up on his
mother’s lap and went to sleep.

“I told you it would work,” he
said.

Jeff started hitting people and kicking them
out. He got a knife out of the kitchen.

“The kid’s got to sleep,” he said.
“Get the fuck out.” Everybody knew what was going on, but you
didn’t fuck with Jeff when he was crazy like that. We all
left.

Jeff was taking off his clothes even before
the door was shut. Gina was crying on the couch next to the kid,
who was still sleeping.

Through the window I could see Jeff stroking
her hair softly and gently. He was whispering to her but I couldn’t
make out the words.

Peter Scavotti was using a cane because his
leg was numb from smoking so much dust. He smashed two of Gina’s
windows as he left. By the time Jeff came out after him we were all
gone.

 


“The End”

We were all standing in front of PJ’s, a bar
with no windows, where they served beer in paper cups because of
the fights. Johnny Mac had had it out with Richie inside and we all
got thrown out. I was home from college for the summer; it was my
first day back.

The streets were wet from a brief June shower
and the wet pavement looked like black leather.

A group of Mexican kids was walking on the
other side of the street. All the apartment buildings around PJ’s
were filled with Mexicans now. That’s all that was moving in. My
mother told me to be careful with my wallet. She said they were
good pickpockets.

Johnny Mac started it. He called them names.
“Hey, you fucking greaseballs,” he said. “Go back to your own
fucking country.”

The kids ignored him.

“Cut the shit,” Jeff said. “We.
don’t want any fucking trouble tonight.”

“Chinga su madre,” John Mac
shouted.

That did it. There were six of them. And it
was me and Jeff, Richie, Johnny Mac and Peter. The biggest one came
at Johnny Mac with a knife. Mac struck first. He knocked the guy
down with a straight right to the mouth. A second kid slashed
Johnny’s face. That’s when Jeff stepped in—right between them. “You
asshole,” Jeff said.

He said it to Johnny Mac. The knife went about
four inches into Jeff’s gut. It was a hunting knife.

As the guy pulled it out, he spat in Jeff’s
face. He slipped the knife back in his belt, under his jacket, and
the six of them ran off.

Richie caught Jeff as he fell. There was blood
everywhere. Jeff didn’t say another word.

When the ambulance finally came, the
paramedics said Jeff had died almost instantly.

Peter had had a gun, but he didn’t use
it.

 


“Coda: Home #4”

When he died, Jeff had in his
pocket:

a clean white handkerchief

$30.29 (three tens, a quarter, and four
pennies)

a Swiss Army knife

an expired California driver’s
license

a crumpled piece of paper with Gina’s phone
number on it

two beer bottle tops

 


 



 





After Billy

 


He stayed on the stairs even after she told him
to hide.

“They’re after you, “she
said.

“Let them come.”

“It’s because of me.”

“Let them come,” he
repeated.

 


 


It was dark, but still hot, and the streets
were filled with children playing in men crowded at the corner
drinking beer and women in shorts and sandals walking
by.

He was dressed in a very white T-shirt and
black pants. His hair was oiled and combed back. She busied herself
biting her nails and talking on the telephone. He remained of the
stairs watching the children and the men and the women while she
was inside.

“The Fontanas said you can go to
their place,” she said. “They have an attic.”

She was dressed nicely in a tight-fitting
jersey top and tight jeans, her bare feet thrust into black high
heels.

“Would you bring me out a beer?” he
asked.

“I’m scared, Billy,” she
said.

“Please.”

She went inside to the refrigerator. All the
windows and doors were open. He could hear her heels on the
linoleum.

“Thanks,” he said when she returned
with the beer. “Come sit beside me.”

She sat down next to him, afraid now for
herself as well as for him.

“No need to worry now,” he said.
“They won’t come until very late.”

The children were still playing on the street.
They had turned on the fire hydrant and we’re jumping and shouting
in the stream of water, even the youngest, your mothers pushing
back their bedtimes on account of the heat. She felt that what
Billy said was true, so she stopped biting her fingernails. Hating
that. Still she did not say anything.

“What do you want to talk about?”
he asked.

“You’re being a fool,” she
said.

He did not reply.

“They’re going to kill you,” she
said.

“Maybe. Maybe not,” he
said.

“You’re trying to make me feel
guilty,” she said. She had been with the man Billy stabbed. “Do you
want me to say I’m sorry? OK. I’m sorry. I’ll never do it again.
Does that make you feel better? Now, why don’t you go to Fontana’s
and wait for this thing to blow over.”

“Let’s talk about something more
pleasant,” he said.

The mother started calling in their children.
The groups of men began to disperse.

“Would you put on some lipstick,”
he said. “You look nice in lipstick.”

She got up to go inside.

“And bring me another beer when you
come back,” he said.

“Billy,” she said from the
doorway.

“Please,” he said.

Billy watched the children climb the stairs
and go inside. And he watched the doors and windows shut in the
apartments across the street while Angela made her face up in the
bathroom mirror. In a few minutes she came back with lipstick and
blush and eyeliner on, and a can of beer in her hand.

“You look beautiful,” he
said.

She sat down beside him again and rubbed his
neck and his shoulders and his thighs. The street had closed up and
they were alone now.

“Will you suck me?” he
asked.

Without a word, she pulled a zipper down and
pulled his cock out and begin to mouth it, leaving her lipstick all
over the head and the shaft. He came quickly, and she pushed it
back inside his pants and zipped him up and kissed him with his cum
in her mouth.

“Thank you,” he said. “That was
nice.”

After a few moments silence he asked her, “Do
you know if the Dodgers won?”

“No, I don’t,” she said.

“Can you go get the radio so we can
listen to the scores?”

She put the radio on the stairs beside him and
they listen to a news program. At 11:30 a car pulled up in and
three guys came to the foot of the stairs. Angela ran in to dial
the police. Billy did not move.

The phone was in the kitchen, on the wall Next
to the refrigerator. From where she stood, Angela could not see
Billy or the stairs. She heard voices; she could only make out a
few of the words. She heard them call Billy by his last name. She
started biting her nails again as she waited to talk to the
dispatcher.

Then she heard two shots. She dropped the
phone and ran back outside.

Angel looked around. She saw her portable
radio shattered, the pieces scattered across the stairs. She saw
broken plastic and metal and wire.

They had been two shots.

 


 



 





On the Steps of the Blue
Ocean

 


“I can get you in to see the show,”
he said.

“What will it cost me,” she
asked.

“Nothing,” he said.

“You must want something,” she
said.

“No,” he said, “I really
don’t.”

They were sitting on the clean stairs of the
bar where he worked and where she came to see him, and they were
drinking cold draft beer on a hot night.

“What kind of pets do you have?” he
asked.

She drank too much cold beer too quickly, and
the coldness burned her throat, so she did not answer right
away.

“Don’t you want to talk about
it?”

She coughed a little and put the paper cup
full of beer down beside her, and she said, “I really loved those
animals.”

He poured a little more beer into her
cup.

“Tell me what kind they were,” he
said.

She thanked him for pouring her more beer, and
she lit a cigarette and the light of the match showed her bitten
fingernails and the cuts on her knuckles.

“We had a parrot and a snake and a
boa…”

“A snake?

“A boa constrictor. We fed live
mice to him. He wouldn’t eat them if they were dead.”

“Is that all?”

“No, we had two dogs and three cats
and gerbils and rabbits and, for a while, we had a
monkey.”

“Where did you keep the
monkey?”

“We had a big cage in the back
yard,” she said. She drank more beer, but it was not so cold
now.

They sat for a long time without talking. The
bar was at the end of a dead-end street, nestled among shuttered
factories and closed shops. A streetlight was stabbed into the
cracked curbstone just down from the place, shedding only tidbits
of light onto the streets where they sat. It was a windy street,
and the wind blew the trash around and it eddied and circled and
settled at the feet of the parking meters and mailboxes, and by the
wheels of cars, and in doorways.

“I’ll go get us some more beer,” he
said. She was not old enough to go inside.

He came back outside and said he had been
propositioned for a game of pool and had twenty bucks riding on it
and that he’d take her out someplace nice if he won.

“I’ll wait for you,” she
said.

She sat on the stairs smoking while he played
inside. A long time passed. Men coming and going from the bar
stopped to talk to her and ask her name, but she did not talk back
to them.

After a little while longer he came out
flashing a twenty-dollar bill.

“I won,” he said.

“That’s nice,” she said.

She wanted to ask him about the show, but she
was afraid to. He told her that he would spend all his money on
her. He showed her some things he owned—- a small ring, which he
kept in his pocket; a switchblade; a brass lighter that he kept
though he did not smoke; a religious medal on a gold chain. She
admired the jewelry and the lighter; the knife scared her. He kept
asking about the pets she used to have before she had to give them
up.

Later, when they were driving in his car, she
asked him to stop for cigarettes, but he would not stop. The
overhead light was on in the car. She looked at his face, clenched
tight in a grimace like a closed wrench, a small scar on his right
cheek, just below the sideburns. His eyes were fixed on the road
ahead, but still they seemed unfocused. The car veered out of its
lane and onto the shoulder.

He did not seem to notice. He drove on,
accelerating in the gravel. She held on tight, grimacing now too,
and although she wanted to, she could not bring herself to ask him
about the show.

 


 



 





Five Thousand Dollars

 


“You ain’t gonna do it?” the taller
boy asked.

“I’m thinking about it.”

“How much he giving
you?”

“Five K.” Poz was shorter, but
heavier, than Army.

The blue lights of the police cars shot by
quickly. Poz moved his fingers uneasily inside his pockets. He had
been talking to Army for almost an hour.

“You’re crazy,” Army
said.

“It ain’t that hard.”

“How you gonna do it?”

“I got what it takes.”

“You’re fucking crazy.”

“Don’t try and talk me out of it.”
“You already made up your mind?”

“No.”

Poz found some pills in his pocket and
swallowed them without water. His thick neck looked like a boa
swallowing a mouse as he forced the pills down his dry
throat.
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