Where Cat Scratch and Happy Valley Meet

By Patrick Michael Finn

The first time | clocked the plan to rip off Happwlley Liquor, | was stuck at the
back of the goddamn line with a six pack of MicleBig Mouths, moving my weight
from one leg to the other to stop the throbbing bprinside my feet from standing at the
taco grill all day.

Every night | stood there waiting with all the stad fuckheads from around Cat
Scratch; drunks, rotting meth-mouths and dirtbabvahores. Lot of vagrants roaming
through. Indians, wetbacks, insane freight traipgers with beef jerky skin and names
like Lester and Cheeks.

A while back, there was a family in Cat Scratch itied in a station wagon.
Mom, Dad, two little daughters, and a baby. Thag &ll their shit packed up in that car
and they hardly had room to move. Sometimes tio¢yagnotel. | saw them buying food
at Happy Valley Liquor — crackers, Red Hots, canseans, baloney. One time when
this family stayed in the motel over in Colton, théher found a rat in the bathroom
cabinet under the sink and decided to trap it aepkt for a pet. Then they were back in
the station wagon, but the father still had therra shoebox and fed it crackers from his
fingers. His wife wouldn’t touch it and told hira get rid of it. But the children were
happy and clapping, and the baby giggled whenex¢odk it out of the shoebox. When
the rat snapped at her husband and took a churdf g knuckle, the wife screamed at
him to get that damned rat out. He told her it aésight and put the rat away. One
night when everyone was asleep, the rat chewedaysout, crawled up to the baby in his
car seat, sleeping with a cracker, and that rarmtgnawed the baby to death. That's
the kind of place this was, and just living thel@na was enough to make you sick and
mean. In the middle of it all was Happy Valley uay. And that goddamn line killed my
legs so bad after standing at the grill all day thg balls hurt. There was always only
one woman, a big older lady who didn’t mind takirey time, working behind the
counter.

My head cleared and got cool and | saw and figitredt. One fat lady working
the counter for a whole hour. One fat lady workivith a line that wouldn’t quit being
long. The stock room was way down on the othex sicthe counter from where the
register was. The stock room door was only crac&rd inside it was dark.

| went out like | was walking back to the bus stopl then | made a long walk
around to the back of the liquor store, where theas an alley and a big fence for the
San Bernardino switchyards. | found the stock ramor and it was unlocked. | opened
it and didn’t even look inside.

The only problem was | didn’t have a car, so tegtmight after work | called
Filthy Phil Rick. | told him to pick me up and veego over to the cocktail lounge at the
Thunderbird Lanes and have a drink. | had to explangs to him slowly, because he’s
kind of half retarded. I'm not sure how he gotligense, but he had one. | made him
show me.

“Oh?” he said. “Here in my billfold, Wayne.”

It was his picture. His puffy face and those higpgd glasses. He was on
disability for bipolar disorder and lived with msother. When | told him his share and



what we’d be taking, he got excited. | had to bath to quiet the hell down. | could
have punched him.

| wanted to get out of my job, bad. | had to timr the San Bernardino County
Welfare to Work plan. July and August it got upl®0 in that truck. And Rudy, the
owner, my boss, always had the noisy radio on tegid&n station. Accordion, horns,
little greasers whining. Rudy was all right thoudtlve worked for some straight-up
cocksuckers, but Rudy never gave me any shit. ét&ed just as hard as me in that
oven.

The only soap we had to wash with in the sink diak soap. | had to wash my
hands after | went out for a cigarette or tookakJeso | had to wash my hands a lot.
Rudy’d gotten the dish soap at a cheap Mexicar stord that soap was raw. My hands
got real white and dry. If | made a fist, a scajuid crack and bleed. One morning |
was wrapping up a chorizo and egg burrito for Mexican dude. He was watching me
do it, saw my ugly sores and walked away withoatdrder.

“Hey, man!” | said, but he just put his hands is pockets and left. He’d already
paid, so there was nothing | could do, and he diask for his money back. He didn’t
get his drink either, orange Jarritos. Still, It Bshamed.

| qualified for free groceries from the San Bethao Transitional Authority Food
Bank. They sent a couple bags once a week, katetithe shit that was in them. Spam,
cheese, noodles, chicken broth, canned stew tomataesually ended up throwing most
of it away. They even included a little recipe ymdnbet with a picture on it of a happy
black family cooking in the kitchen. | laughedlaat. | didn’t want their goddamn food.
| mostly ate at work.

| hit Happy Valley Liquor for the first time on a &nesday night, a Super Lotto
night. I told Filthy Phil, “Just drive like you’rgoing home from getting Burger King.”
| propped the stockroom door with a cinderblock toid Filthy Phil to stand by the car
and watch. | moved about ten boxes. Then | dabapacked with cartons of cigarettes.
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| lived where Cat Scratch and Happy Valley meptirua room in a big complex
subsidized by San Bernardino County called Palntiag€is| had Filthy Phil pull the
Buick around and park behind the basketball couhisre there were lights because |
wanted to open the trunk and take a look at witbgditten.

“Holy shit,” | said. “Seagrams, Early Times, Jinedn, Kentucky Tavern, Cutty
Sark, Bacardi.” | moved some of the boxes out diméopavement. “Heaven Hill,
Gordon’s, Captain Morgan, Cruzan, Juarez Gold,itkeese, Pepe Lopez, and Rio
Grande.”

There were twenty cartons of cigarettes, only teye bottom-shelf brands like
L&M'’s, Raleighs, Viceroys, Dorals, Magnums, Larkdd Golds, and Kents. | thought |
could probably move them. Hell, I'd smoke themhfad to. | opened a carton of Old
Golds and stuck two packs in my pocket.

“Hey, let me have some cigarettes!” Filthy PhidsaThe way he said it sounded
like “sea-grits.” He was born in Oklahoma, andretteough he’d been in California
nearly all his life, sometimes he still talked liznick. |tossed him a pack.

We hauled all the boxes up to my room.



“Let’'s have a drink!” he said.

“Only one,” | told him.

But we ended up getting trashed on a bottle ofyHames. | blacked out and
woke up sick and late for work and Phil was pasaédn the floor with a black eye and
there was puke all over my hot plate and drippiogi some of the boxes. The room
stank like hell. | woke Phil up and he cowered whe saw me.

“What the hell's the matter?” | asked.

“You punched me out!” he said. It was when héebivn up, he told me. |
knocked him around and then | wouldn’t let him leaHe was too drunk to drive and |
didn’t want him to get busted because | neede@tisk.

“Sorry,” | said. “l was drunk.”
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Rudy was pissed that | was late to work, but Eder been late before, so he
didn’t fire me. | wouldn’t have cared if he didipretty much figured | wasn’t going to
be there much longer.

Because when | got off work Friday night, | hatthyi Phil pick me up. It was
still early. The sun was hot and red in our fagen we parked around behind Palm
Vistas and opened the trunk. A pair of Mexicanetusgplattered with white paint walked
by. I'd seen them get off the bus.

“Hey, amigos,” | said. “Check this out, hombres.”

The Mexican guys liked what we had and they botghtbottles of Gordon’s
vodka and two packs of Raleighs. Then a few mel#ter a leathery dude in a Raiders
cap came by and bought a bottle of Cruzan. Menrmgwut of the building just to get
some shit out of their cars walked by and bougliidsof Gordon’s, Bacardi, Seagrams,
Beam, Captain Morgan, Rio Grande. Pretty soonageahline. | put Filthy Phil to
work. |took the cash and yelled orders over myustter and he dug around in the trunk.
Hours went by and parties were raging all up andrdthe building.

By two, the trunk was nothing but a bunch of emmyes, not one bottle or
single smoke left besides the half-empty pack af Gblds in my pocket. I'd made three
thousand bucks in nine hours.

Back up in my room, | gave Filthy Phil five hundreHe thought that was some
kind of jackpot, and he punched the air with hé$ &éind barked. | couldn’t blame him. |
actually laughed.

“Come on, let’'s go get a drink,” he growled. Jesato Filthy Phil Rick sure was
a piece of work. He could sit there like a chuhkl@gshit and not say a word for eight
hours straight, then something would get him wild &e’d jabber you into next month.
Sometimes I'd get so sick of listening to all higlghit that I'd start feeling like | was
bipolar in my own head, and I'd sit there grindmg teeth and think about cutting his
head off with a shovel. | didn’t like feeling seean. It burned in my brain with anger,
anger, anger. I'd tell Filthy Phil to get the fualdt and I'd crash and lay there on my bed
feeling like a piece of garbage.

“All right,” | said. “Let’s roll.”

But when we got downstairs, we realized it wasasinthree. All the bars were
closed and none of the gas stations sold beertafter Both of us sort of sank.



“Aw, goddamnit,” Filthy Phil said. “Goddamnit juall to hell,” he said, and
sagged forward and let his arms hang.

*k%k

| slept late and got up Saturday afternoon. |glad | hadn’t gotten trashed the
night before. | wanted to enjoy my money, andd. di went and got a haircut and a
shave.

| told the barber, “Put some of that extra bay mmmy neck!”

“Yes, sir,” he said. | tipped him five bucks andnt out and waited at the bus
stop, smoking a cigarette. I'd never had so madhaén my whole goddamn life, and
while | wasn’t stupid with the money, I'd been bedlbng enough and for once | finally
had a chance to stretch out and live.

| took the bus to the Fontana Swap Meet at thdéi@kydrive-in and bought a few
new pairs of Wrangler jeans and some Wranglersshiith pearly metal snaps. Then |
blew a hundred on some pointed Mexican snakeslaitsbd got a Boker gravity knife
with horn handles, the kind you just flip your viraad the stiletto blade flashes out and
locks in place. | saw it shining there on a diggkble and said, I've got to have that shit.

Saturday night | looked good over at the Thunddrbanes cocktail lounge,
knocking back the Jack and Cokes. | sat at mytawie so | could get served, and |
played George Jones on the jukebox and kicked Wwabkmy feet up so the waitresses
could see my new boots.

| expected the stockroom to be double-locked wétv bolts the next Wednesday
night when Filthy Phil and | hit Happy Valley LiquoBut it was open again and loaded
with twice as much booze. | packed the Buick'sikrand the backseat with twenty cases
of liquor and forty cartons of smokes, and that kesel we worked the lot behind the
Palm Vistas both Friday and Saturday night untthdanear four in the morning. | made
six grand, and | gave Filthy Phil seven hundrea@iaith a carton of Larks and two
bottles of Kentucky Tavern. “Shitting pissfire,& lhissed.

Then Sunday night | was back at the Thunderbimklsauying rounds for whole
league teams of strangers who shook my hand aecedfine smokes. | called a black
guy | knew from Happy Valley, Stylish Price. Heode over and sold me an eight ball in
the parking lot. Then | took two of the lane wedses over to a motel and snorted blow
and drank tequila with them all night and fucked gink off of them both.
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| was still wired and drunk when | went into workokblay afternoon to tell Rudy
| was through. “Where the hell you been?” he ykbger the counter. I'd never seen
him that furious. There was a line of five andaas alone. “Get your ass in here!”

“Oh, man,” | said. “I'm sorry, Rudy. You've be@ngood boss and all, but I'm
quitting now.”

He smashed the door open and ran out and got iiaceyright there on the
sidewalk. “You're supposed to give two weeks,"dagd, and shoved me. “You're
supposed to give two weeks notice,” he said, angeshme again. The guys in line
spread out, staring, and | put up my hands and taeell Rudy to back off. 1 just



wanted to leave, but he kept pushing me, pushingimden’t know if it was because |
was sort of messed up and geeked out or what, flaghled behind my eyes and grabbed
a fistful of Rudy’s apron and lifted him so fasatthis face turned white and his mouth
got wide and he sucked in wind like a kid on a seadrride. | marched him across the
sidewalk and pounded his whole body against the gidhe truck, again and again and
again. It sounded like someone slamming a sledgete against an empty dumpster,
and the truck jolted in place with each pound. mhdropped him on the curb and he
landed on his side by the tire. | was surprisdidlih’t knock him out. When | looked
back about a half block away, the dudes who’d hegting in line were helping Rudy

up, holding his arms, and he was touching the lbatiks head.
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Filthy Phil and | stole liquor and cigarettes foeeks. We started working the
parking lot on Thursdays, even Sunday afternodineas late August and we were both
always wired and trashed. And Cat Scratch wasagisticked up as we were. A lady
upstairs passed out from the liquor we sold hére Isad a cigarette going, and her bed
caught fire. She burned to death and two othertaeats got completely gutted.
Another night, a drunk husband threw his pregnafe aut the window ten flights down,
broken glass and all, and her spine cracked. f&ukeathd so did the baby. Someone
found a dead whore in a dumpster behind the Grddetlet. She’d been slashed across
the tits, gagged, strangled, and she had a bralcemistick shoved up her ass.

| know | shouldn’t have let Filthy Phil booze asbrt as much as he did. It
made him more bugged-out nuts than I'd ever seen is eyes were red and wild
behind his big stupid glasses. Some days I'd seetimning down Foothill in the
hundred-degree heat, smiling big, completely soakiéudsweat. He’'d shake and run and
the sweat would spray all over. But other timesl ligst move down the street with his
arms folded over his head, moaning.

He’d wandered away somewhere the afternoon | et lpp and robbed. It was
one of those days at the end of August when theyseeo thick you can't see the
mountains or the sun, and the world looks likesttting on the edge of smoke and fire.
| was mostly blacked out, and these two little lim@rs clocked me upside the head and
got away with about five cases of booze, the l&sthat | had in the trunk. They took a
few hundred bucks off me too. | got up when thefydnd staggered around and bumped
the empty Buick, yelling about how | was going kinghem. Two San Bernardino
Counties pulled up, and | guess | was lucky I'dgotipped off. They busted me for
public intoxication, and that’s all they could geé for. Still, | was kicking the windows
and seats in the cruiser all the way to the staiod when we got there, the cops
whacked the shit out of me with lead-loaded flather saps.
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| got out the next night and stayed in bed forulzoweek. | didn’t answer the
door when Filthy Phil knocked. He came by twogthtimes a day. He’d stand in the
hallway and yell, “Hey, Wayne! Where the fuck soel, man? | got to talk to you!”



He caught up with me at the Thunderbird Lanes tzoldounge. Right in front of
everybody, he pushed right on up to me and saidu“ad me need to talk.” He said,
“You and me need to talk about M-O-N-E-E, sir. ™N-E-E.”

| pulled him over to a space in the dark nextijukebox and said, “You better
keep your goddamn mouth shut, Phil. You're gomgéet our dicks busted right into
Chino.” I hadn'’t let go of his arm. “I could’vesad your help the other day when | got
the shit kicked out of me, but | haven’t come loakior you.”

“M-O-N-E-E,” he said.

So | eased up and got him a drink, a beer, aadl| $All right, Phil. What do
you and | have to talk about, man?”

“I need more money,” he said. “l need more mongiyt now.”

“l figured as much, but | have to ask you what yeed the money for.”

“Oh, | can't tell you,” he said.

“You have to.”

“My mother kicked me out of the house,” he groan8dn living in my car, and
I've gotta help Cheyenne.”

“Who in the hell's Cheyenne?”

“My girlfriend.”

“What goddamn girlfriend?”

She was a stripper, of course. She wasn’t anybajlyfriend, but she knew how
to gouge a lonely idiot like Filthy Phil out of ayg¢hing he had by shaking her tits in his
face and smiling whenever he held up a twenty. d'’Ahe needs more money so she can
get her own place.”

“Does she know about the money?”

“Yes, that's how she knew | could get more.”

“Aw, Phil, goddamnit.”

| told him to come by the next afternoon, but I knlevasn’t going to give that
sonofabitch a dime.

| thought it was Filthy Phil banging away on th@dthe next morning at about
eleven-thirty. I'd been up wired all night and Becided to just hit him over the head
with a pair of batteries I'd tied into a sock aa#té his Buick down to Mexico with the
last three thousand | had left.

But it wasn’t Filthy Phil standing in the hallwayhen | opened the door. It was
one of the two waitresses from the Thunderbird kditenailed. She was a lot bigger
than | remembered.

“What do you want?” | asked.

“You knocked me up,” she said. “And you betteréady to pay when the baby
comes.”

“Aw, bullshit,” | said. “How you even know it's me?”

She had a doctor’s form she pulled out of hergparsd she stood there in the
hallway waving it around and yelling at me aboutvtshe already had three kids, but one
of the fathers was locked up in Ironwood, the sdamme was dead, and the third had
been deported back to Mexico.

“And | don’t get no child support and now you’rerg@ pay up, else I’'m gonna
get the cops up your ass so bad you’re gonna kstutl iy



“All right, quiet down, come in,” | said. She wida't budge. “I don’t have the
money right now.”

“Bullshit! You blow hundreds at the Thunderbirarievery night. You’re gonna
pay up,” she said.

There was no use trying to talk to her. She wtasteér the money really. She
wanted to be right, to win for once. And she wdrttehang being right and winning on
a man, any man. Men had fucked her over her wiifeleand she was ready to fuck one
of them back. Her hollering was echoing all the/wp and down the hallway so that a
baby started screaming and people were openingdbers.

“Well hell, look,” I said. “I don’t know if that Bby’s mine or not, and you
probably fuck fifteen different guys a week.”

She jumped at me with her nails and clawed a ggehunder my eye, and we
both fell inside and somehow the door got kickeak st first | just tried to hold her
hands off by squeezing her wrists and pulling behé floor, but she was big and wild
and she wanted to scrape my face off, and she whkisigg, and so the only thing | could
do was grab her head and slam it onto the confioeteuntil | heard her skull crack and
blood squirted out of her eyes.
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When Filthy Phil came by a couple hours latenllgdl out a wad of singles. His
face lit up and he stuck the wad in his pants adigking at it a second in his big, soft
hand. I'd decided | needed his help.

The dead waitress’s body was in the bathroom amesgarbage bags. But that’s
not what | said. | said, “Listen, Phil. You an@&might need to head down to Mexico
for a while.”

| could tell he was already upset.

“It's all right, Phil.”

He didn’t react one way or another to the dead amon my bathroom floor. He
stood there and looked at her and nodded. “Shd?dea

“Yeah, she’s dead.”

“Don’t she work at the Thunderbird Lanes?”

“Yes.”

“We taking her to Mexico?”

*k%k

About thirty miles out of Cat Scratch, on Intetsta5 just south of Corona, Filthy
Phil started sweating at the wheel. He wincedkapd squinting into the rearview. Then
he pressed the gas until we were doing about ningtgard the body bump in the trunk.
We’'d wrapped her in the sheet Filthy Phil had besing since he’d been sleeping in his
car.

“Hey, slow it down,” | said.

“Wayne, I've got to go home.”

“Slow down, Phil.”

“I've got to go home now. Cheyenne’s waiting.”



He pulled off onto the shoulder and stopped.

“You can’t turn around here,” | told him.

“I have to get home,” he growled.

“If I get caught, then you sure as hell get caugbt And you're looking at some
long, hard prison time. You want all them buckdaty making you suck them off?”

He got out of the car because he’d started toasrgl,he leaned against the hood
with his arms folded over his head. | got out &metl to talk him back inside. | had to
chase him off the road, down a ditch, then behiotlister of boulders and brush that hid
us from the roadway.

| grabbed his shirt and he stumbled. “Let’'s gatkoin the car, Phil.”

The dumb fucker tried to push past me, and the @@son | flipped the gravity
knife was to scare him. | held it and slashedhatdir in between us, and when | slashed
it again, he lurched forward, straight at me, aedded up plunging that blade right into
his neck. The blood sprayed me in the face.

He didn’t die right away. He was still spurtindp@n | crushed his skull with the
rock.
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Maybe you don’t ever spend time in places like 8atatch or Happy Valley. If
you're lucky, you don’t have any reason to. Yobatdly believe it was America. In a
lot of ways, it isn't. There’s no freedom for aedth of half-retarded drug addicts who
don’t have the sense it takes to think about theréu The future is only the sunset, and
all the twisted fuckheads from around Cat Scratamble around toward the sunset until
their skin looks like it's been burned by acid. efitthey turn into street animals and tear
each other up with broken wine bottles. I've bdemg a lot of thinking about all that,
how it's no surprise where | ended up.

They have me on all sorts of medications and Iually pretty clear-headed and
a little tired. Two lawyers, young gals from UCrBeley, came by to tell me how much
they wanted to help me get off death row.

“You want to help get me off?” | asked. “One a@fuycan lick my asshole while
the other sucks on my balls.” | laughed and tledtydnd never came back.

| have to see a behavioral health specialist ewesk. It seems like a big waste
of time, seeing as how they’re going to inject ne@diin two years. 2010. I'll be like the
number of the year. Twenty minus ten is ten, @mdnbinus ten is zero, which is what |
will be.

The doctor asked me if | believed in God.

“Do you?” | asked.

“Yes,” he nodded, “I believe that | do.”

“Well that's about the dumbest thing I've heardng whole life,” | told him. |
crossed my arms and leaned back and shook my nedduwghed. “You're an educated
man. An expert. And you really think there’s ad@eho gives a hot shot of piss whether
you're hurting or happy?” | had to laugh and shakehead again. “If there was a
God,” | said, “he’d march on down here and fuclalisnd cut us up and set us on fire.”
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