memoir By MARSHALL FRADY

NO DOUBT FOR ALL MEN since Cain, the
first true tastings ol life have blurted to
the palate of innocence coarsely, rank
and violent as new garlic. 1 suspect
that one of the common events in the
private unarticulated history of my own
generation, growing up during the Fif
ties in the fluorescent beginnings of the
shopping-center civilization, was that we
tended to come by those rude musks ol
experience by way of playing pinball
machines—much  as  poolrooms once
served the boyhood seasoning ol our
fathers. In America’s lost age of villages,
even in the most meager and grimly
prim township could be found at least
one pool hall, unobtrusive on a dirt side
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A GAME OF SKILL

of honky-tonks, whores and
gaudy machines that taught
about life at a nickel a pop

street, with a kind of sleazy indestructi-
bility, a solitary quality of being one
great gong of time older than all the
trim white churches, the banks. the
schools, the fiags. It shared this peculiar
primeval authenticity with only one
other place in town, the jail. In fact—
aside from such trivial tokens of freedom
in the poolroom as hall pints sagging
lumpily in hip pockets, a petty inter-
changing of linty wadded dollar Ialls
and the idle dack and murmur ol cue
balls—the interiors of the two places
were virtually indistinguishable. There
was the same mute stalking and paang
ol dereliat figures under wanly glaring
light bulbs, in a muggy lassitude of
tedium faindy  sour with the brutal
swelter of  (text continued on page 164)




Three basic flipper machines in
current or recent productian:
All are available from lacal
distributors, as explained in the
text beginning averleaf.

Bally’s consummately subtle
Fireball is possibly the finest
flipper machine ever produced.
Alas, it's out of productian

now, but used models are
available for around $800.
Super Star, a ane-player
machine from Williams, features
knackdown target hiding hole
that offers up to 20,000 points,
plus possible free games. New
one-player machines sell far
araund $695, used models for
less, depending an candition,
Gottlieb's two-player

King Kool, an all-time arcade
money-maker, baasts faur over-
sized flippers, plus advancing
bonus recorded after ball leaves
playfield. A new two-player
machine costs around $795.




Above the machines:

Details from their playfields.
Spinning disk at the vital center
of Fireball adds chance to what
otherwise wauld be entirely a
game of skill. Putting ball in
either hole (top left or right in
Fireball inset) produces an extra
boll; hitting white knobs at lower
right and left releases captive
bolls for points and action.
Messenger ball at upper left
also releases captives, returning
one for reshooting. Blue knob
closes flippers, white knobs

open them. A machine you've

got to play to get into.

In the drop-target area of

Super Star, rolling aver numbered
buttons in order lights concealed
hole for free games.

King Kool’s odvanting bonus
array is o clever means of
mollifying failure. Bonus award
increases during play and scores
after ball disappears.
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weary but unflagging human quick, en-
closed in bare glum walls scribbled over
with an infinity of gralhti. For a youth
from the genteel and circumspect neigh-
borhoods in town, where on sunny Sat-
urday mornings the careful measured
cadences of piano lessons gusted lightly
from [ront-parlor windows, the pool hall
was a clandestine entry into the darker,
measureless labyrinth of his more ancient
and elemental legacy as a man, the local
depot beyond which lay those unknown
primordial regions of mortality.

In my own case, as a Baptist minister’s
son in a small Georgia city, I grew up in
a world I now remember as an endless
recurrence of luminous chaste Sunday
mornings, ethereal hymns and an abid-
ing chill mustiness, like old roses in stale
water, of implacable rectitudes and de-
corums abstracted beyond the senses,
away from the carth. And it was not
pool tables but pinball machines that
acted, obliquely, as the medium of trans-
lation out of that nebulous, cauled boy
hood. Augusta was not only aboriginally
and incorrigibly a river city, enduring
rowdiness lurking below municipal se-
dateness, but it had also acquired an
Army base on its outskirts, a conjunc-
tion of circumstances that made it prime
warf in pinball geography, multiplying
one more time what had already been a
clamorous extravagance of honky-tonks
and other covert rewreats—rather bar-
barous territory altogether, suggesting
some remote metropolitan  reservation
for sullen half-tamed Anglto-Saxons from
the surrounding piny gnat-shimmering
flatlands. So the [rontier edge of that
larger ultimaie continent of experience
turned out to be a dingy nether region
of old gas stations and cinder-block
roadhouses—dumpy back rooms bare as
a penitent’s cell, where one found the
serious machines, with that plain ciga-
rene-scorched, slightly dilapidated look
of authenticity, on which free games
meant money, not just replays. There,
sometime around 12 or 13, it was as if I
were hung for a year in a single change-
less pose, arms spread to grip the edges
of the machine like a pulpit, in an
urgent lean of supplication before an
il'uminated board furiously and unin.
telligibly pinging and chattering. And
illustrated—like a primitive talisman of
the essential sensuality of all gambling—
with exuberantly hivid comic-book visions
of a race of identically glad and opulent
females in bathing suits, arrayed over an
anonymous palmed beach under a tropi-
cal moon, all of them strenuously frolick-
ing around windows of numbers, the
crosshatched  cryptograms of whimsical
and inscrutable chance.

Entreating those static, blankly festive

164 nymphs of luck, it’s also possible that the

body—engaged, with urgent tugs and hip
nudgings, in a tensed and delicate inter-
play with the elusive drift and swoop of
the ball—began to pick up, like dim
signals of another intelligence, the first
smoldering premonitions of the heft and
play of pleasuring a woman. It was. along
with everything else, most assuredly a
gently dynamic intercourse of kinetics,
involving a hne elegance of watchwork
movements, thoughtless subtle reactions,
a body wit of discreet and infinitely var-
ied syncopations. Some veterans of the
machines allege that no one who has ar-
rived at a deft rapport with pinball has
ever wound up dull in the leg clasp of
woman. But that poses the prospect that
a number of artisans might pass the rest
of their lives trying to discover some
palpable materialization of those vivid
beach sirens imprinted on glass, al-
ways with an obscure anticipation that,
through the same heatless fierce exer-
cise of precision in bed, some ultimate
mystic board of their own lives will
suddenly erupt in lights and bells and
free games.

In any event, in those dank cement
back rooms, blearily lit by the flickering
glarve of icy neon tubes, one had a
rudimentary apprenticeship in the imme-
morial mysteries ol the race: lust, lone-
someness, obsession, risk, defeat; but
also indelatigable hope and belief. What
lent this apprenticeship its particular
dark and tawdry glamor of the illicit
was, more than anything else, the places
where one ventured to play the ma-
chines. Across the river in South Caro-
lina, there was a certain roadhouse
tucked away in pines, reached by a long
and viciously gullied dirt road that
plunged, unmarked, off the highway,
trailing weedily through a cow pasture,
through nighttime whiffs of sweet dew
and manure, distant disembodied lowings
and moans. It was a plain harsh aacker-
box building, adorned by a single neon
Pabst sign, constructed seemingly in one
swift ragged fit of carpentry out of raw
yellow-pine planks. Inside, there sull lin-
gered a wild tang of pine resin, along
with a savage mildew tinge of whiskey
and vagrant nuances of vehemently
sweet female perfumes—making up a
kind of musk that will forever remain,
for me, the incense of prodigality. On
weekends here occurred all manner of
mayhem, this site having somchow be-
come appointed by the countryside as
the ritual ground for the resolution of
elemental scores: a muttered insupporta-
ble affront in a café two weeks earlier or
a yellow-haired wile who had honky-
tonked one time too many. Such matters
were taken care of here in a kind of
common sacrament of retribution, which
usually began inside with a sudden clat-
ter of chairs and a dimactic exultant

howl and bellow of voices, continuing
outside in the deep summer night with a
fitful, wordless scuflling in the gravel
parking lot, bodies clumping against
pickup-truck fenders, maybe a quick
glint of knife blades, sometimes a few
blue gunshots.

Playing the machines that stood off in
a corner of that low catacomb-dark
room, 1 had scen several times a closed
door at the rear, edged with a thin
stenciling of light like a tin slide shpped
over a lantern pane. behind which inter-
mittently heaved a vague muffled uproar
like the sound of surf on a distant shore.
Then one Saturday night, the door
briefly opened. There was a momentary
ghmpse, no longer than the dazzling
flash of a lew [rames of film, of smoke
gauzing sluggishly under hooded lights,
a soft glittering of amber drinks, a sin-
gle Hicker of white dice across a brilliant
green-felt tabletop around which moved
a slow luxurious eddy of expensively
preened people, among them a rtall,
gaunt woman in an iridescent emerald
gown, poised slightly off-tile with her
mouth open in hectic oblivious laughter.
1 recognized her, after the door had shut
again, as my second-grade music teacher
—known to me, up to this instant, only
as a tenuous presence in drizzling Febru-
ary afternoons past, a lank and gawky
figure in drab sagging woolens, usually
smudged in eraser dust, who lived, un-
mated, in a shuttered antebellum hulk
with several sour female collies and an
unmowed yard. Now, in one quick
glimpse, she had startlingly and surreal-
istically metamorphosed. Attached to
her was an anonymous plumpish man
with thinning sandy hair and whiskey-
scorched checks who was wearing a
glazed grin, one small dainty hand
spread against her flank. But in that sec-
ond the door had been open, it seemed
she had glanced at me—had seen me,
out in the dark blind deeps of that
other room, standing solitary in the
lurid nickelodeon glow of the pinball
machine—but  without recognition, or
rather, with an idle and rtotally difler-
ent kind of recognition, her eyes bright
and avid and ecstatic,c a rapid and
incidental glance that nevertheless com-
municated some  stunning rumor ol
other unsuspected galaxies. (Only a few
months later, after the roadhouse owner
got a call one Saturday sundown ap.
prising him that four arloads of state
lawmen were headed his way from Co-
lumbia, the place vanished, in about 15
minutes, in a sudden roar and glare of
flames.)

By accident—or perhaps not so much
by acddent—one tended o come by
such peripheral epiphanies wherever one
went to shoot the machines. One sum-
mer evening, at the back of a drive-in

(continued on page 241)
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catery adjoining the modest white tidy
house of another [ormer teacher ol mine
—-a sturdy ample-hipped spinster with a
camp o her mowh like a Boston ter-
rier's. whose apparent sole exhilirations
had been Longlellow and Whittier and
Sir Walter Scott—I looked up abter hin-
ishing a game to discover her standing
in her lighted bhedroom window. It over-
looked the diner's back parking lot,
where there was the usual uproarious dog
pack of male adolescents like myself,
moiling in the smoldering night. Now,
above their profane lewd yaps and brays
out there in the dark, she proceeded
slowly and deliberately and serenely—
with a grace and elegance and detach-
ment almost theatrical—to shrug ol her
housccoat. reach behind and  disengage
her bra, then peel it off lightlv. linger-
ing in the lighted window, above the
abruptly stricken and  hushed  parking
lor. for a long giddving moment: bared,
astonishing.  momentous.  ponderously
mammalian.

Perhaps inevitably, there was a single
banered pinball machine in the front
ollice of that archaic pre-expressway mo-
tel—called  something like The Blue
Moon. no more than four meager wood-
en cottages huddling under mimosas with
a leebly festive piping of thin red-and-
green neon along  their eaves—where,
one  heavily raining  autwmn night, 1
waited for two [ends 1o renon Irom
their live-dollar assignations in the back
Alter a few minutes. the man at the desk
—Dbulky as a ham, with a Marine aewcut,
wearing one ol those purplesilk jackers
with a Japanese dragon embroidered on
the back—observed in a voice like the
sepulehiral eroak of a toad. “You sho’ like
o play them pinball machines, don't
vour”

“Hell, 1 sho” do. Yes, sir.”

“Your buddies came in here with vou.
I don't guess they like o play them
pinball machines as much as you
do they:”

“Oh, veah. Ie's just they:

But at that pomnt. a woman wrappud
in it Irazzled chenille bathrobe appeared
through a clapping saeen door. bare-
looted, mellowed somewhat beyond her
305 and a bit drab and  dumpling ol
feures, but, in all Lairness, heavily plush
and Linguorous under the robe as she
leaned on the counter. “Hey. Ralph. 1
want you to ¢all Sonny at the Dixie Cab
and have him bring me out a pint ol
Jo W A .

In short, about seven minutes Luwer, |
wias i a room with a single bare light
dangling  bleakly  between  slat-
board walls painted a sallow caramel,
and a wire-coil heater glowing on a
wilted  linoleum floor, lying skin-bare
between the harsh sheets of a creaking
ion-frame bed with rain booming on

do,
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the tin rool as I watched her—in uncan-
ny duplication ol that same calm and
formal motion I had glimpsed in that
lighted window behind the diner only a
lew months carlier—bend  her  plump
arms  behind her and  then  delicately
shrug ofl ier bra, Drimmingly abundant
as she leaned o snap off the light, the
bed twanging loudly again as she seuled

hersell beside me. May she be blessed
wherever she dwells tonight, she was—if a
hit parched—anything but perlunctory.
The bed clangor of those tumultuous

seismic  heavings  and  surgings ac lase
ceased, aned alter a moment she shipped
back out ol the sheewts and dicked on
the light. putting on only her bra at
hirst. standing before me with the iush
tufting ol her luxurious lap as she vecit-
ed some ancient joke about a lickerish
Indian. A lew minutes later, 1 was back
in the car with the two [riends—it was
only 9:30, not 20 minutes since we had
first pulled up there. but I had the sense
of an age having passed  unawares.
Whatever. I have no recollection of ever
having plaved the machines again. after
that night.

But through the fevers of that year or
so at the machines had hltered murmame-
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ings ol distant metaphysical Irequencies,
One always seemed o be playing pin-
ball in sewings that were more or less
the swage drop ol  wansience—uruck
stops. the waiting rooms ol bus stations
—transience itsell being thar particulae
condition in which mortals come closest
to picking up. like [aint vagrant memo.
ries ol some dream whose meaning has
been lost. intimations of the quict spaces
of cternity. And alter an hour av the
machines, one became lost in ficrce soli
tary communion with a miniature con-
tained cosmos under glass that, like a
pool mirroring the universe, was filled
with its own infinite chaos ol caprice
and happenstance. Each time one ten
derly pulled the hwoule back 1o that
exquisiie precise measured  delectability
ol tension. it seemed as if one were
acting out a simple meaphor of all
briel human tenures on this planet. The
throttle. released. softly bumping the
steel ball on its blind lunge out into
the comrived carnival of circumstances:
an imponderable  physics of loss and
gain, blessing and disaster, upon which
one could only impinge by dull approxi-
mate secondary nudges. Unlike pool or
poker. pinball 1s a singularly isolate and
self-absorbed exertion, a kind of iso-
metrics, perhaps an appropriae spiritual

“We can’t keep meeting like this, Hilary. All my
food s going rotten!”
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calisthenic for the age. Over the course of
those long marathon sessions—realizing
one has caten only by noeticing in mild
surprisc a brief aftertaste of chili, not
hearing until five minutes laer the clang

in the back rooms of scrubby linde calds
and cement-block heer taverns squatting
in grassless dire yards under chinaberry
trees. hardware  salesmen  and  othee
clerks and bread-nruck drivers sull wan-

contraptions. I've dropped three hundred
in 'em in one day.” All the while, he
maintained a kind of running undertone
incintation ol constant  incredulous
gleeful despair—"*Awright. Awright. Wait

of the filling station’s service hose, while  der in at midmorning. out of the flat  —no. no. you mother. You sonuvabitch.
the tnottle between the fingers began o vicious emptiness of their lives, out of  Not worth a shit, look at that"—plying

assume a film of warm dew. like sweating

the unremitting brute attritions of cr

his shots with little abject bitten shoves

change—one seemed to enter higher and  payments and sales quotas and phone  with the heels of his hands. muted
higher vibrancies ol concentration and  bills ind time clocks—as il haunted by a grunts and whines, his hips  dipping,

consciousness. Abruptly, at some point.
it was as if one had p:n"scd cnmplt-lcly
beyond all time and motion and materi-
ality: had become suspended in a Lasting
stasis. oblivious of whatever u:ll.lpsr_ ni
empires might be under way in that
surronunding world now only occasion: I")
glimpsed, bevond a murky. grimed wit-
dowpane, as the fagade of a pale and

nostalgia for some old indefimable still-
ness, i timelessness now  lost mo their
pists. They invoke the bingo machines,
the ones that still pay oft. devices thn
have the doomed unkept look ol mean-
ingless relics, Technicolor numerals Lad-
ing into duosty blankness. All of them. as
they play. stand spraddle-legged. with a
rigid quality of obstinate hutive rage,

impervious to a fly trickling down the
edge of his car and then across his shirt
collar. “Yeal.” he reported, “my wile
never knew for sure where [ actually
was all those mornimgs I was supposed
to be out there selling policies. Now 1
gor my house up lor sale to get outa
debt. Hell. she knows now.” Presently,
with a sudden gloom like the twilight

tivial illusion, without dimension or  amid @ wide liner of shredded nickelroll ol an edipse, a storm blew down with
sound, ephemeral and meaningless. One  wrappings like  the numberless spent  slamming,  ransacking  gales ol - rain.
began eventually to arrive at certain & riridges of some  furious unabating  “Aw, shit. my cw windows,” muttered
suspicions about the true seaet processes firing line. the salesman. “Look, don't let nobody

ol time—that centuries sometimes evolve

Among this company one morning re-

hop on this machine, it must be about

in an aftermoon and  calendar days  cently was an insurance salesman, a brisk,  to get hot. with all the junk it’s heen
amount 1o the idle interval of an instant,  stubby. chipper figure in winegabardine  giving me all morning.™ He was gone
That, in fact, there is really no such  trousers and  di: mm(l—p:lllt‘l'lu'(l shir, only a moment, scuttling back with his

thing as time. since the past is poly-
phonically simultancous with the present.

He admited happily—without  taking
his gaze ofl the board. one eye squinting

shirt and trousers drooping soggily. but
his cigarewe stll it and pasted at its

For most, with the waning of adoles-  from the smoke of a juunuly uptilied doughty angle 1o his grin, as _hc has:
cence, that mysterious poetry disappears.  cigaretie thae pinned his erin together tened back ";_ tl""_ m"'d"'": “'“ll_‘ that
But even in their 40s, a few continue  in the middle, ash dusting his scintillant heedicsy. Spegireening daculy b f3pL

fulully and obsessively to retnn 1o the
nuchines. Across the river rom Aungusta,

lost
on

I've
dollirs

ie—"Hell.
thousand

muyhe  twenty
these  goddamn

inextinguishable expectition.
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