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THE SHORT NOVELS OF
JOHN STEINBECK

Born in Salinas, California, in 1902,
JOHN STEINBECK grew up in a fertile
agriculture valley about twenty-five
miles from the Pacific Coast—and both
valley and coast would serve as settings
for some of his best fiction. In 1919 he
went to Stanford University, where he
intermittently enrolled in literature and
writing courses until he left in 1925
without taking a degree. During the next



five years he supported himself as a
laborer and journalist in New York City
and then as a caretaker for a Lake Tahoe
estate, all the time working on his first
novel, Cup of Gold (1929). After
marriage and a move to Pacific Grove,
he published two California fictions,
The Pastures of Heaven (1932) and To
a God Unknown (1933), and worked on
short stories later collected in The Long
Valley (1938). Popular success and
financial security came only with
Tortilla Flat (1935), stories about
Monterey’s paisanos. A ceaseless
experimenter throughout his career,
Steinbeck changed courses regularly.
Three powerful novels of the late 1930s



focused on the California laboring class:
In Dubious Battle (1936), Of Mice and
Men (1937), and the book considered by
many his finest, The Grapes of Wrath
(1939). Early in the 19408, Steinbeck
became a filmmaker with The Forgotten
Village (1941) and a serious student of
marine biology with Sea of Cortez
(1941). He devoted his services to the
war, writing Bombs Away (1942) and
the controversial play-novelette The
Moon Is Down (1942). Cannery Row
(1945), The Wayward Bus (1947), The
Pearl  (1947), A Russian Journal
(1948), another experimental drama,
Burning Bright (1950), and The Log
from the Sea of Cortez (1951) preceded
publication of the monumental East of



Eden (1952), an ambitious saga of the
Salinas Valley and his family’s history.
The last decades of his life were spent
in New York City and Sag Harbor with
his third wife, with whom he traveled
widely. Later books included Sweet
Thursday (1954), The Short Reign of
Pippin 1V: A Fabrication (1957), Once
There Was a War (1958), The Winter of
Our Discontent (1961), Travels with
Charley in Search of America (1962),
America and Americans (1966), and the
posthumously published Journal of a
Novel: The East of Eden Letters (1969),
Viva Zapata! (1975), The Acts of King
Arthur and His Noble Knights (1976),
and Working Days: The Journals of The



Grapes of Wrath (1989). He died in
1968, having won a Nobel Prize in
1962.
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TORTILLA FLAT

To
SUSAN GREGORY
of Monterey



Preface

This 1s the story of Danny and of
Danny’s friends and of Danny’s house. It
is a story of how these three became one
thing, so that in Tortilla Flat if you speak
of Danny’s house you do not mean a
structure of wood flaked with old
whitewash, overgrown with an ancient
untrimmed rose of Castile. No, when you
speak of Danny’s house you are
understood to mean a unit of which the
parts are men, from which came
sweetness and joy, philanthropy and, in
the end, a mystic sorrow. For Danny’s
house was not unlike the Round Table,



and Danny’s friends were not unlike the
knights of it. And this 1s the story of how
that group came into being, of how it
flourished and grew to be an
organization beautiful and wise. This
story deals with the adventuring of
Danny’s friends, with the good they did,
with their thoughts and their endeavors.
In the end, this story tells how the
talisman was lost and how the group
disintegrated.

In Monterey, that old city on the coast
of California, these things are well
known, and they are repeated and
sometimes elaborated. It 1s well that this
cycle be put down on paper so that in a
future time scholars, hearing the legends,



may not say as they say of Arthur and of
Roland and of Robin Hood—*“There
was no Danny nor any group of Danny’s
friends, nor any house. Danny is a nature
god and his friends primitive symbols of
the wind, the sky, the sun.” This history
is designed now and ever to keep the
sneers from the lips of sour scholars.

Monterey sits on the slope of a hill,
with a blue bay below it and with a
forest of tall dark pine trees at its back.
The lower parts of the town are
inhabited by Americans, Italians,
catchers and canners of fish. But on the
hill where the forest and the town
intermingle, where the streets are
innocent of asphalt and the corners free



of street lights, the old inhabitants of
Monterey are embattled as the Ancient
Britons are embattled in Wales. These
are the paisanos.

They live in old wooden houses set in
weedy yards, and the pine trees from the
forest are about the houses. The paisanos
are clean of commercialism, free of the
complicated systems of American
business, and, having nothing that can be
stolen, exploited, or mortgaged, that
system has not attacked them very
vigorously.

What is a paisano? He is a mixture of
Spanish, Indian, Mexican, and assorted
Caucasian bloods. His ancestors have
lived in California for a hundred or two



years. He speaks English with a paisano
accent and Spanish with a paisano
accent. When questioned concerning his
race, he indignantly claims pure Spanish
blood and rolls up his sleeve to show
that the soft inside of his arm is nearly
white. His color, like that of a well-
browned meerschaum pipe, he ascribes
to sunburn. He is a paisano, and he lives
in the uphill district above the town of
Monterey called Tortilla Flat, although it
isn’t a flat at all.

Danny was a paisano, and he grew up
in Tortilla Flat and everyone liked him,
but he did not stand out particularly from
the screeching children of Tortilla Flat.
He was related to nearly everyone in the



Flat by blood or romance. His
grandfather was an important man who
owned two small houses in Tortilla Flat
and was respected for his wealth. If the
growing Danny preferred to sleep in the
forest, to work on ranches, and to wrest
his food and wine from an unwilling
world, it was not because he did not
have influential relatives. Danny was
small and dark and intent. At twenty-five
his legs were bent to the exact curves of
a horse’s sides.

Now when Danny was twenty-five
years old, the war with Germany was
declared. Danny and his friend Pilon
(Pilon, by the way, is something thrown
in when a trade is conducted—a boot)



had two gallons of wine when they heard
about the war. Big Joe Portagee saw the
glitter of the bottles among the pines and
he joined Danny and Pilon.

As the wine went down in the bottles,
patriotism arose in the three men. And
when the wine was gone they went down
the hill arm in arm for comradeship and
safety, and they walked into Monterey.
In front of an enlistment station they
cheered loudly for America and dared
Germany to do her worst. They howled
menaces at the German Empire until the
enlistment sergeant awakened and put on
his uniform and came into the street to
silence them. He remained to enlist
them.



The sergeant lined them up in front of
his desk. They passed everything but the
sobriety test and then the sergeant began
his questions with Pilon.

“What branch do you want to go in?”

“I don’ give a god-damn,” said Pilon
jauntily.

“I guess we need men like you in the
infantry.” And Pilon was written so.

He turned then to Big Joe, and the
Portagee was getting sober. “Where do
you want to go?”’

“I want to go home,” Big Joe said
miserably.

The sergeant put him in the infantry



too. Finally he confronted Danny, who
was sleeping on his feet. “Where do you
want to go?”’

“Huh?”

“I say, what branch?”

“What do you mean, ‘branch’?”
“What can you do?”

“Me? I can do anything.”
“What did you do before?”
“Me? I’m a mule skinner.”

“Oh, you are? How many mules can
you drive?”

Danny leaned forward, vaguely and
professionally. “How many you got?”



“About thirty thousand,” said the
sergeant.

Danny waved his hand. “String ’em
up!” he said.

And so Danny went to Texas and
broke mules for the duration of the war.
And Pilon marched about Oregon with
the infantry, and Big Joe, as shall be
later made clear, went to jail.



How Danny, Home from the
Wars, Found Himself an Heir,
and How He Swore to Protect

the Helpless.

When Danny came home from the army
he learned that he was an heir and an
owner of property. The viejo, that 1s the
grandfather, had died, leaving Danny the
two small houses on Tortilla Flat.

When Danny heard about it he was a



little weighed down with the
responsibility of ownership. Before he
ever went to look at his property he
bought a gallon of red wine and drank
most of it himself. The weight of
responsibility left him then, and his very
worst nature came to the surface. He
shouted; he broke a few chairs in a
poolroom on Alvarado Street; he had
two short but glorious fights. No one
paid much attention to Danny. At last his
wavering bowlegs took him toward the
wharf where, at this early hour in the
morning, the Italian fishermen were
walking down in rubber boots to go out
to sea.

Race antipathy overcame Danny’s



good sense. He menaced the fishermen.
“Sicilian bastards,” he called them, and
“Scum from the prison island,” and
“Dogs of dogs of dogs.” He cried,
“Chinga tu madre, Piojo.” He thumbed
his nose and made obscene gestures
below his waist. The fishermen only
grinned and shifted their oars and said,
“Hello, Danny. When’d you get home?
Come around tonight. We got new
wine.”

Danny was outraged. He screamed,
“Pon un condo a la cabeza.”

They called, “Good-by, Danny. See
you tonight.” And they climbed into their
little boats and rowed out to the lampara
launches and started their engines and



chugged away.

Danny was insulted. He walked back
up Alvarado Street, breaking windows
as he went, and in the second block a
policeman took him in hand. Danny’s
great respect for the law caused him to
go quietly. If he had not just been
discharged from the army after the
victory over Germany, he would have
been sentenced to six months. As it was,
the judge gave him only thirty days.

And so for one month Danny sat on his
cot in the Monterey city jail. Sometimes
he drew obscene pictures on the walls,
and sometimes he thought over his army
career. Time hung heavy on Danny’s
hands there in his cell in the city jail.



Now and then a drunk was put in for the
night, but for the most part crime in
Monterey was stagnant, and Danny was
lonely. The bedbugs bothered him a little
at first, but as they got used to the taste
of him and he grew accustomed to their
bites, they got along peacefully.

He started playing a satiric game. He
caught a bedbug, squashed it against the
wall, drew a circle around it with a
pencil and named it “Mayor Clough.”
Then he caught others and named them
after the City Council. In a little while he
had one wall decorated with squashed
bedbugs, each named for a local
dignitary. He drew ears and tails on
them, gave them big noses and



mustaches. Tito Ralph, the jailer, was
scandalized; but he made no complaint
because Danny had not included either
the justice of the peace who had
sentenced him or any of the police force.
He had a vast respect for the law.

One night when the jail was lonely,
Tito Ralph came into Danny’s cell
bearing two bottles of wine. An hour
later he went out for more wine, and
Danny went with him. It was cheerless
in the jail. They stayed at Torrelli’s,
where they bought the wine, until
Torrelli threw them out. After that Danny
went up among the pines and fell asleep,
while Tito Ralph staggered back and
reported his escape.



When the brilliant sun awakened
Danny about noon, he determined to hide
all day to escape pursuit. He ran and
dodged behind bushes. He peered out of
the undergrowth like a hunted fox. And,
at evening, the rules having been
satisfied, he came out and went about his
business.

Danny’s business was fairly direct.
He went to the back door of a restaurant.
“Got any old bread I can give my dog?”
he asked the cook. And while that
gullible man was wrapping up the food,
Danny stole two slices of ham, four
eggs, a lamb chop, and a fly swatter.

“I will pay you sometime,” he said.



“No need to pay for scraps. I throw
them away if you don’t take them.”

Danny felt better about the theft then.
If that was the way they felt, on the
surface he was guiltless. He went back
to Torrelli’s, traded the four eggs, the
lamb chop, and the fly swatter for a
water glass of grappa and retired toward
the woods to cook his supper.

The night was dark and damp. The fog
hung like limp gauze among the black
pines that guard the landward limits of
Monterey. Danny put his head down and
hurried for the shelter of the woods.
Ahead of him he made out another
hurrying figure; and as he narrowed the
distance, he recognized the scuttling



walk of his old friend Pilon. Danny was
a generous man, but he recalled that he
had sold all his food except the two
slices of ham and the bag of stale bread.

“I will pass Pilon by,” he decided.
“He walks like a man who is full of
roast turkey and things like that.”

Then suddenly Danny noticed the
Pilon clutched his coat lovingly across
his bosom.

“Ai, Pilon, amigo!” Danny cried.

Pilon scuttled on faster. Danny broke
into a trot. “Pilon, my little friend!
Where goest thou so fast?”

Pilon resigned himself to the



inevitable and  waited. Danny
approached warily, but his tone was
enthusiastic. “I looked for thee, dearest
of little angelic friends, for see, I have
here two great steaks from God’s own
pig, and a sack of sweet white bread.
Share my bounty, Pilon, little dumpling.”

Pilon shrugged his shoulders. “As you
say,” he muttered savagely. They walked
on together into the woods. Pilon was
puzzled. At length he stopped and faced
his friend. “Danny,” he asked sadly,
“how knewest thou I had a bottle of
brandy under my coat?”

“Brandy?” Danny cried. “Thou hast
brandy? Perhaps it is for some sick old
mother,” he said naively. “Perhaps thou



keepest it for Our Lord Jesus when He
comes again. Who am I, thy friend, to
judge the destination of this brandy? I am
not even sure thou hast it. Besides I am
not thirsty. I would not touch this brandy.
Thou art welcome to this big roast of
pork I have, but as for thy brandy, that is
thine own.”

Pilon answered him sternly. “Danny, |
do not mind sharing my brandy with you,
half and half. It is my duty to see you do
not drink it all.”

Danny dropped the subject then.
“Here in the clearing I will cook this
pig, and you will toast the sugar cakes in
this bag here. Put thy brandy here, Pilon.
It 1s better here, where we can see fit,



and each other.”

They built a fire and broiled the ham
and ate the stale bread. The brandy
receded quickly down the bottle. After
they had eaten, they huddled near the fire
and sipped delicately at the bottle like
effete bees. And the fog came down
upon them and grayed their coats with
moisture. The wind sighed sadly in the
pines about them.

And after a time a loneliness fell upon
Danny and Pilon. Danny thought of his
lost friends.

“Where is Arthur Morales?” Danny
asked, turning his palms up and thrusting
his arms forward. “Dead in France,” he



answered himself, turning the palms
down and dropping his arms in despair.
“Dead for his country. Dead in a foreign
land. Strangers walk near his grave and
they do not know Arthur Morales lies
there.” He raised his hands palms
upward again. “Where is Pablo, that
good man?”’

“In jail,” said Pilon. “Pablo stole a
goose and hid in the brush; and that
goose bit Pablo and Pablo cried out and
so was caught. Now he lies in jail for
six months.”

Danny sighed and changed the subject,
for he realized that he had prodigally
used up the only acquaintance in any
way fit for oratory. But the loneliness



was still on him and demanded an outlet.
“Here we sit,” he began at last.

“—Dbroken-hearted,” Pilon added
rhythmically.

“No, this is not a poem,” Danny said.
“Here we sit, homeless. We gave our
lives for our country, and now we have
no roof over our head.”

“We never did have,” Pilon added
helpfully.

Danny drank dreamily until Pilon
touched his elbow and took the bottle.
“That reminds me,” Danny said, “of a
story of a man who owned two
whorehouses—” His mouth dropped
open. “Pilon!” he cried. “Pilon! My little




fat duck of a baby friend. I had forgotten!
[ am an heir! [ own two houses.”

“Whorehouses?” Pilon asked
hopefully. “Thou art a drunken liar,” he
continued.

“No, Pilon. I tell the truth. The viejo
died. I am the heir. I, the favorite
grandson.”

“Thou art the only grandson,” said the
realist Pilon. “Where are these houses?”

“You know the viejo’s house on
Tortilla Flat, Pilon?”

“Here in Monterey?”
“Yes, here in Tortilla Flat.”

“Are they any good, these houses?”



Danny sank back, exhausted with
emotion. “I do not know. I forgot I
owned them.”

Pilon sat silent and absorbed. His
face grew mournful. He threw a handful
of pine needles on the fire, watched the
flames climb frantically among them and
die. For a long time he looked into
Danny’s face with deep anxiety, and then
Pilon sighed noisily, and again he
sighed. “Now it is over,” he said sadly.
“Now the great times are done. Thy
friends will mourn, but nothing will
come of their mourning.”

Danny put down the bottle, and Pilon
picked it up and set it in his own lap.



“Now what 1s over?” Danny
demanded. “What do you mean?”’

“It 1s not the first time,” Pilon went
on. “When one is poor, one thinks, ‘If I
had money I would share it with my
good friends.” But let that money come
and charity flies away. So it is with thee,
my once-friend. Thou art lifted above thy
friends. Thou art a man of property.
Thou wilt forget thy friends who shared
everything with thee, even their brandy.”

His words upset Danny. “Not I,” he
cried. “I will never forget thee, Pilon.”

“So you think now,” said Pilon
coldly. “But when you have two houses
to sleep in, then you will see. Pilon will



be a poor paisano, while you eat with
the mayor.”

Danny arose unsteadily and held
himself upright against a tree. “Pilon, I
swear, what I have is thine. While I have

a house, thou hast a house. Give me a
drink.”

“I must see this to believe it,” Pilon
said in a discouraged voice. “It would
be a world wonder if it were so. Men
would come a thousand miles to look
upon it. And besides, the bottle is

el’npty_”



How Pilon Was Lured by
Greed of Position to Forsake
Danny’s Hospitality.

The lawyer left them at the gate of the
second house and climbed into his Ford
and stuttered down the hill into
Monterey.

Danny and Pilon stood in front of the
paintless picket fence and looked with
admiration at the property, a low house
streaked with old whitewash,



uncurtained windows blank and blind.
But a great pink rose of Castile was on
the porch, and grandfather geraniums
grew among the weeds in the front yard.

“This 1s the best of the two,” said
Pilon. “It is bigger than the other.”

Danny held a new skeleton key in his
hand. He tiptoed over the rickety porch
and unlocked the front door. The main
room was just as it had been when the
viejo had lived there. The red rose
calendar for 1906, the silk banner on the
wall, with Fighting Bob Evans looking
between the superstructures of a
battleship, the bunch of red paper roses
tacked up, the strings of dusty red
peppers and garlic, the stove, the



battered rocking chairs.

Pilon looked in the door. “Three
rooms,” he said breathlessly, “and a bed
and a stove. We will be happy here,
Danny.”

Danny moved cautiously into the
house. He had bitter memories of the
viejo. Pilon darted ahead of him and into
the kitchen. “A sink with a faucet,” he
cried. He turned the handle. “No water.
Danny, you must have the company turn
on the water.”

They stood and smiled at each other.
Pilon noticed that the worry of property
was settling on Danny’s face. No more
in life would that face be free of care.



No more would Danny break windows
now that he had windows of his own to
break. Pilon had been right—he had
been raised among his fellows. His
shoulders had straightened to withstand
the complexity of life. But one cry of
pain escaped him before he left for all
time his old and simple existence.

“Pilon,” he said sadly, “I wished you
owned it and I could come to live with

29

you.

While Danny went to Monterey to
have the water turned on, Pilon
wandered into the weed-tangled back
yard. Fruit trees were there, bony and
black with age, and gnarled and broken
with neglect. A few tent-like chicken



coops lay among the weeds. A pile of
rusty barrel hoops, a heap of ashes, and
a sodden mattress. Pilon looked over the
fence into Mrs. Morales’ chicken yard,
and after a moment of consideration he
opened a few small holes in the fence
for the hens. “They will like to make
nests in the tall weeds,” he thought
kindly. He considered how he could
make a figure-four trap in case the
roosters came in too and bothered the
hens and kept them from the nests. “We
will live happily,” he thought again.

Danny came back indignant from
Monterey. “That company wants a
deposit,” he said.

“Deposit?”



“Yes. They want three dollars before
they will turn on the water.”

“Three dollars,” Pilon said severely,
“is three gallons of wine. And when that
is gone, we will borrow a bucket of
water from Mrs. Morales, next door.”

“But we haven’t three dollars for
wine.”

“I know,” Pilon said. “Maybe we can
borrow a little wine from Mrs.
Morales.”

The afternoon passed. “Tomorrow we
will settle down,” Danny announced.
“Tomorrow we will clean and scrub.
And you, Pilon, will cut the weeds and
throw the trash in the gulch.”



“The weeds?” Pilon cried in horror.
“Not those weeds.” He explained his
theory of Mrs. Morales’ chickens.

Danny agreed immediately. “My
friend,” he said, “I am glad that you have
come to live with me. Now, while I
collect a little wood, you must get
something for dinner.”

Pilon, remembering his brandy,
thought this unfair. “I am getting in debt
to him,” he thought bitterly. “My
freedom will be cut off. Soon I shall be
a slave because of this Jew’s house.”
But he did go out to look for some
dinner.

Two blocks away, near the edge of



the pine wood, he came upon a half-
grown Plymouth Rock rooster scratching
in the road. It had come to that
adolescent age when its voice cracked,
when its legs and neck and breast were
naked. Perhaps because he had been
thinking of Mrs. Morales’ hens in a
charitable vein, this little rooster
engaged Pilon’s sympathy. He walked
slowly on toward the dark pine woods,
and the chicken ran ahead of him.

Pilon mused, “Poor little bare fowl.
How cold it must be for you in the early
morning, when the dew falls, and the air
grows cold with the dawn. The good
God is not always so good to little
beasts.” And he thought, “Here you play



in the street, little chicken. Some day an
automobile will run over you; and if it
kills you, that will be the best thing that
can happen. It may only break your leg
or your wing. Then all of your life you
will drag along in misery. Life is too
hard for you, little bird.”

He moved slowly and cautiously.
Now and then the chicken tried to double
back, but always there was Pilon in the
place it chose to go. At last it
disappeared into the pine forest, and
Pilon sauntered after it.

To the glory of his soul be it said that

no cry of pain came from that thicket.

That chicken, which Pilon had
prophesied might live painfully, died



peacefully, or at least quietly. And this
is no little tribute to Pilon’s technique.

Ten minutes later he emerged from the
wood and walked back toward Danny’s
house. The little rooster, picked and
dismembered, was distributed in his
pockets. If there was one rule of conduct
more strong than any other to Pilon, it
was this: Never under any circumstances
bring feathers, head or feet home, for
without these a chicken cannot be
identified.

In the evening they had a fire of cones
in the airtight stove. The flames growled
in the chimney. Danny and Pilon, well
fed, warm, and happy, sat in the rocking
chairs and gently teetered back and forth.



At dinner they had used a piece of
candle, but now only the light from the
stove cracks dispelled the darkness of
the room. To make it perfect, rain began
to patter on the roof. Only a little leaked
through, and that in places where no one
wanted to sit anyway.

“It 1s good, this,” Pilon said. “Think
of the nights when we slept in the cold.
This is the way to live.”

“Yes, and it is strange,” Danny said.
“For years I had no house. Now I have
two. I cannot sleep in two houses.”

Pilon hated waste. “This very thing
has been bothering me. Why don’t you
rent the other house?”” he suggested.



Danny’s feet crashed down on the
floor. “Pilon,” he cried. “Why didn’t I
think of it?” The idea grew more
familiar. “But who will rent it, Pilon?”

“I will rent it,” said Pilon. “I will pay
ten dollars a month in rent.”

“Fifteen,” Danny insisted. “It’s a good
house. It is worth fifteen.”

Pilon agreed, grumbling. But he
would have agreed to much more, for he
saw the elevation that came to a man
who lived in his own house; and Pilon
longed to feel that elevation.

“It is agreed, then,” Danny concluded.
“You will rent my house. Oh, I will be a
good landlord, Pilon. I will not bother
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you.

Pilon, except for his year in the army,
had never possessed fifteen dollars in
his life. But, he thought, it would be a
month before the rent was due, and who
could tell what might happen in a month.

They teetered contentedly by the fire.
After a while Danny went out for a few
moments and returned with some apples.
“The rain would have spoiled them
anyway,” he apologized.

Pilon, not to be outdone, got up and
lighted the candle; he went into the
bedroom and in a moment returned with
a wash bowl and pitcher, two red glass
vases, and a bouquet of ostrich plumes.



“It is not good to have so many
breakable things around,” he said.
“When they are broken you become sad.
It is much better never to have had
them.” He picked the paper roses from
the wall. “A compliment for Sefiora
Torrelli,” he explained as he went out
the door.

Shortly afterward he returned, wet
through from the rain, but triumphant in
manner, for he had a gallon jug of red
wine in his hand.

They argued bitterly later, but neither
cared who won, for they were tired with
the excitements of the day. The wine
made them drowsy, and they went to
sleep on the floor. The fire died down;



the stove cricked as it cooled. The
candle tipped over and expired in its
own grease, with little blue protesting
flares. The house was dark and quiet and
peaceful.



How the Poison of
Possessions Wrought with
Pilon, and How Evil
Temporarily Triumphed in
Him.

The next day Pilon went to live in the
other house. It was exactly like Danny’s
house, only smaller. It had its pink rose
of Castile over the porch, its weed-
grown yard, its ancient, barren fruit



trees, 1ts red geraniums—and Mrs.
Soto’s chicken yard was next door.

Danny became a great man, having a
house to rent, and Pilon went up the
social scale by renting a house.

It is 1impossible to say whether Danny
expected any rent, or whether Pilon
expected to pay any. If they did, both
were disappointed. Danny never asked
for it, and Pilon never offered it.

The two friends were often together.
Let Pilon come by a jug of wine or a
piece of meat and Danny was sure to
drop in to visit. And, if Danny were
lucky or astute in the same way, Pilon
spent a riotous night with him. Poor



Pilon would have paid the money if he
ever had any, but he never did have—not
long enough to locate Danny. Pilon was
an honest man. It worried him sometimes
to think of Danny’s goodness and his
own poverty.

One night he had a dollar, acquired in
a manner so astounding that he tried to
forget it i1mmediately for fear the
memory might make him mad. A man in
front of the San Carlos hotel had put the
dollar in his hand, saying, “Run down
and get four bottles of ginger ale. The
hotel 1s out.” Such things were almost
miracles, Pilon thought. One should take
them on faith, not worry and question
them. He took the dollar up the road to



give to Danny, but on the way he bought
a gallon of wine, and with the wine he
lured two plump girls into his house.

Danny, walking by, heard the noise
and joyfully went in. Pilon fell into his
arms and placed everything at Danny’s
disposal. And later, after Danny had
helped to dispose of one of the girls and
half of the wine, there was a really fine
fight. Danny lost a tooth, and Pilon had
his shirt torn off. The girls stood
shrieking by and kicked whichever man
happened to be down. At last Danny got
up off the floor and butted one of the
girls in the stomach, and she went out the
door croaking like a frog. The other girl
stole two cooking pots and followed her.



For a little while Danny and Pilon
wept over the perfidy of women.

“Thou knowest not what bitches
women are,” Danny said wisely.

“I do know,” said Pilon.
“Thou knowest not.”

“I do know.”

“Liar.”

There was another fight, but not a very
good one.

After that Pilon felt better about the

unpaid rent. Had he not been host to his
landlord?

A number of months passed. Pilon



began again to worry about the rent. And
as time went by the worry grew
intolerable. At last in desperation he
worked a whole day cleaning squids for
Chin Kee and made two dollars. In the
evening he tied his red handkerchiet
around his neck, put on his father’s
revered hat, and started up the hill to pay
Danny the two dollars on account.

But on the way he bought two gallons
of wine. “It is better so,” he thought. “If |
give him hard money, it does not express
how warmly I feel toward my friend. But
a present, now. And I will tell him the
two gallons cost five dollars.” This was
silly, and Pilon knew it, but he indulged
himself. No one in Monterey better knew



the price of wine than Danny.

Pilon was proceeding happily. His
mind was made up; his nose pointed
straight toward Danny’s house. His feet
moved, not quickly, but steadily in the
proper direction. Under each arm he
carried a paper bag, and a gallon of
wine was in each bag.

It was purple dusk, that sweet time
when the day’s sleeping is over, and the
evening of pleasure and conversation
has not begun. The pine trees were very
black against the sky, and all objects on
the ground were obscured with dark; but
the sky was as mournfully bright as
memory. The gulls flew lazily home to
the sea rocks after a day’s visit to the



fish canneries of Monterey.

Pilon was a lover of beauty and a
mystic. He raised his face into the sky
and his soul arose out of him into the
sun’s afterglow. That not too perfect
Pilon, who plotted and fought, who
drank and cursed, trudged slowly on; but
a wistful and shining Pilon went up to
the sea gulls where they bathed on
sensitive wings in the evening. That
Pilon was beautiful, and his thoughts
were unstained with selfishness and lust.
And his thoughts are good to know.

“Our Father is in the evening,” he
thought. “These birds are flying across

the forehead of the Father. Dear birds,
dear sea gulls, how I love you all. Your



slow wings stroke my heart as the hand
of a gentle master strokes the full
stomach of a sleeping dog, as the hand of
Christ stroked the heads of little
children. Dear birds,” he thought, “fly to
our Lady of Sweet Sorrows with my
open heart.” And then he said the
loveliest words he knew, “Ave Marie,
gratia plena—"

The feet of the bad Pilon had stopped
moving. In truth the bad Pilon for the
moment had ceased to exist. (Hear this,
recording angel!) There was, nor is, nor
ever has been a purer soul than Pilon’s
at that moment. Galvez’ bad bulldog
came to Pilon’s deserted legs standing
alone in the dark. And Galvez’ bulldog



sniffed and went away without biting the
legs.

A soul washed and saved 1s a soul
doubly in danger, for everything in the
world conspires against such a soul.
“Even the straws under my knees,” says
Saint Augustine, “shout to distract me
from prayer.”

Pilon’s soul was not even proof
against his own memories; for as he
watched the birds, he remembered that
Mrs. Pastano used sea gulls sometimes
in her tamales, and that memory made
him hungry, and hunger tumbled his soul
out of the sky. Pilon moved on, once
more a cunning mixture of good and evil.
Galvez’ bad bulldog turned snarling and



stalked back, sorry now that he had let
go such a perfect chance at Pilon’s legs.

Pilon hunched his arms to ease the
weight of the bottles.

It is a fact verified and recorded in
many histories that the soul capable of
the greatest good is also capable of the
greatest evil. Who is there more impious
than a backsliding priest? Who more
carnal than a recent virgin? This,
however, may be a matter of
appearance.

Pilon, just back from Heaven, was,
although he did not know it, singularly
receptive of every bitter wind, toward
every evil influence that crowded the



night about him. True, his feet still
moved toward Danny’s house, but there
was neither intention nor conviction in
them. They awaited the littlest signal to
turn about. Already Pilon was thinking
how stupendously drunk he could get on

two gallons of wine, and more, how long
he could stay drunk.

It was almost dark now. The dirt road
was no longer visible, nor the ditches on
either side. No moral conclusion is
drawn from the fact that at this moment,
when Pilon’s impulses were balanced as
precariously as a feather, between
generosity and selfishness, at this very
moment Pablo Sanchez happened to be
sitting in the ditch at the side of the road,



wishing he had a cigarette and a glass of
wine.

Ah, the prayers of the millions, how
they must fight and destroy each other on
their way to the throne of God.

Pablo first heard footsteps, then saw a
blurred figure, and then recognized
Pilon. “Ai1, amigo,” he called
enthusiastically. “What great burden is it
thou carriest?”

Pilon stopped dead and faced the
ditch. “I thought you were in jail,” he
said severely. “I heard about a goose.”

“So 1 was, Pilon,” Pablo said
jocularly. “But I was not well received.
The judge said the sentence did me no



good, and the police said I ate more than
the allowance for three men. And so,” he
finished proudly, “I am on parole.”

Pilon was saved from selfishness.
True, he did not take the wine to
Danny’s house, but instantly he invited
Pablo to share it at the rented house. If
two generous paths branch from the high
road of life and only one can be
followed, who is to judge which is best?

Pilon and Pablo entered the little
house joyfully. Pilon lighted a candle
and produced two fruit jars for glasses.

“Health!”” said Pablo.
“Salud!” said Pilon.



And 1n a few moments, “Salud!” said
Pablo.

“Mud in your eye!” said Pilon.

They rested a little while. “Su
servidor,” said Pilon.

“Down the rat-hole,” said Pablo.

Two gallons is a great deal of wine,
even for two paisanos. Spiritually the
jugs may be graduated thus: Just below
the shoulder of the first bottle, serious
and concentrated conversation. Two
inches farther down, sweetly sad
memory. Three inches more, thoughts of
old and satisfactory loves. An inch,
thoughts of bitter loves. Bottom of the
first jug, general and undirected sadness.



Shoulder of the second jug, black,
unholy despondency. Two fingers down,
a song of death or longing. A thumb,
every other song each one knows. The
graduations stop here, for the trail splits
and there 1s no certainty. From this point
on anything can happen.

But let us go back to the first mark,
which says serious and concentrated
conversation, for it was at that place that
Pilon made his coup. “Pablo,” he said,
“dost thou never get tired of sleeping in
ditches, wet and homeless, friendless
and alone?”

“No,” said Pablo.

Pilon mellowed his voice



persuasively. “So [ thought, my friend,
when I was a dirty gutter-dog. I too was
content, for I did not know how sweet a
little house is, and a roof, and a garden.
Ah, Pablo, this is indeed living.”

“It’s pretty nice,” Pablo agreed.

Pilon pounced. “See, Pablo, how
would you like to rent part of my house?
There would never be the cold ground
for you any more. Never the hard sand
under the wharf with crabs getting in
your shoes. How would you like to live
here with me?”

“Sure,” said Pablo.

“Look, you will pay only fifteen
dollars a month! And you may use all the



house except my bed, and all the garden.
Think of 1t, Pablo! And if someone
should write you a letter, he will have
some place to send it to.”

“Sure,” said Pablo. “That’s swell.”

Pilon sighed with relief. He had not
realized how the debt to Danny rode on
his shoulders. The fact that he was fairly
sure Pablo would never pay any rent did
not mitigate his triumph. If Danny should
ever ask for money, Pilon could say, “I
will pay when Pablo pays.”

They moved on to the next graduation,
and Pilon remembered how happy he
had been when he was a little boy. “No
care then, Pablo. I knew not sin. I was



very happy.”

“We have never been happy since,”
Pablo agreed sadly.



How Jesus Maria Corcoran, a

Good Man, Became an
Unwilling Vehicle of Evil.

Life passed smoothly on for Pilon and
Pablo. In the morning when the sun was
up clear of the pine trees, when the blue
bay rippled and sparkled below them,
they arose slowly and thoughtfully from
their beds.

It is a time of quiet joy, the sunny
morning. When the glittery dew is on the



mallow weeds, each leaf holds a jewel
which is beautiful if not valuable. This
is no time for hurry or for bustle.
Thoughts are slow and deep and golden
in the morning.

Pablo and Pilon in their blue jeans
and blue shirts walked in comradeship
into the gulch behind the house, and after
a little time they returned to sit in the sun
on the front porch, to listen to the fish
horns on the streets of Monterey, to
discuss in wandering, sleepy tones the
doings of Tortilla Flat; for there are a
thousand climaxes on Tortilla Flat for
every day the world wheels through.

They were at peace there on the
porch. Only their toes wriggled on the



warm boards when the flies landed on
them.

“If all the dew were diamonds,”
Pablo said, “we would be very rich. We
would be drunk all our lives.”

But Pilon, on whom the curse of
realism lay uneasily, added, “Everybody
would have too many diamonds. There
would be no price for them, but wine
always costs money. If only it would
rain wine for a day, now, and we had a
tank to catch it in.”

“But good wine,” interjected Pablo.
“Not rotgut swill like the last you got.”

“l didn’t pay for it,” said Pilon.
“Someone hid it in the grass by the



dance hall. What can you expect of wine
you find?”

They sat and waved their hands
listlessly at the flies. “Cornelia Ruiz cut
up the black Mexican yesterday,” Pilon
observed.

Pablo raised his eyes in mild interest.
“Fight?” he asked.

“Oh, no, the black one did not know
Cornelia got a new man yesterday, and

he tried to come in. So Cornelia cut
hjm’7

“He should have known,” Pablo said
virtuously.

“Well, he was down 1n the town when



Cornelia got her new man. The black
one just tried to go in through the
window when she locked the door.”

“The black one is a fool,” said Pablo.
“Is he dead?”

“Oh, no. She just cut him up a little bit
on the arms. Cornelia was not angry. She
just didn’t want the black one to come

2

1n.

“Cornelia 1s not a very steady
woman,” said Pablo. “But still she has
masses sung for her father, ten years

dead.”

“He will need them,” Pilon observed.
“He was a bad man and never went to
jail for 1t, and he never went to



confession. When old Ruiz was dying
the priest came to give him solace, and
Ruiz confessed. Cornelia says the priest
was white as buckskin when he came out
of the sickroom. But afterward that
priest said he didn’t believe half what
Ruiz confessed.”

Pablo, with a cat-like stroke, killed a
fly that landed on his knee. “Ruiz was
always a liar,” he said. “That soul will
need plenty of masses. But do you think
a mass has virtue when the money for
that mass comes out of men’s pockets
while they sleep in wine at Cornelia’s
house?”

“A mass 1s a mass,” said Pilon.
“Where you get two-bits is of no interest



to the man who sells you a glass of wine.
And where a mass comes from is of no
interest to God. He just likes them, the
same as you like wine. Father Murphy
used to go fishing all the time, and for
months the Holy Sacrament tasted like
mackerel, but that did not make it less
holy. These things are for priests to
explain. They are nothing for us to worry
about. I wonder where we could get
some eggs to eat. It would be good to eat
an egg now.”

Pablo tilted his hat down over his
eyes to keep the sun from bothering him.
“Charlie Meeler told me that Danny is
with Rosa Martin, that Portagee girl.”

Pilon sat upright in alarm. “Maybe



that girl will want to marry Danny.
Those Portagees always want to marry,
and they love money. Maybe when they
are married Danny will bother us about
the rent. That Rosa will want new
dresses. All women do. I know them.”

Pablo too looked annoyed. “Maybe it
we went and talked to Danny—" he
suggested.

“Maybe Danny has some eggs,” said
Pilon. “Those chickens of Mrs. Morales
are good layers.”

They put on their shoes and walked
slowly toward Danny’s house.

Pilon stooped and picked up a beer
bottle cap and cursed and threw it down.



“Some evil man has left it there to
deceive people,” he said.

“I tried it last night,” said Pablo. He
looked into a yard where the green corn
was ripe and made a mental note of its
ripeness.

They found Danny sitting on his front
porch, behind the rose bush, wriggling
his toes to keep the flies off.

“A1,amigos,” he greeted them
listlessly.

They sat down beside him and took
off their hats and their shoes. Danny took
out a sack of tobacco and some papers
and passed them to Pilon. Pilon looked
mildly shocked, but made no comment.



“Cornelia Ruiz cut up the black
Mexican,” he said.

“I heard about it,” said Danny.

Pablo spoke acidly. “These women,
there 1s no virtue in them any more.”

“It 1s dangerous to lie with them,”
said Pilon. “I have heard that there is
one young Portagee girl here on the Flat
who can give a man something to
remember her by, if he goes to the
trouble to get it.”

Pablo made disapproving clucking
noises with his tongue. He spread his
hands in front of him. “What is a man to
do?” he asked. “Is there no one to trust?”



They watched Danny’s face and saw
no alarm appear there.

“This girl’s name 1s Rosa,” said
Pilon. “I would not say her last name.”

“Oh, you mean Rosa Martin,” Danny
observed with very little interest. “Well,
what can you expect of a Portagee?”

Pablo and Pilon sighed with relief.

“How are Mrs. Morales’ chickens
getting along?”” Pilon asked casually.

Danny shook his head sadly. “Every
one of those chickens is dead. Mrs.
Morales put up some string beans in
jars, and the jars blew up, and she fed
the beans to the chickens, and those



chickens all died, every one.”

“Where are those chickens now?”
Pablo demanded.

Danny waved two fingers back and
forth in negation. “Someone told Mrs.
Morales not to eat those chickens or she
would be sick, but we scraped the
insides good and sold them to the
butcher.”

“Has anybody died?” Pablo asked.

“No. I guess those chickens would
have been all right.”

“Perhaps you bought a little wine with
the money from those chickens?” Pilon
suggested.



Danny smiled cynically at him. “Mrs.
Morales did, and I went to her house last
night. That is a pretty woman in some
lights, and not so old either.”

The alarm came back to Pablo and
Pilon.

“My Cousin Weelie says she is fifty
years old,” Pilon said excitedly.

Danny spread his hands. “What i1s it
how old in years she is?” he observed
philosophically. “She is lively, that one.
She owns her house and has two hundred
dollars in the bank.” Then Danny
became a little embarrassed. “I would
like to make a present to Mrs. Morales.”

Pilon and Pablo regarded their feet



and tried by strenuous mental effort to
ward off what was coming. But their
effort had no value.

“If T had a little money,” said Danny,
“I would buy her a box of big candy.”
He looked meaningly at his tenants, but
neither one answered him. “I would
need only a dollar or two,” he suggested.

“Chin Kee is drying squids,” Pilon
observed. “Perhaps you could cut squids
for half a day.”

Danny spoke pointedly. “It would not
look well for a man who owns two
houses to cut squids. But perhaps if a
little rent were ever paid—"

Pilon arose angrily. “Always the



rent,” he cried. ““You would force us into
the streets—into the gutters, while you
sleep in your soft bed. Come, Pablo,”
Pilon said angrily, “we will get money
for this miser, this Jew.”

The two of them stalked off.

“Where will we get money?” Pablo
asked.

“I don’t know,” said Pilon. “Maybe
he won’t ask again.” But the inhuman
demand had cut deep into their mental
peace. “We will call him ‘Old Jew’
when we see him,” said Pilon. “We have
been his friends for years. When he was
in need, we fed him. When he was cold,
we clothed him.”



“When was that?”’ Pablo asked.

“Well, we would have, if he needed
anything and we had it. That 1s the kind
of friends we were to him. And now he
crushes our friendship into the ground
for a box of big candy to give to an old
fat woman.”

“Candy 1s not good for people,” said
Pablo.

So much emotion had exhausted Pilon.
He sat down in the ditch beside the road
and put his chin in his hands and was
disconsolate.

Pablo sat down too, but he only did it
to rest, for his friendship with Danny
was not as old and beautiful as Pilon’s



was.

The bottom of the ditch was choked
with dry grass and bushes. Pilon, staring
downward in his sorrow and resentment,
saw a human arm sticking out from under
a bush. And then, beside the arm, a half-
full gallon bottle of wine. He clutched
Pablo’s arm and pointed.

Pablo stared. “Maybe he is dead,
Pilon.”

Pilon had got his breath and his fine
clear vision again. “If he is dead, the
wine will do him no good. He can’t be
buried with it.”

The arm stirred, swept back the
bushes, and disclosed the frowsy face



and red stubble beard of Jesus Maria
Corcoran. “Ai, Pilon. Ai, Pablo,” he
said hazily. “Que tomas?”

Pilon leaped down the bank on him.
“Amigo, Jesus Maria! You are not
well!”

Jesus Maria smiled sweetly. “Just
drunk,” he murmured. He rose to his
knees. “Come have a drink, my friends.
Drink deep. There is plenty more.”

Pilon tilted the bottle over his elbow.
He swallowed four times and over a pint
left the jug. Then Pablo took the bottle
from him, and Pablo played with it as a
cat plays with a feather. He polished the
mouth with his sleeve. He smelled the



wine. He took three or four preliminary
sips and let a few drops run all around
his mouth, to tantalize himself. At last,
“Madre de Dios, que vino!” he said. He
raised the jug and the red wine gurgled
happily down his throat.

Pilon’s hand was out long before
Pablo had to breathe again. Pilon turned
a soft and admiring countenance to his
friend Jesus Maria. “Hast thou
discovered a treasure in the woods?” he
asked. “Has some great man died and
named thee in his will, my little friend?”

Jesus Maria was a humanitarian, and
kindness was always in him. He cleared
his throat and spat. “Give me a drink,”
he said. “My throat is dry. I will tell you



how it was.” He drank dreamily, like a
man who has so much wine that he can
take his time in drinking it, can even
spill a little without remorse. “I was
sleeping on the beach two nights ago,”
he said. “Out on the beach near Seaside.
In the night the little waves washed a
rowboat to the shore. Oh, a nice little
rowboat, and the oars were there. I got
in and rowed it down to Monterey. It
was easily worth twenty dollars, but
trade was slow, and I only got seven.”

“Thou hast money left?” Pilon put in
excitedly.

“I am telling you how it was,” Jesus
Maria said with some dignity. “I bought
two gallons of wine and brought them up



here to the woods, and then I went to
walk with Arabella Gross. For her I
bought one pair of silk drawers in
Monterey. She liked them—so soft they
were, and so pink. And then I bought a
pint of whisky for Arabella, and then
after a while we met some soldiers and
she went away with them.”

“Oh, the thief of a good man’s
money!” Pilon cried in horror.

“No,” said Jesus Maria dreamily. “It
was time she went anyway. And then I
came here and went to sleep.”

“Then thou hast no more money?”’

“l don’t know,” said Jesus Maria. “I
will see.” He fished in his pocket and



brought out three crumpled dollar bills
and a dime. “Tonight,” he said, “I will
buy for Arabella Gross one of those
little things that goes around higher up.”

“You mean the little silk pockets on a
string?”’

“Yes,” said Jesus Maria, “and not so
little as you might think either.” He
coughed to clear his throat.

Instantly Pilon was filled with
solicitude. “It is the night air,” he said.
“It is not good to sleep out in the open.
Come, Pablo, we will take him to our
house and cure this cold of his. The
malady of the lungs has a good start, but
we will cure it.”



“What are you talking about?” said
Jesus Maria. “I’m all right.”

“So you think,” said Pilon. “So
Rudolfo Kelling thought. And you
yourself went to his funeral a month ago.
So Angelina Vasquez thought. She died
last week.”

Jesus Maria was frightened. “What do
you think is the matter?”

“It 1s sleeping in this night air,” Pilon
said sagely. “Your lungs will not stand
it.”

Pablo wrapped the wine jug in a big
weed, so disguising i1t that anyone
passing would have been consumed with
curiosity until he knew what that weed



contained.

Pilon walked beside Jesus Maria,
touching him now and then under the
elbow to remind him that he was not a
well man. They took him to their house
and laid him on a cot, and although the
day was warm, they covered him with an
old comforter. Pablo spoke movingly of
those poor ones who writhed and
suffered with tuberculosis. And then
Pilon pitched his voice to sweetness. He
spoke with reverence of the joy of living
in a little house. When the night was far
gone, and all the talk and wine were
gone, and outside the deadly mists clung
to the ground like the ghosts of giant
leeches, then one did not go out to lie in



the sickly damp of a gulch. No, one got
into a deep, soft, warm bed and slept
like a little child.

Jesus Maria went to sleep at this
point. Pilon and Pablo had to wake him
up and give him a drink. Then Pilon
spoke movingly of the mornings when
one lay in one’s warm nest until the sun
was high enough to be of some use. One
did not go shivering about in the dawn,
beating one’s hands to keep them from
freezing.

At last Pilon and Pablo moved in on
Jesus Maria as two silent hunting
Airedales converge on their prey. They
rented the use of their house to Jesus
Maria for fifteen dollars a month. He



accepted happily. They shook hands all
around. The jug came out of its weed.
Pilon drank deeply, for he knew his
hardest task was before him. He said it
very gently and casually, while Jesus
Maria was drinking out of the bottle.

“And you will pay only three dollars
on account now.”

Jesus Maria put down the bottle and
looked at him in horror. “No,” he
exploded. “I made a promise to Arabella
Gross to buy one of those little things. I
will pay the rent when it 1s time.”

Pilon knew he had blundered. “When
you lay on that beach at Seaside, God
floated the little rowboat to you. Do you



think the good God did it so you could
buy silk drawers for a cannery slut? No!
God did it so you would not die from
sleeping on the ground in the cold. Do
you think God i1s interested in Arabella’s
breasts? And besides, we will take a
two-dollar deposit,” he went on. “For
one dollar you can get one of those
things big enough to hold the udders of a
cow.”

Still Jesus Maria protested.
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“I will tell you,” Pilon went on,
“unless we pay Danny two dollars we
shall all be turned into the street, and it
will be your fault. You will have it on
your soul that we sleep in ditches.”



Under so 