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The Finish Line

I came bouncing inte
Hank's living rocom. I found him
sitting in his favorite,
ovarstuffed, gold and brown
striped chair, locking like a
broken mar. "What the hell
happened to you?" I asked. He was
slumped in his chair with his
head down, he slowly locked up at
me with theze szad, blue eyes, and
gaid, "This is it, Bed, I can't
do thizs anymere." Assuming the
bocze had finally taken its teli,
my mind jumped e the worst case
acenario "What is it, Hank? Did
you get some horrible news from
your doctor? How wmuch longer do
vou have?” I asked. "Moo Cups, ha
mumbled, i1t'a yon and me. You're
tearing me apart with your
disappearing acits.” I was
relieaved but impatient. "Oh geez,
iz that all? Get ==sricus, nan,
vou'va been watching +too many
goap operas." I grabbed his
wrigts and pulled him out of that
ugly chair. "We need to get out
of here and breathe some fresh
air. You're loging it, Thaby.
Let's go to the track. Come onf
It'a a beautiful day. Lekt’'s go
make some money, honey!'™

The zredheaded magic
worked again and the next thing I
knew we waere off to the Santa
Anita FRacetrack, ILaughing and
singing to the radic the entire
way (I was singing, he was
laughing). All traces of Hank's
funk had disappeared, It was a
glorious fall day in Les Angeles,
crisp and cool. A perfect day for
the raoces.

When we arrived at the
gate, Hank bought a program for
each of us., We found two seats in
the clubhouse and like a pre,
#ank took out his pencil and
spread his newspaper and program
in fromt of him. I went upstaira
to get & conple of beers. When T
returned, I asked him what horse
he iked in the first raoe. This
wasz the =second time I had ever
boen to the races. He locked at



me with a condescending, yet
endearing smile, aa if to say,
Wou silly little girli, what
difference would it make to you?
You know nothing about  this
stuff’ Short of patting me on the

head he anawsred, "I like Sreen
Beans". Then, with a <chuckle,
added, "what about wyou?" I

studied tha program az if I knew
what I was doing and said, "I
think I'm going to bet on Harvey
Wallbanger." With that, I shot up
out of my seat and ran to the
betting cage. Hank liked fc wait
until the wvery last minute befora
he placed his bet. He wanted to
take a look at the horses as they
came out to position themselves
at the gate. I'm not szuzra why,
but I guess he thought it made a
differenca.

Back in our seats, the
race began. "“And away they gqo!”
Tha broadcaster kellowed, “It's
Momm='as Boy out in £froent with
Cartifiably HMad right behind,
Green Beana is on the ocutsidea in
third while Red Garter is coming
up frem behind in fourth... It's
I'm Your Baby Tonight, Sterling
Gold, Harvey Wallbanger, and
Unfortunate Son coming up from
the rear on the inaide. Now
they’'re coming to the stretch and
it'a Red Carter, Creen Eeans, and
Steriing Gold out in front, neck
and neck; Momma's Boy, I'm Your
Baby Tonight, Harvey Wallbanger,
and Certifiably Mad coming up
from behind with Unfortunate Scon
five lengtha behind in last
place. How, thay'ra heading for
the finish line and it’s Red
Garter, Starling Gold, and Green
Beana in first, second, and third
place with Harvey Wallbanger
coming up from behind on the
outgide, his master is asking him
to fly and he's answaring yes,
yes, yes! Oh my, it looka like a
setunning upaset as Harvay
Wallbanger is now neck and neck
with Red Gartar as they wvie for
the winning position! And the
winner is Harwvey Wallbanger by a
noge with Red Garter in second,
Grean Beans rounding off in third
place! ™
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T was jumping up and

down, soreaming chnoxiously,
waving the winning ticket in my
right hand. "Jaezsus Christ! How
did you manage that, Red*"
"I woen, I won, I woen!"™ I yolled
and threw mny arms around Hank. He
gat *there like & a.m. BSunday
mornang, trying to stifle a grin.
ok, ok, baby, sattle down.
Baginnars luck. That's all™, ha
gsaid in his cool, trademark
drawl. "¥Teah, we'll zea, ” I said.
He shook his head and locked at
me with that, what a piesce or
woark you are face, I’'d seen many
times bafore. I turned to him and
gave him a big kisz., "It's ok,
Hanky”, I =said. ™At least your
horae showed. ™

If therse is such & thing
as beginners luck, I had it. With
each race, Hank became
increasingly more frustrated. I
have never been what you would
call a gracious winner., I'm very
compatitive and was oot concerned
about his delicate male ego. I
wag winning more racea than I
lost and certainly more than the
Great Bukowski. He was starting
e think T really had somathing
hera.

By the last race his
irritation with me turned to
surrender. I was beginning to geai
some ragapect from the genina
hersemar:. "Okay, Red, whakt's your
secret?" he asked, as though I
was some saort of witch with
apecial handicapping powers,
"Promise not to laugh? I asked.
“I promise”, he anawered. "O0k”, I
said wery sericuzly, “Here’'s my
gtrategy. I 1lcok at the odds,
then at the Fjockey, and then I
look at tha colors the jockay is
wearing. If I like the colors and
the odds aren't toc high and the
jockay ia kind of famoua, I bet
on that ona." He loocked at me and
hagan to smile. His grin turned
to howling laughtar. With his
ayas rolled up and head back, he
was laughing ¢ hard hisz entire
body boegan shaking., He kept his
meuth =slightly clozed, as though
e was self conscious about his



teath, cauzing him to snert. To
sag him, you wonld have thought
that my aystem wasx the funnieak
thing he had ewver heard. BHe
actnally had teara in hiz eyes!
As his laughter subsided, he gavea
me a hug and =said, "Oh god, Eed,
you are teo, too much! All right,
baby, I'm going toe let you pick
the winner in the last racoe.
Which one do youm like?" I
carefully lasoked over the program
and decided on a horse named
Creamed Chicken to win. ™Okay,
baby, this is it. I'm geoing to
put 530.00 on Creamed Chicken to
Win!" We hoth made our bet and
returned to our seats., I was a
littie nervouns because 5$530.00 waa
a lot of money for Hank to bet on
a horse, He was a ocompulsive
gambler, but a very conservative
ona. Kaowing that, I was a bit
anxioua and almost jumped out of
my skin when I heard the
announcer yell, "And awaaay they
qolr

Okay, I'll spare you thea
suspenze and cut to the chase.
Tou gquessed i, Creamed Chicken
game in last! Surprisingly, Hank
was pretty good about ik, I
suppose my =aving grace was the
fact that between the two of us
we had an excellent day at the
track. We both eame out well
ahead. As wa drove home on the
210 freeway, we kept an eyes on
the Siesrra Madre Mountainsg,
certain we would catch a glimpaa
of a gray horse wearing pretty
pink and purple cclora, trying to
find the finish line.
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