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The blaring sound of the train whistle woke me up from 
my doss on the hard dirt floor. I’ve been joed ever since that 
dang highline was built right on the block behind where we 
usually set up camp.  

There truly was no quiet time in the apple, that’s for 
sure. I could already hear the clacking of the hooves on the 
cobblestone coming from the streets below. This meant it was 
around 6 am, time to start my day... my first day. 

Usually there was nothin’ I needed that sleep for 
anyways... but that was not the case today. Today was 
important. I had to be sharp. I had to impress those new fellows 
at work. 

Ma was so proud of me, “Oh Georgy, you’re gonna do 
so good! You’re gonna blow them all away with your charm, I 
just know it!”  

She was just excited that someone in the family was 
able to get a job. Maybe I could finally put some bread on the 
table for us all, do some good for Ma after all she’s been 
through. My four brothers were too young for workin’, David 
was the oldest besides me and he’s only seven. Our Pa was still 
back in Poland, could be dead for all I know, he never writes. I 
don’t like to dwell on it, I hardly ever knew the guy so why 
should I? 

Ma can’t work with her broken leg and all, not that it 
makes a difference because women don’t get hired much 
around here anyways. 

I helped her to get the boys up and make sure they left 
to go and get their rations. It was never much besides a few cans 
of soup or some stale biscuits, but that’s what we were given 
and that’s what got us by. We did just fine, lots of other people 
were much worse off then we were. 

Our uncle Harold kept us on our feet. He’s been 
workin’ at John William’s for the two months since he lost his 
old job and was able to weasel his way to getting me hired too. 
He could be a real pill sometimes but heck, if it wasn’t for him 
we’d have been sleeping out on the curb in Hooverville long 
ago, like the rest of the folks. He was helping us to get food and 
pay our rent ever since we got here those twelve or some years 
ago, well up until a couple weeks after the crash at least. Now 
he can’t really do much for us besides give us his old 
hand-me-downs and some fresh bread and milk every once in a 
while. 

“Gotta dangle, Ma! Can’t be late on the first day!” 
I rushed out the door and ran the few blocks down 14th 

street. The scent of fresh meat hitting my nose immediately 
after opening the ‘door’ of the shanty. Boy was I hungry. 
Maybe if I was lucky I’d get some bacon or a juicy pork chop 
on the job. I didn’t know if I was gonna be able to make it 
working all those long hours with the hunger I’ve got while 
being surrounded by that much tender pink flesh. 

I stopped in my tracks once I reached the front door. 
John W. William’s Veal, at last. I was greeted by a tall man who 



slipped me five, his greasy hand reaching out for mine, his grip 
was strong.  

“You must be the new kid, follow me, we’ll get you a 
uniform.” he said, with no excitement in his voice. 

He lead me through a room filled to the brim with 
squealing pigs, their rosy bodies robust from the god knows 
what that they were feeding them.  

He tossed me a pair of dungarees along with a blood 
stained apron, “This is all we got son, hope it’s your size. We’re 
gonna start you off in the cut floor, skinnin’ the meat from the 
bones. It’s the...easiest job.” 

The sound of the machinery in the room was too loud to 
hear myself think. I was instructed to follow around a man 
named Gerbert who would show me the ropes of the place. 
Gerbert was a plump man with a full beard and dark brown 
eyes. He didn’t even try to speak to me, just grunted in the 
heavy lifting of the slabs.  

I was completely encompassed by rotund hunks which 
were strung from the ceilings by twine ropes. I immediately 
noticed the floor of the room, which was covered in a thin layer 
of a combination of grease and fat. I had a strange feeling in my 
stomach, seeing this much meat at once. It was a rather 
gruesome sight to take in that’s for sure, but simultaneously 
intrigued me. Something about the macabre body parts strewn 
to and fro throughout the factory aroused me, perhaps because 
of the hunger I had been experiencing due to the depression. 

We quickly passed the day together using wire cords to 
slice the fat off slabs of beef, lamb,  and pork. Once they shut 
off all the machinery Gerbert turned to me and said, “Hey good 
job today kid, didn’t gum up any of the works like the younger 
ones usually do. If you’re keen my and some of the fellas are 
goin’ down to a rag on fifth. You’re free to tag along if ya like.” 

“Oh gee, I’d really like that.” 
The next few weeks passed quickly, my fascination 

with meat was further intensified with every thigh and breast I 
slashed from the bone. That is, until my position in the 
company become compromised. My boss informed me one 
dreary morning, that Adam, a former employee in the 
slaughterhouse, died in a fluke accident. Chopped his whole 
right arm off and bled to death right there on the floor along 
with all the other animals. They saw all the good work I’d been 
doin’ on the cut floor and asked if I could step in for him. I 
couldn’t refuse, the pay was better. Would be makin’ a whole 
40 cents to the hour instead of just 25. Think of all the food I 
could get for my family with that extra dough. 

Next thing I knew I was being ushered off to my new 
situation. Had to say goodbye to Gerbert and all the other pals 
I’d made in my old spot. I was soon surrounded by screeching 
animals of all types. Calves, pigs, and even a few rats here and 
there, you name it. The atmosphere was very different, I could 
already tell. A morbid tone lingered in the air, the other men 
here worked silently, their eyes dull and lifeless. They worked 



like robots and showed no emotion, choppin’ head after head 
off of each squirming body. 

I was handed a giant ax with which I was to kill my 
first living creature. I was given no instruction on the correct 
way to go about doing this. I saw the other men around me, 
swiping their weapons up and down with ease. I tried to do as 
they did while remaining stable. 

Seeing meat, eating meat, even touching raw meat was 
one thing… but killing an animal for the meat was another. You 
can only hear those cries and feel their helpless limbs writhing 
beneath your clammy hands once in your life before all your 
innocence is lost. I felt I could spew at any given moment.  

The head of the calf who I had just held in my hands, 
tumbled to the ground with a thud. It’s beady black eyes were 
still staring up at me. I had blood all over my body. I held my 
now crimson hands up to my face to inhale the fresh hematic 
scent. The gaping hole in the neck of the animals body was 
gushing liquids all over the place. 

I felt the oxygen leaving my head as the room around 
me began to spin before I too, fell to the floor with a thud. 

Images started racing through my mind. Limp bodies of 
unrecognizable figures. Every shade of red you could imagine. 
Deafening sounds of metal against metal and wailing creatures 
slowly morphed into gunshots and shouting. I began to see 
things more clearly. 

I saw my Pa. He was holdin’ Ma before we embarked 
on our crossing of the Atlantic. I was in the pram just beside 
‘em. It was just me and Ma at this time, none of my brothers 
were born yet. They didn’t have to see the things I had to see, 
hear the thing I had to hear. 

Poland was not a safe place for us. Pa couldn’t come 
with us because he had to stay and fight. I’d been lying to 
myself my whole life but I know dollars to donuts that he’s a 
deadman by now, his bones probably piled up somewhere with 
the rest of the souldiers.  

As soon as I began to come to, I saw the crowd of 
workers around me, “My god George are you alright?” 

“Yeah, yeah guys. Don’t worry… think I just drank a 
little too much hooch last night if you know what I mean.” I 
laughed, trying to seem calm. 

“No, don’t you worry, George. Happens to the best of 
us. The first time is always the hardest one. Gets easier from 
here on out, the good lot of us have been doin’ this for over 20 
years now. Nothin’ you can’t get used to too.” 

I tried to listen to ‘em. I tried my hardest to wait for it 
to get easier. I went in everyday from 7 to 5, chopping through 
hundreds of pounds of live flesh, to no avail. 

I couldn’t tell Ma. I couldn’t have her worrying about 
me, she had to focus on gettin’ her rest so her leg could get 
better, she’d need it soon. 



I had no choice but to suppress all of my discomforts 
and go about my days in horrific misery, taking lives from other 
living souls and with each swing of the ax, slowly chipping 
away pieces of my own too. 

After a while, things seemed to be gettin’ better, for the 
country at least. Hooverville was torn down. I heard through the 
grapevine a war was breaking out again in Germany, they were 
sending hundreds of men over there to fight. Meant there was 
more jobs left for everyone over here, even women. Ma’s leg 
was finally healin’ and she could walk around herself again. 

I showed her an ad in the paper for a cleaning job at the 
law firm over by the ol’ Gansevoort Market. She reluctantly 
went in for an interview after a little convincing from me and 
my brothers, after Ma got a job we’d finally be able to get a 
nicer place out of Meatpacking, somewhere further uptown like 
Clinton. We could pool both of our workin’ money together and 
live a pretty nice life, the six of us. 

If only I was strong enough. All the talk of the war on 
the radio had me really buggin’. There were voices in my head 
telling me what a monster I was. Everyday a new calf whose 
life was soon to be brutally ended stood before me completely 
paralyzed with fear. How was I any different than the monsters 
of my father’s past, my past, the present, or the future? 

I like to believe I thought my following actions through 
at least a little, but everything happened so quickly. I knew Ma 
and the boys would be fine without me. Ma just got that fancy 

new job which paid twice as much as my lousy job did. The 
depression seemed to be coming to an end and everyone was 
beginning to see the light at the end of the tunnel. Except for me 
that is. 

I was no different than the others I heard about on the 
radio, through the news, really everywhere those days. I was 
taking the lives from the innocent, even if they were just 
animals… and I had to punish myself for that. I had to save that 
one last calf even if that’s all I could do, not just for me but for 
my Pa too. 

All it took was one last whiff of the pungent bloody air, 
one last glance into the eyes of the furry young beast in front of 
me, in which I saw what I believed to be a small glimmer of 
hope. In one swift movement I turned the head of my axe 
towards that of my own neck. The last things that I saw and 
heard in my life were the same as the first: blood spattering and 
fear filled shrieks. My head plummeted to the floor and any last 
remnants of a human soul left inside my cold empty body could 
now be freed. I laid there to turn into a pile of rotting flesh and 
bones, just like the other animal carcasses surrounding me.  

 
 
 
Just like my Pa. 
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