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GREENHOUSE BLUES

Ruth sat on the couch, resting her eyes, her 
feet propped up on the hassock, her toddler 
son Roy leaned against her, asleep, drooling, 
beads of sweat sparkling on his face. Steam 
rose from the back lawn as the morning sun 
floated up over the brown hills like a 
hydrogen bomb. Ruth's husband, Ellis, 
shirtless in bermudas, his red-ruffled apron 
damp with the perspiration and humidity, 
finished the dishes, giving the Teflon 
frying pan a last slow, careless wipe with 
a dirty dish towel before he set it in the 
rack and stepped over to look out the 
sliding glass door, over his lawn and across 
the creek bed at Old Man Yoshimura's now-brown 
orange orchard. "A scorcher," he said to 
himself, "Another scorcher." Ruth stirred 
on the couch. Baby Roy's head slid off her 
wet flank and bounced into her lap. "What 
was that, Honey?" she whispered, her eyes 
closed as she rubbed her baby's back. 
"Nothin'," said Ellis. "Nothin'."
When the sun had sizzled into the ocean, the 
geckos appeared on the walls and ceilings, 
silent, their throats pulsing with their 
reptilian respiration, their eyes, with 
the dark, vertical-slit pupils, watching, 
watching.
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CHLOROFLUROCARBON BLUES
Ruth and Ellis tune in the weather report on the radio.
The D.J. says another glob of ozone-depleted air the 
size of New Mexico has drifted down from the arctic hole 
and this might just be a day to stay inside and read a 
good book.
Ruth leafs through a fashion magazine and Ellis watches 
a boxing match he'd taped last weekend; a boring, tactical 
fight, so he loses interest and dozes in his chair. Ruth 
gets up for a glass of iced tea, and little Roy, unwatched, 
wanders out to the patio wearing only a plastic diaper.
For the thirty seconds it takes his mother to find him, 
he fries. When Ruth pulls him into the shade, he's as red 
and shiny as a ripe tomato, and he's beginning to swell.
She plunges him into a cold bath and sends Ellis down to 
the Seven-Eleven for as many bags of ice as he can buy, 
and she calls the Ultraviolet Hotline. The doctor says, 
"Thirty seconds? He'll probably be O.K."

WATER, Part 1
Sea level is rising. The small valley behind Ruth and 
Ellis' house has been transformed from a gently sloped, 
dry creek bed into a blue lagoon. The houses on the bank 
below are submerged, with just their peaked roofs pro
truding above the water; a row of floating pyramids. 
Directly down from where Ellis enjoys his view over the 
back fence, Ralph and Betty sit leaned up against their 
chimney drinking highballs and reading the evening paper. 
Ellis calls down to him, "Hey Ralph, how's it goin',
Bud?" Ralph lays his paper on his lap and calls up,
"Not bad, El, how 'bout yourself?" Ellis shrugs and says, 
"Can't complain." Ralph looks out over the water and 
says, "Sure hope she don't rise no more." Ellis nods.
A hundred yards out, above the poisons wafting up from 
the garden shop of a submerged K-Mart, a mother whale 
gives birth and nudges her calf up to the surface for 
its first gasp of air.

SUMMERTIME

The Loma Alta Brass Band took a break from their practice 
session: Butch laid his trombone on the carpet, pulled
off his t-shirt and wiped his sweaty pits with it; Ellis 
disengaged himself from his tuba and stood up and stretch
ed his back, then tugged his damp underwear from the crack 
of his ass; Bob leaned his sax up against his recliner and

50



leaned back and closed his eyes and said, "Man, it's hot, 
wonder when it's gonna break?" Clete laid his clarinet 
across his lap and wiped his wet forehead with a bare 
hand and said, "Never."
Ruth, lounging on the couch and stroking her sleeping 
son's damp back, hummed Gershwin's 'Summertime' softly 
and slowly.
Outside the sun blazed in mid-sky. Heat shimmered off 
the surface of the lagoon, and back in the hills behind 
the city a scrawny coyote died under a dried up old 
pepper tree.

WATER, Part 2
The Augua Hedionda Lagoon was, before the temperature 
change, an acre of murky, scum-covered water nestled 
between Loma Alta's stinking sewage treatment plant and 
a poorly maintained (brown grass, bent and rusted basket
ball hoops) beach-side park. When the ice caps melted, 
the lagoon grew, filling the little valley of the dribbl
ing creek that fed it to become an immense turquoise sea 
that jutted five miles inland and measured a mile and a 
half across —  north to south —  at its widest point.
As the lagoon swelled —  with unexpected swiftness (it 
rose to its highest level in just under a week) —  it 
swallowed up the low-lying trailer parks and mini-malls 
and grocery stores and gas stations and K-Marts that had 
sprouted along the city's main east/west corridor —  Loma 
Alta Boulevard —  and leveled off, and the whales that 
usually traveled further down the coast to Baja Californ
ia's more secluded inlets to have their calves began 
arriving.
And Ellis Leahy, whose tract house lot had been carved 
out of a hillside in the back end of the formerly parched 
valley, now had waterfront property: gentle waves lapped 
at the bank inches below his back yard, and he pulled out 
the fence and he and his wife Ruth would sit at sunset 
and dangle their feet in the water's cool comfort and 
watch the spouting leviathans frolic a mere hundred yards 
from their back door.
And the real estate agents, banking nervously on the 
stabilization of the sea level (some experts said yes, 
some experts said no), crawled over the neighborhood like 
cockroaches, offering huge prices for the fortuitously 
located houses.
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But Ellis was holding out; he and his next door neighbor 
Clete Johnson had an inflatable raft, scuba gear, and a 
plan: there were valuables down there in the submerged 
houses and stores, money and jewelry and the like, and 
the "Leahy & Johnson Salvage Company' sounded like an 
idea whose time had come.

DINNER
Ellis and his next door neighbor Clete have been able to 
catch dinner in the new lagoon behind their houses. They 
hook ocean fish —  bonita, perch, yellowtail, sea bass —  
and clean them up right there in their back yards. They 
use serrated fishing knives to excise the lumpy tumors 
and the oozing lesions that have been showing up on the 
fish with increasing regularity. Clete slices away a 
tainted chunk of flesh, points to the sky with his knife 
and says, "It's the sun fuckin' 'em up; ozone's shot to 
hell." Ellis casts his line out and says, "Either that 
or the chemicals." Clete nods and re-baits his hook. 
"Yeah," he says. "All sorts of shit got covered up when 
that water rose."
They barbeque their catches, taking turns on each others' 
outdoor grills to save on briquets. Ginger, Clete's 
wife's little chihuahua, hangs around when they cook at 
Clete's house. The smell of searing flesh brings out the 
neighbors too. "Catch somethin' good today, guys?" they 
ask hopefully, and "What kinda bait you boys usin'?" But 
Clete and Ellis aren't big on invites. "Let 'em eat 
steak," Clete says.
Ginger, when no cooked morsels fall her way, sniffs out 
to the shore in search of stray pieces of hacked-off 
tumors or discarded guts that might have washed back up 
onto the lawn.

SHAMU BLUES
Ruth and Ellis Leahy hired a baby-sitter for little Roy 
so they could go out and watch a movie. "There's coke 
in the refrigerator and microwave popcorn in the kitchen 
cabinet, Donna," Ruth said on her way out the door.
"C'mon, Ruth, God damn it,” Ellis called to her from the 
porch. "We're gonna be late." "Keep your damned pants 
on, Ellis," Ruth replied, and then she said to Donna, "And 
please, honey, stay away from that lagoon. There's rumors 
goin' around that it's not safe anymore."
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The lagoon lapped invitingly at the Leahy back yard, and 
Donna thought Ruth was just an overly cautious old fart, 
so she got little Roy into his bathing suit and stripped 
herself down to her bra and panties and they eased into 
the tepid water for a twilight dip. Roy was delighted.
At two years old he could already swim like a fish. He 
squirted Donna with a spray of salty water from his mouth, 
and Donna laughed and breast-stroked out from the shore. 
And from the yard next door, Clete Johnson watched the 
girl. He wanted to warn her about the lagoon, about what 
had been happening, but he was afraid to say anything —  
the girl was in her underthings; he could get accused of 
lechery and get arrested. His wife wouldn't understand. 
The approaching wave made him break his silent vigil.
"HEY, GIRL. GET THE FUCK OUTA THE WATER AND BRING LITTLE 
ROY WITH YOU! QUICK, GIRL!" he shouted. Donna spun 
around in the water with her arms crossed over her breasts 
to give him a dirty look. "FUCKING PERVERT," she yelled 
at him. The wave grew behind her; its crest sprouted a 
black fin, a sharp and evil crescent. Donna spun around 
to face it as its force began to lift her, and the car
nivorous jaws of the killer whale burst from the wave's 
surface and scooped Donna up, chomped on her three bone
breaking times and swallowed her. Roy thrashed toward 
shore; Clete leaped the fence and jumped into the water 
and dragged him the last ten feet to safety.
Clete took Donna's clothes and stuffed them into a green 
plastic trash bag with a cinder block and rowed them out 
to the middle of the lagoon and threw them over the side. 
The story was that she disappeared, and little Roy showed 
up at the Johnson's front door, frightened and alone.
Too many wrong conclusions could be drawn if the truth 
was told. Clete was a married man; he didn't need that 
type of trouble.

CRUSTACEAN BLUES
Clete Johnson piled sandbags three high along the edge of 
his back yard. Though the water level of the new lagoon 
(compliments of the melted ice caps) normally stayed 
below his property line, some of the super high tides —  
the full moon, 7.0 plus ones —  would send salt water up 
onto the lawn, ruining it.
The sandbags solved his problem.
The cracks and crevasses between the sandbags attracted 
crabs —  hard-shelled, big-pincer guys, bodies the size of 
the palm of a hand. Good eating. Many were the nights 
Clete would boil up a batch so he and Juanita could sit in
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front of the T.V. with their nutcrackers and feast.
But they made the mistake of throwing some of the scraps 
to their chihuahua, Ginger, who liked the taste. It 
turned her into a hunter, until one of the crabs she was 
out yapping at grabbed her forepaw and tried to drag her 
to a watery grave, where she was to become his supper.
Juanita turned the tables, though: Ginger's yips of pain
and terror brought Juanita out of the house to scoop her
baby, crab still attached, out of the lagoon, and she
dashed the crab to smithereens on the patio. Ginger
limped around lapping at the snotty entrails that had been 
splattered across the cement.

THE DISCONCERTED BLUES, Part 1
Nichole was disconcerted when she found out that she was 
pregnant, but she thought maybe she could turn things to 
her favor by telling her mom that Doug, her mom's boy
friend, was the father, and then maybe Mom would finally 
kick that low-life out of the house and help take over 
raising the kid when it came. But the plan backfired.
Mom took Doug's side, called Nichole a little slut and 
threw her, bodily, out the door, tossed a couple of 
changes of clothes out behind her. Then Nichole's mom 
and Doug got into a nasty fight that had Doug —  after the 
shoving match, the shattering of glass —  leaving the house 
the same way Nichole had, a flock of his shirts and pants 
flying over his head in a jumbled formation then dropping 
down silently on the lawn.

THE DISCONCERTED BLUES, Part 2
Nichole's mom called her ex, Nichole's dad, and told him 
what had happened with Doug and Nichole. Nichole's dad 
said, "I'll kill that fucker," and hung up before Nichole's 
mom could reason with him.

THE DISCONCERTED BLUES, Part 3
Doug spotted Nichole storming up Chasin Street, sinking in 
and out of the black shadows of the broken canopies of the 
curb-side Brazilian pepper trees. He pulled the car up in 
front of her, jumped out and stood in the middle of the 
sidewalk, blocking her path. As she tried to cut around 
him he grabbed her wrist and said, "If I'm gonna get blamed
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for touching your precious young ass, I wanna get some of 
it." He tried to pull her to the car, but Nichole strug
gled, kicked at his crotch. Doug saw it coming, angled 
his leg in to block the kick, taking the pointed toe of 
her shoe on the knee, a spot that proved almost as painful 
as the intended target. He let her go and limped over and 
sat down on the curb, involuntary tears in his eyes. A 
porch light blinked on, and a voice said, "Hey pervert, I 
just called the cops on you."

THE DISCONCERTED BLUES, Part 4
Brett was disconcerted when Nichole called him from Trina's 
house to tell him about the results of her pregnancy test. 
"You haven't been fuckin' anybody else, have you?" "Oh 
God, no!" Nichole almost shouted. "What do you think I am, 
anyway?"

THE DISCONCERTED BLUES, Part 5
Nichole's dad waited on the porch. When Doug limped up 
the sidewalk, Nichole's dad fired three times, and Doug 
skipped backwards and crumbled down onto the lawn.

THE DISCONCERTED BLUES, Part 6
Trina and Nichole sat on Trina's bed, drinking cokes and 
smoking cigarettes. Trina said, "You better hope it was 
Brett and not Thomas. If it was Thomas, it's gonna be 
pretty obvious." A fresh tear seeped out of Nichole's 
eye. She sipped her coke, nodded her head and said, "I 
know."

THE RECEPTION, Part 1
At the wedding reception of Brett and Nichole, Maid of 
Honor Trina and Best Man Troy sneak off to Troy's car and 
make love in the front passenger seat in the bright day
light, the sun's blinding glare bouncing off a hundred 
facets of the surrounding car window glass, blinding Troy 
as he comes.
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THE RECEPTION, Part 2
The father of the bride Bud and the father of the groom 
Ron shed their tuxedo coats and square off out behind the 
gazebo over a drunken remark that Bud made about Ron's 
wife. The ladies scream at the initial punches, and 
after Ron's left jab splatters blood from Bud's nose, 
Bud's wife Marlene dashes out and kicks Ron hard on the 
knee. Ron crumples to the grass screaming, and Bud 
tilts his head to the sky and pinches his nostrils 
closed.

THE RECEPTION, Part 3
Mother of the groom Judy tosses back two glasses of 
champagne and sits down on usher Brian's lap. Brian, 
who had four beers before the wedding and two more in 
his car before the reception to help defray the cost of 
getting drunk at the bar, unzips her dress in back and 
unsnaps her bra, lets his fingers do a spider walk on 
her back. She screams, gleefully, and bounces cup
handed off his lap toward Che ladies' room.

THE RECEPTION, Part 4
Trina and Troy re-enter the reception, rumpled and mussed 
and grinning.

THE RECEPTION, Part 5
The bride's Uncle Mark submerges his head in the punch 
bowl then pulls it back out and gives his hair a dog 
shake, spraying the crowd, making it scatter.

THE RECEPTION, Part 6
One of Nichole's former suitors, a sullen and disgruntled 
young man, makes a remark about Nichole's unborn child, 
says it is going to come out dark, stained by its real 
father's African blood. He is dragged to the parking lot 
and beaten.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF DEALING WITH A REPUTABLE DEALER
Ruth fell in love with the Vietnamese pot-bellied pigs in 
the livestock exhibit at the County Fair. The breeder 
told her: "These guys won't get any bigger than a Cocker 
Spaniel, you can train 'em to use a litter box easier 
than you can a cat, they don't get fleas, they're smart —  
you can teach 'em to do tricks —  they're affectionate as 
all hell (here, scratch her behind the ear and hear her 
snort), and look at her, she's so damned cute."
So Ruth —  against her husband Ellis' wishes —  bought 
herself a tiny piglet, wrote out a check on the spot, 
handed it over and scooped the little porker into her 
arms and kissed its wriggling snout. Fifteen hundred 
dollars was steep, but the piglet was a female, and Ruth 
gave Ellis the same spiel the breeder had given her:
"We'll make our money back plus a profit on the very first 
litter, the very first litter." The piglet wiggled half
way out of Ruth's grasp —  snagged by her hind legs in the 
crook of Ruth's elbow —  to lunge at Ellis and snatch the 
corn dog right out of his hand. Ellis licked a stray drop 
of mustard off his finger and said, "Think I’m gonna have 
ham for breakfast tomorrow." Ruth got a grip on her baby 
and said, "Like hell you will."
In just a few months it became apparent that something 
was terribly wrong with Sandra. Pot-bellied pigs were 
supposed to top out at forty to ninety pounds and toward 
the lower end of that scale for the females. But Sandra 
was pushing two hundred pounds and she was still growing.
Sensing that his wife had been screwed by an unscrupulous 
breeder, Ellis made plans to string the pig up and butcher 
her, but when he sneaked into the back yard with his rope 
and his machete, his toddler son Roy was riding Sandra 
bareback, and when the boy saw Ellis he grinned and 
screeched, "Lookit me, Daddy!"
Ruth was concerned about Sandra's size too, so she got on 
the phone to the San Diego County Pot-Bellied Pig Associ
ation's president. He told her: "Ya gotta be sure you're 
dealin' with a reputable breeder, honey, all piglets are 
little an' cute, so some of these bastards'll slip in a 
regular hog an' take your money an' run. So I'd say, 
from your description of your little girl's size, that 
you gotcha a pot-belly with a pituitary problem or that 
breeder screwed ya. Ya wanna find out for sure, check her 
tail. Regular hogs got curly tails; pot-bellies got 
straight ones."
Ruth hung up and went to check Sandra's tail, but when she 
stepped out onto the patio she saw her darling back in the 
corner of the yard, by the tool shed, being mounted by
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Bill Heneghan's crazy, slobbering, inbred Irish Setter. 
Ruth stepped back into the house and grabbed the fireplace 
poker and went after the dog. After a sharp but glancing 
blow the dog dismounted and ran around in circles, hoping 
that his tormentor would tire and he could complete his 
act. Ruth chased him, swinging her poker hard, missing 
the tail-tucked red butt by inches. Sandra, her carnal 
desires awakened, trotted after them, squealing and 
snorting. And little Roy, stepping out of the house and 
wanting to join the fun, grabbed onto Sandra's curly 
tied-spring of a tail as she passed by and got pulled into 
the chase at a faster run than he'd ever before attempted.

COME DANCE WITH ME!
They are going to see Sinatra. Ruth and Ellis and their 
next door neighbors, Clete and Juanita, are humming along 
Interstate 15 in Ruth and Ellis' Oldsmobile, Las Vegas 
bound —  Old Blue Eyes is singing at Bally's.
They stop at the McDonald's in Victorville at sunset for 
burgers and cokes. When they climb back into the car —  
men in front, women in back —  Ellis slides a compact 
disk into his new stereo, Frank Sinatra's 'Come Dance 
With Me!' A photo of Frank graces the cover of the CD.
He wears a blue suit, shirt, tie and fedora. He is 
grinning like a pervert, one eye winking, a fist angled 
toward his chin with its index finger extended and crooked 
slightly in the 'come here' gesture. The first song is a 
horn blaring rendition of 'Come Dance With Me!" The sound 
on Ellis' new speakers is sharp and pure. Juanita taps 
her foot in the back seat and says, "This stuff makes me 
feel like dancin'."
When Ellis pulls over at the rest stop to take a leak,
Clete says over the back of his seat to Juanita, "Hey 
cutes, let's dance." Clete turns up the stereo's volume 
to the max and leaves his door hanging open; the smooth 
rolling 'Dancing in the Dark' is playing, Sinatra crooning 
for all he's worth. Clete and Juanita skip hand-in-hand 
up onto the lawn and begin their dance.
That leaves Ruth and Ellis alone in the car, Ellis gripping 
the steering wheel with both hands, Ruth, arms crossed 
tight and scowling, as silent as a stone in the back seat. 
Ellis says, "Man, look at all the damned stars, would ya? 
Nothin' like the desert for a starry night, huh, Ruth?"
He's not sure she has heard him over the stereo, or if she 
has heard him, he's not sure if she's answered. He checks 
the rear-view mirror; the look on her face says she will 
kill him if he says the wrong thing, or fails to say the 
right one. Clete and Juanita —  Clete in his droopy t-
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shirt, plaid bermudas and rubber shower shoes, Juanita in 
her pink jogging suit and matching bedroom slippers —  
glide gracefully into view in the wide-screen panorama of 
of the windshield, their background the desert's lunar 
hills and the burning white stars above them. "RUTH!” 
Ellis shouts. "WOULD YOU LIKE TO DANCE?" He looks into 
the mirror at her. She nods her head that yes she would. 
So, for the first time since their wedding reception 
thirty years ago, Ruth and Ellis dance....
Ellis is inept, stumbling around the rest stop lawn with 
his stout wife in his arms as The Chairman of the Board 
belts out 'Too Close for Comfort,' nearly shouting the 
chorus. Ruth lets Ellis lead for thirty seconds before 
she decides she has had enough. She lifts her hands from 
his shoulders and places them on his waist, hooking her 
thumbs through his belt loops. Then she lifts him until 
his feet just barely graze the ground, and she steers him 
about, their dancing a much smoother operation with her 
in charge.

LAWN MOWER TIMES TWO
It was a small mishap: Ellis was giving his toddler son
an airplane ride, spinning around and around, when he got 
the dizzies and fell, letting go of young Roy, sending him 
off on a tangent that carried him —  in a sparkling explos
ion —  through the window and onto the front lawn, miracul
ously unhurt by the hundred sharp shards that tumbled into 
the grass around him.
Ellis quickly —  before his wife returned from the mall —  
retrieved his son and nailed a piece of scrap plywood over 
the ruined window. The ragged-cut, scarred blond wood 
stuck to the stucco brought Chuck-From-Down-The Street to 
the front door to say: "You're making the neighborhood look 
like shit, Ellis old Boy, with your fuckin' wooden window. 
Ain't it bad enough we got the niggers movin' in on us?"
Ellis told Chuck to get off his porch. Chuck complied, 
then he went home and told his wife that Ruth and Ellis 
Leahy were trash.
When Ruth came home, Ellis told her a kid had batted a 
baseball through the window. Ruth asked him why, in that 
case, was all the glass out on the lawn instead of in the 
living room. Ellis told her he'd scooped it off the rug 
with the dust pan and thrown it out in the yard so little 
Roy, paddling around the house in his stocking feet, 
wouldn't cut himself. Ruth told him to go out there and 
clean that mess off the lawn.
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He picked the big pieces up by hand and threw them in the 
trash can, but for the little stuff —  the tiny slivers 
and diamonds —  he used the vacuum suction of the lawn 
mower with its attached grass bag. Little Roy followed 
along behind his father, pushing his own mower —  a red 
plastic version of the old man's machine that his mother 
had bought for him down at the K-Mart.

BIRD'S EGG BLUE
Ellis got drunk while watching boxing on HBO. After the 
fight was over (a one-round knockout by a brute named 
Tyson), he —  feeling combative after the punch-out and 
reckless with the booze —  accused his wife of having an 
affair.
"The kid's (Roy's) eyes, Ruth," he slurred from his slouch 
on the sofa, "Bird's egg blue. Now les' see, mine are 
brown, yours are brown; whadaya figure the odds are a tha' 
happenin'?"
"Oh for Christ's sake," said Ruth (she'd been through this 
before). "It was the paperboy, O.K.?"
Ellis dragged the boy's face up from his blurry memory: 
there he was, standing on the porch, purple acne scabs on 
his face, big Adam's apple, peach fuzz mustache —  eyes 
the color of a clear summer sky....
The doorbell rang. Ruth answered it then lumbered back 
into the house for the checkbook.
"Who's it?" said Ellis.
"Paperboy," said Ruth. "Collecting."
Ellis pushed himself up and staggered across the rug and 
smashed through the front door. The paperboy leaned away 
from the roundhouse right, and Ellis' momentum carried him 
off the porch to land face down on the sidewalk, where he 
lay out cold and bleeding from the mouth, just like the 
guy who'd gone up against Tyson.

THE DAWN PATROL
There was only one person awake in the Leahy house before 
dawn, and that was two-year-old Roy, so Sandra the three- 
hundred-pound hog that Roy's mother Ruth bought as a piglet 
in the mistaken belief that the cute little porker was one 
of those tiny pot-bellied pigs, nudged the sleepy-eyed,
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pajama-clad little fellow toward the front door with her 
snout. It was trash day, and she wanted out. Roy took 
her hint and pushed the front door open for her, and he 
grabbed her around the neck as she passed him and swung 
his leg up over her back and mounted her. He was going 
for a ride.
The trash cans weren't out in front of the Leahy house. 
Ellis, the lord of the manor, was a procrastinator. The 
plastic barrels usually stayed inside the garage until 
the last minute, when Lord Ellis was awakened by the roar 
of the trash truck as it rumbled down the street. In a 
wrinkled bathrobe and Ruth's bedroom slippers, his hair 
(what was left of it) tousled, his face puffy, his eyes 
bloodshot, Ellis Leahy would drag the cans from the garage 
to the sidewalk, usually beating Arturo and his voracious 
steel monster to the curb by seconds, much to Arturo's 
amusement.
But if the pickin's were slim in front of the Leahy house, 
the curb at the Johnson place, right next door, was another 
story; three overflowing plastic barrels and a dozen shiny 
green garbage bags, all of them fragrant, ripe with possi
bility. Sandra trotted toward the mother lode. Little Roy 
jounced and giggled on top of her. Off in the distance —  
two, perhaps three blocks away —  a trash truck growled.
And Sandra dug in, driving her snout through one of the 
green bags to immediate pay dirt: a wedge of four contig
uous slices of rubberized De Nio's pizza.
Little Roy slid down and tugged one of the slices off the 
wedge. Sandra squealed and shook her head and pulled her 
chunk of the pie away and spun around and started eating. 
Next door, Ellis dragged his can to the curb then stopped 
to watch his son and his wife's pig in action. "I wonder," 
he thought, "if there are truffles around here. I gotta 
get that damned pig out there after some truffles, make 
her start earning her damned keep."
Roy finished his one slice; Sandra finished her three.
Then the two foragers scowled at each other, and then each 
of them picked a separate trash bag to attack as Arturo's 
trash truck rounded the corner.

BUNGEE BLUES

It is illegal to bungee jump from the bridges and railroad 
trestles in San Luis County, so they do it from the baskets 
of hot-air balloons over the wide, gently sloping creek 
valley behind the beach city of Loma Alta. Brightly 
colored canopies rise with the sun to float over the spring- 
green wild grasses, the grids of the strawberry fields, the
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fluffy, deep-green orange orchards. The jumpers bail 
out, howling, into stupidly brave swan dives that end 
in elastic bounces fifty feet above the hard ground.
They laugh, crazy with the adrenalin, while the guys in 
the basket reel them back in....
Ellis Leahy treated his wife Ruth —  as a forty-ninth 
birthday gift —  to her first jump. Bob Larsen —  owner/ 
operator of Bungee Bob's —  fired the balloon an extra 
three hundred feet into the air because he didn't want 
Ruth —  a stout two hundred and twenty pounder with a 
muu muu whipping and snapping around her thick calves as 
she leaned out of the basket peering down —  to have a 
nasty (and potentially law suit provoking) collision 
with the ground.
"I think," said Ruth, as Ellis fastened the elastic bands 
around her ankles, "that you're trying to get me killed."

"Nonsense," said Ellis, 
life a bit."

"Just trying to spice up your

"You take out a new life insurance policy on me or 
somethin'?"
"Heh, heh. Heh, heh," Ellis chuckled as he cinched the 
elastic band down tightly.
"Mrs. Leahy," said Bungee Bob. "It's time." And to be 
safe he turned the propane flame on again, to put another 
ten feet —  a little cushion of safety —  between Ruth and 
the ground. The flame roared for thirty seconds, then Bob 
killed it.
"All right, Ruthie, ya ready?" said Ellis, his hands 
massaging her thick shoulders.
"It's so peaceful up here," said Ruth. Then she put her 
foot on the lip of the basket, grunted, stood and jumped.
The bungees tensed after a four-second free-fall, then 
they began to stretch. Ruth fell, her speed decreasing 
gradually, until she hung (oh-so-momentarily, if the 
bungees had their way) a foot above the waving weed tops, 
where she panicked and grabbed onto a tough, gnarled old 
low-growing manzanita shrub.
The cords were stretched to near-invisibility as Bungee 
Bob, to avoid having his balloon pulled groundward, fired 
his flame, increasing the tension. The manzanita, in 
better times, would have won: it had survived a hundred 
and a half years, had out-lasted the Spanish and the Mex
icans and might have out-lived the Americans, but Cali
fornia was suffering a drought —  six long dry years —
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and the plant's root system had shriveled and become 
brittle. The tug of the bungees pulled Ruth, and the 
manzanita, away from the earth, slingshotting her —  a 
hundred miles an hour and rump first —  into the balloon's 
basket. The wicker explosion left Bob and Ellis and Ruth 
dangling from the gondola's tattered remnants, and it 
scattered the manzanita seeds over a square mile of dry 
ground, where they waited patiently for rain.

LITTLE SOY SAUSAGES
Ruth Leahy has a low aptitude for dealing with the general 
public, a deficiency that became apparent when she —  on 
her first day on the job as a sample server in the Lucky's 
Food Store —  attacked a man who told her that one of the 
little soy sausages she was frying up and handing out 
tasted like, "dog turds."
Which wasn't, by the way, what the camera and sound crew 
—  hired by the sausage company to record the raving re
sponses of the real people to their product —  wanted to 
hear. Hidden behind the dairy case, they recorded Ruth's 
right cross to the man's eye followed by the chase down 
the frozen food aisle, the man hurdling the display 
freezer with Ruth —  stocky and middle-aged, her high 
heels abandoned back by the frozen pizza —  on his tail. 
And they recorded the smoking pan with its untended 
sausages and the cloudburst from the overhead fire sprink
lers and the ensuing pandemonium.
Ruth, of course, lost her job. The sausage company burned 
the film. But the camera man had made a copy that he in
tended to sell to the 'Jokes and Jests' T.V. show, but 
Ruth wouldn't sign the release, and fame passed her by.

FORGET ALL ABOUT GALILEO
Ruth and Ellis and the sky-diving instructor huddled in 
the back of the tiny, two-propeller airplane. The little 
machine rattled and roared and wheezed and groaned, and 
finally climbed to the requisite three thousand feet.
Ruth and Ellis were taking their first jump. They'd gone 
through Loma Alta Sky-Diving School's indoctrination and 
instruction class that morning, where they and their class
mates practiced leaping from a five-foot platform into 
loose sand, and they'd practiced pulling their imaginary 
rip cords, and they practiced rolling when they hit the 
ground. The instructor had made a crack about having to 
find an extra large ' chute for the fat lady (Ruth), and
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Ruth gave him a fat lip for his attempted humor.
Ellis crouched in the doorway; he was first and he looked 
sick: the ground, to him, looked so very far away. The 
instructor shouted the preplanned command: "GET OUT."
Ellis couldn't hear him over the noise of the propellers, 
but he read his lips: the crazy son-of-a-bitch was telling 
him to jump. Ellis stuck his head out the doorway and 
looked down, then back at the instructor to give him a 
chance to read lips, too. He said, "FUCK YOU." The in
structor understood him but found his answer unacceptable.
Ellis spread-eagled himself and clawed at the four corners 
of the rectangular doorway, hanging on like a pot-bellied 
cat as Ruth and the instructor pushed on him and pounded 
his fingers and stomped on his toes. They finally dislodg
ed him, and as Ruth stood with her hands on her hips, a 
smug smile on her face, watching her husband plummet to
ward earth, the instructor, still smarting from the punch 
in the mouth, gave her a little push and sent her falling, 
too.
Forget all about Galileo: Ruth roared earthward like a
meteor and caught Ellis. She tangled in his just-opened 
'chute, and they fell together, pulling and tugging at the 
twisted fabric above them, cursing and shooting quick and 
fearful glances at the rapidly approaching ground.

TO KINGDOM COME
Novice sky-divers Ruth and Ellis had a serious mishap on 
their very first jump: Ellis went first, with Ruth coming
right behind him and tangling in his opening 'chute. They 
clung to each other as they fell, writhing and wrestling 
to see who would land on top and who would land on the 
bottom, while Ellis' unopened canopy whipped and snapped 
uselessly up above. As the earth's surface approached 
them, they were both convinced that they were on their way 
to Kingdom Come.
And that's where they'd they'd have gone if Ellis hadn't 
remembered, three hundred feet from certain death, that he 
wasn't the only one there wearing a parachute: he pulled
Ruth's rip cord and hung on with a bear hug.
The 'chute slowed them, but their velocity at impact was 
still potentially deadly. But the ground gave way and 
Ruth and Ellis descended into a large, dark cavern that no 
white man had ever seen before. Ruth's 'chute snagged and 
tangled in the roots of an old tree that didn't exist above 
ground anymore, and she and her husband bounced and swayed 
on the elastic cords next to a glistening stalactite.
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Ruth rubbed her lower back and moaned, "Oh my sacroiliac. 
Ellis looked around at the pictures on the walls: extinct 
bovines and mammoths and stick-figure men and their God 
—  a glowing yellow sun....
And he said, "Hey Ruth, are we dead or what?"

SHE'S NINETEEN YEARS OLD
—  for Peter Bakowski

It was a back-yard reception, and Bill slunk through the 
house and elbowed around the fools who were dancing on the 
patio and made a beeline for the keg out on the lawn. He 
gulped his first plastic cupful down then poured another 
and leaned back against the redwood fence to watch the 
ladies in their hats and Sunday dresses.
"Bill, my man, I need a favor." It was the father of the 
bride, Hugh. He leaned on the fence next to Bill with a 
tumbler full of whiskey, his suit coat over his shoulder, 
his hula girl tattoo peeking through the thick black hair 
on his forearm.
"Sure, Hugh, what can I do for you?"
"Bill," he says, sipping his whiskey, squinting at the 
dancers, "my younger daughter's feeling like a bit of a 
wallflower today. You know how it is, big sister getting 
married and all."
"Must be rough, Hugh."
"Yeah. Well, what I'd like you to do for me, Bill, is go 
and ask her to dance, you know, maybe make a play for her."
"I'm a little old for her, aren't I, Hugh?"
"Bull, Bill. What are you? Twenty-five, twenty-six?"
"Thirty-one."
"Oh. Well hell, it doesn't matter anyway; she'll probably 
turn you down. I just wanna make sure she doesn't get 
ignored."

She accepted and asked him while they danced to hundred- 
and-twenty decibel Prince —  cupping her hand around his 
ear and bouncing her warm breath off the side of his face 
—  if he had a car.
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They sat in the front seat smoking dope and listening to 
a Muddy Waters tape until Hugh ripped open his door, 
dragged him into the street and screamed, "What the fuck 
do you think you're doin', man? She's nineteen years 
old."

A GOOD-LOOKING TOMATO
The strongest thread holding Bill to his ten years now of 
grill cooking at the Loma Alta Cafe is the opportunity 
the job affords him to prey on the steady stream of come- 
and-go waitresses that roll in and out of the place. A 
slobbering and hedonistic opportunist is Bill, but lately 
the old girl, Betty, has been cramping his style.
Betty was hired on three years ago as a waitress but she 
has evolved into a de facto assistant manager, running 
the joint when the owner is away, and she has taken it 
upon herself to warn all the new girls about Bill's pro
clivities, bringing up the specter of venereal disease, 
since, "...that rutting pig has stuck his little thing in 
'bout every dirty hole between San Diego and L.A."
Some of the girls find that type of unprincipled behavior 
perversely appealing —  a challenge in wild animal domesti
cation —  and Bill still gets his share, considering his 
low station in life, but what he wants now is the newest of 
the new girls, even though Betty threatened him with cas
tration, and a quick sauteeing of the severed gonads, if 
he so much as lays a hand on this one, because this one is 
Betty's eighteen-year-old granddaughter, Nichole.
"You know why," Nichole says to Bill, stopping her task of 
placing cold butter pats in the monkey dishes she has lined 
up on the wooden work table just long enough to give the 
man's too-close body an elbow to the ribs, "Grandma doesn't 
like you?" Bill grunts at the jab to his side and says, 
"because she is a nasty, mean-spirited old bitch who can't 
stand to see a guy have a little fun?" "No," Nichole re
plies, placing the monkey dishes on a tray so she can carry 
them out to the dining room. "It's because you come on to 
all the young girls but you ignore her," and Nichole's 
eyes widen for emphasis as she tacks on the word, "Stupid." 
And then she is gone, pushing out into the dining room, 
leaving the doors swinging behind her.
Bill scratches his elbow and rubs the sore spot on his 
ribs. He looks at the service window as Betty's scowling 
and suspicious face appears. She puts a ticket on the 
wheel and says, "Order up, shithead," and then she is gone, 
too, shouting to Nichole to hurry up and clear table seven.
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"Think about it," says Nichole as she humps into the 
kitchen with a stack of dirty dishes. "Just show her a 
little attention, a little compliment; she'll ease up on 
you then."
Bill, out in the dining room on his post lunch-rush break, 
didn't mean to pull Betty down on his lap; he just meant 
to grab her wrist and pull her up alongside him, up against 
his leg to call her a good-looking tomato (a phrase he had 
heard one of her contemporaries, his father, use) and to 
tell her she looked like she was losing weight. But Betty 
had worked a full shift and her old gams were tired. She 
folded up when the back of her kneee hit Bill's thigh, and 
Bill, in his attempt to scoot across the bench away from 
the dropping butt, only succeeded in wedging himself, with 
plump Betty on his lap, between the booth's bench seat and 
the bottom of the table, very snuggly.
There was an initial burst from Betty of mortified and 
outraged screaming and thrashing and stuck-tight squirming, 
the sugar and napkin dispensers toppling, the salt and 
pepper shakers vibrating across the table and over the edge 
and to the floor. When Betty dislodged herself —  scraped 
thighs, two big runs in her panty hose —  and turned to 
slap Bill silly, Bill bounced out of the other side of the 
booth and ran, beating Betty to the front door by a step, 
while Dolores and Nichole laughed themselves sick up by 
the register.
After a short but unsuccessful chase across the parking lot, 
Betty stomped back into the restaurant and slapped Nichole 
hard enough to knock her off her feet, and then she fired 
her and she fired Dolores, too. But she hired them back 
the next day, since she'd almost killed herself finishing 
up their shifts for them along with running the grill for 
Bill.

Everybody walked on eggshells around Betty for a while, but 
when she was out of earshot they made merciless fun of Bill, 
calling him Casanova, and asking him how it felt, those old 
buns pressed down hard on his lap.

DECOY BLUES
After two hours with Baby Babette, Great Grandma Betty was 
sorry she had agreed to baby-sit the unweaned child. Even 
though it was breast milk in the bottle —  expressed over 
the last three days and frozen into amorphous four-ounce 
globs of murky ice inside Ziploc sandwich bags until micro- 
wave time —  Babette was having none of it. It was not her 
mother. So she writhed and twisted and wailed and craned 
her neck away from the rubber nipple, while Great Grandma
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gritted her teeth and considered, for a fleeting moment, 
committing a horrible crime. The homicidal thoughts 
scared Betty, and she wisely laid the baby on the floor 
and banged out the screen door and stood under the porch 
light's yellow glow —  mosquito bait —  as she filled her 
lungs, again and again, with the compelling nicotine. Her 
next door neighbor pounded on their common wall and shout
ed, "WHY THE HELL DON'T YOU SHUT THAT GODDAMN KID UP?"
And here came Betty's girl-friend Evelyn's boy-friend 
Butch sneaking up the stairs. Betty lit another cigarette 
and said, "Don't even think about it tonight; I'm baby- 
sittin' Baby Godzilla." "I know," said Butch, rubbing a 
hand over his shiny bald scalp. "I could hear the kid 
screamin' from the street. Whadaya doin' to her, torture 
or what?"
"She wants Mom, wants the tit is all." "I don't blame 
her," Butch said, then, "Hey, I got an idea: Gimme yours." 
"My what?" "Your tit. Hand it over." Butch and Betty 
had been a secret item, clandestine lovers, for six months 
now. He could ask her this; she could comply. She unbut
toned her blouse and slipped her breast prothesis out of 
her bra and said, "I don't know what foolishness you're up 
to; I just wish I had me a video camera to catch it. I 
gotta feelin' you're gonna go in there and make an idiot 
of yourself."
Butch came, unannounced, up over the back of the couch with 
the breast, hovered it an inch above Babette's nose. The 
baby grabbed the rubber, felt her great grandmother's body 
heat with her chubby hands, and was satisfied. She kissed 
the pink nipple, but before she could get rolling, Butch 
pulled the decoy away and quickly thrust the bottle between 
her still-pursed lips.

BUTCH EXPERIENCES THE RAPTURE
Butch and his live-in girl-friend got in a fight over re
ligion. Evelyn had gotten serious about the issue after 
her change of life and she was trying to drag Butch along 
with her. He went to one of the services —  down in the 
valley at the old fast-food fried chicken joint the parish
ioners had converted to a place of worship —  just to keep 
the peace, to keep his woman happy, but the young minister 
with the gleaming white teeth was so quick to pass the 
plate —  and Evelyn was so quick to toss the greenbacks 
into it —  that Butch got disgusted and said, "Fuck this 
shit," loud enough for everybody in the place to hear, and 
then he stamped out the door with Evelyn steaming on his 
tail.
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The couple got into an obsenity-laced screaming match in 
the parking lot that got physical. Evelyn ended up with 
a split lip and a broken front tooth; Butch ended up with 
an eye that was so damaged by one of Evelyn's sharp finger
nails he would require hospitalization, the services of an 
opthomologist. He drove off the parking lot with one hand 
pressed to his face to keep —  it felt to him —  his eye 
from slithering on its nerve bundle out of its socket 
where it would dangle sickeningly an inch below his jaw.
Evelyn, unaware that the entire congregation had witnessed 
the altercation, burst back into the church (the folks had 
scurried back to their pews when they saw her coming) and 
threw her hands into the air and shouted, "IT WAS THE 
RAPTURE: JESUS CAME AND SCOOPED MY BUTCH AWAY!" And in 
the third pew from the back door, Bob, who had been dragged 
in by his wife, Glenda, said, "Somebody's gonna come and 
scoop you up, you crazy bitch, and you can bet your ass it 
won't be Jesus." But the "HALLELUJAH'S" that swelled up 
after Evelyn's proclamation drowned out most of Bob's 
sentence, saving him from certain ostracism, and a probable 
beating.

THE ANDY WARHOL BLUES
Clete is stick-thin, but his beer belly —  a jiggly little 
pot that hung over his belt —  got him into the Old Fat 
Guys Soccer League with his portly next door neighbor,
Ellis___
In their first game, Clete tried to 'head' the ball and 
caught it on the cheek. The impact turned his face into a 
momentary gargoyle and his comb-over swatch of hair into 
a gravity-defying fan, as captured by the local newspaper's 
photographer.
The camera also caught Ellis a microsecond after he missed 
a kick that was meant to score a goal from mid-field: his 
legs formed a V in the air, his chin sat on his chest and 
his butt pointed, from three feet in the air, toward the 
hard, cold ground.

The pictures ran on the front page the next day, and Clete 
and Ellis were minor celebrities for awhile.

THE LIVE ONES

The two women sitting at the table with Ellis Leahy were 
enormous —  at least three hundred pounds apiece —  and 
painted and powdered to kill. Their coiffures were short
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and stiff affairs that gleamed metallically, one copper 
red and the other shiny silver. Clete caught a look at 
the grinning trio and uttered two syllables: "Oh, shit," 
and he began sliding backwards toward the door.
"CLETE! CLETE, YOU OLD SON-OF-A-BITCH!" It was Ellis.
He'd spied his neighbor in his attempted getaway. Clete 
abandoned the backward shuffle and turned and bolted.
Ellis must have leaped his table, because he was able to 
(miraculously, considering the distance he had to cover 
and the dancers and cocktail waitresses and drunken yahoos 
he had to slalom through) cut Clete off at the door. Ellis 
wrapped a persuasive arm around Clete's shoulder and, his 
voice still booming, said, "CLETE, YOU OLD HORSE THIEF. 
HAVEN'T SEEN YOU IN A BLUE MOON. COME ON OVER TO MY TABLE. 
I WANCHA TO MEET MILLIE AND BABS."
"Those are the hot babes you wanted me to meet?" Clete 
hissed through the forced grin that was creasing his face. 
"The two live ones that you cut outa the herd?"
A phone call Ellis made from the pay phone in the hallway 
back by the bathrooms (I got two live ones here, Clete —  
one looks like Joan Collins and the other like Connie 
Stevens, and I'm gonna let you have your pick) made Clete 
lie to his wife Juanita and sneak out of the house and 
barrel down to the Coast Route, to The 101 Club.
"Ladies, I want you to meet my buddy, Clete," said Ellis, 
bringing his hand down from his friend's shoulder. Clete 
began moon-walking away, saying "It was nice meeting you, 
girls." Ellis reached out and snagged Clete's arms and 
dragged him back. "Ha, ha. What a joker," and then to 
the ladies, "Clete's one hell of a funny guy, girls."
Clete could smell their perfume: an eye-stinging cloud of 
what seemed to be a mixture of gasoline and lavender, 
tainted with tendrils of bourbon molecules supplied by 
their noisy exhalations. The red-haired gal (Babs?) spoke: 
"And he's cute, too." Her voice was a low growl. The 
other lady laughed, "Heh, heh, heh, heh," dragged hard on 
a brown cigarette and said, "Look, Babs. You made him 
blush." Ellis pushed Clete down in the chair between the 
two ladies and said, "Keep Millie and Babs company for a 
few minutes, Clete. I'll go get us some drinks." "Why 
don't you," said Clete, clawing onto Ellis' arm, "just 
stay here, my man. They got waitresses here, you know." 
Ellis pulled his arm away. "Too slow, Clete old man.
These ladies are thirsty; they don't like to wait for 
their drinks." "Damn straight," said Millie. "Fuckin'
A," said Babs, as Ellis gave Clete a little wave with his 
fingers and said, "Remember now, Clete: hands on top of 
the table at all times." This cracked Millie and Babs up, 
and Millie immediately broke the rule, shooting her fake 
fingernailed claw burrowing into Clete's crotch. Clete
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said, "Uhhh," as his chin bounced off the table top.
Then Ellis disappeared, leaving Clete with the ladies, 
and their three-figure bar tab.

HOLY WATER BLUES
It was in the middle of the fund-raising pancake breakfast 
at St. James Catholic Church in Loma Alta, California, when 
Clete Johnson, sous chef in charge of mixing the batter, 
slipped on a grease spill on the floor and landed flat on 
his back and discovered a water spot on the ceiling that 
looked just like the Virgin. He called, from his prone 
position, to the head chef, Ellis Leahy, and told him 
that it was a miracle.
Ellis turned from the grill, a slice of hairy belly smiling 
out of the gap between his grease splattered t-shirt and 
grey slacks, and said, "Get up off your lazy ass and get 
that mixing bowl over here, Bozo!"
Ellis turned back to his pancakes and started flipping 
them, and Clete got up and dragged the twenty-gallon metal 
mixing bowl across the floor toward the grill. As he 
passed under the Virgin, a drop of shiny water broke away 
from her and fell into the middle of the fluffy white 
batter.

TEN THOUSAND INCAS LAUGH IN THEIR GRAVES
Ellis and Clete were headed to the beach in their brand 
new skin-tight Speedo swim suits: "Forget all about those 
damned boxer trunks," said Ellis, slipping his thumb under 
the waist band that clung to the southern hemisphere of 
his hairy beer belly. "The women love the tight ones."
He pulled the elastic out and let it snap back on his taut 
skin. "They really like to be able to see the old equip
ment, know what I mean, partner?"
"Yes indeed," said Clete, looking down at the small bulge 
under the tight fabric in his crotch.
Ellis ran the yellow light at Loma Alta Boulevard and the 
Coast Route, then sped past the Whispering Palms Trailer 
Court and rumbled over the railroad tracks.
"And I didn’t wanna say this, Clete," Ellis continued, "but 
your equipment’s a little, shall we say, undersized."
"Huh?" said Clete.
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Ellis found a meter that still had an hour on it and park
ed the Buick. Then, from under his seat, he pulled two 
potatoes. "But not to worry about your deficiency, my 
man," he said as he did a one-handed juggle with the two 
tubers. "I got us something to enhance our appeal."
Clete and Ellis set up camp: beach umbrella, beer cooler, 
lawn chairs, Cheetos, beach towels. And then, potatoes in 
place, they strutted for the ladies.
Ellis: stout and rotund and covered, front and back, with 
a pelt of curly black hair, his swimming trunks a skinny 
green strip under the globe of his belly. Clete: stick- 
thin and pot-bellied and hunch-shouldered, zinc oxide 
painted across his nose and cheeks like war paint, his 
Speedo pulled up to the equator of his paunch. And both 
of the men hung —  albeit lumpily —  like two stud gorillas.
After twenty minutes of advertising —  stopping and posing 
for all the sun-bathing beauties in the vicinity, Ellis 
said, "Why don't we go take a dip and let the ladies fight 
for us here while we're gone. I swear to God, these 
bitches are droolin'."
"Did ya see the blonde smile at me, Ellis?" Clete sputter
ed. "The woman wants me; I can tell."
Two days earlier, a hurricane had boiled up off the coast 
of Peru. The resulting swells that rolled into California 
and culminated in crashing, churning, ten-foot breakers, 
tossed and turned Clete and Ellis like they were in a 
washing machine, sending the potatoes from front to back, 
around to the front again, and then back to the rear.
Ellis' tuber lodged in the upper anterior quadrant of his 
left buttock, looking like a hard, irregular, ready-to- 
burst tumor that jiggled slightly as he strolled out of the 
water. Clete's rolled down south and stopped dead center 
to hang under the anus —  a trapped bowel movement, solid 
and hard and heavy. The women on the beach, who had snick
ered and giggled as the guys showed off their equipment 
originally, laughed right out loud as the boys returned to 
base camp from the water, and they howled and screamed like 
chimpanzees when Ellis discovered the displacement of his 
prosthesis and —  in a panicked rush, his fingers dancing 
like the tentacles of two electrocuted octopi —  worked 
his potato back around to front and center.

THE BUDGET CUT
The budget cuts bumped Ellis Leahy out of his low-stress 
job and put him on the dole for six months. Then the dole 
went dry and Ellis went —  reluctantly, and as a last
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resort —  into Burger 'N' Run's assistant manager train
ing program....
Mr. Leahy, assistant manager, stood between the deep fryers 
and the grill, his too-tight collar digging into his fleshy 
red neck. Sweat beads the size of bullets rolled down his 
high forehead and off his brow to splash down on the greasy 
floor. It was a full-on rush: onion rings, fries and bur
gers sizzled, the car-port bell chimed, timers for the var
ious food items beeped to tell the employees, "The product 
is cooked; remove me from the deep fryer/grill," employees 
darted forward and aft, port and starboard, in an oddly 
synchronized dance, and Ellis stood frozed, wide-eyed, 
sweating, "... with his fat head up his ass," according to 
the crew he was in charge of.
"Get outa my way, you dork," said Amber —  a small and cute 
as a bug sixteen year old —  to her boss, Ellis. She push
ed him aside and pulled up a basket of burned-to-a-crisp 
fries. "What a dufus. Didn't you hear the timer?" she 
said to him, and then to no one in particular, "Where the 
hell do they find these assistant managers, anyway?"
Rafael, over on the grill, chuckled as he threw five more 
poker-chip burger patties onto the grill. Theresa, on the 
car-port, snorted out a little laugh as the car-port bell 
chimed again. "Why don't you just get outa my way, man.
Go back to your office, huh!" Amber barked at Ellis. So he 
did. He slumped in his office chair in front of his desk 
and loosened his tie. The ticker was going a mile a minute 
and his head felt as if it would explode as the blood 
pressure shot through the roof.
The rush tapered down and Amber's mouth shifted from third 
to fourth gear. According to her, that old dude (Ellis) 
ought to be drooling in his rocking chair in some retire
ment home, should take his bald head and fat butt on out 
of this place and get a job he can handle, should just 
fucking find a corner to die in....
Ellis placed his hands on her small waist and lifted her, 
easily, surprisingly easily —  she couldn't have weighed 
more than eighty pounds —  up over his head into the fog 
of cooking grease that hovered down from the ceiling. She 
screamed and stiffened, then began a wriggling struggle as 
he carried her to the front of the kitchen. He sat her 
down ("Let me go, you motherfucker.") at the counter at the 
car-port window, planted his fist in the middle of her 
belly and gave her a slow but firm push. Her designer jean 
uniform slid easily over the stainless steel, and the top 
of the frame of the open car-port window caught her high 
on the back and forced her to bend over so she was folded 
in the middle with her chest on her thighs. He pushed her 
shoulders until her neck was under the top of the window 
frame and her butt was hanging out into the car-port.
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"You motherfucker," she hissed.
The car-port bell chimed. Through the speaker a male voice 
said, "I'll take one a those there in the window."
Ellis put one hand on Amber's hat and another on the bottoms 
of her shoes and gave her a final push. When her neck 
cleared the window, she unfolded, snapping out straight, 
and slid head-first into the open window of the car that 
had just pulled up. Ellis leaned on the counter and call
out, "That'll be twelve ninety-five, guy; ya want some 
fries to go with that?" The driver said, "Nope," handed 
Ellis a twenty and drove away without his change.

THE THIRD NIGHT ON THE JOB (BYE-YA)
Ellis Leahy, night manager, sat at his desk in the office 
in the back and counted the money while his crew scoured 
the grill and strained the deep fryers and wiped the 
counters and mopped the floor. Then Kim appeared in the 
doorway, her thick black hair let loose from her jap, a 
fine sheen of sweat and cooking grease shining on her face. 
"We're all done, Mr. Night Manager Sir," she sing-songed. 
"Can we go?"
Ellis turned from his stacks of fives and tens and twenties 
to look at her. She was nineteen years old, dark-haired, 
dark-eyed, plump and beautiful. She reminded him of his 
wife Ruth when Ruth was a girl. Kim saw the appreciation 
of her beauty in his eyes and plopped down in his lap, 
wrapped her arms around his neck and said, "Place is all 
clean, boss." Then she grabbed the hair on the back of his 
head with one hand and ground her lips into his so hard 
that their teeth —  her teeth, his partial —  clashed.
When she released him he stood to dump her off his lap and 
growled, "Get the hell outa here," wiping his mouth with 
the back of his hand. Her eyes darted to his crotch and 
the bulge of the incipient erection and she smiled and 
said, "Bye-ya."
Ellis sat back down and rubbed his eyes as the crew jostled 
out the back door. When they were gone, the place silent, 
he pulled the bank deposit bag from the desk drawer and 
began paper-clipping the like denomination bills together, 
and he noticed that the twenties were gone.

IN THE WEE SMALL HOURS
Ellis Leahy wrote down Kim Rubio's address from her em
ployee file and locked the restaurant and hopped into his
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car. He was going after her. She'd run off with more 
money than he could comfortably replace, and he wanted it 
back.
The address was in Loma Alta's Eastside —  a graffiti- 
squiggled, bullet-riddled barrio. The landscape of her 
apartment building was bare dirt dotted with randomly- 
placed grey-green tumbleweeds. The spray paint on the 
front wall said "THE EASTSIDE LOCOS." The music from the 
courtyard pounded hard, detectable on a Richter Scale.
Ellis slammed his car door and walked into the complex.
The music —  rap, the deep-voiced male using the word 
'fuck' and its derivatives generously —  blasted from in
side Number 7, Kim's place. Ellis walked past the emerald 
green swimming pool. A wine bottle floated on the water's 
surface, bobbing in the small wavelets caused by the 
seismic effect of the electronic drumbeat. Ellis stepped 
inside the apartment. A dozen people —  Kim and two of 
his closers among them —  sat cross-legged around four 
cases of imported beer. Kim grinned and raised her beer 
to him. He crossed the room and bent over and grabbed her 
arm and screamed, "I WANT MY MONEY BACK." She couldn’t 
hear him. She shook her head and said something he could
n't hear either and he grabbed her forearm and pulled her 
roughly to her feet.
A small African-American man with lightning bolts etched 
into the short hair on the sides of his head appeared out 
of thin air (it seemed) between them, facing Ellis and 
holding the cold metal cylinder of the barrel of a small- 
caliber hand-gun to the point of the night manager's chin. 
He backed Ellis out the door and over to the pool and in. 
Ellis remained submerged as six bullets blasted into the 
water's surface and swooped and swerved —  their trajector 
ies altered by the relatively high-viscosity fluid —  over 
and under and around him as if guided by the hand of God 
himself. When the bullets, and the air bubbles they had 
forced into the water, were gone, Ellis surfaced like a 
crocodile —  eyes and nostrils to the atmosphere. The 
black man was gone, and Kim Rubio sat on the edge of the 
pool, her Burger 'N' Run jeans rolled up to her knees and 
her legs dangling in the water. She smiled, a black-eyed 
angel, and holding up a bottle of the beer she said, "Hey 
Mr. Night Manager, you want a cold one?"

LAWN MAINTENANCE BLUES
Steve’s game is lawn maintenance, mows and edges lawns for 
a couple of dozen folks in one of the rich neighborhoods 
in the foothills behind Loma Alta, where he met Elena, a 
pretty black-eyed Mexican girl, a live-in maid for one of
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his customers, the Herzogs. It started with waves and 
smiles through the kitchen window (Elena at her sink,
Steve with his weed-wacker) and evolved to a back-door 
flirtation, Elena passing Steve cokes from the Herzog's 
refrigerator, Steve making Elena laugh by murdering the 
Spanish language. From there the relationship moved to 
a cheap motel down on the coast route.
Carmen was on her way to work when she saw her live-in 
boy-friend Steve bump into the Ocean View Auto Court, 
lawn maintenance equipment bumping and rattling in his 
truck's bed as he bounced over the driveway and into the 
narrow courtyard. Carmen pulled to the curb and watched 
her man trot into the office and trot back out with a key. 
Then she watched him and a buxom little Mexican girl 
(couldn't be more than sixteen years old) skip, giggling 
and holding hands, into their dirty little love nest.
Wally Herzog, area manager for the Burger 'N' Run fast- 
food chain, was slumming, treating six of his store mana
gers to a night of nasty, drunken high-jinks at The Man- 
trap, Loma Alta's infamous topless bar. He told his 
waitress Cindi (grabbed her by her matchstick wrist with 
his hairy hand) that he was interested in a table dance 
for his companions and himself, and he wanted the girl 
who had just finished a very grim-faced and listless per
formance on the stage, a very beautiful oriental girl.
Cindi pulled away from Wally and said, "I don't think so, 
Champ. Carmen's havin' boy-friend trouble. I don't think 
she's in the mood for table dancin' tonight." Wally 
folded a twenty lengthwise, and Cindi let him stuff it 
into her bikini bottom. "Ask her anyway, cupcake," Wally 
grinned. "Tell her I'll make it worth her while."
Carmen had blown into work an hour late, her light brown 
neck mottled with a bumpy rash, her eyes red and swollen. 
When the bouncer Randall said, "We're a little tardy to
night, aren't we, Carmen?" Carmen spit out, "Fuck you, 
Randall," and stormed into the bathroom where she cried on 
Cindi's shoulder for half an hour, told her the sordid 
story of Steve and his little Mexican girl. So Cindi was 
hesitant to tell Carmen about Table Eight's request, but 
she knew Carmen, now that Steve wouldn't be helping out 
with the rent, was going to need the money. And the honcho 
at Table Eight was stupid and rich and drunk —  a perfect 
mark.
Carmen squeezed a hundred bucks out of the honcho, then 
refused to face the table as she danced, so Wally said to 
his pals, "Watch this," as he slid off his chair, stuck 
his head —  as Carmen spread her legs and gave her hips a 
little roll —  under the g-strung buns, grabbed her thighs 
and stood tall, lifting Carmen onto his shoulders. His 
tablemates cheered. Carmen punched the top of his head
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and clawed at his eyes, then hooked her ankles together 
and squeezed his temples tight in a scissors hold. Wally 
—  blinded by thigh flesh now, feeling as if his head was 
about to pop —  staggered away from the table and stumbled 
through the velvet curtains and out the door, where he 
spun drunkenly across the sidewalk and into the rush-hour 
traffic.
It was dusk and the light was bad, and Steve didn't have 
his mind a hundred percent on his driving. He didn't see 
the two totem-poled pedestrians in time. Elena's scream 
alerted him to something amiss. He slammed on his brakes; 
his two lawn mowers crashed unto the back of his cab, and 
he hit the man, and the man's naked rider landed hard on 
his wind-shield, the familiar breasts squashed flat on 
the glass, and Steve cried out, "OH SHIT!" as the torso 
slid down the glass and Carmen's snarling face dropped 
into view.

THE FRUMP
After her shift, Carmen scrubbed her face, pulled on a 
ratty sweat shirt and a baggy pair of jeans over her bikini 
and drove up the coast route to the Burger 'N' Run for a 
late night bite to eat before she went back to her apart
ment .

Without her make-up (pimples on her forehead, small acne 
pits on her cheeks) and wearing these figure-concealing 
clothes, she considered herself quite frumpy. And she 
was thirty-two, so why was the young Marine (a baby, 
looked like he was about nineteen) making goo-goo eyes at 
her over his bacon cheeseburger? He definitely looked too 
young to have seen her dance at the club. Maybe he was 
drunk. We're all beautiful when they're drunk.
Carmen bit her burger and a pickle slice slid out from 
between the buns and flopped down onto her chin. She 
fingered the green morsel into her mouth, but missed the 
spot of ketchup it had smeared onto her chin.
The Marine chuckled at her and slid out of his booth and 
approached her and said, "There's some ketchup, right here," 
pointing to his own chin. Carmen smiled and pulled a nap
kin from the dispenser and wiped her face clean, and said 
"Thanks," She couldn't believe what she said next, and 
she hoped it didn't leave her looking (in this babe's clear 
eyes) like some desperate and disgusting old lady. She 
said, "Sit down, bucko. I'll buy you a coke."
Later that night, after a long conversation —  lots of 
eye contact, several beers, a bit of dope —  Carmen
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grabbed the Marine's condom out of his hand and threw it 
on the floor and strapped him on and gave him a ride he 
would not soon forget. And an hour later (so young, he 
was so young) she gave him another one. And when her ex- 
boy-friend Steve came knocking on her door (like she'd 
hoped he would) sniffing around for a little pussy, she 
let him in, let him see the Marine with the bright fresh 
tattoos sleeping in a tangle of blankets on her storm- 
tossed bed.

THEY DON’T KNOW MUCH ABOUT HISTORY
The boys from the Burger 'N' run, the store managers and 
the district manager of Zone 17 (Vista, Escondido.and Loma 
Alta) were in high spirits after their night of dinner and 
drinks that culminated with a raucous stop at the topless 
place down on the old coast route. After district manager 
Wally Herzog carried one of the dancers out of the club 
on his shoulders, he and the guys all piled into his 
company car and screamed down old Highway 101 to Burger 
'N' Run #31, Loma Alta's coast route store, to get some 
burgers to soak up all the beer. They pushed and tripped 
and stumbled through the restaurant's front door, and 
honcho Wally vaulted the counter, slipped and fell on a 
strawberry milk shake that had fallen on the floor some
time in the middle of the dinner rush; he then got up and 
grabbed Kim Rubio, the drive-thru girl, and tried to give 
her a big wet kiss on the lips. But Kim fended him off; 
she had a boy-friend who beat her (she wore the remnant of 
a shiner, a purple half moon under her left eye, that 
night) and she did not take beatings lying down. After 
going one-on-one with Ruben Cerda, fending off Wally Her
zog's clumsy and drunken advance was a piece of cake; 
she slammed a forearm into his nose and kneed him in the 
groin. The forearm did the most damage, sent Wally 
shuffling in a ball-aching hunch back through the kitchen 
to the deep sink with his two hands cupped in front of 
his nose to catch the stream of blood.
"Hey, girlie,” said the manager of Burger 'N' Run #32, 
Escondido's Mission Avenue store. "That's the goddamn 
district manager you just hit; he could fire your dumb 
ass. "

"I'm shakin'," said Kim, and though she tried not to show 
it, she was, not at the thought of getting fired, but at 
the surge of adrenalin she'd gotten from the unexpected 
hand-to-hand combat. She put the surge to work by stomp
ing back to the manager's office and barking at the night 
manager, "I ain't cleaning that asshole's blood off the 
floor; fucker might have AIDS for all I know."
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The night manager, Ellis Leahy, dropped the pile of dollar 
bills he'd been counting and said, "Blood?"
Back out front, the manager of Burger 'N' Run #32 said to 
the manager of Burger 'N' Run #30, Vista's South Santa Fe 
Avenue store, "The girl's history." He was temporarily 
right. The district manager ordered night manager Leahy 
to fire the girl. Mr. Leahy sent the girl home and filled 
out the paperwork but, when the guys had gone, the termin
ation form went into the trash can, and the night manager 
called Kim and told her to come back in to work the next 
day, that he was giving her a raise for, "Punching that 
shithead's lights out like I wish I had the balls to do."
Kim would have told him to get fucked, but she knew that 
without a job (no matter how shitty) she would sink into 
an inertia that might, over the long run, kill her, so she 
said, "O.K., boss; how much of a raise?"

ELLIS TAKES A BATH BEFORE HE EVEN GETS TO VEGAS
Ellis put his foot to the floor and blew through San Bernar
dino like it was standing still. He made the high desert 
by dusk, switched the Oldsmobile into cruise control on the 
arrow-straight freeway, leaned back, slid Duke Ellington's 
Indigos into the tape deck, draped his right arm across the 
seat top and said to no one, "Look out, Vegas, here I come."
He stopped in Victorville for gas and a burger and coke, 
then he lunged onto the freeway again. He'd planned on 
going non-stop from Victorville to Vegas, but ten miles 
outside the Nevada border his headlights caught —  for just 
a second, a flash of white in the dark night —  a naked 
woman on the side of the road. He braked the Olds to a 
stop as quickly as his seventy miles per hour would allow, 
then he backed the car up along the shoulder. He parked on 
the spot where he thought he'd seen her and walked ten yards 
into the dark desert. He didn't see her; he saw only the 
lunar hills and the bright stars above the horizon. When 
he turned to go back to the Olds, a small voice cried out, 
"Can you help me?" He turned around and peered into the 
darkness and said, "Where are you?" The voice answered,
"Out here." He shuffled away from the freeway, dragging 
his feet and kicking small stones out in front of himself 
to scare off the snakes that were almost certainly lying 
about soaking the residual heat from the sun. He followed 
the sound of the voice into a shallow gulley. He woke up 
two hours later with a knot the size of a golf ball on the 
back of his head, and without his pants and wallet and car 
keys.
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A RUMOR
Ruth's shiny black bowling ball roared down lane 22 and 
hooked into the pocket, time and again, as if it were 
possessed: thunderclaps, pins spinning and scattering to 
the adjacent lanes. Ruth falling to one knee, pumping 
her fist in the air and shouting, "YEAH!"
But she picked a bad night to roll a 260 game, substitut
ing for her neighbor Juanita in a league full of strangers, 
because those strangers were a suspicious batch of old 
crones, and they started a little worm of a rumor: that 
the sub on lane 22 with the killer hook and the night's 
high game was a man. And the rumor grew, turned into an 
anaconda, and the ladies converged on and confronted Ruth, 
told her that a panty check was in order unless she wanted 
her adoptive team to forfeit the three games they'd just 
won. Ruth's three teammates protested, but became silent 
when the crowd —  shiny bouffants and garish make-up, reek
ing of cigarettes and beer —  pressed in close.
Ruth threw a punch, flattening and splattering blood from 
a long and formerly thin nose, sending a tumbleweed of a 
blonde wig rolling down the lane. She decked four more of 
her attackers before they engulfed her, dragged her to 
the floor and pulled her stretch pants down to her knees.
"Oh my, we've made a mistake," seemed to be the consensus, 
followed by, "Let's get the fuck outa here," as Ruth, re
leased, jumped up and started throwing every ball she 
could get her hands on, overhand, at that crowd of nasty, 
mean-spirited old bitches.

RUTH AND ELLIS: NEW ORLEANS
Ruth and Ellis ate dinner at one of the snooty expensive 
restaurants in the French Quarter, and Ruth's hairdo, a 
big crisp bouffant, hair sprayed to the consistency of 
cotton candy, caught fire when the flames from their 
dessert (ignited a little too close to the table) leaped 
from the Bananas Foster to her head. Ellis threw the 
table cloth over her and smothered the inferno before she 
was hurt, but her coiffure, of course, was a mess, a 
smoldering, shedding crew cut. "Let me go to the ladies' 
room and see what I can do with it," she said. "Right," 
said Ellis, "I'll meet you outside." Ruth smoked into 
the rest room, setting off another fire alarm, and Ellis 
sauntered out to the street with a toothpick in his mouth, 
loosening his belt a notch.
A barker for a girlie show shouted from up on Bourbon 
Street, saying they had the sweetest little girls in New
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Orleans inside. So Ellis went, like a fly to honey. But 
the girls were transvestites. He figured it out after he 
arm wrestled his waitress for his drink and lost, lost 
bad, getting thrown off his barstool. So he grabbed his 
drink and left, meeting up with Ruth outside the door.
"What were you doing in there?" she asked.
"He told her, "Nothin'. They're all guys."
The barker saw Ruth's crew cut and evening gown and offered 
her a job. She decked him and stepped inside, where she 
purchased a wig (loose blonde ringlets) right off the head 
of the bartender, Camille (Carl). When she pushed through 
the curtains back onto Bourbon Street, Ellis wolf-whistled 
and yelled, "OOEE! HEY BABY!" Then he realized it was 
Ruth and he shut up.

RUTH'S MOM'S HEAD
Ruth and Ellis had been counting on a little inheritance 
when Ruth's mom died. The old lady wasn't rich, but she 
had life insurance and a little two-bedroom 1950-built 
stucco house two blocks east of the old Coast Route, paid 
for free and clear. But when Mom got the cancer, she made 
other plans for her money, and made them legally, changing 
her will to switch beneficiaries: her daughter and lowlife 
son-in-law would get nothing, and the Loma Alta Life Exten
sion Foundation would get everything else.
The Foundation would, for an initial thirty-five thousand 
dollars, remove Mom's head from her dead but still fresh 
body and cryogenically suspend (freeze) it. The remainder 
of the money from her estate would pay for the year-to-year 
upkeep and rent on her shiny metal, super-cold neurocan, 
where she would wait indefinitely for modern medicine to —  
whenever it was ready —  supply her with a new young body: 
preferably one, as dictated by her will, that would make 
men twist their heads and howl, "HUBBA HUBBA!" Of course, 
these future wolves would suck those hubba hubbas right 
back in when they caught sight of the gargoyle head riding 
atop that voluptuous twenty-first century sexpot, but Mom, 
crazy from the chemo, hadn't thought about that.
The weather was miserable the day of Mom's funeral, with a 
stinging cold wind pushing black clouds in off the ocean. 
Icy, scattered raindrops the size of marbles bombarded the 
mourners, exploding on the priest's bald head and the plain 
pine coffin and the folding metal chairs. When the eulogy 
was over and the box with Mom's headless body was being 
lowered into its hole, Ruth raised her head and wailed, 
"MOMMA, MOMMA, MOMMA!" As the men pulled her away, the
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clouds let loose with a vengeance and sent the crowd 
running, drenched and chilled to the bone by the time 
they bounced into their cars.
At Ruth and Ellis' house after the ceremony, over cold 
cuts and potato salad, Ruth, using her next door neighbor 
and best friend Juanita as a sounding board, hatched a 
plan. It was this: they, Ruth and Juanita, would break 
into the Loma Alta Life Extension Foundation's warehouse 
and liberate Mom's head; the old lady hadn't been in her 
right mind at the end, everyone knew that. And they'd 
see to it that she (Mom's head) would get a proper burial. 
Then, after a couple of weeks, Ruth would go to visit Mom 
(the Foundation encouraged it), find out they had lost 
her, and lay claim to the remainder of the estate. Juanita 
was initially hesitant, toying with the black olives on 
her paper plate and saying, "X don't know, Ruth, it sort 
of gives me the creeps." But when Ruth mentioned ten per
cent, Juanita haggled her up to fifteen, flung her plate, 
frisbee-like, at the trash can, and said, "So when do we 
pull it off?"
The two ladies, clad in black jogging suits and watch caps, 
did a wee hours creep through the Foundation's warehouse 
and located the shelves of neurocans —  padded and insulat
ed one-head vats where the 'patients' soaked in their in
dividual baths of liquid nitrogen, waiting for the day 
they'd be reawakened. Ruth played her flashlight beam 
along the shelves until she located the label 'IRENE 
PORTINI.' "There she is," said Ruth, giving Juanita an 
elbow as a fat tear rolled down her cheek. "How come 
they're not in glass jars?" said Juanita. "I thought 
we'd get to see her." "They can't get glass cold enough, 
Juanita," Ruth replied. "Don't you know nothin' ahout 
modern technology?" But Juanita did get her chance to see 
Mom, because Ruth didn't want to take the whole neurocan: 
an empty spot on the shelf would tip the Foundation folks 
off that one of their patients was missing and give them 
a chance to cover their tracks. Much better, Ruth said, 
to roll her out and carry her home in Ellis' bowling ball 
bag.
Ruth tried to be gentle, rolling Mom's head out into her 
partner-in-crime's waiting hands, but the liquid nitrogen 
burned Juanita and made her pull back, and Mom rolled out 
of the neurocan and hopped away across the concrete floor 
like a bouncing cue ball, trailing a tail of white smoke, 
ringing out loud and hollow with each impact on the cement. 
Ruth and Juanita chased her down, caught her, and —  of 
necessity —  played hot potato on their way back to the 
bowling bag, tossing the head back and forth between them, 
shaking their momentarily free, cold-burned hands, re
catching, cursing, juggling and tossing, before Juanita 
finally slam-dunked her into the waiting ball bag then
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pulled her blistering hands back to rub them on the soft 
warmth of her sweat shirt.
The ladies didn't arrive home until the pink dawn was 
brightening the eastern sky. They went their separate 
ways for some much needed sleep, with Juanita promising 
to give Ruth a call when she woke up. "We'll get together 
and figure out what to do with her," she said, pointing 
at the bag in Ruth's hand. Ruth said O.K., that they'd 
come up with a game plan over coffee and carry it out 
later in the afternoon. They'd forgotten about their 
husbands' Saturday morning bowling league.
Ellis stuck his hand in the bag (thumb in the mouth, middle 
fingers jammed into the eyes) pulled her out and fired 
without looking. "She's rollin' a little funny," Clete 
observed from his seat on the fiberglass bench where he was 
pulling on his rental shoes. "Yeah," said Ellis, watching 
her bounce and skip down the alley. But she hit the pocket 
for a strike, and Ellis shot his fist in the air and said, 
"Yeah!" his concern vanishing with the thunderclap of the 
scattering pins.
But his concern returned when Mom did: she rolled up the 
ball return sporting a ghastly grin that scared Clete into 
a dead faint and sat Ellis down on the cold floor clutch
ing at his chest.

RUTH AND ELLIS CELEBRATE THE HOLIDAYS
"Take the damned camera away from the kid, would ya? 
Film's four-fifty a roll," Ellis shouted to his wife 
Ruth. "For cryin' out loud, I was savin' that roll for 
Xmas pictures to send out with the X-Mas cards."
Little Roy had —  arm over his head for a blind grope on 
top of the dining room table —  found the camera and 
clicked away: snapshots of his feet, the bottom half of 
the lamp, the picnic table, the toolshed....
Ruth said, "You'll just have to buy another roll; he shot 
the whole thing up," as she opened the camera and removed 
the film.

Ellis had it developed, two prints each, and he mailed 
them with the cards, labelled on the backs, just in case 
the recipients couldn't tell what they were.
And when Ruth found out —  in that week between Xmas and 
New Years —  there was hell to pay.
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GEORGE FOREMAN FIGHTS ONE FIGHT TOO MANY
CBS had a camera crew outside the Lucky grocery store in 
Loma Alta, California, to film the will-work-for-food pan
handlers for a filler on a slow news day, when Ruth Leahy, 
a stocky, fiftyish woman in a turquoise jogging suit, 
exited the store and pushed by the beggars. One of them 
made a disparaging remark about Ruth's weight. Ruth dropped 
her plastic grocery bags and cold-cocked the man-with-the- 
mouth with a short left hook off a jab. His three partners 
turned and ran.
Dan Rather grinned as he introduced the story about the fed- 
up middle-aged woman who "kicked butt and took names later," 
and ex-heavyweight champion George Foreman's manager —  
dollar signs popping over his head like fireworks —  got on 
the horn to directory assistance in Loma Alta to get ahold 
of this Leahy woman to make her a deal.
George's last fight had been a squeaker against a journeyman 
named Stewart. There were no more offers to fight for the 
championship. But a match against this tough and plucky 
Leahy woman, this could put him back in the spotlight.
Ruth was guaranteed a hundred grand. Angelo Dundee came in 
the last week to polish her style. Ruth split a heavy bag 
and almost killed Orlin Norris, one of her sparring partners. 
Her weight was down to 195 from the road work, but Dundee 
said, "Don't tell the press; we'll tell 'em we've bulked her 
up to two-thirty."
George came in at two thirty-five. Ruth's husband, Ellis, 
rubbed her shoulders as she stared across the ring at that 
mountain of a man. "Double jab, Ruthie," Ellis whispered 
in her ear. "Then bring the right hand over the top."
George's first jab —  straight and hard, a boxing glove on 
the end of a telephone pole —  blasted Ruth's new bouffant 
all to hell and sat her down on the seat of her pants.
Angelo Dundee screamed through the ropes, "Move your goddamn 
head when he throws that thing!” George grinned. Another 
easy payday, is what he was thinking, until Ruth ducked 
under his next jab and hit him with a series of body shots 
that would have knocked an ox down. From that point on, 
George decided to fight from a distance. Jab, jab, jab.
And if she tried to move inside, grab her and lean on her.
It worked for most of the fight. He stayed outside and 
piled up points. He was able to put Ruth on the canvas 
late in the eighth (too late; the bell saved her) with one 
of his swooping left hooks to her jaw. But in the ninth, 
George suffered an embarrassment that, while it didn't cost 
him the fight, it did make him reconsider, for the final 
time, retirement from the ring....
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After knocking Ruth down in the eighth, George came out 
for the kill in the ninth. A thumping left to the liver 
and a crushing right to the kidney drove Ruth back into 
the ropes. But George missed his next punch, and Ruth 
moved inside, bounced her forehead off his sternum and 
came up with a vicious right upper cut that lifted George 
a foot off the canvas before it dropped him on his butt. 
Ruth, dripping blood from the nose and mouth, her once 
crisp bouffant sticking out straight from her head like 
dandelion fuzz, raised her hands over her head. Flash 
bulbs popped (Ruth, in this pose, appeared on the cover 
of the next Sports Illustrated). Angelo Dundee kissed 
Ruth's husband, Ellis. Mills Lane, the referee, started 
the count. George beat it, but the fight was just clinch 
and dance from then on, with George so far ahead on points 
that he couldn't lose it.

A BAKER IN A DOUGHNUT SHOP
Ronnie Tagge sat on the concrete step outside the back 
door of Nguyen's Donut Shop after his shift, drinking 
coffee and watching the dust devils swirl down the alley, 
thinking that somehow those tiny twisters —  lifting a 
paper cup here and dashing it against the dumpster, grab
bing a yellow newspaper page there and shooting it to the 
roof —  were in some way little manifestations of God, 
little concentrations of order born from chaos, like 
galaxies.
And then his thoughts swirled back to Jackie Nguyen, his 
boss....

He'd been making doughnuts for her since he graduated 
from high school and, tonight, after two years of platonic 
wee hours close proximity with that exotically pretty 
older woman (forty years old if she was a day), Ronnie —  
with no more reason than a young man's fire and a year- 
old memory of Jackie clinging to him and soaking the 
shoulder of his t-shirt with her tears the night her hus
band died by the deep fryer —  weakened, made an impetuous 
move: 'round about four in the morning, as Jackie dragged
the twenty-quart mixing bowl across the floor, Ronnie 
stepped away from his cinnamon roll yeast dough and gave 
her protruding butt a gentle, almost apologetic goose.
Jackie popped up straight and turned and glared, and Ronnie 
took a step backwards and said, "Oh God, Jackie, I'm sorry." 
The next thing he knew she was heaving his yeast dough off 
the table. The fleshy blob thumped to the floor and sent 
up a cloud of flour dust that curled back down off the 
ceiling, and Jackie grabbed Ronnie by the front of the shirt 
and pushed him down on the cleared table and mounted and
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humped him furiously, fully clothed —  two hot frantic 
minutes that culminated in, for Jackie, a scream and a 
shudder from down deep in her soul, while Ronnie, stun
ned but genitally cooperative, lay back to watch the white 
whirlwinds that had been stirred up by Jackie's whipping, 
snapping mane of hair.
Ronnie tossed the cold remains of his coffee across the 
alley and stood up and called through the screen door. 
"Bye, Jackie. I’ll see ya tomorrow.” Jackie came to the 
door and stared through the screen at him and said, "I 
think maybe you better not come. I get another doughnut 
maker," Ronnie was silent, looking straight into her 
clear brown eyes. He nodded and turned and walked away.
He showed up for his next shift at the regular time, and 
Jackie didn't say anything about any new doughnut maker; 
she just kept herself very busy, and stayed out of arm's 
reach, bustling wordlessly around the perimeter of the 
kitchen, leaving vibrations and tiny unseen tornados in 
her wake.

BLUE CORDUROY
The morning view of the ocean from atop the beach bluff 
of the endless line-up of unbroken waves rolling shore
ward had the look of blue corduroy, so perfectly regular 
was the spacing of the giant breakers.
Ronnie Tagge unstrapped his surfboard from the roof of his 
car and tripped down the wooden beach-access stairway and 
padded across the sand and hit the water, slid onto his 
board and paddled out to the crowd of fellow surfers who 
were waiting for their perfect wave. He had a tale to tell 
them, a tale of an unplanned carnal encounter with his boss 
at the doughnut shop on top of the wooden work table.
The young men sat on their boards, arms crossed, rising 
and falling in the swells, and listened to Ronnie's some
what fictionalized (he removed some clothing that had 
actually remained in place, changed the experience from 
dry to wet) version of the events. The guys were impressed 
They all patronized Nguyen's Donut Shop on their surf 
safaris up and down the coast route, and they had all check 
ed Jackie Nguyen out, had all flirted unsuccessfully with 
her.

The guys barked like seals as Ronnie wrapped up his story, 
and then a comparatively large set of waves rolled through, 
and the surfers picked their spots and paddled in front of 
the moving blue mountains and were lifted, as if by God's 
hand, and then tucked into His pocket as the waves tubed 
over the reef of submerged riprap boulders that shielded 
the sewage outfall pipe from His surging power.



AROUND MIDNIGHT
Clete pulled the car into the dark driveway and killed the 
headlights and yanked the emergency brake into position.
He leaned back in his seat and smiled and said to his wife 
Juanita, "Man, what a great night this was." Juanita held 
up the little trophy and replied, "Well, second place 
ain't bad, but I still think we shoulda won it."
"It" was the fifties dance contest down at The Club 101 
on the old coast route. Clete and Juanita had taken 
second place with their light-stepping jitterbug to Elvis 
Presley's 'Paralyzed,' Juanita, with her superior weight, 
taking the lead. Butch and Evelyn —  anatomical opposites 
of Clete and Juanita: Butch the stocky half of the duo,
Evelyn a boney, rail-thin little thing —  took first place 
with a smooth, stop-action twist to Buddy Holly's 'That'll 
Be the Day.'
"How could they take first?" Juanita complained. "I mean, 
the twist was the sixties, wasn't it? 'Round about '63 if 
I remember right." "Hell, Juanita," said Clete, closing 
his eyes and feeling the sweet fatigue down deep in his 
bones. "Who cares? I had a good time anyway." Juanita 
swung her door and climbed out of the car. "I'm going to 
take my shower," she said, a little peeved at Clete's 
positive outlook. "Yeah, yeah, go ahead," Clete said 
without opening his eyes. "I'll be in in a few minutes."
Juanita clipped around the front of the car, slid her key 
into the door and stepped inside the house. Clete rubbed 
his temples and then his eyes. Then he climbed out of the 
car and leaned back against the fender and looked up at 
the stars, at Orion, at the wash of the Milky Way.
"Beautiful," he murmured. Then a blood vessel burst in 
his brain and he slid down the shiny fender and fell to 
the ground.
Juanita dried herself in the steamy bathroom. She removed 
her partial plate and brushed it and then she brushed her 
real teeth. Clete hadn't arrived in the bedroom yet, and 
she thought he was out watching T.V. in the living room.
She was hoping he'd want to make love to her; he usually 
did after a night on the town. She climbed, pantyless, 
into her flannel nightgown and slipped into bed to wait 
for him, but she was so tired from the dancing and the 
wine that she drifted off to sleep immediately.
Ginger, Juanita's little runny-eyed chihuahua, who had been 
asleep on the recliner in the living room, jumped down onto 
the rug and staggered toward the bedroom. But the front 
door that Juanita had left ajar caught her attention and 
she nosed it open and shivered out onto the porch. She
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sniffed the air, smelling something familiar, and she 
followed her nose and found Clete lying in the driveway. 
She approached him cautiously, one slow, soft footfall at 
a time. She sniffed him from ankle (at the top of the 
driveway, pointing toward the house) to head (pointing 
streetward). When she reached his face, she sniffed that, 
too, and licked the spittle that flowed like bubbly lava 
from his mouth. Clete reached across himself and patted 
the little dog's head. He wanted to tell her to go get 
Juanita, but he couldn't find the words.

PINHOLE BLUES
Dawn broke as Clete lay in his driveway between the Buick 
and his wife's little green Datsun B-210. Ginger, his 
wife's tiny rodent of a chihuahua, lay on his chest, her 
chin on her paws, sleeping. Clete hadn't slept all night. 
The stroke that felled him as he leaned against his fender 
looking up at the stars had scared him shitless....
The right half of his body was useless, cut off from the 
neural messages from his brain by an aneurysm that had 
sprung a leak and squirted a stream of blood, like a 
needle-pricked water balloon, into his spongy grey cere
brum, saturating an area the size of a tangerine.
There were no words. He couldn't speak them; he had tried 
Had tried to call his wife Juanita when he fell, had tried 
to say hello to Ginger when she wandered out and kissed 
his cheek with her warm wet tongue. And if somebody had 
spoken to him, he wouldn't have understood. Garbled noise 
is what he would hear.
The morning newspaper, tossed over the roof of a dented, 
wobbly-wheeled Yugo, hit the driveway at the left side of 
Clete's head and tumbled to its resting spot on the 
urine-dampened cement at his hip....
He and Juanita had been dancing down at The Club 101, and 
Clete had drunk five, maybe six, beers. Around about one 
o ’clock, an hour after he fell paralyzed to the driveway, 
he had to pee. It was necessary. There was so much urine 
that, after it soaked through his pants, it seeped out 
onto the driveway and trickled down to the gutter and 
rolled toward the ocean, though it only made it as far as 
the mailbox before its source went dry.
About the time the newspaper hit the driveway, Clete's 
Juanita woke up alone in the bedroom. She went to the 
bathroom to pee, then pulled on her bathrobe. She shuf
fled, groggy and puffy-eyed, up the hallway to get Clete. 
She thought he had fallen asleep on the sofa in front of
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the television.
As Juanita called out, "Clete. Clete, where the hell are 
you?" Ginger woke and stood on his chest and stretched. 
One of her paws dug into his dead right side, the other 
into the living flesh on the left. Clete gasped and 
swallowed and tried to call out to Juanita again.

TELEPATHY
When they moved Clete out of intensive care (his vital 
signs were good; no reason to stay there), his friends 
came and gathered around his hospital bed. He gazed up 
silently at their scared, ashen faces wanting to tell 
them they all looked like shit, that they ought to go and 
leave him alone and go on out and get laid or drunk or 
something.
He was tired and small talk and chit-chat were beyond 
him.
The men squeezed his good hand and said, "Take 'er easy, 
man."
The women kissed his forehead and left salty teardrops 
soaking into his hospital gown.
He closed his eyes and breathed a deep sigh. When he 
opened them, his friends were gone. They were walking 
across the hospital parking lot, on their ways to take 
his telepathic suggestion.
His wife Juanita remained with him. When she lay down at 
his side on top of the covers, then he was able to get 
some sleep.

TANGERINE

The doctor said, "He may come back; his paralysis may be 
temporary." He had the results of two tests. One was a 
CAT scan: dozens of pictures of the inside of Clete's 
skull that revealed an area of brain damage on the left 
hemisphere. The other test was an angiogram —  dye pumped 
into the cerebral vascular system —  showing nothing, and 
that was good: no more aneurysms on the verge of going 
boom.

"I've seen guys come back from worse," said the doctor as 
he held up a picture of Clete's brain. "The damage is 
not that extensive." He pointed at the dark spot with his
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pen. "The size of a golf ball," tapping the picture.
"Or perhaps a tangerine."
Clete sat silently in his wheelchair. Juanita's lower lip 
trembled. Clete looked at the doctor. The last word the 
man had uttered flipped on a light switch in Clete's brain: 
he saw a pulpy orange ball that began sectioning magically. 
The first wedge floated up away from its source, then an
other broke off, squirting some of its sweet/acidic juice 
in a sparkling burst. Clete could almost taste it. 
"Tangerine," he said.
Juanita jumped in her chair and grabbed the arm rests and 
looked wide-eyed at her husband.
The doctor knocked Clete's folder off his desk and leaned 
up out of his chair and said, "That's it, isn't it? That's 
his first word."

JUST SQUEEZE ME
Ginger had taken to sleeping on Clete's chest on a regular 
basis since his stroke, and that's where she was when Butch, 
Bob and Ellis entered the room with their instruments —  
trombone, saxophone and tuba, respectively. It was to be 
the first post-stroke blowing session of the Loma Alta 
Brass Band.
Clete was laid out in the recliner. A bowling tournament 
played softly on the T.V. Ginger raised her head as the 
boys entered the room. Bob slipped over and turned the 
T.V. off, and Ellis huffed a few low notes on the tuba. 
Juanita opened the curtains to let the harsh, bright sun
light into the room.
Clete woke, rumpled and red-eyed, and brushed Ginger off 
his chest. Juanita walked across the room with Clete's 
clarinet cradled in her hands. She placed it in Clete's 
lap and stepped back and said, "The boys think it's time, 
Clete, and they won't say it, but I believe they got the 
feeling you been stonewalling 'em."
Clete rubbed his eyes and let the clarinet lie for a sec
ond, feeling the pleasant pressure of the heavy wood against 
the half erection he had waken with. His band-mates' women 
—  Ellis' Ruth, Bob's Glenda, Butch's Evelyn —  filed into 
the room from the hallway and settled in on the furniture. 
Clete looked from one face to another with one word —  
stonewalling —  echoing around inside his head. He lifted 
his clarinet, felt its solid weight. He fingered the 
familiar keys and licked the dry reed. After a few random 
warm-up notes —  high-pitched toots that sent Ginger slink
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ing out of the room —  he blew solo into Ellington's 
'Just Squeeze Me.' He completed the sweet, slow melody 
without a hitch. Then he laid the clarinet on the end 
table and smiled at his tearful audience.
The boys in the band gathered around him, pulling him out 
of his chair to administer their bear hugs. Clete was 
stiff and embarrassed, but nobody seemed to notice. When 
the men were finished with him, the ladies moved in for 
their turn. Clete relaxed for them and hugged back, 
smelled their perfumes, felt his growing erection press on 
somebody's (Glenda's) leg. This is more like it, he 
thought; this is what I meant.

LIKE SAMSON AND DELILAH BLUES
Clete —  dead-tired after his physical therapy —  shuffled 
behind his walker from the car to the recliner and fell 
into a deep sleep in front of the T.V.
His wife Juanita, who had been in charge of his grooming 
since the stroke, decided that she had had enough of that 
ridiculous comb-over swatch of hair and she cut it (snip, 
snip) off of his slumbering head with her sewing scissors 
and threw the mess in the trash.
Clete woke up with a cool breeze blowing on his bare scalp, 
ran his hand over the naked skin and slumped down into a 
deep depression.
"Honestly," Juanita said to her neighbor Ruth, "I didn't 
think he'd take it so hard; I mean, who was he kidding 
with that hair? Everybody knew he was bald." Clete sat 
in his chair staring at nothing. He had started drooling 
again.

Ruth's husband Ellis went home and got his San Diego Padres 
baseball cap and brought it back and snugged it down on 
Clete's head. Clete raised his eyes from the rug and gave 
him a 'Thank You' look.
Within a week, Clete was feeling better; he was adjusting 
to his new look. If he could have dredged up the words from 
his cerebral cortex, he would have referred to his appear
ance as mature, or perhaps distinguished.
His physical therapist Cindy —  a sturdy young girl with a 
pretty face and a fragrant starched-white uniform —  said 
to him: "I like your haircut, Mr. Johnson." She muscled 
him into position between the parallel bars, then ran her 
fingers lightly over the white, soft, slightly rippled 
skin on his scalp. The feel of it made her giggle. Then

91



she said, "O.K., Mr. Johnson. Let's see what you can do." 
Clete clenched his jaw and began his arduous walk between 
the bars. He knew, non-verbally, that to her he was just 
another frail, damaged old guy who was scared shitless 
that his life was fucked up for good. He'd show her; he'd 
come back, all the way, and then he'd try to fuck her.

A FEW WORDS, A TOUCH
Juanita spied an abandoned shopping cart and pulled the 
Buick into the empty parking space next to it. Clete's 
aluminum frame walker was in the trunk of the car, but he 
wouldn't be needing it; he could hang onto the shopping 
cart and Juanita could walk in front of it to act as a 
brake.
The right leg was still pretty spastic, but Clete could 
lift his hip and throw it out in front of himself and lock 
his knee and flop his foot down and take an efficient, if 
clumsy,  step, and another and another and another.
Crossing the parking lot was exhausting; Clete had to sit 
on the planter box outside the store for ten minutes to 
regain his strength.
Inside the store, Juanita stayed in front of the cart.
Clete pushed it —  slowly and with difficulty, his dead 
foot slapping the shiny tile floor. The cart tried to get 
away from him, but Juanita's butt was always there to stop 
it.
They picked up some catsup, tortillas, diet cola, beer 
(Clete steered into the liquor department on purpose and 
stopped in front of a Budweiser pyramid and refused to move 
until Juanita put a twelve-pack in the cart), milk, coffee 
and ground beef.
The checker, who Clete always flirted benignly with, recog
nized him and said, "Hi, Mr. Johnson, you old stud-muffin. 
How you been?" Clete couldn't answer her. Juanita unloaded 
the cart. The girl took in Clete's unsteady, white-knuckle 
stance and the grim smile on his face and realized that 
things hadn't been too good for him. She reddened and re
mained as silent as her formerly flirty-but-cute old custo
mer as she rang up the groceries.
As Juanita pulled the cart away from the register and Clete 
hung on and followed —  as tired as he could be now and 
thinking that he might not be able to make it back to the 
car —  the cashier left her register and came up behind 
Clete and wrapped her arm around his shoulder and pulled 
him close and whispered in his ear, "You're gonna make it,
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Mr. Johnson, all the way back.”
Had it not been for her words and touch, he would not have 
made it out the door. As it was, he was almost jaunty be
hind the cart as he and Juanita crossed the parking lot. 
Juanita got him settled in his seat and she went back inside 
the store and gave that girl a hard hug. When she got back 
to the car, Clete was sleeping like a baby.

ANDY WARHOL BLUES, Part 2
Benito Santiago, catcher for the San Diego Padres, smacked 
the first pitch of the seventh inning foul on the third 
base side. Ellis Leahy, sitting seven rows behind the 
dugout, jumped up, stretched tall, and snatched it out of 
its intended trajectory. The impact of the ball on his 
palm pulled his arm and shoulder back, altering his center 
of gravity enough to cause him to topple over his armrest 
and into the lap of the guy sitting next to him....
That guy was Clete Johnson, Ellis' next door neighbor.
Clete was recovering from a stroke. He had quad-caned 
into the stadium from the handicapped parking space and 
settled in to watch the game. Ellis made the beer and hot 
dog runs.
Ellis fell into Clete's lap, crushing the three-quarters- 
full paper beer cup. The amber fluid dribbled down onto 
the cold, hard cement as Ellis held the ball aloft for the 
television camera. Clete grinned a lopsided grin and tried 
to mouth the words, "Hi, Juanita," to his wife who was 
watching the game at home.

GEOMETRY

The first post-stroke sentence that Clete uttered —  and it 
seemed to have flitted in out of nowhere, out of the mishmash 
of random nouns he had managed to master —  was this: "The 
cut on a grapefruit should be equatorial, not longitudinal." 
And he held up the mis-sliced fruit for the waitress to in
spect .
Delores, the waitress, unaware of the importance and the 
accomplishment of that sentence, plucked the yellow fruit 
from his hand and said, "Yeah, O.K. I'll go getcha a new

When Clete's buddy Ellis returned from the bathroom he said, 
"Hey, I thought you had a grapefruit. You finish it al
ready?" Clete struggled with the words bouncing around

93



inside his brain, but all he could come up with was, 
"Grapefruit." The sentence had broken up into separate 
words that refused to string themselves together again.
Back in the kitchen, Dolores sliced a new grapefruit, an 
equatorial slice this time. She didn't bother Bill the 
cook. He was hungover and as grouchy as a sleepy bear.
A request for a re-order might just result in a homicide.
Dolores brought out the new fruit and set it down in front 
of Clete. "There you go," she said. "We're talkin' equa
torial this time." To make up for the initial mistake, 
and to ensure herself a good tip, she had made the cut a 
bit higher than the equator, giving Clete a good two-thirds 
of the globe. Clete grinned and nodded at her, and Ellis 
reached across the table and lifted the grapefruit out of 
its bowl for an inspection. "Equator's down here," he 
said, pointing to an imaginary line in the middle of the 
fruit. "This looks more like maybe the thirty-fifth 
parallel, sweetie. Don't you know nothin' about geometry?"

WALKIN'
Clete's recovery was going so well —  he had graduated from 
walker to quad-cane to regular cane —  that Ellis decided 
to take him out to the mall to buy him some walking shoes. 
They found a nice pair on sale at Sears for $14.99, bought 
them, and went out to grab a couple of cups of gourmet 
coffee from the Exotic Coffee Stop. Four incredibly expen
sive cookies from Mrs. Chips rounded out the repast, and 
Ellis found them a spot on the edge of the brick planter 
box and he and Clete sat and munched and sipped and watch
ed the pretty ladies walk by.
Clete's bad foot began to drag a bit on the way back to 
the car, but he made it, no sweat. He did so well that at 
times he eschewed the aid of the cane, lifting it and 
grasping it at mid-point to carry it at his side in the 
horizontal position. He would have twirled it like a 
baton had he known how.
They ran into Corinne, the lady who ran the snack bar down 
at the Loma Alta Lanes, out in the parking lot. She was 
climbing out of the driver's seat of her Datsun when Ellis 
slid between his car and hers and began to talk some shit 
to her. He had had the hots for her for what seemed like 
forever. She wasn't interested but she enjoyed the game; 
she smiled and laughed and let Ellis make a fool of him
self, winking at Clete over the roof of her car. Ellis' 
suave, man-of-the-world facade blinked off when he leaned 
his hand against his sun-broiled fender. The ozone- 
depleted atmosphere had allowed enough solar radiation
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through to heat the metal up to steak-frying temperature. 
Ellis' hand hit, sizzled, and jumped up in the air without 
Ellis having to engage his brain in the situation at all 
—  pure reflex taking control. But the pain was just a 
blink behind the reflex, and Ellis shouted, "AIEE, SHIT!" 
and overreacted, pulling his arm back so hard that his 
elbow took out the passenger window of Corinne's car.
Then he danced out from between the two cars waving his 
smoking hand and howling like a coyote.
Then Clete and Corinne got the giggles, Corinne looking 
over the roof of her car to say, "Stop it Clete. It's not 
funny," without convincing Clete or herself. Clete tried 
to stop and almost succeeded, but Ellis, out dancing in 
the middle of the lane, got hit by a passing car and fell 
face-first on its hood, and the slice of belly that grin
ned out from the space between the bottom of his t-shirt 
and the top of his trousers kissed that hot metal and 
sizzled like an egg on a griddle. Then the car's driver 
slammed on the brakes and dumped Ellis. He yowled and 
jumped up and turned and ran for the mall, for, presumably, 
the cool, clear fountain outside of Ed Nguyen's Oriental 
Fast Food Emporium, hiking his shirt up over his belly to 
keep it out of contact with the blisters that were sprout
ing on his skin.
Clete and Corinne's dual case of the giggles exploded into 
uncontrollable gales of laughter, and that caused a problem 
for Corinne. She had just finished a Diet Pepsi in her 
car, and her bladder was full to bursting. She stopped 
laughing for just long enough to gasp, "Oh, God," and then 
she staggered out from between the cars, her thighs clamp
ed together, her shins spread apart, one hand pressed over 
her laughter-contorted face, the other burrowed deep into 
her crotch to catch the first of the dribbles of that so 
inevitable flow. And Clete, having laughed himself com
pletely out of breath, completely senseless, forgot about 
the very event that had ignited his mirth, and he lay his 
forehead down on the shiny roof of Ellis' Oldsmobile.
But not for long.

PORK CHOPS
Ellis drove east on Highway 76, rolling through the hills 
planted with strawberries, past the pungent dairy farms, 
and through Old Man Yoshimura's blooming orange orchard.
He turned left in the little farm town of Bonsai and fol
lowed a winding, potholed, two-lane road into the foothills, 
out to an ancient grove of oak trees. He pulled off the 
road and parked under one of those old oaks and said,
"Looks like a good spot, don't it, Clete?"
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Clete was riding shotgun. He said, "Yes it does." Clete 
was getting quite chatty now that he was able to put 
sentences together. Ever since his stroke, it seemed to 
him like words were just buzzing around in his brain, 
bumping into the sides of his skull like trapped insects.
But now he was beginning to get a handle on them; he was 
beginning to get things organized. "Yes, yes it does." 
he repeated, smiling, pleased with his accomplishment.
Sandra squealed in the back seat. Sandra was Ellis' wife's 
pet pig. Ruth had purchased her as a piglet in the mistaken 
belief that she was one of those exotic breeds that grow no 
bigger than a cocker spaniel. She was mistaken. The pig 
dealer was a crook. Sandra was a regular old-fashioned hog, 
and she weighed in at something over four hundred pounds as 
an adult. Ellis would have had her butchered down into 
manageable cuts and wrapped and stuffed into the frezer in 
the garage if his wife and little son Roy hadn't become so 
fond of her.
"Sandra," said Ellis, swinging her door open. "It's time 
you started to earn your keep." Sandra jumped out of the 
back seat onto the ground, crunching acorns and dried oak 
leaves under her hooves. "Truffles," said Ellis, waving a 
very costly store-bought specimen under her snout. "Go 
get 'em, girl."
Sandra trotted off into the dim, cool shade of the oak 
grove, grunting and sniffing the ground. Clete came around 
the car to join Ellis, his walk nearly normal now, using 
his cane more for peace of mind than as a walking aid.
He would, perhaps, need its assistance later, if he got 
tired and his foot started to drag. "Truffles," he said 
to Ellis, pointing the cane's rubber tip at Sandra's butt 
as she slalomed around the gnarled tree trunks. "I bet 
she'll find you some. I bet she will."
But Ellis' dream of a nice supplementary income from 
Sandra's truffle-hunting expertise was not to be. Sandra 
had no experience hunting truffles. What she did have 
experience in was locating human food —  table scraps 
from home and the discarded garbage from every household 
in her neighborhood, ferreted out of plastic trash bags 
and cans and gobbled down every Thursday early in the mor
ning before the trash collectors came by. What she found 
in the grove was an encampment of illegal immigrants from 
Oaxaca, and since she had never had any reason to fear 
humans, she trotted into their camp site and sat up on her 
butt —  a trick she’d learned from Clete's chihuahua Ginger 
—  and begged for food.
The Oaxacans soon had Sandra strung up from a low limb by 
her hind legs, and one of them was moving toward her with a 
knife. Her screams saved her life: they brought Ellis in
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at a run. The Mexicans heard the crunching footsteps and 
thought it was La Migra coming to take them back to their 
country, so the” all disappeared like darting fish in the 
opposite direction into the grove.
Ellis cut Sandra down with the knife he found lying in the 
dirt. She hit the ground and took off at a gallop toward 
the car, bowling over Clete on her way. Ellis came by and 
helped him up, brushed the little clawing leaves off the 
seat of his trousers. Clete said, "I guess that...,” he 
had to stop to search for some words, his face screwed up 
in concentration, "...that she found no truffles." Ellis 
said, "You got it, partner; none at all."
After Ellis and Sandra and Clete had gone, the Oaxacans 
regathered at their camp site. The transient images of 
pork chops and hot, juicy carnitas had flown away like 
sparrows. It was back to beans and tortillas for supper, 
but they were resigned to that, that would have to do.

YOU MAKE ME FEEL SO YOUNG
Ruth put little Roy, her four year old, down for a nap and 
fixed herself a cup of tea and turned on the T.V. and put 
her feet up. One of the talk shows, a good one: ’Men Who 
Left Their Wives for Younger Flesh and the Younger Flesh 
They Left Them For.' Four grinning, paunchy middle-aged 
dudes, their high foreheads sweating under the lights, 
their Lolitas sitting with legs crossed, their hair moussed 
up high, by the guys’ sides. "Old goats," Ruth grumbled, 
the syllables blowing the steam off her tea as she raised 
the cup to her lips.

Glen, from Los Angeles, said, "Marti makes me feel so young. 
Marti smiled and grabbed his arm, pulled him into leaning 
on her by the crook of the elbow. He steered the elbow at 
her breast and squished it, and she squealed and gave him a 
playful slap. The show's host said, "Oh my," placing a Jack 
Benny hand alongside his cheek as the laughter swelled up 
from the crowd. "Disgusting," said Ruth.
Juanita, Ruth's next door neighbor, dropped by, fixed her
self a cup of tea from the still-hot kettle and joined Ruth 
on the sofa. "My Clete ever thinks about runnin' off with a 
young chicken like that I'll kill him," she said. Ruth's 
feelings exactly, about her husband Ellis, and Glen's wife's 
too, apparently, because she entered the scene from stage 
right with a pistol in her hand, blew her hubby right out of 
his chair, right there on T.V. The Lolitas and the rest of 
the guests scattered, and the host jumped into the audience 
and dove behind the chairs in row two.
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Juanita dropped her tea on the rug, and Ruth's jaw dropped 
open as the camera moved in for a close-up on Glen, on the 
blood that was squirting out of his chest with every beat 
of his heart.
In a week, when the shock of the ugly scene had worn off, 
many people would say that Glen got just what he deserved, 
and others, most of them the unsympathetic wives of 
inattentive middle-aged men, would say that the woman should 
have shot the girl, too.

BROILER BLUES
Ruth's meal, not to mention the rest of her evening out, 
was ruined when the cashier at The Broiler Steak House 
asked Ruth's husband Ellis if he and his wife would like 
the senior citizens' discount, and if their grandson might 
like a lollipop.
"We are not, dearie," Ruth snapped, "senior citizens, and 
this is not our grandson, he is our son." "Lollipop?" 
said little Roy. "Discount?" said Ellis. "How old I gotta 
be?" Ruth gave her son a swat on the rump and her husband 
a kick on his ass as the girl behind the register blushed 
and the manager of the joint grinned behind her shoulder.
Little Roy screamed bloody blue murder at not getting the 
offered candy, and Ruth leaned across the counter and grab
bed the manager's tie and pulled him in until he and she 
were nose-to-nose. "And just what the hell," she ashed him, 
"do you think you're smiling at, dufus?" giving his tie a 
hard jerk that tightened the noose until it inhibited great
ly the circulation to his head. "I was smiling about," he 
gasped, "the free meal you and your family was about to re
ceive." And then he passed out and fell on the floor.
Ruth, her stomach twisted into knots over the earlier un
pleasantness, hardly touched her food, but Roy and Ellis 
touched theirs, devoured it and licked their plates clean 
and looked around for more. "This is great," said Ellis 
as he gave his bulging belly a pat. "I'm wonderin', you 
think if I told 'em it was your birthday, Ruthie, They'd 
roll out a free dessert?" A mental image of herself as a 
haggard and toothless old crone popped into Ruth's head 
as the superimposed calendar months and then years peeled 
off and flew away, and she took her plate of nibbled-at 
food and dumped it into her husband's lap, chased it with 
her iced tea.
Ellis grunted, "Ugh," then jumped up and brushed the ice 
cubes and french fries and chicken strips off his lap. As 
he slid back into his chair he said, "Then how 'bout I tell
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'em it's mine?" as little Roy burst into a very loud 
'Happy Birthday to You,' and the manager told Ruth and 
Ellis' waitress, "Get a cake over there quick, with 
candles, lots of candles."

SOMETHING'S GONE HAYWIRE WITH GRAVITY
A meteor landed in Clete and Juanita's back yard, leaving 
a ten-foot-diameter crater in the middle of the lawn. The 
Loma Alta Tribune ran a front page article and photo, and 
the local T.V. news station sent over a camera crew. The 
publicity drew crowds, and Clete, at his neighbor's suggest
ion, started charging admission and leading tours that 
skirted the circumference of the crater: "But don't get too
close," he'd warn the folks. "Something's gone haywire 
with gravity in there.
How did he know? The college students who'd been bussed 
in to sift the hot dirt in search of meteorite chunks would 
unexpectedly bounce into the air and float and spin like 
astronauts, and —  being college students —  pair off and 
twirl into impromptu, upside-down, levitating lambadas, 
while the astronomer in charge screamed at them to quit 
grab-assing around and get back to work.
When the excitement died down, Clete had a swimming pool 
installed at a discount, because the hole was already there, 
and one evening when he and Juanita were sitting on lawn 
chairs on the patio, sipping tall drinks, listening to the 
pool filter's sighs, the water —  all ten thousand gallons 
of it —  rose up out of the cement-lined crater and wobbled 
into a gelatinous, sapphire globe that hovered, roof-high, 
and started to spin. Its equator bulged, and the ball 
flattened into an acre-wide disk before it broke into a 
billion droplets.
Clete and Juanita looked at each other, and Clete said, 
"Whoa!"
And about those college students: two of them sneaked
down into the crater while the rest of the crew was on a 
lunch break and got naked and conceived a child. And you 
know what? That kid could fly; before he could walk, he 
could fly.

DIRTY MOVIE
Clete skimmed the pool with his net, scooping the June 
bugs out of the water. The trapped insects, their bodies 
the color of caramel drop Sugar Baby candies, their legs
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crooked and crustacean-like, struggled in the fine-mesh 
net. Clete had caught a dozen of them, and there were at 
least a dozen more floating free in the pool, waving their 
legs, waiting for him. This was therapy for Clete, walking 
without his cane, using both arms to wield his pole.
Ellis' head popped up over the fence from next door and 
said, "Hey, Clete! Mind if I come over? I got a dirty 
movie we can watch." He held up a plastic video case and 
leered. "Come on over, Ellis," said Clete. Words just 
seemed to be falling together for him these days, just 
falling into place. Ellis dropped the movie over the 
fence onto the grass and began to hoist himself up behind 
it. The old fence wiggled and swayed when he hooked his 
instep on the top board, and when he got his body up onto 
the fence top, ready to drop down, the board he was grip
ping snapped and Ellis tumbled hard to the ground.
Clete dropped his pole. The June bugs he had captured 
floated out of the net. "Are you O.K., Ellis?" he said.
He walked to his fallen friend, his gait jerky and spastic 
in his excitement. If he could concentrate on his walk, 
he could keep it smooth, but the goal now was to move from 
point A to Point B. He didn't care if he looked good doing 
it; Ellis might have been hurt.
He wasn't, though. He had the wind knocked out of him and 
his shoulder was sore, but he was O.K. He picked up his 
movie and they went inside to watch it.
But it wasn't the movie they thought it would be. It was 
The Little Mermaid, one of Ellis' young son's cartoon 
movies. "What the fuck is this?" said Ellis, leaning for
ward in his chair and gripping the arm rests. "What the 
fuck?" said Clete. A pretty little girl in a sea shell 
cup bikini top was swimming around under the sea. "What 
the hell is this?" Ellis said.
The phone rang. Ellis answered it for Clete. It was Ellis' 
wife Ruth. She and Clete's wife Juanita were having coffee 
and chatting next door. "How do you like the movie, Ellis?" 
she said. Then both ladies broke up laughing. Ellis held 
the receiver away from his ear so Clete could hear them. 
"Bitches,” said Ellis, pointing to the phone. "Yeah, 
bitches," said Clete.

THE GRAVITY VARIATIONS
Ellis Leahy bounced on the diving board in Clete Johnson's 
back yard. His hairy belly jiggled, and his swimming 
trunks rode so low that the crack in his ass was revealed. 
"Do us a favor and put a God-damned shirt on, Ellis,"
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Evelyn Lamuraglia shouted from her lawn chair at the 
pool-side table. Ellis flipped her and the rest of the 
cackling ladies at the table the bird and he shouted to 
the guys in the pool, "Hey, fellas. Cannonball contest! 
Let's get the ladies all wet." Ellis' wife Ruth shouted, 
"You'll be very sorry if even one drop of that water dilutes 
this drink," pointing to the pink wine cooler that sat on 
the metal table top in front of her. Clete's wife Juanita 
moved the pitcher inside the sliding glass door, just to 
be safe.
Ellis bounced three times on the board and flew skyward 
and curled into the fetal position. But gravity —  always 
capricious in the neighborhood of the Johnson pool —  
threw a monkey wrench into the plans. Ellis' descent was 
as slow as a feather's. He settled down on the turquoise 
sea like a weightless hair ball. Then he uncurled and 
thrashed about and said, "Oh, fuck me in the ass. When 
the hell are you gonna do something about this pool, Clete?" 
as his contortions broke the surface tension and allowed 
him to sink. The ladies all laughed, and Butch gave the 
diving board a try, and so did Clete. The results remain
ed the same. The ladies taunted and giggled and drank 
their wine, and Ruth gave the boys a big raspberry.
When the guys came out of the pool to raid the ice chest 
for their beers, the ladies —  well aware of the flip-flops 
and wobbles that gravity went through in the vicinity of 
the pool —  gave their own cannonball contest a try: Ruth 
bounced on the diving board. The rest of the ladies grin
ned, because the tip of the board kissed the water under 
Ruth's weight as the increase in gravity pulled a beach 
ball from the patio into the pool....
Ruth just seemed to fall off the board, no catapult action
at all, and the hyper-gravity sucked her down through the 
water (that looked like blue mercury at those ten Gs) and 
drove her to the cement bottom and held her there for a 
terrifying ten seconds. Then gravity popped back to normal, 
and Ruth burst from the surface of the pool, gasping and 
coughing. Evelyn dove in and swam over to her and said,
"You O.K., Ruthie girl?" The men chuckled and drank their
beers, and Butch, the only unmarried guy in the crowd, 
said, "Looks like you need to go on a little diet there, 
Ruthie-girl; you weren't so heavy that type of shit would
n't happen." Then he laughed like a donkey: "HA HA HA HA." 
The rest of the men were silent as they backed away from 
their friend, and Ruth did her powerful breast stroke to 
the side of the pool and shot up onto the patio in a belly- 
first slide. She caught up to Butch at the sliding glass 
door, and she grabbed him, hoisted him up over her head 
and threw him at the pool. He skipped twice on the water's 
surface and then tumbled across the lawn and came to a 
crashing halt as he collided with Clete's aluminum tool
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shed, and the rest of the men tiptoed along the fence —  
silently, like mice —  to go to their friend to see if 
he was O.K.

THE DANCIN' MACHINE
Some say that Clete's not the man he used to be before his 
stroke, but you have to watch very closely to make an 
argument for that point when you see the old boy out on 
the dance floor.,..
Clete has made wise and graceful compensation for his game 
leg by adopting a less freewheeling dance style than he 
used before his vascular accident —  a more contained and 
tighter mambo, a small-orbit jitterbug with Juanita cir
cling him as he uses his game leg as a pivot, a shuffle- 
step cha-cha that keeps his center of gravity directly over 
his pelvis.
Gravity, always a foe, has really been a bugaboo during 
Clete's recovery, taking advantage of his weakened neural 
impulses. And when the impulses go beyond weak, when they 
blink out altogether, gravity is waiting.
Even now, when it appears that Clete has gotten back damn
ed near everything, a sciatic short-circuit will send him 
to the floor. But Clete compensates; he incorporates the 
fall into his act —  he spins around on the polished lin
oleum, torques into a headstand and flips back to his feet, 
glides right back into whatever dance step he and Juanita 
were involved in, while the edge-of-the-dance-floor on
lookers hoot and howl, and say to each other, "He's a lean, 
mean, dancin' machine, ain't he?"

VARIATION ON A BLUES THEME, Part 1
The management at the Loma Alta Mall hired a brass band 
with a female vocalist to perform in front of the fountain 
outside of The May Company during the Labor Day Sale. The 
four horn men unpacked their instruments and warmed up, 
honked and squealed for a minute, and then the vocalist, 
Evelyn, a very thin middle-aged woman with a gleaming red 
bouffant, purred into the microphone, "We'd like to do a 
little blues number for you.”
The shoppers milled and window-browsed, power-walked and 
strolled, ignoring Evelyn and her three freshly-coiffed 
back-up singers, until the band tooted into the opening 
number, and Evelyn began to belt out:
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I wish I was a queen fish 
swimmin' in the deep blue sea,

And the backup singers chanted:
Sea sea sea, sea sea sea.

And Evelyn continued:
I wish I was a queen fish, 
swimmin' in the deep blue sea,
Sea sea sea, sea sea sea.

Evelyn eschewed the microphone. Her voice had enough 
power without artificial amplification. The windows in 
the book store shimmered. The girls behind the counter 
in the Taco Bell grimaced and covered their ears. And the 
crowd of shoppers flowed wide, giving Evelyn and the band 
plenty of room to perform. The backup singers clapped 
and swayed, swung their big butts back and forth, and the 
horn players blew until their veins popped out, and 
Evelyn threw the microphone into the fountain and bellowed

'Cause if I was a queen fish 
swimmin' in that deep blue sea
(Sea sea sea, sea sea sea)
Then all those pretty king fish 
would come and take a bite of me.
(me me me, me me me)

And four-year-old Roy Leahy, son of back-up singer Ruth 
and tuba player Ellis, took advantage of his parents' in
tense concentration to their task by escaping, joining the 
flowing crowd and being carried away by it, like a rolling 
pebble in an inexorable current.

VARIATION ON A BLUES THEME, Part 2
The management at the mall wanted to appeal to all ages 
with their choice of entertainment for the Labor Day Sale, 
so in addition to the lady vocalist and brass band that 
was playing corny old Gershwin tunes and some revamped 
blues outside The May Company, they also hired a young 
techno-punk group to play at the opposite end of the en
closure, in front of the J.C. Penny store....
Nichole flicked her cigarette butt into the planter box, 
zipped her black leather jacket down to her navel and mum
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bled into the microphone, "This is a song my boy-friend 
Brett just wrote." Brett pushed an ink-black forelock out 
of his eyes and punched a button on a massive boom box, 
and the air began to throb as the speakers womped out a 
metronomic, seismic-powered beat, and Nichole's voice, 
tinny and shrill on the sound system, screeched out:

I wish I was a big ol'
Turquoise two-door Mercedes,

And the speakers boomed out:
WOMP WOMP WOMP, WOMP TOMP TOMP.
I wish I was a big ol'
Turquoise two-door Mercedes,
WOMP TOMP TOMP, WOMP TOMP TOMP

Nichole stood statue-still as she sang, but her dancers —  
Trina and Troy and Brett —  lurched behind her, robotic 
and machine-like, writhing to the electronic rhythm.

'Cause then those pretty rich boys 
would dip their dipsticks down in me
WOMP TOMP TOMP, WOMP TOMP TOMP.

Also dancing to the music was Nichole's eighteen-month-old 
daughter Babette, spinning, hopping, shivering with the 
vibrations, and giggling (though this couldn't be heard 
over the noise) writh glee. Experiencing, almost, the 
rapture.
And from out of the crowd of scowling, derisive, fingers- 
in-the-ears shoppers came four-year-old Roy Leahy, sep
arated from his parents and not the least bit concerned.
He was watching the little girl dance. He didn't have the 
words to express it, but his soul told him that this was a 
beautiful creature, a child with a face the color of a 
chocolate Easter bunny, pure joy in a fuzzy pink sleeper. 
Roy walked out and took her hand and joined her in her 
dance, and Nichole, slumping behind her microphone, 
smiled in spite of herself.

Dan Lenihan 
Oceanside CA
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