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CONCORDE FLIGHT NEW YORK TO LONDON
The big jet rises and the hostess says: 
"Champagne sir?" —  past Nantucket, 
the sound barrier, out into the Atlantic.
Two old men, silent in their seats, 
think of home, Sydney, spring rain, 
wallflowers beginning to flood 
garden beds and how, fifty years back, 
they took off to bomb Leipzig —
"save the world" —  from Hitler.
They remember the primitive cold fuselage 
of Lancasters, snow on the wingtips, 
stars in the nightsky, fear, 
the run-in and fires —  and under them 
the crumpled drum beat of the bombs.
One of them wants to go back 
to being nineteen years old, hands 
smooth as gunbarrels, hands 
to guard secrets, speak for him, 
form words, say as a mouth does 
"Please do not ...."
Wherever they are they know 
a wolf's skeleton, near them, 
clothed in a dry skin, 
marked them, and will all others.
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Through Mach 1, 60,000 feet.
There are gold hills, old stones as well,
carried in the mind —
the Concorde's fuselage cold,
the young hand touching a shoulder —  voice
smooth, polite —  "Canapés sir? Bollinger?"

PRISCILLA WHITE'S LUNCHEON PARTY
The guests in the drawing room began 
talking. Caught in the silence of old 
furniture, they had waited
for a signal from the other side of the door —  
so still a maid might have whisked them 
off a chair or a sofa
with an ostrich tail duster —  not one 
eyelash would have moved.
Suddenly the signal, caught by each, 
ran wildfire sentences together.
Did you read that the Prime Minister died 
in his dreamless sleep? Rosemary White 
had three children at the same time —  
someone else died, I've forgotten his name, 
a niece born on the Horn of Africa —  birds 
migrating —  lemons ripe in Seville.
Somehow all the pieces of their conversation 
made sense to the tables and chairs.
There was an Art Deco water color, a Siren 
playing a sitar, in a blue pastel gown flowing 
around her like seawater —  Everyone looked —
Silence —  a feel of wavelets on the feet,
sandcastles subsiding as the tide
played its "touch and tell" game with the truth.
At 5PM the front door closed on the last guest.
A halfeaten biscuit was on a plate, a glass of Chardonnay 
untouched, warned "Do not disturb the disorder" —  
statements about children and husbands, 
the latest BMW's ABS brakes. Fragments of speech 
no one will ever decipher —  and the seawater coming 
and going —  tides brushing away sandcastles, Rosemary 
White, Seville —  a feeling no one was here.

ENCOUNTER WITH A FOX WHEN I WAS 10
I remember the red fox 
on a hill right at dawn —
I had come there to inspect 
the rabbit traps I set
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the evening before —  
take the small hunched forms 
out of the jaws of iron 
kill and skin them —  
reset the traps for more.
I sat looking downhill
at the river sliding by,
silent and the steel dusty
light of the rising sun,
leaf shadow —  and the cut stone
that I was, not moving one breath —
so the fox came within three feet ....
Facing, we stared at each other, 
stone blasted, still, 
no twitch of arm
nor even his green eye looking in 
as he dug into me and I 
to him, deep to 
ancestry and origin
stood there, sat there —  still —
among the rabbit carcasses
and the skins and the sun's blade
skinning the dawn sky,
each powerful as an anvil,
stock still in the knocked silence
of beast against beast against hill
and the cold metallic grip of the traps
touching one another
and the day's kill.

—  John Millett
Berrima NSW-2577, Australia

AFTER TU FU
This June snow 
has surprised everyone —  
fat flakes have dusted 
the branches, dirt and 
pine needles. Even the 
clumps of lady bugs don't 
know what to make of it. 
Spreading our blanket, 
we picnic all the same.
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GRUDGE
Bob Dawg ended up 
owing the Feds 
$3 for last year.
His accountant's smile is 
as big as the room and 
he's patting himself on 
the back, thinking Bob 
will probably take him to 
lunch. But the thought of 
paying ANYTHING MORE is 
getting Bob Dawg's goat 
like that goat was a cow.

I TRIED
They're yelling at 
each other in the 
Wal-Mart parking lot 
like only lovers can 
yell and he blurts out 
at the top of his lungs 
"But I love you unreal," 
then slaps her across 
the ear. So I yell 
"HEY." They both look 
at me like they've found 
a common enemy. She 
flips me off, he pulls 
her in the car and they 
roar off to who-cares-where.

—  Robert Underwood 
Redlands CA

LOTS
I don't give out change
in parking lots. "You want something
to eat —  bread, cheese, some oranges?"
They nod. "Don't bother washing 
my windows," I say, walking towards aisles 
of Bisquick, raisins, peaches, beer, piles 
of lettuce, Pine Sol, green and yellow sponges.
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TETHERED A THEORY OF HUNGER

His cart's tethered to a tree. 
Bearded, sweating, he tugs 
at his gloves and tightens 
a leather belt cinching his waist 
another notch as he "pumps iron," 
a bicycle handlebar rimmed 
with auto repair shop discards. 
Clutching library books, a man hums 
and mutters, "One man's sidewalk 
is another's gymnasium."

I wash my hands. 
Leaning on a desk 
as I write, paper 
puckers with dampness. 
Better dry 
those hands again.
If it isn't visible, 
it isn't theater. 
Poetry
is the theater 
of the invisible.

GLOVE WORK
Gray light summoning grey 
mutes the yellow core 
of his cornflowers, sprouted 
from last year's debris.
Nine months now: His death 
is being born, a geyser-stalk 
of lettuce gone to seed.

ONE MIRACLE
—  for Bob Flanagan (1952-1996)

I remember poking at embers as dawn 
puffed mist into a clearing, its rim notched 
with empty tequila bottles, scattered 
sleeping bags, Bob's acoustic guitar, jayhawks. 
Every other song he'd start coughing 
a lot, slowly stop. Even then, I wondered 
how can he last much longer than his sister? 
"Nobody with cystic fibrosis sees thirty."
Every time his body jerked, I winced.
I loved his improvised, contaminated genius. 
Tonight he's in the hospital again, alone, 
and this poem is like a waitress who deserves 
a big tip —  half the bill —  for telling me 
it's time to stop drinking coffee and drive over 
and rescue him, perform the one miracle 
I'm allowed to in this life, but I'm not, 
because he's not the one I'm supposed to save.

—  Bill Mohr
Los Angeles CA
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CHARLES OLSON
Not the nightingale perched on Orpheus' skull,
Not the firebird that fumes in the volcano's mouth,
Not the eagle Caesar parades at Circus Maximus,
Not the vulture pecking at Prometheus' liver,
Not the Bantam cock bristling in the pine-woods,
Not the falcon drowsing in Byzantium,
Not the peacock caged in Kore's winter palace,
Not the swan in heat that straddles a painted paradise, 
Not Shiva's hawk screeching in the clouds above Carmel

Point
Not the crested god chiseled into the Mayan Calendar, 
Not the gull gliding inland over Famine's corrugated

river
Not even crow, old black wing, King of Carrion,
Rather this ragged crane from Gloucester spearing frogs

in cold hell, in thicket

BY-PRODUCTS
I make my living hustling herring heads 
and ground-up lobster shells —
Crustacea pulverized into a one percent paste.
In Prospect Harbor, I listen to the dubious tales 
of Down East fishermen as they radio in their catches. 
Every bait dealer is a cut-throat customer.
What can't be sold off becomes compost 
or is trucked south to a rendering plant.
I recall when fish scales were a commodity; 
now they're swept into chlorinated drains.
The sardine business requires guts, brains and luck.
Bad weather, sudden temperature shifts in the North

Atlantic
and a thousand other unpredictable factors come into

play.
It all boils down to making use of 
whatever it is that you've got at hand.

UNDER THE WEATHER
The North Atlantic swells with heavy rains, 
high tide, a full moon and gale force winds.
There are no crossings from Woods Hole.
The Steamship Authority lashes down the ferries. 
Breakers assault the sand-bagged road to Edgartown. 
A rusted-out pickup truck weaves up-Island, 
its windshield shattered by a fallen branch. 
Uprooted trees screech in the State Forest.
The wind slaps plate glass,
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sandblasts Dutch Boy from window sills, strips 
shingles from saltbox houses in Chilmark.
Moorings labor in Lambert's Cove.
The sea claws the Gay Head Cliffs.
A hurricane slams ashore at Squibnocket.
Down-Island sewers roil, Five Corners backs up, 
waves push into the post office parking lot.
A man in oil skins rows across Water Street.
A lover's roof leaks on the Chop, the power shuts off. 
At the Lamp Post,
in a candle-lit end-of-the-world atmosphere, 
nurses and firemen dance barefoot till dawn.

—  Gene Mahoney
Vineyard Haven MA

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE INCA
The Inca became the Inca when the Conquistadors arrived 
and mispronounced the Inca's real name: the Tahuantinsuyo. 
A rather large mispronunciation, true, but then again, 
the Spanish thought they were in China.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE INCA PART TWO
When Pizarro arrived in Peru he found an empire of twelve 
million Inca that had mastered brain surgery, bronze tools, 
gold engravings, terraced farming, quipas, and polygonal 
masonry. Then Pizarro massacred them all.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE INCA PART THREE
Fifteen centuries before Christ, Andean Indians construct
ed a city as glorious as Athens. Black granite pyramids, 
white granite temples, sewer systems, aqueducts, amphi
theaters, labyrinths, sacrificial altars —  these all ex
hausted centuries in their construction. But the Indians, 
unlike the Greeks, were wise enough to leave their city 
and abandon it forever.

—  Matt Buys
Indianapolis IN
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that fog on the horizon?
steam from the evening sun's plunge
into the sea

daylight brightening, dimming —  
the flagpole contracts then extends 
its shadow

after sky-filling fireworks 
a single firefly

a wineglass, bought for,
but used for the space within,
its graceful shape

her grandson watering
her green window-sill plant,
she gasping her last

holding up
a Will-Work-For-Food placard, 
a man on crutches

as I pluck these hairs 
from between my teeth 
I remember you

amid stone shell fragments 
a squawking 
pterodactyl chick

—  William Woodruff 
Pasadena CA
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SLEEP
Sometimes the smell of sleep 
clings tight as smoke 
after the fire of lipstick.
Humid sheets become plaster 
sticking with inexact romance 
somewhere between memory and myth.
Sleep is a twisted configuration 
prolonged beyond the last act, 
a charade without actors.
The remains of everyone's sleep 
are divided among dreaming strangers 
who can neither read nor write.

WATCHING TULIPS BREATHE
You focus on the green 
and soon it pulsates, flickers, 
taking a quick, short breath 
that races with a quiver 
up to caress the yellow bloom,
until, after a beat of time, 
petals begin to stretch 
and slowly inch open 
like a baby's awakening yawn.

But all this is a secret 
requiring patience and a hush.

NO FOOTPRINTS
The sky has no footprints 
and clouds chase away romance
but flesh touches other flesh 
leaving some invisible residue
diminishing like anemic roses 
as the earth adventures
for we are not human evergreens 
the sun drinks up our moisture
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and we become a hidden freckle 
on someone's lost memory
without clarity or words
only a breeze on a cello string.

—  Leslie Woolf Hedley
Cotati CA

THE CHESTER BRIDGE
—  sometimes i take a great notion

to jump in the river & drown/ leadbelly

was more john berryman 
than it's a wonderful life 
with chipped gray girders 
that shook like hell 
when a semi rolled by. 
whether watching papers 
dance erratically 
to the surface 
or crab apples belly flop 
into the cold river 
it was a liberating feeling 
that i never grew tired of.

BLACK COAT BIRDMAN
of the Washington bar & grill
with the rust ridden voice
swears up & down
that he's not a regular,
only slipped in
for a quick drink.
he's smooth as satin
Si methedrine
the way he tosses out
those twenty-five dollar words
like they were nickels
that had sprouted wings.
he can buffalo his way out
of the tightest spots
& this woman thinks
she has him backed
into a corner.

MUSICIAN
all those hours 
of practice
frustrating chord changes,
developing calluses,
breaking strings
finally paid off
when i sang
my way into
her pants

FAMILY MAN
these days he does 
all his wandering 
in his head 
but he has 
old road maps 
& a charlie parker 
cassette under 
the front seat 
of the buick 
in case 
of emergency
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PRETTY BOY FLOYD
to mark the 50th anniversary 
of the death of pretty boy floyd 
here on a farm in east liverpool 
the town bigwigs put on
a polite little skit,
had a writer who penned
his biography speak
& put up a plaque
commemorating
the gunning down of floyd.
attorneys, councilmen,
society ladies & bankers.
the very kind of folks
that pretty boy supposedly
struck fear into the hearts of
half a century ago.
the very people that still
rob you with a fountain pen
as woody guthrie said.

PRIORITIES

reading a watchtower 
that someone left behind 
& drinking old grandad 
straight up 
thinking who cares 
about liver damage 
& the apocalypse 
when you're losing 
your hair

Mark Hartenbach 

East Liverpool OH

WITNESSES
We shut off all the lights, 
the T.V., lock ourselves in 
like nervous Warsaw Jews. 
They're parked in the driveway 
in a new silver Camry.
Two women, thirtyish, 
clean-cut, in the back seat.
An older man in a dark suit 
behind the wheel.
I hear the car door slam, 
the chatter of the women's 
heels as they approach 
the front door. They rap 
five times on the storm door. 
My wife's raised finger 
shushes the children.
We all hold our breath 
and wait for the second 
round of knocks.
Nothing.
Then a rustling of papers 
as they shove a Watchtower
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under the door.
I whisper to my wife 
I thought they'd never 
Tind us out here.
S h e  says,
They're everywhere.

AWAY FROM THE HOUSE
He'd been gone over 
a week. People said 
at his age you 
have to expect that.
Still you're not ready 
for him when he returns 
hair greasy and matted 
eyes a little hazy 
one ear torn 
near the skull.
The next morning the first 
signs, a bubble of froth 
in the corner of his mouth 
dried drivel in his beard 
constant pawing at the door.
The vet says it's hours, maybe 
minutes before the first snap.
Do I want him to do it?
I laugh. No, of course not.
I've slit the necks 
of wounded deer, 
slipped the barrel 
into the snug hollow 
behind a hog's ear.
I open the door, want him
to run far away from
the house, up through
the goldenrod and burdock where I
will have to exhaust
myself to get a clean
shot at him, but he
won't leave,
stretches out on
the picnic table, flexes
his claws and waits
for me to load.
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BEANS AND RICE
In the snap and sizzle 
of hot oil, onions 
frying, babies 
crawling on the floor, I 
see her only, seven
teen, skin dark 
as caramel, moving 
between the kitchen 
stove and table, 
brown hand riding on 
the jut of her hip, 
black hair loosened, 
bending as she stirs 
beans in a blackened pot 
over the blue blossom 
of gas-fire, wearing 
Pablo's stretched sweat
shirt that falls loosely 
over her snug jeans.
All summer I have seen 
her at the window staring 
at the boys pitching 
quarters on Franklin Street. 
When she serves my beans 
on a bed of yellow 
rice the hairs on her arm 
brush my cheek with 
the scent of olive oil and 
I notice her mouth is red, 
lips thick like my own 
sister's after sleep.

OGDEN AVENUE
After dark 
they'd come 
for Toby's mom.
Wedge
their wide 
white-walled 
Eldorados 
and Lincolns 
between the rusted 
Chevys and Fords. 
Uptown men, 
red-nosed and 
puffy cheeked, 
soft bellies pressed 
against chromed 
steering wheels, 
flat asses sinking 
deeper into 
their plush 
leather seats, 
waiting for Rita 
to pull back 
the curtains, 
lean her pocked 
face out 
into the yellow 
streetlight, 
and one by 
one, wave them 
upstairs.

—  John D. Bargowski Sr. 

Phillipsburg NJ

TWO LABORERS AND MRS. GRANDMA AND 
THE MYSTERIOUS LEVITATING MACHINE
I used to install carpet to make an 
honest dollar. It was back-breaking 
work and I always came home from a 
job tired and sore. But I'd get up 
the next day to go through it all 
again not because I enjoyed it but 
because it put food in my gut and 
a roof over my head. I did this for 
four years before escaping into a
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clerk/typist job with the federal 
government. As I now sit here at work 
typing this out on government time 
and on this government machine I'll 
never forget the most memorable customer 
I ever had as a carpet installer. The 
job was in a really nice apartment 
where lived an ancient widow whose 
hands & head shook slightly all of 
the time. After my partner, John, and 
I started to move the furniture from 
the living room to an outside patio 
area she begged us to stop. "Do you 
have to move it all out?" she said.
"I'll never be able to remember how all 
of it goes back." John explained it to 
her. "Ma'am, we gotta move it all out 
so we can pull up the old carpet and 
padding and replace it with the new 
carpet and padding." She seemed puzzled. 
Her hands and head shook a little more. 
"You mean to tell me," she said, "that 
you don't have a machine that'll raise 
the furniture up into the air while you 
work underneath it?" John and I looked 
at each other in disbelief and rolled 
our eyes. Before going on with the job 
we decided to diagram her apartment on 
a sheet of paper and indicate with 
abbreviations (CT for coffee table, C 
for couch, etc. ...) where every piece of 
furniture sat so we could put her world 
back together the way it was before we 
took it apart.

PUSSY-WHIPPED
The cat came over to me and rubbed 
the side of his head against my leg.
He purred. I paid Maxx no mind at all.
I kept my eye on the hockey game.
But the small monster had another plan 
of attack. He started talking trash.
"Meow, meow. Meoow. Meeow. Meeooww. Mee- 
eooow. Meeoow."
I looked down at him & said, "Shut the 
fuck up you little bastard."
He hissed and swiped at me with his paw.
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"HEY, YOU!" I got up and chased him into 
the kitchen.
He ran to his bowl. He stood next to it. 
It was empty. He looked up at me. "Meow 
Meow." A hopeful look came over his tiny 
face.
I threw my hands up in the air.
"Okay, okay," I said. "You win."

—  Robert W. Howington 
Fort Worth TX

AT THE DEBBIE REYNOLDS HOLLYWOOD HOTEL
In high school some of the girls I knew 
carried photos of Debbie Reynolds in their wallets 
and wanted to be gym teachers when they grew up 
because that's what Debbie'd said in Photoplay 
she'd wanted to be till she won the Miss Burbank 
beauty contest and got rich and famous instead 
but when those girls in high school I knew grew up 
they all got married and had daughters they named 
Debbie although Debbie Reynolds' real name was 
Mary Francés and those Debbie Daughters had daughters 
they named Jennifer or Jessica, and today, here 
in Las Vegas, Nevada, I sit in the Bogie Bar of the 
Debbie Reynolds Hollywood Hotel where giant photos 
of dead movie stars hang on the walls, Bogie, Audrey, 
Joan Crawford, John Garfield and Wayne, Bill Holden, 
Cary Grant, Coop, Marilyn Monroe, and more, and I 
watch the girls, maybe some of the same ones I knew 
in high school, now much-older women, standing in 
line to buy tickets to see the Debbie Reynolds Show 
their hair perfectly coiffed, grey or dyed red or 
brown or black, wearing sequins or leather or sweats, 
Nikes or Doc Martens or 4-inch stiletto high heels, 
holding hands with their first, second, or third 
husband, some of the girls having had a Liz in their 
lives too who took away their First Love, some having 
gone through bankruptcy, forever unsinkable just like 
Debbie Reynolds, those girls smoking or laughing or 
staring straight ahead, thinking how soon they'll be 
close to Debbie Reynolds as she sings and dances on 
stage, a stage like the one they placed her upon in 
their wallets a hundred decades ago, while all the 
dead movie stars smile down on them, kindly, beautiful 
gods, forgiving the girls for not liking them best,
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those Debbie Mothers, here at the Debbie Reynolds 
Hollywood Hotel in Las Vegas, Nevada, finally content, 
after all these years, not to be her.

THE CAROL BURNETT SHOW
After my father died and I had to
drop out of college for the second time
to go back to being a go-go girl, my
mother came to live with me to take
care of my kids although she didn't
approve one bit of what I did for a
living, said I was just goofing off and
having a good time even though I told her
I wasn't, and so ashamed was she of me
she lied to my grandmothers, told them I
was a dancer on the Carol Burnett Show
and that's why I worked nights, wore mini
skirts, false hair and eyelashes, but my
mother told the truth about me to her sister
Vera, a divorced like me, and when Vera came
to visit, the two of them came to see me
at the Playgal Club and Spike the manager
gave them a front row table and a free
pitcher of beer and potato chips and there
they sat, wearing white gloves and Jackie
Kennedy pillbox hats, Kleenexes from their
purses for napkins on their laps as they
watched us go-go girls dance, sling pitchers,
kegs, tanks of beer to the drunken aerospace
execs, construction workers, surfers, Nam-
bound marines, watched us empty ashtrays, dance,
wash glasses, dance, sweep up broken glass
after some pool hustlers got into a fight, and
dance and the next day at noon as I sat in the
kitchen, nibbling my bowl of Rice Krispies,
a somnolent zombie and achy from working till
3 a.m., I heard my mother outside yelling at
the trashmen not to make so much noise banging
trashcans, they might wake up her daughter who
worked nights and her daughter worked DAMNED HARD
to earn a living! It was the finest tribute my
mother ever gave me and now, years later,
finally I can appreciate it,
now that I'm all rested up.

—  Joan Jobe Smith 
Long Beach CA
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FARMING IN THE SUBURBS
the mother of the high school girl 
next door told me
that when her daughter saw us unloading 
our canoe when we moved in 
said, "Oh good, some earthy people!" 
and i assume she wasn't being sarcastic
nowadays, 2 years later
i wander up & down the street
in my muddy cowboy boots
on trash day collecting everybody's bags
of leaves and grass
to use in my garden compost
yesterday, as Loud Jeanne
from across the street
told Janet out on the sidewalk
that "they" just bombed the World Trade Center 
i was planting early peas
and not-so-tongue-in-cheek yells, "Hey what's 
that weird guy doing in your front yard?"

standing with my tree book 
a few doors down
identifying a particular conifer last summer 
an older couple called the cops 
evidently unaware 
i'm one of the neighbors.

THE CASTRATION OF NATURE

our Fester is a domesticated cat
only partially wild
and now the veterinarian
has convinced Janet
that we should have him fixed
to put the kibosh on
any further "male behavior"
as he called it,
that could possibly lead to
having his other eye removed.
losing an eye 
at a ge 3 
is quite enough
without losing both balls also.

65



SCALE C, 3-WAY PLUG
big exhibit of the over-sized hilarious works 
of Claes Oldenburg
in the East Building of the National Gallery
this guard telling another
standing next to giant Swiss army knife
and huge billiard balls
a bit of domestic strife
something about an in-law
"Man, you know what I mean? Some guys just go too 
far. They just go too far, man."

AN UNVEGETARIAN DISH —  I NAMED HIM 'BUGSY' 
AND KEPT HIM IN A JAR EVER AFTER
i have kept a close watch 
on the salads she prepares
especially ones fresh from out of the garden
ever since that time
she served me a bowl at dinner
and up out of the center
with a glop of roquefort on his nose
emerged an irate katydid.

ALL FUZZY & WARM
the cats have something surrounded 
out by the woodpile 
where they'll patiently wait 
till it comes o\it 
so they can kill it.

SEEING ONE OF CHRISTO'S WRAPPED BUILDINGS 
imagine how surprised
the fumigators will be OVER PHOENIX
to find out
that all these years imagine that:
they've been artists! a fly

on an airplane

—  Mark Weber

Albuquerque NM
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BUXTEHUDE REVISITED
for over fifteen years i've had the same small size 
elongated metal pigeon hole with the glass door, every 
time i got to work i detour by there. it's near leisure 
world so the parking lot is a hazard and the line a 
place of heightened significance. usually i'm in and out 
in 30 seconds, though as a man of business i've occasional
ly had to improvise surveillance before committing myself 
with a key.
first in importance are checks, which bring relief, 
second and somewhat more thrilling are literary accept
ances or requests. i even prefer rejections to nothing, 
though not if it was something i was counting on. a rude 
rejection will make my day, but those are rare. i like 
news, even bad, from far away in space or time. for instan
ce, i am consistently notified of the publications of others, 
of heftily-priced deep workshops in la, or somewhat more 
logically of writing seminars on cruise ships in the 
carribean for slightly more. apart from ordering the odd 
smut item i don't like to put money in the mail. the worst 
is to approach with key out to find the gape of nothing
ness .
from the bukowski variations: the day i heard he had died 
i had earlier fished out of a manila 10x13 a note which 
read: sorry, can't use these but please buy our next # 
which features buk. third or first in relevance are the 
actual artifacts with one's name in the t. of c., prefer
ably on the front or back cover so the world has a chance 
to note it.
but mostly i get resumes if my shit is at all together 
as a headhunter. with paper i've gotten i could staff 
an aerospace corp, a few valve companies, several petro 
chem operations, and in the last couple years a small 
number of medical facilities, engineers and nurses. i 
get unsolicited precis from executives who can turn 
a company around, and happen to be available for 100k 
yrly or possibly less. people i don't know have heard of 
the fine work i do in industries i've barely heard of. 
people want to meet me to discuss ways they can contribute 
to or improve my operation. a lesbian real estate couple 
i met for five minutes ten years ago has contacted me 
one hundred times. i'm on the mailing list of several 
chamber music societies, and huntington surf & sport 
keeps me updated about spring suit sales.
once in a while i pull out an envelope with the 
wrong number on it, but despite the implications 
of this (where is one's own shit going?) it's best not 
to complain to the staff. remind them of your name 
or names and number. make eye contact. sometimes
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i get mail that has been opened, either the items 
were placed in the wrong box and turned in at 
the counter or the fbi knows i still have a couple 
john lennon albums.
for a while i got a series of prison letters, 
and finally opened one. it could have used a little 
norman mailer work-up, but basically it went: i
no longer want to kill your new boyfriend for turning 
me in, and i don't still hold you basically responsible
for me being where i am, though i sometimes can't help
thinking about it, so Please, Please, write! the number 
was right the name was wrong, i returned a couple and 
threw away a couple more before they stopped coming, 
i could be of no help to the guy, but he did remind
me of what i have: a running car, sunshine on the blvd
as i turn into the sea breeze, a manageable hangover, 
and the ability to write a sentence instead of serving 
one.

SUPERMAN JOKE
two guys are drinking
in a rooftop higlirise bar,
one says: you know
the wind's so strong up here
that if you went over the edge
you'd get blown right back up.
the other guy says: better
ease up on your consumption.
first guy says: all right, watch.
he goes over the edge, gets
blown right back up.
second guy says: i gotta try that.
goes over the edge, down 100 stories,
splat. bartender says: superman,
you're so mean when you're drunk.

—  Chris Daly
Seal Beach CA

WHAT I LEARNED FROM CHASING WOMEN 
how fast they can run.
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THE ICEBERG THEORY
all the food critics hate iceberg lettuce, 
you'd think romaine was descended from 
orpheus's laurel wreath,
you'd think raw spinach had all the nutritional 
benefits attributed to it by popeye, 
not to mention aesthetic subtleties worthy of 
verlaine and debussy.
they'll even salivate over chopped red cabbage 
just to disparage poor old mr. iceberg lettuce.
i guess the problem is
it's just too common for them.
it doesn't matter that it tastes good,
has a satisfying crunchy texture,
holds its freshness,
and has crevices for the dressing,
whereas the darker, leafier varieties
are often bitter, gritty, and flat.
it just isn't different enough, and
it's too goddamn american.
of course a critic has to criticize; 
a critic has to have something to say. 
perhaps that's why literary critics 
purport to find interesting 
so much contemporary poetry 
that just bores the shit out of me.
at any rate, i really enjoy a salad 
with plenty of chunky iceberg lettuce, 
the more the merrier,
drenched in an italian or roquefort dressing, 
and the poems i enjoy are those i don't have 
to pretend that i'm enjoying.

THE AUTHORITIES LEARN A NEW WORD
if they don't like the way we talk, 
our language is termed "inappropriate."

if they don't like the way we act, 
our behavior is "inappropriate."
when we want to control our children, 
we invoke the almighty "inappropriate."
we don't say anything is bad or wrong or evil 
because we have no absolute standards 
with which to support our judgments.
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of course we don't have any standards 
for what is inappropriate either, 
but it sounds like an appeal 
not to morality 
but to reason
although it is, of course, in fact, 
just a better-sounding way 
of laying down the law.

PRODIGY
i received an unexpected award today.
no, i didn't even have to apply for it;
it was just handed to me.
it wasn't exactly a literary prize ...
it wasn't exactly a tribute to athletic skills ...
it didn't include a citation of
some legendary sexual prowess ...
and no, it wasn't husband-of-the-year ...
but i did receive it at 
a younger age than most.
and it does have monetary value.

yes, i was caught quite off my guard
when the pretty young lady behind the counter
presented me with,
at the cherubic age of fifty-four,
my Penguin's Frozen Yogurt Senior Citizen Discount Card.

VINCENT VAN GOGH: JOSEPH-ETIENNE ROULIN
everyone oohs and ahs 
over the postman's beard.
to me it seems 
a pretty stupid beard.
the pseudo-oriental, peacock-and-posy, 
wallpaper-like backyard
is even worse.
i suppose this painting is worth millions today, 
but i wouldn't have given five sous for it, 
then as now.
yeah, i know about expressionism 
for shit's sake.
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can't we face it: even vincent van gogh 
was entitled to an occasional bad-hair day.

MISUNDERSTOOD
i read in a novel by martin amis
that "what poetry is always about"
is "the cruelty of the poet's mistress,"
and i realize that i have been largely 
innocent of this poetic crime 
(as, i hope, of many others).
in point of fact i have written 
much more prolifically about 
my cruelty to my mistresses.
you would think that i would, by now, 
have been apotheosized by 
the feminist literary establishment 
for this reversal of white male 
heterosexual literary practice.
instead, for some reason that i will 
never fully understand
they have not yet endorsed my candid admissions.

TOAD EXAMINES HIS CONSCIENCE
has he ever been guilty 
of sexual hair-ass-ment?
no, and not of 
hair-armpit-ment either?
all of his offenses have been 
of the hair-cunt-ment variety.

—  Gerald Locklin 
Long Beach CA
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FUNNY? (1993)
my wife never understands my 
sense of humor.
she often gets upset by things 
I say.
"wait," I tell her, "I was trying to 
be funny."
"nobody could ever tell," she 
says.
"other people can," I counter.
"no," she says. "they can't."
yet people will tell her, "how 
can you stand it?"
"stand what?" she says.
"your husband, he's so funny!"
I am not quite aware that I am 
funny.
it's a rather off-hand thing I 
do.
but it must happen.
like my doctor will say,
"you've got all the nurses 
laughing, they are always 
eager for your next 
visit."
past girlfriends have told me 
"your sense of humor is your 
best asset."
not one of them but all of 
them.
but not my wife.
"you're not funny," she says,
"nobody understands what 
you're saying."
"huh? what’s that laughter 
I hear?" I ask.
"they don't know you," 
she says.
maybe that's it, my wife 
knows me.
still, I wish I could make her 
laugh.
I've heard her laugh at 
things other people say,
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things that I didn't think were 
funny at all.
I think I even make some 
of our cats laugh, 
well, maybe not laugh but 
I see their mouths curl up 
in what looks like a 
smile.
but not my wife.
"people don't know what you're 
talking about," she will say.

"I'm being subtle ...."
"no, that's not subtle; people just 
don't know what you're trying 
to say ...."
just think of it, all these people 
are just pitying me, they are 
laughing out of embarrassment 
for me.
looks like I'm no challenge 
at all
to David Letterman.

VOUCHSAFEMENT (1990)
did you ever see a horse with a leg 
just broken
trying to stand on that 
leg?
I don't have the guts to watch, I 
have to look away into the 
stands, and then there's another 
sight: all those human faces
and I have to look away again, 
there's a charge of darkness, you 
are aware of your heart, your 
throat, your parts, your mind and 
what’s left of the spirit, that's 
when the death-wish comes, that's 
when you know that you've never 
done anything right —  
take the horse away, the humans, 
the cities, the trash of history, 
just leave my shoes, untied, the 
left one upright, the right one on 
its side, there like that, stalled 
in reflection.



THE SOLDIER, THE WIFE AND THE 
BUM (1990)
I was a bum In San Francisco but once managed 
to go to this symphony concert among the well- 
dressed people
and the music was good but something about the 
audience was not
and something about the orchestra 
and the conductor was 
not,
although the building was fine and the 
acoustics but
I preferred to hear the music alone 
on my radio
and afterwards I did go back to my room and I
listened on the radio but
then there was a beating on my wall:
"SHUT THAT GOD DAMNED THING OFF!"
there was a soldier in the next room 
living with his wife
and he would soon be going over there to pro
tect me against Hitler so
I snapped the radio off and then heard his 
wife say, "you shouldn't have done that." 
and the soldier said, "FUCK THAT GUY!" 
which I thought was a very nice thing for him 
to tell his wife to do, 
of course, 
she never did.
anyhow, I never went to another live concert 
and I always listened to the radio very 
quietly, my ear pressed to the 
speaker.
war had its price and millions of young men 
everywhere would die
and as I listened to the classical music I 
often heard them making love, desperately and 
mournfully, through Shostakovich, Brahms, 
Mozart, crescendo, climax, then the shared 
walls of our 
darkness.

—  Charles Bukowski 
San Pedro CA
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Carrying On With Ruth and Ellis
Note: For the early adventures see WR: 102, pp. 53-68;
WR: 114/115, pp. 49-96; WR: 130, pp. 49-104.

THE OFFER
A break-up of black thunderclouds allowed a laser-like 
beam of unimpeded sunlight to burn down onto the Leahy 
back yard where Ruth stood (sunscreened and straw-hatted 
to stave off the emergence of new skin cancers) in her 
husband's garden, knee-deep in a small forest of pest- 
ridden pepper and tomato plants, shaking her head at the 
out-of-control weeds and spreading devil grass and at the 
general lack of order and neatness of Ellis' modest ad
venture in agriculture. She said aloud to herself, "That 
lazy slob," and then she bent over to pluck a snail off a 
jalapeno. She straightened back up and threw the little 
gastropod into the lagoon before she sank down to her 
hands and knees to give the weeds the attention they de
served .
Inside, Ellis and neighbor Clete had the football game on 
the tube. They watched a no-neck halfback run into a 
brick wall of defensive lineman flesh as the doorbell rang. 
"What a hit," Clete observed, as a polite but insistent 
knocking started on Ellis's front door. "COME ON IN!" 
Ellis bellowed, and through the door stepped Eugene Pen- 
gelly, representative in a three-piece suit of Royalty 
Resorts, with an offer for the Leahys.
As the game unfolded —  that halfback bursting through the 
line for twelve hard yards and then a twenty-three-yard 
touchdown —  Mr. Pengelly (call me Gene, Ellis, please) 
pulled from his briefcase the artist renditions of the 
planned resort to be located on the southern shore of the 
new Loma Alta Lagoon, that would occupy the lot on which 
the current Leahy house sat, as well as the four east/west 
adjacent lots —  a hotel highrise with a shark-netted 
swimming beach, a small pier and two glass-bottomed boats 
for the observation of underwater life, and two fishing 
boats for the catching of the same.
Until halftime, Gene Pengelly had had to compete with the 
game for the attention of Ellis and Clete (it turned out 
that Clete lived right next door, his lot was included in

Dan Lenihan
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this plan, and an offer had been drawn up for him too), 
but at the sound of the gun, Clete grabbed three more 
beers from the fridge and Ellis hit the remote control and 
turned to the Royalty Resorts rep and said, "Look, Gene, 
let's cut the crap; I been through all this shit before."
He was referring to the original rise in sea level, when 
the real estate roaches were out with predictions of immi
nent flooding of the higher ground, offering pitiful 
prices for waterside property. "I got just two words for 
ya; How much?"
The offer was ridiculously low; it had Ellis and Clete 
slapping their thighs and giggling through Gene's explan
ation of a potential second surge in worldwide sea level —  
he cited two gloom-and-doom oceanographers from one of the 
universities —  that would wash them out of their homes, 
that would leave them penniless, because: "And don't tell 
me, Ellis, that you're covered by insurance; I know for a 
fact that those bastards have cancelled everybody who's 
not living on top of a fucking mountain."
"If it's gonna wash us away," Clete asked, "wouldn't it do 
the same to your resort?" Eugene Pengelly rolled into a 
technical explanation of the new 'Pontoon Technology,' 
but Ellis, his eyes gleaming with a barely suppressed 
devilishness, drained his beer and cut off the resort 
representative by saying, "Tell ya what, Gene-o, I'll 
consider it, but first I want you to go on out and run 
it by my wife, jus' the offer I mean, no need to bore her 
with the details of the resort or anything. Jus' give 
her your forcast and the offer, and see what she says.
She's been talkin' about movin' anyway, maybe pulling up 
and goin' to Idaho."

Ellis and Clete steered Gene-o out the sliding glass door 
and pointed him toward the garden, and they watched through 
the glass as Ruth rose unsteadily, mud caked on her knees, 
to put her hands on her hips to listen to this stranger's 
spiel. She apparently didn't like what he had to say, be
cause she scowled fiercely then pushed his chest, then kick
ed the briefcase she'd made him drop. Clete and Ellis 
guffawed and high-fived, until Eugene Pengelly dug his heels 
into the grass and threw a punch. Ellis slid the door open 
with the intention of intervention in the dispute, unnecess
arily, it turned out. Sandra, Ruth's pet pig, did it for 
him. Up from a nap on the far side of the tool shed, she 
rounded the aluminum corner at a full gallop —  drawn by 
the outraged scream of her mistress —  and bowled Ruth's 
attacker over and trampled him down and, as he rose to his 
hands and knees in an attempt to crawl away from her attack, 
she darted in and went for his throat, missing, biting off 
his left ear, sending him into a four-legged scurry out in
to the lagoon, where he —  aware of the danger of the sharks, 
especially in view of his blood-spewing ear nub —  swam east
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and clambered ashore next door, where a small Chihuahua 
yipped and pranced in front of him like a little line
backer to keep him from further invading her territory. 
His hard kick in her direction that clipped her shoulder 
(not normally a cruel man, was Eugene, but he was in in
tense pain, and this made him react uncharacteristically) 
brought Juanita charging out the sliding glass door to 
chase the wet trespasser back into the water from which 
he had come.

MY FUNNY VALENTINE: RUTH AND ELLIS
Ellis took Ruth's car down to the Zippy Lube and Tune and 
had the radiator flushed, cut the pink carbon customer's 
receipt into the shape of a heart and placed this inside a 
Valentine's Day card, signed it, Love Ya, Babe. Ruth crum
pled the heart up in her fist and punched Ellis in the eye, 
then chased him out the front door and up the block before 
she gave up the chase.
Ellis slunk back into the neighborhood after a prudent a- 
mount of time had elapsed, holed up at Clete and Juanita's 
place with an ice pack and a beer out on the patio. Clete 
laughed at his pal's stupidity, and Juanita said, "If 
you've got any brains, Ellis, you'll run right out and buy 
that woman an expensive bottle of perfume." Ellis lifted 
the ice pack and blinked his swelling eye and whined, "But 
I already shelled out forty bucks for the flush." Juanita 
threw her hands up and slipped back into the house, mutter
ing a Men-Are-Idiots lament.

Down at the department store at the mall, Ellis flinched 
when the woman at the cosmetics counter —  a small light 
brown woman so pretty and perfectly coiffed that it hurt 
—  said, "Sixty-five dollars, sir," in reference to his 
timid and apprehensive question as to the price of a very 
tiny bottle of amber fluid. He grabbed his chest and 
staggered backwards; Clete caught him as he began his tilt 
to the floor. The cosmetic lady's face pinched itself up 
into a subtle expression of disgust as she said, "Maybe 
you should consider Woolworth's, a cheap box of chocolates."
He and Clete considered, instead, the Disabled American 
Veterans' Thrift Store down on the coast route, where for 
fifty cents they were able to purchase a tiny and ornate 
glass bottle very similar to the one that had held the ex
pensive amber fluid back at the mall; then they consider
ed the discount drug store out on Loma Alta Boulevard, 
and a bottle of plain-label after-shave.
Ruth was satisfied; she kissed her husband, applied some 
more just before bed, then enticed Ellis into an amorous 
adventure.
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His only mistake was in licking her neck, coming into 
direct contact with the 'perfume.' His tongue swelled up 
and went numb, and then began to burn as if on fire, and 
he —  in his temporary superior position —  drove his face 
past his wife's and attempted to remove the offending 
fluid via a licking of the pillow with a movement so pan-
icked and vigorous that it drew the entire length of his 
body into a serpentine-like writhe, eliciting from the 
laid-back Ruth a moan of, "Oh Ellis!"

HEADS AND TAILS BLUES
The best scientific evidence available said that sea level 
had stabilized, making the south shore of the new Loma 
Alta Lagoon appear better than ever to the honchos at Roy
alty Resorts, so those intrepid guys and gals drew straws 
to see who would get to go in and make a few offers, again, 
and Eugene Pengelly got the short one ....
The shakes rippled in when he saw the blue water through 
a corroded and warped cyclone fence that spanned two adja
cent houses. Those jitters were so bad by the time he'd 
parked in front of the Leahy house that he resorted to a 
self hug, his head resting atop the steering wheel, his 
eyes shut tight as he drew deep breaths to calm himself.
This is where it had happened, his double mutilation, Wound 
One: an ear nipped off by the Leahy's pet pig gone vicious; 
Wound Two: a soup-bowl-sized hunk of meat scooped out of 
his buttock by a big blue shark when, in an effort to avoid 
a beating following the pig attack, he sought sanctuary in 
the lagoon. A little game of porcine/Carcharinus glaucus 
heads and tails, a horrific experience that didn't end, 
from a physical standpoint, until the last of the plastic 
surgeries was completed nine months later.
The psychological scars remained.

A rapping on the passenger window jerked Eugene back into 
his leather upholstery: Ellis Leahy —  a broad-brimmed straw 
hat pushed back on his head, a weed wacker in his hand —  
stood bent at the waist on the curb strip grass, grinning 
into the car. "Well, well, well. If it ain't old Gene 
Pengelly of Royalty Resorts fame. What's up, Eugene? You 
got us another offer?" "No, no!" Eugene blurted through 
the hot glass. "Relax, big guy. Ruth's not here and the 
pig's tied up in the back yard. Why don't you come on in 
for a beer, run your offer by me?" Eugene forced a tremor- 
ing smile onto his face and shook his head and replied, 
"Maybe some other time, Mr. Leahy." "Call me Ellis," said 
Ellis, as Sandra, his wife's supposedly tied up pig, plac
ed her front hooves on top of the creaking redwood fence 
that ran between the Johnson and Leahy homes, popping her
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head up over the top board. Eugene Pengelly caught sight 
of her, screamed, and hit the gas, making his car fishtail 
as his tires squealed and kicked up a half a hundred of 
the fallen hard berries of the Leahy's curb strip Brazilian 
pepper tree, an organic shotgun blast that made Mr. Ellis 
Leahy jerk and twitch for the duration of its short-lived 
fury.

VIVA LAS VEGAS
When Carmen got tired of the rut she'd worked herself into 
—  dancing at Loma Alta's lone topless bar —  she broke 
out and headed east in her cherry-red Camaro. She wound 
out Highway 76 under a canopy of sycamore and eucalyptus 
trees, hit Interstate 15 and blasted up over the crest of 
the Cajon Pass in less than an hour and bombed into the 
immense Mojave where she blew through Barstow like it was 
standing still, next stop Las Vegas.
She checked into The Mint and cleaned up and put on a black 
slinky dress and rode the elevator down to the casino where 
she parked herself at the roulette table with a stack of 
quarter chips, playing three- and four-number combinations 
until a cuff-linked arm stretched by her neck and placed 
a hundred-dollar chip on number 26. "For the lady," said 
the arm's voice. "We'll play her age, for luck." The ball 
settled into the number 32 slot (Carmen's real age) and 
Carmen cursed Lady Luck before she turned to let the arm 
light her cigarette. At the end of the arm was a razor-cut, 
blow-dried man of craggy-but-handsome features, wearing a 
very expensive suit. "Perhaps," he said, slipping his gold 
lighter back into his pocket, "We should have played a low
er number." Carmen blew smoke into his face and said, "You 
shoulda played the fucking number that came up, buck-o."
A smile deepened the man's facial grooves. He offered Car
men his hand and said, "I'm Silvio." Carmen took the hand, 
noted the baby-soft skin, and said, "I'm Tawny," and with 
the hint of a mean little smile she added, "And I think all 
men are swine." Silvio brought her hand to his lips and 
kissed it and said, with his eyes shining, "Let me prove 
you wrong."
He didn't, but Carmen didn't care. He financed a night of 
high-stakes gambling that netted her several thousand dol
lars, and at the end of the night, at the door to her room 
when it became apparent that she was planning to leave him 
out in the cold, and after some clumsy strong-arm tactics 
on his part that Carmen handled like a pro, he offered her 
five thousand dollars for one night of sin. She took the 
money and let him feel her breasts as they sat side-by-side 
on her bed, and then she brought him off with her hand.
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When he wouldn't leave, she did, took her winnings and 
earnings and caught a cab to The Tropicana.

MIDNIGHT BLUES
Ellis Leahy pulled the strawberry shake down off the high
speed spindle a split second too soon and received a pink 
spray of sweet ice milk across the front of his shirt for 
the miscalculation. He cursed softly and snapped a plastic 
lid on the paper cup and turned around and slid the shake 
onto the counter. As he made change for the customer, a 
pimply-faced string-bean of a youth stepped up and said,
"Hey man, there's somebody dead in your bathroom." Ellis 
closed his eyes, thought, Why does this shit always happen 
on my shift? and stepped through the kitchen, followed 
closely by his car-port girl, Kim Rubio. He exited the 
kitchen and entered the hallway that contained the rest
rooms. The teenaged messenger stood in the flickering 
fluorescent light on the chipped and curled-up linoleum 
and said with a deadpan monotone, "In there." Ellis looked 
the kid up and down and said, "What the hell were you doing 
in the ladies rest room?" The youth scowled and said, "I'm 
a girl." Ellis said, "Oh." Then he knocked on the door and 
called out, "Anybody in there?" "She's dead, asshole," the 
girl told him. "She's not gonna answer you." Kim Rubio 
laughed. The girl turned and pushed through the swinging 
door back into the resturant's dining room, and Ellis push
ed open the door of the tiny one-seater rest room.
Tired, drooping socks were visible under the graffiti- 
scribbled partition, and a pair of scruffed men's dress 
shoes. Ellis rapped on the stall door and received no 
answer. He turned to Kim and said, "You wanna crawl under 
there and unlock the door for me?" She crossed her arms . 
and said, "No fucking way, man." So Ellis hunkered down 
and stuck his head and shoulder under the door and reached 
up and unlocked it. When he stood back up he asked Kim,
"Who the hell is watching the car-port while you're fucking 
off in here?" She knew he was trying to get rid of her so 
she said, "Julio can handle it; don't worry." Ellis held 
onto the unlocked stall door. "How can he run the grill 
and the car-port at the same time?" "Would you open the 
God damned door," Kim snapped at her boss. Some old dead 
lady was not something that would blow Kim Rubio away. She 
hailed from Posóle Town, Loma Alta's mean streets'barrio, 
where gunshots and mayhem were nightly affairs. When Ellis 
swung the door open, her only response was the two syllable, 
"Oh gross," with an accompanying wrinkle of the nose.
It was a bag lady, filthy and, in life, schizophrenic. She 
had been a regular customer at Loma Alta's coast route 
Burger 'N' Run, had been a vociferous believer in Jesus.
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Now she was, presumably, with Him.
Kim said, "You sure she's dead?" She might be just 
sleepin'." Ellis touched the woman's shoulder and felt 
cold flesh beneath the tattered sweater. "Yeah," he 
said. "She's dead." "That's good," said Kim, "I don't 
think I'd wanna be doin' any CPR on her. She might have 
AIDS or syph or something." Ellis didn't say it, but he 
was feeling the same sense of relief. He swung the stall 
door shut and ushered Kim out of the bathroom. "Go get," 
he said to her as they entered the hallway, "that 'out of 
service' sign out of my office and hang it on the doorknob; 
I'll call the cops."
Carmen de la Cruz pulled the extra large L.A. Raiders sweat
shirt on over her bikini top, a pair of baggy jeans over 
the bottom. She banged out of the dressing room and breez
ed —  with her thick black hair bouncing behind her —  
through the dim and smoky topless bar. She was eager to 
go; it had been a very tiring first night back on the job.
Las Vegas had been nice: she'd picked up a wad there that
had financed a six-week hiatus from dancing —  but now that 
money was gone. The lure of a steady tax-free income —  
a reasonably large income —  had finally pulled her back 
into the Man-Trap.
Her calves ached as she clipped across the parking lot, as 
did her buttocks and her lower back. She would need ibu- 
profen and a six-pack. But she realized as she jounced her 
Camero out of the driveway and onto the coast route, that 
she would have to pee before she hit the Seven-Eleven for 
the pain relief supplies. She had guzzled, her first day 
back on the job, a gallon and a half of Diet Pepsi, and 
what she hadn't sweated out on the stage had filtered 
through her system and seeped into her bladder, where the 
stinging sensation was becoming urgent.
Carmen decided on the Burger 'N' Run. She could pick up a 
burger when she was done with their rest room, a big quar
ter pounder to soak up the beer.
She dashed across the parking lot and slipped so quickly 
inside that Ellis, who was standing behind the counter 
waiting for the cops, was unable to intercept her. "Rest 
room is out of order," he called to her as she pushed 
through the swinging door into the hallway. She ignored 
him, and she ignored the sign on the door, too. This was 
an emergency. A little addition to the stinking water 
sitting in a stopped-up toilet wouldn't make much difference.
The woman had been leaning toward a fall. The very slight 
vacuum caused by the rapid opening of the stall door final
ized gravity's chore. The dead head bounced off Carmen's 
abdomen before it rang to on the floor. Carmen apologized
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profusely and tried to help the woman up before she re
alized that she was dead
With the willies making her arms writhe like snakes, Carmen 
ran from the restaurant, her face an ugly, horror-induced 
contortion, her urine staining a dark hand on her jeans.

ELLIS WINDS DOWN AFTER THE NIGHT SHIFT
Ellis pulled into his driveway and trudged into the house 
with his shirttail hanging out. He fixed himself a cup of 
decaf; it was six-thirty in the morning and in an hour or 
two he was going to sack out; he didn't need any caffeine 
tickling the back of his brainstem. He took his steaming 
cup out into the back yard. He was going to sit down at 
the picnic table and enjoy the sunrise, but when he heard 
rustling on the other side of the fence he went to check it 
out. It was Clete, puttering in his flip-flops in his 
garden, pulling snails off his pepper plants and dropping 
them into a bucket. "What are you doin', partner?" Ellis 
said. Clete pointed to the soup he was making in his plas
tic bucket: "Salt water," he said grinning. "It's eating 
those nasty motherfuckers up." Ellis laughed and said,
"What a sadistic bastard." Clete said, "Yeah? Well you 
ought to see what those little fuckers'll do to a baby 
pepper plant." Clete was close to his jalapenos.
Ellis invited Clete over for coffee, fortified with Ten 
High bourbon. They sat at the picnic table, talking. "I 
gotta get off this midnight shift, Clete," Ellis signed.
Clete blew some steam off the top of his coffee and said,
"I wish I could get off the damned disability. Doin' nothin' 
every day, I'm startin' to feel like a damned slug."
Next door, in the bucket sitting on the lawn at the edge of 
the garden, the salty water bubbled. The little pepper 
plants stretched their leaves out to the rising sun.

CLETE’S NEW DANCE STEP
A few years back, when Clete was recovering from his stroke, 
he got very involved in his garden, limping around his twenty 
square foot of bare dirt in the back yard with a quad cane 
in one hand and a hoe or hand spade clasped in the other, 
involved in the pastime of raising dry and deformed zucchinis 
and mealy tomatoes, stunted bell peppers and potatoes the 
size of golf balls. His one unqualified success, though, 
was his little plot of twelve plants —  laid out in a grid 
pattern configuration in the garden's southeast corner —  
that produced a prodigious supply of big glossy jalapeno
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peppers, bright green and shiny fruits possessing an in
ternal heat so intense that —  taken alone rather than mix
ed in one of Juanita's famous salsas —  might very accurate
ly be described as crunchy elongated nuggets on loan from 
the fires of hell.
Not that that bothered Clete. He'd married Juanita Diaz, 
now Juanita Johnson, thirty-six years back, and had suffer
ed, initially, the fiery chili-laced concoctions she (and 
her mother and sisters) whipped up, until he became accus
tomed (and eventually began to love and crave) them. After 
all those years he could now chow down on the hottest of 
burritos, the tangiest salsas, the most explosive tamales 
on God's green earth, and wash them down with but a bare 
minimum (only a pint, or perhaps two) of beer —  and that 
employed not as a coolant but only as a flavor-enhancing 
beverage.

But we're talking here —  in terms of sensitivity to the 
effects of the jalapeno —  of the oral cavity and the di
gestive system in all its convoluted and acidic looping 
glory. Any other part of Clete's anatomy (excepting, of 
course, his age-gnarled and calloused hands) was not immune, 
and a moment's thoughtlessness —  a trip to the bathroom be
fore a thorough washing of fingers tainted by essense of 
jalapeno after a stint of sunny harvesting —  proved, one 
afternoon, painful ....
Clete urinated, gave his thing a shake and a brief and 
absent-minded fondle, zipped up, washed up (too late) and 
exited the bathroom, and by the time he had emerged from 
the hallway and into the family room where Juanita and her 
friend Ruth sat chatting over their coffee, he began to ex
perience the burn.
And his eyes went wide and he said, "Whoa!" And then he 
began to dance, an arm-writhing, head-rolling, white-of- 
the-eye affair, accompanied by yips and howls and rubbery 
facial contortions, and then a one-legged hop in a counter
clockwise direction twice around before he instituted a leg 
and direction change for two more revolutions before he went 
into a headstand and then a series of back flips that took 
him out the sliding glass door, across the patio and into 
the pool.
At the sound of the splash, Ruth got up from the table and 
got the coffee pot and brought it back to the table and, as 
she refilled her and Juanita's cup, she said, "That husband 
of yours is a dancing fool." And Juanita stabbed the tea
spoon into the sugar bowl, scooping up a gleaming white 
mound, and said, "That he is, Ruthie, that he is, but I'm 
afraid I'm going to have to rein him in on that little 
step he's come up with, cause it looks a little too energet
ic." She stirred the sugar into her coffee and continued,
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"I don't think I'd ever on my best day be able to follow 
his damned lead on that." Ruth poured a dollup of milk in
to her coffee and added a little packet of artificial sweet
ener, and replied, "It did look a little on the vigorous 
side, Nita, but I was you, I'd give it a try; you don't, he 
might just go out and find himself a young chicken that 
will." Juanita rubbed an aching knee and said, "Well, I 
don't know...."
And out in the pool, Clete pushed off the bottom, kicking 
his trousers and underwear off his legs as he rose toward 
the surface.

THE LAWN KING
Clete has gotten involved with his lawn. It started out as 
therapy, using the lawn mower as a sort of roaring walker 
on wheels during the later stages of his recovery from the 
stroke. As his recovery progressed, the therapy waa trans
formed into an obsession. Three shelves in his garage are 
now crammed with boxes and bottles and bags of various lawn 
care products —  fertilizers and insecticides and weed con
trol agents. He owns a two-gallon pump-action spray bottle, 
a red Twirl-O-Feeder that spews white nitrogen nuggets in 
a wide, even pattern. He has a nine-horse-power Mega-Mower 
that can —  if its operator is swift enough or his prey 
slow or stupid enough —  puree a cat or a small dog in two 
seconds flat, then shoot the molecular feline or canine bits 
into the grass catcher to moisten the otherwise powdery 
mulch. He has a turbo-powered Weed Wacker that can reduce a 
redwood fence to kindling, or gouge out a trench in the dirt 
deep enough for sprinkler pipe. Clete's obsession has paid 
off. His lawn glows with green health, and he has started, 
with his chiding of his less-green-thumbish neighbors, a 
good-natured competition to see who can maintain the most 
perfect front lawn.

Ellis Leahy, next door, suffers dandelions. He and his wife 
Ruth were out one Saturday with the weed pluckers pulling 
them up one by one (the only way to really get rid of them 
according to Clete) when Chuck wandered down from up the 
street and asked Ellis to come on up for a beer if he had 
the time, and to "... take a look at my damned lawn. I don't 
know what the hell is wrong with it; it just seems to be 
crumbling apart on me." Ellis stood up and brushed his 
knees off and said, "A beer sounds good, Chuck, but you want 
advice about your lawn, I suggest you go an' ask old Clete. 
He's the neighborhood expert." Chuck gazed over at the 
putting green that was Clete's lawn and said, "Yeah, I know, 
but he's gettin' to be such an asshole —  pardon my French, 
Ruth —  when it comes to this lawn shit." Ellis glanced
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over at Clete's house and said, "Yeah, I know what you 
mean. The guy got a little head start on the rest of us 
on this project an' now he thinks lie's the lawn king or 
something." Chuck nodded his head and said, "He can be a 
real arrogant bastard sometimes." "I know, Chuck, I know." 
"He told me," Chuck whined, "that they got crabgrass growin' 
wild in the canyon behind the wrecking yard that looks 
better'n my front lawn." Ellis smiled sympathetically and 
said, "Ah, he's just kiddin' around with you, Chuck. Don't 
take it so seriously."

Chuck's wife Nadine came out of the house with two tall 
Budweisers for Chuck and Ellis and the three of them stood 
on the sidewalk and looked at Chuck's poor suffering lawn, 
a withered patch of greyish-green bermuda. There were 
bare-dirt holes the size of dinner plates in the lawn's 
center, and smaller dry-brown patches emanating outward to
ward the edges. "Whatever the hell it is," said Ellis,
"it's spreadin'." He pointed to the lawn's center and let 
his finger follow the path of destruction.
Down the street Clete was out hand-watering some incipient 
dry spots on his lawn when he saw the powwow up at Chuck's 
place. He saw Ellis shaking his head, pointing at Chuck's 
lawn making motions of commiseration. "Looks like they 
need," Clete said as he turned off his water, "the services 
of the Lawn King."
They did need a lawn king, but they really needed one that 
was a bit more of a diplomat than Clete was. Clete saunter
ed up, pointed to the afflicted lawn, chuckled and said,
"You dumb shit, Chuck, you got fuckin' lawn moths." Chuck 
drained his beer and tossed the empty onto the miserable 
front lawn and said, "Is that so? Well me an' Ellis just 
decided it's probably some sort of fungus." Nadine, who 
had slipped into the house when she saw Clete coming, re
turned with a beer for him. Clete popped it open and took 
a long pull off it and squinted at Chuck and said, "No 
offense, neighbor, but you an' Ellis wouldn't know a fungus 
it oozed up and bit you on the balls." He laughed at his 
turn of phrase, then he said to Chuck, "If I had your level 
of lawn maintenance skill, I'd rototil this motherfucker 
up and put in rock."
Nadine screamed when Chuck connected with the punch, then 
she danced out of the way as the two men clinched and wrestl
ed each other to the ground. Ellis reached out and grabbed 
her arm and pulled her out of harm's way, and then he said 
to the two combatants, "All right, you two, knock it off, 
will ya?" Then Nadine clutched her hand over her mouth and 
said, "Oh my God, what are those?" They were moths, thous
ands of them, getting scared up out of the lawn by the roll
ing and tumbling Clete and Chuck.
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STUNNING
While Clete and Ellis got involved in their Saturday after
noon lawn maintenance, Ruth and Juanita drove on down to 
the Beauty Nook for the works, two complete make-overs 
that rendered them, in Beauty Nook owner Susie Park's word, 
"Stunning!"
There i s an aroma that hangs about a woman who has been 
worked over at the Beauty Nook, an aroma she brings home 
with her. It seeps out of her painted and powdered face, 
wafts from the gleaming coiffure. An odor she drags home to 
fill her house with.
Clete and Ellis talked over the back fence for a while, dis
cussing bugs and fertilizers and mildews and slugs. When 
Ellis put his lawn mower in the tool shed and stepped inside 
the house through the sliding door from the patio, he took 
a couple of sniffs and called out to Ruth, "You been spray
in' for bugs in here, sweetie?" Clete, after he stowed his 
weed wacker, slipped into his house and wrinkled up his 
nose and said to Juanita, "Damn, I musta spilled some gas
oline on me when I was fillin' the mower," as he pulled his 
t-shirt up to sniff it.
The guys ended up down at The Red Rooster that night. They 
watched a baseball game on the big screen T.V. and repeated 
over and over again the stupid things they had said to their 
wives, telling everybody in the bar the story, cracking up 
every time anybody repeated the words, "bug spray," or "gas
oline." They would have been able to slink back into their 
wives' beds that night if the bartender Betty hadn't called 
Ruth and Juanita and told them what was going down. They 
ended up sleeping on chaise lounges out on Clete's patio un
der the white stars, listening to the wavelets lap at the 
shore. "Been sprayin' for bugs?" Clete would say, incit
ing another giggle fit. "Musta spilled some gasoline on 
me," Ellis would reply, eliciting another outburst. And in
side Ruth and Juanita would alternate, opening a window or 
a door and slamming it.

CLETE ENTERS THE SERVICE SECTOR
Clete's temporary incapacitation (stroke) made him lose his 
job, rolled him onto the dole, then the dole went dry, and 
the savings dwindled ....
He took his hobby —  lawn maintenance —  off on a tangent 
into the service sector, but the economy was in recession, 
money was tight. He picked up a couple of customers, but 
not enough to keep his mortgage paid.
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So he hit his pal Ellis up for a part-time job at the 
Burger 'N' Run, taking advantage of the fast-food indust
ry's neo-proclivity toward hiring near destitute, near 
desperate older folks, since the younger work force was 
dwindling, and somewhat less enthusiastic about good honest 
hard work than previous upcoming batches had been.
The night shift, Clete found, was a killer. Around mid
night the old eyeballs just didn't want to stay open on 
his first night on the job, until an adrenaline rush in
cited by a fist fight between two Marines out in front of 
the counter pulled Clete away from his table wiping, got 
his heart to leaping like a cockroach on a hot griddle.

"Clete, you dumb shit, don't ever try to break up a fight 
like that," Ellis said after he'd dragged his friend away 
from the fray and parked him in the swivel chair in the 
office behind the kitchen. Clete had sidled in between 
the two men as they barked and pushed their chests out in 
the pre-fight ritual; he'd tried to talk sense, in a calm 
tone of voice, the voice of wisdom and experience. His 
wisdom and experience got his hat snatched off his head 
and stuffed into his mouth, and then got him stuffed head
first into the trash can, out of the way so the fight could 
take its course.
A crash of glass reverberating through the walls said that 
one of those combatants had exited the restaurant without 
using the door; a Doppler-quick siren said a firm form of 
mediation was on the way.
Clete plucked a french fry out of his ear and said in a 
tremoring voice: "This type of shit happen every night
here?" "Something weird," Ellis replied, "goes down every 
damned night, partner." He pulled a pint of bourbon out 
of his desk drawer, took a nip off it and handed it to 
Clete. "I don't know," Clete mused, as the pulse in his 
carotids pounded, "if I can handle this." Ellis watched 
his friend drain three inches out of the bottle, then he 
said, "You got the mortgage taken care of yet?" Clete 
shook his head, took another shot. "Then I suggest you 
hang in there, partner, at least until something better 
comes along."

ROLLIN' AND TUMBLIN' BLUES
Ginger got ahold of one of Juanita's high heels and gave 
it a good chewing. Juanita caught her at it and gave her 
little dog a good spanking with a loosely rolled newspaper, 
then she checked out the damage to her shoe. The thin 
part of the heel an inch off the floor had been gnawed a 
bit ragged, but it didn't seem to Juanita that the struct
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ural integrity had been undermined. She found out differ
ent when she wore the shoes to the Labor Day dance in front 
of the fountain at the mall ....
She and Clete danced the jitterbug and foxtrot to the music 
of the jazz quintet and its lady singer who specialized in 
the tunes of Cole Porter. After a lively 'I Get a Kick Out 
of You,' that had Juanita doing some high can-can kicks 
that further weakened an already damaged heel, she and Clete 
headed for the escalator, enroute to the little Italian res
taurant's sidewalk bar.
Clete followed his wife onto the moving metal stairs. When 
they swooped upward out of their brief horizontal slide, 
the slight increase in gravity caused by the sudden uplift 
proved to be the damaged heel's last straw. It shook and 
vibrated under Juanita, and when she had ridden halfway to 
the second level it gave way, broke at its weakest point and 
sent her tumbling backwards, a roll —  in the escalator's 
narrow confines —  that collected all the lower altitude 
riders the way a rolling cartoon snowball collects more 
snow.
The multi-colored ball burst apart at the bottom of the ride, 
and bodies scattered like an exercise in entropy, slid and 
spun like compass needles on the buffed floor. Then a ser
ies of random fistfights broke out, with nobody involved in 
the roll-and-tumble affair being exactly sure who was to 
blame.
Clete dabbed at a cut on his forehead then grabbed Juanita's 
hand and led her away from the fray. She limped along with 
him, and he said, "There must be a place on the bottom floor 
where we can get a drink."

AMBER BLUES
After working out with the Loma Alta Brass Band in a late 
afternoon blowing session out on Clete Johnson's patio, in 
a partially successful attempt to move the repertoire into 
Fats Waller territory, Bob Urp stashed his alto sax in the 
back seat of his Hyundai and drove down to the sea shore. 
His agenda was a slow and aimless cruise, to kill time; 
ever since Glenda's mother had moved in, he had been avoid
ing his castle regularly ....
He bought a monster can of malt liquor and a pint of bour
bon at Bonita Liquor and hit Pacific Street, turned left 
on that two-lane ribbon of blacktop that rolled out along 
the bluff top overlooking the city's cobbly beaches. The 
gulls rode the updrafts that blew up the face of the bluff,
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and then they spiraled upwards, bombing the once upscale 
motels that had long since devolved into low-rate weekly 
rentals. Bob kept the car in second gear, rolled down the 
front windows to catch the briny cross-draft as the ocean 
sucked the orange glob of the sun into its cool depths.
He downshifted into first and slowed to a walk at the sight 
of the sun-browned adolescent legs clipping along in his 
direction on the sidewalk to his right, a black guitar case 
swaying at their side.
He passed the girl, cut a left on Wisconsin Street and loop
ed around the block before he crept up behind her and angled 
to the curb, pulled even and called out the front passenger 
window, "Hey, you need a ride?" with fluttering thoughts of 
adding another fairly rare black mark to his record of near
monogamy with Glenda.
The girl, blonde curls bouncing, turned without breaking 
stride and replied, "How far you goin'?" Bob steered a- 
round a parked Honda and cut back to the curb and said, with 
his thirty-seven year old heart hammering the inside of his 
sternum, "As far as you want to."
She stopped abruptly and left-faced, placed her free hand on 
her slim hip and said, "Look man, I'm late for my band prac
tice and all I need's a fucking ride; I don't need some ass
hole older than my father trying to get into my pants." Bob 
leaned across the seat and opened the passenger door for her. 
"Get in," he said, "Practice is important. You wanna be a 
musician, you gotta practice." She hesitated then stepped 
off the curb and leaned over and said, "You play, man?" Bob 
nodded, jerked his thumb at the back seat and said, "Alto 
sax —  slip your guitar back there; those two can keep each 
company."
Practice was on a patio in a red-tile-roof neighborhood in a 
terrace cut into a hillside on the eastern boundary of the 
city, top-of-the-line Toyotas parked at the curbs. Bob sat 
in, blew notes around the looping bass plucking and strumm
ing chords. It was Robert Johnson blues, Amber moaning for 
her life and coaxing barb-wire sounds out of her guitar 
strings. When they played themselves out they stripped down 
and slipped into the turquoise pool that was riding high with 
a full-moon bulge, all of them except for Bob, who held onto 
his sax and blew into Fats Waller's 'Ain't Misbehavin', 
straight through one time before packing up and heading home.

WHITE STATIC
Bob Urp's mother-in-law, Eloise (Ellie) Morgan, thinks they 
talk to her through the crackle of white static on the T.V. 
late at night, when the stations have shut down. Spirits.
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They talk; they tell her what to do. And one night they 
told her that her daughter Glenda's no-good husband —  on 
a night when he stayed out late for no good reason —  was 
out chasing young tail.
And the spirits were right.
Forget that the hapless fellow didn't catch any.
So the old lady, acting on spirit info, wedged a chair un
der the front doorknob, shut off the garage door opener, 
and jammed a stick into the track of the sliding glass door. 
When Bob came knocking late that night, she told him he was 
evil, that he was probably bringing home AIDS and genital 
warts.
"So what have you been up to?" Glenda asked as she let him 
in the sliding glass door into their bedroom. Her mother 
answered for him from the other side of the hallway door: 
"Been steppin' out." Bob clarified things: "Been blowin' 
sax; met a girl who could sing the blues." Glenda placed 
her fingertips to her jaw and said, "The blues, you say?" 
Bob shook his head. "Been thinking of asking her to join 
the band." Glenda brought her palms together in a prayer 
pose and said, "Indeed?"
That night Glenda seduced Bob, and she was satisfied that 
he had been true. Had he made love to the young blues 
singer, he never would have been able to perform for his 
wife. Not at his age. She wiped the sweat from his high 
forehead —  she had made him work —  and rolled over and 
fell asleep, while Bob lay on his back staring at the ceil
ing, picturing Amber's naked body through shimmering tur
quoise, while Ellie Morgan tuned into a blank channel that 
told her Bob Urp was bad right down to the bone.

DETECTIVE WORK BLUES
A little light detective work led Bob Urp to Amber Gale's 
abode: one of the small hotels down by the shore that had 
devolved into a weekly rental place catering to transients 
and various other societal belly-clingers. He showed up at 
the door in a pseudo-avuncular mode, stepped in and sat 
down on the improvised sofa —  a two-by-six spanning a cou
ple of cinder blocks —  and talked to her and her boyfriend, 
Roger Karpuk, PFC in the United States Marines, about her 
musical endeavors, about the blues, blew encouraging words 
Amber's way while young Roger threw back shots of bourbon 
and chased them with beers, in dead silence.
Fifteen minutes after Bob's departure, Amber lay bleeding, 
near death, with a concussion, a fractured eye socket and 
several missing teeth.

90



The cops picked up Roger Karpuk in a downtown bar four 
blocks from the apartment. He told them he didn't do it, 
told them about a pervert named Bob Urp. They picked up 
the alleged pervert at his house, got him out of his pa
jamas for a trip downtown, proving to Eloise Morgan, his 
live-in mother-in-law, that the spirits she'd been in con
tact with had been right about him all along.

SOME GUYS
Amber Gale's boyfriend took things a step beyond domestic 
discord, beat the shit out of her and knocked out several 
of her perfect white teeth. Amber moaned the blues through 
the stumps of her incisors, then she went back home to Mom 
and Dad, fell into their arms, became the recipient of good 
company-provided dental care.
With a mouthful of crooked and off-colored temporary caps, 
she sang Robert Johnson blues on a street corner on the 
coast route in the old downtown in the city of Loma Alta 
on a hot Sunday night, collected loose change and small 
bills in a hat from passing Marines who were unfamiliar 
with the blues, but knew a nice body when they saw one.
When one of those young Marines —  Roger Roff fresh out of 
Little Rock —  insisted, to the point of strong-arming, 
buying her dinner or a drink, Amber scooped up her money, 
broke free and dashed over to the Burger 'N' Run and hid 
out in the Ladies' Room.

The night manager of the place, a portly middle-aged man 
named Ellis Leahy, noticed the agitated Marine lying in 
wait outside the rest room's foyer, and he called over the 
counter, "Hey, hotshot, time for you to hit the road; I 
don't think the lady is interested." He'd watched the girl 
from his drive-thru window, had witnessed her escape. The 
Marine told Ellis Leahy to mind his own fucking business, 
then he went in and pounded on the ladies' rest room's door.
Ellis called the downtown MP headquarters, and two ramrod 
straight staff sergeants showed up in three minutes flat. 
Roger Roff tried to take them on. They clubbed him to the 
floor, cuffed him, dragged him outside and heaved him into 
the back of their white government van.
Amber emerged from the rest room, bought herself a burger 
and a large diet coke with a portion of the night's take, 
and said thank you to Ellis Leahy. Ellis gave her a dis
missive wave, raised a basket of sizzling fries out of the 
grease and said, "You're welcome." Amber shook her head 
and said, "Some guys." Ellis slid her hamburger across the 
counter and replied, "I know what you mean."
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SHE'S NINETEEN YEARS OLD
Bob took off from work early and dropped by Amber's place, 
found her with scabbed over stitches in her lips, and par
entally-provided temporary caps cememted onto the nubs and 
stumps where her original incisors had been, interrupting 
her as she plunked her way through Muddy Waters' 'She's 
Nineteen Years Old.' She gazed at Bob, as he stood in gape
mouthed indignation in the brilliant sunshine in the door
way, through eyes still swollen from the impacts of Roger 
Karpek's fists, then she laid her guitar on the slumping 
bed and got up and went to him and gave him a hard hug that 
made his heart jump.
He drove to the Seven-Eleven up Sixth Street and bought 
some burritos and some beer and brought them back to Amber's 
place, and he and the girl sat on the old hotel's littered 
and fissured community patio at a rusted round metal table 
under the flaking umbrella and ate and drank, and Amber told 
Bob about Roger's jealous attack and subsequent incarcerat
ion, about her inability —  without Roger's financial input 
into her household —  to meet the rent. Bob sympathized 
with her, held her hand, gave it meaningful squeezes now and 
then .
They eventually, after several beers apiece, found their way 
back into the dim apartment, where they involved themselves 
in a sexual act that was sweet and gentle, and short of full- 
on intercourse.
Bob kissed her in the doorway on his way out, brushing his 
lips gently around the black crusts of the sutures. Then 
he hugged once more and departed.
Amber used a chubby knuckle to wipe a tear from her eye and 
went back to her music, and found two twenties rolled to
gether into a hard cylinder and stuck under the strings up 
high on the neck of her guitar.

DEEP IN HIS HEART
Bob Urp drove home after an encounter with a young blues 
singer that featured sexual activity that stopped short of 
ejaculation, sought out his wife Glenda to relieve his pent 
up juices, sneaked up behind her in the middle of her vacuum 
frenzy and slipped his hands up under her sweatshirt and 
grabbed a couple of unfettered breasts. Glenda jumped and 
screamed over the Hoover's roar, then she called Bob a bas
tard, and then she gave in to his advances —  the kids were 
in school, and Mom's friend Wanda had driven the old girl 
down to the Beauty Nook for the administration of a fresh 
hair-do, and Glenda was (there was just something sexual
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about pushing around a growling, throbbing upright) horny 
too.
They stripped down right there in the living room, and to 
add a little spice —  the danger of being caught in the act
—  they coupled up on the sofa, were clawing and writhing 
in each others clutches when the danger factor proved true: 
Mom, home early because her usual girl Sabrina had gone home 
sick, standing rigid in front of the china cabinet, her old 
craggy face distorted into a grimace of horror. "OH JESUS 
FUCKING CHRIST!" Glenda screamed, as she kicked a still un
ejaculated Bob up off her, over the arm of the sofa and in
to a flying collision with the wall. The picture of the 
kids —  the boy in a stiff shirt and bow-tie, the girl in 
frills, a pink ribbon in her hair —  jumped away from its 
stud-sunk nail and bounced on the rug, and Mom wailed (a 
phlegmy, gutteral noise coming from deep in the belly) into 
the kitchen and pulled the cutlery drawer out of the cabinet 
and spilled its contents on the floor. Then from the mish
mash of utensils on the linoleum, she made her choice.
Bob was attempting —  in a blind panic; Mom had a history 
of psychotic episodes (and dirty, filthy sex was one of 
their triggers) that featured murderous intentions —  to 
jump into his trousers two legs at a time when his mother- 
in-law emerged from the kitchen brandishing, in his direct
ion, a long-pronged meat fork. Bob tugged the pants up and 
discovered he'd situated them backwards. His scared flaccid 
penis flopped atop his belt loop as he hopped backwards and 
into the wall, and Mom —  her head gyroscoping atop her thin 
neck, her eyes bulging with her schizophrenic perspective
—  screamed loud and shrill, lunged forward and planted the 
prongs of her fork deep in her son-in-law's heart.

WITH EVERY BEAT OF HIS HEART
Ellis Leahy, tuba in tow, was the first member of the Loma 
Alta Brass Band to show up for practice at Bob Urp's place, 
and it was apparent right away that the blowing session would 
not be. A shriek through the screen door announced: "OH MY 
GOD, SHE'S KILLED HIM!" Ellis dropped his tuba and blasted 
into the house and found Saxophone Bob Urp laid out on the 
living room floor, a meat fork buried in the center of his 
chest, the black wooden handle pointing at heaven, hopping, 
quivering in a gelatinous dance with every beat of Bob's 
heart.
Glenda Urp screamed wordlessly at the hideous scene, huddled 
back into the corner of the room, then she lunged at the 
fork with the intention of extracting it from her husband's 
chest. Ellis body-blocked her, pushed her back into the 
wall and said, "Leave it be; you pull it outa there, he'll
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bleed to death." Glenda grabbed her hair and slid down 
the wall to the floor.
Out in the kitchen Glenda's Mom, Meat Fork Elite, stripped 
herself naked and growled like a feral cat, then she tugged 
everything out of the refrigerator, shelves included, and 
climbed inside, curling herself up in a fetal ball as the 
white door thumped shut on its gentle magnets. Ellis call
ed 911, then he hunkered down next to Bob and told his 
still conscious friend that everything was going to be 
O.K.
Meat Fork Ellie, breathing the increasingly stagnant air, 
passed out, then slumped against the door, pushing it open, 
falling out and into the shards of broken glass and smeared 
mayonaise and the scattered pickles. She rode the same am
bulance as her son-in-law, with a different destination.
The surgeons removed the fork, closed up the two holes, 
pulled him —  after a week of tense touch-and-go —  through 
A month after he was released from the hospital, sporting 
a centipede scar on his sternum, two fang-like holes over 
his heart, his mother-in-law (judged insane) was released 
also, in a state of zombie numbness from the prescribed 
pharmacological stew that altered every neurochemical trans 
action in her brain.

SEARCHING FOR HEAVEN
Institutionalization was an option, but then that would 
eat up the nest egg —  that quarter million Mom had banked 
from the old man's life insurance and the sale of her old 
tract home. So the Urps, Bob and Glenda, relied on the 
medication that made a zombie out of Mom, to keep the old 
girl manageable. And Bob kept track of all the sharp ob
jects, cut Mom's meat in the kitchen, locked up all the 
cutlery in a took box under the sink when he was done ....
"I think," Glenda said to Bob after he'd sneaked in through 
the back door from the alley to avoid Mom's customary 
glassy-eyed front porch sentry, "that Mom has gone off her 
medication." "Why," Bob replied, setting his lunch pail 
down on the drain board, "do you say that?" "She's been 
acting sort of weird," said Glenda, casting a nervous 
glance in the direction of the front yard. "You give her 
the pills; how the hell would she go off her medication?" 
Glenda crossed her arms, scowled, said, "I think she slips 
them under her tongue, then spits them out when we're not 
looking. I don't think she likes what they do to her; 
she’s desperate to be normal." "Maybe," Bob replied, 
scratching his jaw and following his wife's gaze in the 
direction of the front yard. "We'll have to start force-
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feeding her; you know, the way the veterinarians do to 
cats." "Not funny, Bob," Glenda said, as her husband began 
a weary trudge through the house to check out Mom's 'weird' 
behavior in the front yard ....
He found her naked on the lawn with a cooking pot on her 
head, the black handle pointing to the heavens as the old 
girl peered skyward and chanted unintelligibly at Orion, 
waving her flashlights in the same direction. Bob slipped 
quietly back inside and said, "So what is it you'd like me 
to do; I mean, she is your mother." A tear rolled out of 
Glenda's right eye, left a glistening trail down her cheek 
in its mindless obedience to gravity, as Cindy, the Urp's 
well-coiffed Scottish terrier, under the influence of the 
pills Mom had been hiding in the sticky goop of the doggie 
chow, staggered out of the kitchen, stared blankly at the 
leg of the dining room chair, then rolled over and died 
with its little black legs pointing up at heaven.

—  Dan Lenihan 
Oceanside CA

SPECIAL PUBLICATIONS//////////////////////////////////////
Joan Jobe Smith's Joan Teaches Fred To Cook Book, $10 ltd. 
edition fm. Pearl Editions, 3030 East 2nd St., Long Beach 
CA 90803. Jf A.D. Winans' The Charles Bukowski/Second Com- 
ing Years; send a $13 check made out to t). Hsu, P.0. Box 
105, Cabin John MD 20818, then write Kevin Ring, Beat 
Scene Press, 27 Court Leet, Binley Woods Nr. Coventry,
CV3 2JQ, Warwickshire, England, telling him of payment.
Book then airmailed direct fm. English publisher.

HIGHLY RECOMMENDED (CONTINUED FROM WR:141)////////////////
Bill Stipes' Eye Pea, $8 and Pedro D. Villarreal's A Fire 
on the Waters of Doubt, $6, fm. Cross+Roads Press, T?75~.
Box 33, Ellison Bay WI 54210. Jf Mather Thomas Schneider's 
Tavernacle Sermons, $10, and Why We Are Not Like Bears,
]J>T0~ fm. O'Banan Press, 1802 1/2 t) St. , Bellingham WA 
98225. JF Friendly Creatures (animal poem anthology edited 
by Ruth Moon Kempher), unpriced fm. Kings Estate Press,
870 Kings Estate Rd. , St. Augustine FL 32086. JF Susanne 
Dubroff's You and I, $8.95 fm. Kinsman Press, Franconia NH 
03580. JF Rick Noguchi's The Wave He Caught, $6 fm. Pearl, 
3030 East 2nd St., Long Beach CA 90803" jHMariann Ritzer's 
An Evening on Mildred Street, $6, and Paul Schroeder's The 
Thought Museum  ̂ fm. Cross+Roads Press, P.O. Box 33,
hilison Bay WI 54210. JF M.L. Liebler's Stripping the Adult 
Century Bare, $12 fm. Burning Cities Press, 18 Center Rd., 
Woodbridge CT 06525.
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