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preface
I wrote this book in 1991.
In about 30 days of focused prolificity.
Then I shelved it and moved on.
I read it again late 2014. Like the rhythm.
It is very 1991 – no World Wide Web yet (and still calling Asians
“Orientals,” as the term “politically correct” was just hitting the
mainstream).
A quarter century later, there are many things here I would like to
fix or delete. I tried a bit. But it all appears to have been done
intentionally. Couldn't mess with it now without screwing it up. Also,
my wife was adamant on this.
It is as it is as is. EXCEPT
There was an excruciating Preface here that tried to explain what I
was up to. I deleted it.
Everything below this line is pretty much how I found it.
_________________________________

This entire book takes place in under thirty minutes.
The bulk of it is true.
There are $15,140 in a Monopoly game.
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i

My main character is going to be called Wendel Gordon-Smith. He
is a nice man in his mid-forties with a receding hairline from the
crown. That doesn't happen to a lot of people so many don't know
exactly how to deal with it. It isn't really like losing your hair because
it still looks the same from the front. This particular disease begins at
the crown and works its way downward and outward. It is difficult to
spot to the victim since few people – except the extremely vain –
know what they look like from the back.
If, however, you are balding from the back and you ride in a
convertible, it will be painfully obvious to anyone behind you that you
have no hair there since the wind blows your hair forward. I was
behind a balding man in a convertible several weeks ago and suddenly
was able to fully comprehend the concept of pi, which, not being
mathematically minded, was a point of some difficulty for me. I
roughly calculated the area and circumference of the hairless portions
of the man's head, and was able to share my new found discovery of
basic mathematical sciences with him at a stoplight.
He did not share my joy.
Wendel Gordon-Smith, the hero of our story who is balding from
the crown, has a friend who is close enough to him that they could be
considered best friends. They play pool and drink beer together
occasionally and sometimes share gripes about their ex-wives. His
name is Marshall DuFresne. He is also in his mid forties and not
balding anywhere.
Marshall DuFresne is a wonderfully interesting, histrionically
jovial man, and almost diametrically opposed, personality-wise, to
Wendel. His name is actually Marcel DuFresne, but he changed it to
Marshall to be more fitting with his general demeanor.
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The real-life Marcel DuFresne, after whom I named this character,
is an elusive and enigmatic fellow who at one time must have had
possession of my phone number, for his creditors have been calling for
him for almost three years now. I inform his creditors that he still does
not live at my address, and they continue to call.
The fictional character I have invented from my personal image of
the real person who used to have my phone number is probably more
interesting and complex than the real person. However, Marshall
DuFresne will not be appearing in this book because his presence is
required elsewhere, namely in another book which I haven't gotten
around to writing yet. His character will not be developed, since I have
yet to think up his interesting and complex personality. The other book
might be considered a sequel except that it occurs in parallel
chronology with this book. So far. I think.
But back to the story that isn't.
Wendel, our balding-from-the-back protagonist, is a stress
engineer. He is well versed in the concept of pi.
The symbol for pi looks like one of the monoliths at Stonehenge.
Wendel Gordon-Smith works with palpable stress – the kind that
affects objects and structures built by man. He has won numerous
awards in the field of stress engineering; one of which he stole from
my own paternal grandfather by designing a wind turbine which was
bigger and only slightly more efficient than the one designed by my
paternal grandfather.
Wendel can prove this with a plaque which hangs on the wall of
his kitchen near the refrigerator. It is bigger and only slightly more
impressive than the plaque that hangs on the wall at my grandfather's
house behind his top-of-the-line computer system which I imagine is
used to compute and remember startlingly complex mathematical
equations that are well beyond my ability to comprehend.
I have never witnessed any of these mathematic miracles which
are beyond my comprehension. The only things I have ever seen his
amazing computer system do is provide sophisticated entertainment
for my younger cousins and brothers in the form of video games.
I only see my grandfather at family gatherings.
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During this time he is not a genius stress engineer. He is just many
people's grandfather and father and uncle etc. And he drinks Henry
Weinhard's Private Reserve Beer.
I doubt he drinks Henry Weinhard's Private Reserve Beer when he
is doing the genius things I imagine him doing on his computer. He is
a genius, I know, so I imagine he uses his computer in genius ways to
do genius things. It could be that he actually does his genius things on
paper and only uses the computer to write important people letters to
explain to them how much it will cost them to utilize the genius things
he has thought up with just his brain. I don't know. I could not
understand such things.
When I am at his house I help him drink his Henry Weinhard's
Private Reserve beer and he is just my grandfather.
Interestingly enough, my maternal grandfather is also an engineer.
He was on the design team responsible for the creation of the SR-71
Blackbird spy plane. The team was called the Skunkworks. That was a
cool name. Sometimes engineers can be cool.
The SR-71 Blackbird was a jet plane that could fly very high and
fast and was virtually invisible to radar. This was due in part to the
bottom portion of the fuselage being constructed of small, alternating
triangular pieces of metal instead of the large pieces of metal the bulk
of the plane was made of. For some reason the alternating triangular
configuration confused radar waves. No one really knows why. I think
that's pretty cool also.
The SR-71 Blackbird was originally called the RS-71 Blackbird. It
underwent a name change after President Lyndon B. Johnson
accidentally transposed the letters during a speech and forever
changed history.
We're lucky it didn't wind up being the SR-71 Ladybird.
The SR-71 Blackbird jet plane was such a secret that very few
people knew it even existed until it was retired. Now one sits on
display down the street from my apartment outside the Aerospace
Museum at Balboa Park, in San Diego.
I am not equipped with radar so I can see it fine.
It has the alternating triangular pieces of metal along its bottom
side, and on the top of the plane along its entire length is a one foot
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wide strip of closely clustered needles or nails or something; hundreds
of sharp little pins pointing toward the sky. I asked my maternal
grandfather if they were some amazing radar cloaking device also. He
said that the needles were not on the plane originally and surmised that
they were there to keep the pigeons off of it.
There weren't any pigeons on it.
He also said that the SR-71 on display at Balboa Park is not an SR71 at all but really an A-12 which is an earlier prototype. It looks just
like an SR-71 except the nose is different – and a bunch of other
things. It is long and sleek and beautiful and black. It looks much
smaller in real life than it does in pictures, like the "free toy inside"
they advertise on the backs of cereal boxes. When I was young I
always figured they used very small children who were proportioned
like bigger children to take the picture of the happy children playing
with the "free toy inside" that went on the back of the box in which the
toy was to be found.
I thought this because I was a small, normally proportioned child
at the time; yet the toy looked so much smaller in my hand than it did
on the hands of a "cereal box child model." Neither was the two
dimensional "actual size" photo the same "actual size" as the three
dimensional version. Now I understand it as just a perceptual anomaly.
I have an actual size poster of the SR-71 Blackbird spy plane.
When the SR-71 Blackbird was being built and tested my maternal
grandfather was often called away on long, top-secret trips to
somewhere he wasn't allowed to say. This bothered my grandmother a
bit I'm sure. But he always came back, and twenty-five years later the
Government sent him a letter and told him the SR-71 Blackbird was
not a secret anymore and he could tell my grandma where he had been
all that time and that made her feel better. He was also told he could
now go to any local bookstore and buy a poster of the top-secret plane,
and videotapes were even available demonstrating its abilities, which
apparently aren't that impressive anymore.* They retired it.
*[2014: Wrong. SR-71 stats are still super impressive.]
My maternal grandfather, who helped build the SR-71 spy plane,
was never allowed to fly from his home to his top-secret destination
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by the same route. He always flew in and out from different directions
and the top-secret location was often moved as well. The government
would zig-zag him and his brown Samsonite suitcase across the
country so that sometimes he would travel to New Mexico or
wherever from Burbank, California by way of Atlanta. Theoretically,
that would stymie the attempts of some other government's top-secret
bad guy to find out where my grandfather was going all the time. Just
in case.
Just think: At this moment there might be hundreds of people
under government contract bouncing all over the country on planes
and wishing the shortest distance between two points was a straight
line.
Now about the brown Samsonite suitcase: It traveled all around the
country with my maternal grandfather, and sometimes without him,
for many years on top-secret government missions. Sometimes it got
lost in transit. But it was always recovered.
Government employees lose their luggage on flights 27% fewer
times than non-government employees.
After the SR-71 Blackbird was no longer a secret, neither was the
suitcase, and my grandfather rescued it from exile in the back room
closet and gave it to me.
Then I took it all around the country. First in the circus, where it
carried a red nose, baggy pants, makeup, some magic tricks, and
marijuana. Then with a top-40 band, where it carried a tuxedo, shiny
leather shoes, a quartz guitar tuner, and marijuana.
After fours years of that, my maternal grandfather's suitcase and I
moved to Las Vegas where one of us got married. When my wife
decided she wanted to be my ex-wife she took the suitcase and later,
her boyfriend, whose name was Brad, used it to beat a man nearly to
death at the bus terminal at Provo, Utah, where all the Mormons live.
The man Brad beat with the suitcase was neither a Mormon nor a
government employee.
There the suitcase stayed, in the property room at the police
station, for nine months until the blood was wiped off of it and it was
sold at auction for $5.00.
Wendel Gordon-Smith, the hero of our story, was at the Holiday
Inn in Provo, Utah for a convention. He was eating a complimentary
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continental breakfast with no particular pleasure when he learned of
the Police Auction taking place in the ballroom. He went to
investigate, and bought the suitcase. He was in need of a suitcase
because his luggage had been lost.
He was not a government employee.
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ii

When we first meet Wendel Gordon-Smith, the hero of our story,
he has just finished becoming dead. By all appearances he is dead by
his own hand, and reports and documents and all of the official
paperwork and muck that substantiate the bloody and untimely demise
of a person in a public place ascertain that Wendel has indeed perished
by his own hand. I am here for the sole purpose of explaining that this
is not necessarily the case.
Wendel, when we first meet him, is in an alley behind the Post
Office in Carmel, California, where Clint Eastwood was Mayor and
owns a restaurant called the Hog's Breath Inn.
Clint Eastwood is a very famous movie star and sort of a political
dilettante. On the walls in his restaurant are pictures of all sorts of
people who have visited it. Some are famous, some are not. There are
some pictures with Mr. Eastwood in them. They were probably taken
after hours. He probably rarely actually goes to his restaurant. He
probably wants to be left alone; and being famous and hanging out in
your own restaurant is not the best way to achieve that goal.
On the patio area of the Hog's Breath Inn in Carmel there is a huge
mural on the wall depicting a bucolic landscape. "Bucolic" is a word
writers like to use in order to make them sound more talented. Writers,
especially journalists, seem to have all attended the same vocabulary
school. They use the same words all the time; words no average,
newspaper reading person will understand. If talent equals vocabulary,
why then was Dr. Seuss able to write so many wonderful stories with a
vocabulary of only two hundred and twenty words?
Bucolic, by the way, is an adjective that means "pastoral" or
"rustic." To me it sounds like a verb describing the act of choking on
your phlegm, or maybe a noun describing the stuff in your stomach

-8-

that digests your food. If I were to describe a pastoral, rustic
landscape, I might use words like "pastoral" and "rustic." They are not
ugly words. Just because an ugly word means something pretty doesn't
mean you have to use it.
Another word I've noticed journalists like to use is "eschew." It
means "to shun; avoid." It is not so much an ugly word, it is just plain
stupid. Have you ever heard anyone use "eschew" in a sentence?
Anyway, Clint Eastwood probably eschews his restaurant with the
bucolic landscape mural on the patio wall as much as possible.
Tourists and fans travel from all over the country and visit and
spend money in the Hog's Breath Inn in hopes of catching a glimpse of
a famous person. They could probably get a better meal somewhere
else and have an equally poor chance of seeing a famous person.
When I was in Carmel I did not visit the Hog's Breath Inn. I ate at
a nice Mexican restaurant at the mall. On the wall of this restaurant
was a gigantic mural of a glistening, ice-cold bottle of Corona beer. It
was not bucolic. It was beautiful and made me want to buy a Corona.
This particular restaurant is part of a respectable chain in Northern
California. They separate areas of their restaurant with short walls
made entirely of Corona beer cases. All you can think about when you
are there is how badly they want you to drink a Corona beer.
Corona beer comes from Mexico and isn't the best beer from there
or anywhere, but it is very trendy and you drink it with a lime in it.
Young people who are wearing suits like to drink it. They think it's
great. They are wrong.
I can think of many, many beers from all over the world that taste
better and you don't have to put limes in them.
I studied the mural for its artistic value, and the short walls of
Corona beer cases for their intrinsic value and felt compelled to order
one.
I ordered a margarita on the rocks instead.
And I did not see Clint Eastwood.
Wendel Gordon-Smith, the hero of our story, did not see Clint
Eastwood either. This was due to nothing but poor timing on his part –
for at the moment he was bleeding to death in the alley behind the Post
Office in Carmel, California, Clint Eastwood himself was in the Post
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Office purchasing some stamps and envelopes for his longtime
housekeeper Louise Mindshaum, who suffered from a severe and
inexplicable fear of government offices.
Clint Eastwood, the movie star, stepped into the Post Office and
asked a small fellow there if he was in line. The small fellow, who
happened to be the only non-local in the Post Office, was named
Morgan Phillip Chadbourne. He was from Sioux City, Iowa, and on
his way to Berkeley to retrieve his son Eric, who was a famous
sculptor and quite insane. Eric Chadbourne had been arrested because
he was found running down the street throwing his life savings away.
He had eventually tried to choke an elderly woman to death with a
handful of one hundred dollar bills. He was currently sitting in the
Alameda County Jail's psychiatric facility.
Morgan Phillip Chadbourne indicated to Mr. Eastwood that he was
not in a line and motioned to the end of the queue and said to Mr.
Eastwood, "Do you feel lucky?" A reference to the amount of time one
usually has to stand in lines at the Post Office.
Morgan wasn't aware that the person to whom he was speaking
was Clint Eastwood. Nor was he aware that "Do you feel lucky?" was
the catch phrase from one of Clint Eastwood's movies in which he
played a San Francisco policeman named Dirty Harry.
Dirty Harry, in the movie, would ask his victims that question just
before he shot them.
The locals, including Mr. Eastwood, did not find his statement at
all funny and shunned the tourist as if he were a leper. He had to beg
for stamps.
Morgan Phillip Chadbourne had neither recognized Mr. Eastwood
nor his faux pas, and took his mortified little self to his car and drove
directly to Berkeley, where he was subject to a personal tragedy, after
which he dragged himself back to his home in Sioux City, Iowa.
In his pain and humiliation at whatever unknown atrocity he had
committed, he wrote a book on a borrowed Remington typewriter
which, in the summer of 1992, hit the top ten best sellers' list in New
York.
Six months later he was invited to attend a party in Los Angeles
and was stunned to see Mr. Eastwood – one of the sources of all his
pain and fortune – there.
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Morgan, who was now known as M.P. Chad, introduced himself to
Mr. Eastwood, who recognized Morgan's name from the list of names
he was tutored by his personal manager to recognize and said, "I love
your work. Where did you get your inspiration?"
When my brown Samsonite suitcase and I lived in Las Vegas, I
saw Clint Eastwood, the movie star, at Caesar's Palace. For the record
he was pretty tall and very thin and he looked just like Clint Eastwood.
Wendel Gordon-Smith, the hero of our story, did not get to see Mr.
Eastwood, his meeting with the soon-to-be-writer Morgan Phillip
Chadbourne, or any of the events surrounding these incidents. He was
dead through all of them.
Wendel Gordon-Smith lay calmly in the alley behind the Post
Office in Carmel, California and bled to death. His blood issued forth
from a neat wound in his femoral artery from which it is very easy to
bleed to death. It is not, however, the sort of place where one usually
cuts himself when committing suicide. His blood was spreading across
the asphalt around him at a rate of four hundred and twenty-seven
square centimeters per minute, which isn't a whole lot in itself, but
enough to empty the mere eight pints at any person's disposal in a
short time.
For Wendel it was okay. He had done his best, he had worked
hard, and now he was to die.
When Wendel Gordon-Smith was dying, the back of his head was
consumed by a lack of hair. His stately paunch was now two full
inches beyond "dignified," and his wallet was full of American
Express Travelers Cheques. Next to his body lay a four inch knife with
a duct tape covered handle and all around him were portions of his
eight pints of blood which were spreading at a rate of four hundred
and twenty-seven square centimeters per minute.
In his wallet was a picture of his only daughter. She was twentysix years old and worked as a registered nurse in Australia. He hadn't
seen her in three years.
There is a shortage of registered nurses all over the world,
including Australia. Wendel's daughter, Sylvia, had gone there to fill
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the gap and to date a man she had met in a bar in South Bend, Indiana,
a city which constantly smells like yeast, can only be driven to by toll
roads which are expensive and rutted, and houses Notre Dame
College.
The hunchback never saw Notre Dame. He was from somewhere
else.
Sylvia met a man there who took her to his homeland, Australia,
where he proceeded to behave like the descendant of a prisoner in a
British Penal Colony, which was exactly what he was. Not all
Australians behave that way. She just got lucky.
Sylvia eventually left that man and began dating another man
named Mark Wentonfield who was also a descendant of prisoners of a
British penal colony but behaved like a normal human being. Mark
Wentonfield was the CEO of a major Australian advertising firm. He
had a mansion and a cellular phone and a Rolls Royce and his own
American 800 number. Sylvia dated him openly but kept her
apartment and her nursing position. She was that kind of person.
Mark Wentonfield courted her for seven years, and eventually
asked her to marry him.
Sylvia Gordon-Smith agreed to marry Mark Wentonfield on the
condition that he love her forever, that she be allowed to retain her
nursing position, and that they keep an apartment in New York City in
the same building as Mick Jagger's for the purpose of being able to
boast that particular fact and also to facilitate visits to the states.
Mark Wentonfield agreed to all conditions.
And so Sylvia Gordon-Smith became Mrs. Mark Wentonfield of
Australia, and in time began to realize that hanging out at the track or
the country club in flattering white summer dresses and pumps was a
good deal more fun and relaxing than hanging around sick people in
an unflattering white skirt and those awful, clumpy shoes they make
nurses wear. And as long as her husband was as wealthy as he was,
which was very (a condition that, once he had achieved, he maintained
throughout his life), she might as well enjoy herself. Which she did.
I might add that Sylvia did not always wear pumps while hanging
out at the country club. Sometimes she played tennis, and when she
did, she wore tennis shoes made by a company called Nike. For some
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odd reason the name of that company is pronounced "Nikey." Strunk
and White couldn't help me out on that one.
Nikes come from Oregon. Actually, that's just where the company
is located. They are usually designed in the East by people who design
shoes – with the aid of famous athletes who get to put their names on
them ("I may not know much about shoes, but I know what I like."),
and manufactured somewhere in the Far East by people who make
shoes. When I was a kid in Southern Oregon in the early seventies,
and Nike was just a burgeoning company from our home state, none of
us kids ever wore the things. They were notorious for falling apart at
crucial moments, like, while being worn. We all wore Keds, or
Adidas, or something reliable. But, with a little clever advertising, and
the arrival of the sneaker wars, Nike was able to rise to international
status as makers of the finest sneakers.
Nike was the Goddess of Victory in Greek mythology. She usually
took a winged form and didn't need to wear shoes.
Nike's slogan now is "Just do it." They use these famous, shoe
designing athletes and all sorts of appealing images to sell their
product. Recently, one of their TV ads depicted an isolated Kenyan
tribe dancing around and participating in isolated Kenyan traditions
while wearing Nike shoes from Oregon. At the end of the commercial
one very exotic looking and click-type language speaking native
clicked away at some verbiage, and subtitles at the bottom of the
screen read: "Just do it."
A couple of anthropologists from a respectable Eastern college
came out after the commercial aired and informed the people at Nike,
and the public, that the native was not actually saying "Just do it," as
the ad had claimed.
What the native really had said was, "I don't like these. Get me
bigger shoes."
A penitent press spokesman for the Nike company allowed that
they had had a great deal of difficulty communicating with the natives
and, in the end, just took a shot that looked good and subtitled it. They
figured nobody would know the difference.
They were only two people from correct on that guess.
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Sylvia the nurse sometimes wore Nike shoes while hanging out at
the country club, but mostly she wore pumps, and in time she had
made of herself such a socialite that she wouldn't even admit to
knowing where to put a thermometer if asked. Which she wasn't.
This foreseeable transformation took just under two years from the
time she was married, and her father, Wendel Gordon-Smith, the stress
engineer and hero of our story, never saw this version of his lovely
daughter. He died wishing she would visit more often, as most parents
do, and remembering a headstrong girl with brains and an iron will.
Incidentally, Sylvia's husband Mark Wentonfield, except for a few
blatant extravagances like his Rolls Royce and his platinum pool table,
was a very down-to-earth sort of fellow who abhorred golf and Corona
Beer. He could have easily married a number of beautiful, preening
socialites had he the inclination-- and could have spared seven years of
courtship by doing so. He married Sylvia for the very attributes she
decided to forgo in becoming a socialite.
So as a result of his wealth, he essentially lost the woman he loved.
Mark Wentonfield took a mistress.
Oddly enough, his mistress was a nurse. Mark offered to put her up
in a posh hotel and support her but she would not think of it. She was
that kind of girl.
In the seven years that they were clandestine lovers, Mark
Wentonfield's mistress remained a nurse and kept her own apartment.
When Sylvia found out about her husband's infidelity she divorced
him and sued him for a figure approaching seven digits. She socked
the money away and, in her sorrow, reentered the working world and
kept an austere apartment.
Mark Wentonfield subsequently married his mistress, who only
needed nine months to become a full-blown socialite. She even went
as far as to claim she was of British stock and not the Australian nurse
she actually was.
A curious point to note is that Mark's new wife actually was of
British stock. She was a direct line descendent of an Englishman
named Oliver Cromwell who was a leader of England in the
seventeenth century. He became the leader following the Brits' first
and second civil wars on account of his military ability and genius for
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organization. He did a great deal for his country by killing lots and lots
of other people in his country.
Mark Wentonfield again watched the sad evolution of his mate,
who claimed to be of British stock but was not but actually was, and
again took a mistress.
This new mistress was also a nurse.
Mark had a thing about nurses.
She was a lovely headstrong girl who dated him but kept her job
and her apartment. Her name was Sylvia and she was his ex-wife, who
he still loved deeply.
They found this arrangement worked quite well for both of them.
They simply loved each other, loved there separate lives, and lived.
They never spoke of remarriage.
When Mark Wentonfield's socialite wife – who was of British
stock but did not know it – was tragically felled by a brain aneurism
ten years later, rather than upset the natural balance of things, Sylvia
suggested to her lover and ex-husband that he marry another socialite.
Which he did.
Mark Wentonfield's new wife, Margaret, was of American stock,
though she didn't know it. She was a direct line descendent of a
pharmacist named Caleb Bradham of New Bern, North Carolina.
Caleb Bradham is famous for having concocted a soda-fountain
beverage which he called "Brad's Drink." In 1898 he decided some
inventive marketing might help his beverage sell better, so he changed
its name.
The new name was Pepsi-Cola.
It sold better.
Mark Wentonfield's new socialite wife, Margaret, never drank
Pepsi-Cola. She drank Perfect Manhattans, which is a drink preferred
by socialites named Margaret Wentonfield.
Margaret was very good for Sylvia and Mark's love life. Margaret
was fond of taking extensive vacations to the south of France where
she spent her time sunning and making love to a Frenchman named
Pierre and feeling intermittent terrible guilt about it.
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The source of Margaret's terrible intermittent guilt was, in reality,
neither French nor named Pierre. His name was Frank Abagnale and
he was a card hustler from Massachusetts.
One day he disappeared as abruptly as he had appeared and
Margaret rushed home to the Wentonfield mansion in Australia and
locked herself in her room and cried long and hard enough so that she
was eventually given a room of her own at a nearby hospital, where
she spent the rest of her days on Thorazine and being attended to by a
beautiful, headstrong nurse named Sylvia who, by a bizarre quirk of
fate was the ex-wife and current lover of the husband of this poor
deranged woman.
Round and round we go.
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iii

Just previous to Wendel Gordon-Smith's departure from our world
in the alley behind the Post Office in Carmel, California, he visited the
Hog's Breath Inn, a restaurant which is owned by Clint Eastwood, the
movie star. Wendel Gordon-Smith sat at the bar, which is in a separate
building behind the main restaurant, and thought about his daughter,
who he hadn't seen in three years. Then he thought about her
boyfriend, Mark Wentonfield, who she one day hoped to marry.
Wendel liked Mark Wentonfield, but he would not let himself trust
him. He did not think that Mark liked him. He thought it might be that
Mark had made so much of himself that he tended to be overly critical.
But Wendel knew he had done his thing and he had done it well. He
was a stress engineer, which was a pretty cool thing to be. And he had
left his mark, which was the largest single propeller wind turbine in
the world.
He had to remind himself: He had been the stress engineer on the
largest single-prop wind turbine in the world.
That was something. He had a plaque that said so.
Wendel ordered a Corona Beer and put a lime in it. He thought it
tasted great. It didn't
He did not see Clint Eastwood.
Mark Wentonfield, Wendel's daughter Sylvia's soon-to-be
husband, really did like Wendel Gordon-Smith. He just didn't trust
him. This was not due to anything Wendel had ever said or done. It
was because when he was at the young and impressionable age of
eight, his wild, untamable uncle, Gilroy Wentonfield, had confided in
him the three greatest rules to life. These rules, Gilroy said, would be
the only things he ever really needed to know, and he made poor,
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young, impressionable Mark Wentonfield memorize them and recite
them every time they saw each other.
After Mark turned eleven they never saw each other again.
The three rules were: 1. Never eat at a place called Mom's. 2.
Never play poker with a man with a seeing-eye dog. 3. Never trust a
man with two last names.
Mark Wentonfield had followed these rules and had become quite
successful, and though Wendel Gordon-Smith was about as
trustworthy as they came, Mark could not allow himself to trust
Wendel.
Wendel had two last names.
It wasn't his fault, his now ex-wife had insisted he take her name
when they married. It was for her the first act of a long-running
exercise in dominion over her fellow man.
What no one had ever told Mark was that (when Mark was just
eleven) his uncle Gilroy Wentonfield – the celebrated treasure hunter,
supplier of basic rules to life, and certainly a direct line descendant of
prisoners of a British Penal colony – had gone amok at an airport in
Venezuela with a machete, and in the process hopelessly destroyed
some priceless artifacts, some pricey luggage, and had seriously
injured three well known (and pricey) archaeologists.
He was shot dead by the airport guards.
The archaeologists never mentioned to anyone that the destroyed
artifacts had been located by Gilroy and that they had welshed on the
deal.
The archaeologists refused to pay Gilroy for his services.
They went home and lamented their losses to their wives.
The Wentonfield family lamented their own loss, but spared the
child, Mark, the pain.
Mark Wentonfield became an adult never knowing who his uncle
was, what he had done, and that he had only been kidding about the
three rules to life. And Wendel Gordon-Smith, the hero of our story,
was not trusted by the man who would have been his son-in-law, had
Wendel not died. Which he did.
There is something I have been meaning to tell you about Wendel
Gordon-Smith, the hero of our story. It is rather important but I keep
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getting sidetracked. Anyway, the thing I wanted to say is this: Wendel
Gordon-Smith sees things differently.
Now I will try to explain. When I was a child I was very
independent and spent a good deal of time by myself. This is
something that people who have never been prone to spending time by
themselves imagine as being a time of activity and simple fun;
projects, hobbies, reading, that sort of thing. I, as well as many of the
other "loner" types I have spoken to, can vouch that this is not true. A
good deal of the time spent alone by a "loner" involves laying down
on something and staring at something else. This is also known by
non-loner types as boredom, but not necessarily by the loner type who
is doing the laying and staring.
I first noticed, when I was about seven that, while involved in a
lengthy bit of laying and staring, things began to look different after a
while. Things would change shape slightly and sometimes appear to
be moving toward me. And I began to formulate a theory that it was
possible that everybody saw things differently; that what my eyes saw
was not quite the same shape or size as what someone else's eyes saw.
It would not be anything anyone would notice because they only had
their eyes to judge.
So, for instance, when the teacher in the first grade class held up a
clipboard, it might look slightly different to every child in the class. It
might look wider, or longer, or bulbous, or wavy, or whatever; but so
would every other clipboard they ever saw so it's not really a problem,
just something that happens.
Our eyes are all different. They are all biological lenses and all
subject to aberration as much as a glass lens. Who's to say a premium
wine tastes the same to you as it does to me? Who's to say music will
sound the same to everyone? What constitutes a good acoustic mix; an
aesthetic design; a pleasing texture? Majority rule?
All of our senses are subject to aberration. Our senses, those things
which shape our perceptions and define our reality. Our reality.
And going a step further, if reality has no constancy between
rational, sentient beings, how can we count on it? How can something
as subjective as reality be counted on to bail us out? To give us
answers?
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It can't. And that is why there are spiritual leaders and
philosophers and religion. But you can't count on them because their
perceptions may very well differ from yours.
While in this line of thought I would like to mention that as
Wendel Gordon-Smith lay dying in the alley behind the Post Office it
Carmel, California, from a wound in his femoral artery from which
blood was spreading at a rate of four hundred and twenty-seven square
centimeters per minute, he glanced over toward a dumpster and
noticed that laying beside it, unopened and undamaged, was the
suitcase from the luggage he had lost at the airport in Provo, Utah,
some three years previous.
But again I have been sidetracked.
When I was in high school I had a friend named Jeff Crocker who,
while driving me around in his Toyota Celica expounding upon and
demonstrating the sonic abilities of his new stereo system, (which may
very well have sounded completely different to him than it did to me)
mentioned in an offhand way that he was colorblind.
I think subject may have come up because we were both high and I
was severely impressed by the intensity of a neon sign which had just
gone up at a local pizza parlor. Jeff did not share my awe, as he was
colorblind. He told me this and then had a difficult time explaining to
me what it was like to not see something he had never seen before.
This is what Jeff Crocker's colorblind childhood was like:
When Jeff was young, grown-ups would point to a certain object
and ask him what color it was, as they did with all of us. After stalling
long enough to elicit some hints from the adult party, he could make
an educated guess and hit a few correctly.
As he grew older, he learned to distinguish between the varying
shades of whatever it was he saw, and make educated guesses at
whatever color that particular shade was more likely to be, and so on.
This was a problem that never bothered him because he didn't even
know it was a problem until someone pointed it out to him. Invariably,
this problem was terribly distressing to everyone but him. He had
never known any different.
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Not being in any position to understand what colorblindness looks
like, my personal visual image concerns a world that is black and
white with varying shades of gray. With practice, a certain shade will
have a better chance of being red that it will of being blue etc.
There is an element of chance here. In Jeff Crocker's case, things
came to light at the age of ten. He told his parents that the green paint
on the walls of his room was looking a little dingy and might need a
new coat.
His walls were white.
This is when Jeff Crocker's parents began to wonder about his
eyes.
This brings us back to the hero of our story, Wendel GordonSmith.
He sees things differently.
Wendel's vision problem, however, goes beyond a physical
anomaly; beyond a physiological aberration. Wendel's vision problem
– which can only be perceived as a problem because it is quite unusual
– falls deep into the abyss belonging to perception.
His vision problem is an aberration of reality within reality as we
know it.
Wendel Gordon-Smith sees things differently.
What looks like a pencil – or how we perceive a pencil – through
our eyes looks like a hairbrush to Wendel. This is how Wendel
perceives a pencil. When he was a child, his parents held up an object
– which to us would appear to be a hairbrush – and told him it was a
pencil. It was a pencil. Wendel took the hairbrush and wrote all over
the green walls in his room, which may have been white. A hairbrush
would not be able to do that.
When Wendel was an adult and had become a respectable stress
engineer, he used a piece of chalk, which through our eyes would
resemble a steam iron, and wrote equations on green chalkboards –
which may have been white – for students of all races, sexes, and
creeds to ponder over. To every student of every race, sex, and creed,
the chalk, the chalkboard, and the equations looked slightly different.
To Wendel they looked terribly different. This changed nothing; and
nobody but you, the reader, and I myself noticed anything unusual.
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Chalk, no matter what it looks like, is still chalk. So is the
chalkboard, the teacher and the equations; and the homework is still
due by Friday.
None of this really matters in the scheme of things or in the
mordant chaos we call life. I just thought I ought to mention it. If
nothing else it might inspire the proper sympathy needed for the hero
of a story that is not really a story.
The suitcase from the luggage Wendel had lost in Provo some
three years previous and which he saw sitting next to the dumpster in
the alley as he was bleeding to death looked like an armadillo.

- 22 -

iv

A little bit about the American Way.
I do not mean American Dream. American Dream, as I understand
it, involves finding a good trade where you work hard all day,
marrying a good spouse who is loving and understanding, buying a
station wagon and a house in the suburbs and going deeply into debt,
having two and a third children who grow up and don't take drugs, and
finally getting old and moving back in with your children so you can
make their lives a living hell and get back at them for the insensitive
way they treated you when you were rearing them. This is not what I
am talking about.
American Way concerns the attitudes of Americans. It is not meant
to raise any patriotic sensibilities. The American Way is more
sardonic, more cynical, more real.
Example: an American couple touring through Europe might stop
at a hostel and request a room for the night. When informed that they
are on a waiting list behind several other couples, all of European
descent, they might indignantly say something like, "Yes, but WE'RE
AMERICANS!"
That is the American Way.
Let's talk about its applications in television. Americans love their
televisions. Americans' televisions are turned on an average of seven
hours a day. In 1980 there were more televisions in American homes
than indoor plumbing. Americans love their televisions. Americans
trust their televisions. Americans work hard every day so they can
reward themselves with mindless banal programs. Americans deserve
their televisions.
Networks produce shows, many times terrible shows which
Americans watch anyway, and many times at a terrific loss because
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they know they will recover the losses in the sales of syndicated reruns
to foreign countries. In some instances, an entire season of a particular
show will be financed by foreign sales. How many foreign shows are
available to the American public? Monty Python? Benny Hill? There
are more countries in Europe besides England. Surprised? No, really
it's true.
But why would we want to watch a show produced in Nairobi or
Switzerland? WE'RE AMERICANS.
WE'RE AMERICANS.
Most Americans couldn't even tell you where Nairobi or
Switzerland are. Hell, most Americans couldn't even spell them. But
so what? WE'RE AMERICANS.
This is what I mean by American Way.
In the summer of 1991 a nice couple from Massachusetts named
Abagnale took a vacation to Atlantic City, New Jersey, and decided to
squander their rainy day savings at a roulette table. This in itself
wasn't so bright, roulette has the worst odds of any game in Vegas or
Atlantic City.
Not satisfied with the reality of losing at a losing game, the
Abagnales ventured toward a conveniently located and easily
accessible automatic teller machine and borrowed an additional $5900
in cash from their bank in Connecticut.
They lost it also.
Surprise!
Anyway, they defaulted on the loan and were taken to court and
ordered to pay back the money they rightfully lost. Can you believe it?
The kicker here is that their attorney did his best to relieve them of
their inalienable right to pay back money they had borrowed on the
basis that, according to Massachusetts law it is illegal to collect on a
gambling debt. The creditors' argument was that, though the
Abagnales were from Massachusetts, they had taken the money from a
Connecticut bank and lost it in New Jersey and should be accountable
for their debt.
The appellate court didn't think so. The Abagnales were from
Massachusetts and being sued there and therefore were subject to that
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which was fitting and proper under Massachusetts law. The Abagnales
did not have to pay the $5900.
This is the American Way.
I have been considering moving to Massachusetts.
I only mention this because the Abagnales have a son named Frank
who, in twenty years or so will be the cause of a broken heart and the
subsequent insanity of Margaret Wentonfield, the wife of the exhusband of the daughter of the hero of our story, Wendel GordonSmith, who is still dying.
But aren't we all.
Mr. and Mrs. Abagnale reared their son Frank in the most stringent
Christian environment and did their best to instill in him an unfailing
moral turpitude and a sense of values which would hopefully guide
their son down the straight and narrow path which led to salvation.
They would never consider doing anything illegal, hence the loophole
which relieved them of their debt. Pray for them every time you pay
your bill, credit card carriers.
Frank was reared in the finest of environments, by parents who set
the best of examples for their son. Lucky them, they we're able to get
young Frank, who was always small for his age, into the movie
theaters at the child's rate until he was nearly fifteen years old.
And Frank's father showed the utmost of discretion in regard to his
extramarital affairs, he only committed adultery with whores, so it
didn't count.
Frank's mother only changed the prices on items at the grocery
store when her coupons expired unfairly early.
The main problem here is that people tend to use this equation to
live by: Legality = Morality. And in America, it is not illegal to lie.
This equation, Legality = Morality, is based loosely on the fact that
our great country was founded by God fearing men. These men were
descendents of Puritans who had left England to escape religious
persecution. The Puritans were fond of trying women who they
suspected were witches. They had a nifty method for figuring out
whether or not one was a witch: Throw the accused in a trough of
water. If she floats she is a witch. If she sinks she is not a witch, and

- 25 -

she drowns, which is wonderful fodder for guilt feelings, which the
Puritans, like most religions, rely on as a method for controlling the
masses.
During that time the Quakers came on the scene. They are
probably best known for making oatmeal which is ridiculously
inexpensive and filling, and which is packaged in those versatile
tubular cardboard containers that are so useful for making science
project radios and electrical conductors and pinhole cameras and stuff.
Anyway, our forefathers, God fearing slave owners (Did I mention
the slave owners part? It created quite a precedent in the art of
rationalization when they got to the "All men are created equal"
portion of the Declaration of Independence.) decided that the
gratuitous placement of the word "God" in all of their beautifully
penned documents would give them that added advantage over those
dreadful Tories who worked for King George.
Apparently it worked. And that is why today, over two hundred
years later, an American needs not worry about the moral implications
of his behavior when he lies, because it is not illegal, and Legality =
Morality.
The elder Abagnales would have been destroyed to discover that
their son, Frank, made his living as a card hustler. "How could he?"
they would have cried. "After all we did for him!"
This is the American Way.
By the way, Frank Abagnale, a character in this story, shares his
name with a real-life person, Frank Abagnale, who was probably the
gutsiest con man of this century.
The real life Frank Abagnale got his start at the age of seventeen
by using his father's gas card to buy products which he did not really
buy but exchanged for cash with gas station attendants in deals which
were mutually beneficial to all involved but his father who, at the notso-tender age of forty nine, did not allow his son back under his roof.
The real life Frank Abagnale then entered the rich and exciting
world of check forgery. He noticed, while attempting to cash a phoney
check at a bank near Kennedy International Airport, that clothes really
do make a man, and that commercial airline pilots were not given a
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second glance when cashing large checks because of the respect their
occupation afforded them.
He began to pose as a commercial pilot and went on a nationwide
check cashing spree. And posing as a pilot also solved all of his
traveling problems. A fringe benefit of being a pilot is that you can fly
virtually anywhere in the country for free by riding in the cockpit of
airliners with the flight crew.
Frank was able to use his ability to pose as almost any professional
person and get away with it because he had the looks, the balls, and he
did his research. Initially he hung out in airport lounges and kept his
mouth shut and picked up on airline pilot lingo. Soon thereafter, he
was flying all over the country for free and enjoying the opportunities
that new cities provided for cashing fraudulent checks.
During the real Frank Abagnale's career he spent a year as the
resident doctor on a maternity ward though he never studied medicine,
he took the controls of a commercial jet liner though he had never
flown at all, and he worked as a law consultant though he had never
studied law.
One of the factors that gave him this chameleon like ability was
his charm and personability. In the instance of his stint as an attorney,
he was vacationing at a posh resort and just happened to mention he
was an attorney to a wonderful couple he had met. Turns out the
husband was a judge who, and was so charmed by Frank, he got him a
job as a corporate attorney.
As you could imagine, the real life Frank Abagnale spent a good
deal of time alone in his room reading up on whatever it was he had
told somebody he did for a living. He maintained a plethora of aliases
and occupations and never went to college until he was released from
prison and began a lengthy lecture tour, explaining to students,
teachers, and businessmen alike how to spot people like him. Warning,
of course, that if the person like him was going about things correctly,
no one would be able to spot him.
I like the guy.
On one occasion he posed as the driver of an armored truck and
picked up an entire day's deposits from a bank in broad daylight.
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On another occasion he rented a Rolls Royce, A flashy mink coat,
and made a showy entrance to a bank which promptly loaned him
forty thousand dollars.
On yet another occasion he spent a year in a French prison for
counterfeiting, which nearly killed him.
Fraud has its drawbacks.
This is what I learned from the real Frank Abagnale: If you poke
tiny holes into the magnetic numbers at the bottom of a check, the
automated system will not be able to read the information on the check
and it will have to be processed by hand. This will provide the extra
couple of days needed to deposit sufficient funds to keep the check
from bouncing, or to get a good distance from town before anyone
starts looking for you.*
*[2014: This story was a lot more obscure before the Spielberg film.]
The fictional Frank Abagnale of this story was never so
industrious as the real life Frank Abagnale. But in a way I hold more
respect for my Frank Abagnale for reasons of sheer dedication. As I
mentioned briefly, my Frank Abagnale was a card hustler. Many
people don't understand what it takes to become a real-life card
hustler. They have only seen movie card hustlers, which is a whole
different thing.
A movie card hustler simply has to learn a few fancy one-handed
cuts and maybe a bottom deal in order to impress the camera. A reallife card hustler would never show a potential mark a fancy onehanded cut because that is just the sort of behavior that gets a man to
thinking his poker opponent may be a card hustler and that is just the
sort of thing a card hustler does not want his opponent thinking.
A real-life card hustler spends four to eight hours a day alone in
his room mastering moves that would astound you, could you see
them. A real-life card hustler can stack a deck during a shuffle without
being able to tell himself. A real-life card hustler must know where
nearly every card in a deck is at any given time. He must prepare for
years before he even attempts to try his skills in a real poker game. A
real life card hustler can't win all the time because people might think
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he is cheating. And most of all, a card hustler cannot afford to make
one single mistake or he is likely to catch a bottle upside the head, or a
bullet in the skull.
I have volumes of information gathered from books and from
hustlers I have known which document the most ingenious ways to
cheat while gambling. At one point in my youth it was my intention to
become a card hustler. I finally realized I do not possess the discipline,
the dedication, or the masochistic streak.
I was originally given this crazy idea by a circus friend of mine
named Jersey Ray. When he saw my moderate abilities at slight-ofhand magic his eyes lit up with dollar signs. He wanted to move to
New Orleans and together we could rip off tourists, find some girls,
get them strung out on coke and use them to provide companionship
for the tourists whom we were about to rip off. The whole pimp-conbunko/vice thing. It almost sounded like fun at the tender age of
nineteen.
Jersey Ray was from New Jersey and was a real-life pool shark.
That's not as bad a business to get into as cheating at cards. All you
have to be is very, very good at it.
Jersey Ray was very, very good.
When I met him he was working advanced sales for the Daily
Bros. Circus. I was a clown for the same circus. Ray could not go back
to New Jersey. He and a few friends had set up a dummy corporation
there and had used faked invoices of sales of nonexistent products as
collateral for a thirty-five thousand dollar loan which they had split
and left the state with.
He didn't mind. He said New Jersey sucked anyway.
Here is how they raised the working capital to set up the dummy
company: Jersey Ray and five of his associates pooled together about
five hundred dollars and opened a bank account under a DBA. Each of
them began to frequent a different bar (where they spent a lot of
money and supported their habits by playing, and winning, at pool)
and on separate days of the week, each member of the group would be
issued a "paycheck" from the mutual account and cash it at the bar he
frequented. He would promptly redeposit the cash into the account and
the next day another member of the group was issued a check which
he cashed at his bar and redeposited for the next guy, and so on. After
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a month or so of this they each had the confidence of their respective
bar owners.
On one Friday they closed the account, each member of the group
cashed a check for $500 and they now had $3500 working capital for
the bank scam.
It may seem like a lot of effort, but some people get quite devoted
to the idea of making a dishonest buck.
I liked Jersey Ray. By the time I met him he was not playing pool
for money anymore. He had discovered that alcohol was more
important to him and that losers were more willing to cut loose of a
beer or five than fork out actual cash over a game of pool.
On one three day traveling and drinking binge in New Orleans and
surrounding areas, he was able to keep us both completely intoxicated
absolutely free of charge. I sat and talked to women and he played
pool. We must have been an interesting sight in the south: me, a
nineteen year old with a trendy west coast haircut and Ray, a thirtyfive year old New Jersey hustler with an accent thicker than his
moustache.
We abandoned the idea of card hustling for the same reason he had
abandoned pool hustling. Neither of us liked the idea of getting our
heads kicked in over a buck.
The last time I saw Ray he was getting his head kicked in by the
circus mechanic for attempting to seduce the mechanic's wife.
I was there for that too. It occurred during a drunken poker game
and in my opinion, the mechanic might have done better to kick his
wife's head in. She wasn't putting up much of a wall against Ray's
advances.
This is the American Way.
Frank Abagnale, the card hustler of this story spent a good deal of
time alone in his room and became a very good card hustler. He never
made a fatal mistake and consequently, made a pretty good living
spending his evenings sitting at poker tables. He learned to read
people with a skill and accuracy rarely attained by the most observant
of humans. In time he realized he could win almost as consistently at
poker without cheating and the stress which accompanies that
particular lifestyle.
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I was lucky enough to sit at a poker table with Frank Abagnale in
Vegas before he gave up the game. He scared me into folding a pretty
two pair, aces over eights. I was kicking myself at the bar over that
particular wimp-out of mine when he approached me and bought me a
drink.
I said, "Thanks," took a slug, then added, "I've played with some
of the best, and you are one mean poker player."
He said, "Don't fret over it, kid. You did the right thing. The eight
you needed for the full boat was already dead and I was holding a
straight."
I looked at him flabbergasted, "What? You knew my hand? You
got x-ray vision or something?"
He laughed, "No, kid, I have experience and working capital,
wherein lie my strengths. I knew what you were holding, true, aces
over eights." He leaned closer to punctuate the point, "But even if I
didn't I would have bought the hand. You only had twenty chips
against my hundred. Only an idiot or a tourist would blown his wad on
a hand like that. I was banking that you were neither."
I thanked him again.
Frank Abagnale didn't cheat at all during his final eight years as a
poker player. He finally quit when he got his head kicked in over a
straight flush he had drawn legitimately.
James Butler Hickok, also known as "Wild Bill" was shot to death
in a saloon in the Dakota Territory on August 2, 1876. Having retired
as Marshal of Abilene five years previous, acquiring fame and
notoriety in the process, he had married and moved to Dearborn in
hopes of living a simple life prospecting.
When "Wild Bill" Hickok was shot he held two pair, aces and
eights; now known as the dead man's hand, the hand I folded to Frank
Abagnale.
Frank Abagnale was a direct line descendant of a buffalo hunter
named Jack McCall who shot "Wild Bill" Hickok.
I didn't mention this when I met him.
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v

Sitting at the bar just two stools down from Wendel GordonSmith, the stress engineer and hero of this story who sees things
differently, at the Hog's Breath Inn in Carmel, California, was a
nondescript man by the name of Morgan Phillip Chadbourne who was
soon to meet Clint Eastwood and not even realize it. This chance
meeting would spark an illustrious writing career and within a couple
of years, the world would know him as M.P. Chad.
At the moment he was still Morgan and he was drinking a Corona
Beer which he thought tasted great. It didn't.
Morgan did eventually see Clint Eastwood, he just didn't realize it.
Wendel Gordon-Smith, the hero of our story, took a huge gulp of
his Corona beer, which to our eyes would look like the remote control
from a Magnavox television set, and lit a cigarette, which looked like
the column shifter of a '67 Plymouth Barracuda. The cigarettes
Wendel smoked were Marlboros, which are the most popular cigarette
around.
Marlboros are easily associated with the "Marlboro man," the well
known rugged, outdoorsey cowboy who can be seen on billboards and
in magazines all around the country smoking the country's most
popular brand. The Marlboro man's real name is Wayne McLaren. He
has lung cancer. Really.
I know this because he made a lot of money in an out-of-court
settlement recently because his doctor failed to diagnose it.
Morgan Phillip Chadbourne, having tired of his own thoughts said
to Wendel, "Nice out today."
Wendel said "Hmmmm." and took another hit off the '67
Barracuda column shifter. The smoke curled from his lips and lapped
at his face. An interesting visual effect.
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Morgan glanced down at the well traveled brown Samsonite
suitcase by Wendel's side and said, "That thing has seen some miles,
hasn't it?"
Wendel said, "Huh?" and looked down at the suitcase in question,
which looked like an armadillo, and said, "Oh, that... couldn't tell you.
I bought it at an auction."
The suitcase, of course, was given to me by my maternal
grandfather and subsequently stolen by my ex-wife whose boyfriend
used it to beat the man in the bus terminal etc.
"That suitcase reminds me of something," said Morgan Phillip
Chadbourne.
This is the story he told: When Morgan was just six, he used to
hang out as best he could with the older kids on the block. The older
kids seemed to think it was fun to catch frogs in the wash behind the
tract homes where they all lived and tear their legs off. A wash is a
kind of concrete and dirt river bed which is indigenous to the Los
Angeles area. Complex underground labyrinths of drainage systems
run into the wash so when it rains all the water will have a place to go.
Most of the time in Los Angeles it doesn't rain, so the wash is dry and
is a child's paradise. Washes are many times littered with junk and old
cars and frogs and dragonflies and all sorts of fun places to explore for
a little boy. The wash behind Morgan's house also ran by a dynamite
factory which was about a mile upstream. Sometimes Morgan and the
older boys could hear things going "Boom" at the dynamite factory.
The sound of the explosions roared down the river bed toward them
like a flash flood.
Morgan Phillip Chadbourne had been taken with his first grade
class on a field trip to the Hostess factory one time. There the tour
guide showed them how they make Twinkies and how they inject the
secret creme filling into the cooked cakes with giant hypodermic
needles. They had each been given a packet containing two DingDongs when they left and Morgan had expressed to his teacher how he
would like to take a field trip to the dynamite factory, and he didn't
even care if they wouldn't give him a sample.
He never got to go.
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Morgan told his father about how the older boys and he liked to
tear the legs off of frogs. His father who was still young enough to
remember his childhood but old enough to understand the way things
worked, told young Morgan that it wasn't very nice to tear the legs off
of frogs because frogs ate bugs and nobody in the neighborhood liked
bugs. Morgan's father explained that bugs liked to multiply rapidly and
they liked to eat plants like everyone's front lawns so the frogs were an
important part of the suburban ecosystem because they saved
everybody's lawns and therefore it wasn't very nice to tear their legs
off.
Morgan felt terrible about his behavior and wanted desperately to
do the right thing and make his father happy. So he and the older boys
went into the wash and collected seven buckets full of frogs, which
were plentiful and easily located. Morgan did it out of innocence and a
desire to please. The older boys helped him because his little plan
sounded deliciously evil and they couldn't wait to see how it came out.
In addition, they had a scapegoat in case anything went awry.
And as the last rays of the sun dipped behind the mountains, the
boys dumped all seven buckets of frogs on Morgan's lawn and, as the
older boys rolled on the ground screaming with delight, he
triumphantly called his parents to the door to show them the wonderful
thing he had done.
Morgan's father told him as an adult that when he got to the door,
in the dusk light, it appeared as if the entire lawn was a churning,
living entity in danger of leaving the front of the house of its own
accord. It took several seconds before he realized what he was actually
seeing: hundreds of frogs spilling onto the street and neighboring
property. A massive body of lawn saving, bug eating life thanks to the
efforts of their oldest son.
Morgan was also told that they found frogs in the house for weeks
afterward.
Morgan did not get in trouble. His feat was too innocent, harmless,
and interesting. The only negative result of the incident was that, for
the next twenty years Morgan had to listen to endless retellings of the
story at family gatherings, after which all the grown-ups laughed that
patronizing grown-ups laugh and made statements as to what a cute
kid Morgan had been. Invariably, Grandpa would then say, "Yeah,
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wonder what happened to him." And all the grown-ups would laugh
that patronizing grown-ups laugh again.
Morgan had eventually grown up himself and had learned how to
laugh the patronizing grown-ups laugh. As a child he had never been
able to understand how grown-ups could laugh that hard at things
which weren't that funny, but he now understood that the laugh was a
necessary part of the subtle behavioral traits which adults develop and
use to maintain the delicate harmony of any gathering of people, most
of whom don't like each other much.
After much thought on the subject, I have decided that the main
reason people reproduce is so they can justify staying home for the
holidays.
When Morgan was finished telling his story about the frogs
Wendel Gordon-Smith laughed that patronizing grown-ups laugh and
said it was a very good story. Wendel Gordon-Smith then bought
Morgan and himself each Corona beers – which looked to Wendel like
remote controls from Magnavox television sets, and which they both
thought tasted great – and asked Morgan what it was about a beat-up,
brown, Samsonite suitcase that would remind him of the story about
the frogs.
Morgan worked his way silently through his own thought
processes for a moment and explained to Wendel that reading the
word Samsonite on the suitcase had reminded him of the television
commercial during which an ape is given a Samsonite suitcase in a
concrete cell and cannot destroy it no matter how hard he tries. The
ape reminded him of a character in children's story books named
Curious George who was a monkey who always got in trouble because
he was too curious about the world around him.
Morgan had read many of the Curious George stories as a boy and
one day had come across a version of one of the stories he had already
read in which the words in the entire book had been spelled
phonetically. This was apparently intended to make it easier for young
beginning readers to sound out the story. Morgan, having learned to
read quite easily, had found it both disturbing and difficult to read.
This reminded him of the graffiti on the concrete banks of the wash
behind his house where he used to play, and on which even the
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filthiest of words were frequently misspelled (incidentally, misspelled
is one of the most frequently misspelled words in the English
language). The wash, of course reminded Morgan of the frog story
which he then told to Wendel, a man who had subsequently laughed
that patronizing grown-ups laugh, had bought him a drink, and whose
name he as of yet did not know.
Morgan eventually got around to introducing himself to Wendel
who took his hand, returned it and opened his suitcase, which looked
like an armadillo. Morgan had no idea that he would soon be meeting
Clint Eastwood, the movie star and owner of the bar in which he was
now sitting, at the Post Office. Wendel had no idea he would soon be
bleeding to death in the alley behind the Post Office in Carmel,
California from a wound in his femoral artery inflicted by a knife
which would be found at his side.
The knife, by the way, would look to Wendel just like the
paperback edition of "The Stranger" by Albert Camus.
Wendel was under the impression that he was innocently driving
around the country on a "vacation" following circus arrows and
compiling two lists. The first was his "Shit List" and the second was a
list entitled "Things That Would Really Suck."
Bleeding to death behind the Post Office in Carmel, California at a
rate of four hundred and twenty-seven square centimeters per minute
was not on his list of things that would really suck. Wendel might
eventually have gotten around to thinking of it, but he would not have
the chance.
From within the flap pocket of the Samsonite suitcase which
looked like an armadillo Wendel Gordon-Smith withdrew a five and
one half inch by eight and one half inch piece of paper and handed it
to Morgan to study. At the top of the sheet was a makeshift logo which
said "n. cognito" followed by a handwritten list.
"What is it?" said Morgan, passing the sheet from hand to hand.
"It's a song list," Wendel replied, "I found it in the suitcase when I
bought it and I just never threw it away, there were a couple of keys in
a matchbox too. Do you notice anything strange about that list?"
"Not right off hand," said Morgan.
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The list in question was put there some ten years previous by yours
truly, when the suitcase was still mine. The name of that particular
high school band was "n. cognito" and the list was from our first
public appearance, which my father set up and which was a disaster. I
found it in the flap several years later when I was touring with a real
band and I couldn't think of any reason to toss it out. Apparently
neither did my ex-wife when she stole it from me and neither did her
boyfriend when he beat a man nearly to death with it at the bus
terminal in Provo, Utah, and neither did Wendel Gordon-Smith, the
hero of our story who sees things differently.
The difference between Wendel and the rest of us who had come
in possession of a meaningless song list from a best forgotten gig was
that he had noticed something odd about it. Wendel had always felt
there was some sort of integral connection between all creatures
subject to chaos, and he thought he may have just found one.
This is what the list said:
n. cognito
Come Together
Used To Be My Girl
Rock and Roll Fantasy
In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida (short version)
Out On a Limb
Under My Thumb
Sweet Home Alabama
Green River
Even Now
Old Time Rock and Roll
Return to Sender
Good Lovin'
Every Little Thing She Does
Wendel had never heard of the children's story monkey named
Curious George, but the name had sounded familiar to him during
Morgan's story and he had realized why. It was the same name as the
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sequence of words spelled out by the first letter of each song on the
list he had found in his old Samsonite suitcase.
Wendel had sat perusing the list one boring night in a hotel room
in Dallas when he had noticed the pattern. He had thought for a long
time it was some riddle he needed to solve. A riddle which would
enable him to unravel the complexities of life the way he was fond of
unraveling complex mathematical equations.
Now, after having met Morgan who had answered the riddle, he
knew suddenly that he would never figure the life thing out. Math is
constant, chaos is not. The question of who was Curious George was
no longer a world shattering puzzle, no longer garnered the spiritual
enlightenment he had hoped from it.
He was just Wendel Gordon-Smith, the stress engineer.
Curious George was just a monkey in children's stories.
It was just one of those things.
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Morgan Phillip Chadbourne, who in a couple of years would be
known to the world as M.P. Chad the best selling writer was terribly
amazed to see the words "Curious George" spelled out by the first
letters of a song list from the suitcase of a man he had met in a bar. He
didn't think there was any real lesson to be learned here, no value to
the coincidence.
It was just one of those things.
Morgan told Wendel Gordon-Smith, the hero of our story, that he
was passing through Carmel on his way to Santa Cruz on a business
trip. He said he was from Des Moines, Iowa and a trouble shooter for a
holding company with interests in the computer field.
He was lying.
Morgan was an insurance salesman from Sioux City, Iowa and he
was actually traveling to Berkeley to collect his son, a famous artist,
from a psychiatric hospital where he had been staying since he had
decided to run down the street naked shoving his life savings into the
face of any person who had not elected to keep a good distance from
him.
Eric Chadbourne, Morgan's son, had always been predisposed to
erratic behavior, but trying to asphyxiate an elderly woman with
hundred dollar bills and subsequently attempting to throttle a police
officer had landed him in the mental ward in a vest with very long
sleeves.
Morgan did not tell this story.
It is the American Way.
Eric Chadbourne was to be tried later that month to determine his
sanity and then the state would decide what to do with him, which,
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considering the budget allocated to the mentally ill in California,
would probably be to turn him out on the streets.
When Eric was not a blubbering, straight jacketed, paranoid
schizophrenic he was a very good artist. Or rather, when Eric was in
the depressed and suicidal stage which preceded the all-out insanity
stage he was a very good artist. During these lengthy fits of depression
he made very good money from the people who commissioned his
paintings and sculptures.
He was prolific. And it was during this depression stage that Eric
would make enough money to allow him to afford professional
counseling, which would guide him toward being happy and well
adjusted. If his timing was good, he could avoid the full-blown
insanity stage entirely.
When Eric was happy and well adjusted he was not a very good
artist. This he found depressing and he would suspend his therapy
sessions and lapse into long bouts with depression and make very
good money for his paintings and sculptures, and around we go.
This brings to mind the age old question; does insanity breed
genius or does genius breed insanity?
Eric Chadbourne's parents were not the hippest people in the world
and the only music Eric had heard as a child had been show tunes.
Though he was now considered "hip" and "complex" and "relevant" he
still had a bizarre fear of show tunes.
Eric's regression into show tune land was the first sign that he was
heading toward his downhill slide. Eric would become more and more
afraid that at any given moment, all of the people around him would
suddenly burst into song and start dancing, and he wouldn't know his
lines.
I sometimes have that fear at the supermarket.
In Eric's case, by the time he was nearing rock bottom, people
actually would, suddenly and without warning, burst into song and
dance, or at least he thought so. In reality there was probably nobody
around him at all. Eric would hallucinate wildly and begin screaming,
and one of his friends would take him to the hospital and the cycle
would repeat itself.
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But this time Eric had gone off the deep end in a big way, and no
one was sure if he would be coming back this time.
Usually Eric was able to get about two months of pure, insane,
depressed creativity in before beginning the climb back to the real
world. On one occasion that two months was worth nearly seventy
thousand dollars for a sculpture he created which consisted of a huge
angular slab of steel which looked like a ramp for loading cars onto a
truck, and two twenty foot concave steel disks.
The three pieces were aesthetically positioned on the massive lawn
in front of a corporate office building in Portland, Oregon. The
sculpture was entitled "Someday."
The public greeted it with ambivalence, the critics deplored it, the
architects loved it.
The name of the sculpture was a subject of local conjecture until
its someday came. That day was Oct. 7, 1998 on which, due to a faulty
foundation and unseasonably heavy rains, the sculpture collapsed in
on itself and suddenly became blatantly and objectionably phallic. The
community demanded it be removed immediately. They didn't want
the innocent minds of their children tainted with such filth. Artists and
lobbyists claimed that the sculpture was a work of art and not nearly as
phallic as everyone thought. They cited the Taj Mahal as an obvious
example of more phallic symbolism than was displayed by the fallen
sculpture.
The corporate big-wigs agreed that the Taj Mahal was more
phallic than "Someday," and added that the Taj Mahal was also not on
their front lawn.
The sculpture called "Someday" was removed and sold at auction.
The ensuing investigation into the foundation's poor workmanship
uncovered a gigantic organized crime syndicate with holdings in
television, construction, concrete, newspapers, and which was directly
linked to the corporation that had commissioned the sculpture, and on
whose property it had sat.
The scandal made for a great news week and was covered by all
the papers and TV stations, many of which were owned by the same
crime syndicate they were exposing. They made more money on the
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increased advertising revenue than they lost by dismantling the
corporation.
In the end, a few incidental pawns took the fall, and the
corporation was gutted and sold to American interests who had less
direct ties to the same underground crime syndicate that had owned it
previously.
This is the American Way.
The man who bought the sculpture "Someday" was a prominent
publisher and arts philanthropist who moved it to the front of his
corporate office building and had it installed as it had been after its
collapse, in the phallic form, and not as it had originally stood.
He thought he was making a statement. The moral majority, which
for the most part is neither, thought he was a lech, and lobbied
incessantly in an effort to prove to the world that this was so.
This provided the needed publicity for the launching of a new
magazine called "Stiletto" which was both lecherous and respected
and enabled this publisher to sell more copies of his magazine than
any other magazine in the world.
Eric Chadbourne never saw the results of his labors, he died before
the fall of "Someday."
Morgan Chadbourne as M.P. Chad regularly published stories on
the plight of censored, tight-assed America in this lecherous and
respected magazine. And at least once in every piece he wrote he used
this sentence: This is the American Way.
Morgan would eventually win a Nobel Prize for one of his novels,
but it would never be read in public schools because the right-wing
would have it yanked from library shelves. Their basis for this would
be that the novel expressed liberal sentiment and anti-Christian
philosophy.
About the Nobel Prize: Writers and scientists and political figures
are regularly lauded for receiving one, and it makes for good snipes on
the corner of your novel or something to mention about you if you
have received one. Plus there's that cash prize, and a good sized one
too, up around a million bucks.
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In Escondido, California there is even a Nobel Prize Laureate
Sperm Bank, where prospective mothers without hopeful mates, or
with hopes of rearing a world jarring genius, can go and become
impregnated by the sperm of a man who has won a Nobel Prize. I
guess the idea there is good minds beget good minds. This of course
only covers the genetic factors of a good mind of half of the people
who will be responsible for the begetting and does not account for the
mind, or state thereof, of the kind of person who would wish to
become impregnated by a sperm sample in a refrigerator in a town like
Escondido, California.
Most parents would hope to bear a child who would have a major
impact on the world, or at least one who could spell bourgeoisie. I
rather hope the type of woman with the mind set it takes to want to
become impregnated by the refrigerated, labeled, sealed and heavily
priced sperm of a Nobel Prize Laureate would not be the sort of
woman who might lobby to remove the books written by their child's
own father from the shelves of their schools for reasons of radical
thinking.
Fears like this keep me awake at night.
Radical thinking in the recently revived puritanical Western World
philosophy entails such repellent concepts as: acceptance of other
people's beliefs and customs, promotion of individuality and the
individual's right to make his own decisions and construct his own
viewpoints, and analytical thinking, which is dangerous to democracy
and the free world as we know it.
Forming one's own beliefs and opinions is the first step toward
anti-Christian thinking, which says emphatically that any one can
think and do exactly as they believe as long as they believe the same
as you. If they don't, you kill them or drive them out.
Throughout history more people have been killed or driven from
their homes for failing to believe in the same just and kind and
forgiving God as their neighbors. And sometimes for believing in the
same just and kind and forgiving God, but in a different manner as
their neighbor.
But I am becoming tangenital again.
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The Nobel prize is named after Alfred Nobel, a Swedish chemist
from a wealthy family and strong proponent of peace. He was
responsible for many scientific advances during his day and amassed a
fortune during his lifetime. When he died, he set up a fund from
which, once a year, people of all races, creeds, and colors would be
awarded monetary prizes for excelling and standing out in the fields of
literature, science, and the quest for world peace. Today the Nobel
Prize is more an honor and status symbol than a cash gift, but winners
still get the cash.
Here's the kicker: Alfred Nobel, the man for whom the Nobel
Peace Prize is named, made one terribly major contribution to
mankind and the world.
He invented dynamite.
That's right, dynamite! The stuff that goes boom and kills people.
Dynamite, the stuff that was manufactured about a mile up the wash
from Morgan Phillip Chadbourne's (the soon to be Nobel Prize
Winner) childhood home.
Isn't that great?
Essentially, Mr. Nobel figured out how to stabilize the extremely
explosive and unstable substance nitroglycerin.
Nitroglycerin is the stuff in the pills your grandparents take in
order to keep their hearts ticking in preferred swing time and not in the
dangerous and potentially fatal waltz time.
Alfred Nobel saturated stable, absorbent materials with the
chemical nitroglycerin and there you have it, dynamite, a safely
handled, easily transported high explosive.
Neat, huh?
By the time Morgan Phillip Chadbourne, the soon to be famous
writer, was a child living just a mile down the wash from a factory
which produced dynamite, it was not being made with nitroglycerin
anymore. It was being made from ammonium nitrate, which is even
more stable. And he still never got to take a field trip to the factory.
By the time Morgan Phillip Chadbourne met the hero of our story,
Wendel Gordon-Smith, the stress engineer who sees things differently,
on his way to Berkeley to remove his son Eric from the county jail's
psychiatric facility, one had to be pretty acutely ill to receive state
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treatment, or one had to commit a crime. This is because in the early
90s in California, a state which seemed to feel the recession the
hardest, budget cuts nearly halved the already pitiful state mental
health care facilities. In 1991 the County of San Diego, in which the
Nobel Prize Laureate's Sperm Bank was located, had the ability to
provide acute mental health care for
.00136% of its population.
This is true, I figured it up on my calculator.
The San Diego County Sheriff was even quoted as saying, "If you
want community mental health service in this county, go out and
commit a crime, otherwise you won't get it." These budget cuts made
the jails the county's primary provider of mental health care.
I only bring this up because I read recently about a man who had
broken into the county psychiatric hospital and beat an attendant with
a metal rod. The report said he was probably deranged. This is not the
sort of behavior usually exhibited by a severely deranged person, for
the man had to scale a twelve foot wall, dodge security systems, and
do all this packing a metal pipe with him. No one is saying why he did
it, but he got in and he beat an attendant in the hallway and he got to
go to jail, where he was put in the psychiatric security facility.
The man's name was Alan Green and he had at one time been a
patient there, which makes one wonder what the attendant had done to
raise such ire in the man.
I knew Alan Green when I was in the circus. He was the tent boss
for the Daily Bros. Circus. He was in charge of keeping the tent crew
in line. He was not prone toward violence unless it was warranted.
I couldn't tell you what he was doing in the county's psychiatric
hospital, or why he chose to break back in. But the incident brought to
mind the board game Clue, which I had been playing the evening
before reading the story. Had I found the article earlier I might have
solved the crime and won the game.
It was Mr. Green, in the hallway, with the lead pipe.
Eric Chadbourne, the unstable artist, was always able to afford top
notch mental health care by the time he was going "Bye-bye" on
account of that nasty vicious cycle he was caught up in between sanity
and creativity. Just recently he had been paid $15,140 dollars for a

- 45 -

painting of himself painting a painter painting a painting of him. It
wasn't terribly original but it was food for thought.
By a bizarre coincidence, $15,140 is the exact same amount of
money that comes in a Monopoly board game. Monopoly is and has
been the most popular board game of all time. It was introduced by
Parker Brothers in 1935. They stole the idea from a game people used
to play in the dirt during the depression.
People take the game very seriously. Seriously enough that they
have championship tournaments, one of which was taking place at the
moment Morgan sat talking to Wendel Gordon-Smith – the hero of our
story – in Morgan's city of residence, Souix City, Iowa, which,
regardless of how Eric felt about it, was soon to be his city of
residence also.
The grand Prize for winning the Monopoly championship is
$15,140.
Eric was, at that moment, shivering straight jacketed in the
Alameda County Jail's mental health facility near Berkeley, California
where he lived, blubbering incoherently about "The Music Man" and
"Carousel" and chorusing his fears to anyone who would listen, and
who could understand him. At that moment he was, in governmental
support terms, officially one of the forty craziest people in Alameda
County.
Eric had many problems and fears which regularly plagued him,
but the biggie, the one that really knocked him out, was the fear that at
any given moment, everyone around him would start singing and
dancing and he wouldn't know what to do. This fear had been with him
since his childhood, and as an adult he never really thought it would
happen until it did.
Nor did he really believe that his three month old pile of dirty
laundry in the closet was forming itself into a scale replica of the
Statue of Liberty, yet it seemed to look more like her every time he
checked.
Eric did not believe the fear, but the fear itself had become a habit
and thusly affected his behavior.
Then Eric went bye-bye and his dad came to take him home.
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This is what I mean by the fear habit: When I was about seven, I
used to be babysat periodically by friends of my parents. Their name
was Levitt and their sixteen year old daughter was the one who did
most of the babysitting, which didn't bother me at all. She was
absolutely gorgeous. The Levitts lived about four blocks from us in a
home which had exactly the same floor plan as ours except in reverse.
No one else ever thought that was as strange as I did, but to me it was
ultimate weirdness to spend an evening in the mirror image of your
own home. It was as if I had fallen through a mirror into an alternate
universe where everything was the reverse of what I was used to.
I saw a cheesy "B" science fiction movie once about a planet
which was on the other side of the sun which was a mirror duplicate of
Earth. Some poor spaceman crashed his ship on it and had to go live
with his twin-planet wife who liked him as little as his real Earth wife
did like him. The spaceman had to learn to read backward and
everything. If it hadn't been so bad a movie it would have been pretty
spooky.
The Levitt's house was spooky to me in that way and I wouldn't
have liked being there at all if not for Vivian, who was gorgeous.
One night I sat in the family room of the Levitt's house, which
housed the television set and was the exact opposite of my family
room which also housed the television. I was watching the television
and I saw an episode of the Twilight Zone which, for some reason, I
have never seen again, though I have talked with many people about it
and they all claimed to have just seen that particular episode recently.
It was the episode where these parents wake up in the middle of
the night to the sound of their small daughter crying out for help. The
girl's voice is a faint, distant, wisping sound and they tear the house
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apart trying to find her. They can not find her, though they can hear
her voice the entire time.
They finally discover that she has fallen through a hole in her wall
into another dimension which is full of empty space and nuclei and
stuff. I can't remember very well, I was only seven the last time I saw
it, but it seems like this alternate universe looked a lot like the
"Journey Through Inner Space" ride that used to be at Disneyland.
The ride at Disneyland simulated shrinking its passengers to a
really tiny size and carrying them through a microscope into the vast,
uncharted land of molecules and atoms and things. Everybody I know
loved that ride but they tore it out anyway. If you ever rode on
"Journey Through Inner Space" you would know what I mean.
Chances are you have seen the episode of Twilight Zone about
which I speak.
Anyway, the parents of the poor little girl find the alternate
universe in the wall behind her bed and mark the perimeter of the
opening with chalk because you can't actually see holes to other
dimensions, you can just stick your arm through them or fall through
them, but they look like a perfectly normal wall. They then summon a
friend who they think evidently knows what to do about little girls
who have fallen through holes into other dimensions and, through
some sequence of events which I can't remember too well because it
was very late and I was terrified, manage to rescue the girl.
For weeks I had nightmares which I never told my parents about
because I knew, even as a child it was a silly fear and things like that
don't really happen to people. And after a while the nightmares went
away and a while after that I grew up and went on the road and then
came off the road and got married and got divorced and started writing
books and drinking a lot and quit drinking a lot and started drinking
again and confronted and conquered all sorts of terrible fears and
problems and nasty situations which happen to real people in real life
every day.
And after surviving all that, I still absolutely will not sleep next to
a wall.
This is the habit of fear. I know that my walls are safe and free
from any unwanted holes to alternate nuclei universes because I check
periodically. I know that checking for these holes is ludicrous because

- 48 -

they will not be there. I have no fear of falling through the wall. None
at all. I have the habit of fear. The habit, not the fear, is what controls
my behavior.
Years later I saw Vivian Levitt, the gorgeous girl in the reverse
house who used to babysit me, on a game show called "The Joker's
Wild." I was probably sixteen then and so she would have been
twenty-five. She was still gorgeous and still too old for me.
Now she is not too old for me and I like that.
Eric Chadbourne, the disturbed artist son of Morgan Phillip
Chadbourne, soon to be famous writer on account of a humiliating
meeting with Clint Eastwood in the Post Office in Carmel, California,
had the habit of fear that at any given moment people would start
singing and dancing like they do in musicals, though he had actually
shaken the fear as a child. Eric had more serious problems, however,
and when he really started to go, the habit was still with him and
therefore his hallucinations always included strangers and friends alike
suddenly bursting into song.
A young boy I used to babysit in addition to my own little brothers
had this bizarre fear of the word "eyeball."
All you had to do was say "eyeball" and he would fly off into
uncontrolled crying spasms that invariably lasted at least half an hour.
I have always wondered about the cause of that.
Louise Mindshaum, the housekeeper of Clint Eastwood, the actor,
had a bizarre and inexplicable fear of government offices. This is why
Clint Eastwood was in the Post office, in Carmel, California buying
stamps at the very same moment that Wendel Gordon-Smith, the hero
of our story, was dying in the alley from a knife wound in his femoral
artery from which his blood was spreading at a rate of four hundred
and twenty-seven square centimeters per minute. This was when
Morgan Phillip Chadbourne committed the faux pas which launched
his writing career and eventually landed him the Nobel Prize for
literature.
Morgan Phillip Chadbourne would never know that it was Louise
Mindshaum's inane habit of fear that was responsible for the chain of
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events which made him famous and respected, even by her boss, Clint
Eastwood, the actor.
In case you were wondering why all of the references to distance
and volume in this book are based on English Measurement except for
the rate at which Wendel Gordon-Smith, the hero of our story, is
bleeding to death, which is in metric, it is because Wendel calculated
that figure himself while he was dying and he had recently converted.
Louise Mindshaum, Clint Eastwood's housekeeper, had no reason
to fear government offices. Nothing bad had ever happened to her in
regard to the government except the normal stuff we are all subject to,
like taxes and the periodic census form etc. But Louise's fear of
government offices was so acute as to keep her from filing for
unemployment compensation when it had been her right as an
American citizen. That's another story.
For the record, in case your mind is doing any stereotyping, Louise
Mindshaum is a Caucasian woman in her forties with two teenage
children and a dead husband on account of the Vietnam Conflict.
Louise went to Washington once and after a long time found her
husband's name on that big, black wall, and ran a trembling hand
across it, but it didn't help much. He was still dead.
Louise Mindshaum was very aware of the silliness of her fear and
went to all sorts of counseling and even did a past life regression with
a hypnotist to discover the source of her fear. The past life regression
revealed to her that in her previous life she had been a gentle and kind
woman, as she was now, and had once been a housekeeper for Gary
Cooper, a movie star from the early days of film. She had died at a
young age during childbirth. No relief was to be found as to her
present problems.
While she was working for Clint Eastwood, the movie star, in
Carmel, California, she was attending night school and learning the
necessary skills to be a secretary. She could type very quickly and she
was efficient with every task and movement. After she quit working
for Mr. Eastwood, she was offered a job with the Secret Service,
which is most certainly a government position and her duties would
most certainly be taking place in a government office.
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Wanting to accept the position and the pay scale which came with
it, she returned to her hypnotist and in a series of sessions costing her
scads of money and lasting several weeks, she was able to quell her
fear of government offices and arrive on time for her first day as a
government employee with only a minimum of apprehension which
she attributed to the apprehension everyone feels when starting a new
job.
The Secret Service is the branch of the government where
everyone is required to wear sharp, dark suits, slick sunglasses,
earpieces, and protect the President of the United States from any
potential harm. Everybody knows that.
The other thing they are responsible for, which fewer people know,
is the tracking down and catching of counterfeiters, people who print
their own money.
There is an old joke in the printing industry – of which I know
much about because I am a third generation of printers – which says:
The only thing illegal for a printer to do is make money.
The Secret Service is a branch of the Treasury Department which
includes, among other bureaus, the Internal Revenue Service.
This means that the IRS man who audits you is a federal law
enforcement agent who can carry a gun and fight and arrest people and
everything. He or she is not just another pansy accountant. Remember
that next time you get audited.
The Secret Service is also responsible for protecting foreign
dignitaries and past presidents and valuable works of art which tour
the country periodically like the Treasures of King Tut etc. In addition,
they handle the protection of the children of presidents and past
presidents and vice presidents too.
They only protect children until they turn sixteen, then they are on
their own, unless they become president also. This never happens
because they can see how rapidly their fathers age while presiding
over our country. I see it too and I wonder who would possibly want to
be president. This brings up the old axiom that anyone who would
want to rule a country is probably a man least suited to do so.
Mostly, the Secret Service handles problems with money, like
credit card fraud, check fraud, and of course counterfeiting.
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I have a friend who is a prospective Secret Service agent; he looks
like one to me. I think he will look great in a suit and shades and
earpiece. He told me that currently, the best job in the Secret Service is
protecting Vice-President Dan Quayle. This is because they try to keep
him out of the country as much as possible so he won't be too
embarrassing on home turf. A Secret Service Agent who is protecting
Dan Quayle gets to travel all around the world with relatively little
stress; nobody is going to take a shot at someone as harmless as
Quayle.
Louise Mindshaum got a job with the Secret Service on the west
coast which means that they spent a good deal more time tracking
down counterfeiters than protecting the President of the United States.
There is, of course, Richard Nixon. The agents who protect him
spend a good deal of time standing around in temperate weather on
golf courses. Every now and then, when I drive from San Diego to Los
Angeles (something one should try to avoid as much as possible) I will
see some men in snappy suits hanging out on a bridge that transverses
a golf course near San Clemente and I will say to myself, "Oh, look,
Nixon's playing golf."
Louise enjoyed her job and was compensated fairly well, and was
eventually asked by her boss to take a trip with him to Massachusetts,
where he was searching for a card hustler named Frank Abagnale,
whom they suspected was involved with a west coast counterfeiting
ring and whom they suspected was about to blow the country. They
thought he was on his way to France. They didn't want him to leave.
The Secret Service suspected Frank Abagnale – whose parents had
once defaulted on a six thousand dollar gambling debt and legally got
away with it – of being involved in counterfeiting because he was
known to play cards regularly with known counterfeiters on whom the
Secret Service could never get their hands. They suspected Frank of
being a card hustler because a Secret Service Agent who had
infiltrated a poker game he was in had lost badly to him with
government money, which didn't make them happy at all.
In fact, Frank Abagnale was a card hustler but he hadn't cheated in
years. The Secret Service man was just a bad poker player. End of
story.
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They suspected Frank was about to leave the country for France
because he was about to leave the country for France. He had his
ticket.
This is what Frank Abagnale didn't know: The people with whom
he played poker regularly were counterfeiters and the money he
legitimately won from them gambling illegally was counterfeit and he
was therefore the only one who was ignorant to the whole situation.
Frank Abagnale was the one who got caught by the Secret Service
when Louise Mindshaum took the trip to Massachusetts with her boss.
Eventually they had to let him go because he really was ignorant of the
entire situation and just a card hustler who didn't hustle anymore.
In the meantime, Louise was sexually harassed by her boss, who
denied all charges made against him and she left her job at the Secret
Service.
Her boss, the man who sexually harassed her on the trip to
Massachusetts, was awarded for finding the man who was not
consciously involved with the counterfeiters, who he never did catch.
Frank took his trip to France.
Louise Mindshaum realized that her personal habit of fear was not
based in the past, but in the future, and never entered a government
building again. She gave up secretarial work and got a job as a
housekeeper for an aging diminutive actor named Michael J. Fox.
The counterfeiters sold the phony money for real money and
laundered it, sank it into a dummy corporation and took a healthy tax
deduction for capital losses on it.
This is the American Way.
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viii

May your dad sleep well down in Hell tonight,
Never liked him much
But he gave me a bite of his hot dog,
When we went golfing,
In San Clemente,
With Richard Nixon.
And I was bored,
So I prayed to the Lord,
Huah! Give me a war!
– The Rugburns, San Diego
This is what happened on December 7, 1941: Some 360 Japanese
warplanes appeared in the skies over the American military base at
Pearl Harbor in the Hawaiian Islands and proceeded to pulverize
everything in sight. In just two hours of bombardment, the Japanese
forces were able to sink or destroy eight battleships and fourteen
smaller ships, obliterate two hundred warplanes, kill twenty-five
hundred people and wound an additional thirteen hundred. All this
while only sustaining one hundred casualties themselves. From an
outsider's point of view the Japanese pulled off one brilliantly
executed military maneuver. Don't say that too loud though.
This is considered one of America's darkest days.
Also on that day in 1941, a Mr. and Mrs. Smith of Dayton, Ohio,
home to the famous and fictional Hardy Boys, sons of the not-sofamous but equally fictional detective Fenton Hardy, were getting to
know each other a little better and, in the course of the evening got to
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know each other quite well and conceived a child. This child would be
born after a proper gestation period and be named Wendel Smith. And
nearly fifty years after that he would be the hero of my story.
Another of America's darkest days was November 23, 1963, on
which John F. Kennedy – if not one of America's better, certainly one
of America's most popular presidents – was shot and killed on the
streets of Dallas in front of God and everybody. On that dark and
terrible day a couple in Burbank, California went ahead with their
wedding, and the brother of the groom, my father, and his beautiful
mate, my mother, apparently got caught up in the emotion of the
moment – and possibly the champagne as well – and even though the
nation was shut down and in mourning, managed to conceive a child
themselves. That child was me, who nearly thirty years later would
make Wendel Gordon-Smith, the stress engineer who sees things
differently, the hero of his story.
And for a short time he wrote in the third person and predicated in
the past tense. He found it amusing.
Now you know how approximately how old I am and it might
explain to those who know me that strange predilection for collecting
fifty cent pieces.
I would like to mention something else about myself before I go
on. The event about which I speak was probably the point at which I
quit apologizing for my behavior toward others; when I realized that
maybe I wasn't just an arrogant, self-absorbed egomaniac, that I might
really be as amazing as I think I am.
About a year ago, I accidentally dropped a piece of paper from a
counter top and it fluttered to the linoleum and landed on its edge.
Really! It just sat there on its edge!
And so the darkest days of America are sometimes coupled with
good news for individual Americans. I might add that January 16,
1991, the day we all found out American planes were bombing the hell
out of Baghdad, I received my first acceptance letter for a short story I
had written. It was a terribly morbid humorous piece about a family
from Paramus, New Jersey who decide to vacation in New Mexico,
the Land of Enchantment. That's the state's slogan. One by one the
members of this doomed family die tragic and bizarre deaths until only
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Father is left, dragging his bloody, broken body across the state line so
he can die knowing he had seen New Mexico, the Land of
Enchantment.
Unfortunately, the magazine folded before my story was printed,
but I still have the letter.
The Gulf War was a real interesting event; I'm surprised it wasn't
on Pay-Per-View, but that would have been unethical, and we are,
after all, an ethical country. I think it was really nice how we saved a
little defenseless dictatorship from a big mean dictatorship. It is our
moral obligation to promote freedom.
The funniest thing about the Gulf War was the yellow ribbons
everyone adopted as a way of showing our appreciation for the troops.
This absurd concept was based on the seventies pop song "Tie a
Yellow Ribbon Round The Old Oak Tree" by Tony Orlando and
Dawn. Not only was it one of the worst songs in the history of modern
music, nobody seems to remember, or care, that the song is really
about a guy who is getting out of jail!
It was about a guy who had committed a crime, paid his debt to
society and was finally freed! Is this what we thought of our troops?
Our entire Armed Forces are volunteers, they weren't imprisoned, they
weren't paying off any moral debt to society; they were working for a
living!
They even had Tony Orlando on the "Welcome Home" specials on
TV. Twisted logic if you ask me.*
*[2014: There song itself was based on an old folk story. Here's the
skinny on that: http://www.loc.gov/folklife/ribbons/ribbons.html]
Another thing that occurred on January 16, 1991: Wendel GordonSmith, the hero of our story, was on the telephone – which looked like
a Stouffer's frozen pizza – yelling at his ex-wife and mother to his only
daughter. His ex-wife's name was Candice Gordon, and she was
telling Wendel she needed his alimony check as soon as possible
because she was broke and could not cover the bills.
Wendel was about to tell her she was a gold-digging bitch and if
she really needed the money, to get it from her rich bastard Colombian
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boyfriend whom he knew was living with her, when the radio broke
the news of the War in the Gulf, that portion of which was brought to
us by Coca-Cola. This broke off the conversation and he didn't need to
speak to her again for a month. Then he found out she had married the
Colombian to prevent him from being deported, so Wendel never had
to send her a check ever again.
Ever again, in Wendel's case, didn't last nearly as long as he
thought it would.
He called her at her home in Montana, which he privately referred
to as the "little crack-house on the prairie" and gloated over the phone
of his freedom from her at last. Then he never had to speak to her ever
again.
Wendel secretly detested the name Sylvia, which his wife had
insisted they name their only daughter. He thought it sounded sleazy
and he did not have a sleazy daughter, only a sleazy ex-wife.
Back at the Hog's Breath Inn, where Morgan Phillip Chadbourne
had just finished lying about his occupation and his reason for being in
California, Wendel returned the n. cognito song list with the queer
reference to Curious George, the monkey in children's story books, to
its rightful place in his suitcase which looked like an armadillo, and
began to tell Morgan what he was doing in Carmel, California.
He had decided just a week earlier to take a trip and drive around
California following the circus arrows. This seemed to him like
something he should do. The only other item on his agenda had been
to visit Big Sur, which everyone spoke of highly and which he now
considered to be a place nobody had ever really visited but had just
heard about from other people who had never really been there. It was
upsetting to Wendel at first, then just funny.
Everybody in California wants to seem educated and well traveled
and they have all heard of Big Sur so they act like they have been
there. After a while they actually believe they have been there and will
claim under sacred oath that it's the best place in California. This is not
true.
Big Sur is a mile or so stretch of twisting, horrible highway
through a heavily wooded area and pocked with expensive, rustic
(bucolic, if you will) looking motels and even more expensive, rustic
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looking restaurants. Hardly a paradise. The ocean is somewhere over
there to the left, on the other side of the campgrounds which regularly
brim with campers in their fifth-wheels, roughing it with electric
barbecues, satellite antennas and air conditioning. The ocean is at the
bottom of gigantic cliffs which are plentiful all over that region of
California and absolutely free to stand on.
Wendel was dismayed when he realized that he was about to leave
Big Sur and had not seen anything even remotely appealing. California
has lots of forests if you know where to look, and campgrounds and
expensive, rustic looking restaurants and motels are equally plentiful.
Wendel thought he should at least stop and eat there, which he would
have if he could have brought himself to pay seven dollars for a tuna
sandwich. Eventually he visited a ramshackle, rustic looking building
which was called something like the Henry Miller Library.
It was named after Henry Miller who was a writer born into a
stifling New York bourgeois family in the late eighteen hundreds. He
left New York at a young age and wrote "Tropic of Cancer" and
"Tropic of Capricorn" in Paris during the thirties. He was fond of
realistic language and sensual imagery and his books were considered
obscene in the States. In reality, they would have been just dirty
stories had he not been such a terrific writer.
Henry Miller's books were accepted widely in Europe but were
banned in America, the land of free speech, until 1961, nearly thirty
years after he had written them.
This, too, is the American Way.
Henry Miller outlived most of his critics. He died in January 1980,
a few weeks before Jimmy Durante died. Jimmy Durante was only
marginally talented but he had a real big nose and he got better press.
You will not find Henry Miller's Books in the library at public
schools. In many of these schools you will not find Dr. Seuss' books
either, or Mark Twain's. Dr. Seuss' books are considered by some to be
sexist, because most of his protagonists are male. I wonder who
thought of that one? Most of his characters are not only androgynous,
but not even human. Mark Twain's books sometimes express the racial
sentiments of the time in which he wrote them. That is what happens
when you write about the world as you know it. It's not his fault he
lived in a darker age.
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But children must be protected from such evils.
Wendel Gordon-Smith visited the Henry Miller Library in Big Sur,
California, but it was closed. He decided that he should buy a Henry
Miller book and read it. He would not get the chance. He would soon
be dead.
Wendel Gordon-Smith told Morgan, the insurance salesman from
Sioux City, Iowa with the seriously disturbed child whom he did not
mention to Wendel, that after his disappointment at Big Sur he had
thought it might be interesting to drive to Santa Cruz and look up an
old college buddy who lived there. Wendel's friend was named Arch
Stanton and was a federal judge. Wendel would not live to find out
that his friend Arch no longer lived in Santa Cruz but resided in a
federal prison. He would have been surprised to discover this. Wendel
might have been equally surprised to discover that Arch Stanton was
also the name on the grave in an old spaghetti western, "The Good,
The Bad, and The Ugly."
A spaghetti western is a film that is made in Spain or Italy with
mostly Italian actors and a few Americans who star in them. They are
very inexpensive to make in Spain or Italy and much of the terrain
looks just like western movie type terrain. By another outright
amazing coincidence, "The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly" starred a
young actor named Clint Eastwood who was fresh off seven years on
the television show "Rawhide" and wanted to work, and who now
owned the Hog's Breath Inn in Carmel, California in which Wendel
and Morgan were now sitting.
It was considered unfashionable and a downright bad career move
to make a spaghetti western, but many respected actors did it anyway,
like Henry Fonda and... well, that's about it.
In the movie "The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly," Clint Eastwood
plays "The Good" and Eli Wallach, a wonderful actor himself, plays
"The Ugly." Each of them has been told part of a secret by a dying
man. Eli Wallach knows the name of the cemetery where a treasure is
buried, and Clint Eastwood knows the name on the grave. The name
on the grave is Arch Stanton, the same name as Wendel's college
buddy who did not live in Santa Cruz anymore. This is a good thing to
know in case you get involved in playing trivia games.
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Wendel's friend Arch Stanton had committed some ingenious
fraudulent acts and had been stripped of the title of federal judge and
given the title federal prisoner. He was in federal prison where he was
regularly abused by the guards.
About ten years previous to his getting caught, which was recently,
Arch Stanton had been audited by the IRS and, due to a lack of proper
receipts for some deductions, was charged about one hundred and
seven dollars in back taxes by the IRS auditor, who, as you know, is a
federal law enforcement agent who can carry a gun and arrest people
and everything. Arch Stanton had always been forthright and totally
honest in all his dealings, and he was meticulous about his deductions.
He was so incensed by this lack of respect for his attention to detail
that he vowed he would get them back somehow.
This is what Arch Stanton, the federal judge, did: He started a
religious sect called New Life Church and made himself the head of
the organization. Then he solicited a group of commercial airline
pilots to join his church, after which he made them all ministers and
gave them each their own parish. Pilots were his chosen target because
they make the kind of money that really leaves one wishing he could
keep more of it rather than give it to the government. The pilots would
donate their entire income to New Life Church, rendering it nontaxable. Then Arch Stanton would give each of them a salary for their
work as ministers, which was also non-taxable. Each of the pilots'
homes were called "sanctuaries" and therefore not subject to property
taxes.
And so the pilots paid absolutely no taxes at all. Arch Stanton took
a small commission for his part and made a fortune, which he socked
away in the Cayman Islands – known as the Switzerland of the
Caribbean – and eventually got caught and went to jail.
Frank Abagnale, the real life con artist who posed as an airline
pilot to pass bad checks, and not the fictional Frank Abagnale, the card
hustler in this story, would really have appreciated that scam, though
he could not have utilized it. He didn't have to pay taxes, he stole all of
his money. And he wasn't really a pilot, he just looked like one.
Arch Stanton – the federal judge-cum-federal prisoner and not the
name on the grave in the Clint Eastwood spaghetti western – had a
wife who was also a gem when it comes to underhanded dealings. I
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know all this because she is the sister of a previous employer of mine,
who had all of her he could stand.
Arch Stanton's wife was just recently arrested for bilking migrant
Mexican laborers out of over half a million dollars.
This is what she did: She would find illegal aliens, of which there
are many, down near the border in San Diego, take them to her house,
and give them a "green card" for just three hundred dollars. A green
card is the piece of paper which allows a Mexican national to work
legally in the United States, and is becoming increasingly harder to
come by. Then she would pat them on the back and send them merrily
on their way thinking they were now legal and free of worries of
Border Patrol agents barreling down on them in their pastel green
monster sedans.
This is about as low as behavior gets.
It's one thing to rip off the government, which many people
consider payback, or to rip off insurance companies (payback again),
but taking three hundred dollars from a person who has left his family
behind in a destitute, poverty stricken third-world country, and braved
untold dangers to try to bring a better life to himself and his kin is just
plain evil.
Arch Stanton's wife did it anyway and she got caught. When they
caught her and some of her cohorts they linked her and her operation
to a huge consortium of people all engaging in the same practice
which spread as far as the Philippines. Lots of scumbags out there.
The court ordered her pay a fine of ten thousand dollars and five
hundred thousand dollars in restitution to the illegal aliens, many of
whom the court knew they would never find.
It didn't matter anyway. Arch Stanton's wife did not go to jail and
she did not pay the fine or the restitution.
She filed bankruptcy.*
This is the American Way.
*[2014: Can't let this one go.... Wrong. You cannot discharge criminal
fines and restitution.]
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ix

Wendel Gordon-Smith, the hero of our story who sees things
differently, had only one specific plan when he left on his vacation. He
was going to find some circus arrows and follow them. This behavior
is a throwback to the days when one is young and has nothing much to
do so one follows a fire engine to see where the fire is. Wendel
Gordon-Smith was nearing fifty, had nothing to do for a period, so he
decided to follow the circus arrows and find out where the circus was.
Circus arrows are the sort of thing that are seen by people on the
phone poles on the sides of roads all the time, it's just that no one
knows what they are so they don't notice them. Circuses generally
route themselves on side roads between gigs because their trucks and
vehicles tend not to be legally registered and their drivers tend to not
be legal to drive, and in many cases do not want to be talking to police
anyway. This is not meant to give an impression that members of a
circus are more likely to be fugitives and low-lifes than other people.
In reality, the performers in any given circus are members of close knit
family units of all nationalities. The live together, perform together,
are solely responsible for their children's educations, and generally
make a mockery of our notions of family unity.
These are real people who live real, fulfilling lives. It just happens
that they live each day in a different town.
The working crew, on the other hand, constitutes the flip side of
the coin. Whenever a circus hits a fairly large city, they send some
people out to scour the missions and shelters looking for bums and
transients who are willing to work for ten dollars a day, a place to
sleep, and two meals a day. They bums discover that they have to
work for ten hours out of their day when they're not used to working at
all, they get to sleep in the back of a truck, and the ten dollars a day
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doesn't last long after a trip to the pie car, which is a sort of mobile
snack bar that sells cigarettes and beer in addition to providing their
two meals.
These transients might last a day, a week, or even a month, after
which they just disappear, which is called "blowing the show" and
probably go find another shelter to sleep in. Then the circus finds
some more indigents, and the tent crew, though they are all
individually usually nice and certainly interesting, becomes just a blur
of similar, constantly changing, ruddy faces.
These are the people who end up driving the trucks that carry the
show, and these are the people who you want to make it easiest to
avoid the police and to find the next lot. So instead of giving each of
many vehicles instructions detailing how to get to the next lot, circuses
send an advance crew to put up arrows on the roads to guide them to
their destination. This greatly increases the chance of all the vehicles
arriving at the proper site in good time.
A circus arrow is a piece of heavy white paper about four inches
by eight inches with a big arrow printed on it. This is how to read
them if you see any: Three arrows side to side pointing up means
"Keep driving, you are going the right direction." Three arrows
pointing down means "Keep driving, but watch your speed," or just
"slow down." This is usually an indication of a town approaching or a
speed trap or something. Two arrows pointing down and one pointing
to the side means, "Slow down, you are going to turn this way pretty
soon." And three arrows pointing to the side means, "Turn here now."
Wendel had followed them all through middle California and since
no one comes to remove them after the show, he couldn't be sure if the
circus was anywhere near. But he had spotted a poster outside Santa
Barbara which informed him he was only two weeks behind the Ford
Bros. Circus so he felt he would find them soon. After which he didn't
know what he would do.
Wendel had read what I just told you about circus arrows in a
tedious article which had told the history of side-show games of
chance and the best way not to be bilked out of money by them. The
article's advice was, don't play if you don't want to pay.
How enlightening.
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The article also mentioned that in the early days of circus, which
boasted more of the midway scams and side-show freaks than circuses
do today, at the beginning of the midway – which was a path of booths
and exhibits designed to relinquish a visitor of his cash – which led to
the main circus tent, the circus would regularly post signs that warned
the visitor to watch out for pickpockets. Upon reading the sign, the
visitor would involuntarily touch his wallet to make sure it was secure,
and any of the number of pickpockets on the midway who were
gainfully employed by the circus would now know exactly where the
visitor's wallet was, facilitating its freedom from its owner's
possession.
This bit of information, and the part about the circus arrows, was
true. The rest of the article was pure fabrication.
Wendel had been enthralled by the prospect of such a meaningless
endeavor as following circus arrows, and knowing the name of the
circus he was following made it even more of an adventure.
He had followed the arrows to a town called King City on
Highway 101, then he had cut over to Highway 1 and drove through
Big Sur only to be disappointed by it on his way to Santa Cruz to visit
his old friend Arch Stanton who shared the same name as the name on
the grave in the Clint Eastwood spaghetti western, and who was now
in jail, though Wendel didn't know that.
This he told to Morgan Phillip Chadbourne in the Hog's Breath Inn
in Carmel, California between sips off of his Corona beer, which
looked like the remote control for a Magnavox television set. Morgan
nodded as he listened but did not believe Wendel. Morgan had lied
about who he was and his reason for being there, why shouldn't
Wendel?
A thief assumes everyone steals.
A liar assumes everyone lies.
The Ford Bros. Circus, which Wendel was following before he cut
off to see Big Sur, was run by the son of the famous owner of the
Daily Bros. Circus, which was a train show in the early part of this
century. The entire circus traveled by train from town to town. This
was a beautiful sight which is now extinct. Even traveling tent shows,
which still set up a big top to perform in, are all but extinct. Circuses
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now prefer to rent hockey arenas or armories or exposition centers to
do their shows in. They are usually cleaner and more comfortable
venues for both audiences and performers alike, but it's not the same
thing.
The Daily Bros. Circus train was owned by a man named
Davenport.
Davenport is what my grandparents call a couch.
Eventually the circus folded and Davenport had to adopt more
conventional modes of travel and eventually retired, not necessarily
rich in cash but definitely rich in experience. This man Davenport had
two children with the unusual names of Gopher and Termite.
I worked for Termite Davenport, his younger son. He was the boss
of the present day Daily Bros. Circus which Wendel was not
following. Termite had been in Vietnam and was in Special Services.
He was trained to kill people with just a stare if he had to. He was a
nasty fellow when he needed to be but most of the time he was real
nice, though quite intimidating. He stood about five foot five and
chewed gum a lot and was pretty stocky, but he had a way of scaring
the hell out of people.
Termite's brother Gopher was much worse. Not only was he bigger
and uglier and even more intimidating, he had a nasty temperament.
He was best to avoid.
Gopher Davenport was the boss of Ford Bros. Circus, which
Wendel was following.
With circuses it is always better to abbreviate Brothers so it reads
"Bros." because it fits better on posters and is just a tradition of sorts.
Termite worked for his brother at Ford Bros. Circus as the
concessions manager for many years until his brother helped him
finance a show of his own, which he named after their father's train
show.
The Daily Bros. Circus was a mud show, which in circus jargon
means they still performed under a tent. It was a pretty rinky-dink setup. My partner Rocky G. and I were hired to work as clowns for
Termite. This is where I met Jersey Ray, the pool shark, and Alan
Green, the tent boss who would later break into the San Diego County

- 65 -

Psychiatric Hospital and beat the attendant with the lead pipe, and
where I collected all the information one needs to know to become a
successful card hustler.
Rocky and I went to San Antonio, Texas to meet up with Termite
before we went to winter quarters. Two days after we got to San
Antonio, in January of 1985, it was hit by the worst cold spell in
recorded history. In one day there were over six hundred auto
accidents in San Antonio alone. This is true, look it up.
After the cold spell we went to winter quarters in Cut And Shoot,
in eastern Texas. Cut And Shoot had a population of about sixty
people, and one of them ended up being a Playboy centerfold girl.
How's that for odds?
Winter quarters is where everybody in the circus hangs out until
it's warm enough to start traveling again. Most circuses winter quarter
in Florida, but as I said, this was a rinky-dink show.
When Rocky – who was actually from Florida and wishing he was
there – and I got to Cut And Shoot, there were about four people there,
a giraffe, a couple of lions, a tiger, a baby elephant, and various,
assorted, less exotic but equally smelly creatures.
In charge of the animals was a man named Mike Cecere whom
Rocky knew from a previous show. Mike had a bizarre drooling
problem and could often be seen walking around with a towel in his
mouth. He had been the guy who had trained George Segal, the actor,
to be a lion tamer on one of those "Circus of the Stars" shows on
television.
Apparently George Segal had been only mildly interested in lion
taming. What he really wanted to do was learn how to drive the big rig
truck that Mike Cecere had carted all the lions to Los Angeles in. So
Mike taught George Segal how to drive a big rig truck on the Santa
Ana freeway in Los Angeles, which is the worst place in Los Angeles
to learn to do anything.
George Segal loved it.
That was the only thing Mike Cecere ever told me that was worth
listening to.
The Daily Bros. Circus only played very small towns with a
population of around two thousand in eastern Texas, Louisiana,
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Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia. We got to learn a lot about the
culture there, and especially the drinking laws.
What happened was that Termite would send us ahead of the show
with just enough money for gas and food. We were to do advance
promotion, get in with the sponsors of the show, and hang posters and
circus arrows. He constantly promised us that very soon we would be
performing, as we were hired to do, and very soon he would pay us
our real salary.
None of this ever happened.
We did, however, get to see all sorts of interesting things which
few people witness. We got to see the town where Gail Bordon
invented condensed milk. There is a statue of him there. Gail Bordon
was a man. And we got to see the way things worked in the South and
for the most part it was not pretty.
In the mid sixties, when all of the racial unrest came to a head,
they went and passed a law making it illegal to racially segregate in
public schools. It was a cool move in theory. The consequences of that
law today are that nearly all the white people send their children to
private schools, and all the black people send their children to private
schools. If people want to pay for their prejudice, that's fine. Except,
the private schools receive government funding. Ugly.
When the circus played in a town, all of the white people would sit
in the center seats; the best ones, and all the black people would sit at
the end seats. Things haven't changed much since Mark Twain was
writing stories about the South.
This is the American Way.
I was talking to the librarian in York, Alabama about it one day. I
told her I didn't think things were going well and asked her about the
general attitude. She said, "Oh, things are much better than they used
to be. There is very little prejudice here at all. The black people and
the white people get along fine now.
"Of course, I wouldn't have one in my home..."
In Mississippi, each county has control over its liquor laws. At the
time, the state drinking age was eighteen for beer and wine, twentyone for hard liquor. But you never knew what you would find until
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you got there. Some counties were completely dry. Others were liquor
dry but sold beer etc.
We met a kid barely eighteen in Georgetown, Mississippi, which is
beer dry but sells liquor. He told us the reasoning behind this was that
the adults didn't want the kids out drinking beer and partying until they
were old enough to sit around and get sloshed at home on the hard
stuff.
Makes sense.
This kid's name was Jake and he took us up to the woods and got
us high. I talked to a man from the South about that incident years
later and he told me they probably took us up into the woods to beat us
up, which was a possibility I had entertained at the time.
Georgetown, Mississippi was also the town where a bunch of the
black guys on the crew took me down to an illegal drinking
establishment in the town which catered to the black people in the area
and which sold beer, though the county was beer-dry.
The bar was set up in a run-down old house which held two pool
tables covered in torn, stained, gold felt and about three shredded
barstools. Beer was sold in ten ounce cans from behind a makeshift
counter and stored in an ancient refrigerator in the kitchen. The money
was kept in a cigar box.
I was one of the only two white people there, in that horribly
prejudiced and backward town of Georgetown, Mississippi, and I
knew the only reason I was allowed to stay was because everyone
knew I was a foreigner from the far off land of California, and I think
they respected the fact that I had the balls to walk into their place.
That several hours was as real as life has ever been for me. I spent
most of it reeling from the nausea of adrenaline and wondering what I
was doing there, yet cherishing the moment because I also knew few
people would ever experience such a thing. I also spent a good deal of
time drunkenly conversing with a local who repeatedly said, "I'm
black, and you're white, but we both bleed red!" and hoping there
wouldn't be a demonstration of this fact.
One of the black guys who took me to that bar, Willy, had just
joined the circus in Ville Platte, Louisiana. He had a family there that
he wasn't real fond of. He had dropped the wife and kid off at the
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show and had hung around outside the tent with the rest of the road
crew and locals and concession people. I was out there with them. I
was running the pony ride. Docile as they were, I still hated the
ponies. They illustrated to me that though I was hired on at the lowest
end of the upper echelon of performers, I was still just a Lop like the
rest of them, black or white.
I was informed by my little sister that it is not "politically correct"
to refer to black people as being "black." Now I don't claim to be an
authority on the subject, or even overtly racially enlightened, but I am
about as "white" as white people get. Although I do not suffer from a
stereotypically white lack of rhythm, I speak with a typically west
coastian accent and I am a white person. All of the black people I
know speak in typically west coastian black tones, and sometimes do
not have a stereotypically black sense of rhythm.
Stereotypes are a great source of ethnic media angst, but the
simple truth is, all of the stores I shop at are owned by people of
Middle Eastern origin, all of the music stores in my community are
owned by one family of Jews, and nearly all of the Italian restaurants
in the San Diego area are run by Orientals. [stet] (Hey, they invented
the noodle, they can make pizzas, what's the problem?)
The point is, all of the black people I know are black people. I
know they're not really black, but varying shades of brown. I'm not
white, I'm sort of a pallid peach tone, due mostly to the fact that I
spend all of my spare time in front of a word processor attempting to
convey my thoughts to you. But most of the white people here in
California are also varying shades of brown.
And someone has to tell me that calling my black friends black is
politically incorrect?
What the hell does that mean? Politically incorrect. Who thought
of that? The guy who thought up "a thousand points of light?"
Somebody tell me what this stuff means!
My closest black friend, Kirt, is from Detroit. I am supposed to
refer to him as an African-American. What does he know from
Africa? He is a Michigan-American. You should hear what he says
about my ancestry and skin color.
Anyway, if you are of any ethnic origin beside Caucasian, I would
like to be referred to as a European-American. Thank you.
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If you are a native American, I will gladly refer to you as an
American-American.
Willy, the "African-American" from Ville Platte, Louisiana, left
his town and family with the show and stayed with us for about a
month. He was much older than I and, black or white, EuropeanAmerican of African-American, he was still my elder and I payed him
the respect he deserved. Besides, he had the best stories.
Willy was the only black man I ever knew who regularly wore a
plastic bag on his head. Within the bag was a solution designed to
make his hair less frizzy. He was working it up for the ladies.
Unfortunately the ladies never materialized, so they were replaced by
lots of beer and conversation in which I was a big part.
Thinking back, I don't think I ever saw him without his plastic bag.
Maybe he was actually bald. Maybe he just liked to wear a plastic bag
on his head.
Hell, I wear a knitted tam on my head, and sometimes a cheap
wicker gardening hat. What's the difference?
Willy told me that he had been in Watts in Los Angeles during the
much publicized racial rioting that took place there. He told me that
nobody really knew the truth about the matter, that the Watts riots had
actually been planned by thieves in an effort to get as much
merchandise as possible with as little risk as possible.
I didn't believe him at first, and Willy said, "Why then, would an
entire community of impoverished, suppressed people demolish their
own community for five days and burn it to the ground? That's an
awful sacrifice just to make a point!" I am paraphrasing a bit, but the
essence was the same.
Years later, the father of a business partner of mine told me that he
had been in Watts during the riots. He is an Irish-American and had
worked for Orientals in a laundry pressing facility. On the side he was
a burglar, which helped finance his expensive taste in clothing and
cars which had eventually won him his present wife, the mother of my
partner. He said that the real reason the riots occurred was because
they had been planned by a group of thieves, many of whom he knew.
They had approached him at work the day before the young AfricanAmerican was allegedly abused by European-American police officers
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– the event which historically set the riot into motion – and had
warned him not to come to work the next day.
He didn't, and for four days after that. And somebody made a
killing.
It wasn't the police, it was the thieves.
Jake, the kid who got us high in the hills and didn't beat us up, told
us that he had gotten a girl pregnant recently so he would be married
soon, though he hardly knew her. He told us about how the week
before they had gone to the next town because they had heard a rumor
that a white girl they knew was dating a black guy there. They found
the white girl and the black guy sitting in a parking lot talking and
dragged the black guy out of the car and beat him to a pulp. Jake told
us this as if it were perfectly normal behavior. It seems his parents had
taught him hatred too.
Jake said he would do anything to get out of that place, and
Georgetown, Mississippi was a rathole to be sure. He said anywhere
would be better than there. He is the only one of hundreds of people
who have said that to me who I believe may have been right.
In four years of travel on the road, where I worked or performed in
twenty-six states, at least one person in every town I have been to
asked, "So, how do you like our town?"
I always said, "Oh, it seems real nice."
To which they replied, "This place sucks." Then they would tell
me how they would do anything to move to Phoenix, or Las Vegas, or
Los Angeles, or Denver, or wherever, and then they would be happy.
Well that is a crock of shit!
If you don't like where you are, move to somewhere else! You will
have to make some sacrifices and you will be uncomfortable and
probably a bit lonely, but if you are not prepared to deal with that, shut
up about it and deal with the life you have now!
I can tell you that the next town won't be a whole lot different than
the last. You will have the same problems and anxieties and worries as
the last place. I know. I was a professional runner, almost anything
would be a good reason to move to another state. In 1989 alone I lived
in Nevada, Mexico, Oregon, Arizona, and California. It's conditional
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happiness. Nothing is going to make a person happy except for that
person.
I would ask these people why they didn't just move to wherever
they thought things would be better, and they invariably came up with
a number of reasons why they couldn't leave, all of which directly
reflected things that make one comfortable with a place.
Jake should have left Georgetown, but he knocked up a girl before
he was out of high-school, and I'll bet he lives there today and has an
ex-wife and a child, and drinks tons of hard liquor every night and
hates black people and wishes he could get out of that place but for
some reason he just can't.
Mississippi is where Rocky and I finally blew the show. We
decided we had had enough and went and got jobs at a carnival in
Yazoo City. I was told to run a game for children called the Duck
Pond, and Rocky ran the Penny Fall. Both of the games, and all the
rest, were rigged up to ensure that nobody won, ever. We worked there
for one day, made five dollars each, then went to Jackson – the state
capital and not a bad town – and called Termite. We had with us over
six hundred circus posters and nearly twenty thousand advance tickets,
which we stashed in a locker at the bus terminal.
We told Termite that we had his entire supply of advance
promotion materials and we wanted the money he owed us or his next
few shows were going to have sparse audiences.
We knew Termite was going broke because nobody has any
money in Mississippi, but we wanted what was due to us. We also
knew from experience that if Termite sent anyone beside Jersey Ray –
our friend the pool hustler – to give us the money, that they would
probably work us over pretty badly.
Termite hedged around for a couple of days, long enough to get
some new supplies, then sent Jersey Ray out with two hundred and
fifty dollars, which we accepted, turned over the supplies, sold our
van, and rode a bus home.
Termite Davenport owes me at least a thousand dollars
This is the American Way.
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Morgan Phillip Chadbourne, the soon-to-be writer who would also
be the last person to speak to Wendel, the hero of our story, listened
with rapt disinterest while Wendel told of his odd preoccupation with
following circus arrows. Wendel had explained to Morgan that he
didn't have much interest in the circus at all. It was just that following
the arrows seemed like something he should do, so that is what he did.
Wendel had no idea that in less than ten minutes he would not be
among the living. Morgan had no idea he would soon meet Clint
Eastwood and not even know it. Wendel would have been even more
surprised to discover that his death was by suicide, an idea he had
never entertained in his life.
Wendel certainly did not fall into any of the statistical categories
of people who are likely to commit suicide. He had jokingly
maintained through his life that he was going to hang around as long
as possible out of spite.
This is the breakdown of Americans most likely to commit
suicide: Seasonally, more people commit suicide around Christmas,
which can be a very depressing time of year. Geographically, the
highest suicide rate is in Seattle, Washington. I think that's because it
rains so much there – always. Demographically, your most common
suicide victim is a single, Caucasian male between the age of
seventeen and twenty-five. Professionally, dentists have the highest
suicide rate. Speculation concerning that last statistic is that dentists
spend their days inflicting immediate pain on the people they are
trying to help.
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If you are a twenty-five year old, single, white dentist in Seattle at
Christmas, you might want to consider making some changes in your
life because statistically, you're raptus regaliter (royally screwed).
Wendel Gordon-Smith was a nearly fifty, balding from the crown,
divorced stress engineer from southern California and really had no
cause for worry.
Wendel liked to tell people was that he actually was committing
suicide, but doing it like a man. Anybody can jump off a bridge, he
would say, but he was going to make it last; make it long and painful
and torturous. Wendel was going to commit suicide by old age.
Most people didn't think this was as funny as he did. He didn't
care. He didn't like people much anyway. Wendel thought people
were, for the most part, pathetic hypocrites drowning in the soup of
their own lies.
William S. Burroughs, the druggy writer, once said that the
problem with America is that people like their pets more than they like
other people. Had this not been so true, Wendel might have found it
easier to like people. And had this not been so true, he would not have
taken such a disliking for animals. His sister had crashed her car and
been in a coma for two weeks once on account of swerving to miss a
dog in the road. He had hated her for that for a long time.
There was an article in a paper once that showed four pictures.
One was of a man being beaten to death in South America somewhere
by several other men with big sticks. One was of a man who was being
burned alive after having gasoline poured on him by his enemies. The
third was of an escaped cow in a parking lot being shot by an animal
control worker. And the forth picture depicted a bound and gagged
prisoner in some far off land having his brains blown out by a pistol
which was held in his face.
All four of those pictures had run in the newspaper with
corresponding articles during the six months previous to this article.
One of those photos had elicited hundreds of angry letters of protest as
to the inhumane nature of the deed. The others received no response at
all.
The one photo which inspired all these angry letters was, of
course, the one which depicted a cow being shot.
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Maybe it is because the men who died were all foreigners and the
cow was American.
This is the American Way.
Wendel seethed for days when he read that article. He conjured up
visions of animal rights activists who would go to an execution.
Wendel had never been an activist of any sort, but if he was going to
lobby to protect the rights of anything, it would be people.
Case in point. A very nice female friend of mine rents a room from
a lovely couple with whom I have had social intercourse on several
occasions with pleasant results. I count such events as good signs due
to my general acrimonious nature and sociopathic attitude toward
small talk and socializing. I thought my last meeting with this couple
was a minor success, I passed through their living room into my
friend's room without incident, and left in the same manner.
But now I not welcome in their home. Ever again. You wanna
know why?
Apparently, I was RUDE TO THEIR DOG!
This is what I was told by my lovely female friend who I have to
believe because she is going to marry my cousin any time now and is
soon be family.
I was RUDE to her roommates' dog!
This is what I did to the dog: I did not call it by name when I
petted it, I referred to it as "Dog."
When it lunged at my crotch in a uniquely doglike manner, I
pushed it away and laughed.
When it climbed on the back of an expensive leather chair and
slobbered in my face and vibrated in happy doggie spasms, I returned
its welcome by convulsing in small, controlled facial spasms myself,
at which the dog barked and licked my face.
I can't even tell you the name of the dog, but apparently, my
actions evoked a neurotic reaction in its owners and therefore, in the
dog.
I guess that explains why the dog can walk into my female friend's
room and lift its leg on her expensive comforter and its owners don't
even apologize, let alone offer to clean it up.
Holy Shit! I probably triggered doggie insanity by not knowing its
name when I petted it! I should be locked up forever!
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I saw the dog a couple of weeks later digging through a dumpster
in Hillcrest. I said, "Hey, I'm sorry about the other night. I didn't mean
to be rude."
It shook with palpitating joy and said, "Woof!" and buried its nose
in my crotch. Then it mounted my leg.
I should have tried that on my friend's roommate's wife. Then they
would understood the concept of "rude."
Long after Wendel had died and Morgan Phillip Chadbourne had
become a famous writer and had changed his name to M.P. Chad, he
wrote a mordant story for the lecherous and very popular magazine
Stiletto about animal testing.
The protagonist of his story, a maniacal animal rights advocate,
had been so incensed by the idea of using animals for testing in
laboratories, he had broken into a lab one night and freed some dogs
who were being used to test antibiotics which were to combat a new
strain of virus.* One of the dogs bit him during the rescue and he
contracted the virus and later died of it.
Of course, before he died, he was able to pass the virus – which
was altered by his chemistry into a deadly form – along to most of the
people he came in contact with, who in turn passed it along to all of
the people they came in contact with.
Finally, before he passed, he volunteered his body for use in
experiments which produced a suitable cure for the devastating
epidemic which would not have occurred at all had he just left the
dogs alone.
In the meantime, the freed canines were rounded up by animal
control and put to sleep.
For some reason, people didn't find Morgan's story funny at all. I
think it's hilarious.
*[2014: M.P. Chad was wrong. Antibiotics don't treat viruses.]
Wendel Gordon-Smith had stopped at a phone booth before
entering the Hog's Breath Inn in Carmel, California. He had been
going to check his answering machine for any messages but was
unable to at that particular phone booth because it was surrounded by
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police cars and policemen and police dogs. The police dogs weren't
wearing their badges but Wendel recognized them anyway. They were
beautiful German shepherds who were well trained in hand-to-jaw
combat and terribly intelligent.
Wendel liked police dogs, they weren't anything at all like the
maniacal drug sniffing dogs at the border crossings. Wendel had seen
a show where some trained drug sniffing dogs had been able to locate
a stash of cocaine hidden in the wall of a van in a matter of seconds. It
all seemed very impressive until he saw a drug sniffing dog in real
life. He had been crossing the border to Nogales, Mexico, south of
Tucson in Arizona. The Border Patrol had stopped a jeep and had
sicced the dogs on it to find what they were sure were drugs.
These dogs found the drugs. But it wasn't anything like the
demonstration Wendel had seen on television. The dogs went
absolutely berserk. It was indescribable. After which the Border Patrol
man took the dogs off to the side and calmed them down, and Wendel
realized something. The dogs were not trained to sniff out cocaine;
they were strung out on cocaine! No dog is going to go that nuts over
the possibility of getting a Scooby snack for finding some blow, unless
it's a powdered Scooby snack, if you get my drift. The dog wanted the
blow, and he got some. After that experience, Wendel had little
respect for the abilities of border dogs. Police dogs were different.
These dogs and policemen were at the phone booth Wendel had
been hoping to use looking for any clues as to the whereabouts of Pac
Tel Mel, the telephone bandit. Some idiot newspaper man had coined
the name Pac Tel Mel, but he was a clever thief nonetheless.
Wendel Gordon-Smith, the stress engineer who sees things
differently, always called home to check his answering machine for
messages when he took trips. There were never any messages on his
machine because he always left a message on his machine stating that
he was not in town, so don't bother to leave a message and that in case
anyone wanted to come over and take all his stuff, they were welcome
to. There would be nobody at his home except his doberman, Binky,
and his nephew, Rawling, who had been a successful, homosexual,
welterweight boxer but was banned from the ring because he had
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killed someone accidentally while chasing down a taxi cab in New
York.
He really did have a nephew named Rawling who really was an
ex-boxer and a homosexual who had actually killed a man. And he
really did have a doberman named Binky, a name he had given the dog
and which he found utterly hilarious, but neither of them were in his
home. Binky was at doggie boarding school and Wendel really did like
him despite his distaste for animals; pets in particular. And Rawling
was staying with his mother in Norwalk, California.
Wendel's home was at the corner of two busy streets, one of which
had a stop sign. At least seven times a week he heard screeching tires
that indicated someone had nearly hit someone else. At least once
every two weeks the screeching would be followed by a crash, to
indicate someone had fallen just the other side of nearly hitting
someone. He got into the habit of dialing 911, and after a while, the
operator would quickly dispatch an ambulance once Wendel told her
his name.
He had called the city once and asked them why they didn't install
a traffic signal at his corner. They told him there hadn't been enough
fatalities yet to warrant it.
Wendel cried to the woman, "How many people have to die before
you put in a traffic signal?" It was a rhetorical question.
The receptionist said she was not at liberty to divulge that
information.
Once a burglar actually had broken into Wendel's home when he
was gone. At the very moment the burglar got in the window, the
recorded, heat activated "dog bark" alarm system went off and had
started the "growl menacingly" program when Wendel was overcome
by his inane need to check his answering machine. The burglar would
have been neither scared by the machine's message or the dog alarm,
which was not altogether convincing and which he was quite familiar
with, but the combination of the two psyched him out so much he
simply climbed back out the window and went to burglarize the
neighbor's house instead. Had the burglar answered the phone, Wendel
could have told him that his next door neighbors were homosexuals,
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both bodybuilders, one was a newscaster, the other ran a restaurant on
Sunset Boulevard, and they had a pit bull named The Mangler, after a
Steven King short story about a possessed laundry press.
The story "The Mangler" by Steven King detailed how a
coincidental combination of some ancient black magic potion
ingredients (derivatives of which were found in modern medicine),
some virgin blood, and some other esoteric occult stuff had
inadvertently found their way into this laundry press and called up
some horrible, evil demon. This insidious demon had some horrible,
evil demon type name to make it all the more convincing.
The possessed laundry press, dubbed "The Mangler" hurts a few
people, so naturally a priest is called in to figure out what is going on.
That's what I would do.
Anyway, this priest is sort of an armchair detective, and after a few
interviews and probing questions that only priests can get away with
asking, he figures out exactly how the demon was called up, and who
it is, all by himself. Then he attempts, unsuccessfully, to exorcise the
demon.
As Maxwell Smart would have put it: "Ah-Ha! The old lowlyhumble-priest-up-against-the-big-bad-demon scenario! I should've
known!"
In the end the demon laundry press tears itself loose of its
foundation and chases the priest down the street, presumably to his
death.
No tickee no shirtee.
Say what you will about Stephen King, but you have to admire the
talent of a man who can take such a laughably silly scenario and make
it frightening.
The burglar who had been psyched out by Wendel's message and
alarm system, broke into the homosexuals' home next door and was
greeted by The Mangler, a dog who may be as scary as a possessed
laundry press, after which he met the homosexuals who were very big
and macho and not at all stereotypical.
The homosexuals informed him in kindly, manly and menacing
tones, that he had a choice, he could sit quiet until the police arrived,
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or he could spend the next few minutes being torn asunder by their
dog until the police arrived.
He chose the former.
Nobody knew that the two homosexuals who lived next door to
Wendel Gordon-Smith were gay. As I said, one was a prominent local
newscaster and the other ran a ritzy restaurant on Sunset boulevard.
They couldn't let it be known they were gay for fear of losing their
jobs. You see, there are still some powerful right-wing organizations
in our wonderful, free country which say that being homosexual is
immoral and therefore a good reason to discriminate.
(We are morally correct and you are not.)
It is illegal in this country to discriminate against hiring a person
for reasons of race, religious creed, color, national origin, ancestry,
physical handicap, medical condition, marital status, sex, or age. Yet
white men still make more money than black men in the same
positions, and all men make better wages than women in the same
positions.
This is the American Way.
The newly elected Governor Wilson of California, a self
proclaimed "moderate Republican" recently and suddenly shifted to
the right under pressure from right-wing lobbies and vetoed a bill he
had previously said he would "very likely" sign. The bill would have
added "sexual orientation" to the list of things one cannot discriminate
against.
Sexual orientation is the one thing that would have been the most
private of the items on the list. And sexual orientation is not likely to
affect one's job performance. Most everyone agreed that the bill was,
for the most part, a symbolic gesture, and Governor Wilson vetoed it
in a most timely manner; just before the polls came out on the bill.
In the polls, Californians favored the bill by more than a two-toone margin, and of the individual groups, the only strong opposition
was by "strongly conservative Republicans."
The veto of this bill was based mostly on religious beliefs, which
should not affect legislation in a "free" country. These groups contest
estimates that nearly ten percent of the population is gay. Gays have
been around as long as anyone, they just haven't been as visible.
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Even new research has pointed out that homosexuality may be
biological. A scientist, who is gay himself, discovered that a part of
the hypothalamus in the brain is half the size in homosexual males as
it is in heterosexual males.
A friend of mine wants to print shirts that say "I have the biggest
hypothalamus in the world."
That's cool.
So is the fact that some people are gay. It's life, deal with it.
Wendel stood for a moment and watched the police swarming
around the phone booth he had wanted to use before he decided to go
into the Hog's breath in and have a drink, maybe he could add another
location to his "Shit List."
As he neared the bar, he thought about his nephew Rawling, the
poor fellow, who was a homosexual and had once been a successful
welterweight boxer until he had accidentally killed a man while
chasing down a cab.
It had been a bizarre accident under the oddest of circumstances so
Rawling didn't have to do time, but his career was ruined anyway. The
press and the trial made too much of his personal life and sexual
orientation, which have nothing to do with boxing, but his was a soiled
reputation and no promoter would take him after that.
Rawling was not a big man, but he was fast and powerful, and he
had used both of those aspects of his build while charging down on an
escaping cab in New York. He had just ridden in the cab and the driver
had actually spoken English, which was such an unusual occurrence –
as was finding out that the shortest distance between two points was
not necessarily on an expressway – that Rawling had forgotten to grab
his bag upon exiting the cab.
And as he chased the cab down the street he hit a streetside
revolving bookrack which spun wildly and jettisoned a Roget's
College Thesaurus into the passing throng of New Yorkers. The
thesaurus ricocheted off a passing briefcase and hit a man named
Michael McGallan in the back of the neck.
Michael McGallan fell to the sidewalk and again hit his head, this
time on the concrete, and died from it.
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The thesaurus fell to the sidewalk with a broken spine and when a
detective on the scene picked it up, this was the last entry of the page
it was opened to:
fall, v.i. plunge, drop, sink, tumble, topple; perish; be deposed, come
to grief; happen, occur, take place; sin, misbehave, lapse. --n. slope,
declivity; downfall, defeat, comedown; drop, slump; plunge, tumble,
header; autumn. See DESCENT, DESTRUCTION,
DETERIORATION, OBLIQUITY, BADNESS, FAILURE, DEATH.
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When Wendel Gordon-Smith, the hero of this story, first began
speaking to Morgan Phillip Chadbourne in the Hog's Breath Inn in
Carmel, California, he had just finished adding the inn to his "Shit
List," which was one of two lists he regularly kept and added things to.
The Shit List was conjured up from and modeled after an itinerary
he had seen of one of his colleagues' vacations. His colleague,
Christopher Hanley, was one of those impeccably organized people
who can get so annoying to normal folks at times, and regularly did to
Wendel.
Wendel had been searching for a file on Chris' computer one
afternoon and had pulled up a list which documented, almost down to
the hour, what he and his wife would be doing on their upcoming
vacation. The list included sightseeing stops, visits to relatives, meals,
appropriate times to consume alcohol, allotted times for sleeping and
driving, slush time in case of problems, and even included a wedding,
a birthday party, and a funeral.
A vacation is a trip that one takes in order to escape the tedium and
monotony of a pre-planned daily life, not to revel in it.
Wendel had printed up the list for the express purpose of razzing
Chris about it. Which he did.
Chris, annoyingly organized as he was, had a sense of humor, and
when Wendel showed the list to Chris, he only laughed and said, "You
think that's funny, look at this."
Chris then printed another vacation itinerary which had been set up
for his wife's side of the family. Apparently, there was some tension
between in-laws so he had drawn up separate vacation itineraries for
each side of the family, so they would have an idea of when they were
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going to see Chris and his wife, without letting them know they would
be visiting both sides of the family.
Wendel looked over the lists and mentioned that it was the most
grueling, pathetic vacation he had ever seen. Chris pointed out that
Wendel had not seen the sum of the parts and called up the real
itinerary, the one only he and his wife would see.
The real list was a combination of both of the other lists. On the
real list, most of the relaxing, touristy stuff had been deleted entirely,
and only obligatory family visits and events remained. They promised
to brim with patronizing grown-up laughter.
Chris allowed that the third list, the real one, displayed without a
doubt the most grueling, pathetic vacation ever attempted, and Wendel
relaxed a bit because he thought at first that Chris might actually
expect to enjoy such an endeavor.
Chris stated, off the record, that later on in the year he was
planning to contract a severe case of strep throat and spend two weeks
of sick leave recovering on the beach in Acapulco with only his wife
and a margarita to keep him warm.
Wendel gained a new respect for his annoying colleague that day,
and he decided to keep an itinerary of places he had visited when he
traveled, which was frequently. And one time, while he was sitting on
the can at the Busy Bee Cafe in Ventura, it occurred to him to list only
the places he had taken a dump. That way, when anyone looked at his
list and asked if these were all the places he had visited, he could tell
them they were all the places he had taken a dump and that seemed
terribly amusing at the time so he did it, and kept it up.
That had been five years ago, and now the list was quite extensive.
An interesting side effect to this strange effort was that Wendel
had unconsciously developed an ability to control his bowels so he
could add places beside gas stations and motel rooms to his list; like
the boardwalk in Santa Cruz, Hearst Castle in San Simeon, The
Winchester Mystery House in San Jose, and now, the Hog's Breath Inn
in Carmel.
Wendel showed the list to Morgan before returning the brown
notebook – which looked like a Van's Off-the-Wall tennis shoe – to
his coat pocket. He didn't tell him what the list really was.
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Morgan said, "Wow, you've gone everywhere." To which Wendel
replied that that was very nearly true.
One of the places on the list was the San Louis Obispo County Jail,
where Wendel had gone once to retrieve his nephew Rawling, the
homosexual ex-boxer, who had been arrested for being drunk and
disorderly. In the drunk tank, which was a concrete cell about six feet
long by eight feet wide, were three other men beside Rawling. In the
floor between the four men was a hole with a metal plate around it. It
was apparently a toilet, though no one used it unless they really
needed to.
One of the men was a smelly old fisherman who was apparently no
stranger to being drunk, disorderly, or in jail. The second was a man
named Jonathan Jackson. He was white. The police had cut a fresh
cast off of his wrist in order to put cuffs on him and he was in a lot of
pain. His attorney later told him that that might be grounds for a class
action suit against the Sheriff's department, but Jonathan never
pursued it. He did not like the judicial system and he could see no
reason to enter it voluntarily.
Jonathan had been arrested while riding his bicycle drunk. He was
riding his bike because he didn't think it would be a good idea to drive
his car in his condition. It didn't matter either way.
The last man in the cell was a friendly character by the name of
Alan Green, who had been the tent boss for the Daily Bros. Circus
when I worked for them and who had later been the ex-mental patient
who had broken back into the San Diego County Psychiatric Hospital
and beaten the attendant with the lead pipe. Alan was just drunk, and
as a result, not feeling real friendly.
Wendel Gordon-Smith had driven all the way to San Louis Obispo
from Burbank to get Rawling, and as he waited for Rawling's papers to
be processed for his release, he added the San Louis Obispo County
Jail to his list.
This almost made it worth the drive.
Jonathan Jackson, the man with the broken wrist, was released at
the same time as Rawling so Wendel gave him a ride to his home.
Jonathan put them up for the night so they could get some rest before
driving back to Burbank.
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Jonathan was not at all fond of the police. He had spent nearly
three years in jail in the late sixties for associating with Timothy
Leary, the drug guru.
He had been Timothy Leary's driver and sort of babysat his car for
him. Jonathan was young and somewhat naive at the time to a lot of
the things Mr. Leary was into, until he was pulled over and searched
by the police. Apparently they found some marijuana seeds and stems
and a joint in the vehicle and he was booked for possession of
marijuana.
Possession of marijuana is still a felony in many states. So is oral
sex, even with your spouse. Oral sex is considered sodomy, right up
there with copulating with sheep.
When Jonathan was in jail for possession of Timothy Leary's
marijuana, he was regularly abused by the guards whose primary job
was to "maintain order," and at one point he was put into solitary
confinement for three months. The solitary confinement cell was about
four feet high, four feet wide, and eight feet long. One of the walls was
plastic and had florescent lights behind it which were on twenty four
hours a day. Eventually, he would repeatedly bang his head on the
wall in hopes of busting through and breaking the lights. Fluorescent
lights oscillate constantly and can make a man crazy. His head
banging was only cause for more solitary confinement.
Jonathan Jackson was an epileptic and was finally removed from
solitary when he had a seizure which he blamed on the lights.
Fluorescent lights have been known to trigger seizures in epileptics.
The prison doctors could not confirm this because epilepsy is such a
medical enigma. There was a woman recently who would have a
seizure at the sound of Mary Hart's voice. Mary Hart was a host on a
popular television show. She was genuinely sorry that her voice did
this to the poor woman. So was the woman.
Jonathan had committed a felony which would not have landed
him so much jail time had he not been pulled over in a vehicle owned
by Timothy Leary, the drug guru. At the time, Timothy Leary was
telling everybody what a great, mind-expanding, self-realization
experience it could be to take a lot of LSD with a bunch of other
people who wished to be whole and enlightened.
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A funny thing is, when Nancy Reagan launched her massive "Just
Say No" campaign in the eighties for the war against drugs, Timothy
Leary showed back up on the scene to say that her slogan was impolite
and one should "Just Say No Thank You" to any potential drug
dealers.
In the eighties the "Just Say No" slogan is what the drug taking
elite and political figures embraced when asked if they took, or had
ever taken drugs.
"Have you ever taken drugs?"
"No."
LSD is short for lysergic acid diethylamide, which is a powerful
hallucinogenic that was very popular in the sixties, and still can be
found fairly easily nowadays.
LSD was always your best drug value. One hit of LSD might cost
about four dollars and keep you high and impervious to all other types
of intoxication for about eight hours. That's only fifty cents per hour.
Drugs like crack cocaine, on the other hand, might run as high as fifty
dollars an hour in order to maintain a good buzz. Cocaine is also
highly addictive, which LSD is not.
Crack cocaine was one of the most stunning marketing strategies
of modern times. Someone took an expensive and addictive drug and
refined it into a small, affordable, user-friendly, easily transportable,
smokable drug and made it available to the lower income drug taking
masses. Cocaine was no longer an exotic drug for the wealthy. The
kicker here is that crack cocaine is also capable of producing an addict
in less then half the time as regular cocaine. Brilliant.
This is the American Way.
People who take LSD usually end up doing one of two things
during a trip: they either laugh hysterically at anything, or they
become introspective and philosophical, which is usually followed by
figuring out the entire workings of the universe and the human mind
and being able to apply them to one or two simple concepts or
statements, which is usually followed by hysterical laughter. Ours is
an hysterically funny universe.
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Invariably, the answer to all of life's questions fades with the high,
and the LSD user is left as alone and confused in the world as the rest
of us.
I have a friend who told me that he had taken LSD once and had
figured out all the universal and life questions, and having done that
before and lost it, assigned a catch word – a pneumonic* device – to
his solution so all he would have to do when he was straight again
would be to remember the catch word and he would remember the
answer to the secrets of the universe.
The word was: Jello.
He never did figure out what that was supposed to make him
remember.
"Maybe Jello is the answer," he told me. "There's always room for
Jello."
*[2014: That may have been intentional. Or not.]
The old man who smelled awful and was no stranger to jail or
being too intoxicated to know he was being arrested was a retired
fisherman who hung around Morrow Bay and drank a lot with people
he didn't know until one of them called the police and they took him to
jail. He had been on the Arizona on the day it sank on December 7,
1941, during the attack on Pearl Harbor. He was drunk then too.
He had watched a man catch a piece of shrapnel in the shoulder
and fall overboard and drown. He had been too intoxicated to react
quickly enough to save the man. He might have otherwise.
When the war was over and he had continued to live through it, he
had used his guilt as a good excuse to keep drinking.
He was sixty-nine years old and had lived a full life; he just
couldn't remember any of it.
There was an experiment conducted recently in which a small
group of college students volunteered to participate. The experiment
was to last two weeks and the volunteers would be paid fifteen dollars
a day. The students were told they would either be prisoners or guards.
Random selection decided who was to be a prisoner and who was to
be a guard. The people who were chosen as prisoners were
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"incarcerated" in rooms of their own and the ones chosen to be guards
were given one instruction: to maintain order.
Within one day the students chosen as guards began to abuse the
students chosen as prisoners.
Soon after, the prisoners reacted by barricading themselves in their
rooms, so as to escape the abuse.
The guards reacted to this by breaking through the barricades and
beating the prisoners into submission, and so on.
By the end of the first week the experiment was aborted for fear
that someone would get killed.
These were college students, supposedly young people with open
minds. It is not hard to imagine that there are regularly prison riots
across the country.
My father says that those who are given power over others will
soon practice unrighteous dominion over them. I believe him.
The last man in the cell with Rawling, Wendel's nephew, was Alan
Green, the man who had been tent boss for the Daily Bros. Circus
which I had worked for when I was just twenty years old. Alan Green
was both personable and formidable at the same time. He had one of
those amazing, thick moustaches that covered his mouth and that you
don't see on real people anymore. It was one of those moustaches you
see on cowboys in the movies.
Alan Green was not a cowboy. Actually he was about one quarter
American Indian. His ancestors were the Pima who were from the
southwest. The Pima were some of the first American Indians to meet
the Spanish explorers and settlers when they came to the New World.
The Spaniards approached them and asked them, in Spanish of course,
what they called themselves.
The tribal leader stepped forward and said, "Pima?"
In the Pima native tongue that means, "What did you say?"
Eventually the Pima learned to communicate with the Spaniards,
but they never told them they had inadvertently been named the Whatdid-you-say Indians. They kept the name to remind themselves how
silly the white people were.
Whenever the Spaniards met a group of native peoples they would
read a prepared statement to them which said in effect: "Greetings
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(your tribe here). We come in peace. We are Christians, and we
believe in loving our fellow man. If you become Christians we will
respect your rights to your land and liberty. If you do not accept
Christianity, we will kill or enslave every last one of you, and take
from you your lands and desecrate your sacred grounds, for we are on
God's mission of truth."
The small print read: "Even if you do accept Christianity, we may
kill or enslave you and take your land anyway, depending on how we
feel at the time. We can do this because we are morally correct and
you are not."
Of course the Pima quickly converted to Christianity. It ensured
they could keep their homes for the time being and all it really meant
to them was that they got water sprinkled on them, and they were read
to in Latin a lot, which had a nice rhythmic quality and made about as
much sense to them as the Spaniards.
There is a Latin phrase that describes the state of the American
Indian through the following years: "raptus regaliter," which means
"royally screwed."
It is estimated that in 1492, following Columbus' sailing of the
proverbial ocean blue, there were 120 million Native Americans on
the continent. Eighty years later, there were only thirteen million
Native Americans remaining.
They were literally decimated by European diseases.*
The only disease they gave to the Europeans was syphilis, a nasty
little sexually transmitted virus that can cause insanity and can fuse the
bones in your spine together, and that wreaked havoc on the aristocrats
of the Victorian era.
Of course, the Indians never got to hear about that.
*[2014: Er, no. Decimate is historically to reduce by 10%, this is
more like 89%.]
Alan, a descendent of the What-did-you-say Indians was great fun
to talk to because everything you told him was wonderfully interesting
to him. Or at least he made it seem that way. You could say, "I had the
best barbecue beef sandwich for lunch today." And he would say,
"OOOHHHH!" like it was the most interesting thing he ever heard.
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Anything you could think of to say, no matter how banal and inane
was worth a hearty, "OOOOHHHH!"
He posed no danger to us because he was the same rank as us:
employees of Termite Davenport.
The circus may reside in and travel around the United States, but
for the most part it is a country unto itself. And in the circus, martial
law prevails. Alan Green, the man who did it with the lead pipe in the
hallway, was in charge of recruiting and controlling the indigents and
transients who made up the tent crew. He called them "Lops."
When a Lop, or anyone on the show gets out of line, they do not
call the police, they take care of things themselves. The circus is an
isolated, self sufficient community which may be situated in the
middle of a town, but it is a different town every day and outsiders are
not welcome. Any problems are dealt with internally.
One Lop, who was called Red and who had been picked up from a
mission in Houston, had become disgruntled with Alan and had gone
after him with a sledgehammer. That was his first mistake. His second
mistake was letting someone convince him to set it down.
This occurred in Crowley, Louisiana, where I have some relatives
whom I had just returned from visiting. Their name is Reuss and the
wife is my paternal grandfather's – the stress engineer – cousin. They
lived in a house which was built in the eighteen hundreds by her
grandmother and was sturdy, old, and beautiful in a typically southern
fashion. Charlotte Reuss and her husband fed me and Rocky spaghetti
and showed us photo albums of dead relatives and gave us some
liqueur which they had made from the cherries off a tree in their back
yard. We got drunk and bade them good-by
We returned to the show just in time to see Red's beating. I
watched the whole thing from a safe distance and this is what
happened:
Red set down the sledgehammer and Alan was on him in a flash,
sitting on his chest and pounding on his face with all the energy in his
six foot four, two hundred and twenty pound body. As he pounded
away he noticed a pair of shiny black shoes to his left rocking back
and forth on their heels in a manner which indicated they belonged to
Termite, the boss. I watched Alan's head slowly turn and his eyes do a
comedic slow pan up the pant legs, which held hands in their pockets,
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and past the baggy shirt until he met Termite's face, which was
chewing gum in a manner which also indicated it belonged to Termite.
All this time, which seem to take forever, the punching that was taking
place on Red's face was slowing down as Alan's anger transformed
itself into fear.
When Alan's face recognized the reality of Termite's face and the
chewing gum and the tell-tale rocking on the heels, the punching
stopped entirely. Termite grinned a bit, then with all the energy in his
five foot five inch, two hundred and fifty pound body, yanked Alan off
the poor bleeding indigent, pulled Red up to his feet by the collar,
punched him square in the nose, which was already just mashed flesh,
and walked away saying over his shoulder to call an ambulance.
The ambulance drivers were told that some locals had beaten one
of our crew to a pulp and that they should do something about their
town.
The ambulance drivers reported this to the police and the usual
suspects were rounded up and taken to jail where they were abused by
the guards.
This is the American Way.
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xii

Sauerkraut
The best tasting sauerkraut is made just after the full moon in a
fruitful sign.
Shingling
Shingling should be done in the decrease of the moon when it is in
a fixed sign. If shingles are laid during the new moon, they have a
tendency to curl at the edges.
– Llewellyn's Moon Sign Book 1991
***
The evening before the day that Wendel Gordon-Smith had
decided to cut across from King City to Big Sur, only to be
disappointed by it and to make his way up the coast to Carmel, where
he would soon die from a wound in his femoral artery from which his
blood spread at a rate of four hundred and twenty-seven square
centimeters per minute, he had had a peculiar dream.
In this dream he had been sitting in a fictional room working on
some problem on his computer when he felt compelled to go outside
and gaze at the night sky. As he stood in bare feet in the dark, the
moon and stars and all the heavens began to shake violently as if they
would tear themselves asunder. And Wendel realized that the Earth
was not shaking at all. And it occurred to him that the Earth really was

- 93 -

the center of the universe, and the sun and moon and stars actually did
revolve around it and not the opposite as is widely believed today.
This would mean that Galileo was wrong after all and maybe he
did deserve to be excommunicated from the church for suggesting that
we revolved around the sun.
In his dream, Wendel watched the moon spiral and stars spiral
faster and faster around the Earth, and he wondered if they were
falling out of orbit; if they would come crashing down on civilization;
and how big they would really be when they landed.
But they did not fall from the sky and when the sun came up, the
stars twinkled out of sight as usual and the moon slowed to its normal
pace and began to move into a position directly in front of the sun.
And now, as the morning ebbed, the entire world watched the
unexpected solar eclipse, and all the world saw totality for the first
time.
And the Earth as a whole fell silent, even the ocean and the birds,
as the moon obfuscated the sun.
Then, after what seemed like hours of silence and rapt attention,
the moon shuddered slightly and fell from the sky, landing on the
ground with a "Plink" and rolling off into the bushes about fifty feet in
front of Wendel.
The world and all its inhabitants sighed with relief, and wiped the
nervous sweat from their collective brows, and they and the sun
continued about their business as usual. Wendel ran to where the
moon had fallen and retrieved it. It was a glowing blue-grey sphere
about the size of a basketball and felt as if it were fashioned from
cheap potted glass. He took it to his room and studied it and began to
realize that everybody's beliefs and perceptions about their
surroundings and reasons for being might be entirely wrong. The
moon he held in his hand already proved that airplanes did not fly high
up in the sky, but actually got smaller as they took off and were not
very far away at all.
He begin to think that the religions might all be wrong. There
might not be any supreme entity at all, or there might be some sort of
different force controlling things that is beyond our ability to dream
up; that Darwin's theories of natural selection might all be gross
miscalculations; that all of science and philosophy as we know it are
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bunk fantasies conjured up by men who spent too much time thinking
about things they should not.
For a short time in his dream, Wendel even entertained the thought
that what he saw with his eyes was not at all the way things really
appeared, and a small part of his subconscious mind must have known
that to be true for he woke up in a sweat. These are disturbing thoughts
for a man who has based his life on science and mathematics.
The dream had contained some powerful and vivid imagery, so
when Wendel – the hero of our story who sees things differently –
woke up, he immediately went to Denny's so he could get some coffee
and write the dream down.
The Denny's Corporation, a chain of nasty, harshly lit, garish
restaurants that peppers the Americas with their expensive food and
roadside convenience is well aware of their place as the single largest
deterrent to driving under the influence of alcohol arrests. But they
may not be aware of their place in society as a catalyst and point of
exit for the creative thought processes of the human mind. Something
about the place causes ideas to spring out of people minds onto the
table, where they can then be diced, sliced, pickled and refined.
Businesses have been created at Denny's, books have been plotted,
corporations have been merged, ideas have been challenged. It's the
nature of the place.
Wendel had used Denny's to fine tune a revolutionary structural
design he had conceived for a company who built satellite dishes, and
today he was going to use it to solidify some sweeping reforms in his
thinking which had taken place in the middle of the night.
He ordered coffee, toast, orange juice, and a bowl of Kellogg's
Corn Flakes. Friends who ate breakfast with him usually gave him a
hard time over ordering cold cereal in a restaurant when he could have
just as easily bought a hot meal. But Wendel always cooked himself
eggs and sausage when at home, so it seemed only natural to order
cold cereal when he was out. Wendel liked corn flakes, but they
seemed like a lazy man's meal to him so he would not eat them at
home. In a restaurant, laziness is not a factor when deciding what you
want to eat.
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Kellogg's Corn Flakes were invented – or rather, discovered – by
William Kellogg at his brother's sanitarium in Battle Creek Michigan.
In 1894 he developed the first flaked wheat cereal after some grains
were left to boil too long in the sanitarium kitchen and ended up
exploding and flaking.
Many people don't know that William's brother, John Harvey
Kellogg, was the director of the Seventh Day Adventist Western
Health Reform, which was a sort of nineteenth century holistic health
center which favored abstinence in many of our favorite vices,
including sex, meat, alcohol, coffee, tea and tobacco.
John Kellogg had begun developing flaked breakfast cereals in
1876, which he claimed, when taken with a strict vegetarian diet,
would lower the sex drive of Americans. Which apparently was not a
good thing.
Kellogg's Corn Flakes were originally designed to lower your sex
drive. Go ahead, have a bowl!
1876 was in interesting year, besides being the centennial year. In
1876 Mark Twain released "Tom Sawyer," which cannot be found on
the book shelves of many public schools anymore because portions of
the story reflect the general feeling about black Americans at the time.
Things haven't changed a whole lot since then and sometimes people
don't want to be reminded of that. Also, 1876 uncovered scandals and
just plain poor governing by the Grant Administration. President Grant
apologized and blamed the problems on his inexperience in politics.
He said it was his fortune, or misfortune to be called to the office of
Chief Executive without any prior political experience whatsoever.
America knew this when they elected him, but he had such
personality.
This is the American Way.
Ulysses Grant was a good General and an ever better lush.
He was a terrible president.
In 1876 the James and Younger gangs were still rampaging and
killing across the west and many common people thought of them as
heroes even though they were just ruthless killers and criminals who
would think nothing about killing any of the same people who
considered them heroes.
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In 1876 "Wild Bill" Hickok was shot and killed by Jack McCall
while holding aces over eights at a poker table. Jack McCall was a
distant relative of the fictional Frank Abagnale, the card hustler in this
story who broke the heart and caused the subsequent insanity of
Margaret Wentonfield, the third wife of Mark Wentonfield whose first
wife was Sylvia, Wendel Gordon-Smith's only child.
Wendel sat in Denny's, America's repository of the best and worst
of ideas, and wrote down his dream while chomping away on his corn
flakes which did nothing to reduce his sexual drive because he had
none to reduce. His sexual drive had gone the way of his marriage and
about at the same time – out the window as it were. The half of his
income which he had faithfully sent for fear of prosecution to his exwife Candice and her slimy Colombian boyfriend prevented his sexual
drive from returning. After Candice married the Colombian, the
thought of having to go through that again prevented it from returning.
He nibbled on his toast, which looked like a Cornish game hen on
a stick, and wrote some more ideas down in his brown notebook,
which looked like a Van's Off-The-Wall tennis shoe.
After a while the creative process degenerated to cliched
aphorisms, and the last thing Wendel wrote before deciding he had
spent what was good in his mind at the moment was, "Today is the
first day of the rest of your life."
As I mentioned before, he would have been surprised to discover
that today was also the last day of the rest of his life.
For a fraction of a second, out of the corner of his mind, the toast
he was nibbling on suddenly resembled a slice of toast, and not the
curious image of a Cornish game hen on a stick, but he pushed the
idea away from him like Denny's cold coffee.
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xiii

At the time that Morgan Phillip Chadbourne was meeting Clint
Eastwood in the Post Office in Carmel, California, his son, Eric, the
demented sculptor whom Morgan thought was still in jail, was sitting
on the floor of his apartment in lotus position staring at a sliding closet
door and breathing unevenly.
This would be approximately the same time that Wendel GordonSmith, the hero of our story, was first beginning to bleed to death
behind in the alley you have heard so much about.
Eric Chadbourne, who was really very nice and quite talented, had
some insurmountable problems on account of some bad wiring in his
head. It wasn't his fault. And he really did try hard to overcome them,
but some things are just to much for a single person.
Eric had been released from the psychiatric facility at the Alameda
County Jail because he had collected enough bail for release on the
criminal charges, and after a derelict had gone amok with a two-byfour in a park that morning, he was shoved out of the running for
being one of the forty craziest people in the county. Now the county
had neither the room nor the proper motivation to keep him so they
opened their doors and his sometimes-when-he-was-partially-tolerable
girlfriend picked him up and took him to his apartment.
The amount of psychiatric care Eric received involved about three
sessions with a counselor and being left alone to play Clue and
Monopoly with the other patients. He had lost terribly at Monopoly,
though the championship was held in his home town. He won at Clue.
It was Mr. Green, in the hallway with the lead pipe.
In his apartment Eric had been okay for about twenty minutes until
he had a strange deja vu while opening a can of dolphin safe tuna and
remembered his closet full of dirty clothes.
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Eric was a chronic victim of deja vu. Most people don't feel
victimized by a feeling of having been somewhere or done something
before, but after enough times without explanation, deja vu can
become quite stressful.
Eric had read a lot on the subject but none of the theories of
clairvoyance, or past life regressions, or sixth sense sensitivity to other
souls had been much of a consolation. But recently he had read an
article by a doctor who proposed an entirely new theory about the
source of deja vu. His theory was that the human brain sends parallel
pathways of information simultaneously from the senses to the
cognitive recognition areas of the brain – which tell you what you are
hearing and seeing and feeling – and to the memory banks in your
brain. With a person like Eric, who had bad wiring to begin with, it
would be conceivable that sometimes one of those pathways gets
clogged and maybe the information is registered in the memory banks
a split second before the moment is consciously perceived.
That being the case, when the brain did register a moment, it
would seem identical to a previous moment, but in reality is the exact
same moment.
Eric allowed that the theory might be complete hogwash, but it
offered comfort and that was what he needed.
In Eric's closet were three months worth of dirty clothing (in male
terms; in female terms it would have been about a week's worth)
which he feared were sculpting themselves into a scale replica of the
Statue of Liberty.
This was Eric's second worst habit of fear. The first being that
everyone around him would suddenly burst into choreographed song
and dance as if life were a musical play, and he wouldn't know his
parts. This happened sometimes when he hallucinated. Hallucination
is not fun when it is not purposely induced, and sometimes even then
it isn't any fun.
People with bad wiring frequently see angels and demons and
spirits and geometric shapes when they hallucinate. No one knows if
they are seeing spirits because of the prevailing religious attitudes
which most people are inundated with from youth, or if the prevailing
religious attitudes arose from people with bad wiring who saw angels
and demons that may or may not have actually been there.
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The same chicken-or-egg question applies to geometric shapes.
They say there are no straight lines in nature, of which geometric
shapes are mostly composed. Are geometric shapes embedded
somewhere deep in the human psyche, or do they originate from a
higher source?
A good way to find out might be to locate a person with bad wiring
who has never heard of spirits or geometric shapes and find out what
he sees when he hallucinates.
Eric sat down and crossed his legs in the calmness that he usually
felt after a big mental blow-out and tried to confront his fear. He never
saw spirits or angels or demons or geometric shapes. He just saw
people singing and dancing. He took deep breaths and tried some
relaxation exercises he had learned from a friend of his who was a
telemarketer, and told himself the closet was okay. There was no selfforming statue in there.
For a while it worked. He eventually got up the nerve to open the
closet with the purpose of tossing a dirty dish towel onto the pile
which he was now sure was not shaped like the Statue of Liberty. At
the last second before his shaking hand slid the door open, he glanced
down at the towel and, for a flash, it was shaped strangely like the
torch which Liberty herself holds high above Liberty Island in New
York – a long way away from Berkeley. Eric was psyched for
something like this but he was shaken anyway.
He yanked the door open a crack and tossed the towel in, averting
his eyes, but not quite enough, and he saw, or thought he saw, a
swarming mass of animated clothing, climbing into and around its
own self like bees in a hive. The stench of mildew and death accosted
his senses. The pile of seething t-shirts and underwear and socks
swallowed up the dish towel as if to debrief it and use it for its own
evil purposes: the final and total removal of Eric's sanity.
He slammed the door shut and set himself back on his spot in the
center of his floor, closing his eyes and taking short shallow breaths.
He wanted desperately to hold on this time. His father would be there
that evening and he didn't want his father to see him like this.
There Eric sat throughout the evening without moving a muscle,
staring at the closet door in a silence only invaded by his breathing,
the faint hum of traffic below, and the almost inaudible rustling of the
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clothing in his closet, an amorphous sentience, moving about on itself
in a quiet, eviscerating taunt.
(We know you're crazy. That's why we're doing this.)
When Wendel had gotten the urge to call his daughter from the
pay phone in Carmel, California after his disappointing drive through
Big Sur and before his entering the Hog's Breath Inn which is owned
by Clint Eastwood, the actor, he had been unable to place the call at
the phone booth he had intended to because it was surrounded by the
well trained police dogs and policemen and their cars.
The police were investigating the robbery of the phone booth,
which is not such a terrible crime or so unusual as to be worth the
efforts of three cars, and dogs etc. In fact, the police were simply
guarding the booth while waiting for federal authorities to arrive
because this was a federal case.
The phone booth had been broken into by a man now known in the
western states – due to the efforts of an idiot reporter – as Pac Tel Mel,
the genius phone booth thief.
The reason he was so well known was because he was the only
man ever to figure out how to pick the lock on a phone booth. Most
efforts at stealing quarters from phone booths usually involved
sledgehammers and crowbars, and once, even a tractor. With Houdini
dead since Halloween of 1931, the phone company had been able to
boast they had the unpickable lock on their phone booths; until the
arrival of Pac Tel Mel. He had shown up out of nowhere and had
stolen almost two hundred thousand dollars in a two year period. This
didn't make the phone company look very good and the feds were
called in to catch him.
Here's why they couldn't: The feds knew who he was. His name
was Bill Connely and he was from Maine, where he had learned the
tricks of his trade working for a locksmith. They knew what he looked
like, they knew everything about him. The problem was that it was
nearly impossible to tell where he had struck because the phone wasn't
damaged and there was always some change in it when Pac Tel came
to collect.
Eventually they found that on all the phones he had robbed there
were some tell-tale scratches around the lock which were always a
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consistent pattern, so at least they could prove the phone booth had
indeed been robbed and it wasn't that just nobody was using it.
Another problem was that they didn't know when he had struck
until a couple of weeks after he had been somewhere because the
phone company only collects from their booths bi-monthly. And Bill
Connely could rob a phone booth in broad daylight without anyone
noticing, so there was never anyway to catch him in the act.
What he would do was stand in the booth with the phone at his ear
as if he were talking to someone. He wore a long coat which would
cover the bottom of the phone while he worked on the lock and when
he had opened it, would pocket the change, and walk away.
The feds were always at least two weeks behind him and were
unable to catch up with him because the clues as to his whereabouts
always came in too late.
He finally disappeared, long after Wendel had died, and no more
money was ever stolen from pay phones and no one ever found Bill
Connely, aka Pac Tel Mel.
Pac Tel Mel's real name was not Bill Connely. His real name was
Gilroy Wentonfield, the treasure hunter who was decidedly a
descendent of prisoners of a British penal colony, and long presumed
dead uncle of Mark Wentonfield, the Australian advertiser who would
marry and divorce and have an affair with Sylvia Gordon-Smith,
Wendel's only daughter.
The archaeologists who had welshed on the deal Gilroy had made
with them – which had been the cause of his subsequent thrashing of
valuable artifacts in a Venezuelan airport and his apparent shooting
death by airport guards – were actually employees of a huge crime
syndicate that was fond of collecting religious artifacts and welshing
on their deals.
This was the same criminal organization with ties to the
corporation that commissioned Eric Chadbourne's sculpture
"Someday" which collapsed on itself to form the highly unfashionable
phallic symbol that now stood on the lawn of the publisher of the
magazine Stiletto, which Morgan wrote for.
Gilroy had protested, had destroyed his finds, and had been shot in
the South American airport by the airport guards in the ensuing
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struggle, as the story had been told. What very few people knew was
that he had also been saved by the same men who shot him because
they had seen what became of freelance treasure hunters who found
artifacts for these archaeologists.
The airport guards had taken a liking to Gilroy during his many
trips through that airport and after shooting him, nursed him back to
health, helped him get a new identity, and sent him on his way.
The real Bill Connely, whose identity Gilroy adopted, had been
killed by the airport police for real when he made a ruckus about a
payoff that would have gotten him out of the country safely with a lot
of cocaine.
Gilroy went to the states and hid under his new identity and
eventually became Pac Tel Mel.
When Gilroy dropped out of sight and was never seen again, it was
because he had been shot for real and was buried in the forest in
Northern California. The organized crime syndicate, after years of
searching, finally found him working as the concessions manager for
the Ford Bros. Circus, which Wendel had been following before
cutting off to Big Sur. They sent one of their hit men out to find him.
Their hit man was a slimy Colombian who had escaped
deportation by marrying Wendel Gordon-Smith's ex-wife Candice.
He found Gilroy at the circus, shot him, and buried him in the
woods in Northern California, in Humboldt County.
Had the Colombian done his research, he might have known that
Humboldt County is where many people grow marijuana and aren't
too fond of strangers. As he was leaving the woods where he had
buried Gilroy Wentonfield, he stumbled upon the marijuana crop of a
Humboldt County resident who shot him and buried him in the woods
also, not fifty feet from his own victim.
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xiv

Wendel Gordon-Smith, the hero of our story who sees things
differently, kept another list. This list was entitled "Things That
Would Really Suck." This list had no memorable reason for being
except that periodically, strangers would tell him worst case scenarios
about some event taking place in their lives, to which he would reply,
"That would really suck."
He eventually began writing down things that he thought of when
they occurred to him and sometimes he would read the list and
chuckle to himself because it would look so pessimistic to anyone but
him. People generally regarded Wendel as a pessimist, but he
staunchly allowed that he was not at all down, he was just a realist.
The fact of the matter, he concluded, was that most people are not
ready to accept how ugly and nasty their world really can be, so they
try not to think about it at all and look at the good side. This, Wendel
thought, was dangerous thinking. He was regularly accused of being
down, or bitter, or not liking himself. None of this was true, he just
saw the way things were and laughed at them instead of getting upset
about them.
Here are some of the items on Wendel's list of things that would
really suck:
* Throwing up in a space suit.
* Committing involuntary manslaughter while wearing a pirate
outfit.
* Floating alone at sea in a life raft with only a sun-degradable
plastic bag to protect you from the elements.
* Finding out as an adult that you were adopted.
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* Losing a limb, or any appendage.
* Eating any kind of insect, regardless of the circumstances.
* Seeing the word "funner" in the dictionary.
* Being blind and dyslexic.
* Syndicated reruns of "Oprah," "Donahue," "Geraldo," and "Sally
Jesse Raphael."
* Sleeping with Geraldo.
One of the things that was not on this list was: "Bleeding to death
from a wound in your femoral artery in the alley behind the Post
Office in Carmel, California."
Had he thought of it he might have added it to his list. But in
reality it was not so bad after all.
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xv

When Wendel Gordon-Smith, the hero of our story who sees
things differently, finished his third Corona beer which looked like the
remote control off of a Magnavox television set and which he thought
tasted great though it didn't, he had unwittingly entered the fifteenth
chapter of this story which is not a story, and in which he dies. This, as
I have said, would be a surprise to him, and finding out that his death
was considered a suicide would have been even more surprising, but
of course he would not find this out because he would already be dead.
He had spoken in some detail about superficial matters for an hour
or so with his new friend Morgan Phillip Chadbourne who had lied
about everything about himself except his name.
They considered themselves friends because they both drank
Corona beer and thought it tasted good.
Morgan himself would have been surprised to discover that the
only thing he had not lied about, his name, was not actually his birth
name at all. Morgan had been adopted as an infant and his parents had
put off telling him about it until it was too late. They had both died.
This happens to just about everybody yet no one seems to deal with it
very well.
Wendel had left the Hog's Breath Inn with his brown Samsonite
suitcase which he carried with him everywhere and which had been
mine, and before that my maternal grandfather's, and in between had
been stolen by my ex-wife, and her boyfriend Brad had used it to beat
a man in the bus terminal in Provo, Utah.
Brad is what you call a thin wire nail with a small head. My exwife's boyfriend was kind of like that.
Wendel walked down the street with the brown Samsonite suitcase
which contained some clothes, a laptop computer, the song list from
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my old band n. cognito with its interesting reference to the monkey in
the children's books named Curious George, and a few personal items.
There was really no reason for him to carry the suitcase around with
him at all except to facilitate the conversation opener with Morgan at
the bar and to allow for the telling of the song list story which I
wanted so desperately to fit into this book. In addition. the suitcase
will have a part in the upcoming death scene in the alley behind the
Post Office which you have heard so much about and which I'll bet
you are dying for me to get to.
So, as incongruous to real life as the carrying of the brown
Samsonite suitcase which looked to Wendel like an armadillo is, it
must be included to facilitate the ending of this book.
Another interesting point is that our hero Wendel is going to die
soon and nobody really knows anything about him at all. We know he
is a stress engineer with an ex-wife and an adult daughter who is a
nurse in Australia. We know by the lists he keeps that he has a
somewhat twisted sense of whimsy. We know he is balding from the
crown, and we know all sorts of things about all the people around him
in his little microcosm universe.
That's just the way it is sometimes. Especially with people whom
one is close to. You think you know them: who they are, how they
think, what they like. But the reality is that nobody knows anything at
all about anyone else. The idiosyncrasies and habits and traits that
most people reveal to constitute what might be called a personality are
all strictly controlled by the rational thought processes which
determine what will be divulged to others on the basis of what is
socially acceptable at the time and what the giver thinks the receiver
expects of them.
People who are their real selves most of the time rarely function
well in society. And that is why, even now, Wendel is going to die
without your knowing much more about him.
Don't you think it would be better to know nearly nothing about a
person than to be told only the good stuff, or a one-sided or filtered
version of the whole person? And telling the whole story about any
one person is a long and complex process and is certain to destroy any
sympathy he might otherwise find in his death.
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So Wendel, in all his incongruity and burgeoning baldness and
twisted whimsy bade Morgan Phillip Chadbourne good-bye and
walked down the street, and for no apparent reason carried his brown
Samsonite suitcase which looked like an armadillo.
Good-bye is what people say to end telephone conversations or
when they leave another person's presence. It is a contracted and
bastardized version of "God be with ye" which is a nice thing to wish
upon a person. The Klingon version of this farewell statement is, "May
you die well," which sounds awful to Americans. But Klingons are a
warlike people so it is an equally nice thing to wish on a person.
Wendel considered saying, "May you die well," to Morgan instead
of, "Good-bye," but people he had just met rarely understood his sense
of humor so he decided against it. Had Morgan said, "May you die
well," to Wendel he would have said, "Thank you. I will." And die
well he would. He just didn't think it would happen so soon.
Wendel passed his car, which he left unlocked, and passed the
phone booth where he was still unable to call his daughter because the
police were swarming about it like bees on a birthday cake looking for
clues as to the whereabouts of Pac Tel Mel, and walked toward the
ocean and around and about carrying the suitcase and feeling blissfully
melancholy, if that is possible.
He was struck with a feeling he got every now and then; the
feeling had first shown up after a seminar he had attended on the
scientific study of chaos, the science of randomness. The feeling was
that things were happening all around him and within him, over which
he had no control.
The alley in which he was to die wasn't actually directly behind the
Post Office in Carmel, California. It was behind it; but it was a few
blocks away.
Wendel found himself in that random chaos bliss-melancholy state
when he entered the alley and began to walk through it. In the alley
were the usual sorts of things that occupy alleys. On either side were
shops with back door access for having your car repaired or getting
your television fixed and through some of the cinderblock walls were
openings to allow derelicts to wander freely through the court yards of
apartments of other people. There was a dumpster, a lot of garbage
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that had never found its way into the dumpster, or had been taken back
out, empty bottles of cheap alcohol, a bum laying on a rotting jacket,
and as Wendel saw at the last moment, a crazy man with a knife who
was maniacally karate kicking at nothing and mumbling incoherently.
If you have ever lived in an urban area you would know that there
are regularly crazy people talking to themselves in deep guttural
voices and yelling at strangers and karate kicking at no one in
particular. This crazy man may have been kicking at angels or demons
or even geometric shapes. Most of these people need help terribly but
don't fall into the .00136 percent of the population who are eligible for
it. The police can't arrest crazy people on the street until they actually
assault someone.
This is the American Way.
Of course, when crazy derelicts tire and fall asleep on busy streets,
four or five supported-by-our-tax-dollars firemen are called and bring
with them a big, gas guzzling fire truck and help the poor fellow up so
he can wander to a more secluded public place and sleep.
The alley Wendel was walking through was a favorite for that
purpose. When Wendel looked up from his melancholy, bliss induced
daze he was so shocked by the knife wielding, karate kicking,
grumbling indigent that he reeled backward involuntarily and, pressing
himself against the wall, jammed a piece of broken plate glass which
was also up against the wall into his leg.
A good stout puncture wound from broken glass always waits until
you get a good look at it before it begins to hurt. Such was the case
with Wendel who had a good few seconds to survey the wound before
he brought his attention back to the derelict who had ceased his erratic
behavior, dropped his knife and ran from the alley in silence.
This is were things changed.
Wendel grimaced and pulled the shard from his muscle and he
could feel the glass slide along every exposed nerve in his leg but it
was a clean cut and still it did not hurt. And he watched the derelict
running with stunning grace down the alley, and in doing so, spotted
something next to the dumpster across the alley and only thirty feet
away.
It was the suitcase, which looked like an armadillo, from the
luggage that he had lost in Provo some three years previous.
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Wendel pulled himself and his leg to the center of the alley where
the derelict had dropped his knife. It looked like the paperback edition
of "The Stranger" by Albert Camus. He picked up the knife and
studied it. He felt its weight. It was like a defaced work of art. The
finely hewn blade was rusted and chipped. The hilt, once covered in
pearl and gold, was held together with duct tape. And carved in tiny
letters and barely discernible on the blade was a "W" and an "S".
He pulled himself to the suitcase and opened it. There was nothing
in it. It was just an old suitcase made by Samsonite, of the rugged
baby blue type. It could have been anybody's, but he had had one just
like it.
Wendel could have stopped the bleeding, but he didn't. He was
busy thinking about things. He was thinking about the initials on the
knife. He was thinking about the suitcases; the one he had lost, and the
one he had replaced it with, which contained the strange song list he
could never bring himself to throw away. He was thinking about
Curious George, the monkey who always got in trouble for wanting to
learn about too many things at once. He was thinking about the phone
booth, surrounded by police just when he decided to call his daughter.
And he was thinking about his blood: how much there was, how easily
it flowed, how hard it would be for someone to clean up. He calculated
his blood loss, it was four hundred and twenty-seven square
centimeters per minute. He was thinking about the poor crazy derelict.
He was thinking about the dream he had had the night before. How
the entire world had been so relieved and had gone about their
business when the sun returned, even though it had cost them the
moon. He was thinking about the possibility that every idea he
embraced as true might be entirely wrong. He was thinking about the
disturbing ephemeral vision that things did not really appear as they
seemed.
He was thinking about the circus arrows and the modern day
gypsies who followed them to their destination. Every day they had a
distinct destination and every day they had something to guide them
there. He was thinking that he had needed something to guide him, and
possibly that was why he had followed the arrows. The end of the
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arrows offered a solid, tangible goal. And every day there were more
arrows to follow, and another triumph at the end.
And finally, as his eyes squeezed shut from the loss of blood, he
was thinking that he was dying.
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xvi

Wendel Gordon-Smith opened his eyes seemingly ages later, but it
was only a few seconds. In that time, the alley in which he was
bleeding to death from a wound in his femoral artery at a rate of four
hundred and twenty-seven square centimeters per minute had been
replaced by a fantastically accurate hologram version of his life,
rendered in all dimensions.
His life was not "flashing before his eyes." It was being
reproduced in full, living color in a seemingly endless tunnel in which
the only consistency was a gossamer filament of light that reminded
him of the fiber optics he had seen the phone company advertising and
which stretched taut from the point of his conception to the present,
and then beyond.
Hanging from, on and around this thread was every event, every
thought, every particle of his history; things he had forgotten, things
he never knew about.
He saw his daughter Sylvia, beautiful and radiant and headstrong.
He watched her birth, he watched her grow, he saw her at sixteen
when she had been so full of remorse, sitting in the high school
principal's office when he had been called in from work to pick her up
for committing a terrible, insensitive deed.
The particular event he had entirely forgotten but now he
remembered it fondly. She had been in an electronics class, which she
wasn't at all interested in, but the boy she was interested in was also in
that class. There had been a handicapped boy in the class named John.
He had lost his left arm just below the shoulder as a child on account
of some old and very unstable dynamite he had found in a field behind
his house.
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John had a prosthetic arm; the kind with the pincers where a hand
should be, and was quite adept at operating it. He was of the
impression that his handicap was an open license to act like a jerk and
generally be rude to anyone without a thought for them.
Sylvia had run in with him three classes in a row because John
apparently thought the stool she sat on at one of the big, bulky work
tables like they have in high school was where he wanted to sit and he
didn't care that Sylvia was already sitting there and had hauled all her
materials to that spot and had set them up and was basically settled in
for the period. He had approached her the first day and stated that it
was his spot and she, after only mildly protesting, had moved her stuff
to another table.
The second day, she made sure he wasn't anywhere around before
she brought out all of her materials and set them up in her spot. John
came lumbering into class five minutes late and immediately
demanded she move. This time Sylvia refused and John stormed off
and told the teacher, who came back with him and asked Sylvia what
was going on. She said she was sitting here and John wanted to, but
she was already set up and there was no apparent reason she could see
to move.
The teacher gave her a patented teacher look which said in no
uncertain terms, "Sylvia, this poor boy is handicapped and deserves a
certain amount of special attention and consideration which I don't
think you are offering by your refusal to give him the seat he wants."
Sylvia understood the look completely and silently moved her
stuff, all the while flashing a look which said, "It seems to me that he
should be subject to the same rules of common courtesy as anyone
else," which the teacher read perfectly well.
After class the teacher called her to the desk and gave her the form
speech that said she needed to show more understanding.
Sylvia said she understood perfectly; John, handicapped or not,
was a jerk. Then she stormed from the classroom.
On the third day Sylvia arrived purposely early and set up her
materials in the same seat long before John arrived. John repeated his
exercised demand and again Sylvia refused to move. So John clamped
the pincers of his prosthetic arm down hard on her shoulder until she
cried out in pain.
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He continued to squeeze harder and the pincers dug painfully into
her shoulder and again he demanded she move. Tears welled up in he
eyes, she tried to pry the hooks from her muscles but his grip was too
powerful. Then she looked down at the tool which was still in her right
hand and, with a sudden decisive movement, brought her hand and the
wire clippers they held around to his prosthetic elbow and snipped an
exposed wire in the break of the plastic.
There was a snap and the forearm clattered to John's side, perfectly
useless. The plastic parts made a sound like Legos knocked over and
John stared at his useless limb for a moment, then screamed. Tears
gushed from his eyes and he ran to the teacher bawling and gagging on
his own words.
The teacher saw what had happened and did the best to calm John
down and sent Sylvia to the principal's office.
Wendel sat solemnly on the green Naugahyde chair next to his
daughter facing the principal behind his desk while the electronics
teacher stood to the side and told him what had happened. The teacher
was careful to emphasize the seriousness of her deed. The principal
simply sat and listened and wore his most serious principal face. After
a long pause Wendel turned to his daughter and said, "Is that what
happened, Sylvia?"
She replied, her head down, "More or less."
"What wasn't mentioned here?" he asked.
"Well," she said slowly, "for three days he demanded I move after
I was completely set up. There was nothing special about my seat, he
could have sat anywhere, but the teacher insisted I move anyway and I
don't think that was fair."
The principal piped in, "That was certainly no reason to do what
you did!"
Sylvia gave her father a pleading look. "Dad, he was hurting me!"
She pulled back her collar to reveal two bruises the size of fifty cent
pieces on her shoulder.
All three gaped. "For God's sake!" Wendel yelled, "Did either of
you ever bother to ask her side of the story?" He didn't wait for an
answer, "Are you all right, honey?"
"Yeah, I'm fine, Dad."
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The teacher said, "All the same, it does not in any way justify her
actions toward a handi..."
"Shut up!" Wendel yelled and turned his attention back to his
daughter. "Are you sure your alright?"
"Yeah."
"And you really cut the wire in this boy's arm?"
"Yeah."
"And after that it kind of dangled at his side... useless?"
"Yes."
Wendel leaned forward and covered his face in his hands and was
silent. After a long, pregnant pause, his body began to shake and he
began to emit strange snorting sounds. The principal and the teacher
had no idea this would upset him so and stood helpless, not knowing
what to do.
What had happened was that Wendel had gotten this visual image
in his head of the event, and the more he tried not to think about this
image, the more it embedded itself into his brain, and the more he
wished he had been there to see it. When he finally leaned back, tears
were streaming down his face and he was laughing so hard he could
barely breath.
Sylvia caught sight of her dad cracking up in such a morose
environment and started to giggle herself. Her dad looked so silly
there. Within seconds they were both on the floor of the principal's
office rolling around and laughing out loud until it physically hurt.
This sort of behavior was usually reserved for week nights when they
stayed up too late. All this amid pleas by the perplexed principle and
teacher for them to get a grip, and to realize the weightiness of his
daughter's actions.
Wendel finally calmed down enough to pull himself back onto the
Naugahyde chair and, wiping the tears from his eyes said, "That has
got to be the funniest thing I ever heard." And turning to the principle
said, "Your employee, the teacher there, is a jerk. And that boy...
whatever his name is, is a jerk. And as long as jerks like teacher here
continue to patronize young people who are perfectly capable of
functioning normally and behaving within social norms, they are
going to grow up thinking they can be jerks. Well, that boy may look
at things a little differently from now on. As far as his arm goes, it can
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be fixed and I'll be happy to pay for it. As far as my daughter is
concerned, she will not be punished for reacting quickly in a bad
situation. I am going to take her with me now and in the morning she
is going to return to school and you are going to treat her with the
same respect you should treat every one of your students. Thank you."
And Wendel and Sylvia left the principal and the teacher standing
there, wondering what to do next. At least that is how it played out in
this vision.
Wendel opened his eyes from his dream-like block of memory and
glanced again at the knife he still held which looked like the
paperback edition of "The Stranger" by Albert Camus with a chipped
and rusted blade and the initials “W” and “S” carved into it, and as his
life ebbed from him, for a second Wendel did not see things
differently and the knife in his hand looked just like a knife. That
worried him a bit because he didn't know what to make of it, but the
vision and the thought quickly evaporated as the alley had done and he
continued to look upon the hologram representation of his life.
The gossamer strand of light which was his life began at the point
of his conception, which is when a person's soul enters his body. Some
people argue that fact, but what they don't know is that it takes about
nine months for a previously unencumbered soul to get used to being
trapped within one biological organism. That is why one's gestation
period is nine months.
The point of his conception was December 7, 1941, the day that
Pearl Harbor was bombed by the Japanese. On that day the Arizona
sank with his uncle Carl on it, his uncle Carl had survived, and had
swum below decks of the sinking ship to save the lives of four other
people. He had been awarded a Medal of Honor for his deeds and had
used it as a good excuse to drink the rest of his life away. Much like
the old man in the cell with Rawling, Wendel's nephew, who had not
saved a man who fell overboard and had used it as an excuse to drink
his life away.
Wendel's father had pulled Wendel away at a family gathering
once and told Wendel a story about Carl that he claimed no one but he
and Carl knew. Apparently, on the Arizona, which was a gigantic
battleship, there was an officer's lounge on the upper decks which Carl
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was not allowed in, and which had a terrific top-of-the-world view of
the lower decks and everything else for miles around. Every time Carl
had passed this lounge he had entertained the fantasy of one day
walking up to the balcony and standing there on top of the world, and
pissing off of it onto the lower decks.
It wasn't a consuming fantasy by any means. He would not have
risked a court martial to try it. But the idea had just popped into his
head one day and there it stayed, the way the most ridiculous ideas
tend to.
And on December 7, 1941, the day Wendel Gordon-Smith was
conceived, Pearl Harbor came under a swift and brutal attack by the
Japanese. And the baddest ship of them all, the Arizona, was sinking.
And Carl ran down the hall, with bombs exploding all around and the
walls shaking from the repercussions, and the ship lurching to an
obtuse angle, and in the middle of all of this, Carl ran by the officer's
lounge and noticed through the open door that it was empty.
Chairs and tables were strewn all over the place and he paused at
the mess for a second, and a devilish realization took over his mind
and temporarily canceled his basic survival instinct.
This was his last chance to piss off the Arizona.
So Carl ran into the lounge, through flames and untold danger, and
stood at the balcony of the pitching, sinking ship. And Carl pissed
over the edge onto the lower deck and the flames which consumed it.
He felt like Gulliver putting out the fire in the Lilliputian castle. That's
in the book, you'll never see that in a movie.
Then he ran down and saved the lives of four men by swimming
into submerged portions of the ship and dragging them out, and was
given a Medal of Honor for it.
This, the Arizona sinking in Pearl Harbor, is where Wendel's
lifeline began, and it ran a straight line through what had once been an
alley in Carmel, California. And as Wendel's eyes grew heavier he
really did cease to see things differently, he saw the bottles of Corona
as bottles of Corona beer, and not remote control changers from
Magnavox television sets, and he saw the knife in his hand and not
"The Stranger" by Camus, which is an existential book about a man
who, through a series of uncontrollable factors, accidentally kills
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another man and, in the course of his trial, is sentenced to death for his
crime, based mostly on the fact that he was not very upset when his
mother had died. He saw his toast which had previously looked like a
Cornish game hen on a stick at breakfast that morning. He saw his
brown notebook, wherein housed ideas, his "Shit List" and his list of
"Things That Would Really Suck," which looked like a Van's OffThe-Wall tennis shoe, and he could see his brown Samsonite suitcase,
which previously looked like an armadillo.
It took a moment or two before Wendel realized what was
happening, and even then he couldn't believe it. But the things in his
life that he focused on – not events this time but broken down to
singular objects, kept changing from one thing to another then back
again and in his mind's eye he realized that his perceptions about how
things looked were entirely false, just as that twinkling thought in the
previous morning's dream had suggested.
This brought up the question of God, and what it was he was going
to find in a few minutes when all his heart pumped out the last of his
blood supply.
The single most interesting thing about his twisted perception was
that both suitcases and armadillos had looked like armadillos to him
during his life. This explained the perplexed look he got from his wife
when they had seen a dead armadillo on the side of the road in Texas
once and Wendel had exclaimed, "Look, honey, a dead suitcase!" It
also explained a question which had nagged at him most of his life,
which was: why did they design luggage to exactly resemble a
southwestern armored rodent?
Having answered this particular puzzle, Wendel wondered again
about the afterlife thing, and followed the perfectly straight and
exceedingly bright strand of light which was his life past his present
and into whatever lay beyond.
What he first saw did not surprise him. There was a tunnel which
was very dark and long, and at the end of the tunnel was a bright light
that seemed to beckon for him. He had read about people who had
died and been resuscitated and they all described the same thing. The
strand that was his life stretched into the tunnel and disappeared into
the light.
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Then he noticed something odd. At the beginning of the tunnel
were three arrows pointing up, which means in circus language, "Keep
driving, you are going the right direction." He peered closer at the
tunnel and he seemed to flow into it, as if he were no longer tangible,
with a body to slow him, and in what was at first a blinding light, he
began to see shapes moving around. At first they were blurred and
swimming images, but they soon began to take shape; to become
recognizable. Finally he realized what he was seeing was a circus
train. A heavenly circus train covered in garish Las Vegas style lights
and filled with animals and people and all sorts of strange things.
Between him and the train, in the tunnel, was a midway; a dark
and ugly place filled with freaks and pickpockets and con men and
scoundrels barking about games of chance. "It's a gamble," they said.
"But you can't win if you don't play!"
He saw a sign somewhere which warned about pickpockets and he
checked his wallet involuntarily, though he knew that's what they
wanted him to do.
In the distance the conductor was shouting "All aboard!" and
motioning to him. The train began to pull away and Wendel knew he
wanted to be on it. He had followed the arrows and he had found the
circus and he was going to run away with it. Of this he was now sure.
He took one look back down the tenuous filament of light that was
his life. At one end was Pearl Harbor engulfed in flames and his line
of life was attached to the Arizona, sinking into the bay while his
uncle Carl pissed off the deck. At the other end was the neon circus
train with his line of life attached to it, and it was pulling away.
The thread was taut with his deeds, his dreams, his thoughts, his
experiences. He saw his body, looking so calm and relaxed. He saw
the largest single propeller wind turbine in the world, which he had
designed, he saw Denny's restaurants and billboards and his daughter
and all of the people he had ever loved. He saw all of the people he
had disliked, and he saw all of the objects which had ever entered his
life. And he saw them as they really appeared.
And in the inside pocket of the jacket of his soul he found his
wallet. And in the wallet was his ticket.
Wendel boarded the train.
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xvii

Morgan Phillip Chadbourne, after his mortifying meeting with
Clint Eastwood in the Post Office in Carmel, California and not
realizing it, then spending several agonizing hours in the Alameda
County Jail only to be told that his son had been released that
morning, found his son Eric sitting like a crazed Buddha figurine in
front of a closed closet door at his apartment.
Morgan ran to his son and said, "Eric, are you okay?"
"Don't talk to me. I'm concentrating."
Morgan backed up in both shock and worry and looked at his son,
who refused to speak another word to him. He pleaded with Eric,
stood in his line of vision, and finally gave him a good shake, all to no
avail. The Eric he knew was not to be found.
Finally he noticed the closet door, on which Eric's gaze was
permanently affixed. He went to the closet and swung the door open.
In the closet was a pile of old, dirty, mildewed clothing about four
feet high and two feet wide at the base. Potions of it were hard to the
touch, other parts were moist and alive with fungus. It smelled terrible.
Morgan got one whiff of the pile and stumbled backward gasping.
Then he saw it.
It looked just like the Statue of Liberty.
Eric saw it too and was instantly up on his feet screaming. He ran
around the room in terror and Morgan tried to grab him but it was like
trying to cage a wild animal. Eric tore away from his grasp, and in one
final effort to secure his sanity, flung himself through the seventh
story window of his apartment.
A journalist who lived in a building across the street grabbed his
camera when he heard the screams. He filmed the final plunge of the
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famous sculptor, Eric Chadbourne. Then he ran down stairs and took
the first still photos of Eric's body and finally, made his way up to
Eric's apartment and got the photos of the putrid Statue of Liberty
sculpture, and was the first to interview Morgan, a man who only
minutes before had witnessed the senseless death of his only son.
This journalist got the entire scoop. He sold the story, photos, and
videotape to all three network and the cable news stations.
In the end, for all his efforts, he made $15,140.
This is the American Way.
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