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  License Agreement




  This ebook is licensed for the personal enjoyment of the original purchaser and should not be copied, transferred, distributed, traded, or sold to third parties without the expressed written permission of the author.  Please respect the copyright of the author by not sharing unauthorized copies.




  The stories included in this collection are works of fiction. Any resemblance to real persons and animals living or dead is coincidental and a bit amusing.




  Preface




  No number of accolades, not even promotions to varsity hedgehog cheerleading squads or from office cubicles, can compensate us for the myriad means we use to deflect attention from our human foibles. Cue the clowns, the cryptids, and the anthropomorphized heads of cauliflower. Bring in Don’t Pet the Sweaty Things.




  Whereas we needn’t be even slightly caprine to appreciate cajeta or fromage de chèvre, it hardly hurts us to imagine ourselves, or at least to image ourselves imagining ourselves, existing as critters either alien or familiar. Such pretending has the power to help get us through those impasses we refer to as “life’s little hardships and disappointments” without irritating us or otherwise getting our goat.




  In integrating the lessons we pull from starships and from zoo residents, we can more readily embrace the lopsided edges of our intrapersonal and interpersonal relationships. In fact, we can cull enough insights to clean curry combs as well as to locate adequate amounts of space squid kibble without having to feign insouciance. More directly, the seventy short fictions in this collection can empower us to quit sniveling and either to run as fast as mad bees or to turn and face the long shadows cast, at sunrise, by prickly denizens.




  It’s not necessary for us to enroll in mixed martial arts classes in order to feel brave. What’s more, we need not respond to the entirety of our personal, emotional faulting and that faulting’s resulting erosion with great cognitive dexterity in order to improve ourselves. What’s called for is neither brawn nor brains, but a heartened willingness to glimpse how we treat ourselves and others. Creature experiments never looked better. Plus, they tend to be cheap when executed on paper.




  More than funhouse mirrors, more than life coaches, and more than domesticated animals gifted with speech, Don’t Pet the Sweaty Things compels us, given our consent, to extend our views. This assemblage of accounts of the human condition employs the literary equivalent of a (mad) scientist’s use of disproportionately expensive anodic protection, against corrosion, to fungible tin cans. Said differently, reading this book enables us to free-float for days in hypnagogic states, to ignore dachshunds gifted with attitudes seemingly south of those of school marms, and to kick, to punch, or to otherwise do away with some of our burdensome thoughts and habits.




  In balance, Don’t Pet the Sweaty Things won’t allow us to: instantly add kilos to the weights we use during upper body workouts, suddenly and proficiently teach stoichiometry, or become more successful at finding urban parking spaces. It will, however, aid us in groaning, moaning, and righting our irregular bits while entertaining us on the way.




  ––––––––




  KJ Hannah Greenberg




  Jerusalem, 2014




  Familiar Fauna




  
Illusionary is the Hedgehog’s Strength: An Allegory




  Miriam was an Erinaceus albiventris, an African Pygmy Hedgehog.  Although she was gazed upon as one of the fiercest warriors in her hibernaculum, being that she was all spikes from her stout snout to her equally portly hindquarters, she was also little more than two hundred millimeters long. Untroubled by such constraints, Miriam regularly defended kith and kin from shrews, from baby sloths, and from similar marauders. That bravery served her well until the day when she encountered the lop.




  The warrior princess discovered that colossus of a beast, at least two kilo in its entirety, just outside her peoples’ territory. She was convinced that the creature was a dreaded Melogale personata, Burmese Ferret Badger, legendary hedgehog foe.  Despite the fact that neither Miriam nor her friends had ever smelled or had otherwise come into contact with any of those infamous fossorials, she was certain that the towering giant, which she had sighted, belonged to that unwelcomed species. Gathering all of her strength, Miriam hurtled herself at the fiend.




  The bunny, who had been enjoying a midmorning escape from the clutches of his eight year-old, human mistress, through his ever so soft, every so floppy, ears detected a rustling in the nearby sedges. He looked up, regrettably dropping precious forbs from his mouth, and caught sight of a small, pokey-looking animal charging him. While sniffing for his misplaced herbs, he gallantly moved out of the stampeding critter’s way.




  Miriam crashed not into the Monster of the Meadows, but into a fallen tree limb. Her quills affixed her to that branch. Nonetheless, Miriam persisted in shouting frightening epitaphs at the brute who deigned to invade her homeland. The bunny cocked an ear at her and then returned to eating wildflowers.




  A few sunspaces and many ferns later, the Lagmorpha hopped over to the still captive, but otherwise spent, hedgehog. Miriam opened one crusted-over eye and hoarsely whispered angry defiances in his direction. Nonplussed, the bunny helped to release Miriam. He had considered leaving that small nuisance tacked to the wood, but his regular valor overcame his occasional impudence. Besides, the ridiculous individual probably didn’t realize that there were actual badgers around.




  
Daisy Chains




  “He loves me not,” declared Teresa as she tossed the last petal aside and pole-vaulted the stem at the hedgehog who had been watching her. That creepy, spiny mammal had made no pretense about listening in on her love life.




  Teresa sighed as she brushed bits of grass and dirt from her skirt. At least the new serial peripheral interface bus, with which she was tinkering, would refrain from glaring at her through its processor. Teresa wondered why management had insisted on master/slave communicators.




  The hyperopic Erinaceinae watched the two-legged giant gambol. Like the rest of them, after it had quilled a plant or two, it returned to the power generation campus.




  Ever since the partial core meltdown of Unit Two, those creatures had seemed edgy.




  Few lingered in Shippingport anymore. None stopped just to visit. No hibernaculum had been disturbed in a very long time.




  The wee, snouted creature anointed itself with the discarded stem. The scented froth, produced by that particular plant, lingered in a pleasant fashion in both of the small mammal's mouths.




  Nodding one of its heads at the other, the hedgie bowed to pick up its book, Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring. Thereafter, it, too, trotted away.




  
If Only They Could See Her Now!




  Not only had Kimmy visited star systems far beyond the ken of her race, but she had left behind, in all viable places, descendents who copulated fruitfully and who lived twice the natural life span of her species. Though she had wished for a corner of the community chambers, what she had been granted was something far more wondrous.




  The adventure began when Kimmy had returned home between trips of campers. There had been three shifts that summer and she was scheduled to be on payroll for all of them. Though both Raymond and Dad had written to her, there was nothing like her familiar hibernaculum to ease her to sleep or to bring on handsome dreams.




  Sadly, Dad's handwriting was becoming increasingly illegible. Like many great omnivores before him, he suffered from a combination of Fatty Liver Disease, Lethargy, and The Wobblies. Mom had claimed that he was becoming metabolically retarded, i.e. fat. To wit, Mother had bought Dad a hamster wheel and had shown him how to use it. Shortly thereafter, though, Mother perished from an undifferentiated tumor. Consequently, Dad just glared at his exercise equipment.




  As for Raymond, who had quilled his baby shafts a full season after Kimmy had shed hers, he was a hottie. The two had met when Kimmy, in the company of Mother and of Anne-Marie, Kimmy’s baby sister, had been motoring around town.




  Anne-Marie had claimed it was the lavender that Kimmy enjoyed rolling in that brought Kimmy to Raymond’s notice. Mom had claimed it was Kimmy’s girth; her older daughter already possessed a belly as burgeoning as those of matrons blessed with many litters. In Mother’s mind, Kimmy’s curvaceousness suggested fertility.




  Regardless of the reason, it was to Kimmy that Raymond, that young, svelte hedgie lad had called and it from Kimmy that he received an answer of sylvan song. Despite those facts, those two had failed to produce offspring.




  When it came to progeny, even Old Ma Kippipunk, the brooder whose pups usually failed to survive the cold, floods, and nest destruction concomitant to hibernation, had better luck, than did Kimmy. Hence, Kimmy had been banished to tend to orphans, at a nearby summer camp. Her dad refused to let his daughter shame their colony. Dad could not care less that Raymond was heartbroken from his desire to keep Kimmy company and that Raymond had wanted to keep trying.




  Now that she was home between camp sessions, Dad felt bad. Against his better judgment, he deposited his dishonorable child near the hidey-hole Raymond favored. Dad rationalized, that given his own increasing difficulty with ambulation, it would behoove him to welcome that young male to their nest. If only he could simultaneously shoo Anne-Marie into the paws of some virile stud; someone had to provide the next generation. 




  Dad hung a daisy chain on the hamster wheel in anticipation of a pending celebration. Certainly, this time, the two young ones would produce a new litter. Maybe Kimmy could remain home from camp. Maybe, this time, she could properly dedicate herself to the higher purpose of populating the valley.




  For her part, Kimmy sat at the entrance of the burrow waiting to be kissed. As she watched her shadow change, she flexed each of her paws. Raymond had commented that her backrubs were both comforting and arousing. What she understood as an easy means to soothe tired limbs, her boyfriend interpreted as seduction. No matter; he was her best hope for being taken back into the colony.




  However, her shadows, in short shift, merged into the dusk of sunset. At twilight, that most magical, most romantic time for crepuscular creatures, a muzzle pushed out past Raymond’ threshold. Unfortunately, that snoot was attached not to an amorous hedgehog, but to a gelatinous beast slightly wider than Raymond.




  Kimmy would have screamed, had she not considered that such a reaction might further debase her family’s community standing. Instead, she sufficed with baring her teeth. The alien answered with a series of patterned clicking sounds.




  A small piece of paper, a printout of sorts, emerged from its belly. The starman, who was seemingly composed of gummy digits, waved the notice at the lady hedgehog.




  Kimmy doubted that the being, which faced her, could grasp unrequited lust. In fact, she debated the wisdom of accepting the creature’s missive, at all. The thought of returning to gum-chewing, marshmallow fluff–wading adolescent hedgehogs, packed into bunks meant for half their number, though, pushed Kimmy to reconsider the option before her.




  She rationalized that the spaceman was no uglier than the geckos she and her charges had observed during overnight trips to nearby marshes. Further, whereas the oddity quivering before her might be less intelligent than the dragonflies she and her campers enjoyed for cookouts, there could yet be a good reason to accept its offer.




  If only Raymond was there. She would rather rub against that hedgehog hunk than interact with an alien. If only her belly had been filled with fetuses and not with adipose tissue. If only that space being would stop farting. Kimmy felt the spines along her back and flanks stand at acute angles.




  The viscous entity tinged and tangoed some more. It wanted Kimmy to read its note.




  At last, the little hedgie reached over, swiped the paper from the weird being and read. In a perfectly understandable language, the star warrior stated that it had eaten Kimmy’s lover.




  Incensed hedgehogs are not civil companions. Outraged little beasties are even worse.




  The jelly critter was ill-prepared for the audio and tactile communication emitted by the small animal opposite it. Never before had it encountered an exasperated, desperate hedgehog. The space traveler beamed back to his craft.




  He beamed Kimmy up with him.




  With Kimmy safely snarling behind a thin, impenetrable, yet porous (the alien was benevolent) piece of plastic, the spacer regarded his manual on uncommon species. His guide, most of which was derived from text developed from Earthly broadcasts ricocheted beyond their destinations, referred mostly to humans, and to a smaller degree, to horses, to dogs, to elephants, and to the occasional feral cat. There was no mention of the nature or even of the existence of hedgehogs.




  Undeterred, the alien punched a few buttons on his keyboard. His screen quickly fills with glyphs, some of which spelled out a need to tread carefully with his prisoner. Apparently, hedgehogs were more than the total of their spines.




  For that reason, the foreigner lowered the wall caging Kimmy and sounded a rhythm of whirls and beeps at her. Hearing only cacophony as well as appreciating the limited possibilities afforded her by her new environment, Kimmy charged. Her bristling spines, her pointy teeth, her very death, would avenge her beloved and restore honor to her family.




  The alien did not leak where he was punctured, despite his jelly-like appearance, nor did he feel any discomfort from Kimmy’s bites. Rather, as a machine programmed to look like the most widely distributed life form in the Milky Way Galaxy, he registered no sensation at all. In fact, his response, to Kimmy’s stampede, was to lift her up and to tickle her. His display stated that hedgehogs have vulnerable bellies.




  Kimmy growled, giggled, and eventually panted.




  A few flicks of a century later, after which tens of generations had partied in her womb, Kimmy was content. Nick regularly brought her lemonade, which contained just the right amount of sugar, rubbed all four of her shoulders, and insisted on supplying her with tasty insects and delectable berries. Less often, he’d park his ship on a planet with usable air and allow Kimmy as many seasons as she desired to scamper beneath new suns.




  Per Kimmy’s children, it had been a simple matter to impregnate the young hedgehog. Nick’s ship was replete with all manners of samples collected from various worlds’ populations, including essential cells taken from Raymond’ body. In fact Kimmy, herself, upon learning about Nick’s repertoire, had arranged the implants.




  Nonetheless, Kimmy would never be able to inform her people of her procreative success. Nick, by dint of his programming, could not return to places he had already visited. Although Kimmy flourished, enjoying both unparallel intergalactic adventures and the knowledge that she, independently, had populated entire planets full of hedgehogs, her family and friends could not see her now!




  
Female Troubles




  Emanuel P. Williby snorted twice. In his hibernaculum, it was understood that studs got first dibs on springtime daisies.




  Thereafter, dames who carried, followed by gals who nursed, the latter of whom numbered so many as to essentially constitute the rest of the adult population, were entitled to leave-takings. Excess males were booted out sans ceremony. Beyond the collective’s marked domain, those fellows herded any discarded brooders. Together, the male and female castoffs made due. Their pups, like those of the main colony’s, were sent to scavenge plant corpses and stems.




  Hortence C. Meister flouted that hegemony. An upstart ever since his entry into adolescence, that whelp, notorious for discarding rules, had insisted, from his maw, to the base of his barely visible tail, that might made right, and that the best of the tribe’s umbrellic flowers were designated for his lunch.




  Given that thug’s theatrics, it was of no surprise that a scuffled ensued, which wasted much of the season’s aster and cornflower field. What’s more, that fight claimed an entire batch of sires, Emanuel and Hortence excepted. Only those two gents remained to face down an unsated community of breeders. An assertive coterie had already formed of lascivious women.




  Hortence, though, remained obdurate. In particular, he insisted on being busy with biting buds than with rubbing tails. So fat had he become, in fact, that Emanuel feared his friend was feminine. If Hortence slimmed in record time, "his" girth would prove gestation, leaving Emanuel with the lingering difficulty of living alongside of a female who had successfully railed against norms.




  
Erinaceous Behavior




  Fei-Fei took a bite out of the small mammal that was using her hand as a toilet. Immediately, her mouth filled with quills and viscera. It hurts to chomp on hedgehogs.




  Kicking its hind legs reflexively, the smaller critter shuttered and then silenced. It had expected food, not death. For long seasons the giant had provided that spiny beast and a large number of its cohorts with safety, with housing, and with nourishment. She had handcrafted their hibernaculum and had personally picked out all of the berries and larva which she fed to them.




  Fei-Fei threw the carcass alongside a wall. More guts oozed out. The lifeless body dropped onto the carpet, staining the area beneath it with brown, with red, and with bits of whitish yellow. A strange purple organ protruded from a gash in its abdomen. For reasons beyond her ken, the hedgies had become uncomfortably feisty.




  She booted the pile of skin and sharps. A shrill sound of indignation answered her movement. Her living room rapidly filled with an army of diminutive insectivores. They charged.




  Each brave soldier leapt at the woman, taking away a mouthful of flesh before falling earthward. Fei-Fei tumbled over.




  Numerous others of those small monsters jumped to gobble her. Their indignation was easily telegraphed, amplified, and resolved. Larger species ought never to murder their members.




  In minutes, only bones were left of the most recent offender. Their array’s safety secure, a few hedgies, all with stomachs distended beyond ordinary limits, gnawed at the junctures of some of the remaining calcified connective tissues. There would be no need to hunt for at least a few days.




  Meanwhile, a pup trotted up to tug at his dame’s teats. She pushed him aside with a paw and buried her snout, for a second time, in the grey matter her companions had discarded. Hedgehogs are not fussy eaters, being content with either animal or vegetable food stuffs and leaving over food only when they are completely sated.




  Disgruntled, the little hedgehog shimmied up to a window in time to view an alternate option for dinner. On the sidewalk, below, a man was exercising a dachshund. The wiener hound squatted, dug in a back-pedaling manner, and then squatted again. The man, meanwhile, was engaging someone on his cell phone. Neither leviathan noticed the small, prickly being eyeing them and salivating copiously.




  A few days later, that pair, too, was reduced to bone and hair and the wee pup, once more, had to scout for lunch. It took months for his fellow animals to desiccate the entire block.




  
That Thermochromic Whatsit




  Anthony Theophrastus rabbit scratched behind his right ear. He stuck his snout skyward and sniffed. Patiently, he watched a dragonfly circle and then dart. At last convinced that no one would suspect him of intemperance, he dove for the drupelet-covered fruit.




  “Bramble bees!” he exclaimed. The reddish object did not yield sweet juices. Rather, it had the consistency of a sun-baked owl pellet minus the bones, teeth, hair, feathers, scales, and insect chitin. He sighed and hopped away.




  Two leagues later, he had a sudden, for him, cognition; he ought to return to retrieve the object. In the least, it was the color of the crushed root of the common madder plant and as such might prove effective against protozoan infections.




  At best, his possession of that article might make Cantankerous Henry a bit tetchier. Ever since Henry had embezzled Anthony Theophrastus’ store of sweet timothy, eating that precious collection, instead of transferring it to Madame Ralph’s orphans (her mate had suffered a premature demise after an episode with a lawnmower), Anthony Theophrastus had regarded that other buck as mendacious, mean-spirited and downright impudent; Anthony Theophrastus would never have conceived such a plan despite the fact that he was good with Ponzi schemes ( he had acquired his surplus grass in that manner). Unlike Cantankerous Henry, Anthony was no critical thinker.




  So, with a hop, a pump, and a bit of a bump, Anthony Theophrastus returned to the patch, where he had first espied his treasure. En route, Anthony Theophrastus all but nosed into Old Saw, a coney of more than five seasons.




  “Pretty fruit.”




  “Mine. I dropped it.”




  “Glitters, though. Kinda odd. I need a look.”




  “Mine. I forgot to eat it.”




  “Really? I need a sniff, too,” Old Saw batted at the pulpy-looking thing. The more he whacked at it, the purpler it looked. No longer did it resemble madder root. Instead, it glowed the color of mulberries.




  “Tarnations!”




  “Well said, young fella. I also needed a taste, but not of something that won’t die properly.”




  Cantankerous Henry hopped over.  Pressing gently against Old Saw, he reached the edible. He pushed at it with his nose, hoping to somehow, surreptitiously, abscond with that rarity. Failing to leave the scene hence enriched, he would auction it off to passersby. The forest, after all, was thick with stupid foxes.




  Amazingly, the more that Cantankerous Henry rooted at that ripened seedpod, the brighter became the yellow lines that were rapidly covering its formerly purple face. Cantankerous Henry stopped moving. Anthony Theophrastus and Old Saw, too, stilled themselves. While Cantankerous Henry and Old Saw stared at each other, Anthony Theophrastus grabbed the swag and sprinted home.




  That night, Anthony Theophrastus had an odd dream. He imagined himself observing costumed mice, engaged in dance, on the neighborhood drumlin. Those imps move in fantastic patterns which, in turn, caused a rainbow-like radiance to color the hillside. Despite the encompassing gaiety, one little mouse, indistinguishable except for her lack of participation, merely gazed at her toes.




  At daybreak, Anthony Theophrastus hopped over to Cantankerous Henry for a measure of interpretation. When he wasn’t angry with that lout, Anthony Theophrastus considered Cantankerous Henry his best friend. He also respected that  other bunny’s ability to fashion fabrications.




  “Woe be to ripe clover,” thought Anthony Theophrastus as he traveled to the wordsmith. Only a tall tale, the likes of which, Cantankerous Henry could be relied upon to produce, could dissolve his nightmare.




  Anthony Theophrastus brought his esteemed orb with him. There was no telling what the members of his newest litter would do if they found it.




  “’Kinda early, ain’t it?” growled Cantankerous Henry.




  “For the love of all that is verdant, ya gotta help me!”




  “Well, well, well, the stud who bests me at gin rummy, who makes impossible calls when we’re square dancing, and who defeats my efforts to collect shiny items, needs me. In plain talk, it’s gonna cost ya.”




  Anthony Theophrastus raised a paw in a somber gesture. He was not in the mood to wrestle, either with words, or corporeally, despite Cantankerous Henry’s unambiguous, ever so tempting, provocation. Simply, he did not want the blood of that varmint on his newly cleaned fur.




  Old Saw appeared. He demanded, “Harris, tell me what my dream means. I can’t be bothered attaching substance to images. There’s a new doe down in the meadow and no one’s been neighborly to her.”




  “Chicory tea! I haven’t washed behind my ears yet.”




  Old Saw measured those extremities with his eyes. “Ain’t got all day. Just tell me why a woodlet of chipmunks would celebrate while one of their juveniles sits aloof, on a stump, regarding her toes.”




  “Shades of cricket viscera!” exclaimed Anthony Theophrastus.




  “And two pawfuls of purslane, too,” offered Cantankerous Henry.




  Old Saw pulled his mouth into an unglamorous expression. Mentations were burdensome things which got in the way of his making like a rabbit. If only Harris would give him a quick dash of rhetorical fooy, then Old Saw could hop on to embrace his kismet.




  For his part, however, Cantankerous Henry began to leisurely groom an ear. After ten or twelve languid strokes, Old Saw struck that somnolent bunny. Anthony Theophrastus was so surprised at Old Saw that he dropped his colorful morsel.




  A crow, who had been trying to decide which lapin would make the best breakfast, bore down upon the small collective. Instead of a breathing furball, though, the avian reached for the rock. The bird’s prize shone green as that sky fish winged away. Naturally, the crow had been in a fowl [sic] mood.




  
Object du Jour




  When that bit of wing, attached to beak and back, broke through my steel and glass, I lost track of purposeful driving. Steering, suddenly, became secondary to a new and immediate need to throw back the bird.




  Ordinarily, hurricanes pummel people with twigs, rocks, and even bits of tricycles. I never imagined a storm could blight my sedan with a starling. Worse, my worried passenger smashed through while I was transversing the interstate, busied with not becoming a statistic.




  That once flighted vertebrae pecked and flapped while I signaled and jumped until I landed my buggy on the highway’s shoulder. There, I confronted all two millimeters of its gargantuan iris and the entirety of its bill that sailed at half mast. One of the creature’s appendages hung at a theatre prop’s angle. The other oozed blue, viscous liquid. That ethereal beast had not been meant to intersect the laminated safety window of my late model car.




  I blessed my coupe’s power train as I simultaneously rolled down all windows; the uncanny avian remained a rip away from my ear, clutching the headrest like a gangplank to Noah’s Ark. When I leapt out, leaving my door swinging vulnerable to the fury of other travelers, I was not amazed when an SUV, which stopped neither for insurance claims nor accountability, unhinged it.




  More indigo seeped onto my upholstery. The winged one’s voiced outrage bumped my skin from arm to toe; my ears never having been intended for such unworldly tones. I shivered.




  To one side of my car were woods, all expanse and much green foliage. On the other side was fast traffic. Above, clouds, sky, and wind promised more awful weather.




  Not lulled by trees or frightened by storms, the small Valkyri continued to music from atop my dashboard. Neither radio nor tape could ever reproduce the sound of that poorly avenged, supernatural trooper. Nonetheless, I wished it immediately dead; the rain had come.




  A school bus, loaded with candy wrapper tossers, joined me on the embankment. Its driver shut his engine, disembarked, relieved himself, and returned to his charges. The 83rd verse of “Ninety-Nine Bottles of Beer on the Wall,” and many sets of wiggly piggy toes, all sticking out of windows, saluted my situation.




  Meanwhile, the feathered cacophony lit on my steering wheel and sang, in a minor key, an aura of undreamed of pain. Brass and string, alike, would be helpless to mimic that wild concerto. Industrial rock, perhaps, might hope to relate, in the same way that a sylvan spring mirrors ocean waves.




  The squall intensified. My antennae snapped. I unlocked my trunk in order to create a shield. I contemplated its casket-like feature.




  Sometime later, after my skin had pimpled enough for me to become my own species, I heard no more from brutish chords from the skyfish. I did, however, witnessed the frenzied dance of the tree, which was  rooted closest to my car. I watched that mighty plant sailed cloudward.




  Guarding my face with an arm, I slide into the cavity I had once commanded, pushed over the wet corpse and accelerated. I had no intention of also abseiling through the windshield.




  
The Crystalline Chanticleer




  Refracted light splashed red and blue on the linoleum counter. Near the rooster’s beak, evening radiance pooled frosty amber. By its tail, its harlequin hue was most conspicuous. A solitary brown cockroach transversed all of that celestial luminosity.




  The bug hungered for a crumb of bread, the scrapings from a banana peel, or, if need be, the inside of a can of beans. Only moonbeams and ornament, though, decked the scoured table. The salt and pepper shakers, to which nearly invisible smears often clung, too, had been put away.




  Antennae extended, the chitin-covered warrior scurried to the edge. Sometimes, children wiped their sticky hands there. Sometimes, however, mothers sponged away all such dregs with bleach.




  The tiny arthropod continued on, to the underside. Above, the cockerel opened one glass eye.




  Neither chewing gum nor rancid sediments remained; the smell of ammonia was strong and wafted, as well, from the cracks between the leaves. The creepy-crawly resurfaced.




  Hunger drives remarkable behaviors. The little blattaria began to climb the lone centerpiece. It inched from pedestal to abdomen, to neck, to head, to bill. Once more, the transparent chanticleer was sated.




  
The Champion of the Tuna Olympics




  He knew himself to be obsessed, capable of transforming into a sports buckaroo, with half of a day’s notice, during a time of life when his peers lived sensible, middle aged rituals. Perhaps, it was because his sister had died too early, having been seized, while swimming, by a spotted seal. Perhaps it was because he was late to mate, watching over his first fledgling when his pals were already grandfathers. Regardless of the reason, the penguin loved using his yet burgeoning strength to care for the members of his nest, to contribute to his community’s safety, and to participate in sports.




  Despite his maturity, he insisted on wearing his head feathers in a spiffy do and on continuing to compete in sliding. That former Tuna Olympics champ had won, twice, the lone event in which penguins not only regularly surpass skuas and sea eagles, but also live to celebrate their victories. Sore losers, those other seabirds, ordinarily eat their competition. In sliding, however, those air surfers concede their design deficiencies.




  Accordingly, Randolph had a publicist and a personal trainer. He also had a team coach to abide, a water fowl that had recently taken to calling him “luminescent.” Such pretentiousness, as made manifest in some of the other player’s beachside broadcasts, was embarrassing. It was, as well, an ill-placed incentive to push farther.




  The midlife bird wanted to shine against the younger generation, wanted to help his full-grown peers garner respect, and wanted to pocket endorsements. In spite of that, Randolph continued to be ambivalent about kowtowing to marketers; his offspring were never to be featured on his promotions and he kept his mate well hidden from the slicked PR birds that might desire her for themselves. Penguins were supposed to be monogamous for life, but there existed cases, among upper echelon athletes and their coteries, in which swaps had taken place.




  Randolph’s lady love was, if not the entire reason for his striving, a significant portion of that impetus. She had washed up on the commune’s beach one day squawking about zoos, cities, and humans. He had understood none of her blathering, but had been instantly smitten. Marsha was among the most svelte of birds. When she, at last, lifted her head from the ice-encrusted snow, surveyed the thousands of colony members huddled together, and made a distressed sound, he waddled over to her.




  In the ensuing weeks, he taught her how to catch fish, how to share nursery duty, and how to engage, in general, in feral life. That those basics mystified Marsha compounded her charm; “ordinary” female penguins had rebuffed the champ, complaining that Randolph’s dedication to sports precluded his nesting instincts. The new beauty, though, had accepted his divided interests.




  Within a moon, they had created a nest of their own. Soon, their first chick hatched.




  The defender preened as he contemplated. Perhaps besting the skuas, during the most recent contest, had been unwise. Those murderers, whose leg strength was greater than their intelligence, would have gone for his jugular had the referees not intervened. No matter how athletically able a penguin might prove, relative to their foes, they might as well lie down and allow themselves to become dinner.




  What’s more, the hero regretted having to leave his newest chick with friends, in the “safer” zone, the center of the community’s crèche, in order to complete practice runs. No matter how many times that his support staff assured Randolph of the appropriateness of his arrangement, he felt bad leaving his young one with sitters. When the females were out to sea, refreshing themselves from egg laying, he ought not to be exposing his hatchling to the dangers of aerial neighbors. Granted, other dads took small breaks to swim and to fish, but few among them left their chicks behind to prepare for interspecies competitions.




  Poised at the practice chute’s queue, Randolph leaned back and closed his eyes, willing each of his facial muscles to soften. In that manner, the bird abated his compounded weariness and long stored hurts. Sometimes, he considered that he had retained his physical health at the cost of losing his familial scruples.




  A buzzer sounded. The gate was his. Belly surfers, sliding downhill, experience upwards of one G on their bodies. The faster the contenders moved, the more kinetic energy they built, kinetic energy being equal to half their mass times the square of their velocity. However, players might also lose energy due to excess friction caused by pebbles, ice chips, and the like.




  Hypothetically, water fowl would stop moving if their potential energy outmatched their kinetic power. Actually, though, the centripetal acceleration, which resulted from tracks with radii reduced at their loops’ tops, sometimes caused feathered athletes, even those who have managed to lose the frozen fish, upon which they were sliding, to slow before reaching the finish line. When faltering accordingly, fellows got hurt. One of Randolph’s best friends had met mortality that way.




  Not only were the tracks dangerous, but the spectators were, as well. Whereas sliders were bound by chivalrous codes, fans were not. Birds of variegated hues and costumes sat among the tiered stones that served as bleachers. All were pescsterians, but some liked the taste of penguin, too.




  Those others’ unfriendly sentiments had recently been expressed, loudly, at an Olympic Committee meeting. Some of the ticket holders, which paid topped fish, insisted that they be allowed to devour the five competitors, in each sport, with the lowest scores. Although the officials nay-sayed that suggestion, offering those fans, instead, entry to a little known, Olympic Committee-owned cove where superior marine life bred, those elitists hired a band of mercenary salmon sharks, which were bored of eating mako, to inspire a change in policy. Though that vote had not hitherto taken place, no original members of the Olympics’ Juridical Commission remained.
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