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Let’s Get Fictional!


 


Here at the Bathroom Readers’ Institute, we usually make books about real-life: true stories about origins, strange events, and the crazy world around us. With Flush Fiction, we’re taking a big leap: Make believe. Fiction. Stories that happened only in people’s heads. (True story.)


In the last few years, “flash fiction” has grown into an exciting literary movement: super-short stories, all less than 1,000 words. We thought flash fiction would be a pretty great idea, perfect for those short, bathroom reading sessions. Except that, in keeping with our image, we decided to call it “flush fiction.”


The stories may be fictional, but this is still an Uncle John’s book, so that means that there’s something for everyone here, and there’s lots of humor and quirkiness. No matter what you like to read, you’ll find something in Flush Fiction, be it mystery, nostalgia, monsters, romance, or science fiction. And of course, lots of quirkiness and humor. (Be warned though—there is the occasional naughty word. We didn’t want to censor the writers.)


Anyway, we hope you enjoy these stories. They’re short on words, but not on fun. Thanks for reading, and, as always…


Go with the flow!


—Uncle John and the BRI staff
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What Is the Difference Between Optometrists and Ophthalmologists?



Eric Cline


Ophthalmologists are idiots, that’s what!


Oh, I could say an optometrist measures for corrective lenses. I could say an ophthalmologist is a medical doctor.


But the real difference is: Ophthalmologists are fools, pinheads, JERKS, MOOOOORRRRRRONS!


I work in a strip mall in the same big parking lot as a professional building. I’m with the Westegg Optometry chain. But inside, I run the show. Me. Dr. Albert Pope, O.D.


My shop is between Chik-N-Rite and Pappasan’s Japanese Pizza.


I had successfully avoided those who worked in the professional building. But one day, getting out of my car, I saw two roughnecks sauntering out of Chik-N-Rite carrying Rite-As-Rain meal-deal bags in their grubby paws. I had on my white smock with “Dr. Pope” stitched on the pocket. I tried to avoid eye contact. I knew they were trouble by their long white coats and stethoscopes.


They blocked my path.


“Weeellll, weeellll, whadda we got here?” That was Floyd J. Davis, M.D., M.Sc., F.A.A.O. He was in his late fifties, about fifteen years older than me.


His sidekick was Daniel Kupperman, M.D., Ph.D., F.A.A.O. He was about seventy and looked as though he had grown more evil every single year.


“You’re that fancy-pants optometrist next to the chicken place,” said Kupperman. Cruel eyes danced behind his thick glasses.


“Yes, Dr. Albert Pope,” I said.


Quietly.


Looking at the ground.


“I run Westegg Optical, pleasetomeetyou…” My mumbled greetings were interrupted by their horse laughs.


“An op-tom-e-trist!” Davis sneered. “Well, Danny, you and I are oph-thal-mol-o-gists!” He made a meal of those words. “Optometrist. Ophthalmologist. They sound sooooo much alike. What could the difference possibly be?”


Stepping up to my face, Kupperman hissed, “Well, for starters, remember the p-h-t-h spelling, fat boy. It comes from ophthalmos, the ancient Greek for eye. And what does optometrist mean in Greek?”


“It’s opsis, meaning sight, and metron, meaning measurement,” I said.


“Nah! It means chucklehead! Optometrist is Greek for chucklehead! Say it!”


“OptometristisGreekforchucklehead…” I muttered fearfully.


Davis stepped up alongside his henchman. He breathed Chick-N-Rite Clucker’s Choice Coffee fumes in my face. “And we went to medical school,” he hissed. “Where did you go?


“I went to an accredited four-year school of optometry,” I said. “Sir.”


“Oooh, four years! You hear that, Danny?”


“I heard Floyd, I heard.”


“We did four-year undergrad degrees in science, four years in medical school, three years in residency—”


“—residency means training, chucklehead!”


“—I got this, Floyd! Three years residency, and one to two years of fellowship. Fellowship is more training, chucklehead! And we take state boards and become Fellows of the American Academy of Ophthalmology.” He pounded the F.A.A.O. on his white coat.


A wad of Davis’s spit landed on my trembling face.


“And what does an optometrist do?” he said. “Aside from pound sand twenty-four hours a day? Why, you go to school to learn,” he switched to a high-pitched, lisping voice, “which lookth clearer, number three or number four? Number three? Okay, which lookth clearer now, number five or number thikth?” He twirled his left wrist limply.


Kupperman pushed me down into a mud puddle, soaking my trousers.


“I-I-I can diagnose glaucoma!” I wailed. I was interrupted by two hyena laughs. “And refer my patients to—”


“—a real doctor!” Davis hooted.


“Glaucoma, huh?” Kupperman said. “Hey, Floyd, when I was on ER duty yesterday, I took 17 pieces of glass out of some construction worker’s eyes. But heck, what’s that compared to diagnosing glaucoma?” He broke up laughing at his own “joke.”


Davis pulled a Chick-N-Rite Chicka-Chicka-Cherry-Pie™ from his paper bag. He unwrapped it and dipped it in the mud.


“I think since chucklehead here is so hungry for knowledge, he needs some cherry pie, don’t you, Danny?”


“Yeah! Yeah! Make ‘im eat it!”


I protested feebly as the filthy, sodium-rich dessert was mashed into my face.


It was woman troubles that led to their downfall: some tramp Davis was having a fling with.


She would hang around with them in the parking lot, passing a paper bag filled with hooch back and forth, listening to Puccini blaring from Kupperman’s parked Volvo.


She was the chief budget officer for the county government: typical trash you get in your neighborhood when an ophthalmic practice moves in.


It turned out Davis was seeing some museum curator on the side. When the budget babe heard about it, there was a big fight in the parking lot. I watched from my shop doorway.


She screamed at him, saying he had a two-inch…er…endowment and that he’d gone to a state medical school instead of an Ivy League institution; the usual street insults.


Kupperman, alongside Davis, said, “You need to calm your little CPA self down, missy!”


That sent her over the edge. She clawed at both their faces, succeeding in knocking their glasses off. She stomped their spectacles to pieces in her rage. Then she left in a huff.


Davis and Kupperman looked down at their mangled glasses, glinting in the late-morning sun. Then, slowly, they turned their heads to look at me.


I stood up straight.


I folded my arms.


I waited.


Squinting heavily, they slowly walked up to me. Their faces were filled with dread. When they got to within a few feet of me, they paused.


I stood aside and made a flourish with my arm, bidding them to enter.


They walked into my shop, their eyes cast down.


“Boys?”


They stopped in their tracks.


“You asked once what the difference was between an optometrist and an ophthalmologist?”


They waited, scarcely breathing.


“The difference is, an optometrist…has a heart!” [image: ]





The Old Man Had to Pee



Corey Mertes


The old man with one arm sat at the end of the hotel bar and ordered another drink.


“Another beer,” he muttered.


“Another?” the bartender asked, before bringing the man his twenty-third.


The man had been sitting on the stool without moving for twelve hours and was turning the color of Strega. He liked Strega. He liked it a hell of a lot. The man’s tastes were not typical. He liked Strega and grappa and mescal, and he liked the smell of bull under the hot sun of an open arena. He liked a lot of things. But not beer. Today he had to drink twenty-five beers without moving from his stool to satisfy a bet he’d lost to the one-armed face-punching champion of San Baques. It was a damn stupid bet.


The old man ordered a plate of nachos, a Mexican soup, and a well-cleaned plaice. Nachos were what the Spanish ordered when they wanted chips they could put cheese on. He liked them. He liked them a hell of a lot. He liked things you could put cheese on and forget about. You couldn’t put cheese on beer without messing up the head.


“Another beer,” he murmured.


I must finish two more beers without bursting, the man thought. He remembered past bets worse than this one he had made with other people under different circumstances in distant places at other times. Once on the Place au Coin de la Rue he had lost a three-legged race to an obelisk maker. He made the biggest obelisks the old man had ever seen, and God knows he’d seen some big ones in Florence!


Another time, to satisfy a debt, he’d fought a dingo at night in the outback west of Brisbane with Aborigines watching. That’s how he lost his arm. Earlier, during the war, when the shooting had stopped and the others lay dead, he’d bet he could carry a grenade in his mouth across a magnetic minefield. Those were better times. Five more yards and he would still have teeth.


“Another beer,” he mumbled.


Later came the cliff diving and the sequoia-cutting contest, the ouzo tournament, and the sperm-whale hunts. Then he had to leave the good old country, but it was good. He’d had enough. Now he would finish his twenty-fifth beer and prove he was not a gynomoco again. He did not want that. The old man wanted to be one of the machos. Macho was what the Spaniards called a man with cavalero, which was a quality that showed he embraced the philosophy of existico. Existico was what a man believed in when he didn’t take any guanola from another man, which is what the other man gave when he had bigabalsas. When a man had bigabalsas the Spaniards said he could untie the knot of destiny with his teeth, if he had any, and raise the toast of piswata with his good arm. Piswata was what the machos drank, and he would have a piswata himself, he thought, if he ever finished his fish and his soup and his last true good best true damn beer.


But he could not finish. Instead, he rushed to the men’s room a moment late, ruining along the way the meals of the nearest diners with a trailing stream and flatulent stench of nachos, macho, and gazpacho.


“My, my,” the bartender said. “Isn’t it a pity to drink so.” Then he mopped. [image: ]





Safety Drill



M. Garrett Bauman


Dad was a safety maniac. He was convinced disaster had us in its crosshairs. By the time we were six, he’d taught us that pinworms, ringworm, and tapeworms devour people. During thunderstorms, he’d describe how lightning blasts the roofs off houses. At supper we heard tales of deadly flu, TB, rickets, hemorrhoids, cancer, blindness, and accidents that would leave us amputated, blind, deaf, and drooling.


As a child I ran out the door to avoid a loose slate falling from the roof and decapitating me, and I ran past alleys in case a rabid dog lurked there. Dad lectured us about puncturing our eardrums when cleaning our ears, about becoming “impacted” if we didn’t eat spinach, and about being hit in the head while playing baseball and becoming brain-dead.


So by age nine, I wished he cared a little less. The holidays, especially, seemed to bring him to an even higher state of alert. One Christmas, Dad brought home the usual scrawny New Jersey pine tree and Dad, Mom, my little brother Stevie, and I decorated it with bulbs, balls, and tinsel until the holes were disguised and it sparkled with warmth and joy.


“It looks so pretty!” Mom said.


Dad nodded. “But we have to make sure it’s watered every day and the lights don’t stay on too long.”


“I know,” Mom sighed. “I’m not one of the children.”


“Why can’t we leave it on all day, Dad?” I said. Geez, we get something beautiful, and five minutes later he wants to turn it off.


“You want to know why? I’ll tell you why. Come here.” He pulled me to the tree, and I knew I shouldn’t have asked. “Here. Touch this bulb.” As I reached my finger out, he barked, “Carefully!” I tapped my forefinger on the hot bulb. “Aha!” he crowed. “Think of it! All that heat—a hundred bulbs pressed against ten thousand dry pine needles. One needle’s just a little too dry or one bulb a tad too hot, the heat builds up. Hour after hour. Hotter and hotter. The needles smoke. Then—poof!” He clapped his hands so I jumped out of my skin and seemed to fly around the ceiling. Dad’s face shone with horrified exhilaration. “The whole tree goes up. Tree resin is like gasoline! A giant ball of fire. Flames licking the ceiling. The whole house will be gone in minutes.”


“Shouldn’t we turn it off?”


“Not yet. I’ll keep an eye on it.” Then he whispered to me, “When I’m at work, you remind your mother to water it to keep it moist. Can you do that?”


“Suppose it catches fire when we’re not looking?”


Dad was pleased that I saw the danger. “You’re right! You’re one hundred percent right! That’s why we’re going to have a family fire drill! Right now. We need an emergency escape plan. Our lives are at stake! Stairway here. Hmm…windows.” His mind clicked. Finally he nodded. “Come on, Stevie. Dot too. We’ll go upstairs to our bedrooms and pretend there’s a big fire down here.”


I was excited. I loved escapes. Dad’s stories were horrible, but there was always a way out.


Mom sighed. “I have supper to start. There’s—”


“No, no, come on. We have to think this out before an emergency happens. Suppose the stove catches on fire?”


“I’d turn it off?” Mom suggested, as he shooed us upstairs.


“Now,” Dad said, “When I yell ‘Fire!’ we’ll see if you boys can open your bedroom window to crawl out on the porch roof, OK?”


I said, “Why don’t we just run downstairs?”


Dad stared at me like I was an idiot. “Because the hallway will be a sheet of flames. The stairs will be crackling like the pit of hell, and when you step on them, they’ll collapse and you’ll fall into the basement. Burning wood will cover you and sizzle you like a pork rind. That’s why!”


When I could breathe again, I gasped, “How will you and Mom get out?”


Dad held up a forefinger. “We go out the window to the porch from our bedroom. See? We’ll meet out there and all climb down the wrought-iron porch posts.” Climb down the porch posts? Wow! This was great! Just like commandos or burglars. At the word “Fire,” I’d be out there like a weasel. Mom wasn’t happy. She didn’t figure to be a good climber.


Dad said, “That’s the four of us. Now we have to figure out how to evacuate your Grandma.” As he mulled this over, I could see his problem. Her bedroom was on the other side of the hallway—no porch roof there. And she had that bad leg. I pictured her stumping away from the flames, moaning and throwing up her hands. I could tell everybody else was thinking like me. Stevie began to cry. “Gramma’s gonna burn up!” he wailed.


Dad, ever resourceful, said, “Why, we’ll carry her out!” He clapped my shoulder. “You and me, son. The men will do it!”


Right, I thought. We’ll dash through the flames of hell in the hallway, lift fat Grandma from bed screaming and fainting, and stagger back through the flames to my bedroom, then shove her out the window onto the snowy roof and make her and Mom climb down the ironwork. Whew! This was unexpected. Dad never did anything so daring. I was ready to give it a try, although I was pretty certain if Mom didn’t object to the rehearsal, Grandma sure would. She’d whack me with her cane if I ever tried to shove her onto the roof.


“OK,” I said, “Let’s go!” I unlatched my window, shoved it up, and started to crawl out.


“What are you doing?” Dad grabbed me by my belt and yanked me back.


“Sorry. I forgot to wait for your signal.”


“Are you crazy?” he said. “There’s ice out there. You’ll slip and break your neck!” [image: ]





And Then



Joe Novara


Epoi?” Seems like that’s all I ever say: and then, and then, and then.


“Un chilo di sanguine.”


Reach and grab.


Throw the produce on the scale.


Add it up.


“E poi?”


Take the money.


Next.


I can do this in my sleep. I do do it in my sleep. So boring. But I can’t help looking, checking eyes all the time. Take that lady, third in line. Always comes to my side of the stand when we set up on Tuesday and Saturday. Always the sly smile when I drop the change in her right hand, the one without all the rings. Got so many on her left hand—hope she takes them off in bed. She’d give her husband a concussion if she rolled over and whacked him. Would serve him right, so unsure of himself that he has to load enough gold on her hand to give her carpal tunnel or something. Still…she smiles at me. Maybe the rings are meant to remind her. “E poi, signora?”


Nice legs, the little I can see when she struts away. But, just another customer…I hope.


You get to recognize some of them from each day’s market. Monday, Piazza Garibaldi. The old lady with the football-shaped pooch. Looks like he’s going to roll over when he lifts his leg on one of our stands. After all these years, he’s probably baptized every single table leg. Then she only buys rucola. One bunch.


And Wednesday, at the Indepedenza, there’s the zucchini guy—two kilo a pop. What can he do with all that zucchini, even in a whole week? I swear he looks a little green around the ears. Is he eyeing me, or is it my imagination?


I smile. I wink. Pretend to know them. They’re all just hands, money, and an open bag…like baby birds screeching for me to drop food into their gaping mouths. Or are they?


Look at my boss, Renzo, eyes moving all the time. Hands and eyes. Shouting in his booming voice, “Un regalo! Due mango per sei euro!” Some gift. We normally sell them at two euros each. But this is his life, learned from his father. He can’t stop. If we grab a grappa after the truck is packed and everything is ready for tomorrow, even then he can’t just be still. He keeps scanning the bar, talking in short sentences, like a machine gunner spitting bullets, shouting at everyone who walks in. Is that what I’ll be like after thirty years of humping artichokes and onions and pears from square to square around the city? Can’t sit still. Don’t know how to relax. I’m getting that way after just a year and it’s not from hawking zucchini.


They asked where I wanted to go after I fingered the shooter. South Dakota? Alberta? I grew up hearing Neapolitan. I could speak a little Italian. Why not hide in plain sight? In a busy Italian city? In for a nickel, in for a dime…I said how about being a street vendor who moves around town? Really keep it loose.


So they hooked me up with Renzo. I throw around a little slang. Got just enough Italian to sound like I never finished grade school, and I fit right in. But I can’t stop looking. Not like Renzo, looking for customers, for someone snatching a pear. Me, I’m checking out the eyes that hold a fraction longer than necessary, the someone I notice more than once, cutting me a glance. Gotta watch…all the time. Make sure I don’t see the same face, especially on different days at different market sites.


Here comes that strange American-looking guy who puts his grandson in the grocery cart and then hand carries the food. I shouldn’t have to worry about him tagging me. Not someone wearing a New York Yankees baseball hat and lugging a kid around. Where does he think he is? In New York? Some people just don’t get the picture. But I like the way he takes his time. Very calm. Compares prices. When he comes here, he always gets our best buys. He’s mellow. Probably old enough to be retired. That’s what I want—just enough money to be comfortable, maybe grow my own vegetables and never have to see another fruit stand…watch eyes, faces.


Wait a minute. What is he doing here? This is Piazza Minitti. He’s supposed to be at Porta Genova on Thursdays. He’s staring at me. Pissed. Oh, man, here it comes.


What’s he sputtering in broken Italian? Tangerines? The tangerines had seeds. Says I told him they were seedless. His kid almost choked on a seed. Yeah. Lighten up, man. I’ll make it up to you. Stop making a scene. Everyone in the piazza is staring. Not good. Not good, buddy. You’re drawing attention to me. Not what I need. I gotta distract him. Calm him down. Here. Here’s a perfectly ripe mango I was saving for myself. This is for the kid, okay? I think the guy understands my Italian.


He looks down. No kid. We both stop. Do a quick scan. I call to Renzo, “Torno, subito,” and then I hustle into the crowd killing two birds with one stone—getting away from the jerk and finding the kid.


After a minute, I spot the brat reaching for a strawberry. Spinning slowly I scan for the navy blue Yankee cap. I whistle. He turns. I point down.


We both start talking at the same time. “Hey, goddam, man, sorry about the tangerines. I messed up yesterday…” Down on his knees, gramps is hugging the toddler, going, “Gott im Himmel, Heinrich du nicht fär…” Then we both stop in mid sentence, stare at each other. I’m thinking, you’re not American. He must realize that I’m not really Italian. I watch first surprise, then fear, and finally something like pleading play across his face. He must be in the game some kind of way, too—spook, undercover, on the lam? What is he asking me? Don’t blow my cover?


He rises slowly, does a palm-down slicing motion. I nod, barely. He picks up the kid and walks away. We won’t be seeing each other again. One less set of eyes to register.


A minute later I’m behind the barricade of asparagus and oranges and palms of bananas.


“Mezzo chilo di pere.”


Grab. Weigh. “E poi?” [image: ]





Dead Man’s Float



Sally Bellerose


Dad is playing dead, and I’m not in the mood for it. He’s sprawled out on the La-Z-Boy, as usual. He lies with his head dangling to one side and his mouth open. His color is not too good to begin with, so it’s pretty convincing. I’m on the couch knitting and watching Oprah.


“Cut it out, Dad.” I poke his shin with the tip of my sneaker, not hard, but disrespectfully. Hey, he’s playing dead and he’s already been asked politely to knock it off twice.


Fortunately for my goal of knitting a few uninterrupted rows, the slightest grin crosses his lips. Otherwise I would have to get off the couch and check for pulse and breath. This is one of his better performances. His chest barely rises and, since I’m not responding to death, every once in a while he throws in a little twitch to demonstrate that he could be in the throes of something significant, but short of dead, like a heart attack or a stroke maybe. He’s had several of each.


“You’re not funny. How are you going to like it if you actually do kick the bucket and everyone just keeps knitting or reading the paper?” Actually, if I were in a better mood, I would think his stunt funny.


Sometimes I play dead myself. It’s a good way to fall asleep. It’s a family tradition that started on Haviland Pond, where Dad taught us to swim. The dead-man’s float was lesson one. Are all kids taught the simple joy of lying in the water on their bellies, faces submerged, that other world gone for a minute, two minutes, then to let the air out the side of their mouths slowly and stretch it to three minutes, with practice close to four? Four minutes to straddle here and there. The object of the game to fool a nearby swimmer, preferably a sibling, into thinking we were gone for good, then to spring out of the water at the last possible second screaming and gasping for air. What could be funnier? Unless it was the thrill of being on the receiving end of the game, “finding” your sibling dead in the water, wading over to the corpse, touching the wet shoulder, that luscious horror of that short window of time when you’ve convinced yourself that maybe, just maybe, she was dead, and congratulated yourself for facing the dead body with such courage.


My sister Kathy stops by on her way to choir practice. She comes into the house without knocking. “Hi, Dad.” She kisses the top of his head.


“He’s dead,” I say.


“That’s too bad,” she says. “I brought blueberry pie.” She takes off her coat and puts a pastry box on an end table next to Dad. This makes his eyelids flicker and his mouth twitch. She straightens his head and gives me a dirty look. “He’s going to get a crick in his neck.”


“He’s dead,” I say. “And you’re weird.”


“She’s knitting a scarf for a dead man,” she whispers in his ear. “And she calls me weird.”


His eyes pop open. “Boo,” he says loud while her face is still an inch away.


“Dad!” she squeals, making his day.


His eyes dart to the pastry box. “Is it made with that crap?” He means Splenda, the sugar substitute.


“No,” she says.


“Liar,” I say. I’ve been sitting with a dead man all afternoon and my sister steals the “boo.” [image: ]





The Taste of Failure



Andrew S. Williams


The Greatest Marvel of the Twenty-First Century sat on Raylen Kosta’s plate between a half-eaten sprig of asparagus and a cooling mass of potatoes au gratin. The morose expression on Raylen’s face, however, was at odds with the illustrious occasion.


“Where did we go wrong, Patrick?” He prodded the Marvel with his fork. “When did our dreams turn to madness?”


Patrick Farlin shifted in his chair and fidgeted with his long white lab coat. He was young but brilliant, and already one of the most renowned geneticists in the world. He leaned toward his boss, elbows resting on the table, in violation of everything his mother had taught him. “I don’t get your meaning, sir.”


“This!” Raylen waved a hand at the opulent space around them. The restaurant had not yet opened, but the surroundings were ready and poised, awaiting the flood of diners soon to come: Dozens of tables lay under crisp white tablecloths, surrounded by an honor guard of elegant mahogany chairs. Above, a chandelier with a hundred lights and a thousand glittering crystals cast its sparking light across the wide space, while in the background, the chords of Bach’s third Brandenburg Concerto (First Movement) drifted through the air.


But at the moment, none of it mattered to Raylen Kosta. For all he cared, he might as well as have been sitting on a lawn chair in the parking lot of a 7-Eleven.


“I was the most well-known critic of my generation, Patrick. The New York Times restaurant review had nothing on me. When I walked in, four-star chefs would tremble in fear!” He pointed at the ceiling as he spoke, his words thundering in Patrick’s ears. “A word of praise from me could make a chef’s entire career; a few words of scorn, and restaurant chains would tumble! And now this?” He slammed his fist down on the table, and Patrick jumped. “I’ll be the laughingstock of an entire industry! The entire world!”


“Surely, you’re too hard on yourself, sir,” Patrick said, trying to comfort him. “This restaurant is the most novel concept in a generation, perhaps in the entire history of restaurants. Foodies will flock from the world over merely to get on the waiting list!”


“And when they arrive, they will taste nothing but failure!” Raylen pointed at the delicately prepared flank of meat, seared on the outside and cut open to reveal a succulent pink interior. The millionaire gourmet appeared to be on the verge of a breakdown: His graying hair was frazzled, and dark circles lined his eyes. “We have welded science and the culinary arts in a way that has never been done before, and what will they say?” A tear ran down Raylen’s face. “They will say—”


“They will say,” Patrick interrupted, “that they dined on the most exotic cuisine in history! From woolly mammoth to pterodactyl wings to brachiosaurus steaks! The tissue we have grown using DNA once thought lost forever—”


“Perhaps it was better lost,” Raylen snarled. “Your team succeeded, Patrick, but the shortcuts…oh, the shortcuts.” He wiped moisture from his cheek. “When you told me the gaps in the gene sequences could be filled with modern DNA…”


“It made sense at the time,” Patrick said. “The genome in question was already sequenced. Many of the species we were working with were related to modern avians. And it worked!”


“But the consequences! Oh, we who tamper with nature are foolish beings indeed!” Raylen hung his head, sobbing onto one of the most expensive meals ever created. “What mockeries hath science wrought…”


“Please, sir,” said Patrick. “Be reasonable. Perhaps the chef can—”


“Oh, Patrick, you fool, the problem is in the very essence of the meat, not the trappings of preparation.” Raylen did not look up. “Millions of dollars, years of development, and for what?!” Tears flowed down his face, threatening to drown the remnants of the asparagus, and doubtless infusing the carefully prepared meat with an undesirable saltiness.


“Don’t you see?” Raylen cut a piece, took a careful bite, and chewed it, then threw his fork across the table in disgust. “It tastes like chicken!” he wailed, pounding his fists against the table in despair. “Every single thing you’ve created tastes like chicken!” [image: ]





One Million Years B.F.E.: Diary of an Anthropologist in Exile



Merrie Haskell


DAY ONE:


Have been exiled to the early Pleistocene by Temporal Crimes Tribunal. Vastly displeased, though certainly this hardship will only serve to make me a greater woman. By the end of lonely prehistoric life, will be most knowledgeable authority on lifestyle of early man. Unfortunately, publishing opportunities here are slim.


Am determined to become strong, lithe, deadly, noble cave-woman type. Will fashion stone tools, hunt and gather food, and live pristine, pure life of Homo erectus–type person. Ah. The air is so fresh.


DAY TWO:


Bushmen of the South African desert were—are?—will be able to subsist on a mere twenty-hour work week. Per principle of uniformitarianism, I shall be able to do the same. Fabulous! Life in the Pleistocene will leave plenty of time for deep thoughts and getting over Philmore the Physicist…plenty of time to come to terms with all bad habits of codependency, “women who love too much,” “women who do too much,” “women who mess around with time-stream continuum in order to repair non-reparable relationships,” etc.


Only problem: Once issues worked through, will not have anyone to share daily triumphs and travails with. Will die alone, eaten by hyenas.


DAY THREE:


Tomorrow I run out of matches. Must re-invent fire. Good thing am expert, top-notch anthropologist with over six months of training.


DAY FOUR:


No fire yet. Tom Hanks in Cast Away had fire by now.


DAY FIVE:


No fire yet. Boys in Lord of the Flies had fire by now.


DAY SIX:


No fire yet. Gilligan had fire by now.


DAY SEVEN:


I have fire!


Though I no longer have eyebrows. Or eyelashes. Gilligan had both brows and lashes. Damn you, Gilligan.


DAY EIGHT:


Food stores running low, so enacted plan to hunt and gather. Using a digging stick, à la Kalahari bushwomen, uncovered…grubs.


Could not bring self to consume grubs.


Digging stick technology not so great, actually.


DAY NINE:


No good food source again. Putting in far more than twenty hours this week. Uncertain where time goes. Tomorrow will record time study to see where to pare unnecessary activities from daily schedule.


DAY TEN:


Time Study


Sometime after dawn: Awaken. Day is cloudy, fire is low. Hyenas yipping outside cave. Damn hyenas.


Sometime after that: Stumble out of bed to privy hole. Search for softest, most absorbent leaves. Bathroom facilities in the Pleistocene displeasing to me.


Noon: Look for chert, flint, or other stone with excellent cleavage properties appropriate for knapping stone tools. Must make stone-tipped spear and kill large, high-utility meat animal ASAP.


A bit after noon: No chert, no flint, no obsidian. Why did Tribunal deposit me in stone-tool desert? I will die alone, starving and unloved in churtless wasteland, eaten by hyenas.


Shortly after that: Oooh, look, chert!


Shortly before dark: Reprehensible for the Temporal Crimes Tribunal to exile me to the Stone Age without safety goggles! Spent last three hours washing piece of chert from eye. Negligence!


Dark: Too dark to do anything but sit on the pile of leaves I call my bed and listen to hyenas.


Small victory: Fashioned crude hand ax out of available chert. Will sleep with splendid weapon under my pillow and dare the hyenas to come near!


DAY ELEVEN:


Uniformitarianism is a bust. If San bushmen can spend less than twenty hours a week hunting and gathering to survive, then I’m a cotton-top tamarin. Have slaved from sunup to sundown, knapping stone and hafting tips. Just spent several hours getting tar out of my hair after hafting incident. Clearly, ethnologists studying the bushmen were not very observant. Bushmen must be sneaking extra work in somehow.


As for Binford and his utility indices, I hate him. Why did he have to be right? Why? The only meat I’ve been able to acquire was a mangled haunch of antelope that I stole from hyenas using torches and yelling. Am not strong hunter-cavewoman. Am shambling scavenger-cavewoman.


DAY TWELVE:


Strange hominid is spying on me from opposite ridge. Very dirty and unattractive, though quite tall. Homo erectus or Homo ergaster?  Not certain he means me well, but I do have one or two evolutionary advantages over the poor thing, so I should be fine.


DAY THIRTEEN:


Ergaster bastard stole my antelope jerky! Will kill proto-man ancestor if he steals again, and damn the time-stream!


DAY FOURTEEN:


Fancy this—H. ergaster is nothing of the sort! He is a physicist named Roger, also exiled by the Tribunal! After I tried to break his head with my hand ax, we both started shouting in English and realized that we were from the same time, more or less. Small world!


DAY FIFTEEN:


Oops. Told Roger I was surprised that a physicist survived so long on his own in the Pleistocene with no anthropological training. Discovered he made fire on his first attempt. May have liked him better when he was just Homo ergaster. Bastard.


DAY SIXTEEN:


Hyenas broke into food stash today. Roger very angry. We hunted them back to their den, planning to enact ritual canicide.


However, small, fluffy baby hyena survivors too adorable! Am now a hyena foster-mother instead of mass murderer. Am glowing with motherhood and satisfaction. Early domestication of canine species will be boon to human race! My likeness will be etched onto small stones for all to wonder and marvel at on archaeological digs in the distant future.


Roger not as pleased. There is small potty-training problem with Spot.


DAY TWENTY:


Fluffy baby scavengers have caused domestic spat by chewing leather footgear. Roger claims to be unsurprised that someone in a “soft science” would keep hyenas.


Considering separate caves.


DAY TWENTY-TWO:


Am pondering self-destructive behaviors, noting similarities between Philmore and Roger: Both are type-A, domineering physicists with messiah complexes and lack of appreciation for personal hygiene.


However, Roger is currently only fish in the sea.


I will not obsess about relationship flaws. I will accept Roger for who and what he is, and not try to “fix” him. Cannot change men. Should not try. That is, after all, how one gets exiled to the Pleistocene. [image: ]





Checking Out a Geezer



Florence Bruce


At Piggly Wiggly I often study what other shoppers buy. Looking in their grocery carts, I sometimes discover a useful household product or a bargain I’ve overlooked.


Last week, waiting in line, I noticed that an old geezer in front of me had nine cans of lima beans. Nothing else in his cart. I counted them and checked each label to be sure all nine contained the same product. Yep, all nine cans were Best Choice lima beans. Best Choice with a black-and-red label is the Piggly Wiggly brand.
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