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			This book is dedicated to my pal, former bandmate, and legendary beat-scribe Richard Meltzer
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			“It broke your father’s heart 
when you became an Angry Samoan…”
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			EDITOR’S FOREWORD

			I think it was the cup of pus. Yep, it was a cup of pus, from the story of the same name, that reminded me what kind of guy Gregg Turner was. And is. 

			He is the kind of guy who could lead a singular life—an enlightened music writer and fan, songwriter, musician, Angry Samoan, PhD, and actual, real-life, newly retired college professor, and father—and still take the time to construct, or recount, a world in which a cup of pus might very naturally be stored in someone’s refrigerator. And in that same world, that same someone might or might not be housing a twenty-six-foot tapeworm in their innards. It is possible, if not plausible, but it is a part of the world that Gregg Turner delightfully inhabits and shares with us here.

			The Gregg Turner perspective is unlike any other: he paints a vivid, believable picture of academia over here, of the obtuse snobberies to be had in the world of art galleries over there, and, smack in the middle of nowhere, the joys of exhibiting stuffed weasels on your toaster oven and TV—the latter, no less, in his compellingly titled tale “Maggots.” That all of this comes from a man with an extensive knowledge of music—not just music, but good music—who is a onetime member of the storied VOM, a celebrated Angry Samoan, and a longtime believer in the mystic worth of the 13th Floor Elevators’ Roky Erickson (and is his Horror Pal!)—makes it invaluable, fun, and unforgettably weird. In a good way.

			I have known Gregg Turner since the seventies, working with him at CREEM and beyond. He never, ever let us down, he never, ever let me down, and the tales that follow will most assuredly lighten your load for the remainder of your natural years. Crème brûlée will never taste the same again!

			Meet you at the Colonic Café.

			Dave DiMartino

			Los Angeles, 2021

		

	
		
			AUTHOR’S FOREWORD

			For anyone who has known me over the last few decades, I have this rap of blathering on forever with what are perceived to be improbable anecdotes and stories, typically overstaying my welcome. Well, to be honest, I get nervous around folks and I try to diffuse my discomfort by prattling on with crazy shit I’ve observed around me or misbegotten tales that I think will get a reaction. Hallucinations? The stories in this here anthology may in fact be true wild tales I’ve absorbed over time. Perhaps drenched with generous hyperbole? I’ll let you decide. Friends have insisted I translate these hallucinatory depictions of fragile reality to text. So over the long haul, I’ve documented these accounts and transcribed in marginal space on computers and scraps of dog-eared paper since 1975. 

			Hey—I just retired from professing math at my university here in New Mexico where I was a tenured faculty member for decades. That means it’s finally time to pay dues and actually collect these seamy stories and release as the compilation you currently hold in your paws. Hence, I will be spared future necessity of ambushing this spiel on unwitting victims—I can now just throw this tome up in the air and hope it sticks. Somewhere.

			I am well known for my “Tapeworm Story,” which is a rather gnarly freak-out involving some poor fuck who gestated a gigantic parasite long after an all-night sushi binge. This was handed down to me from a friend whose dad actually doctored the dude! The narrative presented here is primarily a transcript of a protracted chat with two acquaintances—a former student (“Sarah”) and a Slovakian computer science colleague (let’s call him “Artov”). Their reactions to the details are almost as sour as the tale itself. It’s pretty harebrained and, to separate fact from hallucinations, I corroborated the logistics, at the time, from the doctor firsthand. There were times, I confess, when students in my after-lunch Calculus class, collectively closing eyes from one of my inspired lectures, begged diversion. I would ask if they’d prefer to hear the Tapeworm Story. “YEAH, YEAH,” they would bleat, and without waiting for extra encouragement, I’d jump into it. Frequently a few would excuse themselves to the lavatory halfway through, presumably the PB&J they had devoured for lunch threatening expulsion. 

			In fact, more than a handful of these “Hallucinations from Hell” lean on the bilious side of the street (“Maggots,” “A Cup of Pus,” etc.) but transcription of the repulsive is not the intended theme of this book. Whether it’s about mathematical nightmare (“Twenty Fig Newtons”) or of pest-ridders from the dark side (“AOK Pest Control”), these tales chronicle a not-so-distant dimension of life on this planet. Really, I’m more of a voyeur and journalistic muse processing this unlikely reality as it constricts my first-witness belly like a pissed-off python snake. 

			And the Roky Erickson yarns (Roky, some of you might know, was the lead singer-songwriter of Texas 1960s psychedelic cult band, the 13th Floor Elevators) are totally legit. He was a colorful guy back in the time (boy, could he write amazing, riveting tunes! And that voice!). Eventually Roky emerged as a legendary performer and well-followed musical icon thirty years later, albeit less with the stream of conscious Luciferian fountain of froth that he maniacally expelled back in 1978. Did the killer bees really swarm his motel room and instigate a “brain hernia” that nearly prevented his performance at the Whisky a Go Go the next night? Yup. I was there. If you don’t believe me, ask the Aliens’ (Roky’s backing band) electric autoharp sorcerer Billy Bill Miller. He was there too!

			The Roky story in this book harps on the queer and transcendent mental wavelength he dialed back in those days. He’d always tell me we were “horror pals!” (an accolade I to this day hold close to my heart). But I’m not in any way, shape, or form using this documentation of bizarre behavior to make fun of the guy. His talents have been incredibly inspirational—his improbable appearance with Doug Sahm at the Palomino Club in North Hollywood in 1975 was a game changer for me. I was hypnotized—the authority of his voice and larger-than-life performance that night turned everything upside down. The redneck, beer-swilling, steak-chomping cowboys in the audience, presumably there for good ol’ boy Sir Doug’s tunes, aspirated their steak sauce when Roky, called onstage in Sahm’s last set, started wailing like a two-headed dog!

			Speaking of dogs, “No More Dog” tells the sad story of a mad hound hunt gone bad. It centers around this retro rockabilly dude “Hank Jones” and his affection for pooches and women. Some of you may know him. Hank is a dear friend of mine, a kind soul, and a very talented, unusually intelligent and sensitive musician and singer-songwriter. In this particular version of canine lust, I have employed a measure of extravagance to paint some unseemly behavior and klutziness. This is to keep you, the reader, entertained! The germ (and related germs) of this epic tale leans heavily on the non-fictional side—it happened, I’m tellin’ ya—but here I allow for some compassionate—uhm, okay I’ll say it—exaggeration. Hopefully Jones will dig this and not wanna kill me.

			The names have been changed to protect the innocent in most of these here hallucinatory accounts. Any semblance of congruency to humanoids you might know is mere coincidence. You may or may not recognize the “Sheep Eaters” as a familiar punk-rock combo of some brief notoriety. “Open Mic” was sourced from a real open mic night circus I witnessed in Harvard Square when I (unfortunately) had to spend a year in Worse-ter, Massachusetts, back in 1999 (frequent trips to Boston and Providence were demanded ’cause Worcester is an abysmal hellhole, though Abbie Hoffman hailed from the place). I took copious notes that evening. The whole operation was a shameful scam. The performers each were asked to pay ten bucks to do their thing. Boo. 

			And in 1996 Santa Fe, I created and hosted a one-hour weekly AM-dial Sunday afternoon radio show attempting to capture local nut bones offering their life twists live on the air (no shortage of lid flippers here in Santa Fe, New Mexico). Commonly these got out of hand and the station manager, if he tuned in, would pop an aneurism. Like the time we had fetish bondage practitioners lay out “proper slave spanking technique” (forty-five degrees to the butt plane, we’re told) or when an alien abductee from Roswell confessed she was the beneficiary of an alien-induced orgasm in the saucer’s command room. She said they used an “alien garden hose.” Whatever. 

			TRUTH BE TOLD! You don’t believe me? More hallucinations? Check out testimony from my psychiatrist, who will argue that my veracity has not been compromised by psychotic delusion! And my most talented math student from Pitzer College will vouch for the onslaught of classroom tales that mixed with the lessons back in 1987. So I have cred to back me up!

			In the prescient words of the old man holding court in “The Poet,” 

			“Blood, bath, love, have

			Not forgotten in the moonlight 

			Shower, shower, water falling all over

			Now’s it’s time…and the time is right!”

			I have no clue what this means—but that’s what he said at 3:00 a.m. in Venice Beach upstairs at the Van Gogh’s Ear all-night coffee dump. I wrote it down. Honest. “Now it’s time…and the time is right!” Indeed.

			Gregg H. Turner

			Santa Fe, New Mexico

			Post-Trump, 2021

		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			The Poet

			March 1992

			The old guy was the center of attention. His gray receding hair was pulled back in a short, stubby ponytail. He had a ’stache and a two-thirds goat, both of these gray and black, and he was sitting upright at the largest Goodwill-quality table of tired oak to be found here in this upstairs coffee dump. 

			Not too crowded at two or three in the morning and the newly spawned twenty-four-hour hangout, been open just a few weeks, was already gaining a late-night clique of weathered neophyte hippies, homeless surfers, assorted over-the-counter drug fiends, Harley dudes, cosmic fortune tellers, close-cousin metaphysical hobos, curious yuppies, and caffeine-addled insomniacs. The sister operation on the beach had not been able to turn a profit due to chronic infestation of an even slimier group—fascist beach bums and other related sub-species of humanoid dreck which, along with the kelp and sand crabs, apparently wound up at this establishment’s front door with painful regularity. Location number one on the sand was the model the owners of number two wished to avoid. Nevertheless, things have a way of restoring equilibrium, a homeostasis of freak allure which seems to beckon and insect-trail the insects out from their nighttime stealth. And so, despite the intention to attract an upscale version of life (and profit), a transplanted mass of all-too-familiar downscale versions quickly found their way over, massed and anxious, planted in the invisible evening shadows like a horde of hungry cockroaches roosted beneath the paneled walls of a grimy Thai food mall stop.

			Upstairs, perched regal and way upright on a tall wooden highchair, The Poet looked like a worn-out blend of Salvador Dalí and the old martial arts guy in Karate Kid. Only possibly appropriate in Venice Beach, which is where we were that night, and where we would be for many other nights because we lived across the street and usually produced our best results (technical research notes) in noisy, grungy, rodent-laden hellholes. That is to say, plus or minus the vermin, our across-the-street clubhouse possessed all the earmarks of quality office space. 

			They assembled at the long table near the side wall. The Poet had, as far as I could make out, twelve—let’s call them “disciples”—unkempt hairy teenagers and a couple scruffy girls, apparently earnest in rapt attention to each syllable and consonant he expelled. I could not…make out the words, but it seemed like…some kind of…game (could it be?)…was goin’ on. I craned my neck toward the banter, just to catch the vibe—what could this dude be dispensing, what kind of psychic Band-Aids could he offer to possibly splint the rupture of this random sample of wasted minds?

			“Disease,” the girl proclaimed loudly, and all eyes turned on the Poet.

			He acknowledged the entry, furrowed his brow, then triumphantly responded: “Seven. Disease is a seven.”

			They all nodded eagerly. Then, counterclockwise, the next solemn face broke equally solemn eye contact with the floor and engaged the countenance of the old man. “Oxygen,” he finally offered. “Oxygen.”

			Not caught off guard, the Poet nodded and embraced this at once. Perhaps it should’ve come up earlier. “Well, we certainly need it,” he mused. “Okay, six, oh, well, say six and a half. Oxygen is six and a half.” Several of the seated sycophants felt that a seven might’ve been more in line, disappointed, but they said nothing. And the game continued.

			But was it a game? A contest? A Ritual? Some crazy group therapy? I had…never…witnessed anything…quite like this. I could no longer transcribe my own equations. Upper bounds of moduli of analytic functions suddenly withered in importance and, more than compulsively transfixed, I waited for another…uh, category.

			“ANGER!,” shouted the next disciple. He wasn’t angry, but certainly emphatic. 

			“Anger is between four and five. Calm down.”

			“Logic,” screamed another.

			“Nine! Logic is always nine.”

			“The earthquakes.”

			“I say eight and a half, eight and a half for an earthquake.”

			“No, plural,” corrected the one who offered the topic. “I mean the earthquakes, all of them,” he insisted.

			“Collectively, then? Well, I suppose it makes more sense to group them together. But you have to understand that as a collection, they diminish their significance. Do you understand this, are you clear about my point? And in this case, I’ll have to say the earthquakes are seven. Seven for them all, no more. No arguments about this either. I’m strong on the point.”

			There appeared to be little dissent, and a snub-nosed kid with half a beard jumped in quickly: “Pain.”

			“Pain is seven, Suffering is nine.”

			“Zoo,” shouted a girl with some darkish schmutz on her forehead. “Zoo.”

			“Two. Two for the Zoo.” They kept going; all of the Poet’s disciples continued to chime in.

			“Remorse.”

			“Eight—yes: eight for remorse, but tomorrow it could be nine and a half.”

			“The Accountant,” blurted a teen wearing his high school colors and an LA Dodgers baseball cap.

			“Uhhhm, yes, I remember. This came up last week.”

			“But we tabled it,” reminded one of the others, some washed-up house painter who had earlier passed around business cards soliciting gigs as the group first assembled. “You promised to consider it tonight, as unfinished business.”

			“Did I?” The old guy tugged at the deft tuft of fur on his chin. “Let’s say this,” he pondered. “The accountant is concise, the accountant must also be precise—thus, he is twicely cise. So for that, let’s wrap it up, give the accountant at least a six, and that’s being generous. But having said all of that, I don’t ever want to hear of the accountant again, is that understood?” He seemed to break his stride here for a second, tugged at his tuft again, and remarked that “it’s an over overrated profession,” to which the tenth grader (?) who threw out the topic for evaluation, blurted, “Yeah, tell me about it, my old man’s a fuckin’ money merchant, and he’s a worthless, boring piece o’ shit. He never plays basketball with me on our driveway in front of the house and all his fuckin’ silk ties, they’re all the same fuckin’ color, man.” 

			“Well, I’m sorry about that, but then again…I’m really not sorry at all. What do you expect?”

			The kid blurted out, “I don’t expect nothin’, I’ve never expected nothin’…I just turned sixteen,” but the thought was quickly truncated.

			The Poet, as a rule, discouraged such banter. He seemed uncomfortable with this type of discourse as it drifted from the ratings; he dismissed the kid’s qualification with a flip wave of the hand, and to the accountant’s son he suddenly snarled, “Just shut up, that’s enough out of you.” He seemed to hiss, and then alluded to the fact that he was no longer enjoying himself, the topics tonight disappointed him, that the group needed to retrieve the “focus” that was there the previous week. A young woman raised her hand and introduced herself as “Lacey” (to which the old man shot back with “I don’t care what your name is, but if you ever waste time identifying yourself in this way again, I will call you Lucille; we will all call you Lucille”); she wondered if any of the ratings could be reconsidered.

			Or “Are they final?”

			The Poet told her to “shut her trap,” that she talks “too much,” but he responded by pointing at the long-haired, hippie-ish guy next to her, rhetorically asking, “Can the numbers be changed?”

			The hairy kid shook his mane and reported dutifully that all results are “totally final, man.”

			This pleased the Poet. He nodded with a smile and said “yesssssssssss—get it?” 

			They all nodded in accordance, then a gaping silence. Now, they looked at The Last Disciple, the one who had been quiet. She was younger, not legally an adult. Sullen and pretty, but with big ears. She’d prefer to watch and not say anything. But the old man would not let her pass. With a suddenly penetrating glance, the Poet invoked the youngster who then timidly engaged the opportunity. Turning to the old man, she whispered, and whispered quite clearly so we all could hear: “Love…” Then again, louder and this time more certain: “LOVE.”

			The old guy stuffed a piece of bread in his mouth, and his jaws worked with extra pressure, meticulously masticating on what the proper modality would be for rating this. And he muttered something I couldn’t fully pick up, and asked if they really wanted to go there. He clasped his hands together and bowed his head to meditate on the gravity of the pronouncement he was about to confer. I mean, there was gravity for sure—the silence as he deliberated was not vacuous; his sudden concentration appeared to be pregnant with a poignancy that was distinct from the earlier ritual. From my angle of observation in the corner of the room, riveted to this whole crazy circus, I counted countenances. I could spot the looks of inevitability, of those who were clear that the topic now would recruit his attention. Had it been issued at a previous gathering? Deferred or “tabled” for some reason? 

			I can’t tell you why, but I could very wildly dig something implicit in the air, that this had in fact come up many times before. This was confirmed when he looked up wearily, nodded his head, and said, “I know this is why you’re here tonight, that this means a lot to you and I’ve promised before that we’d at least begin to broach the subject…but…well, I’m ready, I must say, to now jump beyond broach. I do care deeply about all of you and, after all, that’s why we’re here in the first place, why we’ve been together for the last several months; we’re all certainly looking for answers. And so perhaps it’s now time to take the leap. Maybe you’re ready.” He knew they wanted something large, something, say, above an eight. But there were many reasons that couldn’t happen. Perhaps the easiest recourse would have been to allow rating inflation and keep everyone content. “Content,” itself, had been given a two last month, had it not? Yes, this was the case. And “moths” was awarded an astounding nine. These kids knew what they were getting into when they came aboard, too late to turn back now. Time to break the bad news.

			“Look,” he started plaintively. “I’m not your mommies and daddies. I’m not here to sugarcoat this pissant world for you, you understand? You come to me for the truth. And if it breaks your spirit, well, so be it. Look at all of you. Your broken illusions and dreams are worn on your sleeves. The necrotic agony of living even the short, meager, often odious existence you’ve all somehow managed to accrue is quite obvious. Let me ask you, do you understand despair (six point five), do you appreciate heartache and the loneliness of the soul? DO YOU?”

			They nodded in accordance. They seemed to understand, to get the old man’s rap. I scrawled down on a napkin the diatribe. I wanted to remember it. I had no idea I’d be transcribing to explain or repeat to anyone else. He seemed to really care for these kids. 

			“Do you understand that we are each an uninhabited island, waiting for the cumulative infusion of carbon dioxide to bury our shore’s sun-warmed sands? By meeting like this, we acknowledge our indignation of THE ENTIRE PROCESS—that life is a charade, it really means nothing. And that we shall accept nothing MORE than nothing as we wither into nothingness.” Their mouths were open. He looked slowly at each one in turn. “Are you with me?”

			Oh, yes, they were. A few stood up, pumping clenched fists. One hollered, “Okay, man, so GIVE IT TO US! Let us HAVE IT. We’re so WITH you, man.”

			“Yeah,” shouted another, “that’s what this is all about!” 

			Still further on down the table, someone else, red-faced now, stood up and screamed, “Hey, man, don’t candy coat nothin’. We got your twist—down!”

			Even the accountant’s son was riveted, and he suddenly belted out, “My old man, he comes home after work and, y’know, he sits his fat ass down in the recliner and the only thing that counts after that is a couple of cheap brews and a fuckin’ TV sitcom.”

			Now they were all off their chairs, shaking their fists, visibly aroused. And the young girl, still stoic, in a subdued but steady voice, projecting above the ruckus, looked straight at the Poet—and he returned her laser-like focus—and said, “SO TELL US ABOUT LOVE. WHAT’S IT WORTH, MAN?” 

			He looked at all of them carefully. They were hungry. They were alone. They breathed fire. They wanted the truth. Hungry for the Truth. And they were ready. I turned my napkin over and continued with the crazy notes.

			“I must introduce my feelings about this, this…this topic,” he demurred. “It is not like the others; it is not for everyone. And it cannot be rated in the same breath as all of the other categories disseminated tonight.” The Poet inhaled the deeply cold, turgid night air that had seeped into the small room from between the panes of the windows. He studied the facade of the young teenage girl and then locked into the group’s cumulative desperation. They implored him to rate; strident, they began to stomp their feet on the floor: “RATE LOVE, RATE LOVE, RATE LOVE.” The coffee server who worked behind the counter downstairs was standing below, holding onto the banister, waiting for the punch line.

			“Well, before I do,” gasped the old man, “I have a poem. First, a poem. Appropriately, I’m going to call this ‘Love Poem (The Deep End).’” A felt pen on two more napkins, I got it all, this was his Love Poem (caps emphasis mine): 

			You ask for a rating.

			I ask for peace.

			You ask for forgiveness,

			But I don’t see it.

			You ask for nothing;

			That’s why you’re here.

			Still, I give you everything, 

			And that’s why I’M here.

			Blood, bath, love, have

			Not forgotten in the moonlight.

			Shower, shower, water falling all over.

			Now it’s time—time and time.

			Finally, you are an adult, swimming in your parents’ pool

			It’s not Heated and you are alone in the Deep End.

			And you cry when the sun goes down, “Mommy, Mommy, oh,

			Mommy,”

			Because you are aware of something floating beside you—in

			the Deep End.

			Is it a turd? Or something meaningful and warm and visceral? 

			Whichever it is, children, that’s the LAST thing you wanna

			grab hold of.

			Blood, bath, love, have

			Not forgotten in the moonlight.

			Shower, shower, water falling all over.

			Now it’s time—the time is right.

			He bowed his head. The stomping had ceased after the second line into his “Love Poem.” Boy, the room was silent, and the old man, he was suddenly cultivating this predatory look, like a vulture eyeballing roadkill from tree height.

			“Okay, well here it is, then. I assign the mathematical constant i for LOVE; i is not real, it is imaginary, and yes, it is the square root of -1. Love must be this non-real constant. I rate LOVE to be i.” 

			The Poet stood up, his face was now red, and he too clenched his fist in the air. “Well, that’s it! It’s over, it’s done.” 

			I ran out of napkin space, but from memory, this is what happened next:

			“YES,” they shouted back approval, they were foaming, frothing and just ecstatic at this proclamation. Oh, they didn’t call him the Poet for nothing. He’s laid out some shrewd ratings before, but this, this i for Love, who woulda thunk?

			Okay, at this juncture, you may reasonably doubt my credulity, my first-person witness to such madness; after all, I was not an affiliate of these serious searching souls. Just doing some honest work, only the journalist inside of me allowed lucid snapshot observation of this ceremony. I was at the opposite end of the room; the illumination that the one bright lamp cast over to my table allowed viable atoms of transparency. So I’d been vaporized in a modest anonymity in the room’s night shadows, offering nothing at all to the circus that had unfolded. But I can tell you this, the casting of this i-rating washed this strange evening’s canvas with a sourly ironic eyewitness. It was as if Kafka and Burroughs, holding hands, had pissed from the heavens, showering down the blueprint for some flipped-out new TV game show.

			He stretched, then quickly, without ceremony, the Poet excused himself and retreated down the stairs, seemingly wrung out and beat. It wasn’t clear whether he was taking off and this was the end of the festivities or it was just intermission. Still, the kids at the table refused to quit.

			“Foreign Policy,” one yelled out.

			But the Poet wasn’t around to hear it—and they waited, as if “foreign policy” might signal the old man to come back. But no sign of the Poet and “foreign policy” was not rated. 

			“Shirley Temple Black”

			No rating [where’d he go?].

			“Myasthenia Gravis.” 

			No rating [was he gone?].

			“Penis.”

			Unrated once again… The disciples looked confused, possibly frantic—still they persisted.

			“Jerry Mathers.” [nothing]

			The tall guy, apparently the elder statesman of the group (he looked mid-twenties), stood up, now a bit perturbed. “Where’d he go?” He revolved to the chick—the one who proposed love; she was staring silently out the window. “What the fuck, didn’t we say we’d steer clear of ANYTHING like that tonight? What—you expected a two this time? Where the hell is he?” He pivoted to the only other person in the room (besides me) not a part of their tribe. Now more impatient then PO’d, the tall disciple interrogated the man at the next table: “You there, with the fisherman’s hat, you got any idea where he went?” 

			“Nope.”

			Then he strode toward the stairs, eyeballing the group still assembled at the table of giant oak, and said: “I’ll check his spot down there.”

			He pointed down there, down the stairs; the kid who’d got two for his “zoo” suggested looking “in the bathroom by the kitchen—he likes to hang there when he’s upset.” [Was he upset?]

			The order at the table was disintegrating, now just half the original constituency still seated. They did not appear to be agitated or even annoyed—just looking around, almost routinely bored. Downstairs, they checked the john, but no Poet. They yelled for someone to spy on his “favorite bush in the parking lot” where he sometimes urinates in the “lamp shadows behind empty parked cars.” But apparently no fresh, discernible liquid waste was detected. Finally, two or three more get up to expand the search [“Why’d he take off so abruptly, man? This is screwed up, I was next, I was gonna ask him to rate ‘great-grandfather’’’]. 

			“Nah, he’s flown! He’s a ghost.” 

			“Maybe his pancreas was acting up again?”

			“I don’t fucking know.” It seemed like the tall guy was way out of sorts now. “I think we should reassemble and wait. He might be coming back.”

			So they did this, fifteen or twenty minutes must’ve passed, but the old guy was, in fact, a history-book person. Still, they were sitting there, back at the table, collective frozen expressions of nothingness, still as mice. Each writing [notes? more topics just in case?]. Nothingness, ambient quiet. Opaque quiet. The bathroom door downstairs closed, opened, then slammed tight. Closed and opened once more. Closed again. A toilet flushed, the sink was being used. The water ran from the faucet full throttle. Three or four of those kids were running around, they were making all this commotion and noise. Like they were firing off signals, hoping he’d answer or respond.

			But the old man was gone, he was gone, flown the coffee dump. Now it was clear that the strategy to beckon his return, beacon their desperation for his uhmm guidance, was to amplify his favorite bathroom sounds and to leave the sink running (this apparently worked once before)—but all o’this was failing miserably.

			My train of thought broken, my impetus to finish whatever it was that brought me there in the first place long gone, I figured I’d had enough, so I walked down the stairs, emerged from below the neon facade of Van Gogh’s Ear, and then (somewhat reluctantly) I hurried off across the street. It was half past four in the morning—and from the psychic safety of greater distance, halfway across the boulevard right on the yellow center stripe, the midpoint point of the sand-blown asphalt, I discerned…what sounded like…the reemergence of a Poet-less group. Their voices were more strident, perhaps suddenly aggressive. Was this one final construction to gain his presence [from behind the bushes]? They continued. I could hear them easily out there in the street through the cracked window on the second floor above the oak table. But the topics now issued sounded plaintive, wounded, and peculiarly hollow.

			“Drones,” one of them brayed painfully.

			“Chemical Fallout.” 

			“Proof through the night.”

			[no response, no rating]

			The tall guy at the table forced the window further ajar above the table where they were still assembled. He looked over above the empty street; he leaned out into the dank night air. Imperatively, he bleated: “Mr. Ortman? Oh, Mister Orrrrrrrtt—man? Sir???” But there was no response; the skulking silence in the Venice night was resolute. Reluctantly, he withdrew his unkempt locks from the sill, and from what I could gather, there was one last volley of topics offered around the table. Desperate clarion calls to the Poet’s hotline? Could they dial the number of his psychic cell phone? It sounded like they didn’t even know the area code:

			“The bombs bursting!”

			“Dresden!”

			“Hanoi!”

			“BAG—DAD.”

			As the endgame was invoked, I marched across the street, just a number of steps to my dwelling. I was almost at the front door.

			“GETTYSBURG!!”

			“TRE-BLINKA!”

			“NAGA-FUCKING-SAKI, man!!!”

			“GIT-MO!!!!”

			“GRANADA…” 

			But eventually all the screaming faded into undiscernible grunts and moans. And it was all unrated.
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			AOK PEST CONTROL

			May 2008

			Too many durn roof rats and colonies of meeces traipsing up and down the outside walls. More than annoying, fleeting feet and claws, plague or deer mouse virus notwithstanding. Something’s gotta give, so y’open up the yellow pages and first on the list is AAA Bug Exterminators. Then comes Aaron’s Bug and Pests. Then AOK Pest Control. Third to the end was Ramon’s Rat Ridders, then Vic’s Varmint Removal, and last but not least was Zed the Terminator. Hard choice, but I threw my towel in with AOK. And that was just, like, a-okay with me. 

			The dude answering the call from his mobile phone sounded like a crusty ol’ geezer and claimed “thar just ain’t been a job I’d a had where Mr. Rat wan’t sent packin’.”

			His name was Jensen. Orville Jensen. And right off the bat Mr. Orville explained that “AOK” really means “Alive or Killed,” ’cause he’s not one of those “let’s wipe ’em all out” type o’ guys. He’s apparently “a-filliated” with a kinder/gentler creed of pest riddance folks—only as a last resort do you “’nihilate alla’ the goddamn vermin once and for all.” He threw me his card. It said: 

			Alive Or Killed Pest Control

			That’s A.O.K. for You and Me

			Head Exterminator: Orville Jensen 

			He wrenched back the parking brake and jumped outta the cab of his beat-to-crap truck. We trade shakes, and I ’splain the gravity of the situation. Well, the first order of business here is to assess if, in fact, there is a situation. One that needs to be addressed right away. But after being briefed of the grim reality, Orville rubs his scraggly jowls. “Rats gotta go, they do,” he proclaims. “We can set traps or flush ’em out, gotta get to the nests,” he announces even more resolutely. “That’s whar the action is, whar it all takes place, in them nests.” He looks at me, as if it’s now my move, and asks, “Alive or killed?” He offers that he’d “push for killed” in this case because it “looks like y’all gotta one big fat-assed rat hotel out here. I’d strongly recommend you send their souls to hell.” This advice was courtesy of kinder and gentler pest assassins. And, before you can say D-Con, Ol Orville’s already hatched several options for “total a-nihilation.”

			But first we took a break. He broke out his lunch from an ol’ crumpled Albertson’s bag as we went over the “d-tails.” What does a rat e-rat-icator eat? Greasy sardines on old, stale white bread, coupla carrots, and a box o’ raisins. Potato chips. I.e. rat food! Some choco chips cooks for d-sert. We got sorta friendly, and he started rapping off tales (tails?) of the trade. Some of these were just doozers. 

			“Ah guess it was mah first rat trappin’ gig,” he allowed. “Oh, man, it was hell on this dear earth. Rats got inside the res’dence in the couches, all over the place. Just gross, man. We flushed ’em out with bait and some traps, but couldn’t get rid of all the nests. Goddamn pack rats. Ah tell ya, wa’n’t a pretty sight.” 

			“So what was the next step?”

			“We ’vacuated the folks in the house, kicked ’em out for a few days so’s we could spray a fiiiine mist throughout the joint. That paralyzes the suckers. They cain’t move or crawl away, just makes ’em shit all over themselves before they spaz out and die. So the vermin, they literally belly up, but then ya gotta clean up the rat crap with alla the stiffrat corpses—and they’re like everywhere. That’s the part I really don’t like, man.”

			“Wow.” 

			“Yeah, well, that ain’t nothin’. We do anything it takes, here at AOK, to send Mr. Rat packin’. Thar was the time, this fellow, his toolshed was n-fested. We coulda doused the whole deal in poison, but he didn’t wanna go for that. Check this out, we jest tossed a few bull snakes that we’d had for a while, actually they were my nephew’s pet snakes, ha, ha, ha, tossed ’em in the shack there, and when we came back in a coupla weeks, we had some fat snakes, y’know what I’m sayin’?”

			He munched the last swallow from the sandwich. Swigged a mouthful of Pabst (“Don’t mind if I slurp a brew or two, do ya?”). Then he cased the joint. Pointed out all of the hidey spots where “Mr. Rat could be doin’ his thang… But don’t you worry none, we’ll get him and all of his neighborhood pals, you hear me?”

			Said he once ate Mr. Rat. Just on a dare, but he figured it was time, after “slaughtering thousands,” that he found out what Mr. Rat tasted like. Hard to argue with logic that solid. And he said that one time, after zeroing in on the nest, “Ah jest jammed my foot down on that mound of dirt and sawdust and he takes off like a goddanm bolt o’lightnin’, ha, ha. But ah had a shard of a splintered window frame in my hand and ah gave chase, man. Ah finally lunged at the sucker and impaled his belly with the wood sliver. Boy, that was a rush! Then ah took the dead carcass and wrapped up Mr. Rat in a shirt that ah had in the back of my truck. When ah got home, didn’t know whether to nuke the sucker or boil its ass, or barbeecue it. Ah mean, ah dinnin’t wanna get the byoo-bonic plague or nothin’, thought ah better cook it real good, y’know what I’m sayin’? Ah decided to nuke it ’cause that was quick an ah thought that, y’know, those microwaves can kill jest about anything, so ah nuked him to a crisp, ah did.”

			“Did you eat the whole thing?”

			“From tail to toe. Ah doused the motherfucker with a whole bunch o’ barbecue sauce ’cause I wa’n’t sure what ah was getting into taste-wise, if you know what ah mean.

			An if truth be told, ah really wouldn’t tell anyone to do this kinda thing. The meat was grizzled like burnt rubber and ah shoulda prob’ly got ridda the gizzards, but ah figgered what the frick, y’know? Ah shoved the whole fucker in my mouth, ah did, and in one swaller downed the leathery mess into my gullet. The sauce wa’n’t at all bad, but after ’bout five or so minutes ah heaved it up, ah jest blew out mah guts and regurgitated the beast into the goddamn terlet. Whooo-ey. Lesson learned, y’hear me? The aftertaste was something sicker than sick. Like licking up stale toenail clippings or something really foul, man. Ah kin still to this day feel that rubbery rodent’s flesh between mah teeth. Don’t go chowin’ down on them vermin, ha, ha, ha!”

			Well, it turned out Mr. Orville Jensen’s a talented guy, used to be—are you ready for this?— an Elvis impersonator in Reno, Nevada. Didn’t believe him when he first confessed, but as he was spraying a stream of pesticide along the corner of the roof, he broke into “Love Me Tender,” and let me tell ya, it was good, real darn good take. Nowadays he uses the rat sprayer as a prop, and the whole act could be an Andy Kaufman routine of hick-nebbish rat eater to a pest-spraying improv Elvis. Purty impressive, there. He makes no apologies for the pest annihilation digression to El, says he doesn’t really miss the “bright lights in Reno” all that much. But the Elvis routine helps his “focus.” 

			Still, rats are rats, and that’s all I really cared about, e-raticatin’ the varmints.

			“Heartbreak Hotel” for them. And that’s when I got to meet the son. Son of AOK, Orville’s seed. Name was Johnny. Johnny Jensen. And he has one pearl of a story to tell too.

			“Yup, wal me and Pa, we ain’t been together since I was a little kid.” He recounts this sitting on the hood of his pa’s truck, waiting for the initial spraying to resume. “I was a lost soul, I was. I just turned thirty, but when I was a teenager, I got into some heavy stuff. Not drugs or drinkin’ or nothin’, though I sorta got strung out sniffin’ spray bottles of oven cleaner and other stuff like that. I was just an angry kid, getting into a lotta trouble with the law and all that. By the time I dropped outta high school, I worked on a hog farm and pitched slop. You just never smelled shit that foul. I still can’t get the sound of those screamin’ swine outta my ears. More than one time I fell into the hog shit pool, y’know, the shit lagoons where it all collects. It was that last time that I damn fell right down into the sewage, my face nose down in the pig X-crement, that I decided I’d had enough. Enough of that crap, ha. Wal, I turned my life around right then and there. I’m not sayin’ I found Jesus in the hogshit cesspools, but I found somethin’ there. Maybe it was Jesus. Hard t’say, I guess.” 

			Johnny squinted to focus, then continued. “So then ah had this gig, workin’ as a C-curity guard at a shoppin’ mall in Phoenix. The whole ten yards, I was even packin’ heat, they let you do that in Arizona. But one day, went into the can, there I was standing up at the yurnal and all, and I hear this explosion: BANG!! And for the life of me, I couldn’t figger out what happened. I thought someone had been shot, ’cause it sounded a lot like a gun, and then I realized I was right. It was me. My fuckin’ piece discharged into my groin as I was takin’ a long-assed leak. Ah mean, the whole yurnal was dripping red, and someone called 911 and the next thing ah knew, I was in an ambulance riding real fast to the hospital.

			“By the time the dust settled, I was laid up for five months, couldn’t really move and all, and I hadda quit my job as C-curity guard at the mall. Sucks ’cause that was maybe the best job I ever had. Everyone was really friendly with me and all, and when I was in the hospital, my supervisor even sent me this funny get well card. It said, ‘Now don’t go shootin’ your weenie off next time, ha, ha, ha, ha.’ That was Mr. Pervis, he’s a real funny guy. Actually the bullet didn’t go anywhere near there, wal, close enough I suppose, but Mr. Pervis, he had a weird sense of humor. An’ I knew I musta been doin’ a real heads-up job ’cause he never jokes around with anyone!”

			Johnny Orvilleseed took a deep breath and nodded matter-of-factly. “Y’see, my pa and me, we’ve been estranged, just like strangers, for our whole lives. Ma’s down in Phoenix, but he don’t pay respects to her hardly never. So we been separated our whole lives. Then when my gun discharged, we sorta got back in touch and now it’s been like we never been apart! He’s teachin’ me the trade, how to X-terminate vermin and all sorts o’ bitin’ ants and wasps and what have ya. Gotta give my pa credit for opening up his heart to me; I was in a bad way. And I think I like this a whole helluva lot more than hogs or shopping malls. Just tryin’ now to really be a darn good pest ridder.”
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