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Erni e Waite bounced down the sidewal k past rows of houses
that, pressed close together, |ooked to himlike a sliced
| oaf of bread, surrounded by nore | oaves of concrete bread
and asphalt jam

It wasn’t often that Ernie | eft the house. Usually,
when he was hungry.

He thought, God thank you for the stir fry place down
the street. If | never work again, if | never |ove a woman
for another night and if I smled |ong ago for the |ast
time, 1'll still nestle down in a doubl e hel ping of wheat -
germ noodl es, extra pork, bok choi, carrot nedallions and a

heavy splash of garlic sauce.
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A plastic bag Ernie held in one hand stretched and
strained. Gavity caressed his dinner. It pulled at nearly
t hree pounds of food dangling froma chubby fist. The bag
rustled as it bounced with each step against Ernie’ s
di npl ed right knee. To the fat man, it seenmed to issue
peal s of wi spy | aughter.

But once, Ernie could | ook down and see his feet,
rat her than endl ess, surging rolls wapped in a dirty tee
shirt. There was a woman. Dark and | ean and peopl e’ s eyes
followed her to him Her eyes burned him Her body nmade
sonet hing burn inside of him

He t hought about her as he wal ked to get some stir
fry. It was a tinme before he canme to flounder in great
heavi ng fl oods of greasy noodles. Wlted fries,
cheeseburgers, egg rolls, mlkshakes, hot w ngs, tenpura
batter. Hundreds of pounds ago, he’d noved in a definite
direction, toward a blurry but fixed point on the horizon.

j asm ne

nmy life fell off your long hair and it’s falling stil

i'mfalling still i’ m begging for the ground

pl ease, rush up, finally

On Ernie wal ked, the entire quarter ton of him He
plotted a course down the mddle of the sidewal k, taking up

nearly the entire thing. Trails of tiny black ants froze on
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t he concrete beneath his massive shadow, beneath a

| unmberi ng sweating eclipse of the sun. Ant antennae probed
the air in his wake, excited by a wafting scent of garlic
sauce and a fleeting hint of pork.

Erni e thought ahead to his apartnent, where he woul d
plop grunting and sighing into a filthy arnthair. Then...Ch!
And then he would eat. He would pull the container fromits
bag and discard the inadequate plastic spoon and paper
napki ns that always, if not in superfluous fashion, |ay
tucked in the bag wth dinner.

Ernie’s special stir fry eating fork lay in its place
on the coffee table, between a stained arnchair and a
television sitting against one wall, on top of an old foot
| ocker. Usually beside his prized fork lay a crunpl ed and
stai ned, red nmechanics towel. Usually saturated with the
deposits of condinents past. Ernie always bought the red
mechanics towels at a |local auto parts store. It cost three
dollars for a dozen towels. Ernie dined with each one
several tines before pitching it and noving on to the next
red towel, noving on to the next shrink w apped bundl e of
twel ve red nmechani cs towels.

but once we dined on white |inen

dare i w pe ny nouth?

beautiful spies lost in tinkling silver
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and now i w pe ny nouth on shop rags.

Ernie was still about fifteen m nutes away froma
poorly lighted paradise that snelled Iike dirty underwear
and trash. Five m nutes, nmaybe, for anyone who wei ghed
| ess. Yet for Ernie at that nonent, it all lay at the end
of his great huffing epic: those red towels and the |arge
fork once intended to dole out salad, and the blissful
surrender to bite after bite and hour after hour of
spl endi d, slack jawed television.

On Ernie stonped, and the sun started to sag behi nd
t he downtown skyline. Evening crept over the city. Ernie
cast wary gl ances now and again to a park across the
street. At night, it hosted the city' s day |aborers, after
the dusty workers laid down shovels and wal ked away from
the heat and strain. In the park Ernie heard a boonbox,
tucked somewhere deep within the palmtrees. The nusic
sounded like a frantic polka overlaid with lyrics sung by a
whoopi ng Mexi can.

One year earlier in that park, Ernie sprawed on a
fl annel sheet spread across brown, patchy grass that clung
i ke scabs to the baked earth. Trapped in silence for
nearly a mnute, he watched sunlight dance on Jasm ne’'s
gl ossy bl ack hair, and he reached up in hunger, starving

for her, the sultry woman seated with knees fol ded under a
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pear shaped bottom W apped one hand around her el bow,
pul l ed her down to neet his upturned face.

schnapps from brown bag w apped bottle

pot selling man | eani ng sneering selling

sun nearly too hot for your boozy snoky kisses

bounci ng basketball echoes that i shoul d never be
happi er.

On the sidewal k, dinner in hand, night descendi ng on
the sad fat man and his sad fat feast, a wiry stray dog
fell intow |Its reddish coat, nediumsize and skittish
manner nmade the thing resenble hyenas Ernie saw countl ess
times before on nature shows. Ernie stopped and turned on
the dog. It danced away but then paced back and forth from
a safe distance, nuch indeed |like a hyena. It seened to
know Ernie’s aptitude for an all out sprint, with death and
stir fry hanging in the bal ance.

Wth a deep wheeze, Ernie started to wal k faster. But
behi nd himthe rhythm of toenails clackety clacking on
concrete increased in tenpo, too. The dog remained at a
safe distance. A block later, nearly at the apartnent, it
continued to shadow Ernie. Now the sun had dropped its | ast
few degrees and fell behind the tall buildings. Darkness
and mad happy Mexican pol ka swirled around Ernie and his

stir fry and the dog. Then the dog boldly closed the gap
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between itself and the fat man to less than ten feet.

Ernie was frantic; some prinordial instinct to secure
feeding rights welled up within his jiggly body. He stopped
and wheel ed on the dog. He let | oose a short, harsh shout
towards the animal: “Ha!” He stabbed and stanped a fat
foot, flapping a flip flop against the sidewal k. The dog
didn't scurry off |like he expected. It paced back and forth
a short distance fromErnie, uninpressed. To the fat man,
it seened that with each pass the dog cl osed the distance
between themby a little. Fear gripped Ernie, sending
ripples of electricity scurrying over every roll of his
body. So he launched into a flurry of desperate shouts and
futile flip flop flaps.

“Hey! "

(Flap.)

“Beat it!”

(Slap.)

By now, the dog had really drawn quite near. It seened
to know the extent of the fat man’s reach, and it stayed
just there, panting, drooling and smacking at its nuzzle
with a swollen pink tongue. Ernie withed deep in the
clutches of a base need to survive, to protect, to feed. He
| ooked around desperately for anyone or anything to aid him

in his fight. In his hand he felt a solid reassuring
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wei ght. And he had, in this nost desperate of nonents,
failed to renmenber that the weight was the very reason he
was preparing to fight.

Eventual ly after she’ d gone forever, Ernie sighed and
opened the enpty fridge. He stood in the dimglow as
escapi ng frost washed over him Nothing | ooked good. So he
wal ked fromhis apartnment to get dinner. The thought
scal ded him buying groceries and preparing a neal I|ike
they used to do, or even driving to a restaurant they'd
i ked. Qutside, Ernie caught a whiff of grease blow ng from
down the street. They’' d joked about the place when they’d
passed it, on their way to the store, where they would pick
up steaks, and potatoes, a case of |ager and a gallon
bottl e of cheap table w ne.

patent |eather stilettos stonping

wor ds runni ng away

chasi ng the stonping wonman

and i’ mswal |l owi ng everythi ng now

The dog cringed as Ernie turned on it. Quickness it
couldn’t have expected fromsuch a pile of a man. Ernie
| ashed out with a wild, arching swing of the take out bag.
The bul ging plastic was hardly engi neered to support the
sheer mass of Ernie’s anple neal, let alone the centrifugal

force generated by a fat man swinging a fat man’s di nner.
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It ripped open. Everything flew at the stray ani mal and
then hit the ground a few feet in front of the delighted
beast. The box slid down the sidewal k. It came apart. It
left a trail of glistening noodles shining under the
streetlights, Iike human gore beneath the flashbulbs in a
crime scene photograph.

A man screans.

Li ke the last living Trojan as he | ooks over the
snol deri ng ruins.

A man di sappears in a deep black pool of tragedy.

But the dog didn't seem surprised by its sudden
fortune. It ignored Ernie and stooped to snap up the
spilled food, all tongue: A op glop glop. Ernie took a few
tentative steps towards the dog. The dog stopped gl op
gl oppi ng and issued a curt warning: Snarrrr! Ernie wondered
if he should forget it.

Probably so. And he’s al nost finished, anyway. But
what about dinner, then? | could go. But the place closes
inten mnutes. |’'d never nmake it. Anywhere el se to go? No.
Anything in the fridge? No. Never

god why did you | et everything happen?

The dog continued to eat, now with a definite degree
of snmugness. It finished Ernie’s dinner. It paused briefly,

considering Ernie. Then it |licked up the last stains on the
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pavenent of oil and sauce, its tongue scratching across the

concrete, nmaking the sound of sandpaper rubbed over wood.

THE END



