AMERICAN DAY TRIPPER:

BRIEF SOJOURNS INTO THE LITERARY LANDSCAPE

THE AUTHOR’S 55-WORD PREFACE

I thought, it’s taking the easy way out, artistically. I found out… Dara brought home a cassette of very short stories, none longer than 55 words. She challenged me to write my own. I tried to please her. Mostly failed. But I got a good reason – “sont des mots qui vont tres bien ensemble.” Enjoy.

Robert Gregory Shaw

Morgantown, West Virginia

July 2003

GRANDPA AND THE FLORIDA FAN DANCER

As executor of his estate, it was my job to go through Grandpa’s papers. In an unmarked manila envelope, I found a risqué photo of an exotic dancer. It was autographed with a personal – and shockingly suggestive – message from “Chattahoochee Lucy.” I disposed of the evidence and never told a soul. It happened long ago. My saintly grandmother had enough to worry about without this revelation. 

You think you know someone, until you start rummaging through their past. But now that I remember, the old man once told me, “In her day, your Grandma Lucille was a real fine dancer.” 

4/30/2003

100 words

WAY DOWN UPON THE PEE DEE RIVER

It wasn’t the first time we had gone over this. Lately, it was the only discussion we ever had.

“It was an accident,” I repeated. “You know it was an accident, but I feel like you’re still blaming me ‘cause we missed the honeymoon and all. It’s not like you never been to Myrtle Beach before. The swamps get foggy at night. The road was slippery; the car woulda skidded, whether I’d been drinking or not. In some ways, I lost more’n you did, but no one looks at it from my point of view.”

She was silent, resentful in a way that only Southern women seem capable. Even the flowers hadn’t helped. I knew better than to expect her forgiveness at this point.

I folded the letter, folded it again, and worked it into a crack at the base of her tombstone. 

“I’ll be by next Sunday,” I said. “We’ll talk about it then.”

5/31/2003

155 words

*********

Lost Tags
Calvin has gone to the nursing home with Alzheimer’s,

so his cousin and neighbors set up a tag

sale. They put ten drill bits in a sandwich bag

for four dollars. A quarter for a pocket manual of miner’s

rules. A buck for a box of black-and-white postcards, sent from the Korean war.

I ask about a shelf of home-canned green beans

in the basement, no date on the lid newer than June 17

of ’93. “When his wife passed – not that he remembers anymore – 

he kept all her things,” I’m told.

“Some of it was sentimental. Some of it was just old.

If you want those beans, you can put ‘em in your sack.

They’re no good to Calvin. He ain’t comin’ back.”

9/10/2000

ST. LOUIS BLUES: THE BALLAD OF FRANKIE AND JOHNNY

Miss Frankie and Johnny Albert were lovers. Lordy, how those two could love. Leastways, that's how Johnny was fond of boasting with the boys in the bar. The way I figured it, a fine young woman like Frankie ought to do some better then a two-timing wastrel like Johnny. The truth be told, I always thought I'd like to get to know her myself, should the opportunity come along.

It was one warm day that I see her coming through the saloon door on Market Street. I call the barkeep over, tell him what he's going to say. Just as quick as Frankie hears about her man keeping time with that fancy Nellie Bly, she scoots over there, peeks through the transom, right into the bedroom. Pretty much saw it all in one pretty picture. It didn’t help any that Miss Frankie had paid for the pinstripe pants that were crumpled on the floor. Well, rooty-toot-toot, we all heard that forty-four from a block away. 

The police found Johnny lying there in a puddle of blood, Frankie holding his head and a-cryin', "Lover man, why'd you do me so wrong." No doubt, that was a troubling sight. Made you feel bad for all involved.

The barman had a guilty, hang-dog look on his face the whole evening. After a bit, he sits down at my table, leans way over and whispers, "What you make me tell her for? All this trouble stirred up. Now that girl’s gonna waste her life away in the Chillicothe pen."

"The correctional facility? No, I believe not," I reassured the fellow. "Why, if she just gets a chance to meet with the judge in his chambers and explain the exonerating circumstances - throw herself on the mercy of the court, as they say - I believe it'll turn out Miss Frankie was justified. Yes, I'm sure that's how the court will see it."

I gave that man a long look, just in case he was forgetting who he was talking to. He looked away and got to his feet.

"I gotta be closin' up here in a minute." He picked up my glass. "There anything else you'll be wantin', judge?"

6/16/2003

365 words

A FUGITIVE IN NEBRASKA

I saw the prisoner. He was just a teen-ager, a black kid sitting unattended in the front of a police cruiser. I was coming out of the Ogallala station, walking back to the bus, a bottle of Nehi grape in hand. Then I spied the cop, standing by the Greyhound, shooting the breeze with the driver - two beefy guys, sweating in their uniforms. Over a steady diesel grind, I could catch bits of the conversation, gossip about some other case: "All-points bulletin… inter-state flight… multiple warrants… strawberry birth-mark on the forehead."

They were ignoring the kid, whose nervous manner was a tip-off for what was coming. He watched, waiting until backs were turned, then opened the car door. I saw a thin leg stretch to the ground. He stared toward the bus, holding his breath. In a second, he was out and sprinting across the parking lot. 

He might have made it, but I yelled out to cop and pointed to the delinquent in flight. It was surprising how that officer reacted instantly. In pursuit, he shouted a warning, then pulled his sidearm. One shot into the air and the kid gave it up, putting his hands behind his head, and turning back to the grasp of the Law.

The cop had cuffs on him as our bus pulled out. Dejected, he stared into the windows, watching the faces that were free to move, to cross the plains, to disappear on the streets of Chicago. Maybe he was looking for me. I pulled my Lakers cap lower. I didn't want him to see my guilty eyes. Or the birthmark, either.


7/16/2003

271 words

TALES OF A LEADVILLE LAWMAN 

(TRAFFIC COPS OF THE OLD WEST)

High noon. Tumbleweeds rolled on Cemetery Hill, but the town was unnaturally quiet. Against the backdrop of the dry sierra, I gazed at the rough-cut figure of an old nemesis. His worn coat was pulled back to reveal the notched handle of a deadly six-shooter. He stood in front of the Lucky Strike Saloon and called me out.

"Say your prayers, sheriff. You've been a burr under my saddle for too long." He spat into the dust. "It ends right here, right now."

My heart was pounding as my gun hand dropped to the holster. Lead whistled past my ear, and then time seemed to slow, as I felt my pistol buck - once, twice, three times. The smell of gunpowder reached my nostrils.

Pete "Peg-leg" Conner lay face-down in the street. Just another renegade who thought he could live outside the law and not pay the price. I looked over at the horse he rode in on, saddled and stirring restlessly, hitched to the post in front of the Lucky Strike. That's the last time, I reckoned, that hombre leaves his mustang in the handicapped zone.

5/5/2003

187 words

*********

Sad Songs Along The Santa Fe Trail
When I hear Bob Dylan sing Brownsville Girl, I remember

one night in Denver at the fifty-cent flicks.

The picture was out of focus, but nobody fixed

it. Chrissie and me, we drank Red Zinger

and made out in the front row, mostly as a way to spend

a few hours till I got the midnight bus to the border.

It broke down in a blizzard. It was quarter-

till-three in Raton Pass. I was wondering when the movie would end.

9/7/2000

THE GOOD NEWS FROM TEXAS

When the phone rang, I was finishing the last bite of a blueberry bagel. Lorraine crossed the room and lifted the receiver. This was news we had been expecting for days, so I could follow the conversation, even though all I heard was Lorraine’s end of the connection.

“What’s the word?”

“Oh, that’s great! When did it happen?”

“Were you there?”

“How’s Jeannie feeling? She must be relieved after all the delays. They told her the twelfth of June, then they moved it back a week. The date comes and goes and nothing happens. The doctors said her blood pressure was up. I thought she was going to explode, poor thing.”

“What was his name, again?”

“Pete. Pete Walker. I’m going to write it down, I don’t want to forget. And the doctor said everything went the way he expected?”

“Well, they say it’s pretty much a routine these days, but you never know. Life is such a miracle. Sometimes you fight for every heartbeat. But I’m just glad that young Mr. Walker has arrived where he’s supposed to be.”

“O.K., then. Thanks for letting us know. Tell Jeannie to give us a call as soon as she feels up to it. And I’m glad everything turned out the way she was hoping. We’ll talk to you soon.”

Lorraine put down the phone and clapped her hands together. She’s not one to hold her emotions in.

“Last night, at a quarter past midnight. Lethal injection. It doesn’t bring Jeannie’s little girl back, but at least she knows the killer didn’t get away.”

I nodded, but didn’t have time to respond, before the phone was ringing again. 

I picked it up: “Victims’ hot-line…”

4/28/2003

282 words

HISTORY IN THE MAKING

“Have a drink. What did the Old Man want?”

“It’s a Special Op. You don’t want to know.”

“Like hell I don’t. I told you about Fidel and the botulin cigars. You owe me.”

“All right… It’s the Movie Star. Dimaggio can stop worrying about what he’s missing.”

“Whooee. You think the President knows?”

“Nah. The Old Man decides for himself what’s best for the national security.”

“Who’s going to do it? Is he using an agent?”

“He’s got an outsider, someone that can’t be traced back to the Bureau.”

“Tell me it’s not that Oswald freek – I hate that squirrel.”

“Not him. The word is, they’re saving him for something big, though I don’t know what’s bigger than this. Who else do you know in Texas?”

“I delivered a package to a nightclub once. Not long after the plane went down with that Buddy Holly beatnik. The Boss’ doesn’t like jungle music. His taste leans towards Liberace, in case you didn’t notice.”

“You be careful. Even I don’t know where all the mics are.”

“It’s the nightclub guy, right? At least he knows how to keep his mouth shut.”

“Yeah, but if he sticks to the plan, there won’t be any questions. You, me, and the Director will be the only people who ever heard of Jack Ruby.”

“Give me a re-fill. I want to drink to the history teachers of America. The poor bastards don’t stand a chance."

7/16/2003

240 words

MORNING AFTER IN NEW ENGLAND

I woke with an arm draped over my chest. I don’t make a habit of falling into bed with strangers, but I’d hit town yesterday, looking for adventure. A few hours in the bar and I’d taken the first opportunity that came my way. 

I looked at the naked body beside me. What is it with beach towns and tattoos? A smoky hint of danger hovered in the dim light, as the events of the night crept back into my mind. The morning after was feeling a bit too cozy; I was only passing through. I had bigger fish to fry. 

Wrestling out of the unwanted embrace, I raised my voice to try to get my bed-mate moving: “In the name of goodness, Queequeg, wake!”

4/30/2003

125 words

*********

Tales Of The Wilderness Treks (Part I)
On the C & O canal, I must have been nineteen when me, my buddy, and our two girlfriends got on the trail down at Great Falls, riding these skinny-tire ten-speeds, thinking we’d spend

a week camping. For the first two days, it’s fine, until at night a storm

hits, with us just in sleeping bags and no tent, trying to keep warm.

We had this sheet of plastic we think we’ll spread

over the handlebars, so we can sleep between them, swamped in our folly. Half-dead,

we moaned and slogged through the mud the next day, then gave

up and mutely headed home on the paved

road. After that trip, I knew she was going to leave me, if I didn’t leave her

first. Sadly, I couldn’t get the bike to work right either.

4/25/2001

THE DARK BRIDGE INTO THE LONG NIGHT (HIGHWAY 19 REVISITED)

“Hey! You all right back there?”

I stopped the car in the middle of the bridge. With the wind blowing the snow, I wasn’t going to risk looking for a pull-over on the side of the road. It was way past midnight, and I wasn’t expecting any traffic on the black-top through Spanishburg, West Virginia.

My passenger wasn’t moving, so I stepped out into the storm and opened the back door. I picked up a spent bottle of booze and tossed it over the siderail.

“Come on now! Sit up and talk to me.” I gave a sharp tug on a limp arm.

A cold blast of winter came up off the river and I heard a weak cough. Looking mighty pale, my traveling companion sat up and threw up. I did my best to get his head hung out of the car.

“Whoa!,” was all he said as he stumbled to his feet and wobbled over to the side of the bridge. I was scared he’d slip and fall into the ice below, but he steadied himself, unzipped his fly and took a leak. I figured he needed some air, so I was in no hurry about getting back into the car, notwithstanding the two of us out in our shirtsleeves on New Year’s Eve.

After awhile, he shook his head and got in on the front passenger side.  I put the Cadillac in gear and headed north, winding through the icy hills.

He lit up a cigarette and said, “I’m glad you roused me, boy. I was having one bad dream… I saw all the folks sitting there in a theater, just staring up at an empty stage. I was there in the building; I could see them, but they couldn’t see me. And when I looked down at my guitar, the strings was gone. Gave me a sick feeling right down in my bones.” 

I told him, “Don’t let it worry you none. Snow or no snow, I’m going to get you to Canton on time. Those folks come out to see a real radio singer, and there will be hell to pay if you ain’t up on the stage.”

“There’s hell to pay for my whole life,” he winced. “I tell you, whatever’s weighing you down, don’t ever be mixing hooch with any of those other painkillers.”

If I’d previously had any idea to do that, what I’d seen on this trip would have changed my mind. But I was young and none too sure of what he was getting at.

“You mean like sleeping pills?,” I asked.

“I mean like music, son. Like music.”

6/26/2003

439 words

REVISED PORTRAIT OF THE ARTIST AS A YOUNG MAN

(THE CLIFF NOTES)

I overheard my daughter: “When I think of Dad as a teenager, he had fun. He only went to school when he wanted. He grew a beard. Discovered music and played in bands. Went to South America and fell in love with Mom. It sounds like a great life.”

Henceforth, that’s the Revised Standard Version.

7/17/2003

55 words

