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			For Heather, Sean, and Lauren.

		

	
		
			If you’re smart, 
there are some jobs you don’t take.
Of course, if you’re smart, 
you’re in another line of work. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			It was a gunmetal morning. The kind of fog-shrouded sunrise that begs you to say in bed. Ellis didn’t. That was his first mistake.

			Driving to work, he noticed the charcoal skies and wet streets hadn’t dampened the entrepreneurial spirit of the pre-rush hour hookers, the ones who saw opportunity in early rising. Pun intended. They worked both sides of the street he always took to his office, but different blocks, of course. There’s something to be said for professional courtesy. 

			Ahead, to his right, he noticed a short, red Ford engaged in conversation with a tall, Black stop sign. As Ellis rolled by, the chocolate temptress cut her eyes his way to make sure the merger she was negotiating wasn’t about to be interrupted. Once they stop they’re easy money, and she didn’t want anything interfering with a quick fifty bucks. Who does? Ellis didn’t recognize this particular businesswoman. She wasn’t one of the two or three regulars he always noticed but never did business with, like the stringy-haired, strawberry blonde with a pierced navel and sad eyes, or the plump Latina with shorts that ended mid-cheek and a chest that put him in mind of the Grand Tetons, or the beehive brunette with the crooked teeth. Guess competition never really lets up, he mused. 

			Dank days have a way of making you focus on the negative. At least that’s how they affected Ellis. So, the more he drove, the more he pondered that wives who gave a damn about cheating husbands were becoming an endangered species. Couples were taking longer to panic over teenagers who hadn’t come home overnight. Even executives who were convinced their partners were skimming didn’t care enough to hire someone to prove it. Apathy was becoming the national pastime, or so it seemed. Maybe it was just the lousy weather.

			Ellis pulled into the basement garage and found a space close to the elevator. It was easy this time of day. The sedans and SUVs and minivans didn’t get in until much later. They had papers to read, eggs to fry, and kids to drop off before making their way to this particular cement cavern. It wasn’t that Ellis was a workaholic. He didn’t have anyone to brown nose by getting in early. He just never slept very well. And he didn’t have the predisposition or the patience to simply lie in bed staring at the back of his eyelids.

			Turning off the engine, he looked around and muttered Christ, as he thought about what kind of skills it obviously didn’t take to design parking lots. Gray walls, gray ceiling, concrete floor, which just happens to be gray. People didn’t ask much of parking lots, he assumed, or the people who design them. Function over form. Substance over style. Be adequate but don’t be noticeable. It didn’t slip past him that he could have been talking about himself.

			The elevator was small and the ride up interminable, even though it was only a few floors. He didn’t like cramped spaces. Never had. And today this one put him in mind of a casket on a hydraulic lift being slowly raised to heaven. No, he thought, with him inside, it would surely be going in the other direction. Then, oddly enough, after climbing a couple of floors, the damned thing dropped like a stone.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			It’s a bitch to start the day with your stomach in your windpipe. Not that the experience was totally foreign to Ellis. Actually, it was pretty similar to when he used to jump out of airplanes or heave up that excess Jack Daniels. But in both of those cases he knew it was coming. He could prepare for it. This morning was a bit of a shocker. Especially when his knees got even with his eyeballs as the floor of the elevator hit bottom a good half-second before he did. Which was immediately followed by Ellis tumbling ass over elbows and corkscrewing himself into the corner.

			The good news was, there wasn’t any intense pain. No hot, knifepoint wake-up call to let him know he’d just broken a bone. He did lie there for a second, though. Just to make sure the flimsy box he was encased in had reached its maximum depth. Satisfied it wasn’t about to drop any further, at least for the moment, he struggled to his feet and rechecked himself to make sure every body part he had walked into the elevator with was still reasonably functional. That seemed to be the case, so he took a quick moment to glance up and say a silent thanks to whomever or whatever was responsible for him still being in once piece. This was a habit he had gotten into some time ago. Usually when he was able to bounce up after completing a thousand foot plunge from a plane or a chopper that had left the drop zone long before its human cargo got there. 

			Ellis reached over and started to hit the button to see if the doors would open. Of course, he hesitated a second before actually doing it. This elevator didn’t go out of its way to make it apparent which button opened the doors and which button closed them. But he made the right choice, and even though he wasn’t expecting it, the doors opened. For a moment he wished they hadn’t. There’s something disconcerting about doors sliding open to reveal a solid brick wall staring you in the face. Sort of put Ellis in mind of Poe’s “Cask of Amontillado,” from a perspective he never had any desire to see. So, he quickly pushed the button that closed the doors. This elevator was not equipped with a phone or speaker system for reporting emergencies. That was the sort of thing you had in classy buildings with granite walls and monitoring systems. Ellis’ building was a rehab owned by the kind of guy who knows enough people at city hall to constantly be granted grandfather clauses that get around the kind of safety upgrades which would really come in handy for times like these. But since no such amenities were available, and the idea of sitting there, waiting to be rescued, was simply not in his DNA, a degree of trial and error was called for.

			Yelling is always a good first step, he thought. The thing made a hell of a noise when it hit. Maybe someone heard that. Then he remembered that he usually arrived before most of the other tenants in the building. But even so, he figured he had little to lose and decided to give it a go. “Hey!” He shouted. “Anyone out there? Can anyone hear me?” The lack of response spoke for itself. Okay, he said to himself, so much for whining. Time to try something else.

			Luckily, the elevator did have a wooden railing about waist high that ran around all three sides. With his hands against the walls to use as a brace, he stepped on the railing. From that height he was able to easily reach up and see if the ceiling panels were movable. They were. So he pushed one, two, then the third one out, and he was able to see exactly where he was. The elevator had dropped a few feet below the garage level where he left his car a few minutes earlier. He knew that because there were only two levels of parking, and since he had been staring at a brick wall when he opened the doors, it meant he must be between the basement floor and the ground floor where he had parked.

			It looked as if he could climb up on top of the elevator, then make his way along the wall with one hand on the cable until he came to the opening on the floor above him. Of course there was always the possibility of the elevator dropping the rest of the way to the bottom while he was still scrambling around on top of it. But hell, he thought, you can get run over by a bus just crossing the street. And because his patience was about as short as his close-cropped hair, he climbed atop the vertical casket and started making his way slowly up the shaft wall, one leg and arm against the wall, his parallel appendages against the cable. He looked like one of those Cirque du Soleil acrobats. Except no one was paying to watch this performance. 

			When he got a foot or two below the ground floor doors, it occurred to him that in his haste to secure his freedom, there was one scenario he had overlooked—the elevator rising instead of falling. He didn’t have this insight entirely on his own. It quickly popped into his brain when he felt a shake on the cable, then heard something not unlike a metallic groan. Quickly looking down, he saw the last thing he wanted to see—the elevator on its way up to meet him. As most people do in supremely stressful situations, he chose the universal articulation of shock and dismay. “Shit,” he said. Now there was no time to think about alternatives. He had to get to the doorway and hope there was enough room between him and the doors to let the elevator pass.

			Harnessing all the speed and might he could muster, he scrambled the last couple of feet, let go of the cable, grabbed the ledge of the doorway with both hands, and pulled himself up to his elbows. With the elevator now rising faster, he took one last breath and managed to haul himself upright and stand flat against the door. But while his body managed to squeeze within the protected confines of the doorframe, his feet didn’t. His heels were still dangling off the edge and smack dab in the way of the oncoming elevator, which was now only a few feet away. A grimace and a fatalistic “Fuck,” was all he uttered milliseconds before the doors opened, spilling him onto the ground floor garage at the feet of Harley, the building security guard.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Harley, whose seventy-plus years had seen all kinds of bizarre starts to lots of strange days, simply looked down and said, “Is that you, Mr. Ellis?”

			For the second time that morning, Brig Ellis was picking himself up and checking to make sure he was in one piece, and he hadn’t even had his coffee yet.

			“Yes, Harley, it’s me. What the hell’s going on with this elevator?”

			Harley had scant knowledge of elevators. In fact, the old fellow had taken this job precisely because it promised little or no need to increase his acumen about such things. Harley reasoned that being a septuagenarian entitled him to limit his learning so he could concentrate on more important things, such as the outdated Field & Stream magazines he kept underneath the building security manual he had yet to actually read.

			“I wish I knew, Mr. Ellis. I heard this loud bang a few minutes ago and I started looking around to see what it was. Didn’t occur to me for a little while that it might have been the elevator. You sure you’re okay?”

			“Yes, I’m okay. But you better have someone over here pronto to look into that death trap before the rest of the tenants start to arrive.”

			“I’ll do that Mr. Ellis. But first I’ll put up some ‘Out of Order’ signs so nobody’ll get into the fix you did. They might not be so lucky.” Harley may not have been bucking for employee of the month, but he took his responsibilities seriously. Well, some of them.

			“Good thinking, Harley.”

			On his way up the four flights of stairs to his office, Ellis felt a little twitch in his back and a bit of stiffness in his shoulder. But all things considered, he felt he was pretty lucky to be walking away with just a few bumps and bruises. Stepping out into the hallway on the fourth floor, he headed straight for the men’s room. There wasn’t one in his office, but the gents was only three doors down. He didn’t realize until he saw himself in the mirror that he had grease and dirt all over his hands and a few smudges on his face as well. It was a well-worn face. A face that had seen its share of scrapes. But it wasn’t a hard face. The kind you turn away from. All things considered, it was a good, honest face. Strong chin. Straight nose. Green eyes that sometimes drew women’s attention when his mouth widened into a smile. Which wasn’t all that often, and certainly not at the moment. 

			It took a dozen or more mini-squirts from the soap machine to remove the smudges from his face and hands. Then, using wet paper towels, he set about getting the scruff off his jacket and pants as well. They’d have time to dry later. Best to get this crud off now, he thought. For just a second he entertained the idea of hitting the building management up for a new suit, maybe even threatening to sue in the process. But because he wasn’t seriously banged up, he only gave it a passing thought. There are more than enough jerks out there with bogus beefs taking up the courts’ time and making attorneys rich in the process. He didn’t fancy lumping himself in with the type who spilled hot coffee on his crotch and then expected some company to pay for individual clumsiness or sheer stupidity.

			A couple of hours later, Ellis had started to stiffen up. He knew he wasn’t hurt that badly so he chalked it up to the unfortunate but inevitable mileage plus wear and tear that his body had taken over the years. His morning free fall being but the latest installment. It was a little earlier than he usually took lunch but he decided it would do him good to get some fresh air and sunshine. What had started as an overcast, gloomy day had reversed itself. It often did this time of year in San Diego. 

			Tramping down the stairs on the way to his car, he realized it had been months, maybe even years since he had used the stairwell in his building twice in one day. How easy it is to fall into routines, he thought. The same patterns over and over again. Maybe it takes some kind of jolt to the system, like having an elevator fall out from under you, to make you realize you’re in a rut. Walking to his car, he noticed two uniformed patrolmen talking to Harley. One was leaning into the elevator shaft pointing up at something, while the other one took notes. Knowing that he would get held up for half an hour or more answering questions, Ellis decided not to join the conversation. Plenty of time for that later, he thought. Now he needed something to eat and maybe with a little something medicinal to wash it down. 

			The morning fog had burned off, so turning from the parking entrance onto Ash Street, he got one or two of the occasional head swivels that he usually engendered when he had the top down. He liked to think that it was him, but he knew it was the car. She was forty years old but still had a way of attracting attention. Small, sturdy, white. Big, teardrop headlights. From a distance she looked pretty damn good. Up close it was a little different story. Kind of like him, Ellis admitted. He had run across the little Mercedes 230 SL skimming through the classifieds one day. A buddy had given him a lift to take a look at it, and while he had yet to meet a woman that produced anything near love at first sight, that little German roadster nailed him. Over the next year or so he spent some money fixing her up. Seats stuffed and upholstered. New floor mats. A bit of touch-up paint here and there. The wooden molding rimming the windshield and the top of the dashboard had cracked. He wanted to take care of that. He’d just never got around to it. There was always something else to spend money on. In fact, he was beginning to wonder if he wasn’t becoming the sole support of his mechanic, Lothar, who ran a little shop unashamedly called Deutschland Motors. It was the essence of what was often referred to as a shade-tree operation. There was even a big oak on one side of Lothar’s steel-framed, tin-covered bays that allowed him to work on or house three cars at the same time. Why did one of them always have to be mine, Ellis wondered, as he cruised down Harbor Drive on his way to Benny’s.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Benny’s was a seaside eyesore that served shrimp and salvation. The shrimp was spiced right and priced reasonably. The salvation was on the house. Or on the boat, you might say, because that’s really what you thought Benny’s was the first time you saw it. It looked like an old wooden-framed fishing trawler that had beached itself and been left on the shore by one hellacious tide. Inside, a bruised and battered mahogany bar made a semicircle in the middle of a wide, open room. There were tables rimming the outside of the inside so you could look at the ocean while you ate. Or look at the parking lot if you didn’t get there early enough. And there were stools bolted to the floor that ran the course of the bar. They were the perfect height for a pair of tired elbows. 

			To get salvation at Benny’s all you had to do was tell your troubles to Grif behind the bar. Grif was a long, tall, Black purveyor of booze and bullshit who had perfected an uncanny ability to listen to anyone’s sob story and immediately respond with both sympathy and something not unlike penance. Grif had perfected his bar-tending skills and his mood-altering advice over years and years of daily conversations with people who were buying drinks but paying for friendship. 

			Most people thought Grif was the owner, which he was. But most people didn’t know this was only recently the case. Grif had stumbled into Benny’s almost two decades ago looking for any kind of work he could find. He quickly found the business end of a mop and broom and all the industrial strength Liquid Plumber he could handle. But Grif wasn’t one to let a good thing go by. He realized that Mr. Benny, as Grif always called him, was a decent man who was willing to help someone in need, and you didn’t find those kinds of white folks just anywhere. So Grif started out in the restrooms but soon found his way to the kitchen, then to waiting tables, and eventually behind the bar itself. One morning, Grif came to work, opened the door, and found Mr. Benny leaning back in his seat at one of the ocean-view tables with his hand clutching a half-finished bottle of twenty-one-year-old scotch, his mouth wide open, and his soul somewhere other than a rundown bar on the beach. The paramedics came, pronounced him dead of a heart attack, and suggested it was probably quick and relatively painless due to the Glenfiddich overture. A week later when the old gentleman’s will was found, then read, Grif learned that Mr. Benny had left the place to him. Somehow it didn’t seem right to change the name. So yeah, it was Grif’s place, but it was still Benny’s.

			“Well Brig Ellis, as I live and breathe, haven’t seen you for… how long has it been?”

			“Oh, I’d say at least a day or two,” Ellis replied, as Grif chuckled at his own joke.

			“You must have found someplace more to your likin’. Looks like you slept in them clothes.”

			“I was on my back in these clothes this morning, but sleeping had nothing to do with it.”

			“Really? Decide to patronize one of the working ladies, did you?”

			“Give me a Bloody Mary and maybe I’ll tell you about it.”

			“I’ll sell you a Bloody Mary and you will tell me about it.”

			Grif didn’t have to ask Ellis how he wanted his drink. The first time he asked Grif for a Bloody Mary, he simply added, “Short glass. No vegetables.” That was all it took. Grif had a knack for remembering how certain customers preferred certain drinks. Especially the customers he liked. And Ellis was one of those. After a few minutes, Ellis had pretty much brought Grif up to speed on his less-than-stellar morning.

			“Well, I can definitely see why you’re in here an hour or so earlier than usual,” Grif sympathized. “The kind of morning you’ve had deserves one on the house. Why don’t I freshen that up for you?”

			“Now there’s an idea I won’t say no to,” Ellis responded. “And why don’t you have cook throw together a shrimp salad to go with it.”

			Grif came back with a smile, “Yeah, that’s makin’ my cash register ring.” He turned and shouted toward the kitchen, “Hey Nunez, one shrimp salad… and put some fucking shrimp in it this time. This ain’t no tourist out here. We got ourselves a regular who’s had a shitty mornin’.”

			By the time Ellis had finished his salad and his second Bloody Mary, he was feeling considerably better than when he had walked in. The lunch crowd had started to show up and Grif had gotten pretty busy making drinks and taking orders. So Ellis decided to get his coffee to go. Maybe drive a few miles up the coast before heading back. He had already used his cell phone to check his office messages and there were none. Another half hour or so driving along the beach made a lot more sense to him than rushing back to kill time sitting around waiting for the phone to ring.

			As he was pulling the money out of his pocket to pay his tab, Ellis heard Grif say, “Hey man, listen… I was goin’ to mention this earlier but things got a little busy in here. I need a few minutes of your time, you know. I mean, I got somethin’ that I need to talk to you about. Kind of a business thing. Well, sort of business.”

			Ellis could tell that something was up. He had been coming into Benny’s and shooting the shit with Grif for years, and the conversations had always been on a pretty uncomplicated basis. Typical barkeep-customer chatter. But this seemed more than that.

			“I was just going to take a little spin up the road before heading back into town. Want to ride and talk? I’ve got to turn around eventually and come back by here anyway.”

			“Yeah. That’s a good idea. Let me get Irma to cover the bar ’til I get back. I’ll meet you out in the parking lot,” Grif said.

			There’s something spiritual about the sun on your face after a couple of drinks. You feel the heat etching into your skin. It feels redemptive. That’s what Ellis was thinking as he and Grif rolled down the coast road. After a few minutes he turned to Grif and said, “Well, what was it you wanted to jaw about?”

			“Look man,” Grif began, “I know a little about you. I know you’re ex-military and all that stuff. I know you do things for people every now and then.”

			Ellis could tell his passenger wasn’t sure how to begin. He felt he should set things straight quickly. “Look, Grif, I investigate things for people. I do a little security now and then. It’s all very straightforward, you know. Whatever you may have heard from anyone else, take with a grain of salt. I’m just a working stiff like everyone else. But you didn’t leave your place of business in the middle of lunch to talk about me. Why are we really having this little chat?”

			“Look man, I didn’t mean nothin’ by it. It’s just that I had a little trouble the other day and I’m not sure what to do about it. Or whether I need to do anything about it. Or whatever.”

			Ellis cut in, “Just lay it out for me. I’m not the judgmental type. And you don’t have to worry about me passing anything on. In my line of work, the one thing I have to keep buttoned is my lip.”

			“Sure, sure. I understand. It’s just that I ain’t used to goin’ to anybody else with my problems, you know? But anyway, here’s the deal. After I closed up the other night, I was heading back into the city. I live just on the other side of the bridge. Well, anyway, just as I was comin’ off it, I guess I was dozin’ a bit ’cause I had a drink or two before I left. I must have slipped off for a second, you know… then damn if I didn’t ram into the back of a car.”

			“You didn’t leave the scene?” Ellis questioned.

			“No. But I wonder if maybe that would have been better.”

			“Believe me, it wouldn’t. Go on,” Ellis encouraged him.

			“Well, I guess I popped that car pretty hard because it sure seemed to be jumping off my bumper as my eyes opened up. Then it swerved to the right and kinda banged up against the guard rail.” 

			“Don’t tell me it went over the side.”

			“No man,” Grif came back quickly. “It just sort of eventually skidded to a stop on the side of the highway. I could tell there was a woman driving. She got jerked pretty hard. Least that’s the way it looked. So I pulled up behind her. I was about to get out and walk up to the car and make sure she was okay. It was late, you know? Nobody around. And I started thinking, wait a minute here. I’m about to walk up to this woman’s car at three in the morning… after just banging into her. She’s gonna look up and see some big Black guy coming toward her… man, no telling what she’s gonna do.”

			“I thought you said you didn’t leave the scene,” Ellis broke in.

			“I didn’t, man. I was about to. I admit it. Then I saw her bring her hands up to her head, and I thought, shit! What if she really is hurt? So I cut the engine on my car and walked up to where she was. Real slow like… you know, so I wouldn’t scare her or nothin’. I kept sayin’, are you okay, ma’am, are you okay? I didn’t want her to think I was out to hurt her. I also didn’t want her to reach in her purse, pull out a piece, and open up on me. I mean, you just never know what women are carrying around these days. Specially late at night.” 

			“So far, so good,” Ellis replied. “You did what you should. So what went wrong?”

			“Nothin’ really. I mean, she said she thought she was okay. And she didn’t want to stay out there on a dark road with some idiot who had just clipped her. So, she got me to give her my name and address… gave me her name and a phone number. Didn’t want to give me her address. Said her insurance company would give me a call. Then she took off.”

			“Well, Grif, that’s an interesting story. But if it doesn’t have some kicker on the end of it, I’m not sure why you’re telling me about it. Sounds like you did everything right. What’s the problem?”

			“I was kind of shook-up, too, you know? I wasn’t thinkin’ real clear myself. So I didn’t give her my home address. I gave her the café address, you know, Benny’s. And it’s been over a week since it happened. I expected to hear from her the next day. But nothing in a week. So now I’m really startin’ to worry. I’m thinkin’ to myself, she’s been by the place by now. Or she sent her insurance people. And they’ve seen Benny’s. Probably looked up the ownership. There’s public records on that kind of stuff. And I bet they’re getting’ ready to shaft me, man. I bet they’re getting ready to take me to the cleaners. That’s what I’m thinking. Mostly that’s what I’m thinking. Then I start to think maybe it’s even worse, man. What if she got home and died in her goddamn garage? What if she’s still sitting in her car getting really ripe in the garage, man. It’s been a week. Why haven’t I heard somethin’?”

			“You’ve got her number. Why don’t you call and find out? Beats worrying yourself silly about it, right?”

			“I don’t want to do that. I don’t want them to think that I think she might really be hurt. They might use that against me. They might say I knew she was hurt and I let her drive off anyway. Then they’d really fuck me, man. Then I’d really be fucked.”

			“You know,” Ellis said, “there could be all sorts of reasons no one’s gotten back to you.”

			“Yeah, and all those reasons are bad. Look, can you just call her? You know, maybe call and go see her. Try to find out if she knows I own my own establishment. I do drive a Lincoln. I bet she saw that too. I bet they’re plannin’ to hit me big-time. Man, I can’t afford to get ripped off like that.”

			Ellis had pulled over to the shoulder of the road and put his emergency lights on. He looked at Grif and said, “You’ve got car insurance, right?”

			Grif was in no hurry to get logical. He had been obsessing over this for seven days.

			“Sure, I got insurance, but I know how these things go. They wind up takin’ a guy for everything he’s got. This is just the wrong time for this sort of thing to be happenin’. Things have been slower than you think at the café. And I’ve got other expenses, man. You can help me find out what the deal is, can’t you, Ellis? I can pay you for your time.”

			“So, you assume my time’s worth a lot less than what you might be out in insurance, huh?” 

			“It ain’t that man. It’s just that I know you won’t shaft me. I don’t know about them.”

			“You got the number on you?” Ellis already knew the answer.

			Grif reached in his shirt pocket and pulled it out. “Yeah. Here, man. I just gotta know what the deal is. You know how to look into these things real quiet like, right? It ain’t right. I dozed off. Could have happened to anyone, you know? I wasn’t drunk or nothin’. You don’t think she smelled liquor on my breath and they’re gonna try to say I was drunk, do you? Man tries to do the right thing and look what it gets him.”

			“Look,” Ellis said, “I need to get you back. I bet it’s no big deal. I’ll check it out tomorrow and let you know what I learn. It’s probably going to cost you whatever it takes to repair her car. Her insurance company is likely looking into that now. Once they know what that will be, I’m sure they’ll get back to you.” Ellis couldn’t help himself. “Unless of course you’re right. If her ride’s become a mausoleum and she’s stinking up the place, you could be in a world of shit.”

			“Don’t even joke about that, man. That just ain’t funny at all. I ain’t done nothin’ but worry for the last week now. Hey, listen, you’re not gonna charge me a lot for this, are you? I mean business ain’t been all that good lately, you know.”

			“Why don’t we just say you’ll run me a tab at Benny’s until we find out what the deal is. If it looks like it’s going take more time than I think, I’ll let you know. We’ll work something out.”

			Back at Benny’s parking lot, he let Grif out and headed toward the city. Ellis noticed that his back and shoulder were getting tighter and even more sore. “Fuck it,” he said. Meaning he had no intention of returning to his office. The route would be straight to his apartment for a long shower and a short evening. Sometimes it makes a lot more sense to just put the day behind you, he thought. Before it gets any worse.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			By the time the morning sun was starting to show itself, Ellis was halfway through his run. He wasn’t a fanatic about it, but he found that if he ran four or five days out of every seven, he managed to keep himself in reasonable shape. Balboa Park was close to where he lived and it was a pleasant enough place to put in four miles. Headphones to keep up with the news or listen to some music made it more bearable. Running was discipline to him, not fun. He had never really understood those fanatics who would go on and on about ‘runner’s high’ and what a cleansing thing it was. Shit, he thought, it was a way to keep fit. Probably the easiest way. But he’d be damned if he had to enjoy it.

			Unlocking the door to his apartment, he was met immediately by his roommate, Osgood. Osgood was a fourteen-inch high, fifty-pound pot roast with a face. At least that’s the way Ellis thought of his English Bulldog. White as a snow-covered fire hydrant—except for his black nose, of course—Osgood always liked to nuzzle and lick Ellis’ sweaty shins when he came back from running. The salty taste was very much to Osgood’s liking. As was what always followed. Most dogs are pretty much anti-bath. But Osgood had become accustomed to stepping inside the shower with Ellis when his master returned from his jogs through the park. He
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