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Apologia for a Budget

A couple of years ago, having been assigned to
read you a Budget, I naively asked three members to
provide short papers and went to work on my own brief
co ntribution.
The ensemble, when gathered together
proved to be both too long and somehow too diffuse
pr ogrammatically.

My dear wife, having been turned to for advice,
po inted out that both problems could be resolved by
omi tting entirely one of the papers - specifically the
o ne I had written myself.
After a brief tantrum and a
long pout, I saw that she was quite right.
The budget
I rea d contained nothing of my own except a brief
introductory note.
The whole thing was we ll received _
as p~p7rs here usually are - and the Clerk, perhaps not
rea 11z1ng that I might learn from experience, has again
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assigned me to read a Budget - specifically this one,
tonight.
Be advised, Mr. Whig, that I'm not as stupid as I
sound. This time I did not ask too many people for
contributions. However, I was so concerned to get
things organized on time that all these papers were
written some time ago.
For instance, one of the papers
was obviously prepared well before the November 1994
elections so that its commentary is somewhat dated.
Another paper, a personal reminiscence , seems to me on
review to contain some rather obscure roman a clef
elements.
But there you are. Age creeps up on all of
us and while I appreciate the easing o f burden the
Clerk has provided, you will have to accept the tradeoff. You get this light hearted budget instead of the
full length opus which might, flowing from a mature and
experienced hand, have altered and energized your
entire life.
Now for the first item:
Dean Swift and Arithmetic
sometimes it takes something as off the track as
Dean Sw i ft's Modest proposal to get our attention.
This occurred to me the other night during a discussion
with some perfectly rational (or more ~ruthfull¥,
apparently reasonable) friends concern~ng the d~lemma
presented by welfare, "as we know it."
The problem is familiar and seemingly insoluble.
A welfare recipient with a stipend, food stamps and
rent subsidy, etc., is penalized (to use a verb I read
recently in this context) for moving to employment. At
some point in the transition the welfare beneficiary
has to be working for pennies an hour (net) or even
passing through a period of reduced net income in order
to leave dependence and retu r n to the world of work.
You and I would certainly regard such a situation
as a perhaps unfortunate but not insurmountable
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,
' b d with the work ethic as to be only
barr~er.
So ~m ue
1
low
mildly annoyed by the anomaly, ~ would su:e,y P
,
ahead and endure the brief period of tran~~t~on unt~l
our sales skills, leadership talents or ~lterary savvy
took us back into a more delightfully palnful tax
bracket.
But what of the poor slob who fears, with ample
justification, that the job he is able to get, and
which nets him a few cents an hour, will be the same
job that he will be at next month and next year and
perhaps for the next decade? Who can blame him for
preferring a little part time grey market cash and
welfare to such an unattractive resolution. He has to
work forty hours a week rather than five or ten, and he
is, net-net, after taxes and job expenses less well
off.
In such a fix, who of us would advise him to get
off welfare? Who would have the gall? Not I.
This was the problem as we sat in the
our club dining room and pondered. And at
Dean swift came and perched on my shoulder
whispered suggestion that was not, perhaps
his Modest Proposal but that was certainly
class of idea.

comfort of
this point
with a
the twin of
in that

In the meantime my fellow discussants were
providing some relevant commentary, most of which made
the whisperings in my ear seem even more terrible.
Things that were pointed out:
The western world and the United states in
particular have become so much richer
societies since the 1930's, that it would
certainly be selfishness of the worst sort to
allow unlucky (or even incapable) members of
our community to starve or go naked or be
without shelter.
Even if we were selfish enough not to care,
self-interest compels us to provide a safety
net to assist in maintaining public order and
security in the streets.
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It is not helpful to complain that the cause
of all this is a decline in family val~es.
Welfare mothers may be a product of th~s
decline, but so is geographic and social
mobility for the energetic and succ 7ssful
members of society. Who of them st~ll keep
aged aunts and alcoholic cousins in their
homes?
But, they finally came to agree, the problem
before the house is the difficulty of weaning
people off of welfare and back to work
(assuming a job to be had). No amount of
philosophical or sociological background will
solve the problem and too much reliance on
the deep-level-cause concept will merely lead
us to accept the existence of a large
welfare-supported underclass as inevitable
and unchangeable.
Dean Swift is not a member of or a candidate for
the u.s. Congress or for a j ob in any state
legislature.
If he were he wouldn't have even
considered the proposal he whispered in my ear. As
things are though, he carne right out with it and with a
certain - obviously specious - set of arguments in
support.
"The problem your friends have been discussing,"
he said, "is not political or sociological, but is
economic.
Even more simply it is a problem of
arithmetic.
If the payment for a person on welfare is
enough that a shift to employment would yield a submarginal improvement or even a loss, then the answer to
the problem is to cut down the amount of welfare
payment. The amount received by the welfare client has
to be small enough so that an opportunity for a regular
job, even with the need to put in forty hours and pay
carfare to and fro, etc. will be plainly better."
I pointed out to the Dean that the welfare
recipient is already below the poverty level and that
even food stamps and other non-cash benefits barely
raise him the edge of this minimal status.
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"But your poverty level is calculated in a v~ry
odd way. People in other parts of the world sUbslSt on
much, much less than what you call poverty. Ask
.
yourself what is the absolute least that a man can llve
on without allowance for TV, movies, alcohol, steak,
ne~ running shoes, etc.
Surely a figure quite a good
deal less than now, would provide for a healthy diet
and for the cost of soap, water and shelter.
If
welfare provided a pinching minimum, how much
persuasion would be required for people to try to
escape it?"
This is
unacceptable
increase the
behavior and

all very well I said, but it is completely
for a number of reasons.
It would
sense of ill-usage that justifies criminal
thus increase crime.

"Why is that?" asked the Dean.
"The claim of illusage as a reason for crime is a great favorite with
some analysts, but there is no reason to suppose that
crime varies with any kind of measure of actual i11usage.
Every criminal can assert it, but every man,
criminal or not, can come up with some example of illusage. Many who have real cause to comp l ain react by
working harder and achieving great success.
Can it be
that a welfare level that provides obvious incentive to
get a job will produce a greater number of people who
react by turning to a life of crime?"
I was getting a little tired of the Dean's
harangue.
I told h i m I was just an ordinary man
. to enjoy
'
trylng
an evening of discussion with friends.
If he wanted to elaborate on hi s modest proposal he
should take it to Congress where they could do
something about it.
He looked at me in shocked amazement.
"You sure
know how to hurt a guy," he said. And then he hopped
off my shoulder and faded into thin air.
Robert H. Allen
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A Literary Club Sampler 1993-2023
Preface
The appearance of this new selection of Literary
Club papers a mere thirty years after the publication
of the first Literary Club Sampler should not
necessarily be taken to mean that there has been a
great improvement in the quality of writing.
For this
volume, like its predecessor, makes no pretense of
being a selection of papers of quality.
I said the
focus of Volume I was the club's diversity and we are
even more diverse today. The discovery in 1998 of
Ectotrans salic mycia, sold under the brand names of
LONG-LIFE or EVER-YUNG, results in your editor still
being here to do the selection and for the availability
of papers by several of the members who were
represented in the earlier book.
It is of course
unfortunate that the medical miracle that has been so
kind to so many of us came too late to allow my former
Editorial Committee colleagues, John A. Caldwell and
Robert H. Allen, to be with us still.
So I shall have,
this time, to accept all the blame for the selection
and occasional unfortunate abridgement of the three
hundred papers reprinted here.
The New Politics
by Guido G.
Jan. 30, 1999
As 1996 drew toward its dreary close, I would
certainly have been willing to have denounced the anticapitalist administration of William Cinton as the
worst ever in the history of the republic, not even
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excluding the dreadful years from 1933 until it seemed
forever.
Today I know better and have even lived through
the first three disgraceful, neo-socialist, medically
insane years of the Hilary Clinton government which
makes me, literally, froth at the ears.
But I know you didn't come out from your caves and
other hiding places to hear my opinions rehashed, so
tonight I am going to retell the story we all still can
hardly believe, that of Bill Clinton res i gning the
presidency and joining the marines and of his
subsequent heroic conduct in the invasion landings at
Capetown.
To See and Not to See
by Eugene M.
January

30,

2003

I was speaking the other day with the Lord, in the
midst of explicating to him an abstruse point of
morality, when he suddenly and uncharacteristically,
interrupted- doing so in a manner that might, in a
lesser being, have been considered as snappish.
"You have," he said, "been reading about Abraham
again.
I wish you would stop that."
"But," I said, only to be cut off again.
"Have you forgotten," he went on, "that subsequent
to the embarrassment over Sodom, I presented, in a
rather dramatic manner, if I may say so myself, a set
of ten directives to Moses. Take heed of the temporal
order here.
It would seem to me, in my humble opinion,
that there is no need to go back further, and certainly
no warrant for going behind my commandments, as Moses
was so good as to call them, in the search for clues as
to a minimally acceptable morality."
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"Yes," I sal.'d , "but ---, "and agal.' n I was
interrupted.
"I know," he said, "that you had a longer paper in

, Wl.'11 h av e to do."
mind but thl.s
Of Thee I sing
Gibson C.
January 30, 2013
By the time I retired, after a long and
emotionally very satisfying career in the management of
a fine local company I did not dream of starting
another career. For one thing, I looked forward to a
lot of retirement fun, maybe big game hunting with a
camera, and for another thing I had been terribly
offended when a sleazy news hen had written a biased,
perjured story about my dear company - actually the
only one in the world where integrity, good management
and kindly personnel policies were to be found.
Well I did - with the help of a daily EVERYUNG
pill - find another organization that matched my
uniquely high standards. And I like the work, as a
personnel out-placement specialist. You'll realize how
horrified I was to see a book appear applying the same
cheap, tawdry attacks to my new organization.
I'm going to tell you right now that these are
lies. My organization, the Mafia, is a top-flight,
honorab~e, equal opportunity employer.
And don't you
forget l.t!
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she Loved Me
By Oliver G.
January 20, 2023
On the occasion of my one hundred and tenth
birthday, I decided to try a new experience, an
overseas cruise. Rather to my surprise it was rather
fun that is the first few weeks of it, before we
sto~ped at Alapappia, the principal port city of BalloBallo.
It was a hot, humid day and most of the
passengers, even the very young ones in their
s eventies, kept to their cabins to avoid the ~eat.
The
port of Alapappia is, in any case, not very vlsual,
being a dreary backwater subsisting mostly on the
export of heroin and the transshipment of illegal arms
and parrot's tails.
I, of course, was on deck to see
what there might be to see.
She was what there was to see. A woman of heroic
stature, probably seven and a half feet tall, with a
venusian set of dimensions and dressed in a strange,
orange, lavender and mint dress which told exactly what
i t was concealing.
She saw me, as I glanced casually
at her, and turned on a smile of heat and mystery.
Gently pushing the captain overboard she walked over to
me.
No gentleman, and T still aspire to that calling,
would tell you more, but if you think the way I walk is
funny, you should have seen me that night taking a turn
around the deck as the ship slowly sailed out of
Alapappia harbor.
Robert H. Allen
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The Card Room Killing
Bertie Poole wasn't your ordinary librarian. I,
on the other hand, am very much your ordinary P.I. so
forgive me for being surprised to find myself sitting
in a little room just outside the ladies' toilet, and
waiting for Bertie to clue me in on his problem. with
my luck it would be something hot like theft of the
latest Bartlett's Familiar Quotations or an epidemic of
overdue Peter Wimsey mysteries. What kind of problem
does a private library have? Oh, hell, I was saying to
myself, it's a living, sort of.
Tall, trim and with a full (but well clipped)
beard, Bertie presented an imposing figure, as the
Enquirer would have said in 1926. I watched him enter,
sit facing me and pause to compose himself.
"Clodfelter," he said finally, "unless you can help me,
I'll be murdered on next Tuesday."
He got my attention. For starters I mentally
tripled my hourly rate.
I asked him for details.
Bertie almost snarled, "Details? Details? If I
knew it would be a poison dart on the Skywalk at 4:17
p.m., why would I need you?"
I clucked comfortingly. Bertie smoothed his
beard, superfluously, and calmed himself. He handed me
a letter, carefully protected in a plastic envelope.
"Schedule your funeral Poole," it read, "I kill you
Tuesday." It was signed with the initials J.S.
"J.S.?" I murmured, raising an eyebrow.
"Yes," answered Poole, "those are Jane Swinger's
initials, but it can't be from her. She's spending two
weeks i n Antibes to celebrate her retirement as
Director of the Library.
She's been away for several
days; the letter was mailed yesterday."
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"It came today," I was surprised. Maybe the Post
Office had a partiality for threatening letters.
"Anyway, it's not from the I.R.S."
Poole didn't venture a smile.
days," he said.

"You have four

We talked.
I used a tape recorder to save it for
later.
I think better if I don't have to worry about
details and nuances. Poole was not completely scared
out of his wits. When I asked who would want to kill
him, he reminded me he was a writer of humorous
commentary on the local scene.
I walked back to my office, seeing little hope of
a solution by Tuesday. On the other hand spending all
of Tuesday with Poole and hoping the killer would have
either very bad or very good aim wasn't an attractive
alternative. My best move, I decided, was to work my
tail off for four days at the steep hourly rate I'd
quoted and hope it was only a crank letter.
The first person I talked to was Lana Puffer,
editor at Town Magazine where most of Poole's satire
appeared.
She laughed when I asked who might hate
Bertie enough to want to kill him.
"Who doesn't?" she
countered.
"Seriously, Mr. Clodfelter, I can't think anyone
would want to go that far.
I did hear Ronald Regan
Bobbi t say once he'd like to boil Bertie in oil."
"You mean the guy who runs the Business Cabal, the
guy the Post-Gazette is always skewering on its
editorial page?"
"No," she said disgustedly, "I mean the emperor of
Japan.
Idiot!"
I didn't try to extend the interview.
I didn't
like the idea of a political motive anyway.
If
Bertie's predecessor as Director of the Tradesmen's
Library was out, I thought a more personal motive was
likely. The problem was, as I noted again on replaying

258

my taped interview with Bertie, that he denied having
any personal enemies. There were, he claimed, no
disgruntled (or even grunt led) ex-business part~ers, no
angry girl frien ds or ex-wives, no concerned nelgh~or
or unhappy dog lover (or dog hater) or any such,thlng.
Bertie claimed to lead a happy and (to the outslde
observer) dull private life.
All the same, the note looked very real.
I had a
sample of Bertie's handwriting Ms. puffer pulled out of
her file; there wa s no chance the thing had been
written by Bert ie hims elf for any reason.
I called
people who might size-up my client's character and
reputation. Mos tly he got a clean bill.
It was get ting too late for more phone calls, so I
decided to go home and hit the hay, or whatever it is
P.I.'s do when they've exhausted mind and body and
haven't a clue.
If Scarlett could put it off till
tomorrow, so could I . For her, that had been a tag
line, ending th e book and letting things rest for a
generation or t wo for someone to write a sequel

x XXX
Unfortunat ely I woke up Friday morning in the same
state of ignorance and frustration I'd been into when I
went to bed.
I took a long shower and carefully
trimmed my ear and nos e hairs to put off having to
think.
But fi nally I had to go to work; "'W' is for
What do I do now?"
There was n't anything more I hoped to get out of
Bertie Poole, but a morning call on him at the
Tradesman's was good client relations.
I felt like
hell and looke d ' t. My client looked like he'd had a
wonderful night 's sleep and a professional grooming to
start the day. He answered "no" as to whether he had
any new informa tion . In desperation I asked him to get
out his appointmen t book and fill me in, minute-byminute on his plans for Monday and Tuesday. He called
his wife for t heir evening plans. We went over all
this; I took not es .
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Monday was simple.
In the library at nine, lunch
with a committee of the Library'S Board, then be back
at his desk till six o'clock when he was to join a
group for dinner and on to the Writer's Club as a guest
for a paper read by Bob Lilly, his dinner host.
Tuesday would be no more eventful. Library at
nine, lunch and bridge at the College Club on 4th
street. Then back to the library till closing time.
At five-thirty he would (if alive) be home waiting for
a few dinner guests. He said he had hoped to get in a
little work outlining a new book on Monday afternoon
and Tuesday morning if things were quiet at the
library.
I asked him about the book and wished I hadn't.
You never know what question is going to open a
floodgate and let forth a spate of narrative,
introspection, speculation and grammar in general.
It
was a half-hour till I could get a word in and escape
from the library; I had the consoling thought that I
was earning my new fee schedule. Unfortunately there
was no clue in all that talk. Only a mild headache.
My next call was on Bob Lilly, a semi-retired,
partly blind lawyer - not a pharmaceutical company.
He is an admirer of writing, especially published
writing, and had met Bertie when that gent took the job
at the Tradesman's, of which Lilly was a long time
trustee and supporter. Not my lucky day; I didn't have
to find the button to get Lilly talking. Had no idea a
murder was such a talkative event.
I got homesick for
the wonderful quiet days of doing a stake-out for a
divorce case. Again learned nothing.
During the day I managed to talk with everyone
whose name I heard from Bertie, Lana Puffer or Bob
Lilly. Ron Bobbit was hard to get to see, but a
Business Cabal member owed me a favor and opened that
door. When Bobbit learned that I didn't have an axe to
grind on Downtown development, schools improvements or
a new stadium he became quite agreeable. He couldn't
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help though and said he was sorry to have to cut me off
but he had another appointment waiting.
Back in my office I played tapes and thought about
the case. Not much think about. Just the tedious task
of looking for clues in the mess of interviews.
I
couldn't just say, "Do you or anyone you know have
plans to bump off Bertie Poole on Tuesday?" After all,
I didn't want my client sore at me after that day, if
the thing was a hoax and he felt foolish about it. ~
or course, would get the blame for any ribbing he would
take.
If he was killed it would have been unlikely
that the killer would have told me his plans, or that
he had blabbed to one of my interviewees. So there I
was.
Friday shot to hell. Half the night listening to
the damn tapes over and over. Nothing.
Nada.

x X X X
Called Bertie Saturday after lunch to see if his
mail had come.
It had, but brought no further news.
The papers have been full of stories recently
about repressed memories. People begin to feel rotten,
not knowing why. A therapist makes them remember and
they get two good results. They feel better and they
can sue the hell out of some relative or teacher or
whoever. My question was: had Bertie Poole repressed
the memory of some enemy? Was he qoinq to be killed by
someone he didn't remember in revenge for some thing he
was thought to have done years before? This line of
thought kept me busy for several minutes.

x X X X
Never on Sunday.
Sunday.

Particularly on Super-Bowl

x

X X X

Monday.
Spent the day and evening keeping an eye
on Bertie from a discreet distance, hoping to spot
someone else doing the same thing. The day seemed to
last forever and was climaxed by an evening at the

261
writer's Club listening to a paper read by Bob Lilly.
Actually it wasn't all that bad, even though,a tour ~f
a great southern school forty years ago wasn ~ a tOP1C
I'd have picked given a free choice. The audlence
seemed to l i ke it and converged on the reader
afterwards with handshakes and requests for copies of
the paper.
Bertie appeared to enjoy himself and
several of the members were as excited to meet a
published writer as Lilly had been.
Bertie's ego got a
nice massage and he relaxed a bit. The poor bugger
must have been getting pretty tense.
I had been and I
wasn't even the target.
I drove Bertie home and said I'd pick him up in
the morning.
He hadn't gotten very far that afternoon
outlining his new book.

x x

X X

Out to Bertie's Tuesday morning, arriving a
quarter hour early.
At least I could do things off
schedule to avoid making it too easy for the killer.
I
called Bertie's number on my carfone (ain't spelling
great nowadays) and got out of the car, pistol in hand,
as he came out.
It was year since I'd carried the
piece and I realized as Poole came down the walk that I
wasn't sure whether it was loaded. There's really very
little rough stuff in the P.I. business. Myself, I've
never had more than a black eye and a few low grade
contusions.
Bertie made it to the car o.k., and we
drove downtown, tak i ng, naturally, a different route
from his usual.
At the library I positioned myself and the pistol
(it was loaded) behind a statue where I could see
anyone approach from the elevator. How easy is it to
stay awake for three hours whil e seated behind a big
marble figure of a woman with finger at lips shushing
the passerby? I stayed alert till about ten of eleven
when I was made aware of having dozed of f . My head
fell ~o one side so hard it jerk ed my neck.
At the
same lnstant
. a horrible thought occurred to me·, there
was a cruclal clue I had completely ignored.
I jumped
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up. No members were in the library.
Bertie.

I walked over to

This called for tact. Though Poole is a mys~ery
writer he mu s t have missed it too. But I was belng
paid a~d he was paying. Attack is the best defense. I
looked down at him sternly.
"Poole,"
you expect me
only for Jane
J.S.'s? come

I said, "I want you to level with me. Do
to believe that the initials J.S. are
Swinger, that you don't know any other
on."

Bertie looked up in astonishment.
he had miss e d it. He began to mumble.
speak up.

Thank the Lord;
I told him to

"Oh, hell," he said, "Jo-ann stark, John Steele,
Jim salinger , Jack Schiff, John Simpkinson, Jerry
Simpson, Joe steger, Jacob Stein, Joe Stern, John
strike, Jack Strubbe, Jack Sullivan and J. Mack
swigert, to name a few," he said.
We went over the list name by name. He couldn't
have rounded up a less likely bunch of usual suspects.
Many of the names were even familiar to me, all
upright, c i vic-minded citizens, who give to worthy
causes and serve on committees, real pro-bono.
It
looked l ike a dead end. Anyway it had woken me up and
closed a loop-hole in my investigation that would have
made me look pretty sloppy.
I retreated to my post behind the statue of
"Silence" wondering if she had a first name - Janice,
Jasmine?
Just,before noo~ I began to feel a nervous
dampness ln m~ arm PltS. Luckily it was cold as Lake
Woebegone outlde.
I put Bertie into a bullet proof
vest and we bundled up, including scarfs wrapped around
our faces to make I.D. diff i cult.
It was a straight
shot to the College Club along East 4th Street. We
took a l onger way, go i ng over 5th then down an alley to
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4th and backtracking a half block.
I could breathe again.

with Bertie inside

The bridge game was underway. Anywh 7 re from four
to about fourteen players gather and cut ln ~nddouttOf
the game. They eat lunch from small round s an s a
the corners of the bridge tables. They all know each
other pretty well and have played together for years.
As they've aged comments about each other's game have
gotten less tac~ful. The quality of play ranges from
insightful to dreadful but the stakes ar 7 virtually
nothing so no one gets very upset. Bertle Poole was a
new member of the Club. One of the regular players, a
former trustee of Tradesman's Library, had suggested he
join the game occasionally, hoping some of the plaY7rs
might become library supporters. So there was Bertle,
sitting with a bowl of soup of the day at his elbow,
sorting his hand as the scorekeeper reminded the
players of the part-score on his pad.
I sat inconspicuously at a small table a few feet
away watching the hall from the lobby and keeping an
eye on the game. A tall, rather handsome, grey haired
man, still in his overcoat and walking with the help of
an invalid's cane moved laboriously into the bridge
area. One of the waiting players jumped up and helped
him off with his coat. with cane leaned in a corner
and coat tossed on a small couch the new arrival eased
himself heavily into a chair. He struck up a
conversation with the room in general. The weather, a
recent fishing trip, a dozen other topics were tossed
like spit balls at the members of the assemblage. Then
he saw Bertie.
"Aha Poole," he beamed, "they told me you'd be
here.
Last time we played squash, before this damned
stroke, you butchered me. But I'll get you Bertie.
Y~u may be my partner or not but I'll surely kill you
elther way.
So schedule your funeral." with that he
drifted into a fit of laughter.
I didn't.
I
jumped up
and grabbed a waiter by the sleeve.
"Who's that man?" I croaked.
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"Why, sir, that's Mr. stern of Course."
"Joe stern?"
"Yes sir!"
You know, there are those days, where you seem to
be rolling right along. There are horrible tim 7s too
when tragedy or failure seem to be your whole llfe.
Then there are times when you just feel like a
damn fool.
The question I have is this:
Bertie a b ill?

do I dare send

Robert H. Allen

LETTERS FROM DONNEY
February 6 , 1996

Nick Clooney

Tonight I'm goi ng to tell you a war story.
It is
a small war stor y.
It will illuminate no great themes.
My hope is, however, that it will cast a slightly
different light on the common themes of war. Love.
Separation. Laughter.
Fear. Courage.
If it does not, I will have exposed a couple of
personal lives for no purpose except to produce a paper
for a Monday in winter, and, important as that is, it
is not nearly re ason enough.
I've decided to take the
chance.
I must first give you a brief capsule of the
principal character, George Guilfoyle of Maysville,
Kentucky. Born in 1921 , he was the youngest boy among

