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No one knows where Bumbleroach's genius came from, 
but we can rule out genetics. Bumbleroach's parents were the 
furthest things from geniuses: they were buffoons. It is no 
sin to be a buffoon. Many kind-hearted 
buffoons and dimwits roam the earth, causing it no harm 
whatsoever. But Bumbleroach's parents were the worst types 
of buffoons: they embraced their buffoonery. They defended it, 
cultivated it, celebrated it. They were suspicious of intelligence 
and its products. Science and books and art were frightening 
and questionable to Marvin and Heloise Bumbleroach.

"Look at him and his book. Reading his words, thinking 
he's better than us," they would say about the person reading 
the newspaper on the bus to work.

"I wasn't thinking that," the reader would respond. "I 
wasn't thinking about you at all until you starting insulting 
me." 

Marvin and Heloise lacked the combined wit to retort, 
so would mumble at the dirty bus floor and pout.

Time and again, history has demonstrated that 
buffoonery is no obstacle to procreation. Marvin and Heloise 
managed to somehow add to the population not only a new 
mind, but an exceptional one.

It took the Bumbleroaches a long time to recognize the 
potential benefits of their son's genius. At first, 
they were insulted that someone had snuck intelligence into 
their home after they had worked so hard to keep it out.

"What's wrong with you?" they would spit at him. "One 
year-old babies aren't supposed to do crossword puzzles! Stop 
that!"

By the time he was fourteen months old, 
Bumbleroach had learned it was best to ignore his parents. He 
knew they would tire themselves, spending their energy on 
indignant arm waving and confused stammering.
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"What's wrong with you?" they would snort at him. "One 
and a half year-olds aren't supposed to submit papers to 
scientific journals! Cut it out!"

Their feelings began to change one Tuesday night when 
they were out to dinner. For the Bumbleroaches, "going out" 
meant going to the windowless bar on the corner, across the 
street from the park to which they had never taken their 
son. Marvin and Heloise would order one pitcher of lite beer 
each, then fill up on peanuts or bar mix.1

On the aforementioned Tuesday, the Bumbleroaches 
were only two glasses each into their first pitchers. The sound 
of a crash intruded the bar from just outside, metal and glass 
violently bending and shattering. Marvin and Heloise, not 
being car owners, had no interest in the matter. The other 
patrons, from either morbid curiosity or personal concern, 
investigated.

"My car!" one man cried. "Someone just hit my car in the 
parking lot and drove off, that dirty {expletive deleted}!"

The patrons first confirmed that no one present knew the 
identity of the culprit. Next, a lengthy conversation ensued 
about the victim's best course of action. Should he call the 
police? They ruled this out, since there was no information 
about either the criminal or his vehicle. Should they form an 
old-west-style posse and give chase? They shot this idea down, 
too. They had already spent too much time discussing the 

 One special Friday night, the snack was popcorn. That night, 1

Heloise got into a fight with an off-duty police officer. They 
had conflicting views on a humanitarian crisis about which she 
knew nothing, taking place in a country of which she had 
never heard. (Heloise fought most heatedly when she was ill-
informed.) No arrests were made, but the ensuing brawl broke 
the popcorn machine. It was never replaced or repaired.
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matter, the bad guy was long gone by now. Also, none were 
willing to give up their hard-earned bar stools, or to get behind 
the wheel of a car to go anywhere other than their beds.

The conversation tapered off and threatened to veer to a 
completely new topic. Then, a voice made itself heard for the 
first time.

"She was in a maroon 1989 Ford Escort hatchback, 
license plate 2L7 QQR."

Everyone turned to look at the owner of the tiny, timid 
voice. His parents slapped him on the side of the head and told 
him to shush his lying mouth.

"You know I never lie," Bumbleroach protested. This 
was true. He didn't see the point in fabrication when the truth 
was so fascinating.

"A fine time you picked to start, talking about stuff you 
don't know anything about. Meanwhile, that poor loser's 
flipping out about his stupid car," Heloise said. She slapped 
him on the other side of the head for balance.

But it was too late, and young Bumbleroach had the 
entire establishment's undivided attention.

"You know the guy who hit my car?"
"It was a lady. No, I've never met her."
The hit and run victim couldn't conceive of having 

this conversation with such a small child. He redirected his 
attention to the boy's parents.

"Is this some kind of joke? Do you know the guy who hit 
my car? Are you conning me?"

Marvin wanted to stand up and call the man out for his 
accusation, but the man was larger than he was. Well, maybe 
the same height, but a little wider across the shoulders. His 
head also looked a little bigger, a sure sign of a person inclined 
toward violence. Marvin kept his seat and threw his son under 
the bus instead.

�5



"Whatever problem you have with that boy has nothing 
to do with me. Me and the wife are just trying to enjoy our 
beers and bar mix."

Bumbleroach, sensing the escalating tension, interjected 
to clarify.

"I don't know the woman, I just figured it out. The 
bartender owns the red GMC pickup, license plate 6JNU 
R43, parked next to the back door. The shocks are warn out 
on the grey Honda Civic (license plate JR9 4863). So it 
belongs to that very fat man at the end of the bar. Hello, sir.

"Your car," he told the victim, "is the Jeep Grand 
Cherokee with the Semper Fi bumper sticker, license plate 
WRTHG."

"The only other car belonged to the crying woman who 
left and then hit your car with her car. A maroon 1989 Ford 
Escort hatchback, license plate 2L7 QQR.

"The man and lady next to the jukebox that are cheating 
on their spouses with each other came in after we did. Their 
cars weren't here yet when we got here. Hello sir and ma'am."

The adults sat agape at the boy's demonstration. 
Bumbleroach used the opportunity to get himself a drink.

"Do you sell orange soda here?" he asked the bartender. 
His parents usually saved money for their beer pitchers by 
only letting their son drink water. The dumbfounded 
bartender robotically poured Bumbleroach an orange 
soda. He leaned and handed it down to the boy, free of charge. 
If the bartender had slid the drink across the bar, 
Bumbleroach would not have been able to reach it. He was a 
month shy of his second birthday, and therefore short.

**********
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    Con artists are usually a creative crowd. Most would have 
seen Bumbleroach's demonstration and immediately 
begun spinning their wheels. They would have found myriad 
ways to turn the boy's gifts into grifts. 
 Marvin and Heloise, ever the buffoons, had no such 
wheels to turn. The rusty gears of their minds didn't so much 
as budge after this display of their boy's genius. It took a far 
more overt demonstration for them to begin to imagine the 
possibilities.
 We find the family, on a Wednesday night, at a different 
but identical drinking hole. They  partook in their usual 
fare. Bumbleroach enjoyed another orange soda. It was the 
only acknowledgement his parents gave that it was his second 
birthday.
  At the next table was a middle aged couple on a blind 
date, recent divorcees. It was the first foray for each back into 
the dating pool since their marriages had dissolved. They met 
through a mutual client; the first man was a dental hygienist, 
the second a barista. Their mutual acquaintance was a nosy 
woman with exceptionally clean teeth and a rampant caffeine 
addiction. She insisted for three months that the two meet 
before they finally agreed. It was their first date, and also their 
last, though not because of anything Bumbleroach did.
 The dental hygienist was telling the barista a story that 
 involved each of his nineteen cats.
 "So Captains Courageous had crawled into Mrs. 
Miniver's favorite nook on the bookshelf. Of course Poseidon 
Adventure was bemusedly watching the whole thing from the 
couch --"
 "Okay, hold on. You're just making up names now, 
there's no way you have that many cats," the barista 
interrupted with a joking smile. "I'll bet if you named all your 
cats again, they would have brand new names." The barista 
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liked the hygienist's sweater, but in his mind this date was 
already over.
 The hygienist, misreading the barista's flirtatiousness 
teasing, took offense. The barista's reserved his sense of 
humor for internet cat memes and the network sitcoms of the 
early 1990s.
 "I'm not making up my cats' names, why would I do 
that? That's something only a crazy person would do. Of 
course I could name all my cats."

Bumbleroach eavesdropped from the next table with the 
shamelessness of a brand new two year old. He once again 
interrupted to break the escalating tension.
 "So could I."
 The barista looked crossly at Bumbleroach. His parents 
looked at him with mock expressions of confusion. They didn't 
want to give away that they had also been listening in on the 
date.
 "Why are you bothering those men? Leave them alone," 
Heloise said, reaching a hand up to smack him in the head. 
She couldn't remember which side she had slapped most 
recently, so she gave up and let her hand fall back to the 
handle of her stein.
 The dental hygienist was relieved at the interruption. He 
turned to Bumbleroach with the kind of smile that adults give 
strange toddlers.
 "You can really remember all those names? Well, you're 
smarter than I am."
 With no gall or guile, Bumbleroach replied "I'm smarter 
than everyone." This was something he had recently realized 
from watching television. Based on the shows that Marvin and 
Heloise watched, it would be easy for anyone to come to the 
same conclusion. In Bumbleroach's case it just happened to be 
true.
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 His interaction with the child was the best part of the 
date so far for the dental hygienist. He sought to prolong it.
 "I don't doubt that for a moment." He took in the drink 
in front of Bumbleroach. "How about this: if you can name all 
of them, and if it's okay with your parents, I'll buy your next 
orange soda."
 "They already give me free refills."

Recognizing an opportunity, Heloise jumped in. "How 
'bout you buy us another couple pitchers instead?"
 The dental hygienist wanted to point out that two 
pitchers of beer cost a lot more than a single glass of orange 
soda. The barista wanted to point out that the parents of a 
small child shouldn't drink multiple pitchers of beer on a week 
night. Instead, the hygienist maintained his friendly tone and 
let the moment play out. 
 "They don't give free refills on those, eh? Okay, how 
about one pitcher of beer if the kid can name all of Albert's 
cats?"
 "James," the barista corrected. He was, as of this exact 
moment, having as bad a time on the date as the hygienist. He 
also wondered who Albert was and whether he might be free 
for lunch sometime later this week.
 Marvin and Heloise looked at each other. They 
were upset at having their counter offer countered, but 
unwilling to walk away from any amount of free beer. They 
nodded their acceptance with the gravity of someone closing a 
mortgage. 
 Bumbleroach named the three cats we have already 
heard about. He also named True Grit, Rio Bravo, The Kid, 
Roshomon, and the eleven others the barista had mentioned 
over the course of his failed date. He reached the end of his list 
and paused. Having counted poorly, Marvin thought the list 
was complete and chimed in.
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 "That's it! He's named them! Go get us a pitcher of the 
expensive stuff, something with a German name or one from 
one of those other countries."
 page"That's only eighteen," the hygienist corrected. 
"That was pretty amazing, but you've got one left, little 
buddy."
 Bumbleroach's eyes locked onto the barista, who sipped 
his beer and stared back. He set his drink down and wiped the 
foam from his lip. "Sorry, little boy, it was a fix. I haven't 
mentioned the name of the last one."
 "Oh! I didn't realize that!" the dental hygienist said. "Tell 
you what, I'll get your folks the beer anyway. It was a good 
showing, no way to win that one."
 Bumbleroach didn't respond to the man's generosity. He 
instead kept his eyes on the barista's smug smile. This 
would be an important moment for Bumbleroach, seeing this 
man smirk at him after having beaten him in a wager by 
cheating. Bumbleroach promised himself that next time, and 
every time thereafter, he would be the one to  smirk. He also 
promised himself that, right here and now, he would wipe that 
smirk off of the barista's face.
 "The one you didn't mention was your first cat. You 
didn't mention him in any of your boring stories because he 
died a long time ago. You think it's okay to say that you have 
nineteen cats because you had the dead one stuffed. He stays 
on a stand next to your bed. On really bad nights, like tonight 
will be, you cuddle with him. He's not in any of the stories 
because he doesn't do much, because of being dead."
 The barista confirmed all this to be true by his look of 
horror. Certain splotches on his face had achieved a rare and 
unpleasing shade of red. Bumbleroach wasn't done.
 "And his name was Citizen Kane."

�10



All color, red and splotchy and unpleasing and 
otherwise, drained from the barista's face.
 "Wrong! His name was Casablanca, you little monster!" 

Then, to Marvin and Heloise, the barista said "Your little 
boy is a freak!" 

Then he stormed out of the bar, to the hygienist's great 
relief. Marvin and Heloise nodded sympathetically. They had 
thought of their son in exactly those terms for some time now.
 "I really think that cat's name was Citizen Kane," 
Bumbleroach said. He watched the barista's back disappear 
out the door. "I think he was lying because he was mad."
 "So do I," the hygienist said. "Tell you what, we'll make it 
two pitchers after all."
 Drinking their free pitchers of beer, Marvin and Heloise 
had finally seen the fiscal potential of their son's talent. They'd 
had a taste, and they wanted more. They had taken their first 
steps on the road that would soon lead them to... The Tent.
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