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For Alissa, who continues to tolerate my existence.





Introduction

I’ve always known I have a great novel somewhere inside of me. Sadly, dear reader, this is not it. Sorry if you mistakenly thought it was. Oh well, these things happen. Just move on with your life and try not to be too bitter about it. If you must blame someone, blame your parents. They most likely instilled in you a sense of unfounded optimism and a hope that things will always turn out for the best. Silly parental units.
What you’re about to read is a collection of short stories I’ve written over the past several years. I’ve at long last gotten around to pulling them out, dusting them off, re-editing, and finally putting them all together for your enjoyment or ridicule. I’ve been meaning to do this for years, but life sort of has a way of interfering with these things. Better late than never I say. Hopefully by the end of this you won’t be saying, “Next time, go with that never option.” If you do, however, then I respect your opinion. I will hate you, of course, but I’ll respect you. As for the rest of you, what follows may give you a chuckle or two (hopefully), perhaps make you shed a tear (doubtfully), and maybe even give you something to think about (in which case you have my sympathy).
These stories are all either outright works of fiction or are heavily fictionalized re-imaginings of actual events. In the latter cases, names have been changed in order to spare myself the several ass-kickings that would no doubt be headed my way otherwise. To any guilty participants who might recognize themselves here I say: get over it! Things could have been a lot worse. I could have videotaped you instead and posted it all to You Tube. Which would you prefer? Yeah, I thought so.
Rick G.




The Epic Adventure of the Mighty Adventurers

It was good to feel the wind in his hair again. For too long he and his companion had enjoyed the simple comforts of the village. True, the wenches and the drink were plentiful, but now the long awaited call to action had come. Once more, Magnus the Zealot – paladin of the sun-god Thorin – and his partner Tyros – war-mage of the Silent Brotherhood – rode forth to meet their destiny or be devoured by it. Behind him, he could still hear the wailings of the women bidding him to return soon. Feh! They were men of action. It would be a long time, if ever, before they returned to the peaceful village of Havenstone.
♦ ♦ ♦
Mike and I said goodbye to our girlfriends and drove off, headed towards Wildwood. It was a weekend I’d been looking forward to for months, ever since he suggested we attend this year’s Beachcon.
“Think they’ll still be there for us when we get back?” he asked.
“Why wouldn’t they be?”
“You did tell Barb that we were going to a gaming convention, right?”
“Yeah, so?”
“Well, it’s not the coolest thing in the world,” he replied. “Maybe we should have told them we were going hunting instead.”
“Doesn’t Colleen think hunting is cruel?”
“Yeah, but she probably still thinks it’s cooler than throwing twenty-siders all weekend.”
“Point taken,” I conceded. “But I guess if they’ve tolerated us this long, we shouldn’t be too worried. Besides, it gives them some time together to bitch about our shortcomings. They should be able to fill up the entire weekend with that.”
“Yep, and if they get bored they can always make out.”
“They’re not going to make out.”
“I know. But it would be really fucking cool if they did.”
“Can’t argue with that, my friend.”
♦ ♦ ♦
Magnus and Tyros drove their steeds onward. Cresting a rise, they came upon a gruesome sight.
“By Thorin’s beard! What has transpired here?”
“A great battle it would seem,” Tyros replied. “It would appear that King Crevex’s army met the goblin horde here. A great battle indeed.”
As far as the eye could see, the plain ahead was covered in the corpses of friend and foe alike. The two stalwart adventurers rode their horses through the killing field, disturbing a great many flies that had already alighted to feast upon the still cooling bodies.
Without warning, Magnus was thrown from his horse, an arrow lodged in his shoulder. He instinctively rolled with the fall and came up, already drawing his mighty blade, Necksplitter, from its sheath. He was too late, however. Tyros had already spotted the wounded, but still very much alive, goblin archer and had sent a ball of flame to finish what the king’s army had not. Magnus wrenched the arrow shaft from his bloody shoulder and gave a shudder as he looked around.
“Are you injured?” asked Tyros, leaping from his mount, “I have healing herbs if you need them.”
“Do not worry about me,” Magnus replied, “The wound is nothing. I have taken much worse. It is the sight of so many good men wasted that weighs heavily on my heart.”
♦ ♦ ♦
“Goddammit!”
“What?” Mike asked.
“I spilled on my shirt!”
“Well who the hell told you to get a jelly donut?”
“I like jelly donuts.”
“Fine, then like them while we’re parked, not while we’re on the highway.”
“You know, a little sympathy would be nice. I really liked this shirt.”
“Cut off your arm and you get sympathy. Spill grape...”
“Raspberry.”
“Fine, spill raspberry jelly on yourself and, well, not so much.”
♦ ♦ ♦
The two mighty warriors arrived at the outpost shortly after dusk. The guards met them at the gate and challenged their arrival.
“Who goes there?” asked one burly watchman.
“It is I, Magnus follower of Thorin and my companion Tyros the arcane. We come to speak to your commander.”
The guard and his companion did not step aside. They put their hands on the hilts of their weapons instead. “Many can claim to be the heroes of the Greylands. How do I know you speak true?”
Suddenly, the very earth beneath their feet erupted in a wall of green fire. The guards jumped back as Tyros smiled and said, “You can either let us pass, or we can show your corpses to the next watch as proof.”
The guards immediately stepped to the side and opened the gate to let them pass. “No offense, great ones,” the guard whimpered. “These are troublesome times and we simply do our duty.”
♦ ♦ ♦
We got to the Hilton and proceeded to wait in line. Sometimes, pre-registering had its benefits, but not when everyone did the same thing. After making me show two forms of ID (I didn’t realize identity theft was so rampant amongst gamers. No honor amongst people role-playing thieves, I guess), I finally got my convention package. Mike got his a few minutes later and came walking over to me looking pissed.
“They got my name wrong,” he groused.
“Did you ask them to fix it?”
“Of course. They wouldn’t do it, though,” he replied pinning his nametag on. “Assholes said they were too busy and it was my fault for entering it wrong.”
I took a look at the tag. “How the hell do you typo Mike into Darren?”
“That’s what I was trying to tell them.”
Oh, well, that was a snag, but nothing major (at least for me). Since we had signed up together, Darren ... err Mike and I managed to get the same schedule: three games over the next few days, two third-edition and a retro first-edition one. We’d requested sessions where the Game Master would be providing characters. Not as much fun that way, but at least we wouldn’t have to deal with assholes bringing artificially padded characters. I’m sorry, but your second level fighter shouldn’t have +5 plate mail and an intelligent sword of decapitation, I don’t care what sort of justification you use. Fair is fair, and neither of us were really in any mood to bring well-rounded characters to a table full of walking nuclear arsenals.
♦ ♦ ♦
The going was arduous. The keep had been beset by the minions of Devos, the vampire lord. Sensing the defenders’ depleted resources, his minions had attacked the outpost night after night. The captain had pleaded his case to the heroes and, at last, they had agreed to help put an end to this plague of evil.
Magnus and Tyros were given the location of Devos’s tower and had set out to end him once and for all. It had not been an easy journey, though. For a straight week they had traveled the featureless plains and valleys toward Devos’s lands. Following that, they had spent several more days fighting their way through the nondescript villages that had already fallen to his hand. For a time, it seemed as if the battles would never end.
Along the way, they had met up with two fellow wanderers seeking adventure. This proved to be a mistake as their new companions were not the seasoned warriors they had claimed to be. More than once, their blunderings caused Magnus and Tyros to lose the element of surprise against their enemies. It was almost a relief when the two fell during an ambush. Even so, the resolve of the great heroes was beginning to falter in the face of such unending madness.
♦ ♦ ♦
Our first game of the weekend was this gem of an adventure called The Night the Magic Died. The GM should have called it The Night Anything Even Remotely Fun Died instead. It was an eight-hour boring slog of an adventure. First off, we were shorthanded. It was an eight person game but only four players, Mike and I included, showed up. The two others who were there, well let’s just say that both they and the GM were apparently from the same shallow end of the gene pool. I mean, yeah, when you go to a geek convention you expect to play with geeks. But damn, I had no idea what sunless dungeon these pale, bloated mutants escaped from.
The only source of amusement for most of this pointless adventure was the many pained glances that Mike and I shared with one another. Of our two fellow gamers, one just sat there sulking the entire time, only doing something when goaded into action by either us or the GM. He was a prize, however, compared to Sir Please-Shut-The-Fuck-Up-And-Die sitting next to him. This twat spent the entire time trying, and failing, to amuse us by playing his character with a god-awful Monty Python accent. The Knights who say Ni shtick is funny when the original actors do it. When it’s being said by some loser with a mouthful of Cheetos, it’s much less so. Forget staying in character, it was all I could do to keep from killing him in real life.
Sadly, these two poster boys for eugenics paled in comparison to the majesty that was our GM. It’s been my experience that you can almost always tell when someone is either grossly maladjusted, or a sociopath just waiting to go off, by doing nothing more than listening to them for a few moments. If you notice little things, like say a failure to achieve mastery over the basic rules of inflection, you should be worried. If they talk real excitedly about every mundane thing they say and put bizarre emphasis on random words where no emphasis is needed, then maybe you should run. You’re either about to be killed or led on the most god-awful boring adventure of your life.
The GM had written the entire thing by himself. Being one who has on occasion put words to paper, I can understand the feeling of pride towards one's own work. However, as almost anyone who has ever written anything can probably attest, even the best writers will occasionally turn out something that is utter crap. Being able to tell what’s crap and what’s not was apparently a skill that our aspiring novelist here had yet to learn.
I’ll give the GM credit for writing painstakingly detailed descriptions of almost everything. But, he lost all of that goodwill for being so desperate for us to appreciate his genius, forcing us to sit through pages and pages of details for even the most mundane items. Even worse was his complete inability to adlib for anything that he hadn’t spent time on. We’d get a ten page description of a horse stall we were walking past, but when I asked the name of a shopkeeper we were talking to I got, “Umm, my name is not important.”
Improv, man, improv!
After a few hours, Mike and I were both more than fed up with the mundane flavor text. I was the first to snap, though, when the GM started reading off every detail of every shop in a small village we were just passing through.
“We ride quickly through the town, not stopping once,” I interjected.
Ignoring my disdain for his magnum opus, he kept going on about a blacksmith’s forge and some pub we were riding past. Finally, I stood up and leaned over the table to glare at him. “And we don’t stop at ANY of them. NONE! In fact, I close my eyes and kick my horse extra hard to get me out of this goddamned place.”
I’d like to say my outburst got through to him and that was the end of that, but, being unaccustomed to the presence of another human being as he was, of course it didn’t.
♦ ♦ ♦
Magnus and Tyros valiantly fought their way through the minions of the vampire lord. Floor after floor of his tower fell before their combined might. Magnus’s sword created rivers of his enemies’ blood, while the mystic might of Tyros left his foes in varying states of melting, burning, or being outright vaporized.
It had been a long road to reach this place and they had shed much blood along the way. At long last, though, the throne room loomed before them. Seeing the undead horror sitting before them on a throne of skulls, Tyros screamed an incantation. However, a look of horror dawned on his face when nothing happened.
“Your powers will not work here, foolish mage,” the vampire spat.
♦ ♦ ♦
We finally got to the climactic battle after what seemed like weeks at the game table, and what did the dipshit GM do? Out of nowhere, he told us that none of our magic worked anymore. No spells, no weapons, no potions, etcetera, just like that. There were no warnings or plot points to tell us this might be coming. It just happened and we were given some lame excuse that the boss monster had recently finished some magic destroying ritual, which, go figure, he’d neglected to mention until then.
Personally, I’d like to give the GM credit and assume that he was just doing this to fuck us over after having finally gotten sick of our complaints. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case as several pages of flavor text soon revealed. This was supposed to be the big surprise at the end of the adventure. We all sighed and started rolling our dice knowing that whatever transpired: A) it would soon be over and B) if we died, who cared? Either way, it would still be over.
♦ ♦ ♦
Devos screamed as Magnus’s blade overcame his defenses and plunged deep into his chest.
“And now, monster, you die,” Magnus cried as the sword sank deeper, until it pierced the fiend’s heart.
“Nooooo! I am invincible!” the creature screamed before finally being consumed by the unholy flames of its own death.
The deed done, Magnus knelt over the prone form of his comrade. He breathed a sigh of relief. Tyros was unconscious but still alive. Magnus would tend to his friend soon enough, but first he needed to fulfill the vision which Thorin had granted him in a dream a few nights prior. He searched through the creature’s still smoldering robes and found it, the Orb of the Rising Sun. He hoisted it aloft and said a prayer to Thorin. Within moments, Devos’s corruption began to fade from the artifact.
Magnus knelt. “Thank you, Thorin. I, your humble servant, give you praise.”
♦ ♦ ♦
So we finally finished. We beat the bad guy, saved the world, gained much useless treasure, blah blah blah. In short, yay for us (insert polite golf clap). Before we could leave, though, the GM stepped in front of us. Apparently a tradition at Beachcon is that the GM of every game should award a prize to the top player. Since I at least showed some semblance of emotion during the adventure – even if most of it was open hostility – he picked me. My prize: a Star Trek tricorder. I gave Mike a smirk, opened it up and then waved it at the GM while giving my best impression of Commander Data. “Captain, I am detecting no signs of intelligent life.” That done, we walked away.
♦ ♦ ♦
The battle over, peace once more settled on the Greylands. Magnus and Tyros, weary from the battle, decided they needed some time to mend and recuperate. Within a few days, they found themselves in the bustling city of Everdeep. They spent their gold freely at the Dancing Dragon inn and the ale flowed like an undammed river. One night, several cups deep in drink, the two warriors were entertaining the tavern whores with tales of their might, when some of the locals finally had enough of their boasting.
“We don’t like strangers here,” a burly farmer said to Magnus. “Especially ones that speak bold lies to our women.”
“You had best leave now,” another threatened, “while you still have legs to walk with.”
Magnus and Tyros exchanged a wry smile. Whores, ale, and now action. It was turning out to be a fun night indeed, thought Magnus as he cracked his knuckles.
♦ ♦ ♦
The vendor area was closed, so Mike suggested we hop back in the car. The plan was to find a local bar to hopefully kill the brain cells holding the memories of the past few hours. A few blocks away, I pointed out a small place advertising happy hour. It looked promising, so we pulled in.  Entering, we settled into a booth, ordered a few beers, and decompressed for a little while.
A few drinks in, Mike steered the conversation away from the game. “Interesting place you chose. Something you want to tell me?”
“What are you talking about?” I asked.
“Look around.”
I did so. As I made a quick visual scan of the place, I noticed that there weren’t a lot, in fact no, there weren’t any women around. I turned back to Mike, a questioning look on my face.
“Look closer. You’ll get it,” he said with a smirk.
Once again I did so and then it sank in. The clientele of the place were all males, and some of them were looking pretty friendly with each other at the bar.
“I see what you mean. Crap, man. I had no idea.”
“Sure you didn’t.”
“Bite me. You want to get out of here?”
At this, Mike looked thoughtful. He held his drink up and said, “Ah, screw it. I don’t care if it’s sodomize all newcomers night, they have dollar Fosters on tap.”
“That’s a good point,” I conceded.
“By the way, that guy over there is making eyes at you.”
“Fuck you, dude.”
“You might want to work on those pickup lines while you’re at it.”
♦ ♦ ♦
The next several weeks were a blur for Magnus and Tyros after they left Everdeep. They had heard the surrounding hamlets were being plagued by werewolves. They combed the forests far and wide, led by the party of Elves they had hired to guide them. Along the way, they slew any hostile non-humans they came across. Many orcs, goblins, and ogres fell to their might. There were no shape-shifters to be found, though. Just as they were about to give up on their search, the ruse was dropped. Their guides thanked them for clearing out the forest. With all other monsters dead, there would be no competition. Horrified realization hit the exhausted adventurers as their guides began a hideous transformation.
♦ ♦ ♦
We got up bright and early the following day. Our next game was set for nine AM and we didn’t want to be late. I was fairly certain that, following our last adventure, whatever the day had in store for us couldn’t be nearly as bad. Mike wasn’t so optimistic. He reckoned that since the last game was so full of useless detail, karma demanded that our next game be some sort of clusterfuck the GM made up as he went along.
Sometimes, I think he should play the lottery more often.
For starters, the game was a different edition than we were led to believe it would be. That didn’t matter, though, as the GM also didn’t have any characters for us like he was supposed to. Fortunately, we still had our guys from the night before and they only needed a few minor adjustments to fit in. They weren’t great, but they’d suffice and at least we wouldn’t have to spend an hour or more creating them. Sadly, though, even that minor effort turned out to be a waste.
I’d been a gamer for years. After a while, most role-players tended to settle in with a set group of people and play whenever they had the time. I was no different. However, no matter how much one likes the group they play with, sometimes you want a change of pace from the people and characters you see every week. It’s only natural. A convention, like the one we were at, was supposed to be a place where you could mingle with some new gamers and get a sense for other people’s playing style. Sure, Mike and I were sticking together, but the rest of our usual gaming group was back at their respective homes. Had they all come, though, I can guarantee we wouldn’t have stuck together. That would have defeated the purpose of being there.
Apparently such thinking was either lost upon or too complex for the table we sat down at. There were five other players along with our GM and they were all friends who gamed together. Hell, they’d apparently all driven to the convention in the same car. I could have dealt with that, even though it made no sense to me. I don’t know. Maybe they thought they were such an awesome group that other players would want the privilege of sitting in on just one of their magical game sessions, so as to despair at their own role-playing shortcomings waiting back home.
If so, the feeling wasn’t mutual. The adventure was painfully vague. There were far more unfunny or juvenile inside jokes from the GM than there were details about what we were actually supposed to do. Something in a forest ... I think.
We sat through this for a few hours, all the while listening to the group of troglodytes around us cracking bad jokes with each other and ignoring our attempts to turn this into an actual game. Salvation finally came in the form of an ambush, and by ambush I mean the other players decided to attack the characters Mike and I were running.
Considering the way the GM’s several chins were chortling, I assumed this was a pre-planned thing. Wow, what a clever strategy. Bore some strangers half to death, then kill their characters. They sure as shit showed us, I guess.
In the end, we wound up having the last laugh anyway. The group wasn’t expecting us to take our deaths so gleefully. They actually looked a little bummed that we weren’t all teary eyed at the demise of our characters. Sorry, but I tend to not get emotionally attached to characters that were handed to me by a social outcast the day before. Better luck next time, fuckers.
We thanked them for the subpar game and happily walked away.
♦ ♦ ♦
The beasts’ savage nature got the better of them. Even as Magnus and Tyros buckled beneath their vicious assault, the wolves turned on one-another. In a bloodlust and unwilling to give up the kill, the creatures clawed and bit at each other in a play for dominance. It was a costly mistake. The heroes of the Greylands had been overwhelmed but not vanquished. Tyros still had his wits about him and more than enough power to open a portal. Before the wolves could react, he and Magnus slipped through the doorway of spiraling energy.
They landed in the middle of a large crowd of people, unaware of their location but glad to be alive. The denizens of this place, apparently used to this kind of thing in the strange days they lived in, ignored the newly arrived duo. It soon, however, became evident why.
As the newly-arrived warriors oriented themselves, they looked around to gain their bearings. Stalwart adventurers they were, accustomed to battling the very thralls of the nine Hells. Yet, what they saw froze the blood in their veins. What they had assumed were people were only that in the barest sense of the word. All around them milled beings neither living nor dead: Pale creatures with blank eyes and no spark of whatever life they might once have lived.
“By Thorin!” exclaimed Magnus.
“Yes,” Tyros agreed. “We are in the Vale of the Unjudged. All who die and go unclaimed by the gods come here. We are among lost souls.”
“The living, lost amongst the dead. How delicious!” A voice behind them boomed.
“You!” Magnus cried, unsheathing his blade.
♦ ♦ ♦
Mike and I mulled over how bad luck tended to run in threes and thus decided that it would be in sanity’s best interest to skip the final game we were scheduled for. Fortunately, as our previous game had ended fairly early, that meant the vendor area was still open. So, with some time to kill and money to spend, we headed over.
If you’ve ever been to any convention like this – whether it be gaming, Star Trek, or comic books – you knew how these things went. Vendors were crammed together like sardines, all trying to sell us their rare and valuable crap. In between the sellers, there were a few minor celebrities – all of them overcharging for autographs and looking as if they would have gladly accepted death’s sweet embrace rather than be there.
Scattered about were also the occasional booth babes. In conventions like these they’re usually professional cosplayers, pretty girls employed to show up dressed like some comic book character or another. I had to give them at least a little credit for their tolerance – constantly beset to pose for photographs next to sweaty, overweight guys looking for some proof to show their buddies back home that they actually managed to be near an attractive female without getting tazed.
Anyway, sometimes you could get lucky at these things and find a decent buy. More often than not, though, it involved walking out with a severe case of buyer’s regret. In my case, I wound up with an overpriced lithograph of a black dragon. Yet another decoration for my apartment that was sure to cause my girlfriend’s opinion of me to drop another notch.
Mike and I were both pretty unimpressed by the selection as we made our way through the aisles. He decided to look at the bright side, though.
“Lot of crap here this year, but at least we haven’t run into that moron who GM’d us yesterday.”
As I said, Mike needed to play the lottery. Just as he mentioned that, we rounded a corner and came face to face with the aforementioned moron. He was standing in line to get a photo with a woman dressed as one of the X-men.
Crap!
Either in a state of denial toward our obvious dislike of him, or living in a black hole of cluelessness so dense that nothing could escape, he saw us and smiled. Since eye-rolls apparently had no meaning amongst his people, he ignored ours and began happily chatting away about the great adventure the day before.
♦ ♦ ♦
“Yes, it is I!” The former lord of the undead, cackled. “You sent me here to rot, but fate, it seems, still smiles upon Devos. You have been delivered to me so that my vengeance might be wrought.”
“Never!” Magnus cried, once again plunging his blade into the creature.
Devos merely laughed at the attack. “You’ve already killed me, fool. You can neither hurt nor vanquish me here. However, as blood still pumps through your veins, sadly the same cannot be said of you.” With the sword still sticking from his chest, Devos spitefully backhanded Magnus away.
“Simpleton!” *kick* “I told you” *smack* “I” *punch* “AM” *kick* “INVINCIBLE!”
Magnus fell, then Devos turned to Tyros. In response, the mage began to chant an incantation to focus his power.
“Were you not listening, child?” the vampire asked with a sneer. “You cannot defeat me.”
“Who said I was trying to defeat you?” Tyros replied. With that, he let fly a bolt of tremendous eldritch energy. Devos stood his ground and laughed, but Tyros had not been aiming for him. The blast hit the ground beneath Devos, opening up a fissure into which the vampire fell.
He saw, out of the corner of his eye, Magnus regaining his feet and quickly opened another portal.
“Quickly, friend Magnus! I do not know where this one leads, but it can’t be worse than here.”
The heroes once again leapt forth into the beyond as Devos’s screams of rage followed them through the closing portal.
♦ ♦ ♦
“We should get together sometime and hang,” his supreme dorkness was saying. “Let’s exchange numbers.”
Before Mike could retort, I jumped in with language that I was sure our former, and hopefully never again, GM could understand.
“Sounds great,” I said with mock enthusiasm. “We’ll be right back. Guy down the hall had only two Dungeon Crawl number sixty’s left and I want to get one.”
“Issue sixty!” exclaimed our geeky non-friend in that weird inflection of his. “That’s a rare one! Better hurry. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be here for a while.”
“I bet you will,” I muttered under my breath as I led Mike away, lest any of our other game mates be lurking about trying to add us to their diminutive circle of friends.
With that, we burst through the edge of the crowd. We took ten minutes to grab our things and check out. Then we made a run for the car. We just narrowly avoided being sucked back into the insanity after Mike spotted a cute babe dressed as Supergirl. I had to jump in front and admonish him.
“No! Bad dog!”
Fortunately, logic (and fear that I’d rat him out to Colleen) won in the end and we headed out, back towards lands where perhaps we weren’t the coolest of persons, but we had friends and actual living breathing females waiting for us. I doubted many of our convention fellows could claim the same.
We drove onwards, back towards the world of normalcy. All the while, Mike questioned me on what I thought the odds were of our girlfriends making out while we were gone.
Sigh. Normalcy being a relative thing and all.
♦ ♦ ♦
“Rise my friend,” said Tyros, standing over the still groggy form of Magnus.
“Where are we?”
“I know not. But we at least seem to be back in our own dimension.”
“That’s good enough for me,” Magnus replied, regaining his feet. “What say you? Shall we go forth and see what adventures await us?”
“That is the best advice you’ve given all day,” Tyros said with a laugh.
With that, the two heroes once more strode forth to seek their fate.




The Strange and Wonderful Tale of My Umbrella

There are all sorts of stories in this world. There are world-spanning epics of near unimaginable proportions. There are love stories of such emotion that they can break even the most iron of hearts. And there are crime dramas that teach us that good will always triumph over evil. Just for the record, this isn’t any of those. In fact, if you were to try to tell this tale after someone else had just gotten finished with one of the above epic yarns, you’d probably be beaten to a pulp. Truth be told, you’d probably deserve it too. However, for every visionary narrative that lights a fire somewhere in our soul, there are thousands more which barely register a meh in our collective selves. This is one such story. The story of how, one fateful day, I came to possess my umbrella.
I remember it well. It was a few days after Thanksgiving. My family was still too bloated with holiday turkey to raise any of their many chins in protest of my leaving. Thus, I had managed to tear myself away and head back to my humble apartment in one of Hoboken’s lesser neighborhoods. You know the kind: not quite as upscale as a four-thousand dollar a month studio apartment full of yuppie-scum, yet not quite so low class as to be able to throw a rock and have a good chance of hitting a crack-whore. In short, it’s one of those rare in-between places that neither world had yet been able to lay claim to, a building housing a few normal people of modest means just trying to go about their life.
The next day, I roused myself fairly early in order to head into Manhattan for a job interview. While the thought of working in New York City causes every cell in my body to cringe, it’s but a short train ride away and pretty much the best option for your typical non-car-owning Hobokenite.
“But wait!” you may be saying. “That’s not entirely true. One could always work in Jersey City.” To which I answer, yes, one could. One could also take up the hobby of letting parasitic worms lay eggs under their skin. However, since I’m not particularly interested in either, the less said about Jersey City the better. The final option, of course, would be to just buy a car and seek employment wherever one may desire. But, to that idea I counter that there are only two kinds of people in Hoboken with cars: idiots, and those with enough sense to realize that the second you buy a car in Hoboken you really should use it to pack up your stuff and move someplace else – preferably anywhere where you might actually have a chance of parking that car.
Now, where was I before you so rudely interrupted my train of thought? Oh yes, my job interview. Getting there was, amazingly enough, not a problem. As for the interview itself, it went well. Not so well that they dropped to their knees and begged me to name my price, but well enough to give me the delusion that they might actually call back. If there was one downside to the whole experience that perhaps kept it from being a great interview, it was that the person interviewing me was a dead ringer for Star Trek Voyager’s Robert Picardo.
Hopeless geek that I am, it was really hard to concentrate when I kept expecting the next thing out of the interviewer’s mouth to be, “Please state the nature of the medical emergency.” It was even worse because a small part of me was disappointed when he didn’t say it. Speaking of Voyager, I was never really a fan of that show. Personally, I think they should have ended the series at ... err what’s that? Oh right, my umbrella. Silly me. But if you want to chat Star Trek later, when I’m finished, just let me know.
Following my interview with the holographic doctor, I left to begin the arduous task of braving NYC’s subway system to where I could catch the PATH train back to New Jersey. Upon leaving the building, and nearly forgetting my coat in the process – which is completely off topic again as nearly forgetting a coat is not even remotely the same as actually forgetting it – I proceeded to make my way to the 59th and Lexington subway station to catch the R train. Why is the street and destination important? No idea really, but I guess if you ever wish to retrace the steps of my epic journey than you can do so. I would be quite flattered to hear someone tell me that they followed in my footsteps and relived all of the emotional highs and lows I experienced that fateful day. No, eh? Well maybe another time then.
So, I made it to the platform just as a train was pulling in – as close to an action scene as this story is going to get I’m afraid. As the doors opened, I waited for the outward rush of people and then pushed my way inside. Grabbing hold of one of the handholds near the door, I wondered what new and exotic germs I was inviting onto my person in doing so. At that point the doors chimed and began to close. It was then that it happened. Are you still paying attention? Good, because we’re finally getting to the true hero of this story: my umbrella. However, it wasn’t quite mine as of yet.
I looked up just in time to see an elderly woman trying to get to the train doors. With one last heroic ... err ... step she made it! Well okay, almost made it. She managed to make it to the doors just as they were closing. Upon seeing that they weren't stopping and that jamming her fragile limbs into them would probably render her a few arms short of a pair, she pulled back at the last second and stuck her umbrella into the doorway to halt its closure. It’s at this point that I would love to tell you that, using the umbrella as leverage, she gave one last Herculean effort and triumphantly forced the doors to part. But that didn’t happen.
Unfortunately, the doors closed anyway. Worse for her, they closed on her umbrella, trapping it in the door’s rubber seal. She tried to pull it out, but her nigh-indomitable will was no match for the hungry maw of the R train. It was then that I stepped in. Visions of medals and media attention for being a helpful Samaritan dancing in front of my eyes, I decided to act. I leapt to her aide, much as I picture Batman doing. I grabbed hold of the part of the umbrella sticking through my side of the door and started to push it out. Such was my heroism that I could imagine the three-hundred Spartans of Thermopylae putting forth no less effort in their doomed war against the Persians. What? Don’t look at me that way. It’s my story and I’ll tell it like I want to ... err, I mean, how it happened.
Anyway, the old lady, seeing this and perhaps being in awe of my power (or maybe just being old and forgetting where she was) took her hands off the umbrella rather than pull from her end. Maybe she figured that the combination of our strength would be too awesome and we might snap her precious prize. Unfortunately, before either of us could come to an understanding on the finer points of umbrella rescue, the train began to move.
This jerked her back to reality and she began to run alongside as I still valiantly attempted to free her umbrella. But alas I was too late. The train entered the tunnel, the umbrella still sticking halfway out the door. So great was my grief at the tragedy that had just transpired, that I broke the unbreakable rule of the subway and made eye contact with the other passengers. Two were bold enough to return my stare. One was an attractive blonde. Our eyes locked and the instant chemistry between us told me all of the wicked thoughts that were going through her mind. I knew that, had we been alone, she would have beckoned me over and ... never mind. Sorry about that. I always get sidetracked on that daydream. Oh yeah, the other person was a not-nearly-as-attractive man in a business suit. Yay for him. Anyway, they looked at me, and I at them, and we all kind of gave each other a puzzled shrug of understanding.
Since the next two subway stops were on the other side of the train, the umbrella remained where it was. It stayed there, strong and true, much like Excalibur waiting for a mighty king to finally free it.
I vowed to be that king.
As we pulled into the 42nd Street station, I finally made my move. I grasped the umbrella and gave a titanic heave that would have made the mighty Thor himself proud! What’s that? Okay, fine, the doors at that stop opened on the same side the umbrella was stuck in, but at least I caught it before it fell.
The unlikely prisoner freed of its bonds, I stood there holding the prize. Door prize, you say? Please! Do not belittle my tale with puns. Besides, don’t you think I’ve thought of that one already? Jeez. Give me a little credit here.
Where was I? Oh yes! I turned towards my traveling companions and once again dared them to make eye contact with me. Perhaps sensing a conqueror in their midst, this time they all vigorously made it a point to avert their mortal eyes. Sure, I guess they might have also thought I was some sort of subway psycho – waiting to get my hands on an umbrella to set off an insane killing spree. There is that.
Unwilling to be ignored any longer, I then spoke to my fellow road ... or train ... warriors. In a loud and commanding voice I thus queried, “So, does anyone want an umbrella?”
None answered my question, perhaps thinking I was challenging them to a duel to the death for it. The only person with the courage to speak back was my blonde goddess. Somehow I knew it would be her. Our souls were doubtlessly forever entwined by that moment. She stood up as the train pulled into another station. She looked me square in the eye and said, “Merry Christmas!” before leaving me to wonder when fate would next bring us together. For surely it will ... one day, maybe.
So having received her blessing, I accepted that I had now been charged with guardianship of this umbrella, which, by the way, was in a hell of a lot better shape than my old one. Still, ever since that day, on dark stormy nights I find a weight settling on my heart. There are so many unanswered questions from this ordeal. What ever became of the umbrella's old mistress? Did she wander out into the misty weather and, not having her faithful umbrella, catch pneumonia? Did she wander up to the street, get jumped by an angry gang and, not having her trusty umbrella to defend herself with, get beaten to a pulp? Perhaps her job as the guardian of the umbrella was finished and she simply faded away. Or maybe, and this is the one that keeps me up the longest at night, she found the nearest metro cop to report this to and, even now, they’re plotting some elaborate sting operation to take me down.
It’s questions like these that also lead me to wonder what kind of life my umbrella led before coming under my protection. Did its previous owner cherish it like the prize it is and give it a peaceful life. Did she use it for the purpose of good or evil? Perhaps she was merely the last in a long line of owners of this magical umbrella, and one day I too will lose it to the hands of fate. Did she ... okay fine, she probably tossed it in the back of some closet when she wasn’t using it. Does it really matter?
 
All I know is that I am now its chosen one.
I don’t question the whys or the hows of it.
All I know is that it is.
 
Well, that and also the fact that I don’t have to spend any cash on a new umbrella anytime soon. That’s kinda cool, too, I suppose.




The Throwaway Interview

In a bad economy, a job seeker can’t turn their head without getting smacked in the face by yet another recruiting expert giving them a list of what not to say on an interview. Some of this advice is craptastically simple.
I should wear a suit on the interview? Really? Damn, there goes my dream of working in flip flops.
I shouldn’t trash my former boss? C’mon, what’s the fun in life if I can’t tell my potential new boss how my previous employer almost single-handedly ran the company into the ground and that I hope they won’t prove to be nearly as incompetent?
If you need to be told most of these things than maybe working with other human beings, at least ones of reasonable intelligence, isn’t for you. But hey, I hear they’re always looking for volunteers for isolation experiments in Antarctica. That being said, let’s face facts, we’ve all said stupid things on interviews. Sometimes we’re in the middle of a story that’s a true testament to our worker-drone greatness and then, BAM, out of nowhere something stupid flies out of our mouth. Right there we know it’s all over, the ship is going down and no amount of bailing is going to save us from a watery grave. You could be giving the soliloquy of a lifetime about how you single-handedly found the cure for cancer, when out pops a teeny little comment about how your coworkers were a bunch of boobs who couldn’t cure the sniffles with a box of tissues, and suddenly it’s finished. You can cure a disease, but you can’t cure that interview.
There’s also a flip side of the job search coin: the throwaway interview. We’ve all gotten them. Sometimes it’s the greasiness of the recruiter that immediately turns you off. On occasion it’s a commute that they couldn’t pay you enough to tolerate. At other times everything looks fine, but then you arrive at the office and immediately decide that you simply hate everyone in the building and wish a horrific death upon them all. Either way you look at it, there’s two parts of the equation: 1) you will go on the interview because it never hurts to practice, and 2) you have no intention of accepting a job offer even if it entails a private jet and lunchtime blowjobs from the harem of thousand-dollar prostitutes the firm keeps on retainer (just for the record, if you do happen to turn down this offer, shoot me their address so I can drop them a resume).
The problem with the above is that there’s always a chance the stars will align for you. You’ll be on you’re A-game that day, or maybe the hiring manager will be too stupid to notice the look of contempt on your face for the three hours he’s busy grilling you. In short, there’s always that chance you’ll ace the interview for a job you absolutely will not take. Now you have to go through the hassle of breaking the news to them. That means being a dick after they’ve called you up to say how the entire office is weeping tears of joy at the prospect of you joining them.
Your mistake was simple. Like the aftermath of a bad blind date where, despite your best efforts, you find yourself waking up next to what you assume to be a particularly ugly specimen of the Sasquatch species, you let it get too far. You should have ended things when you had the chance. Even better, you should have manipulated the situation so that they ended things for you and thus ensured everyone left happy. Not a quick thinker? Poor at coming up with guaranteed interview enders on the spot? Well, you’re in luck, my friend.
Here are my top things you can say to have that interview ended immediately. In fact, some of them should even get you a nice escort from the premises by some friendly (and burly) security guards.
“Hey, baby ... (insert anything here, seriously ANYTHING).”
“Do you allow telecommuting, because I work best when I’m nude?”
Interviewer: “So what are your strengths?”
You: “Well, for starters, I’m well aware that I'm just too damn good looking.”
You: “I was looking through your website and found this interesting article you wrote about Oprah.”
Interviewer: “Oh really? What did you think?”
You: “I don’t know about you, but I’ve had enough of that money-grubbing whore to last me a lifetime”
“I was born to be a salesman. Shit! When I was a kid I once sold a box of my granddad’s swastikas to this old Jew who lived down the block.”
HR: “I’m going to take you to meet your prospective manager, Ms. XXXX”
You: “Whoa, you never said I’d be working for a chick. Oh well, as long as she keeps her mouth shut we’ll get along just fine.”
“Yes I have a lot of experience managing budgets. Never once have I had an employer discover my many discrepancies.”
Interviewer: “So why are you leaving your current position?”
Me: “My boss is too much of an asshole. Just between us, that fucker needs to get laid.”
“I just received an offer from your competitor. In addition to salary and bonus they told me that every third Friday of the month is wet t-shirt day. What are you going to do to match that?”
“In my culture we consider women to be property.”
 
There you have it. You should now be experiencing a nice friendly escort to the front door. Just one word of caution: if you’re being given a nice friendly escort to the back door, then that probably means you’ve gone too far and they are now planning on outright killing you and removing your stain from the human populace. If that happens, oopsie! Sorry about that. What can I say? Some people just have no sense of humor. On the flip side, if they *still* want to hire you after all of that, then I’d say take the damn job already. Even if you absolutely hate the place, the commute, and the people, if they’re still smiling after one of these, then I can at least guarantee you one thing: you’ve found a place to work that you will, in all likelihood, never ever be bored at.




Wedding Belle

Hey, buddy, mind if I sit down? Thanks. What are you drinking? Let me get you another.
WHOA! Wait a second. Sit back down. I’m not trying to pick you up. Seriously!
I’m just looking for a friendly ear. Yeah, I know what it sounds like, but I’m in short supply of friendly ears right now and I’d prefer it if it’s an ear that doesn’t know anyone I do. It’s easier that way.
Yeah, it might take a few. If you feel like sitting, then I guess I feel like buying.
Okay, are you all set now? Just go and order another drink if this starts getting a little long-winded. Sometimes when I get started, it takes a while. Hold on. What you’re drinking now is fine. That other one is fifteen bucks a bottle. Fucking imports! It’s not like I’m about to confess a murder here. For that price I’d rather just look like a weirdo and talk to myself.
Now, where was I? Yeah I know I haven’t gotten started yet. Thanks for the insight. Are you going to listen or provide color commentary?
Let me just start by saying, I hate fucking weddings! Huh, what’s that? No, I’m not married. If I have any sense, I’ll stay that way. Anyway, I’m not talking about my wedding here, just weddings in general.
I guess part of my problem is that there have been an awful lot lately. This past weekend was the third one in the last five weeks. Even worse, I’ve been in the party of each and every one. Kind of makes you wonder how I can afford to buy you a drink. Yeah, well let’s just say that I won’t be sitting down to prime rib dinners for a while.
So for this last one I got lucky and wasn’t asked to be the best man, just one of the lowly groomsmen. Still, it’s not like that’s a walk in the park either. Personally, I think I've filled my wedding quota for this lifetime. If another friend gets hitched anytime soon, I think I’ll just fake my death. That sounds less stressful if you ask me.
Let me just mention that I don’t own a car. Where would I fucking park it in this city? Am I right? Anyhow, so last weekend got started with a quick train ride to lovely Perth Amboy for the pre-wedding rehearsal, followed by dinner with all the participants. Yes, Perth Amboy, garden spot of central Jersey. When I got there, I met up with my buddy Ben and his new wife, Betty. And by new, I mean she’s practically still under warranty. Just last month, I helped them walk down the aisle as their best man. I can’t complain too much about that one. They had an open bar and the babe mixing the drinks had an ass that wouldn’t stop. Damn, I had so many shots of Goldschlager that night that the next morning I was shitting ingots. Oh, sorry. You’re right, probably too much information.
Anyway, Ben was in this particular wedding party, too. Seems my small circle of friends all decided to get married at around the same time. Why? I don’t know. If I had to guess, I’d say they all figured that the rest of us had too much money in the bank. Or maybe it’s like that whole thing where women get up to pee together. Maybe guys do it with getting married to keep each other from wising up and running the hell away before it’s too late.
So we get to the church and meet up with the happy couple, Jake and his fiancée, Sarah. Sarah’s a real piece of work. I think she’s had Jake’s balls in her purse since their first date. The sad truth is that Jake knows it too. Rumor has it that, before he proposed, he tried to get a few of his coworkers to talk him out of it. Sadly, he wasn’t quite bold enough to make his pathetic cry for help to his buddies. If he had, we probably would have driven his ass to Atlantic City for the weekend and gotten him some high-priced tail to straighten his shit out.
The funny thing is that Sarah’s the reason I was showing up to this function all alone. I have a girlfriend and she was free this past weekend, too. However, silly me, a few months back I had suggested a bunch of us get together for the weekend. Jake, Ben, and I, at one point, decided to hang out and leave the ladies to themselves. Big mistake there. An hour or so with Sarah was all it took. My girl told me, in no uncertain terms, that she would rather sit at home alone with nothing but her cat for company than have to even look at that smug bitch.
But you know what? At that moment I wasn’t really even missing my girlfriend. You know why? When Sarah and Jake introduced us to the rest of the wedding party, I got to meet the chick I was going to be paired up with. Her name was Belle. She was a cute brunette with big green eyes and a pair of tits that seemed like they wanted nothing better to do than pop out of her shirt and say “hi”. Amazingly enough, being Sarah’s friend apparently didn’t rub off on her. She was a real sweetheart. Let’s just say, I wasn’t exactly feeling too bad about our upcoming slow dance at the reception, especially now that my girlfriend’s eyes wouldn’t be burning a hole in the back of my skull the whole time. But we’ll get back to her later.
Before we could do more than exchange greetings to each other, the priest in charge of the ceremony came barreling in. I haven’t been much in the way of organized religion since I was a kid. Priests like this guy are the reason. No, I wasn’t an altar boy. I just don’t like the attitude. Apparently, some take the whole man of god thing as a license to act like a holier-than-thou asshole to everyone.
This guy was one of those. He immediately tried to take charge and by that I mean he started yelling at us all, giving instructions for where to stand and what to do. He let us all run through it exactly once, which you know was going to spell chaos for the next day. But rather than let us ask a few questions and make sure we knew what we’re doing, he instead decided to ask if anyone wanted to make confession. Since I imagine most of us would have confessed to wanting to beat the shit out of him, nobody raised a hand. That done, he up and kicked us out. House of God it may be, but it’s only open during regular business hours.
Afterward, I managed to snag a ride to the restaurant with Jake. Along the way, I asked him what the deal was with Monsignor Attitude Problem. According to him, this guy was basically the love child of the priest from The Exorcist and Elmer Fudd. We didn’t get a chance to see it, but supposedly this guy's office wall is filled with all sorts of hunting trophies. Part of the reason he was so short with us back there was that he was retiring the day after the wedding and apparently couldn’t wait to get back to the hunting blind. I guess that whole God’s creatures thing the Catholics have only applies to ones they don’t want to shoot.
The restaurant was okay and the food was pretty good. Unfortunately, I’m pretty sure that most of what we were eating was covered in saliva since, of course, Sarah couldn’t help but piss off most of the wait staff. You’d think it would be a simple rule to follow: don’t treat the people who are touching your food like shit. Yet some assholes just can’t seem to get a handle on it. But hey, what’s a little extra DNA amongst strangers?
From there it was off to the local Marriott. Sure the Amboys are only about a half hour from where I live, but, as I think I mentioned before, I don’t have a car. Not to mention, we were supposed to be up and dressed at six AM the next day. Ben and his wife gave me a lift since they were crashing there for the night, too.
We walked in expecting everything to be ready for us, but of course it wasn’t. Jake was supposed to have hooked us up with reservations, but the desk manager had no idea who the hell we were. That was fine, though. Hotels in that area usually aren’t exactly packed on a day to day basis. I waited my turn while Ben checked in. While getting my own room was pushing my budget a bit, I figured it would be kinder for all of us than trying to share one. Ben and Betty are still newlyweds and I’m not big on pretending to be asleep while people screw each other’s brains out three feet away. I’ve been there. It’s not fun.
So I’m standing there waiting. Just then I turn my head and see Belle come walking through the door. She was apparently staying there as well. She was also smart enough to not put her fate in the hands of others and had called ahead to reserve a room. That being the case, the manager let her cut ahead of me in line. This, come to think of it, wasn’t much of a problem. Let’s just say the view from the back wasn’t any worse than the one from the front.
Suddenly, she stopped what she was doing and motioned all of us over. She asked if the three of us were sharing a room or going separate. I told her separate. As Ben and Betty took their key and headed off, Belle then turned to me and said, “You know; it would be cheaper if we shared a room.”
I paused for a second, letting this sink in. I wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. I pretty much just mumbled a quick, “Yeah, I guess so,” as a reply.
“Okay, let's do it,” she answered back and, before I could debate whether or not there was a double meaning there, just like that she turned back to the manager to make the change to her reservation.
In the time it took her to do this, I experienced a sort of oneness of being that I have never felt before. It seems my right and left brain hemispheres are always arguing with each other, like two bickering old ladies. This time, however, all the personalities in my head simply nodded in agreement. The practical part of my mind was screaming, “Hey we just saved about 50 bucks!” while my reptilian brain was agreeing, “Hey, we just saved 50 bucks AND have a cute girl inviting us to share a room with her.”
Let’s just say I made it a point to check my lottery tickets the next day as the gods of luck seemed to finally be smiling on me big time. Thus, with those thoughts ringing in my head, I followed Belle to our room.
Now before you start on me, I’m a good guy at heart. Despite the trash I’ve been talking, I’ve always been cursed with being that nice guy who the ladies love just like a brother and by that I mean they don’t sleep with their brothers. I just figured I’d mention that, in case you’re thinking that I had any plans to slip Belle some roofies and bury her body by the turnpike the next day. I figured worst case scenario, I’d get to spend a few hours with some eye-candy. Kinda like being in a museum, but a bit more fun. Best case scenario? Well I didn’t know yet. But truth be told, I was very fond of my girlfriend.
Yes, I said, “was.” I’ll get to that later.
Anyway, I was very close to my girlfriend. As such, I had no real intentions of making any moves on this girl. Although, my reptilian brain kept insisting that if she made the moves on me that would be a different story entirely. I’d have to put up a brave but ultimately doomed defense, if you know what I mean.
We got to our room and of course there were two beds. That was fine. As I mentioned before, saving money and getting a great view were more than worth it to me. It was getting late and there was an early wake-up call planned. So I suggested we turn in, as that also seemed like the safest option. Yes, I am a fucking weenie.
However, going to sleep brought up a minor problem for Belle. She told me, “You know, I didn't count on sharing a room with anyone, so I didn't bother bringing anything to wear to bed.”
I was pretty sure an hour or so passed while this statement bounced around in my head, but it was probably just a second or two. Hindsight being twenty-twenty, I should have replied, “Me neither. On a cold night such as this we might need to swap body heat to keep each other warm.” I didn’t, though. Instead, I offered her the gym shorts and t-shirt I had brought with me, all the while the lizard in my brain was opining on how questionable my chosen sexual orientation was. Sadly, she accepted my offer and went to go get changed.
We both got into our respective beds and turned off the lights. Rather than going straight to sleep, though, I figured I’d at least chat with her a bit. Jokingly (and also to satisfy some base curiosity), I asked her, considering she had just met me a few hours ago, how she could be sure I wasn’t some crazed psychopath. She told me that I didn’t seem like the type. I seemed like a real nice guy and someone who was probably safe (Motherfucker). Besides which, how could I be sure *she* wasn’t the crazed psychopath (damn, now I gotta sleep with one eye open)?
Continuing on, she wanted to know if I had been completely shocked when she asked me to share a room. Playing it cool, I lied and said I wasn’t.
“Oh. Well, then what would have been your reaction if I had asked for only one bed?”
I tried to answer, but for some reason my mouth and brain were suffering a momentary disconnect. Sensing this, she giggled and then turned over to go to sleep, leaving me to lie there staring at the ceiling with an open mouth and a raging hard-on that I knew wasn’t going away anytime soon. Sorry. I know, too much information again. Can’t help it. Sometimes I get lost in the story.
So that was it. In other words, nothing happened and, outside of my somewhat fertile imagination, I never really expected it to. We got up the next morning, showered (separately), and got dressed for the wedding. I finished up first and headed downstairs. There I found Ben waiting in the lobby with a big smirk on his face. Apparently he and Betty had overheard Belle’s offer in the lobby the night before.
“Nice one!” he said to me as I approached.
Ignoring my normal male urge to boast of how I nailed her so hard she wouldn’t walk straight for a week, I instead (for some ungodly reason) fessed up. “Nothing happened.”
“Whatever, you say, man,” he replied, still wearing that shit-eating grin. Before anything clever came to mind as a retort, Betty joined us and we headed out to the reception hall for some last minute prep.
Nothing much to talk about there. The groomsmen went with the groom and the bridesmaids went with the bride. We all took care of our respective parts and then it was time for both groups to join up for a bit of breakfast before splitting up again to let the bride and her party get ready. As we were heading out to eat, Jake came over to me and asked me how I was doing.
“I’m fine,” I said.
“Not too tired?”
“No,” I replied, a little bewildered.
“I’m surprised, since apparently you got to know one of the bridesmaids reaaaalll well last night.” Fucking Ben! There really is no honor amongst thieves.
The rest of the morning went by fairly quickly. Everyone was too busy with their stuff to get bored, or to give me any more shit about the night before. Finally, it was time to head to the church. The limo popped by to pick up the guys. Stupidly, nobody bothered to take into account traffic and we just barely made it there on time. Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said about the bride and her party. They left later than us and took longer to get there.
We were all standing around waiting and it wasn’t hard to see that the delay was seriously pissing off the priest. I guess he was imagining all the twelve-point bucks the other hunters were bagging while he had to inconvenience himself with doing little things like God’s work.
While we were waiting, he started going over the instructions with us groomsmen again, except he was too pissed off to notice he completely reversed what he told us the day before. I pointed this out to him and the asshole condescendingly told me to pipe down before I confused everyone else. And here I thought that papal infallibility had gone out of style with the middle ages. Okay fine, it wasn’t my wedding. If he wanted to fuck it up, who was I to argue?
Fortunately, the bride finally showed up. Almost a pity, as we were just starting to discuss the bright side of being stood up at the altar with Jake. Her and her party tried to go into the backroom for some quick touchups, but our friendly Father wasn’t about to have any of that. There’s only a month left of hunting season and, by God, he was aiming not to miss another second of it.
He actually walked out before the congregation and shouted, “Let's get this thing going, we're late enough as it is! Hey you, organ player. Start playing that organ!”
There was a momentary stunned silence from all, and then we were off. The music started and the guys were all walking down the aisle in the order we were told to, which of course meant we all felt like a bunch of idiots since there was no way we were going to be lined up correctly thanks to our last minute instructions.
We got where we were going and then the ladies made their entrance. Belle looked smoking hot in her gown. I couldn’t believe I didn’t put more effort into that the night before. As for the bride ... well let’s just say she looked...
Fabulous
And
Terrific
 
and leave it at that.
The mass got underway and, while the rest of the building was on their knees praying, we groomsmen huddled up to figure out how to fix things. One of the other guys suggested that we fix our lineup during communion.
“Are any of us even Catholic?” I asked. “We don’t get communion.”
“We do now.” Ben said. Oh well, what are a few heresies amongst friends?
Speaking of communion, do you go to church? Yeah, well I have a question. During Catholic mass the priest always pulls out this one big wafer, breaks it, and then eats one of the halves. What the hell do they do with the other half? I mean is there a big pile of discarded communion halves in the back? Once a week, do they have the choir boys glue them together into one to save money? I always wondered that. Huh? No, this doesn’t actually have anything to do with my story. No, I’m not finished yet. It just popped into my head. Okay, fine. I’ll get back to the point.
Anyway, we fixed what the priest had screwed up and managed to get things all nice and lined up again. The father ended all the fire and brimstone stuff then finally finished the actual ceremony. You may kiss the sow! Thank god that was over with.
But I spoke too soon. It wasn’t even three PM at that point and the reception started at six. Hey, I could deal with a three hour cocktail hour. But no, seems it was picture taking time instead. We drove an hour through traffic to some park in the middle of freaking Newark. All the while, Sarah, having discovered some new bug up her ass, was giving Jake all kinds of shit. Goddamn! Not even married an hour and already she was pissing all over him, marking her domain. During the ride, I was half hoping the last remaining shred of his balls would kick in and he’d open the door and dive into traffic. It’d be kinder than a lifetime of dealing with that crap. All I can say is that if he ever finally has enough and kills the bitch, well, I’ll be very understanding. Fuck that, actually. I’ll give him an alibi.
So we finally got to the park and made our way past the drug dealers to a nice spot. There, it became apparent that we actually had just died and were sent to a Hell where they take endless pictures of you in stupid pose after stupid pose. The funny thing is we didn’t even get to finish up. After about an hour of this shit, one of our party members pointed out that we’d attracted a crowd. No not the drug dealers. I might have preferred them.
We were surrounded by literally dozens of squirrels. Worst yet, they were starting to close in on us. Now I don’t want you to think I’m a complete pussy, but let’s just say we all beat a quick retreat before we somehow ended up in the plot of a bad horror movie. Hey, don’t laugh. These weren’t your cute fuzzy backyard squirrels. These were those nasty, attitude-ridden black squirrels they have up in North Jersey. I’ve heard of those things attacking and eating birds. Shit, I wouldn’t be surprised if they occasionally carried away a kid or two. At this point driving back to the reception was looking a hell of a lot better than being treated for rabies.
It worked out well anyway. Thanks to rush hour, we wound up getting back to the reception hall just in time to sequester ourselves away for the cocktail hour. I grabbed myself a plate from the buffet and started digging in. After a few moments, Ben came over and sat down next to me.
“Not eating?” I asked between mouthfuls.
“Nah. Saw a roach in the salad,” he replied. Goddamn it! He couldn’t have told me that before I started eating? The day just kept getting better and better.
After I rinsed out my mouth with a few glasses of champagne, I noticed Belle wandering over to me. She pulled me aside. I was thinking maybe she was regretting that two beds thing. Instead, she told me that should anyone ask, she shared a room with Betty and I roomed with Ben. I started to tell her that didn’t make any sense considering they were just married, but she interrupted me to explain that she had a boyfriend and he was going to be at the reception.
“Yeah but we didn’t do anything.”
“That doesn’t matter,” she countered. “He’s a bit older than us and I don’t think he would be really understanding of me shacking up with a younger guy.” Okay, I guess I’m not that safe. But still. Last thing I needed was to be punched out. With my luck this guy was probably a gorilla, too. After she left, I moved back over to Ben to tell him to keep his goddamn mouth shut when we finally rejoined the general crowd.
That time finally came. They introduced the wedding party. We entered and did our dance, me making sure to hold Belle at a discreet distance during the slow parts. It sucked, but the thrill of pressing her cleavage up against me was outweighed by my desire to not have my face rearranged, even if just barely. The song ended and I gave her my best look of indifference as I walked away to mingle.
As I was maneuvering through the crowd trying to introduce myself to various folks, I couldn’t help but notice that I was one of the few people in the room speaking English. I hadn’t noticed this before. Just when I was about to question whether I had wandered into the wrong reception, I saw Jake in the crowd. I walked up to him and asked what’s what. He did a quick check of the surrounding area, probably to make sure Sarah wasn’t within earshot, and then rolled his eyes.
“It’s Sarah’s family,” he told me. Turns out she’s related to half the people in the little Portugal section of Newark and they were all in attendance. “If you know any Portuguese jokes, you might want to keep them to yourself.”
I opened my mouth to reply, but he cut me off. “Wait. It gets even better. Listen.”
I strained my ears and then I noticed it. The tune the band was playing wasn’t normal wedding music. I can’t stand the fucking Electric Slide, but at least I know what it sounds like. What was coming from the band sounded like some bad funeral dirge.
“Portuguese folk music,” Jake added. “Get used to it, because they’re going to play it all fucking night.”
“Sarah is aware that there are people here who have no idea what the hell this is, right?” I asked.
Jake gave me a sad smile, one that told me he was well aware he had just signed his life away, and said, “Yep, but she doesn’t care. This is HER wedding.” With that, he gave me one last sarcastic, “Have fun!” and then disappeared back into the crowd.
The problem with crap music is that once you notice it, you can’t un-notice it. Gritting my teeth, I began making my way over to the bar. If it was going to be a long evening, it might as well not be a sober one. That being said, I didn’t plan to get too shit-faced, mind you. The last thing I wanted to do was lose sense of myself, make some ethnic crack, and wind up being pummeled by over a hundred people. But still, a nice buzz would do much to keep my sanity.
What do you mean you know exactly how I feel!? Hey, if you don’t want to listen I can cut you off right now. Yeah, that’s what I thought.
I got myself a drink and tried to look at the humorous side of things. Here you had over half the guests gyrating oddly on the dance floor to some un-danceable crap, while the rest sat in their seats looking confused and uncomfortable. I was thinking that within the hour there would probably be a bunch of poor excuses followed by a mass exodus.
While I had my head in the clouds with that thought, one partygoer rambled up to the bar and began speaking to me in what I can only guess is Portuguese. I gave him a look back that conveyed that I had no freaking idea what he was saying and he switched back to his perfect New Jersey accented English.
“Not dancing?” he asked.
“To this?”
He then hit me with, “Oh. I guess you're one of the Americans here.” Americans? What the fuck was this guy talking about? Since he didn’t exactly seem like an immigrant straight off the boat himself, I chatted with him a bit more and found out he was born and raised in Newark. Just as I guessed, ancestors aside, he was about as Portuguese as I am. I suspected the same with most of them. Great! I was stuck with folk music and a room full of delusional posers.
Disgusted, I made my way to the front of the room and plopped myself down at the bridal party table. This was good timing as they started serving dinner right about then. First up was soup and salad followed by a plate of lobster tail. Finally, they brought out the main entrée, filet mignon. I was starting to dig in when one of the waiters asked me why I hadn’t touched my lobster. I told him I don’t like lobster and he started giving me attitude.
“It’s good. Maybe you should try it first.”
To which I replied, “Maybe you eat giant underwater roaches, but I don’t.” That drew a hard glare from him, but it got the point across.
Since none of my table-mates had any such qualms with lobster, most of them gorged themselves before wandering away to mingle again. After a while, I noticed that I was alone at the table, well almost. Belle was still seated, too. I asked her why she wasn’t sitting with her boyfriend and she told me that he was in a mood and was hanging out at the bar.
“It’s fine with me,” she continued, “I’m starting to get a headache anyway.”
Being the ever helpful guy I am, I suggested she head to the back room, where they had us wait during cocktail hour, and maybe lie down for a few minutes. She agreed that it was a good suggestion, but then added, “I don’t feel like getting up.” At that, she slid a few chairs together and laid down right there at the table.
Yeah, it was a bit odd, but before I get to this next part let me just describe the layout for you. We were at a rectangular table on a raised dais at the front of the room. Lying down on the chairs, she couldn’t be seen from the crowd. Not a big deal, right? Well, except she was lying down next to me, so that her head was on the chair right next to where I’m sitting. Yeah, you can probably see where this is heading.
There I was, enjoying the steak and minding my own business, and who comes walking over? Yep, the boyfriend (she had pointed him out to me earlier) along with some other dude.
“Hey buddy, have you seen Belle?” he asked and, just like a jack-in-the-box, up comes her head from pretty much the direction of my lap. The look on his face was about what you’d expect. The look on my face was probably about what you’d expect, too. And of course, rather than leave well enough alone, the other asshole had to chime in and ask if we’re busy and should they come back later. Note to self: kick that guy’s ass if I ever see him again.
Her boyfriend was probably in his fifties. He definitely had that whole sugar-daddy vibe to him. Regardless, I wasn’t too worried about him beating me to a pulp. But then again, I also didn’t want to get into a fist fight for no good reason either. It’s the truth! I wasn’t pussying out. Well okay, maybe I was a little. Anyway, being the diplomatic chap that I am, I pretended to spot someone I knew in the crowd and then proceeded to get the hell out of Dodge before he could say another word.
I didn’t look back and instead spent a good while talking to people I really didn’t want to talk to. Fortunately, I somehow managed to dodge that bullet as the only thing I heard about it for the rest of the reception was Sarah pulling me aside to ask angrily, “What the fuck did you do?”
I don’t answer to her, but sometimes it’s better to just go with the truth rather than make a scene. “Nothing.” From her glare, I doubted she believed me, but I also couldn’t have cared less at that point.
Most of the rest of my time there was fairly uneventful, at least up until the point Belle found me off in a corner and again sat down next to me.
“Mind if I hang out here?”
I’m not stupid, but then again she was hot, so I told her that I didn’t mind at all. I casually asked where her boyfriend was.
“He left,” was all she answered and I had the good graces to not ask about it further. We engaged in some small talk when finally she dropped the bombshell. “You know. I’m kind of wishing I had asked for one bed. Maybe next time I will.”
Ben spared me the need to scrape my jaw off the floor and sputter something stupid. He and Betty were getting ready to leave and, since we had rented our tuxes at the same place, he offered to drop mine off as well. Seeing a chance for a suave exit, as opposed to whatever idiocy was probably going to fly out of my mouth, I turned to Belle, smiled, and then leaned over to give her a kiss on the cheek before walking away. Smooth, no? Yeah, well it was the best I could come up with.
One quick change later and I was back in my street clothes. Belle was nowhere to be seen, so I headed for the door. Before I could go, one of Sarah’s relatives accosted me to have one last round of Sambuca with him. I didn’t recall ever having a first round of shots with him, but what the hell.
Ben came over to get my tux and, while doing so, asked, “You did get her phone number before she left, right?”
Motherfucker! Still, it was probably for the best. Girlfriend and all, I reminded myself. I said my goodbyes to the crowd, then Ben dropped me off at Penn Station to catch the train back home.
I’d like to say this is where my tale ends and we all lived happily ever after. But, yep, there’s an epilogue, my friend.
I got home and immediately crashed.
What the fuck kind of question is that? None of your business even if I did. Now, if you’re done enquiring about my jerking off habits, I’d like to finish my story.
The next morning my girlfriend popped by. Long story short, I hadn’t done laundry yet and she smelled Belle’s perfume on the clothes I had lent her the night before. Without giving me a chance to explain, she called me an asshole and stormed out. She hasn’t spoken to me since.
I also learned that Sarah’s apparently still pissed at me for doing whatever it is she thinks I did during the wedding. Jake’s pissed at me, too, because he has to deal with Sarah. In addition, I found out that Belle’s boyfriend was trying to get my address out of Jake, for what I can only speculate starts with “kick” and ends with “my ass”. Ben? Well, he finds this whole thing fucking hilarious. Can’t stop laughing about it, but isn’t lifting a finger to help either, so screw him. As for me, I’m just laying low for now.
And that is my story, my friend. I thank you for listening. Just so that I don’t leave you on a downer, I’m sure most of this will blow over. I pretty much doubt I’ll be getting any visits from middle-aged strangers. I’m also fairly sure that once my girlfriend calms down she’ll hear me out. As for Sarah, fuck her! She can stay pissed at me. I don’t give a shit about that part. As far as everything else goes, at the very least I’ve sure as hell learned a few lessons from all of this, lessons which you might want to take to heart:
1) Always check appetizers for six legs before spooning them onto a plate.
2) Only go to churches where the priests drink decaf.
3) The next time someone asks you to be in their wedding party, punch them immediately in the face. Do not pass Go. Do not collect $200.
 
And finally, if you’re going to get blamed by everyone for doing something anyway, then you might as well just do it to begin with.
Next time, I’ll be the one asking for one bed. Heh! Safe, my ass.




The Poptart Manifesto

I love Saturday mornings. They make me feel like a kid again. Coming downstairs on a weekend is like reliving those moments from when I was ten and had no school, no commitments, hell, no purpose at all waiting for me. I make it a point to celebrate those feelings by indulging in a few kidlike activities, not the least of which is to plop down in front of the TV for a few hours of mind-numbing cartoons ... or at least some DVDs of cartoons as the TV networks seem to have come to the conclusion that the news is of far greater importance to the world than Super Friends and Bugs Bunny.
This particular Saturday, I came downstairs with my girlfriend of about a month, Rachel (after a night of non-kidlike activities), and proceeded, as I normally do, straight to the kitchen for my typical weekend breakfast. She followed and immediately began digging through the refrigerator for eggs, juice and other standard fare. Finding what she was after, she turned to see me pulling from the cabinets my weekend staple: a box of strawberry Pop-Tarts.
“That’s what you’re eating?” she asked.
“Yep. Strawberry Pop-Tarts and a glass of chocolate milk ... mankind’s greatest achievement in the breakfast arts.”
She rolled her eyes. “Are you seven?”
“If I was, then that would make you a pedophile,” I quipped back giving her my best smirk.
She gave me a slight look of disgust and went back about her business. A pretty good response to my feast of choice, all things considered.
My last girlfriend had never stopped needling me about this little weekend fetish of mine. It was kinda annoying, albeit manageably so, and definitely a battle she wasn’t going to win. I had hoped she would finally come to an acceptance of sorts about it. Whether or not that would have come to pass, I don’t know. It never got that far.
What I do know is that, at some point she had apparently read one too many sensationalist news stories and developed this mad-on against all things containing high fructose corn syrup. One day we were happily sitting around drinking our Pepsi’s and eating whatever junk we pleased, and the next it was the devil’s sweetener and god forbid we eat one more bite lest we begin growing tumors out of our eyes. Not really one to over-indulge in anything, I couldn’t have cared less. She could fool herself into thinking she’d live forever if she only stuffed herself with cane sugar, while I went about my days as before. All was fine.
Unfortunately it wasn’t fine with her. Curse whoever invented the spare key! I came home one day to find she had tossed out any food containing the verboten HFCS and replaced it with foul-tasting all natural alternatives. In a near panic, I threw open my cupboards and discovered that even my beloved strawberry tarts had not been spared her wrath. They had been cast away and in their place was a box labeled Organic Toaster Pastries.
“What the hell is this?” I demanded of her.
“They’re all-natural. If you insist on eating crap, it might as well be healthy crap.”
“Healthy? What on earth could possibly make these things healthy? Are they genetically engineered in a secret lab? Do hippies lovingly bake them in ancient stone cairns? Are they free-range Pop-tarts?”
“Stop being a baby. Just try them. They taste just as good.”
So I did.
My response to eating one was to compose this lovely Haiku to her:
Organic Pop-Tarts
I drink a gallon of bleach
Your taste is still here.
 
We broke up a short time later. Coincidence? Perhaps not.
Anyway, I was jostled from my reverie just as I was about to take my first bite. It was Rachel and she sounded in a panic ... well, maybe panic is a bit of a strong word, but as near to panic as one can get from a strawberry filled breakfast pastry.
“Wait!” she cried. “What are you doing? Aren’t you supposed to toast those first?”
“I have to do nothing of the sort,” I countered. “I like them cold.”
“Eww, they're no good cold. Why do you think they're called POP-tarts? Because they're supposed to POP up out of the toaster nice and warm. Christ, even a three year old knows this.”
Sigh. Perhaps this wasn’t going to go as well as I had planned.
“Don’t get me started,” I said, hoping that was the end of it.
“No, seriously. You’re supposed to toast them”
“Listen,” I replied, knowing that there was likely no stopping the rant that I could feel bursting up from within. “I know Kellogg’s spends millions of dollars per year on an advertising campaign to make us think that we have to eat them hot. They’ve also tried to convince us that we should try them frozen, but I don’t see you bringing that up? Why? Because deep down you know it to be blasphemy.”
“I didn’t...”
“Blasphemy,” I repeated. “And if one of their campaigns is nothing more than a lie, doesn’t that make all of their others suspect, too?”
“I hadn’t really thought of it.”, she answered, nonplussed.
“Of course not! Because they don’t want you to. But not me. I’m a free thinker. I have long since wondered, if we were truly meant to eat our pop-tarts hot then wouldn't it just be simpler to make them toxic when cold? There are several foods out there that are downright lethal if not prepared properly. Try eating improperly prepared fugu and see where it gets you.”
“Did you just compare eating pop-tarts to blowfish?”
“I’m trying to make a point here. A few random cold pop-tart related deaths and the world would surely abandon all thought of eating them right out of the package. Yet this is not the case. Upon much inner reflection regarding this conundrum, I think I have finally seen the hidden meaning behind this chaos.”
“Please, do tell. I can’t wait to hear this,” she said as she began to go about making her own breakfast.
Not even remotely fazed by her insolence, I continued. “What it essentially comes down to is the classic struggle between the haves and the have-nots. In this case, the conspiracy goes even further than the sad divide between those who have toasters and can afford the time to use them and those who cannot.”
“Fascinating.”
“You don’t get it, do you? What you see as just a cute commercial with cartoon pop-tarts frolicking about is, in fact, nothing of the sort. Kellogg’s is calling out to the bourgeois society and telling them to show their superiority to the filthy huddled masses by eating their pop-tarts warm and laughing at us while they do so. They can do this because they know the working class is forced to endure the humiliation and scorn of eating their toaster pastries cold. They mock the lower classes by pretending to sell the same pop-tarts to both the rich and the poor. At the same time, however, they are creating further class segregation by knowing that your average nine-to-five Joe Sixpack doesn't have the time to plug in his toaster and enjoy the rapture of warm, semi-melted fruit filling.”
“There is a point you’re getting at here, right?” she interrupted, buttering some toast.
“The point is you need to open your eyes to the bigger picture. This is but one more way that the wealthy scoff at the workers of the world. They sit there in their high rises, eating their toasted pop-tarts, which have no-doubt been cooked for them by their servants, knowing that they and they alone have the idle time to unlock and enjoy the hidden heat-sealed magic within. This they do whilst knowing the closest the working man shall ever come to tasting that same magic is if his house catches fire and burns down in the morning. This is the hidden message which Kellogg’s seeks to deliver upon us.”
“I’m going to take my food into the other room. Let me know when you’re fin...”
“BUT THEY HAVE FAILED!!” I triumphantly cried, jumping in front of her. “And why? Because we, the proletariat, have taken the poor, cold, untoasted pop-tart and made it into one of our symbols of strength. Indeed, some of us revel in the cool crunch of the frosting and take pride in the cold, damp chewiness of our fruit fillings.”
At that, I turned to the kitchen window and raise my arms high in triumph.
“So rejoice with me, my brothers and sisters!” I shouted as I once again turned to face her. “Hold aloft your pop-tarts! Hold them high and heat them in the warm glow of FREEDOM!”
I was met with a polite golf clap and her response of, “And the point of all of this was again?”
“I like my pop-tarts cold. Except for the organic kind, that is. The wealthy can keep those, too.”
“I didn’t say anything about organic.”
“Perhaps not, but you would have. Trust me on this.”




Cork Quest

Community Theater can be a wonderful thing to be a part of. You get to work with all sorts of interesting and talented people and, though the work is hard, the end result is well worth it. Giving the gift of entertainment to an audience is a thrill I never tire of. I love all parts of it. Well, okay, almost all parts of it. I’ve acted, directed, written, stage-managed, and even put in time with the running crew. About the only job I’ve ever done that I really couldn’t stand was properties manager, also known as the props master. In a community theater setting, a more proper title for this job would be the director’s garbage scrounging bitch, because with a budget of about zero dollars that’s mostly what you are. You just get a cool name because nobody would sign up if they called it what it really was. For some reason, posts asking for volunteers that “must have a knack for dumpster diving” don’t get a lot of love. Go figure.
Case in point, some years ago I was helping out in just such a role on a production of Lend me a Tenor, a musical about ... well, I don’t really remember, but I’m sure it had to do with somebody borrowing a tenor, whatever that is. The cast and crew were mostly very helpful in donating props for the play. As for the balance, well I mostly filled that from my own meager possessions, leaving my apartment even more barren than usual by the time show week approached. But one very minor detail still remained.
“I need corks,” the director told me, halfway through dress rehearsal the day before the show.
“Corks? Like a corkboard?”
“No, stupid. Corks as in wine corks. You know, for the dinner scene. The lead needs to open a wine bottle.”
“We already have the wine bottle,” I pointed out.
“I know that, and I also know that we lost its cork during yesterday’s rehearsal. So I need another. In fact I need a handful because I’m sure we’re going to lose them every time we run the damn scene.”
I gave him a quick, “Okey doke,” (paid or volunteer, you don’t argue with the director) and immediately headed out on what I was sure would be a quick trip to alleviate this one last little detail.
I figured a liquor store would be an obvious choice. I had worked in one all through my college years and we always carried a good supply of spare corks. Since our little theater was in the seedier part of town, there were plenty of such establishments to choose from.
I picked the closest one to start with. I walked in and was greeted by a very cute woman behind the counter. I always thought this was a good idea for a liquor store. Back in the day when I worked in one, for a while we had a cute girl manning the register. Her presence always seemed to make our customers (not to mention all the male employees) happy. Of course, this didn’t particularly please her boyfriend at the time, but hey if you don’t want your girlfriend to be constantly hit on by other dudes then maybe you should date an ugly girl. After she quit, we all rallied to the owner to try to convince him to hire another one (as if hiring a pretty girl was the same as heading over to the pound and picking out a cute puppy). Unfortunately, he had a perfectly reasonable counterpoint. We worked in a liquor store. We could all be bleeding from open leprous sores and it wouldn’t deter our regulars in the slightest. Besides which, he had this to add: petite counter girls were of absolutely no help when it came to lifting kegs into customers’ cars. Damn, I hate logic!
Anyway, lest I digress too much, I asked the aforementioned cutie if they had any wine corks in stock. Her reply was a blank uncomprehending stare as if I had just spoken some alien dialect. After a few seconds of this, her neurons apparently rebooted. She shrugged and pointed me in the direction of some guy working near the back of the store. I walked over and asked him the same question. He smiled at me, nodded, and then proceeded to point directly at a nearby case of Coors.
“Not Coors, wine corks,” I corrected. At this he looked completely puzzled, as if the mysteries of the universe itself had suddenly appeared and challenged him to single-handedly solve them. He then told me that he would go check in the back. I strolled back toward the counter to wait, as the view was much better there anyway. As I approached, the cute girl, her mind now functioning again, leaned over the counter (with her tight, low cut t-shirt, I might add) and began engaging me in small talk about the weather outside. All the while, several thoughts flashed through my mind.
Could it be that she thinks I'm cute?
Could it be that she likes me?
Could it be that I happen to be the only person standing near the counter?
Why am I caring about any of this? She has really nice tits!
 
As we continued our fascinating conversation about the temperature outside, my ever intrepid cork sleuth returned, the same smile as before on his face. “Yes”, he said in his somewhat broken English, “We have Gallo Port”.
Sigh.
“Not Port, wine CORKS. You know, the things that go into the bottle of wine to keep it from spilling all over the place?” I pantomimed the action. This obviously didn't make it any clearer to him, as he then walked over to the counter and handed me a corkscrew. Well, at least that was a better guess on his part. Close but still no cigar. I decided to try one last time, figuring that was all I had left before this fellow’s cerebral cortex finally gave up the ghost and burnt to a crisp.
No doubt exasperated with my asking for such a rare and valuable artifact as corks, this time he gave up and again I was pointed to the rear of the store. “You talk to manager,” he said, dismissing me. Oh well, at least now I was getting somewhere ... maybe.
I walked to the rear of the store where I had been directed (get it ... directed? Sometimes I kill me), only to find an empty space with three doors: an exit, the door to the beer fridge, and one unmarked. I stood there for a few moments wondering if maybe he hoped I would just get the hint and use the exit, when I heard a toilet flush. The third door opened and out popped another man, still in the process of rearranging his pants and obviously not bothering to wash his hands.
The manager, I assumed, thankfully didn’t offer me a hand to shake as I explained my dilemma to him. He nodded assuredly and led the way back to the counter (where the view was still very nice). He handed me a plastic wine bottle topper. Not quite what I was looking for, but maybe enough to get the director off my back. “I need about ten. How much?”
“Three seventy-five,” he answered
“For ten?”
“Apiece.”
“No thanks,” I said and turned to leave, knowing that I was most likely not going to be reimbursed for an invoice that listed: ten wine corks – thirty-seven, fifty.
“Wait!” he yelled after me. “This is just the display model (display model?). Why don’t you take it? If you like it, you can come back and pick up the other nine later.”
I couldn't really argue with that price, so I accepted it, feeling a bit dirty, like I had just participated in my very first drug deal. The first one's free, kid.
Sadly, one not-really-a-cork was not going to cut it. I figured I'd move on and try again, this time in a bit of a hurry as I had already eaten up a decent amount of time (albeit the counter girl was more than worth it). I knew the other shops in the area would probably not stay open much longer.
I walked about three blocks and stepped into the next liquor store I came across. There I went up to a much less cute counter woman and proceeded to ask her for wine corks. She handed me a corkscrew.
“Not a corkscrew, just the cork.”
She handed me another corkscrew
“No, just the CORK. The thing the corkscrew pulls out”
She nodded, flashed me an uncomprehending smile, and then proceeded to point me towards a case of Coors
At this point I lost it, “I don’t want any motherfucking Coors! I don’t want any goddamn corkscrews! And I sure as shit don’t want a bottle of Gallo port! All I want are some freaking corks!”
I finished my rant, certain the cops were about to be called, but all she did was keep flashing that same stupid grin at me. She then responded in a very heavy accent, “Sorry. English no good.”
ARGH!
I took a moment to compose myself and then walked out the door to try again, realizing that at some point I was probably going to have to break down, buy a case of wine, and hand out the contents to the local hobos just so I could get the damn corks. Unfortunately, as I shut the door behind me, I noticed the Closed sign being put in the window. Goddamn it! It was ten PM already and by law they all had to close shop. I could practically feel the new asshole the director was going to chew me.
I started back towards the theater. I had walked a few blocks when I looked up and noticed some of the crew stopped at a red light. They saw me and waved me over. Turns out they were taking a break and heading out for a bite to eat at a strip mall a few miles down the road. Coolness! There was a Shop-Rite in that same mall. I was pretty sure they had a liquor store inside. Even if they didn’t, they’re a freaking supermarket. Of course they’d have what I needed.
We got there and I trotted over to the store. Unfortunately, the liquor department was already shut down, but nevertheless I decided to try anyway. I walked up to the courtesy counter and noticed that the person on duty was the manager. Good place to start. I asked him for wine corks, trying my best to stem the murderous rage that I knew would flare up if I was handed another fucking corkscrew.
“Corks?” the manager asked.
“Yes,” I replied, feeling the beginnings of hope stir inside of me.
“You mean like the corks that would go into a wine bottle?”
“Yes! That's exactly what I mean,” I answered, nearly overflowing with joy at having finally found the sole other human on the planet who actually understood what I was asking for. “What aisle are they on?”
“Sorry, sir. We wouldn't carry anything like that here,” he said and went back to whatever he was doing.
“No, I suppose you wouldn't,” I replied, crestfallen. I stifled a sob and then turned around to fade sadly back into the night ... corkless now and destined to be corkless forever.




X-Deer

A few years back, during the holiday season, I found myself sitting with my family engaging in that timeless holiday tradition of surfing through the various shows we had saved to our TiVo. One of the many Christmas programs clogging up my hard drive, and no doubt preventing it from taping far more important fare ... such as the SyFy channel's latest Saturday night masterpiece (the kids were already on my bad side for deleting the prior week’s rerun of Mega-Sasquatch vs. Mantelope), was that classic of classics Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer. Having watched it an untold number of times as a child myself and being able to practically recite the story by heart now, I quickly grew bored of even the concept of watching it and found myself clicking past it to our other possible selections.
The children, however, were not to be deterred. They insisted on Rudolph. Thus my fate for the evening was sealed. Alas, boredom is never a good thing for me. My mind tends to wander to places it shouldn’t. This time proved to be no exception. Tossing around various concepts in my head, I came to a startling conclusion. Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer runs a fairly close parallel to the comic book adventures of the X-Men.
Each has essentially the same conflict of normal vs. non-normal, but they both end up trying to solve those conflicts in slightly different ways. One is a family-friendly tale relying on the power of friendship and song to bring the parties together at the end. The other involves a lot of explosions, punches, and maulings. That minor tidbit aside, though, the similarities were too much for my brain to ignore.
A story began to form in my head – an unholy fusion of the two sagas, combining the elements of both universes. Our tale goes a little something like this:
We fade in to the North Pole ... at least we assume so, after all one frozen wasteland looks just like another. Just trust me on this one. We continue to pan in closer and eventually come upon a cave. But this isn’t just any cave. It’s the cave of Santa's favorite reindeer, Donner (or Donder, or Dunder, or whatever the hell his name originally was). Now before we get any further, let’s note that I said Santa's favorite reindeer. He’s Santa’s most beloved and all he gets is a damp dark cave to live in. Makes you kinda wonder what Santa’s least favorite reindeer got. We won’t dwell on this, although if I had to guess ... well, let’s just say Santa isn’t exactly a thin fellow and leave it at that.
Anyway, back to our tale. Donner's mate (perhaps also given to Donner as a gift for being the favorite) has just given birth to an adorable little fawn. Unfortunately, as with all such tales, there's one major catch to this happy little scene – a catch which Donner is quick to notice and subsequently be driven into a frothing panic about. The baby deer has one major peculiarity. His nose glows in an unearthly red light, a light which only begins to hint at the possible destructive power contained within. In other words Dolph, as Donner names his freak son, is ... *GASP* ... a mutant!
Before Donner can do little more than shriek in horror at the abomination before him (which hypocritically ignores the fact that he's a FLYING reindeer, not exactly at the top of the normalcy scale), in enters his oppressive master, Kris Kringle (Santa for the slow amongst you). He’s come to congratulate Donner on adding yet another member to his herd of overworked and abused animal slaves.
He checks in on all of the newborn reindeer as only the best will be given the honor of dragging his overburdened sleigh all over the entire planet on Christmas Eve. However, Santa is immediately taken aback as he notices Dolph's genetic aberration. Santa, long known for his oppression of sub-species, is furious with Donner. He breaks into song to explain why there are no freaks allowed in his herd and then leaves with a thinly veiled threat that Donner should do something about his son, otherwise it's going to be Dolph and Donner-kabobs for dinner. Donner, having been brainwashed by years of forced servitude, quickly agrees and decides to hide Dolph's powers from the rest of the world through a combination of subterfuge and psychological abuse.
He succeeds, but we all know it’s only temporary.
We cut to one year later. Dolph has grown and is still managing to successfully hide his mutant deformity. We catch up with him trying to make friends, but alas it’s all for naught. His cover is blown as his maturing powers suddenly activate. His nose explodes in a fiery burst of energy, maiming several nearby reindeer. Fearing the wrath of Santa and being purist snobs in their own right, the other reindeer cruelly inform Dolph that only normal flying reindeer are allowed to play in their reindeer games. They shun him and race off to find Santa so that he might correct this problem. Embarrassed and angered, Dolph runs off into the unforgiving frozen wasteland before they can return.
Fade to Santa's elven sweat shop. Here, we see the backbone of his operation, a race of genetically bred sub-humans which Santa uses as his slave labor. There are no chains or shackles as Santa simply gives them the option: work for me or leave. Before you think that this might not be so bad, allow me to remind you that they're in the middle of the Arctic Circle. WHERE ARE THEY GONNA GO? However, all is not lollypops and candy canes in the land of repressed toymakers. One of their own, an elf named Hank, decides to throw off the shackles of oppression and declare his intention to stand up for his rights.
He wishes to be free! He wishes to choose his own destiny! He wishes to be ... a dentist? Uh, yeah. Well, whatever. Just as we begin to cheer this rebel on, though, we can’t help but be distracted by a sociopathic, almost feral, glimmer in his eye. Does he want to be a dentist to help fight tooth decay or do his true desires lean towards bloodily yanking the teeth out of every other living creatures’ mouth? We will have to wait and see. Before we can ponder this further, he is punished for his disobedience. For daring to speak against the will of the master, he is ostracized and cast out to the bitter cold.
Fate, though, is not finished with our two heroes yet. Before they can freeze to death, Dolph and Hank meet up with each other. Thus the formation of their outlaw band of Christmas mutants begins. As they travel the frozen tundra, they soon bolster their ranks with a pick-axe swinging mercenary named Yukon Jack. Their adventures eventually bring them across an army of misshapen and deadly toys, exiled by Santa to an island due to their freakishness. After all, Santa has reckoned that no little boys or girls want to play with a doll that shoots acid out of its mouth instead of wetting itself, or a teddy bear made of titanium alloy instead of fluff. At least no children on his good list.
Upon learning that Santa's biased attitude extends to all forms of matter, whether animate or not, Hank angrily declares that St. Nick must die ... painfully. Dolph, however, rebukes him as that would make them just as bad as Santa himself. They must be stronger than that. At Dolph’s words, Hank manages to quell the raging animal within him ... for now.
Their ranks swelling, they realize they need add only a little more power to their army before they can strike back. They soon come across that strength in the form of a vicious wild-man roaming the frozen north and eating all those unwary enough to cross its path. It is here, faced with life or death, that Hank rejoices as he is finally able to let the beast within him rage freely. Unleashing his adamantium dental drill, a bloody battle ensues. Hank finally manages to defeat the beast by viciously ripping every last tooth from its jaws. Subdued, they add its monstrous strength to their movement.
Thus empowered, Dolph leads the final assault on Santa's slave shop. As Hank, Yukon, and their yeti-like ally slash and crush their way through the ranks of Santa's zealots, Dolph learns at last how to control his powers. His nose glows red and from it springs forth high intensity laser blasts which mow down his enemies by the dozens. It all comes down to the final battle. He and Santa fight one on one. It’s a horrific, gruesome affair that is eventually won by the heroes as Santa, his defenses shattered and his back to the wall, is forced to capitulate under the threat of having pieces of his jolly old self blasted all over the North Pole.
Rather than vanquishing his foe, though, Dolph shows that his time in exile has taught him wisdom and mercy. He accepts Santa’s surrender with the following terms: equality for all, leadership of the reindeer fleet for him, and new homes for the freakish toy masses that had joined his cause. Santa has no choice but to accept. We pan out as all celebrate the start of what could be a new golden age up in the frozen north.
Epilogue.
We fade back in as it is finally Christmas Eve. Santa is riding along in his sleigh, being pulled by his newly freed reindeer now led by Dolph. All seems right with the world. As Dolph lights up the night sky to illuminate the way, we see Santa and one of his helper elves taking the misfit toys and tossing them overboard, presumably into the arms of the many children waiting below...
But wait! Suddenly we pull back to reveal the truth. They're not over any houses. They're over the middle of the Atlantic Ocean!
 
The battle may be won, but the war is far from over...
 
Next Issue: Santa creates an army of six-foot tall wooden cyborgs to crush his enemies.




Ajax: Slayer of Trojans, Destroyer of Grease Stains

It’s always nice to go back and re-read the classics, well, some classics at least. You couldn’t pay me to slog through A Tale of Two Cities again. Anyway, I love to go back and revisit the days of high adventure. It’s kind of like seeing an old friend again ... assuming that old friend carried a sword and battled monsters in his spare time. Now that I think about it, an old friend like that would be a hell of a lot cooler than the old friends I actually have. That aside, reliving some grand adventure is a great way to kill some hours. The problem, though, is the more you read the same tale over again, the more you step outside of the main story and notice the details. Sometimes those details get you thinking.
Fairly recently, I was rereading the epic classics of the Iliad and the Odyssey. This time, one odd little detail stuck with me after I was done. There are two Greek warriors named Ajax. Homer differentiates between the two by referring to them as Ajax the greater and Ajax the lesser. I guess last names hadn’t caught on yet in those days and the only way to tell people apart was in relation to each other. Thus you wouldn’t be Bob Johnson and Bob Smith. You’d be ‘Bob the Mighty Ogre Slayer’ and ‘Bob the Much Less Cool than the Ogre Slaying One’. Not a bad deal if you were top Bob in those days. Much less fun if you happened to be a normal schlub just trying to feed your family and live your life, while avoiding any ogres that happened to be running around.
The Ajax of legend (the greater) is one of the true badasses of the Iliad. He's pretty much top dog after Achilles, and neck and neck with Odysseus. Truth be told, Ajax the lesser really isn't a slouch either. Apparently he was fast on his feet and pretty deadly with a spear. Still, I have to imagine it really sucked to be him on a day-to-day basis, as his very name implied he was always going to play second fiddle to the other guy. Imagine being a production assistant named John Wayne on the set of The Searchers. Yeah your name is really John Wayne, not just a pseudonym used by an actor. Heck, you might even be good at your job and overall a pretty cool dude. The problem is that other guy casts a long shadow. One which you aren’t getting out from under, no matter how hard you try.
Agamemnon: Lord of the Greeks: “Summon mighty Ajax for this new assault against the Trojans! We will need his strength and skill to send these dogs to Hades.”
Ajax the lesser: “I am here to serve, my lord.”
Agamemnon: “Not you, loser!”
 
Later on in the overall story (after the Iliad is over) things take a turn for the better for our lesser Ajax. Ajax the greater goes batshit insane and kills himself. There are a couple of different versions of how and why this came about, but the end result is the same: dead is dead.
Despite his great heroism and the loss to the Greeks that he represented, I can’t help but think that Ajax the lesser was the only one standing around the funeral pyre with dry eyes. It’s hard to be overly sad when you’re probably thinking “Oh yeah. Ajax the ONLY now, baby.” Sadly, once a second fiddle, always a second fiddle. Thus it still probably sucked to be him for some time afterwards.
Menelaus: “Oh woe is us! Our greatest heroes have fallen. First Achilles was laid low and now this. If only Ajax was here to bring us victory.”
Ajax the lesser: “I am, sire! I stand ready with sword and spear to crush the Trojans.”
Menelaus: “Not you, loser!”
 
Poor guy probably couldn’t catch a break. Personally, if I had been stuck being Ajax the Not as Hot Shit As That Other Ajax, I think the whole epic might have played out just a wee bit differently at the end.
(Before the impregnable gates of Troy)
*knock* *knock*
King Priam of Troy: “Who is there? Woe to him who dares to knock on the impregnable gates of Troy.”
Ajax the lesser: “It is I, Ajax!”
(An entire squad of heavily armed guards suddenly appear on the wall)
Priam (trembling): “Mighty Ajax? You have returned from the dead?”
Ajax the lesser: (sighing) “No, the other one.”
(The guards all relax and wander back to their posts)
Priam: “Oh. What do you want, loser?”
Ajax: “You know that big horse you just dragged in?”
Priam: “Yes! It is truly a gift from the gods proclaiming the majesty of Troy.”
Ajax: “Sorry, Priam. Not a gift from the gods.”
Priam: “No?”
Ajax: “Nope.”
Priam: “From our allies then?”
Ajax: “Survey says XXX. Try again.”
Priam: “The Titans?”
Ajax: (sighing) “It’s full of Greeks, stupid!”
Priam: “Really?”
Ajax: “Really. They’re gonna climb out and sack your city the second you turn your back.”
Priam: “Guards, come with me! Bring torches!!”
Ajax: “You have fun with that.”
 
(End the epic saga with Ajax the lesser walking away whistling happily)




Blood for Bob the Dead Plumber

“What are you doing with that?” my girlfriend asked me.
“What?”
“That!”
“Oh this?” I said, holding up the Toys-R-Us bag I had just brought in.
“Yes.”
“It’s a bag.”
“I meant what’s in the bag, stupid.”
“It’s one of those Ouija boards.”
“I know what it is. Why do you have one?”
I explained to her that it had caught my eye. That part was true. The Chinese food I had been sent to pick up wasn’t ready yet, so to kill some time I had wandered a little bit further down the strip mall to the toy store. I conveniently left out the part about how I was actually looking to see if they had any new and interesting Transformers in stock. No point in lowering my already non-existent coolness factor any further. Not seeing any, I had wandered through the game aisle and noticed the Ouija boards. Buying it amounted to little more than Eh, why not?
“They’re evil,” she continued.
“They’re made on an assembly line by Parker Brothers,” I explained, slowly and patiently as if to a dull child. “Last I checked; they weren’t exactly considered one of the great forces of darkness. I doubt they have some dude on an assembly line somewhere making sure that each gets exactly one dollop of hellfire before being packaged up.”
“Don’t make fun of me. I’m telling you they’re evil. Look at the weather.”
“It’s raining, so?”
“Yes. But it only started raining right before you got back. That’s an omen.”
“No. That’s the weatherman being an incompetent douchebag again, not exactly an uncommon occurrence. Besides which, I seriously doubt the gods have suddenly decided to start sending me omens. Even if they are, I say screw them. I don’t see them raining down a bonanza of winning lottery tickets on me, so why would I listen to them now?”
“Stop joking, I’m serious. People who use those can get possessed by Satan. I’ve read all about it.”
I could feel the beginning of an annoyance headache starting to build up in my frontal lobe. I always seem to get those when confronted by excess stupidity. I’m not an overly religious person, however, I’m not an outright skeptic either. I keep an open mind. I like to believe I live in a world where ghosts, Bigfoot, and aliens are possible. As for Satan, well, I’m pragmatic about that. My thoughts are that even if there is a supreme evil in this universe, he’s gotta be a pretty busy guy. I would like to think that the great grand poobah of wickedness would have slightly better things to do than answer questions from teenage girls at slumber parties.
I’m of the mindset that Ouija boards are pretty much fifty-percent power of suggestion, forty-percent people actually moving the planchette (then lying about it), and maybe ten-percent idiocy. But like I said, I try to keep an open mind. Even if there is a supernatural answer, though, I’d be willing to bet it’s just the ghost of some bored dude looking to screw with people’s minds. Why? Think about it. If you were a ghost haunting a house and some teenagers started bugging you with questions, what would you do? What would be a more fun way to answer: “Hi, I’m Bob, a dead plumber from Piscataway,” or freaking the shit out of them with “I AM SATAN, LORD OF THE DAMNED! YOUR SOULS ARE MINE!”?
I know which one I’d pick.
Anyway, my girlfriend continued on. “Well, I’m definitely not using it with you.”
“Okay then,” I said opening my closet.
“What you doing?”
“I’m putting it away.”
“You’re not going to use it?”
“Why would I use it alone? It’s supposed to be a group thing. Besides which, if I use it alone I’m going to cheat. Will I ever strike it rich? YES! Will I marry a supermodel? YES! Will I finally meet my end in the throes of mind-numbing sex with this supermodel? YES again.”
“There’s something wrong with you.”
“What? Who wouldn’t want to ... eh, what’s that noise?”
“Sounds like it’s coming from outside. Is that your car alarm going off?”
I walked over to the window and, sure enough, she was right. My alarm was blaring. Odd. I didn’t remember setting it and I’d tossed my keys onto the counter the second I had walked in the door. Oh well, I grabbed them, opened the door and clicked it off. No big deal.
“See?” she started in on me again. “It’s another sign.”
“Yeah. A sign that I should get the electrical in that piece of shit checked.”
“Why are you being so obstinate?”
“So you’re telling me my cheap-ass Saturn coupe has now become Christine? The forces of evil must really be getting desperate.”
“I give up. You’re on your own,” she said. With that, my girlfriend put on her coat and left for home in a huff.
That night, as I slept, I kept being woken up by what I could have sworn were voices coming from various parts of my house. A short time later, I was fully awakened by the sound of my fire alarm going off. My apartment was ablaze! My room was quickly filling with smoke and the way out looked to be blocked by the fire.
Just kidding!
Actually, nothing happened. I never did take that thing out to use it. My girlfriend and I pretty much forgot about it for the next several months until one day I was cleaning out my closet. I came across it and just ended up tossing it out. All in all the great cost to my soul amounted to about twenty dollars plus tax.
So take it from me. I don’t really place a lot of faith in these things being doorways straight to the abyss. Feel free to use and abuse them. I doubt much will come of it. At the very worst you might have ole Bob show up and try to scare you by telling you how he’s prepping a special place just for you down in the ninth layer of Hell. All in all good fun.
I leave you with this one tidbit of wisdom. If that does occur and you then decide to ask Bob for proof that he’s the great Satan, at which point you suddenly find yourself and your friends spontaneously bursting into flames, just remember this: WHY DID YOU LISTEN TO ME? I’M A FREAKING HACK COMEDY WRITER FOR CHRISTSAKES! DID YOU THINK FOR EVEN ONE SECOND I HAVE ANY FUCKING CLUE AS TO WHAT I’M TALKING ABOUT HERE?”
As long as you remember that little bit of advice, you should be fine.




The Ballad of the Bored Programmer

There he sits, tapping his pen against his teeth.
He has nothing better to do.
So far this week, nearly all the work he's done has been adding meaningless, pointless, and completely unnecessary scripts to the database server.
He didn't have to, but he had nothing better to do.
He downloads a few games and plays them to pass the hours. He hopes against hope that by the time he is done some new project will roll his way.
He needn't have bothered. He played and played and still nothing came his way.
He still had nothing better to do.
Then he surfed the web. He looked at Fark, Engadget, Slashdot, and some page about Godzilla.
When he was done, he looked up momentarily with hope on his face ... and then went right back to surfing
Because he still had nothing better to do.
There he sits, watching the clock.
It's two-fifteen. Why won't the damn hands move any faster? He's tempted to reset the clock to five PM and just leave...
because he has nothing better to do.
There he sits, wondering how many people have finally snapped and gone on psychotic killing sprees...
all because they had nothing better to do.
There he sits, finishing writing this poem about his day. He saves it and goes back to tapping his teeth.
He still has nothing better to do.
 




Pooping on the Rug

I can still remember the horror of that night so long ago. I knew what I was getting into, yet even with time to prepare I was still in agony. It was like someone was taking a razor blade to my brain and slicing off pieces, layer by layer, taking along with it every IQ point I possessed.
You see, I was on a first date with a cute blonde named Tracy. We had met at a get-together of mutual friends and had gotten along pretty damn well. Considering that I was nicely acquainted with the taste of her tongue by the end of the evening, it seemed only natural that I ask her out. So there we were, sitting in a movie of her choosing. Despite the relative emptiness of the theater and her willingness to be comforted during the sad parts, I still found myself inwardly cringing.
You see, Tracy had wanted to see a new romantic chick flick that had just come out. You know the type – some insipid story involving two persons who meet, fall in love, break up, and then realize that they can't live without each other. In between, they often involve a lot of inane talk between various supporting characters on the meaning of love and life. Nobody dies from kung-fu poisoning. There are typically no aliens that need killing. In short, they almost all suck.
This one was not even remotely an exception. However, I was on my best behavior. Knowing what I was in for, I had made a promise to myself to be a sensitive caring male for the evening. I was going to watch the movie with an open mind and make sure no wise-ass remarks escaped my lips. Such sacrifices I was willing to make in the hopes of perhaps ... oh fuck it! Let’s face facts, I was trying to get laid and mouthing off about this stupid fucking movie was definitely not going to help my odds, especially when said movie was causing her to burst into tears every few minutes at the beauty of it all.
At the end of it, my only consolation was a couple sitting directly behind us. The male of that duo had apparently made no such deal with himself. He loudly ripped apart every stupid plot point of the movie, heedless of his date’s opinion. As for myself, I kept one arm cradled around Tracy, to show that I understood what she was feeling. With my other arm I reached behind my chair and gave the dude a thumbs-up. It was the best I could do to give voice to the screams rising up inside my head.
Such was my suffering and in return ... well, I never did wind up sleeping with her. Thus all was for naught. Nevertheless, one small part of this crapfest did wind up getting stuck in my head. No, it wasn’t nudity. God forbid there be any of that to liven up the movie. It was actually a bit of dialogue between two of the female leads.
As I assume is common in movies like these (because my knowledge of them isn’t exactly encyclopedic), at one point they were having a talk about sex. More specifically, it was about good sex vs. bad sex. During this, one asked the other the obligatory question, “Have you ever faked an orgasm?” and, unsurprisingly, the other answered with the not even remotely original, “Of course, all the time.” Truly amazing this film didn’t walk away with a best picture Oscar, ain’t it?
I’ll be the first to admit, I don’t get it. I’ve really never understood the whole point of women faking orgasms. Oh sure, I can understand that they might do it so as not to crush the man's ego. Quite the altruistic motive indeed. Still, what does it get them in return? Aren't these women, who are gasping and moaning so as to make their man feel worthwhile, often the same ones who'll endlessly complain about this same man and all of his shortcomings to her girlfriends? Aren't they just hurting themselves in the long run?
Think of it this way...
Say you have a dog. One day that dog poops on your favorite rug. Instead of yelling at the dog and putting a stop to this negative behavior, you instead pat it on the head and say, “Good dog.” Now, what have you just accomplished? Will your dog become house trained? Doubtful. Most likely, he'll continue to be a good dog and keep right on pooping on your rug.
At least for me that makes perfect sense. Tell me that I've done a good thing and I'll keep right on pooping all over your rug. In other words, yes my ego feels good when you scream that I am the almighty Thor himself, but have I really learned anything? No, not really. And has the hypothetical female in question, falsely proclaiming my lineage to the Norse Gods, gained anything – more specifically, orgasmic satisfaction? Probably not (jokes about owning stock in Duracell aside). I mean, I’m not exactly Ron Jeremy with regards to my number of conquests, but on the other hand I don't speak from a complete lack of experience either.
Wouldn’t it make more sense, at least in theory, to try and have some sort of lesson be learned? For example a woman could shoot down the man in question with something like:
Him: (panting) “Yeah baby! I just rocked your world, right?”
Her: “Oh, are you still here?”
 
Fine, she’s probably done some damage to the guy's fragile ego, but if he cares at all about pleasing her then he's learned a valuable lesson: next time try harder.
Albeit, not all guys could give a shit for how the woman feels in this regard as long as they get what they want. I think all of us nice guys have at least one friend (who we are all jealous of) who has a casual ‘Who cares? My dick got wet,’ attitude. However, in those cases it probably falls upon the woman to drive this caveman back out to the woods where she found him and drop him off in the hopes that he not find his way back.
Perhaps I’m just an arrogant snob (well okay, I am an arrogant snob), but I like to think of myself as a little more thoughtful ... most likely because I’ve spent many a weekend alone watching TV and wishing I had a date. As a result, I and others like me (aka lifeless geeks) have at least a base understanding that if we please whatever female we're with, then there's that much better of a chance that she'll sleep with us again. And, well, that’s definitely cool. Everybody wins.
As for the faking part, I don’t know. Personally, I don’t think they’re impossible to spot from the guy’s perspective. I think it’s more than possible to see through a female ruse in such a case. Sure, we’ve all been forced to endure the infamous scene from When Harry Met Sally. I just don’t buy it, though. Based on personal experience (yeah, I’m high-fiving myself), I’ve seen that orgasms aren't always just a lot of moaning and grunting. For at least some people, there’s a decent amount of involuntary body movement as well. Outside of maybe a full-blown seizure, those are a bit harder to fake than “oh God, yes, yes.” Don’t get me wrong. I’m sure there are people who can fake that, but most of us aren’t contortionists or Zen masters.
Anyway, my point is that a guy can always look for other things than some sounds followed by false praise, if he really cares to. Obviously everyone is different. I’m sure there are people out there that you’d need to shoot with a tazer before you’d even realize they were alive during sex. Likewise, I know (from having lived next door to one) that there are freaks out there that’ll thrash around so much that you’d probably be more concerned with staying alive than paying attention to how real everything seems. Hell, I was almost strangled to death once by an ex-girlfriend while she was in the throes of enjoying herself to the point where she didn’t notice she had wrapped her arms around my neck and was crushing my windpipe (double high-five).
All of this also brings to mind the history of it all. Have women always faked, or is this more of a modern thing? Damn! It makes me wish I had picked that as my thesis back in college. It would have been a hell of a lot more interesting than what I actually wrote.
Ah yes, The History of Faking It.
Chapter 1: Evidence suggests that as far back as the Egyptian empire women have faked their orgasms. Hieroglyphics tell us that the pharaoh Ramses's wife used to fake it. Being that he already considered himself a living god, he never suspected a thing.
My failings during grad school aside, my whole gist is pretty simple: if two people actually care at all about each other, then why go through any of this? Why not try a little communication instead? A woman can be a little more forthcoming and tell a guy what makes her scream, but also what she finds about as stimulating as studying differential equations. At the same time, a guy can do a little more than roll on, roll off, and then take their partner's word for it. “Good dog!”
They can actually try paying attention. It is possible. Sure, the brain tends to turn itself off in the moments leading up to sex, but the same is not necessarily true for during it. Hell, at the very least, guys sometimes need to concentrate on something else, lest things tend to end a bit quicker than they might otherwise prefer. Don’t get me wrong, I love a good ‘Who’s the better captain, Kirk or Picard?’ debate between my right and left hemispheres, but wouldn’t it be better to put that time to some good use? I’m sure she’ll appreciate it if she thinks you’re paying attention to what she likes.
Of course, fair is fair. In finding out what the woman likes, she'll probably have to endure hearing about what us guys like as well. And while I've heard a few bizarre things that turn various women on, they tend not to stand up next to guy fantasies. (“Hey, baby, howsabout we pretend that I'm Godzilla and you're Tokyo?”). Hell, I had this one friend who used to claim that his goal in life was to marry the first woman he could get to scream, “RIDE ME, CONAN!” to him during sex. He’s been married for a while by this point. Someday I’ll have to ask him if he ever got his wish.
The downside to all of this is that in reality sometimes even the best intentions just don't work out right. Sadly, in the battle of sexual godhood, you can shoot dozens of arrows and never once hit a bull’s-eye ... even if you're really trying to. Trust me, I know. Even with the best attention, some people just can’t be reduced to a quivering mass of, “Thank you, oh mighty one!” no matter how hard you try. But I look at it this way. While I may never be fully housetrained, I can at least TRY to make it outside before I poop on the rug.
I'm sure that has to count for something.




The Bingo Hell

Ah, the things I do for love ... or at least for a steady supply of sex. Unfortunately, in compromising myself, it becomes painfully obvious that I am no longer the master of my own destiny. Even worse, it makes me come to the realization that whatever pinnacle of coolness I may have achieved in life is now long behind me and all I can look forward to is a perpetual downward spiral.
Case in point was this past Saturday. In my mind, I should have been alone with my girlfriend doing all sorts of x-rated stuff or maybe out with my friends getting into various sorts of trouble. In short, there was a world of possibilities. Instead, I found myself in a bingo hall. Yes, I said a BINGO HALL. You know, that place where all the non-pathetic people under forty aren’t.
The weekend started promising enough. I found myself grabbing a train in to Manhattan, heading over to my girlfriend Lisa’s place. I arrived and almost immediately was swept back out the door.
“I made plans for us,” she said, dragging me down the hall.
Okay, I thought, probably not a bad thing. Truth be told, the weekend was otherwise looking pretty aimless. Not that aimless is a bad thing. I’m a firm believer that everyone should have at least one waste of life weekend a month. Still, if she had made plans, then it would spare us the inevitable “Where do you want to eat?” “I don’t know, where do you want to eat?” back and forth.
So thinking that perhaps dinner and maybe a movie were at hand, or maybe a meet-up with some friends at a local bar, I followed with no objections.
“So what are we doing?” I asked as I was steered towards the subway.
“We’re heading over to Queens.”
“Queens? Found a new crack-house you want to try out?” I quipped.
“Not funny. We’re meeting up with my mom and some of her friends, then heading out from there.”
Ugh! Spending time with her mom was not what I considered to be a promising start. The crack-house I had been joking about was starting to look good. Still, maybe the plan was to spend a little time with her and then head out on our own. Worst case scenario was probably watching them swipe boring family stories with each other while I found a quiet corner and stared at my watch. I’ve had worse nights.
“Okay, so after we meet up with your mom, then what?”
“You’re not going to like it.”
“You’re not dragging me to your mom’s favorite S&M club are you?”
The withering glance I got back was enough to answer that one.
“Well, then it can’t be that bad.”
“We’re taking Mom over to see my nanny...”
“Okay, I guess that’s...”
“And then we’re taking them all to a bingo hall.”
“You mean dropping them off at a bingo hall?”
“No. We’re taking them and staying. I like to play bingo with my nanny,” she replied, as I began to assume that perhaps I had suffered a fatal stroke on the way over and was even now on my way to whatever Hell the fates had sentenced me to.
“Okay. And B I N G O was her Name-O. So why am I coming?”
“You want me taking the train back from Queens all alone at night?”
Sigh. She had me trapped. I mean I wouldn’t want to take a train back from there by myself in broad daylight and I’m not exactly petite. There was no way I could talk my way out of it without looking like either a pussy, an asshole, or both, and she knew it.
So what’s a bingo hall in Queens like, you ask? Well I imagine it’s pretty much like a bingo hall anywhere else except with a lot more words like “you’s” being thrown around and maybe a slightly surlier attitude than perhaps a bingo hall in the suburbs. I don’t know. I don’t frequent many of them. Give me a call when I’m eighty and maybe we can discuss.
Overall the place was ... hmm, no two ways about it. The place was scary as hell. Fuck that stereotype of the sweet little old lady. Step between them and their gambling addiction and they’ll turn into a Rottweiler. Down in Atlantic City, I’ve seen them threaten to beat people to death with their walkers if someone were to dare even look at their slot machine. The mood was very much the same here, except the space was much more cramped, thus the angry old person per square meter ratio was off the charts. Throw in enough smoke to choke Joe Camel to death and you have a Queen’s bingo hall.
Lisa’s mom and her friends weren’t helping things either. They were busy entertaining themselves with stories of their respective sex lives. If I had one wish, it would be to turn back time to a point where I hadn’t heard her mom’s fat friend give a graphic description of what she and her husband liked to do with each other’s asses.
“Next time wish for the crack-house,” I kept muttering to myself over and over again.
At one point, I made the mistake of trying to play a prank on Lisa’s nanny. She got up to get another pack of smokes. While she was gone, I hid her bingo chips as a joke. I did this despite Lisa’s near panicked warning of, “You don’t want to do that!”
Let’s just say the chips were very quickly found after a maniacal outburst from nanny along the lines of, “WHERE THE FUCK ARE MY GODDAMN CHIPS! IF I FIND WHO TOOK THEM, I’LL GOUGE OUT THEIR EYES WITH A PEN!” I don’t frighten easily, but then again I really have no desire to have my death certificate state “beaten to a bloody pulp by person four times his age” as the cause either.
Thus I spent the remainder of the evening watching the various participants in a near awe-like state. Many of them were feeble. Many had poor eyesight and wore glasses thick enough to use as portholes on a deep sea sub. Judging by the coughing, at least eighty-percent of them were in the final stages of lung cancer due to smoking Lucky Strikes since the age of twelve. Yet nearly each and every one of them had more than enough wit and energy to both juggle fifty bingo cards apiece as well as never miss a chance to scream out, “Fuck you, you retard blow jobber!” at the announcer every time he announced a number they didn’t have. And the announcer got off lucky.
I’m damn near surprised every winner wasn’t outright murdered there on the spot. Yelling “BINGO!” in this place was apparently akin to murdering the rest of the players’ families in front of them with a smile on your face. Before that night, I never knew that you could use bingo chips in the same fashion as ninja stars.
So that was my evening.
Lisa ended up winning about two-hundred dollars, as well as the enduring scorn of every geriatric at the place. Her mom came out with all sorts of new ideas regarding what assholes can be used for. Her nanny went home pretty much hating Lisa for daring to win. As for myself, I came back a little bit wiser, now knowing to never ever underestimate the wrath of the aged again. In fact, given the choice between visiting that bingo hall again and the rundown crack-house I’ve been alluding to, well, all I can say is pass me that pipe!




The Mom Diaries

Dear Diary,
The feds are closing in. It’s only a matter of time now. I must move the bodies. But what if she finds out? I’ve never felt such an attraction to anyone before, yet I cannot get caught. I must be strong. If she discovers my secret ... I’ll have to eliminate her.
Just kidding, honey!
Yes, I know you’re reading this. Why do you think I left it sitting out on my night table? If this were one of those deepest, darkest secrets type of diary, than I’d have to be a freaking moron to not lock it up someplace where I have the only key.
And no, I don’t mind. As I mentioned, I left it out for you to find.
Before you start freaking out and thinking I’m some sort of weirdo, the explanation is very simple. I’m tired of telling the same stories over and over again. Every time I’m dating someone new, it’s the same thing ... not that I expect to date someone new after you. Just hedging my bets.
The holidays will roll around and I’ll get cranky. You’ll ask me why and I’ll grumble something about flying back home to see the family. You’ll assume I’m afraid of flying and I’ll assure you I’m not. You’ll then wonder why I’m acting up and I’ll tell you that I’m glad to be living on the West Coast most of the year because three-thousand miles between me and Mom is just dandy. Since I’m a good son, though, I’ll never hesitate to visit during Christmas, Easter, or whatever holiday calls for it.
You’ll then get all serious and start wondering what deep dark secret is causing me to cringe at the thought of flying back. Was there abuse, beatings, worse? And I’ll tell you the same thing I’ve told past girlfriends: no, there’s nothing of the sort.
Mom and the rest of the family are just weird. Every time I go home, I wind up rolling my eyes so much that I’m sure that one day they’re going to blow through the top of my skull. Yes, I know what you’re thinking. If there’s nothing dark and foreboding in my past, then it can’t be that bad. I’d probably even agree that you’re right. Maybe I’m just a snob, or maybe I’m just boring. Regardless, the fact is I like a little normalcy and going home is a sure way to know I’m not going to get it.
Thus I have written this diary of some of my past visits, so that you might know that of which I speak ... and also so I don’t have to go through this crap again. Don’t get me wrong; by now you’ve probably figured out that I love the sound of my own voice as much as the next egomaniac. Still, in some insane part of my mind this all makes sense. So just bear with me here for a bit. At the very least, you may get that good juicy bit or two you were probably hoping for when you picked this thing up.
♦ ♦ ♦
July 4th
 
I could already tell that this was going to be one of those trips just by the way things started. The flight into Newark was lousy as usual, but at least I had the benefit of being seated next to a real hottie for the entire trip. That’s almost unheard of in my book. Normally I think I have seat me next to your largest sweatiest travelers stamped on my forehead. Not so this time. I had an aisle on one side of me and a fine brunette on the other. All that was missing was a glass of cognac and a good cigar.
Or maybe not. Unfortunately, the smoking hot brunette was also a militant lesbian. Since I apparently also have unload your belittling thoughts on me, I don’t mind stamped on my face, she spent six hours regaling me with her thoughts on how men were scum. The fact that I was ... err am a man apparently went unnoticed by her (a typical blow to my ego). I had to listen to enough so that I would have probably cheered had the pilot come on and mentioned the mountainside we were about to plow into at five-hundred miles per hour.
That didn’t happen, sadly, and instead I disembarked, grabbed a rental car, and drove down to Toms River. I was crashing with some friends this trip, as my mother’s place was small and her landlord’s a colossal asshole. In retrospect, I should’ve sprung for the hotel.
My friends knew I was coming and had set out a very generous spread of beverages for the night ahead. Unfortunately, they decided to get started before I arrived. When I finally pulled in, I was just in time to see the beginnings of a drunken screaming match between them. My attempts to calm things down only made it worse as I then somehow ended up in the middle of it. To this day I still don’t know what the whole blowup was about. Between the slurred speech and the random changes of topics regarding things they hated about each other, I have no idea what set things off or what it was ever really about.
They both finally passed out in the wee hours of the morning, maybe an hour shy of me mixing a bleach cocktail and waiting for sweet oblivion to take me away. Oh yes, it would have gone down nice and smooth right about then. At last, though, I was greeted by silence and thus I, well, I realized it was almost morning. There was no sense even trying to sleep at that point, so I stepped out to walk around the area a bit and maybe catch a bite to eat before heading over to Mom’s.
I got to her place around mid-morning and was greeted with the usual barrage of hugs as well as concern whether I had some wasting disease since I was so much thinner than when she’d last seen me (I had in fact put on ten pounds). Trying to not get sucked into a conversation about my eminent demise, I walked in and sat down on the couch.
“What’s this?” I asked, gesturing at the coffee table.
“Oh, your Aunt Mary is putting together a scrapbook for your grandparents and wanted some baby pictures of you.”
“That’s fine, but why these pictures?”
“They’re so cute.”
“Can we avoid putting naked baby pictures of me in front of Grandma and Pop?”
“But they’re cute,” she persisted, but then added, “I knew I should have put them away. The cards said you’d be in a mood today.”
“The cards?”
With that, Mom let me in on her little secret. She had learned how to use tarot cards and was now consulting them for every aspect of her life, no matter how minor.
“I use them for everything, but especially when I play the lottery.”
“Uh huh,” I commented, glancing around. “I see how that’s working out for you.”
My logic aside, she still insisted that the cards worked. According to her, she had used them to successfully whammy the machines at a local arcade. As proof, she showed me the new microwave her whammy had won her.
However, before I could suggest she let me know when she had whammified the pick-six, she informed me that she was hungry. Oh, and she would be happy to let me treat her to a local restaurant she was in the mood for. Always subtle, that’s my Mom. Always generous with her own portions when someone else is footing the tab, too, I might add.
So that’s what we did. After lunch ended, we went back to her place to hang out for what I thought would be a few hours before I’d head back to where I was staying. Not so.
Mom kept turning the conversation back to how busy I must be and that if I felt I needed to leave I could. After about three of these suggestions on how busy I was supposed to be, I outright asked her what she was getting at.
“You need to leave,” she said.
“We just got back.”
“I know and it’s been great seeing you, but you have to go.”
“You haven’t seen me in months and you’re kicking me out?”
“Sorry. I have somebody popping by and they’re going to be here in a few minutes.”
“You made a date for this afternoon when you knew I was coming over?”
“I wouldn’t say we’re going out for a date, if you get my meaning,” she said with a disturbingly salacious wink.
“Stop, I don’t want details!”
And with that, she quickly kissed me goodbye and more or less threw my ass out onto the street. At least I was able to count my blessings on the way back. She could have asked me to stay and wait while she went into the other room to whammy her guest.
♦ ♦ ♦
Thanksgiving
 
I should have known how this was going to go from the walk over. I was staying with the same friends as last time (Mom still had the same asshole landlord). They had picked me up from the airport, but were unable to drive me over to Mom’s place. It was no big deal as it was only about a two mile walk. Or at least it wouldn’t have been a big deal if ten minutes into my trek the skies hadn’t opened up to let loose a monsoon’s worth of rain. But hey, at least it eventually stopped ... just as I was knocking on Mom’s door.
Rather than express concern over her darling son who was no-doubt about to die of hypothermia, instead I got berated for being an idiot and not calling a cab. I tell you, I was feeling the love.
She was still into the tarot cards at that point and, once again, gave me tales of all the whammying she was doing on the lottery. I once again noted that I didn’t exactly see piles of gold sitting around in her living room. Completely ignoring this observation, she used my comment as some sort of non-sequitur to steer the conversation towards the nine stray cats she was feeding these days.
“There’s Tabby, Fuzzy, Peachy, Hairy, Inky...”
“Yeah, I get it. Pinky, Blinky, and Clyde too I guess.”
“What kind of stupid names are those?” she countered as my pop culture reference zoomed way over her head.
Soon, it was dinner time. Thankfully, there was no need to allow me the privilege of treating her to a meal out. Instead, I was ushered to the table and presented with a feast for the ages.
“Are the cousins coming over?” I asked, looking over the spread before me.
“Nope. Just us.”
“And you do know that I really can’t eat fifty pounds of food by myself, right?”
“Sure you can. You’re too thin.”
*Sigh*
Lest I sound like an ingrate over her preparing a metric ton of food for just the two of us, let me mention that it really wasn’t the two of us. I ate and she just sat there watching me. All she would do was insist that she wasn’t hungry and then ask me how everything was ... roughly once every five seconds.
It was starting to creep me out, and I was beginning to think maybe I should consider calling 9-1-1 (of course the phone lines would be cut if I checked), when she again steered the conversation ninety degrees starboard.
“I always wanted six kids.”
“Okay. You do notice you’re about five short of that, right?”
“Your father was always an asshole about it. Maybe I should get remarried and try again. What do you think?”
“I think if that’s your plan then you’re going to be changing diapers well into your nineties.”
“Don’t be an asshole, too. Let’s have some dessert.”
Before I could protest, Mom brought out her cheesecake. Oh, how I love that cake. It’s one-hundred percent artery clogging goodness, but tasting it is enough to fill you with no regrets over the ten years you’ve just shaved off your life. I thanked her for the slice of pie and once again asked if I could have the recipe.
“I’ve already told you no.”
“Why not?”
“Because it’s a family secret!”
“I’m family!” I protested
“Fine. I’ll give it to you on my deathbed. I’m probably going to die soon anyway.”
“Oh, not this crap again,” I muttered, not wanting another ‘I could die at any moment’ speech that apparently everyone over the age of fifty loves to give.
“You’re being an asshole. You must get it from your father. Maybe I’ll give you the recipe on my deathbed and decide to croak right before the last ingredient.”
“Can we stop talking about you dying?”
“Why? You probably can’t wait for me to die to get my recipe,” she continued.
Once started on a rant, Mom usually didn’t stop for a while, so I just sat there shoveling fork after fork of life-extinguishing deliciousness into my mouth.
Eventually I moved to put my coat on and leave.
“You’re not calling a cab?”
“No. It’s only two miles and I think it’s clearing up.”
“But it’s dark. You could get attacked.”
“This isn’t the Bronx, Mom. Who’s going to mug me, a little old lady and her two squirrel dogs?” Seeing the look on her face, I added, “Yeah yeah I know. I’m being an asshole like my father.”
“Fine, go ahead and walk. Don’t complain to me when something bad happens. I can feel it. I’m going to go and consult my cards.”
And with that she closed the door and I began to walk back. In a fitting closure to my visit, once again, halfway to my destination it decided to pour.
Fucking whammy!
♦ ♦ ♦
Easter
 
It had been a while since my last trip and Mom had been bugging me, so I decided it was time to fly east again for another visit. This time, I wasn’t alone. Sharon and I had been dating for some months. Things were going well and she wanted to come along. I had tried to warn her off, telling her that Mom could be a little odd when she wanted to be. She had laughed, however, and said that everyone thought their family was a little weird. Oh, well.
Our woes started at the airport right after we had landed. Despite having reserved a car weeks in advance, they had no idea who I was and thus had no car waiting for me. I spent an hour arguing back and forth with them, getting on the phone with a manager, asking for more supervisors, when apparently they finally tired of me and found a car. A much smaller car for twice the rate I had booked, by the way. It was a take it or leave it thing. Since the next option was to hop on a bus, there really wasn’t a next option. They had me over a barrel and knew it.
“Fine,” I grumbled, pulling out my Amex card and handing it over.
“Ooh sorry, sir. Visa only,” cooed the shit-eating grin of the salesclerk.
“I don’t have a Visa.”
“Cash always works, too,” he replied, the smirk getting even wider.
So it was another half-hour hunt through the airport for a working ATM so that I could pay the fuckers their blood money and not have to spend the rest of my days living at Newark International.
Five hours later, we arrived at our destination. Yes, I said FIVE hours. Someone had apparently decided to wrap their car around several others and, being that our luxury limo had no working radio, we drove right into the ensuing traffic jam.
All the while, Sharon was being overly (and annoyingly) cheery. She kept telling me that all the stuff we’d gone through was a good omen. The rest of the weekend couldn’t possibly be any worse.
Some days I wonder if she’s still telling her therapist that part of the story.
But I digress. We finally arrived at Mom’s place. She had insisted we stay with her this weekend, despite my better judgment (and her still having an asshole landlord). Rather than asking us if we were okay and what could ever be the cause of our lateness, Mom instead greeted us with an abrupt, “It’s about time! Josh (the asshole landlord) needs some help and I told him you wouldn’t mind.”
So, rather than sitting and relaxing for a few moments, instead I found myself working as a day laborer; moving heavy lumber for a person I couldn’t stand. Wow, this trip was getting better and better. Fortunately, Sharon helped me out. Or I should say unfortunately. She should have gone inside with Mom. It might have lessoned the shock a bit, or it might have just killed her outright. In retrospect, I’m not sure which would have been the kinder fate.
First things first, though. We finished up, opened the door to walk into Mom’s place and were immediately set upon by a trio of tiny, growling dust mops. Oh, my mistake. They were Shih Tzu’s. “Don’t mind them,” Mom said. “I’m dog sitting this weekend.”
I was just beginning to ponder how much I was going to enjoy spending my weekend with a pack of angry rats, when I noticed that Sharon was being very quiet. I looked over and saw that she had turned white as a ghost. I was about to ask her what was wrong, when the reason struck me. Mom had redecorated.
As far as I am aware, my girlfriend at that time had only one phobia in this entire world: clowns. Spiders? Nah. Rats? Not even a flinch. Ghosts? Hah! But clowns? One day, early in our relationship, she had confided in me that they’d terrified her ever since she was a kid. Now she found herself standing in her own little private Hell. Mom had coincidentally (I had never mentioned this fear to her ... who knows, maybe the cards did), at some point in the last four months, decided that she was going to become a collector of all things clown-related.
It was literally everywhere. Clown dolls, clown plates, clown figurines, clown paintings, ad infinitum. I was pretty sure that if I walked into the bathroom, I’d see Bozo’s face staring up at me from the toilet, cheerfully inviting me to take a dump down his happy clown throat.
“Isn’t this great?” Mom exclaimed. “I got everything dirt cheap at an estate sale.”
“What the hell, Mom?”
“Yeah, I know. I can’t believe they were practically giving this stuff away. What a bunch of idiots.”
“Mom, Sharon is...”
“How rude of me. I’m so pleased to meet you,” she said, completely oblivious to the look of terror on my girlfriend’s face. “Come in. Sit down. I’ll get you something to drink.”
If you guessed that Mom handed her something in a clown mug, give yourself a prize. This was just getting better and better. Hell, I had nothing against clowns and even I was starting to get freaked out by the surroundings.
Mom eventually headed off to the kitchen to work on dinner, leaving me alone with Sharon, who was starting to finally look like she was coming out of her state of shock.
“Sorry about this. I had no idea,” I sputtered. “We can leave if you want. Grab a hotel room.”
“It’s okay. I’m fine (she didn’t look fine). The whole thing just sort of took me by surprise.” She lowered her voice and gestured around us. “Is this normal for her?”
“Not really. This is a little whacked out even for her.”
So we sat there for a bit until Mom called us in for dinner. It turned out to be a nice dish of baked ziti with some meatballs and sausage. Odd though she may be, Mom can cook. We even got lucky and the clown plates didn’t make an appearance during dinner. Good thing, too, as I wasn’t really looking forward to watching a hobo clown staring up at me while it drowned beneath a small pool of sauce.
Of course, things couldn’t be too normal. Mom reserved half of the meal for the pack of squirrels she was watching.
“They don’t like dog food,” she explained
“Let them get hungry enough and I’m sure they won’t mind it,” I countered.
“They have sensitive stomachs.”
“They’re dogs, Mom. You know, descended from wolves and all. I’m pretty sure a bowl of Alpo won’t kill them.”
At this, Mom proceeded to turn away and start talking to the little gremlins as if I had somehow offended them. She told them to ignore me and enjoy their dinner, perhaps afraid that they would all go on a hunger strike from my cruelty. I’d been around dogs most of my life. Let me just say it typically takes a bit more than a few words to distract them from a bowl of meatballs. But just to be safe, I made a deal with karma to try and feel bad about it if Mom called me a week from then, crying about how the poor little puppies had starved themselves to death because I was being a big fat meanie.
Following dinner, we were all ushered into the living room. Mom told me she had rented a movie for us to all watch.
“What did you pick up?” I asked.
“Oh I don’t know. I asked the clerk at Blockbuster for a nice nature movie.”
She then proceeded to pop Twelve Monkeys into the VCR.
That lasted about as long as you might expect before we found ourselves watching some insipid sitcom on ABC.
A few hours later it was finally time to turn in. Mom directed Sharon to the small guest room she had. After she left, Mom then said to me, “You can have the couch.”
“That’s fine.”
“I wouldn’t want you getting lucky and keeping me awake all night.”
“Mom!”
“You have nailed her, right?”
“MOM!”
“What? Everyone has sex. Even I ...”
“Enough! I’m tired. I would like to go to sleep now.”
“Okay, honey. See you in the morning.”
Mom turned out the light and went to her bedroom. A few minutes went by, then I saw Sharon open her door and motion me over. Well hey, maybe I’d be keeping Mom awake after all.
Instead, I was practically dragged into the room. “I am not sleeping here alone!” she whispered to me. “Look at this place.”
Let’s just say that if Mom’s apartment was currently clown Hell, then this bedroom was the ninth circle. The room was a testament to bad b-movies. It was as if the producers of Tourist Trap, Demonic Toys, and Puppet Master all got together and decided to open a bed and breakfast, with maybe a little heaping of that one scene from Poltergeist thrown in. Yep, the room was filled practically to the rafters with all sorts of evil-looking clown dolls, some of them close to life-sized.
“Must have been a hell of an estate sale,” I commented.
“And do you know why it was an estate sale?” Sharon asked, wide-eyed. “Because these things probably all came to life and killed the previous owner. You’re sleeping here with me tonight. If that happens, at least I know I can run faster than you.”
With my hopes of nocturnal activities dashed (even more so by all the lifeless doll eyes staring at me), I lay down next to Sharon and closed my eyes, hoping that I wouldn’t wake to a pair of white clown gloves around my throat. Fortunately, as this is neither a b-movie nor a particularly cheesy horror novel, the night passed without further incident.
Come Easter morning, we were awakened by these little tapping noises outside the door. I got out of bed and opened it, only to be greeted by three rabid guinea pigs. Oh wait, it was just the Shih-Zhu's again. It’s a common mistake where I’m from. Oh yeah, before I forget, Mom informed me that one of the dogs was named Cuddles. Christ, if that doesn’t count as animal cruelty, then what does?
Mom was already up and in the process of making breakfast. When she saw me walking out of the guest room, she gave me perhaps the creepiest leer I have ever seen. I did my best to ignore it (and also ignore the need to immediately jump into the shower and wash off the dirty feeling I suddenly had about me) and settled down to grab a cup of coffee.
Sharon came out and Mom, still wearing a grin, greeted her with a, “Sleep well?”
“Not really. It was a restless night.”
“Oh really?”
“Yeah. I couldn’t get comfortable.”
I watched this back and forth exchange; Mom trying to dig for dirt, while Sharon tried to politely inform her that her guest room belonged in an insane asylum. Amazingly, neither was apparently picking up on the actual meaning that the other was implying. I just sighed and went back to my java.
We were supposed to spend the full day there, but Sharon told my Mom that our return flight had been moved up several hours and that we’d need to be leaving soon. As soon as Mom was out of earshot, I mentioned to her, “I’m pretty sure airlines don’t move flights up.”
She just gritted her teeth and growled, “They do now.” Getting the point, I quickly started packing.
We stayed long enough to grab an early lunch and then said our goodbyes. Once more, the traffic gods spit upon us and we wound up waiting again for an accident to be cleared. Three hours later, we finally arrived at the airport. The entire time Sharon had been quiet and I had left her alone.
Finally when it was time to board, I got up the courage to ask if she was okay.
Her only response, “You owe me ... big!”
For that, I had no argument.
♦ ♦ ♦
September 9th
 
Things were busy at work, so I didn’t get a chance to come back and visit again for a good half a year. As it didn’t look like I’d be getting much free time afterwards either, and since the calls from Mom were starting to increase in frequency and annoyance, I decided to grab a non-holiday weekend and fly in.
This time I was on my own. Surprised to hear that? Neither was I. Let’s just say I was enjoying the single life again and leave it at that. Did my previous trip have anything to do with it? I’ll leave that for the philosophers to debate.
Mom’s asshole landlord was having some renovations done, so I was going to grab a hotel room and meet up with her at some point.
Interestingly enough, the entire trip in was without incident ... a rarity for me. The flight was fine, my car was waiting for me at the airport, there was light traffic, and the hotel had my room all ready for me. Truth be told, I was actually starting to get a bit spooked. Good fortune tends to be as alien to me as high-speed internet is to the Amish. Fortunately (did I just write ‘fortunately’?), this streak of non-happenings was not to last.
Mom called me early the next morning. The plan was for us to meet for a long lunch at a place in Point Pleasant (which I was sure I’d be expected to pay for. Even in my wildest dreams of good luck, I had no delusions about that one). She was going to get a ride with a friend and meet me there.
I got to the restaurant and discovered that my thoughts of a quiet lunch with Mom were not to be. She had not only invited the person who gave her the ride, but another friend and that friend’s toddler as well. I won’t lie to you, this didn’t particularly please me. Aside from the fact that I was now sure I’d be picking up a pretty sizable tab, I have to admit that I really don’t like children. Kids tend to sense this and have a nasty tendency to do spiteful little kid things, like spend the afternoon kicking me in the shins. This is further exacerbated if the children in question have particularly dimwitted parents of the ‘my little angel can do no harm’ variety. I don’t mean to be a harsh judge, but those are exactly the vibes I was catching from little Damien’s mom.
I tried to enjoy my lunch as best as I could. On the upside, Mom pretty much left me to myself to chat with her friends. The downside, though, is that the other mom at the table ignored any basic concept of keeping her precious little bundle of joy in line. It’s hard to get much enjoyment out of any meal when you have a little demon-spawn sitting next to you. Especially so if he’s continually jamming his dirty little fingers onto your plate to steal your fries and then throwing them back at you. Of course, French fried projectiles aren’t all that bad by themselves. Sadly, junior’s mom must have sensed as much as she then burned off a couple million brain cells to deduce that the only thing her larva was missing was a big cup of BBQ sauce to dunk his makeshift missiles into.
Not to go into the gory details, but let it suffice to say the local laundromat was my best friend upon returning home.
Rather than apologize for unleashing another future welfare recipient upon society, junior’s mom instead decided to try to talk with me to the best of her Cro-Magnon abilities.
“Your mother says you’re good at computers.”
“I’m okay,” I answered, thinking it best to stick to small words.
“I have a computer.”
“That’s nice.” If I had to guess, she used it to smash small animals for dinner, or maybe her family kept it on a pedestal in their cave so they could worship it like a god.
“Since I have a computer, does this mean I can use cyberspace?”
“HOW THE FUCK AM I SUPPOSED TO KNOW!? DO I LOOK LIKE A FUCKING AOL CD?”
Well okay, maybe I just thought that last part.
I instead more or less just shrugged and grunted (which was probably a soliloquy of Shakespearean proportions in the language of her people), concentrating instead on using my vastly more evolved brain to try to beam the message, ‘why don't you go find some shiny object in the middle of the street rather than talk to me,’ into her head. Sadly that didn’t work. I guess my telepathy needs practice. Maybe I should spend more time with Mom’s tarot cards.
Finally, this person decided that she had to be somewhere and excused herself and her spawnling. I couldn’t help but notice that she did so without bothering to even offer to pay for their meals. Yep, about what I figured. Oh well, it was a small price to pay. A few more minutes and I might have made the mistake of mentioning that the earth is round and being subsequently accused of witchcraft.
Interestingly enough, Mom must have been reading my earlier thoughts about tarot cards as she and her friend both pulled out decks. They then proceeded to spend the rest of lunch predicting the dire horrors awaiting me. Sadly, their predications all came true and the fates descended to smite me with their wrath.
In short, I got to pay the bill.
That was pretty much it. As I had mentioned, Mom was having renovations done to her place, so I wasn’t asked back.
The next day I boarded my plane for the flight back. This in itself was an ordeal, due to what I like to call the sunglass mindfuck.
You’re probably wondering why I’m telling you about the trip back, since it technically doesn’t have to do with Mom or her degenerate friends. I disagree, though. She was the reason for the trip in the first place, thus she gets the blame for any misadventures along the way.
Oh right, you’re probably also wondering what a sunglass mindfuck is. It’s a little term I came up with a while back. It’s when an attractive woman sits close to you in a way that her head is pointing in your direction. The problem here is that she’ll be wearing tinted glasses, so you can never know if she’s looking at you, through you, or nowhere even close to you.
Such was the flight back. An attractive blond was seated in the next row over. Every time I looked up I saw that her head was panned in my direction. As you can probably guess, there were sunglasses in the equation so I couldn’t quite tell what was going on.
I personally think women do this on purpose. They know that, as a guy, I only have a couple of choices. I could try to be bold and stare back. But that would, in all probability, get me a slight head move (as if they were just noticing me) along with a, “What the fuck are you looking at, asshole?” response. Or I could try to ignore them and sit there uncomfortably while their eyes bored into my soul.
Yes, I know there are plenty of other things a person could do, but I’m a wuss. So, at the end of the day it was a long plane ride of trying to look at everything other than her (no doubt to her twisted amusement) and then finally making a run for it, upon landing, so that I could escape from her medusa-like gaze.
Either way, I still blame Mom.
♦ ♦ ♦
February 3rd
 
I missed the holiday visit due to work. Can’t say I was overly bummed by it. A nice quiet Christmas coupled with a good New Years party wasn’t exactly making me the poster boy for suffering.
But anyway, it had been a while, and since I hadn’t gotten any surprise news in the meantime about being adopted, it was time for another trip back east.
This wasn’t looking to be too much of a chore, regardless. The plan was to visit Mom on Saturday and then spend Sunday hanging out with some old high school friends. Outside of it being somewhat overcast, the trip to New Jersey was fairly uneventful, besides which it’s not like I had plans to go down to the beach in the middle of winter. The Polar Bear Club can keep that shit to themselves.
I arrived at Mom’s around noon, making me just in time to catch her mid-rant with a visiting friend of hers. Seems asshole landlord was being more of an asshole than usual. As I had no love of said asshole, I wasn’t exactly about to come to his rescue as the voice of reason. Unfortunately, rather than come to what I assumed to be the obvious conclusion (he was acting like an asshole because he was ... ready for it ... an ASSHOLE!), Mom instead justified everything by the stars. He wasn’t such a bad guy, it was just that she was a Leo and he was a Capricorn and thus they were fated to constantly butt heads. Okay whatever. One person’s asshole is another person’s ... err ... weirdness that makes absolutely no freaking sense. But what do I know?
Oh and yes, I am aware that I haven’t gone into too many details about why I think he’s such an asshole. Maybe one day I’ll write a separate diary devoted entirely to him. Needless to say, he is. Trust me on this point and let’s move on with our lives.
Anyway, ranting aside, Mom was also in the middle of lunch preparation as well. In typical Mom fashion that involved enough food for three times the number of people present. Heh, one of these days I’m gonna have to return home and proclaim that I’m fasting due to a recent conversion to some new religion. That’ll blow her mind. Anyway, since Mom has never been a big eater (at least when she’s footing the bill), the whole thing probably meant all the strays in the area would be feasting well tonight.
Mom finished her rant, her friend excused herself to leave, and that left the two of us. It’s here that I make a mistake. Due to her somewhat liberal attitude towards her, mine, and everyone else’s social life, I typically made it a point to not say much. A usual question of “So are you seeing anyone?” is normally met by me with a negative answer as that tends to be safest for my overall sanity.
Instead, I made the mistake of telling her I was seeing this new girl named Karen.
“What happened to Sharon?” Mom asked.
Rather than give a truthful, “YOU happened to Sharon,” answer (which wouldn’t have been one-hundred percent untrue, things never were quite the same between us after that visit), I just told her it didn’t work out.
“Karen, Sharon ... you doing some kind of Dr. Seuss thing?”
“Coincidence.”
“So have you bagged her yet?”
“What?” I blurted.
“Have you nailed her yet?” she asked in that same conversational tone, all while any last shreds of June Cleaver-ish mom-like images spontaneously combusted in my mind.
This wasn’t the first time either. She had first done so while I was back in high school, except that time my girlfriend had been present. Needless to say, I had not nailed her and that conversation cemented that any hopes I might have had to the contrary were completely dashed. It’s for these reasons that I normally try to lead Mom to think that mine is the life of a monk – preferably a Shaolin monk as they’re kinda cool, but I digress. Apparently my joy at her earlier landlord rant had disarmed the rational part of my mind and thus I had once again stumbled into this minefield.
“Mom, did it ever occur to you to maybe ask a more normal question?”
“Like what?”
“Is she a nice girl? What does she do for a living? Things like that.”
“Fine. Is she nice?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Have you...?”
“None of your business!”
“Christ, don’t be such a prude. I’m not embarrassed to talk about my sex life.”
“I know.”
Sensing a rapidly approaching migraine, I quickly tried to steer the conversation towards anything else: the weather, the Mets, the color of her furniture ... hmm, speaking of furniture. “Where’d all the clown stuff go?”
“What clown stuff?”
“All that clown crap. The place was practically overflowing with it. Last time I was here, it was pretty much the Ringling Brothers graveyard.”
“Oh, that? I sold it all at a yard sale. It got old pretty fast.”
“So you had it just long enough to horrify my ex-girlfriend into a coma.”
“How was I supposed to know? What does it matter anyway? You said it didn’t work out.”
Before I could start to inform her, in big bullet points, as to exactly why it didn’t work out and what little part she played in all of that, I was interrupted by a knock on the door.
Joy of joys! As if the day wasn’t already causing my psyche to be reduced to a blistering pus-filled wound, it was Mr. Asshole Landlord at the door to no-doubt brighten things up.
He ignored me (which is just dandy in my book) and proceeded to tell Mom that the landscapers were here and would be working on the property for the rest of the day (In mid February?). This completely set Mom off again and she began ranting. How was she supposed to spend time with her dear son, whom she almost never saw, with a bunch of people running around outside making noise ... blah blah blah? He complained right back about how it’s his property and he’d do what he wants when he wants ... also blah blah blah. I didn’t give a flying shit about any of it. I’m not sure why either of them did. Unless his plans involved sending the contractors inside to harass us with hedge clippers, then I wasn’t really seeing the point of any of this. Guess I should have paid more attention to those horoscopes.
Disgusted by the whole thing, Mom insisted we take a walk away from all the noise (so far I hadn’t heard much of anything). And yes, I did mention it was still February. Unfortunately Mom’s idea of a walk was little more than a ruse to drag me a few blocks to the local 7-eleven to let me buy her a couple of packs of cigarettes (oh yeah, and spending a few minutes introducing me to the cashier for god knows what reason).
Smokes procured, Mom then told me that she didn’t want me to stay and endure the ruckus the landscapers were making (I still hadn’t heard them make a sound). With that, I was pretty much dismissed. Not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, I didn’t make too much of a fuss.  Instead I hopped into my rental car and drove away, thoughts of changing my last name to Smith weighing heavily on my mind.
♦ ♦ ♦
April 19th
 
(Quick excerpt from a phone conversation I had with Mom)
“Oh and I just finished redecorating my bathroom.”
“Fascinating, Mom.”
“It’s all done up in a Disney theme.”
“Okay. Not sure I’d want Cinderella staring up at me from the toilet, but whatever.”
“And I found the cutest Winnie the Pooh shower curtain.”
“That’s a little creepy,” I replied
“No it isn’t.”
“I wouldn’t want to use it.”
“My new boyfriend doesn’t have a problem with it.”
“Too much information, Mom.”
“When we’re in the shower together, he says it’s cute.”
“What part of too much information are you not getting?” Here I paused as I realized an opportunity to turn the tables a bit. “Besides, doesn’t it bother you both?”
“It doesn’t bother me.”
“Well, it would definitely bother me.”
“Why?”
“Not sure I’d want to be in the shower with my girlfriend like that. Things are getting all hot and steamy and then I look up and see Pooh and Christopher Robbins staring at me with knowing grins on their faces.”
“I hadn’t thought of it like that.”
“And don’t forget Tigger too! I’m sure he’s digging the action. That’s the wonderful thing about Tiggers.”
(silence on the other end)
“Might even get Eeyore to crack a smile for a change.”
“I see what you mean. Maybe I’ll just take it down for now and think about it for a bit.”
“Sounds like a good idea to me, Mom.”
So I guess I can win one on occasion.
♦ ♦ ♦
July 15th
 
The church missed a major opportunity this weekend. I’d been a recovering Catholic for some years now, but if things had played out a certain way, I’d be down on my knees praying and screaming hallelujah to the heavens right now.
They didn’t, though, so I’m not. I gave God his chance, but since he didn’t follow through, I guess my heretical ways are here to stay.
I was on the phone with Mom trying to catch up on things, but at the same time also doing my best to dodge any questions about my social life. I was keeping things fairly vague, mostly responding to questions with “fine” or “not much”. I don’t even remember what most of the questions were at this point. All I know is that sometimes the best answers are unhelpful non-answers. Usually, I can steer the conversation away from myself in these cases and back to harmless topics like the rest of the family or the weather.
Not so today. My non-committal grunts apparently went unheeded and I was snapped back to reality by Mom on the verge of going off on a story of epically horrific proportions.”
“You know, I was once asked to be in a threesome,” she said
Every fiber of my being suddenly screamed OH, GOD, NO in silent unison.
“I said no of course, because I wasn't into it (Yes! End of topic!), at least not that way (She’s not stopping!). I have no desire to be with a man and another woman. Not really into that whole lesbian thing. But I’ll tell you what one of my biggest fantasies has always been...
It’s here that I sent out whatever prayers I have left in me to the heavens. God, if you’re really there, I swear I will renounce my ways and be there front and center in church every Sunday if you will only stop her from finishing this sentence. Seriously! A lightning bolt to the phone lines would be good right about now.
Mom continued, undeterred by lightning or common sense, “...to be railed by two men at the same time.”
Thanks, God. I appreciate the helping hand. Needless to say, it was going to be a really cold day in Hell before I dropped anything in a collection plate again.
♦ ♦ ♦
Thanksgiving – again
 
It was once again visiting time. Lucky you, dear reader. I decided to include this story to show you that normalcy doesn’t just avoid my Mom. It seems to avoid my whole family. Apparently, we all pissed it off in a previous life.
Originally, this chapter almost didn’t happen. They were predicting bad storms in Jersey for the holiday. Had that panned out, I was going to cancel and stay where I was. Luckily for me, though, my flight didn’t get cancelled and the weather held ... at least long enough for me to get to Newark and hop into a car. Then, as you can probably guess, when I was too far along to turn back, it all came down from the skies in one big shitstorm.
Anyway, I eventually made it to Mom’s place none too worse or wet for the experience. She immediately assaulted me with questions about my life, who I was seeing, etcetera. This, despite asking me the exact same questions just a day prior via the phone (which I artfully dodged, especially the dating ones).
Lest ye think me completely heartless, I did throw her a few bones, so to speak. I had copies of several new photos for her. Additionally, I also gave her a copy of a little one-act play I had written and produced for a local theater out west. This last one was probably (and by that I mean definitely as you’ll soon see) a mistake on my part, but I was proud at having actually written something that didn’t (hopefully) suck and also having it actually acted out on stage. Sure, there were maybe two-dozen people in the audience, but gotta start somewhere, right? So as they say, pride before a fall and all that.
The plan was supposed to be a typical quiet Thanksgiving dinner with Mom. However, I quickly began to suspect something was amiss as I noticed no table settings or any hint of cooking food.
“Put your coat back on. We’re leaving now,” Mom said, confirming my suspicions.
“We are?”
“Yes. I told your grandparents we’d be over by two.”
“You did?”
“Yeah. Didn’t I tell you we were eating with the rest of the family?”
“No.”
“Well, we are. There, now I’ve told you.”
I don’t have anything against my grandparents or cousins, but I hate last minute changes of plans. If I had known I might have dressed a little nicer, maybe grabbed a bottle of wine to bring, or something. Instead, I was just going to show up looking like some dirtbag from the streets come to leech off their holiday hospitality. Or at least in my mind I was.
So instead of relaxing, I was instead playing chauffeur on an hour long trek up to beautiful and scenic South Amboy. In all honesty, I wasn’t too bummed by any of this. As I said, I have nothing against the rest of my family. In fact, I quite enjoyed hearing my grandfather’s old war stories. Even the least of his yarns was preferable to Mom’s ‘wait till I tell you about what my boyfriend and I were doing last night’ tales by about ten-thousand percent. About the only real annoyance, outside of a lack of preparedness on my part, was the fact that Mom could have easily gotten a lift from one of the other family members and saved me over two hours on the road if she had bothered to plan things out. Lest you think I’ve being overly harsh, let me just point out that the vast majority of our trip up north consisted of me being shushed when a good song came on (I was forced to listen to the oldies channel) or having my driving criticized. Hmm, I wonder if there are any laws against dumping moms off in the middle of the parkway. What? Just speculating, that’s all.
Oh, well. At least the bright side was that by making this a family get-together, I could potentially kill several birds with one stone via this trip. So that being said, we got to my grandparents’ place. Grandma was quick to point out how thin and sickly I looked and Pop was quick to engage me in a handshake (aka, a squeeze until one of us says mercy contest. Damn, the old guy is strong!).
Shaking my hand to get the feeling back, I turned and noticed this stunning creature entering the room. Wondering if perhaps Pop had finally traded up to that supermodel he’d been threatening Grandma with for the last, well, forever years, I suddenly found myself preparing to offer my smoothest hello along with perhaps a suggestion we ditch the old people and find a nice quiet restaurant.
There I was; starting to think that maybe this trip was going to have some unexpected perks when I heard Grandma from the kitchen.
“Cathy, come back here and help me set the table after you’ve said hi.”
Cathy?! As in Cousin Cathy? As in little cousin Cathy, who I hadn’t seen in about ten years? And no, we’re not talking second cousins or ‘cousin’ in the sense of family friend here. We’re talking first cousin, the daughter of Mom’s sister type of cousin. AKA the kind you don’t hit on unless you happen to be a backwoods Arkansas redneck. So, not being a backwoods Arkansas redneck (although a life in Appalachia was starting to sound pretty damn good ... ARGH! Must remember to wash my brain out with bleach.), instead of opening with my planned “Hey, baby!” line, I instead opted for a less creepy, “Hi.”
Turns out she had just graduated and was starting work as an elementary school teacher (Hot For Teacher indeed! *GAH!* I was doing it again. Sorry, let’s just get back to the story and forget all about this disturbing little interlude, shall we?).
Anyhow, after everything settled back down, I pulled out the pictures that I had brought for Mom and showed them around. Karen was in one of the photographs and Pop asked who she was. I told him we were seeing each other and then he started in on me:
“So have you proposed to her yet?”
“Huh?”
“When are you getting married?”
“WHAT?!”
“I don’t know how much longer I have left, but I’d like to hang on long enough to see some great-grandkids.”
“Uh, yeah. Okay, Pop. I’ll let you know as soon as I do.”
If that’s the main reason he’s still kicking around on this mortal plane, then he’ll be sticking around for a while longer. Don’t get me started on the many reasons why I don’t want to go and put on a slave bracelet ... err wedding ring that is.
NOTE TO SELF: Come back later and delete this entire section. Cousins, marriage, all of it.
 
As for kids, I can only imagine what kind of frigged up genetics I’d be inflicting on the next generation. Besides which, as I’ve already mentioned, I don’t particularly get along well with children, albeit that’s really only partially their fault.
Case in point, I remember back a few years. I was at a local pharmacy picking up some shampoo. Some mother was a few aisles over not paying attention to her little darlings. So instead, they wandered over to where I was – running, screaming, bumping into me, and just overall being living proof that there’s no problem with kids that a good ass-kicking won’t solve.
So anyway, the little lovelies found some of that magic shower foam they sell in various cartoon character containers. They started screaming to their mom that they had to have them. I finally had enough of this invasion of my personal shampoo shopping space, turned to the kids, and quietly said, “You don’t want these.”
“YES WE DO! I WANT BEAUTY AND THE BEAST!”
“I WANT POWER RANGERS!”
“No you don’t,” I said picking up a Disney themed one. “You see, after the movie ended, the Beast bit Belle and gave her ... RABIES!” At this point I started squirting the foam at the once again screaming, but this time in terror, kiddies.
Sure they kicked me out of the store and asked me to never return, but goddamn that was funny.
You’re probably wondering if this has anything to do with Mom or my grandparents. Well, it doesn’t. Just thinking about that, though, always brings a smile to my face. Nevertheless, hopefully the point is made. Kids and I do not a good combo make.
Anyway, where was I?
Ah yes! I momentarily excused myself from Pop’s verbal grilling to go catch up with Grandma and the other assorted aunts and uncles who had started filtering in, hoping that in the meantime Pop would forget all about the wedding he was mentally planning. I walked into the kitchen to find Mom in the middle of boasting about me, or more precisely boasting about herself and the effect she’s had on me.
See, in Mom’s mind she is apparently the uber-mother, without whom I, her mentally challenged son, would be lost. As a result, every single one of my accomplishments can be traced directly back to her. Or at least that’s how she sees it.
Thus I found her proudly showing off my play and explaining how she inspired me to dig deep into myself to write it. She then went on about how good it was (she hadn’t read it yet!) and how she was able to set a good example and give me the motivation (it had nothing to do with her!) to finish it.
I quickly came to the conclusion that any stepping in on my part was just going to end with me yelling at her and looking like a jackass, so I decided to let her have her moment. I’m hopeful the rest of the family has enough brain cells to recognize bullshit when they step in it. Not all of them, mind you, but hopefully at least a few.
I instead slipped back in with Pop and steered him toward his navy stories. Those are always a great way to kill a few hours as he has a ton of them. He was in pretty much every major battle in the Pacific theater during World War Two and has never been shy about letting anyone know about it. Today’s tale was about a bunch of Japanese POW’s one of his squads captured. I sat tight and listened with mouth shut, making sure not to bring up any of the Asian girls I’d dated in the past. Pop’s pretty well adjusted, all things considered, but the last thing I ever want to do is send him spiraling off in some sort of flashback. That would probably result in an embarrassing beating by an octogenarian.
Finally, we were called in for dinner. Overall it was fairly low key, lots of food and, for the most part, nothing more than small talk. Mom apparently had burned herself out with the earlier bragging to the family and she more or less behaved.
After dessert, I asked Mom if she was ready to go home. She told me that she was going to crash there and one of my aunts could drive her home tomorrow. Okay, so now I had an hour long drive by myself back down to the shore (since all my stuff was in a hotel down there as opposed to up where I was, nice and close to the airport). Now we’re up to about four hours of wasted time on the roads because Mom can’t plan for shit.
I said my goodbyes to the family and then was finally let go about an hour later after Pop’s obligatory “be sure to visit more often since I’m not long for this world” speech that he’s been giving for the past decade. After that, it was another several minutes shouting back and forth with Grandma. She’s partly deaf but refuses to wear a hearing aid. She also apparently thinks I’m a complete moron.
“Do you know how to get back?” she asked.
“Yes, Grandma.”
“I said do you know how to get back?”
“YES, GRANDMA!”
“Are you sure?”
“I’M SURE.”
“Because it’s raining and I know how easily you get lost.”
“I KNOW HOW TO GET BACK!”
“You’re positive?”
“YES! I KNOW HOW TO GET FUCKING BACK BECAUSE I’M NOT A GODDAMN RETARD! BESIDES WHICH, WHO THE HELL ARE YOU TO JUDGE? YOU GET LOST WALKING TO THE FUCKING STORE DOWN THE STREET! NOW, LET ME GO BECAUSE EVEN IF I DO GET LOST, AT LEAST I WON’T HAVE TO LISTEN ABOUT IT ANYMORE!”
Once again, I may have only said that last part in my mind.
♦ ♦ ♦
Christmas
 
The next year was pretty quiet. Not a lot of weirdness to speak of, at least nothing really worth writing about. But, much like Haley’s Comet, the strangeness always comes back.
Christmas itself was fairly low key, but the day afterwards Mom had asked me to drop her off at my grandparents’ house again. This time it was all planned, so no excessive bitching on my part about the trip. Well, except for maybe this one little slice of conversation during the ride up...
For some reason Mom changed whatever subject we were on to that of cable TV. “Do you have Cinemax or HBO?” she asked.
“Just Cinemax,” I answered, thinking this was a safe enough conversation.
“Do you ever watch it late at night?”
Oh shit! Danger, Will Robinson! DANGER! “Um, not really,” I truthfully answered. Yes I said truthfully! Fine, don’t believe me! How dare you insinuate I sully my eyes with such smut! Err anyway, Mom continued...
“Well, I do. The other night I was watching TV when I clicked on it and there was this couple on the screen really going at it.”
“That’s ... nice,” I stammered, hoping that either the conversation would end or perhaps an eighteen wheeler would suddenly decide to sideswipe us.
Neither happened, sadly.
“There was this girl going at it with another girl.”
You owe me one, God. Make it stop!
“Suddenly, it turned into a threesome.”
Yahweh, Shiva, Odin? Anyone out there listening?
“I couldn’t stop watching.”
Fuck you, universe!
“I was up until five in the morning, it got me so hot.”
It was then that I turned a sharp right and drove us off the side of a bridge.
Fine, I didn’t. But damn, if it didn’t sound like a good idea.
♦ ♦ ♦
June 15th
 
This one almost counted as a vacation of sorts. It was early summer and Mom was pestering me for a visit. My girlfriend at the time, Jennifer, loved the idea of spending a weekend at the Jersey shore (Why? I have no idea. As far as I was concerned, she was definitely one of the loopy ones). Despite my best efforts to warn her off, she insisted that not only should I pay a visit but that she would come along as well.
We got in fairly late and crashed as soon as we arrived at the hotel. The next morning, I awoke to find myself alone in bed. Normally, this sort of thing doesn’t surprise me, but since I had gone to sleep with a female next to me I was a bit confused. I sat up and noticed that Jennifer was sitting across the room in the loveseat. She told me that she couldn’t sleep. When I asked her why, she remained moot. Further questioning only made it evident that she was apparently giving me the cold shoulder. Wondering what evils I may have done during the night, I decided to leave it alone for the time being.
The silence persisted throughout breakfast and our preparations to meet with Mom. Finally in the car, she broke down with what was bothering her.
“You killed them all,” she said softly.
“Huh?”
“All of my friends.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Last night. I had a dream that you killed everyone I knew.”
“Okay and...?” I replied.
“And you really enjoyed doing it. You were a real psycho bastard.”
“Uh huh,” I said, thinking that there was indeed a psycho in the car, but it wasn’t me. “Did I kill you, too?”
“No. Just all of my friends.”
“Then I don’t see what the big deal is,” I responded, closing the case on that mystery.
We made a quick stop for gas and then got to Mom’s place. She immediately started badgering us about whether we had brought our swimsuits. I told her we left them in the hotel. She then told me that asshole landlord had installed a pool a few weeks earlier and then immediately laid in on us about how we didn’t come prepared for it.
“Probably because this is the first I’m hearing about it, Mom.”
She then went on to tell me about some of her further adventures with asshole landlord, none of which I could have cared one iota about. Why do I need to hear about someone I don’t like?
She then finished with this lovely tidbit, “He was upset when I told him you broke up with Karen. He said she had a nice rack.”
“Thanks for the info, Mom,” was all I could grumble. In my head I could hear a clicking noise as my rating for him dropped a few notches from asshole to major asshole.
Fortunately, Jennifer had zoned out during most of this, otherwise I’m sure I would have gotten an earful of, “So that whore you used to date (just a few jealousy issues there) had nice tits? You probably think they’re nicer than mine”
Well, not to judge ... but they were.
It turned out to be a good thing we hadn’t brought our swimsuits, as a short while later some of the asshole landlord’s scumbag friends showed up to swim. I don’t like to prejudge, but let’s face facts. Assholes tend to run in packs. You would be hard-pressed to get me to change my mind as this group brought a whole lot of libations with them in the form of cheap beer and a gigantic jug of wine. You tell me. They were friends with an asshole and enjoyers of Keystone light and three-buck-a-gallon wine. Was I truly wrong to form an opinion there? I didn’t think so.
Sadly, my bookish sensibilities and passing knowledge of what it meant to be low class weren’t shared by my own family. Thus Mom was happy to help herself to the jug-wine, all the while complaining how cheap it was and how bad it tasted. This continued for several glasses. Never once apparently did she consider the concept of not drinking it if it tasted so vile. Go figure.
Mom and wine don’t mix well, sadly. She’s the exact opposite of the proverbial happy drunk, so I sensed a downward spiral was beginning. I’d been there before. They usually culminated with a quick glance at my watch and a, “Well, will you look at the time. Gotta go. Bye!” followed by an attempt to set a new land speed record driving away.
If you’re expecting an exception here, I’m sorry to disappoint. When she has a few, Mom can cycle through a lot of different emotions, all negative. That night the wheel of misfortune decided to settle upon whine, a perfect compliment to the cheap wine.
First, Mom decided to go on a tirade about all of her friends and what ingrates they were. Jennifer tried to inject a little sanity by asking her why she considered them her friends if they were so horrible. Not a bright move, as that merely subjected us to more reasons why nobody was living up to her lofty standards.
Next up, sensing perhaps that her hospitality was lacking, she offered us a bite to eat. Mind you, her brilliant idea was to offer us this Polish dish she occasionally made which consisted of jellied pig feet. I have no idea what it’s called, something unpronounceable, and I don’t care as I find it completely inedible. She knows this and under soberer conditions would know better. But alas that was not to be. So instead we got her trying to force feed us pig jelly and then whining and carrying on because we were being ungrateful.
Us not being hungry set her off on another tangent. She asked again if we were sure that we didn’t want to go for a swim. Because, if I had changed my mind, she was sure asshole landlord had a spare pair of swim trunks I could borrow. Let me just point out, I cannot even fathom under what circumstances she would think I would be desperate enough for a swim to do that. If it was the Fountain of Youth itself and had a sign that read Eternal youth and happiness awaits. Ye just need to done yon asshole’s shorts, I would happily grow old and turn to dust.
Stupidly, I actually said that last part out loud to Mom. That was a major mistake as it apparently signaled the whining to take a break and for maudlin depression to step in for a while. Mentioning turning to dust got her started on a death-kick. I swear, there must be some sort of textbook that gets handed out to people over fifty, instructing them to inundate the young(er) with talk of their impending doom. The problem was, the first time you heard it you could get kind of scared and wonder if something was really wrong. The five-thousandth time you heard it from the same person, usually long after a decade had passed, it started to lack the same punch it once had. It’s kinda like a store that’s been holding a going out of business sale for the past ten years.
Starting to get annoyed, I mentioned this and it set off the drunken crocodile tears.
I don’t care.
I’m a bad son.
Nobody loves her.
She’s going to die all alone.
Nobody’s going to respect her dying wishes.
And so on and so on, until such time as I could feel my teeth beginning to crack from grinding them so hard.
Just as I was about to reach my limit and completely blow, who should come to my rescue? Yep, it was asshole landlord. Well okay, maybe rescue isn’t the right word. He knocked on the door to bitch about something, but that signaled depression to call it a day and for spite to come out and play. This kicked off about ten minutes of them yelling at each other about something stupid and insignificant (or at least I assumed so. Can’t say that I cared enough to listen) before he stormed off.
I used that distraction to signal Jen that it was time to go. She had the good graces not to argue. We got up to thank Mom for the visit in the manner of, “Oh will you look at the time!”
And so we made our escape, but not before Mom handed me a dish full of the pig-flavored abomination she’d been trying to shove down our throats. Of course she insisted I take it, lest I somehow starve to death on the drive back to the hotel.
We stopped at a drive-through on the way back and discarded the feast of Satan in a trashcan before it gained sentience and turned on us. We then drove back to the hotel where I was hoping to get a good night sleep, amidst pleasant dreams of killing my family and enjoying it.
♦ ♦ ♦
It is here that my tale shall end. For sadly, a short while after this last post, Mom went missing while out on a walk.
No trace of her was ever found. The only clues were signs of a struggle and a glistening trail of slime leading away into the woods. The police said it smelled like pigs’ feet.
Just kidding on that last part! Mom’s fine (depending of course on your definition of fine). My hand is cramping, though, and by this point I figure you’ve probably gotten the general idea. If not, please feel free to call me over once you’ve finished reading. I’ll be happy to give you some more Tales from Mom’s house if you truly desire such. I have plenty more. Trust me on that one.
If not, just know that I’m sure the holidays will come again soon enough and that once more her phone calls will beckon. I am still a good (also depending on your definition of good) son, which means I’ll definitely be heading out again to visit her someday in the near future.
Perhaps you’ll wish me well and send me on my way alone. Perhaps your curiosity will be piqued and you’ll want to join me for a visit (although what that tells me about you, I can only guess).
Whatever the choice you make, all I ask is that you feel a touch of sympathy and perhaps even a little pity for me. For now you know why I’ll spend a full week whining and complaining about it before flying out. You now know and perhaps even understand what awaits me out there. Hopefully, you may even shed a tear for my plight.
Or you could just smack me upside the head and tell me, “man up, pussy!” That’d probably work too.
THE END
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Bonus Chapter: BILL THE VAMPIRE

Chapter 1: The Day I Died

Thud, thud!



Ugh! Somebody needs to turn off their goddamn stereo before I put my foot up their ass. God forbid a guy be allowed to sleep off a major bender without some dickhead blasting their bass to eleven. At least, I think it was a major bender. I know I’m asleep, but the room is still spinning. Yeah, I’ve gotta be drunk off my ass.



The funny thing is, I don’t remember getting shitfaced, although that doesn’t mean anything. The best parties are sometimes the ones you don’t remember. Still, I’m not even sure I went to a party last night. It is morning, right? I can’t see anything. Well, duh, my eyes are closed.



Okay, so my eyes aren’t opening. I guess I must be pretty trashed.



Thud, thud!



There it is again. For fuck’s sake! Some days I hate living here. There’s always some little white bread, teenaged douche pumping out Tupac from his daddy’s Beemer because he thinks he can relate to life on the streets. But why is it so loud? Maybe the window’s open. I should get up and close it. 


Oh yeah, that’s right. I’m out cold. I can’t really check the window in my current state. Oh, well, maybe I’ll get lucky and some real gangstas will come cruising down the block and pop a few caps in homey’s upper middle class ass.



Thud, thud!



ARGH! It’s really starting to piss me off now. 


Huh? What the hell was that? Holy shit, are those voices? Maybe I'm not at home after all. If that's the case, I must still be at a party. Oh, crap. I hate passing out at someone else's place. I really hope they aren’t drawing dicks on my face. The last time that happened, the fuckers used a permanent Sharpie. Let me tell you how much fun that was to scrub off. Probably took off five layers of skin and you could still see it. 


Tom was an asshole about it, too. He kept pretending to be helpful just to get a laugh. “You want me to go to the store for you, dickface?” “I’ll get it. Hello? Oh, Bill? Sorry, he can’t come to the phone right now. He's too busy trying to wipe cock off his face. Can you call back later?” One of these days, I’ve really gotta get my own apartment.



Thud, thud.



Okay, it's getting a little lower now. The song must be ending. I still can’t make out what the voices are saying, but at least it doesn’t sound like laughter. That’s good. Hopefully it means they haven’t started using my face as an easel yet. Maybe I can force myself to wake up before that happens.



Jeez, my body still isn’t responding. Man, what the hell was I drinking? Even passed out, I still feel seriously fucked up. Maybe I was doing a little more than drinking. I vaguely remember Ed saying something about scoring a few joints. Shit! I hope they weren’t laced with Drāno or something – although that might explain why I’m lying here, having an internal soliloquy. 


Hold on a second – didn't that happen last week?



Thud, thud.



Why does that sound so familiar? I don’t usually listen to any shit rap music, but damn if that doesn’t ring a bell. It’s right on the tip of my tongue... 


UGH! Speaking of my tongue, what the hell is that taste in my mouth? Oh, shit. Please don’t let that be puke. There’s nothing worse than puking at a party and waking up in it. Nobody ever gets laid after that. Well, okay, puke or not, it’s been a while since I scored, but it could still happen ... maybe. Although not if I’m lying in a swimming pool of my own spew.



Crap! I hope someone turned me on my side. The last thing I want to do is pull a Hendrix. Okay, okay, relax. No one is that big of an asshole. If I can hear them talking, then that probably means I’m all right.



Thud, thud.



It’s weird tasting puke, anyway; kind of coppery. Oh, okay, maybe I didn’t puke. I probably bit the inside of my mouth instead. That makes sense. Hopefully that’s the case and it isn’t anything more serious. 


Damn! What if this is some kind of seizure? I could have bitten off my own damn tongue, and these assholes are standing around debating the artistic merits of penises on my face. Maybe that’s why I can’t wake up. I popped a blood vessel in my brain and am spiraling into a coma.



Still, I don’t think I’d be quite as lucid in a coma. Then again, I haven’t been in enough comas to know what it'd be like. 


All right, calm down. I'd probably feel it if my tongue was bitten off. That would probably be a wee bit on the painful side. 


C’mon concentrate. Let's see ... I can still taste that crap in my mouth, but I can sorta feel my tongue, too. At least I think I can.



I tried moving it around a bit inside my mouth. Yeah, I still had a tongue... 


OW! What the hell was that? I had a tongue a second ago, but I’m not so sure now. What the hell? Did someone stick a razor blade in my freaking mouth?



Thud, thud.



Thank God. The music’s barely a whisper now. I swear, some of those stupid dance mixes seem like they go on for hours. It’s funny that I can hear the bass, but nothing else, though. It still sounds so familiar. Almost like a...



Oh, no.



That can’t be right.



Thud, thud.



 
It can’t be.



Please don’t let that be my heart that I’m hearing.



Thud.



 
Oh, shit!



I am choking on my own puke.



Or having a seizure.



Thud.



Or a goddamned brain aneurysm.



Thu...



 
Ohcrapohcrapohcrap!



Okay, I shouldn't worry. I’m sure someone will start CPR on me.



Any second now.



...Any minute now.



Come on, people. I only have a few minutes here before that whole brain death thing.



FUCK!



Please start beating again.



Pretty please.



It’s not fair. I still have so many reasons to live. I was going to go out with Sheila. Well, okay, maybe. One of these days, certainly. Hell, I would have gotten to it eventually. You don’t just walk up to an insanely hot chick like that and ask her out, especially when you look like me. You have to work your way up to it. Sure, it’s been two years, but I was almost there, dammit. Now it’s all gone.



Or it will be all gone.



Any minute now ... it’ll be all gone.



Jeez, this death thing isn’t quite like I thought it would be. I can still taste whatever is in my mouth. Yep, can still move my tongue, too. Can dead people move their tongues? I don’t know. I haven’t Frenched too many corpses.



Okay, this is starting to get a bit odd. Shouldn’t I be seeing a tunnel with a light at the end? Maybe I’ll see Grandma and Grandpa – hell, maybe even Elvis is waiting for me at the end of it. Not sure why he’d be, but whatever.



Nope, nothing.



No, that’s not quite true. Is that ... yes. I can feel my left arm now. Do dead people start getting sensation back? Hmm, I can’t move it much, but it feels like I’m lying on something soft. No, I’m not in my bed. It feels like carpet. Yep, definitely on a floor somewhere. It feels thick ... kinda like a ... oh, no ... a shag carpet. Either I’m stuck in a bad seventies’ flashback, or I’m at that...



Loft!



 Oh, fuck! And with that, the fog suddenly clears from my head. I can remember where I am and how I got here. If I’m right about what’s going on, then a face full of dicks isn’t going to sound all that bad in comparison.



♦ ♦ ♦
Bill The Vampire
Available in both ebook and paperback.
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