
        
            
                
            
        
    
		
			

			Previously by Richard Segal

			The Russian Economy

			Crash, Burn, Hurricane

			Trilogy Year

			Hitting the Tenspot

			Nectar of the Lavender

			Cookbook for a New Europe

			The Great Art Deco Chase

			Three Days in July

			Return of the Drama Prince

			The Victory Walk

			Richard’s Eleven

			The Day the Muses Died

			Uneasy Riding

			Surfing the Urban Wave

			Polo in the Snow

			Birch

			Parrot and the Rooster

			Summer of ‘16

			Sunday Night at the Races

			Lot 39

			Conference Confidential

			Gatecrashers at Dawn

			The Georgetown Papers

			The Man Who Knew the Answer

			The Escape Key

			

	

THE GUEST HOUSE

			RICHARD SEGAL

			[image: 28314.png]

			

	



			AuthorHouse™ UK

			1663 Liberty Drive

			Bloomington, IN 47403 USA

			www.authorhouse.co.uk

			Phone: UK TFN: 0800 0148641 (Toll Free inside the UK)
UK Local: 02036 956322 (+44 20 3695 6322 from outside the UK)

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			© 2021 Richard Segal. All rights reserved.

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author.

			 

			Published by AuthorHouse 05/25/2021

			 

			ISBN: 978-1-6655-8984-0 (sc)

			ISBN: 978-1-6655-8983-3 (e)

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Any people depicted in stock imagery provided by Getty Images are models, 
and such images are being used for illustrative purposes only.

			Certain stock imagery © Getty Images.

			 

			 

			Because of the dynamic nature of the Internet, any web addresses or links contained in this book may have changed since publication and may no longer be valid. The views expressed in this work are solely those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of the publisher, and the publisher hereby disclaims any responsibility for them.

			

	

CONTENTS

			The Grass Is Singing

			Flashback Favorites

			No Cash Left In Bank Overnight

			The Wisdom Of Pepe

			Return To Apple Valley

			New Happy Hour Deals At Plaza One 
Basement Bar Spark Commuter Debate

			Consumers Livid Over New Coke

			Back In Blue

			An Artificial Construct

			It’s Tomorrow

			* Indicates A Required Field

			And Your Clients Are, What Kind?

			Tuesday Afternoon, Overcast

			Wednesday Afternoon, Sunshine

			Thursday Afternoon, Rain

			In These Difficult Past 12 Months

			In The Groove

			A New World In The Morning

			The Bill Murray Theater

			The Killing Of Gyorgy

			And Now, Sss

			Ketchup’s A Vegetable?

			The Horseshoe Theory

			The Horseshit Theory

			Sunday Afternoon At Marketplace

			A Global Warning About 
Global Warming

			“Vapor Escapes From Mars 
Into The Atmosphere”

			The Big Issue With Big Data

			The Results Are In

			Gftbo

			From The Four Phases Of The Batman 
To The Five Phases Of The Bee Gees

			The Doug J Chronicles

			Support Us At This Critical Time

			A Short History Of Hot Desking, 
Or, When Hot Desking Was 
Phrase Of The Week

			Someone Saved My Life Tonight

			Flour Type 812

			We Pick Up The Action A Couple 
Weeks Later, With The Dialogue 
Already In Progress

			The Return Of Doug J, Or, One Door 
Closes, Another One Closes

			Identity Comedy

			You’re Rising From Your Sleep

			Get Yer Yuk Yuks Out

			Have You Noticed You’re Alive?

			What Seems To Be The Problem?

			An Artificial Construct

			Come Back Pontius Pilate 
All Is Forgiven

			The Following Does Not Contain 
Scenes Of Graphic Images

			We’re Not Doing It Because It’s Easy

			Got Any Good Jared Porter Jokes?

			Video May Or May Not Play After Ad

			You Have Also Reached Your Limit 
Of Free Articles This Month

			The Telstar Game

			It’s Going To Get Very Loud

			The Manchurian Candidate

			But Then My Heart Rose To 
Three Times Its Normal Size

			The End Of The Innocence

			

	

THE GUEST HOUSE

			The Guest House, by Richard Segal, is a work of fiction. Any references to real people, living or dead, and actual events, organizations or locations, are intended purely to provide context or reference points. All remaining characters, places, names, incidents, dialogue and opinions are wholly fictional and their resemblance, if any, to real life counterparts is entirely coincidental. No inferences or assumptions about any personal opinions should be drawn from the material enclosed herein, no criticism whatsoever of individuals currently or recently alive should be inferred, and no such representations should be made.

			

	



			To Scotty Bernard

			

	

[image: 28362.png]

THE GRASS IS SINGING

			How nice, to get credit for being alive

			- Kurt Vonnegut, Jr

			
			Late afternoon Sunday, summertime. We had returned from Boston and unloaded the wagon. I inspected the lawn out back to see whether it would beseech mowing before the sun went down, or could wait. It had rained on Saturday, and the grass was singing. This was not crickets, it was the grass singing, and shouldn’t be disturbed. Not for another six days. The scent of freshly mown grass can take its turn.

			During the drive I completed a paperback by one of my choice creators of fiction, a rapidly exhausting author whose works were ageless but as I now appreciate not timeless. What fifteen year old doesn’t wish, or need, to be seen reading a best-selling novel beyond his years?

			This write what you know author was of his era and today is all but overlooked, though I’m glad I matured during his heyday and can say I finished all his works I was going to by my mid-20s. This was the third of his I read on the ride home, though out of sequence and by that stage, he was finished with serious books.

			In this novel, the main theme was the demise of the American Mid-West before his eyes. The smokestack industries went first, the social decline ensuing quickly thereafter. The story was told through the eyes of a recurring character who resisted the inevitable by inventing a religion and canvassing the Great Lakes for subscribers. One of his disciples moved up the depth charts and became a supporting actor, and two thirds the way through faced the fortune of his fated encounter with the town’s wealthy benefactor, the son of a factory owner who invested wisely and, luckily for him, went from strength to strength when the brick pillar which bore their prominent name billowed its final puff of acrid-red smoke into the saddened skies. Think the Ambersons without a decline and fall.

			This famous meeting between Kilgore and Dwayne was foretold in the previous tale and at the start of this one, which left the timing as the only mystery. At the end of their set-to at the fading diner, the scion raised his voice and shrieked at the everyman, as if it wasn’t self-apparent that his trust fund underwrote the religion during its fledgling era and ensured it could achieve sustainability without a martyr – better to have a deep pocketed angel investor than to pray in vain for a patron saint who after all will not be reborn. As if there was any doubt, and no one worth his or her salt would ascribe to any other faith. The inheritor then walked out, not to be seen or heard from again. Until the next book.

			The working class devotee lost his logframe of reference, because he assumed those well at heel would be above the fray and not beholden to false idols and hopes like him, he didn’t anticipate common denominators or great equalizers. They were all conformists, he realized, no one had a mind of their own. There was no one to look up to. No one was going to save them if they didn’t save themselves. When the townsmen grasped that the religion was a hoax the bottom would fall out and nothing would be left, not even their sanity.

			He closed his eyes briefly and looked down. On the discoloured yellow Formica next to each placemat was a large decal, a reminder to those who presumed the proprietor was anything but commercially oriented. “We’ve made a deal with the savings & loan. We don’t extend credit and the S&L doesn’t fry burgers.” Nonetheless, the diner was full every weekend, and ever would be, whether the clientele had money left from its pay-checks at the end of the month or not, whether they would enjoy their Parmigiana’s with the Diner’s Club coupons they had saved from the previous year, or not.

			The author was renowned for his naïve and primitive drawings at occasions of suspense, a piece of clothing here, a beaten down Chevy coupe there. His springboard to fame was a less than 200 page memoire of war, fighting in a conflict he found futile, when battles were fought by live soldiers, before both sides had robot warriors of their own. Less than 200 pages, just like this one, until I couldn’t stop writing.

			And so it goes, and so it goes.

			The end.

			When I finished my post-trip chores, I walked back outside, flicked my eyelashes upward and breathed the summer air anyway, rationalizing away lack of motivation to trim the lawn. After all, this was the summer before dark as well. A 340-page novel was still in my hands. The sum of the author’s work had not declined in my estimation, but this effort would not be proudly displayed in the main house.

			I would make space for these 340 pages plus cover in the Guest House, the side building which was devised for you guessed it guests, but given the existence of electrical lighting though not running water, it became a storage space for belongings we wished to keep, but didn’t wish to eye-gaze every day. Clothes that were a few seasons out of fashion, school play mementos from a sibling who had grown up and gone to college, concert posters featuring The Syndicate of Sound and The Chocolate Watchband, and books that we liked but not that much, such as the one I just finished.

			It was named the Guest House on the recommendation of the previous owners, who claimed they frequently hosted visitors in this room, physically detached for the sake of privacy, or in the event the main house was full and couldn’t handle the overflow. This begs the question of why they would extend weekend invitations, but didn’t adore these guests enough to share living quarters for two slim nights, and would offer electricity via long florescent light bulbs, but not plumbing. Perhaps Outpost would have been a more fitting nickname for this structure.

			It was not our wont to go through these motions; if cousins or aunts and uncles were going to visit from out of town, they could sleep on sofas in the living room, or they could spring for a motel. As time passed and us children aged, the Guest House became a venue for youngster sleepovers when the weather was too inclement for pitching a tent in the side yard, but we bored of this gradually too and it became an excess proper for the said clothing, concert posters and books, and a way station for hand me downs suitable for Good Will or Salvation Army shops.

			One late spring Friday a year later I stayed up to watch the Movie of the Week and it had me thinking, such was its relation to the times in which I was living. If video tapes had been in existence I’d have watched the slow motion ending a few more times and stopped the recording when the closing theme approached the second line of the chorus – “yesterday a child came out to wander” - and scanned forward until the network’s epochal jingle and logo appeared. I stayed up a little later to watch the 11 PM news, but three stories and 10-15 minutes was all I could handle. I turned off the set and looked out back, to imagine the leaves blowing in the weekend wind. I should have given myself a pat on the back for lasting fifteen minutes, considering the lonely channel choices of 6, 8 and 13.

			Instead of darkness, a flash of red light appeared, and it shocked me out of my senses. In my rural American suburbia there were no houses for two miles in that direction, and a lake would intervene at any rate. It was the reflection of a car’s lights, I eventually determined, though it could have been a trespasser’s flashlight, or a very lost rambler. An alien from another solar system is as likely to appear on earth as a flash of light from a little green man, but there would be nothing for him to see up here. Why carouse at night in rural suburban America, when if you are a passenger in a flying saucer that travels above the speed of light, Machu Picchu has so much more to offer. Moreover, like a retired couple traveling the country full-time in a Winnebago, there’s no reason for the alien to be attached to any particular planet, if he has his own means of transportation and a great expansive galaxy to explore.

			Undaunted, the subsequent weekend I joined an offer to our family from a local business moghul to assemble at his summer camp, where we’d go on slow, gentle boat rides and reminisce about earlier afternoons on the lake, or on its pebbly beach, and how nothing compares to boating of any manner when it’s scorching outside and there are no clouds marring the sky view. If not for the cost and hassle of maintaining amphibious vehicles, and the prevalence of stormy weather during the summer, probably families would do it more often. Back on dry land, we sat on elongated director’s chairs and thanked our host liberally while munching on finger food, and publicly regretting that none of our clan’s waterfront was usable except for when it froze over.

			When our backs got stiff from sitting for too long, or the nylon fabric made marks on the bottom of our thighs, we got up to stretch and walk around his property. There are bragging rights in owning large plots alongside your summer escape, but he let us in on a secret. It is advisable for much of this to be wooded and up wind, because this directs mosquitoes toward your neighbors. Moreover, the smaller the lawn, the less you have to maintain. In addition, while the phrase waterfront footage has a certain ring to it, the preferred ringtone of the town’s property tax officer is kerCHING, so you don’t want too much of that either. If this is so complicated, why bother, I asked. He laughed, sensing me to have a good knack for one-liners for someone of my age. I was not joshing.

			If this teen was destined for a career as a comedy writer, though, I have to start somewhere, and if unintentional wit catches on, I’d have a notebook of material. I didn’t intend for my question to be funny, but it got a laugh, so I’ll break it down into whether it was the unexpected nature of my enquiry or my formula. If the humor was intentional and got a laugh, it would be Lucky 7 on the slot machines, and all the difference between getting on the scoreboard and getting on the leader board. If not, was he laughing with or at me?

			He seemed to spend most of his time explaining why owners of vacation homes had to be careful about one thing or another, and on the water he had to keep constant watch on his guests to ensure the life preservers remained fastened, especially the children, and lamenting that he’s always the summer host bride, and never the bridesmaid.

			Thereafter, I noticed a classic car in a nearby driveway and excused myself from the group, in order to inspect it from a closer but respectful distance. Halfway there I spotted an empty beer can on the grass and bent over to pick it up so no one would trip over it but stopped abruptly when the rank smell got to me. In the extreme heat a dead soldier would have emitted a powerful stream of odour; being 10% full the scent was that much worse. I nearly regurgitated my chicken salad delight, and would have had I consumed more than three spoonfuls. However, if it had been a can of Tuborg Gold rather than Schaeffer I might not have resolved to foreswear any and all cocktails for the next six months. I do believe this can of Schaeffer was the weakest link.

			Nevertheless, when that winter Sunday afternoon arrived six months later, as coincidence would have it we were invited to another neighborhood gathering, although this time on Cranesbill Hill, at a snowy year-round residence. The host was Armin, and he looked like an Armin with a patented moustache and stocky welterweight build, despite not sounding like one. His voice was more puppet than trumpet. We were among the first to arrive, though even so were 20 minutes late and Armin was starved and thirsty but dared not dig in before any of his invitees. The dip had to be smooth as glass to the naked eye when the first guests did pierce the threshold, and the punch bowls filled to the maximum brim. Therefore, he virtually begged us to sample his equally-patented spiced nuts before his wife Happy Helen graciously accepted our winter coats, and pour ourselves a beverage of choice.

			Six months later and you’d think I’d be six months wiser, for there were two punch bowls, one an orange fruit juice mix for the minors and another Bloody Mary’s for the adults. Being parched from a Sunday morning best two of three at our indoor tennis club, I ladled myself a large glass from the red bowl and began slurping away, clear of the eyes of the assembled adults with the exception of Armin, who gave me a steely glance and informed me the receptacle I had dipped from was for those of legal drinking age. He’d have to turn me in if I took as many as two more sips, given that there would be less for everyone else, to say nothing of him when all had departed and it was a choice of dub the remainder a Scorpion Bowl and finish the dregs with two straws or toss it down the drain, when he could have improvised and generated a supply of extreme ice cubes. ‘Yes, I am cognizant …,’ I concurred, and took four more sips before batting an eyelid, as if I was still suffering from hair of the salty dog from the previous summer.

			For the record, though, Armin, or Happy Helen, could shake and stir a USDA Grade A Prime trough of Bloody Mary’s, and no one’s first glass should touch the sides. For all I’m concerned the fruit punch consisted of Screwdriver’s that he had not too subtly spiked just for laughs, and to form an ever more perfect union of families within the mile radius ingroup.

			The neighbor up the road joined us with his plus one not from the tennis courts but straight from his regularly scheduled ice fishing expedition, though he came up empty this time, aside from the quartet of glorified minnows that he caught and cooked for himself and his wife, along with bacon and eggs and Coleman grill they had brought with them for the ride. He was strangely enough perfectly dressed for both occasions, and I smiled wryly to myself when they knocked on the door and entered, because my true bravado could go unpunished. Mark and Sandra had pre-loaded – for the brunch rather than for the ice fishing – and they’d request coffee for sobering up before starting again. Because they weren’t talking too much and too fast to begin with.

			The prior afternoon M&S visited former neighborites who had relocated about an hour away as the crow flies and he was full of stories about how different the sea air is not far down the coast. If Mark told us once about how impressed they were with the “historic” Cribstone Bridge, of a stone girder design and fifty years old already by that date, he told us three times. “A genuine mechanical marvel!” he repeated and repeated, although I think he meant engineering marvel. I whispered this under my breath, so as not to draw attention to myself or further attract the ire of Armin. Their German Shepherd Brutus was spellbound and speechless at the Life and Times of the Cribstone Bridge, though had their kitten Duchess been stirring and in the room, she’d have been salivating at the scent of bait that permeated Mark’s clothing, and no less the boots that he declined to take off.

			I took a bite of the Triscuit smeared in Lipton cran-onion soup dip and pretended to fling the fresh half in Brutus’s direction, but he remained immobile from the hypnotic effect of Mark and his war stories, and didn’t budge. I folded the unused Triscuit in my palm, and left it there for future reference.

			Lest I forget, this was five to six years on from Armin’s rotation as Minutes’ Secretary of the Citizen’s Poetry Society. Most of the quarterly meetings were adult only, though once a year children were permitted to attend. Pretty sure I stuck to acoustic Kool Aid on that occasion, although it would have been helpful if Rhymezone or Roget had been phone-a-friend options, as I was lost for a good rhyme for “peel” for my limerick. I was inspired by the blossoms on his crab-apple trees if memory serves.

			Fast forward to freshman year at college and it was my turn on this Thursday night for a Central Square there-and-back after a six pack of Dirty Dawson’s apiece, theoretically armed with a Church’s fast food burger and fries for each of us, a Little Stevie’s Greek pizza pie, or the late nite special from Burritos ‘n Shit. It was a race, and my objective was both to set a personal best and beat Johnny Bu’s previous Thursday’s clock. However, I was interrupted on my return by a wino who could smell beer, or something stronger, on my breath, and steamed Beef Wellington inside my take out bag. What could I say, he was the spitting image of Sammy Davis, Jr, and how could I be short tempered with the spitting image of a Rat Packer. It seemed like ages that we were talking, well him slurring and me speaking while short of breath, though it was probably three minutes, and I came to my senses when he insisted, “Gimme a bite of your burgers!” I could neither deny this man an evening meal, nor reverse tracks and buy more food. Therefore, I gave him one of the Cambridge Hots (a cheeseburger with extra jalapeños) that I instantly determined had my name on it and chalked this up to a learning experience.

			Once in the dorm again, I claimed that I’d been hungry and could not wait and chowed on my sandwich while running back for energy; I was in a hurry because of an unexpected surge at Church’s due to a sudden exodus from the mass transit station, and I still had a large bag of fries to bask in with my dormmates in the Common Room. I wouldn’t see the wino in the future and he won’t be able to tattle on me. This incident took place across the street from the gas station whose profit margins were so phat they didn’t dare display their retail prices during daylight hours. But they uncharacteristically spelled “Open” correctly.
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FLASHBACK FAVORITES

			And now, I can begin. I turned on the radio and a selection from MusicMike was on the air. It was the last half of the piece, and the singer was warning that the sun wasn’t going to shine any more. How uplifting. May he live a long and productive life. I turned the radio off in case this tune became an earworm.

			I lacked the motivation to drive over to friend Tom’s house for a discussion, and just the same with the motivation to call Tom in advance of. As a result, I changed direction on a whim and drove to a neo-retro café and ordered their specialty drink, an oatify. This led my thoughts to drift toward a newsletter in my inbox and subsequently a blog entry response. The newsletter was provocative by intention and the attention grabbing headline was “How soon should meat be banned?” The blog-length rebuttal was entitled “Almonds are murder,” with a subtitle of “If meat is outlawed, only outlaws will have meat,” I presume referring to contraband beef which has not undergone animal welfare and human consumption safety checks.

			I like much of what you have written, but to begin with, someone who prefers hamburgers over vegan burgers hasn’t tasted my bitchin veggie burgers, although flex-burgers are tastier. These permit honey, egg whites and left over ground beef shoulder when no one is looking (over my shoulder ha ha).

			The debate over water usage is misguided, first and foremost because the numbers in the widely cited UN research, Livestock’s Long Shadow, are off because they triple count beef and single count everything else. In addition, the source of the water matters a great deal. If cattle are fed from grass and grains that rely on precipitation which is going to drop its load whether or not humans and animals live in that district, this source of water is eminently sustainable. How selfish of me to utilize the scarce rainwater on my housing plot to grow weeds – and sometimes unwittingly. And not that kind of weed.

			If the alfalfa which cattle feed on is grown in dry climates and relies on irrigation and where the source of that irrigation water is exceptionally limited, then we have Houston-sized problem; iow, a huge problem. You rightly point out that cows are not the only culprits and lamb are nearly as emission intensive, but it troubles me that you give shepherds raising sheep for wool a free pass. Shouldn’t you advocate for the banning of wool in garments, and that we wear reinforced nylon in its stead? However, cows have four stomachs, rumen, omasum, etc, which means in theory they have more capacity to drink beer, but they burp enough as it is, as you have kindly disclosed.

			TBC

			The blogger began by stating “I like much of what …” to flatter the author so that he would study the full paragraphs, when he didn’t approve of much at all. He implied that he endorsed all but roughly 3%, when in reality he probably only endorsed 3% of the tree hugger’s musings – make that 4%, one percent for each stomach a cow maintains. It prompted for my attention the cautionary words not to purchase a book whose title ends with “And why you should care,” or “And why it matters.”

			This sent me on a tangent, to the pre-start of my career when friend Matt asked a brusque bearded high flying New Yorker he knew whether his firm might have any openings, on my behalf. Naturally he sat on my resumé for six months without doing anything because my personal summary not being out of this world was too far out of reach for him, and when Matt contacted him again he moaned faux-profusely that he hadn’t really had time to look into it, but to be frank he wasn’t all that impressed with my credentials. The call was not to follow up on job openings but to inform him that I had recently been offered a position at his bigger rival; the call was to gloat on my behalf. His response was that I was going to have my ass worked off. It was a great industry, but I would not be able to hack it. From that day onward I committed myself toward assisting any job or higher education seeker as much as possible, without asking for anything in return; first, because I understand how elusive it can be to get a foot on the ladder; and second, because it’s the assholes who go out of their way to avoid lifting a finger when it’s someone else who may benefit. Moreover, at B-School perhaps the elective on scrutinizing your beard to ensure it has been scoured of crumbs from your crusty ham and cheese sandwich should be compulsory. The underlying human condition is selfishness. The new field of behavioral economics incorporates elements of psychology, including “self control, aversion to loss and concern for others.” And it’s about time.

			It was the best job I ever had, possibly because of the hiring policy, and I preserved the little blue book of global employees. Let’s see: Harvey, Carl, MB, not his real name because that page is missing. M and B are the initials of his better-known namesake. It’s Eastern European and therefore Czech or Polish. MB minted the sarcastic and eye-rolling phrase “they utilize my talents so well here.” He was born to grow a fashion moustache but not the stereotypical layer-cut barbershop variety and he did get fed up and go to med school, not B-School. He complained that when he hosted a party 24-hour people drank his Stoli by the shot without asking and left it empty (the shot glasses and the bottles of Stoli), but he should not have stored frozen bottles in his freezer if they were not meant to be passed around. Furthermore, his parents may have been émigrés, so it should have been Becherovka or Unicum in his icebox rather than been there done that bought the t-shirt ate the worm vodka.

			I made a faux pas in front of Carl and he took a year to forgive me. Carl was a pioneer of e-commerce and he sold out too soon. Haven’t we all. Carl from Cleveland. The mistake on the lake. I have mixed feelings about gentrification, everyone should have mixed feelings about gentrification, but there’s nothing like the spores of gentrification when it has just got going, when it’s too soon for the bridge and tunnel crowd to crash the bash.

			Did Ohio’s answer to Delaware ever gentrify though. The hometown of Eric Carmen and Bernie Kosar. Bernie retired too soon and didn’t invest wisely. He won’t be able to retire. That and he loves the art of selling, or so he says. Harvey was the ultimate consumer-facing salesperson, thick skinned and easy to deal with, if you could understand his Bronx inflection. Thirty third and third.

			Continued:

			By focusing on meat, we give a free pass to a much bigger social culprit: almonds. Californian almond growing associations claim the water intensity of their operations has declined, but this intensity level remains very high, and the protein level in beverages such as almond milk is very low. Almond growers are hardly bee friendly, and in my flex burgers, note that I add ground walnuts, rather than the less environmentally friendly almonds.

			The land versus lab-based protein debate was initiated a lot longer ago than most realize. It was more than 50 years ago that Zager and Evans predicted humans would one day derive all their nourishment from “the pill you took today.” In the 23rd century, I predict a Truth & Reconciliation committee among the socially affluent, if genealogical research divulges that their ancestors were meat eaters. The presumptive front runner of the Mindful Vow of Poverty Party, formerly the Democrats, will have to suspend his campaign while claims are investigated that his great great grandfather owned a minority stake in a chick hatchery.

			Finally, would you reject a genuine diamond gemstone as a vow-renewal keepsake when lab grown are readily available, far less ostentatious and more gentle to the landscape? Last I checked, there were no sinkholes in diamond workshops.
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NO CASH LEFT IN BANK OVERNIGHT

			Scotty worked at the sweet toe to toe law firm a few blocks up the street, around the corner from the long gone dive bar McAnns. I regret my failure to pierce its threshold, if only to inhale the legendary dark musty ambience, if for only a few minutes right after opening.

			On my first day of work I eschewed lunch with my new co-workers in deference to a rendezvous with Scotty, power sandwiches to go along with his expensive suit and cravat style tie and hankie. I toted from Boston one dark grey woollen and one polyester blend light grey suit with thin blue stripes to start my working career, and had an excursion to Jos A Bank in the diary for the forthcoming weekend. Scotty was fresh out of Stanford, but it didn’t take long for him to warm to corporate law, in his office of fine Corinthian wood panels, red precedence books and working papers on a desk too large for him, even with his elongated frame. These he moved to the floor behind him for the sake of my first-day working lunch. He sent a secretary out to purchase this meal for our advantage and mainly mine, but it was out of his pocket and he convinced her that I would be a heap big client one day.

			No expense was spared, no less for him, because as a young and ambitious lawyer, he had to be seen splurging on everything, and his suits had to appear even pricier than they were. It was the last days of Rome, for him, and it was long ago and far away from our college-day recreational activities. He brought me a copy of Dark Side of the Moon when he was visiting from the Bay Area, because he figured I’d like Eclipse and he did like Money – the song that is. Even in my 11:15 PM state I could guess this was a Pink Floyd album, once a small corner of the black wrapping paper had been unfurled. I already owned a copy of this masterpiece, but I was grateful to receive an unexpected gift from a pal such as him and I didn’t have the heart to publicly admit this record was already in my stack. ‘I was going to mail it to you,’ he said. ‘It’s fun to get a surprise in the mail, but I thought this would be a better surprise.’

			‘You’re right,’ I said, ‘This is special.’ And it would have been a completely different experience had I opened the gift sober. ‘Also, if you were going to mail something, I’d prefer for it to be smaller.’ In those days, you could send anything through the mail except for cash, and that you could as well if it was carefully wrapped. There was an urban myth that mailmen employed special sniffer dogs for letters that contained money, and it was first come, first served, finder’s keepers, if one of the mutt’s noses did hit the jackpot.

			Then again, maybe he was tired of me playing 45s from my collection, a Lemon Pipers here, a Strawberry Alarm Clock there, during his visits from the West Coast. By the time the needle hit the third selection on Side One of Dark Side, the beer was freely flowing and the stories were flowing even more freely. A few days earlier his sister had called from their home in Illinois to inform him that their parents were out for the evening and therefore she was calling from his former bedroom, with her boyfriend next to her in the room.

			While munching on one-half Reuben and one-half ham & pastrami on rye, I asked how his social life was, and he smiled. Time and distance had grown too much for Denise, the woman I had last seen him with, at a summer cottage where I stayed en route to somewhere else. She didn’t mind our without-her beer-a-rama because she and Scotty were an inevitability, until a few months later when they weren’t.

			We were on the grounds of a tennis club, across the bridge and near the half forest, where I’d signed on as his doubles partner. Denise stayed indoors to avoid the heat and catch up on a few novels, which meant that he could flirt with the starlet of an ex who in turn had informed him of the availability of this cottage, when she wasn’t preoccupied with humoring the newly senile doctor who had taken an instant liking to her. If I recall correctly, senescence was the making of him.

			Scotty smiled because there’s no comparison with New York deli pastrami, and because if women were his thing after all, he’d have made more of an effort with the starlet. Had I known that, I’d have made more of an effort with the starlet. It didn’t take long for us to lose touch, regrettably, because he found his personal calling in the Village, in color rush green overalls and dark blue turtleneck on any given Thursday night, after struggling with his personality in Boston and the Bay Area. Where he found himself was in the Village, matching with his new amigos. Or maybe he understood this all along, and never felt the time was right to notify himself and others. He didn’t make it out of the 80s. I suppose many of his then acquaintances suffer from survivor’s guilt to this day. I found a picture of him this morning, smiling, and I can still picture him smiling.

			Later that afternoon, I was introduced to some colleagues in the Chart Room, close to where MB announced to any coalition of the willing or able to listen how overqualified he was. This boardroom for juniors was quite full, but most everyone, in their early- to mid-twenties, was running around or back and forth busily, and couldn’t be interrupted. As a result, I was only able to shake hands with four new co-workers, two of whom because they were deep in conversation and paused when tapped on the arms. The first was a woman named Mary who had recently been promoted from secretary to researcher. She was of Austrian or German extraction, and the first syllable of her last name was “Bad,” as opposed to “Baad,” which made her the bad girl.

			The following year I went to divvy product notes in her office and she was behind the eight ball over a mental block because she couldn’t figure out how to reach her best friend, who was then at graduate school in Pittsburgh. Make that two eight balls. I picked up the phone on her desk, called directory assistance and after that its switchboard, and asked for the Biology department. Three minutes later I was saying hello to her BFF Melissa, and handing the receiver back to Mary, which granted me leave to walk out. She left Melissa hanging while she ran out of her office too, after me, to thank me copiously and ask rhetorically, ‘Why didn’t I think of that?’

			‘Because I wanted to talk to Melissa more than you did,’ I half joked. ‘Go on, go back and speak with her, before she thinks mine, my call to her, was a crank call and slams the phone down.’

			In the in-depth conversation with Mary was Joanne Number 1, who was mid-way between administration and pre-MBA. She had studied Fine Arts/Art History in college and also caved and took a secretarial job, which demonstrates the value of majoring in Art History. Had it been History as such, the ladder to a career would have been clearer, but in-house recruiters don’t take students with a prefix before History in their decree course seriously. It was no ordinary MBA, though. She was going to learn how to run the finances at a hospital, because she inherited those manner of genes from her father, a prominent surgeon. Joanne was half Irish and half Middle Eastern, because as she was fond of touting, there’s no one the Irish didn’t marry.

			Socially, she inherited both halves, because she loves to square dance but doesn’t like to party. To simplify, she was fond of socializing, but she didn’t participate in Irish yoga, she avoided Irish tans, didn’t sink pints of Guinness, and she preferred mint tea between her dosi-dos. Because she got badly sick and had to spend a week at home recuperating, and then took her allotted vacation, the Bitch Squad concluded it was mandatory for her peers to gang up on her, but I resisted because her father being a successful doctor, was able to rent a house on the Cape for a month each summer, and she would keep them company for half the time. Co-workers who happened to be in the neighborhood were welcome to visit. She was completely different away from the city, as if the stress of her job, career ambitions and living to complain bless her were her in-body experiences and at the beach in Orleans she was out of body. Her fellows from the office would not recognize her, in pima cotton shorts, summer breeze sweatshirt and burgundy sandals. It was a memorable trip, what with the characters on the Nape to the Cape bus line trailed by a car at the end of the world driver from Maxi’s Taxis. If I could have stayed the two weeks, but another vacation called.

			I should have learned from the Bitch Squad episode, of how to react to provocations. For example, “I will do this, but it is a lot you are asking,” or “Thanks for pointing that out. I will be careful about Type 5 errors (typos) in the future,” or “I work more productively with adequate notice,” or “I don’t feel 100% comfortable about that,” and pretty much anything but “Can you get off my case now?” Alas, it is too late now.

			Still, how is it that our boss Ellocol (so-named because he trained his Caribbean parrot to badmouth the hands that fed him: - “clients: morons” and “press: idiots” - along with his two rivals: “Bob and Brian bad,” speaketh the parrot) hired all of us mismatched pegs?

			It was Joanne Number 2, or Jo, who invited me and Tech Mike to join Peggy and her for a Hoboken Halloween. It had rained that windy Friday afternoon and though the evening was dry, calm and mild, the streets were wet and covered with leaves. Jo of the accent, Peggy not, for some reason. She was the junior secretary to our department’s claim to fame. Charitable lasses that they were, they pointed us to a taxi row when the Good & Plenty kicked us out, and we spilled back onto the train, to take us back to Penn Station. We then shared a cab, me the first dropoff in Brooklyn and him onto his parent’s house in Queens. However, we declined the company of the crackhead who offered to keep us entertained in the ride over the bridge. Actually I didn’t notice and wouldn’t have protested as long as he didn’t ask for money. It’s after all difficult to string sentences together when you’re cracked out. It was Tech Mike who told him to forget about it.

			The third future co-worker I met that morning was Judy, a few years older than me and not likely to stay much longer because her prospects for promotion were negligible. She was neurotic and excessively neat but feminine in an everything pink manner. However, when the company library’s clipping service discovered that a report co-written by my boss and me had been cited in a Swiss paper, she was eager to advertize to me the headline. ‘Das Billionen Ding.’ I was Herr Das Billionen Ding to her for a while, and I can’t say I minded. It was endearing in an OCD fashion. If I’m not mistaken, her two children are fully grown yet she remains active in her community, and she takes new youngsters under her wing whenever possible.
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THE WISDOM OF PEPE

			Also passing through the Chart Room was Pepe, Dali facial hair and so forth, the little Venezuelan who manned the coffee wagon, taking a break and a short cut between shifts. Our building was in a skyscraper with a daytime population large enough for a free and fair mayoral election, but he was too clever for that. If nominated he would not run, if elected he would not serve. He was not New York born, he was a naturalized New Yorker, as confirmed by the toyesque license on his wagon, but he was only a politician in the figurative sense.

			When two professionals were debating a thorny topic, they would often seek the wisdom of Pepe, for him to cast the deciding vote, to toss the deciding truth bomb. Which had the most correct interpretation of the capital asset pricing model, for example, or which is the best common household product for de-staining grout? Or when two friendly warring parties were competing for the position of divisional head and they couldn’t reach agreement on which of the two should self-nominate himself, Pepe would align his hands in prayer position and move them marginally in one direction via divine insight and inspiration.

			The traditional practice of blind-buying flowers for the secretary, and the purchaser of the larger bouquet being declared the winner did not prove effective, because the smaller bouquet was in the end more expensive, which the red-faced candidate informed everyone about in a New York minute, in no uncertain terms. This is how Ellocol was elevated to the throne, by the way. The presumptive finalists punched each other out, more literally than white collar workers would admit on the Wednesday morning at question, and had to take themselves out of the running. FYI, Ellocol had back surgery two months after our CEO, an identical procedure apparently. Turned out to be a good career move.

			Like the Supreme Court, though, Pepe would not take merely any case that was presented to him, and would send some disputes back to a lower court of jurisdiction, in further instances understatedly shaking his head and rendering the conflict frozen. However, he was the coffee wagon owner/manager and corporate magistrate, rather than in-house school mistress, and could opt out of mulling verdicts on cases that bored him. In any case, he was busy that evening, because his girlfriend had bought The Plot Against Richard Pryor for him as a Valentine’s Day present, on Betamax. Because just like Pryor, everything before Pepe was obsolete, and everyone after was influenced by him.
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RETURN TO APPLE VALLEY

			“I miss all you guys, I’m really looking forward to when we’re all together again.”

			While rummaging through a closet in connexion with a long overdue commitment to clean it out, I came across a number of boxes with letters, postcards, car rental statements and brochures for cross country trips, along with various work related material, as I have outlined previously. Among those plant-based sheets that caught my eye were a few colorful letters, including envelopes with rainbow motifs on the front. On the outside of one from Lisa was the snarky comment “nice stationery, huh,” and on the inside the candid assessment above. There were letters and postcards from dozens upon dozens, friends and relatives, man and woman (there were only two recognized genders during the period of reference), young and old, including some electronic communication which was in my possession by (big, bad) mistake, such as this frantic tirade and concise response:

			“Apologies in advance for the epic nature of this email, but if Alex is out then I’m afraid I am too….if this is to work we all have to work together to make it happen. Alex has only my best interests at heart and is doing the whole project for free. He was excited to do it …and then he was sacked just as the project was finally starting to feel like it was coming together … now it’s all such a mess and I’m the one whose face is on it looking like a clown ! Was really frustrating to witness as I would have thought they would have thought it through first … never mind use someone’s precious instrument without asking.”

			Thank you for sharing, QED and love DC, I will always remember that no matter how bad things may get, there will always be at least one person who is certifiably “crazier than thou.”1

			I was naturally drawn to Lisa’s multihued stationery, although unfortunately there were only a few of these needles in the haystack. The quote above was related to our splintering across the country once we graduated from high school and Lisa, to her displeasure and disapproval, was younger than us and had to wait until she was legally old enough to herself splinter.

			However, every so often our extended crew would return to our rural home town when a long weekend beckoned. We’d gather at a restaurant or designated residence to share stories about our times away, and reminisce about the old days. She had the pleasure of formal membership in our crew for only two of the five years of its existence, and I’ve only ever been in touch with her for a small fraction of my adult life. Nonetheless, of the basis of my discovery I decided to see whether I could locate her on the internet, and as her name isn’t very common this wasn’t difficult.

			It was on an “info@” screen that I said hello, and she replied within a few hours. She was, however, really busy with work, and thus for the first few days our back and forth mails were succinct. Still, I must still be as memorable to her as she is with me and as a result, she suggested we meet for an across the decades recap in place of the firm arrangement that didn’t happen decades ago, and didn’t happen thereafter either. The logistics for the proposed Columbus Day de facto reunion didn’t ultimately gel, but better late than never?

			‘I can’t get out of here, though,’ I declared.

			‘What does that mean?’ she asked.

			‘It means I can’t leave, I have to stay here,’ I clarified.

			‘Why, where are you?’ she asked.

			‘I’m in London. England that is, not Ontario,’ I explained. Unbeknown to her when she made the suggestion, the recap would have to be across the water as well as across the decades.

			‘Oh OK,’ she said, ‘we’ll have to do it by phone.’ She was apparently not expecting that.

			‘OK with me,’ I consented, ‘who’s calling who?’

			A short pause ensued, after which I took a turn. ‘OK, I’ll start, but when I can get out of here, I’m going on a big trip across the East Coast, and your town will be one of the first stops.’

			I didn’t tell you about former high school classmates such as Lisa because I only just realized we lost contact somewhat before I found my first job; therefore, I told her this poignant tale. Thereafter, calls or email threads and chains would be open ended.

			Standoff in the Village

			One evening in the Village, bar hopping with three former college dormmates. We met at the Peculiar Pub, though that hole in the wall is its own legend. After the first couple beers we went for a meandering and directionless walk, to do some people watching. We strolled through Washington Square Park, taking in the chess players and roller skaters, and groups who were straight laced on the inside, but outwardly extrovert, or edgy, and barter traders. We landed on Waverly Place, facing north, and began to open up for proposals about where to go next, and whether to have a traditional dinner at Caliente, or fast food at the end of the session, burn the roof of your mouth chicken fried rice or souvlaki. Aside from me based in New York was Norm Chivas, intense as usual. Visiting from out of town were Doug and Russ. We were chatting and joking amiably and gregariously and avoiding the topic of where to go next when all life stopped.

			Across the street was another group of four, though they were clearly fixed to their spot, intending to stay there and chat for some time before heading off to a party. They behaved in a relaxed fashion, whereas on our corner of Waverly Place we came across as transient and touristy. One of the group of heretofore presumed strangers was Scotty, dressed and carrying himself differently than I’d seen him before. Without asking permission, I crossed the street to say hello and he smiled as he always did, but the situation quickly became uncomfortable. I could sense the dirty looks behind my back from Norm, Doug and Russ, whereas the Scotty trio was glancing at him awkwardly. The conversation was necessarily short. I shook hands with Scotty, wished him a nice rest of the evening and walked back across the street.

			‘He’s changed since college,’ Russ said via instant induction, implying I shouldn’t have done that, walked up and said hello, that he, Doug and Norm wished I hadn’t, and probably Scotty’s team felt the same. It was bad luck that we ran into them. Maybe he hadn’t changed, but rather ‘there were eternally two sides to him, and he only showed us the straight side at college,’ I tried to reason. He seemed different to me on the Pink Floyd night, but I didn’t take unusual notice, and this was the last time I’d see him, this accidental meeting on Waverly Place.

			I later, much later, searched for what I could find about Scotty, from the web. Not much in the end, only a few interviews with his boyfriend at the time, his soulmate at the time, whose experience converted him into a full-time activist against the unjust. In one page view, his soulmate was gazing at photos and sighing with fondness at the memories, although he became dejected when he recalled the discrimination he and Scotty faced, even in Manhattan. When Scotty was sick, although he went by Scott to those newly met, he bore the symptoms associated with the disease, including drastic weight loss and facial lesions. They sat at a table and began to study the menu in one previously tolerant dinette.

			However, as soon as Scotty picked up the glass of water in front of him and took a sip, a waitress ran over and grabbed the container, wiping it clear. She snatched the silverware and angrily threw it in the trash, before yelling at the couple “Get out!” while adding a “hateful slur.” In another, his special friend remarked that “with losing so many people to AIDS the reservoir of grief is so deep and so many people were dying, one after another, that we were never able to grieve enough.” Scotty spent the two visible years of his illness being cared for at home, because he couldn’t bear to experience the humiliation of so-called hospital treatment, with doctors and nurses afraid to touch him.

			His partner suffered severe survivor’s guilt, but he had to endure, he had to outlast the scourge, in order to tell his side of the story and to act as the source of remembrance for those who perished.

			I had to change the subject 270 degrees.

			‘I should have grasped how good this job was for me, but when you’re in the midst of a battle, every little thing gets to you, and you can’t see how to get past it.’

			‘No,’ she replied simply.

			‘However, I did last a long time, I had a good run, it was the next job that was ill-conceived. A former colleague, a minor public figure with a good reputation, recommended it to me, and after I passed the point of no return in terms of acceptance, she cautioned that everything about it was wrong and nothing was right, and I wouldn’t like my new boss at all. Now she tells me, now she told me, when time has run out. It nearly set me on the road to ruin, and I can just about laugh about it now.’

			‘Oh, do tell,’ she indicated, as if she was already able to laugh about it.

			‘They were a bunch of pedantic paperclips stackers – no offense to paper, that is, or paperclips.’

			‘You’re funny,’ she interrupted.

			I should have said thanks for the compliment, but instead ‘I always was, if you’d been listening’ exited my mouth.

			‘I was always listening to your dramas,’ she countered. ‘If you’d made an effort to tell jokes, ad-lib, make fun of people-’

			‘While being non-malicious,’ I added.

			‘Non-malicious,’ she continued. ‘If you made more of an attempt, perhaps you would have made me laugh more.’

			‘You liked listening to our dramas, and they were dilemmas, not dramas,’ I clarified. ‘Should we have a break?’ I asked. ‘My voice is getting dry.’

			‘Yeah, good suggestion,’ she said. ‘And I have to stop soon. I have to prepare for a client.’

			‘And you can tell me about your clientele,’ I said. ‘When you have time.’

			‘Yes,’ she said. ‘When I have time.’

			My high school wit and dramatic self-restraint. At least I wasn’t resting on my laurels like the 1516 Beer Purity Law, or the person who discovered How do you get back what you once had when you realize it was what you wanted, and it’s now just beyond reach. How do you go back to the day before? They’re both resting on their laurels, and keeping the secret to themselves.
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NEW HAPPY HOUR DEALS AT PLAZA ONE 
BASEMENT BAR SPARK COMMUTER DEBATE

			Peggy and Jo invited Tech Mike and me to a co-worker gathering, and the four of us were inseparable for an hour until I was introduced to a woman from our HR department, Internal Recruitment her job title was. Her name was unpronounceable and I assumed we hit it off. We were chatting nicely for about two hours, and about every subject imaginable, including fatally my college friends who had settled into Metro NYC. Her motive, as it became apparent when the evening came to a close, was for me to put in a good word with Norm Chivas. She’d really like to get to know him. I didn’t approve of that suggestion, because I had invested time with her and I was positive she’d find Norm hard work, but she insisted, and so I did. It probably went over his head, my outlining to Norm that “there’s a skinny girl who likes you and you like skinny girls, don’t you?” She may have had to call him directly, but I didn’t follow up.

			I explained this predicament to MB among others when we met for after work mugs at the Plaza One basement bar. There were ten of us (six men and four women, which is a majority of women adjusted for the times), but he was sitting next to me and therefore I effused to him first and foremost. Moreover, with his Eastern European lineage and last name similar to that of a game show host, he would both understand the impasse and also be intolerant, in a “you’re mistaking me if you think I care” vein. Her name was Snezana, but she pronounced it something like Shnezna, which was impossibly foreign to me. She said her grandparents moved to Michigan from the Balkans, or the Carpathians, or wherever, just before the war, and she was in New York because this was where she was accepted at college. Seven or eight years in the city and she had lost her Mid-Western twang.

			‘Romanian women are whores,’ I revealed. ‘Think about it. But not in the way you think.’

			‘Come again?’ he asked.

			‘Maybe you didn’t hear me,’ I hinted, implying that he clearly did hear me cleanly.

			‘There is a lot of noise in the background,’ he agreed.

			‘Yeah,’ I granted.

			‘It was a simple question,’ he said. ‘Why do you … for what reason do …’ And his voice trailed off.

			“They’ll flirt with anyone,’ I began, and lost my train of thought. It was New York noisy behind us. ‘The funny thing is, you can’t harass someone in private, but you can verbally abuse them in public. If I called her a name in private, it would be he said, she said, but the general consensus would believe her and I’d be penalized, maybe ostracized, but if I make a blanket statement about the nationality society might agree or disagree, but no one would cast aspersions on my Third Amendment rights, or is it Second Amendment?’

			‘And that makes her a whore, all of them whores? That she flirted with you, in your opinion, but she preferred your friend from the description, from your description of him?’ he questioned.

			‘You don’t know what I haven’t told you,’ I asserted. ‘And Norm is high maintenance. There’s a reason his nickname is Normadelica. She wouldn’t like him after a while. And he might not be her type. He might not be interested in two timing Ellen. I’d get blamed by both. He’s my friend, but … he has a fixation for the East Village punk scene and wears Ramones undies to bed, which is why he nicknames Ellen Ramona. Snezana seems conformist in her ways. She’s from the Mid-West …’

			‘Shouldn’t they find out for themselves?’ he wondered again.

			“Yeah, well maybe I could just ignore them if they blamed me if it didn’t work, when it doesn’t work out,’ I reasoned. ‘Anyway, circling back, I’m the one who made the effort. Why should he get the credit? Her using me to get to him when I deserved a chance, when I deserved the chance, and I didn’t have to tell her about him.’

			‘That’s not what I meant before,’ he clarified. ‘I wasn’t disagreeing with you, necessarily. My conclusion is that she seems like a cock tease rather than a whore.’

			‘You could be right,’ I conceded, after studying his reasoning for a quarter of a minute.

			‘Anyway,’ he interjected brusquely, ‘what’s the big deal about Snezana?’ he asked, pronouncing her name correctly, diphthongs included. ‘She’s just another girl. Isn’t she?

			‘Her face is waterproof,’ I indicated without hesitation.

			‘Waterproof?’ he asked.

			‘Doesn’t need any makeup, whatsoever,’ I explained.

			‘Aha, interesting,’ he remarked.

			As a lateral opinion you usually could get away with saying anything you wanted about men or womenfolk in general, because unless you referred to their nationality by geography or their name in specific, they wouldn’t recognize the insult in their person. As for criticizing a co-worker in a professional context, standing ground and retaliating against backstabbers and conduct code violators, etc, while maximizing professional and financial development, and minimizing loss, an altruistic business school could be established to scrutinize these knotty topics alone. However, remember two things: It’s just a paycheck, and it is a paycheck.

			MB and I nodded in accordance, which signalled the end of this mini-debate. Whore out, cock tease in. This implied pact was inked, was signed in blood, by a clink of glasses and sip apiece.

			I suppose the other four were leaning in on our every word, which was necessary as I kept my voice down so that Judy and her svelte and euphonious new friend Darcy would not overhear.

			The lexicon and lingo in which we conversed was commonplace for lower Manhattan during the 1980s. If two in a group of six males theorized bad and worse about a woman, the other four would command that pair to share the wealth; that is, the information about who exactly is this cock tease and do we know her? Not when confronted by my rare charms, one of the four, eg Rezav, would indubiously boast. And if the roles were reversed between MB and me, Rezav would propose: “Flip you for her.” And if I had a dollar for each instance I played straight man to Rezav.

			NB on MB: He had a buyback one Friday at Plaza One before going out for drinks, and by 8:15 PM was re-enacting Ernest Hemingway’s Groucho Marx impressions at the Sloppy Joe Bar in Key West, pet mechanical monkey Zeke by his side. A night for us to remember and for him to forget, for the next morning his eyelids looked like a rare and aggressive form of leftovers from spaghetti night. This, though, did not tarnish his reputation.

			Post script: With his straight ahead persona and ever-maturing gunpowder grey moustache, MB would one day switch gears and become an effective and sought-after lobbyist for the banking industry, toy-cop sunglasses and all, and I daresay the pro-consumer advocates on the Warren Commission rarely landed a blow on him. He sussed at an early stage the art & science of Button Pressing, and is commonly so excited that he just can’t hide it.
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CONSUMERS LIVID OVER NEW COKE

			Plaza One’s landlord was a 50-storey downtown skyscraper with the ignominious record of not one but two fires without burning down. The first occurred in August 1970 and was widely reported in the national papers, with two dead and 35 injured. The initial blueprint was faulty apparently, and although the fire itself could not be prevented, it could have been extinguished without human casualties. The floor call buttons were heat sensitive and the interior architects assumed this would apply to the tip of forefingers only, but the elevator’s mechanisms sensed the blaze and chased that instead. Mechanical fire chasers.

			But that wasn’t enough. About fifteen years later, a printing press on one of the building’s middle floors overheated and being surrounded by dry flammable material, before long before a brightly colored conflagration bloomed. In the words of one reporter, “Federal investigators cited flaws in light fireproofing sprayed onto steel structural supports that had fallen off or flaked away, leaving beams vulnerable to failure and collapse in the superintense heat.” However, in response to the initial learning experience, the internal design was upgraded, and fire doors were installed.

			Moreover, the elevators and stairs were by then next generation and all employees were able to walk downstairs unscathed and watch the flames leap out the windows from a safe distance, and return to their desks well before COB.

			The Dangerous Days were synonymous with grasping victory from the jaws of defeat, in a PR context, and marketing fails, well before that term was coined. The first was led by the so-named Tylenol Scandal, which pioneered the art of big pharma true confessions, and spawned the cottage industry of tamper proofing. Consumers loved candor, so much so that crime almost began to pay. In the second, a global FMCGer updated the centuries-old formula of its flagship sugary beverage on the basis of focus groups alone, and quickly had to backtrack. No Coke, Pepsi.

			These days were also synonymous with anything goes, and almost no manner of speech was out of bounds. I cringed at Transplanter terms such as gimme, lemme, ya know and “humongous” – a full 20 years before portmanteaus became mandatory in every conversation - but let me not split hairs. There were three categories of dialect or slang in those days: valley girl, suburban nasal and outer borough/Jersey, shougah. However, much of the latter are lost, notwithstanding the evergreen acronym UBS for you’ve been screwed, which was devised in the city, unless it was Chi-town. No one thought to record the particular New York argot for the sake of posterity, before the information superhighway was invented, which means we’re left with urban myths, and few of those are city specific.
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BACK IN BLUE

			The beer paradox. While wearing the goggles, a given “what’s a girl like you doing in a place like this” becomes more intriguing as mate material as the evening wears on; in a subsequent situation, a few glasses of the amber nectar can assist when reality bites, either to you or to her. Thus, I climbed out of my Snezana rut unexpectedly quickly; the closure beers followed by a revenge hangover performed as attested on the label. Had I not, the change of scenery would have cured me as soon as we arrived and walked inside Rice Islands, the institution which was one part Caribbean bar, one part Cajun restaurant.

			We left Linda behind, even though this was her reservation, her much loved bar/restaurant, because she had Queens mother-daughter dilemmas of her own to resolve on short notice that weekend. It took me a while to warm to her, because she spoke in the dialect she created. She walked over to everyone’s desk on Monday and quizzed us on the experience. She got Tech Mike’s take on the shrimp étouffée, while upon request Jo Number 2 presented a full exposé on the Sausage Po-boy. Linda figured me for a cocktail person, and asked if I tried their fruit daiquiris. ‘Of course,’ I replied. Eagerly, she asked, ‘What flave?’

			‘Blube,’ I replied in deadpan fashion, and she laughed out loud, and laughed out loud some more. Predicaments resolved, I suppose, for this month. When the parents are traditional and working class and have worked all the hours granted to provide for their children and the opportunities they were not going to have, such as Stuy High and Ivy League college and grad schools, clashes of generations are inevitable, although hopefully not every month. I was thankful for Linda’s pro-action, Rice Islands having long closed because it was of the 80s, and the enthusiasm of the owners could not last, but I was sad on her behalf that she was unable to join.

			Sad isn’t the word, I didn’t feel downbeat or forlorn that she had to attend to family matters, I felt guilty that I was enjoying myself and she didn’t enjoy her Friday, that I relished an evening when she wasn’t there, that the occasion could be fun without her. I didn’t feel that guilty, but I did step out mid-morning on Monday, all the way to the Fledermaus Café in the Seaport, to buy her a fancy coffee and Austrian pastry to recompense. The heady opera music of Fledermaus was “student body left” to the “student body right” of Chiclete com Banana, a Brazilian beach music band, and it brings back goose bumps remembering both.

			Voa, voa.

			I was like that, extra resolve to show appreciation without going over the top. I’d get nothing in return, but it didn’t matter. I wasn’t asking for anything, I didn’t expect anything, and virtue is its own virtue, now as then. However, this afternoon I found a 33-year-old letter in a large corrugated box, which helps me understand the steady state anxiety of a mother, any mother, but especially her mother.

			I’m sitting in my parents’ basement, smoking, sipping tea, listening to my brother’s CDs on his latest purchase. The first week was crazy. The arrangements, the anger at city bureaucracy, the rage at fate. Everyone said at the services that I must remain strong for my parents. I was handed forms to retain forms to get court permission to get his wallet. To this day, I have no clear idea of what happened at the intersection where a cab hit his car and firemen had to pry him from a crushed can. There was so much senseless loss. “Why” became the question of the century. So, I buried myself in this basement and made a good dent in the scotch. I look at the door from the garage and picture him walking through, as my mother must have as she waited for him all night before we knew. When I stop to think, nothing truly matters. Except that when I board the express bus to work in the morning, and as I walk home in the dark, I am without a brother. If you have any insights from your own tragedy last year, please send them in my direction.

			* * *
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AN ARTIFICIAL CONSTRUCT

			Roget gave it the old college try, but there aren’t enough workable synonyms to both vary the language and write fluently in English. The words “concede” and “acknowledge” can be used transposably in most instances, but I really need some alternative power verbs. Roget’s starter Thesaurus was an Anglo-French-Swiss production and it would have benefited from Hellenic and Slavic contributions as well. He was a physician by training, though, and his maiden volume encompassed only 15,000 words. Moreover, his first scientific love was optical illusions and hence the advocacy for his Persistence of Vision theory, and his personal love for being name checked by JM Barrie. Thus, if he were alive today and was requested to write a sequel but was similarly limited to 15,000 words, he’d admittedly confine his entries to words that met the family viewing threshold. I, however, don’t have that luxury, for reasons that will become apparent.

			‘So I spent a lot of time researching the best vacuum cleaners, having overrun a few different brands over the years, and they all have clumsy engineering. They make marks in the carpet, the wheels don’t roll well, it’s difficult to replace the bag and when you do, dust goes all over the place. Bagless are the worst. They don’t have enough suction and are more difficult to empty, or the owner is an autistic asshole – make that and the owner is an autistic asshole – sorry, make that neurodiverse asshole to an authority like you. I thought I’d finally found the best. However, the hose keeps falling off. This probably isn’t interesting to you. Sob stories about household appliances. If this was human gossip instead. And you have work to do.’

			‘I do have a client arriving soon,’ she remarked. ‘Otherwise, I wouldn’t mind your sob stories. Misery loves company. And I don’t mind hearing about someone else’s mess, that someone else has to clean up, not me.’

			‘Good point,’ I granted. ‘And you can also tell me what type of “serenity shopper” it is that you have, that you counsel in your home office.’

			‘I promise to do that too,’ she said.

			‘You have promised that already,’ I indicated, and laughed, because this promise had no deadline and potentially no fulfilment center. ‘This reminds me of someone who was waiting for a colleague to send him a link. He told me that he reminded his colleague every day and still it wasn’t forthcoming.’

			‘Maybe if he hadn’t it’s because he wasn’t going to send it?’ she asked.

			‘Not sure yet,’ I said, and laughed again. ‘This is still a work in progress. It’s only been a few weeks. And his colleague has to get the link from someone else, who might be in no hurry. But that’s not why it bothers me.’

			‘Why then?’ she again asked.

			‘Because, it’s that he tells me every day that he reminded his colleague every day without results. The colleague annoys him because he has to remind him every day, but it’s not annoying that he tells me this every day. Go figure,’ I explained. ‘If you’re gonna say something with no intention of doing, say it once and no more. “Say something once, why say it again?” Now I understand the importance of those lyrics.’

			‘That’s funny,’ she said. ‘I sympathize with you.’

			‘Thanks, I think he’s manic depressive, but another time. At least he’s not on the spectrum, or at least I don’t think so.’

			‘Speaking of which, that’s my doorbell,’ she said. ‘Gotta go.’

			‘Really?’ I asked, checking the time on my phone. It was three minutes before the hour.

			‘This time yes,’ she said, at which we both acknowledged the angle of the long hand once more.

			‘Until tomorrow then,’ I said.

			‘Bye.’
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IT’S TOMORROW

			‘I try to steer clear of politics and yours is bad enough, but I found this on the internet yesterday and had to relay it. These headlines. Someone went to the trouble of searching for these headlines, and copy pasting them to his feed.’ I then spoke of several bullet points and an editorial comment.

			“British companies GIVE UP on cross

			channel trade because of red tape

			Car giants slam brakes on output – factories

			judder as Brexit shuts supply chains

			Fashion retailer’s plans come apart at the seams – relief is turning to despair as tariffs and red tape snag supply chains

			BloJoh the betrayer has swindled us over Brexit, England’s fishermen say – you sold us out, don’t lie to us

			This is the biggest disaster for the fishing industry in 50 Years.

			Some companies, notably in the chemical industry, are finding that business has become more complex rather than easier

			The cost to chemical businesses of recreating the European regulations, which requires extensive documentation, could reach as much as £1 billion

			Rotting fish, lost business and piles of red tape. The reality of Brexit hits Britain.”

			“Fish cakes and eat it, yeah? Seems like it’s the fish who are -taking back control-”

			‘What’s a Cockney Wanker?’ she asked.

			‘Yeah, I know, difficult to explain,’ I said. ‘Hold on,’ I said, after scrolling up and down on my monitor. ‘The phrase Cockney Wanker does not appear. I didn’t read it back to you, I didn’t read it out to you.’

			‘I know,’ she said. ‘You referred to the phrase a few weeks ago, and I forgot to ask.’

			‘Aha,’ I acknowledged. ‘Two reunions ago Spider, remember him? He went up to me at a reunion and flat out called me a Bloody Wanker. Who did he think he was? Ian Bloody McShane? I asked him how he knew of the phrase and he said he’d been posted over here in the military and his pals grew accustomed to English slang and calling each other slag, shag and Bloody Wankers. The irony is that he’s a Bloody Wanker, if anyone is.’

			‘Which branch of the military?’ she asked.

			‘You know,’ I began, ‘I was so impressed with his ability to spray insults like so much manure from a fertilizer spreader that I forgot-’

			‘Probably the latrine,’ she guessed.

			‘You’ve been watching too many reruns of Mash,’ I interrupted. ‘I think you mean canteen. Probably a waiter in the canteen. If he had manned the cheese counter in the canteen, it would certainly be uncontaminated by cheese.’

			‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘Wonder why it’s called canteen rather than cafeteria. But what does it mean in any case?’ she asked.

			‘Which?’ I asked back. ‘Latrine, Bloody Wanker, shag or slag? Bloody Wanker.’

			‘Either, all, you decide.’

			‘OK,’ I said, ‘They’re analogous to American phrases, words, such as, I can’t think of them now fortunately. Oh, you said Cockney Wanker and Spider said Bloody Wanker. Ahm, Cockney is another name for an Englishman and Bloody is derived from a continental word meaning completely or totally. A complete wanker. And wanker just means wanker. Well there are American terms that drive chills up my spine, because they find their way into every college age sentence, especially college students who won’t take responsibility for their vocab, vocabulary, even when you try to beat it into them. The youth should quit this jargon, it’s not even jargon, they should quit this lexicon, by their mid-20s. They should grow out of this, of talking like 22 year old snowboarders from Colorado.’ Parents and guardians would be advised to invest in aquatic boot camp, in which after six weeks their kidults would gain immersion in Sailorese, and lose fluency with Social Media Speak, the unique tongue invented by the folks who brought us Outbrain.

			‘Not a red state any more,’ she pranked. ‘Colorado,’ she repeated, but if I closed my eyes and listened, it would have sounded more like “color reddo.”

			‘I didn’t know you spoke Spanish,’ I added.

			‘Just a few words,’ she pranked again. ‘My Pig Latin remains far better.’

			‘Etterbay by far. I wonder if young Spaniards discovered a pig Spanish,’ I conjectured. ‘I kinda, I’m kinda stoked to know.’

			‘Wouldn’t it be …? Wouldn’t there be a different name to it than Pig Spanish, to them, if we called it Pig Latin?’ she asked.

			‘Yeah, I guess,’ I agreed. ‘Porco Español? Hold on, that’s partly Portuguese.’

			‘Anyway,’ she began. ‘I hope you didn’t mean beat it into their heads literally.’

			‘No,’ I lamented. ‘Too far away. I was too far away at the time. However, I did threaten to get “the law” involved. And when I break things, it’s usually accidental.’ Nowadays anyway. I didn’t like how that came across. I hope she didn’t notice anything unusual in my speech pattern.

			‘Hmmm, “the law,”’ she commented. ‘It sounds like a long story. You were going to explain “and why I should care” about supply chains,’ she said. Noncommittal. Better than nothing.

			‘Awesome memory, why does it matter?’ I asked, for the sake of moving on as swiftly as possible. This question, though, was not sarcasm. Rather, the phrases “and why you should care” and “and why it matters” are synonymous.

			‘Cuz I’m “stoked” to know, too,’ she explained. ‘Were they, are they bloody wankers, too?’

			‘When you, if you put it like that,’ I conceded, before commencing with as precise an explanation as I could manage. ‘It happens every time, time and again. Lemmings are told, no, the populace is told, no lemmings, follow me, vote for me, I have your interests at heart, I know what’s best for the country. Those with common sense explain to the lemmings … the lemmings, that the promises they are being fed are lies, they are being fed porkies, I mean lies. They say you’re feeding us project fear, don’t tell us how to vote, and so they are free to make up their own minds. Cut to the chase and they do, and the outcome turns out worse than project fear. They either deny reality, insist that these are teething problems and the best is yet to come, or they say if we had known this is how things would have turned out, we would have voted differently. But, they were told in advance how things would turn out, and they chose not to open their ears and eyes when it mattered.’

			‘Hmmm,’ she indicated. ‘I said supply chains before because I couldn’t think of the phrase, but you knew what I meant. Ummm, I still can’t think of the precise …’

			‘Hmmm,’ I repeated. ‘I don’t either. Daisy chains? Picking daisies? Daisy cutters? Dairy cutters? It will come to me, or you. Umm, I met one of them once, one of their intellectual baselines. The meeting was off the record and you would not recognize the name anyway, but still. He was inexperienced, narrow minded, lacking in full sets of information and above all, stupid. He was, as the saying goes, the hole rather than the donut. The undying human condition is stupidity,’ I rationalized with one of my conclusions of the month.

			‘I thought you said it was selfishness,’ she suggested.

			‘Which trumps which?’ I asked.

			She changed the subject. ‘You still haven’t explained …’

			‘Haven’t I?’ I pondered. ‘The general public says it doesn’t want to be told what to do, but they do want to be told what to do, while being led to believe they’re making up their own minds. Also, they want to be bailed out of bad decisions when they were told ahead of time their decisions were going to be bad for them. If you vote for this lazy, selfish person, he won’t do for you what he promised, he’ll completely ignore you and rob you blind. He won’t simply lie once, he’ll pile the lies high every time. When they find out, they’ll say: he lied to us. Somebody better bail us out now. Feel sorry for us that we lost our sales channels because this is what we were asking for. Somebody give us money. Who? The government. They’re gonna hand out money to the people they knowingly forked over, rather than their cronies? The hardest working beggars in … As for me, I’d simply like to be able to take back decisions that were self-evidently bad as soon as I’d made them. One absolution for buyer’s remorse.’

			“And who exactly is going to give you back this one bad decision?’ she asked.

			“I dunno,’ I admitted. ‘The J man? Hawkeye? Hawkeye seems to have more power than the J-man these days.’

			“Now you’re getting into psychology, which is my realm, not politics,’ she remarked.

			‘Realm, like the Other Realm?’ I asked.

			‘Sorry, I don’t follow?’ she asked back.

			‘Other realm. Other realm?’ I repeated, waiting for an imaginary laugh track. ‘Oh yeah, you never had children. What happened to Heidi?’ I asked, changing the subject. ‘Do you know?’ Heidi was a mutual friend in high school, her age not mine.

			‘Where she is now I could not tell you, but she was “dangerous,” that’s what friends of her older boyfriend Billy said, or “allies of,” as people would say over where you are. He was smitten, though.’

			‘How do you know?’ I asked.

			‘Which part?’ she asked back again.

			‘What the phrase “allies of” refers to, over here?’ I clarified.

			‘I lived in England for two or three years,’ she explained. ‘I was engaged to a painter and sculptor … it didn’t work out …’

			‘It drips out,’ I observed. ‘How do artists earn a living?’ I marvelled out loud. ‘I was next door to, well not quite lived, but … rather, I owned a property and the house down the hill was owned by a sculptor, a sculptor of metal objects, he displayed some outside his house, but as there was no money in it he worked as a security guard at a college half an hour’s drive, half an hour’s drive away. I suppose he was supported by his partner, who commuted up three hours every weekend and brought the dog. A friendly dog. He liked me. It liked me. The dog.’

			‘You’re rambling,’ she intervened.

			‘What I meant to say. What I started to say, was that you knew what a Cockney Wanker was,’ I implied.

			‘Guilty,’ she acknowledged, but my mind was otherwise temporarily engaged and I thought she said “gnarly.”

			‘What brought you here?’ I asked. ‘Sorry, you told me that, not the life story of … but you told me that. I’m also curious about how you got here, how you met this English (?) painter and lived here for a few years, but that can wait. Why was Heidi dangerous?’ Gossip: straightforward; life stories: complicated.

			‘She wasn’t,’ was the reply. ‘His “allies” thought she wasn’t right for him, too young, and that there was a danger they might get married.’

			‘Oh,’ I commented, ‘is that all? Most of those marriages worked, at least from my experience. Once you’re fully grown, an age difference of five years doesn’t matter, or was it six? Not experience, not my experience, but what I’ve witnessed. Marriages that lasted, or didn’t. Parents only got divorced if their parents did, like that Falcone kid. I looked up Heidi and a few more in a yearbook, by the way, BTW, out of curiosity. Thinking back, I thought she was cute, but in these photos, the B&W photos, she wasn’t. Though it was black and white …’

			‘From the original? You kept your original yearbooks, with the signings and all that jazz?’ she asked.

			All that Jazeera, I said to myself. ‘No, that yearbook was the victim of a basement flood, the product of spring rains and a high water table,’ I explained. ‘But you can find them all now on the internet. The picture quality, the pixel quality, it’s just as good, but black and white, or just as bad, as the case may be. Maybe the sharpened versions would be better.’

			‘Did you look me up, to see what I looked like as a teenager, to jog your memory?’

			‘Oops, sorry, I didn’t. I’ll do that tomorrow, I promise. But I don’t have to, come to think of it, because your face is indelibly inked in my head.’

			‘Oh look at the time,’ she said, pretending she didn’t hear the compliment.

			‘I’m glad you said that, cuz I’ve got stuff to do,’ I cautioned.

			I didn’t, but didn’t wish to be perceived as idle.

			‘Bye for now.’
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* INDICATES A REQUIRED FIELD

			Yearbook inscriptions were benign and sentimental regardless of how much an acquaintance would rib a counterpart before or after, it was a seasonal ritual in which there were only BFFs, nothing has or will ever come between us, the bar being whether someone would take the pen or not. There was a poignant exception in which John didn’t approve of his ex-girlfriend’s message, prompting him to ask her to sign it again. She declined. This was the only occasion in which he was ever serious, or in which his best frenemy and comedy partner Peter had genuine sympathy for him. And no high school yearbook discussion would be complete without a callout for Peter and John, aka Pete and Re-Pete.

			After about thirty minutes of sitting and navel gazing that strange and unusual paradox, I walked upstairs and began to rifle through my closet, needing to get “the law” out of my system. This anecdote pertained to a group of summer camp counsellors who rented my house for a weekend, left it trashed just in time for another group to arrive, and just in time to disappear on a what-three-numbers canoe trip. After a week of constant digging, I found the spokesperson and ringleader on the dark web, one of whom had the spoiled-child benefit of attending the world’s most expensive boarding school, in Switzerland. Just as well they pleaded hardship and stonewalled on reimbursing me for the damages for months, even after I threatened to get “the law” involved.

			The payments, which were wired to me from the spokesman’s mother, did cover everything and leave a little extra, but I couldn’t understand why they kept trying to whittle down my estimate. I guess they felt they were victims, not being able to hold their alcohol, being lightweights, though they did leave a dimple on a butcher block table which the carpenter was unable to smooth out.

			I resolved not to tell her this story because it would wind me up too much. I can just about picture dinner time at the spokesman’s dining table with him off at college, the mother and father fuming and 16-year old daughter Eliza puzzled that they would spend $3,500 clearing Keebler’s name and to keep out “the law,” but wouldn’t spend an extra $250 on skating lessons for her. As for the ringleader, I doubt he and his father have much of a personal relationship, given the amount of time Paino spends bickering with his private equity partners.

			I began to hunt for company employee directories in mover’s boxes, in the event I could find and pin down MB’s birth name, or Darcy’s last name. I did, a directory, that is, but “MB” wasn’t listed either alphabetically or by department, so he had to have resigned and matriculated in med school by then. Darcy I now recall worked for a competitor and not for us. Judy and I met her on a skiing trip through Elizabeth Wilcox.

			Elizabeth was a good egg, though somewhat between neurotic and insecure, therein the connection with Judy, and most of the ride back was consumed by pep talks from Darcy. Elizabeth got her job the old fashioned way, on the basis of a recommendation, from her father, and no one shied away from nepotism back then. She’s now a real estate broker in SoCal, for which she is better suited. High end real estate was a natural progression and most everyone I know prospered at this, with the notable exception of Raul, despite the money he spent honing the insincere smile. Nevertheless, this was not wasted and he puts the grin to good use as a volunteer providing financial literacy training to late-career and early retiree folk on the Florida Panhandle, thus compensating for his early-career participation in the Dirty War. He hasn’t ditched the “sarge” haircut, though.

			While searching for the worker directories, I found three postcards from Scotty, which included the following narrations:

			Houston will never be the same. I just blew out of there after spending 4 days interviewing with Vinson & Elkins, a large corporate law firm. They paid all expenses including a suite at the Hyatt Regency. I spent most of my time in the bar trying to get my bar bill up to a respectably lawyerlike height. I think I’ll be a success as a lawyer if that is the criteria.

			I graduated from law school today and am flying home for the holidays. After Christmas I’ll be back in Berkeley for a few months and then I’m moving to New York. Get in touch sometime.

			I’m in New Orleans on business. You should be here. This expense account living is the greatest. New Orleans is a wild town. I need you to keep me in line. Ha! How’s Maine?

			He went by Scott in his postcards and letters to me, rather than Scotty, which surprises me on reflection. I should write to his then partner, I will write to him, the question is when. I’m not going to search for any more aged correspondence, and if I discover any, I’m not going to retype the words on these pages, even if they are noteworthy. I’m setting a cut-off.
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AND YOUR CLIENTS ARE, WHAT KIND?

			‘Oh, didn’t I tell you?’ she pondered.

			‘No, not yet,’ I replied, and laughed a little faux-sardonically. ‘You keep avoiding. You keep procrastinating.’

			‘It’s complicated,’ she said, trying to wriggle out of an explanation.

			‘How so?’ I asked.

			‘Because,’ she began. ‘Because where I live I straddle the border between New York and Connecticut, and I both host clients in my home office and offer my services to a law firm. Such a deal, right?’ In other words, it was complicated from a standpoint of “a lot to describe all at once,” as opposed to, “It’s complicated.”

			‘Yeah, what a pissa,’ I agreed, doubling up on high school expressions. Ahead of contacting her, I searched for correspondence from my archives and the citation which sticks with me is: “You’re dealing with one smart chick, so watch it!” Her intent was to self-deprecate, but she always was “a smart chick.” She also threatened to slap or smack me a few times if I got out of line; those comments could be more light hearted and tongue in cheek.

			‘And your regulars? Being more specific?’ I asked to clarify.

			‘Later,’ she said.

			‘OK,’ I relented. Let’s not press her, let’s not shake the tree.

			She continued along a different track. ‘How interesting that you lived in the same county as me. I moved there around 2002. We just missed each other. I was in London a couple years earlier. Such similarities. How strange! After high school, I moved south for school, studying accounting and then moved West for a little while before returning East and as I say, straddling Connecticut and New York ever since. I’m using phone to text software so hopefully no typos. Hopefully not too many typos, there are always some. I didn’t like accounting, so I went back to school to study counselling, and did a masters in therapy. I preferred cooking facts to cooking the books. As for my social life, married, divorced, single, childless. Dated free spirits. Don’t tell me how that reads. I took too many risks when I was younger and this is how I turned out, how it turned out.’

			‘What happened?’ I asked. ‘Too many personality differences?’

			‘Free spirits behave like free agents,’ she explained. ‘I couldn’t trust him. When I flew home to visit my family … when the cat’s away the mice will play. You know how it goes.’

			‘Yeah, I do,’ I said. ‘But what about when the mice are away? Do the cats play or are they bored?’

			‘Good one,’ she began, ‘but I wouldn’t know. He never went away. He wouldn’t give me the breathing space.’

			“Aha,’ I said. ‘Too bad,’ and I sighed on her behalf.

			It is plausible and logical that she’d be drawn to family-related counselling, having been a neutral sounding board in high school, for vulnerabilities, insecurities and relationship advice, as well as commiseration if/when things went wrong. If a boy had an infatuation with Girl A but it wasn’t reciprocated, because she wasn’t ready for the hassle of dating, Lisa might suggest Girl B on the basis of well-honed personal insights. These are accumulated skills for her, and invaluable no doubt, given that vulnerabilities et al are less willingly shared in the 21st century. And sometimes one has to confess as well as confide, get crap off their back and shoulders, without the recipient of those words being judgmental or obsequiously supportive.

			Straddling the border. I pictured her in a house straddling the border between these two brotherly states, struggling with her environmentally friendly – “no direct emissions” – lawn mower during yard maintenance season, without an idealistic 16 year old of her own to assign this chore. Nah, there must be handymen in her town angling to cut grass for the cash in hand, though another secret I’ll let you in on. I would not recommend the landscape “artist” who butchered my lawn for years, while conveniently overlooking the sections that required a second effort, to gain that extra yard.

			Lawn Maintenance 101: the shortest distance between two points is a straight line, and don’t let the boundary wisteria distract you. If he could hew like he can hum and haw. Try to picture a landscape gardener humming and hawing about whether or not to be lazy for the first time in his life, and if I could reinvent myself as a Vonnegut character, it would be a wanna-be prophet who devises a rival religion, and it originated with me saying prayers of thanks each consecutive night I would be free of my brazen handymen. I’m so relieved to be released from them.

			Some of her dice rolls attained grapevine status, most ducked the rumor mill. One was an accountant, he is still an accountant. He returned all the way back home after moving far away, further north, and now hangs out with the town drunks every night, like many former classmates. She was a free spirit too, so it’s no surprise she would be attracted to performers, those who make a living in the arts, as opposed to those who have a painter’s or a sculptor’s eye or a musician’s ear and hand-eye coordination.

			‘I’m primarily interested in spirituality, and I’ve spent much of my life exploring different philosophies and spiritual expressionism. And if that doesn’t work, I have my Slow Down, Life’s Good mug in front of me on my desk, to settle me down when I have too much work or too much on my mind. It’s been a long strange trip so far, as Gerry said,’ she proceeded.

			‘Jerry,’ I corrected.

			‘Oh yeah,’ she acknowledged. ‘Spell check. Voice to text.’

			‘Mr Spell-Check informs us that this was not indented, and there are worse things than Spell-Check not being able to differentiate between Jerry and Gerry, Grammarly for example, but that reminds me of a story,’ I declared. ‘Though it’s a long story, and you don’t have time.’

			‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘I don’t. Let’s think of a placeholder, for you to tell it.’

			‘OK,’ I said, and typed the word “tabled” on the Notes app of my phone. I don’t consider myself spiritual, although as you know the night I saw the red lights reflected in my back yard I underwent a spiritual conversion of sorts. Well, what did I expect? It’s nice to think we can all be spiritual, but what does that mean in practice, and anyone can be philosophical, sometimes or always, but at some point the rubber has to depart from the road. Life has to be, rather than simply exist. It’s no good being a stoic if someone is burning rubber in your direction. It is said that dogs are the true stoics. How often do they win when they pick fights with cars? When I can travel, I will fly and drive over, ring her doorbell, and ask the important questions. It will be the first things I ask, before she becomes melodramatic at our first meeting in decades.

			Speaking of unexplained lights in yards, magazine articles and TV programs with slinky grey poltergeists that temporarily appear as cylinders of twirling smoke rising in a vestibule are compelling and addictive. Though ghosts are not supposed to photograph well.

			‘Have you published anything?’ she asked. ‘I’d like to read your fiction. Writing is a great hobby. OK, back to the drawing board. I’m working both at home and for the law firm today. Crazy day.’

			Salt mines, I said to myself.

			‘Let’s stay in touch. I’ll wait until you write again,’ she said.

			After she left the region, she fell off the map, my map anyway. She was far from our home town, and I was further away, in New York. Few ‘mates visited me there, much as they should have, and I should have visited in Boston more often, though I was humbled, or, rather, hobbled mentally, after two incidents, as I recollect.

			First, “he didn’t sleep very good when he stayed overnight after we went to Punter’s Pub because he wasn’t used to the bed and he asked for strong coffee the next morning, except I gave him decaf and snuck a sleeping tablet in it.”

			Wait, better. “We invited him over to watch Apocalypse Now on its first showing on HBO and I offered him a cocktail, except I spiked it with half a pint of rotgut and he passed out after half an hour.” Fell asleep or passed out? If it was Apocalypse Now it was definitely fell asleep, because you don’t need your drink spiked to fall asleep to this movie. And I didn’t have a hangover the next morning or have to urinate for half a day after I got back to the dorm. I’m glad the Whale, the get one over you practical joker who ennobled my cocktail, wasn’t at the apartment the next time I visited this zip code, for my sake, but I wish he was for someone else’s, sake.

			Second, at the same verdant apartment, while sitting peaceably and innocently minding my own business, in walked Alan Henry, straight from anywhere but the pub given his condition. He began flailing violently at anyone in his way, including me, swinging wildly, punching in the head or face. I deflected enough of his shots, and got out of the way before someone calmed him down, or the drugs shifted from third into second gear. Nevertheless, his flailing was enough to force me to drop my bottle of beer out of self defence, and some of it spilled on the floor of the student-budget apartment.

			I got out of there as soon as I could, with no plans to ever return. I found another group already ensconced at a bar and woke up the next morning with a pounding headache, both from the beer to compensate for the anger at the person who let an off his face Alan into his apartment, and from the slaps to the head I was not able to sidestep or deflect. I had no bruises and my face was not red, which is fortunate because I do bruise easily. I’m not sure which was worse: Alan Henry, the Whale or trying to sit through the entirety of Apocalypse Now with only half a pint of bottom shelf as a palliative, and not even in a Life’s Good beaker. It’s two and a half hours that plays like at least five.

			And Why can’t people be normal? As in, Why do people think it’s figuratively OK to park in the middle of the road, and stay there, as if inconsiderate things can only happen to them, and not by them?

			

	

[image: 28362.png]

TUESDAY AFTERNOON, OVERCAST

			‘OK,’ she said, ‘your turn. It’s your turn to tell me your story.’

			‘I’ve been thinking about this actually,’ I began. ‘I took accounting in college and barely passed, though strangely enough it’s one of the professional skills I utilize now. Form a JV and take half your debt off the balance sheet. How’s that for jargon? I learned a little bit along the way until I was competent, whereas CPAs or CFAs seemed to have forgotten more than they ever learned. Then again, we didn’t learn any grammar from Mrs Davala, beyond the present and past tense, and we’re able to compile complete sentences. If she had spent more time teaching and less time complaining that Orson Welles didn’t age well … so to speak. I think she taught one class through a series of flashbacks.’

			‘Rosebud,’ she snicker-sneed.

			‘Well, he married a contessa, so don’t cry for him. Which is no excuse for CPFAs,’ I continued. ‘We lived outside the city for a while, in a town with a lot to offer, but you had to know how to find it, just like London, or have I told you that already? I’ve ended up meeting a lot of actors, artists, art and film buffs, too, and their partners and patrons, though I’ve lost contact with most of them. However, I haven’t had a reason to bring them up until you jogged my memory. One I had a lot of respect for because in addition to his love for art and his conviction that this was in the heart of the beholder, he pointed out that “composting” can work two ways. Foods which contain microscopic amounts of toxins can be highly harmful to human consumption through accumulation, and with some substances, no dilution, dissipation or evaporation will occur. It’s like the long term repercussions of cadmium in phosphate fertilizer, mined from sedimentary rocks. Oh sorry, leave business at the office, don’t bring it home. But where is he now. I was introduced through a comrade who I thought was his girlfriend. She didn’t think art was once and for all in the eye of the beholder. Fortunately, I didn’t jump to any conclusions to their faces. Well it takes all kinds as they said in British sitcoms in the 80s. I’m interested in spirituality and mindfulness, or “kindfulness” as Krista Desjarlais calls it, which makes me smile, though most who practice are wedded to a small set of philosophies, a narrow theory of religion or strain of yoga, or is it style of yoga, whereas I’m more open minded and prefer to examine both the pros and cons. It makes having a discussion more interesting if they are open minded, difficult if they are not. What’s your job again at the law firm, or that’s it for now?’

			This is like Adam 12, isn’t it? They spend their quiet mornings in the cruiser debating what to have for lunch, but they don’t get to have lunch, because there’s always an important APB to attend to, and all too soon the credits roll. Funny how Adam 12 humanized cops for a while, and in the 21st century social critics argue in favor of unfunding police forces, and for sound reasons, but what breed of human being would sign up to be a politician or policeman? The public’s comprehension comes and goes in waves. Police brutality is equal opportunity. Second, the phrase <police corruption> is redundant.
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WEDNESDAY AFTERNOON, SUNSHINE

			‘Gag me with a spoon,’ she said.

			‘Totally,’ I agreed. ‘You didn’t speak like a valley girl as a teenager, did you?’ I asked.

			‘No, I don’t think so,’ she said, tentatively.

			‘I didn’t either,’ I said. ‘I mean, I meant, I meant that I also didn’t think you did. I certainly did not. Gag me with a spoon anyway.’ The male high school slang more particularly pertained to jesters who shadowed irreverent graveyard shift DJs, quasi-meta Pied Piper personalities and sportscasters who trained their voices to carry an octave below the human median. And if you didn’t catch a game in which Oscar Robertson fumbled the sidekick analysis, you are missing something. “That was a tricky bank shot your ex-teammate Lou made, wasn’t it Oscar?” “Yes it waaaas!” “Number 12 made a great block right there, didn’t he Oscar?” “Yes he diiiid!” Oscar Robertson, the Big O. Yes he waaas!

			She laughed, and at this my brain rotated to the Preppy Handbook, albeit that came later than high school. This reference guide poked fun at so-called preppies, how they passed the 5-7 hours of their days, etc, and their de rigueur proclivity for buying clothes at J Crew and Brooks Brothers, before the former went bankrupt and before the latter was purchased by a conglomerate and taken mass market and mainstream; in other words, bankrupted. The Handbook was a parody of a lifestyle, but if someone is prone to hay fever and airborne allergies, it’s a lot more comfortable to wear all cotton than poly-blends and to cake your face with makeup.

			The pamphlet published tried and true Friday night pointers about “things to do, if you know what I mean.” Intuitively, covert protocol was deployed if a preppy had an 8 PM date with a competitor’s highly public crush and this rival was rooted at the same table for five at Casa B’s G&T Hour. “We’re golden,” he’d outline to his secret-keeper among the quintet to foretell his lone departure, but if it turned out he and the woman played quarters at Mary-Ann’s and both lost, if asked the next morning how the evening went he’d confess they “took the porcelain bus home.”

			A near majority of preppies were spoiled brats who spoke as if biting on a pencil while speaking, but some (none of the six in the paragraph above) had tangible brains and would not have considered dressing like a lumberjack or lumberjill unless the temperature was below 40 degrees Fahrenheit and they were chopping down trees, although arguably with a hacksaw too small for the stated purpose.

			One instant later I decided it was high time I forgave Alan Henry, out of control and unnecessary as he was on that Saturday afternoon, because whether or not he has made anything of himself beyond working for the DMV, he had an excuse. Plus, according to his social media his beloved performance autist is the Blue Man Group. He was on drugs, and I can’t fault anyone for taking drugs, it’s up to them, it’s none of my business, and my headache healed. It’s those who have a sober choice that I find fault with, who both claim to be sane and don’t emit signs of manic depression, but who leave people out to dry for no other reason than that they are true cowards, such as Johnny S, no relation to Johnny Bu, Doug’s love-hate close friend, even in countries where the last name is printed and spoken first.

			But did he turn out hi-di-hi rude and cowardly due to personality or simple lack of awareness? I wasn’t feeling sorry for myself, I was feeling angry with myself for my goodwill towards him, for bending over backwards to lift a finger for him. If the situation was the reverse he’d laugh it off and grab another lite beer out of the selfishness box. I was too angry to put in writing what was on my mind and therefore picked up the phone and called, which is why this is written in a form dissimilar to the earlier text. It’s out of sequence, it’s a bit “where did that come from,” but I couldn’t tell you what triggered this sentiment, simply that something did. And it’s more “well that was out of the blue” than “why are you telling me this?” or “how is this relevant to my day?”
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THURSDAY AFTERNOON, RAIN

			‘Chris Williams, what the fuck happened to him?’ I asked. ‘Yeah, I know, I know what happened to him, I meant to say with him not to him, but do you think anything, do you think he would have had a fulfilling career had he not died in the car crash when Pokorny was driving while “under the weather,” or just been a former high school athlete with long sideburns?’

			‘Good question,’ she indicated. ‘Maybe,’ she added.

			‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘maybe. Maybe a state cop like his father,’ like a few of our classmates who were jocks at the time. ‘Now it’s the nerds, rather than jocks, who are the cool kids. Truth be told I don’t like either.’

			‘I don’t blame you,’ she said. ‘Did you know there was a court case?’

			‘I did, yeah,’ and I began to cite from it after a quick white-web search. Bret was guilty of manslaughter in response to a plea of nolo contendere, on the advice of his lawyers. However, he subsequently objected and asked the court to change his plea from nolo to not guilty, under new counsel. This reflected the contention that his first lawyers were conflicted, because they gave advice to another passenger in the car at Jackman, one Chip Foster, who couldn’t remember whether he couldn’t remember who was driving when the incident occurred, or whether yes it was in fact Bret Pokorny. It didn’t matter who owned the vehicle, because the rule of thumb was often “who is drunk enough to drive.” I’d happily let someone else take the wheel when it was my car if I could sit in the way back facing the rear window to minimize the impact of a head-on, and I would not be breathalyzed that far away from the action.

			I also had the great good fortune to be the front seat passenger when a driver pulled out from an intersection when he should have waited for one more speeding car to drive down the hill because we avoided an accident by a split second. Danny Foster was sitting in the passenger seat behind the driver and the head lights of the speeding car were brightly in his eyes. He could see his life passing before him, until he escaped certain death. This took place in a school zone where the limit was 25 mph, and the speeding car was going at least 40. Still, this so-called driver shadowed us inevitably, even if it meant tracking us onto the frozen-over lake, to give us a talking to, to censure when he was exceeding the limit by a rather fair six to nine points off your license margin, until he let us have his mouthful and dismissed us, as if he was a citizen’s cop and had authority – and to play victim when he was the guilty party, as opposed to the minor flaw of declining to yield while operating under the influence. ‘Let’s us go,’ he said. ‘The ice is cracking.’ Which it wasn’t.

			Danny was no relation to Chip, whose visual appearance in turn eludes me. Whatever, they were all junkies, Chris, Chip, Bret, Glen and Timothy, along with their alter egos Mary, Molly and Charlie.

			“THE COURT: Is there anything else you want to say?

			MR. POKORNY: No, Your Honor.”

			Tim passed away quite young, well 56 years young, and this is sad I agree, because he was a gentle soul and he was probably a high value school bus driver and caretaker.

			No less, this morning I received a piece of mail from the Met Police, advising me of an intention to prosecute. My high crime or misdemeanour? Going 24 in a 20. 24 in a 20. That is good nit-picking. It’s not like I shot Liberty Valance or anything.
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IN THESE DIFFICULT PAST 12 MONTHS

			There was also a, well not exactly a court case, but rather a decade-plus posthumous and independent examination of the behavior of a person held up high as a guru, but who lived his life as a predator. His initials were SSS, as in Social Security System, and still his acolytes praise his life’s work, despite much testimony of insult, assault and “unwanted touching” toward young women. I thought to conduct this search because of an email that landed in my inbox one Sunday morning, from a yoga teacher who was incensed by a service provider that chanced renewal of a contract when it had not provided any services for close to a year, and second, because the e-logo of her business had been copied and pasted to the social media of another without permission, and with malign intent. She did have to admit that her logo was easy to misappropriate because hers was the most popular yoga site on the entirety of the internet.

			This is relevant because if the five junkies were addicted to asanas instead of dime bags, each would be alive today and with healthier attitudes all around. They would not have become victims of “unwanted touching” fortunately for them, given their manly status, though would not have strayed from mainstream styles such as Hatha and Hot. It is in the specialized disciplines that the micro-aggressions, conceit and flakes are most common. Moreover, had they quit their addictions with the assistance of a selfless guru, they could have gone reverse flow; that is, selling rather than buying. In any case, do not fear, SSS will have his kangaroo court, and perhaps there exists the hypothesis of electronic tags where he resides now, in the place where it’s awfully hot.

			Sat nam until anon.
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IN THE GROOVE

			We were playing pickup basketball on makeshift courts near the main parking lot towards the end of the school year. Because the weather was fine, we were in good spirits. The surface on the regular outdoor courts was raggedy and it was generous of the principal to stump up the funds for the portable hoops and perma-paint for the temporary white lines, plus the three hours of O/T for the janitor to stripe them. It was, in a sense, more fun to play here because it was new and not the indoor gym where we’d played thousands of times before.

			Chris was 6 feet 6 and I was 5 11. He was one of our top three players and I would not have made the varsity had the first 12 been kicked off due to crimes against humanity, and another 12 for the same reason. Diamond Dave was the well loved but self impressed coach (thanks to the success of the Stack offence and Box One defense he imported from UMO), recently promoted we’ll learn and at the start of a long tenure in this position. He was officiating on this afternoon, that is how much he loved the sport, us kids, and coaching. Chris had the ball close to the basket and was conducting a head fake, which gave me the opportunity to block his shot from behind due to skilled and careful timing. Rather than congratulate me on the excellent defensive play, DD criticized Chris for holding the ball too low, thus presenting the unnecessary inroad for the shorter player, which he didn’t merit, obviously. Whatever, teach, I mean coach, I made the play. Someone who is smart can’t also be a good athlete, and vice versa, obviously. Can a 6 6 player goaltend his own shot?

			At 7:45 AM one morning during our senior year Coach spoke to me in a derogatory fashion, he called me by a nickname I didn’t like very much, didn’t like at all, he knew it and I replied with something insufficiently reverential such as ‘And how are you, Diamond Dave?’ It might have been a simple ‘Dave.’ If I could have that morning back, if I could have that year back, but not my reply. It was 7:45 AM. Whatever Dave.

			Diamond Dave was 27 or 28, much older than us if young in general, because each of his girlfriends was by definition at most 20, as if his on-the-make hustle wasn’t transparent, and as if they took him seriously. However, we were ones to talk because we took our fake IDs seriously, in as much as we used them in the next town over, in the shop where the grandkids of the woman behind the counter could have qualified for early retirement and where her eyeglass prescription could have been slightly stronger.

			It’s ironic that a head-hunter named Dave Diamond who called me all the time but was not able to place me loved the sport of basketball, so much so that he’d call me from the stands of a Phoenix match, to brag about his new cellphone as much as his dexterity in scooping tickets for the sold out Phoenix. Small world, but what’s his net worth?

			May the long time Suns shine upon you and guide your way home.

			Several years later, I was visiting from New York and another high school friend was visiting from New Hampshire, a pro/antagonist for whom no gag was too tasteless – a race car driver in a coma, a musician in a helicopter crash, NASA needing another seven astronauts – with a third man in who never left our home town. We were diving into a family friendly pizza with soft drinks as it was early, when Mike from New Hampshire cracked a predictable about a human vegetable to me and our pal who lived locally, also a Mike by coincidence.

			NH Mike followed this caper with a Mike on Mike. “What does Bret say to the judge? OUI, and IOU (I owe you) my license!” Guffaw, Guffaw! Local Mike, aka Mike the Bear for his stature and genial bear hugs, was quick to respond: “Ease up, it’s the five year anniversary,” of the car crash, and the whole town was sharing in the sorrow of that fatal evening. I fully approved of the backchat, because there’s a time and place for everything, even tasteless jokes, and this was not the time. NH Mike was the butt of many a punchline himself, so no one can claim the fair play doctrine was not applied. Moreover, if a joke requires kicking a man when he’s down to attract a laugh, is it a genuine joke?

			Still, when local Mike had gone to the Men’s Room: ‘Mike, quick, before he gets back. Knock, knock.’

			‘Who’s there?’ NH Mike asked.

			‘What did Chris say at the Pearly Gates?’ I quizzed. ‘To improve his percentages.’

			‘Dunno, what did-?’ he began.

			‘Reality is for people who can’t handle drugs!’ I explained, partly under my breath.

			‘Guffaw, Guffaw!’ NH Mike replied.

			‘Quiet! Shh!’ I cautioned. ‘Keep your voice down. He might overhear you.’

			* * *

			‘What is it?’ she asked. ‘You’ve gone quiet.’

			‘Yeah, I have,’ I said. ‘I was thinking of someone I split an apartment with short term a long time ago. He left in the dead of night before I could kick him out at high noon. Every Saturday afternoon it was the same. “Let’s find Arnold,” then working at a convenience store to help pay for his GED studies, “and have a PINT, at the PUB!”’ Arnold Lister, he eventually did clean up his act and become an A-lister, but not by hanging out with us two.

			‘What’s the connection?’ she asked.

			‘He was a drunk,’ I remarked, ‘he had promise, and he was OK to be around because of that promise and if you took his political views – ie, pro-Nixon – as harmless and pistol whippable for that stance, and if you were similarly inclined on a given Saturday afternoon, but once every couple months would suffice. I would not be able to keep up if I tried. What do people like that do for a living, because what’s the terminal demand for empty warehouse night watchmen?’

			‘You still haven’t told me of the connection,’ she prompted.

			‘Oh yeah, you’re right,’ I concurred. I paused to reflect and grimace. ‘Something, someone more recent reminded me of him. I liked him at first, until it slowly dawned on me how delusional he is. No, that’s not it. He has three speeds. Manic, depressive and speaking as if on sedatives fed through a chamomile tea drip, and pixelated. “I know, let’s call Sittie tomorrow morning,” he said giddily to a group of us, when Sittie was my contact, as if we had anything to offer Sittie, as if we’d be paid a success fee if two or more of us chancers got Sittie on the line at any one time, and as if he didn’t have to divide this success fee with anyone else. Now that I think of it, he’s comparable to someone I’ll label Neil, who once claimed that not only waz we not in competition with anyone else for a particular project he demanded we bid on, but the procurement organization “wanted to give us the business,” purely because of who we wuz, which was a cabal of curb crawlers who wouldn’t recognize a swear word if it snuck up and bit us on the fucking ass, but in “you dirty rat style, see?”

			I’m fully responsible for allowing myself to be drawn into the orbit of “Sittie,” giving this oddball benefit of the doubt, and making myself anxious every time I think of it, whereas with Neil, I had an exit strategy. Neil is one of my many former peers or bosses who have been taken to court, but his is the only legal action I feel transferred pity about, surreal as this was. Everything with “Sittie” was surreal also. I wonder if the manic depressive chemicals in their brains can be extracted, synthesized and scaled up. We’ll sell the formula to a nameless, faceless corporation and I will give the two of them more than their fair share, because that’s the kind of person I am. In the meantime I’m depressing myself too much. I look forward to the day when I can say with relief that it was strange from start to finish because there will have been a finish. I had an uh oh moment during a meeting with a potential client but then rationalized that the client was French and knew what other Frenchmen were like. Even Neil was able to acknowledge that with some hare-brained schemes, there came a time “to knock it on the head.” Not even Neil could fool himself all the time. Now I’m depressing myself even more.’

			‘Wow,’ she said. ‘Wow. Wow.’

			‘Passionately spoken?’ I asked.

			‘No,’ she said, ‘just wow.’

			‘OK,’ I said, ‘you win.’

			‘What time is it there?’ she asked.

			‘6 PM,’ I replied. ‘Why?’

			‘After that soliloquy,’ she began, ‘you probably need a stiff drink.’

			‘That I do,’ I said, ‘but that makes it 1 PM where you are, and therefore too late in the day to start drinking.’

			That day, I needed a stiff one after coming down with Prince Phillip Syndrome. He was the penultimate Cockney Wanker, the ultimate being Spider as we recently learned, despite being full blown and hard core Greek.

			As I said, there’s a time and a place for everything, and I’ve waited long enough for this one.

			

	

[image: 28362.png]

A NEW WORLD IN THE MORNING

			A philosophical young graduate from the movies was fond of ripostes to anyone in his orbit: “Quick, what’s the meaning of life?” when there isn’t a meaning besides living in the moment, unless it’s to fight to the death with your putative former best friend in that film over nothing in particular and come to the slow realization that you have a life ahead of you, and this movie is an audition for the next one. This transitioned nicely in pub talk into what’s more embarrassing than to be caught watching Antiques Roadshow?

			It’s a trick question because nothing is more embarrassing. The follow-on is what comes second? That is also a trick question, because this is a tie, between Top Gear and the film review program narrated by the geezer who sounds like he’s been living in a formaldehyde tent in a nursing home for the past thirty years, and therefore unable to capitalize on the tax credits from the CO2 sucking spruce and pines that flourished outside his house before his children committed him and shredded the trees because the mulch value was higher.

			And if the Weekend at Bernie’s character is invited to reprise his role for a sequel, his new meaning of life will be portmanteaus. He heard the expression “staycation” and after that it was somebody stop me:

			A religious holiday is a pray-cation

			A winter mountain resort trip with your young children is a sleigh-cation

			If your recharging takes place at a B&B on a working farm, it’s a neigh-cation

			If you can only afford the Friday before the long weekend it’s an extra-day-cation

			If you are required to take a week off but can’t afford to go anywhere, it’s a chez-cation

			If you carried time over from last year but have to take these days by a certain date, this is a May-cation

			If you don’t like starting trips too early in the week, it’s a Tuesday-cation

			A War of the Roses re-enactment country break is a flay-cation, fray-cation or slay-cation

			A boat trip is an anchors-away-cation

			If you went on a game show, won, and the trip is all expenses paid, it’s a no-way!-cation

			If you’re a 1950s new wave film aficionado (Bob le Flambeur! Le Samouraï!), it’s a Marseille-cation but if you trust TripAdvisor, it’s a Calais-cation

			If you’re going to the Far East, it’s a Cathay-cation or a Causeway-cation

			If the purpose of the trip is to rescue a three legged pet and offer it a nice home, it’s a stray-cation

			If you promise, honestly, that you will give up as soon as you get home, it’s an ashtray-cation

			And so on down the line.
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THE BILL MURRAY THEATER

			In a good dream, Groundhog Day is shooting my ex-boss over and over again without remorse, while the bullet lodges itself where a brain would otherwise be, because brain matter can’t displace rock-solid dishonesty. When my day of atonement arrives, I may request an entire week to go through the full list, but this joy ride won’t feature.

			The start of a good day is often the result of a good dream, and vice versa. I can’t control the nights I awaken panicked or startled at 2:30 in the morning. These may continue indefinitely, I confidently predict, as if this is a good thing.

			Be that as it may, to secure a less agonizing pushback from the job before, the one that was so depressing I was on anti-depressants, I wheeled out the “it’s such a great opportunity for me” line during the resignation plea. My then boss, the anti-Gyorgy (soon) because he didn’t touch a drop but who I still can’t figure out to this day, did earnestly try to secure a living wage for me I’m convinced so that I wouldn’t leave, but to no avail. It wasn’t a great opportunity, it was an exit. However, it was a providential shift, moving from a company that was excessively political to one that was excessively bureaucratic, because it’s better to shrug or yell WTFF all day long than to long to strangle the fuckers all day long. If you think I’m exaggerating about shrugging or WTFFing, did your Feelgood Friday Quiz include Q’s about St Valentine’s “other” beneficiaries and legatees? Hint: one of them is a company that still uses Lotus Notes.

			“I am honored and humbled to have been chosen,” the social media feed opens when a middle career professional is selected for a run of the mill panel discussion, and afterwards he announces via social media that he was “delighted to appear,” or cited by a newswire that quotes a thousand people per day. I am humbled to have contributed the quote the journalist placed in my mouth because for his daily recap he was required to reference a practitioner, and I am humble to have been blessed with the capacity to recognize overselling, some call this overselling BS, some call it the New Bulimia. The complicating factor, though, is that I like and respect some of the folks guilty of repeating this phrase on their social media every week, and they have been pleasant to me. However, each time I see the phrase “I am honored to …” I long to stick a finger down my throat, because it will save time. One person recently carved:

			“I am honored that you chose to share with me the fact that your first cousin died after a long but private illness. I will definitely think of you – and thank you for thinking of me!

			Let’s definitely keep in touch on this.”

			Thus guaranteeing I’ll never ever hear from this person again. If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em. Wait, I can’t join them either. I give up. I’m too afraid. I’m scared. I let them get to me, I let him get to me.

			‘I need your advice

			I wake up every night

			I want it on their conscience also.’

			‘What will you write to her, the woman who did this to you?’ she asked.

			‘I don’t know, I’m not sure, but this is what I’m thinking for my draft,’ I replied.

			“You took away my livelihood, my only possible livelihood

			I may never find another job again.”

			Bang bang you’re dead, it’s a song.

			‘Has she finished her black conversion therapy yet?’ she asked. I joshed about this a few weeks earlier, having read it in a parody, where it was made clear the allusion was non-malicious (she likes that phrase) and in its own way, caring.

			‘You said that, not me,’ I said, denying responsibility, even plausible responsibility. In spite of Lisa’s training and hefty experience, there was nothing she could offer me.

			All I sought was peace so that I could contemplate the past, which in this instance meant for someone to throw me a bone, but I wasn’t in the ballpark of even that. Nooner could have informed me that the opportunity wasn’t relevant to me, or it was puffed up entry level, but instead he concluded the best tactic was to ignore me. The person I saved once and tried valiantly to save once more, thus sending him and two others off to the races, offered a pleasantry and ignored me. Come back square pegs in round holes, all is forgiven.

			I sought peace of mind so that I could concentrate on the past, to among other things cherish the friendship I shared with Scotty for what I now understand was a precious short piece of time.
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THE KILLING OF GYORGY

			Nefarious: Flagrantly wicked or impious

			Gyorgy, aka Yury, is doing time. With good behavior, he’ll be out in six years. If he’s accepted the error of his ways, he’ll emerge slimmer, wiser and repentant, and able to do some good for the world with the millions he could have salted away before the long arm of the law caught up with him. If not, he’ll have adopted the nickname Poodge and will wither away as most pariahs do. He was an algebra prodigy aged 16, sent to Europe to participate in competitions by the teacher who nurtured him. Instead, this mathlete utilized this time away from home to hit home runs in the clubs and bars, and rather than make a caped appearance at the tourney, he spent the long weekend aping a Belushi-like drunken haze. His father being well connected, and both carrying a tinkie in their left eye, the punishment was light.

			It was many years later that he would leave me dying on the vine, in a situation where I had little to do all day but twiddle my thumbs, until I could take no more and waved the flag. He spent months concocting his grand theft larceny with his educated wife Lady Da-da and possible co-conspirator S, with whom he had a high-low relationship, the irony being that he managed to steal from a company whose bagman diplomacy senior managers were arguably more corrupt than he was. The first $25 million plot was but a snippet of the larger conspiracy, running upwards of $180 million, but was simpler and less technical. In other words, the evidence for the first intrigue was embedded in ordinary text messages and notations in the margins of Barbour Clothing desk calendars, but the latter in surreptitious pillow talk at waiting list only restaurants and in coded and lightly coated emails.

			The decision to move forward was taken not lightly over macchiatos at the Europa Café, for as the court record attests (digitally remastered):

			“Gyoygy told him that if he wanted the sign-on fee they had negotiated, he had to sign the Deed; that he was not happy at being bullied in this way; that he discussed his concerns with A; that she (A) then discussed her own concerns with him; and that he then had further discussions with J.”

			“Not happy” at “being bullied” into accepting a six figure bribe. Calling all professional custodians of the collected works of Dr Seuss, your presence is requested on the character witness stand.

			For the $25 million scheme to succeed, it was necessary for the “celebrated trader” Gyorgy and S to convince three workmates N, A and J to go along with a sleight of hand, which in the conceptual understanding of the corrupt company each would receive $5 million for signing on the dotted line. However, N, A and J were “bullied” by Gyorgy into splitting $2.25 million, rather than receiving $5 million apiece, but as this was free money, who were they to complain, even were they aware of the bigger picture. The scheme almost ran aground on two counts, the first being that as totem pole topper, Gyorgy would collect $12-13 million, but S only $2.5 million, even though S and Gyorgy hatched the plan together - the difference with the 5X5 being kicked back to corrupt company middlemen – equally secretive toward their senior management - via their offshore vehicle Firmly Oceans.

			Despite a relentless cycle of quarrelling, S eventually did capitulate, because after all Gyorgy was the instigator and had the better relationships with the middlemen at the corrupt company, despite being equal partners in theory. Moreover, $2.5 million of free money is better than no free money, and although this was not in his thoughts during the negotiations, ultimately he was less legally exposed and was able to walk unimpeded into the fresh air ensuing to the criminal portion of the proceedings. This left him free to realize his vision, which was to purchase an industrial capacity ice cream crank and lease on a store front zoned for food and drink, and purvey Italian Ice to the public with two like minded but unaffiliated acquaintances.

			By hook or by crook, the non-conspirators N, A and J reached agreement on non-equal shares, I suppose in accordance with age and seniority, knowing full well they had nothing tangible to bring to the table at the new corrupt company, but Gyorgy and the middlemen (including but not limited to, K) agonized about whether they would be able to hatch their stratagem because N was “too honest.”

			The corrupt company remitted $25 million to Gyorgy directly, theoretically leaving him to dole out $20 million to his four associates. The corrupt company thus assumed N would receive a signing bonus of $5 million, but Gyorgy and S had negotiated a payment of $1 million. However, N insisted on being paid his $1 million on the books, which duly implied he’d insist on paying his fair share of taxes at source. In this instance, the corrupt company would sense that something was wrong in Den Marks (it might be inclined to “ask awkward questions”), unless Gyorgy and S etc could fathom a reason that N deserved $1 million extra, that he had some special hardship.

			He needs a one-off sum for a property or a BMW for which he had already made a good faith payment and wouldn’t you know the figures matched exactly. This mechanism might prove “more efficient” all around. Being “hailed as a genius,” Gyorgy concluded the best course of action was to forge N’s signature, as a dotted i’s and crossed t’s witness testified. Gyorgy and S clearly chose the wrong person to authenticate N’s autograph for the courts, because this individual (also N, but NS for the sake of clarity) was unable to recognize N from a can of Shinola – or his passport photo.

			Don’t jump to the conclusion that all avenues were not explored, because drawing on his experience as a decadent math Olympian, Gyorgy ruminated over “compromising” situations for N which might culminate with “pictures of him with a prostitute or taking drugs which we could then use against him if he ever became difficult over the sign-on fee arrangements.” The thought of N with a prostitute from the Galstuk club (number 21,748 of places to eat in its city, apparently – and TripAdvisor don’ lie about “clubs”), let alone pictures of him sozzled with a girl on each arm. I can think of former associates at his agency who would have volunteered for this striation of the scheme, even without the lure of $1 million paid offshore, as long as they were able to pud around with the camera beforehand.

			A more convincing ploy would have been to feed him a large T-bone at Bay Curry or Meat & Great (or Coq d’Argent, apparently - the key word “restaurant” appears 18 times in the court report, although far less than the word “fraud,” some 331 occasions. Five hour dinners at Umu - where the a la carte damage for grilled plant-based items runs to £30 - are reserved for more complex negotiations – excuse me, grilled “seasonal” plant-based items), because his vegetarian wife would be able to smell it on him, and then he would be in real big trouble. Counsel to Gyorgy asserted that N was “complicit” and that his main priority was to “seek a quiet life,” but the judge was unconvinced. However, N was not the hero of this piece, he is no hero at all.

			Moreover, he did definitively join the corrupt company so he must have been recompensed somehow, without which he wouldn’t have enlisted, even 1) if the court files are not fully illustrative on this matter, 2) he declined to go along with the scam-most portion of the scheme and 3) his signature was definitively forged. In addition, when he was sitting at home in an unemployable state of shame and I found a good and secure job for this poor me, feel sorry for me sadsack, despite secretly going along with the exodus, he did forward at least one Greek letter of apology or appreciation: Bahahaha. I’m sure he’s assisted others in need during his lifetime, I’m sure he’s not totally selfish. Double secret Bahahaha.

			Murph, better known as “The man, the myth, the Murph,” labelled our quadrant of the industry “trafficking,” and this is in no small way why N described Gyorgy’s professional skill as analogous to a traffic cop. Before the falling out, that is, and wonder how much Gyorgy charged to fix a failure to yield ticket.

			The judge handed backhanded compliments to A and J, by insinuating there could be no good reason for receiving signing bonuses offshore, but what’s a judge to do and there were 18 defendants at the civil trial as it was, including a father and son pair, the latter of whom was formerly a Deputy Health Minister in Central Asia. Oh to be Judge Eder or the handwriting expert Lawrence. I’m surprised the phrase ‘yes, 5 for each’ has not become an internet sensation by now.

			From the court records:

			“Mr McBane then responds: Haha … you are like a woman …”

			and

			“And what she has sent us, three, is utter s**t. I don’t know where the f*** she got it from? She can shove it up into her a**e. Tell her that.”

			The irony is that this episode doesn’t bother me in the least, these people don’t disgust me, they are too laughable, and you can’t pay your bills on the back of someone else’s received criticism. In the judge’s view, “they (N, A and J) must have realised that this was for some nefarious purpose,” and the excuse that they were “bullied” into participating in the $25 million fraud, or were “naïve,” is eye rolling. I was bullied into accepting a $750,000 offshore bribe. I couldn’t help myself. Poor, poor nefarious me. The judge was too harsh on J, though, because his stipend was modest, he probably felt he was without a choice, and he was young and naïve.

			In this judge’s own words:

			“It was nothing less than blatant dishonesty by each of these individuals driven by simple greed and self-interest on their part.”

			Gyorgy: an “authoritarian figure.” Tee hee hee, he used to send emails to S asking which dress he planned to wear to the office the following morning, and accidentally on purpose copy the entire division. Moreover, look at him, he comported himself like a true slob. End of story. Let’s come back to this in, oh, about six years.

			Outtakes

			“G: … well focus … OK … I am here just in case … otherwise push …

			S: … yes, mate, pushing like giving birth … and its triplets.

			G: … well mate … if a child is best gifr for a person … to triplets … it is x3 … so push harder mama.

			S: … oh man I am so sick of it … everyone wants something from me, they f*** my brains all morning … it is not triplets any more, it is a happy fat dozen …”

			and

			“G: Signore … send me text when u give birth … K?

			S: … aaalmost there … just spoke all OK. It seems all polished out … so closing it tod …

			G: … anyway … let me know pls … as wanna take a picture … of those newborn: - ()

			S: … it’s a very ugly one … the proverbial donut without a hole …”

			and

			“G: … OK … I’ll go. I bought myself a Big Mac … with fries.

			S: was thinking along the same lines but then not sure I deserve a supersize deal though … might choke on it …

			G: … with clear conscience …”
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AND NOW, SSS

			SSS was the spiritual leader of a legally and formally ordained religious movement, unlike Bokononism. Several years after his death, subsequent to a long reign of declining health, accusations came to light, and last summer a 299-witness investigation was undertaken. He was evidently a Jeck & Hyde character, though as with many media heroes he was perceived by his admirers as incapable of doing wrong – too big headed to fail. His champions advocate for him unfailingly and persist with campaigns of denial and retribution, while others do their utmost to compartmentalize.

			They may disavow the evil behaviour but continue to cling to teachings which they believe are worthy. “As SSS said,” and “as SSS envisaged,” they repeat. Love the drunk, hate the demon drink, so that saying goes. A dead person is not around to defend himself – it’s unclear whether he believes in soul splitting and therefore the afterlife – but can the defenders and denialists – the pool table wasn’t regulation size – themselves be reproached or are they better left unheeded? Will a single divine defender of SSS be reinvented as HHH; as in Healthy, Happy and Holy; Har … Har … Har; or Hip Hip Hooray, (3H3), and appointed by acclamation as dictum in chief? SSS is no longer around to defend himself, but he’s also not around to face the mantras.

			During my last journey, the first draft incorporated a cultural reference to Bill Cosby, in association with the hypocrite who was bound to be the first volunteer for black conversation therapy. On the basis of the cruelty test, I felt bad and guilty and replaced Cosby with CK. For this current journey, though, the chips are down and will fall where they will.

			According to the independent review, SSS, now let me step back a bit first. The outcome and implications of the investigative report seemed clear cut, as translucent as the interviews and citations were. However, maybe there is more than meets the eye to SSS, because he apparently was able to fight back, conduct damage control, from beyond the grave. The independent examiners were not fully accredited in their state of residence and therefore the notes they took are inadmissible in a court of his adorers. The allegations of physical, mental and emotional abuse therefore didn’t happen; the victims’ lives revert to the factory settings and the malicious software hasn’t taken root. This excuse is more powerful than a hard reboot.

			The authors of the report began by defining intercourse as “physical insertion, however slight,” or various forms of contact or openings. This I think is funny as in funny/strange, because the researchers have to be crystal clear in their language yet at the same time professional and undemonstrative about a delicate subject, particularly as the interactions mainly involved adults, albeit in most cases barely. They have to deploy euphemisms such as “openings” with a straight face, and can’t say “let’s face it he was a monster, monster for lack of a better word, who could get away with anything because of his image, his protectors and his forcefields,” this elephant in the room, whereas a proper tribute would be for him to be taken out back and shot – with an elephant gun.

			However, nothing at all is funny about battery, harassment or actions which are exceedingly unethical – without a doubt his organization had on the payroll stewards of sustainability but how about stewards of financial propriety, integrity, transparency or pedo-mania? Moreover, some grown up groupies dismiss touching between a “religious leader” and a student as acceptable if viewed in the hypothetical context of two consenting adults. This is inaccurate, because genuine consent can not occur when one of the persons is in the position of “influence or authority.” The victim is “legally unable to provide consent.” As is often the case, the student may have sought the wisdom of the spiritual leader during a period of personal crisis and if this trust is “redirected” toward his own “gratification,” this could be an open and shut instance of “clergy misconduct.” Would his apologists volunteer for a blindfolded taste test by a doctor they have delegated with their lives, while under anaesthesia?

			In the words of witnesses:

			“I did not consent the first time with SSS. None of it was normal and none of it was OK.”

			“SSS said to me: I want him dependent on you. Go to your trailer; he will come to you. SSS told me to do something with his anus, which was never a thought I had in my life.”

			“He bit my tongue, bit my nipples, left marks on my face from sucking, and pinched me. It was not fun.”

			“He bit my tongue and sucked it – it was blue and bleeding. He would bite and grab hard. He was careful not to bite anything that would show.”

			“He was controlling us in this code of silence while on the other hand marking our faces.”

			“He got on the bed and made kissy faces … he was 62 and I was 24.”

			“When they were choosing what to watch to TV, I asked to watch Seinfeld. He said, -why not watch this porn-. This is what you wanted to do. They also watched the Playboy Channel.”

			“They had a TV in the room and often played sexually explicit and violent material. They would watch this for hours at a time, day on end.”

			“I was privileged yet devastated and shocked when SSS gave me a ring and said I was his wife. How could that be? He was already married. He had grandchildren.”

			“He was a narcissistic sociopath. We were fed belief systems. It was a cult mentality.”

			“I was seven years old. He instructed my parents and others to have their children sent to a different set of parents and child swap.”

			“I was guarding a 19-20 year old and reporting back any movement. He was afraid she would escape. I was told not to prevent it but to report it to him. I felt something fishy was going on that no one wanted to let me in on.”

			How did he create the mind space to coin his folksy phrases if he spent all his time watching the Playboy After Dark Channel with his captains and lieutenants?

			There was more and it gets worse. It gets much worse. I couldn’t read any more. If N’s pit bull lawyer had been there and had the nerve to put the fear of the anti-Christ into him.

			Guide your way on.
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KETCHUP’S A VEGETABLE?

			I began this discussion by explaining that a former colleague’s nickname is K because in his symbolic opinion, ketchup is a vegetable. Ketchup was a vegetable when Reagan was president. This is not a yarn, although in those days, during those years, it was acceptable to call folks vegetables.

			Nowadays garlic is a vegetable, honey is vegan to proponents of the herbaceous lifestyle and anything digestible has to be vegan to be worth its low-sodium salt – starting with Dry Veganuary (that is, one glass or less of red wine per day). Before long, it will be a slur to label the woke right-on, but hopefully there will be new words for “diversity” and “sustainable.”

			The two good things about February are that it’s not January and that vegans have not co-opted the name for the sake of a self-absorbed portmanteau. Yet.

			Thus, I continued the conversation, as we pick up 5-10 minutes later.

			‘If Jesus were alive today, would he call himself a proud Christian?’ I asked.

			‘Did you make that up?’ she, in turn, asked.

			‘No, I borrowed it from Mark Twain, which and who I shall never meet. You’re not a proud Catholic, are you, with a Franco-American last name?’

			‘No, not any more,’ she remarked. ‘Us Catholics are not so religious any more, after the scandals. The die hards still go every week, they let it slide, and some go for the community spirit and to socialize, or habit because they’ve blocked out those two hours of every Sunday for most of their lives, but most everyone else it’s just Christmas and Easter.’

			‘Ironic, that,’ I agreed, ‘that the evangelicals are the non-Catholics, the ones who interpret his words and meaning, and extrapolate like his honest truth. “This is what he said and this is what he meant, so this is what I’m gonna do and this is what you should do because I say so.” Or his disciples, anyway. Ironic, because the Catholics were the first ones and everyone copied them.’

			‘Yes, habit,’ she said to reinforce, ‘probably most who still go every week go out of habit, and because they’re used to dressing up every Sunday, their only occasion to dress up.’

			‘Yes,’ I said. ‘What else would they do for two hours? And if they didn’t ever dress up, they would feel guilty, as if the preacher at Hope Springs Eternal Catholic Church doesn’t make them feel guilty enough. And for what? For not being as pious as the preacher? Aside from the sermon, does anyone listen, take it in?’

			‘The liturgy is in Latin,’ she noted. ‘Not many people speak Latin any more.’

			‘Still?’ I wondered. ‘Castilian Latin or Latin Latin? Don’t answer that. I suppose it could be in Aramaic for all that matters. Well it’s 30 minutes of free daydreaming, of carte blanche for daydreaming. You have to sit still and concentrate, pretend to listen, when you don’t understand a word, so you could be daydreaming as long as you come to when he resumes speaking in English. You do sit during the Latin parts, don’t you, or is that part kneeling or SRO, do you stand for that?’ Lyrics to the composition I Can’t Stand for That necessarily popped into my head.

			‘Hmmm,’ she said.

			Hmmm, hymn, etc. Jesus was undeniably pious, and arguably a social liberal. He may well have been a card carrying if small-d social democrat.

			Daydreaming. I pictured a daydreamer during a dry Sunday service, as opposed to the impenetrable Aramaic edition. He had attended a business event on Friday afternoon, and it stuck with him, so he planned to send an email first thing Monday. If he dropped the line last thing Friday he’d have come across as just a little too eager. However, if he waited until Monday or Tuesday to mentally compose the message, the reflections might become stale or he might lose momentum. He wasn’t hoping to become fast friends. Rather, he hoped for the facilitator to be assured that his efforts were worthwhile, because if it were him he’d be grateful for the gesture, that chairing this seminar was more than an exercize in going through the motions. A compliment from a supportive delegate would be the next best thing to a 17.5% tip.

			I welcomed the seminar you hosted yesterday, although I wish the speakers kept to the topic of black PR a little more, and veered off a little less into their burning topics. Hope it works out for you there. They cover geopolitics like no one else and it is good to see you’ve kept the itinerary going in the new economic environment. I was wondering about the begonia exporter you cited during your intro. I know this industry well, and it has some colourful characters, though I was not familiar with TOPAZ. Was this primarily a case of negative press or was the owner viewed as crooked? …

			He was too busy composing to envisage the response to his wordy gesture, which means it would have to wait for the real thing, while this filament of light praise was relevant because the moderator’s name was Lawrence St Giles. He read his short paragraph and exchanged “welcomed” for “can endorse.” He read it again and wondered if he should have struck while the iron was hot on Friday, or not until a week had passed, or not at all period. Does anyone really care about begonia growers? He decided to send the email and forget it.

			On this note, if there was an unplanned second coming, and Jesus was invited to a place of worship devoted to his self, would he be unsettled and ashamed at the ostentation, and more relevantly, wouldn’t he be more than a little alarmed at the sight of so many parishioners walking around wearing crosses, wouldn’t the sight of just one cross freak him out? Just as if Dracula arose, this time maliciously, and made his presence known during the matinee showing of The Rampant Consigliere, how would he react if a majority of the audience was chewing Garlic+ Xylitol?

			If Jesus and Dracula both recoil at the sight of wavy crosses, does this make them brothers in arms (according to the Rabbit Hole, aka the darkest web, Jesus was taunted with trash talk of “once you go Drac, you never go back”), and if/when Jesus does return to earth, how do we know that he won’t be one of the undead in disguise? If all men of the cloth flashmob to this scene to witness the event, will prayers for the sick go unanswered, even if you DM them? What if, instead, he concluded that his birth religion was all it was cracked up to be, and, answering a question with a question, asked, “How many cheeseburgers and how much shellfish can any immortal eat in heaven in 2,000 years?” in which case the sight of the crosses would not freak him out, but what then?

			Someone out there help me please. What would be the mechanics of Jesus returning to earth, and would he email the Pope’s admin the day before, give him a heads up? It seems a bit Spooks to me.
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THE HORSESHOE THEORY

			‘What’s the matter?’ she asked.

			‘It didn’t work out,’ I explained. ‘None of my ventures. None of my experiments.’

			‘Did you put all your eggs in one basket?’ she went on.

			‘No,’ I continued, ‘I put all my eggs in five baskets, which I admit doesn’t in and of itself mean any of these baskets were any good, but at least I tried, I gave it my best shot. I’ve tried to help others when in need, but no one was interested in reciprocating, well almost no one, only three or four were thoughtful enough to help, most snubbed or disregarded me.’

			The moral of the story, the conclusion, is that there is nothing to be gained by being nice to people who don’t deserve it, because they won’t return the favor, they will turn their backs on you as soon as look at you. They will badmouth you regardless of whether you share March Madness pool winnings because you’re in a good mood or trip them on their way out the door because you’re in a bad mood. Those three or four, though, I can’t thank enough for extending common courtesies.

			Here’s to you Nooner, I gave you not one but two opportunities, the latter when you were running out of money and desperate. Have one on me, I can’t picture you having a when in Vegas nooner, but have one anyway. This is “fuck you and the horse you rode in on” gallows humor, which surpasses toilet and dental humor, though not his gallows humor, for he doesn’t own the monopoly on cowardice. I won’t donate a thumb’s down emoji for his benefit, just as I’ve grown to hate many emoji’s I associate with those who have caused me distress. Why don’t I just send him a fistful of dollars through the mail? I’ve taken the difficult decision to humbly apologize for going out of my way, bending over backwards on your behalf when you were running out of money, not once but twice. If it was a difficult decision I wouldn’t have done it. I’m constantly on the lookout for friends and rivals I can assist in any way now that I have the time, no less those who deserve it, but I won’t snub the desperate, even those who don’t deserve it.

			Nearly 20 years ago, I was in the position of giving, pre the concept of “giving back,” and I was glad to be able to purchase a wheelchair for a disabled Bosnian boy, parents impoverished thanks to the pointless Balkan conflicts of the 1990s, so that he would not have to sit on the floor, and did I say it’s not so comfortable to sit on the floor when you’re disabled? Never have I seen a picture of a boy so happy, even if he won’t be cast as the rotten and ungrateful child in any Netflix pilot episodes. What a contrast with those who are entitled and know it, and what prevents me from praying they will enjoy downward spirals of their own? And what frustrates me about this episode is that the charity worker sent the photos of this boy and his family to a work email address, and I didn’t forward it to a private account before I departed.

			I began to explain the early 2000s horseshoe theory, which postulates how much the far left and far right have in common with each other. To wit: populism and “resurgent hostility.” The theory was refuted by the left but overlooked by the right, which was too busy attacking 1) the left and 2) those portions of the right – the so-called Itty Bitty Shitty Committee - with which it had fallen out, which more or less proves my point. The far left and far right are subsets of mankind, which in this instance is an oxymoron, because they are anything but, kind that is. Cicero would have labelled the two sides Ipse and Dixit, if he psychoanalyzed them during his cursus honorum duty. They are their own useful idiots, and there is no more purism.

			The refuters claim it is not possible for discredited movements which on paper are distinct to bear similarities. Their academic apologists extrapolate from single data points, from isolated examples, and highlight trivial instances where the far left and far right aren’t in harmony, but their PhDs are not in understanding the difference between the phrases “more in common” and “everything in common.” I arrived at my version of this theory separately and independently, but many have noticed the tendency, for example for “resent-driven behaviours to coalesce around unifying themes,” and that the far left and far right would make perfect BDSM partners, although without predicting which would be in which role.

			To give credit where credit is due.

			The apologists point fingers and inaccurately claim it is the center which colludes with and supports the far right, as a marriage of convenience to oppose the left, but they are blind to reality. The center despises them both. The far right purports to espouse libertarian thought, but in practice is as authoritarian as any smug beret wearing lefty, for instance Jean-Luc Antoine Pierre Mélenchon, and for whom not even a personage such as Carole Delga would give the light of day. Carole was no ordinary free radical.

			Go, as in go away.
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THE HORSESHIT THEORY

			I created an online persona to expose creatures comparable to those a wronged woman labelled a “cowardly wet noodle,” who was to his profession as Eddie the Eagle Edwards was to winter sports, without being t-t-trolled back. It was David versus Goliath, but she was resource constrained and David was out of the question as an after-dinner speaker. She could only afford Eddie the Eagle Edwards.

			I would not be in on blowback aimed in my direction in any event, being wary of returning to the same “people are reacting to …” website twice. If it serves the court m’lud: The story broke a couple years ago and after this length of marketing and promotion, she belatedly conceded there weren’t any tabloids out there which would pay for his racey texts to her, and she handed them over in exchange for lorra lorra free publicity. The editors were intrigued by her connotation and understanding of the word “length,” but they needed more, more, in order to break into treasury funds. Her two-year-old quips were more entertaining, I was prepared to conclude without fear of contradiction, until the wet noodle remark.

			Via my epic Stardust Vintage avatar, I hailed and slayed the mother of all media inventions, without looking back. Did someone troll me on non-web social media? I won’t know sadly. My interest in contributing to a thread was below threshold.

			This became an occasion to test the Bumbo Theory, which reverts to Chris Williams. The better off unsaid 5 must have been on something, or things, far more sectionable than the loco-smoko, because under most “lively conditions,” a passenger would have urged Bret to slow down, or stop by the side of the road to sober up from the quarts of Haffenreffer Private Stock, while everyone but Bret smokes another joint, because his parents will smack him for not sharing, if his clothes smell of it, when he gets home. 

			In the reverso version, they prepare and serve dinner cocktails all right, White Russians in a spaghetti container borrowed from Mario’s and imbibed with multi-use plastic straws, but his has been spiked with zero-alcohol coffee essence and he can’t tell the difference. He thinks he’s intoxicated and behaves as if soused after everyone has been dropped off safely, but he’s sober and his parents recognize the behavior as integral to his Coolio act. They are faintly tipsy themselves and are alternatively studying the Sunday Arts section and the LL Bean catalogue with Tom Snyder on Channel 6 in the background, not paying attention to him anyway. After all, an excerpt from the agony aunt column in the centerfold of the Arts section:

			“A guest dropped in unexpectedly and said he had just eaten. The last time this guest dropped in, he drank 15 cans of beer. This time he brought a case of beer with him. I was pretty sure he wasn’t going to leave until the case was finished, and I was getting hungry, so I served some cheese and crackers. At that point the guest left and I was told by my husband that I insulted him. He hasn’t spoken to me in four days.”

			The Armenian-American academic who discovered the 7-38-55 Rule was the first to point out its limitations, but even he would agree with the denouement, that 55% of person to person interaction is nonverbal, was applicable on this evening. When not memorizing the catalogue or turning toward the TV set with each abrupt change in tempo of Snyder’s voice, Bret’s parents would look at each other and communicate with a subtle head movement or eyelash adjustment, leaving Bret out in the cold.

			A guy or gal has gotta know when to pick his or her battles and if only Bret had stuck to Bumbo in the non-reverso scenario, with Maui Wowie yet to arrive on our shores, Chris would be alive and a legend would not have been born, Bret’s legend that is. His first toke of Maui Wowie, however, love at first sight. No wonder it’s called Wowie, he told his parole officer.

			In the everyone lives scenario, the lawyers would have had other public defender roles to play, to say nothing of the “death, taxes and nurses” which is the Woodford Litigation, so don’t cry for them. In Bret’s county, public defending was the only game in town, given a lack of corporations large enough to service, and SME bankruptcy was dominated by firms two counties away.

			At any rate, lawyers at this time were busy rewriting the cadastres to more closely resemble the world around them. They and their mooties would continue to default to Latin terms when the spirit took or moved them, and would negotiate en banc when the stakes were high, and when the casino was royal. However, they would shift gears and argue, or listen, in idioms or parables when attempting to reach or be the common man. I’m cognizant of this because of the many rulings I have digested when necessary for professional reasons or advisable for personal reasons.

			Accordingly, you and I might say “the moment of truth,” or “showtime,” but counsel with 30 years’ experience might declare in his closing argument the aforementioned rubber and the road. When championing a client’s bad boy business by insinuating it is trivial or that he was provoked, the spokesman for the defence might insist that it was “just a foot fault,” whereas I might insist this was a “side of the boat issue,” rather than a leak on the bottom of the boat issue. Only Borat’s Uzbek cousin would be ballsy enough to attempt a metaphor such as “knock it out of the park” or “drinking out of the hose.” Which hose, right?

			The phrase -moment of truth- has a lot of answer for, by the way. It was devised in the 1980s by advertising rather than legal professionals, and does not, as all good phrases should, date to the ancient Greek philosophers. Data scientists have discovered five actual moments of truth, including an “actual moment of truth,” although the first has curiously been labelled the “zero moment of truth.” Who’s on first. Moment of truth is by definition allegory, which means it has no euphemisms of its own.
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SUNDAY AFTERNOON AT MARKETPLACE

			A woman in her late 40s was summoned to a Sunday brunch at Marketplace, the suburban restaurant with renovated classic train station feel. She was situated at the end, across from her somewhat close friend, observing quietly, while Margie’s two children sat next and diagonally across to her. The kids didn’t mind that her mother brought someone along for lunch, meaning they would have to split her attention, and in any case Debbie was soft spoken. However, Debbie and Margie have been trying to get together for a long time and their schedules couldn’t quite align, in part because she had her own children to tend to.

			Debbie was polite, and shared stories, information and baking recipes with Margie, occasionally asking the two girls whether they liked school and what their preferred subjects were, did they have any brothers or sisters? One boy who was the youngest by two years and naturally he was a brat. Debbie was careful not to talk too much, and also careful not to talk too little.

			She was a friend, but significantly a psychologist collecting an hourly rate to observe without being noticed, and to pretend not to be paying too close attention or to be taking mental notes that she would occasionally, two or three times in total, excuse herself to the Ladies Room to jot down on paper. She was a ventriloquist able to speak without moving her lips. If she was an unassuming detective, she’d be the one who walks up to a stranger in a supermarket and asks a potential witness a seemingly innocuous question related to detergents, because “she can’t seem to locate any of the sales assistants,” but body language will tell all.

			She was able to monitor their behavior while sitting on the end of the table and often while looking in other directions, or preoccupied with the menu, a fly or fan buzzing overhead, and once or twice a horselaugh or gasp from a neighboring table. Another topic of discussion was that, being relatively new to the region, albeit not that new, would Margie be able to proffer advice for a third-party counterpart who was thinking of moving in? This woman’s children were roughly the same age as Margie’s, whereas Debbie’s were older. Any suggestions, and Debbie will return the favor when possible, for example if and when her experimentation with Margie’s baking recipes is successful.

			The class of kid that Margie’s daughters were, they were eager to please, and bore out a virtual Google Maps about the playgrounds in this and surrounding towns: which were the best movie theatres on an all-around basis (not just the films and comfort-level of the seats, the size of the screens and quality of the sound systems), and which were the teachers that instilled confidence or that should carry health warnings? Were there any petting zoos or working farms nearby? And how, they thought she wasn’t going to ask that!

			Once all four had finished their desserts and Debbie paid the check, she shook the girls’ hands and closed with a “very nice meeting you,” but they had to separate at that moment because their cars were in differing directions. Later that evening, Debbie sent Margie an email which included an assessment of her children, along with details of the bank account to which she could settle the discounted invoice. Her conclusion was that the children were completely normal and typical, and their verbal and non-verbal movements were commonplace for their developmental stages.

			There was no reason to be suspicious about anything her daughters did or said, and no reason to mistrust the veracity of any of their statements, beyond the archetypal and compulsory child to adult or parent gamesmanship, their words were entirely uninhibited and no body language from one to another which might be interpreted as “Remember, Daddy said not to breathe a word of this,” consistent but unsynchronized. Debbie was confident about her conclusions, because she had assessed countless numbers of children in her career and in all situations from staged to informal and inconspicuous, and was fluent in all their tricks, what they hide and try to hide, what reticence and what openness signify.

			In other words, nothing to worry about. Margie breathed a sigh of relief and paid the invoice straight away, and made sure to include her estimate of the cost of the lunch, because Debbie should not be out of pocket when the invitation had been extended to her, and also inasmuch as she did not charge her full rate. Margie included the chocolate chip brownie recipe that was the girls’ number one most wanted, along with preparation hacks that would ensure her children would be coming back for more, but not too much more.

			I was at the next table with Ed and Jim, giving vent to 21st century business gripes and war gaming near misses, although in my corner I did more listening than talking.

			Jim began, but despite having been promoted through job change from district manager to small-c c-suite, this didn’t necessarily excuse him from minutia and the mundane. His grumble transported me to a cut-out, a bilateral meeting I once joined which turned out unbeknown to me to be a meeting to plan another meeting, the crux of which was to decide whether to connote weightiness in a statement via bold or color coded typeface.

			Having been punch drunk in the past by such business irrelevance, I was up to the task of hanging on every word. Jim began his story by asking whether we browse through Metro as it’s called in some cities, or 20 Minutes in others, in reference to the free papers handed out to commuters to occupy them during their journey, if they don’t have a page turner to read, or a smart phone stocked with Angry Birds. ie, the journalistic Botox that passes for news intended to take 20 minutes to get from headline to weather page. ‘Ah yes yes yes yes yes,’ I confirmed, I ‘used to read the Daily Drool’ regularly, but I had it up to here with even the intelligence of Angry Birds fanatics being insulted, and went cold turkey.

			This was not his point, but rather his starting point, rendering my defence of Angry Birds fanatics wasted. Rather, his juxtaposition was “The New 20 Minutes,” which measures the amount of time meaningless debates in his company take. The latest was an external survey of “investors” that his department had been asked to audit, and the substance being consigned to sometime later, his committee spent 20 minutes deliberating whether a particular survey category should be labelled “investor,” “financial investor,” or “portfolio investor,” or “financial portfolio investor,” or “financial/portfolio investor.” What, no portfolio/financial investor, I asked, while backing my head away in the event he got ideas about punching me. The experienced consultant drafted in by the end client was married to “investor” over his dead body and “financial investor” over his undead body, while the end client was partial to “portfolio investor.” Perhaps this was “muddled thinking over legalistic tax issues,” the consultant ruminated.

			The customer is always right? “Customer” possibly, but this was a “client.” Jim was patient in this dispute but not an active participant, fortunately as it turns out because one of his co-workers gave the consultant a subtle “you choose” nod and offered to break the tie with the possibility that “financial” and “portfolio” could be considered interchangeable. “But no,” the consultant rebutted, the choice of words was highly significant and therein the debate continued until its allotted 20 minutes ran out. I asked which word or phrase was ultimately selected, though Jim had to confess that even if he were a betting man, he can’t recall. For the upshot was that the mother of all conundrums was unresolvable because hardly anyone replied to the survey, there being only a handful of individuals for whom it would prove relevant. Did this put perspective into the mind of the consultant, I asked Jim. Probably not, Jim, replied, because win, lose or tie, it was all about principle. Touché, I indicated, and raised a glass toward him.

			In my experience, if you’re patient and trusting in a bureaucratic business environment, you’re viewed as passive. If you’re not patient, you’re viewed as irritable, which is no different, because the judgers are the people who can do no wrong - but as they’re too perfect for this earth, please someone replace her with a more personable robot tomorrow. When you work for a bureaucracy, if they say they “need it right away,” take that as a nudge nudge, because they don’t, it means when you feel like it or with the third reminder, whichever comes first. If it “absolutely has to be completed by April 15,” this means basically, whenever, just like my tax returns (though if the IRS is convinced you owe them money, you’ll receive the warning letter after the payment deadline has passed).

			Ed’s story was completely different, and one in which the toast would be offered at the opening, rather than at the conclusion. When Ed was a few years into his career, he was a financial trader and so that he could conduct business anonymously with other traders, he bought and sold through brokers, of which he personally maintained a list of six or eight. He felt particularly lucky with one that had been assigned to him, because this was a former athlete, famous across the country for his collegiate skills and accomplishments, and clutch play above all. In a word, Ed was thrilled. Ed didn’t stop to wonder how someone still relatively junior, a trader in his mid to late 20s, could have drawn this long straw, because he was, in a word, thrilled.

			He told his sports-mad brothers, and they were jealous of his coup, because Gary’s Final Four achievements – as more or less a favorite son talent - remained fresh, as did the excitement of being verifiably drafted by the pros – not too shabby for an up tempo six foot guard with more spunk than seeing eye shots. Gary exchanged Converse All-Stars, or Adidas or Pumas, for three-piece suit when an ankle injury all but ruled him out of the big dance, while he kept in shape by “playing against inmates at a correctional facility in the borough of Queens, where he says he faced some ‘great players.’” As he informed sports and general interest journalists, and clients such as Ed, this Communications major was “content with his life.”

			Meanwhile, not only was Ed on the phone with Gary several times per day, some days, part of the job of being a broker was to wine and dine customers, of which Ed was one of course. Not too often of course, because Ed had to spread the human capital and be entertained by other brokers, wine and dine his own clients, as well as court prospective wives to be. Still, a surf & turf dinner in Manhattan every six weeks or so was a right worth bragging about, particularly as Gary was able to share stories from the roundball trenches. For example, which of his teammates claimed the highest vertical leap, and what is the genuine nature of locker room banter? And oh yeah, are the refs really that blind, and is it true they hop through hoops for the superstars? Did I say wine and dine? I meant wine and wine, because Gary could put it away, and not just wine, but cocktails too.

			In the opinion of Gary’s senior management, it was preferable to spend $1,500 on playoff tickets for the Knicks, purchased for clients from scalpers, than to give rank and file employees an annual raise of $1,500. Gary’s clients, and Gary, were completely OK with this fine line calculation, and we’ll see why shortly.

			When was the last time the Knicks made the playoffs.

			However, the tower came tumbling down late one morning, when Ed received a call from a compliance officer at Gary’s firm (let’s not pretend the compliance function was high minded, because legend has it a new employee at Gary’s brokerage could have downed two bottles on the morning of his get-to-know-you physical and still passed). Did Ed and Gary go out for drinks last Thursday? A Thursday, true, but not last Thursday. How about the one before? I think not, more like four or five. Apparently, Gary had been submitting fictitious dinner, drinks and taxi expenses and cutting deals with the maître d’s and drivers for cash, so that he could use these proceeds to purchase cocaine.

			If the phantom taxi ride to the suburbs, where Ed purportedly lived, was $50 including tip, Gary would keep $40 and the taxi driver $10. Not bad for doing nothing, nice work if you can get it, nice little earner, unless and until they got caught. A legend falls and a lesson learned, which is that all that glitters is not gold, except for Goldschläger perhaps. In deference to Gary’s ensnarement and humble recovery, we opted for cocktails only during the tale and after, and no beer or wine. And so that’s how Gary adopted the tagline of Cocaine Broker, and how he was able to spin his second career into a third as a motivational speaker. One of his running themes was “The slow show,” meaning that a successful career is the product of years of hard and unglamorous work, and the average Joe should not strive to be an overnight success, the quick and nasty buck is not where it’s at.

			Hypothetical Q&A with Gary

			“With the benefit of hindsight, I probably shouldn’t have shot the sheriff.”

			“How about his deputy?”

			“Howaboutism.”
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A GLOBAL WARNING ABOUT 
GLOBAL WARMING

			I explained that I’m not worried about global warming I mean climate change I mean, climate change, for several reasons, the first being that whereas the internal combustion engine once appeared ubiquitous and untoppable, it is being phased out more rapidly than anyone could have imagined. If you don’t believe me examine the price of palladium (integral to hybrid engines) versus the price of platinum (integral to catalytic converters in conventional engines) over the past three years. Take a whiff of the demand for nickel in recent years, and nickel is as central to the production of a hybrid engine as is palladium. Let’s go on a field trip to a nickel smelter and inhale the air above. Don’t you just love the smell of sulphuric acid in the morning?

			Second, the cost of generating electricity through solar and offshore wind has plummeted in the past couple decades, the former through increasing the efficiency of photovoltaic cells close to the theoretical maximum, and the latter through manufacturing breakthroughs which facilitate the production of larger and more efficient blades. An added benefit is that with larger blades, birds are able to see trouble ahead more vividly and can therefore fly around these obstacles – it is a scientifically proven fact that windshields are far riskier to their well-being than wind turbines, and because they are so large, they are better “target practice” than my said windshield. King coal is dying a sure if not sudden death, and it is no longer necessary for renewable electricity to be heavily subsidized. Finally, the golden age of spewing pollutants into the atmosphere was the 1950s and 1960s, which was also the golden age of Growth.

			I shouldn’t say I don’t care, but I should say I care less and I don’t care as much as many. I belong to the minority who believes the dumping of toxic waste which contaminates a municipal water supply, turning it brownish yellow, is more of an emergency than fumes from a hybrid vehicle which seep into the atmosphere eventually but without a clear and direct impact on public health, let alone immediate – nonetheless, these HVs must incur penal fiscal treatment for failing to be sufficiently Green.

			Those who are right on claim it’s climate not weather and that the climate changes but nothing else does, such as the energy intensity of the lower Growth or the capacity of societies to adapt, or consumption predilections. Speaking of capacity to adapt, fish may not be intelligent beings, but their life span is short and across a fairly small number of generations, they have developed a form of machine learning to swim around offshore wind poles. As disclosed previously, unlike fishermen in the north of England, they understand that it is unwise to trust a person who lives to lie, and they, uniquely, have been able to take back control. Fish have free will and have a choice about whether to bite the lure, unlike lemmings.

			But fracking, come on. Injecting toxic chemicals into the earth to dislodge hydrocarbons from rocks, so as to generate cheap energy? And someone will gladly drink the water from this new and improved aquifer, untreated? Who will they vote for in the next election? The untreated aquifer may change their molecular structure completely, rendering them alien beings, but thinking about it, in which states are true aliens eligible to vote? Or do the errors in their genetic code qualify as pre-existing conditions?

			I care far more about litter and noise pollution on the street in front of me than I do about plastic straw pollution half way across the world, because as the noted sociologist Jo Lumley has remarked, who do they think is going to pick up this litter? Veritably, the inventor of the mute button has done enough to earn the Nobel Peace Prize.

			Climate alarmists, whose go-to attack medium is the musical montage, prey on fears, fears of not confirming, of not fitting in, would have us believe that climate change is responsible for the lack of rainfall in states and countries which have been cartographically certified as deserts for millions of years, the rise of populism (because is there any evidence populism doesn’t cause climate change and vice versa?) and mankind’s desperate addiction to throw-away plastic straws. This is merely three of a very long list, and number nine will surprise you (the pan-European revolutions of 1848), as it’s taking the internet by storm, apparently, according to Spam-a-rama Tonite.

			But Wrong on this score, it is the venerable rise of technology which fuels the single-syllable and single-cell propaganda of the populists. In 1951, “It bothered Vonnegut that the Computer Age had begun,” according to A Progression of Time and Viewpoint, April 1978.

			However, if not for the 1848 Springtime of the Peoples, which spawned the Forty Eighters and the Third Great Migration, there would be no Texan Barbecue, and if not for glass eyes, someone else would have had to coin the phrase: Just one more thing. Although his grandparents gave the Romanovs benefit of the doubt for a generation and a half.

			And so it goes, and so it goes

			And so we beat on

			For a larf the Vonnegut-inspired satirist substituted “oo” for “y” in every word ending in “ry.” Veroo tricky to remember to do this everoo time.

			OMG OMG

			This must be true, because I read it on Fakebook.
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“VAPOR ESCAPES FROM MARS 
INTO THE ATMOSPHERE”

			According to journalist and confessed space nut James Maynard, who aspires to be a Carl Sagan for the 21st century and therefore no crank, “this already-parched world is shedding its remaining water in significantly greater amounts than astronomers originally believed.” This finding was uncovered by French scientists, so take that as you will.

			However, it can now be confirmed that the right thinking fully ascribe to the theory of global warming excuse my French climate change, but are adamantly opposed to the possibility of climate change on Mars. They would close the debate before it begins. They are confident the evidence, which is crystal clear, is not climate but weather related – svp, and yeh, yup.

			The volume of physical material created by humans since the start of the industrial age – think roads and bridges, buildings and other structures etc – exceeds that of all “natural” growth on earth – think here the rise of mountains and expanse of vegetation such as trees. As if matter can be created in a closed system.

			Moreover, the hypocrisy of the urban swellers who are responsible for half the litter and noise pollution (the Nobel to the inventor of the mute button still awaits), the second half being attributed to their cousins on the far right of the political horseshoe radio frequency wave. If they were that concerned they would relocate outside of the cities to rural areas, where there is more assimilative capacity, if they choose to unearth the definition of that term.

			OMG OMG

			… whereas it’s a pair of young women several years younger who self identify as fun and cool and retro when they spot a children’s shampoo in the shape of a cartoon character and only become self-conscious when the adult parents behind them in the check-out line have a toddler who is gazing appreciatively at a similar product: same concept, different animation. True to form, the two slowly maturing shoppers were divided, so played rock, paper, scissors and put the plastic container back in their cart. It’s for their younger sisters, not for them, they insist, but if they are 25 going on 9 it is none of the mother’s business. The mother doesn’t care. She’s more concerned about the likelihood that her child has impulse grabbed unusable goods from the aisles while she’s been checking items off her list, given that her husband is preoccupied with trying to remember where he parked the car. Past the best-by-date St. Patrick’s Day pancake mix. How will she know whether its shade of green was born that way?

			OMG OMG

			Were it 15 years later, they’d be captivated by the social media output of the handsome young Californian actor, who is unknown to them one-third the way through his five stage plan. Step one was to try like hell to get a smiley bit part in a train wreck of a SyFy Channel straight to cable film, to attract twenty-something women to his posey Insta, to generate the ad revenues by word of mouth to finance personal training, plastic surgery and acting lessons, to qualify more legitimately for auditions of Showtime and HBO mini-series. No dumb-ass him, and his mother is so proud, but did you know he’s only 5 8?

			OMG OMG

			

	

[image: 28362.png]

THE BIG ISSUE WITH BIG DATA

			Many years ago when I was on the talking head circuit, I had the fortune of being interviewed by a TV journalist in the process of making her name. She asked about my KPI in the profession and I side-winded that plant and field trips were part and parcel of the due diligence expedition, because disclosure and governance could not be taken for granted. I explained that it was as fundamental as “kicking the tires,” as the saying went.

			To elucidate, in advance of a firm commitment, a potential investor travels to the manufacturing site to ensure that it functions as efficiently in practice as the senior manager claims it does in theory while on a capital raising visit to a money center. This was intriguing, she asserted, and hopefully she could encourage one of her producers to generate a feature about this ritual.

			My next TV interview transpired about a month later and she assured me her producers were still infatuated with the programming precis, with a good deal of background research in the books, and when would I be available to discuss my due diligence ABCs and A2Zs with one of their specialized reporters? Could I supply names of a few industry counterparts to compare and contrast processes and experiences, good and bad?

			That is, 1) you arrived at the manufacturing hub and the facility was as gleaming and automated as any shale-gas powered facility just off I-80, or 2) you landed at the remote airport and there was no one to greet you for three hours, and when the van driver wearing too much cheap aftershave escorted you to the sugar beet canning factory, it was only sightly less efficient than the operations you had studied in your post-graduate Dark Ages textbooks.

			I was pretty excited, and when I returned to the office I compiled a list of so-called industry counterparts who might be willing to join me in front of the camera. My ensuing interview was about six weeks later, and although she insisted the project had not been moved to the back burner (ie, canned), the relevant chit-chat was fleeting only. However, the subsequent interview was about three and a half weeks post-hence, and the discourse had conclusively moved from reporting and production schedules to asking whether I’d been desk bound lately, or had had the occasion to travel to distant parts of the globe and examine first hand any investment opportunities for tire factories.

			This journalist was half Dutch and half Portuguese, but reported only in English, which may shed light on how “tires” got lost in the translation. Come to think of it, two of the overhyped companies I’ve had the displeasure of being talked at were Nokian and Amtel-Vredestein, and according to Tire Review, the latter was not long for this world. Maybe it was I who misread the situation. In addition, last I checked she was broadcasting a scoop she and co-midnight oil burners broke in which NATO secrets were stolen by insiders and on-lent to adversaries. If you don’t know who the joke’s on it’s definitely not on her.
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THE RESULTS ARE IN

			I asked Lisa to tell me more about her recent self, but instead she told a Parent-Teacher’s Committee story reported by one of her punters, in which a male teacher walked into a class accompanied by the principal. Mr Allan interrupted the math lesson to apologize for his nonspecific behavior towards Mrs Salley in the Teacher’s Chamber, and in front of a dozen other instructors. She had done nothing to deserve this, perhaps he was angry about something else and transmitted this aggression on her, or perhaps there was background noise which ticked him off and triggered the eruption, but even so he should not have shouted at and belittled Mrs Salley.

			“I can not forgive what you did and said, because it was not acceptable, but I do thank you for apologizing in a timely manner and accept that it is sincere. I do not believe you when you claim that you will not do this again, to me or someone else, but I do believe you will try.”

			This led me into a tangent, in which I asked whether it was possible to tell a joke involving an ethnic unit, Chinese-Americans for example, using colloquial terminology about this group, without being offensive. In the past, perhaps, but not in the present, because if the story is conceived as rib tickling thanks to an unforeseen punchline, a however mild slur is fundamental. For reference, if the listener expects the punchline to be that the teller “doesn’t like Chinese-Americans” but he closes with “I like Chinese-Americans,” it will radiate as sensitive and possibly heart warming rather than comedic or witty.

			It is necessary to include an off-color description of Chinese-Americans to get the funny bone going, and none of these are acceptable any longer. This is the whipped cream pie in the face test, if you think about it.

			In 60 years, language which is now widely perceived to be suitable will be prohibited as racially insensitive. A contemporary register of nomenclatures identified as inconsiderate would be extensive, even if the casual reader would be mystified that a seemingly innocent term – for example the mutation of an ordinary word describing Italian immigrants to the US which has been out of use for decades - could offend anyone. The meaning is in the eyes and ears of the beholder, as it should be.

			Nevertheless, her story did not end here, because there was no offence. Mr Allan perennially behaved courteously toward Mrs Salley, and this one act play was staged to shock the students into behaving more normally, the appearance of the principal giving the scene additional weight, as if he was in the character of a stern official, and no ordinary witness. Whether or not Mr Allan confessed to the principal and asked him to join the moment to assure him of his sincerity or whether it was the principal himself who forced the issue and ordered the thespian apology – participating in the session so that there was no backing down or side deals negotiated – extra gravity was assured.

			The principal was not merely observing the apology but was apperceiving the students, because he was interested in the latter’s reactions. There had been many recent incidents of playground bullying and this trio reckoned that this skit would impose order and common sense, lest student instigators consider any manner of schoolground demeanour fair game as long as they could get away with it: anything goes, as long as you don’t get caught. The ruse seems to have worked, because caseloads did decline thereafter.

			What about the unintended consequences? Perhaps the student body will look down on Mr Allan in the future, from one angle for his presumed initial outburst and from another for caving, if there are unapologetic misogynists in the audience. However, the conclusion was that the positive repercussions more than offset the negative, and do students really care about the feelings of their teachers, or are they mainly concerned with what could confront them in the future, including discipline and possibly forced apologies in front of many peers?

			‘But isn’t it pejorative to ridicule people with no brains?’ I asked rhetorically, speaking of the misogynists. That is, if come hell and high water, the misogynists remain staunch defenders of Mr Allan, his freedom of speech and his entitlement to look down on Mrs Salley, are we being overly oppressive toward those without the mental capacity to process the lesson these teachers constructed (whether or not the misogynists were intentionally bad people) in real time?

			‘Not necessarily,’ she explained, ‘because just like molluscs, if they have tiny brains, they don’t feel pain and therefore this is not cruel.’ For you’ll find more intelligence in a single cotton bud, and more humanity in a patch of peat moss, apparently, and these dinner party tidbits are a side benefit of her continuing education requisites, perhaps.

			‘Hmm,’ I began. ‘I guess not, but what about in China?’ I asked. ‘In mainland China, do the Chinese make fun of their mixed race residents, who are half native Chinese and half white American?’

			‘I wouldn’t know,’ she replied. ‘Haven’t been there and I’m French Canadian by heritage myself,’ she reminded me.

			‘I guess not,’ I said. This conversation touched a natural conclusion and for some reason I recalled a dry joke she related to me once, in which a carfew is a situation where the public isn’t allowed to drive after 9 PM. I didn’t like her super dry funnyman at first, though he grew on me, and for a long time I confused him with someone else, a comic whose voice grated on me. This performer is probably the only one who couldn’t get a laugh out of the quip - “A traffic jam is nothing more than a parking lot without parking meters and meter maids” – or perhaps it’s time to retire that joke within a joke.

			I then temporarily ran out of messages and memories from and about her, and had to switch gears until either or both returned.
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GFTBO

			A young woman’s mother was a flight attendant become travel agency worker for her husband’s two-branch agency, spanning the dividing line between working class and white collar, half East Asian and half Irish, born in the US, although her departed husband was a pure play immigrant from East Asia. The mother’s funeral was well attended by extended family members alone, meaning that despite the young woman bearing no children and having only one sibling, an older sister, there was no lack of commiseration. Her parents opted to have children late in life, implying that the death of the final remaining parent, her mother, was sad but not cruel, but this doesn’t lessen the grief of her passing, considering how close the final three had become. If there’s no one the Irish didn’t marry, in the extension were Italian as well as Spanish Americans, which clearly makes for raucous, observant and food-fuelled gatherings, which nobody can deny. The young woman was in a word silly, or in two words silly and kooky when this was fashionable, and she only became serious and sombre when discussing her parents and especially her mother, particularly of their travel bug years. However, though their business was low margin given the well-capitalized competition, with their spare cash the couple purchased mom-car-style real estate in unfashionable districts, they were then, and likewise given their background and the modes of housing their then-immigrant relatives would have chosen for themselves had there been a secret seraph or had they won a residential lottery with only one guaranteed winner. Times change, and nothing succeeds like being formerly unfashionable, because to qualify for gentrification, a neighborhood has to have had a heyday in the first place, and then gone totally downhill, uneven and cracked floors and the whole seven yards. Because the sister is overemployed and has a handful of children of her own to manage, it falls to the younger daughter to oversee the properties, which she does with panache and pride, scouring Angie’s List for ceiling repairmen when necessary, stocking up on sheets, pillow cases and coordinated slip covers from Bath & Beyond, organizing repainting between tenants and quietly encouraging wide-boy students to rent someplace more to their affluent style when they graduate, because they will be able to tap into their future salaries along with the slush fund hand me down droppings of their fathers the deputy ministers. The total return on these real estate investments would be astronomical, but if the two daughters sell what would she do in her spare time, and given the rental yields and carefully timed maintenance over the years, it doesn’t matter if a six bedroom property remains vacant for four to six weeks while the repainting and search for new tenants takes place, because the extant cash flow is abundant. Her parents provided for her well, confirming that there’s always space for another angel or two in heaven. She loves the interlude during tenant changeovers where she can, aside from fume over the condition left behind by the Eurotrash wide boys, giggle with a co-worker or two about what else the tenants have forgotten, for example more of the cartoon shampoo bottles we heard about earlier, and items that should and should not be age appropriate for students in their early 20s, such as cheap and cheerful liqueurs. Not everything can or should be recycled.
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FROM THE FOUR PHASES OF THE BATMAN 
TO THE FIVE PHASES OF THE BEE GEES

			There are many phases of growing up and old with Batman, including comic books, cartoons, TV shows and movies, and arcade or video games depending on whether one is a boomer or a millennial, or what have you in between. The process is complete with a full and natural grasp of Batman Forever, in which instance it doesn’t matter if you participate in any more overhyped instalments, regardless of whether the cast is the same as in the previous editions you watched religiously, and whether there are new leads in the main roles. When a rerun of your chosen sequel or prequel is playing on Prime Time TV and you’ve nothing better to do, it doesn’t matter if you decadently don’t watch this either, even if it won’t play again for another year, or another hour.

			The Bee Gees inspired mixed loyalties, because despite their worldwide fame during the 1960s, tastes changed by the early 1970s and their audience suddenly disappeared, the concept of Solid Gold and Classic Rock not yet surfacing. This was Phase 1, after which they were effectively out of the industry and out of friends.

			They shone in the light of a rebirth when by happenstance their daily commute in Miami took them over a rust-belt road, and one of the brothers appraised that the sound from passing over this raggedy metal road, it may have been a bridge, would be addictive if replicated via guitar, and so it was. It’s a long way from 1941 Mining Disaster to Jive Talking, and so it was from Phase 1 to Phase 2.

			Irregardless, they got caught up in the disco craze, but in contrast with many other icons who were forgiven and granted clemency, their falsettos made them marked men. They were not alone with the falsetto, but it wasn’t natural, nor were the flared slacks, and competing performers were purveyors of rhythmic soul, rather than disco, meaning Phase 3 of the Bee Gees couldn’t end soon enough.

			Because the three couldn’t be seen in public after disco was dead, they opted to compose middle of the road music for popular FM artistes, while remaining out of the performance limelight. Nevertheless, there were enough Islands in the Stream to pay the bills, and their words and music were appreciated during Phase 4.

			Their final years – before tragedy struck one, two and three of the brothers – comprised the late 80s onward, and included a well-embraced in-person comeback – You Win Again, as well they should have. It wasn’t the same as starting a joke, but we should all be relieved that Phase 5 closed with the group coming full circle.

			I was not on the top of my game when I scripted this, but I wasn’t smart enough to be brilliant, I was too smart to be content, I was too smart to sit still and be content with the status quo.
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THE DOUG J CHRONICLES

			Doug J was an employee at a firm I worked for loyally at the start of my career, like all my firms, though these were the Dangerous Days, the Equalizer Years. My firm built what would now be labelled a Shared Drive, though Microsoft Word was not universal and therefore he shaped his words on ASCII files, but why Doug J published these for all to see, and chose not to save documents to his private C Drive, is beyond me, particularly as his correspondence pertained to job searches and business school applications, and whining about co-workers.

			For example:

			Dear Kevin,

			Thank you for taking some time during your extremely busy schedule. As you mentioned during the talk, there is no guarantee of greater responsibility. One issue I was told might be of concern is whether I will be strong enough to maintain my own opinions in such an adept and knowledgeable group. While I doubt a thank you note can change any such perceptions, if they exist, I can assure you I am extremely persistent and usually end up getting what I work for.

			Dear Ted,

			While I know the position in allocations offers no guarantee of greater responsibilities, your story of the fellow who took more time than expected was an important reminder of the inherent risks involved. While I would very much like to earn an MBA, and envy those such as you who have them from excellent schools, this is too good of an opportunity to let pass. The lack of an MBA will be a hindrance to my promotability some time in the future.

			Dear Lars,

			I was disappointed with my performance during our talk and so therefore the decision really can not be questioned. It was the denouement to match the performance. It would seem, in retrospect, you were testing my ability to handle an aggressive, forward interview. Comparing my grades to your grades, or my board scores to yours, has relevance, but these conditions are certainly not the only delimiters. Responding to a tough situation with submissiveness and patience is a recipe for disaster. I am more of a fighter than I displayed that day.

			Dear Dickson,

			Thank you for taking some time last Tuesday afternoon. You were obviously very busy working with clients and trying to close out the day. I was not offered the position for which I was being interviewed. After having spoken with over a dozen folks, I was naturally disappointed with the outcome. I essentially agree with the various critiques offered, but still have my doubts about whether I would not be successful. I have not failed at many goals I have set for myself.

			To Jeff,

			In early August, there was a memo issued concerning the Trade Ticket Program. There were a number of problems associated with this program with forced the Allocations group to discard a great many tickets each month, due to the errors. By responding so quickly, the ISD group has saved the firm expenses calculated to run as high as $8,140 per year.

			Dear Nancy,

			The reason I write to you revolves around the glorious fact that I originally hail from Newark, Ohio. I was speaking with my parents (Don and Patsy) recently about my desire to attend business school. My parents recalled a conversation they had had with your parents concerning your position at Harvard. They felt you might have some insights from your vantage point. How do I ensure that my credentials will even get a fair hearing? Questions such as these are not the type that are correctly answered in a “How to” manual. A letter such as this does not seem the appropriate place to inundate you with facts and figures about me. I realize you are probably very busy, but if you would happen to have any of these seemingly intangible answers, I would love to hear from you. Thank you for consideration of this, albeit unorthodox, letter.

			There will be more, but in the meantime, he apparently was before long offered a place at a top business school, and the one which rejected my officemate which caused her to become distraught and necessitated our world famous department head to pull strings at another top-10 B-school so that she could join her road to riches, though not Harvard Business School for either, and Doug J eventually owned a successful career, so the joke is not on him either. Personally, I strongly feel he was wasted in finance, when the documentary industry was begging for him to join. I can envisage him penning the first draft for Reimagining the Screwball Comedy, to be narrated by Tom Cruise on helium and too much caffeine.

			Nancy, meanwhile, continues to donate her time to the Harvard Alumni Association, and I imagine remains the occasional TEDw Talker.
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SUPPORT US AT THIS CRITICAL TIME

			There are more social restrictions in the Dem states, apparently, but it wasn’t clear to me whether this was good or bad. One of the larger Dem regimes is renowned for fudging certain numbers, but whether to rationalize political megalomania or for appearances sake, to match the greaseball image, this is not for me to judge.

			Those same quote unquote numbers are allegedly fudged in Florida as well, but whether this is to be seen being crass, ill-mannered and thuggish or because they can’t fucking count is not for me to judge. We can’t wish for a plague on both their houses, because they’ve already been swallowed by locusts and he who lives in glass houses yada yada.

			There aren’t many restrictions at all apparently, in Florida, whereas in past years municipalities lobbied for them, because they hoped not to remain synonymous with Spring Break and “the college brain.” I think this breaking news story first appeared in the National Review. Yes, folks, you know times are tough when even the NR has gone air quote tabloid and advertises on the bottom of each article that it pays for credible leads, with an 800 number to moot, and accepts commissions from affiliates. To me, it was more radical when the National Review started publishing online than when Dylan plugged in and went digital, or when C-SPAN2 said fuck it and recruited Sunday morning eye candy.

			These gavel to the Formica guidelines are imposed, or not, by the governor, but for no reason other than personal preference. It is curious that the policy outcome rests with the governor, and is not a joint decision between him, national representatives and state level tax payers, because with fewer limitations it is less cumbersome to pay for the transportation of underaged individuals across state lines, for his butt crack brother. I think the lyrics are “Hey 19, when you’ve had two fewer birthdays …”

			(Politico has reported that a certain congressman secured a job for his barely legal YG ex-girlfriend with another representative, but she was promptly fired when he discovered that she was a registered Dem. However, she was promptly rehired by a Dem counterpart, who subsequently praised her work ethic. This is unrelated to the legislation co-sponsored by another representative in which the Anglo-Saxon antecedence of the United States would be enshrined in law – which not even Anglia or Saxony has thought of – or North Friesland for that matter. If Columbus were around today, he’d be simpering non-stop and ruing his lack of grades or connections to get into Oxbridge. This congressman should check out his own wiki-entry, if he’s interested in uncovering his French roots.)

			According to a non-partisan journalist, US Republicanism is synonymous with “less regulation, strict abortion laws, few gun restrictions, tight border security, strong support for police departments and churches.” Every country should be in favor of controlling its border, and countries should have regulations which are adequate and appropriate, but a munitions and regulatory free for all as a lifestyle choice? Moreover, are they saying priests understand a woman’s body better than a woman does, and are they willing to turn a blind eye to sleaze at police HQ?

			I should make clear that this is only what I have read. It is for those being transported or those doing the alleged paying by anonymous app to confirm or not, and I can neither confirm nor deny whether the best tactic for putting me out of my misery would simply be to HAVE HIS PECKER CUT OFF, or simply to OLD SCHOOL CANCEL HIS PECKER. The rest of us have to decide whether or not to believe what we have read. It’s long winded, but our mid to late teen years dialogue would not be acceptable in the 21st century. As a result, if she’s old enough either to be a hard heart or bleeding heart, she’s old enough for him. I suspect she’s a bleeding heart, if it is true that opposites attract.

			And then the message was erased, before it ended up on the wrong side of history.
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A SHORT HISTORY OF HOT DESKING, 
OR, WHEN HOT DESKING WAS 
PHRASE OF THE WEEK

			I became conscious of the concept of hot desking about 20 years ago, when a senior colleague – putatively the second most senior employee in the company, albeit not a shareholder – returned from visiting one of his two families and found someone sitting at his presumptive desk, typing away. He was justifiably angry and his words were to the rhetorical effect of “when did we start hot desking?” There were plenty of work stations for everyone and it plainly wasn’t necessary for a desktop to be treated as an internet café or BA Lounge castoff when someone was out of the office.

			The governor had been invited to a meeting at the consulting division of an engineering firm about three months beforehand, and as there’s a customary but no-nonsense gap between arrival and the host meet and greet, this consultancy has taken the courteous step of carving out a few square trendily designed meters as a dedicated waiting area, with bottles of high carbon footprint fair trade water and jugs of coffee/tea, available on a touch man, must move basis.

			Not 48 hours later, the governor had called in mauve and taupe attired interior decorators and carpenters, to scope the remodelling potential of a far echelon of our office space, in which we could have a matching (mauve and taupe for the avoidance of doubt) cappuccino corner of our own, when we had guests to impress, or when co-workers needed a breakout space for brainstorming.

			This was the short lived job at which the copyright on our website was on average two and a half years post-dated, because our IT guru could only be bothered to update that line of code once every five years. The governor lamented hiring ITG, because in Gov’s view he was just about capable of “plugging in a plug” of a new computer, into a socket, but not much else. This may be because fame went to his head and most duties were beneath him when he was interviewed on the street by his neighborhood paper, about what it felt like to be an ex-pat in his district. He wailed about shake me downs in the town hall, no doubt. Had LinkedIn existed then, lo, had LinkedIn existed then.

			If someone sought to hot desk in principle, the cappuccino corner was available, because it was rarely utilized. I should acknowledge that it was a misnomer to call it Cappuccino Corner, because no one ever got around to buying an espresso machine, and we should have called in the men in white coats or the receivers as opposed to the carpenters, but more of that later.

			It was thanks to this governor that I became aware of the term fly tipping in a practical circumstance some ten years hence, and although he looked glum when forced to appear before a magistrate who sided with next door over the substantial medical waste odors on his property, at least he missed out on jail, in contrast with Gyorgy. I will, however, flag that he was generous with his and the bank’s money (if not his time, because he’d occasionally slide the dividers over to run his second job of managing a for-profit youth football league). By contrast, I won’t say my last employer was cheap, although the urinals were coin operated …

			How cheap were they.

			The practice and naming of hot desking apparently derive from naval times, in which sailors were in the habit of “hot racking” or “hot bunking,” as an economic measure, and may have become an overnight success after only about 500 years. This information is from the internet and it may or may not be true, but it wasn’t important enough for me to spend more than 30 seconds looking up. Rather, the seafaring profession is alternately hailed and denounced for the supposed dominance of profanities in its vocabulary, but when the bow hits the waves, the lexicon and the jargon merge, and it gets the wrong rap. “Leeward” and “starboard,” etc, require more technical language capacity than generic driving directions such as left and right, back up would you, and, you need to make a U-turn. And may you have fair winds today.

			In Norton’s famous drawing of the traveling salesman at the bar on 7100 Romaine Boulevard, the understood construct is that as soon as he sits down, the career bartender asks: “The usual?” and Timothy replies: “Yeah.” Timmo is sitting in his regular seat, and if he is forced to situate himself a few stools down because a couple from out of town don’t know the ground rules or the rules of the road and have pre-empted Timmo’s OCB, meaning a new view of the wall is at his eye level, he simpers until his third martini has been set down upon his coaster, next to the S&L’s want ad for short order cooks. Moreover, when two pals congregate at Sourdough Bros, or when a sole companyman takes a 30-minute lunch break with a novella or educational manual about Sustainability, all will habitually choose the same seats as the time before and the time before that, because this is situation normal and hot desking isn’t, no matter how much futurists try to project that Activity Based Working or ABW, is the latest trend and a more productive method of 9-5ing. We’re only human after all.
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SOMEONE SAVED MY LIFE TONIGHT

			She still had nothing new to tell me about herself, but nonetheless she was back and we could evoke old times.

			‘I was thinking about Winter Carnival. Do you remember that?’ I asked.

			‘Yeah,’ she replied, ‘what brought you to thinking about that?

			‘I was musing about the ping pong tournament, and the table that was set up in the lobby of the gym. About how I beat Mr Baker (the typing teacher) my junior year and what a sore loser he was. Those who can, do. I lost the next year to an underclassman, and I was PO’ed with myself for being complacent, but at least I wasn’t a sore loser.’ I played ping pong all the time, and I should have been favored, but Baker ranked himself. A lot of the teachers were frustrated athletes. If so, we should have had better coaches. But back to the story, ‘my backhand was terrible, unlike in tennis, whereas my forehand was unstoppable when it got going, and I could hit a spin shot so lethal it should have been outlawed. In ping pong, lahdeedah.’

			‘If it was your junior year, I wasn’t there,’ she corrected. ‘I was three years behind you, remember? And if you’re older, what exactly is a Shondell, please?’

			‘Not that much older. It had to be junior year,’ I continued unbothered, ‘if I lost the year after’s, and I took my sophomore year off for tax reasons.’ Our school rep my sophomore year was Billy, and his last name was Barnum. I didn’t give that a second thought until thirty years later. He genuinely was related to the circus Barnum’s, in which case his was a sir name rather than a surname. He was also a person of great respect.

			‘Unless it was the drugs working,’ she proposed. This form of language was unlike her. Perhaps she’s become jaded by her clientele in the new century.

			‘That could be,’ I conceded. Almost everyone did, even the Animal (aka Keith, a relocation specialist to be, but the Animal in high school for his successful “prowling” underneath the basket for defensive rebounds). Well it was high school. ‘Did you have Mr Baker for business?’ I asked. ‘I couldn’t take that course. It seemed like it would be for anyone who would not go into business.’ Baker had a moustache like a caterpillar, and a voice like a non-IBM typewriter on its last legs.

			‘I did, actually,’ she stated, in a manner that suggested I should blush from across the waters at a faux pas.

			‘But you became an accountant,’ I commented, ‘and a psychologist,’ I doth protested. ‘What you did is permitted.’ I hardly talked to Baker, but wondered a little. ‘Did he have a voice that could pierce through bones in class, also?’ and sideburns like aluminum siding? I think we co-dedicated our yearbook to him. I was not consulted.

			‘No,’ she countered. ‘He had a voice like an old fashioned manual typewriter.’ Or was it the other way around? Let’s hope she had sixth sense training in therapy school.

			‘Of course,’ I laughed. ‘Of course. I can’t remember which teachers I talked to, aside from Mrs Lake the librarian.’

			‘Of course,’ she repeated. ‘That reminds me of my mindless TV detective spoof. The dialogue goes: “What are you, cops?” “No, we’re librarians.”’ She laughed, I didn’t. Guess you had to be there, or resort to channels aside from the USA Network for mindless TV.

			‘I can’t remember which teachers I talked to,’ I confessed again. ‘Though if my yearbook hadn’t drowned in a house flood I could look into this. My brother enjoyed shooting the breeze with Miss G,’ I noted. ‘That I remember.’

			‘Miss G,’ she repeated.

			‘I’m glad you said that,’ I remarked, and laughed again, ‘though back then I could have got away with it,’ overemoted the “Miss G” on the first syllable, that is, being unmarried as a personal choice, and possibly taking hormones to grow a moustache. ‘But the tennis team,’ I began, ‘that had to be senior year, because that was the first year we had a team,’ demonstrating that I had been listening a little all along. ‘You didn’t play with us, did you, on the tennis team?’

			‘No,’ she said, ‘I did track that year.’ Track & Field was popular among the girls. Probably 15% of the girls participated in that spring sport.

			‘You should have played with us,’ I said. ‘It was fun. The girls and boys teams had away matches together. We travelled in the same van. A lot of good spirited ribbing back and forth, and as a senior, our textbooks were basically all packed up for good by the first match. There were some naturals among the girls. I don’t know how they learned to play so young, when there weren’t many courts in town, and the so-called tennis courts by the school parking lot were for basketball.’

			‘That I remember,’ she said. ‘It was quite popular among us. We used to discuss it in front of our lockers.’

			‘Girls and boys,’ I repeated. ‘Heidi was the best,’ I said. ‘She was a natural.’ A different Heidi. Not the one who was dangerous. ‘Or was Monica the best … There was also Laura. She was storybook cute, with born with it natural curly hair, but she insisted on having it straightened. What a waste of nice hair,’ I commented.

			‘Hah!’ she interjected. ‘Laura was underaged! Jail bait!’

			‘Umm, yeah,’ I agreed. ‘But so was I, I think, had just turned 17 when I met her.’

			A few years after high school, I found myself next to Laura at an impromptu spin the bottle party, along with Danny, his sister Kathy, Kelly and one other. It wasn’t that the other four sang Reunited when it was our turn, and I wasn’t jealous that my number of turns with Laura was few and fleeting, but rather that she didn’t seem distraught about this, and that she didn’t try to “mentor” the bottle when it was her spin. In addition, if they were going to sing, I wish it had been Blessed is the Rain instead of Reunited, that Peaches and Herb classic.

			Moreover, how many times could I kiss Kelly on any given night, Kelly, whose feature was workin’ it rather than born with it?

			It was awkward when the bottle chose Danny for Kathy or vice versa, though I suppose they could have blown air kisses to each other, rather than spun again. Kelly’s brother worked the counter at McDonald’s and four others of us clambered in one night a year later, mostly sober, because Vanda/Young wrote “Now the question is, where to drink,” but Eric Burden sang, “Instead of drinking, I should have been thinking.” Unless it was the other way around.

			Peter marched to the counter out of chivalry when his then girlfriend Janelle found a pit in her cherry pie. Kelly’s brother Sas, feeling hassled that classmates entered his restaurant while on shift, condescendingly BS’ed that those weren’t real cherries. Imagine us youngsters with definitive proof that a fast food outlet in the hicks fills its dessert pastries with genuine fruit after all.

			‘Yeah, I knew that,’ she said.

			‘Yeah,’ I seconded. ‘But we didn’t feel underaged, and I suspect you didn’t either. We behaved so grown up. Anyway, we won the regionals.’ It rained, so play had to move indoors. You can only play ping pong out of doors under the raindrops. Another Keith had a party in his garage that night after the precipitation stopped. Bradley confessed to me who he had a crush on, after a few too many Busch Lights. It didn’t last long, though they seemed like a good match. Well it was not going to last longer than one summer. The girl he did meet, two squeezes later, it was love at first sight at the college bar where she was bartending, and they were engaged within months. It suffered a tragic end, regrettably.

			I met a student from her college, and I was complimented by a classmate who was fussy about members of her gender that we brought into the dorm. However, Robin was homesick and didn’t stick around for the next school year, so this relationship was less than one and done. On the other hand, she was turned too, but that’s right, she’s drinkin’ the Jesus Juice, so live and learn as well as live and let live. It should have been a give-away that her guilty pleasure pop song was Hey, St Peter.

			But (hey), if she is the same Robin, she’d hope that when Jesus does return, he’ll spend his time and energy on those who are tolerant and open minded like her and what she understood of Jesus at the age of 18, to send a positive signal, while avoiding criticism of those who aren’t. If you can’t say something nice about someone, don’t … … delete, delete, delete. If you can’t kiss a cheek, turn it.

			Rain, it rained a lot that spring. The legendary and mystical June graduation party had to move in-doors, out of Brandywine Field and into the Credit Union auditorium. Which parent paid the cops to keep us from getting picked off in our Dodge and Datsun muscle cars one by one? They weren’t Oldsmobiles, but then what are?

			She had to go suddenly, so we cut off the conversation then and there.
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FLOUR TYPE 812

			‘Hey, pick up, are you there?’ I asked.

			‘Pick up?’ she asked back. ‘I’m sitting in a psychologist’s chair with a computer screen in front of me, and a smart phone at my side. Neither are ringing.’

			‘Correct me if I’m wrong,’ I reacted. ‘Oh, you just did. I was wrong. Start again. Are there, are you there?’

			‘Yes, evidently,’ she replied.

			‘Good,’ I continued. ‘You’ll never guess what I found.’

			‘Tell me,’ she said. ‘Do tell,’ she said, with a slender amount of mirth.

			‘Good,’ I said again. ‘A bunch of yearbooks I found on the internet. Yours, mine, the year after me. The one that has photos of the spring sports from my senior year, because they didn’t have time to publish them when they logically should. I didn’t look at the class in front of you. I wasn’t interested. Plus, the year in between, their senior singer was Paul Anka. At that, I said “this stops now.” Did you keep yours?’

			‘Of course,’ she twittered. ‘It’s in a box somewhere. I never look at it.’

			‘Neither would I,’ I noted. ‘If I still had mine, from my senior year. I should have the rest, I don’t think they drowned in the flood, but if so I don’t know where they are. On the internet, they bring back memories, and the definition is good, is that the word, but I miss the inscriptions. They’s be tacky, they’d be tacky, but I would like to read them, to see what various classmates wrote to me, for me, to see whether it would make me feel nostaligic, nostalgic.’ Note: I had completely forgotten mentioning this a few months earlier, and I think so had she. What happened to our mind’s memory foam?

			‘Nostal-i-gic sounds better,’ she said, laughing at my temporary mispronunciation. ‘That’s what us psychobabble specialists would call a Minsky Moment,’ she declared, and half-laughed half-giggled.

			‘Yeah,’ I agreed, ‘but which Minsky?’

			‘Marvin Minsky,’ she stated. ‘The cognitive psychology professor,’ as if this should have been evident to all. She wouldn’t have known who Hyman Minsky was, and Marvin looked more like Harpo Marx than an economist regardless. The funny should have been funnier than it was.

			‘Nostradamius didn’t predict that,’ I said. ‘Well he didn’t predict anything.’ I used to work with someone named Nestor. His name has the same root as nostalgic. He was anything but nostalgic. He once called me a storyteller when I claimed I didn’t start drinking whiskey before 11:15 AM. Well, not whiskey I didn’t. Nostradamus didn’t predict that either. If he believed me he’d have said “first time for everything,” because that would have been the first time. Japanese whiskey. It was at a Japanese restaurant where he said that. Japanese whiskey is good. We’ll get to that. According to Ziggy, there’s a 59% chance the nostalgic “he” was Nestor, a 31% chance it was Nostradamus and 11% chance it was Suntory-san, though due to rounding the total may not add to 100%.

			Each yearbook was different. Subsequent student editors, or the advisors, had different ideas about content. That surprised me. I thought the format would be the same year in and year out. But that’s not what I was going to say. ‘What amused me was the advertising at the end. I overlooked that too.’ Three photography studios advertising yearbook photography. One was called On the Top. In someone’s infinite wisdom or personal hah-hah, it was the bottom of four ads on its page. Here are some more I recorded. Listen:

			‘The Steer House Dining Room and Lounge

			For anniversaries, business or club meetings, and any kind of parties

			Good food – relaxing atmosphere

			Capitol Tennis

			Custom racket stringing and fully stocked pro shop

			Try our restaurant overlooking the tennis courts

			Tacoma Realty Company

			“Buy, Sell and Trade with Confidence”’

			‘That sounds like an excerpt from a Thomas Berger novel,’ I commented, breaking the sequence a little.

			‘Thomas who?’ she asked.

			‘Thomas Berger,’ I repeated. ‘He wrote the House Guest. You should read it some time.’

			‘Hmmm,’ she commented back. ‘Maybe.’

			I picked up where I left off. ‘I’ll continue with a couple more and that will be enough.’

			‘First Consumer’s Savings Bank

			We put your interest first

			Chernowsky’s

			We make you look great’

			‘Chernowsky’s did make people look great,’ she said. ‘Their clothes were awesome.’

			‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘Very classy, though out of place on Water Street. It had its clientele, though for women and children, clothing for them, those two groups. Not much I could do with that.’

			‘Farrell’s for you then?’ she asked.

			‘Yup,’ I said. ‘Blast from the past.’

			‘What happened to Chernowsky’s?’ she asked. ‘What is there now?’

			‘Not sure,’ I admitted. ‘Last I heard it was a bar or restaurant, having changed names and owners two or three times, and before that a recording studio, or mineral shop and something else on the other side. And or. Upstairs I don’t know. I will go back and see some time, and report back to you,’ I promised. ‘As long as it’s not become an Old West theme bar.’ I could picture her silently agreeing.
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			We paused.

			‘The Steer House, that was legendary,’ I said.

			‘Even better, iconic,’ she said. ‘And ironic.’

			‘I concur,’ I seconded. ‘I could talk about the phases of going to the Steer House all day long.’ It could be its own trinity, along with Batman and the Bee Gees.

			I recalled cocktails at the Steer House one Saturday in January, legal drinks, because although half of us were 20, the drinking age had not been raised to 21. The state legislature compromised on a short phase-in period to balance the lobbying of the Mothers Against Drunk Driving with the Drunks Against Mad Mothers.

			I was sitting next to an out of shape Tommy Rudder, over the hill and depressed about life. Too much was expected of him, and the burden of not blubbering all he knew by the age of 23 was on his shoulders. He was the third of three sons but had all the expectations. He was TR Jr, after all. He was too cerebral to be the son of a high school principal with a crew cut in the 1960s and 70s, who grew up in a grange town in Alabama, and who opted not to hang up his southern drawl, in a locality where the defining accent was lobsterman or apple orchard warden, or yokel. He was a great guy, Tommy, I understand that now.

			McGrath, with his brown fingerling volunteer fireman moustache, was also there, a ripe old 27, informing us how young we were compared to him, though he had a sister who was 19. What the hell happened to him?

			‘Me too,’ she said, ‘but let’s write down some notes, compare them next time, or the time after.’

			‘OK,’ I said, and changed the subject. ‘What was different about our senior year yearbook was that we had a separate section, plus the Class Will. Favorite songs, sayings, color, etc, food, nickname, future plans.’ Can you say Egg McMuffin?

			‘I don’t care about the other keywords,’ she said, ‘but what were some of the favorite songs, and what was your future ambition?’

			‘Ah,’ I began, ‘I’ll look it up.

			‘And did you?’ she asked. ‘Achieve your goals?’

			‘Nope,’ I confessed. ‘Not yet. None of mine. Not yet. Here’s a good one. Richard Cobb. Future plans. Drug dealer. That’s truth in advertising. How’d he get that “plan” past the beady eyed censor?’

			She laughed, picturing Baker as the beady eyed censor, because the English teacher yearbook co-showrunner Mr Barnes was too absent minded to notice something like that. ‘Anyone else try to pull a fast one?’

			‘Someone chose Panama Red,’ I remarked. ‘Although liking that song is not illegal. Cuz even if you are in a business distributing legal drugs, it’s not called dealing.’

			‘What were some of the other tunes?’ she asked.

			I was quick to respond. ‘By far Stairway to Heaven. Followed by Free Bird and Southern Man. A few selected Fleetwood Mac or Barry Manilow. Nothing too surprising. But. I’m surprised no one chose Carry on Wayward Son, or Freeze Frame, or was it even released by then? Mine was Doctor My Eyes. I guess I did like that song, though I’m surprised I didn’t write down Dream Weaver, because I played it every morning, or Carolina in the Pines. No, that was the year I took off for tax reasons. I didn’t lose that yearbook. That volume was creative. I liked their sayings also. One was “This is a good place, it keeps the teachers off the streets …” I can’t remember many of the rest. Or, “When the beat brings a beer it’s hard to get parted,” or “Scientists have been dispensed to address the corn rot. Has no one thought to dispense anyone to address the brain rot?” A few of the girls should have become comedians. Thought-provoking stand up.’

			‘Fascinating. What was your brother’s tune?’ she asked.

			I paused to flick back a page or two on my open window. ‘Um, it was Stairway to Heaven. He didn’t know about Ziggy Stardust yet.’

			‘True,’ she acknowledged. ‘How about Steve?’

			I flicked back another two pages. ‘He wrote “anything but classical or opera.”’

			‘Once a Steve always a Steve,’ she commented, and I laughed. I laughed anew because Terry wrote down Seekers in the Sun rather than Seasons in the Sun. Heart on sleeve Terry. Casey Kasem loved that hit too.

			Anthems such as Stairway to Heaven and Iris are labelled “wedding songs” because of their popularity at such events, and often abhorred by the bands that popularized them because fans and critics ignore their self-styled better material at their peril. They spawn “he said it” or “they sang it” moments, as with Steely Dan and “Is there gas in the car? Yes, there’s gas in the car.” If Nirvana were alive today, they’d refuse to play Smells Like Teen Spirit and would wheel out a rearrangement of the Jeopardy! theme as an encore – or, better still, a rap metal version of Chasing Cars.

			‘Hey, speaking of songs,’ I abutted to change the subject faintly, ‘can I jog your memory about Lemon Tree, Very Pretty?’

			‘Of course,’ she replied swiftly. ‘By Donovan, by that flower child Donovan?’

			‘That’s what I thought at first,’ I continued, ‘but his went “first there is a mountain.” Those are some of the lyrics. I’m not sure of the title. Anyway, it was written by Will Holt, and many singing groups covered it, but the single by Peter, Paul and Mary was the best known. How about now?’

			‘Yeah, yeah,’ she said. ‘Now it’s familiar, but Will Holt doesn’t ring a bell.’

			‘It will in a second,’ I insisted. ‘The track is reworked from a nursery rhyme, a Brazilian nursery rhyme. I won’t repeat the Portuguese title, but it translates as My Lemon, My Lemon Tree.’

			‘Actually that is fascinating,’ she said.

			‘Will Holt was a leading folk singer in the 1950s and 60s,’ I indicated. ‘He’s associated with Portland-’

			‘Sounds it,’ she said. ‘Portland, Oregon, like Portlandia?’

			‘In fact our Portland,’ I stated. ‘Portland, Maine. He’s associated with Portland, but he’s actually from Bridgeton!’

			‘Of course he would be,’ she rebutted. ‘No one has heard of Bridgton. Except people from Bridgton! People from Western Maine, anyway.’

			‘Of course,’ I indicated again.

			‘Just like the TV doctor from, from the medical drama, can’t recall which one,’ she began.

			‘Me neither-’ I continued. ‘Associated with Lewiston, but actually from Buckfield, and Turner, like the egg farm. I scored against them, Buckfield that is.’

			‘Both cities maybe, well one small town and one city,’ she said. ‘I read that he attended St Dom’s high school, being the good Franco-American girl … and good for you.’

			‘That’s plausible,’ I acknowledged. ‘We didn’t beat them. We didn’t beat St Dom’s. They had a good team. They were not chicken farmers, like in Buckfield. Springsteen played in their auditorium, in Lewiston. Everyone else loved the band, but to me it was an anti-climax.’

			‘You didn’t like the Boss?’ she asked. ‘How is it possible a 16 year old-?’

			‘I had seen David Bowie the year before,’ I indicated, ‘and he had more than two pieces I recognized.’ Plus someone threw up in front of me at the Springsteen concert, and I didn’t mention that I associate this singer-songwriter with Southern Comfort tinged teen vomit.

			‘I see, I understand,’ she said. ‘I’m sure it would have been different had you seen the E Street Band a few years later. When they’d had more hits.’

			‘I’m sure too,’ I confirmed. ‘However, my top tune from that year was Fly Robin Fly.’

			She drew a blank.

			‘By the Silver Convention,’ I continued.

			‘You lost me,’ she confessed.

			‘Look it up some time,’ I recommended.

			‘OK,’ she said. ‘Sometime.’

			‘Say,’ I transitioned. ‘It’s too bad the Senior Information Pages were not replicated by classes after us. It would be interesting to compare and contrast,’ to which she approved, and reluctantly signed off. ‘TBC,’ she said. We were both in much better moods on this day.

			‘TBC,’ I repeated. I didn’t have to ask the title of her conjectural Senior Information Page ballad. Free Bird all the way.
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WE PICK UP THE ACTION A COUPLE 
WEEKS LATER, WITH THE DIALOGUE 
ALREADY IN PROGRESS

			‘You’re one of the few of our schoolmates who wears a suit and tie to work every day I’d bet, a white collar worker-’ she commented.2

			‘Yeah, imagine that,’ I agreed. ‘My first stops in New York were not to D’Ags to stock up on olive oil, but rather to … shopping in New York. Supermarkets were so pinkie finger to the lips expensive, especially staples such as lettuce and pasta. Someone once told me this is because there’s no place for the delivery trucks to park and this raises the cost, but lettuce? Let us pray I could afford that basic vegetable on an entry level salary. My first stops were to Jos A Bank, Paul Stuart and Brooks Brothers, if it was good enough for F Scott Fitzgerald, it was good enough for me, before the House of Brooks went downhill, so downhill it ended up looking up.’

			‘That’s not why I-’ she began.

			‘Why then?’ I asked.

			‘You didn’t have a white collar mentality,’ she said. ‘You were as comfortable with … I can’t think of who, but you know what I mean.’

			‘Yeah, I do,’ I replied. ‘It was the students who were full of themselves I avoided. The kids who had to place themselves in the middle of everything for whatever reason. Because they lived in trailer parks and would stay there, and had to hide it by expressing superiority over others, and befriending the junior high gym teacher. There’s nothing wrong with living in a trailer park, but don’t hide it. If there’s a man behind the myth or not, we’ll all find out. The junior high gym teacher Mr Flight, though, no excuses …’ I exaggerated, but not by much.

			‘So you had a blue collar mentality?’ she asked.

			I thought about that for a sec. ‘Close but not quite. I had a backpacker mentality.’

			She laughed. ‘That’s funny.’

			I was equally at home at the Ritz or Fullerton in Singapore, or the Motel 6 in Freeport, as long as my cameo character Vijay was behind the front desk. Maybe I’ll make an exception for the Ritz. I continued. ‘We’re all the same. No one is inherently better than anyone else. My mother taught me that. Black, brown, yellow, green, well maybe not green …’

			‘You have something against Martians?’ she asked.

			‘Actually I do,’ I admitted, and laughed myself. ‘All men are created equal, as Lincoln said, and he specifically excluded Martians.’

			Shopping in New York. I pondered life in the apple. ‘I recollect New York fondly, though at the time I couldn’t wait to get out of there fast enough. Buck fifty beers on Court Street in Brooklyn,’ The Landmark Tavern on 11th and 45th, the Washington Square Park bowling alley,3 free views of the city from my rooftop, summertime concerts at the Pier 34 Pavilion, and the best job I ever had, if I networked more and used it as a stepping stone to something better instead of lingering past the point of no return. ‘Urban basketball. The courts were near West 4th Street. That was a special place, Sheridan Square. It strikes a chord of the song Second Avenue, though this was the east side of the borough. Art Garfunkel made it famous, but he didn’t compose the melody I don’t think and the original was better.

			Since we can no longer see the light

			The way we did when we met that night

			I think those are the lyrics. Tim Moore, I found it on Flashback Favorites. “I can still see you standing … on the third floor landing.” Art Garfunkel, in our senior stories pages, someone’s choice was “anything by Art Garfunkel.” That was Dianne, or Cindy, incidentally. One of those two.’

			‘I can picture that,’ she said. ‘They were good role models.’

			[image: Roof.jpg]

			‘Indeed,’ I said. ‘I agree. I don’t know what happened to Dianne, but Cindy became a teacher. In Jay of all places. Our mortal enemy. The Jay school system had to merge with Livermore,’ their other mortal enemy, ‘when the paper mill downsized. In someone’s infinite wisdom, the name of the combined school is Spruce Mountain, nickname the Archies, because Archers would be too intimidating. How emasculating for children of paper mill workers. Such a shame. All those workers losing their jobs, when there are no other jobs, nothing to retrain for, and they haven’t lived anywhere else, so how can they move? And there’s only space for one micro-brew per town,’ or region, if the individual towns were small. This led me to recollect Grateful Grains, which is on my list to return as soon as possible, for the reminiscence of forests abutting farmland during the wet and sloppy springtime, destination tourism and tourists such as me, popcorn and college basketball on its Sylvania TV set.

			‘Yeah,’ she indicated. ‘I’m with you on that one, too.’

			We paused for a little while, and naturally my mind drifted back to basketball.

			‘There were courts around the corner from my apartment in Brooklyn. That was fun too, bringing a ball and shooting around on Saturday afternoons. I’m sure it’s gone now, the courts, redeveloped or something. My landlord, he was some bastard. He lived on the first floor and I should have changed the locks on him. However, I held a grudge. Grudges serve no purpose and they hurt more the person who holds them, because the offender doesn’t feel any sorrow, any dishonor. The question is whether you contact that person and try to mend fences, or confess to a confidant. I suppose it depends on the person.’

			‘Which?’ she asked. ‘The perp or the confidant?’

			‘That depends too,’ I reckoned, after pondering for a little while. ‘Basketball. You were a cheerleader I remember. Did you like the game? Or was it part of the camaraderie with the other cheerleaders, with the peer …?’

			‘I did like the game,’ she replied. ‘Plus we had good teams.’

			‘We did,’ I concurred. ‘But we couldn’t get over the humps. We choked during the big games. I remember one in particular. It was at home. It was going to be very close. However, before tip off Mr Baker gave a long speech in respect of a ref who was umping his 300th contest or something. Umping, I meant reffing. Anyway, who cares? It could have been two and a half sentences worth of thanks. He was a high school ref for Crissakes. What a downer. There was that momentum for the rest of the season.’

			‘Phew!’ she said, ‘are you finished?’

			‘Not yet,’ I insisted. ‘Haven’t started. It was two games before that Jeff lazily back passed to Vinnie, threatening a backcourt turnover. Being court aware, Vinnie (Vinnie: solid. More solid than a rock but less solid than an F-150) hopped and landed loudly across the half court line before catching the ball, thus signalling to the ref that no violation had occurred, but darting and dashing as if he was a 19-year old Shakespearean actor over-enunciating his lines. “The front half court shall be a stage and there hath be something rotten in ye Principality of Verona, thine schvine.” We also had Ernie on that team. 6 5, and he could touch the rim if he jumped. How did we ever lose? Jeff wore a broken nose mask well after his nose had healed, to psyche out the other small forward.’

			Jeff’s father had a tough guy crewcut, though Jeff’s hairstyle was standard issue Beach Boys. In any event, the backwards pass was unintentional. Jeff, with his contagious positive mental attitude, wouldn’t do such a thing. He was much maligned for having athletic tip-in skills that peaked in 8th grade, though his infectious smile remains. Nonetheless, I still can’t picture him as a math major in college. As for me, I was good with numbers but didn’t have any idea what to do with them.

			‘Now are you finished?’ she asked.

			‘Yeah,’ I relinquished. ‘I had to get that out of my system about Mr Baker, and Vinny, and you were my confidant about that,’ I said, and chuckled. ‘Hope it’s OK. Hope it was OK. I just didn’t understood, never understood, didn’t understand, why he was held in such high regard.’ It’s about more than him declaring himself the Teacher’s Chamber mayor for life. The converted anteroom next door dedicated to environmental agitprop training was called the Eco-Chamber ha ha. ‘I appreciated Mr Barnes a lot more. Despite leaving his wife for the woman who played piano in our senior play’ – (how old fashioned, a teacher-teacher crush) – ‘and even though he was absent minded. He was selfless. We had an inspiration for a fund raiser. A comedy. Sketches. Sketch jousting, sketch jests. To pay for our caps and gowns. He got wind of what we were trying to do, listened to our plans and shook his head. He took us by our collective scruffs of the neck and whipped us into shape. It was a great performance and it went over well. “I hope you had no problême with the insults were learned you,” spoke the Bunacker tourist in one scene. We were irreverent without being cynical. Even the snobby Thumper congratulated me on my performance. Thumper. Thumper of all people. What can I say we all graduated and were able to pay for it, for the caps and gowns.’

			We had a parody of a high end auto dealership, one of the few nearby to sell Mercs and top of the line Jeeps. If our rare yuppies were going to go deeply into debt for the sake of conspicuous consumption, it would be a Sub-Zero fridge freezer, rather than a set of hot wheels. In our TV ad version, though, the offering was a jalopy rather than a status symbol import, and our slogan was “Leave the Dramas to Us.” Voicing the word “drama” when the ear expects “driving,” and implying one of our used cars would break down on the turnpike sooner rather than later.

			On that note, I was the driving force behind the fund raising initiative, but opted not to take credit. In my freshman year evaluations, teachers highlighted my lack of leadership skills, which essentially means I wasn’t greasy or political. Freshman are the bottom of the food chain and ritually hazed, rendering the concept of leadership extraneous in any event, and it would be bad for my image to be seen conversing cordially with a teacher outside of classroom conditions, even a good friend’s mother. Could I have run for student council anyway, and usurped one of the popular kids?

			I preferred to lead by example, and how-to guides of gaming the system had not trickled into our edge of the Northeast. Machiavelli is remembered as the founder of system dynamics, but it wasn’t until the 1950s that von Neumann’s game theory experiments gained currency in the mathematics industry alone. Machiavelli taught us how one prince conducts a land grab from another and the world does not become aware until it is a fait accompli, whereas the polymath von Neumann and his contemporaries completed the proofs on jurisdictional and ratings arbitrage, which is the relevant skill on this playing field. This topic of study is interesting, but there’s no money in it, there’s hardly any money in anything which requires intelligence. The money is in commercializing moral panic.

			Meanwhile, lest I didn’t recall vividly her cheerleading days, I found another letter of hers, in which she asked and explained: “How are your classes coming? I can’t stand mine. I’m not as bored as summer, though all I do is quote ‘bitch about cheering and school!’ unquote. Sound familiar?”

			But what can I say, we all graduated.

			‘It was a good show, yeah,’ she agreed. ‘I still remember it too. I distinctly remember one act that you were in, something like Recess Appointment I think it was called.’

			‘Yes,’ I confirmed. ‘I wrote that sketch. This is one of the few we authored ourselves, rather than licensed.’ I have a photocopy of the dialogue somewhere. It took place on the Junior High playground. The basic concept was a silence broken by shouts out of the blue, the humor being abrupt and visual. It is not easily to explain, but it is easy to assert that the methodology was effective.

			‘I was young and some of the humor was, quite adult,’ she continued. ‘I’m surprised they, he, let you do some of it, without easing some of the language. Thumper, Markie Thumper, I wonder what happened to him. Probably a caretaker’s understudy somewhere.’

			‘Yup,’ I agreed. ‘Somewhere. Thumper played freshman basketball. Almost everyone did. Everyone strived to be on the varsity to benchwarm during the big game we’d choke,’ I admitted, and laughed.

			‘I lost interest in basketball,’ she said, ‘after high school. It was as you said, just a game, and I became more interested in the spiritual, and individually, in the individual …’

			‘Of course,’ I said. ‘You are a psychologist. I lost interest in the sport also. The rules were changed to dote on the superstars. If you sold a lot of sneakers you could take two steps and a hop before dribbling and it wasn’t a traveling violation … It is better now. The players actually practice shooting now, rather than lean in and get fouls called because their signature is on the sneakers the refs’ kids wear.’

			‘Maybe I should watch another match,’ she indicated. ‘Though you’ll have to choose the game for me, because if it’s a boring contest I’ll regress – and it will be your fault!’

			‘Indeed it would be,’ I said. ‘I’ll choose with care. No defensive struggles with players clanging six out of every ten free throws off the rim. The person who instigated “taking a charge” has a lot to answer for. The charging call dates to the 1928/29 season. It should be a no-call, or “a dive,” or a “play on,” as they say in Europe. I hate it. It’s stupid. It was a clever strategy, for a few years during the 1980s anyway, but it has long out-served its usefulness.’

			‘You have an objection to “taking a charge?”’ she asked. Surprisingly, this term has not become popularized, I suppose because “taking one for the team” got there first. Other terms have, though. Full court press, hide the ball, and the four corners offence. And perhaps judges and lawyers default to basketball labels because the trash talk is so lame when compared with, say, baseball. A shout of “Miss it!” before a free throw hardly compares with “Hey batta, hey batta, hey batta, no batta, no batta, no batta, batter can not s-w-wing!”

			‘Yes, I object, though my objection is with the plays in which help-side defenders run to a spot on the floor, plant their feet, and “grab their nuts because they know they can’t make a legitimate play on the ball,” as someone wrote, wrote in his blog. He also put in writing, this was five or six years ago, “it’s like being rewarded for an absurdity,” and like driving 45 in a 70 mile an hour zone. Say no more.’

			‘So if my thing is spirituality, then what’s yours?’ she asked. ‘Basketball metaphors for life?’

			‘Sure. Not sure,’ I guessed, ‘I’d have to think about it. OK, I’ve thought about it. The impossible dream. Achieving the Impossible Dream.’

			‘Did you achieve it?’ she asked. ‘The Impossible Dream, if you didn’t achieve the Senior Scrapbook goals?’

			Senior Scrapbook … close enough. I thought for another few seconds, before answering. ‘Yes, yes I did.’

			She wasn’t expecting that. ‘What was it?’

			My reply was swift and clear. ‘The Impossible Dream was to write the Great American Novel.’

			‘Oh,’ she said, ‘and what was that?’

			‘Easy,’ I concluded, though that part wasn’t. It was anything but easy, and I replied with the first response that popped into my head. ‘The Great American Novel is the Georgetown Papers.’

			‘Aha,’ she remarked. ‘I’ll have to read it some time.’

			‘You shall,’ I agreed. ‘You will. However, I have more regrets than achievements. I have many more Great Regrets.’

			‘Doesn’t everybody,’ she commented, in matter of fact fashion.

			‘Yeah, but,’ I began. I explained once more how I became friends with Scotty, about how we kept in touch by mail and in person, played tennis and listened to music together, drank Miller High Life and became the occasional drug buddy. Was he thinking about Denise during those latter times, was he thinking about his decadent sister, or was he thinking about his future life-to-be in New York? As long as he wasn’t thinking about me. What made our friendship more memorable is that he didn’t make a pass at me. Scott Bernard, to the professional world and to his partners, but to his collegemates and occasional drug buddies simply Scotty. ‘My great regret is that after he welcomed me to Manhattan with a working lunch in his wood panelled office, we lost touch, and I saw him only once more. We worked three short blocks from each other. He died at the age of 30, so young, though it didn’t seem so then. I’m going to pour myself a glass of something strong and toast to the memory of Scotty.’

			The Impossible Dream was my favorite song at the age of eight, and that’s a true story.
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THE RETURN OF DOUG J, OR, ONE DOOR 
CLOSES, ANOTHER ONE CLOSES

			I had a backpacker mentality, but I was also the original contrarian, because I liked things the masses didn’t. The hipster longs to live the authentic lifestyle, but his boots were not made for walking. He owns lumberjack jerseys, but does he own a chainsaw? In my late 20s, I bought a Memphis Milano writing set at a trade fair, and the market trader deployed a fully see-through briefcase, a briefcase so trendy it hurt. The lock mechanism didn’t function and if it did, would he have been able to work it? He was trendy for the sake of being trendy, and it pains me to remember how long it took to get a receipt – longer than it would take for me to throw it away once temporarily in my pocket.

			The next time the two of us spoke, I was prepared, with notes from a scrapbook of my own, the Senior Information Pages and its 15 minutes of fame consigned to history for the time being.

			I spoke the following out loud, because it was amusing.

			About 1935, my later father called in his partners to tell them he was divorcing my mother. “We are very sorry for you both,” they said, “but of course you will have to leave the firm because no one in Boston would trust an investment advisor who was divorced. However, you can go to New York City, because it is all right there.” And he did and it was.

			Roland Shaw

			During Lincoln’s first year as president, abuse mounted in the North. His inadequacy, vacillation and imbecility were widely condemned, along with his lack of intellect. “You can not fill his empty skull with brains.” He was “shattered, dull, utterly foolish.” In the South, his troops were known as “Lincolnpoops.”4 In protestant England, he was as bad as the pope. Feel better yet, Mr Reagan?

			Thomas Keiser

			‘Lincolnpoop,’ she repeated. ‘That’s funny.’

			“Yeah,’ I concurred. ‘The best insults are timeless.’

			However, I read this to myself only.

			Tonight is Sunday, which means it’s MacGyver Night. So much for the idiot box. I have too much work to do. Classes are hectic as usual and I have two papers due next week. Somehow I’ll get them done but it’s hardly enjoyable. My organizational analysis Prof is really crazy and spends most of his time demonstrating how smart he is. Last night I went to hear Nanci Griffith, a C&W singer, at the Bottom Line. The concert was great and I’m still humming the tunes. My friend’s fiancé plays steel and fiddle for her, so afterwards we went back stage and talked to Nanci for a while. We danced until 2:30. Later, I heard the band played until 4:30 AM. That’s when we got back to the City. How’s London? Give my regards to the Queen.

			As if with a name like Nanci, she’d be a trapeze artist rather than a vocalist of analogue C&W, or folkabilly as the baby boomers label it, penning ever-popular jingles such as Econoline Ford. And give my regards to Broadway.

			Nonetheless, my crowning glory was the discovery of the Doug J Chronicles mother lode:

			Dear Steve,

			Thank you for taking some time to speak with me last Thursday. I hope you enjoyed the talk as much as I did. This is the ideal opportunity for a gentleman with my aspirations. I am enthusiastic, smart and prefer to work with fun people. The fact that I have never been on a losing team is a manifestation of this desire.

			Dear Jon,

			It is encouraging how you people treat each other. I nevertheless enjoyed our talk, whatever the decision is. While comparing your system to ours, it becomes clearer why our influence in the mortgage market is fading. Thank you once again for your valuable time.

			Dear Hament,

			Obviously we know the outcome of the conversations, but I nevertheless feel the need to express my appreciation for your time and advice. The feedback I received was a concern over my ability to hold up under the demands of the position. I have my own suspense about whether I will be the “invincible” salesman. My demure obviously made this doubt transparent to you. The problem is that it is this doubt which makes me work harder. What I do know is that I have rarely failed at something I really wanted. Your advice to let problems “roll off your back” is the best advice I could listen to.

			Petition:

			The undersigned feel that Tony “Buy me a coffee” Salvatore should be required by upper echelons of management to apply for a company ID card.

			cc: Mark Berns, Atty

			Santangello, Santangello & Santangello

			At which point the writings stopped. I did unearth a letter in which he brown nosed an acquaintance of his father’s in association with a happenstance wave at a golf club, saying thanks for a recommendation which led him into business school, while leaving said school blank. The moral of the story is that sometimes sucking up worked, though evidently not all the time, especially when Steve, Jon and Hament were involved. This country club letter must be in another box somewhere. Which stationery did he use?

			She was bemused by this whole affair and had heard enough to label this character unbelievable even without hearing Part One of the Doug J Chronicles. How do such entry level employees succeed in life and how do they live with themselves, more importantly? His constant sucking up puts things into perspective. If Steve, Jon and Hament had compared inbox correspondence as well as interview notes, how much would they have regretted inviting him in for a series of interviews in the first place?

			I’d have told Lisa the story of the twenty somethings with their cartoon character shaped shampoo bottles, except she had no children. Where would she have put them anyway she’s so tiny?
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IDENTITY COMEDY

			Sucking up - “adequate fealty” in the trade - hasn’t worked for me. Either I’ve made the right decision or been in the right place at the right time, or I’ve been lucky, or I haven’t.

			In the annals of sitcom history, perhaps TV history itself, the Cleveland Show will rank as one of the all-time worst. From the underbelly of Animation Nation we bring to you the Cleveland Show, which not even a surprise guest appearance from Space Ghost can redeem, bring its score above zero.

			Nonetheless, Renzel the Bear will be tattooed as a most unforgettable character, he of the fake pastiche Jersey Shore cadence. Given that the voiceover actor is a human after all, it’s impressive that he was able to imitate the bear’s accent consistently over the four painful years of the series, although admittedly I gave up after the second episode. The Cleveland Show commanded a dedicated following, with loyalist headlines such as “Have you no sense of humor, reviewers?,” “Most people don’t get it’s a satire of spinoffs,” and “I still don’t get why people don’t like this show,” but I align myself more closely with the median assessment; for example, “Needs to be scrapped … A huge failure,” “One of my least favorite shows ever, animated or not,” “Please cancel this show now,” “Possibly the worst show on TV,” “I feel bad for him it’s so bad,” “It’s awful,” “How can this show still be on TV” and “Possibly the worst of all time.”

			“Needs to be scrapped” gave the program a 2 out of 10. Moreover, this is with a talking bear who’s afraid of the woods and afraid to hug. Without Renzel the Bear, I’d be inclined to wheel out “If less is more, even less would be even more” AND “Less is more, but zero would be most.”

			Meanwhile, I described a 16 episode documentary series I had watched recently, well seven or eight of the episodes, about the 20th and 21st century history of comedy. It was worthwhile, in part, because the producers were able to secure interviews with CE Mark quality industry legends speaking candidly, less so because not each of the 16 themes was worthwhile not out of political correctness, which is ironic because comedians by and large disapprove of political correctness, even ones whose only differentiating factor from the rest of society is their profession.

			For example, a person of color will tell a deprecatory joke about being a person of color, and this person is OK with others retelling people of color tales that are funny as long as they are of benign intent and not at all racist, but this alone doesn’t justify a people of color episode unless you have 16 episodes to fill, which is arguably four too many. So that’s why your nickname is Scary. I don’t like the concept of identity politics and I don’t like the concept of identity humor. So sue me. And what’s more dangerous, a fender bender or a gender bender?

			Or improv. The doorbell rings and the king of the castle answers. “Oh, if it isn’t a troop of Girl Scouts selling cookies …!” End of joke laugh now. “A sat, a sat, it doesn’t make sense. Oh he’s writing -A Saturday …- Now I get it.” Thomas Hardy har har part deux. Buy tickets to this homely humorist’s show, he and they with the accent and manner of speech, because if not he’ll do his Leonard Pinth Garnell III impression again, out of key. He’ll do it again anyway. HHH part trey.

			Be that as it may, some of the talking heads received too much air time for my comfort zone, so much so that I suspect they were commissioning editors or producers of the series, or helped pay some of the lighting bill.

			I’m a student of comedy, and studies have shown that there isn’t much to making someone laugh. Either the technique is entertaining or the unexpected is conveyed, or both. If something is infantile and funny, this is because the performer is childlike and engaging as with a grownup pretending to be a child or a chin-stroking child pretending to be a parent or grandparent, but this is not comedy.5 If it’s compulsory to laugh or cry in response to a pretence, it’s easier to force yourself to laugh.

			I once worked at a company where a woman was in a senior position by attrition. The previous woman in her job resigned because she couldnnn’t put her world class contacts to good use and found a fellowship to occupy her time instead, and the company couldn’t be bothered to search for a female replacement. Thus, she was promoted without further ado. She should have been in a Dohhh role, but here she was in a senior position. Nonetheless, I hung on every word – fuck that, every syllable – that exited her medium sized boca, for the sake of her facial expressions and humorous conveyance. This was worth the price of admission alone. I’m just saying. She could make the phrase “I’m just saying” funny.

			However, don’t be fooled by a name and don’t be fooled by delivery. This is not to say someone with delivery can’t be friendly and approachable, as long as substance is not required, but don’t confuse the two. Someone who can carry Forbes magazine under his arm, talk a good game and juggle one and a half numbers may sound convincing, but this doesn’t guarantee anything lies beneath, especially if he’s the teacher’s pet, and doesn’t at all portend – wrong, portend is too sophisticated a word – doesn’t at all indicate he has an ethical compass.

			The engrossing former CEO of Winchel’s Donuts was ear cocaine on the Documentaroo Channel, more interesting than words can describe when, describing, his career in the California donut industry, but he drove the chain six feet under faster than you can say “You’re so vain, you probably think this song is about you.” Listen to him for the oral overview of a corporate tragedy, but don’t entrust him with the responsibility of shaking off the competition or committing to memory that splatter guards are required attire during backstage tours of donut kitchens.
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YOU’RE RISING FROM YOUR SLEEP

			The eminent urban scientist and community activist Jane Jacobs was otherwise known as the woman who saved Greenwich Village from the wrecking ball cranes in the 1960s. When granting an interview with a journalist in her early 80s, she speculated that if she leafed through a single edition of his periodical, there would be at least five examples to illustrate the theories she brought to the world in her landmark Death and Life of Great American Cities.

			This is ironic and telling because the interview took place in the 1990s, which unknown to us would become the decade in which everything came together to form the Golden Age of Creativity, when cities sprung back to life and suburbs developed initiatives of their own beyond strip malls and industrial parks, and I fathomed the premise of the Great American Short Story, Columbus Day. If not for Jane Jacobs, West 4th Street would not exist as we know it today, and Bagels on the Square would be someplace else, Astoria perhaps. The comedy clubs would have decamped elsewhere, Midtown for example.
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GET YER YUK YUKS OUT

			The impresario was sitting in his office with the young comic he was guiding, and asked him to try out a few lines based on empirics or observations: “But if you call this show ‘All New Jokes, Same Great Taste,’ I’m booting you off the stage before you get on it!”

			Grant had a fistful for openers, including the FBI, fabric softener and college basketball. In the first, Grant will observe that wherever you travel in the world, strike up a conversation with a local or tourist in a public market, when this person recognizes your accent they will comment on something quintessentially American, such as the sitting president in the White House, Independence Day fireworks or the FBI. Ironically, whichever country you travel to, everyone with a television set has heard of the FBI, but chances are no one will be familiar with their equivalent, so they will label it “our FBI.” One distinction is Grant’s native South Africa, because their FBI calls themselves The Hawks. This in itself is bittersweet, because they should self-identify as The Vultures.

			The second will pertain to equal rights by gender and he will list several unintended implications of full equality, including the obligation for fathers to go on fabric softener commercials and act brain damaged. This being Manhattan, in the third gag he will lambaste a former basketball coach named Fran, by coincidence a coach at Manhattan College at the start of his career, and ironic because Manhattan College is situated in the Bronx. After some beginner’s luck, his career went downhill for oh about 12 years until Fran gave up and became a color commentator. Despite rarely surpassing 500, he kept being able to secure new gigs at ambitious schools with deeper pockets, ostensibly because of his first three years of beginner’s luck. During a break in the action, you could set your watch by an experiential anecdote from Fran along the lines of “when I was coaching.”

			“And how did that go?” the comic Grant would pose, “The year you went 10-15 or the year you went 12-18?”

			This statistical quip was the product of historical numerical analysis, for Grant was only 12 or 13 when the beginner’s luck transpired. Thus, he proceeded:

			“This was the year my classmate Thaddeus shouted at me from a few rows away to ask whether I was playing with myself when I was rubbing my hands for warmth during an early morning school assembly when the central heating was slow to engage, and I replied, ‘No, are you?’”

			If these riddles went flat, Grant would ask for volunteers to vouch for his good character and bail him out of jail the subsequent week when he was caught red handed on security cameras firebombing the studio where Peloton commercials are filmed, because he’s only saying what’s on everyone’s mind, and he’d be doing a public service. Everyone’s a winner. OK, alright. If that went flat too, he’d close with “Gimme a break, Jake, would you? Just trying ‘a make a living here.”

			And if they still won’t laugh, he’ll threaten to invite out onto the stage the horribly bad lounge singer. And he will. And he did.

			Don’t feel sorry for him. He closed by saying “don’t laugh,” but this threat “came to me in a dream about anchovy pizza,” which naturally elicited the first audience laugh of the evening, and thank goodness he misplaced his notes about personal research into why common grass is inedible by humans in any form, whereas alfalfa is not, and the critical tipping point at which the counterpart of a “serial monogamist” became a “life partner.”
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HAVE YOU NOTICED YOU’RE ALIVE?

			A fucking foreigner with grey hair gave me the evil eye when I banged my forehead on a low hanging piece of metal street furniture because I wasn’t paying attention, or was I the fucking foreigner? Man walks into a bar, and an ill-advised bar to walk into. Well, it was the mid-day heat, and it wasn’t me suffering from the third of the five phases of denial, teasing a future chapter as we speak. Straight away it was apparent that one moment of absent mindedness would produce a soreness that would last for days, and a bruise above my eye that might last for weeks. For all I’m aware, the modest-mouse pensioner does try to pretend he’s something he is not. As does the woman separated at birth a continent away from him, who scolded me when I attempted to throw out a paper-plastic blend coffee cup in a Walmart parking lot trash can. I acquiesced, leaving me no choice but to dispose of it via the rental car trunk when I handed back the keys, thus consigning it to a less environmentally friendly land fill into perpetuity.

			What could I have done differently? Lisa left town without saying goodbye, to Texas to chase another accountant in training, and who moved back home to become a bookkeeper and functioning alcoholic for real, but he remained the exquisitely personable former high school jock, and for whom our senior year announcer loved it when he nailed a jump shot so that he could bellow: “Randy the Razor scores again!” I didn’t know Randy and Lisa even knew each other and there was nothing I could have done about that, meaning it’s not my fault Lisa and I lost touch, or it’s nobody’s fault. Larry was in the starting five that year, but he hardly moved at light speed and he preferred the calling card Fitz even so, being of the opinion that Larry the Laser would be more suitable a nickname for a pet clam. Therein the announcer’s dramatic late-season pronouncement in a game we nearly pulled off: “I can’t believe it! Fitzie stole the ball!!

			However, I was pleased with myself to have scored a job a few blocks south of Scotty’s place of work, in the law office skyscraper – meaning 12 storeys at most – and we foreswore to fix up after work drinks, real cocktails at a Wall Street watering hole such as Harry’s at Hanover, or a dark Irish-American standard such as McSorley’s, but it didn’t happen. He didn’t contact me afterward, but I didn’t contact him either. When we ran into him and his new crew in the Village that time, and I felt chagrined that our chat was fleeting, the other three members of my longstanding friend-cast shook it off and explained to me that he had changed, don’t worry about it. What must Scotty have been thinking when as 20 and 21 year olds, we grieved in the Common Room that “you know you’re gettin’ old when the Playboy models are younger than you are.”

			But he hadn’t changed, he was always like that. I could have done something. I could have called the week after our coincidental meeting on Waverly Place, I could have called and said goodbye to the friendship we had before. He was only 30. Never trust anyone over the age of 30, as the saying went, and I believed it.

			He was a motherfuckin’ lawyer. Were he still alive today, he could have bailed me out of jail when I had singlehandedly engineered the second firebombing of the recording studio in which the Peloton commercials are filmed, after-produced and over-produced. What was the insurance company which granted the rebuilding cash thinking? Even if his valiant self-defence strategy failed, it would still be worthwhile from my perspective, eliminating these monstrous commercials from society for at least a temporary period, until the owners were able to crowd fund a third rebuilding trust.
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WHAT SEEMS TO BE THE PROBLEM?

			‘I need your advice,’ I explained, ‘as you’re the psychologist.’

			‘I thought you were going to let it roll off your back?’ she asked.

			‘Were you listening to that?’ I asked. ‘Did I mention that to you? How did you know what I was going to say …?’

			‘I thought you were going to let it roll off your back?’ she repeated. ‘What is it then?’ she asked.

			‘I want him to suffer sleepless nights the way I do, every night,’ I explained.

			‘How do you intend to do that?’ she posed.

			‘Easy,’ I began. ‘I’ll have untraceable computers call him at 11 PM and 3 AM every night, playing random excerpts from The Killing Fields soundtrack, and every three months for a year I’ll have a warning sent to him with the letters cut out of individual newspaper headlines reading “you’d better look over your shoulder,” equally from random cities in the middle of nowhere, with the return address logo reading Electricity Supply Company at Greens Hill Row, and the presupposed sender something clairvoyantly fabricated, like Micheal Bill or Jordan Striglow.’

			She laughed. ‘You won’t.’

			‘Why are you laughing?’ I asked.

			‘Because you won’t,’ she explained. ‘This is just a fantasy of yours.’

			‘What’s wrong with fantasy adventures?’ I asked.

			‘Nothing,’ she reasoned, ‘but if you take the first step, they win, you’ll have stooped to their level.’

			‘Who is they?’ I asked.

			‘They,’ she repeated.

			‘Then what should I do?’ I asked. ‘Git ‘im on tax evasion?’ There would be a certain poetry in that, just as there is depth in his nothingness. The title of his autobiography will be The Art of the Dull. Thud.

			‘I told you,’ she said.

			‘You did,’ I admitted, no better off, but she was right. We can convince ourselves of anything, if we try hard enough. I did my best, but it was pointless, not even sucking up got me anywhere. ‘They don’t exist to me any longer,’ I said. ‘Thanks for the lesson and speak to you soon.’

			My mind flashed backed to the beginning, to the Sunday afternoon drive from Boston when we arrived home just before twilight. We finished unpacking and I walked out back to examine the grass. When will it be time to mow again, to justify collecting an allowance as a logical extension? The grass was singing, it was singing to me, and if I turned to the right and bent down and over, I could witness the early blossoms of our tiny wild strawberries beginning to sprout, self-seeding. I smiled, this made me content, an unexpected gift to us from nature, until the next year, when these natural world visitors were deemed to be intruders and we attacked them with herbicide. Were it the 22nd century, we’d give the strawberries (fragaria vesca) free rein for the sake of the attendant carbon credits. Three months and seven hours earlier, it just stopped pouring and the robins were out in force, digging for worms rising to the surface in search of dry land, but cursing if their slippery meal tasted of acid rain that had blown in from points west.

			The object in my hand, the Vonnegut novel I finished on the ride home. I looked inside one final time before walking into the Guest House and placing it on one of the shelves for recently completed books. These were primitive drawings on the pages my eyes were drawn to, by the author manually, and the primitive style was intentional.

			However, I was barely into my Batman Phase 2 years. Every teen desires to appear older than his years, and reading material intended for adults is one easy route. From the age of seven or eight I wanted to be a writer; from my first Vonnegut novel I was going to live in a metropolis, frequent diners with retro water jugs and rectangular napkin holders synonymous with Americana and be a writer. I have only succeeded at the water jug part, and this item I purchased from a flea market in Paris.

			[image: Jug.jpg]

			The Vonnegut catalogue, though, was it aimed at teens or adults? The famous meeting between the two revenant characters, the contrived but benign religion Bokononism, banned despite the municipality’s scion being an avid though secret follower, but not revealing this factoid until his deathbed. Who were these aimed at?

			The world according to Vonnegut. Bokononism: good; the unstable radioactive hyper-element ice-nine: bad. Ice-nine, with a melting point of 130 degrees, was invented so that the Marines would not have to rumble in the mud. Was I cultural beyond my years or was I simply age appropriate, without me understanding this reality at the time? I grasped every word, every phrase, every nuance. And of the rest, of the other cultural benchmarks of my middle teen years, Day of the Jackal and Ball Four? Were they any different?

			I closed my eyes and shut those memories and images out of my mind, to let others enter.

			And we were laughing, laughing, riding at top speed in the open topped cherry apple until the Sunrise Highway comes into view. It was 8:30 in the morning, on the path followed by countless others in days and years past. The sun was shining on us that morning as well. Don’t blow it.

			Barely three years later, close to midnight on one of the longest days of the year, driving back to a city with the windows open, the scent from the ancient forest seeping through. A different crowd, a different feeling, magical just the same but I had blown it. Was it only three years?
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AN ARTIFICIAL CONSTRUCT

			One of our high school activities was a Sunday afternoon at the ocean, preferably in a hand me down car, given that parents recognized the potential for scratches and bumps from the poorly maintained roads, as well as spadefuls of sand throughout the back seats and in the trunk. We’d sit on blankets in groups of four or five, throw frisbees, body surf and tease each other to death. The beach attracted families with young children, because they could run for miles and tire themselves out, along with bearded grown-ups by themselves, painting, fishing or daydreaming, where they won’t be bothered, judged or second guessed. Who is to say whether the ocean is a more suitable backdrop for hermits or hermit crabs?

			The beach can do magical things to people’s minds, but also mystical things, and this combination tends to work out better for the kids without a leash and the artists with an eye for watercolors, along with benefactors and agents with ears to the grindstone and cribstone. The ideas and young love relationships that are the product of the fine sea air and too much sunshine, not so much. It can be the scene of someone’s greatest triumph or it can be the scene of someone’s greatest folly, and to have had the wisdom to know when to quit while ahead or to cut losses. Only in ancient times were philosophers blessed with that steady hand and presence of mind.
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			Thus, Confucius is rumored to have said that he who goes to bed with itchy bottom wakes up with stinky finger. I have little grasp of the wisdom of said Confucius, other than his commendations about how to do and not do unto others, co-invention of the phrase “How’s it going, man?” and his assessment that “learning without thought is labor lost,” but in the passing parade of time it is not for me to adjudicate that which he scribed with quill and ink, and that which was attributed to him because he was a paragon of the sages, for the ages. It is not merely a 20th and 21st century phenomenon of superstars getting all the calls in their favor. For all intents and purposes, though, there were no stains on his reputation, in contrast with the Greek philosophers, Heraclitus among them, many of whom were heretical or work shy, or controversial by design.

			SSS passed away in response to numerous bouts of poor health more than a decade before I’d heard of his existence and therefore it goes without saying I didn’t have the fortune or destiny to meet him, although his equally eccentric Rip Van Winklesque heirs and quotes are everywhere – “he understands the sacred relationship between a gong and its keeper” - spread far and wide, and I have been introduced to many of these. Those in denial about his malfeasance propagate his wisdoms repeatedly: as SSS said, love the sinner, hate the sin, especially when it’s me. In the words of a third Mike, too-oo-oo-oo-oo.

			The science behind his teachings is powerful and who can quibble with commands to practice healthy lifestyles and be happy, but if he merely brought to the West ancient religious and metaphysical training in new arrangements and combinations, and his believers became responsible for keeping the faith going, does he merit the credit, would the discipline have found its way into the West without him?

			‘You owe it to yourself to be yourself’ and ‘when you don’t go within, you go without.’ Did SSS sit in his study with two carafes of green chai tea in front of him and mysterious chants and silent mantras from Amarbose speakers behind him, did these modern urban quotes miraculously pop into his head, and he scrawled them on gentrified parchment before they escaped into the ether, never to be disseminated to his loyal to a fault devotees? Or, did he discreetly send his secretary to suburban shopping malls and Galerias, with dim black lighting so as not to be over-observed, and copy the folky and cheesy phrases on posters targeted at moody and faux rebellious 15 to 19 year olds? From the innocent “Sometimes it takes a wrong turn to get you to the right place” to “If you are a busy person you should find time for at least 20 minutes of meditation per day and if you are a very busy person you should find time for at least 60 minutes of meditation per day” to the straight to the point “‘Take me to your dealer,” “A friend with weed is a friend indeed” and “Stoned is the way of the world,” or is it “walk of the world?” and as it was buy nine, get one free, “The beatings will continue until morale improves” for herself.

			SSS couldn’t repeat copyrighted phrases word for word, and the committee couldn’t be perceived to be promoting illegal substances to enlistees, but with a little inspiration, the soft cheese could easily be transformed into profundities that can be envisaged one carousing and enlightened cat to another, in cat-speak naturally, but what about humans? The ancient Greeks discovered and named the four elements that comprised the earth, but if Heraclitus were alive today he’d raise his hand with humility and acknowledge that they missed a few. Teacher-trained man and woman, though, protest with vigor when a novice suggests that things might have moved on a tad from the knowledge base established by the Upanishads.

			I’ve spent the better part of a decade trying to separate fact from fiction and fantasy, but in the year 2021 am less than none the wiser. It took somewhere between 2700-2900 years for certain yogic precepts to travel from India to California, so I can wait a few more years for answers to the questions above.

			Still, how do these rogues and their apostles, missionaries and messengers keep finding me? Love the sinner, hate the sin? Come back ice-nine, all is forgiven.
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COME BACK PONTIUS PILATE 
ALL IS FORGIVEN

			The next time we spoke I was frazzled because I’d completed two thirds of the vacuuming but couldn’t finish because the hose that connects the nozzle to the mainland kept falling off and I eventually got fed up and capitulated, with plans to consign this machine to the Goodwill pile and buy a new one the next weekend. I was fed up with this three year old gadget. You wouldn’t expect to have to rebuild your wheels every time you drive, and there’s a reason cars are sold fully assembled. And what would it cost to add a sensor to tell the user when the bag needs to be replaced?

			Maybe the vacuum cleaner had a psychotic break and couldn’t function like normal, or maybe it got the yips. In any event, the carpet would remain conspicuously two thirds cleaned for six more days, but I could start my conversation 10 minutes ahead of schedule. I was so stressed about the bogus contraption that I forgot I had already identified this design fault months earlier.

			‘What’s that in the background?’ I asked. I could hear music, but it was barely perceptible.

			‘Sting,’ she replied, with a concise and terse reply.

			‘Sting,’ I repeated. ‘Very tasteful.’ But then it stopped. ‘What happened?’ I asked. ‘Too distracting to you?’

			‘No,’ she replied. ‘It was automatic background to the story I was reading, but I clicked on a link which looked intriguing, and got this message: “You’ve reached your limit of free articles this month.” The music then stopped.’

			‘I hate it when that happens,’ I said, ‘but if it was about psych, I’m sure you wrote the book, or read it.’

			‘Not this time,’ she admitted. ‘It was about spring gardening.’

			‘I should have known,’ I admitted, and maybe she does own a net-zero FlyMow. ‘But I have a riddle for you. What do you call Mexican fast food which is entirely plant based?’

			‘I give up,’ she said, ‘tell me,’ being more interested in the ending than in guessing.

			‘Taco Hell,’ I explained dryly. ‘And what do you call Mexican fast food which isn’t plant based?’

			‘Also Taco Hell?’ she did guess.

			‘Very good. A quick thinker. How about Mexican fast food that talks back?’ I asked, meaning that repeats on you, like broccoli or aubergine.

			‘You got me on that one,’ she accepted.

			‘That would be Taco Hello,’ I explained, though I stretched out the “Hello” to imitate a spicy food-repeating feeling. ‘And if it sang rather than talked it could be Taco Adele.’

			‘You called just to tell bad jokes about Mexican food?’ she asked, ‘or bad jokes about indigestion, or bad jokes in general?’

			‘Take your pick,’ I said, ‘though no, not really. I had a bad day at the office and I sort of needed to vent.’

			‘Why, what happened?’ she wondered.

			‘Good and bad things come in threes,’ I began. ‘We have two printers in the office. The main printer ran out of toner and Ned said I was the fourth person to point it out to him. He said it’s been ordered but all their customers have been ordering all of a sudden and it will take a few days to arrive …’

			‘They don’t have a closet for things like this, for spares?’ she interrogated.

			‘No,’ I explained. ‘The cabinet is full of boxes of self sealing window envelopes from Viking Direct, you know, the envelopes with the matte plastic windows in them, for the return address to show through, that won’t ever be used. And someone jammed the backup printer, without telling anyone, and the paper that is stuck can’t be removed without taking apart that machine. And Ned is too busy. And Harris is boss, his boss Harris is too busy gloating in the coincidence of his last name to … it wouldn’t matter, I wouldn’t care, except that before the first machine broke I printed something and someone stole it, someone took their batch which included my two pages and won’t return it to the tray, or for all I know they recycled it, because we have certificates and accolades each month for the employee who recycles the most. And then this happened with the vacuum cleaner. What’s the matter with people? What’s the matter with humanity? Why are people such assholes?’

			‘Phew, are you done?’ she asked.

			‘Yeah, I am,’ I stated. ‘Needed to offload, on someone who wouldn’t say “why are you telling me this?” or “why are you taking this out on me?” cuz that’s your job, that’s your day job.’

			‘Yeah, I suppose,’ she tentatively agreed.

			‘Wait,’ I said, ‘I thought of something,’ and moved closer to the computer. A few clicks and U Can’ Touch This was playing, was playing loudly.

			‘What the …?’ she asked.

			‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘“What the” indeed. Did you ever watch The Line?’

			‘The Line?’ she questioned.

			‘The Line? Did I say The Line?’ I asked. ‘I meant The Wire. Did you ever watch The Wire?’

			‘Yeah, yup, religiously,’ she replied. ‘Why?’

			‘Because it was a game changer,’ I explained. ‘It was game changing TV, and it reminded me of a snippet of TV I caught this morning when I was channel surfing, when I had a few minutes. I wasn’t sure, I’m still not sure whether it was serious, or a spoof, or if it was supposed to be serious but the guest treated his interview spot like a spoof.’

			‘Why?’ she asked. ‘What happened?’

			‘The guest was discussing someone in the news, either a sports celebrity or an acting celebrity and the comment was: “All he needs is a desert island, a mirror and the book on mental masturbation – which he wrote.” Not sure whether the studio visitor was hoping to come off as brutally honest, humorous or lacking in sensitivity, though I liked the comment, I appreciated it.’

			‘Who was the celebrity?’ she asked.

			‘That’s the thing,’ I admitted, ‘I can’t remember. But I can remember who the host was, someone pretentious, who had no idea that his repartee-maker was going to make a spectacle of himself, make himself the story, for when the, it’s the other way around. The questioner merely went poh-poh-poh-poh-poh …’

			‘Oh, I see,’ she said, as one does. ‘Wait, no,’ she continued, ‘you made that up.’

			‘Yeah, I did,’ I disclosed. ‘I do that sometimes, create dialogue as a trial balloon, as trial balloons, trial and error, to see how it goes over, to gauge whether it will work on a larger audience. And?’ I asked.

			‘I’ll give it a six,’ she ruled. ‘OK, seven,’ she relented. ‘It wasn’t bad.’

			In candor, it wasn’t that good either, but the quality of the source material has decayed. For example, when taking a bold decision, the country’s first female prime minister proclaimed: “You can’t buck the markets.” A few years later, when she was bluntly informed that it was time for her to give way to the new generation, she sighed and conceded that “It’s a silly old world,” which prompted at least one commentator to remark that “You can’t buck silly old worlds.”

			The studio invitee proceeded to decry his critics with a “No more poo-pooing of pessimism” and an “It’s empowering being stupid and he should know,” with three guesses about who the intended barbs were directed at, and the first two not counting.

			The character was not the spitting image, but was of the breed of actor who played Mr Bean, a super-pundit, a luvvie. Moreover, the radio guest unable to interpret body language is a proponent of free speech, as is Mr Bean. This is ironic because Bean’s unique performance offering is an ability to contort his face in unusually comedic combinations without giving rein to his vocal cords. Why have an opinion about free speech when you don’t yourself speak, when you should be more concerned with the power of speech? Maybe if instead of radio this was a five minute short before the evening news, broadcast in Squiggle Vision.

			‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘This one is real, though. At our last reunion, Spider, remember him?’ I’d forgotten I discussed this previously too, though she hadn’t, and she could tell I was stressed. Maybe it was the cadmium poisoning I caught from him that night. ‘‘He walked up to me and called me a Bloody Wanker. I asked how he knew of this expression and he said it was because he was posted over here in the military for a while. I’d have guessed it was from a program on BBC America, or Codfather & Son.’

			‘Spider, yeah, of course,’ she said. ‘What’s his color?’

			I had that link open on my computer, and clicked and clicked ‘til I found his page. ‘Blue,’ I said, and went quiet.

			‘Blue,’ she repeated.

			It was not merely the online version of the yearbook that was visible on this window, because the vendor has to make money somehow, and it lost its early march to other social media ventures. Thus, it sells open system advertising, meaning that a promoter buys space on this platform day by day, the yearbook reproducer being confident about return and often refreshed page views. To judge by my habits, his preconceived notions are on the mark.

			In the top right was a promo for a beauty product which would regenerate and endow a silky, smooth skin and in the bottom right, an advanced warning for a lifestyle magazine in which the secrets of the cover celeb’s knockout body will be revealed. Her features are “unreal,” this campaign assures us. I could not agree more. Her body parts are not real, and this m-adman has been driving his Volvo to the wrong data farm.

			When I flicked the down arrow to avoid being tempted by this honey’s unreal features, an ad for Exercize Method appeared, causing me to chuckle nervously. Its context and copy prompted for my memory bank a gym I habituated on a pay as you go basis, because I didn’t habituate it frequently enough for a monthly or annual plan to be worthwhile. I was on the stressful job weight loss plan that year, which meant the extra fitness days weren’t strictly necessary. However, the personal trainer Candie was persistent and one of her pitch lines was “It’s only $32 per month, and if you think about it, that’s less than $1 per day.” $32 per month? It was a long time ago.

			‘This has been real,’ she indicated after a pregnant pause, not sure if it was pun intended.

			‘And it’s been fun,’ I continued.

			‘But it hasn’t been real fun,’ we closed in unison.

			‘Time for me to go back to herding cats,’ she confessed. ‘Talk to you soon.’

			‘It’s the law firm’s turn for your time today?’ I conjectured. I’d have recognized that she was consulting at home, rather than subbing at the law office, had, instead of herding cats she indicated she had to be “putting up the wallpaper” – and imagine me being behind the curve on an irony. I was relieved she had to run, before I took a turn, which transpired not much later.

			Our final sign offs were in the end subdued.
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THE FOLLOWING DOES NOT CONTAIN 
SCENES OF GRAPHIC IMAGES

			I used to like Mad TV when it was new, time limited as it was destined to be. Up and coming potential cast members would prefer its older cousin SNL, though it managed to survive a lot longer than expected. It was a natural spinoff of Mad Magazine, which was conceived as a humor magazine for kids before they were old enough to know what the phrase “barely legal” meant, whereas the competition had already dipped its toes into different tubs. In other words, a 13-year old might say to an 18-year old brother, “I don’t know what you did last summer.” I was 11, I think, when a camp bunkmate Adler discussing his 18 year old brother remarked that this was probably the largest practical age difference which could exist, in terms of developmental differences and human freedoms.

			At 11, we were barely old enough to do anything by ourselves, and being 6th graders, were likely to get beat up by the 7th and 8th graders before they in turn would get beat up by all upperclassmen when they were freshmen. Meanwhile, puberty and the elongation of the Adam’s Apple were not even future pipe dreams. At 18, one can attend college and live in a dorm unsupervised, vote, enter a package store without a parent or guardian in some countries, and go off to war. An 18 year old has most likely attained his or her terminal height.

			However, at no age will a person be fully mature and able to process tragedy, without learning to go cold at the prospect of another, no less if they are chained. I overheard on public transportation a short while ago the message that a commuter inadvertently read out loud, and it went like this. “Please forgive me. Today, the disease won.” I can only imagine that it cost the afflicted friend or relative a great amount of bravery and time to write this and it was with great courage that the battle against the disease was fought. It may have appeared several times that victory was at hand and remission could be declared, only for unsighted blighted cells to reappear and spread.

			Imagine being the person reading that note on public transportation and turning emotional, because the remission scenario did after all seem likely for a while, but being jammed inside a train carriage like so many sardines, and having nowhere to turn. At the slightest sign of being jostled, the friend or relative would strike back, with an elbow into the face of a fellow pilchard as fair and equal reprisal, along with a tense and cutting “Back off!” You’re stuck in a tunnel and don’t have the signal to email the doctor, hospital or other next of kin to ask what went wrong.
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WE’RE NOT DOING IT BECAUSE IT’S EASY

			When we next spoke, she asked what keeps me up at night, but this became the mother of all Pandora’s Boxes that could not be closed, once opened. I’m not the only person to have become a professional insomniac lately. I regularly hear stories about the legions who rise in the middle of the night feeling wired and it takes them an hour or two to fall asleep again. For me, it is one of regret, in that I let things get to me one Thursday afternoon, a cold and snowy Thursday afternoon, when I didn’t choose to talk on the phone and I told him that, that it was noisy and I wouldn’t be able to hear, but he insisted. He insisted on explaining the incongruous, he would not stop, alternating between the manic and depressive. Yeah, that’s it. He wasn’t merely an oddball, but a manic depressive oddball, and I let him get to me.

			I completely ignored one of his hare-brained schemes because it was totally off the charts hare brained, whereas I persisted with a second and I put his associate in front of the best person in the world for his purpose, but he royally fucked up. He spent 20% of his allotted time referring to the periodic table of elements! Does little Thumbelina get off on failing? So many sleepless nights because of a few hours of torment, anguish and anger. Had I managed to survive this stressful agony through the next 24 hours, everything would have been OK. I can not forgive myself.

			He liked to boast about his academic and philosophical prowess, that when taking on a business task, he rarely chooses the straightforward or low margin but high volume route. “We’re not doing it because it’s easy,” he’d say, citing pompous JFK’s fly me to the moon speech, unless it was Judith Campbell Exner’s profound autobiography. Moreover, JFK also said, “I shall be in Sweden on the 12th. Where do I go.” And as Attorney General, RFK said, “Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.”6

			Not, you’re doing it because it’s impossible, and not in a figurative sense. How about let’s do something because it’s easy, I’d like to for a change count my chickens after they’ve hatched, because something is better than nothing. He wheeled out the lazy adage that a small job will require as much work as a large job, without realizing how absurd this statement was, particularly as it wouldn’t be him doing the work. Half the staff has just died of the plague and he was hassling the other half for a meeting. The moral of this story: he wished to test his theory that he was immune to the plague because of his philosophical prowess. When caught en flagrante having a tantrum with himself, he retrofit retorted that he was intentionally coming down hard on someone … to help them visualize the crux of the matter or to become instantaneously more productive? No, to be odd. Think, think, how would MB react in a situation like this one? How would he keep his sanity? He’d flick his hand in the air and explain to a colleague that “he’s made of different stuffing to the rest of us.” However, I don’t possess the necessary mental energy at this point in time.

			And then I cracked it, it took me too long but I cracked it. People who are manic depressive are not much fun to be around. Should I apologize for being short tempered and criticizing his hare brained schemes? I don’t need to manufacture any reasons to be at my wit’s end. Never go along with someone who says, we’re optimistic, we have to be, and why would I do something that doesn’t interest me in the least?

			“If we start behaving like the other side, then we become the other side!” He said it, he said the phrase (though he also said “I only want to work with real clients who will pay us real money” when there were none of either, and the color of money is not brown). Correct, if you’re talking the butt ends of the Horseshoe Theory, and the horseshoers are more contradictory than a bear who’s afraid to hug where have I read that before. It was good and original, but what was good wasn’t original and what was original wasn’t good. He claimed to be a sexual intellectual but in reality he was a fucking idiot. Close only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades speaking of which and there are no honorifics for splitting that difference.

			I freely admit that if it wasn’t one thing, it would be another, something else keeping me awake at night. However, in the past it was my ambition, options for the future that I could contemplate for hours, what had to fall into place, and how I could achieve my ambitions. I was roused because of what I had to look forward to, things I would enjoy so much I could taste it, and it was not relevant that as a matter of course I would have four or five hours of shuteye rather than six and a half or seven. Or, I was reliving incidents I had approved of, recreating them in my head again and again.

			I was living in the moment, the past and the future, all at once. It is so much better to relive the enjoyable during the quiet still of the night when there are no distractions, than during the clatter of the workday, when there is only distraction. Therein lies the difference, so much anger and regret over a few hours of angst. Once again, I do not feel sorry for myself over this regret, but rather I’m angry with myself for letting him get to me, for trusting him in the first place. This is not righteous anger, it is true anger, it is power to truth. Is it legit to tell someone he needs to have his head examined? Only this time it won’t be personal. Ha!
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GOT ANY GOOD JARED PORTER JOKES?

			Some day things will be normal again, yes, some day things will be normal and I won’t suffer from constant regret over the road that was taken. I long to stretch back to days and evenings in the past, without clenched shoulders, to be able to recall and remember the, remember the good times without regret, without those weights on my shoulders.

			I long to hark back to the golden age of FM, when WKME was the rebellious hidden gem radio station,7 before its offices burned down and the bossmen’s solution was to recreate it in the image of its bland top-40 father figure, simulcast with its top-40 AM-FM parent. I long to pick a band or festival at random, reserve tickets with reckless abandon, whether it be the countryside of the so-called DACH nations, the blue sky country, southern New England or even Southern Brazil. Fuck it, the Pacific Northwest come what may! We’ll participate in the Battle for Seattle! Time will not matter, price will not matter. But until then, until then.

			I longed to demonstrate my accurate emotions through violent public outburst, but instead I decided, I just decided, that I would experience my therapy separately, by getting it out on the page, these pages. For one, stop being bizarre people, stop being surreal, I will not take it anymore, I will not stand for it anymore. However, I promise not to contact her until I have sorted some things out for myself, until I have resolutions, it is only fair, it will provide me with incentive, it will provide me with incentives. I will be free and relaxed of spirit when I next call on her.

			What if she calls first? That’s different, and naturally I will pick up. If she wonders why some time has passed and I have not called, meaning she must call or write first, what then? Lo, it was many years before I emailed her after so many years without contact, and this she will understand, she will understand that I must do this first, I must do this for myself, I who am a citizen of the world must do this for us, for all of us. Moreover, Lisa may be familiar with the term “your ears must have been burning.”

			In addition to extracting more information about her professional life, it has been on my list to inquire about her icons of the post-high school decades. This will have to wait for the next instalment, when I’ll have the opportunity to ask for real. In the meantime, I’m going to pencil in Glenn Close and Annie Proulx.

			The odd one out claimed that a confidant of mine was not a genuine Italian because he hailed from Northern Italy. As if. He who had double crossed me, he who strung me along for weeks and months, despite insisting time and again that the situation was proceeding in step by step fashion, all was going according to plan, until he declined to take my call or return my call. But during a group meeting, he disclosed that he recently had an occasion to meet my confidant socially, and in his considered opinion my friend is “peculiar.” This is how to make friends and influence people (while moving down the learning curve), if I say so myself.

			Superhost, I forgot what those were. He, Nat, fashioned 861 words decrying my superhost status when I did … not … ask … to be a superhost. 861 words! It had to have taken him four hours to invectivize these 861 words, to both criticize my property and praise me as a person. He is the 21st Century Schizoid Nat, bouncing back and forth between hating, loving me and hating me from one sentence to another. I copy and paste half of it, and only in part because it is not eminently readable, and second, it is 861 words! However, in copying from email to Word, the background becomes a shade of dark grey and there is no option in Layout to remove it, despite spending 25 minutes of Help, Search and struggle.

			Because of the weather nothing else was open for more than a brief visit. We had to keep fans running on high all day while we were out and not to return until after 6 PM, all so we could use the kitchen. The couch (not the futon couch) is completely shot, the springs and support and upholstery wore out years ago. This is cosmetically hidden by the lovely, old, apparently hand sewn quilt thrown over the couch but as soon as you sit down the true condition is apparent. Really good wifi, though. Kind of perfect for a house in the woods: a hodgepodge of tables and chairs and lamps, illuminated by an equally hodgepodge assortment of bulbs. Inexpensive and eclectic, but fairly complete collection of pots and pans. There’s even a rolling pin. But no proper pie plate. As a New Englander (who has vacationed in New England many times) I affectionately describe the decor as “yankee wagon train,” as in cobbled together. We save that piece that piece of during that, really, is to short to be saved; might need it later … to tie it that other too short piece to make a usable piece. It’s encased in foam insulation, not baseboard heating housing, so it appears to be the hot water pipe for the tub/shower just saying “Hello, I’d rather not be under the floor like a normal hot water pipe, I’d rather be right out where you can see me. Watch out, I’m hot, hence the foam insulation. Again, hello, I’m the plumbing.” Like I said, some of the choices made with the house are “wagon train”, But we’re not crossing the plains in 1820, so while the old dry sink as the dining room sideboard and an old sewing table as a side table are charming choices, other choices stick out as wagon train. Half of me is, “I’m a yankee, descended from yankee farmers and potters. I get wagon train, I’ve *done* wagon train.” But the other half of me is, Really?” A host nevermind a superhost, does not offer guests a broken down couch to sit on to watch a streamed movie, no matter how good the wifi. However, he always responded promptly to messages and was as accommodating as one can be from the other side of an ocean. He arranged for the delivery of a beach umbrella to the house before we arrived (very handy) and rebated us some money to compensate us.

			I don’t have to worry about individuals such as him anymore, angels on the left side, nitprickers on the right. I am not responsible for the views of others, I didn’t suggest to him the house was anything it was not, and the sofas were old, I agree, but they were comfortable, I’ve slept on them many times, they were in one piece, they were not shot, he was not there two years ago when the couch was also not shot. However, the quilt was not hand sewn. I bought it off the rack at Mexicali Blues in the Old Port.

			And it should be really good WiFi, considering that Comcast shut me off when the new neighbors who bought Jean’s house moved in and received my signal at my expense, thus shutting me down, with someone staying in the house at the time, with children trying to do homework and take exams online. Try spending 36 hours in non-stop contract renewal renegotiation with Comcast while a family of four is waiting for its WiFi to go back up and buckle up for safety, leaving the 12-year old unable to play Pup Tent before his afternoon nap. The signal should be really good.

			It’s over.

			Keep it coming. Writing this is therapeutic and retributive, even if I can’t get the grey to go away. Wait, it’s gone, the grey background is gone. Win win.
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VIDEO MAY OR MAY NOT PLAY AFTER AD

			With apologies to the classy Swiss-American woman who devised the Five Stages of Grief and a draft pick to be named later, I had passed through the five phases of denial. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross identified her stages as denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance, and although her theory is a shade more than 50 years old by the clock, it was prominently revived about ten years ago to aptly describe Mutti’s Big Fat Greek Crisis. But someone neglected to modernize her theory for the 21st century by appending a sixth stage of “kicking the can down the road.”

			Never mind, in Kübler-Ross’s later years, her one regret was that she didn’t spend enough time dancing, but wherever her soul is now, it’s bopping and high stepping up a storm, because denial is making a world class comeback and “bargaining” is coining it, according to grief.com – when the sixth stage is confirmed she’ll breathe a sigh of relief and devote the rest of her life in heaven to her animals. If I have the pleasure of being interviewed in my mid-70s, I’ll regret that I didn’t extend my milk-for-cheese dairy substitution theory onto starch, in which I could have reduced my consumption of bread and pasta, with a corresponding rise in the consumption of ale.

			In my five phases, there is denial and anger, because there is no one to bargain with, and exasperation instead of depression, because as I signposted last time, “it’s not that they think I’m not capable, it’s that they think they are.” Moreover, as I touched upon earlier, there is no formal debate over acceptance as the culmination of a process, because I acknowledged my predicament from the beginning, and I wasn’t sorry for myself, I found fault with myself, for trusting the electric elevator operators.

			In this instance, they are handicapped, and it is necessary for the IT team to turn off the weather, travel and mass transit reports on the LED screens, because the executive elevator operators would get distracted and worker bees would miss their stop. They would have to ride to the top floor and hot foot it to the stairwell, walk down three flights and scamper to their work stations so as to be online at their mild astringent desk policy standing desks by 9 AM.

			However, if and when I can afford to retire, my retirement job will be to compile a compendium of European cultural farces, beginning with the French and Italians, and continuing with the Greeks if I live that long. As a point of clarification, the Swiss-German stage of “bargaining” is replaced in the Franco-Italian adaptation by “bickering.”

			But sorry, Team GB, you can’t compete with the French, the Italians and the Greeks in this super grand slalom, despite Peter Danner’s endemic quote in The Legacy to the effect that his rented accommodation has not been sabotaged, but rather “it’s the goddamned English plumbing!” - and the director of The Legacy was Welsh. Nevertheless, we can apportion some Anglos, Pohms, Limeys and Albioners honorable mentions on a case by case basis if the situation warrants, for example toward the local authority titan who insisted he should not be shut off at the pub because he has a “hollow leg,” and when he is asked by a junior reporter from the provincial weekly if he’d like to retract his pick a number out of a hat insults at various nationalities and ethnicities during his trademarked pub crawl, his reply is that he will “reflect” but probably not enter a sincere apology into the record books, because it wasn’t him talking, it was the medication, and it’s not his fault the prescription prompts him to spout obscenities, nor did he believe it was necessary to consult his doctor or the instruction manual about possible side effects, even if his nose grew but not as fast as Pinocchio’s. As quote unquote leaked by the journalist’s editor, he figured “something was wrong,” the senior civil servant’s press conference held under duress a day and a half later, because “he was sober.”

			Or the unmarried female bureaucrat with a serious pedigree who has reached the top of her profession thanks to the Peter Principle, but rather instead should be incarcerated because she physically has blood on her hands, who not even the LGBT+ committee will defend as one of their own.

			One irony to have taken a long time to land on me is the citation that “he’s from Northern Italy and therefore not a real Italian,” as if someone would hope or choose to be a “real Italian.” He should move to lower Manhattan and retrain to be a “slick-talking sonofabitch,” where he has more chance of making it. This phrase was brandmarked by Ollie Gleichenhaus, a cheeseburger entrepreneur whose East Coast expansion aspirations failed to achieve escape velocity due to poor business plan implementation by his venture capital partner Drake. Ollie would concentrate on the recipes and restaurant design and Drake would concentrate on brand management and promotion. However, when all was said and done, more was said than done.

			Meanwhile, at the forefront of med-tech are the French, and many insist their diagnostic PENS are capable of alerting volunteers (rhymes with “career year,” Rhymezone rating of 95) to afflictions before the first physiological signs become visible, thence directing them to a clinic before the close of business, at no extra cost to patients or the health service, whereas their national pastime is anti-vax protesting. Then again, he alluded in an offhanded remark about someone who got infected in the Underground in Toulouse, “It’s not like it’s tuberculosis or anything. Now that’s a disease with cojones!” What, Toulouse has an underground? I did not know that.

			Or the put upon middle aged Greek woman who stampedes seminars with placards decrying “the Germans” for lending them money at low interest rates so that they can live beyond their means for years, and commence constructions projects and give up due to can’t-be-bothered half way through, and deny the responsibility of repaying these loans, instead turning the tables and demanding WW2 reparations which are double the size of the financial liabilities. Fair enough, but even if the Germans borrowed the money for the sake of making good on the “reparations,” would the Greek woman have any notion of what to do with this windfall, now that Panamanian fin-tech lawyers are on good behavior?

			The queen’s men talked of 1,000-1 gambits which were worth draining the public purse and called them moon shots to justify the expense because after all, man made it to the moon, or if not at least a looky-likey sound stage in New Mexico, and therefore the gambit is not exactly one prospect in a thousand but more likely even odds if not shooting guppies in a barrel percentages. This is not a moon shot but more approximately a Mars shot (and definitely not an earth shot), and my, aren’t Martians getting a lot of airplay this decade.

			When our Midtown office became icy cold during the hot summer months, one of us realized this was because the thermostat was calibrated incorrectly, and the remedy was a replacement gadget from the CVS around the corner which would cost $7.99 plus tax. However, this was a variation of the Catch-22 defence, and for three reasons:

			The first is that it would be necessary to fill in a requisition form for this new thermostat, and by the time this could be processed, summer would be over. Second, even if we had thought ahead and sent the requisition in March, it would be too cold on our floor during mid-July for the unionized heating system engineer to venture onto it. Third, and this is the one I have sympathy with, someone would have to walk over to CVS to make the purchase, and CVS is too depressing a store for any rational person to have to step inside. Accordingly, we rigged a can of ice cold Coke just above the thermostat, through a series of pulleys, to trick this gauge into believing the entire room had declined to a hypothermic 40F degrees.

			Accordingly, not only did the air conditioning disengage, but the heating kicked in and the temperature soon adjusted to a comfortable 72, which is just right if the mercury is 85 outside. Why Coke? If it was Mountain Dew, someone would have been tempted to dislodge the can from its mouse trap setting for the jolt of afternoon caffeine, and had the can been Fresca, the irony would have been too great. When I told this story to an ex-pat in Paris, he went cross-eyed, because to save time and effort, many of their urban buildings are heat-only or AC-only, in which for example only the heating system works from mid-September to mid-April and only the air conditioning the remainder of the year. If it is unseasonably warm during the first week of October, those who work in these buildings are shit out of luck.

			This was the job where I “was somebody,” and where I could have my choice of titles but not two good titles, where I exercised department head’s prerogative and decided to commandeer a bookcase for my office. However, on the requisition form the admin assistant scripted not bookcase but “shelf,” leaving the facilities manager Jose Ramon perplexed, as I discovered when he took the elevator up to our floor and pointed at the word “shelf” on the mimeographed form. Bless her, though not him.

			This was the job where I moved prematurely into the 21st century and experimented with voice to text software, so that I could write speeches more efficiently, and translate talks into conference reports more immediately. We chartered a temp for the latter, one I requested who would be able to touch type from the spoken word by listening through headphones. Rather, she would listen for 30 seconds at a time, write 30 seconds worth of speech down longhand, and keypunch her notes inch by inch from this longhand. This process took an entire week. Bless her. The admin assistant’s mother is probably still paying at Gristede’s by check. After all, she’s still using Webex for her webinars, apparently.

			At summer camp, one of our urban myths, for lack of a better term, was that if you took a picture of a fellow camper in his underwear, Kodak would not print this due to its puritanical ethos, so you better not try because they might punish you by not printing any of the roll, and destroying it instead, but you wouldn’t find out for sure until you got home at the end of August and asked your older sibling or parent to get the film processed for you.

			It was a myth, because among the photos I’ve kept of canoe trips, tetherball matches, Dave Berg style “Mel Brooks was here” and “Todd Sau Slept here” cabin graffiti and Gaverick laughing at Hugh because he’s tripped over a pine tree root are pictures of youngers on the recipient end of wedgies, and a little too awkwardly given today’s sensibilities enjoying it too much. He was underaged, and therefore I won’t speak his name, though as he was 11 years young and the instigators 12 and 13, I daresay criminal offenses did not occur. Hasn’t the world come full circle, because whereas if the roll of film was returned with only the underwear picture undeveloped, this was not due to a Kodak corporate policy, but rather because a dark room employee who doubled as a lay Catholic priest opted to keep it for his own delight.

			[image: Camp.jpg]

			During afternoon free time at summer camp, I walked to the basketball courts to practice my finger rolls and floaters, but my counsellor reprimanded me, justifiably because I should not move down the spectrum to highlight reel shots until I had perfected the routine and run of the mill free throws and jumpers. He should know, because he was a high school star, where his exploits in the New York Catholic High School League continue to run amok on the web.

			Gooch, a senior from the Rosedale section of Queens, scored 21 points and grabbed 15 rebounds to lead Archbishop Molloy to a 63‐61 upset victory over Power Memorial in the 45th annual Catholic High Schools Athletic Association basketball championships before a crowd of 3,470 at Fordham yesterday.

			Besides his points and rebounds, Gooch, a 6‐foot‐5‐inch center, got 6‐8 pivot Bob Miscevicius, a Power Memorial junior, into foul trouble early.

			However, Gooch dropped dead on the practice courts in the summer after his junior year at Holy Cross, and his obituary can only be found if you know his middle name.

			They called it paradise, but I don’t know why, because I certainly didn’t.
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YOU HAVE ALSO REACHED YOUR LIMIT 
OF FREE ARTICLES THIS MONTH

			Among the only Turkish words I’ve learned translate into English as national, build, star, grill, white, sea and white sea. Even so, based on two isolated experiences I scour every Turkish grocer with Food & Wine above the nameplate for Bomonti Beer, knowing full well that lightning can not strike three times. In the latest example, the man behind the counter asked what I was looking for, acting in response to the lost appearance on my face. Bomonti Unfiltered I explained and repeated twice, until he finally comprehended.

			‘Ah, Efes,’ he said, and smiled, but regretted that ‘We don’t have any Turkish beer here.’

			It will have to wait until my next opportunity to sit at the outdoor bar at Joker 19 in Beşiktaş, on a balmy autumn evening, listening to the background noise while reading a good book, and daydreaming about novels not in my possession. Nonetheless, it only took him three attempts to understand my accent, and he also smiled at the distant recall of cold Efes beer on warm nights.

			However, it took me 25 years to realize she was humoring me, but not her, someone else. Out of having too many things on my mind instead of laziness and boredom, I failed to make the distinction between thin skinned and thinly veiled. In my defence, I didn’t ask for the “stunning video” my forced feed flagged, and I definitely didn’t want to give carefully curated oxygen to the eponymous underlying theory, regardless of whether it promised to be award winning. That, or I could “let it ride.” As the lyrics go, would I “say goodbye” if he lied? This is an instance, though, in which the ghost writer might say “so sue me.”

			I wasn’t bothered, because this was the day I taught myself how to make light rye bread chips from scratch. Therefore, I would look a gift horse in the mouth, although I seriously regretted the pantomal I bought online, and had to return, I mean “freeturn,” in exchange for a bricks and mortar gift horse.

			I thought I’d make shit up like everyone else does. It seems to work for them. 

			The legislature’s wages and benefits comprised 17.9% of all public expenditure in the latest fiscal year.

			The carbon footprint of vegan food is 34 times higher than non-vegan food on a field to fork basis, and this doesn’t include the carcinogenetic repercussions of drip dry fertilizers sprayed on out of season string beans.

			The majority of Persian carpets are force-weaved by indentured dentists in Kraklupistan.

			If Winchel spent his personal disposable income on forensic lessons rather than voice lessons, he’d have discovered that his disruptive competitor Monut benefited from a negative cost of goods sold in light of the illegal potato-pulp distillery in the basement of each branch. Monut was a pioneer in the field of collaborations, but his were with distributors, rather than, say, chocolate chip producers.

			The carbon footprint of humans would be worse if our diet was not omnivore based, and last time I checked, fish don’t burp (this snippet is 50% true, though).

			For an encore, the post-Grant stand-up selected a word with three definitions and made a gag out of pretending to confuse two of them, such as “left-handed” and “left the room.”8 End of sentence, slap your knee, laugh now. I laughed so enthusiastically I was the hoarse before the cart. Sources close to the personality informed journalists on a conference call that this laugher was funny due to the deftness of the particular two of three definitions he pretended to confuse, while insisting the lackadaisical Titanic joke was merely the tip of the iceberg. These sources were furthermore relieved at the turnout on the conference call, because the amplification was the moral equivalent of an urgent warning about a shrewd telemarketing scam.

			Between videos, an unavoidable 20-second commercial (ie, no “Skip ad” allowed) appeared.

			One 40 something says to the other:

			“There’s a nasty bug going around.”

			“Unless it’s the accumulation of things.”

			“I had to clear out my system. I put nothing in but water for a few days.”

			“Nature’s way of natural cleansing?”

			“Yes, in fact, and it worked.”

			“Good for you.”

			Nature’s way of natural cleansing. I like that slogan. Better than “We do Windows!”

			What were you doing in the pig station?

			I got caught with fenced goods – they found the jester’s corny crown on me

			This one was a witticism, which ought to have been foreshadowed by the indentation.

			

	

[image: 28362.png]

THE TELSTAR GAME

			The so-called Telstar game will go down in the annals of high school basketball lore, because we bossed them at home something like 95-48, they were that bad. They might have been good at skiing, landscape photography, hiking in the woods and raising sheep, but they didn’t have much of a student body to draw from and thus it was inevitable that their basketball team would stink. During the away-day late in the season we couldn’t get out of gear and even though our opponents hadn’t improved much, we still managed to lose 64-59.

			The varsity dropped points to a middling Richmond team in the final contest of the regular season, thus limping to a 12-6 record overall. We made the playoffs, but fell at the first hurdle to Medomak, despite a “courageous” effort. However, Telstar. It wasn’t merely the long bus ride that caused stiffness in the players’ lanky arms, but somehow they managed to smoke up a storm without it wearing off by halftime, when they presumably lit up again. Long nights, impossible odds.

			This scandal, losing to Telstar rather than the drinking and smoking by the star players, was the final nail on the coffin for Coach Gut, who was summarily dismissed. So much controversy and furore over his coaching and motivational skills and who would replace him. So much attention and he loved it, which he declined to hide. The larger controversy though was whether the Junior Varsity coach would step up one notch, whether the young but can’t-miss Freshman coach could be elevated by two notches, or whether the school would consider outside candidates. The wisecracking JV coach was up to his eyeballs in cross-border slang, and had a habit of soothing the feelings of the victims of his rapier wit by clarifying that if the student was not sure whether a jibe was meant seriously, then it wasn’t.

			That’s enough of that, because the eventual outcome is not so interesting. Just the same for how Gut was appointed tennis team coach during its maiden season – no one else wanted to do it and he could use the stipend being without the high profile varsity basketball gig – but I give him credit for doing a great job, brain dumping his teaching career during changeovers in an unexpected no “i” in “team” fashion, and leading us to the division title.

			He wasn’t so low key as a basketball coach, being a proponent of the fast break offence. When TR grabbed a rebound and passed it to Vinnie, Gut would shout “Move it! Move it!” if he had ideas about bringing the ball down slowly and running the staid half court offence. It became like the chorus of a stadium rock encore. By the second half of the season, any rebound passed to Vinnie would immediately be followed by synchronized shouts of “Move it! Move it!” from the home-town audience.

			I drove to the Telstar match in the house wagon but as I valued my life and my license I let someone else drive back. We were stoshing and boshing as much as the starting five less Fitz, though our presence was demanded in the stands, rather than on the court, to cheer heartedly and in the event the game and not the drive home came down to sudden death overtime. The profile of the passengers was the same as that in the Pokorny and Williams car, but I’ll take the capacity of Brian Smith to drive while intoxicated over that of Bret Pokorny, whose SIP color was also blue, ten times out of ten, and I’m here to tell this story. After all, Brian wasn’t prone to “seeing babies dancing in the midnight sun,” while driving. We’d have been in trouble if the driver had been breathalysed on those country roads with no one sober to back him up, but to be fair, no one blew his brains out in the car.

			Enper was besties of the junior Mike in my crew, NH Mike, largely because they were next door neighbors near the pond. Mike used to ridicule Enper’s father behind his back all the time, gaggingly labelling him an undiscovered stud, I suppose because they hung out in each other’s houses a fair amount, implying a like amount of chop busting, and Mike’s father may have been bland in comparison. However, one day the music stopped and Enper skipped town, once the rumors were confirmed that Enper’s father had been molesting his sister from a young age. I didn’t hear Mike bring up any of the Enpers again.

			Sometimes I remember things, sometimes I have to write them down and sometimes I forget things completely, even a few minutes after I’ve thought of them in the first place – which is why sometimes a story can continue for three fluid pages, and other times four sentences without connectors or segues is what I can muster.

			Accordingly, when I met Dan for “one for the road” aka “first call,” my rhetorical comments were a mix of ex-temp and quick gazing down at the shorthand on our table below. This was necessary, relying on crib notes that is, because Dan’s a skilled wordsmith, and only a fool would try to keep up. For example, he’d ask rhetorically if proverbial protagonist/antagonist were engaged in a thumb war or arm’s race, and smirk while mockingly congratulating their “bad assery.”

			This is how I tried to stay at least competitive.

			Why are they called white supremacists if every last one of them is mentally retarded?

			The worst thing about the far right is that they make the far left look tame by comparison

			Of course it’s a witch hunt; she’s a witch

			and

			Why do they laugh nervously but vociferously when I confirm I’m the person they would like to speak with?

			However, the final comment refers not to a lark over DIPAs with Dan but rather something which happens frequently believe it or don’t, in this instance a cold caller from Cebu City who has dialled m’number numerous times in the past, we recognize each other’s voices by now after the first beat – and I wish I had outsourced negotiating with Comcast to a call center in Cebu City: claiming to be based in Indiana, but nearly hanging up when Comcast asks what happened to his Mid-Western accent. I can picture him and his brother brainstorming about next generation internet catchphrases to stay a step ahead of the competition, when you and I tune out to locutions such as “We’d like to show you notifications about the latest …,” etc.

			In the meantime, when I confess light heartedly that I am who he is asking for - “the person you are trying to reach is available” - he chuckles, as if this is funny, though perhaps also to get the tension out before he begins reading from the script. I ask him to send me an email, because if he has my phone number, he for sure has my email address. And I always give him plenty of rope – all rope and no hope.
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IT’S GOING TO GET VERY LOUD

			I could finish out my years writing chapters and verse all day long but I eventually concluded my Franco-Italian fairy tale was on a roll though unfortunately not a forward roll and therefore furiously began to job hunt, and hopefully less futilely than furiously. It was time to wake up and smell the café au lait.

			However, when you apply for a job these days most likely you’ll receive one of two auto-responses, namely that it’s unlikely you’ll receive a return e-mail or you’ll receive a slush pile reply of the “due to high call volumes” variety. If you’re lucky, your application will secure a home in cyber-nowhere, even if you’re “one of the first to apply.” If you lie on your resume, this will become readily apparent during the interview process, but if you don’t, you won’t make it to the first round.

			One nice young woman did return my application with a screening invite, a Hollywood invitation, followed by a request to address these three statements:

			Highlight your experience working with institutional investors

			Highlight your experience working on listed funds or investment trusts

			Highlight your experience working with private markets

			My reply was 545 words, carefully crafted, but I might as well have replied “I’m the chump” to each, because when I managed to get a response two weeks later, it was that the senior recruiter thought they should look for someone “slightly” different.

			I received this email from a high profile recruitment agency:

			Thank you for your e-mail. I have studied your background carefully and hope (thanks to the detail you have provided) that I have a good understanding of your experience and the breadth of your professional capabilities.

			I have taken the liberty of making sure that your profile is available to any consultant who may be working on a relevant assignment. Regrettably, I am not presently overseeing an appropriate search; however, our projects change reasonably rapidly, and we will be certain to keep you foremost in our minds as new searches occur. From past experience, I have found it is best to meet in the context of an actual search and would advise we wait until that moment. In that way, we can review your background at the most appropriate time.

			Hanna and Her Sisters of a Different Mister

			“Were we in the diary to speak? It’s been so busy, with the long Easter weekend and all.”

			She admits they have nothing going on as “bonus season” has not finished, even though it finished a month earlier. The phone connection dies and we both apologize when she calls back five minutes later. We had to schedule this discourse with two weeks’ notice, because she couldn’t spare the 15 minutes earlier, and then she pretended this timing had not been set in ink. She told me less than I knew already, which included her humbleboast hint that her boss had placed individuals at a firm whose headquarters is in Denmark. This Danish company is the Lego of its industry and headhunters should pay them for recruitment mandates, for the sake of the street cred and the track record.

			I had listed to her in an earlier email a handful of companies which had recently made hires and I was wondering about replacements for these four, but I don’t know where these employees resigned from. It’s too impolite of me to ask my contacts there, and there, but maybe she as a senior researcher for a renowned headhunter has sources and grapevines I don’t. She tells me they have great inroads at the specific two of four companies which have just signed new staff so perhaps she could inquire about opportunities with them in due course. I don’t have the energy to tell her it’s the companies that lose people who make replacement hires, not companies who have just taken someone on.

			And they’re the good guys.

			Maybe stupidity is the undying human condition, along with not listening.

			I scribbled narratives from folks who have jobs, when I don’t.

			“I don’t know why it’s doing that (the computer).”

			“It’s been insane – not really sure what’s happening.”

			“Sorry, my head’s full today.”

			How is it these people are employable, and I’m not? I’m convinced that whatever has happened is my fault completely, but have I been blackballed from the industry without anyone telling me? Can’t someone go into the back end and tweak the algorithm that recommended these three?

			“When he’s at his best, which he is here …”

			The latter was taken verbatim from a weekend glossy book or movie review it was clearly that memorable, because not only that: the reviewer was describing “one of his most accessible works.” So which was it, Memorex or Ella, tastes great or less filling, in other words, “thin gruel,” or, “It’s all a bit ‘Buffalo 66,’” for his politics “burn a little too hot” for him. This was the counterpoint to point, “he’s easy on the eyes when he’s on good form,” point was full of nothing but compliments due to his newly formed man crush, for if the chairs were musical and the pre-encore applause was insufficient to his liking, the reviewer would consume himself in teary-eyed umbrage.

			The best part, as the variety show set-play proceeded, the best part was that one half of the comedic duo could pour the lite beer on his partner’s suit, and the alcopop was so watery it could be cleaned in a washer/dryer without harm to the fabric. Do these columnists get paid by the word or by the inch? Do their pet dogs wish the evolution that had seen them transition from vibrant wolf curs to mild mannered mutts had taken another 50 years so that instead of newspapers and slippers, they could be chewing on their masters’ testicles instead?

			This process makes me wish I had the foresight to know which professionals will behave like pricks when I need a favor so that I can backdate their hours of need and tell him to go fucking fuck himself, and when he’s done fucking fucking himself, he can go fuck himself anew – but I won’t be so curt as to tell him to fuck off when he’s done with that. If it’s a woman, I’ll take mercy and merely tell her to get lost. When they ask for a referral or a refund, I’ll promise to do this at latest by close of business the next day, but rather the first thing I’ll do is block their number from my phone, and relabel each of their e-mails as spam. But I can’t, I can’t be like that. Much as I wish, I can’t be like that. I won’t even call the corporate fuckwits pricks to their faces.
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THE MANCHURIAN CANDIDATE

			When we were eight or nine, we used to insist that our parents drop us off at the high school football on Saturday afternoons, before the games were moved to Friday nights, so that we could congregate in front of the hot dog stands in anticipation of our pastime: Kill the guy with the ball. I can smell the scents of those cool and overcast fall afternoons as I write, the steam and mustard from the concessions, the earthiness of the dried mud on our sneakers and sweatshirts. Kill the guy with the ball is a modified form of rugby, in which a rubberized kid-sized football is tossed up in a crowd of about 15 and the person who catches it runs away for as long as he can without being gang tackled. Inevitably when this happens he’ll drop the ball and another player will take up where he left off.

			There are no sides picked in this competition and no scoring. It’s a rotating 14 against one, by contrast dodge ball is for mood indigo girls. I think my record was eight yards without getting tackled, and I didn’t have the advantage of a low center of gravity. And of our home-town team that Saturday afternoon? Hell, who won. Good times.

			I woke up from this daydream and summoned a genuine dream, in which we were young again and standing around in the library deciding what we would choose for names on fake IDs. Naturally our characters transitioned into cult actors or musicians, and I feel for the classmate who was a generation insufficiently liberated to have chosen the Wilson sisters. These pieces of plastic were cheap enough, we could have had five each, but the irony is that no sane beverage outlet would accept them as real, and those that would, would serve 16 year olds with or without IDs heralding that the buyer was of legal drinking age.

			Thus, five of each it was, though Sue was too young to understand the rules and she could get older guys to buy for her regardless. Her ante was Comaland, see. Her day to day outfits could make a blind man see again, but she turned out to be the girl next door who wasn’t the cutest thing around after the age of 40, and who didn’t learn how to play the game. This is not the Sue who was 10,000 maniacs, but she was close.

			The dream returned and Gary, this Gary who I liked, pleaded with me:

			“We have to be near the elevator, we have to find the elevator.”

			“But we’re on the ground floor, the first floor,” I reasoned back.

			The back of this Gary’s leg itched through his jeans, and it turned contagious. The car spun out of control, and that turned contagious too, causing my heart to stop.

			Did you wake up on the right or wrong side of the bed? It depends on what hue of dreams my night closed with. The positive omen of good dreams is that they put you in the best mood to start the day and the silver lining to nightmares is that they were only a dream. It’s the dreams which are inconclusive or noncommittal which cause the most unsettlement, and the ones led by the stewards of sustainability which prompt the most anguish, those gentlemen and air hostesses of climate change. We should be conscientious citizens as a matter of course, without special titles, nanny states, prizes or make-work jobs. Stop the boat or don’t, I’m already off.
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BUT THEN MY HEART ROSE TO 
THREE TIMES ITS NORMAL SIZE

			“Woman charged after driving car into sheriff’s office

			Crowley, 35, was arrested late Saturday after allegedly crashing her car into the Lincoln County Sheriff’s Office building

			According to police, Crowley was out on bail for her alleged role in the November armed robbery of Busby’s Market and Deli

			The case is still under investigation”

			Crowley can get arrested in this town.

			About three months ago, I stopped at a twice burned, once shy intersection to examine a storefront that had been empty for two and a half years, one zoned for hospitality but on a corner which seemed both jinxed and doomed. Undaunted, an optimist took on the lease and refashioned the inside as a new age hoagie bar, with music and moderate-alcohol beverages to match, according to a scoop in the newborhood free paper. Scroll down to the comments, and someone’s got stomach cramps.

			“Upon purchasing the flat, I was assured by the freeholder that the premises below would not be a drinking establishment. I’m incredibly anxious about the noise pollution of a late-night restaurant. I am a vegetarian and therefore, the smell of a grill below my home would be very distressing and contrast with my ethical choices.”

			Let’s hope he’s not hydra like. My advice to him is to taste his processed food before topping it with salt, because this condiment might already have been added on the assembly lines, and why double your exposure to high blood pressure risk? Late-breaking news story, however. When I walked past this new restaurant yesterday, a sign was posted in the front window to the effect that it would be closed for two to three days due to a sudden and unexplained electrical fault. A vegetarian who is good at sabotaging electrical wiring. I did not see that one coming.

			The dream was back. “I’m counting on you to do me a king sized favor,” she said, a delicately kissing angel when she started the sentence but a barely recognizable Mr Potato Head when she finished.

			The cops told me to go away when I asked for directions, because the “what’s in it for me” answer to the question of what happens if you breathalyze a pedestrian just out of a Livingston Taylor concert is too readily apparent.

			Did I try laughing, Crowley’s evil twin asked me.

			Laughing in his grave, I wondered?

			George Wallace would be crying in hell, Crowley’s alter ego noted. He would indeed.

			And where are they now?

			Happy Helen sadly passed away despite enrolling in the venerable 97 Club for four and a half months, though Armin is still hanging on in the nursing home where they shared their final few years, greatly relishing visits from his grandchildren and great grandchildren, and not so elegantly reminding them not to forget the “Hawaiian Punch” next time.

			MB is lobbying up a storm in DC, and retelling to anyone who will listen that the Glass-Stegall Act was originally proposed by two southerners, and “nuff said about that.”

			Pepe is, (shh!) with utmost finesse and delicacy organizing a behind the scenes coup in his beloved Venezuela (shh).

			The Animal exchanged his forklifts and trolleys for the keys to an amusement park, to save his literally aching back. The most popular rides are The End of the World and the Crunchy Spots. In the first, the Ferris Wheel proceeds at a normal pace but suddenly drops, causing your stomach to drop out as well. In the second, go cart drivers gain extra points for avoiding the intentionally laid speed bumps and potholes.

			Tom is still running a leisure center in Long Island. However, in response to changing demographics, he has reduced the number of Spinning and Pilates courses, and replaced them with after school dance and singing lessons. Never the pessimist, he opened an eye-care center for that age group in a spare side space, called fittingly enough The Optimistic Optician.

			Jeff manages the IT department of a systems integration services supplier to state governments in the tri-state region.

			Once their lovely children had grown and moved out, Kelly and Laura teamed up to purchase an antiques warehouse in Arundel, where they take turns managing the consignment co-partners and the numbers. Their guilty pleasure is soft serve ice cream cones on Friday afternoons during the summer high season. While they were devouring their chocolate vanilla swirls and otherwise spoiling their appetites, I was walking in with the hope and expectation of surprising them, but we were ships in the night and I settled for resting two autographed copies of Polo in the Snow next to the cash register.

			Dan bought the rights to The Book of Lists from David Wallechinsky but pivoted toward urban myths that turn out to be true. He was unable to find out what a Shondell is.

			And Cindy is still teaching science at Spruce Mountain High, and loving it.

			The list could go on, but you’ll have to take that up with Dan.
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THE END OF THE INNOCENCE

			In my perfect ending, I’ll be driving on a freshly paved road in the wilderness, top down, wind in our hair as the sun beats down, destination nearly upon us, as the HD stereo plays our song. If this were an urban setting, the sun would be bright, each stoplight would be green, the GHGs couldn’t reach us and the architecture would be utopian all around. However, if you listen to the lyrics, listen closely to the lyrics, you’ll notice they speak of dead ends and desperation, bad luck and unhappy endings. He can’t take his job and shove it, because he has no job to shove, and if not for bad luck, he’d have no luck at all.

			The alternative perfect ending, Dante’s Eternal Salvation style, would be a Republican congressman from Texas dying of a communicable disease that could easily have been avoided, and denying it until the end. You can’t pay your bills with someone else’s misery, but someone’s misery can be the key to your happiness. This is one horse that didn’t escape from the glue factory and Dante would be smiling, wherever he is, perhaps sitting next to the former congressman from Texas at the evening entertainment, and unable to stop gloating, for the headline act was Do Not Resuscitate. Or are they the house band.

			I have not much more to say, but equally a lot more to say:

			“It’s soooo great to hear from you,” she said, but her words were not sincere. I thought she was different but she was the average of everyone else. We might not ever speak again, and I won’t mind, because I’ve forgotten her name already. It took me less than 10 years to realize that she had been humoring me.

			Meanwhile, the person who scolded me is no longer with us, is no longer alive, and that should cheer me up. But it doesn’t, because what about the other one? Hopefully as soon as possible.

			I took a break, a long break, and walked upstairs to my archives. In the days before digital video compression, consumers oblivious of the future would take photos from analogue cameras and have their film developed in genuine darkrooms. Correspondents would write letters on tangible paper with pens filled with tangible ink. I opened the closet, closed my eyes and pointed to a spot. There, this is the paper grocery bag full of photos I’ll examine this afternoon. The third and most noteworthy was of a relative in the kitchen that I had surprised with my Instamatic. However, I was in such a habit of springing upon household members with this small device that she continued as if I was mainly part of the woodwork. She would not speak or gasp out of mock surprise and therefore I fashioned an alternative caption.

			“I took this opportunity to make dumplings in my kitchen.”

			And she did.

			A wooden Royal Jamaica cigar box attracted my attention and it was full of summertime photos of the year that mattered, when decisions had to be made that would affect the rest of our lives. It would be decades before the Seers would have enough information to rule upon whether these decisions were the right or wrong ones. The weekend took us to Fire Island, during the days of true innocence, when and where acquaintances such as Scotty could let their hair down on Malibu Party Night, give free rein to their lifestyles and enjoy themselves, before their worlds changed for the worst in seemingly a split second. Were he and his crew there that weekend as well? It seemed he had lived a full life, well he had from the postcards and the stories. It is too late and it is never too late. This is my goodbye.

			They were the best days of our lives

			They should have been

			If we only knew

			We felt they were not good times

			We were worried about the future

			We atoned for the past

			If we only knew

			And so we beat on …

			And so it goes, and so it goes on
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			And the meaning of life is fun, good times and great oldies.
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			In the distance was a clan of four, two of whom were young children roaming free and wild, venturing toward the water and venturing toward the edge of the woods, as far away from parental oversight as permission would allow. They daydreamed of ensnaring butterflies and dragonflies inside a jar but dragonflies they only come out at night. The mother and father were perched upright and tensed, alternating between taking in the waves and the fair-weather clouds, and keeping a watchful eye on the children, but wishing they were living the life.

			When can I stop caring and when will I realize I don’t have to feel guilty any more? When will I get there?

			This is when.

			When I let go and there’s no one below, and it won’t matter to me whether I fall or not.

			
			

	

Endnotes

			
				
					1 This is a fractional excerpt. The full email ran to more than 6,000 words.

				

				
					2 The working title of the single Taking Care of Business was White Collar Worker. If it had not been changed, the rest would not have been history.

				

				
					3 Where the terms powder broker and power broker are used interchangeably, and with apologies to MB and his ilk.

					

				

				
					4 The base word nincompoop is derived from the Latin for non compos mentis.

				

				
					5 This is otherwise known as mimicry, one of four forms of Freudian humor, along with satire, irony and wordplay.

				

				
					6 Actually, this was attributed to Anthony Weldon in or around 1650.

				

				
					7 On KME’s playlist were subversives such as Minnie Riperton and Joni Mitchell coffee house folk covers.

				

				
					8 eg, “wordplay.”
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