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To Laurie and Kerry
Before you start reading this, get all befuddled, and then shoot me e-mails asking what the hell, you should know the genesis of the Brigid and Greg fictionlets. The truth of the matter is, they started as an experiment. I’d been out of the writing game for a while and wanted some quickie practice to regain my chops. So I started writing short little vignettes and posting them to my blog — not really expecting much, mind you, just something fun to pass the time.
What I got was a tremendous reaction from my readers. People started asking all sorts of questions about Brigid and Greg, who they were and what was the nature of their relationship. This in turn inspired me to turn around and write more about them, which generated more interest, and so on. What had started as a pair of names and a snarky attitude, turned into a real, if disjointed, long-term narrative told in tiny bites.
So now, several years and a few hundred fictionlets later, Brigid and Greg have a slew of supporting characters, an established history, and novels in the works. And as they hopefully continue to grow and prosper, catching up with them by reading my blog becomes less and less practical, so it’s time to put them together in an easily-digestible form.
The volume before you is the first of these. It contains the first hundred fictionlets, including a lot of variations on the format and first appearances of characters or ideas that continue to appear again and again. Every hundred or so that I write will go into a new volume, as well as being regularly posted to my blog at www.gneech.com. I hope you’ll enjoy getting to know Brigid, the incorrigible shrew, and Greg, the muddleheaded chump.
A note on format: the dates on each fictionlet indicate the day it was written, not the day it happens. The fictionlets jump backwards, forwards, and occasionally sideways in time and place. And believe me, if you think it’s confusing to read them that way, be glad you didn’t have to write them like that!
John “The Gneech” Robey
April, 2010
He looked at her quizzically.
“Look,” she said, “it’s very simple. If you’re at the top of a long slope or cliff, you have potential energy. If you’re rolling down the slope, or falling off the cliff, you have kinetic energy.”
“Yes,” he said. “But what if you’re at the bottom of the slope, down deep in the valley, not moving at all?”
She gave him a look that would cut paper. “Well then you’re just sad.”
He sighed. She was always cruel about physics.
“Well this is an unexpected missive,” I said, reading from the screen. “Dear Gerg: Get smooth, touchable skin in just six days!”
Brigid laughed. “Ha! Even if your skin was smooth, where would you find someone who wanted to touch it?”
Doing my best to hide the mortal stab at my heart, I replied, “I was rather referring to the fact that they spelled my name ‘Gerg.’”
“Oh,” said Brigid. “Oops.”
Another day, another kick to the head. I decided that my best bet from here was the coffeehouse around the corner.
“I want to be fascinating,” Greg said. “Am I fascinating?”
“Well…” said Brigid.
“So I’m not.”
“Perhaps I’m just not easily fascinated,” Brigid suggested.
Greg sunk back into his chair. “It’s not just you; nobody thinks I’m fascinating.”
“I think maybe you’re trying too hard; or possibly that you’re focusing on yourself too much. The most fascinating people I know are too busy being fascinated by other things to notice how fascinating they are, do you follow?”
“No,” said Greg. “Not really.”
“Well look, do you remember the party the other night, when Taylor wouldn’t stop talking about his new car and all the bells and whistles on it?”
“Yeah.”
“Did that fascinate you?”
“Heck no, it was dull as dirt.”
“Precisely my point,” said Brigid. “Who did fascinate you?”
“Sharon’s story about her crazy uncle,” Greg replied.
“Yes, exactly!” Brigid poked a finger into the air to emphasize her point. “She wasn’t trying to be fascinating! She just jumped headfirst into the story and told it with all she had. It wasn’t about her at all, do you see?”
Greg sighed. “But I’m no good at being interested in anything but myself.”
Brigid rolled her eyes. “I know, I know.”
“Boobs,” he said. “I have a problem with boobs.”
Brigid gave Greg a sideways look. “Most men do,” she commented.
“No, I mean I have a problem with the word ‘boobs.’ I don’t like it when women call their breasts ‘boobs.’ What are you laughing at?”
“Why,” she managed to get out, “don’t you like the word ‘boobs’?”
He scowled at a far corner of the room. “I just don’t, okay? It’s … I dunno. It’s demeaning.”
Brigid blinked. “Seriously?”
“Yeah. They … er … ‘boobs’ is goofy. I mean, ‘breasts’ isn’t exactly a beautiful word, but at least it’s not goofy.”
Brigid was laughing even harder now. “Yes, we must take very seriously the all-sacred boobies!” She began violently wiggling her torso in a particularly lewd manner.
“Stop that!” said Greg, jumping to his feet and moving away.
“Oh come on,” she said. “You’re being ridiculous! If you can call yours a wiener, I can call mine boobies!”
Greg frowned. “Well I don’t much like the word ‘wiener’ either!”
Brigid rolled her eyes and sighed. “You’re hopeless,” she said, and headed for the kitchen.
“At least I’m consistent!” he announced to her retreating back.
“Look,” I said, feeling more than a little at the end of my rope. “I’m not perfect, but I’ve never claimed to be. I am at least trying.”
“Oh yes, you’re very trying,” Brigid said, with a wink.
“But you’re not exactly helping,” I continued, letting her jab bounce right off. “You’re so clever, but what do you do with it? Your rapier wit is more like a club you use to bash people over the head. Has it ever occurred to you that I might not like to be mocked?”
“Mocked?” said Brigid. “I’m not mocking you. Well, not really.”
“You just twisted my comment about trying,” I insisted. “If that’s not mockery, what is it?”
“That’s just playing! For crying out loud, it doesn’t mean anything.”
“Maybe not to you. But some people like to be taken seriously.” I could tell from the tone in her voice that I’d scored a point, and I wanted to press my advantage. “It would be nice to be able to make a comment on anything without having to be paranoid that it wasn’t going to be turned around and used against me. Although if you’d rather, I’ll just stop talking to you at all!”
“Oh, honestly,” she said, rolling her eyes, “don’t be such a baby.”
“Not wanting to be attacked makes me a baby, does it? I must use that as my defense if I ever decide to mug someone.”
She didn’t say anything, which was her way of admitting that maybe I had a point, without having to actually say so.
There was a long silence, and I always hate those. “Look,” I said. “It’s not … well … I just wish you wouldn’t be such a smarty-pants.”
“I’m not wearing any pants!” she said, giggling. “I’m a smarty-skirt.”
“Okay, smarty-skirt then, whatever!” I was actually giggling a little too, now, happy to have the dark cloud pass by. That, and at the ridiculousness of having actually used the phrase “smarty-pants” in genuine conversation.
Taking my giggling as some sort of a challenge, she fired back, “Smarty-sweater!” But I wasn’t going to be defeated so easily.
“Smarty-panties!”
That got her; blushing a bit she replied, “Smarty-socks!”
“Smarty-bra!”
“Smarty-knickers!”
“Smarty-knickers?” I objected. “That’s a bit of a stretch isn’t it?”
“If you can’t fit into your knickers, that’s your own problem.”
I finally just shook my head, laughing. “This is what passes for intelligent conversation these days, is it?”
“Oh yeah? Well my imaginary friends like me!” She stuck out her tongue.
I sighed. “Sometimes I think all of my friends have been imaginary.”
“Bill Watterson said it first,” she replied, and apparently deciding that discretion was the better part of valor, retreated for her room.
“I love you,” Greg said. “I love you all, individually and as a body, with a passion that borders on mania. Every wild idea, every stupid mistake, every bright shining hope that ended in disappointment, I love you all, more than you can ever possibly imagine. If I were you, I’d consider a restraining order.”
Brigid didn’t turn away from her cup, but did glance over at him with narrowed eyes. The loon was making indecent propositions to his library again. This led her to some uncomfortable thoughts on the nature of the term “bibliophile,” which she dismissed with a repressed shudder.
She had enough aggravation.
“Celedras,” said Lariên, “I’ve just noticed that your nose is slightly crooked.”
“My nose?” said Celedras, blinking. “My nose? I am Noldor, good Lariên. In Valinor danced I beneath the light of the Silmarils while the world was young; I have seen the passing of Númenor and the rise of Sauron; I make my home in the shadow of Erebor, where I defend man and dwarf alike with my bow and my woodcraft. And all you think to tell me, is that I have a crooked nose?”
“Well, no,” she said, after a moment. “You could use a haircut, too.”
“I don’t have to put up with this,” Greg said. “Why should I tolerate this abuse?”
Brigid just smiled. “You need me to talk to,” she said. “I’m the only one who understands you, and you know it.”
“That’s not true!”
“Of course it is! Who else are you going to find who knows what you’re talking about when you say, ‘Godfrey loves me, he put me in the shower?’ That’s not a phrase that’s meaningful in everyday use. Whereas I know not only who said it, and when, but why — and why Godfrey put them in the shower to begin with.”
He stopped and thought about it; she had something of a point, there. You just don’t find specialized knowledge like that without a prolonged search.
Brigid just stood, rigid, blinking. Greg had on an almost cartoon-yellow safari outfit, including pith helmet, a huge false handlebar moustache, and had a monocle in one eye. He was also inexplicably carrying a length of lead pipe.
“What the…?” she managed to get out.
“I say, what!” Greg chirped brazenly. “I suggest that it was you, Miss Scarlet, in the Conservatory, with the Avocado Dip, what, what!”
“I think my brain just exploded,” was all she could say.
“Hey,” he asked in his slightly-less-chirpy normal voice. “Where’s your costume?”
“I don’t do costumes,” said Brigid, frowning.
“What? What do you mean? It’s Halloween, everybody does costumes!”
“Fine, I’m dressed as a stressed-out yuppie.”
“Gah,” said Greg. “That is so lame. Don’t cop out! You need a proper costume! Who goes to a Halloween Party with no costume?”
“I don’t like costumes!” she said, her voice rising in irritation. “I hate drawing attention to myself like that. Forget it, no way!”
“But if everybody has a costume but you, won’t that draw attention to you, as being the only one with no costume?”
She closed her eyes and shook her head, as if trying to ward off a bad dream. “Stop it, you’re going to fry what few synapses I have left.”
“Fine,” he said, disappointment weighing down his voice. “Tell you what, we’ll get you some brown bags to wear, and you can go dressed as a poop.”
“I wonder if animal dreams are as bizarre as human dreams are,” Greg commented. “I can just picture Fido, snoring away, being baffled by surreal images of, say, a nice juicy bone that leaps out of a cake and swats him over the head. Or being in a panic, thinking ‘It’s the last day of obedience school and I haven’t studied!’”
Brigid laughed. “Oh, I’m sure. But remember, sometimes a nice juicy bone, is just a nice juicy bone.”
“Oh please,” he said with a sideways smirk. “Even I wouldn’t fall for that one!”
“Actually, the most surreal part for Fido is when he finds himself at a party in his underwear.”
“Dogs don’t wear clothes!” Greg protested.
“That’s what makes it so surreal,” Brigid said.
Greg blinked and nodded. “True, I hadn’t thought of it that way.”
Greg tapped his fingers together nervously. “Well, what do you think?”
“Well, the prose is lovely as usual, of course,” Brigid said. “I particularly like your use of the phrase ‘flying leap through a rolling donut.’ But … well…”
“You hate it.”
“No, I don’t hate it, but it’s not convincing.”
“Eh? What do you mean?”
Brigid took a deep breath, bracing herself, and said, “Life isn’t like what you’ve written here. You write about falling in love with the misty squooshiness of somebody who’s never actually done it. With all these protestations of ‘you make me whole’ and ‘the world is an empty bubble without you’ and so forth. I mean, yes, people really do say that stuff, but usually that’s because they don’t really know what they’re talking about.”
“Well, that’s better than a guy spotting some chick in a bar, he goes up to her and says, ‘How about it, sugar-bumps?’ and they pop off to a motel-by-the-hour, isn’t it? I like to think of an attempt at romance as being quite refreshing.”
“Oh yes, it’s very charming,” Brigid agreed. “But like I said, not convincing. You can’t really know what love is like until you’ve really experienced it — both the good and bad of it. Love isn’t just joy, it’s also despair. When you’re flying that high, it’s a nasty shock when you come crashing back down to the ground.”
He blinked. “Well…” he said, trying to figure out some kind of response.
“If you want your hero to really be happy, he’s got to take on a more pragmatic view of love … one where it’s more like icing on the cake. He needs to be happy to have it, but content to live without it. Until then, what you’ve got is codependency. This stuff you’ve written, is pretty fantasy, but not a proper way to live. When you get right down to it, it’s rubbish! You write like you’ve got the heart of a teenage girl.”
“Hmph,” Greg said. “Better than having the heart of a rattlesnake.”
“Hiss, hiss, baby.”
As Brigid stepped out onto the porch, she saw something that made her raise her eyebrows. Greg was lying face-down in the grass, arms and legs splayed out, looking vaguely like Wile E. Coyote after a particularly long fall off of an impossibly high cliff.
“Erm,” she said, walking over to him. “Are you all right?”
“Mmph,” he said into the dirt.
“What?”
He looked up. “Yes, yes, I’m fine, thank you, fine.”
“What are you doing?”
“What does it look like?” he said, sounding vaguely miffed. “I’m … er … I’m giving the world a hug!” He wiggled awkwardly, as if trying to squeeze the planet. “I love you, world! MWAH!”
She broke into giggles. “You tripped, didn’t you?”
He rose to lean on an elbow. “Well, yes, if you want to force it out of me. But it would have been much more gallant for you to pretend to believe my cover story.”
“You are a complete nutcase,” Brigid informed him, still grinning. “You know that, don’t you?”
“Well, yes, I do, if you want to force that out, too. But loveable!”
“Well I don’t hear the world complaining, that’s for sure. But I think it would be in better taste if you and the planet got a room.”
“Hey,” I said, looking up over the top of my newspaper. “Did you read this? It turns out the radio star wasn’t really dead.”
Brigid, her morning bagel in hand, did that furrowed brow thing. “Huh?”
“Yeah, it’s crazy. The radio star just went on a six-week holiday to Europe without telling anybody! Says it was just a spur of the moment thing.” I pointed at a paragraph in the paper. “It says here that video was released without comment — not even so much as an apology!”
“Video was released?” Brigid said. “Video of what?”
“‘Sorry we messed up your life, video,’” I said, in a deep voice. “‘But that’s the way it goes, old thing. Toodle-pip!’” I shook my head. “It’s an outrage! If I were video, I’d have a squadron of lawyers ready to swoop down with subpoenas. I’d sue the police, the district attorney, hell even the radio star if I could prove that it was done deliberately. The radio star has always had it in for video, that’s my theory.”
“What in the world are you babbling about?” she asked, coming around to look at the paper. There she found, of course, the Style section I had actually been reading. She blinked at it for several seconds, then closed her eyes in long-suffering aggravation as she realized what was going on.
It took a lot of effort to get the cream cheese out of my eyebrows. But it was worth it.
“I wanted to haul off and smack him,” Brigid said. “You can imagine how I’d react to something like that from somebody I liked, much less a little turd like Treville.”
“Actually, I can’t really imagine it.” I said. “I’ve never seen you like anything before.”
She gave me a look that would peel paint, so I must have done something right.
Greg was dancing in the kitchen when Brigid came staggering in; she wasn’t sure if this would hold up in court under the “he needed killing” provision … but if she’d had the energy, he’d have been a dead man.
“What,” she managed to croak out, “are you doing?”
He didn’t answer, just did a weird kind of shimmy as he poured cereal into a bowl.
“Whaaaaaat,” she croaked a little louder, “are you doooooing?”
“The kisses are the same!” he sang. “All around the world, la, la, la-la-la-la!” He then twirled in place and, spotting her suddenly there, shrieked like a cheerleader. Bowl, cereal, and portable CD player with earphones exploded into the air, as he jumped back three feet and landed hard on his butt.
“Okay,” Brigid said, reaching for the coffeemaker. “That works.”
“Hey,” Greg asked. “Is this my groove thing? I’ve been shaking it for ten minutes now and I can’t tell if I’m doing it right.”
“Stop,” said Brigid. “Just stop. Stop right now, or I’ll be forced to ram something sharp into your eye, and neither of us wants that tonight.”
Greg harumphed and flopped into his chair, sulkily. “This from the woman I once called ‘Smarty Panties.’ You disappoint me, young Brigid. You cut me to the quick!”
“This from the man who flees the room when confronted by the word ‘boobs!’”
“That’s true. After that brazen display, you of all people should know what a groove thing is, and when it’s being properly shaken!”
She stuck her tongue out at him. “Just because I know when a groove thing is shaking, doesn’t mean I want to see it.”
“Don’t point that thing at me,” Greg replied, gesturing at her tongue. “You never know when it might go off!”
“Every day she thinks up new and inventive ways to heap abuse on me,” Greg said. “We’re like Stella and Astrophil, except that I’m Stella, and she’s more like, I dunno, Misastro or something.”
Alex blinked. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“I sometimes wonder,” Greg hazarded, “if nobody gets my jokes because they’re too obscure, or if they just aren’t that funny.”
“Don’t sell yourself short,” Brigid replied. “There’s no reason they can’t be both.”
“You know,” he said, “I think I might miss you if you went away for a long time. Why don’t you try it so I can find out?”
“Francis Scott Key,” said Greg.
“What?” said Brigid.
“Francis Scott Key,” he repeated. “Francis! Scott! Key!”
She blinked. “What about him?”
“Franciiiiis Scoooooott Keeeeeeeeeey!” Greg chanted. “Do you not know of this great American patriot? The immortal and beloved Francis Scott Key?”
Still staring at him as if trying to puzzle out his mind via telepathy, she said, “Well, I know about ‘The Star Spangled Banner,’ if that’s what you mean.”
“Yes, oh yes, we all know of ‘The Star Spangled Banner’ and who wouldn’t? But that barely begins to touch upon the greatness, the vast wonder that is the one, the only, Francis Scott Good-To-His-Mother Key. Let us take a moment of silence to ponder his greatness!” Greg closed his eyes, face turned upward as if basking in sunlight.
“What the f–”
“SHH! I’m pondering his greatness!”
“I’m pondering what a looney you are.”
“Hmph!” said Greg, opening his eyes again. “You just don’t appreciate American heroes.”
She shook her head. “Forget it. Forget it! I’m not going to burn perfectly good brain cells trying to understand you. Go off and have your little mental adventure about Francis Scott Key, I don’t want to hear about it. There’s a muffin in the other room that badly needs to be eaten, and I’m just the one to do the job.” She turned and strode quickly for the hallway.
Following on her heels, Greg chirped, “Did you know he has a bridge named after him?” But if she made any further comment, is was cut off by the door she slammed in his face.
“Hey, get this,” said Greg, calling over the top of his newspaper. “According to government experts, there’s a stupidity shortage.”
“What?” said Brigid.
“Government sources say there’s a massive decline in people walking out in front of cars, honking car horns for no good reason, and calling tech help lines because they couldn’t be bothered to read the manual or even just reboot their computer from time to time.”
“Really!”
“Let’s see … zooming through red lights is way down, and waiting until you actually get up to the counter before deciding what you want and standing there going, ‘Uuuuuhhh, uuuuuhhhh…’ for ten minutes is practically a thing of the past. Government officials are very worried, according to this … most of them depend on extremely high levels of stupidity to keep their jobs. One senator, who asked not to be named, says, ‘Well, we’ve spent the past century force-feeding substandard public education down everybody’s throat in a tremendous, carefully-orchestrated bipartisan effort to make sure that basic reasoning skills and common sense were eliminated whenever possible. Pliant, idiotic sheep make for good citizens, so naturally this Stupidity Crisis is going to get our immediate attention.’”
“I knew it!”
Greg turned the page, folding the newspaper over. “Stupidity experts were at a loss to explain the mysterious rise in the average intelligence level; one hypothesis is that so many idiots have wiped themselves and each other out in car wrecks, household accidents, and bids to get onto ‘America’s Funniest Home Videos’ that only the relatively smart people are left. Critics of this theory denounce it as ‘being thought up by a bunch of meanie-meanies.’ However, these same critics called in their opinions via cellular phone while they were driving.”
Brigid snickered.
“‘Unfortunately,’ said the anonymous senator, ’stupidity, like intelligence, requires a certain critical mass to sustain. Once too many people get a clue, it becomes very hard to get back to the preferred state of general idiocy. The good news is, if we can arrange to keep the smarter people down, stupidity has a tremendous capacity to bounce back. Our traditional methods, such as ostracizing, beating up, and generally mocking anybody with half a brain, are very effective when implemented on the very young, and so we ask parents to go home tonight and tell your children ‘Don’t get smart.’ It’s a matter of national security!’”
“Lovely,” said Brigid. “Almost poetic.”
“A loaf of wine, a jug of bread, and tho,” Greg replied.
“Don’t you remember?” said Greg. “We built this city on rock and roll.”
“That explains the earthquakes,” Brigid replied. “Try sandstone next time. It worked for the ancient Egyptians.”
Greg chuckled. “You should rent yourself out as a service,” he said. “‘Rent-A-Quip! Get your snarky comment instantly or it’s free!’”
Brigid rubbed her chin in thought. “Actually, I rather like the sound of that.”
Greg was off in his own world again, singing at the top of his lungs. “Kraaaaakatoa Katie, she ain’t no laaaady, when she starts to shake that saronnngg…”
Brigid frowned. “Excuse me, Terry Toons, but I’m trying to read, here.”
“Oh yes?” he said, “what are you reading?”
“None of your business,” she replied, hunkering down into the couch.
“You’ve interrupted my song,” he said, snatching the book. “That makes it my business!”
“Hey! Give that—”
“What in the world?” said Greg, staring sideways at the book in disbelief. “‘A Pirate’s Woman — The cold spray of the sea was nothing compared to the fire in her heart!’”
“Shaddap! Gimme my book!”
“Well, well, that’s one clean, well-groomed pirate, I must say,” he added, sizing up the shirtless specimen on the book’s cover. “What lovely pecs and deltoids he’s got — must come from swinging around in the rigging all day.” Brigid’s only response was an inarticulate growl; Greg lightly tossed the book back to her. “Honestly,” he said. “It doesn’t bother me that you’re reading a cheesy romance with a Chippendales model on the cover; what bothers me is that if I had some magazine swimsuit issue, you’d call me a sexist pig. It’s a double-standard, I tell you!”
“Shut up,” she said. “Go away!”
“Fine, I’ll leave you and the pirate prince to your revels,” he said, heading down the hallway and singing again. “Here he comes, that Mighty Mouse, just like a bolt from the blue, with a heaaaaart that’s truuuuee—!” The door closed, and he was gone.
“Jerk,” she snarled, and went back to her reading.
“I have this theory about God,” Greg announced over his donut. “I think I may have it figured out.”
“Oh yes?” Brigid said, eyebrows raised. “This oughta be good.”
“It is, it is! Now what causes all the controversy about God, really? What’s the core problem?”
“Um, lack of proof?”
“Well, sort of. More like, I suppose you’d say, lack of concrete evidence. God doesn’t leave DNA samples lying around for the FBI to collect, see what I mean? Some people encounter God, and others don’t. Some people have visions and others don’t. And of course, some people interpret every little random event as being God’s work, while others interpret it as simply the normal mechanistic functions of an uncaring universe. Everybody’s experience is different, and they’re all arguing about what really happened.”
“Okay.”
“Well, the core problem with that, you see, is everybody is assuming that truth is universal, do you see? What if God isn’t as all-loving as people want to think? What if God is arbitrary?”
“I don’t get what you mean.”
“Well, do you remember that computer game where you had a little virtual world and you could select a person and tell them do this and another person and tell them do that, etc.?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, when you were messing with persons X and Y, the rest of the virtual world just went on its merry way, completely oblivious to the fact that a cosmic super-being was mucking about with the course of its existence. Persons A, B, and C are just following their programmed routine, you see? Now imagine that simulated person X goes to simulated person A and says, ‘Holy crap some super-powerful being just appeared to me and told me do go dancing!’ Simulated person A, never having been the active character, replies, ‘You’re batty. Where’s your proof?’ And they get into a big argument about it, and sooner or later somebody gets hoisted on a virtual cross.”
Brigid raised her eyebrows dubiously.
“See how much that explains?” Greg said, apparently quite excited by his idea now. “Maybe the reason there’s so many different religions, and the whole exists/doesn’t exist argument, and — here’s the big one — the whole personal/impersonal God dichotomy, is because God’s out there, set up a self-sustaining universe with natural selection and all that, and then just sticks His nose in when it pleases or amuses Him to do so.”
“It makes as much sense as anything,” she admitted.
“Assuming that the Big G exists, we know that God is whimsical — or at least a little bizarre. Look at the lemming, for crying out loud. Or worse, the cuttlefish. God can be just plain weird sometimes. People always claim that God is ‘omnibenevolent,’ but one look at the real world will tell you that is patently false. Some people are happy, others are miserable. The sweetest, most pure-hearted person ever may develop an agonizing and terminal condition without notice. There are some people who, for whatever reason, God clearly has His hate on for. The Old Testament types would say it has to do with wickedness … I doubt it. God doesn’t look at good and evil the way we do; God is a weird, alien mind to our puny little brains! So what if, as I say, He lets the world go as it will most of the time, and just occasionally, arbitrarily, perhaps even randomly sticks in his Holy Oar, stirs stuff around until He’s satisfied, then wanders off again?”
“That’s a very scary God you’ve worked out, there,” she replied. “At least a God that’s obsessed with smiting wickedness, you can placate by not being wicked. A God that’s incomprehensible, you can only be afraid of and hope your number doesn’t come up.”
“Well, yeah,” said Greg. “But that’s the world that atheists have to live in, too.”
“Eh,” said Brigid. “I’ll keep my omnibenevolent God, thank you very much. I need all the comforting I can get.”
“I don’t blame you,” said Greg. “I couldn’t do it, myself. But I don’t blame you for wanting to.”
“Wokachika, wokachika, wokachika!” Greg was yammering in the kitchen as he spread peanut butter on his English muffin. “Who’s the black private dick who’s a sex machine to all the chicks? Shaft! You daaaamn right!”
“Oh please,” said Brigid. “Lord, spare us all.”
“Oh now what?” said Greg.
“Listen to you! Seriously, how many women have you ever met who had the least bit of interest in a sex machine?”
“Counting you?” Greg asked. He looked at the ceiling, apparently doing mental figuring. “Lessee … erm … none, actually.”
“Exactly! Women don’t want a sex machine, that’s just stupid.”
“It’s a funk tune from the ’70s,” Greg said. “You’re taking it very personally.”
“It’s irritating!” she protested. “No woman would ever be impressed by the assertion that he’s a sex machine. That’s just men beating their chests at each other. Don’t be a sex machine.”
“Okay, I won’t,” said Greg, returning to his English muffin. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not a black private dick, either.”
Brigid took one of the muffin slices. “Well, that’s another strike against you. But we won’t get into that right now.”
He blinked at her retreating form, trying to decide if she was really insane or just pretending she was to annoy him.
Greg came wandering into the room and hovered over Brigid, who was lounging on the couch with a cup of coffee and a sitcom. He was scribbling furiously in a small notebook. Brigid looked up at him, or more accurately at the back of the notebook, for several long, silent seconds.
Scribble, scribble, scribble, scribble.
Brigid looked around the room, then back up at the notebook. Finally, still scribbling, Greg asked, “Do you suppose that spiders think?”
“What?” said Brigid.
“Spiders,” Greg said. “What do you know about them?”
“Well,” Brigid said, “the basics. Eight legs. Eight eyes. Eat bugs. Always find the corner that’s hardest to clean cobwebs out of.”
“Cobwebs!” said Greg, writing it down. “Great word!”
“Glad you like it.”
“So what’s your opinion? Do spiders think? Do they sit around forming opinions on things, or is it all stimulus-response, stimulus-response with them? Is it possible for spiders to have a personality? Or are they like little robots, that run the ‘build web’ program when they find a dark corner, and the ‘eat bug’ program when something gets stuck in the web?”
Brigid blinked. “Good lord, I don’t know, how should I know? Geeze, I hope they can’t think. It’s hard enough spotting one of them on the ceiling when I’m in the shower, without having to wonder what it’s got on its mind. Guh!” She shuddered.
“Spider tells all!” Greg said, scribbling with almost manic intensity. “Naked woman in shower traumatized!”
“Oh, thanks.”
“Hmm,” Greg continued. “Cobweb. Cobweb.”
“You’re not even listening to me any more, are you?”
“Cobweb. Cob. Web. Corn on the cobweb!”
Brigid squeezed her eyes shut. “Okay, that is officially the most disgusting thing I’ve ever heard.”
Scribble! Scribble! “The world wide cobweb! WWW-dot-help-I’m-being-eaten-by-a-spider-dot-bug!”
“Right,” she said, turning off the TV and hastily getting to her feet. “I’m outa here. You and the spiders, have fun.”
After a moment, he noticed the silence and looked around at the empty room. “Huh!” he said to the empty air. “I wonder what’s the matter with her?” He flopped down into her space on the couch, and went back to his scribbling.
“Are you clueless?” Greg said, putting on his kitschiest falsetto bass. “Do you feel lost in a world of people who know the score? Or perhaps you have moronic friends and loved ones!”
“Yeah, you could say that,” said Brigid.
Greg grinned and pointed at her. “Then you need DIAL-A-CLUE! This revolutionary new service will smack you or a loved one upside the head with a clue-by-four, enabling you to get a grip on the world around you. Get a clue for the whole family! It also makes a great gift for your co-workers! Dial 1-800-GET-CLUE today, for a little tough love! We accept Visa or MasterCard, operators are standing by. Void where prohibited. Dial now!”
Brigid gave a wistful sigh. “You have an amazing ability to make life seem so simple, sometimes.”
“What can I say? Simple is as simple does.”
Greg stared at the mug of cocoa sitting on his chest and said, “You know, sometimes I wish I was sexy. But then I wonder what I would do with it if I was.”
“Hmm?” said Alex, fingers tapping away on his laptop. “What are you going on about over there?”
“Brigid’s right,” Greg told him. “I don’t know a thing about love. A lot of codependent frippery, that’s what I know about. Disappointment, resentment, longing, and jealousy, that’s what I know about. I’m a sad case, that’s my opinion.”
“Well then,” said Alex. “Write about that.”
“No! Of course I’m not going to write about that! Who’d want to read it?” Greg lifted the cocoa and sat up from his slump on the couch. “Besides, it’s so cliché!”
“Maybe it would help somebody else feel like they weren’t quite as alone,” Alex suggested.
“Bah,” said Greg. “Nobody morose is ever alone, all they’ve got to do is look around. I want to brighten up the place, not revel in my own pathos.”
Alex shrugged, and continued typing. “Well then, I guess you’ll have to get out there and fall in proper love, won’t you?”
Greg rolled his eyes. “Thank you, that’s a terrific plan. But look at me! I’m as attractive as day-old bread.”
“Oh, I dunno,” Alex chuckled. “Even day-old bread can be cute if it’s cut into animal shapes.”
Greg blinked. “That’s possibly one of the most surreal things you’ve ever said to me,” he commented.
“Well, I’ve been taking notes when you weren’t looking.”
“Hey!” said Greg. “The sky just dripped on my nose!”
Brigid raised one eyebrow — but just the one. “Doi. Overcast days have been known to do that. It’s called rain.”
“It’s bloody rude.”
“Eh?”
“Well!” said Greg, crossing his arms and looking determined, “if I went around dripping on people, they’d get really cheesed off! It’s a double standard, I say!”
“Yuck,” Brigid replied. “There’s an image that’ll come back to haunt me later.”
The low white noise of the rain on the car roof as they drove was suddenly broken by Greg’s voice. “Do you ever wonder where you’re going?” he asked.
“What?” said Brigid.
“Do you ever wonder where you’re going? Seriously?”
She blinked. “What’s this? A serious moment from the Everlasting Airhead? A deep thought actually rattling around in that cavernous cranium of yours?”
“You can dispense with the Batman Narrator impression,” Greg snipped. “I asked you a question. Do you ever think that maybe you’ve taken a wrong turn in your life?”
“Well,” Brigid said, looking wistfully out the window at the passing trees, “now that you mention it, I guess I do, sometimes. Doesn’t everyone?”
“When do you think the wrong turn was?”
“For me? Oh, I don’t know. I sometimes think they’ve all been wrong turns. Maybe I studied the wrong subject in college. Maybe I didn’t pursue the right kinds of relationships. Maybe I turned my back on the wrong people at key points. I don’t know.”
“Hmm.”
“A few of them, wow, I really wish I could take back. I … well … I really hurt somebody once with something I shouldn’t have said, and we’ve never been the same since.”
Greg nodded silently, and they rode on for a long moment.
Finally, Brigid asked, “What about you? When did you make a wrong turn?”
His eyebrows raised as he considered the question. Then he said, “About ten miles ago now, I think. I haven’t recognized anything since that sign for the turnpike. I guess we’ll have to turn around.”
She blinked at him, as he peered out at the road ahead with utmost sincerity. Then she crossed her arms and scowled at the window.
“I hate you,” she said.
“Well, well, well, my dear Alex, what do you think, eh? Rare and wondrous, as the dragon Smaug would say?”
“It’s uncanny, as Stan Lee would say, my dear Greg.”
They stood back and surveyed the room — or at least the small percentage of the room they could see. It was the dealer room at OneTrueCon, a room the size of a warehouse and packed from floor to ceiling and wall to wall with comic books, Star Trek props, Star Wars toys from 1991, and Harry Potter costume pieces. And people. Tons and tons of people crammed in, shuffling past dealers who tried to get them to buy stuff they didn’t want, or trying to get into a booth to see just how incredibly expensive that bust of Wolverine actually was.
“This is just the beginning, young initiate,” Greg said, pulling out the room map from his yellow bag. “For you see, this labyrinthine bedlam is just to ward off the faint of heart at the door. Beyond this you will find our destination — the Walk of Fame! There we will find such August personages as…” He stopped and read from the map. “Marina Sirtis! Lou Ferrigno! Richard Hatch! Vixen McBang?”
Alex looked sidelong at Greg. “Vixen McBang?”
“That’s what it says, I have no idea. Moving on to people that matter, we also find George Lazenby! And Gil Gerard!”
“I thought there were going to be some writers here,” Alex said. “Didn’t you say something about Harlan Ellison?”
“Oh, Alex, poor innocent Alex, Harlan Ellison doesn’t loiter among the rabble like this! Surely you should know better. But if it’s writers you want, we’re in the wrong place. The writers are all in panels! Even now, we’re missing Anne Rice and Terry Brooks in Grand Ballroom East.”
“Hmm,” said Alex. “What are they talking about?”
“‘The Future of Fantasy,’ it says here. A topic they all hate. I expect at this point they’re amusing themselves by throwing out bon mots and taking snarky comments from the audience. You’re not missing anything.”
“Alas. I was hoping to get Harlan to sign this copy of the City on the Edge of Forever photonovel I found.”
Greg chuckled indulgently. The poor innocent lamb!
“Today,” Greg announced with startling volume, “we celebrate the wonder of Herbert Lom!”
Brigid winced. “Not again.”
“Yes, Herbert Lom! Versatile and multi-talented actor, bon vivant, and dapper man about town, Herbert Lom! Best known for his roles as Captain Nemo in Mysterious Island and Dr. Roger Corder in the highly regarded Associated-British Pictures Corporation television series, ‘The Human Jungle!’”
“Never heard of it.”
“Never heard of it?” Greg’s eyes widened as if he were personally offended by the notion. “It was only the most widely-regarded medical drama of 1963!”
“How the hell do you know about a British medical drama from 1963?”
“And it starred Herbert Lom! I mean, really, isn’t that enough?”
Brigid put her hand to her forehead, scrunching her eyes in agony. “Wait a minute, wait a minute here … isn’t Herbert Lom the guy who played ‘Inspector Dreyfus’ in the Pink Panther movies?”
“The very one!” Greg chirped, suddenly excited. “I’m impressed, young Brigid! I didn’t realize you’d be familiar with his more minor works!”
“I need to go lie down,” she said.
“Take thoughts of Herbert Lom with you on this special day,” he told her. “They’ll comfort you.”
“I live with a freak,” she said, heading out of the room. “I really need to re-think this setup.”
“Scintillating!” said Brigid.
“Eh?” said Greg, still trying without success to dislodge the tiny button on his shirt collar.
Brigid held up the “Culture” section of the newspaper she was reading, and said, “‘The words come flowing off the page in a scintillating rhythm that delights and energizes the reader. Some writers are a heady wine or an earthy ale, but this one is champagne, crisp and bubbly and intoxicating.’”
“Heh,” said Greg. “Reviewers. Would-be writers themselves, the lot of them. Still, it’s nice to hear one praising a book for a change instead of tearing it to shreds.”
“Not just any book,” Brigid said. “This reviewer’s talking about your book.”
Greg blinked. “Mine? Seriously?” He stood and came to look over her shoulder, eyes wide and read aloud. “‘One expects a light touch such as his in a comedy or summer romance novel, but Retrograde Maneuvers transcends its trappings of farce and becomes a deep and wry satire, akin to Arms and the Man, or perhaps more like My Man Godfrey. This is a powerful work.’” He shook his head. “Did this idiot read the same book I actually wrote?”
“What do you mean?” Brigid said. “He likes it! You should be happy.”
“I am happy he likes it,” Greg said. “But this is a little much. Retrograde Maneuvers is a decent enough book if I do say so myself, but it’s no George Bernard Shaw, not by a long mile. Nor, for that matter, is it any Eric Hatch.”
“Eric Hatch?”
“Wrote My Man Godfrey.”
“Oh.”
“Anyway, this will never do. I’m going to have to write to the editor about this.”
Brigid shook her head, as if trying to clear water out of her ears. “What?”
“I can’t have people writing these kinds of things about my work!”
“You aren’t seriously going to write and complain because you got a good review, are you?”
“I should say I am! This effusive praise is far beyond what that silly little book is worth. Deep and wry satire my ass!” He stormed off to his computer, leaving Brigid stunned in his wake.
“Well, by a roundabout series of phone calls and vague threats of bodily harm, I eventually got the e-mail address of that reviewer,” Greg said. “And I sent him what I thought was a quite polite but firmly-worded missive to the effect that his review of Retrograde Maneuvers was the bunk.”
“Oh yes?” said Brigid, stifling a yawn. “And…?”
“Well, he wrote back and told me that I was being neurotic. Then he started talking about Steve Martin.”
Brigid chuckled. “I can see it,” she said.
“So, how was the show?” Greg asked.
“Eh,” Brigid replied. “Better than a poke in the eye with a sharp stick.”
“That good, eh? I’m guessing Roger didn’t turn out to be the vessel of your hopes and dreams.”
“No, more like a VW with a bad transmission.”
“Oh, good response!” Greg pulled out his pad. “I’m writing that one down.”
“Well, it’s not like he’s a bad guy or anything, but his values in life are peace, love, and vitriolic rants against the right wing. I’ve heard enough one-note songs in my life, that I don’t have a lot of patience for them any more.” Brigid shrugged and started making her coffee. “He started out from the assumption that naturally I agreed with everything he said about politics. When I didn’t immediately join in and go rah-rah-rah, he then moved to the assumption that I must be a gay-hating creationist Bible-groupie who wanted to put him into a concentration camp for daring to have an opposing opinion.”
“Tsk. Alas, poor Roger,” said Greg. “Not one for nuances, eh? If only he knew what he was missing. I am intrigued by the gay-hating aspect in particular.”
Brigid smirked. “Yeah, I don’t hate gays any more than the normal hatred I have for straight people, men, women, dogs, cats, and everybody else.”
“Exactly,” said Greg. “Nobody who knows you would think you were anything but consistent on that score.”
“You rotten bastard!” Greg said, tossing his mouse across the room. Or at least, attempting to toss it across the room — in fact, it quickly reached the end of its cord, snapped back, and landed right back where it had started with a loud clatter.
“What was that?” called Brigid from the other room.
“This bloody Mah-Jongg game!” Greg said, waving his hand at the monitor. “I’ve been playing it for weeks and I finally got to the point where I could win once or twice in a row, and it jacked up the difficulty level. Now every tile that would match, is under the exact same tile, so I can’t get to it!”
“The fiends!”
“Exactly so. They just hold out hope as a tantalizing dream, then snatch it away and laugh at my suffering!”
“I don’t suppose,” she hazarded, “that it could just be random generation?”
“Never!” Greg snapped back. “This game is malicious, and has it out for me. I can tell. But I’ll show them! I’m going to play Freecell instead!”
“Somewhere inside your computer, a person wearing an orange neon suit is now saying, ‘Curses, foiled again!’”
“Damn straight,” Greg said, turning his mouse back upright and closing the program with a smug air of victory.
Up until that point, the book club meeting had been a great night, but now Greg was struck with a sinking feeling in his stomach that things were just going to get worse.
“Uhhrr, yes,” said the gawky adolescent who’d been monopolizing the conversation all night. “By the end I just know they’re going to break up in a month. She’s so shrill, I figure he’s gotta come to his senses, right?”
After listening to this kid try to impress everybody with useless factoids and brow-beat them with his cleverness all night, Greg just couldn’t take it any more. “Did you actually read Retrograde Maneuvers?” he asked. “They break up well before the end.”
“Oh,” said the kid. “Um … well…”
“Why did you even come to this meeting, if you hadn’t read my book?”
“I did read it! Well, I read part of it. I read Chapter Six.”
Greg blinked. “Chapter Six? Just Chapter Six?”
“Well, um … I was flipping through the book and I happened on the word ‘breasts,’ and…”
“So you read the chapter with the sex scene and none of the rest of the book.”
“I was busy!”
“Er, yes,” said Greg. “All right. Well, I’m going to get another coffee, if you want to skip ahead to the end ’til I get back.”
Brigid sighed. “You don’t bring me flowers any more.”
Greg blinked. “I’ve never brought you flowers. But I suppose I could start if you really want me to.”
“Actually, I don’t,” Brigid said. “I can’t stand flowers, the smell gives me a headache.”
“Then why did you bring it up?”
“I was baiting you.”
Greg nodded. “I thought as much.”
Brigid narrowed her eyes at the girl (well, woman really, but Brigid thought of her as a girl). The girl’s tight shirt clearly indicated that this was a girl with abs, and she wanted the world to know it.
Brigid then looked over to the girl’s companion, a stocky, scraggily geek type whose look of pure self-satisfaction clearly indicated that he had a girlfriend with abs, and he wanted the world to know that.
The pair of them stood in front of the copy shop door, conferring over some pamphletey thing that they were apparently planning to reproduce — not an inherently annoying activity, but they were blocking traffic, and the four-ream box of proposal copies Brigid was carrying weighed roughly the same as a healthy elephant.
“Ahem,” Brigid coughed. No response.
“Excuse me, please,” she added, and the girl only giggled and pointed at the pamphlet.
“Cogito ergo ZOOM!” she said, laughing.
“I like this one,” said the geek type, pointing at a different spot. “Semper ubi sub ubi!”
Brigid closed her eyes, groaning. She saw the whole picture now, and it added up to “toga party.”
“Ostium tui obstruetis!” Brigid snapped loudly, causing the pair of them to jump. “Or maybe it would be better to say, ‘ou’reYay ockingblay the oorday!’”
The ab girl and her geek muttered something apologetic and backed away from the door, and Brigid strode on. She’d never ticked someone off in Latin before, and was secretly glad to have finally had the chance.
“Wha-ha!” Brigid announced as she came in. “Wha-ha, ho-ho, and a couple of tra-la-las, to boot!”
“Er, yes?” said Greg, looking up from the laptop.
“Yes indeed!” she said. “And now, for some random dancing around the room!” She immediately launched into a bizarre series of bodily jerks and head thrashings. “MIIIISSED YOU SATURDAY NIGHT!” she began to sing at the top of her lungs. “MIIIGHT HAVE GONE BUT WHAT FOOOOOR?”
“Are you okay?”
“COULDN’T BEAR IT WITHOOOOUUUUT YOOOOUUUUU! DON’T GET AROUND MUCH ANYMORE!”
Greg’s eyes were narrowed. “Are you drunk?”
She stopped and frowned. “No, I’m not drunk! I’m just being myself, loyal, lovable, loony Greg, with a pointless anecdote for one and all and a non sequitur for every occasion! Whoopiee!” She began thrashing around the room again.
“Um,” said Greg.
“Come on, come on,” she said. “This is the part where you, the ever-acerbic Brigid, make a withering remark about my sanity, my appearance, or just my overall state of existence. Hop to, boy, hop to!”
“If I’m Brigid,” said Greg, “then you’ve got no business calling me ‘boy,’ have you?”
Brigid stopped and looked at him. “Is that the best you can do?”
“Sorry,” he said. “It’s not in my nature for me to be withering on short notice.”
“Feh,” she said, flopping onto the couch. “Fat load of fun you are.”
“And besides,” Greg added, “if I was going to sing at the top of my lungs, it would be ‘Me and My Shadow.’”
“Oh God,” said Brigid, as Treville made his inevitable way toward them. “Not him again.”
“What?” said Greg, turning to see what she was reacting. “Oh. Wonder Boy. Le sigh.”
“Well, well!” smarmed Treville, reeking of beer as he shoved his way through a talking couple and sidled up to the small bar. “If it isn’t Brigid the Frigid, and her blond boytoy. How’s it hangin’, Gaylord Greg?”
“I’m sorry,” said Greg, “but that’s classified information.”
“Whut?”
“Excuse me,” said Brigid, “but I think I’ll find somebody not obnoxious to talk to.”
“I’ll just join you,” said Greg. “I’m sure Alex is around here somewhere.”
“I don’t get you two,” said Treville, pulling another beer out from the cooler. “You live together, you go out together, you act like a couple. But you never, like, hold hands or kiss or anything. Wait, I’ve got it! Greg is a gaylord, isn’t he? A fag and his hag, that’s you two! It explains everything!”
Without comment, Brigid reached up and grabbed one of Treville’s earlobes, and began to twist.
“Aahhh-AAHHHHGGGHH!” said Treville, his body curling backwards in the direction of the torque Brigid applied. “Owowowowow, stoppit, ow!” Brigid’s frown deepened slightly and she merely twisted harder. “OWWW, Jesus, stoppit!!!” Treville lost his balance and fell to his knees, unopened beer bottle rolling away under a table.
“Well done,” said Greg, as Brigid released her victim. “I see you decided to dispense with words this time.”
“There’s no point in having a battle of wits against an unarmed opponent,” Brigid replied, and the two of them wandered off.
“You know,” said Greg, “it’s a peculiar thing. When I was in school, I resented depending on my parents for food and clothing and transportation. I used to hate sitting at home on the couch watching TV because they wouldn’t take me wherever I happened to want to go at the time. More than anything else I was eager to be able to make my own way, to have my autonomy — that would be the greatest thing possible.”
“I know exactly what you mean,” said Brigid.
“So why is it,” he said, voice rising a bit in irritation, “that now I’m an adult, with my own place and my own car and the entire world at my fingertips … that all I want to do is sit at home on the couch watching TV?”
“Think of it as having been trained for adult life,” she replied.
“Another long day slaving over a hot word processor, eh?” Brigid said. “Scandalous, the sweatshop conditions you work under.”
Greg, stiffly lying on the sofa, lifted a corner of the washcloth that covered the top half of his face to peek at her with one bloodshot eye. “Thank you so much for the words of consolation,” he said. “It’s comforting to know that no matter what sacrifices I go through, I can always depend on you to rally ’round.”
“What sacrifices did you go through?” she asked, noticing for the first time that his chair was on its back, his monitor was askew, and papers had been scattered around the room. “You’re not engaged in Yog-Sothothery again, I hope?”
“If only that were the case,” he said, replacing the washcloth over his eyes. “At least there you’re expecting madness. No, instead, I’ve been subject to a harrying experience.”
“You ran out of coffee?”
“All right,” he said, pulling off the washcloth and sitting up. “You remember Yvonne, the woman across the hall? Dark hair, midriff?”
Brigid chuckled. “Nice description.”
“Well, she called up and asked if she could come over and get some sugar or some such, I don’t even remember what the pretext was now. I told her to wait about half an hour, because I was nearing the end of a chapter, but that I would leave the door unlocked for her.”
“…And somebody broke in and ransacked your desk.”
“In a manner of speaking. I was typing away, Mozart on the headphones, not a care in the world, and I got lost in what I was doing and forgot the time. Apparently, Yvonne across the hall is one of these literary-fetish types one hears about, because I happened to look up at the end of a paragraph and she was standing there, in ‘Hello Kitty’ print underwear and precious little else, with a copy of Retrograde Maneuvers in her hands and stars in her eyes.”
Brigid blinked several times. “Are you telling me that this mess is because the two of you—”
“The two of us nothing, it was the one of us, more like! I was so startled at her sudden, adult-rated materialization that I jumped backwards a foot and the chair went south, taking me with it. Banged my head on the floor and my knees on the desk, unplugged the power strip with my foot and lost half a chapter in the process. It was a nightmare!”
For a long moment, Brigid didn’t say a word, just looked down at him as if trying to determine if he was a real person or a space alien. Finally she said, “Let me get this straight. The dark-haired, pouty-lipped, midriffed seductress from across the hall comes up with a cheesy double-entendre like coming over for some sugar, does her best to recreate a scene from a bad porn flick, and you launch into a Three Stooges routine?”
“Some people object to being unexpectedly confronted with underwear!” Greg snapped. “It’s a lot to throw at a man when he’s working.”
Brigid, trying valiantly to stifle her snickering, said “So what happened next?”
Greg sighed, lying back “Well, thankfully she fled, taking the book and hopefully her cup of sugar too, and I gave up the afternoon as a loss and decided to lie down. I’ve been here ever since.”
Brigid shook her head. “No wonder you’re a writer,” she said. “You could have at least autographed her copy.”
“What’s the point,” Brigid asked, “of ordering ‘loaded potato skins’ and then leaving the skins?”
“I don’t want the skins,” Greg replied. “All I really want is the cheese and bacon. What about it?”
“That means you’re just eating the load,” she said. Alex, sitting in the corner, suppressed a snort.
“Fine, I’m just eating the load then,” said Greg. “If I want to eat a load now and again, that’s my own business.”
“I guess that’s true enough,” Brigid replied.
“So what did you think of the show?” Alex asked, sipping at a ‘grasshopper’. “I thought the guy playing the detective was great.”
“Yeah, he was pretty good,” Brigid said. “Although they telegraphed the ending too much. It’s supposed to be this huge surprise, but it was like, he’s the only one left!”
“Well, it’s better than The Murder of Roger Ackroyd,” said Greg. “The solution to that one is just plain cheating, in my opinion.”
“I liked The Murder of Roger Ackroyd,” Alex said. “I don’t think it was cheating at all!”
“Of course it was!” Greg said, nearly flinging a potato skin across the room in a gesture of outrage. “How is the reader supposed to have a chance at figuring out the mystery when the bloody narrator is lying to you?”
“He didn’t lie exactly,” said Alex.
“Well, it’s a lie of omission, if nothing else. And it really irritated me! Agatha Christie is supposed to be this great mystery writer, but in Roger Ackroyd she resorts to base trickery. It’s hardly an impressive feat to fool the readers when you haven’t given them all the information! It’s like saying, ‘Pick a number between 1 and 20,’ and then acting like you’re terribly clever because the answer is really ‘Thursday’.”
“Okay, okay, forget I said anything.”
“I nearly threw the book across the room when I read the ending of that one,” Greg said. “Really, it was unworthy of her.”
Brigid, with the air of someone who’d decided enough was enough, leaned over and peered at him. “Greg,” she said.
“Yes?”
“Shut up and eat your load.”
Greg opened his mouth to reply, but apparently unable to come up with a suitable response, hunkered over his plate. “Yes ma’am,” he said contritely, and picked off some more cheese.
Brigid shuffled her way into the kitchen, her eyes looking more than a little like a pair of tiny raisins — dark and painfully scrunched. She found herself confronted by Greg, who appeared to be extemporaneously composing an obnoxiously upbeat song that contained a lot of “la-las,” “na-nas,” “doot-dos,” and the occasional “hey-hey.”
She mustered all the evil she could, and said, “You … are being cheerful at me. Deliberately. With malice aforethought.” Unfortunately, her evil didn’t have the energy to do more than bounce off of him and flop to the floor.
“Of course I’m cheerful!” Greg chirped. “Look out the window! The birds are buzzing, the bees are singing, and all is white with the ruralled!”
Brigid winced. “Ow. My brain.”
“My poor old harpy,” he said. “Just not a morning person. I sympathize, really I do. Tell you what: you go and pour yourself into the couch, and I’ll toss you together some breakfast.”
“Grr,” she said, gratefully. “I hate you.” She then shuffled off towards the couch.
Greg just chuckled to himself and pulled out two more eggs.
“Brigid, could I have a word with you?” asked Treville.
“Yes,” Brigid replied. “And that word is ‘goodbye.’” She immediately began walking away.
“Hold on, hold on,” said Treville, jogging a bit to keep up. “You don’t know what I want to say!”
“I don’t care what you want to say, either, you gruesome little toad. Now get away from me before I set your hair on fire.”
“Look, I realize that I probably rubbed you the wrong way the other night—”
“If you’d rubbed me at all you’d have pulled back bloody stumps.”
“—but the point is, I’d like to just let bygones be bygones, y’know? Bury the hatchet.”
Brigid stopped and turned on him. “No,” she said. “Do you get that? No! You can’t just act like a prick and then come back later and ask for a do-over. You haven’t done anything to make up for it, you haven’t done anything to earn another chance, you haven’t paid for your mistakes, and I see no reason to think that in ten minutes time you won’t just act like a prick again. Maybe you’re just hard-wired to be a prick, or maybe you’re a prick by choice, I don’t care. The point is, I’ve got better things to do with my time than to put up with you. Now buzz off!”
“Geeze, you don’t have to be a bitch about it,” Treville said.
Brigid pulled out her lucky Zippo lighter and flipped the top open. “Lean down here so I can reach your hair,” she said.
“Okay, I’m going!” said Treville, backing away hastily.
“Actually,” said Brigid, “they’re looking for a writer-editor on the next proposal. Interested in some freelance?”
Greg gave a rapid-fire snort of a laugh. “Me? No, my writing’s totally unsuited for the job I’m afraid.”
“Too fatuous, eh?” she said with a sly grin.
“Exactly so!” he replied, apparently taking no offense at the remark. “Really, can you see me writing corporate blather and buzzword bingo? You know what I’m like. Retrograde Maneuvers was supposed to be a gripping drama when I started it, for crying out loud. I can just imagine the agony of trying to keep a straight face on a proposal.” He affected a mock-heavy tone and read from an imaginary sheet of paper: “‘Amalgatronix International has an outstanding reputation in the industry, for being, well, very large — and generally suing the pants off of anyone who annoys us. Call us today, our legion of lawyers are ready to snap into action!’”
“Hmm, you’ve got a point,” Brigid admitted.
“Now, if they were looking for a freelancer to write and edit silly vignettes, I’d be all over that like kudzu on a Louisiana freeway. But in this day and age, that pretty much leaves me qualified to write television commercials.” He shuddered from head to toe and back again. “The horror! The horror!”
Brigid tsked sympathetically. “Too bad Vaudeville’s dead,” she said, the sly grin returning.
“You laugh,” he said. “I’ve felt that way for years!”
Greg stepped out of his car and waved amiably to the groundskeeper, a diminutive Hispanic woman who, if she stood next to Greg, would come about to the top of his stomach. They had never spoken beyond the occasional awkward ‘hello’ or ‘pardon me,’ but he made a point to wave and smile at her when he saw her, and for her part she would always stop whatever she was doing and wave back in a kind of matronly-yet-servile benevolence.
It was the servile part that bothered Greg; while he was hardly rich, he was a well-educated and erudite white male of the type that, should he apply his efforts in that direction, could more or less have the world at his door. In terms of the social construct, while he didn’t exactly have a royal flush, he could easily be said to be holding a full house. The groundskeeper, on the other hand, was probably an immigrant with a shaky grasp at best on English, who spent her days clipping hedges, sweeping sidewalks, and cleaning up litter and bits of passing road debris in order to feed what Greg assumed was probably a goodish number of children.
Sometimes, he wondered what she thought about him. His liberal-with-a-hint-of-Protestantism upbringing suggested that she should regard him as a lout and a layabout who didn’t do proper work and deserved a good old-fashioned smite for having the gall to live an easy life. However, as far as he could tell, her attitude was anything but. She seemed to regard him as a particularly nice man and as far as he could tell hoped that he would marry an equally nice young woman and generally go on having the world served to him on a platter. “Couldn’t happen to a nicer boy,” seemed to sum up her attitude, for which he was grateful, though it still left him feeling awkward and without any real notion as to how he should act around her.
But this wasn’t what was on Greg’s mind today. As he smiled his usual awkward smile and waved his usual awkward wave, staring down at her from a dizzying six-feet-plus, he found himself wondering if she was one of the wee folk, or if he was the giant.
“Oh dear,” said Greg.
“Oh dear?” said Brigid, pausing over her slice of pizza.
“Yes, ‘oh dear.’ I said ‘oh dear’ and I stand by it. If you like, I could add ‘oh bother’ in deference to your fondness for Winnie the Pooh.”
“What’s oh bothering you?”
“That girl’s sacral dimples,” said Greg, nodding towards a cluster of teenagers near the cash register.
Brigid blinked. “Her Sacramento?”
“Sacral dimples,” Greg repeated.
Feeling she probably didn’t really want to know, Brigid said, “What’s a sacral dimple?”
“Oh, you know, those two indentations near the base of your spine, so lovingly detailed by sculptors. Where your back muscles connect with your sacrum. As in sacroiliac.”
“Oh!” said Brigid, comprehending. The cluster of teenagers, Brigid now noted, was characterized by very low-riding pants and skirts, the fashion of the day, and short, midsection-revealing tops among the girls. One of the girls happened to be facing away from Brigid and Greg’s table, and her sacral dimples were indeed striking. Her skirt was also extremely short. “Those!” she said. “What about them?”
“Well,” Greg said, as if confused by the question, “just that they’re there, I guess. This low-cut fad has got to go. I don’t want to have squadrons of teenage girls flashing their sacral dimples at me 24/7!”
Brigid chuckled. “What is this, a reprise of the ‘boobs’ conversation?”
“Don’t start on me, smarty-panties,” he retorted. “Speaking of which, I wonder how she managed to fit underwear under that narrow strip of cloth. Or even if she did at all.”
Brigid shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Honestly, you’re such a prude.”
“I am not!” Greg snapped back. “I am definitely and decidedly a very not-prude, and it’s pure ignorance that makes you say that I am! Just because I prefer girls, no matter how attractive they may or may not be, to pull their skirts up to a proper length, does not a prude make. I am an aesthete. The viewing of a person’s sacral dimples, or indeed any other of the major erogenous zones, should be a moment of exquisite intimacy, achieved after a great deal of wooing and preferably an expensive dinner or even better a series of expensive dinners. It cheapens and demeans both this girl and me that I know sundry details about the layout of her anatomy, without so much as knowing her name.”
“All right, all right,” said Brigid, holding up her fork as if to defend herself from a charging rhino. “Don’t freak out, jeepers!”
“Harumph,” said Greg.
“For what it’s worth,” she added, “I pretty much agree with you. I’d be half-tempted to go over there and forcibly pull the skirt up myself, but the girl’s skirt is so short that pulling it up wouldn’t help … particularly if she didn’t manage to fit underwear under it. Yoink! That’d get people’s attention!”
Greg’s eyebrows shot ceilingwards at the idea. “Good lord!” he said. “She’d go from unpleasant to illegal in one swift move!”
Uncle Bob put his hand on Greg’s shoulder in a way that was clearly intended to build companionship. “Greg,” he said. “Greg, Greg, Greg. Greg.”
“Uncle Bob,” Greg replied. “Uncle Bob, Uncle Bob, Uncle Bob. Uncle Bob.”
“When your parents came to me and asked me to be your godfather, it meant the world to me,” said Uncle Bob. “I would have done anything for them, you know, anything. Truly. And I like to think they’d have done the same for me.”
“I’m sure you would!”
“And it was your mother’s dream that someday I would get in to a really good university, and make something of myself. Now, it’s taken me a long time to get around to it, I know, but I am finally ready to make her dreams a reality. But I need your help, son! Are you going to stand between me and the culmination of your late mother’s fondest wish?”
“It’s not like that at all,” Greg said. “Really, I’d love to help you, but what am I supposed to do? Scholarship boards and admissions people generally want undergrads to be fresh-faced up-and-comers … particularly undergrads who have in their heads to study law. They don’t want them to be pudgy old reprobates who got a straight ‘D’ average before dropping out of school to take up a not-so-lucrative-as-they-thought career in supplying narcotics to flower children.”
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