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To Vince
When I came to myself and asked me to produce a second volume of fictionlets, I must admit I was surprised and more than a little flattered. After all, the first volume was hot off the word processor, so to speak, and we weren’t even sure how they would sell. But I was confident. “Gneech old boy,” I told me, “you write it, and they will come.”
Well, when you say a thing like that to you, what can you do but smile, blush a little maybe and look awkward, but then buckle down and do it? So here you have it: volume two of the bite-sized adventures of Brigid and Greg. This one has some longer bits in it, as by now I was working on what I hope will be the first B&G novel, and more of the fictionlets were being written with an eye toward eventual inclusion in that. It also has a few largish gaps in dates, as I had several years in a row of dealing with a lot of life’s vagaries and many months where I simply didn’t write at all. Somewhere in here, if I have the timeline right in my head, I bought a house, finished The Suburban Jungle (Starring Tiffany Tiger), and acquired a beloved but badly-in-need-of-care cat.
This volume contains the second hundred fictionlets, which should bring you fairly up-to-date with them as of this writing, although new ones appear regularly on my blog at www.gneech.com. You can always go there to find some new ones!
In any case, I’d like to thank me for this opportunity, and say only that I will strive my hardest to justify the faith I’ve put in me.
John “The Gneech” Robey
April, 2010
“You know,” said Greg, “the more I listen to this song, the more convinced I am that they shouldn’t have included that sample from You Only Live Twice in it.”
“Why?” said Brigid. “You Only Live Twice is a cool enough song.”
“Well yes, that’s just the problem,” Greg replied. “Every time I hear the sample, all it does it bring home to me yet again how much better a song You Only Live Twice is than this one. If I’m going to hear clips from it anyway, then why not just go listen to that, instead?”
“Sort of the pop-music equivalent of groveling and chanting ‘we are not worthy’, is that it?”
“Exactly so,” said Greg, and clicked off the radio.
Brigid stared through the rain-spattered car window at lights of shopping strips going by, as if trying to find just the right way to express her contempt for them. Finally she said, “I think I’ve figured out what irritates me the most about Treville.”
“Oh?” said Greg, in the driver’s seat.
“Yeah,” she replied. “I think what bothers me the most is that the question is never ‘Should I hit him?’ but is instead always just deciding ‘How hard?’.”
Alex sighed. “Have you ever just, suddenly, been ‘done’ with something? Like something that was your favorite thing ever, you just wake up one day and it doesn’t do anything for you?”
“Well,” said Greg, “define your terms. Are we talking about something like pet rocks or smurfs here, or a food item, or what?”
“I dunno. Say, like, Star Trek. Imagine you grew up on Star Trek and it was the greatest thing ever; you were a total trekkie when you were a kid, have copies of Spock Must Die!, The Star Fleet Technical Manual and the Star Trek Concordance, and every Mego figure ever made including the Romulan and Andorian. Then one day, just sorta Poof! you just don’t care any more. Star Trek is suddenly dead to you. Have you ever had that happen?”
“Not on that scale,” said Greg. “I mean, everyone has enthusiasms in their youth that fade over time. I was rather keen on He-Man and the Masters of the Universe once upon a time, but seeing them again as an adult sorta put the kibosh on that.”
“No, no, that’s not what I mean. I’m talking about a deeper, more profound sort of connection. Something that you make the basis of your whole sense of identity. A ‘Without this, what am I?’ kind of thing … the loss of which turns your whole psyche into a complete tabula rasa.”
Greg’s eyebrows raised. “Well, to be honest, no. Why, are you going through one of these crises yourself?”
Alex looked down at the newspaper on the table. “Well, yeah, I guess I am.”
“Can I have your Andorian, then? Those guys were the coolest!”
“Take a cab?” Greg said, in apparent astonishment. “Don’t be ridiculous; I’ll drive the two of you to this binge. And in fact, I’ll come back in a few hours to pick you up again. I’m not useful for much, I know, but I can at least drive a car.”
“Really?” said Brigid. “You sure?”
“Of course I’m sure,” said Greg. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
Brigid shifted a little. “I dunno; I guess I just wasn’t expecting it, considering how much you dislike my mother.”
“I don’t dislike your mother!” Greg protested, wounded to the quick. “I don’t dislike her at all! I just find her exhausting. She’s perfectly fine in small doses.”
“Exhausting?” said Brigid. “That’s a new one on me. How do you figure that one?”
“Well,” said Greg, apparently reluctant to just come out and say it. “She’s tiring. You know. She’s like the drum-beating rabbit in the television commercial, who just keeps on going and going. I can’t keep up with the never ending stream of people or things she doesn’t approve of.”
“Well, well, my dear old harpy, welcome home!” Greg chirped as Brigid elbowed her way through the door. “Here, let me take some of that,” he added, taking a few of the cardboard boxes weighing her down and scampering off into the apartment with them.
“Why are you so obnoxiously buoyant?” Brigid asked. “As if you need a reason.”
“I have a reason, and a good one!” he answered, stacking the boxes on the table next to her pile of papers that had grown from a small stack to a precarious tower in the past four days. “Funny Looks is burned onto the CD and plunked into the mailbox and winging its way to New York even as we speak. Two weeks ahead of schedule, no less! As they say in the donut business, slam dunk!”
“Well at least one of us was productive today,” muttered Brigid. “I’ve been in about sixty meetings since 8:30 this morning, and this damn proposal is supposed to be downtown no later than 11:00 tomorrow. One of these days I’m going to be given a proposal due in two weeks instead of two days, and I’ll probably keel over dead from the shock.”
“Well, that sucks. But Doctor Greg has the cure. Pack up your proposal in an old kit bag for an hour or two and I’ll take you out for a celebratory dinner, and then over to the coffee shop to get you caffeinated up for your imminent all-nighter.”
Brigid narrowed her eyes at him. “You know, I’m sometimes wonder if Yvonne isn’t on to something about you.”
“Don’t get mushy on me now,” said Greg. “Or I’ll rescind the offer!”
“No,” Greg said. “I can tell you right now, Brigid isn’t going to put up with the idea of staying in Boston another week, particularly not if there’s a get-rich-quick scheme involved.”
“Brigid isn’t going to put up — what are you, afraid of women?” Uncle Bob demanded.
“Afraid of women?” said Greg. “Me?”
“Yes! Practically cowed.”
Greg raised his eyebrows as he considered the question. “Well, yes, I am, now that you mention it.”
“What?”
He shrugged. “I can’t help it, they’re intimidating! I never know just what I’m supposed to do or say around them. Most of the time I end up fiddling with my notebook and saying something fatuous.”
Bob put his hand over his eyes. “Greg,” he said. “Greg, Greg, Greg, Greg, Greg. Greg!”
“Uncle Bob,” Greg replied. “Uncle Bob, Uncle Bob, Uncle Bob, Uncle Bob, Uncle Bob. Uncle Bob!”
“This is no good. We’ve got to un-whip you, PDQ. Give you some spine! And I know just how to do it.”
“No we don’t,” said Greg. “What we need to do is check out of this grimy hotel and go home while we can still escape with our lives.”
“Why do you let that woman walk all over you?” Uncle Bob demanded. “Stand up to her!”
“Eh?” Greg said.
“You’ve got to show her who’s boss!” Uncle Bob said, poking Greg’s chest hard enough to leave a bruise.
“She already knows.”
“Show no weakness! If you give her an inch, she’ll take a mile!”
“She’s welcome to it. What would I want with a mile?”
Uncle Bob put his hand over his eyes again, and gave a deep sigh. Finally he said, “Well I hate to do this to you, Gregger, but I’m not leaving Boston yet. I’m staying here at least another week, maybe more, so if you want to go back home you’re going to have to walk.”
“But Uncle Bob—!” Greg said.
“And I might add, your mother would be very disappointed in you, abandoning your closest living relative this way. I counted on you, depended on you, and you’ve let me down. So much for family ties! But if this is how you honor your late mother’s memory, well, so be it.”
Greg winced, and sighed. “Okay, look,” he said. “I’ll talk to Brigid and see what she has to say. But really–”
Uncle Bob lit up like a Christmas tree. “Well done, boy, well done! Your mother would be proud!”
“One would think you had a Ouija board, the way you seem to keep communing with her,” Greg muttered, and headed for the hallway.
“Why do we come to these parties, again?” Brigid asked, giving the olive-on-a-cocktail-sword in her drink a wary eye.
“Well I come to them because I spend all day sitting in the apartment at my computer and need to get out among the populi every now and again,” said Greg. “Why you do, is entirely open to debate, but I have a feeling it has to do with not wanting to sit home alone listening to crickets chirp on Friday nights.”
“Yo, Greg! Yo, Brigid!” said Treville, sidling up to them. “Whattya think of this music? OMGWTFBBQ’s latest. I just bought this CD.”
“Did you?” said Greg. “Well yes, as thumpa-thumpa music goes it’s not bad, but I think you’ve gotten confused, old scout. This isn’t OMGWTFBBQ, it’s the Sexy Hazmats.”
Treville stopped and listened. “What? No. Are you sure? No.”
“Yup, quite sure,” said Greg.
Treville’s eyes shifted back and forth a few seconds, then he said, “Oh, yeah, you’re right, of course it is. I didn’t recognize it, ’cause I only have their first album. So much better than this one.”
“They’ve only had the one album,” said Brigid. “They split up two months after it was released.”
Treville stopped again. “Oh. Uh. Are you sure? I must be thinking of their EP.”
“You’re thinking of OMGWTFBBQ again,” said Greg. “They had an EP.”
“Oh like you know!” said Treville. “Just ’cause you’ve never heard the Sexy Hazmats’ EP, doesn’t mean they didn’t have one!”
“All right, all right,” said Greg.
“I’ve got all the Sexy Hazmats’ albums, I’ll have you know, and OMGWTFBBQ, too! My music collection is awesome.”
“Hey,” said Brigid, “where’s my little olive-on-a-cocktail-sword?”
Greg declined to answer; in a moment of quick thinking he’d slipped it out of her drink to keep it from ending up in Treville’s eye.
“So,” said Brigid. “What do you want for your birthday?”
“Oh!” said Greg. “Oh, well, that’s nice of you. But nothing, really. Maybe a card if you’d like to do one.”
Brigid frowned. “That’s no good. You’ve got to want something for your birthday.”
“There’s nothing I want in terms of stuff,” Greg said. “Really, all I want is … well … I want people to get into the lane they want in traffic and then stay there. I want for people to stop muttering under their breath and then being annoyed at me when I can’t make out what they’re saying. I want the people working at counters to stop getting my order wrong and then acting like I’m a jerk for not ordering what they served me. I want that guy in Nigeria to stop asking me to help get his funds out of the bank. I want people to stop asking my opinion when what they really want is for me to guess the option they’d already chosen and tell them what a good choice it is. I want the Demidupes and the Publioobs to stop shrieking hysterically about the other. I want people to sit down, shut up, and chill the heck out for a while.”
“Yeah?” said Brigid. “I want a pony.”
Greg clicked his tongue and headed for the hallway. “Right, well, I think I’d better lie down. Tell Ozymandias that if he wants to come in and sleep on my head, he’s welcome.”
Greg pulled a small package out of his grocery bag and examined it dubiously. “The new XPLUSION has 64 blades and launches anti-tank rockets to give you a closer, more comfortable shave than any man has ever had in the history of the universe!”
“‘Xplusion’?” said Brigid. “What happened to ‘X-17, the Widowmaker’?”
“Had too much soap residue,” Greg said. “It interfered with the targeting reticule.”
“Aw, man,” said Brigid. “I hate it when that happens.”
Brigid took off her headphones and looked up at Wayne. “Yes?” she said.
“Hey, Brigid, sorry to disturb you while you’re busy, but Janeen told me to bring these pages to you.”
“Thanks,” she said, taking the folder, and Wayne popped off. After waiting a moment to make sure nobody else was going to appear at her desk, Brigid put her headphones back on.
Immediately, Janeen was lurking over her. Brigid took off her headphones and looked up. “Yes?”
“Did Wayne get those pages to you?” Janeen asked.
“Yup, they’re right here.”
“Thanks.” Janeen popped off. After waiting a moment to make sure nobody else was going to appear at her desk, Brigid put her headphones back on.
Immediately, Chris was lurking over her. Brigid stifled a sigh and looked up. “Yes?”
“Hey, Brigid, sorry to disturb you while you’re busy. Do you have those pages from Janeen? We need to change the rate table.”
“Sure, here,” said Brigid, and handed Chris the folder.
“Thanks,” he said, and popped off. Brigid watched him go, looked around to make sure the coast was clear, and put her headphones back on.
Immediately, Janeen was lurking over her. Brigid squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, then took off her headphones and looked up. “Yes?”
“Did Chris get those pages from you?” Janeen asked. “We need to change the rate table.”
“Yes,” Brigid said. “Chris has them.”
“Okay, thanks,” Janeen said, and popped off. Brigid stood up and looked around — nobody was visible in either direction, so she sat back down and put on her headphones.
Immediately, Wayne was lurking over her. Brigid yanked off her headphones. “What?” she demanded.
“Whoa, sorry Brigid, didn’t mean to bother you. I just have those pages back from Janeen with the new rate table. Here you go.” He quickly handed off the folder and popped off.
Brigid looked down at the blinking cursor on her computer, then at the headphones. Cautiously, she reached for them and began to move them towards her head, watching carefully out the corner of her eye.
As she suspected, the half-visible specter of Janeen was flickering in and out of existence. “I see you there!” Brigid told the vision sharply. “Well now you hear me! I’m just going to hold these headphones right here, halfway on and halfway off, even if it means typing with one hand for the rest of the day! You can just hover there, like Schrödinger’s Manager!”
Janeen’s ghost howled the cry of the damned; Brigid’s heart quailed, but she held her ground. By the end of the day, she’d got more work done with one hand, than she had the rest of the month combined.
“Cute,” said Brigid. “Cute kid. Boy or girl?”
“One would presume so, anyway,” said Greg.
Brenda laughed a light tinkle. “This is Chestina Elizabeth,” she cooed, adjusting the infant’s blanket again. “She was born eight weeks ago.”
“Chestina?” said Brigid.
“Born? Willingly?” said Greg.
“What?” said Brenda.
“I must admit, I admire the heroic spirit of any baby born of their own volition. I sure wasn’t.”
Brigid looked sideways at him. “What are you going on about?”
“Well, the way I remember it is that I fought tooth and nail against the idea. ‘You’ll never take me alive!’ about summed up my attitude. They eventually had to use drugs and a scalpel to get me out, and I put two interns down for the count.”
The two women stood there and blinked at him. Greg shrugged. “Well, what can I say? I resented the whole thing. I wasn’t even consulted! I wrote the doctor in charge a scathing letter of rebuke, once I could hold a crayon.”
“What?” Brenda said again.
“Ignore him,” Brigid said, patting Brenda’s arm soothingly. “They just dropped him off the mother ship a few days ago, and he hasn’t become acclimated to life on Earth yet.”
“Okay, I’ve got a question for you then,” Brigid said.
“Oh?” said Greg. “Fire away, young porcupine.”
“Well, I’ve always wanted to know just what it means to strike like thunderball. I gather it’s something that people who look at this world and want it all do … but that’s as far as I get.”
“Oh!” said Greg. “Well … it’s … um…”
“You don’t know either,” Brigid said.
“Certainly I do!” said Greg. “Don’t be ridiculous!”
“Well then what is it?”
“It’s … er…”
“Yes…?”
Greg blinked, moistened his lips and thought for a long moment. “No,” he finally said, tossing a hand into the air. “You’re right. I haven’t a clue. It’s utter gibberish as far as I can make out. A complete non sequitur.”
Brigid nodded. “That’s what I thought.”
“Still,” said Greg. “Tom Jones. That’s got to be worth something.”
“Absolutely!” Brigid replied. “That part was never in dispute.”
“Well,” said Alex, “compare just two items. The Macs had a little applet called ‘Oscar’ which, when they emptied their trash, would make a little animated Oscar the Grouch pop up and sing ‘I Love Trash’.”
“I had that!” said Brigid. “I used to love that.”
“I’m not surprised,” said Alex. “Anyway, Windows 95+ had something on a similar scale, which was a little VB thing you could put into your startup that would superimpose a silhouette of Joel and the Bots from MST3K over your wallpaper, and randomly play the occasional sound clip as if they were riffing on your work.”
“Heh,” said Brigid.
“Now, here’s the thing — the Oscar program was made for a Mac, so it was one of these ‘drag this into your startup folder and you’re done’ installs, fine and good. The Windows MST3K thing took a little more effort, because you had to have the Visual Basic DLL on your machine. Of course, that was simple to find on any file-sharing BBS, and all you had to do was drop it into your Windows directory, easy-peasy. But Mac people, being basically a bunch of effort-hating technophobes, would hiss and squeal and shrivel up into a little black raisin at even this much, crying about how Windows was so haaaarrrrd and rattling off a lot of nonsense about autoexec.bat and config.sys that they all got off of some Apple corporate white paper and didn’t even begin to really understand!”
“Ha!” said Brigid. “It hasn’t been that long since the days of Windows 95 — I remember watching people’s Windows computers crash and crash and crash, mouse drivers unexpectedly stop working, and the good old days of ‘plug and pray’. You’re not fooling me, mister!”
“Oh yeah,” said Alex, “all that stuff happened, I won’t deny it. But the thing is, Macs did all that crap too, but to hear Macvangelists talk, you’d think that reliable and useful computing on the Macs of the era was the norm, when I happen to know from hard personal experience that is was the rare, rare exception!”
“Ha!” said Brigid again.
“Well look, ask Greg,” said Alex. “I bet he remembers.” Turning to Greg, Alex said, “Well, what about you? What side did you take in the platform wars?”
Greg, who’d been in a kind of reverie, staring across the restaurant at a television set, raised his eyebrows. “Huh? Oh. Well, I was still at school and living off my parents’ life insurance in those days, so I certainly couldn’t afford a computer. I used to do all my word processing on the Unix mainframe, in the ‘vi’ editor. I still remember typing in ‘.ti5' at the beginning of every paragraph to make line indents — man, what I wouldn’t have given for cascading stylesheets in those days! Or even just a copy of WordPerfect.”
Alex blinked at him for a moment, then suddenly started genuflecting in a wildly exaggerated manner and crying out, “We are not worthy! We are not worthy!”
“Eh?” said Greg.
“So,” said Brigid. “How was your lunch with Wenton Delaney?”
“Hard to describe,” Greg said. “I knew I was in for an experience when he came roaring up to the Frangipani on a big ol’ Harley Davidson. What a guy! About twelve feet tall, six hundred pounds of raw muscle, and a voice like a Mighty Wurlitzer.”
“Sounds dishy.”
“I suppose so, but it was a bit overwhelming. He gave me the impression that his main goal in life was to meet everyone on the planet between the ages of 22 and 42, so he could fight with all the men, and have sex with all the women.”
“Did you fight him, then?”
“Not exactly. We both wanted to pick up the check, so he finally agreed to thumb-wrestle me for it.”
“Broke your hand, I bet.”
Greg gave a smug grin. “Actually, I won. Pinned him in three.”
Brigid raised her eyebrows. “Holy cats, the man has super thumbs!”
He held up his hands and wiggled his thumbs at her. “Comes from a lifetime of twiddling, is my theory.”
Greg handed the mug to Sharon, who seemed rather surprised that it contained hot chocolate.
“What’s this?” she said, wiping her eyes.
“Cocoa. It’ll help you feel better.”
Brigid wrinkled her eyebrows. “Cocoa? This is your idea of a soothing drink? Don’t we have anything stronger?”
“Of course it is,” said Greg. “Alcohol is a depressant. Cocoa is comforting.”
Sharon took a deep breath to clear her sinuses, held the mug up to her lips, and then was crying again. “Men!” she said. “What good are they? Bastards!”
Brigid and Greg exchanged glances. “So what actually happened?” Brigid asked. “I gather it was something with Thomas—”
“Don’t talk to me about Thomas!” Sharon snapped. “Not after what he did! I hate him! I hate all men! They’re all bastards!”
“Yeah,” said Greg flatly as Sharon quaffed her cocoa. “Nothing but beer-swilling chromosome delivery devices. We’d be better off without ‘em.” Brigid shot him a look, and he responded with a resigned roll of his eyes.
“Thomas won’t move in with me,” Sharon finally said. “Not while I’ve got Ozymandias.”
“What?” said Brigid.
“He says he’s allergic to animals and can’t live in the same house with a cat. The jerk! He coulda told me this when we first started dating! How am I supposed to choose between him and Ozymandias? It’s not fair!”
“Wow, that is tough,” Brigid said. “Has he ever said anything about it before?”
“Well, yeah, he wouldn’t spend the night at my place; whenever we stayed together it was always at his apartment. Jerk! What am I supposed to do? I love my little kitty!”
“Seems to me it’s obvious,” said Greg. “Thomas has got to go. You said yourself he’s a jerk.”
“What???” cried Sharon, wide-eyed.
“Will you take a hike, please?” said Brigid. “You’re not helping.”
Greg sighed. “Okay, fine. I’ll just go off to my bastardey room and guzzle beer, shall I?”
“You never guzzled beer in your life,” Brigid said. “And besides, you were the one who brought that up, Cocoa Boy. Now beat it!”
“One of my chief regrets about not having been born British,” Greg said, “is that in a situation like this, I can’t indignantly shout, ‘What a liberty!’ without feeling terribly self-conscious.”
Brigid gave him the ol’ forehead wrinkle and said, “Who are you kidding? You can’t do anything without feeling terribly self-conscious!”
Brigid groaned as she clicked off the TV with the remote. “Geeze, I’m so sick of all this. So much stupidity. So much corruption. You just find yourself staring at the world and wondering how you can stand to get up in the morning. I’m worn out. I can’t take any more angst.”
“Not angst,” said Greg. “Ennui.”
She rolled her head back on the couch and looked over at the table where he was working. “What?”
“A deep-seated feeling of world-weariness is ennui, not angst. Angst is despair arising from doubt and frustration, as in ‘anxiety’. Angst is an emotional crisis; ennui is more of a continual state. Since you’re fed up, rather than freaking out, you don’t have angst. It’s ennui you can’t take any more of.”
She closed her eyes, as if just looking at him were wearing her out. “Thanks,” she said. “Mere words cannot express how grateful I am to you for clearing that up.”
“On the other hand,” Greg continued, “if you just felt vaguely unhappy without any discernible cause, that would be malaise.”
The moment he felt motion on the bed, Greg knew what had happened. He didn’t even have to open his eyes. “Good morning, Ozymandias,” he said.
“Meow,” Ozymandias replied, and lay down across Greg’s stomach.
“So, when it came down to do or die, Sharon chose the benefits of a companion of the same species over good honest worth, eh?”
“Meow,” said Ozymandias.
“I think she’s a sucker, too,” said Greg. “Ah well, I hope it works out. Meanwhile, I suppose Brigid told Sharon that it was perfectly all right, that we would take you in, and that she could come visit you whenever you wanted. Well, that’s all very well and good, but there are legal issues involved. There is a lease to be dealt with, and that kind of thing. Did she say what she planned to do about that?”
“Meow,” said Ozymandias.
“No,” said Greg. “I didn’t think so.”
“Many years ago, when the world was fresh and green and seemed full of possibility,” said Greg, “I was a callow youth, skipping and frolicking through life with gay abandon. Then, like a dark storm that rises out of the blue and ruins your picnic, it happened.”
Brigid looked up at him, smirking. “What happened, Mr. Gay Abandon?”
“I met … Treville.”
“The horror!”
“The, as you so astutely say, horror. Since then my life has been a never-ending series of what I call ‘Treville moments’, in which this semi-human lifeform dogs my heels like an annoying little brother or that little dog in the cartoon who keeps going ‘Whattya want to do today, huh Spike? You wanna chase a cat, huh Spike?’ But unlike Spike, I lack the intestinal fortitude to smack him around until he goes away.”
“Good thing you’ve got me, then,” said Brigid.
“Yes, exactly,” said Greg. “In fact, that’s precisely the point I was leading up to. Treville may not be the most pointless person in existence, but I know it had to be stiff competition. And why this waste of otherwise-perfectly-good human body parts should latch on to me as his hope for self-validation is beyond my ability to comprehend. I’m no slouch in the pointlessness department myself!”
“The first step to a cure is admitting you have a problem,” said Brigid.
“Your candor and understanding are a comfort during these dark times,” Greg replied. “In any case, the reason I brought this up is because I wanted to express both my appreciation for the way you’ve been managing to help keep him off my back, as well as my admiration for your willingness to stand up and kick the little schnook. I find myself continually ashamed that when he arrives I just grumble to myself and put up with him and am frankly in awe of the way you don’t. So … thank you.”
Brigid blinked for a moment. Finally, she said, “Uh … you’re welcome?”
“Righto,” said Greg. “That was all.” And he went back to the laptop.
“Howard Cosell was a lawyer before he became a sportscaster,” Greg said.
“Oh God, no,” said Brigid. “Don’t do this to me.”
“It’s true! He got his degree from the New York University school of law. He also served in World War II, attaining the rank of Major in the Transportation Corps, but it was his analytical and intellectual approach to sportscasting that made him such a ground-breaking figure.”
“Really.”
“Really! He was known as ‘the Edward R. Murrow of sports’ — pretty prestigious! Alas, he was taken from us in 1995 by a heart embolism. But his legacy lives on!”
“My fascination knows no bounds.”
Greg pursed his lips. “Have you no curiosity?” he demanded. “I suppose you’re not interested in Vinko Bogataj, either.”
“Vinko who’s-a-whatsis?”
“Vinko Bogataj. The ‘agony of defeat’ guy.”
Brigid pinched the bridge of her nose and scrunched her eyes closed. “Go away, Greg,” she said. “Go away. You give my brain PMS. Go away before it gets cramp.”
“Fine, fine,” said Greg with injured bravado. “I’ll go. But someday you’ll be playing Trivial Pursuit, and wish you had listened to me!”
“You know how there are snakes that can un-hinge their jaw to swallow prey whole?” Greg said. “After reading all these political rants I sometimes think there must be people who can do the same thing with their brains.”
“Finding their arguments a bit hard to swallow?” Brigid said.
“Well not just that,” said Greg, “but the underlying mindset. Push the right button, and somebody who was just now a perfectly sane, rational person will turn into a ranting banshee spewing nonsensical invective.”
“Hence, their brain has become unhinged,” said Brigid.
“Precisely.”
Brigid shrugged. “Makes as much sense as anything, I suppose. Although it gives me an uncomfortable mental image of a talking head with a dislocated brainpan.”
“Hmm,” said Greg, staring at the screen of his laptop. “Ganymede, maybe?”
“Ganymede?” said Brigid.
“Zeus’ cupbearer?” said Greg.
“Don’t know him.”
“Well, you know the gods lived on Olympus, right? Where they lived on ambrosia and nectar?”
“Yeah, vaguely. I haven’t thought about them since high school.”
“Well they had this chick named Hebe who would bring them their ambrosia and nectar; but one day she ran off with Hercules, so they needed a new cupbearer. Zeus spotted this teenage hottie by the name of Ganymede and decided he’d fit the bill perfectly, so he sent an eagle swooping down to Earth to bring Ganymede up to be his cupbearer and general sex-slave.”
Brigid raised her eyebrows. “Zeus would boink teenage boys, would he?”
Greg shrugged. “Zeus would boink anything that wasn’t nailed down, and a few things that were.”
“Okay, so that’s Ganymede,” said Brigid. “What about him?”
“I was just trying to come up with a male analog to Lolita, and the only one I could think of really was Ganymede. He’s the only notable male character I can remember offhand who has that whole ‘creepy underage sex object’ thing going on.”
“Heh, yeah, I can see that,” she said. “Ganymede works. But what I don’t get is why you are expending so much brainpower to come up with a male analog to Lolita.”
“Well, I was in Abercrombie and Fitch today, and—”
“Say no more,” Brigid said.
“Hmm,” said Greg. “What do you think: Orko, Snarf, or that winged monkey from Pirates of Dark Water?”
“Niddler?” said Alex. “No, winged monkeys get points for creepiness. Besides, he was voiced by Roddy Macdowell originally, that’s gotta count for something.”
“You get points for creepiness for remembering his name,” said Greg.
“Well it can’t be Ookla the Mok,” said Alex. “He was awesome. How about the talking pig from that show where Laverne and Shirley went all Private Benjamin?”
Greg shook his head. “No, I don’t think he counts; he was supposed to be annoying.”
“True.”
“Bandit? Slimer?”
“No.”
Brigid, who had been looking at the pair of them the whole time as if they were both nuts, finally said, “You guys are just clueless, aren’t you? It’s totally got to be Bat-Mite.”
“Bat-Mite?” said Greg. “Seriously?”
“Yes,” said Brigid. “Definitely Bat-Mite.”
Alex thought for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah, Bat-Mite, I can see that.”
Greg shrugged. “Okay, the multitudes have spoken. Bat-Mite it is! I’ll call the piñata place and get them started.”
“I think there must have been a revolution in my pants,” said Greg, regarding the pen, “and I didn’t even notice.”
“Do what in your where now?” said Brigid, looking out over the kitchen pass-through.
“Well,” said Greg, “normally I carry a pencil, a pen, and a small pad in my pocket, in case I think of something I want to make note of. But mysteriously, the pencil is gone, and take a look at the pen.” He held it up for her: the case was cracked and the pen was bent at a 30° angle, roughly 2/3s down the length. It appeared to be mostly luck that had kept ink from spewing out all over the place.
“Yikes!” said Brigid. “How did that happen?”
“Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it?” said Greg. “The pencil overpowered the pen and made good its escape. I’m sure it’s fled south of the border by now. I’m just disappointed in my note pad, that it would watch all this happen and not intervene. It’s a sad comment on the state of the world today.”
“Not as sad as the fact that you have writing utensils fighting in your pants and don’t notice it,” she replied.
Brigid wished for what was probably the thousandth time that she’d brought some gloves; the black mud in this section of the impound yard was so slippery that it would be a great comfort to just be able to grab something solid to hold onto. But she was reluctant to touch anything, and the more twisted rusty metal and broken glass she saw, the more reluctant she got. “What are we doing here?” she muttered to herself. “I’m going to kill that guy.”
This happy line of thought was interrupted by the rapid-fire crunch-crunch-crunch of somebody running on gravel. Brigid turned towards it just in time to see Greg come around a corner at top speed into the relatively bright area of the driveway illuminated by streetlights. “What the hell?” she managed to fire at him as he got closer.
“Après moi, le déluge!” Greg shouted as he ran past, not even turning to look at her. She would have stopped him to inquire just what he meant by that crack, when the night air was split by the ferocious hostile barking of what sounded like an army of dogs. It was at this stage she decided that the better part of valor was to get the hell out of Dodge.
“Well, while I was obviously flattered that you liked Retrograde Maneuvers,” Greg said, “I was mostly surprised that you’d even heard of it. I mean really, you’re Wenton Delaney, celebrated crime novelist and famous world-traveling macho man, whereas Retrograde Maneuvers is a silly little romantic comedy rife with urban milksops. It’s sort of like when I found out that Hemingway’s mother dressed him as a girl until he was six or whatever it was. It doesn’t jive with the image.”
Wenton laughed one of those table-shakers and pulled the cigar out of his mouth. “Naaah, that’s nothing weird,” he said, and swigged his beer. “Everybody’s got facets, ya know, and writers even more so. How do you think we come up with all those characters? Hell, I’m a thousand people besides this guy ‘Wenton Delaney, celebrated crime novelist and famous world-traveling macho man’ you keep talking about. Somewhere inside of me I’ve got a five foot tall, perky and giggling bisexual tennis girl in a miniskirt.”
Greg blinked and looked over Wenton’s enormous frame. “Taken up cannibalism, have you?” he asked. Wenton just guffawed again.
Brigid and Greg met in third year Latin. Although “met” is putting it a bit strongly — Greg barely noticed Brigid at all, while Brigid merely thought of Greg as being that guy who’d translated Aeneas’ farewell to Dido as, “Sorry babe, I gotta cheese it or Zeus will shove a lightning bolt up my nose.”
For the next several years, Brigid and Greg spent a lot of time in the same room not talking to each other, whether it was in classes or at the homes of mutual friends. The first time they actually spoke was over the phone, not knowing that they knew each other (so to speak), when Brigid responded to a “roommate wanted” ad. The second time they spoke was when Greg opened the door to the apartment and Brigid said, “Oh, it’s you!”
She was favorably impressed by his response of, “Sorry, yes … I tried to be someone else but this was the best I could do.” She simply shrugged and said, “Oh well, we all have our burdens to bear.”
“You know, a lot of my friends have eligible kids,” said Isadora.
“Gawd, mom,” said Brigid, “not this again. I go on plenty of dates.”
“Not for you!” Isadora replied. “For Greg! That poor boy strikes me as someone who badly needs a woman’s touch.”
Brigid shuddered slightly at the mental image that conjured up, and said, “Honestly, mom, I’m not sure if he’s interested in women. The last woman I know of who had any interest in Greg ended up scaring the wits out of him with her breasts.”
“Eh?”
“Long story.”
“Are you telling me he … plays for the other team?”
Brigid shrugged. “I don’t know, I don’t think I’d go as far as to say that. But I suppose he might. It’s hard to tell! He doesn’t actually seem to express interest in either sex, except in a vague ‘courtly love’ kind of way.”
Isadora pursed her lips. “But his book has a man and a woman, right?”
“Yes,” said Brigid. “There is that.”
“Well tell you what, here’s your assignment. Next time you go out to a public place with Greg — party, shopping mall, whatever — keep your eye on him. Watch who he watches. If he comes over all misty at somebody, you’ll know!”
Brigid shook her head. “C’mon, mom, you think I’m an amateur? I tried that already!”
“And…?”
“He spent twenty minutes staring at a potted plant and scribbling down a description of the ladybug he found on it.”
“There’s a cricket in here again,” said Brigid.
“Eh?” said Greg, tapping away at the keyboard.
“Cricket. In the kitchen again.”
Greg looked up, then shook his head as he heard the telltale breep, breep. “Honestly,” he said. “Where are the little buggers coming from?” He got up and headed for the kitchen.
“I dunno,” said Brigid. “I guess up the pipes or something. Or maybe under the door. Why you keep just putting them outside instead of squashing them—”
“There’s no reason to go squashing them,” Greg said, fishing a plastic food container out of the pantry. “Yes, they’re annoying, but if being annoying carried a death sentence, all of us would have been sent to the firing squad long ago. And it’s not like the same ones keep getting in.”
“How would you know?” Brigid said. “Have you tagged and numbered them?”
“Well, no, actually, now that you mention it. But some of them have been distinctive enough — missing a leg here, or having extra-long antennae there. I’m pretty sure we’re not getting repeats, or if we are, they’re in the minority.” He plunked the food container over the cricket and slid a piece of cardboard underneath, trapping the six-legged noisemaker and carrying it to the door.
Brigid opened the door for him. “Feh,” she said. “You’re just squeamish.”
“Me?” said Greg, tossing the cricket out into the open-air corridor. “You’re the one who won’t go near them. Anyway, think of it as trying to build up my karma bank, if it pleases you.”
“Whatever,” said Brigid, and closed the door. She headed back for her couch, as Greg sat back at his computer.
Thirty seconds later, a breep, breep noise came from the kitchen.
“There’s a—” started Brigid.
“Yes, yes, I know,” said Greg, and reached for the plastic container again.
“Wow, that’s sad,” said Brigid.
“Hmm?” said Greg, finishing off the last of his Frangipani sandwich.
“That guy, right there,” Brigid said, indicating with a nod the shiny convertible some twenty feet away. “Sleek black sports car, diamond-studded diving watch — and a ginormous bald spot. Can you say, ‘Overcompensating’?”
“Well now, be fair,” said Greg. “Not every guy in a shiny sports car is having a mid-life crisis. It may very well be that he would have bought that car 15 years ago if he could, and now finally has the means. He may have been saving up for years!”
“So instead of being shallow because he’s chasing his faded youth, he’s just maintaining a consistent shallowness over time, is that it?”
“No philosopher ever drove a sports car, eh?” said Greg.
“Not with those hubcaps,” replied Brigid with conviction.
Greg hoisted the writing desk and looked to Isadora expectantly.
“You just lifted that like it was nothing!” Isadora said. “It must be nice to be young.”
“Where did you want me to move it to?” Greg asked.
“Don’t ever get old, m’boy,” Isadora continued without pause. “You don’t know how much you’ll miss being able to do things like lift desks, until suddenly you can’t do it any more.”
“This room? The living room?”
“After a while, all that keeps you going is getting to your next set of pills.” She pulled out a small pill organizer and opened a compartment, revealing a bright array of pills in various sizes, shapes, and colors — mostly pastel. “My blood’s too thick. So I take this one to thin it, except it thins it too much, so I take this one to thicken it back just a little. But that one puts my thyroid all out of whack, so I take this one to bring it back under control.”
“That is a lot,” Greg agreed, wincing slightly as the edges of the desk dug into the palms of his hands. “So where—”
“And this is just the mid-day bunch! You should see what I take at night so I can sleep! And this mask I have to put over my head to regulate my breathing at night.”
“Erm.”
“This is what science gets you! Sure, we’re all living longer, but at what cost, eh? I worked for years and years to build up my retirement, and now I’m just forking it all over to the drug companies. Old people are going broke right and left, but it’s a golden age for pharmacists!”
Greg finally put the table down with a puff of breath, figuring the only thing to do was to wait until the storm blew over.
“Not there,” Isadora said. “It goes at the top of the stairs.”
“How did your parents die, anyway?” asked Brigid.
Greg didn’t respond for a moment, then finally said in an unusually cold tone, “A truck fell out of the sky on them.”
“Eh?”
“They were riding down the freeway when a great big 18-wheeler came flying off an overpass in front of them and they couldn’t stop in time to avoid it. My mom, who was driving, was killed instantly; my dad lingered on a few days but never regained consciousness. Which may have been just as well, considering.”
Brigid winced. “Yikes,” she said.
“In a word,” Greg replied. “What forensics they could do on the driver didn’t turn up anything untoward; their best guess was that he fell asleep at the wheel. No doubt the jolt of going over the guardrail woke him back up again, but by that time his only feasible course of action was to plunge thirty feet to a fiery death.” Brigid nodded, and Greg continued, “So it’s not like there’s anything that could be done — the one person I could get mad at was just as dead as they were. The middle finger of God again, as I say from time to time. I’ve put up with a lot from God over the years without complaining, but in that particular case it’s always seemed to me like He was just being a jerk about it.”
Brigid found herself feeling unusually awkward. She managed to say, “Wow, that sucks,” which was wholly inadequate but the best she could come up with. Greg simply nodded, and went back to his scribbling.
“Oh yeah,” Greg’s voice came oozing from the other side of the room. “Ooh, baby! That’s it!”
Brigid’s forehead wrinkled as she jerked out of the half-doze she’d fallen into staring at the TV. “Say what?” she murmured.
“So small, but so powerful … such clean lines … so very tight!” he continued to ooze in less-than-decent tones.
“What the heck are you going on about over there?” said Brigid, looking over the top of the couch. “You suddenly into exotic sports cars or something?”
“Huh?” said Greg, looking back at her over the frayed spine of Elements of Style by Strunk and White. He put his thumb into the book to mark his place. “Did you say something?”
Brigid frowned and closed her eyes. “Never mind,” she said, and went back to her nap.
“I am not going to any family reunion without a man wrapped around my elbow; I don’t care if he’s really my boyfriend or not,” Brigid said. “Not until Aunt Edna’s firmly planted, anyway.”
Greg furrowed his brow, as if reading an obscure text without footnotes. “Aunt Edna?”
“My mother’s mother’s sister,” Brigid said. “Basically, my Aunt Edna’s older than space, and convinced that any woman who isn’t married — or at least firmly attached — by, say, twenty, must be a lesbian, no matter what they say.”
“So what’s wrong with that?” said Greg. “Let her think you’re a lesbian, what’s it going to hurt?”
“Are you crazy?” Brigid demanded. “I’m not going to go around being the family’s pet lesbian! All my aunts would be getting their friends to send ’round their family’s pet lesbians to hook me up!”
Greg raised his eyebrows and smothered a giggle.
“Don’t laugh, they would!” Brigid said. “And even if most of them are just misunderstood singles like me, I imagine a fair number are bona fide lesbians, which I don’t have to tell you would be awkward as hell.”
Greg smirked. “You heartbreaker, you!”
“Get knotted.”
“Too bad they’re not evangelical — you could go through a miraculous cure and make everybody happy.”
“Ha!” said Brigid. “Not likely. Good New Englander liberals? The only thing that would make them happier than a pet lesbian in the family would be if I married a black playwright.”
“So, Arthur, pretty much. Maybe you should get him to go.”
Brigid frowned. “I tried. He told me to get knotted.”
“I keep thinking there must be a deep meaning in there somewhere,” Greg said, “but so far I haven’t come up with anything satisfactory.”
“In what?” Brigid asked, almost afraid to know.
“Well, I was just sitting here thinking about Scrabble over lunch—”
“Why Scrabble?”
He shrugged. “I dunno. Why not Scrabble?”
“You’ve got me there,” she admitted.
“Anyway, I was thinking about Scrabble, when it suddenly occurred to me that ‘evil’, ‘vile’, ‘veil’, and ‘live’ are all anagrams.”
“That’s it?”
“Well…”
“You’re looking for the meaning of life in ‘evil’, ‘vile’, ‘veil’, and ‘live’?”
“Well, it’s not like I’m looking real hard,” he protested.
“So they’re anagrams? So what? Nine plus nine is eighteen, nine times nine is eighty-one, and eight plus one makes nine! Who cares?”
He blinked rapidly. “Wow, they are, aren’t they? I never noticed that! Cool!”
“How is that cool?” she demanded. “It’s not cool, it’s just a freaking coincidence!”
Greg tilted his head looked at her, frowning. “For someone who claims not to care, you’re taking it all very personally,” he said.
“Interesting fellow, very very interesting,” said Greg. “Had a natural dignity about him that was very appealing. He rather reminded me of José Ferrer.”
“Who?” said Alex.
“José Ferrer,” Greg repeated. “Played Cyrano de Bergerac.”
“Who?” said Alex.
Greg did a staccato head-jerk. “What do you mean, ‘Who?’”
“Just what I said!” Alex replied. “I don’t know any of these names you’re making up.”
“You can’t seriously mean that,” said Greg. “You’ve never heard of Cyrano de Bergerac?”
“Well,” said Alex, “I gather he was played by José Ferrer.”
Greg grasped the bridge of his nose and screwed his eyes shut in a remarkably Brigid-like fashion. “I can’t believe it,” he said. “I suppose next you’ll be saying you never heard of Leslie Howard.”
“Who?” said Alex.
“Begone,” said Greg, putting up a hand as if to ward Alex away. “You’re dead to me.”
“Mary Lou Retton,” Greg said.
“What?” said Brigid.
“Mary Lou Retton,” Greg said.
“What (she said, feeling that she’d probably rather not know) about Mary Lou Retton?” Brigid asked.
“Hmm?”
“What about her?”
“Oh!” said Greg. “Nothing really. I just like the sound of her name. It’s an aesthetically-pleasing phrase. ‘Maaaary Lou Retton‘! Bum-ba-bum, BUM-BUM! You could render it in iambic pentameter.”
“Shut the hell up, you bloody looney,” Brigid said.
“Well excuse the heck out of me,” Greg said.
“No, no,” said Brigid, “I wasn’t saying that to you. It’s just an aesthetically-pleasing phrase.”
When it comes to chewing the scenery when she’s mad, Brigid makes Jeremy Irons look subtle and restrained. Unfortunately, we were rapidly running out of delicate electronic instruments to smash and she was giving my precious laptop a homicidal look. I was forced to come to its rescue.
“Well, look,” I said, in as soothing a tone as I could muster, “family’s always a pain. You have no farther to look than my Uncle Bob for confirmation of that. But in her own harpy-like way, your mother loves you. That’s got to be worth something, doesn’t it? Why not forgive the old biddy?”
Brigid, who had apparently been lost in a pleasant fantasy about the horrors she planned to inflict on my poor little Toshiba, looked over at me with narrowed eyes. “What did you say?” she said.
“I was just observing that your mother loves you,” I said. “Surely you can get past this little estrangement with a little compromising, a little give-and-takeness.”
“You were observing that, were you?” she said.
“I was.”
“Well don’t. Honestly, that’s about the most fatuous comment since the technician at Chernobyl said, ‘I wonder what this button does!’”
I had to stop and chew on that one a bit; by the time I’d come up for air, the little punk had hurled our last telephone into the kitchen, where it took out two cereal bowls and a mug that had been hiding in the sink trying to escape notice.
Brigid opened the passenger-side door and tossed her enormous leather bag of papers into the back seat. “The dealership called,” she said. “My car’s ready to pick up.”
“Very good, madam,” said Greg in his worst Jeeves imitation as she got in and pulled on the seat belt.
After a few moments of fidgeting, adjusting, and general get-into-gearing, Greg started to pull out of the office parking lot. “I wonder if they ever actually do anything in there,” Brigid commented.
“Hmm?” said Greg.
She pointed to an office in her building, in which was visible only a sparse orange lobby and a tall, unmanned receptionist desk. “On the first floor, there. ‘OCX Concepts, Inc.’ Aside from having caught a glimpse of four people having a meeting in a room behind the desk, I never see anybody come or go, or even a receptionist. I’ve gotta wonder what they do there.”
“Well, obviously!” said Greg. “They incentivize exciting new paradigms.”
“Guh,” said Brigid.
“Yup! They incentivize paradigms and diversify exciting new directions.”
“Stop it right now,” said Brigid, “or I’m walking to the dealership.”
“Would hurt you more than it would me,” said Greg.
“Don’t bet on it,” said Brigid.
“So, can I get anything else for you guys?” asked the waitress.
“I’m fine,” said Brigid.
“Er, actually,” said Greg, lifting his glass slightly and somewhat apologetically, “this seems to be fruit punch. I asked for iced tea.”
“That is iced tea,” said the waitress.
“Er, no,” said Greg. “It’s quite definitely fruit punch.”
“It has to be iced tea,” said the waitress. “It’s brown. Besides, we don’t carry fruit punch.”
“It sure tastes like fruit punch,” said Greg.
“Oh!” said the waitress, pointing a finger in the air. “That’s because it’s ‘Raspberry Splash’ iced tea.”
The corner of Greg’s mouth twitched a little and his brow furrowed. “So it’s fruit punch with a little tea in it, you mean. Could I just get some plain iced tea, please?”
“You don’t like the Raspberry Splash?”
“No.”
“Okay, I’ll get you the other tea we have.”
“Thanks.”
The waitress took the glass and wandered off. A few minutes later, she came back with another glass that looked identical. “Here you go,” she said.
Greg took a sip, and instantly his face contorted into a spasm of shock and revulsion. “Good God!” he said. “What is that? I asked for iced tea!”
“That is iced tea!” said the waitress. “You didn’t like the Raspberry Splash, so I brought you the ‘Mango Passion Splash’ iced tea instead!”
Greg, opening and closing his mouth rapidly and sticking his tongue into the air, pleaded, “Can’t you just bring me some ‘Iced Tea Splash’ iced tea?”
The waitress laughed. “You’re funny!” she said, and headed for another table.
“Hey, language boy,” Brigid called at Greg from the kitchen. “What’s the singular of rice?”
Greg blinked at this bit of randomness, got up from Sharon’s couch and made his way through the various party-goers to where Brigid was talking with a handful. “Sorry,” he said, “I didn’t quite catch that. It sounded as if you’d asked me what was the singular of rice.”
“That is what I asked you,” said Brigid.
“That is what you asked me?” said Greg. “But … that doesn’t make sense.”
“Sure it does,” said Brigid. “Look, you’ve got a bowl, and it’s full of rice, right? So what do you call it if there’s only one, er, bit of rice in the bowl?”
“Empty?”
“No, no, what do you call the bit? Is it ‘a rice’? Or something else, like ‘one ris, two rice’?”
“I don’t think the word ‘rice’ works that way,” said Greg. “Rice is one of those weird ‘always possessive’ words, like ‘pants’. You have ‘a bowl of rice,’ not ‘rices in a bowl’. If you want to be technical, a single, er, unit of rice, would be a grain of rice.”
“And two units?”
“Two grains of rice.”
“So grain has a singular and plural, but rice doesn’t? That’s nuts. Why not, ‘one grain, two rice’?”
Greg shrugged. “I didn’t make the language, I’m just explaining it. Besides, that would start to get confusing if you were actually talking about wheat and people thought you were talking about rice.”
“Good point!” said Brigid. “So is ‘wheat’ singular or plural? Can you have two wheats?”
Greg squeezed his eyes shut. “You’re saying these things just to hurt me, aren’t you?”
“You play a very irritating game of 3-D chess, Mister Spock!” said Alex, taking up the mouse and moving the red queen icon up two levels to block a stratagem.
“Well if that move irritated you, I’m afraid you’re going to hate this one,” replied Greg, moving the green rook. “That’s the game, I believe.”
“What?” said Alex, as a victory fanfare tune played and the word “CHECKMATE” flashed across the screen. “Oh, no way! You suck!”
“Me? Suck?” said Greg. “I’m the one who won! Obviously it must be you who sucks.”
“Nope, nope,” Alex said. “You quite definitely suck.”
“I’m sorry, but logic has no sweethearts. You lost, therefore you suck.”
“Who cares about logic? I know from intuition that you suck!”
Greg shook his head. “Your intuition is misleading you. Four out of five dentists say you suck.”
“Ha!” said Alex. “You suck so much that everybody calls you ‘The Suckinator’!”
“You should know, you’re Suckmaster General!” said Greg.
“You suck like a Hoover on afterburners!” said Alex.
“You suck more than the tornado that carried off Dorothy’s house!” said Greg.
“There are black holes out in space that only wish they sucked as much as you!” said Alex.
Brigid, watching the interchange from the doorway, finally said, “I see intelligent conversation has reached a new high around here. I think, with a little practice, you guys might be ready for eighth grade any day now!”
“Do not interfere, she-devil!” said Alex. “This is man talk!”
“It would have to be,” Brigid replied. “But I just want to say, for the record, that you both suck more than Sucky McSuckerson, five-time winner of the Suckville Suckrace’s annual Suckiest Sucker award.” She turned on her heel and exited quickly, leaving silence in her wake.
“See?” said Greg finally. “I told ya you suck.”
“So tell me, Greg, do you have a girlfriend?” Isadora asked, idly going through the contents of the last box he had brought in.
“Afraid not,” Greg replied. “This is quite a lot of rearranging you’re doing,” he added. “Wouldn’t it have been easier to just buy a new house?”
“Well we’re almost done, now. Just bring that chair from the living room, and that will pretty much be it.”
“That chair?”
“The high-backed one. Wicker.”
“Oh!” said Greg. “The Morticia Addams chair!”
“Hey!” she snapped at his retreating back. “Watch your mouth!” A few moments of random bumps and creaking noises later the upper half of her enormous chair entered the room, followed by Greg carrying the lower half. “Right over there,” she indicated, and he nodded. “So why no girlfriend?” she asked. “Just never met the right girl I suppose?”
“I suppose,” he replied, lifting the chair upright. “I’m sure it’s just me, but most of the women I seem to meet … I don’t know … just not a good fit I guess. Not that I’d know a good fit if I met one, probably.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, I don’t really know how to relate to women, I guess. At least that’s what Brigid seems to think, and I expect she’s right. For that matter, I don’t really know how to relate to men either. Pretty much all of the human race, with a few exceptions, leave me dazed and confused.”
“Oh, I can’t believe that,” said Isadora. “You’re a writer. You have to know what makes people tick if you’re going to make a convincing story.”
“Have you read any of my writing?” asked Greg. “It’s all set in the world-as-I-want-it-to-be, not the world-as-it-is. Anyway, the characters in my books do what I tell them and behave in ways I can understand. For the most part, anyway. People in real life tend to just point at me and laugh. Brigid says that the romantic bits in my stories are unconvincing and read as if they were written by a teen-aged girl.”
Isadora rose and went to her chair, settling down into it like a queen into her throne. “Well, young Greg, I’ll tell you the secret of romance, at the very least. Just think cats and dogs.”
“Cats and dogs,” Greg said.
“Yes, cats and dogs. Have you ever noticed that women tend to like cats, while men tend to like dogs?”
“I’m very fond of cats,” said Greg.
“I just mean generally,” said Isadora. “Take it from me. Women like cats and men like dogs.”
“Okay,” said Greg. “I’ll take it from you, then.”
“Good boy. Now, what are the key characteristics of a cat’s personality?”
Greg thought for a moment. “Independence, I suppose,” he said finally.
“Exactly. Cats don’t need you. They may be content to let you hang around, they might even feel something like fondness for you, but most of the time they’re pretty aloof. When you get an unequivocal display of affection from a cat, it’s like you’ve won a great prize.”
“Uh huh…” said Greg. “And…?”
“And what’s the key characteristic of a dog’s personality?”
“Loyalty,” said Greg.
“Not just loyalty,” said Isadora. “Unconditional loyalty. Total devotion. Dogs exist only to please their masters!”
“Okay, I guess that’s…”
“Well, there you have it. Women like cats, men like dogs. Don’t you see? It shows you what they want from a companion. It shows you what they want from love! Why do women always go for ‘the bad boy’ who mistreats them? Because they’re so eager to win that rare display of affection from the aloof cat who doesn’t need them. Why do men always try to find a girl who’s just like their mother? Because they’re looking for that unconditional, dependable devotion.”
“These men and women sound like a handful of real basket-cases to me,” said Greg.
“Well that’s just the human condition,” said Isadora. “You find me one human being who isn’t a total neurotic, and I’ll find you somebody who’s just an expert at hiding it.”
“Yes, well,” said Greg. “If that really is why I can’t relate to the human race, then I don’t feel so bad about it, to be completely honest.”
“Hmm,” said Greg.
“Hmm?” said Brigid.
“Yes, hmm,” said Greg. “I said ‘hmm’ and I stand by it.”
“‘Hmm’ what?” said Brigid.
“I’m feeling strangely academic, today,” said Greg, looking out the rain-spattered window.
“And what does that mean, exactly?”
“Well, I’m not entirely sure,” said Greg. “That’s why I said, ‘Hmm.’”
“Ah.”
“Yes.”
“Well you can give me a rough sketch, can’t you?” said Brigid.
“I suppose I can, at that,” said Greg. “Today, I’m of a mood to sit around an old brownstone building with other members of the honors society, bantering back and forth about the Rhyme of the Ancient Mariner, that kind of thing.”
“I wouldn’t expect there to be much banter material in the Rhyme of the Ancient Mariner,” said Brigid.
“Are you kidding? All you need is for one banterer — banterista? — to ask what flavor the albatross is, and you’ve launched into a Monty Python routine.”
“Hmm,” said Brigid.
“Hmm,” agreed Greg.
“So that’s feeling academic, is it?”
“Well, how else would you describe it? I’m longing for a type of experience rarely found off the college campus.”
“Maybe you should check Google for the most pretentious local coffee house you can find. That might do the job.”
“Not a bad idea, at that. But who hangs out at pretentious coffeehouses on a rainy Sunday afternoon?”
“People like you, for starters,” said Brigid, and headed for her room.
“Hmm,” said Greg.
The man was on the shortish side, with dark hair, bushy eyebrows, and dusky complexion; he was also wearing a suit, which at a bookstore surprised Greg a little. “I know this book,” he said, picking up a copy of Retrograde Maneuvers from the unsigned stack. “You wrote this book?” Italian accent? French? Slavic? Greg couldn’t quite place it.
“Yes,” he said, smiling. “You read it?”
“This is a very dull book,” the man said.
“Oh,” said Greg. “Sorry…”
“Very dull,” the man repeated. “A sex scene went by and I didn’t even notice it, that’s how dull it was.”
“Um,” said Greg.
“You should write more exciting books. They would sell better.” The man casually tossed the copy of Retrograde Maneuvers back in the general direction of where he’d picked it up, and walked away without another word.
“Next time I’ll add some tigers, shall I?” Greg said to the empty space where the man had been.
Greg was having fun in the kitchen and whistling something zippy by Wolfgang Ama-D when the smell of frying egg and ham brought the usual specter of Brigid shuffling out into the common area, blinking her little raisin morning-eyes and regarding every wall or piece of furniture as something strange and full of menace.
“Well, well, she lives!” Greg chirped. “How did your big date with, what’s-his-name — Gary? — go?”
“Gary’s the name he goes by to make life easy,” Brigid said, gently easing herself down onto a barstool. “His real name is something unpronounceable and Lithuanian.”
“Ah,” said Greg, and added two more eggs to the pan. “Well, how did your big date with Something Unpronounceable and Lithuanian go?”
“You remember how I promised myself I wasn’t going to have sex on the first date?” Brigid said.
“Yes?”
“Well, I kept it.”
“Tsk! Poor thing. Have some apple juice.”
“That’s supposed to be consoling, is it?”
“Absolutely,” said Greg. “Orange juice would have been too acidic.”
Voices were now making their way across the night air, evidently from the small, squat, square building in the middle of this sea of car corpses. Yellow light was spilling out of the far side of the building, illuminating what looked like a probability cloud of flying insects. Brigid and Greg crept up the narrow alleys between cars, and as details became clearer, it became apparent that the building was in fact a trailer, hoisted up on cinder blocks, with the wheels long removed and wiring run to it. There were bars and chicken-wire gratings on all the windows, which seemed superfluous considering that the glass was long gone and the windows had been covered up from the inside by plywood anyway.
There were two sets of voices; one had the tinny and far-away sound of a television babbling to itself at the low volumes characteristic of a household where the TV was never turned off for any reason but just had the volume adjusted down a bit when people weren’t actually sitting stupefied in front of it. The second set of voices was much louder, and evidently came from people present.
“Yeah, yeah,” said one of the voices, masculine and grainy, “I can just see you goin’ to a reunion of that goddamn Bible-thumping family of yours, ha ha HAA ha ha! They wouldn’t let you in the fuckin’ door.”
“HAA ha ha HAA,” agreed a second voice, this one feminine and also grainy. “What you mean? I see my momma all the time.”
“Yeah, your momma,” said the first voice. “Shit, that bitch don’t know half about you or she’d kick you out of the family. Ha HAA!”
Greg winced and glanced sideways at Brigid, who just rolled her eyes and pointed down another row of cars. “Come on,” she mouthed, but was silent.
“After all that work she did takin’ me to church,” said the feminine voice. “She thinks I’m goin’ straight to Heaven.”
“Pfaw shit,” said the masculine voice. “You always been a evil bitch. Your cunt’s the only part of YOU goin’ ta Heaven! Ha ha HAAAA ha HAAA!”
“Ha ha HAAAA ha ha HAAAA ha HAAAA!!!” agreed the feminine voice, at which point Greg looked like he might be physically sick. It was hard to tell which had hit him harder — what the man had said, or the fact that the woman hadn’t immediately decked him for it. With a look of deep anguish, he followed Brigid in the likely general direction of Steggles’ wayward car.
“You are coming to the family reunion and that’s that,” Isadora said. “You’re not hospitalized, you’re not in prison, and you’re not weaseling out of it.”
“Why?” demanded Brigid.
“Because I’m your mother and I said so, that’s why!” Isadora replied, voice raised.
“That’s not what I mean,” Brigid said. “Why do you care if I go to the damn thing? Why do we even have them? This isn’t the 1800s or something, where your family consisted of half the town and half the next town over. I’ve got better things to do than spend my weekend in a ratty old house in the country staring awkwardly at fifty complete strangers that I happen to share genetic lineage with.”
“They’re not complete strangers,” said Isadora. “You’ve met almost all of them before.”
“When I was eight years old! That may seem like yesterday to you, but to me it was a long time ago.”
“What about your Aunt Edna? You see her every year at Thanksgiving. And your Aunt Charlotte, and your Cousin Gilroy, and—”
“—and as soon as I get away from them, I head for the nearest bottle of alcohol to get blotto and wipe out the pain,” Brigid said. “The fact that they’re all going to be there is even more reason to run-not-walk to the nearest desert island.”
“Brigid!”
“No!”
“Brigid!”
“NO!”
Isadora’s voice went cold and quiet. “Brigid Elaine,” she said.
Brigid went very still, and her eyes started to flicker from the floor to the table to the wall — anywhere but at her mother. Finally she said, “If I go to this damn thing, I’m bringing Greg along.”
“Greg?” said Isadora. “Why Greg? He’s perfectly welcome, I’m sure, but why would you want to?”
“Because. I’m telling them that he’s my boyfriend.”
“Why on Earth would you want to do that?”
“And you’re going to back me up on that,” Brigid added.
“You expect me to lie to the family just like that?” Isadora said.
“Oh, like that’s something new, Mrs. Kidney Transplant.”
Isadora sniffed. “That was an emergency,” she said. “Desperate measures were called for.”
“Well so are they now. If it means so much to you for me to go, then you’ll just have to play along. The grandmas and aunties can poke and prod and plan my wedding for me all they like — but I won’t stand there and submit to interrogation as to ‘why I haven’t settled down yet’. Not again.”
Isadora’s face softened at this. “All right,” she said. “Have it your way. But you might want to let Greg know before you get there, or he might start flirting with one of your cousins.”
“They wouldn’t be able to tell if he was,” Brigid replied.
“Hey,” said Brigid. “I know this guy. Who is it?”
“Hmm?” said Greg.
“This guy on the investment commercial. I know I know him, but I can’t place him.”
Greg looked over at the muted television. “Oh! That’s Davy Jones.”
“Davy Jones?” said Brigid in complete non-comprehension.
“Yup,” said Greg. “That’s him.”
“Davy Jones — as in Davy Jones? Now-I’m-a-Believer-Cheer-Up-Sleepy-Jean Davy Jones?”
“The Monkee himself,” Greg said.
“Can’t be!” said Brigid. “No way, that can’t be Davy Jones! Christ, he looks like John Forsythe. And he’s hawking investments!”
“Look at the eyes. That’s him.”
“He played with Jimi Hendrix, for crying out loud! I used to have a poster of him up on my wall. How the heck did he become such a square?”
“Maybe Jimi was slumming,” said Greg. “Besides, everybody’s a square in their sixties.”
“Sean Connery wasn’t.”
“Sean Connery is a demigod. I’m talking about mortals.”
“You mean Davy Jones isn’t a demigod?” Brigid asked.
“Can you imagine a demigod hawking investments and looking like John Forsythe?”
“No, I suppose I can’t,” said Brigid. “Man, how disappointing. I want my age 15 back.”
Brigid settled into her seat, scrunched the seatbelt just a smidge tighter, and opened up her book. About three sentences in, a voice floated into her left ear, “Reading, eh?”
She blinked, pulled herself up out of the book, and looked to her left, where another woman sat. “Hmm?” Brigid said.
“Got a book I see,” said the woman. “Good idea. Something to make the flight go faster.”
“Yes, exactly,” said Brigid, and smiled blandly. “And I’ve been wanting to read this one for a while now anyway.”
“The perfect opportunity,” said the woman, and also smiled blandly.
Brigid nodded in acknowledgment, and looked back down into her book. She found the sentence where she had started, skipped ahead three sentences, and began to read.
“Good book?” floated the voice in her left ear.
Brigid blinked, pulled herself up out of the book, and looked at the woman. “Sorry, what?” she said.
“Is it a good book?”
“Well I’m not very far into it,” Brigid said, “but I usually like this author, so I expect I’ll like this one.”
“Oh, a series, is it?”
“Yes.”
“Good series?”
“Yes. It’s William Ashbless’s ‘Ward Fowler’ books, if you’re familiar with those.”
“Nope, never heard of them,” the woman said.
“Ah,” said Brigid, and went back to the book. A little hunting found the place she’d started, then she skipped three sentences, and began to read.
“What’s it about?” floated the voice.
Brigid winced, pulled herself up out of the book, and looked at the woman. “Huh?” she said.
“The book. What’s it about?”
“It’s a whodunit,” Brigid said. “Ward Fowler is a detective.”
“Oh! You mean like a mystery series?”
“Yes.”
“Do you like mysteries?”
“Yes,” said Brigid. “Some of them. Not true crime as much, tho.”
“I read The Da Vinci Code,” said the woman. “That was pretty mysterious.”
“I bet it was,” said Brigid, and smiled blandly.
“Well, I’ll let you read,” said the woman.
“Thanks,” said Brigid, and turned back to her book. She found her spot and waited, just staring at the book, for at least ten seconds. When finally convinced it was safe, she began to read.
“Have you read The Da Vinci Code?” floated the voice.
Brigid ground her teeth, folded her bookmark into place, and shoved the book under her seat.
“Not reading any more?” said the woman.
“Yeah,” Brigid replied flatly. “Just can’t seem to stay interested right now.”
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