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LEMONS




One of the things about
driving a cab is you hear a significant number of sob stories and
stuff you don’t need to hear. I discovered this correlation between
how many sob stories I listened to on any given night and how gooey
and icky and green my Q-Tip was the next morning. For a while I thought I had an
infection. Three mornings in a row my Q-Tip, especially the end I
stuck in my right ear, looked pretty funky. When I went to the
doctor he said, “That’s not funk; it’s only a bad case of sob
stories!”

One night my dispatcher Gina sent me over to
the Chippewa motel to take this guy to Meijer and back. If I’d
known what kind of sob story I was in for I’d have worn headphones.
The dude was returning some gifts he’d purchased for a woman he
traveled two thousand miles to see. They met online and one of them
was not as honest as they should have been when it was time to
share photos. When she took a look at him, she slammed the door in
his face and shouted through the mail slot, “If you aren’t off my
porch in five seconds I’m calling the cops!”

On the way over to Meijer, I listened to his
story. He was returning a bottle of wine, a hallmark card, a
decorative balloon, and something in a gift wrapped box. I had some
actual sympathy for the schmuck and even added a few thoughtful
questions about his situation. When it was time for him to pay his
$4.80 fare he handed me a twenty and I gave him back a ten and five
singles in case he felt like giving me a tip. He folded the money,
placed it in his pocket, and said, “Pick me up again in twenty
minutes, will you?”

On the return, knowing
what the fare would cost, he handed me a five dollar bill as he
climbed back in the van. No tip here as well. Without skipping a
beat or asking how my night had been going he jumped back into his
hard-luck story. Before he got going I used my big voice to do all
the talking. “It was your own fault for not sending this girl an
honest picture of yourself so now you have to listen to how
my night’s
going.”

 


A couple nights later over on Lincoln
Street, I picked up Pete, a guy who wanted to make a booze run.
Pete’s old lady was pregnant and they were ready to have a
c-section since she was three weeks overdue. The poor woman is
someone Pete has no interest in having a long-term future with.
When she’s not at the hospital giving birth she’s at the casino.
She’s developed a gambling problem which put the family in a cash
bind and that’s cutting into Pete’s beer money.

We pulled into his driveway and I gave him
his change on an eight dollar fare. I broke the twenty by returning
a five and seven singles. Pete had a lot on his plate and I didn’t
expect much but he had money for booze so he had money for a tip. A
dollar would have been okay but since I listened to him the entire
ride, and back too, I had three dollars in mind. Pete put the
entire wad in his shirt pocket. No tip.

As Pete exited my van he said, “This
relationship of mine with my old lady, well, it’s kind of complex.
It’ll require some explanation. It’s a long story. You have a few
minutes, don’t you?” Before I looked up from my clipboard he said,
“I don’t hear anything coming over the radio.”

If I hadn’t had some sympathy for his
sad-ass situation I’d have found his selfishness rude. Was my time
so cheap it could be doled out to whoever wanted it?

“Well, I didn’t get a tip from you,” I told
Pete.

He seemed taken aback but acted like he
understood. Business is business.

“Well, you didn’t have to put it like that…”
Pete handed over the two dollars that he should’ve given me in the
first place. He was correct, no runs holding so I gave him a few
more minutes of my time.

Pete seemed to be trying
to say something meaningful about life, even about fatherhood, and
he mentioned some things he thought I was going through at age
twenty-five. “Everyone’s always saying, ‘Why don’t you turn your
lemons into… lemons… I mean, pie or whatever.’”

Pete had asked my age on two separate
occasions but I don’t think he could recall it the second after I
said it. He was my age once, he said, so that “gave him authority
on the subject.”

“You know, when life hands you lemons… When
life hands you lemon meringue pie… you know. I mean, when life
hands you an ash tray filled with lemon drops… No that’s not it
either.” He looked down his driveway, I suppose for the answer. I
turned to see if maybe a pretty girl was walking up.

“Let me try this again…
When life hands you lemons. Hold on a second… I mean, when someone
pours lemonade down my pants. I mean your pants… lemons. How does this
fucking saying go? Ah, hell. You know what I’m saying,
right?”

Poor Pete’s life story seemed like one big
fat lemon. But I’m a nice cab driver and I was touched by his space
cadet moment. Whenever a passenger is down and out, a part of me
feels for their down and outness. “I have an idea for the perfect
job to help you get back on your feet,” I told him.

“Really? Where at? You’re not talking about
flipping burgers are you because I’ve tried that and it didn’t work
out too well. All those hours and people talking and the smell of
grease and food. It was just too much for me.”

“No. What I have in mind is much better than
that. The Wayside.”

“The dance club here in town?”

“Yeah, they always have problems clearing
out the parking lot at the end of the night. After 2 a.m. when the
bar closes everyone is lingering, either trying to hook up with
someone or trying to get into a fight and the bouncers have their
work cut out for them. These people are holding everything up and
the bouncers need to go home. This is where you come in, Pete. You
go up to the Wayside with a megaphone and use it to tell everyone
about your personal problems. Go into as much detail as possible,
and if things work out the way I think they will, the place will
clear out in a second. If there are even a few stragglers in the
corner who you aren’t getting through to, you can turn up the
volume and describe the details of your wife’s gambling problem and
hopefully that will eliminate any ambiguity about the rest of their
night’s plans.”

Pete was looking at me a bit confused so I
added, “The moment the Wayside proprietor catches a glimpse of you
at work he’d be a fool not to put you on the payroll. A fool! As
soon as you’d arrive he’d be able to send his bouncers home for the
night.”

Pete liked the idea but, one problem. No
megaphone.

“Well, we’ll have to talk about that… Yes, I
have a megaphone you can rent from me,” I said. “I have enough work
of my own to do with it. But… I’m sure we can work something
out.”

I pulled my megaphone out
from under my seat. Instantly Pete moved to touch it. Who could
blame him? It’s a Thunderpower 2000. It has a comfortable pistol
grip handle, rotary volume control, and a short carrying strap. It
was designed for large crowd control and can project a clear sound
up to a distance of two kilometers. My primary use for this
megaphone is when I need to get the attention of those sitting in
the back of my van, to tell them that I’ve reached their
destination and it’s time to GET
OUT! Pete’s eyes lit up and I had to pull
my megaphone away to keep him from grabbing it and running
off.

“Not yet, Big Fella,” I said. “Have you ever
used a megaphone before?”

“Yes, I have.” Pete looked a little put out
that I’d even question that.

“You’re not going to drop it, are you?”

“No I promise. I don’t drop things much
anymore.”

I handed over the
megaphone and immediately he fumbled and hit the siren. I reached
for my megaphone but Pete curled to his side like he was protecting
a baby. I used my big voice: “You hand over my megaphone
right now!”

Pete complied. “I’m sorry,” he said,
reaching for his sack. “Here, I’ll give you a beer if you let me
hold your toy for a minute. Please!”

“It’s almost eleven o’clock,” I say to Pete.
“If I’m going to let you touch my megaphone let’s at least get on
your porch and turn off this van. We don’t need to wake your
neighbors.”

Pete tries to hand me a beer. “Come on, take
one.”

No runs are holding so I say, “What the
hell. Just one. But I’m going to speak into my megaphone
first.”

Pete’s anxiously waiting for his turn and
hoping that what I have to say won’t take too long.

As we walk up to the porch I ask Pete, “You
ever hear of Henry David Thoreau?”

“No, I don’t think so. I used to have an
Uncle John but he passed away.”

Pete probably senses that it’s his turn to
listen if he wants to get his dream job at the Wayside. “Henry’s
got a lot of good quotes,” I say to Pete.

“I didn’t have an Uncle Henry. It was an
Uncle John.”

“I’m talking about Henry David Thoreau now.
Not one of your Uncles so that’s not what we’re talking about right
now.”

“Oh,” Pete said.

“Are you with me?”

“Yeah, I’m with you.”

Good. Pete’s back on track.

“Henry once said that ‘The mass of men lead
lives of quiet desperation.’ It’s one of his best known quotes. If
Henry was alive today I’d have plenty to say to him. I’d tell Henry
how his quote reminds me of Radio Shack.”

“I’ve been to Radio Shack before. I’ve been
there twice!” Pete said.

As I raise the megaphone, I imagine that I’m
back in the cab. I’m taking Henry home from the bar and he’s
quietly sitting in the back seat. I keep an eye on him in the rear
view mirror as I pull my megaphone out from under my seat. Over the
reflection of the megaphone I see his eyes.

“Henry… David… Thoreau! You once said that, ‘the
mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation’… Well, you know
what Henry? We’ve
got a little place in the 21st century called
Radio Shack where you
can go and get something called a megaphone and say
goooooodddd-bbbyyeeeee to quiet desperation and hellloooo to amplification.” I turn
the volume as high as it will go. “MY LIFE
SUCKS! WHY DO ALL THE JOBS ON THIS PLANET SUCK SO BAD?! WHY MUST I
DO THESE SUCKY JOBS FOR A LIVING, HENRY? WHY, OH WHY? WHAT IS THERE
EVEN WORTH BECOMING!?”

I release the trigger only to hear a car
alarm going off.

“Wow!” Pete says, “That megaphone sure is
loud!”

I’d left the passenger side window of the
van down so I could hear my dispatcher over the radio. Runs start
to flood in at this hour and if we get too backed up Gina gets
snippy. I should get back in my van but she has yet to call my van
number and Pete expects me to follow through on my promise. “What
the hell,” I say. I hand the megaphone to Pete and crack open
another beer. Pete puts the megaphone to his mouth and after some
incoherent noises he’s able to put some of his feelings into actual
words.

“MY LIFE IS NOT A FAT LEMON! NO ONE’S GOING TO SQUEEZE ME INTO
LEMONADE! I WORK AT THE WAYSIDE! I HAVE A MEGAPHONE AND MY VOICE
CAN BE REALLY FUCKING LOUD TOO!”

“There you go Pete. You’re getting the hang
of it!” Pete returns my megaphone and looks like he could get used
to this.

That’s when I hear Gina over the radio.
Damn. She has a run holding for me.

 


* * * * *

 


IF I WERE RICH




Nice to see you all! I’m glad to be here. My
first crack at standup comedy, so wish me luck. Pumped in over
forty grand for my education, earned two degrees, and I end up
doing standup. If there’s one thing I’m good at in this world, it’s
making shit up. My parents should be proud. Part of the problem is
I didn’t look at college as a trade school. When you get a liberal
arts education, you become liberally and broadly educated, but for
no particular profession.

The other part is, I
didn’t like the jobs offered to me. They sucked. Hopefully, standup
won’t suck so bad. Early on in college it became clear there were
two kinds of jobs in the world: Jobs that
suck and jobs that don’t suck that bad.

A job that sucks can be defined in three
ways. It doesn’t match your identity. It doesn’t allow you to be
creative. Or it doesn’t provide economic independence. The three
kinds of suck are not separate bowls but are intermingled into one
massive soup of despair. Every job I’ve had so far sucked in at
least one of these three ways.

The economic suck has the potential to suck
a lot more than the identity suck. Finding an occupation that earns
a lot of money can make the other suckage not so bad. The identity
suckage still takes its toll, but you have the resources to buy
stuff that makes it halfway seem worth it, at least till you get
home and cut off the tags. My goal in becoming a standup comedian
is that it can make me rich because when you’re rich enough,
nothing sucks.

It’s been a challenge to find an occupation
that matches up with my identity. If I don’t find the right
occupation, I might start dreading my future. This is a challenge
for lots of people. It’s what drives people to drink; drinking
helps them cope with feeling unfulfilled and neurotic. However, it
gets old quick waking up every morning groggy and disconnected.
Don’t get me wrong. I’m a well-adjusted person. But if I don’t
chase the dream I have of being a standup comedian, every other
road I follow is gonna be rocky.

Being a dishwasher was one of those jobs
that sucked in all three ways. Even the people I worked with left a
lot to be desired. They didn’t make the job suck any less than it
already did. From my first day on the job as a dishwasher, the
people in the kitchen seemed suspicious if I showed up to work
sober. It wasn’t long before I got the message: If you show up to
work at this place without booze on your breath more than two days
in a row, you’re creating tensions in the workplace. If I did, my
coworkers experienced some weird status strain and started to act
nervous.

If I wasn’t drunk when I
came to work I got strange looks from people. It wasn’t long before
I started to hear the rumblings: “Oh, that
dishwasher is up to something. He wants our jobs.” “He’s never in the bar after work
as much as we are… He’s taking his job seriously so he can move up
the ladder and try to be our boss someday. What a
prick.”

It was strange to hear those things. What
ladder was there worth climbing in that shitty restaurant, anyway?
The pay was crappy and we had to wear a hairnet. Still, I didn’t
want to show up to work with booze on my breath. I couldn’t be a
part of that.

The hardest thing about
the whole dishwashing experience was that I never got credit for
the times I did show up to work drunk. I’m a
vodka drinker, a heavy vodka drinker. I can cover over my vodka by
popping an Altoid or even chomping half a stick of gum. That’s why I drink it.
But those guys never smelled it. They never caught a whiff of it so
I never fit in. Credit was never given where it was due. So that
job sucked. I quit and found a job driving a cab and, luckily, that
job didn’t suck that bad.

The worst way a job can suck is if it fails
to provide economic independence. One way this doesn’t matter is if
you truly love what you do. Then money doesn’t matter.

But I’m an American. The
lenses of my favorite sunglasses are shaped like dollar signs. I’m
driven by economic success. I like money. I want to be rich. “Greed
is Good,” as Gordon Gekko says in the movie Wall Street. Money buys
plenty of happiness
because when you’re rich, you can’t even remember when you had a
job that sucked.

Naysayers like to claim that the chances of
rags-to-riches are significantly reduced in today’s society. People
don’t climb up the food chain like they used to. The American dream
died. I still believe in the American dream. I don’t want to work
the sucky paycheck jobs until the day I die. I believe upward
mobility is still alive and well in our society and I believe that
I’m going to achieve this mobility someday.

Naysayers will tell you that globalization
has something to do with the problem. As jobs are outsourced it
lessens the opportunities and mobility prospects for Americans.
There is some truth to that assessment. A global market is
competitive and demands flexibility from those who wish to work in
it. Thing is, in a global economy you have to work that much
harder. You have to fend for yourself. You have to find your niche
and discover what you’re good at. I understand that; in college I
learned I’m good at many things.

My brain never shuts up. I
have a sharp mind that occupies itself with ways to make me rich.
One thing I’m good at is playing games on my phone. I have this old
phone that an ex-girlfriend gave me and it’s got this game on it
called Snake. Snake is a simple game. With the
arrow buttons you steer this snake after pellets and other such
snake food. The more stuff my snake eats, the longer the snake’s
body grows. You can change the speed of the game and the maze in
which the snake moves. This game is gloriously mindless and that’s
why I love it. I play it at the bank. I play it when I’m waiting
for red lights to turn green. I even play it when I’m sitting on
the can.

I kick major ass at
Snake. I’d like to hold
clinics on how to play Snake, teach people, young and old,
how to improve their Snake
performance. I have a high score of 1258 so
that’s good enough credentials. My clinics will teach people how to
become better Snake players and I’d get rich by charging participants five
hundred dollars an hour. Those who attended my clinics would leave
not only better Snake players, but better people as well. My program would include
character building exercises. The fee might sound high but people
would get their money’s worth. The rate would be based on estimated
inflation considering it would be a few years before this game took
off in popularity. It would have to start off at the grass roots
level.

The problem is
Snake won’t make me rich
right now. When
it comes to achieving economic independence, I don’t have patience.
I had a dream one night where this pellet kept moving and wouldn’t
stay put long enough for me to steer the Snake over to eat it. The
closer my snake came, the more the pellet moved. After a while, I
became the Snake! It was agonizing because I was on the verge of a
new high game. I interpreted that dream as saying that, for now,
I’ll need to put this dream on hold. It’s not a pipe dream but I’m
putting it on the backburner for the time being. Someday
Snake will enjoy the
same level of popularity as poker does now and it will make me
filthy rich.

Bossing people around is
another skill I have that gives me a leg up over the next guy in a
global economy. I can criticize people for not being docile enough
along with the best from anywhere on the globe. When I imagine what
my life will be like when I’m in my forties, I see myself like Mr.
Burns from The Simpsons. Grumpy. Money-hungry.
Definitely old. I don’t want to be a mean person but I have a keen
business mind. And I gotta put that sucker to use. A mind to make
me rich. I didn’t pump all of that money into my education without
the hopes of getting something
back.

I know what it takes to be
a successful manager in today’s world, what traits to look for in
employees. Two of the best traits an employee can have are a weak
mind and a strong back. Can I get a
hallelujah? Docile people make for the
best employees because they do what you tell them to without any
hassle. And I’m not shy about firing people because they aren’t
docile enough. My business will be built on the principles of equal
opportunity. A minority person, or even a woman has just as much
chance as a white man does when it comes to being docile. I’ll also
put on my payroll any two-faced or spineless employee who’ll do my
dirty work for me. I’ll need someone who can be manipulated into
snitching on other employees since this is work for a man of lower
rank. A yes-sir personality that kisses ass will be useful. I know
what it takes to run a successful business and that’s a skill I
need to put to use.

As a manager, I understand how crucial it is
to garner the love of your employees. It’s indispensable if you’re
serious about wanting to make good money. You gotta get your
employees to love you. That’s why it’s important to hire people you
can make fun of; when employees are unhappy, they’ve someone upon
whom to channel their negativity.

The person with a speech impediment is easy
to make fun of. A shapeless disgrace, with a personality bought at
the mall is even easier to make fun of. The size of your business
will determine how many of these freaks you need. Having an
employee that everyone makes fun of promotes stability in the
workplace. Not only does it bring the workers together but it also
earns you their love and respect. Count on an improved bottom line.
These are all skills I bring to the table.

Even though working in a
kitchen didn’t pan out for me, it didn’t stifle my dream to someday
own and manage my own restaurant. This is where I’m gonna rake in
the cash. I went to college. I learned a lot of important things
about people. People love eating and they love breaking
stuff. Can I get another
hallelujah? These are
things from which I could make money. My idea is nothing short of a
golden nugget. Think about it. What happens when people are
breaking shit? They get
hungry. The more shit you break, the
bigger your appetite; the more food you eat, the more money
I make. You know where I
pledge the allegiance. I’m all about that bottom line.

Where are you going to
break shit? Billy T’s Steak House.
If you come down to Billy T’s you’re going to have the
time of your life. I’ll answer your questions about stock prices
for my restaurant after the show.

All of the liability issues have been
covered so there is nothing to worry about. The restaurant will
supply goggles and gloves. Customers will sign their names so they
can’t sue if they screw up and get hurt. People can choose to bring
their own things to break but the majority of people will expect us
to provide breakables. We’ll provide pretty much anything that
makes a loud shattering noise: Plates, cups, bottles, flower pots,
glass. You gotta give customers what they want. Excelling as a
manger in a global economy is all about understanding who your
customers are and what they want to break.

The breaking room will be connected to the
restaurant. There will be batting cage dividers separating
customers, allowing them to throw things at a big heaping mound of
broken remnants of other shit! For an extra charge, we’ll provide a
specific effigy that you want to throw stuff at. This can be anyone
from an opposing sports figure to the president of the United
States to some hated terrorist. For another charge you can eat at a
table a safe distance away, where you can watch friends and family
having a good time.

Too bad I’m not ready for
the commitment it would take to run my own restaurant. It’s just
not the time for it. There’s something more important I have to do
first. I have to get this standup comedy out of my system. That’s
my real calling. It’s my nature. I have a good feeling my identity
will match up with that occupation. Being a standup comic will
allow me to be creative, which can’t be a bad thing. I like jokes.
I like comedy. I like making shit up. I like sharing things with
people. I’ve got the pluck. Now all I need is a little luck. It’s
gonna make me rich. Liberating my inner standup comic is gonna be
my ticket to the good life. What else is there worth becoming,
other than obscenely rich? As much fun as Snake is, it’s not going to be a
popular sport soon.

Martin Luther King said,
“I have a dream that one day… men and women… boys and girls…
brothers and sisters… will not be judged by the color of their
skin… or the
content of their characters… but instead by the thickness of their
wallets.” Marty, I couldn’t agree with you more. I have a dream
that one day I will have the thickest and fattest wallet on the
flippin’ block! Then the freedom bell would finally ring for
me!

I can’t wait to be rich.
If I were rich, I’d finally have the opportunity to search for
loopholes and tax breaks. If you’re going to excel at something in
today’s world, why not loopholes? I long for those opportunities
where I express my disdain toward the progressive income tax. I
should be able to keep every cent I earn. Wherever government is,
let me at them! Someday I’m going to make a hell of a talking head
on a Fox News program.

If I were rich, I’d have no money worries.
My parents could retire. I could even pay illegal immigrants to do
my chores.

If I were rich, I’d be in position to make
more attractive offers to strippers to come back to my hotel to
have sex.

If I were rich, I’d feel superior to people
who aren’t.

If I were rich, there would be no more
identity suckage. People would see me for who I am. Facades gone!
I’d let it all hang out.

If I were rich, I’d put my unique inner seed
on display for the world to see. My money would give people no
choice but to listen to me.

If I were rich, nothing would suck.

 


* * * * *

 


MY NEW YEARS RESOLUTION




Welcome back everyone.
It’s nice to see you all. Thanks for coming to the show. Happy New
Year! A brand New Year, can you believe it? 2006. Time sure flies, doesn’t it?
Did you guys have a Happy New Year? That’s good to hear. I had to
work but it wasn’t too bad. Make any New Year’s resolutions? Me
neither. I don’t see the point. I never understood why people get
so worked up about New Year’s resolutions. People make them left
and right but you rarely hear success stories of people who
actually follow through. That’s because these people are a
minority. A small minority.

People don’t take resolutions seriously.
Resolutions are quick fixes. You’re quick to make them and just as
quick to give up on them because they’re not fixing anything. If
you’re committed to a goal, if you really wanted to change your
life, you should be able to get going on that any time of year.

That hasn’t stopped me
from making resolutions for other
people. It’s easier to make a resolution for
someone else, a loved one, a boyfriend, a girlfriend, whomever,
than it is to make one for yourself. I have no issue with being a
little imperialistic when it comes to making New Year’s
resolutions.

An old girlfriend, Sara, with whom I used to
live liked leaving piles of things all over the place. I wouldn’t
have moved in with her if I’d known what I was getting into. The
piles got out of hand in a hurry. Magazines, books, clothes, shoes,
knick-knacks. Piles of this, piles of that. Piles here, piles
there, piles everywhere. Anything that could be put into a pile
would be and she left these piles all over the place.

If I had a nickel for every pile Sara left
somewhere in our apartment, I’d have one shit load of nickels. I’d
be rich! If this girl had to match a nickel for every pile of stuff
she left somewhere, we’re talking about a lot of nickels, and if
she had a lot of nickels I know exactly what she’d have done with
them. She’d leave the nickels in a pile somewhere. In a place that
I’m sure would be inconvenient, like on the floor of the bathroom
so I’d have to step on them as I got out of the shower. Well… after
a while I couldn’t stand it anymore. My girlfriend was destined for
a taste of my imperialism.

It was almost April and there was no more
snow on the ground but it was not too late for Sara’s New Year’s
resolution. Her piles had to go. Surprisingly, Sara was open to my
resolution for her. What options did she have? Either the piles had
to leave, or she did. Now it took a bit of work. No a lot of work,
but like any bad habit it can be done away with. Before I knew it,
Sara was actually using her closet. She tossed some shit in boxes,
and some she threw out all together. There were serious changes
taking place here and it made me feel good that I was making a
difference in Sara’s life.

Of course, nothing is perfect. There were
suspicious lumps under the rug in the living room. There was
probably more stuff than there should’ve been under our bed, making
the mattress lopsided. What was important here was that the piles
were out of sight. It had the appearance that we were on the right
path to a successful New Year’s resolution.

Long story short, the
piles didn’t stay out of sight. They came back with a vengeance.
But the piles came back in a different form. Now it was piles of
arguments, piles of headaches, and piles of
“It’s-time-for-one-of-us-to-move-out-and-since-this-is-my-place-you-have-to-get-out,”
drama. The relationship wasn’t working so Sara moved in with a
girlfriend.

Two thousand five came and went. When 2006
came along, I didn’t have anyone around over whom to channel my
imperialism. I had not a damn thing constructive to do with my
imperialistic tendencies. Sara was gone and not coming back. No
girl around to fill her place. So I said, What the fuck? Let’s give
it a shot on myself. It’s time for my own New Year’s
resolution.

Now, I don’t like shaking hands. Have I
mentioned that before? Sure I have. Shaking another person’s hand,
I could do away with. It’s one of those social things that I’d
avoid if it wouldn’t seal my fate to being socially ostracized. Is
ostracizion a word? Yup, I’ve added it to my computer
dictionary.

I imagine horrible things
a man does with his hands during the day. Just thinking about what
I do with my own hands all day is enough to make me think twice. There was a study
done stating that the average person touches sixty penises on a
daily basis. Sixty penises!
Just going through the day touching door handles
or a computer mouse or getting change at the grocery store racks
them up in a hurry. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to
touch sixty penises. I don’t want to touch any penises. The only
penis I want to touch is my own!

I’m not saying everyone
should keep their hands in their pockets when it’s time for
introductions. Nor is this an advocacy for wearing gloves in the
middle of summer. I’ve tried to shake another person’s hand
with my hand in my
pocket and it doesn’t work. Pulling your
sleeve over your hand before a shake, to avoid skin contact, only
works in seasons when you’re wearing a long sleeve shirt. You can’t
pull that off in a warm season or climate. I’ve tried and suffered
acutely. People either get offended or think I’m nuts. Or
both.

I have friends who think
I’m crazy because I carry around a flask wherever I go. My flask
isn’t filled with the kind of alcohol you drink to get drunk. Most
people take convincing when I tell them my flask is filled
with rubbing alcohol. My flask is with me wherever I go, at whatever hour
of the day, no matter what I‘m doing. If you bump into me after
tonight’s show, count on seeing me with my flask tucked away in my
shirt pocket. My friends give me a hard time. “It‘s filled with
booze,” they say. “You must have a drinking problem.” My friends
like to bust my balls from time to time, so I try to get even.
There’ve been times when I’ll go along with them, lead them on to
think that it really is booze in my flask. “Go ahead. Knock
yourself out,” I dare them. “Come on man, take a swig of it. You’re
thirsty aren’t you? It’ll go down smoooth.”

When I was driving a cab I always had my flask. I shook a lot of
hands and I touched a lot of money. I never went to work without my
flask. In one busy shift, without my rubbing alcohol, I’d touch
enough penises for a lifetime. It’s not like I’m some OCD freak but
it’s important to be cautious. I’m paranoid about shaking hands
with someone who doesn’t wash after going to the bathroom. If
there’s ever going to be a pandemic in the future with the bird flu
or swine flu or whatever flu, I’ll be one of the few who doesn’t
catch it. It’s been years since I came down with a cold so I gotta
be doing something right. In my cab, you’ll get no “Bless you” for
a sneeze into your hands.

Two thousand six was my resolution: I was
never going to shake hands with another person again. I was making
a quick exit from the hand shaking business. And like any New
Year’s resolution, it had to begin at midnight on January first. I
had to work New Year’s Eve because, in the cab industry, you have
to work New Year’s Eve whether you want to or not. It’s one of the
biggest money-making nights of the year and Bossman wants to get
all the cabs on the road. Work is where I shake the most hands so
this wouldn’t be easy. In fact, I wasn’t optimistic. So… I wasn’t
surprised when I only stuck to my resolution for about two hours
and fifty-nine minutes. That third hour, there wasn’t much I could
do about it.

I was taking this Indian named Sparky home
from the bar. Sparky hadn’t wanted to stay at home for New Year’s.
His girl, who was pregnant, stayed home for the night. She was too
big to go out and party.

“You must have a pretty cool girl if she’s
willing to let you go out on your own,” I said, “especially on New
Year’s.”

“Yeah, we’ve got a pretty good thing going.
She keeps me happy. She keeps me happy.” This was going to be
Sparky’s second child. “My first child, a boy, changed my life,”
Sparky said. “Fatherhood’s a blast, Man. Don’t listen to what
anyone says. It’s beautiful, Man, beautiful. It changed the way I
look at the world. It changed the way I look at my life. Who I was,
where I was going. I’m a changed man now.”

“You run a victory lap around your apartment
complex every Father’s Day?” I asked.

Sparky liked repeating lines over and over.
If I had a nickel for every time I had to nod to convey that I was
listening, we’re talking about another hefty pile of nickels
here.

We pulled in to Sparky’s driveway and I
glanced at the clock. A few minutes shy of 3 a.m. Something told me
my resolution wasn’t going to make it much further. What ensued
wasn’t your everyday, run-of-the-mill handshake. This was one of
those long-winded handshakes people from the streets make. You know
what I’m talking about? Where the hands embrace, followed by a grip
of the finger tips, which turns into a bumping of the fists. With
knuckles pressed together, there’s a pause, then fists turn keys,
which is followed by another clenching of the hands, ten handshakes
all rolled into one. Shaking hands with Sparky seemed to go on in
slow motion forever, a super-sized handshake.

Sparky’s hand was clammy, something that put
my thoughts on my flask. Without letting go of my hand, Sparky said
in drunken earnestness, “You’re so cool and real, man.”

“Well, don’t waste your breath telling me
shit I already know.”

Sparky laughed.

“I appreciate you giving me a ride home.
You’re going to make a good father yourself one day.”

“Thanks for saying that, Spark, I appreciate
it.”

He tossed a twenty on the dashboard. “That’s
for you. That’s separate from the ten I gave you before we
left.”

“Cool, I like that man. Way to look
out.”

“Good night, Man. Good night.”

The tip almost made up for the clamminess of
Sparky’s hand. Almost. His hand was fucking clammy. Very clammy. In
the process of this long, drawn out handshake, the clamminess of
his hand transferred to mine, an icky feeling. And the word “icky”
is a word I don’t throw around often. My hand was warm with a
moist, almost filmy, kind of stickiness like I just dipped it in a
pan of warm honey. But, like I said, I never leave home without my
flask. As soon as Sparky said his good-bye, which he said for the
twentieth time, he shut the door. That’s when I went for my
flask.

Then it happened so fast.
As I was lathering up my hands, the passenger door flew
open. Sparky again. What the fuck? “What’s going on, Man?” I asked. My immediate
thought: I hope for god’s sake he doesn’t
want to shake hands again! My resolution
was already shot. My flask was in my hand, tipped to the side and
pouring. Did it matter that he caught me in the act? Did he know
that I was lathering up with rubbing alcohol? The cab
reeked of rubbing
alcohol. The way his nostrils flared, he’d definitely caught a
whiff of the strong-ass odor rubbing alcohol gives off. When he
didn’t look away, I screwed the cap back on the flask so I could
put it back in my bag.

Sparky mumbled something
and grabbed his cell phone
which he’d left behind on the seat. His cell
phone, of course! While breathing through his teeth, he couldn’t
stop looking at me. Sparky was pissed. With his lips pursed like a
bulldog, he slammed the door so hard my van rocked. I was glad the
windows didn’t break. I quickly hit the power locks and threw the
van in reverse. Once I was out of Sparky’s driveway I noticed the
twenty dollar bill, once sitting on the dashboard, my bonus tip,
was nowhere in sight. Things had happened so fast, I didn’t know
what became of that money. Had Sparky snatched it up when I was
putting my flask away? Or had the impact of the slamming door sent
the bill flying somewhere? I couldn’t think about it too long
because I had to get the hell out of his driveway. I didn’t want
him coming out with a gun or a hose or another hand to shake. At
the first gas station I searched the van up and down and the Thomas
Jefferson was nowhere. Sparky had taken it, all right. That God
damn Indian- giver ruined my New Year’s resolution for
sure.

 


* * * * *

 


I SUPPORT OUR TROOPS MORE THAN YOU DO!




If World War III rears its ugly head in my
lifetime, I’ll contract my services out to the highest bidder. This
is not a slam on my country or its history but you already know I
have dollar signs in my eyes. They’ve been there since birth. Of
course, I’d have to take a look at the circumstances that generated
the war. What parties were involved? Who’s responsible? Who has the
best chance of winning? If a nuclear war breaks out, which nation
has the most nukes? If I could serve the war effort in a Bob Hope
capacity to help boost the morale of the troops with my standup,
can I tell off-color jokes about the generals? After considering
these questions I’d make a decision.

My first choice would be the United States
cause then I wouldn’t have to pack up my shit and move. I’d prefer
to fight for an English speaking country but if France or Spain is
cutting the fattest check, that’s where I’ll sign up. Hopefully
wherever I enlist will have a legitimate nuclear capacity and be
allied to a superpower. The price would have to be right before I
packed up my things to enlist for another country. I’m not tipping
patriotic values on their heads; it’s just that I’m a citizen of
the world and my life is far too important to be fighting for
minimum wage.

Historically it’s usually
the poor and disenfranchised and those less anchored to society who
fight the wars. This was the case in the Revolutionary War where
the poor did the bulk of the fighting. Some of the more well-to-do
joined the militia but it was the poor who won the war for the
colonies. If I’m ever going to fight, I may have patriotic ideals
mixed in there, but my motivation will always be financial. It’s
going to take one hell of an attractive dollar amount to compel my
heart and mind to engage in such violence. Before I contract my
services out to the highest bidder and become a mercenary soldier I
need to get paid.

World War III makes me think of a regular
passenger I used to pick up. Mr. Hunter was a retired
something-or-other and now held a position as a full-time drunk. I
could never predict what I was in for when Mr. Hunter jumped into
my cab. His moods changed with the weather and the conversations we
shared were all over the map. Hunter was an opinionated SOB and
could really get going about politics and what was going on in the
world.

One night he was drunk and
got on my case because he thought I didn’t support our troops
enough. He didn’t cut me any slack for being a college student and
not getting big enough tips to put together care packages. There
was plenty more I could be doing. The thing about Mr. Hunter was
that he never did anything for the troops except
talk about them. Never
wrote to them. Never sent them anything. Never even put an
I Support Our
Troops bumper sticker on his vehicle. His
driver’s license was revoked and he hadn’t owned a vehicle in over
a decade so the bumper sticker idea wasn’t going to work out for
him anyway. This troops issue was a touchy subject that I never
brought up first.

“I support our troops more
than you do,” Mr. Hunter groans this one night, like a petulant
kid. Mr. Hunter, at least when he was in my cab, never met an
opportunity to jump on his soap box that he didn’t take. “Your
problem is that you don’t think
about supporting our troops enough.”

Mr. Hunter maintained
that thinking about sending a care package to the troops in Iraq and
Afghanistan makes one more of a patriotic American than someone who
doesn’t even engage in such mental exercises.

“When was the last time you thought about
our troops?” I asked.

He thinks about my
question, “Well last
Thursday…. ”

“Is that all?”

“… and I also thought
about them last Tuesday,” Mr. Hunter snapped back. “Those sure were times reserved
for our troops. As a matter of fact, the other day when one of your
drivers dropped me off at Meijer, I even scripted out a shopping
list in my mind of specific things to get, like toilet paper and
bottled water. Yeah, I never ended up getting those things but I’m sure
that’s more than you ever thought about for our troops.”

I dropped Mr. Hunter off and we left it at
that. For that day.

The next Saturday night my
dispatcher sent me over to take Mr. Hunter home at the end of the
night, and he was wasted and cranky because he’d just had a bad
encounter involving some woman. I didn’t want to listen to him
bellyaching about that so I picked up our war conversation where
we’d left off last time. “Why don’t you just go ahead and send
something to the soldiers serving in Iraq or Afghanistan?” I asked.
“Why can’t you send our troops something? Pop tarts? Toilet paper?
Underwear? A bag of Cheeto’s? Something. You have the spare time
and money for such charity, so what’s your excuse?”

“Cheeto’s?! Are you out of your mind?
What happens if those Cheeto’s end up in the hands of those
sadistic soldiers who tortured prisoners at Abu Gharib? Then what?
I heard a story where a soldier had an Iraqi on his knees balancing
a nickel on his nose with the threat of being sodomized with a
ruler should the damned nickel fall! A ruler, for cryin’ out loud! Just
imagine what kind of disgusting atrocities they could commit with
Cheetos!”

I’d heard a lot of disturbing stories in
regards to Abu Gharib but nothing of Mr. Hunter’s example. I didn’t
know where Mr. Hunter got his information, but thought it probably
had credibility issues.

“What happens if that
wasn’t a nickel, but was one of those Cheeto’s I sent over in a care package?”
Hunter asked. “I couldn’t live with myself. A Cheeto is a hell of a
lot tougher to balance on your nose than a nickel. Have you ever
tried to balance a Cheeto
on your nose? I have, so I speak from experience.
It’s no easy task.”

Mr. Hunter wanted to prove how much easier
it was to balance a nickel than a Cheeto. He reached into his
pocket. Did he have any nickels? As he pulled out his change some
of it spilled between the seats. Knowing how long it’s been since
anyone vacuumed under the seat, or anywhere else in this van, I
wasn’t surprised when Mr. Hunter returned with a crumpled up straw
wrapper, a lighter, and some loose change. No nickel.

Before he looked any further, I cut in.
“Hold on. Let me check the change in my own pocket.” I hit the dome
light. Sure enough I had a nickel. I handed it over and the task of
getting it to stay on Mr. Hunter’s nose in a moving van was easier
said than done. But it was a helluva good time watching.

“How long was it that time?” he asked,
picking the nickel back off the floor for another go.

“About five seconds.”

“That’s all?”

“Yup.”

“It felt like fifty-five. If I could find a
Cheeto under this damn seat I’d show you how, with a Cheeto, it’d
be a lot shorter than that. Cheeto’s are lopsided and one side is
disproportionately weightier than the other. Plus, Cheeto’s have
those ridges that a nickel doesn’t have which makes them not sit
still.”

“I’ve eaten a bag of Cheeto’s before.” I
pulled into his driveway.

“Delicious, aren’t they?”

“Oh yeah.”

“So, see what I mean? If that Abu Gharib
prisoner lost hold of that Cheeto his anus would be bleeding like a
faucet. You ever experienced anal bleeding?”

I tensed up at the thought. Would he
illustrate this one too?

“No, I’m glad to say I haven’t.”

“Anal bleeding is another
area where I can speak from experience. I had hemorrhoids for three
weeks. Fuckers bled into the toilet and I sobbed into my hands. God
only knows what that prisoner might have gone through when the
camera wasn’t around. A ruler for cryin’ out loud! It would’ve been
all my fault
because I was stupid enough to send over a bag of Cheeto’s. I’m
best off just thinking about our troops.”

 


* * * * *

 


THERE IS NOTHING BROKE ABOUT MY
MOUNTAIN




My dispatcher sent me over to pick up a guy
named Paul who was supposed to be waiting for me at the back door
of some bar. This being neither the time nor the place for an “I
hit it from the back” joke, I stepped inside to get him. Paul
wasn’t in my cab a full minute before he started in on how he
wanted to pay for more than just a cab fare. Paul wanted to pay me
for sex.

“Swing over to the ATM. Whatever it is I’ll
match your price. How much do you want?”

“Thanks, but no thanks Paul,” I told him.
“There’s nothing broke about my mountain. Women and women only are
allowed to hike and climb and camp in my mountains.” It would have
been considerate if Paul had at least learned my name before trying
to pay me for sex but, as he was to tell me later, he was just
being drunk and stupid.

“Tell me about your female
situation then,” Paul said with a glowing faggy smile. I had no
reason to lie. “I just got out of a two-year relationship with
a girl but have
since moved on and have been kind of seeing this other
girl for the last couple
weeks. Although my long time ex-girlfriend has been out of the
equation for a while that doesn’t mean you can try to spin that
into any kind of sign that I’m a closet homosexual.”

Paul didn’t want to hear
it. He made the most out of being drunk and uninhibited. “Does she
suck your cock? Does she suck your cock till you cum?” Of course
the next one was: “Have you ever had a guy suck your cock?”

I glanced in Paul’s
direction, making sure he wasn’t going to try something faggy and
give me a reason to knock him out. Even if it wasn’t much
different, no Brokeback Mountain
was taking place in my cab tonight.

“No guys,” I said. “Not until I’m in prison”
I laughed a little. All good fun.

Paul lived fifteen minutes outside of town
and considering the ride we had in front of us I didn’t want to say
something that’d make the ride to his place unbearable. I wasn’t
interested in him sucking my cock, but nor did I want to sit in
awkward silence for fifteen minutes.

“If there’s one thing I’m one-hundred
percent certain about in this world, it’s my sexuality,” I told
Paul. “There’s nothing ambiguous about my sexuality. It’s a black
and white issue. I am one-hundred percent sure there is nothing
broke about my mountain. A life-term in prison might change how I
feel about getting an erection for another man, but in no way would
I go for that while I’m out here, free.”

“I’ve got football players to go home with
me for the night who never had sex with a man before.”

Having slept with young college guys in the
past was Paul’s justification for thinking that any guy had his
price. “You won’t even let me suck your dick for five hundred
dollars? That’s more than you’ll make driving all night.”

Paul kept sitting so he could watch himself
in my rearview mirror. I supposed that his looks had gotten him
things he wanted in the past. “I used to be a dancer,” he told me.
And he was proud of scoring many attractive guys off the dance
floor so it was hard for him to believe I wasn’t interested in his
offer.

Paul looked like someone you’d see in the
summer catalog advertising Docker shorts so I understood why
sexually confused and bisexual males found him attractive. Not me.
But the word “No” meant little to Paul.

Next I tried to convey my sexuality by
asking if the temperature in the van was okay. Did he want me to
turn up the air conditioning?

“No. Temperature’s fine, thank you,” he said
with his now familiar, faggy smile.

“What’s that?” I put my
finger behind my ear, (his side, screw the Q-tip) making sure he
knew it was listening time. “You were wondering how
I felt about the
temperature?” I asked. “I’m straight, too.” I answered my own
question. “I have no problem leaving the temperature right where it
is because I’m straight.
I’m neither too warm nor too cold, because
I’m straight!”

We pulled into Paul’s driveway and still he
wouldn’t let up. “Why won’t you just pull it out and show me? Are
you not comfortable enough about pulling it out in front of another
man? I’ll cut you a check for a hundred right now.”

With the dome light on even drunken, gay men
have moments of clarity. “Please. Never mind,” Paul begged. “I take
back everything I said. I’m really sorry. I’m not like this at all.
That was so stupid. I’m just too drunk right now. I feel bad about
all this and want to make up for your trouble.”

I hesitated wondering,
what next? The last thing I want is Paul lunging at me, trying to
slip his hand down my pants. It wouldn’t be the first time I had to
protect myself from a disorderly passenger but I didn’t want to
have to hit Paul. I didn’t want to waste the rest of the night
digging under the seats looking for the remainder of Paul’s teeth
while worrying that the search was pointless. He’d have swallowed
them! We wouldn’t know until his next bowel movement and I’m
not sticking around for
that.

The fare was ten bucks and Paul wrote out a
check for twenty-five. Twenty-five wasn’t cutting it. If we were
putting a price on things, then this ride home was worth at least
fifty. I’m a cab driver and used to putting up with shit but I
expect to be paid. I’d have told Paul this, but I didn’t want to
spend any more time with him than I already had. Writing the check
took long enough with Paul looking up and apologizing after every
number or letter he wrote, really trying to see if I’d had a change
of heart and he should add another zero.

Paul finally exited my cab
and I’m ready for a long shower. There’s no time for that because
it’s Saturday night, our busiest night, and I have to move on to
the next run. My next pickup is at the casino and when I’m sitting
out front waiting for passengers I pull out the check to have a
look. Something isn’t right. I turn on the dome light to make sure.
Shit, something is wrong! The check’s made out to the wrong cab company! How
could Paul have mistaken my cab for our competitor? We’re much
faster than they are! Fuck, as much as I didn’t want to, I was
going to have to deal with this queer again.

It’s after midnight and
I’m not looking forward to seeing Paul again but I want my money.
Plus, this is easier to take care of tonight. I don’t want to have
to chase him down for it during daylight. I drop my passengers at
the Holiday Inn and head back to Paul’s so that he can cut me
another check. I pull into his driveway, jog up to the door, and
knock, but: No response. All the lights in the house are off so
either he passed out or left again. The air conditioner was
blasting so I knocked louder in case he couldn’t hear. I pounded on
the windows and dogs all over the neighborhood started barking, but
there was no response at Paul’s. I’m going
to have to come back tomorrow to get a check.

The next afternoon,
on my
time, I drive to Paul’s house. As much as
I don’t want to see Paul again, I’m not going to pay for this out
of my pocket. It’ll be awkward but it has to be done. I show up
wearing my cab shirt even though I don’t work until next
Thursday.

I have a hunch Paul will
want to explain himself. On the way over I rehearsed in my mirror
what I’ll say. I have to be at work in five minutes and am in
a big hurry. I’d
love to hear his life story and explanation for last night
but boy, look at the time!

I didn’t have a clue which Paul would answer
the door. As far as I knew, he was just as faggy and manipulative
when sober and without my dome light. How am I to know if the first
thing he does in the morning is grab a beer from the fridge and pop
in a gay porno tape? I should’ve arrived with a canister of mace or
a Billy-club, but there’s no time for that now.

Paul answers after my first knock. He’s
wearing clothes and no alcohol breath so that’s a good sign. I
don’t hear any gay porno going so I have that for me as well.
Paul’s excited to see me. He thinks I’ve returned to give his offer
a second thought. Paul invites me in, but I tell him I’ll hang out
on the porch while he cuts me another check.

“Come on, take a seat. It’ll take me a
minute to get my check book.”

“I’m fine. It’s beautiful out I don’t mind
waiting out here.”

“No, don’t be silly come in.”

“I really have to get to work. If we could
make this quick that would be great. I don’t want to be late.”

I step in. I’ve always been under the
impression that gay people are efficient and tidy, but one glance
at Paul’s living room tells me that’s not the case. Paul is as
messy and disorganized as a straight person, magazines and
newspapers all over and dust on everything. As Paul digs through
papers and opens drawer after drawer to find his checkbook his life
story spills out. His mother, who he cared for for the last five
years of her life, just passed away. There’s problems at work. His
boyfriend left him a few weeks ago. Now he’s got this great big
house all by his lonesome. Last night was the culmination of a lot
of negative things and he just had too much to drink. On top of
that, some homophobic redneck at the bar gave him a hard time about
his sexual orientation.

Paul comes into the living room and hands me
a check. The signature looks fine, the bank is legit, and it’s made
out to the correct cab company. “I can’t believe I wrote out the
check to the wrong company. I’m sorry about that I was plastered
last night.”

In the time it takes me to look over the
check, fold it, and put it in my pocket, Paul has returned with two
cups of coffee. As I anticipated, Paul wants to explain. I’m giving
him five minutes and not a second more. I take a chair that’s
farther away from him than I was last night, yet close enough to
the door if this gets weird. The moment this is no longer a two-way
conversation and Paul turns this into a monologue therapy session
I’m outta there.

“Sorry for being so dumb and stupid,” he
says. “Sometimes I think the only thing I’m good at is being
gay.”



Great. He’s already fishing for compliments
and reassurance, but Paul surprises me. He’s improved on his
conversational skills from last night and has some actual questions
for me.

“Do you think that homosexuality is
disgusting like everyone else?”

“Well… it doesn’t make the hairs on the back
of my neck stand up, if that’s what you’re asking. When it comes to
social issues I’m pretty liberal.”

“Different strokes for different folks,
right?”

“Sure. I think gay people should be able to
marry and have benefits and receive everything that’s provided to
heterosexual couples. You can have all that stuff. I’ve voted for
that. It’s the twenty-first century and I think there is far worse
stuff going on in the world to get worked up about.”

“Cheers to that,” Paul says, lifting his
mug.

I suppose to shed light on
his behavior in my cab last night, Paul opens up about the
unpleasant experience he had with some redneck at the bar. A
drunken hillbilly at the bar caught wind of the fact that he was
gay. Paul probably offered him fifty bucks to drop his drawers, I’m
thinking. The hick told Paul that gay people should be rounded up
and shipped off to their own secluded towns, where everything they
do would be out of sight. “You can have your own little faggy
parades in these little faggy American towns any day of the week,”
the hick said. “Everyone in these communities will be gay so you
can have your way with all the men who show up with suitcases and
flamboyance. You can move into these little faggy enclaves and do
whatever it is you do so long as it’s out of sight. No public
affection, like holding hands, or walking closely until it gets
dark out, because us straight folk
might be driving through and we don’t need to see
any of that!” the guy finishes.

“Most guys are gay,” Paul tells me.
“Especially those who make jokes about homosexuality.” According to
Paul, the hillbilly really got worked up after he made some crack
about one of Paul’s male non-gay co-workers, who happened to be
seated in a booth beside Paul. The straight dude’s comments
embarrassed Paul’s friend and upset Paul.

“So I said to the hick,
‘Is that your shtick? You walk around the bar and go up to guys and
make breezy humor about being gay just because they are seated
beside one another? What happens if they are gay? Do you scoot in next to
them? For a moment there it looked like you wanted to take a seat next to
us. Clearly what’s going on here is that you’re the one confused about your
sexuality and that’s a very lame pickup line.’”

Paul takes a sip of coffee and looks out the
window. “I can’t believe how ignorant people can be. And I can’t
believe I said all that to him! I was really drunk.”

As Paul is talking I’m
reminded of a guy named Josh, who I shared a house with for a
summer. I’d suspected Josh of having a streak of
Brokeback Mountain and
now saw that Josh had been a younger version of Paul, probably with
some time before coming out.

Don’t get me wrong; I
enjoy the band Coldplay.
They’re great. As much fun as their music is to
listen to, there is a time and place for it. In your vehicle on the
freeway with the windows rolled up is an ideal place. Josh’s room
was upstairs, directly over mine, and one afternoon when he was
feeling, I don’t know, maybe vulnerable, he decided to indulge in
his feminine side. Josh belted out Coldplay songs as if he was a Rock
Star: “Nobody said it was easy… it's such
a shame for us to part.”

A thought had occurred to me that day, as I
sat at my desk: If Josh had known I was beneath his bedroom right
then wishing the floor boards were thicker, would he have chosen
the same volume of his singing? Probably not. I don’t claim to have
gay-dar but Josh was clearly having trouble with his mountain.
Later, in front of his so called girlfriend, when I asked Josh
about his singing, he squirmed. I’d hit something for sure.

The next night at the bar, Josh was drunk
and it was time to get even with me. “Bill, I have a hypothetical
question for you,” he began.

“Let’s hear it,” I said.

“Would you fuck a guy if he had no penis?”
Josh asked.

“Fuck you.”

“I’m curious. Would you make out with a girl
if she had a guy’s tongue? Would you have sex with a guy if he had
a woman’s voice, blond hair, and voluptuous breasts? Would you fuck
Tom Cruise if, by the miracle of medical science, he had his ass
surgically replaced with Jennifer Lopez’s? Ha!”

Not one of Josh’s
ridiculous questions warranted an answer but he continued. “You
don’t have to look at him in the face, you just bend him over the
bed and pull the covers over the rest of his body so that the only
thing you’re looking at is JLo’s ass. Would you do it?”

I snap to, noticing that Paul has turned his
living room into his own personal confessional. Blah, blah, blah.
Paul’s five minutes are up and it’s time for me to get going. No
wonder I’m drifting off. Paul’s life story is spilling out and my
staying is giving the wrong impression.

“Do you like mountain biking?” he asks.
“There are some great trails over at Mill Pond Park. What are you
doing next weekend?”

I worried that this will
segue into Paul asking if I’ve seen Brokeback Mountain and I’m not
waiting to find out.

“Sorry Paul, gotta run. Time to get to
work.”

 


* * * * *

 


PRIVATE PROPERTY IS SACRED

 (THERE’S NO SUCH
THING AS A COMMUNAL BAR OF SOAP)

 


I’m not a complainer but
if I was pressed to pick something worth complaining about just so
I don’t have to listen to you complain anymore, you can always get
me going on crappy roommates. Let me make something clear: I’m a
giving person. A very giving person. I have the capacity to display a lot of
generosity towards others, but when it comes to sharing, people can
be clueless. Especially
roommates. Sharing food, for example, simply does
not work. One person always takes more than they want to share.
Someone is going to give more than they get back, and that someone
is always me. That’s why with roommates, when it comes to my
property in the fridge, I have a
‘keep-your-paws-off-my-food-unless-you-ask-nicely’
policy.

If I’m living with a female, especially one
I love, it’s a different story. A love relationship is one of the
only places where some kind of collectivist or socialist equality
can work. Living with someone you’re having sex with is the only
time you can start communizing things.

When Sara and I were
cohabitating I possessed a very giving nature. Whenever I heard her
refer to a granola bar or a can of soup or a box of macaroni and
cheese as hers personally, I had to set things straight: “Woman,
haven’t we gone over this already? I don’t want any private
property in this house. I won’t have any of that here on South
Lansing Street. Sure, outside that door, private property is
sacred. Outside that door, private property rules the motherfuckin’
world and should rule the motherfuckin’ world. Any inroads on
private property that attempt to undermine the sacredness of
private property… such as the communist
movement… are outrageous and should be
abolished. But in my home neither you nor I owns anything
privately. Everything in these cupboards or in that fridge, or
freezer for that matter, is owned communally. Is that
clear?”

When I’m not living with someone I love and
not having sex with them, then it’s time to start segregating the
food in the refrigerator. Since I moved out of my parent’s house,
I’ve had fifteen different roommates. Some of these I’m still
friends with. A couple I dated, but some of them would probably run
me over if they saw me walking down the street alone in the
dark.

There’s nothing that drives me up the wall
like a male roommate taking something of mine without asking.
That’s something I have little tolerance for. It’s a subject you’ll
hear me complaining about until I’m blue in the face. Not only do I
think it’s rude, it’s stealing. Apparently for some, it’s too hard
to ask before touching.

I learned valuable lessons
from living with guys in the past that now I’ve become protective
of my things. This one roommate, Chuck, was always helping himself
to things that didn’t belong to him. Chuck helped himself to my
milk without asking. He’d help himself to my eggs without asking.
He’d take some of my soda or my booze or even my
Honey Bunches of Oats and leave me the smallest little helping. Nothing of mine
that he used did he replace.

Chuck was a duck, and not
just because the tiny portions of my stuff that he left were just
enough to satisfy the appetite of a duck. I didn’t live through
the Cold War but
I read about it. A popular phrase used to identify perceived
communists by politicos during the Cold
War was: “If it walks like a duck, and
quacks like a duck, it’s a duck.” More importantly:
A red duck.

During the
Cold War the United
States didn’t screw around when it came to dealing with ducks.
Nations, especially those in the western hemisphere that the U.S
government suspected of communizing some resource or redistributing
private property (especially out of the hands of an American
corporation), were branded as “ducks” and were going to feel the
blunt of their blow. Redistribution reeked of communism and was
associated with the hated Soviet Union. Latin American countries in
general, and Central American countries in particular, were the
most familiar with this.

It often crosses my mind
as to what my life would’ve been like if I’d grown up in a
different time period. If I’d grown up during the fifties at the
height of the Cold War, when the red scare was at its peak, would I have ratted a
mooching roommate to the authorities when they finished off, but
didn’t replace, a box of my Tomato Basil
Wheat Thins? My country wouldn’t have been
any worse for it.

If I’d grown up in the fifties, I don’t know
that I’d have put a poster of Joe McCarthy on my wall, but a screen
saver might have been cool. Then again, they didn’t have screen
savers in the fifties, let alone computers. Anyway, I can’t believe
that some of this commie shit is still with us in the twenty-first
century. Didn’t the Berlin Wall come down in 1989? Didn’t
capitalism prove to be the only viable economic system? Let me be
the first to say: these Pinkos are still with us and living with
them is no walk in the park.

One evening I got out of
work early and came straight home and started up the barbecue.
Chuck wasn’t going to be home for a while. The Pistons were on at 8
p.m., a playoff game, and not just any playoff. Game seven against
the Spurs. I didn’t want to go to the bar and have to fight the
crowds. I just wanted to stay home and watch the ballgame and eat a
hot dog or six. I was happy I had the place to myself. It couldn’t
last because Chuck the duck came home earlier than expected. I
heard his stereo half a mile away and I’m thinking,
Oh great. The duck’s home. There goes my glorious solitude. When he pulled into the
drive, I did what any private property-loving capitalist would: I
jumped from my seat to put my barbecue away before Chuck could get
his beak on it. I knew from experience that this fucking pinko was
going to be on a mooching spree.

I didn’t get enough time to put it away!
Chuck stormed through the door and in clumsy fashion I tried to
shrink-rap and shove into Tupper-ware everything that I didn’t want
him to touch. I wasn’t hungry anymore but I still tried to finish
another hamburger just so I didn’t have to share it with his
pinko-ass.

Chuck the Duck’s mooching
unfortunately extended beyond my food. In his mind, food wasn’t the
only thing that should be shared collectively. Bathroom items also
fell under his communist dictator’s redistribution plan. So Chuck
gets this pinko-idea that we should communize shower utensils. One
morning while taking a shower, I reached for my soap and noticed it
was covered with this slimy glaze that was absent the last time I’d
used it. I let it pass, but the next day I noticed the same strange
texture on my soap. And this time I noticed a hair on it that was
too dark and too long to be mine. My paranoia got the best of me.
Chuck only had a bottle of shampoo in the shower so this commie
must have been using my soap. Even though to this day my
imagination fails to comprehend it, Chuck had a girlfriend. Because
he was only at our apartment a few days out of the week, in his
warped, ugly version of reality, there was probably no reason for
him to purchase soap. Chuck took so few showers that he must have
figured it’d be no big deal to use mine. He was there so seldom,
why bother buying soap? Maybe he didn’t even have his own bar of
soap at his girlfriends. Well, he should have asked first if it was
okay if he used my soap because soap was a big deal to me. A
very big deal.
This fucking duck was washing his feathers
with my soap and
the idea that he used my soap to wash his duck-ass really got under
my skin. The sheer thought that Chuck, while showering,
stuck my bar of
soap in his ass reminded me of how often I use my soap on my own
face. And if he had my bar of soap in his ass crack then
essentially, Chuck sat his stinky, pinko ass on my face!
And that’s just wrong!

So I responded to this
situation like it was 1954. I did what any rational,
property-rights loving citizen would do. I’d retaliate with brute
force! I removed the cap from his shampoo, put my dick to the hole,
and relieved myself. Doing my business in his shampoo provided
instant satisfaction in knowing that, of the countless times
my Totino pizza
rolls were missing, or I was left with only the tiniest Chuck
helping of my Cinnamon Life
cereal, or when he got all doomy-gloomy about not
having enough cash to pay his share of the utilities, I could
smile. Knowing that Chuck washed his hair with my piss, makes me
smile from ear to motherfuckin’ ear to this day. It certainly
didn’t seem like the wrong thing to do at the time.

Martin Luther King once
said: “An eye for an eye is going to leave us both blind.” But, you
know what Marty? When someone washes their ass with
my soap, I’m not going
to be blind all by myself. There’s not a shred of justice about
being blind all by yourself. I washed my face with his pinko ass so
Chuck’s going to be blind too!

People say hindsight’s twenty-twenty.
Looking back, I know that taking a leak in Chuck’s shampoo wasn’t
one of my most rational moments. I pride myself as someone who is
not ruled by emotions. I’m a man of reason. I’m not governed by
crazy, womanly impulses. But I’m still human and I make mistakes.
Pissing in Chuck’s shampoo, I probably took things a little too
far. I should have confronted Chuck earlier and asked him if he was
using my soap. If he’d been putting my soap in his ass, that was
something that needed to be addressed. I had to know. This was an
issue we’d have to make some serious decisions about. Either I was
going to have to purchase a supply of soap for him or I was going
to have to do something awful to one of his pillows. These were the
only two possible directions this situation could head.

I did end up asking him about the soap but
it was too late—two weeks after I peed in his shampoo. After I
found evidence of Chuck on my soap I stopped leaving my soap in the
shower. I kept it in a travel case under my bed behind my locked,
bedroom door. I still hadn’t noticed that he had his own bar of
soap in the shower, just a half-full bottle of shampoo and
urine.

I caught Chuck in the
kitchen one afternoon. I’m sure he was getting ready to tear off a
slice of my leftover Papa John’s
or pour himself a glass of my orange juice, but
that wasn’t the issue at the moment. This wasn’t the easiest
subject to broach so I had to be mindful of what I said.

“Chuck, do you happen to have your share of
the cable bill? If it’s not in soon, they’re going to shut it
off.”

I knew the answer before I asked the
question. He didn’t have the cash but, he still wanted cable and he
definitely wanted to keep the bill in my name.

“No, man, I don’t have it right now.”

Quack, quack. Small talk was over. Time for
me to ask about the soap.

“Chuck… there’s something I want to talk to
you about.”

“If it’s eating a can of your Progresso
soup, I don’t want to hear about it because I didn’t do it.”

“No, it’s not that.”

“If it’s about your missing can of tuna, I
told you, I didn’t eat it and I’m not going to replace something I
didn’t eat so get off my back.”

“It’s not the missing can of tuna.”

“What the hell is it then?”

“Well… Now I’m not implying that you are
smelly or anything Chuck, but I noticed that you don’t have any
soap in the shower. And I don’t believe there’s anything communal
about a bar of soap.” There, I said it. “I’m generous and I have
extra bars of soap in the medicine cabinet if you want one of your
own. In fact, I want you to have one. I’ll leave one out for you.
I’d prefer that over sharing my soap. If I’d have had a loofa this
wouldn’t have been that big of an issue. But loofas are faggy. If
they weren’t so goddamn faggy, I’d’ve bought one and we wouldn’t be
having this conversation.”

“Yeah, I don’t use those gay-ass loofas
either.”

“I don’t think any self-respecting guy can
use those things,” I said.

“Yeah, they’re definitely
faggy.” Chuck went on to tell me I was mistaken. Turns out he was
using his shampoo as body wash.
That shampoo bottle that I drained my urine in,
he was using to wash every part of his body. That included more
than just the hair on his head. I have to say, it took me off guard
a bit.

Sorry Martin. Chuck was the one left blind
here. No eye for an eye. In fact, if there were degrees of
blindness, that poor duck wouldn’t even be able to see his
shadow.

One day over the rainbow when I’m wealthy
and everything, I’ll be the paragon of fucking altruism. But I’m
not rich and I can’t afford to let pinko roommates mooch off me.
When the day comes and I’m rich and possess economic independence
I’ll go back to being a more selfless individual. When the day
comes and I’m a successful comedian with a thick wallet, I’ll
share. Until then I’ll continue on being Ayn Friggin' Rand, Junior.
I’ve no choice. Then again, private property is sacred and there’s
not a damn thing communal about a bar of soap.

 


* * * * *

 


I’M SELFISH




Thanks again for coming to
the show. I gotta tell you all something. My girlfriend Sara told
me the other day that I’m selfish. You believe that shit? It’s
something we’ve all been accused of from time to time. I’m sure
plenty of you out there tonight know what I’m talking about. Human
beings are selfish. It’s in our human nature. But selfishness isn’t
always a bad thing. It can
be a bad thing; the traditional notion of
selfishness characterized by impulsiveness is not good stuff.
Selfishness that is absolute or unconstrained is bad stuff. I have
no problem admitting that I’m a selfish person. My selfishness is
the rational kind, the best kind, of course.

Whether selfishness is learned or whether
it’s something that’s innate is not a question I’m interested in
anymore. I went over that plenty while I was in school. I also had
my share of drunken conversations on this topic at the bar with my
college buddies. My friend Ivan was the typical philosophy graduate
without a high paying job. He was smart as hell but had nothing to
show for it. Ivan was a blast to drink beer with. We got in our
share of big drunken debates on whether or not people were
naturally selfish and competitive, how we were wired from birth, or
if it was something we picked up from our environments. Hobbes and
Rousseau stood at the forefront of our conversations. The
discussion itself was more fun than who put forth the best
argument. Beer was involved so it was always good times.

Nevertheless, Sara’s accusation gave me
something to think about all over again. What made her think I was
a selfish person? Did she think I was selfish in the bad,
I-don’t-give-a-flyin-fuck-about-anyone-else way? When a person
makes a claim like that, especially someone I love, I want to
figure out what got them to make such a claim in the first
place.

“Well… there are a lot of reasons why I
think you’re selfish,” Sara said.

“Is it because I need a disproportionate
amount of attention?” I asked.

“No, that’s not what I had in mind, even
though that’s true as well.”

“Is it ‘cause I need to have the remote
control 100 percent of the time?”

“No, that’s not it either.”

“What is it then?”

“I have so many examples to choose from I’m
having trouble deciding which one to lead with,” Sara said with a
faint smile.

“Well, I need an example. We’re going to
have to hear one so take a pick.”

The first example of my
selfishness had to do with the fact that I didn’t hold a door open
for someone. Sara sited an incident at the library where I let the
door shut in some guy’s face. The guy I didn’t hold the door for
was carrying a stack of books that he could barely see over and he
struggled to get the door open on his own after I let it slam in
his face. According to Sara’s
version, I was so preoccupied with my own
business, I was oblivious to my selfish actions. I didn’t buy
it.

It wasn’t a good example
for the simple reason that the facts were wrong. Sara was good at a
lot of things, but one thing she excelled at was personal
revisionist history. She had a strong talent for emphasizing
certain details over others. In this case, she emphasized not
holding the door for that guy while excluding the important stuff.
What was really important and curiously left out of her version was
that there were two sets of doors. When I’d held the first door open for him, he
didn’t acknowledge me. He walked right through like it opened all
on its own. The man failed to offer a thank you, a head nod, a
mumble or anything with the faintest semblance of gratitude. A head
nod was the least he could have given. I wasn’t asking for a
handshake. I’ve told you before I don’t even like handshakes. Nor
was I asking for eye contact or even sincerity. But something.

So when he didn’t give me
any sign of thanks, it crossed my mind that the guy was putting his
“rugged individualism” on display. Maybe he’d wanted to tackle that
door all by himself and wasn’t looking for help. Some people take
pleasure in little challenges like that. Sure he was struggling,
sure he looked like a fool, but he was going to return from this
feat a better person. Once he set down those books he’d have pride
popping out his eyeballs. Nietzsche got it right when he said,
“What doesn’t kill us, makes us
stronger.”

What it boils down to is
this: I’d have held that second door for him except for two things:
those two missing magic words! By him not saying
anything I interpreted
that as a sign of rudeness, something I have little tolerance for.
If he’d have attempted to convey those two little words in any way
then I’d have been a complete gentleman. I’d have had no problem
holding open that second door, too. Why should I bother holding the
second door for him if he didn’t appreciate it the first
time?

Sara’s next example was even worse. No one
bought it. It had to do with a comment I made about some kid on his
bike that we’d walked past on the sidewalk one night. I’d forgotten
the incident but Sara’d committed it to memory. Like I said, Sara’s
revisionist history here. She was a perfect example of how history
is inevitably biased, unlike certain other sciences and, for sure,
unlike math. Such is the nature of history, unfortunately. No
matter what kind of history we’re dealing with, to some extent,
history is what happens in the mind of the historian. Sara tried
sneaking in how I prefer a top-down, patriarchal approach to my own
personal history, but as much as she likes trying to change the
subject, I wasn’t letting her.

On to her example. One night we’re walking
back from class and some little punk almost ran us over on his
bike. It was dark and he had no reflectors. Nor were there street
lights or light from oncoming traffic. Why a parent would let her
child ride his bicycle at night without reflectors or bright
colored clothing is beyond me. Young kid. Probably young parents
and young parents never fail to disappoint me. This biker and Sara
and I were invisible to each other until it was almost too late. If
I hadn’t seen him first we’d have been squashed and it would have
been a mess. Sara and I came one foot from colliding with this
blockhead kid, who stayed on the sidewalk the whole way and gave no
indication he even saw us coming. I grabbed Sara and steered us
safely onto the grass. We were fortunate that I acted first.

Now this part, Sara got
the story right. She gave an accurate account of how close this kid
came to running us over. However, she marginalized how heroic my
actions were in favor of some irrelevant comment I then made. Sara
is not a big fan of heroification. She just finished
Lies My Teacher Told Me and won’t stop talking about it. It looks like she’s got it
out for me as well as Mr. Columbus.

To discredit my heroism, Sara quoted me as
saying, “I should have clothes-lined that kid.” But she was just
trying to take away my thunder.

“Well,” I say to Sara, “if
we’re going to have a democratic approach to history then it’s my
turn to have my voice heard. Let’s make one thing clear though:
there’s nothing democratic about truth. Truth’s a lot of things but it’s not
democratic. Truth is not a simple hand count nor can it be achieved
by putting it to a vote. We can look at history democratically as
much as we want to but that doesn’t guarantee the correct
interpretation of events. If anything, it makes a mess of
things.”

Sara was a biased
historian. “Your selfishness had to do with the reason you
didn’t clothes-line that
kid,” Sara said.

“How’s that?”

“You said that your elbow and forearm
would’ve been sore the next day and that was the only thing that
stopped you from acting preemptively.”

She quoted me as saying, “Sore elbows aren’t
much fun.”

Once again, Sara got it
wrong. When I said I was more concerned about my own elbow than for
the careless brat on his bike, I was thinking about
him more than me.
Clothes-lining that punk would have been for his benefit, not mine. If he’d have
ended up on his back, he’d have learned a valuable lesson. So would
have his mother, hopefully. The next day Mom wouldn’t have let him
out of the house without a helmet and a reflector on his
bike.

The bottom line is I can’t compromise my own
rugged individualism in that way. Especially for a little brat on a
bike. I’m not going to get run over or let someone I love get run
over. I wouldn’t have derived pleasure from knocking said brat off
his bike, but it would’ve been my pleasure to have done that, done
only for the benefit of his learning.

Sara also had a problem with how my
selfishness could be justified in what she called a “Robin Hood”
way. Before I get to Sara’s example, let me ask: Stealing from the
rich and giving to the poor? Come on! What’s wrong with having
heroes? There’s a place for that. Robin Hood is one of those heroes
that many of us have identified with at various points in our lives
and I was no exception. Especially as a cab driver.

I drove a cab in a college town. I’ve told
you that. On the outskirts of town there was a casino where
Chippewa tribal members received per capita payments from casino
revenue. Each tribal member received these hefty handouts from the
casino as a form of reparation for treaties our people screwed
their people over a long time ago. A lot of them took their
paychecks from the casino and headed straight for the bars. Not all
tribal members had alcohol problems, but many of the Indians I
drove did. Native Americans, tribal members, Indians, Injuns,
Mascots. Whatever name I’ve heard non-Indians who were envious of
their money call them, those Native Americans sure liked to
drink.

There were many
non-Indians who didn’t receive casino handouts but hey, they wanted
this lifestyle, too. They wanted to drink a lot and party a lot and
not go to work; they wanted bad habits, too. I might have
considered a biracial relationship myself if I’d found any of the
female Indians remotely attractive. I’m not saying that I’m the
best looking guy in the world or that I look at everyone else’s
appearance hypercritically like Joan Rivers does. But let me be
frank for a moment. Due to inbreeding and children being conceived
from mothers who drank during their pregnancies, many of these
Indians look like Garbage Pail
Kids. You remember Garbage Pail Kids? Those trading
cards that parodied Cabbage Patch
dolls and were popular
in the late eighties. They had wordplay names like “Adam Bomb,”
“Fryin' Brian,” “Sicky Vicky,” and “Slobby Robbie.” They were
horrific caricatures of the Cabbage
Patch dolls. There was even a live-action
movie based on the characters. This movie frightened me when I saw
it as a kid. That’s what some of those Indians look like: horrible
caricatures of something that was once beautiful.

The Native Americans I
knew didn’t do the wisest things with their money and that’s an
understatement. In fact, the things they did with their money was
rarely ever in their best-interest, which begs the honest question:
“What’s all the money in the world going
to do for you if your brains are halfway up your
ass?” These Indians are rich by most
people’s standards. They have the financial resources to travel,
put their kids in good schools, have nice things, and live a good
life, but that’s easier said than done for the majority of them.
When it comes to using the money from the casino to develop some
mental resources, there’s some serious lackage going on.

It’s in encounters with these Indians that I
can justify a few of my actions in a “Robin Hood” sort-of-way.
Let’s make one thing clear: this isn’t something I did on a
frequent basis. I don’t explain away my Robin Hood actions very
often, as Sara would have you believe. Robin’s only a tiny part of
my character. Driving a cab paid the bills and I couldn’t afford to
lose my job. I’d have had a hard time getting through school
without it. It wasn’t in my character to screw people over on a
regular basis. I was always returning purses and phones and cameras
to people who left these things in my cab. I had a good reputation
with my passengers and my managers. At the most, when some Indian
left a wallet in my cab, Robin snuck out a twenty.

One night I took this Indian guy home from
the bar. I’ll call him Victor. Victor lived out on the reservation
and had a reputation among the drivers as a generous tipper. I
lucked out and my dispatcher sent me over to the Green Spot to
drive Victor home. The fare from there to the reservation comes out
to ten bucks every time. Whatever Victor gives you on top of that
is yours to keep. He’s given other drivers Ben Franklins before and
told them, “Keep the change.”

In Victor’s driveway he pulls his crumbled
up wad from his pocket. Victor wasn’t a big fan of wallets and when
he emptied his pockets several things spilled out. What fell on the
floor included a Ben Franklin and it landed to the left of the
passenger seat, where I was pretty sure he couldn’t see it.

On the floor between the driver and
passenger seat we keep these plastic totes. Totes are in all our
cabs in place of a glove box. We use the totes to store jumper
cables, insurance information, business cards, maps, credit card
slips, things like that.

Robin was glad that the maintenance crew
never got around to fastening the tote onto the carpet. While the
Indian was looking in front of him on the floor, Robin acted. He
pulled the tote on top of the B. Frank to cover up the bill so our
Indian didn’t have the faintest idea what had just happened. If
he’d have glanced at the floor as he got out of the cab, he
wouldn’t have seen it because I’d covered it up by my tote.

Robin justified the fact that one B. Frank
wasn’t going to break Victor’s bank. His wad was so thick he wasn’t
going to notice one missing Ben. In fact, Victor could have dropped
five more and it wouldn’t have made the least bit of difference to
his life.

Robin did do one honorable thing that night.
As Victor shuffled up his driveway, Robin hollered at him to come
back. “I found something you dropped.”

Victor walked over to the driver’s side
window and Robin handed him a twenty dollar bill. Granted an Andrew
Jackson wasn’t the same as a Ben, but Victor shook Robin’s hand for
his honesty nevertheless.

The job of cab driver has
attracted some pretty shady characters, some who wouldn’t have
thought twice when the opportunity presented itself. It was common
for people to leave things behind in our cabs. At our office the
lost-and-found box was always filled with lighters, cell phones,
keys, driver’s licenses, and articles of clothing. If a purse was
left behind in the cab, which happens, the shady type would remove
anything that had any value then toss the purse into the trash at
Speedway. A cab driver is given a
lot of freedom. You don’t have a boss
looking over your shoulder when you’re doing your job. The
dispatcher rarely checks up on you during downtime to see what
you’re up to. If you want to indulge in your impulsive, irrational
brand of selfishness, then cab driving’s the perfect gig for
you.

Mackie was one of those drivers that Sara
would’ve had an easier time accusing of the bad kind of
selfishness. Everyone liked Mackie, no matter how much ill will he
generated among our passengers and the general public. Co-workers
liked Mackie because he was always bringing free food into the
office. Buffalo wings, subs, burgers, pizza; Mackie always shared.
While this didn’t make up for his dishonorable behavior, it
provided reasons for Boss-Lady to give him second, third, fourth,
even fifth chances. Every few weeks, around the time he was worried
about losing his job, Mackie’d stroll in with something else for us
all to eat. Mackie’s “I brought in something to eat, help
yourselves” had a lot to do with why he ultimately didn’t last long
with the company.

“I love driving a cab,” Mackie says to me as
we’re tallying up our log sheets one night. During a busy
homecoming night he brought back a pizza to the office to share
with co-workers. Mackie got a nice “tip” from a couple passengers
he’d in his cab.

“I couldn’t believe my luck tonight. These
two knuckle-heads left their pizza in my cab.” Mackie discussed
what to do with the pizza with a passenger on his next run.

“I picked up a gal named Peggy and she said
she’d give them thirty minutes to call back. ‘If they don’t call
back after thirty minutes, forget about em’!”

After a couple runs Mackie brought the pie
back to share at the shop. “They were drunk and stupid enough to
leave it in my cab to begin with. If our dispatcher got on the
radio saying that these guys called back wondering if they’d left
their pizza in my cab, I’d say it’s a little late for that. Mackie
bit into a drippy piece with mushrooms. “If I’d’ve waited thirty
minutes then we wouldn’t be enjoying this warm, delicious pizza,
now would we?” Mackie asked with a tomato-y smile.

Whenever you were in the office alone with
Mackie, usually stuffing your face with something he’d brought in
for that purpose, he’d never hold back. That’s why he was always in
trouble with our boss.

Mackie loved bragging. He thought whoever
provided an ear for his bragging would take the information to the
grave but it only ended up getting him in more trouble. Mackie gave
himself credit for being a lot slicker than he actually was. He
failed to consider the fact that, unlike me, most of the drivers
gossiped like a bunch of women.

“All that cheating, lying,
manipulating; I get all that stuff out of my system at work. When
I’m outside of work I’m a model citizen. I don’t swear or even
litter. In fact, the only time I litter is when I’m driving.”
Mackie was a prince in his own mind. “I like to give people
the impression that I’m virtuous and honest and all that stuff… ” Mackie
says as he lifts the flap of the pizza box. I know how he
accomplishes giving the perception that he’s an honest cab driver.
“But I have a heart built so that I can act contrary to those
things when it suits my interests. And get away with
it.”

Over buffalo wings one night Mackie shared
why he enjoyed driving so much. He’d made the mistake of not paying
attention in school and now, with a wife and soon a baby on the
way, he has to be a crafty cab driver to make ends meet. I was
enjoying the wings Mackie’d brought back to the office, so I
listened.

“I’ve had passengers who paid me twice,” he
said. “This opportunity doesn’t present itself frequently, so you
got to jump on it when you can. The way I look at it, if the
customer is stupid enough to pay at the beginning of the trip, then
it’s his fault if he’s stupid enough to pay again when I’m dropping
him off.

“Drunk people are the best,” he says as I
reach for another wing. “I really wish this sort of thing happened
more, and then I could really make some money.”

The way he talks about these “bonus tips”
makes me think he already does it plenty as it is.

“You know that oil rigger
we pick up at the Holiday Inn and take out to the casino? The other
night he paid a five dollar fare with a fifty dollar bill and asked for only
ten dollars back. It wasn’t a tip because God knows he never tips
that big. The old man is too cheap for that. He was under the
impression he paid me with a twenty. I knew his mistake as soon
as he gave me the Grant. His
fault, I’m thinking as I folded the bill
in with the rest of my wad. He shouldn’t have been so drunk! Maybe
next time he’ll get his presidents straight and remember
that Jackson’s on
the twenty.”

There must have been something in the wings
because Mackie was on a roll. “And then last Saturday there was
this stupid college broad I picked up at Lexington apartments who
paid for two people (six dollars) and gave me five singles and a
twenty. She thought she was handing over all singles!”

Mackie’s stories are a lot easier to take
down when wings are involved.

“Were you wondering where I got these
boneless buffalo wings?”

Not really, but Mackie was going to tell us
anyways.

“Tonight I was dispatched a pretty unusual
run. I was sent over to pick up cash from a guy so that I could run
over to Applebee’s and pick up his dinner order. I went up to the
door and the guy hollered from his couch for me to let myself in.
The guy was hammered and didn’t feel like getting up off his ass to
come along for the ride. He gave me the cash for his order and I
started the meter when I was backing out.

“At Applebee’s I left the meter running and
went in to get his food. On the way back this tasty aroma emanated
from the bag and I just couldn’t help myself. I dug around a little
bit until I found what smelled so damn good. These boneless buffalo
wings! I’d have left him some but it wouldn’t look too good for
there to be some missing. Plus I had a hunch I wasn’t going to get
a tip out of this deal. He barely gave me enough for the food and
what I estimated the cab fare to be. I had to make sure I got mine
so I took the entire package. Dummy was so drunk he probably forgot
he even ordered them.”

As Mackie gets ready to drop his pouch for
the night he turns to me and says, “You may not agree with where
another man gets his boneless buffalo wings, but you should defend
with your life his right to get them.”

Those boneless buffalo wings sure were
delicious, so who’s arguing with a principle like that? Our boss,
who eavesdropped on Mackie from the other room as he thumbed
through a stack of job applications. That’s who.

 


* * * * *

 


 TINA IT’S YOUR
BIRTHDAY SO TRY AND CHEER THE F*$K UP!

 


It never fails to surprise me how many
people think they’re entitled to something free when it’s their
birthday. They’ve made it a whole entire year so when it’s time
again for that special day, friends and family better not forget
about them. Three hundred and sixty-five days is an awful lot of
days to make it through so they better get awarded appropriately. I
want free stuff on my birthday too so, in a way, I can’t blame
them.

Sometimes when I was
driving a cab I didn’t have much of a choice in the matter. When
you’ve got a vanload of drunken college kids and it’s someone’s
birthday, and the question is asked for a freebie, I didn’t stand
much of a chance. “Does Jessica get a free ride? Oh come on, it’s
her birthday! Please!” Or the birthday boy or girl might ask for themselves: “It’s
my birthday and I get what I want. Give me
a free ride!”

I suggest that it isn’t
me, but a friend of theirs who should pick up the tab. Isn’t that
what the bars are
for on your birthday? Free drinks.
At a bar you’re likely bringing plenty of your
friends so one drink for the birthday boy or girl isn’t going to
make much of a difference to the bar’s proprietor. Cab fare is
different. For a college kid a ride is only three bucks so long as
they aren’t going too far. Sure, all the friends of the birthday
boy or girl are paying, but I can’t just be giving handouts to
people left and right. Even if it is someone’s birthday I have
bills to pay. But if I’m outnumbered, I make an exception; I’m not
picking a fight with a group of people when I don’t stand a chance.
If they want to put up an argument then I usually just give it to
them. But if you’re not coming out in numbers, you’re going to have
to catch me in one hell of a generous mood to receive a freebie,
even on your birthday.

I didn’t have to worry about Tina and her
friends asking for any freebies or discounts because they were
already getting a hefty salary from the casino just for being
tribal members. Tina’s girlfriends are taking her out for the night
to celebrate her birthday and they rented out my van to hit up all
the bars in town. “Sixty dollars an hour,” I told em. Tina and
company don’t even bat an eyelash. When we pull up in front of
Marty’s bar, Tina and friends want me to come in.

“I can’t drink so what kind of fun would
that be?” I ask.

They didn’t want to hear it. “Tina wants you
to come along,” answered one of her girlfriends. “Don’t let down
the birthday girl. The birthday girl gets what she wants and it’s
not your birthday so you don’t get what you want. So put that van
in park and throw those keys in your pocket, because you’re coming
in with us.”

Since I’m a good sport and its Tina’s
birthday and I’m a minority I say, What the hell? and go in. When
the bartenders learn I’m the DD for the night, they serve me up a
free soda.

Tina’s sense of humor kept things
interesting; hearing one of her raucous beer laughs was worth the
price of admission, especially since I’m not paying. Tina’s wild,
guttural laughter turned a lot of heads and didn’t necessarily
require that you were in the vicinity of the bar to hear it. Her
girlfriends offered up their own impersonation of her laugh but,
really, nobody could touch it.

The actual number of Tina’s birthday was
never mentioned the entire night, a sign that she was getting up
there and didn’t want anyone bringing it up. Whenever someone was
crazy enough to ask how old she was, Tina burst out in a riotous
laugh.

Mount Pleasant has ten bars and Tina and the
gang wanted to make sure they touched foot in every last one of
them so Tina could get her free birthday drinks. Early in the night
Tina and her girlfriends weren’t bad company. I was actually having
a lot of fun driving them around. The first four bars I kept up
pretty well, considering I was just sucking down Cokes. We joked,
shot the shit, and gossiped about other Indians I drive around as
well as about my co-workers. Tina and her crew were regulars of our
cabs and knew all of our drivers on a first name basis. It’s not
that I make it a habit of seeking out opportunities to gossip and
spread scandalous rumors about my co-workers; it’s just that some
pieces of gossip are right out there, so juicy… so succulent… so
deliciously decadent… like a slab of New York strip, that I just
can’t help myself. “Is that true about cabbie Ron that at the end
of his shift the steering wheel is always sticky? Is that true that
cabbie Larry always puts his boogers under the seat?” The rumors
never end.

Between stops at two bars, the girls had me
pick up Tina’s boyfriend. Steve was white trash and ineligible for
casino handouts. He came out of the woodwork to mooch off Tina and
he was doing a good job of it. After six tall glasses of Coca-cola,
if anything was clear it was that Steve was on his own mooching
spree. Steve would have made one awful roommate. He radiated a
spineless, mooching vibe, the likes of which I’ve never seen in my
cab before. Later that night on the way home from the bar, when
Tina was ripping Steve a new you-know-what I could see where some
of her feelings came from.

All the free birthday drinks provided by the
bars and the shots purchased by her girlfriends caught up to Tina,
because she was ready to go home before anyone else. A midnight
crash time is uncharacteristic for seasoned drinkers like Tina. No
one could make a lick of sense out of it. Tina was shit-faced and
ready to go home. This time Steve was along for the ride.

Even though I try not to give freebies or
discounted cab fares on birthdays, that doesn’t mean that I have
nothing to offer besides a safe ride home. I’m not talking about
sexual favors here, so get your mind out of the gutter. I can offer
one of two things: I can offer my services by getting a Happy
Birthday song started. And I can give a person a little bit of
attention. Not much attention, ‘cause I do need a disproportionate
amount for myself. But it’s Tina’s birthday and it’s the least I
can do besides keeping the van out of the ditch. So I’ll turn down
the radio for a minute and actually listen. Personal problems,
financial problems, boyfriend problems, whatever, I’m all ears. Its
Tina’s birthday and I’ll hang on her every word.

On the ride back to Tina’s place though some
ugly feelings started bubbling up and she wasn’t shy about letting
them out. She sat shotgun. Steve was in back. Most drunken couples
like to sit side by side and rub up against each other in the back,
but there was none of this between Tina and Steve. Tina had a lot
of doom and gloom pumping through her on this ride home and she had
no intentions of keeping her doomy-gloomy vibes to herself. Tina
got nasty in a hurry. The bars had to have been serving her shot
after shot of piss and vinegar. It was the only explanation.

Whatever came out of Steve’s mouth was
turned against him and the poor guy was starting to be scared to
death. Early on, Steve rolled with the punches the best he could
and tried to keep from saying anything that’d provoke Tina any
further but, as the night wore on that didn’t work well for him. I
could tell he was familiar with this scene.

Tina liked asking Steve
questions, answering for him, and then attacking “his” answer. When
Steve was forced into a response, she’d belittle whatever came out.
“You think you know me? Huh?”
Tina barked. “Cat got your tongue? No you don’t
fucking know me. And I don’t know you. And I wouldn’t want to get
to know you even if someone put a fuckin' knife to my throat and
forced me to. There’s nothing there worth
knowing.”

I had to give it to her; Tina had one
sharp-ass tongue. I focused on one thing while this scene unfolded:
I was doing everything within my power to keep that tongue from
lashing out at me.

“Have you done
anything today?” Tina
asked Steve, who wasn’t aware that the correct answer to the
question was NO.

“Well, I’ll tell you what you did then. All
you did was get dressed and eat some meatballs. And I had to
fuckin’ help you with both things, you stupid loser.”

Earlier on in the night
Tina made a few random observations about Steve and the state of
their relationship. Everything she said, she followed up with one
of her ear-piercing, beer laughs. Most of her Stevie-reflections
were filled with sorrow and what I perceived as some small kind of
acceptance. Tina was unfulfilled, the love between these two had
faded, and Tina even said Steve was just using her for her money.
She wasn’t happy with Steve but nothing she said led me to believe that she
hated the man either. Tina’s comments were serious but funny at
first and she gave no indication of the horror she was going to
inflict on him before I got the two of them home. In
my cab, of all
places.

“My mom used to tell me,”
Tina said, “if you’ve got a man, you better put your mouth on him
before some other woman comes along and beats you to it. Well, you
know what Mom?”
Tina looks at me as if it’s not me but her own mother behind the
wheel. “I wish I’d never put my mouth on this man. It was one of
the worst decisions I’ve made in my life. I’d have been better off
putting my mouth on my dead father’s asshole!”

When Tina began spraying
her feelings out the window onto people outside the cab, I was rolling
through stop signs but I sure didn’t want to say something that’d
get her turning that tongue onto me, so I had the skinny pedal to
the floor. At one stop these two Asian kids were taking their
sweet-ass time crossing the street. The timing for this was
terrible but I’m a cab driver. I have to be patient, not go through
red lights no matter how dire the situation. Unless Tina was going
into labor or going at Steve’s throat with a knife I had to obey
the law. The cops are not shy about issuing tickets to cab drivers.
Plus, I had Tina to holler for me.

“Hurry the fuck up, Pearl Harbor!”
Tina yelled while hanging half out the window. “If you don’t hurry
up, I’m going to hop out of this van and go Virginia Tech on
your ass!”

Besides being down right mean, there were so
many things wrong with those statements.

Tina didn’t waste any time turning things
back on Steve, who, by this time, was passively accepting his fate
like a punching bag. My heart was starting to go out for the poor
guy. He was a broken man. No matter how much of a leech he might
have been, and I half expected he was that, otherwise why would he
have put up with Tina’s tirades? Still, he did not deserve this
nasty verbal beating he was taking.

“Steve, can you tell me
something?” Tina started in. “Why the fuck don’t you wash the
dishes? What’s so hard about that? From the moment you roll out of
bed in the morning to the time you pass out on my couch you don’t
do anything except mooch out of my purse. That’s the only thing
you’re good at and it’s the only thing that you will ever be good
at. Well, you know what Steve? I’m going to give you an ultimatum.
You have two options. Either you wash the dishes and there is no
problem. Or you choose not
to wash the dishes and the next time I see the
sink overfilled I’m going to wipe my ass with your pillow case!
What’s that?” Tina asks herself. “Oh no honey. That’s not a threat.
That’s a mother-fuckin’ promise!”

Sometimes Tina had
complaints I sympathized with. “He slurps his coffee. Did you hear
me? He slurps his fuckin’
coffee!” She insisted on my acknowledgment
this time, so I gave her a nod. Again, it was her birthday so it
was the least I could do. “That’s the one
drink a person has no business slurping. Hot chocolate, apple
juice, prune juice, Gatorade, Tang, tea, slurp the fuck away. Not
coffee. Coffee’s not to be slurped!”

Tina’s gaze was now fixed on me and she was
not looking at her mother anymore.

“Did you hear what I said?” She
screamed.

“Yes,” I screamed back. “You have a
point, woman. That sounds like truth to me. What do you want
me to do about his
slurp—?”

“I don’t want you to
do anything about
it,” Tina interrupted. “I can tell you one thing you can do.
Watch. The next time I
hear that man slurp his coffee. His mother’s going to be sweeping
up the remains of his skull into a dustpan and that’s going to be a
scene you won’t want to miss.”

I’d lost control of the happy-birthday mood
in my cab and I had to do something about it. Tina was a handful of
personalities rolled into one, but I wasn’t physically outnumbered.
There was still something I could do. This wasn’t the first time in
my cab where the mood was uncomfortable and it wouldn’t be the
last. This birthday girl had to be cheered up because her doom and
gloom was getting on my nerves. She was saying some ugly, hurtful
things and it had to come to an end. I glanced in my mirror at
Steve and, as I suspected, I was on my own.

We were passing a car dealership where there
had to be a thousand Volkswagen beetles parked side by side. This
was my first opportunity so, not knowing when the next one would
present itself, I went after it. I broke up Tina’s doom and gloom
by punching her lightly on the shoulder: “Slug bug, no slug bug
returns.” Tina looked at me like I’d spilled something on myself.
She ignored me and carried on with her sad-ass story.

Cranking up the radio was
still on the table. Rock ‘N’ Roll might do the trick. I hoped Bob
Seger was on so I began singing along: Here I am, on the road again. There I am, up on the stage.
Here I go, playing star again. There I go, turn the page…
” To my surprise Tina toned down her bitching at
Steve and began paying attention to the music. But she was still
running her mouth a bit so I could tell we needed something that
was more her jam. What we needed was a new song so I changed the
station and this time Tom Petty was cranking out the jams:
“Gonna leave this world for a while. And
I’m freeee, freeee fallllin. Yeah I’m
freeee, freeee fallllin.” I hoped Petty
would work better than Seger. I checked my mirror and Steve looked
relieved. I think he could see that I was trying to help him out.
It was going to take some work and some actual singing on my part,
but what happens in my cab stays in my cab and I can belt it out
with the best of them. As the tunes improved I cranked them louder
and louder until, eventually, Tina joined in on this cabbie karaoke
and sung along as well. Her doom and gloom receded and she
was feeling the
Rock ‘N’ Roll. It never fails to amaze me how music can alter
someone’s mood, no matter how ugly that mood is.

Now was my opportunity and I only hoped that
Tina was ready for it. I turned down the radio and stepped up on my
soap box. “Sure we have our differences, Tina. America’s a diverse,
heterogeneous society filled with all kinds of people. Some like to
call our society a melting pot.”

Tina gave me her attention and now it was up
to me to make the most of it. With the aid of the open road, where
somehow we’d ended up, I took my hands off the steering wheel for a
minute and used my knee to steer. I wrapped one arm around an
invisible pot while my other hand held an invisible spoon which I
used to “stir.” Next I grabbed the invisible salt and pepper
shakers to sprinkle into the pot.

“We’ve got this whole melting pot thing
going on,” I said. “We’ve got people who are carrots. We’ve got
people who are potatoes. We’ve got people who are peas. We even
have people who are lemons,” referring to Steve. I cut up each of
these things on my cutting board and dropped them into the pot.
“Well, you’re not going to want to put lemons in a soup since that
probably wouldn’t taste very good. Unless you’re a fan of lemon
pepper chicken but I’m no chef, so I probably couldn’t get that to
taste any good. My point, Tina, is we’re all from the same pot of
soup.”

When I heard
Journey cranking out the
jams I stopped stirring the pot so that I could turn the radio back
up.

Steven Perry is singing:
“The wheel in the sky keeps on turnin’. I
don’t know where I’ll be tomorrow. The wheel in the sky keeps on
turnin’… ”

I made eye contact with
the birthday girl and added, “No matter what our differences are, I
hope we can at least agree that Journey’s “Wheel in the Sky” is one
kick ass Rock ‘N’ Roll song. That’s one tune we can all come
together and set our differences aside for.”

Just like that, Tina’s piercing beer laugh
was back. We pulled into her driveway and Steve offered a meek
thank you before exiting my cab.

“Tina, take it easy on him,” I said “Steve’s
not a bad guy… but don’t get me wrong… ” I lowered my voice so
Steve didn’t hear. The last thing I wanted to do was give the
impression that I was taking his side. “He’s not a good guy by any
means either.”

They closed their doors and one thing for
sure I was grateful not to be in Steve’s shoes.

 


* * * * *

 


 BRAWL

 


A brawl broke out right by the doors of my
cab one night. My dispatcher had sent me over to O’Kelly’s to pick
up a group of twelve to take to Boomer’s. I arrived within the
fifteen minutes time limit my dispatcher warned them about, but
they weren’t out in front waiting for me like they should’ve been.
I waited eight minutes or so for them to come out (an eternity in
the cab business) before I went inside the bar to ask the staff if
they knew of their whereabouts. The staff wasn’t helpful so I had
my dispatcher call whoever had ordered the cab in the first place
to let them know I was out front. Boss-Lady Gina couldn’t get a
hold of them so she went ahead and gave me another run. As I was
writing up the Boomer’s group as a no-show on my log sheet a group
of five college guys came up to my window asking if they could
catch a lift to Main Street.

“We didn’t call or anything but do you mind
giving us a ride?”

“Sure, jump in,” I said. “The group I was
sent here to pick up doesn’t look like they want a ride
anymore.”

“How much is it?” a guy asked.

“Three bucks a pop.”

The guys hopped in and I started collecting
the money from the Main Street five.

As I was collecting, a few members of the
Boomer’s group finally came out of O’Kelly’s and they did not look
happy. They were drunk and ornery and didn’t like the fact that
these Main Street guys had “stolen” their cab.

“What’s going on here?” a drunk female
asked. She turned on the college kids, then back to me. “This is
our cab. We’ve been waiting for you for over an hour.”

“Well, I don’t know about that,” I said.
“I’ve been waiting for you for over twenty minutes and I even came
inside the bar to find you. I had my dispatcher call you and she
couldn’t get anyone either. We figured you found another ride.”

“No, we were out on the patio and I told
your old-ass dispatcher that’s where you’d find us.”

“Look, you had your chance. I’ll get another
cab out here if you still want a ride.”

“Of course we want a
ride,” she snapped “This
is our ride.”

I radioed my dispatcher to see when she
could get another cab for them and she said “ten minutes.”

The Boomers group didn’t
like that they were going to have to wait for another cab. They
were victims of some grave injustice and this made them very mad.
“Don’t bother calling for another cab because you’re taking us to Boomer’s,” the
bossy girl said. “This is our cab so tell these guys to get the
fuck out and make way for us.”

“Look, don’t tell me how to do my job. I’ll
get another cab over here to pick you up,” I said. “Be on the
look-out for it this time.”

“This is fucking bullshit! We shouldn’t be
the ones punished here because of your old-ass dispatcher who
didn’t do her job, didn’t tell you where to find us so tell these
assholes to get out and take us to Boomer’s now!”

I don’t know why I try to reason with people
when they’re drunk but I find myself doing it time and again. The
arguing picked up momentum as more members of the Boomer’s group
spilled out of O’Kelly’s. I’d have gone ahead and taken both groups
but the Boomers group looked like a lot more than twelve people and
I could only squeeze fourteen in my cab. The fact that the Main
Street guy’s weren’t volunteering to get out served to make the
situation worse. They’d paid for a ride home and I’d already rolled
up their money with the rest of my wad so I had no plans of
returning it.

The Boomer’s group wouldn’t take no for an
answer and decided to take action. “These faggots have five seconds
to get out before we throw them out,” was the last coherent comment
before everything went crazy. The Main Street guy sitting shot gun
was the first to be ripped from his seat and tossed to the ground.
The side doors were then snatched open and the other Main Street
guys were yanked from the van and forced to join in on the
violence. Ensuing events exploded at such a rapid pace that, before
I knew what was going on, a brawl had broken out. A blizzard of
bodies, fists and hair flew in every direction. Even the bitchy
Boomers chicks, who’d started this whole mess, were in the middle
of all the action and throwing haymakers and sucker-punches at any
Main Street guy they grab. I was scared out of my wits and didn’t
see any point in jumping out to play peacemaker; my best action was
to stay put where I was and lock my door in case one of these
assholes wanted to rip me from my seat and beat my ass, too.
Frantically, I called my dispatcher to tell her what was going on
and she called the cops.

A couple beefy bouncers from O’Kelly’s came
running out to help break things up. With the sound of police
sirens in the distance the chaos started to diffuse but the scene
was still ugly. The Main Street guy’s banged for me to open up and,
bruised and bloodied, they began to jump back into my van. After
all, they’d already paid for their rides home. I hesitated for a
second, divided on whether I should wait for the cops so I could
explain how this all went down. Or should I just take off? Fearing
for their lives, the Main Street guy’s slammed the doors and
hollered, “Lock the doors! Get us the fuck outta here!”

The first guy who’d gotten yanked out of the
shotgun seat was in the worst shape. He had a welt on his forehead
above his eye the size of a bloody golf ball along with a busted up
lip and, surely, a broken nose. Blood spilled from everywhere on
his face and I pleaded with him to do the best he could to keep
from dripping on the upholstery. “Man, I think I should take you to
the hospital,” I said.

“No,” he said. “Just get out of here. I’ll
put ice on it. I just want to go home!”

More money was tossed in my direction and
that’s all the reason I needed to throw the van into drive and slam
my foot on the skinny peddle. I sped the entire way to Main Street
to get these guys out of my cab. I didn’t have a scratch on me but
I’d been so deeply jarred by the brawl that for the rest of the
night I was hesitant about accepting any more pickups at
O’Kelly’s.

 


* * * * *

 


 MARIJUANA MOTIVATES
ME

 


When I was driving a cab it was common for
passengers to ask me what kind of tip I usually received. An honest
question. Some people don’t think much about tipping outside of a
restaurant or a bar. Most people who asked this question were in
town for the weekend to shake off cabin fever and blow a little
money at the casino. They didn’t take cabs on a regular basis. At a
restaurant it’s common knowledge that the waiter or waitress—unless
their service is particularly terrible, or exceptionally
great—receives fifteen to twenty percent. What percentage does a
cab driver receive as gratuity? Taking a cab is expensive, so what
should the driver get? Ten percent? Forty percent? Nothing? I, of
course, lean towards forty percent, or higher.

The uncertainty of what to tip a driver
opened the door to the sometimes unusual, non-cash tip I received
in the five years I drove. Some of those tips were just as good as,
or better than, cash. I’ve gotten lottery tickets. I’ve gotten
value meals from fast food joints. Others have given packs of
smokes. One time a ride gave me a few beers to throw back when I
got off. Sometimes I got tipped by a girl flashing me. Sometimes
she’d scribble a phone number on the back of my log sheet and
quickly leave a little lipstick on my cheek. I’d rather have had
cash, but I didn’t decline drugs for a tip. On occasion, passengers
tipped me with marijuana.

Once just as I was ready to get out of
rotation for the night and gas up my van, my last passenger didn’t
have enough money for a tip. To make up for it he invited me into
his apartment to get high. It was my last run and I wasn’t going to
call the cops over four dollars so I parked the van, told Boss-Lady
Gina I was done for the night, and followed this guy into his
apartment.

The name of his pipe was Katrina, I learned
after awhile, which, if I wasn’t stoned I might have thought was a
little insensitive considering the fact that the hurricane of the
same name had just hit New Orleans a few weeks back. “Don’t drop
Katrina,” he cautioned. “She’s delicate.”

It wasn’t uncommon for a passenger to
observe that my cab smelled like someone “just smoked some reefer.”
I picked up this old guy from the casino one night who wasn’t a cop
so I answered his observation by saying, “Yeah, some guy lit up a
joint in here an hour ago.”

“So’d ya’ holler at him for doing that?” my
ride asked.

I smelled booze on his
breath so had every right to wind him up a bit. What business was
it of his anyway? He was getting a safe ride back to his hotel.
“Hell, yeah, I hollered at him!” I bobbed my head a little to
convey to him and his old lady that I live life in the fast lane.
“Oh yeah I hollered at him. I hollered at him to pass that goddamn
joint my way!”

So, I smoke pot from time
to time. Big friggin’ whoop. I’m a responsible recreational smoker
who knows all about Aristotle’s Doctrine
of the Mean. I’ve got my “phronesis” in
spades. I’ve got practical wisdom popping out of my eyeballs. I
know how to regulate my appetites, passions, desires, emotions, and
my pot smoking. I’m a man of moderation who knows how to stay away
from excess. I’m all about incorporating the big R,
reason, into my
life.

I’m not the kind of guy who’s going to run
through a litany of reasons why marijuana should be legalized. I
leave that up to the heavy smokers who can’t live without it. I
don’t believe smoking every day is a good idea. The most I smoke is
twice a week. I once dated a girl who was your typical pothead.
From the time she got up in the morning till the time she went to
bed her pipe was by her side. Since it doesn’t take much for me to
get stoned she’d laugh at me when a single monster hit blew me out
of my gourd. I’d cough so hard it felt like the top of my head flew
off!

Contrary to all those cheesy Public Service
Announcements saying how marijuana dulls your mind and makes you
lazy, marijuana motivates me. Those D.A.R.E. scaremongers from my
youth, who drummed into me at a very young age that pot makes you
lazy and unmotivated, were just a load of baloney. In fact, pot
motivates the hell out of me. I’m not one of those guys who likes
to sit still when he’s stoned. I get stoned, take care of the
dishes and head straight out to the gym! I’ll trim my beard, clean
my place and take out the trash. Sometimes I’ll get a creative itch
and write stories or do school work. Most the time when I’m stoned
I think what I should make to eat.

I admit, I’ve done some peculiar things
while stoned. I once forgot to take off my seat belt before trying
to get out of my truck. My door was open and my legs dangled over
the edge, but the truck wouldn’t let me go. My seat belt about
choked me to death. The seat belt left a long red mark on my neck
that had me concealing it with turtle necks for the next week. I
attributed that unfortunate incident, by no means an isolated
incident, to not properly regulating my marijuana intake that
day.

Another problem I’ve had when stoned was
being utterly convinced that my shirt was on backwards. I ended up
turning my shirt several times before I realized it wasn’t
backwards to begin with. I lost track of how many times I pulled my
arms out and turned that shirt again. It was a blur beyond the
fourth time. I’ve stopped tearing the tags out of my shirts, but
that wasn’t the last time I had trouble with my shirt when I was
stoned.

I was over at my parent’s
place for the holidays and I brought my one-hitter with me. One of
the only things my brother and I have to do at our parents house is
go into the basement, drink Blue Moon, get stoned, and throw darts.
One afternoon I had the house to myself. I had to do my laundry so
I was in the basement anyway and I really wanted to throw darts but
my brother wasn’t home and I had no one to play with so I fired up
the jibaroos and played darts lone-ranger style. Since I’m
semi-ambidextrous and have bowled with my right arm since I was
young (even though I throw
with my left arm) I figured I could throw a dart
just as well as I could roll a bowling ball. I was stoned and
something was telling me it would make for an interesting
match.

The battle of Left Arm
–vs--Right Arm commenced. Before I began I had the choice of
popping in either Jock-Jams volume 2 (which blows away the first
one by a mile) or my own mix tape that blasts Europe’s “Final Countdown,”
Journey’s “Eye of the
Tiger,” and Queen’s “We Are the Champions,” among other great hits. It’s a
win-win situation whatever disc I put in. I assigned a couple of
announcers for the match: Jack “Indabox” Alvert, and Micky “Mad
Man” Madden. Both men had an intimate understanding of 501, a game
where the objective is to go from 501 points to zero faster than
your opponent. Jack and Micky provided crisp, insightful
commentary.

It was a close match that went down to the
wire. A little confusion towards the end when we lost one of the
flights didn’t spoil the competition. In the end, Right Arm just
didn’t have enough to pull it off and Left Arm’s accuracy was just
too much to overcome. Left Arm doubled a ten out to take the game.
Left Arm was a little unsportsmanlike when Right Arm was advised to
stick to bowling but the match was decided fair and square. Most
importantly, fun was had by both parties.

When I’m high I just can’t sit still. I have
too many things on my mind that I’ve got to do. I usually start by
writing but when I run out of creativity I get antsy. Especially
when it’s too early to go to the bar. Chores suck but they’ve got
to be done and at this time in my life I don’t have money to pay
someone else to do them. Hopefully the standup will change that.
Paying illegal immigrants to do my chores is not outside the scope
of my dreams, it’s just currently outside my financial means. Until
I strike it rich as a standup I’ll have to continue to get high and
do chores myself.

Good thing is, when I’m stoned, chores don’t
seem like chores. They’re just something else that needs doing. It
helps when I bring back one of my announcers to help complete the
task. Whether it’s Alvert or Madden or both depends on my mood.
Madden did a hell of a job doing the play-by-play for my solo-dart
match so I brought him back to help me load the dishwasher.
Madden’s play-by-play coverage makes me feel I’ve got a front row
seat, close enough to the action that I can get hit with droplets
of sweat.

The nice thing about having a sports
announcer in my head is that I can stretch out the time in whatever
way I please. Usually it takes longer than ten seconds to do pretty
much anything with your shirt on backwards; but if the task is
taking longer than anticipated, Madden can be a little flexible
with the cooount… doooown…

“Fiiivvvvve…Foourrrrr…Threeee…Twwwwoooo…Onnneee…”
Madden stretches out his countdown as long as I need it. And why
not? Madden’s rooting for my
team. He only roots for winners. What else is
worth rooting for?

Madden’s countdown can get
me through my tasks in no time and can be used for any chores:
dishes, laundry, vacuuming, cleaning the pot, whatever. Madden’s
voice pops into my mind one afternoon as I’m loading the
dishwasher: “And we’re down to our last
five seconds folks. What a close one we’ve got for you
tonight.” I have to bust some serious ass
because these dishes need to get out of my sink. Fast! There’s not
much time left! “Six…
Five… Four…, ” “Mad Man” counts. I’m still
working on the Tupperware and I have yet to pick up the cups
littering the living room. I don’t have much time left.
“Three… ” Plates
are done. All that’s left is to put in the silverware. The crowd’s
on its toes. “Twwwoooo…onneeee…” Done! Task
complete! And just in time before the buzzer. Damn that was close!
That will definitely be making a Sports-center top-ten highlight
reel tonight.

 


Over Christmas break I helped my friend Kate
move into her new place. I drive an F-150 and I’ve been driving
nothing but pickups since I learned to drive. I’ll never be able to
go back to a car. I’m a big man and trucks suit me. I can’t stand
being so low to the ground. I feel like I’m going to get squashed
like a bug by a bigger vehicle.

The bad thing about driving a truck is that
you’re the first one your friends think of when they need help
moving. If I had a nickel for every time someone asked me if I’d
help them move, I’d be in possession of a third of the nation’s
nickels. We’re talking a pile of nickel’s that would tower above
mountains and skyscrapers and leave many Americans wondering what
happened to all the nickels. Or at least I’d have enough nickels to
purchase a thirst quenching soda when I’m helping you move.

My friend Kate is a self-proclaimed
minimalist and “didn’t have much stuff.” I told Kate, no problem,
I’ll help. Having done the moving thing many times I estimated that
we’d be able to get it done in one trip, but I was wrong because of
one item in her possession. Kate had one of those huge “Memory
Foam” mattresses. Supposedly you can place a cup of coffee on one
side of the mattress and sleep on the other and the coffee won’t
spill a drop. These mattresses are designed to mold and cradle
every part of your body to help you sleep but they’re not designed
for easy transport. Because of the density of the foam, the
mattress was a beast that needed its own zip code and required a
trip getting there all by itself.

Even though I have no
problem doing menial tasks such as vacuuming or cleaning out my
truck when I’m high, labor intensive work is something I want no
part of when I’m stoned, so we moved Kate’s furniture sober. The
drive from Kate’s old place to her new place in Mount Pleasant was
twenty minutes each way. On the way back to town, on our second and
last trip, something happened that I’d never have believed
possible. We lost the mattress. Somewhere on that long-ass country road the
mattress leapt out of the back of my truck and neither of us saw it
happen. We were lost in conversation and didn’t even notice it fly
off. It wasn’t until we were five minutes from Kate’s new place,
back in Mount Pleasant, when we noticed that this big-ass mattress
was no longer in the back of my truck. I’d folded up my tanou cover
against my back window which rendered my rearview mirror useless,
but I still had my side mirrors to see what was going on behind me.
On the way to Kate’s new place, I’d seen the mattress in my side
mirrors at some point, but I didn’t think a mattress as heavy as
hers would go flying out of my truck like it did. Kate was right; I
should have strapped it in!

We spent a good hour driving up and down
that road trying to find the damned mattress. When it started to
get dark we had trouble seeing and we wrote the monster off as lost
and drove straight to Pizza Hut. Later that night, when we were
stoned, we speculated that an invisible vulture had swooped from
the sky and plucked that mattress right out of the back of my truck
and whisked it off somewhere.

After dinner we unpacked a few of Kate’s
things before renting a video to help us relax. After the movie I
asked Kate if she wanted to hit the one-hitter and she said,
“That’s a good idea.” Both of us knew what was coming. All it takes
is a couple of hits from the one-y and I’m hopping up from this
couch like my pants are on fire.

“But it’s ten o’clock at night and there’s a
foot of snow on the ground,” Kate said.

Something strange stirred inside of me.
Snowy, one-hundred-and-fifty-degrees below-zero, weather doesn’t
stop me when I’m stoned. It was time to get back in my truck and go
looking for that foam monster.

We got back on that snowy country road with
a sense of urgency. We drove straight to an overpass where we
suspected that wind from the traffic below might have blown the
mattress out of my truck. We parked on the side of the road and
walked about fifty feet down the side of the overpass to see if the
mattress had blown over there. When we couldn’t find it there we
walked over to the other side of the road and, once again, there
was no sight of the mattress. We kept on looking even though it was
cold and dark. We didn’t get all stoned to drive out here in the
bitter cold for nothing, so we got back in my truck and started
driving again.

For the fourth time that day we were in the
driveway of Kate’s old place. “Someone may have discovered it on
the road and pulled over to pick it up,” I told her.

“I don’t know,” Kate said. “It doesn’t seem
plausible. The thing was way too big.”

“Well it may have been in the middle of the
road and they had no choice but to step out just to move it.”

“Everyone around these here parts drive a
pickup.”

“It’s a nice mattress, so why wouldn’t they
pick it up? As far as they knew, that mattress dropped from the
heavens and it was their lucky day.”

Still, I didn’t give up hope that we’d find
it. Neither did Kate. Late on a snow-covered road, while high,
anything was possible. “Someone had to see it fly out from the back
of my truck,” I said. After the overpass, there weren‘t many houses
on the road, maybe four or five, which were spaced pretty far from
each other. If someone from one of those houses found it, they
wouldn’t have far to drag it.

At one house the lights were still on I made
a quick U-turn and when we drove slowly by the house, the owners
hurriedly closed their shades.

“I think we found our mattress thief,” I
said.

“Well, we don’t know that yet,” Kate
said.

“Yes we do. They saw us and got nervous. If
closing their shades like that wasn’t a sign of guilt than I don’t
know what is.”

I pulled up in this long driveway, hit the
lights and threw the truck into park. “Kate, you wait here. I’ll
take care of this,” I told her.

“No,” she said. “It’s my mattress. I’m
coming with you.”

I knocked twice but there was no response.
“D’ y’ hear that?” I asked Kate.

“No.”

We leaned closer to the door and heard
people moving around quietly. “They’re moving furniture,” Kate
whispered.

“They might be trying to hide the mattress
before opening the door,” I whispered.

When I raised my fist to knock for a third
time the door opened violently and a hillbilly with a greasy Santa
beard appeared.

“Whadd’ya’ want?” he
snapped.

As I caught a whiff of this dude’s warm,
beer-soaked breath, I couldn’t believe my eyes. Over his shoulder
was Kate’s mattress right in the living room! Two kids were
bouncing on it and having a good old time like they were in the
playpen at McDonald’s. Not only did we find the mattress at the
first place we stopped, we found it in trouble.

The hick, holding the door, turned to his
wife, who was dressed in her bathrobe with a hair full of curlers:
“Honey we’ve got ourselves a couple of them college kids. They’re
looking for a mattress,” he laughed. “You seen one of those?”

What a stupid, thieving
fucking hick! No hillbilly white trash is
going to talk to me like that. It took everything in me to hold
back from taking this guy by the back of the hair and crashing him,
face first, into the snow.

“That is our mattress and we’re putting it
back in my truck right now!” I raised my voice to make my point
sound better. Rage boiled. Righteous motherfucking rage.

“I thought, Santa came a little early this
year, huh, huh,” he chuckled.

The two brats kept
bouncing on Kate’s mattress. Look at me
Dad… no look at me Dad.

“I know
exactly what happened,”
I told the dude. “That mattress fell right on your front lawn. As
soon as we were out of sight you and your brats pulled it into the
house.”

“Honey… ” The hick motioned to his wife.
“You’re going to have to go get my gun.”

I looked at Kate,
expecting her to look scared out of her wits, and she’s
laughing. That mattress
cost her a lot of money but instead of ripping this guy a new one,
she’s finding something humorous in the situation.

“This is not the time for that,” I say to
Kate, who is still laughing uncontrollably. “Get yourself
together.”

What got into her! This
was her mattress
and she’s laughing like this is a bad
joke. What kind of friend is she? I helped her move and didn’t even
ask for gas money!

“Go wait in the truck,” I say to Kate,
trying to regain control of the situation. I was going to charge in
there and get that mattress myself.

That’s when it struck me:
Kate’s laughing at me. Before I knew it, the hick, his wife, and his bratty spawn
joined Kate in her laughter. The Hick’s laugh had more of an
ominous, I’m gonna shoot me some college
kids, tone to it. I looked at Kate and
then there was this sharp pain in my neck, which felt like I was on
fire. I blinked hard and think, Oh my
god! I must be shot! This can’t be real! Kate appeared
like someone in a funhouse mirror. I’m seeing doubles and triples
of her spliced in strange distortions. Why’s she laughing at me
after I’ve just been shot by a hick?

It hits me all at once:
I’m stoned! I’m daydreaming! And, of course, I forgot again! I forgot to take off
my seat belt before I got out of my truck! I was hanging from my
truck, stoned out of my gourd, my body pushing forward as if I’m an
offensive lineman trying to break through a tackle and, as Kate
would later tell, “When you mumbled something about white-washing
someone, that’s when I lost it and just laughed my ass off.” My
neck hurt like a bitch but that was trumped by my stronger feelings
of acute stupidity and a severe urge for some munchies.

“I never heard you grunt so loud,” Kate
laughed. “As you hung there I thought of asking you to stay in that
position for five minutes so I could grab my camera.”

She didn’t get a picture of that tragedy but
she got a picture of the long-ass red mark that the seatbelt seared
across my neck. Took two weeks for that to go away so she had more
than enough time to get pictures. Every time I ask her how long I
hung there like that she starts laughing before she even
responds.

The next day, with the return of sunlight
and sobriety, I insisted that Kate and I go look for her mattress
once more. A memory foam mattress is way too big to disappear. It
takes two people to lift the thing and even then it’s a struggle.
We headed back over the same overpass that we’d checked the night
before. There were two sides of the overpass that we hadn’t checked
the previous night. I thought we had a good chance of finding the
thing. Plus, we had sunlight to be able to see this time. It had to
be along one of those sides of the overpass and, sure enough,
that’s where we found it. It was covered in dirt and soaking wet on
the side that lay in the snow, but we found it like I knew we
would.

 


* * * * *

 



BEST BIB EVER

 


Jessica, my last girlfriend, was a pot
smoker and her dealers were an interesting assortment of
characters. She had a dealer, Chad, who’d hook us up with more than
just pot. We liked him for that. For spring break, Jessica and I
decided to go to the Smokey Mountains to camp and hike. We thought
it’d be fun to bring a treat. We purchased a couple hits of acid
from Chad with his assurance that we’d be “tripping ballz.”

“If you’re not
trippin ballz for a nice
long time, I promise you can get your money back,” Chad said. “Mark
my words, you will be trippin'
ballz. Ask anybody: You’ll be
trippin' ballz. And my
word is stronger than oak.”

Whatever. Since this would
be the first time I’d done acid I had questions for Chad. I wanted
to have a good time but when it comes to drugs I like to be
responsible, so I asked if he had any pointers. The next thing out
of his mouth was one of the most profound nuggets of wisdom I’ve
ever received, drug dealer or otherwise. “If at the beginning of
your trip you feel a little queasy, let me give you some advice.”
Chad hushed to allow his wisdom to sink in, “If you gotta puke, just go ahead and puke.”

“That’s your sage advice, Chad? That’s what
I’m supposed to do?”

“Yeah, just let it all come out.”

I looked over at Jessica, who was sitting on
the couch looking like me; neither one of us could believe what
we’d just heard.
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