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Chapter 1

 


 


 


Ragged lines of
cheery park-goers are growing in all directions outside the main
gates of the Enchanted Empire in Merv Snodgrass World. Each snaking
line sprouts from a separate gate, behind which awaits a turnstile.
Some gates have no line at all. Newcomers are forced to make a snap
decision after clearing the security tables, where each and every
bag is searched for weapons of mass destruction. The safe choice is
to take their place at the back of an existing line. Occasionally a
group makes the risky decision to start a new line at one of the
empty gates in the hopes that it will open. As we watch Marcie
tells me that the odds are pretty good for these brave souls, who
are gambling brazenly for the opportunity to get into the park at
least ninety seconds sooner than if they’d played it safe. I note
that the groups that trudge to the rear of existing lines are
usually led by men, while it’s excitable women with small children
that take a chance by leading their bands in the dash to the front.
As soon as these pioneers break new ground, waves of speed-walkers
eye each other, sizing each other up as they break out of
neighboring lines to queue up in the new one. I watch the scenario
play out over and over.

It’s only eight-fifteen, a full forty-five minutes before
the gates will open, but the plaza is already buzzing with
excitement. For the umpteenth time I pull my damp shirt from my
chest hoping to dry out. Jesus, I think as I check out the other dads.
Is there anybody
here who isn’t a Red Sox fan?

Marcie, her
brown hair in a long single braid down her back, scowls at a map of
the park. I know she’s trying to memorize the layout rather than
make plans. That’ll come later. Sam and Ellie, my blond, blue-eyed
eleven and nine-year olds, stand mesmerized as they watch a
grotesque seven-foot cricket and a day-glo orange tiger work the
crowds from opposite ends. Katie, three years older than Sam and
already as tall as I am, adjusts her Ipod and pretends not to
care.

“Look, it’s Lickity!” gasps a woman standing just in the next line
over. She and her husband throw their arms at their stroller at the
same time. The husband gets there first. He yanks his daughter from
the stroller as he gushes about the giant cricket that was heading
their way. Her foot gets hooked under the food tray but not wanting
his offspring to miss a glimpse of the freak insect, he gives his
daughter an extra twist and jerk to pull her out. Cheerios spew
onto the asphalt around the stroller wheels. The little girl stares
dumbfounded at the cricket before burying her face in her father’s
neck, knocking her princess-themed sunglasses to the ground. She’s
coated from head to toe in thick, pasty swirls of sunscreen
slathered on moments earlier by both parents as well as the two
grandparents who know their place but are ready to pounce at the
slightest opening.

I size up the
family ahead of us. Mom and Dad look to be pushing thirty and
appear to be Snodgrass fanatics. Clearly these are Enchanted Empire
veterans who have completely lost any sense of dignity they ever
had. Both wear William Squirrel bushy tail hats complete with
stitched-on names. A trio of princesses graces the front of her
shirt while his boasts a headshot of Meteor the talking dog. Around
both of their waists are complex belts with pouches, straps and
compartments filled, no doubt, with indispensable park gear that
could be needed at any moment. A water bottle dangles from her hip,
a cell phone from his.

“Must be nice,” I whisper to Marcie. “Four-to-one parent to
kid ratio.”

“That never turns out well,” she whispers back.

Just before the cricket enters my personal space I’m jarred by an
announcement that I somehow manage to hear over the inspirational
Snodgrass music that seems to come from everywhere. “Good morning,
ladies and gentlemen. It’s almost time! But before you may enter,
the Jevik family from Monroe, Indiana is going to help us open the
Enchanted Empire this morning!”

That’s us. I
look at Marcie. She looks at me. We’re the Jeviks from Monroe, Indiana. “So that’s what that card
was for,” we both hear Katie say from behind.

“Are the Jeviks out there?” the voice booms. “Chop chop!
Mustn’t keep the squirrel waiting!”

I feel my eye
brows creep up my forehead. “Mustn’t keep the squirrel waiting? Did
he just say that?”

“Chop chop?” Marcie adds as an effeminate, pointy-eared boy in a
green tunic and cap appears on a platform above the
crowd.

“Go!” Katie says, pushing us from behind. “They’re waiting for
us.”

“How will they know we’re the Jeviks?” I ask.

She holds up a
paper stub. “Come on,” she pleads.

I grab Sam and
Ellie by the shoulders and we start walking. I expect everyone
around us to be resentful but they are more than happy to step
aside. “Better you than me,” one man says with an eerie smile. I
turn his comment over a few times in my mind as we walk to the
gate. Even before we have a chance to prove who we are it opens and
we are waved in by a bear in a straw hat and patched overalls. In
single file we are herded up a ramp and around a corner. We don’t
stop moving until we’re on the platform overlooking the mob that we
had been a part of only seconds before. There are more people out
there than I realized.

I turn to Marcie but before I can say a word a chipmunk
starts barking orders. He tells everybody where to stand, but is
especially specific when he orders me over to a pair of red paw
prints that I hadn’t noticed before. It is now that he appears. The
one that all of this is about. The squirrel. The Squirrel. William Squirrel.

The crowd is noisy and they don’t quiet down even when it is apparent
that the Squirrel is about to speak. Everywhere I look moms and
dads are hunched down over their toddlers as they point at us. The
acrobatics are astounding from this angle. Not a parent loses eye
contact with the Squirrel as they pull this move, which looks more
choreographed than a Michael Jackson video. Most of the toddlers
look confused but every parent is beaming.

“Good morning everybody!” the Squirrel says in an agonizing falsetto
voice. What
squirrel talks like that? “Welcome to my Empire!” I couldn’t see a microphone but
apparently He doesn’t need one. The crowd responds with
incomprehensible garble that hits a crescendo but wanes
quickly.

The Squirrel
looks at his oversized wristwatch and announces that “We’ll open
the gates in less than a minute. It’s time to start the
countdown!” What is this, NASA? NASCAR?

The Squirrel
walks over to me and extends a paw. “Mr. Jevik, please pass me your wallet!” He squeals. The
crowd roars with approval.

“What? My wallet?” I stammer. I turn toward Marcie with my
mouth open. She waves her hand in a circular motion, signaling me
to do as the Squirrel says. I reach into my back pocket, slide my
wallet out and jam it into the paw. I’m not sure what to expect.
Maybe He’s going to stuff it with free passes to a show or a ride.
The Squirrel turns and struts to the center of the stage with it,
his oversized bushy tail swishing side to side.

He turns his back on me so I can’t see what he’s doing with his floppy
mitts but He is clearly preoccupied with the wallet. I check the
crowd, which has quieted down as though they’re expecting something
to happen. More like they know something is going to happen. Then, something does. The
Squirrel, despite the absence of opposable thumbs and an obvious
lack of manual dexterity, has managed to get into my wallet and is
now holding up a crisp, green bill.

“Ten!” roars the crowd. He drops it into a golden bucket and pulls out
another one. “Nine!” yells the crowd when they see it. Now I know
what the countdown is really about. But why is the crowd so
excited?

This continues all the way down to “One!” By the time we reach “Five!” I
know the Squirrel has already exhausted the contents of my wallet
and is staging it as He goes along. Is that good or bad? Before I come up with an answer I get
distracted when I feel pressure on my ankles. I look down in time
to see chrome manacles clamped around each one. A scraggly buzzard
and a stooping crow scurry away in opposite directions.

Before I can
react my feet are jerked out from under me and my body is yanked
painfully backwards. The crowd flies past, then sky, and finally
the spires and turrets of the castle flash through my field of
vision. When my body is finally still, my face is inches from the
paw print where my feet had been. I am hanging upside down,
ensnared in some contraption that I am unable to see regardless of
how I twist and writhe. I hear pocket change rattle on the stage
after falling out of my shorts.

“Check his pockets!” the Squirrel commands. “Check everywhere. He might
still have some money hidden somewhere.” Coins are still falling
onto the stage when a gaggle of webbed feet appear around my face.
My car keys and sunglasses are yanked from my pockets by two ducks,
while several others scoop up the change that has already fallen
out. “Don’t worry about the glasses,” the Squirrel squeaks. “But
make sure you get those keys. Take his vehicle to the wholesale
lot.”

It has to be a
joke. This is
crazy! But when do they let me go? My family seems to have disappeared.

“He’s
not in the clear yet,” the Squirrel says after the ducks all take a
step back. “Who’s doing the cavity search?
Toothy?”

That’s it. “Cut
me down!” I thunder. “What’s the matter with you people? Get me
down! Can’t you see that it’s a damn squirrel? Get me—“

“Dave! Dave! Wake up!” I feel hands shaking me back and
forth. Suddenly I am back in my own bed. Not hanging. No manacles.
No fuzzy animals. And most thankfully, no threat of invasion of any
bodily orifice. I open my eyes and see Marcie, who is just starting
to laugh.

“I think somebody was dreaming about
William Squirrel,” she
teases.

“It was a damn nightmare,” I mutter.

“You might as well get up now,” she says. “The Zandanels
will be here in an hour and then it’s on to Florida for our
Snodgrass Vacation!”


Chapter 2

 


 


 


By the time I was out of the shower I could hear Vinnie and
Nancy Zandanel downstairs. As I pulled my clothes on Marcie poked
her head in. They’re here,” she told me. “Everybody’s almost ready to go.”

“You’re kidding,” I deadpanned. “That’s Vinnie? I
thought the hot water heater exploded.”

“Everybody’s in a good mood. Don’t start.”

“Who says I’m not
in a good mood? I can’t wait to spend a week joined at the hip with
a hypocritical overweight loudmouth who looks like Fred
Flintstone.”

“I know it’ll be hard on you but it is what it
is. Do it for the
kids.”

“Look, I love the guy, alright? I don’t know why, but I do.
Wasn’t it my idea to invite them? Or yours, maybe. It’ll be a nice
vacation. It won’t be much worse than if I was going to
work.”

“I know he’s high maintenance for you, but it’ll be fun,
okay? Don’t get us off on the wrong foot.”

“I’ll be
fine. Vinnie’s okay. He’s just got this sincere dislike for
anything that wasn’t his idea. But at least he’s
sincere.”

“Just let it roll of your back, okay? It’s your
vacation too. You should enjoy it.”

“Yeah,” I agreed as I pulled a razor and shaving
cream from the medicine cabinet and stuffed them into a leather
pouch. “I’m used to it. As long as he sees my expression change
once in a while he just keeps talking. He just needs to know I’m
conscious. Then it’s all good.”

“The
kids all get along. And Nancy’s a Snodgrass expert. It’ll be like
having our own tour guide.”

“Marcie, I’m with you on this. I’m glad they’re coming. Honest. I think.
What’s the worst that can happen?”

“On second thought, did I say all the kids are happy? That’s not exactly true.
Katie’s petrified that she might get paired up with Justin. Even
worse, she’s afraid that somebody might find out she went on
vacation with the nerdiest kid at school.”

“He’s not exactly nerdy. I’m not exactly sure
what he is.”

“Anyway, I came up to tell you that Nancy wants to
be on the road in
fifteen minutes, tops. She was coming in here to tell you herself
but I volunteered and held her off.”

“And so it begins,” I muttered after I knew she was
out of earshot.

~~~

“Dave, my man!” Vinnie bellowed after I followed the
sonic boom and found him in the dining room. “What, were you going
to sleep all day? Skin me,” he demanded, reaching a hand across the
table.

“Hey,” I answered weakly as I returned the soul
grip.

“Say, did you ever get those walkie-talkies Nance was
talking about? They’d be pretty handy in the park.”

“I ordered them a couple weeks ago but they never
came in. But couldn’t we just use our cell phones?”

“You should have bought them online, it’s faster,”
Vinnie told me.

“I did.”

“Oh. Well, you should have done Target.com.”

“I did.”

“Amazon would have been faster.”

“Right before I clicked on ‘submit transaction’ it said
they’d definitely get here in four days. But every day since then I
get an e-mail telling me how unreasonable that would
be.”

“You should have just bought them in the store. So no
walkie-talkies,” Vinnie concluded. “You know, I was thinking. We
can just use our cell phones instead!”

~~~

The happy voices of Zandanel and Jevik kids around the
house underscored what Marcie had told me earlier. The kids really
did get along well, even if none were the same ages. Justin
Zandanel was fifteen but seemed compatible with Katie despite her
anxiety about being caught dead with him. At least that’s what I
thought, even though I’d never heard him utter a single syllable.
Justin’s brother Kyle was the opposite of his older brother, so
much so that Marcie and I wondered if one or both had been adopted.
Justin was tall, lean and bushy haired while Kyle was short, flabby
and crew-cut, and the differences didn’t end with appearance. The
youngest Zandanel never left a word unsaid, the last cookie on the
tray or a nose unpicked. Marcie once told me his parents insisted
on a buzz cut for him because they were tired of cleaning food from
his hair.

Despite Kyle’s
vulgarity, general sloppiness and low IQ, his bowl-you-over
friendliness went a long way with Ellie and Sam, who were one year
younger and one year older, respectively. He was the kid who could
be dared to do anything. Some called him fearless. Others called
him an inspiration for the meek. I called him clueless. The apple
didn’t fall from that tree with this one, I realized as I watched
Vinnie tear through another packet of pop-tarts with crumbs
a-flying all over my carpet.

“Five minutes!” chirped Nancy from somewhere near the front
of the house. “Everybody’s luggage should already be here by the
door! Who’s slacking here?” Nancy was five foot five and half
Vinnie’s weight but she was louder than him when she wanted to be.
Her bottle-red Annie Lennox hair-do was as short as Kyle’s. The
intimidating hairstyle along with her sharp voice and forceful
personality made her a force to be reckoned with and that was just
how she wanted it.

Vinnie licked his fingers before wiping them on his shirt. “Let’s roll. We’d never
pull this off without her,” he said.

“That’s true,” I said in all honesty. I ran back
upstairs and grabbed my lone suitcase. It was a gym bag, really.
When I brought it down and placed it near the pile it seemed to
disappear into the mountain of trunks, suitcases, backpacks and
every other type of luggage ever invented. It looked worse than
when the kids were in diapers, when we lugged baby equipment and
toys with us everywhere we went.

“We’ll get it in,” Nancy said, reading my mind. “We only
have to get it as far as the airport. Then it’s not our problem
anymore. Just leave it to Vinnie and Justin.”

I was happy to oblige, even though I feared for the
structural integrity of my minivan. “Is that a stroller I see at
the bottom?” I asked. “That’s not for Kyle is it?”

“Kyle? No way,” she snorted. “He couldn’t fit one butt cheek
in there. I got used to having it in the parks, for carrying stuff.
But mostly I use it for clearing a path.”

“I guess people are willing to give you some space if they
think you have kids to take care of, right?”

“What? No way. Most of the world hates stroller people once
their own kids are past that age. But they’d rather move than get
their ankles broken.”

~~~

They did get it all in, except for a few bags which they
somehow strapped to the roof. I took my seat behind the steering
wheel, trying not to watch at my passengers clawing for space in
the overloaded van. When I looked in the rear view mirror I could
see Ellie and Kyle lying flat on their backs, wedged between the
pile and the ceiling. Vinnie sat up front with me, with Sam on his
lap. “Let’s go,” Vinnie said, but I had been counting door slams
and we were one short.

“One door still open,” I told him. He got out and walked to
the back. The van shook as he slammed the back hatch shut, and I
heard somebody moan. Seconds later he was strapped back in and all
systems were go. During all the commotion Sam had talked his way
out of sitting with Vinnie and disappeared somewhere into the
back.

“Hold up! Look out for those OWWs!” Vinnie yelled as the van coasted
backward down the driveway.

I slammed on the brakes. Groans filled the air inside the
van. “OWWs?” I asked.

“Oblivious walking women,” he explained. “Right there in the middle of
the street, for Christ’s sake.” As he spoke three women passed
behind the van. They carried tinted water bottles and wore stylish
sweat suits, with the jackets tied around their waists. They were
too deeply engrossed in conversation even to notice us so we had no
choice but to wait until they’d finally labored out of our path. “I
don’t know why we bother building sidewalks anymore,” Vinnie
commented as we began moving again.

“Yeah, really,” I agreed. “Why can’t they use the
sidewalk?”

“The talking is better if they can see each other’s faces.
And that’s what the walking is all about.”

“Just leave them alone. Why do you two have to be so
critical?” Marcie asked. “At least they’re out there
trying.”

“I suppose it’s okay to block traffic since they’re
exercising,” I
scoffed.

“Exercising? They’re hardly moving! But I guess everybody’s
different. I’m not quite as buff as I used to be either,” he
conceded as he slapped his stomach. “I’m in the gym every day but I
can’t seem to drop any weight at all.” He twisted around in his
seat. “Hey, did anybody grab that box of donuts on the way
out?”

I stopped at the red light on Cleary Street, then turned
right and headed for the expressway. Thanks to Nancy we were going
to be five hours early for our flight so I didn’t feel much urgency
as I merged onto interstate 70. “You need a new ride,” Vinnie said.
“You should pick up something like that sweet Lexus I’m driving.
When you drive something that special you get respect on the
road.”

“Respect? Every other car on the road is a Lexus SUV in
silver or bronze. Everybody knows you’re leasing. Hey, Marcie, you
got a few bucks?” I called over my shoulder. “There’s going to be a
toll.”

“Relax, buddy,” Vinnie said. “That’s not for another five
miles.”

“I know. I just like to know I’m prepared. You won’t be the
one getting stared down by the tollbooth attendant.”

“You’re worried about the tollbooth
attendant?” Vinnie
laughed. “Will you listen to this guy?”

“Marcie,” I repeated.

We passed a billboard packed with images of our
Indianapolis Colts. “Boy, Harvey really bites the big one,” Vinnie
said. “He blew that game single-handedly yesterday. It’s a good
thing it’s only pre-season. I can’t believe we took him in the
first round. What a wasted pick.”

“They must know something we don’t know.”

“Yeah, maybe. What about that lame pass that got picked off
at the end of the first half? That was a killer.”

“Anybody come up with a couple bucks yet?” I yelled to
nobody in particular. “Only three more miles.”

“That was a real rookie mistake, trying to force that
pass into double coverage,” he continued.

“What do you mean, a rookie
mistake? You haven’t
played a down of football in your life. He played in the Rose Bowl
last year. You know even less than a rookie does. How come you knew
it was a bad pass but he didn’t?”

“Relax, my man. Like I said, he’s a rookie. He’ll
learn.”

“My arm fell asleep,” Ellie complained from atop the
luggage pile.

“It’s just a few more minutes,” Nancy told her. “Hang
tough.”

Easy for her to say, I thought. Then again, she herself was bracketed
by two restless teenagers, all three of them sitting in a space
meant for one. She wasn’t having a pleasant ride either.

“The toll booth!” I yelled when I saw a sign warning
us that we were within a mile. “Come on, somebody help me out!”
After most of that mile passed with no money passed forward, I
pulled into the longest line and yelled again.

“Dude, why’d you get in the longest line?” Vinnie
demanded.

“I’m not ready to pay the toll yet,” I snapped. “I can’t
keep the guy waiting until somebody in here decides to help me out
a little.” When I felt something brush on my shoulder I reached
over and pulled some bills from somebody’s hand. Only then did I
lurch into a shorter line, where I handed the money to the
collector without a word.

“No need to have a cow about it,” Vinnie said.

“I’m sorry, honey,” Marcie said. “I’ll have it for
you next time.”

“First chance we get at the airport I’m buying you a
beer,” Vinnie vowed. “You really do need a vacation, don’t
you?”

“Nothing wrong with a little preparation,” I
answered. By then we were back up to full speed. The airport was no
more than fifteen minutes away. “Speaking of preparation, we have
to get set up so we’re ready to tip people. There’s the guy at the
curb who’ll help with the luggage. Who else? Let’s assign each
person to one of us.”

“Dave, don’t blow a gasket. Leave it all to me,” Nancy said.
“I’ll handle it.”

“Just make sure you don’t leave me standing there like a
moron when there’s a guy holding his hand out, okay? I hate it when
that happens.”

“Is he always like this?” Nancy whispered to
Marcie.

“Pretty much. He’ll loosen up after we get there,” Marcie
answered.

~~~

I navigated
through the airport roadways until I found the departing flights
dropoff area. “Just double-park by this cab,” Vinnie directed.
“We’ll only be here a minute.”

I feared for our lives when the African-accented driver of
the taxi that was now pinned at the curb began snarling and waving
his fist at me. ”Get over it, pal,” Vinnie yelled at him after
rolling down his window.

Kyle, who had somehow managed to move from his original
location, pushed his door open into traffic. The horn from a
shuttle bus blared as it swerved to avoid shearing it off. “Get out
on the curb side,” Nancy ordered everybody.

After checking carefully for oncoming traffic I hopped out
of the van. Even before I had opened the back hatch seven security
guards were on top of us. “You can’t park here, Bud,” one
said.

“Move it!” said another.

“There’s a thirty-second parking zone nineteen
terminals over,” said a third. “Fifteen bucks. You need to
be there. Get
moving.”

“I’m just dropping our luggage,” I explained. “Then I’ll go
park.”

The first one pulled a black club from a leather
holster and slapped his other hand with it. “You looking for
trouble with us, Bub? Maybe you need to sit down with my supervisor
in the Homeland Security Offices inside.”

“Give us a break,” Vinnie snapped
at them. “We’re dropping off at
the dropping off curb just like everybody else. What’s the problem?
Calm down, alright?”

“Just doing our job, sir,” he said, sliding the club back
into the holster. “Just try to hurry it up a little.”

I’m trying to, I thought. Suitcases and bags fell out onto the oily
roadway when I opened the hatch. “Everybody grab something!” I
yelled as sweat poured down my face now that I knew Big Brother was
watching. “Get this stuff onto the sidewalk!”

Thirty-two seconds later I was alone in the van following the signs
for long-term parking with the African-driven taxi three inches
from my rear bumper and his horn blaring non-stop in
surround-sound. There weren’t many parking spots available but I
finally found one in the furthest corner of the lot. By the time I
walked all the way back and met up with everybody at the airline
check-in counter I was drenched in sweat and thinking about that
beer Vinnie had mentioned.

Each time we threw another piece of baggage on the scale
for tagging the clerk rolled her eyes. Apparently her computer was telling her that we
were going to be single-handedly responsible for bringing the plane
down by overloading it. “Young lady, we’ve bought eight tickets for
that flight,” Nancy finally told her. “Is this more than eight
seats worth of luggage? If not, I can live without you making
faces.” The theatrics stopped.

Maybe I was paranoid, but damned if our path to the terminal wasn’t strewn with
obstacles, all of whom expected to be tipped. Legions of workers
were anxious to graze our luggage with a finger, reshuffle our
papers or spout two words of canned directions and advice, followed
by that awkward stare. Get used to it, I told myself after we’d run the gauntlet and were
seated in the terminal surrounded by heaps of carry-on luggage and
fussy children. That’s your life for the next week. There’s a reason everybody in
Cojones, Florida has a smile on their face.

“Check it out,” Vinnie said, pointing at a pyramid
of soda cans in the window of a Quickmart shop. “They’ve even got
Zoom in the airport, but I can’t get it.” I braced myself for
another sob story about his soft drink vending and supply business, about which he
complained endlessly whenever he thought of it. “I keep calling the
distributor but he says they’re not putting it in machines yet. Why
the hell not?”

“I couldn’t tell you.”

“You know, most people think it’s a great business
to make a fortune in, but it’s tough to get your machines into new
places. And that’s the key.” I’d never known a single person who
thought filling vending machines with soda is a great way to make a
fortune, but I kept
that to myself. “I’d never make it except I do most of my business
under the table,” he said. Tell me something I don’t know. “It’s easy when most of your business is
done in quarters and dimes, once you get done hauling them around.
I hardly paid any federal taxes last year. But I’m a working man.
I’m doing my share.”

You are? And why are you telling me this, I wondered. Do you want me to go to jail with
you?

~~~

All that was left was killing three more hours with absolutely nothing to do
before we could board the plane. I’d grabbed a bottle of water
after we checked our bags so I resisted Vinnie’s renewed efforts to
get me into a bar. Instead, I picked up a handful of cast away
pages of The
Indianapolis Post that
didn’t look too soiled and read through them four or five times. Our kids were old
enough to entertain themselves, which was a relief except for the
occasional horror when we caught sight of them racing around the
terminal or doing gymnastics on the escalators.

“Are you hungry?” It was Vinnie, back from the bar with a
plastic cup of beer in his hand.

“No, I’m good, Vinnie, thanks.”

“I think I’m going to grab a nice fresh salad,” he said. “I
saw a place that does salads on the way in. It’s all about eating
right, don’t you think?”

“It doesn’t hurt.” He slapped my thigh and stood
up.

I was still on the same page when he returned carrying a
paper sack and a bottle of soda. “I ordered it to go.”

I peered into the plastic bowl after he uncovered it
and didn’t see anything green in it. “Are you sure you picked up
the right order?”

“Of course,” he said. “Super-hot-grande taco salad with sour
cream. But I told them to go easy on the cheese. What’s the
problem?”

“What happened to ‘It’s all about eating right’?
You’re pushing right up against a thousand calories in that
bowl.”

“What are you talking about? It’s a salad.”

Why am I arguing, I asked myself. I turned back to my newspaper
and Vinnie got busy with his fork.

Finally, just as
Vinnie finished off the last mouthful of ground beef and cheese, it
was time to go. It turned out that not all of our seats on the
plane were together so I quickly volunteered to sit away from the
group. It got even better when Justin was sent to sit with me. If
nothing else I had a quiet flight to look forward to.


Chapter 3

 


 


 


The passenger in front of me got wacky with his seat even
before the plane was
fully boarded. I was trying to extract a travel magazine from the
seatback pouch without touching anything when the seat came flying
back at me. I lunged backwards just in time. Whoa. Two of my fingers were still wrapped delicately
around a magazine but that changed quickly. The magazine was ripped
from my grip when the seat whipped back to its original
position.

So far I hadn’t managed a good look at this person. Since
it was now becoming apparent that he was going to single-handedly
ruin my flight I felt a Tzu-like compulsion to know more about my
enemy. I started with Justin, who had probably gotten a good eyeful
when the seat was in my lap.

The seat reclined again as I waved at Justin to get
his attention. He was already plugged in and tuned out. I could
hear the tinny leakage from his headphones as he finally turned his
face at me. “Is that a kid sitting there?” I mouthed silently,
pointing to the seat with my thumb.

His eyes met mine, as best as I could see through his
bangs. His head continued to bob up and down. I waited for
something more. Nothing came. I mouthed the words again. “You mean
the guy sitting in front of you?” he shouted, forgetting that he
was wearing headphones. Aargh.
I threw my head back and rolled my eyes, wondering why he’d chosen
that moment to speak for the first time. Meanwhile, the seat moved
back to the upright position, this time at a gentle pace. Maybe
Justin had done me a favor after all.

Five or six rows ahead I saw the familiar faces of Sam,
Ellie and Kyle. They took time out from a frenzied exploration of
their surroundings to wave at me before returning their attentions
to every knob and handle they could reach. Their seats were
throbbing and vibrating much like the one in front of me. There had
to be some annoyed adults up there. What goes around comes
around, I thought as the
plane pushed back from the terminal. I just hoped I’d be able to use the tray when my
complimentary meal of seven peanuts and a swallow of warm soda were
delivered.

An hour later, after we were finally airborne and the
seatbelt light had been turned off, the procession to the bathroom
began, and in my aisle seat I was in the front row. I catalogued
the passengers and their mannerisms, secretly praising that rare
one that chose not to slap the top of my seat or swipe my shoulder
or face with their filthy paws as they walked by. By the time the
food cart appeared in the distance I’d developed a series of
psychological profiles. In general the only passengers who were
able to keep their hands off of me were males, age eighteen to
forty. I was sure it was some kind of survival instinct.

I could still feel the burn where strangers had
accidentally touched my face and I was preparing to escape to the
bathroom where I could get a soapy paper towel when my tormentor
rose from his seat. I watched stealthily as he turned and walked
toward the back of the plane. His greying hair, salt-and-pepper
mustache and the knuckle dragger stride were all red flags. If
experience was anything, he was a short-tempered guy who would be
happy to have a confrontation over anything. I’d been hoping for
somebody smaller and less scary but now I knew it had been a smart
move not to make an issue of the seat slamming. An occasional but
incidental body shot was better than a three-hour confrontation,
especially when there was no place to hide from this mouth
breather.

When snack time was over I gave serious consideration to a
short nap. Apparently the retired linebacker in front of me had the
same idea because even before I had the tray locked back into place
the seat was reclined and his head was again in my lap. I pressed
back into my own seat, wanting to tilt back as well but afraid to
annoy whoever was behind me. My eyes were half-closed when I spied
Vinnie approaching from the front, his hand slapping the aisle
seats on both sides as he moved along.

He laughed when he saw how I was pinned down. “What’s with
the chair, dude?” he said to the dozing man beneath my chin. I
cringed and shook my head violently at him.

“What? Come on! How are you supposed to sit there with a
grown man practically laying all over you? Is he retarded or
something?”

I put a finger over my lips and shook my head
violently at Vinnie.

“Oh, sorry. I should have said ‘special person’
instead of ‘retard.’ Sue me.”

The man opened his eyes, looked at Vinnie, and then craned
his head in my direction. “Sorry,” he grunted, before moving the
seat halfway back to upright. “I didn’t know anybody was behind
me.” Mind
boggling.

“Hey Justin, how about swapping seats for a while?” Vinnie
said to his son. Justin could barely make out a word I’d said to
him earlier but somehow he understood his father perfectly. The
headphones came off his ears and went into a pocket, and he stood
up. I unfastened my seat belt and slipped into the aisle so he
could pass. Vinnie waved me into Justin’s seat before taking
mine.

“What are you reading?” I asked. I’d never seen
Vinnie holding a magazine that didn’t have quarterback on the
cover.

“Some health care mag. It was the only thing there. It’s
pretty interesting. I read about a drug test where the people
taking a placebo got better and the ones on the real drug didn’t.
Those are sugar pills. Just goes to show you the drug companies are
ripping everybody off. We could just have a bottle of placebo in
the medicine cabinet. It cures everything.”

“It’s that simple, huh?”

“I think so. Then I checked out this article about health
care,” he said as he stuffed the magazine into the seat pocket and
wiped his hands on his pants. “Practically every other country has
free healthcare but us. They just flash a card and everything’s
free. It’s like a credit card. We should do that. All the money we
have in this country, why shouldn’t poor people get free
healthcare? The whole world thinks we suck.”
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