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Dedication

 


Writing a dedication to a
book that I never thought I would write is probably the most
difficult task attached to this. What originally started out as
nothing more than a series of essays and writings to friends about
the trip from Florida to New York mushroomed rather quickly into
stories about life and observations.

Writing anything isn’t
necessarily an easy task because the author has to think of his
reader, his audience, and hope that the message or story he
is trying to convey captures the imagination of those people who
sit down and read it. I have always liked to write, but I can be a
bit long winded, so sitting down and actually doing it was
something that demanded commitment. I took on that task for the
sake of those people I left behind in Florida in December of
2008.

Traveling that distance with
the kids was a learning experience, and I could not have gotten
custody of them without the help of someone who knew the legal
system. She had the ability to relate her own experiences to me,
and also the knowledge to help draft documents and navigate a
twisted legal system. The commitment she showed to those tasks,
even as she battled her own issues, was one of the driving factors
that allowed me to fight as I should have and to eventually get the
agreement signed.

Sometimes in the face of
crisis it takes someone outside of the loop to bring me back to
reality, and on many occasions she did. Thank you, Jodi.

I thank Pam Jones who was
the first person who encouraged me to keep giving more and
more, and to try to find a venue for the stories that I am driven
to tell people. Having a small select group of friends allows me to
talk directly to them and give more detail and more of the real me
into the things that I write.

I thank all of those friends
I reconnected with, and the ones I didn’t know before I
started this. They asked for and encouraged me to write more and to
pursue something that I never thought I could do. The internet is a
wonderful tool and it allowed me to seek and find people I had
lost, and in turn those people connected me to a whole variety of
new friends. If it weren’t for the encouragement of all of
those involved (there are so many to name and it would be
grossly unfair to exclude any, so please forgive me if I can’t
include a list), none of these words would be read other
than by me.

A special heartfelt thank
you to Patrice who took time out of a long, busy schedule to edit
the first piece of mine that was published (and included in its
entirety here), and telling me, a fledgling writer at best, that
she thought as a professional writer herself, that maybe I had
something here and to keep going. Thank you to Margaret, a lost
friend from high school years, who re-connected and gave me the
incentive to seek people out to guide me in improving my
writing.

Thank you to the long list
of Facebook friends who asked for more even when I thought I
couldn’t do this. Thank you Amanda, the person directly responsible
for leading me to Janet, who read a half-assed, unedited file of
stories I had and said to me, “I will publish it when you are
done.”

Thank you to my parents.
Although apart now and not on the best of terms, they taught me
that with enough hard work anything is possible.

To mom who took us into her
small place in Bayside and helped with the kids every single day.
Without you things would be hectic and unsettled and I am thankful
every day that you are there for them.

Thank you to my extended
family (my ex’s parents and sisters); without their support of the
children and my effort to bring them back to New York, we never
would have gotten out. And thank you to my ex, the mother of the
kids who did a great deed and performed a selfless act by signing
the custody papers and allowing the kids to leave Florida and come
home.

My children are the reason I
wake up in the morning and continue my work as an RN even on those
days when I feel I have nothing left. They are the sole reason that
anything for me exists, and I wrote this for them. One day many
years after I am gone and they are in a library, they can take this
eclectic mix of things daddy did and wrote about and show my great
grandchildren what I left behind.

A special thank you to my
sister Kelly and her husband Billy for years of support and helping
with the kids. And to Alice, Natalie and Mr. Kaplan who without
hesitation allowed me to come back to work for a small family-like
company. You can go home again, and they helped prove
it.

To all of my family, my
brothers, aunts, uncles and cousins, your support and unwavering
love for the kids made the long, arduous journey home worth
it.

To all my colleagues,
friends and co-workers in Florida: I miss you all and not a day
goes by where I don’t have you in my thoughts. Thank you for
affording me the opportunity to get to know and work with each and
every one of you.

I humbly dedicate this book
of stories to all of you.

 


---------------

 


The Long and Winding
Road…

 


With all due respect to the
Beatles, I chose this as the title to simply state that the road
home was both long, winding and full of plot twists and
adventures. Quite possibly it was the most exciting trip I have
ever been on, and one I will never forget. This is the story of our
trip home.

The U-Haul was packed, our
lives crammed into cardboard boxes and plastic bins, and when you
get right down to it, it's amazing that you can look at the lives
of five people compacted into such a small amount of space. I often
joked with friends and co-workers about taking the kids on a
rambling twelve state killing spree (Okay, it was more like ten,
but who really cares at this point?), and though no real people
were actually killed, the destruction and carnage left behind us
will be remembered by all for years to come.

We left at 11:30 a.m. on
December 18th, my dad behind me in the U-Haul, and I was in the car
(a Mazda RX 8, easily fast, but not a practical daddy car),
and we hit the road for what seemed like a smooth ride. The little
boys were in the back watching Horton (and I highly
recommend portable DVD players, thank you Ja HE SUS!!!!!)
and Julia sat with her American Girl doll, chatting away as Daddy
navigated Interstate 95.

We got out of Florida rather
quickly, and soon after crossing the Georgia border we stopped for
some much needed rest. The kids expelled their gas, I filled the
tanks and we left again with a bag of peaches, some boiled peanuts
and a bumper sticker that said, "I ate a PEACH in Georgia...Come
again soon!"

The kids didn't get it, and
Dad just rolled his eyes.

Along the way, the kids kept
asking are we there yet? All those years ago I remember
fondly driving in my dad's old green station wagon to the Jersey
shore and hearing him say, “Yes, we are! You can jump now.”
Trips in the car with my parents and my sister Kelly were always
long, but, in the end, the time we spent together on the beach in
New Jersey is something that I haven’t forgotten even though some
thirty years have passed since we last made that trip as a
family.

We raced out of
Georgia (OK, Dad was doing like fifty-five, and I was screaming
internally for him to drive faster hoping that I didn't pop an
aneurysm and have to have surgery in rebel country). I did pass a
few hitchhikers along the way, but rather than pick them up thought
to myself, “now where the fuck am I going to tie this
numbskull to the car?” It’s not as if I had any room for
them, and I was a Yankee in rebel territory.

I was rather nervous being a
true Yankee, you know, being in the South and all. I had
never quite gotten used to seeing rebel flags and the different
type of lifestyle, and I had always considered myself to be a New
Yorker.

As the sun started to set
and the temperature dropped, we stopped to eat at a Bo Jangles
Chicken place. The kids filled up on chicken, biscuits and the
trimmings.

So much for their last meal
in the Deep South!

We left the gas station/rest
stop/whatever the fuck it was called place and decided that the
best place to stop was at that Bastion of Capitalism, South of
the Border! I had been there once on our trip down seven years
prior, and forgot what a real cheese factory it was. Bright neon
signs and tourist traps lit the darkness in startling reds and
blues, and I thought to myself...this Pedro guy has some
racket going.

There was one thing though.
Except for a drug store, which, by the way, doubled as a bathroom
and a fireworks factory, everything was closed. The
neon flashed, but nothing was to be had. I was kind of
disappointed in a way. Here we were on a mad dash North and
no one was there to greet us, wish us well or even offer a
fucking Welcome to South of the Border. I was annoyed that not much
was open, but I did step into the drug store with the kids in tow
and what did I do?

I bought a few cheap
souvenirs (mine was a XX sized T shirt that said: I made PEDRO MY
BITCH at SOUTH OF THE BORDER), some snacks and drinks for the kids
along with a beer for Dad and we headed to the first place local to
bed down for the night.

One good thing about my dad
being sixty-six now: he gets all these great discounts! When
we stopped at a Motel 8 and got a room for the night, we got
exactly $4.55 off the bill. We headed for room 110, tired and
bleary eyed from the trip. Both dad and I were exhausted from
driving and the kids needed some time to unwind as well. I was
relieved to see a door in front of me with a bed beyond it
beckoning us to sleep.

I tried the door numerous
times with no success, inserting the keycard five times and I kept
getting a red light. Now, that was odd. I had just paid a whole
$40.45 for the room and wanted nothing more than a pillow under my
head. Dad, in his infinite wisdom, said, "You’re doing it wrong."
And, of course being the respectful son I am, I said, “Okay wise
ass, you try." He promptly did and much to his embarrassment met
with the same futile results.

As the two of us and the
four now frustrated kids stood there dumfounded, the door opened
and an angry voice screamed, "We are in here. The asshole
at the desk rented this already!” The genius at the front desk
somehow forgot to enter into his ancient computer that he
had previously rented the room. Mea Culpas followed.

I thought to myself that the
girl in the room with him was probably more pissed off then he was.
I did hear her say, "What moron rents a room twice?", and I
decided I had to act. The simple answer I wanted to say was, “Well
obviously Skippy at the front desk of this paradise did.” But
somehow I thought better of it and simply walked away and made my
way back to the office.

A few minutes later, and
after having to hear some lame excuse as to how the past
scene happened, I was given the key to another room. Room 111.
Immediately next to theirs! I decided that I had to do
something to make up for interrupting what was
obviously another couple sleeping. I returned to the
office, went into the bathroom and got them a gift.

And suffice it to say, The
Trojan Rubber Company is exactly two dollars richer these days
thanks to the contribution of one Mark A McGrath.

I left the gift in the door
for them, although I am not sure if it was actually used. No matter
though, it truly is the thought that counts and after all, isn’t it
my job as a nurse to prevent the spread of AIDS and
STD's?

Quite frankly, I thought it
was hilarious!

When I came back into the
room laughing quietly under my breath, I told the kids that the
people next door were playing volleyball and if they heard any
noise to ignore it. I also told them that if it sounded like
someone was moaning it meant that they hit the wall too hard and
were hurt. Julia asked me if I would go help them if anyone got
hurt because I was a nurse, and maybe “that was a good thing to
do?” I told her that if it was an all girl team I would be more
than happy to go over, but not to worry, Daddy wasn’t needed there.
Too bad for me!

My dad spit his drink out in
a fit of laughter and just shook his head as he normally does when
I become the wise ass I always seem to be. I love the innocence of
my daughter. She gave me a bewildered look and went to brush her
teeth.

We bedded down fast, and I
don't recall if there was any noise. If there was, since I wasn't
involved, I really didn't care much. I drifted off into a
soundless, deep sleep and dreamt of home.

 


The Best Laid Plans of Mice
and Men

 


Steinbeck had it right. The
Best Laid plans of Mice and Men are often torn asunder, cast aside
and changed as life throws curveball after curveball. Our second
day was no exception, but it started out rather quiet and
mundane.

The kids awoke at 6:45 a.m.,
hungry and wanting to get to New York, all the while thinking that
four more hours was all we had left to go. I had to explain to them
that there was four hours to go to the border of the next
state! Packing them up was easy since I didn't take anything out of
the car other than a handheld duffle with a quick change of
clothes. We retired to the spacious dining area for a wonderful
array of powdered donuts, cereals, and decaf coffee for Dad, and
sat down for what was a quick sugar load for the kids.

Alex decided that he should
have the Fruit Loops and proceeded to hand feed himself one at a
time from the dispenser. I explained as best I could why he
shouldn’t put his hands in the jar. In his own affable way he said
to me, "I know what to do, Daddy. I only want the blue
ones."

Hard to argue with that
logic, I suppose, and I watched as he only took the blue ones:
one at a time. I have found out the hard way that arguing
with Alex is a little like shooting an elephant with a squirrel
gun. Basically, it is completely useless.

We left after making sure
our neighbors were safe in room 110 (the Trojan was off the door,
and I smiled at my good deed for the decade), and I loaded the
little boys and Julia with me, and Jon climbed into the U-Haul with
dad.

We hit I-95 at roughly eight
am after a quick stop across the street for gas and snacks. As soon
as everything was paid for, it was off to the races yet
again.



The drive wasn't so bad for
the first few hours; the temperature dropped a bit as we went
north. Dad and I kept up a steady 65 mph on the highway and really,
the Carolinas brought us nothing more than a long boring drive. I
watched the road signs and the miles peel off and soon the trees
were changing from Palms to hardwoods. Soon it became overcast and
gray and a light rain began to fall.

Now you might think the ride
was boring, with Alex and Aidan were in the back seat,
quiet as mice watching the portable DVD. About one quarter
of the way into Virginia I remarked, "Alex...if I have to hear
Horton one more time...I will do a Van Gogh on myself and
scream so loud I will hear it!"

His answer was a simple
sentence, "I watching Horton, Daddy...you weird."

Again my son knew me, and it
was hard to argue with him. Besides, arguing with him was a bit
like hearing Horton Hears A Who ten times in a row. After a while I
realized you can't argue with an eight year old, and that it was
better to cut your losses knowing that Horton was a tad
schizophrenic. I thought to myself, if he kept my kids entertained,
well then, who the hell was I to argue?

Personally, I think Dr.
Seuss suffered from the affliction. I mean, talking elephants in
the land of WHO? Certainly Van Gogh had it; he cut his ear off to
make the voices go away. Me? I’d have no such luck because if I cut
both ears off I'd still hear that fat bastard elephant in my
head telling the world that Whoville was in the little dust
speck he held.

So much for my
hallucinations and thank you Horton, for bringing them about yet
again.

I did, however, get to hear
all of the lost Scooby Doo episodes as well, from a childhood long
since gone. Julia was quiet as she watched her DVD, and I
thought....SCOOBY DOO! I love that show and pound for pound,
he was one of our finest American actors.

The rain began to fall
harder and more steadily, increasing in intensity through the lower
part of Virginia. The drive got slower as the rain beat a steady
rhythm on the windshield. I grew concerned when I no longer saw Dad
in the rearview mirror. As my phone rang I said, "Yeah, Dad?" All I
heard was, "Blowout, turn around now."

I got off at the next exit,
doubled back onto the Southbound thruway and saw our little U-Haul
on Northbound 95, crippled on the side of the road. The rain was
pouring down hard and I had to pull over on a wet, sloppy shoulder
so I could help Dad. My concern was with a truck losing control and
plowing into us, so I wanted to get the kids off the road safely as
fast as I could.

Dad had made the call to the
U-Haul roadside service while I was getting to him. He was told he
had to wait until he got a call back. The rain was driving and the
cold, biting wind made it colder than it needed to be. Jon was
scared and I could understand why. The rear passenger tire was a
mess of twisted rubber, and I thought that it was a miracle they
got off the road as they did.

Since Dad wasn't
supposed to be driving the U-haul, I put Jon into my car
with the other kids and gave him the go ahead to take them to lunch
at the next exit. I would wait for the roadside service.

Dad chose the Waffle House
because we could see the sign a little further ahead and it seemed
like as good a place as any to feed the four kids. Besides, when we
asked them where they wanted to eat, Alex saw the sign and said, “I
want waffles.” The screams from all four of them made the decision
a rather easy one.

He left around 1 p.m., my
kids safe with their grandpa for what we hoped would be a quick
lunch. I watched as he slowly took my sports car back onto
the highway and finally figured out that if he actually pushed the
accelerator, the car would go faster. They soon disappeared into
the rainy day, and I retired to the truck to wait for the new
tire.

Shortly after 3 p.m., a
truck pulled up behind me. The tow truck driver was there, ready to
change the tire. I noted the Confederate Flag and the SOUTH SHALL
RISE AGAIN bumper sticker and smartly decided now was not
the time to say that they got their asses kicked in the war and to
get over it.

I was his faithful Sancho
Panza, driving the truck onto a block of wood so he could change
the tire.

Right around 4 pm, I was on
the road again: cold, miserable and thankful that the kids were
safe and terrorizing the Waffle House staff. I don’t think that the
staff at this particular Waffle House will ever be the same again,
especially after two hours of the four McGrath kids asking
questions and making a racket.

We gassed again, got back on
the road, and I don’t care what pilots tell you, you
cannot make up time on the road or in the air. I always
thought that was the dumbest thing I ever heard but we tried to
pick up speed through Virginia.

We ran into what was a
parking lot on 95 as we got closer to the bigger cities and the
lower DC area. We were able to meander our way along the I-95
corridor slowly, and through a pounding rain. I had been getting
weather updates from home; we were heading into the first real snow
of the year.

Wonderful, just fucking
wonderful.

As it got darker and the
traffic was heavy, I decided to look at my bank accounts to make
sure the endless drain on the money was still steady. As I looked,
I was not only pissed off, but I wondered if I was going to have to
turn around and admit myself to Parrish Medical Center’s (my now
previous place of employment) Stroke Center with a bleed: 1,700
dollars was missing!

I called Bank of America and
they promptly told me that the check my asswipe ex-landlord gave me
bounced. I called him and did my best to remain as calm as I
possibly could (which was no small feat, and one that anyone
who knows me will agree was virtually impossible). I got a cock and
bull story about how I was supposed to paint and blah, blah,
blah, and he said he put a stop payment on it. I called the bank
again, and was told it bounced.

Needless to say, by the time
Dad found me screaming my lungs out at the landlord, sending the
locals scrambling like ants for cover, and ready to pop a blood
vessel, I was ready to go on a one state killing
spree.

Straight to New Jersey. The
fucker robbed me.

I called my ex-wife's
sister, a prominent attorney in Albany who as always, calmed me
down and told me it would be taken care of. I told her, it sure
would, I was stopping in Jersey in person to extract my money in
flesh. However, cooler heads prevailed (not mine, but what the
fuck did you expect? 1,700 dollars gone in a flash), and I
decided to let the matter drop until such time as I was able to get
to court to screw him and his dad out of 6K. You see, the Florida
laws allow for three times the damages and fees.

So, really, you know who you
guys are...fuck you. Your time will come.

After making a scene as only
I can, and after a quick potty break at a small roadside rest stop,
which was now full of trucks and bleary eyed drivers, four kids and
a crazed Bronx Irishman, we set off yet again.

The weather was getting
worse and the cold was beginning to bite harder. At that particular
point something occurred to me. Wearing crocs with no socks was
probably pretty dumb. No matter, though. I couldn’t really feel my
feet anyway, and the cold wakes me up more.

We raced through DC, and as
we passed Camden Yards, I casually flipped the bird at the Orioles
home park. We gathered speed and made excellent time after that. We
stopped one more time for gas in Delaware, feeding the kids road
kill sandwiches and Oreos, and raced as fast as we could through
Southern NJ and up to the Turnpike.

All was well right until we
got to Newark; then ice, snow and a lovely northern snow storm was
what we had to drive through. Welcome back guys!

We got to the airport exit
at 10 p.m. and it seemed as if no one except us was on the road.
The snow was falling steadily and the icy roads made for a
challenging drive to the bridge. I crept slowly toward the toll
plaza at the exit to the George Washington Bridge, and as the snow
and ice pelted the car I realized one thing.

We were close. So close in
fact that I could see parts of the city through the snow and haze.
It was then that it finally hit me...

We were
home.

I often wondered what ruby
slippers could really do. I found out when I saw my city that night
with frozen tears stuck to my cheeks.

Don't ever leave home, gang.
Because when you do and you need to go back, the sadness at what
and who you leave behind is heartbreaking. Fixing a broken heart is
difficult, even for good nurses and doctors.

The last miles on the road
clicked by slowly as the car slid across the icy roads into the
Bronx. We crawled like a snail along the Cross Bronx Expressway and
onto the last thing that separated us from finally being
home.

The Whitestone Bridge stood
before us, and as I paid the final toll and began the slow painful
drive across I could feel the knot in my stomach turn tighter. We
crossed and drove the last mile and a half; I realized that my grip
on the wheel was tight and I was sweating from being
nervous.

We got to moms’ at 11:55
p.m., with the kids wide awake and hungry, asking for
dinner.

It was like we had never
left.

They sat down to a hearty
meal made long before and now reheated by NaNa, and I sat on the
couch and closed my eyes, weary from the long drive.

 


An Arctic Welcome Home...and
Stuck in a Glacier

 


Thousands of years ago
Horton's great hairy ancestor, the great wooly mammoth, trudged
across frozen glaciers in what was the last great ice age in
history.

Or so I thought.

I often read up on topics of
interest, mostly science stuff, and mostly historical science at
that. Fat wooly Hortons are often found buried and preserved in
areas once covered by huge expanses of permafrost. As the Earth
heats up because of what some people call Global Warming, the
preserved Uncles of Horton are revealed, giving us a look into the
not so distant past. After hearing that movie the whole way home, I
say good for you, hairy bastards. You got what you deserve and it
serves you right for dumping a fat, dopey, talking elephant into my
psychosis.

On the other hand it makes
me think of how fucking cold a northern storm can be. And what a
colossal pain in the ass it is to have to try and dig your way out.
Now for most of you, my faithful readers, it's pretty easy. You
live north and can relate. Me? What was I thinking when all I had
on was summer shoes, no socks and a flimsy jacket to protect me
from the elements? I suppose it serves me right for leaving in the
beginning of winter.

The U-Haul was encased in
snow and ice, and my nice Mazda RX 8 was in its own frozen tomb,
much like good ole Horton's long dead hairy uncle. The good thing
was that both batteries had a good charge and both cars started
easily. The bad thing was that neither had tires suitable for
navigating and driving on ice, and as I tried to force the Mazda
out, I managed to spin in a 360 and face oncoming
traffic.

And I'm supposed to be
smart.

I tried in a futile attempt
to free the car from the ice, but the only luck I had was managing
to spin completely around and face the opposite direction. Back and
forth I rocked the car, and after a half hour and with three
teenagers pushing, I managed to skid the car back into the frozen
tomb it started from.

I unloaded the U-Haul one
box and bin at a time, and by the time I had made 5 trips back and
forth, I was thinking...you know...if I had that fat bastard Horton
here right now, I could load up his back and we could do this all
in one fell swoop. Or, he could just pull the cars out of the
iceberg.

It was about then that I
realized my meds weren't working anymore, because here I was a
perfectly sane forty-three year old father of four kids stuck in
ice, muttering about some fat bastard elephant named Horton and why
wasn't he there pulling my sorry ass out of the ice?

I went back and promptly
took the DVD out of the car, buried it in a box and stored it in
the attic. I kept hearing Horton’s voice and I was hoping that by
storing the DVD in a place far from me, the talking elephant would
finally go away.

It began to rain and that
really made unloading harder. My sister showed up with her two
children and she and Mom prepped for what was to be a big soiree at
Trudy's place. The truth of the matter was that I had it easy. All
I needed to do was walk through slush, and have my feet freeze off
because I refused to wear socks and was still wearing crocs. They,
on the other hand, were dealing with six kids and preparing all the
food. I guess I am pretty smart after all.

Trudging through the muck
really wasn't all that bad. Considering the size of the place we
moved to, the cold wasn't so bad after all. I did manage to get to
the grocery store and I oriented myself to the shopping center
behind the apartment. Still it was cold and I was wishing for some
warmer shoes. I did try one place but having size fourteen feet
makes getting shoes a task, and when they told me the shoes could
be ordered, I uttered a quick no thanks and went back
home.

The official welcome home
was December 21st when my sister and I took all six
kids into New York City to see the Radio City Christmas
Spectacular. We decided it was best to each take the train to Penn
Station, meet there, and then train it to Radio City rather than
drive into the city in the middle of the Christmas rush. Indeed
that turned out to be the smartest decision made on this whole
fantastic voyage.

The kids and I started out
on the bus. We walked in the cold and then stood idly by as cars
passed us while we waited for the Q13 to show up. Once the bus came
and we got on, the driver said, "Pay two fares only," and I
thought, hey, what a bargain for me! We exited to dropping
temperatures and wind, and I bought tickets on the LIRR and a Metro
card for the return home.

The LIRR train came and the
kids struck up a conversation with the conductor, asking him his
name, where he was from and did he like punching tickets. The
50,000 dollar question was, you guessed it, "Are we in New York
City yet, daddy?” I told them time after time that when we go
through the tunnel, the train stops and we all get out, then we
will be in New York.

We made it in no time as
stop after stop whizzed by much like the last twenty years of my
life. When we did make it to Penn, I took a few pictures of the
kids near the ticket booth and Christmas tree. Jon was somewhat
upset by the two homeless guys he saw, and asked, “How does one
become homeless?”

From the mouths of babes,
faithful readers; the question couldn't be answered right no matter
what I said. So I simply told him, “I dunno, Jon, maybe he lost his
job and can't get a new one?” Jon in his infinite wisdom says,
“Well, why can't he just get a new one?”

Again, very hard to answer
correctly and I didn’t want to give Jon a dissertation on the
plight of the homeless.

We met my sister Kelly and
the kids, and I must say the kids were adorable. The funniest part
of the day happened as the Uptown 1 train was thundering down the
tracks headed toward our stop. Six kids, a cranky-assed daddy and
my pregnant sister in the midst of holiday shoppers miserable for
various reasons, but mostly because the train was packed like the
proverbial sardine can.

There we are trying to
maintain sanity and this homeless lady (or rather she appeared as
one...I still debate it, much like what was that stuff I cleaned
out of my fridge before I left? Could be cheese; could be a new
life form, I’m not sure; who the fuck knows.). Anyway, she is
pushing her way through the crowd and says, I shit you not,
“Can anyone spare some change for a grilled cheese sandwich? The
deli closes in an hour so I need it now!"

Now that takes balls,
kids, and mighty big ones at that. When she got to me, I handed her
a buck. My sister looked at me cross-eyed as I told the lady,
"Look, here's a buck. Get to the deli, and tell the deli guy to
throw on a slice of tomato as well. I want my buck’s worth!" The
guy sitting next to Jon looks at me like I'm some tourist schmuck
and I said to him flatly, "Look, I've heard every excuse; that was
the best one! The deli is closing in an hour. Shit, I should have
tossed her a five and told her to get fries, too!"

My sister smacked me in the
head as we exited to 50th Street.

The city was alive at night.
Street vendors sold knock off purses, the kind my friend Brittany
constantly covets. Gucci, Fendi, you name it, you can get it all in
one long winding city block. I could smell the charcoal cooking the
pretzels and chestnuts. Thousands of New Yorkers rushed about as
the eight of us made our way to Radio City. The air was crisp, dry
and steam rose out of the manhole covers like mist on a lake in the
early spring. We made our way to the line and entered the hallowed
halls of Radio City.

The kids were excited. I was
excited because well...the Rockettes are pretty hot and all those
legs dancing in a line seemed like it would be worth every penny I
paid for the tickets.

And two hours later, when it
was over, it was worth it.

My kids thanked me for the
best Christmas gift ever. The smile I cracked was the
biggest one I had in such a long time. I yearned for home for so
long and now I was here.

Whoever said you can't go
home again was full of shit. I think it was Horton, but that dumb
bastard is still stuck with his ball of dust and Whoville. I have
it much better.

I have my kids and my city,
and really, is there anything else I can ask for?

I suppose there is one thing
more I can ask for but I'll get to that later.

 


Santa Claus is Really Me in
a Red Suit.

 


If you sit down and think
about how things turn out, you realize that no matter how hard you
try, control is one thing that none of us really has. Take my
friend Horton for instance. Logically speaking, no sane talking
elephant would ever tell anyone about a world living in a speck of
dust now, would he?

He had total control over
everything and look where that got him. It got him thrown
into a box and stored in the attic in a DVD case along with old
books and DVD’s that are not of the family variety. Controlling
your own destiny, Horton, my dear friend, is something you should
have concentrated on harder instead of trying to drive me
completely out of my mind.

Anyway, Christmas Eve was
creeping around the bend, and the family was going to bombard my
poor mom's small apartment for a feast! The one food I missed most
while I was gone was mom's lasagna. Now we all know with a name
like McGrath, no Italian exists in me at all.

However, as luck would have
it, grandma married what passes for an Italian (he has the name,
but that's about it, kids), and she was taught how to make it the
right way. She then taught my mom.

Which, faithful reader, only
benefits me. I ate lasagna in a bunch of places in Florida, and I
can say that not one comes remotely close to either mom’s or
grandma’s. So, coming home served at least one other purpose. And
that was to eat some good home cooking and enjoying myself as I
did.

The kids have this way of
asking the same question 100 times, and the one resonating in my
head was this, "Are you Santa Claus, Daddy?" Ha! My immediate
thought was to just say the obvious, "Are you saying daddy is a big
fat guy that slides down a chimney just to drop you gifts?" Or
better yet, "Do I look like a damned Hallmark moment?” I thought
better of it and simply answered, "Why would you ask such a silly
question? Santa and I look nothing alike? How can Daddy be Santa
Claus?”

Alex's simple answer was
hysterical as he said, "You too skinny, Daddy, Santa
fat!"

I simply smiled at the
innocence of youth and thought to myself, If I eat enough of that lasagna later, my ass will be fatter
than Jolly Ole Saint Nick's! I didn't have
the heart to tell the two older ones that Santa is really a
figurehead, and although years ago in a distant place a real Santa
existed, nowadays he has been replaced by plastic figurines,
Salvation Army workers ringing bells asking for donations, and the
various esoteric traditional Christmas
specials. I long for the days of my youth when I wished that Santa
would bring me what I really wanted. This year, all I wanted was
essentially what I already had: having my kids and a return to the
home I left many years ago in a search for a life that I thought
was better.

When you get down to brass
tacks (I never quite got that saying because as far as this guy is
concerned sitting on a brass tack leaves a bloody hole in your
ass), I suppose that to each of us Christmas has a different
meaning. If I use the kids as an example: at their ages now, the
main idea of Christmas is getting as many things as they asked for
from Santa. Kids don't necessarily get the whole idea behind
Christmas, but I give them some latitude in their
thinking.

As time marches on and
progresses into wherever it takes us to in the end, the kids will
see that Christmas is more than just about getting what you ask
for. School and friends will eventually desensitize and sanitize
their minds of any thoughts of a real Santa. I suppose that when he
actually was alive, the real Mr. Claus (most likely German,
the only Claus's I know all drink German Ale and eat Weiner
schnitzel) started a tradition of giving gifts to friends once a
year.

Now, we have giant
department stores, Hallmark and a myriad of animated tales of
Christmas to keep us going year after year. I still watch some of
them; my favorite line is mimicked by Jerry Seinfeld. Hermie the
Elf states, “But I don't wanna be an elf and make
toys, I wanna be a dentist!” Seinfeld bit that line in the
puffy shirt episode, “But I don’t wanna be a pirate!” Again, so
much for traditional Christmas T.V. shows.

My favorite still has to be
the one where we see a schizophrenic red nosed reindeer, Rudolf,
flying with his cronies. Now personally the idea of reindeer
pulling a fat guy in a sled over every roof in the world dropping
sacks of toys and crap down chimneys is a bit hard to believe. But
the kids seem to think that reindeer talk and a fat guy named Santa
drops toys on them every year, so who the hell am I to argue with
that?

Kids, I'll let you in a
secret, your Daddy and family buy you all of your gifts. But daddy
puts on a silly hat and eats the cookies each year, because, well,
he loves you all. And the longer you believe in Santa, the tooth
fairy and the Easter Bunny, the longer you will stay innocent and I
can delay breaking reality to you.

Christmas, has so many
meanings to so many different people, it's almost impossible to
keep up anymore. I think for a lot of folks it's simply the spirit
of giving things and feeling good about the end of the year and
spending time with loved ones. I got my gift early by going to see
the show with the kids and mom's lasagna.

For others, it's strictly a
religious day. It’s a day of reflection and celebration of a
mythical birth date given to the Savior of humanity, Jesus Christ
himself. Essentially, he was born in what amounted to be a stable
full of animals and bedded down in a feeding trough. What’s
reality? If Mary and Joseph could only afford those accommodations,
then, in my humble opinion, they did what they should have done. He
started his life simply and died some thirty three or so years
later.

Simplicity at its best, can
anyone ask for anything more?

For me, the thing I wanted
most was getting back home with my kids to the family I left behind
seven years prior. I left a bunch of people in Florida that I love
and care for, and that is always home number two for me. Leaving
was hard, but the thing I wanted most was 1,215 miles
away.

Before I left, I told a few
people how I felt. I didn't reveal much to a few others because I
was leaving and there was really no point.

I also got to think of the
people I left here years ago, and then came back to. I got to see
my mom's face when the kids finally came home for good and they got
to see my dad, as well. Then seeing my ex-in-laws and how excited
they were that we made it home and how much they missed the kids
was worth everything as well.

Then I remembered my dear
friend Michael, who died at thirty-eight from an insidious brain
tumor and how it robbed him of his life and his family. And, then I
thought about how his kids lost their daddy one week before
Christmas and Hanukkah in 2005. I thought of how I doubted myself
because I knew something was wrong months before he was diagnosed.
I remember almost losing my own life and the lives of my then wife
and two eldest kids in a horrible accident on the highway in 1998.
That was December 26. I am home now, and I remember all
that.

And so I cried, I laughed
and I enjoyed the hell out of the first bite of mom's lasagna in
seven long years.

You know what? It was still
like I remembered: the best!

Christmas...home...my
kids...and Horton the Elephant.

I'm never leaving again. You
can always click your heels, but sometimes magic takes a while.
Magic was the first night as we crossed the bridge in the driving
snow, the car sliding at every twist and turn of the road. Magic
was seeing mom and her tired, happy face as her grandkids made it
back to the castle she calls her place in Queens. Magic was the day
when their other grandparent’s came and gave them all the winter
clothes they could possibly need. Real magic was traveling back to
the city, our city, and watching what was a great show at
Radio City Music Hall.

Real Magic does exist.
Sometimes if you wish hard enough, like Dorothy Gale in the Wizard
of Oz, you can indeed get what you wish for. Wearing size fourteen
ruby slippers makes walking extremely funny and often hurts, but
the reality is, the more you wish and ask, the more likely you are
to have me in a Red Suit drop your wish right in your
lap.

So on Christmas my wish was
realized when my sister and the kids, my two aunts and a few second
cousins I hadn't seen in well, ever, came to Mom’s and we dined.
Outside it was cold and dreary, but I didn't want to dwell on the
weather; having my family around me was just too important. My
sister brought garlic mussels, which, by the way, were just
ridiculously great. Her five year old son, Billy, dug through a
bowl of them like a treasure hunter looking for gold. We had fine
ravioli (the lasagna was for Christmas day!), clam dip and dessert,
and to say it was all delicious wouldn't do it justice.

The kids got to open gifts
with their cousins Billy and Gabby, and what a time was had by all
of them! Paper flew off of neatly wrapped boxes each revealing its
hidden treasure. There were Disney Cars toys for Alex, Star Wars
toys for Aidan and an artist set for him as well. Jon got Star Wars
collectibles and books, and Julia the Princess got collectible
Barbie’s. They also all got new clothes!

The pièce de résistance was the Wii we got
Billy and Gabby. When they opened it, I didn't feel like the cheap
prodigal uncle anymore. Both kids jumped on me and said thank you
about a hundred times. The smile on all of the kids' faces was
flawless, and worth everything it took to get back home.

We awoke on Christmas
morning to our traditional eggs and bacon breakfast, a myriad of
gifts, wrappings and batteries, and got dressed to head to my dad's
and then to cousin Patty's for another round of fine American
Cuisine. I dropped Mom off just before lunch, and headed to Dad’s
which much to her dismay was about a mile and a half from where
Patty's house was. Mom and dad haven’t been together in ten years
and knowing that he lived close to where we were upset
her.

I got to Dad’s, he was
smiling and looked weary, but happy we made it. My brother Cory was
there lamenting over his new Rock Band game for the Xbox 360
because as is turned out...his was broken. Now he had to wait to
play it. There was a Seinfeld game on the table and since he and I
share such a cultish love of the show, we thought it would be
interesting to see who knew more. Time was short, and although we
wanted to sit and play, we deferred until we had enough time to
devote to it.
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