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What they are saying about Demon with a
Comb-Over


 


“Scary, witty, and devilishly funny! Stuart West
is one of the few authors who can deliver shivers as easily as he
delivers laughs.”

Lexa Cain, author of Soul
Cutter

 


“Horror with humour is, in my experience, difficult
to get right. This book shows you how it’s done.”

Catherine Cavendish, author of Dark Avenging
Angel

 


“Stuart R. West writes dark horror flavored with
off-the-wall humor, and Demon With a Comb-Over is a prime
example. Don’t miss this comedy of horrors! Highly
recommended.”

Gail Roughton, author of the War-N-Wit and
Country Justice series.

 


“Louis CK meets Supernatural. Charlie, the main man
of the show, deals with both the struggle of being a single dad,
his career as a comedian, and a crazed demon who has it out for
him… really out for him, like run for your life and hope the demon
doesn’t turn you inside-out, literally. If you love a
laugh-’til-you-ache book, with an excellently crafted tale that
will also have you keeping the lights on, this is the story for
you!”

Meradeth Houston, author of the Sary Society
series.

 


“A wildly hilarious comedy about a standup comic and
the demon who seeks revenge.”

Suzanne de Montigney, author of the Shadow of the
Unicorn series.

 


“West puts a funny twist on the most serious
situation. Funny and scary, West can do both at the same time.”

Marva Dasef, author of The Witches of Galdorheim
series.

 


“Great story, engaging characters, dark humor and
lots of action.”

Heather Brainerd, author of the Jose Picada mystery
series.
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Chapter One

 


Rules of Stand-Up Comedy: Be Careful Who You
Harass

 


Bombing. “I pulled out all the standards—ethnic
jokes, fat jokes, self-deprecating jokes. Nothing.

“So… yeah. The other day I took my mother through
the drive-through.” Strolling the stage, I paused for the build.
“She orders a children’s chicken sandwich. And a senior water.”
Vacant eyes looked up. I would have killed for the sound of
crickets. Instead an immobile audience sat before me, slow to
respond and quiet as slugs.

“I know, right? I expected an assistant manager to
come to the window, and say, ‘Yes, I’m Senor Water’.” I could
practically hear the crowd blinking away indifference. “Once I
figured out she had actually ordered a senior water, I asked her,
‘What, Mom… is it extra free?’” In stand-up comedy, you’re
supposed to kill your audience. Only problem is, I think someone
killed them before they showed up.

“Maybe there’s an eternal fountain of youthful water
in the back of the fast-food joint, known only by a secret society
of old people. ‘How’s your prostrate, Harry? Psst, ask for the
senior water’.” As bad as my elderly man’s voice is, it usually
garners a few chuckles. Tonight? An embarrassing silence.

Burgess once told me comedy’s a matter of
likability. If the audience loves you, they’ll relate to your
jokes. Well, hell, raise the torches and storm the castle, ’cause
they don’t like me at all tonight. Wonder if I should take it
personally?

Time for one last desperate measure, a comedian’s
last defense. Turn the crowd’s resentment onto someone else.

Bingo. I spotted my target hiding at a back table,
sporting the worst possible comb-over. Almost too easy, but better
the crowd’s arrows sliver into him than me.

“What about this guy, huh? I can see what’s on his
mind. I mean… really.” I slapped my hand down onto his
scalp, then quickly withdrew it. His skin felt hot to the touch.
Weird. “Is this the white-man’s dreads? Did a tractor haul ass over
your head? Look at these empty rows! I could plant corn here!”

Ignoring the big-haired bimbo sitting by his
side—the kind that would make ‘80’s porn stars envious—he glared up
at me. A hint of red swam around his irises. Then again, it’s
always dark in the “Fireplug.” Either way, the dude looked
seriously pissed. But, hey, that’s what comedy’s all about, right?
Confrontation.

“Not fooling anyone, pal! Time to give it up. I
mean, really… it’s like tossing a throw rug over dirt when your
mother-in-law visits. Am I right or am I right?” I threw my hand
out at the crowd, the way Burgess taught me, willing my false
indignation to mask my failure. Still no response.

Except from Comb-Over.

“You’ve just made a huge mistake.”

I heard what he said, clear as day, but I swear I
didn’t see his lips move. He sat there steaming, burning mad. His
beak-sized nose jutted out over clenched teeth giving him the
appearance of a grim hawk waiting for road-kill. And that’s how
small and inconsequential I felt beneath his searing gaze.

My set didn’t appear to be getting miraculously
better, so it was time to bail. “Thank you, I’m Charlie Broadmoor!
You’ve been great!” Not really. But sucking up never hurts. I raced
off the stage, tail between my legs.

From the safety of the curtain, I watched “Fireplug”
strut onto the stage to introduce the next comedian. Even though he
despised his nickname, the owner of the K.C. Firehouse Club looked
like an ambulatory fire hydrant. Red hair, ruddier complexion and
shorter than a stack of pancakes, Carl burned even more crimson
than usual. Probably angry at my lackluster performance. It
wouldn’t be the first time, either. I remained one small step away
from being ousted from the “Fireplug Club” permanently.

I sought solace at the bar, twirling my finger
around. Ben knew what I wanted, particularly after a harrowing
set.

“What’s the matter, Charlie? Not feeling the love
tonight?” After plunking down the shot-glass in front of me, he
leaned forward, a predator’s grin tightening his jaw.

“The sounds of silence. Keep ’em coming, Ben.”

“You know Zach only fronts you two drinks per show,
Charlie.”

“Ah, forget about Fireplug. You know I’m good for
it.”

Ben straightened, glancing around the dark room.
“Don’t let him hear you call him Fireplug. And he told me to watch
your freebies.”

“Whatever.” I knocked back the shot just as Ben
swiped the bottle off the bar. “One more, Ben.”

He shook his head, chuckling as he strolled down to
paying customers. The most laughs I’d garnered tonight.

Then I noticed her. Actually, I noticed her legs
first. One long, shapely calf draped over a knee, her foot tapping
out a drum-roll against the bar. Her dress, just a slip of blue,
clung to her, a body glove, her curves rounded and dipping like a
ski-slope. I entertained a fleeting fantasy of jumping that slope
before reality knocked me off my skis. When she caught me gawping
at her, I looked away. As blustery as I can be on stage, you just
can’t shake the shy Catholic boy out of me.

Never much of a flirt, I’ve always been lousy about
approaching women. But like a moth drawn to a flame, I couldn’t
resist. She smiled, half of her mouth cocked up and dimpling her
cheek. Then she wagged a finger at me. Either that or she was
working a kink out, the kind you get when too much time is spent
over a keyboard.

Since my night couldn’t get any worse, I approached
her.

“Hi, I’m Charlie—”

“Broadmoor. I know. Caught your act.” She tilted her
mane of blond hair toward the empty seat next to her.

Saddling up, I braved myself for my first-ever bar
rodeo. “So, um, what’d you think of the show?”

“I thought you were funny.”

Okay. She’s either a liar or, somewhere, a mental
institution is looking for her. “That makes one of us. I didn’t
hear you laughing.”

Her head rocked back, her grin alabaster white. The
single laugh she released sounded coarsened by cigarettes and
whiskey, yet somehow untainted by vice. “I was laughing on the
inside. I also think you’re cute.”

I hadn’t been called cute since my mother paraded me
around the block in my Halloween bunny costume. That, of course,
damaged me for years. Regardless, I’m anything but cute. Tall, 20
pounds overweight, sporting a shaved head and an out-of-style
goatee, I liked to imagine I carried the facade of a Hell’s Angel
biker. Except, cosmic jokester that he is, God cursed me with a
cherubic baby face. “Hell’s Bunny” is probably more apt.

“‘Cute’,” I parroted. She nodded. “Well, it’s dark
in here and—”

“These lips don’t lie.” She pulled her crimson lips
apart with an enticing plip. Taking a cue from me, she
twirled a finger in the air. With a world-weary sigh, Ben filled
another shot and dropped it in front of me. “On me,” she said.

I almost said, “There are some things I’d like to
take off you.” Instead, I mustered, “Thank you.” She grinned
at me expectantly, waiting for me to say something funny: the
burden of comedians. People always expect you to be on. “I think
you’re cute, too.” I couldn’t believe I blurted it out, hated
myself for sounding like a love-struck school-boy.

“Then we agree on something.” She hoisted her wine
glass and I clinked mine against it.

“Um, you come here often?” A hoary-sounding pick-up
line even though it wasn’t meant to be one. Not really. Why is it I
can improvise a whirlwind of gags on-stage, but put a gorgeous
woman in front of me and all wit gets sucked dry?

“No. Never been here before.” She looked around as
if noticing her surroundings for the first time, a nearly
imperceptible frown showing her distaste. “Not my usual place.”

“Yeah, the ‘Fireplug’s’ not for everyone.”

“‘Fireplug’?”

“That’s what everyone calls it. The owner bought an
old firehouse and converted it into a comedy club.”

“Fascinating.” The way she swirled her wine, idly
peering into the sloshing liquid, I could tell she found my history
of the club anything but.

“Yeah, well… ” Time to save face. Fast. Burgess had
always been so quick to expound upon the rules of comedy, I wish he
would’ve shared some wisdom about groupies. Turn it around on her,
like I’d do on-stage. “What’s your name?”

“Sylvia. Just Sylvia. For now.

“Your name’s ‘Just Sylvia Fornow’? What, are you
French?”

She chuckled, my second laugh of the night.

“Okay. Sylvia, then. An old-fashioned name. I like
that.”

“I’m anything but old-fashioned.” Her foot kicked
into swinging mode again, a good sign. “Maybe you’ll find out some
time. I mean, about what a modern girl I am. As they say,
everything’s up-to-date in Kansas City.”

“That’s what I hear. So you know what I do. What do
you do? Besides looking absolutely beautiful?” Where were these
heretofore hidden reservoirs of flirtation springing from? I had no
idea I possessed them. And I wasn’t about to plug up the dike
now.

“Charmer. Let’s just say I’m self-employed.”

“Self-employed. Self-employed successfully?”

“Very.”

Getting information from her was like talking to
someone with Attention Deficit Disorder. “Are you an assassin?”

“Not even close. But we need to save a little
something to chat about on our second date.”

And then she sent me hurtling back to childhood
uncertainty. “Wait. What? This is a date?”

“More or less.”

“And you want to go out? With me?”

She stared at me, face impassive, foot wiggling.
Reaching into her purse, she pulled out a business card. “Call
me.”

A simple card, carrying just her name, Sylvia
Koscenti, and a phone number. Even her damn business card screamed
mystery. I love mysteries. “I will.”

As she slid off the bar-stool, her fingers brushed
over my shoulder with a soft touch. Tempted to watch her leave, I
kept my game-face on, tapping the card on the bar-top.

Then I smiled at Ben, my grin threatening to eat my
face. Ben, on the other hand, appeared incredulous, more than a
little jealous, a fine visual representation of crow-eating.

All seemed right in my world, the earlier travesty
of my set all but forgotten. On the way to the bathroom, Fireplug
growled at me. I ignored him, floating on clouds. Or maybe floating
on a full bladder.

Standing at the urinal trough, I waited for my
bladder to unlock. The bathroom door opened. Footsteps click click
clicked across the floor. The man sidled up next to me, our
shoulders touching, my stubborn bladder freezing up. Great. Miles
and miles of urinal trough and the guy decides to stand right next
to me. I zipped up, my gaze locked on the porcelain.

Out of the corner of my eye, though, I saw a wisp of
steam rising from the man’s urine stream. Now I’ve never been one
of those lookie-loo, creepy bathroom guys who, for whatever odd
reason, always like to check out what everyone’s bringing to the
party. I’ve always thought that looking at other guys’ junk is akin
to staring at Medusa, rendering one into stone at the sight. Yet
curiosity called. And you know what they say about curiosity.

I peeked. Definitely steam. And now there were two
miniature clouds rising.

“Whoa!” Startled, I fell back. Two penises.
No way. No damn way. Just bad lighting and shadows playing
tricks.

The man turned, still urinating. Comb-Over. A
grin cracked his solemn face. A curl of smoke twisted up when his
urine spat on my shoe.

“Jesus!” Hobbling on one foot, I kicked with the
other, a bathroom hokey-pokey.

“No, not Jesus.” Comb-over dropped his grin and
yanked his zipper up. “I told you you’ve made a big mistake.”

“Yeah, I can see that. Okay, look, what I said on
stage was all in good fun. Sorry if I offended you.”

“Oh, you’ve done more than that. You’ve made me mad.
You won’t like me when I’m mad.”

“Uh-huh. Hulk smash. It’s comedy. That’s what it’s
about. Thanks for pissing on my shoe.”

As I turned to leave, he dropped an unnaturally warm
hand onto my shoulder. Brown liquid lapped into his eyes before
clearing, another trick of the bathroom’s dim lighting. I shrugged
his hand away.

“I’m going to do much more than piss on your shoe.
I’m going to destroy your pathetic, little life. I’m going to
torture and kill those you love. And enjoy doing it.”

“Oookay. Someone forgot to take their meds this
morning. This has been fun and all but I’ve got to get going.”

“You can’t escape me, Charlie. You’ll be seeing me
around.”

“Wow. Look, if you’re that bent out of shape about
your hair, do something about it. Shave it, get a wig, I hear plugs
are the going rage these days. Just don’t take it out on me.”

“Not another word about my hair.” His
voice rose, echoing like a chorus of men. Chords roped out on his
neck. He closed his eyes, inhaling deeply, I assume going to his
happy Zen place. A much more preferable place than his psychotic
behavior. Slowly he opened his eyes, transfixing me with his steely
gaze. “My enemies call me Kobal.”

“Kobal. Sounds more like granola or something. What
do your friends call you?”

“I have no friends.”

“Sucks to be you.”

“No, from where I’m standing, it sucks to be
you.”

Sometimes I just can’t help myself. “Well, since
you’re standing in a crappy bathroom, that’s not saying much.”

His nostrils bull-flared. “You’ve pissed me off. You
know what happens when you piss off a demon?”

Half expecting Burgess to rush in giddy over how
he’d punked me, I grinned. “A demon. Yeah, uh-huh, right. I, ah,
gotta’ get going now. I left a TV dinner in the microwave.” It’s
probably not wise to antagonize someone mentally unstable, but what
else could I do? Obviously the man’s delusions had sent him over
the edge. Regardless, I felt the need to get the hell out of
there.

With one hand on the bathroom door, several sharp
cracks rat-tat-tatted behind me. My heart kicked into hyper drive.
I should have kept going. Instead I turned around.

Comb-Over stood in the middle of the bathroom, his
hands splayed to his sides. The three toilet stall doors slammed
back of their own accord, then closed.

“What the hell?”

“Exactly. And I’ll see you there, Charlie. But,
first, I intend on enjoying this. As you said… it’s all just in
good fun.”

I bolted out of the bathroom. By the time I reached
the Fireplug’s front door, I had broken into a trot, jostling
waiting customers. Jumping into my car, I locked the doors. Then I
double-checked them again like an obsessive-compulsive.

This comb-over guy claims he’s a demon. A demon with
a real mad-on against me. But demons don’t exist. He’s obviously
crazy. Then again, what was up with the toilet stall doors?

Not only did I get pissed on by a demon, but I
apparently pissed one off as well. Probably not a good thing.


Chapter Two

 


Rules of Stand-Up Comedy: Be Brutally Honest About
Your Life

 


“So I have a daughter. She just turned eight. She
bugs the crap outta’ me with a lotta’ tough questions.

‘Dad, why is the sky blue?’

‘Because it’s prettier then brown.’

‘Why did you divorce my mom?’

‘Because murder’s not nice.’

“Anyway. I love her. I just don’t like her too
much. I know, right? Parents? Let’s hear it.

“The other day we were sitting in the park. A
couple of goth kids walked by us... the whole white mime make-up
caked on, chains dragging like they lost their dogs,
everything.

“My daughter says, ‘Dad, look, vampires. I didn’t
think they came out in the day.’

“Okay. The comedian in me was proud of her. The
father? Not so much. Especially since she used her outdoor voice.
Yeah, we were outdoors, but times like that? Indoor voice.
Especially since I didn’t want to get bitten.

“So, I said, ‘Serena, don’t make fun of
people.’

‘But, Dad, you do it all the time. For
money.’

“I thought... wait, what, am I a professional
exploiter? The pimp of comedy? They say kids are 50-50 of their
parents. So if my daughter’s a 50% jerk, does that make me a 100%
asshole?”

 


* * *

 


“Dad, Tommy said we’re going to cut open frogs.”
Serena had pulled the sheet up to her eyes, protection against the
brutal world of biology. “I don’t want to cut open frogs. It’s
gross.”

Sighing, I sat on the bed. When she gets chatty,
long nights are ahead. “Serena, honey, you’re in third grade.
You’re not going to be cutting open frogs for some time. Don’t
listen to Timmy—”

“Tommy.”

“Timmy, Tammy, whatever. Don’t worry about the
frogs.”

“But you just said we’ll have to do it.
Why do we have to do it?”

“It’s important to know how things work. Like the
body.”

Yanking the sheet down, she crinkled her nose. Her
icy blue gaze locked onto me, the grand inquisitor’s most potent
weapon. “So why do we have to kill a frog to find out about
life?”

I collapsed onto the bed, preparing for battle.
Above us, plastic neon stars and planets glowed in the dark, a
kid’s galaxy. “You’re not going to have to kill the frogs.
They’re already dead.” As soon as I’d said it, I knew I’d just made
things worse. But my mouth usually gallops far in advance of my
mind.

“Ewww. Who kills them? How do they kill
them?”

Good God. “Um… I don’t know. But I’m sure
it’s a very humane—”

“Humane? But they’re frogs.”

“You can’t have it both ways.” I hopped to my feet
like a frog escaping death by formaldehyde. “Now get some sleep.”
Planting a kiss on her forehead, I hurried for the door. I would’ve
made it, too, had it not been for the damn, plush animal that
squeaked beneath my foot.

“Daddy?”

“Hmmm?”

“Are you ever going to get back with Mommy?”

Crap. Round two and not a chat to be had from the
doorway. I kicked my way through the menagerie of stuffed animals
to resume my bed-side vigil. Another toy peeped beneath me as I
sat. I tossed it into a heap, joining the rest of the cast-off
toys. My own personal monument to divorced parents’ guilt.

“I don’t think so, honey.”

“But… why?” The way her voice warbled crushed
my heart. Talk about guilt.

“Sometimes… it’s better for people who love one
another to not live together. Sometimes they just can’t. It’s not
good—”

“So you still love Mommy?”

“Um… I guess there’ll always be a part of me that
loves her. I guess.” More like tolerate. But I wouldn’t say that to
Serena.

My ex-wife is goofier than a squirrel with a nut
allergy. Once she discovered therapy, all common sense had flown
out her mind’s window. She let therapy dictate her every move,
determining when and how our marriage should end. The all-knowing
therapists destroyed our marriage like cruel gods sitting in their
heavenly offices. You’d think maybe the husband might have some
input, but I was shut out like a sidelined player.

“Okay.” Serena’s brow wrinkled, no doubt her mind
churning over adult matters. That made two of us. “I guess that’s
okay. But I miss our being together.”

“I do too, honey.” Another kiss and I drew my hand
down along her cheek. “Now get some sleep. It’s a school day
tomorrow.”

“Okay. Night Daddy.”

“Night.”

“Love you.”

“Love you, too.” And on the closing note of our
nightly ritual, I shut the door and heaved a sigh. Being a single
parent is exhausting. I guess I sort of took Celia’s mad parenting
skills for granted in the past, something I’m not proud of. While
married, she carried the brunt of child-rearing. Part of it stemmed
from ignorant sexism on my behalf, the stereotype of mothers
raising children being a given in my Cro-Magnon brain. Plus I had a
career to roll out. Well, while not exactly in the crapper, the
career is now definitely circling the toilet seat. And I’m trying
to make up for lost time with Serena. Or at least as much time as I
can snag during my days of visitation. I shouldn’t complain,
though. Celia had been cool about our shared custody, willing to
knock out a fairly 50-50 deal. I know other divorced fathers,
banished to the weekend and summer basement.

Popping open a beer, I dropped onto the sofa.
Immediately my surroundings depressed me, a typically sparse ode to
bachelorhood. A sofa, a wide-screen TV, and a TV tray. That’s it.
Other than Serena’s room, the place looked like a minimalist’s
dreamscape.

It had been two days since my night of strange
encounters. Regarding Comb-Over, I had pretty much shuttled him out
of my mind, spacing him back into the orbits of craziness. In the
cold light of day, I laughed off any notions of demons. I gave
myself a mental slap for even considering supernatural shenanigans.
Of course there had been a reason why the toilet stalls slammed
back with nobody in them. Not that I came up with a viable
solution, but I had other things to think about.

Such as Sylvia Koscenti. I ran my finger along the
edge of her business card as if it might magically conjure her
before me, an appealing notion. Naturally, Burgess warned me not to
call her until three days (he thought everything should happen in
threes, especially his highly touted comedy Rule of Three), but I
couldn’t wait any longer. The idea of dating again promised hope
and happiness, yet threatened hidden terrors. I felt like I did
back in high school, just starting over. You know, you’d think that
having been married and having survived a divorce, I would have
earned some sort of stripes or something. A medal that would let me
bypass first date jitters. No such luck.

With beer as my courage, I dialed the number.

On the fifth ring, she picked up. And I froze, just
for a second. I had kinda’ hoped to be kicked into voice mail,
taking the cowardly way out by putting the onus on her to call me
back. “Hello.”

“Um, hey, Sylvia. It’s Charlie. Charlie from the
Fireplug?”

The long pause on her end shredded my nerves. “I
remember.” She sounded sleepy, but then again it’s a thin line
between sleepy and sultry.

“So, how you doing?” Smooth as butter, I thought,
lying to myself.

“Good.”

“Anyway, following up on our last conversation…”
Again, I hoped she’d take the lead. Instead she left me hanging in
the wind. Probably wearing a huge smile and enjoying every minute
of it. Then I wondered what else she might be wearing.

“Mm-hm.” How in the world she made such a
non-descript mumble sound sexy boggled my mind.

“Ah, if you’re not busy killing a client or
whatever…” No laugh, no recognition of our earlier chat, just
agonizing silence. “… well, anyway, because you’re an assassin,
remember? Um, how about dinner tomorrow night?”

Papers rattled in the background as if she were
consulting a very full calendar. “What time?”

“Seven?”

“Sounds like a date. Where?”

“I can swing by and pick you up. Just give me the
address. My pal, the internet, will take care of the rest.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself, Charlie. I’m not quite
ready to show you my place.”

Disappointment crushed me beneath its formidable
weight. Maybe I was rushing it, though, hurtling through a marathon
with sex in sight at the finish line. Patience is a virtue. What a
crock of shit. “Okay. You want to meet me?”

“Sure.”

“You like sushi?”

“Who doesn’t?”

“How about 7:00 at Jun’s Gin? It’s on the—”

“Plaza. I know where it is. See you then,
Charlie.”

I held the phone to my ear for several minutes after
she’d hung up. It stunned me that I had a date with one of the
sexiest women I’d ever met. Burgess had told me I needed a “starter
girl,” one who I should lower my standards for, just to get
practice. But I had bypassed the “starter girl,” willfully leaping
into the unobtainable super-model stratosphere. While absolutely
terrified, it filled me with exhilaration as well.

 


* * *



Sweat rolled off me in salty dollops, my T-shirt
drenched. Next to Mom, I sat down in Dad’s old recliner.

“Well, that was fun.”

“Good exercise for you.”

“I guess.” I took on mowing Mom’s yard when it
became apparent she wasn’t up to the task any longer. Half blind
with the eyes of a mole, she could chop a foot off, maybe something
worse like destroying the neighbor’s garden. Besides, she and my
brother don’t think I work so I have all the time in the world. It
damn near kills me, though, or at least it feels that way. One of
these days I really need to join a gym. Maybe in another 20
years.

“And… how’s your little hobby going?”

“Mom, my ‘hobby’ is my job. It’s going well
enough.”

“Why can’t you get on TV like that funny Foxworthy
boy?”

The fine art of sighing never works on my mother.
Either she can’t hear it or simply doesn’t understand it. And since
she’s beyond reasoning with, our communication doesn’t progress
much farther than the basics—failing health, the weather,
neighborhood gossip. After Dad had died several years back, she
rarely left home, choosing instead to wait for the Grim Reaper to
come a’knockin’. More often than not, our visits depressed me. Yet
I have to confess I mine her for comedy gold. Probably why I never
push her to catch my act. Besides the raw language I use—sure to
stop her heart—she wouldn’t like how she’s portrayed. Even if it’s
the truth.

“Mom, I don’t think Jeff Foxworthy has been on TV
in—”

“Now he’s funny.” We sat rocking in silence, the way
she and Dad used to do. I felt old just being there, Dad’s sit-in
proxy. “It’s too bad you can’t make some money with your hobby.
Robert says you’re never gonna’ make any money.”

Money. The only thing my family understands.
I guess I shouldn’t hold it against them. Dad was a banker, Mom a
realtor, and of course Robert is a hot-shot accountant. Money runs
through their veins, their precious life support. I’m absolutely
certain Robert uses currency as toilet paper. “Robert. Whatever.
It’d be nice if someone in my family supported my career.”

“I support you.” Her wide-eyed look told me she
believed this to be true. As I said, you can’t fight with her. Just
no point to it.

“Okay, Mom.”

The grandfather clock ticked behind us, chocking out
each second of our stilted visit.

“How’s Serena?”

“Good. Worried about cutting open frogs. But
good.”

“And what about… what’s her name?” Since the
divorce, Mom couldn’t bring herself to mention Celia’s name as if
it might bring down God’s ire. This made Serena’s visits awkward at
times as she wondered why it was forbidden to mention her mother by
name.

“Celia’s fine, I guess. Hey, I have a date tonight.”
I had no idea how this would go over, but even Mom freaking out
would be better than hearing her lambast Celia again.

“A date?” She appeared puzzled, the idea of dating
some ancient ritual. “Not with What’s-Her-Name, I hope.”

“No, Mom, not with Celia.”

“Good.” She twisted in her chair, winding up for the
grilling. “Does Serena know?”

“It’s a date. We’re not getting married.”

“Is she a nice Catholic girl?”

I hope not. “I don’t know.”

“Huh.” One single utterance from her carried more
judgment than the Supreme Court. My mom, ladies and gentlemen of
the jury.

“Anyway. Guess I’ll be going.”

“Oh, what do you have to do? You just brush in here,
mow the yard, then you’re gone. What’s your hurry?”

Between Serena, Mom and Celia, I get pummeled on all
sides, subtle manipulation their instruments of torture. And, more
often than not, I stand there and take it. It’s easier dealing with
the Broadmoor women that way.

“Mom, I’ve got to get cleaned up, do some writing,
get ready for—”

“Writing?” Another alien concept to her. She hadn’t
read a book since the Bible. While not my cup of tea, I hear it’s
gotten some good reviews.

“Yeah. I gotta’ get a new set together.”

Dismissing me with a hand in the air, she said,
“Well, I guess I’m just too dumb to understand your little
hobby.”

“You’re not dumb, Mom.” More game-playing; she
jousts with a personal insult, I counter. “Gotta’ go. Love you.” I
leaned over, kissed her. A part of me derived some sadistic glee
when I dripped sweat all over her.

“Love you, too.”

Outside, a black limousine idled in the street,
something I rarely see in Mom’s neighborhood. With tinted windows,
the occupants remained hidden. The back window cracked, just enough
for a gloved hand to toss a smoldering cigarette butt out into
Mom’s yard.

Cursing under my breath, I made a big to-do about
retrieving the butt, all the while glaring into the dark windows.
The limousine jerked to a start, then vanished down the street.

When I picked up the butt, I recoiled, dropping it
out of shock. The damn filter burnt my fingers, scorching hot.
Gingerly, I stepped it out, almost fearing it’d burn through my
shoe.

A cold chill raced down my back, one I didn’t
understand, inducing sweat of a different kind.

 



Chapter Three

 


Rules of Stand-Up Comedy: Use Your Pain

 


Twenty minutes after 7:00, and halfway through my
second cup of Sake, I began to experience the sinking feeling I’d
been stood up. I didn’t want to be that guy who the waiters roll
their eyes at, knowing my date would never show. With each sip of
Sake, I scrunched a bit farther down in my seat, my shame tucking
me in.

Then, like a beautiful blonde tidal wave, she rolled
in, all eyes on her. Her smile, a beaming spotlight, immediately
straightened my slumping posture. The green dress she wore matched
the emerald color of her eyes, a simple golden necklace
accentuating her lovely neck. And suddenly I felt out-classed and
under-dressed. My idea of date clothes had been chosen merely for
comfort.

“You’re late.”

“Am I.” More of a statement than a question, not a
hint of apology or reason forthcoming. “I’m worth waiting for.”

“That you are. Would you like some Sake? Wine?”

“A glass of red wine would be nice. You pick.”

Not being much of a wine connoisseur, I poured over
the menu’s mysteries of wine selection and chose one at random.
Randomly cheap. “Okay. I’m dying to know. What does Sylvia Koscenti
do that makes her late for a date?”

Tilting her head, she grinned. “This again, Charlie?
I thought you figured out I’m an assassin.”

“Well, sure, but you know, I don’t see a lot of
professional assassin requests on Craig’s List, so I assume you
supplement your hobby with something more lucrative.”

“Fine. I’m a financial consultant.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, probably not the best
response. “A financial consultant? Really?”

“‘Fraid so. And why is that funny to a
comedian?”

“Sorry. I just… my whole family’s got a financial
background. I ran far from getting stuck in the same rut.”

“I hardly think six figures a year is
rut-worthy.”

“Wait… what?” I could only dream of such cash. The
only six figures I’ve ever seen in my bank account had a period
stuck in the middle. “Okay, looks like you’re paying for
dinner.”

“Ahem. When I said I’m not old-fashioned, I still
believe the man should pay for the first date. Sorry, Charlie.” She
burst out laughing, her infectious donkey bray at odds with her
soft features. “You know… like the tuna commercials.”

“Yeah, I got it. In fact I get that one a lot.
Anyway. What kind of financial consulting?”

“Do we really have to discuss this now? I do it all
day long.”

Getting anything out of her was like pulling teeth.
Gorgeous, unnaturally white and perfectly aligned teeth. “Okay, no
shop talk.”

While the waiter took our order, his gaze rarely
left Sylvia. I couldn’t blame him. I wanted to show her off, parade
her around on my arm, march her through the Fireplug and other
clubs. Maybe introduce her to Celia. Childish, I know, but I felt
giddy as a kid again.

“So, why comedy?”

“Why not? It beats an office job.”

“How would you know?”

“Touché.”

“But, really, why comedy?”

“I guess… if I can make people laugh, it means I’m
doing something right. It’s a constant challenge. But when I
succeed? Nothing feels better.”

She lifted a provocative sliver of an eyebrow. “Oh
really? I can think of a couple things that might feel better.”

Quickly, I drank from my cup to cover a dry gulp.
“I’m imagining the possibilities.”

The damn waiter dropped off our food just as things
were getting interesting, derailing my boldness. But I rebounded,
jumping back into my comfort zone. “Anyway… comedy. It’s weird. As
I said, it’s a challenge. Especially since I’m terrified most of
the time I’m on stage.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

“No, it’s true. In fact most of the comedians I know
suffer from some stage fright. Except for the older guys who just
knock out shtick. But the new guys are a buncha’ neurotic messes,
putting all their problems out there. If you listen closely to
these guys, you’ll hear a lot of pain hiding beneath the jokes.
It’s the only performance art I can think of where people don’t
really want to perform.”

“Huh. But you seem so confident on stage.”

“Welcome to show business.” Clumsily manipulating my
chop-sticks, I dropped a piece of sashimi. I should have known
better than to go for sushi on a first date. But if she noticed,
she didn’t bat an eye. “So, tell me more about Sylvia Koscenti. Any
marriages in your past? Dark secrets?”

“What you see is what you get. No bones rattling
around in my closet. How about you?”

Sink or swim time. Burgess had warned me not to
mention my daughter. He told me I needed sex, not a relationship.
Telling Sylvia about my daughter would botch the deal. But to me,
that’s akin to waiting until after you have sex and then saying,
“Hey, by the way, I have an STD.” Sometimes I don’t know why I
listen to Burgess. “Um, I’m divorced. I have an eight year old
daughter.” I gauged her reaction carefully. She blinked, each long
lash measuring out agonizing seconds caught on the edge of a razor
blade. Finally, the corners of her mouth turned up. As an
afterthought, I added, “She’s only with me on weekends and in the
summer.”

“What’s her name?”

“Serena.”

“Pretty.”

“She thinks so. You like kids?”

“I do. As long as they’re not mine. I get my share
with my friends’ children. Then I’ve met my quota for a while. No
fuss, no hassle.”

Relief peeled off my shoulders. Serena didn’t scare
her off. And I knew, absolutely knew, nothing would send her
running for the hills.

The rest of dinner went smooth as silk. Never a lull
in the conversation, I felt strengthened by confidence, the jokes
flowing along with the wine. After dinner, she asked if I’d walk
her to her car. Once outside, a cool breeze sent a shudder through
her. Wishing I had a sports coat to drape around her—the
gentlemanly thing to do, natch’—I opted instead for one of the
dumbest questions known to mankind.

“Are you all right?”

She giggled, running her hands up and down her arms.
“I won’t melt.” But she had already melted me. “This is it.” A Town
Car, of course. Nothing but the finest. Suddenly I felt deeply
ashamed about my ‘98 rickety Camry, not the most impressive car in
the world.

“Can I see you again?”

Again with a head tilt and an alluring grin. “I
think I’d like that.”

And now the nerve-wracking, awkward part of a first
date. How to end things. I wanted to grab her, kiss her, act like a
hormonally-driven teenager. To keep from acting on my instincts, I
dug my hands into my pockets, kicking at the pavement in my best
“aw shucks” Midwestern manner. Fortunately Sylvia carried enough
worldliness for the both of us. I couldn’t see her eyes in the
darkness, had no way to intuit her thoughts. But her grin
practically glowed, a beacon to romance. Leaning toward me, she
framed my face in her hands and kissed me. Slow, lingering, gentle,
and very, very sexy. A tip of her tongue teased, darted into my
mouth, then withdrew faster than a snake into the ground. I reached
for her, longing. With a hand on my chest, she stopped me.

“Charlie, you’re always rushing. We have all the
time in the world.”

“Do we?”

“I think so.” She slid into her car. With a small
wave, she pulled out of the lot, leaving me in a state of
unbelievable elation.

And as soon as I got to my car, my balloon of
elation punctured, hissing away my high spirits. When I turned my
phone back on, I had received four messages from Robert. I knew it
couldn’t be good. Robert never called just to shoot the shit, Mr.
Business As Usual.

“Charles, call me immediately. It’s… just call
me.”

He sounded shaken, the usual boulder of Corporate
America crumbling around the edges. Each following message sounded
increasingly urgent, yet frustratingly vague. His voice trembled,
dry clicks of his mouth and audible gulps punctuating every other
word. If something could upset Robert, it absolutely freaked me
out.

“Robert, hey, I got your—”

“Charles… Mom passed away.”

The phone dropped into my lap. As if from a
poorly-received radio station, Robert’s voice continued, tinny and
small. A swell of emotions bubbled in my gut, slowly flooding into
my brain. I heard his words, yet couldn’t understand them. I had
just seen Mom today. Grouchy as usual, but feistier than life. No
way had she been ill, no way could she possibly be dead.

Rage swept through me, anger at the unfairness of
her death. I knew the proper response should be sadness, tears and
mournful sobs, but my inability to grasp the concept kept my grief
at bay. I had no idea how long I sat in the car. Later I couldn’t
even remember that brief passage of my life.

The Grim Reaper had finally come a’knockin’ at Mom’s
door and she opened the door and swayed him in.

 


* * *



On the way to the funeral, Serena had grown
uncustomarily quiet. In fact she’d been quiet ever since I told her
about her grandmother. It worried me. Now should have been the time
for all of her Big Questions. I suppose I understood her verbal
withdrawal. She, like me, suffered from shock. As an adult, I took
my mom for granted, believing she’d always be there. Imagine those
feelings amplified by the care-free, invulnerable nature of
childhood.

“Penny for your thoughts, honey.”

She practically strangled the long neck of the toy
giraffe in her hands as she gaped out the window. “Just thinkin’
about Grandma.”

“I know. I am, too.”

“She died of a heart attack?”

“Yes.” That had been the official ruling. Granted
there hadn’t been an autopsy. Sometimes I think doctors use “heart
attacks” as a catch-all cause of death when all else baffles them.
The funny thing is Mom never had a bad heart. At least as far as I
knew. Her check-ups always came back positive, one doctor
proclaiming her as healthy as a 40 year old. Of course she
pooh-poohed such feedback, insisting they were wrong. Maybe this
time they had been.

“Her heart attacked her?” She scrunched up her face,
a visual question mark.

“I guess you could say that, yeah.”

“Daddy?”

“Hmmm?”

“Why am I not crying?”

Even though Serena is the world’s worst back-seat
driver—constantly carping on me to keep my eyes on the road (a chip
off her mother’s formidable block)—I couldn’t help but look at her.
“Serena, it’s okay to not cry. Really. I feel the same way
sometimes. I think you’re in shock. This is new to you. I know
you’re sad. It’ll happen. Just… give it time, I guess.”

She didn’t respond but her giraffe took another
beating.

“It’s okay to feel any way you do. It was so
sudden…” I had no idea where my platitudes were stumbling, all
fatherly wisdom tossed out the window. So I just shut up. I choked
back a gulp, sad for my mother, myself, especially for my daughter.
It’s a lot to put on a little girl.

“Is Grandma in Heaven?”

I suppose I should have welcomed the return of the
intrepid intellectual explorer, but I felt particularly unsuited to
drive down God Avenue. I didn’t believe in Heaven, especially the
sort Mom believed in. If Mom had her way, Heaven would be as bland
as unbuttered bread with the crust cut off, the clouds populated
with nothing but white, straight Catholics. Anyway, the best way
out of questions like these? You lie. “Yes, Grandma’s in
Heaven.”

“Then I’ll see her again someday?”

“Sure.”

My lie worked. Serena stopped throttling her
giraffe, instead tenderly stroking its neck. Her tiny smile boosted
my spirits. Lying is good.

The church parking lot spilled over with the kind of
automobiles old people drive, a car-lots worth of Oldsmobiles.

As we walked toward the church, well-wishers who I
had never met before shared their sympathy with us. Several old men
wandered about, looking lost and stiff in ill-fitting suits. A
hobbled over woman puffed away on a cigarette, hacking her lungs
out between each drag.

“Charlie!”

The voice made me cringe. Celia. Her shoes
tip-tapped across the pavement as she ran toward us.

“Mommy!” Serena dropped my hand, rushing into her
mother’s arms.

“How’re you doing, sweetie?”

“Fine. Grandma’s in Heaven now.”

“Yes she is.” Celia shot me a look over Serena’s
shoulder. Several looks, I should say. Ever since Celia fell in
love with therapy, she’d developed a nervous twitch in one eye,
practically blinking out Morse code. It sort of made her look like
the world’s worst flirt. To my surprise, though, it was actually
nice to see her for a change. She always did have a heart as big as
her psychiatrist bills. “Serena, why don’t you go find your cousins
while I talk to your daddy?”

Uh-oh. Words I had grown to dread right up there
with the awful, pre-divorce, “We need to talk.”

Serena skittered off at break-neck speed, a lighter
pep to her step in days.

“Thanks for coming, Celia.”

Her lower lip trembled along with her eye. “I’m
sorry about your mother. Even though… things weren’t always the
best, still…” Odd that she shed more tears than I had. They weren’t
exactly “besties.” “Anyway…” She dabbed her eyes with her wrist,
putting a stop to the moment. “How’s Serena?”

“Doing as well as can be expected.”

“Do you think… she might need to see a doctor? A
children’s specialist who—”

“Oh, for God’s sake! No, Serena doesn’t need
to see a psychiatrist. And now’s hardly the time to—”

“Okay, okay, I just feel she could benefit from
seeing one.” These days she always used the “I sentences” her
platoon of doctors taught her. Sometimes it felt like having a
conversation with a robot, never a free-flowing two-way chat.
Waving her hands as if warding off an attack didn’t help
matters.

“Look… I know you have Serena’s best interests at
heart. But she doesn’t need a therapist. She’s eight. She lost her
grandmother. That’s—”

“Exactly why I think she may need help.”

After my gold-medal worthy sigh, I said, “Thanks
again for coming, Celia.” I escaped into the church as fast as
possible.

My brother and his family had already gathered down
by Mom’s casket. People passed by the open casket, affording Mom
one last look. She lay in the coffin, hands folded as if in prayer.
I’ve never been one for open coffins. To me, it’s the stuff of
nightmares. The bodies lay there, looking white as bone and
lifeless as stone. Ever since I saw my uncle in an open casket when
I was a kid, I usually tried to stay away from visitations, instead
opting for the funerals. Someone told me you should take the one
last chance to view and remember passed away loved ones. But I
prefer to remember them as the living, vibrant entities they used
to be, not hollow shells, embalmed with chemicals and made up to
look ghoulish. Morbid, I know, but it’s the way I roll.

I snuck a quick glance at Mom. Except she wasn’t
Mom, not my Mom. My stomach lurched. Somebody must have substituted
a clown. Garishly red cheeks glowed twin sunsets from a white chalk
background. The turquoise color on her eyelids screamed the ‘70’s.
Hardly the way she’d applied make-up in life. If she’s looking down
and seeing this, I imagine she’s fairly pissed.

“You’re late.”

“Nice to see you too, Robert. Hi Sally.”

Robert’s wife gave me a sour smile, the type usually
reserved for stuck-up school-girls. I suppose Sally’s nice enough
in her own way. Or at least she tries to be. But her kind words and
greetings are always delivered without much feeling, her disdain
for me painfully obvious. Probably the way Robert prefers her; cold
and vicious as a barracuda, the perfect first lady to his
conquering corporateness.

Robert and Sally’s kids—three daughters who I had a
terrible time telling apart—clung to the back of their mother’s
dress, peeking out at the line of people. Serena stood next to
them, curiously studying their reticent behavior as if discovering
a new species.

The endless line of mourners had snaked to its tail.
Trepidation filled me as the time had come for the family to say
their final good-byes over Mom’s body. I looked over at the coffin.
What I saw sent my heart pummeling against my chest.

Comb-Over sat on the foot end of Mom’s coffin,
swinging his feet lackadaisically like a child on a swing. His
laughter rose above the hushed murmurs of the crowd, carrying into
the arched ceiling. He smiled at me, tossing off a nonchalant
wave.

“Oh, my God, what’s he doing?”

Robert turned to me, brow seriously wrinkled.
Exasperated, he whispered, “What are you talking about?”

“There. Sitting on Mom’s coffin. The guy’s
crazy!” I pointed out Comb-Over in the midst of his giggling
fit.

“Charles, now is not the time for one of your
stupid… comedy gags.” Robert nudged his elbow into my
side.

“You… don’t see him?”

“I swear to God, Charles, just drop it. I
mean it. Not another word.”

Comb-Over’s laughter grew, tearing into a shriek and
echoing throughout the church. He thumped the heels of his shoes
into the coffin like nails hammering the lid shut. Stunned, I
looked around at the seated crowd, hoping for some sort of
validation of the mad man’s behavior. People wagged their heads
sadly, whispering behind upturned hands. Some of the mourners
sobbed into handkerchiefs. A few sunk their heads into their hands.
But none of them noticed Comb-Over, now beating on the coffin lid
like a drum.
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