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(The following is based on a true story. The names have been changed to protect the guilty.)

It was the middle of January and the days were short; even before eventide, darkness had been upon the edge of town for nearly an hour. The man in black had chosen this time carefully; he knew that the occupant would be at the restaurant where he worked as a busboy in the evenings. And most 9 to 5 neighbors were either still at work or navigating rush-hour traffic on their way home.

The car stopped in front of the house and the man in black climbed out of his vehicle. He was nearly indistinguishable beneath the darkened sky. He walked toward the house.

The man in black walked rapidly along the vacant driveway and, after an imperceptible glance in either direction, approached the heavy wooden front door. Although it boasted both bell and knocker, they were useless. The door was never locked, and it betrayed a slight gap that proved that it was always slightly ajar.

The man in black already knew beforehand that there was easy access to this particular house. You see, he had recently worked as a package-delivery person in order to stake out houses ripe for home invasion. He quit the package-delivery game once several such sites had been identified. While delivering a package to this particular address, the man in black, observant as he was, made a mental note that the occupant's front door didn't close completely. Even though he was skilled at entering premises with locked doors, this particular resident made his job easy.

Once the man in black had gained entry to the townhouse, he found himself in the living room. It was populated with a plethora of dingy furniture of the second-hand variety that looked to have either come from thrift stores or been discarded by people with nicer furniture. Why, There wasn't even a television in the room! What the man in black couldn’t realize was that the occupant didn’t care much for how the downstairs looked because he used the upstairs social area as his base of operations.

The man in black entered the kitchen, which was located off to the right. The appliances were old and scarred, and looked as if they were the original units that had conveyed with the fifties-era townhouse. A quick look in the cabinets revealed cheap-looking dishes and glasses; no fine china or crystal goblets or anything of the sort. There were some steps at the far end of the kitchen which led down to the basement; the man in black didn't even bother to look down there. He went back into the living room and examined the room behind the closed door in the rear of the room. It proved to be a musty old half-bathroom. That was the last unexplored room downstairs.

The man in black saw the stairs that led upward to the bedroom of the occupant. ‘Surely there must be something of value up there,’ he thought. But in actuality he wasn’t sure at all, since the rest of the house had turned out to be such a bust.

He scaled the stairs to what he hoped was the Xanadu of the dwelling. Upon reaching the top of the stairs and looking around to his left, his heart sank. He saw more second-hand furniture. He took a quick glance into the bedroom; he saw a well-used desk and a severely scratched chest of drawers. Back in the upstairs area, he sank into the couch and mulled over the colossal blunder that this place turned out to be.

But then lo, what was this?! Hidden behind the aggregation of furniture that described the low-rent social area of the second floor was a cabinet stacked to the gills with high-end stereo equipment! There was a receiver, an equalizer, a multi-disc CD changer, a cassette player, and a turntable; all had names the man in black, not an especial music aficionado, recognized. And when he looked closer, on either side of the stack of stereo equipment were shelves lined with CD's, cassettes, and vinyl. This chap had amassed quite an impressive collection of music! And from this particular vantage point, he saw that the bedroom contained a good-sized television set that he hadn’t noticed before. The man in black silently chided himself for missing the television in the bedroom before. In his defense, he onlee glanced into the bedroom; he didn’t expect to find anything of value, so his perception wasn’t up to its usual level. Still he was happy that he had found pay dirt.

The man in black surveyed all of the marketable haul and realized that he would need to retrieve another bag from his car in order to carry out everything. In some of his robberies, he had found cash or jewelry that he could stuff into the pockets of his black jeans, making the bag immaterial.. 

But this place was different. Not onlee was the cloth black bag  he brought in with him necessary but he would need another. The bags were fairly large. He could fit the stereo equipment in one bag. But he would need another for the television and all the music. That wasn’t that big of a deal; he would just back his vehicle far up into the driveway to avoid potentially prying eyes of passing motorists, then carry the contraband out in bags and load it into his trunk.

After quickly settling on these particulars, the man in black resolvedly moved across the room toward the stairs. Suddenly, he stopped. He heard a car door slam out front; maybe it was just a neighbor's car. All the same, the man in black stopped and listened intently with all of his ears. Then, unmistakably, the door downstairs opened. Shite The occupant was home. He was supposed to be at work. (The restaurant where the occupant worked was as dreary as a morgue this time of year and he had taken off early). In all his life as a criminal, the man in black had never before seen the inhabitant arrive at his residence during a home invasion. This wasn’t supposed to happen; he had spent weeks staking out the place and observing the goings and comings of the occupant. His superfine mind nearly came undun. The man in black looked across from the stairway and spied the upstairs bathroom; he had noticed it earlier and, given his pessimistic mood at that moment had not even bothered to examine it. Now, it looked to be his onlee refuge. He ducked into the bathroom and closed the door but for a couple of inches, just enough for him to peer out of. While he waited for the impending confrontation, the man in black lifted his jacket, reached into the back of his black jeans, and pulled out his shiny, new black handgun (which his roommate—also a criminal—had given to him as a birthday present). The onlee reason he had decided to carry the gun  today was because it matched his black ensemble. He cocked the pistol, rested his finger on the trigger, and waited in the darkness of the small room.
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Phil Offiser was beat. He had been at it all day; well, to be honest, five hours, but to him it seemed like all day. Shortly before noon, he had started by going to a music/book store to pick up some merchandise he had ordered. Then he drove across town and arrived just in time for his dental appointment. After that, Phil drove back to the same parking lot in front of the music/book store in time to arrive for an appointment to get his hair cut at a salon located in the same complex. After leaving the restaurant early, he had headed home. On the way, he stopped at the grocery store to pick up a few things. The store was inordinately busy (likely because the forecast called for snow, prompting everyone and his mother to go out for milk and toilet paper), but he braved the long lines so that he could buy some beer and a few other items. Now that he was home, all Phil wanted to do was to drink some of the idiot oil and relax before the festivities got underway (he had told everyone that he was off from work that evening).

Phil went into the kitchen and put away the alcohol and foodstuffs. Then he grabbed two cans of froth (so as to save him a trip downstairs after he had consumed the first one) and headed upstairs to the sitting room outside of his bedroom. Normally, he would have stopped off at the upstairs bathroom to relieve himself, but he had gone at the dental office so he was alright for the time being. Phil entered his sitting room. He sank down into his sofa, set one of the beverages on the coffee table and opened the other one. He slugged down a third of the can, set it down, and lit a cigarette. Phil took a long drag of the cigarette, and then set it in the ashtray.

The man in black observed all of this (as much as was visible in his limited view) in silence. Although he had never found himself in exactly this situation, he knew that, in theory, the element of surprise was his best weapon. Steeling his courage—assisted in this endeavor by the handgun he held behind his back—he suddenly yanked open the bathroom door with his free hand (a little harder than he planned, for once it had opened all the way, it loudly bounced back a bit, briefly startling the man in black), then jumped into the bedroom.

Phil was taken by surprise, and briefly choked on the liquid bread he was in the process of ingesting. He wiped his mouth and set down the beer, then picked up his cigarette from the ashtray and took a long, relaxed drag.

"Man, you gave me a start!" Phil exclaimed. "You must be Susan's brother. She said you were planning to come to town and might be dropping by. I saw your car out front. I'm Phil." He stood up and offered his hand.

"Sit the eff down," shouted the man in black. "I'm not ‘Susan's brother’, OK?"

Phil remained standing. He wasn’t hep to the jive at first. "Well, what do you do here, then? I was expecting Susan's brother."

The man in black took his hand from behind his back and leveled the gun at Phil's head. "Look asshole, I already told you that I’m not 'Susan's brother'. I’m here to rip you off, and that's just what I'm going to do if you don't have any objections."

Phil began to comprehend what was going on. "No, I don't have any objections." Phil sat back down on the sofa and picked up his beer. He took a generous swig, set it back down, then picked up his cigarette and dragged upon it.

The man in black was nonplussed (Editor’s. note: that is, perplexed, regardless of what sports commentators would have you believe) by Phil's calm demeanor. "Do you understand that I have a loaded gun pointed at your head, and that I just told you that I'm going to rip you off?"

"Yeah, I got that," Phil said with insouciance. "Just hurry up and do your thing because I've got company coming over soon. Would it help if I told you where all the valuable stuff is located? What wouldst thou have?"

The man in black was unnerved.  "Just so that we understand one another, I could put a bullet in your brain and then rob you blind."

“Just to be clear, if you rushed me off to infinity first, of course you could ‘rob me blind’ because I would be incapable of sight if I was dead.

“Thanks for the correction, asshole. Forget all the ‘rob you blind’ stuff. Do you understand that I could shorten your life?”

"Sure, I guess you could."

"So aren't you afraid?"

"Even though I am of little faith, I am still not fearful. I mean, what could I do about it, anyway?"

"What could you do about it?! If it was me, I'd be down on my knees begging you please to spare my life."

"Yeah, but that's not really my style."

"And getting offed is your style?"

Phil continued his dangerous madness “Look, man. If you're all hell-bent on shooting me, there's nothing I can do to stop you. If it's time to relinquish my spot in this world, it will likely be better supplied once I've departed it, anyway. It's completely up to you what happens next: You can shoot me, or you can just do your business as if I wasn't here. Either way, if you don't mind, I'll just sit here in the corner, smoke my cigarette, and drink my beer. If you're just going to rob me, it'll give me something to do. If you're going to shoot me, just think of it as a last request." Phil looked at the other beverage he had brought upstairs. "In fact, drink that other beer whilst you're making up your mind as to my fate; it would be a shame to waste it, regardless of what you decide."

The man in black, confused, intrigued, and very thirsty, sat down in the chair across from Phil. Phil reached onto the table, opened the other can of beer, and slid it across to the man in black. Without taking his eyes off of Phil, he accepted it and drank part of it down.

"You're not scared in the least, are you?" asked the man in black.

"Would it help you if I pretended to be? I did some community theatre when I was younger. Would that make a difference?"

"I don't think that it would," said the man in black. "And I'm not sure that I want to shoot you now, either."

"Well, then things are beginning to look up," said Phil. "Look, my girlfriends are going to show up soon. You're welcome to hang out and meet them if you like."

"Girlfriends? As in more than one?"

"That’s right, I've got two girlfriends. And couple of my pals are coming over, later."

The man in black was even more intrigued than he had been before. "Why would you want me to meet any of your friends? I've already made it clear that I'm a bad guy."

"No offense to your criminality, but I've met a lot more villainous people than you. At least you have the honesty to be up front about it. Most people hide their evil behind a facade of goodness. Just hang out for a while and talk to some of my friends, then you'll probably think more highly of yourself. Afterward, if you still want to rob me, I won't stand in your way. Thieve to your heart's content. If I'm not too wasted, I'll even lend you a hand."



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


____________________



[image: ]




When he heard the door open downstairs, the man in black was a bit  startled, but that was mainly just instinct. He wasn’t truly alarmed. Actually, he was beginning to relax a bit. Part of the reason was that he enjoyed drinking beer as much as he did burgling. Plus, Phil was an enigmatic presence. The man in black had held it in the back of his mind that Phil was feigning calm just to set him off balance so as to gain the upper hand, but that was not the case; he proved to be genuine about all that had previously passed between them. The man in black realized that Phil was right: As the one with the gun, he was in a position to do whatever he chose, and anything Phil did would have been pointless. But the man in black would have never guessed that this would be the outcome. He and Phil were enjoying a few beers together. Such was their evolving trust that, at one point, the man in black had gone downstairs to bring up some more beer while Phil put on some prime soul music for them to savor.

The commotion downstairs was the arrival of Phil's girlfriends. Shortly, they came upstairs. They both gave Phil a little peck on the lips, and nodded hello to the stranger seated across from him. Phil quickly realized that it was his place to make the introductions.

"Ladies, this is ..." There was a pause that was perceptible onlee to the man in black as Phil realized that he had yet to learn the thief's name. "This is my friend ‘John’," Phil improvised. He looked him over, noted his dark clothing, and continued, ‘John Black’. ‘John’ , say hello to Susan and Penelope."

Both ladies extended a hand to the newly christened ‘John Black’.

Shaking each of their hands vigorously, ‘John’ said, "Good to meet you both. I'm not clear though, which one of you is Susan and which is Penelope."

Phil realized that he had not made it plain. "This will make it easy to remember: Penelope is the pretty one and Susan is the smart one."

‘John Black’ frowned at Phil and said, "Man, that's cold."

"No, no," said Susan, who, although both were attractive, was clearly less beautiful than the doll-faced Penelope. "We came up with those appellations on our own. This way, it's easier for people to remember who is whom."

"Yeah," chimed in Penelope. "We both know that I'm stupider but prettier than Susan." Their story checked out. Susan was eloquent in speech and Penelope was a curvaceous little miss thang who was barely wearing a tight skirt. In fact, it was so tight, she couldn't even fit underwear underneath. She could of done a good Basic Instinct if she so chose.

"Well, it's good to meet you both," ‘John Black’ said.

Susan opened the grocery bag that she had brought upstairs with her, and produced a bottle of red wine and two glasses. She went over and rooted around in the box on top of Phil's chest of drawers. Shortly, she returned to the social area with a corkscrew in her hand. She opened the bottle and poured some of the wine from the bottle into the two glasses for her and Penelope. They were so parched that when they raised the overfull glasses to their to their lips, they nearly spilled the wine. Both grabbed their glasses and sat down on the sofa on either side of Phil.

"By the way," said Susan. "My brother decided not to visit after all, so you won't have to put up with him. He and his go-go biker gang have a rally this weekend."

"That's too bad," said Phil. "I was looking forward to reading that space opera you told me he wrote. He was meant to bring it with him."

"What's on tap this evening, Phil?" asked Penelope.

"Well, Al and Stan are coming over later."

"Great," Susan said sarcastically.

Even Penelope’s plump lips pursed in pretty derision.

Susan continued, "I know those guys are your friends. Al's kind of a hothead, but that’s OK. However, Stan acts like an idiot."

"That's because he is an idiot," said Phil. "But he's an amusing idiot."

"Unfortunately, I don't see it that way," said Susan. "Maybe Penelope and I will have a couple of glasses of wine, and then we'll take our leave before those guys get here. On the way over, we were talking about going to see a movie, anyway."

"It's your choice," said Phil, as ‘John Black’ realized that this was a leitmotif with him.

The foursome imbibed and exchanged in talk small in nature for an hour before Smart Susan and Pretty Penelope left, anticipating the arrival of Al and Stan. Before leaving, they both planted a kiss on Phil's lips.

After they were safely out the door, ‘John Black’ said, "So those are your girlfriends, then. They're nice."

"Yeah, they're both good little chickens."

"How came you to date two attractive ladies who get along so well?"

"Susan's my doctor; she's an internist at the HMO I belong to. I started going out with her about a year ago. Penelope is one of the receptionists in Susan's office. I began dating her after I started dating Susan. I wasn't looking to get serious with anyone, so I didn't say anything. Still, I realized that it was onlee a matter of time before they found out about each other so I braced myself for the worst. But when they found out about my double-dipping, no scene was forthcoming. Turns out they were fond of each other, and, since neither of them had any intention of settling down with me, the status quo simply continued.

"In the beginning, they both took pains to avoid the other when in my company, but eventually they realized that no one’s fanny was getting chafed about the whole thing. They became such good pals that they started coming over here together. It was like, whither thou goest, I will go. I never dreamed of executing such a difficult maneuver, but everything turned out alright in the end. It just goes to show, you never know what you can do until you try."

"Yeah, but to call them your girlfriends implies that you sleep with them," said ‘John Black’.

"Oh yeah, I sleep with them both,” said Phil. “Not at the same time,” he quickly added.

"How does that work?" wondered ‘John Black’.

“Well, Susan is about my age and lives on her own; sometimes she comes over here and sometimes I go to her place. Keeping pace with Susan is easy. Penelope is the difficult one: She's a caboose baby barely in her twenties who still lives with her parents. I bring her back here on dates, and occasionally she spends the night when her parents think she's sleeping over with one of her girlfriends. Because of the situation, I sleep with Susan a lot more than I do with Penelope. Fortunately, Susan and her family are a flock of snowbirds; whenever they fly south for the winter, Penelope and I make up for lost time."

"And you never run into a scheduling conflict?"

"Not usually. Although there was this one evening that they both showed up and thought that they were supposed to spend the night. We all just decided to make the most of it. The three of us had a slumber party."

"And that wasn't uncomfortable? I mean, in terms of sex?"

"Not at all, because that wasn’t on the menu. You see, it's not a difficult thing to have sex. If all they were interested in was fleshly fluids, they could have gone home to jill off. Intimacy is the thing; many a man strives to attain it, but most fail. That night, the three of us took the opportunity to just enjoy each other’s human warmth.” 

Once again, the door downstairs opened. ‘John Black’ soon found himself shaking hands with housemates Al Tuena and Stan Lawrence. After the introductions, everyone settled into seats.

“We met your girlfriends out front in the parking lot as we were coming in,” said Al.

“Yeah, and they gave me this cool nickname, ‘S.S.’.” (or ‘EssEss’ as he henceforth became known). Actually, Stan was a bit confused about the whole thing. See, his full name was Stanley Seymour Lawrence, but he couldn’t remember telling anyone his middle name. Maybe he did and just forgot. Or maybe one time when Phil was over, he saw it on a letter, and then told his girlfriends.

This all seemed plausible to the simpleton Stan, but the origin was different than he imagined. Just as Phil’s girlfriends identified themselves as ‘Smart Susan’ and ‘Pretty Penelope’, they had branded Stan, ‘S.S.’ (‘EssEss’) for ‘Stupid Stan’.

Mentally, EssEss always swam in the shallow end of the gene pool. Once, while attempting to wrestle one of his pillows into a clean pillowcase, he accidentally ripped off the tag that reads, ‘Onlee to be removed by consumer.’ He actually thought it meant that he had to consume the pillow.

Even though he wasn't the sharpest knife in the deck, he had won the lottery in the looks department. EssEss was a very handsome man; he was a fine-looking chap who wore the moniker, ‘ladies’ man’, like a glove that fits. His exploits with members of the fairer sex were legend amongst this gathering.

Phil looked across the table and asked his friend, "So how goes the season  of EssEss?"

"Oh, the season of EssEss is going great!" he replied. "I can't remember a time when I got so much trim. I'm getting it all: Married trim, divorced trim, widowed trim, teenage trim, you name it. I've even had a couple of Jurassic porks. I'm scoring so much that it's completely thrown off my masturbation schedule."

"Wow, you do sound busy," Phil fake-marveled. "It's a wonder you can even find time to eat."

"Oh," EssEss said as he sat back in his chair with unbridled hubris, "I'll eat when I'm dead."

Al screwed up his face, looked at EssEss, and ejaculated, "What?!!"

As housemates, Al spent a lot of time in EssEss's company. Suffering fools gladly had always been beyond Al's reach, anyway, but being around EssEss had sharpened his impatience razor-thin such that he could dependably be counted on to quickly call EssEss on the carpet for any of his frequent verbal miscues.

"What?" EssEss innocently countered.

"What the hell does, 'I'll eat when I'm dead', mean?”

"Come on Al," said EssEss. He rolled his eyes as if, mentally, Al were the weaker link of the two. "It's a saying. You must have heard it before."

"No, Einstein. The saying is that I'll sleep when I'm dead. How the hell are you going to eat when you're dead? Come on, man, you're dead. If anything, worms will be eating you."

"I never claimed to be as smart as Alan Einstein," EssEss shot back testily. "Then I guess I should've said, 'I'll be eaten when I'm dead'," as if the correction fixed everything.

Al threw up his hands in frustration and grabbed a beer out of the bag he had brought upstairs. He slugged down a generous portion of the beverage, then started coughing uncontrollably. His eyes teared up and beer ran out of his nose.

Phil was sitting beside Al on the sofa. He patted Al on the back, and said, "Hey kid, shake it loose together. Are you alright?"

As usual EssEss was oblivious to any mental turmoil he was causing, He reached across, grabbed the bag containing the beer and helped himself to a beverage.

"Did you guys have to work tonight?" Phil asked.

Both Al and EssEss worked at an historic restaurant; that's where they had met. Al dined there occasionally and EssEss had waited on him once or twice. Shortly after making each other's acquaintance, and before he knew what an idiot EssEss was, Al offered EssEss the vacant bedroom on the second floor of Al's two-bedroom townhouse located just down the street from Phil's. EssEss worked full-time at the restaurant, and got Al a job there. But Al onlee worked a couple of nights a week; he had a full-time day job as a bank teller.

"No," said Al, "we were both off tonight. That's why we're not wearing those goofy costumes."

"Costumes?" ‘John Black’ queried.

"Yeah," said Al. "We work at that colonial restaurant at the end of the parkway called The Queen’s Legs. You know the one I'm talking about?"

"I've heard of it," said ‘John Black’. Actually, one of his thieving friends had told ‘John’ all about it. The friend had once gotten a job there, and onlee lasted a couple of weeks before being fired. But he had never turned in his colonial costume; instead he used to wear it while trolling the parking lot of the secluded restaurant and throwing ninja rocks at car windows so that he could break in and steal whatever there was worth to steal. Since he was wearing the costume, no one thought twice about his presence in the parking lot.

This was the sort of thing that ‘John Black’ knew about. Just as one's friends might share one's passion for music or movies or books, ‘John’ and his companions shared stories of crime. But ‘John’ chose to conceal the contents of his lengthy resume of wrongdoing from his new friends lest they get the right impression of him.

The four new friends spent the rest of the evening getting fractured on foam, talking, and listening to music. When the hour had grown late enough to ensure that all would be good and crusty the next morning, Al and EssEss returned home, leaving Phil and ‘John Black’ to their own devices.

"My!" exclaimed ‘John Black’, "People come and go so quickly around here!"

"That they do," agreed Phil. "So what do you think of my chums?"

‘John Black’ pondered the question. "Well, I think that they're both pretty crazy. But it's an interesting kind of crazy that I feel comfortable dealing with. But they’re not nearly as crazy as their host."

“So you think that I’m crazy, then.”

‘John Black’ backed off a little lest he offend Phil. “Well, maybe not completely crazy.” He saw that Phil looked dejected. “Unless you want to be crazy. Because if so, you’d win the prize.”

Phil stood up and spoke into his beer can as if it were a microphone and delivered an acceptance speech that few could have topped on such short notice. “I’ve got so many people to thank. I didn’t think I’d win so I didn’t prepare anything. I’ll just start at the beginning. I’d like to thank my parents who never gave me a shot at normalcy. I never had a chance. I’d like to give a special shout-out to my mother; it’s safe to say that as far as mothers go, she was no June Cleaver. Actually, she was more like Meat Cleaver, the way she hacked away at my self-esteem. There have been many other people along the way; you know who you are. I’ve come to craziness honestly, and to get to this level, it took a lot of hard work from others to make me this way. Again, I want to thank everyone for this prestigious honor.”

Phil sat down as ‘John Black’ cheered.

Phil basked in his glory for a while. After he came down to earth, Phil said, “By the way, I hope you don't mind me christening you 'John Black' for the evening."

"Not at all. I like it much better than my real name, 'Hammond Chaise'."

From that point forward Hammond Chaise became John Black, or J.B. (Jay Bee as he spelled it).

"So, Jay Bee, what's the plan? Has the time come to rip me off, or what?"

"Nah, how can I rip off someone as mad as you? I think I might profit more from your company than from your possessions. Plus, I'm here to tell you that I'm way too effed-up for any such nonsense."

"Then whenever you decide to leave, allow me to phone for a cab. Get someone to bring you over tomorrow so that you can get your car."
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"Offiser, party of two," the hostess announced.

Phil raised his hand, "Right here."

The hostess smiled perfunctorily and advised Phil and his companion to, "Follow me, please."

Phil was taking Penelope out to dinner, for today was the anniversary of her naissance. She was looking especially fine that evening, and was concealing some true zest behind her baby blues.

At Penelope's behest, they had come to this popular diner that sported the busiest wall decor around. Phil and his cohorts often frequented the eatery to enjoy orders of Adam and Eve on a raft or foot-long tube steaks smothered in chili.

Phil and Penelope were enjoying a scrumptious repast of fingers of the finest chickens and fries done up in the french manner. After dinner, while waiting for their hot fudge sundaes, Phil presented Penelope with her birthday gift. After eliciting a barely concealed squeal, Penelope opened the box and tore into the wrapping paper. The spirited young lass looked up at Phil through her widening doe-eyes, and exclaimed happily, "Oh, my!"

Within the tissue paper was a sexy transparent silk camisole and underwear set.

"I hope it fits," said Phil. "The salesgirl was about your size, and it looked great on her."

Humor was beyond Penelope at the moment. "Oh, I just love it! I can't wait to model it for you!"

Phil couldn't wait, either. He and Penelope briefly considered asking the waitress to put their sundaes on wheels, but instead, they scarfed them down so fast that their brains froze. Afterward, Phil tossed some money on top of the check, and the two beneficiaries of Penelope's birthday gift hurried back to Phil's house.

But upon arriving, they heard music coming from the bedroom. They climbed the stairs and were greeted by Al and EssEss, who were both still in their work costumes. It was no surprise to come home and find Al and EssEss there, but Phil was a little surprised to see Jay Bee sitting there and drinking a beer. He was beginning to be caught in the spider web of Phil’s life like the others.

"Buzza, buzza," said Phil, greeting the convened commoners.

Jay Bee was the first to speak. "Hey, Phil. I came over to get my car and I ran into these two guys. They invited me in to have a couple of beers with them. I hope that's alright."

Phil frowned and waved his hand dismissively. "Of course, it's alright. You're as welcome here as anyone else."

"Oh," Jay Bee remembered. "I fixed your door. I sanded it down so that it closes all the way, now."

"Great!" Phil smiled and nodded toward Al and EssEss. "Now I can keep out all the riffraff. That is, after I find my key. I know it's around here somewhere."

From his perch on the sofa, Al looked up at Penelope and said, "Happy birthday, kiddo!" He looked at the box in her hand. "What did you get?"

Penelope blushed and started to stammer.

Al got the picture that it was a private kind of gift. "Say no more, I get it."

"Actually EssEss tells me that you don't get it," Phil said to his frequently-chaste pal. "That's why you're so uptight."

Al feigned anger and jokingly shook his fist at Phil.

Phil and Penelope sat down beside each other on the sofa. The filly bestowed her kindnesses upon him. Penelope hung upon Phil more tightly than a water-shrunken leather coat.

They both graciously accepted the beers that EssEss handed them.

"Is this your book, Penelope?" asked Jay Bee. He picked up a college-level introductory grammar textbook from the table and held it up for Penelope to see.

Penelope was a part-time community college student, and she was surprised to find that she had left the book at Phil's place. "Yeah, it is. I've been looking all over for that book. I had no idea I left it over here. Why are things always in the last place you look?"

"Because you stop looking after you find them," said Phil.

Al grabbed the book out of Jay Bee's hand. "We were checking it out, earlier. Metaphors, similes, allegories. This stuff takes me back." Al flipped through the pages. "Comparatives, superlatives.... Actually, I think our society overuses superlatives, don't you?"

"Not at all," said the enthusiastic Penelope. "I think superlatives are the most!"

"Hey, Penelope," said EssEss. "Do you have any more friends I can go out with?"

"I've already fixed you up with three of my friends," answered Penelope. "Didn't you like the last one I set you up with, Brandy?"

"No, Brandy's great. But I'm looking for someone younger."

"Younger!" declared Penelope. "Brandy just turned eighteen, and you want to go out with someone even younger?!"

Al jumped in with both feet. "Yeah, he was talking that same alcohol-induced trip hop at work tonight, too. 

"Jeez, EssEss!" exclaimed Penelope. "What kind of pervert are you, anyway?"

Both Al and Penelope suspected him of something malicious.

Phil stepped into the fray. "OK, everyone, do try to be civil. Maybe our friend, here, is no kind of pervert at all. Perhaps you all should take the pink out of your own eyes, and then you might see clearly enough to remove the speck from EssEss's eye."

"Come on, Phil," said the out of mood Al. "This just proves that his attic is unfurnished."

"Yeah, but what sane man isn't a little peculiar? Besides, when EssEss seems as if he's spouting nonsense is often when he's the most lucid. He may yet acquit himself respectably upon closer interview. Go ahead EssEss, drop science on us."

"Thanks, Phil," said EssEss. Not onlee did EssEss like Phil because he did, but also because Phil was the lone individual who ever took his part."

"Sure," replied Phil. "But let me warn you counselor, I'm giving you a short leash."

"Here's the thing," EssEss began. "You guys already know that I've got my hands full with women. But all the time, they onlee want to have sex. Sometimes in winter, it gets really cold in our house." EssEss shot an angry glance toward Al. "Some nights, my dates and I wrestle in bed more over the blankets than we do for each other. I'm looking for a girl I can wrap around myself like a blanket. But most adult women are too big, and I can't position them around my body like I want. That's why I'm looking for younger women, not so that I can have sex with them, but so I can maneuver them around my body to keep me warm."

"Three dog night!" Jay Bee suddenly exclaimed.

"What?" said Al. "Do you want to hear some of their music?"

"No, no, the name comes from something they say in the Australian outback. It refers to how cold it is. Like, if it's onlee a little cold, it's a one or two dog night. But if it's really cold, it's a three dog night. It's how many dogs it takes to insulate you, and keep you warm."

"That's exactly what I'm talking about," EssEss said excitedly. "I just want some body heat to keep me warm. Al and I have cats, and sometimes I use them like that; I shape them all around my body for warmth. But they're too small, and plus, as soon as I get them where I want them, they get up to do something else.”

“This is what you do,” Jay Bee said. “Go down to the bus station where all the teenage runaways hang out. Offer to buy a few of the vagrant little girls Happy Meals and let them shower at your place. They’ll be so appreciative that they’ll be more than happy to serve as surrogate dogs to keep you warm.”
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The unusual sound poured out of the speakers at quite a considerable volume. The music soldered together the most atonal elements of acid punk, tribal percussion, and dance-hall jazz. The vocalists sang a melody that was essentially the chromatic scale sung in contrapuntal harmony. Phil had bought this album while doing the eclectic slide.

Accompanied by this soundtrack, Jay Bee climbed the stairs to Phil's bedroom. Al was seated on the sofa, grooving to the sounds. Jay Bee nodded hello as he passed and headed over to the corner, where Phil was seated at his desk and typing into his computer.

"Hey, Phil, what's happening?" Jay Bee asked.

Phil jumped a bit. The music was so loud that he hadn't even been aware that Jay Bee had entered the room. He quickly gathered himself and answered, "Just writing in my journal."

"Yeah?" Jay Bee asked with interest. "I used to keep one of those back in high school. What kind of things do you put in your journal?"

"Oh, I don't know. Ever and anon I just put down some random thoughts about stuff." Phil scrolled back a few pages to earlier entries. "Let's see, a few days ago I wrote about how people are such sheep: I took Susan to a jazz club that night, and people kept laughing at these not particularly funny jazz 'jokes'; to ensure that everyone else knew that they got them, people blatantly tried to outdo each other in both the reaction time and the volume of their laughter following each 'joke'.

“What is a ‘jazz joke’?” wondered Jay Bee.

“It’s like, say the saxophone player is wailing on this soulful solo, and then, out of nowhere, he throws in this nursery rhyme.

Phil continued, “Then, I wrote this thing about how I've always considered myself a cynic. But then I'm also very sentimental; sometimes I get teary-eyed when I'm watching a movie, even when I'm aware that that's what the filmmaker is trying to manipulate me to do. But sentimental and emotional types are favorite targets for cynics. How can I be both? What's that all about?"

"Wow," said Jay Bee. "I just used to write about girls and ripping people off and stuff."

"Oh, for the simpler times," Phil mused. "Alas, as we get older our concerns become more complicated."

"Amen," said Jay Bee. But his present concerns were not much different than they had been in high school.

"Anyway," Phil said brightly. "I'm finished for the night. Al just got here a few minutes ago, and now you're here, and I don't want to be rude. Plus, I've had a few beers while working on my journal. I’m beginning to become anesthetized; my fingers can still type, but at onlee about seven words per minute, with lots of mistakes. How about going downstairs and grabbing some beer out of the refrigerator while I wrap this up."

Jay Bee returned from downstairs with a six-pack in his hand. It had onlee been a brief time since Jay Bee had attempted to rob Phil, but now everyone had accepted Jay Bee into their crooked fraternity.

Jay Bee handed Al a beer and asked, "So you didn't have to work tonight?"

"No," Al answered. "I can onlee work at the restaurant a few times a week. Any more than that and it effs with my head. See, I've got an extremely mathematical mind; that's why I got into my day job, banking, in the first place. I deal with numbers all day long. When I work at the restaurant, I get so in tune with tips to the point where it becomes second nature for me to calculate 15% of every check. (This was before the standard became 20%.) If I work too much, my brain starts calculating 15% of everything. When you brought that six-pack of beer upstairs, I was thinking of .9 beers."

"Boy, that must suck," said Jay Bee.

"Tell me about it," said Al as he drowned his pain in beer.

Throughout the evening, various albums were played while the threesome pursued their various conversations. Al broached an issue of some importance.

"Hey, Phil. I know you're planning on having a big blowout this weekend, but I'm going to have to beg off."

"Say it isn't so, Al," pleaded Phil. "Everybody's going to be here: Susan and Penelope and some of their friends, EssEss and one of his floozy dates, Jay Bee here, and some old friends of mine. I was even planning to get a keg."

"I know, I know. But my family is having this all day thing on Saturday:"

Al's older sister and her husband were flying in from the Midwest on Saturday afternoon. Al and his siblings planned to meet at his parents’ house to welcome the visiting couple. That evening, there was to be a big BBQ in Al's parents' backyard. All the extended family was invited. Al would see many aunts, uncles, cousins, nieces, and nephews whom he had not seen since the last big get-together three months ago.

"Just make an appearance at the family thing, then come join the party," said Jay Bee. "Your friends are more important than your family."

Phil knew better. "That's not a theory to which Al subscribes, Jay Bee. His family's worth is beyond measure to him. While you and I may do our own thing, Al has a good relationship with his folks. They're so proud of him that they want to dangle him over a balcony for all the world to see. Whenever one of his siblings come to visit, his familial obligation takes precedence over all else."

"It's not an 'obligation' at all," asserted Al. "My family has always been close. You're not close to your family, Jay Bee?"

"Not in the least. My mother always thought we were, but I never bought into it. I was scarred by her teenaged-level emotional maturity. Growing up, she never inspired me with the feeling that I would eventually turn out alright. Even now, she's not much different than she was then. It astounds me that over the entire course of her life, my mother never learned a thing about proper adult behavior.... And my late father was a notorious womanizer; he fooled around so much that my mother isn't even sure that he was my sire.” (Editor’s note: Don’t think about it too much.)

"I can sympathize," said Phil. "The onlee thing I got from my childhood is how to be caustically sarcastic at the drop of a hat. I knew from an early age that my parents were no damned good for me, and I had to get away. I can remember being aware of that fact when I was still at the point where people calculate your age in months rather than years. One day my mother took me out for a stroll in my baby carriage. When she sat down on a park bench and looked the other way, I grabbed the popcorn mower beside me and used it to row my baby ass away from her. And I would have made it, too, if it weren't for those meddling kids who stopped me and returned me to the evil woman from whom I was trying to escape."

Just then, everyone heard the front door open. In a matter of minutes, EssEss appeared at the top of the stairs. All exchanged greetings, and EssEss sat down in an open seat.

Phil noted the downtrodden cast of EssEss's eyes. "What's wrong, pal? You look like you're suffering from the heartbreak of psoriasis."

"It's no big thing," said EssEss, trying to conceal his gnashing of teeth. "I'm just worried that I might be catching a cold. All night at work, I was sneezing like a racehorse."

"How unfortunate," said Phil. "But if you want to stop your effluences, you should have a healthy meal of laxatives; then you'll be too afraid to sneeze."

"I'm also a little stoned," said EssEss. "I scored some pot from a co-worker, tonight. I smoked a joint on the way over." From the pocket of the vest of his costume, EssEss produced a cigarette wrapper filled with brown buds.

"How fortuitous," declared Phil. He got up and went to the box on top of his chest of drawers and produced some rolling papers.

During the transaction, the current album ended. Al arose and loaded a selection from the vast collection of music into the stereo. As he sat down, he declared happily, "This is one of my favorite CD's."

EssEss said, "I hate CD's."

"Why is that?" asked Al. "Is it the superior sound quality you object to?"

"It's not that," EssEss responded. "It's just that you can't clean your dope nearly as well as you can with an album cover."

"Damn straight," said Phil. "Jewel cases, my ass."

"Yeah!" said EssEss, 

"So," said Jay Bee to EssEss. "Did you have a good shift, tonight?"

"Not really. It was slow, and my tables left me mediocre tips. But like I always say," EssEss declared. "If life gives you peanuts, make peanut butter soup.” 

Saturday night arrived and brought with it a wealth of party guests. By nine o’clock, there were about thirty people shoehorned into Phil’s townhouse. Some were sitting and talking, others were dancing to the music as it flowed over them and purified them, downstairs others were congregating around the keg and taking turns pumping it to ensure that the beer flowed from it smoothly.

Phil had done some much-needed sanitation in anticipation of the guests’ arrival. He had vacuumed the rug and dusted the furniture. He had given the bathrooms a long-overdue cleaning. In the upstairs guest bathroom, he had even replaced the half-roll of toilet paper with a full roll.

Susan and Penelope had invited several co-workers from amongst the staff at the medical office where they worked. Every one of them was dressed to the elevens like they had been expecting to attend some sort of fancy gala rather than the casual gathering that it was. These ladies all congregated near one another and used their pointed teeth to talk shop, trade gossip, and other purposeless chitchat. 

EssEss was present with his date du jour. She was quite a fetching lass who went by the name of Meredyth Viagra and, like EssEss, played piano in the marching band. Despite her charms, EssEss did onlee what was minimally necessary in order to make Meredyth feel like she was on a date; the rest of the time EssEss spent surveying the bevy of HMO honeys in order to plot future dates. Such were the untapped resources arrayed before him that he began to regret bringing sand to the well-populated beach. EssEss scanned the images of the bathers he liked into his limited memory so he could describe them later to Susan and Penelope; then, they could do his dirty work and set up the dates.

A host of other people filled out the guest list: Some worked with Al and EssEss at the restaurant, some were friends of Phil’s that he had met at various places of employment (guys from the janitorial service, others from the lawn maintenance crew on which he labored last summer, and some from the restaurant where he had worked as a busboy). A few invited neighborhood acquaintances were also in attendance.

People went and came all night.

Jay Bee had come to the party alone.

Of course, Al was absent. He was off doing the family thing.

Phil spent most of the party gliding in and out of conversations, playing DJ, and drinking beer.

And that’s the way it was. The random conversational couplings continued unhampered.

Phil felt a sudden urge to momentarily escape and commune with

nature. He approached Jay Bee.

“Hey, Jay Bee,” he said. “What say we go outside and dance in the garden in torn-sheets in the rain.”

“But it’s not raining,” said Jay Bee.

“Then we could just go outside and dance in the garden in torn-sheets.”

“I’m not much on dancing,” said Jay Bee.

“Then we could go outside to the garden in torn-sheets.”

“Do you even have a garden?”

“Well, no.... We could just go outside in torn-sheets.”

“Where are you getting these torn-sheets?” asked Jay Bee. “Do you already have them somewhere?”

“Well, no.... We could just go outside.”

“That I can do,” said Jay Bee.

The two proceeded to make their way across the room toward the staircase that was the first step in their egress. But before leaving the house, Phil and Jay Bee stopped at the keg to top off their gigantic tumblers. After all the business had been taken care of, Phil and Jay Bee finally broke free of the house. They crossed the backyard and sat down in two plastic chairs near the back fence. Phil removed the pack of cigarettes from his pocket, put one in his mouth, and offered one to Jay Bee. Jay Bee obliged him and the two began to smoke.

“This is quite the shindig,” said Jay Bee.

“It is that, isn’t it?” agreed Phil.

“Yup,” said Jay Bee.

The two took swigs of beer from their gigantic tumblers, and then dragged on their cigarettes.

“You know,” said Jay Bee. “I talked a bit with both Susan and Penelope tonight. They’re both very fine ladies. You are truly a lucky man.”

“Yes I am ... for now. I don’t think the current situation is going to last much longer.”

“No? Why not?” wondered Jay Bee.

“Well, this headhunter has been heavily recruiting Susan for a job upstate. I think she’s going to take it.”

“Oh, wow,” said Jay Bee. “Doesn’t that bum you out?”

“Damn right, it bums me out,” Phil said vehemently. “Do you know how hard it is to find a good internist? Not to mention one that you can call twenty-four hours a day. She can go around saying, ‘Physician, heal thyself’, to good effect, but when I say it, it’s meaningless.”

“What will transpire after she moves?”

“Nothing at first, but then things will eventually peter out. The place where she’s moving is about three hours away as the griffin flies, but on paved roads it’s more like four-and-a-half hours. I’ll go up to see her a couple of times, and she’ll come down here a few times, but after a while, we’ll start to drift apart. You see, Susan’s starting to think about settling down and assembling a family, and we both know that I’m unwilling to be a part of that world right now.”

“Well, you’ve still got Penelope,” Jay Bee said reassuringly.

“Sorry to disappoint you, old chap, but I think that that’s going to end soon, too. Penelope is young and she found our situation exciting for a while, but I think she’s realizing that it’s not really her thing. Also, there’s a considerable age difference between us. She believes that it’s getting to the point where I’m no fun anymore. She’s talking about moving in with her older sister in a little town named Loveville.”

“Where’s that?” asked Jay Bee.







“It’s a sleepy little town down around San Antone,” said Phil. ”Actually, that’s a lie. I just felt like saying it. It is a sleepy little town, but it’s up the coast from here.”


“Why does she want to move up there?”






“I’m not sure. I think it’s just that she’s ready for a change. Plus, she likes the name Loveville. She says it would look cool as a postmark on letters.”

“What are you going to do if they both move away?”

“I don’t know. Funny thing is, I don’t especially give a care. Maybe I’ll get another girlfriend or two, maybe I won’t, it doesn’t really matter much to me.... You know, I remember when I first started courting the fairer sex it was like a cruise on the Love Boat: Everything was exciting and new. But now I’ve drifted off course. I just feel like I need to shake things up. Maybe I’ll sell my place and move somewhere, anywhere.... But I tire of this talk of my dreary situation. Tell me of your life, Jay Bee?”

“My life? Oh, things are OK, the same as usual.”

“That’s what you always say.” Phil was never one to strike around the shrubbery, so he persisted, “What’s up with your career and stuff?”

“Things are pretty much on cruise-control these days. I’m mostly into low risk cons, now: Credit card fraud, breaking into cars, boosting stuff from big department stores with lax security and selling them on the black market, that kind of thing.”
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