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ACCLAIM FOR STUPID AND CONTAGIOUS

“    STUPID AND CONTAGIOUS is anything but stupid and completely contagious. Infectious, riotous, and hip beyond belief, it’s a great read.”

—Isabel Rose, author of The J.A.P. Chronicles

“A witty romantic comedy debut.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“    Smart and feisty! Milk-snorting funny and playfully intriguing! Love it!”

—    Karen Salmansohn, author of How to Be Happy, Dammit

“    Insanely funny and outrageous, STUPID AND CONTAGIOUS effortlessly captures the glorious awkwardness of becoming who you are, finding that special someone who drives you crazy, and ultimately following your dreams wherever they may take you.”

—Erica Kennedy, author of Bling

“    Caprice Crane rocks! This is the best book I’ve read in a long, long time. Sharp, original, and wickedly funny, this is a must-read. I absolutely loved it.”

—    Johanna Edwards, bestselling author of The Next Big Thing and Your Big Break

“    Caprice Crane’s writing is so cool I feel like the geek girl stalking her locker, trying to slide a mix CD through the slats before she spots me. STUPID AND CONTAGIOUS is hilarious and insightful. A book with its own soundtrack, this is one not to miss.”

—Pamela Ribon, author of Why Girls Are Weird

“    Caprice Crane brings her respect for music and all of its universal sentiment into her stylish, page-turning, sharp-tongued debut novel.”

—    Liza Palmer, author of Conversations with the Fat Girl


For my beautiful mother, Tina Louise, the eternal optimist . . . whose outer beauty is eclipsed only by her exquisite inner . . . who’s been my biggest fan and cheerleader for my entire life. Your belief in me and unconditional support have inspired me, kept me going, and taught me faith. I love you with all of my heart.
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“    This song explains why I’m leaving home to become a stewardess.”

 

—Anita Miller, Almost Famous

 

 

“    Yeah, well, sometimes nothin’ can be a real cool hand.”

 

—Luke, Cool Hand Luke


Heaven

My name is Heaven Albright and my husband of two years is cheating on me. I’m only twenty-five and you can argue that getting married at twenty-three is young, but I’ll argue right back that people marry out of college and even high school, so considering that, it’s not so young. Anyway, young or not . . . the bastard is cheating on me. After I gave him the best years of my life.

He’s cheating on me with someone he works with. A girl from his office who he didn’t even think was cute at first, but after months of working long hours together and cultivating inside jokes, and commiserating over bad cafeteria food . . . they’re bumping uglies. It sickens me to even think about it. He’d always be so happy when he came home late from work, and you’d think I would have caught on because nobody’s happy when they have to stay late at work. But I thought he just really enjoyed his job. Or maybe he was pissed off, but the minute he walked through the door and saw me, his bride of two years whom he loved and adored, all the day’s annoyances would disappear. Poof.

But no. He would come home all smiles because he’d just gotten his rocks off with some little skank who probably wore twinsets and laughed like a hyena at their stupid inside jokes. I hate twinsets, with their matching fabric and color coordination and phony reserve. It’s a known fact that twinsets are one of the most easily removed garments there is. Her name is probably Megan or Jessie, and she’s probably a couple years younger than me. She’s like me two years ago, but in a twinset. He’s re-creating me even before I’ve had a chance to become the tired, old, sexually reluctant “ball and chain.” I resent that. I’m not old.

Marriage sucks. People who tell you that you stop having sex after you get married are right. You just don’t have it anymore. It’s not like you say your I-dos and immediately stop. It takes a little time. Of course there’s the honeymoon, and the first few months of playing horny housewife and helpful handyman, or slave girl and surprisingly warmhearted barbarian, or Winnie the Pooh and the Magical Honeypot. But after a while you stop shaving your legs, and he stops noticing, and it seems more practical to try to get a good night’s sleep.


Brady

My name is Brady Gilbert, and I hate the window seat. Airplanes in general are a pain in the ass, and when I clearly stipulate that I want to sit on the aisle, a window seat is a personal affront that my secretary will be hearing about. If I had a secretary.

I’ll just sit here and will nobody to sit in the aisle seat. That way I’ll not only have the aisle seat, but I’ll be able to achieve that almost-but-not-quite-comfortable sleeping position that inevitably ends up with a dead arm, stiff legs, and dried drool at the outer corner of my mouth. In front of complete strangers, no less.

Don’t get me wrong . . . sure, it’s nice to look out a window. But at what price? Do I want to have to ask permission every time I need to take a piss? It’s like needing a hall pass in school, but worse. These are strangers. And when I got a hall pass, I didn’t inconvenience anyone. But to go to the bathroom on an airplane, I have to make awkward small talk and offer the obligatory apologetic shrug to a guy who’s been hogging my armrest. Then he gets up just enough to let me squeeze by. He’ll sigh as he gets up, not trying to make me feel guilty per se, but more like “Oh, these old bones of mine,” which is crap unless he’s over eighty. And he’s not, he’s just annoyed.

Then to add insult to injury, as I maneuver out of the “now more room than ever before” four inches of space, I hold on to the tacky fabric headrest of the seat in front of me and get a glance from that person, too. I’m making enemies left and right. Flight attendants hate me, too. Me and my devil-may-care bladder. Then when I come back, I have to do the dance all over again. Heaven help me if it’s a three-seater with a middle seat. Not to mention the etiquette question of which way to pass my neighbors—crotch first or ass first?

I hate the window seat. So I wait, and I will. People are still boarding, but so far, so good. I’ve spotted the token hot chick that’s way out of my league anywhere but in my overactive imagination. This is going to be a long flight. There is always that one hot chick, no matter where you’re going, domestic or international, and never in the seat next to you. Or me.

Well, this flight’s no different. In walks our token goddess of flight, and I shift all my willpower to connect her ass with the seat next to mine. Nothin’. But she smiled at me, or at least I think she did. Maybe she was smiling at the flight attendant who’d just given her an extra blanket. Just because.


Heaven

If it sounds like I’m okay with my husband cheating on me, it’s because I’ve worked hard at it. And not in the way that you might think. You see, I’m not actually married. And nobody is cheating on me. I’m engaged. I’m getting married in eighteen months. I do these little mental exercises every now and then to prepare myself for anything that might come up in life.

Unfortunately, you caught me when I was smack-dab in the middle of one, so we sort of got off on the wrong foot. I’m still me, and everything I told you up until the married-with-the-cheating-husband bit was true. Just not that part. I guess that’s where we started, so you really don’t know me at all. But you have to admit, I was handling it fairly well. Which I think I can attribute to my exercises. Had I never done this and found myself in the position of having a cheating husband, I don’t know how I would deal. Luckily, I am now prepared.

So let’s start over. I’m still Heaven Albright, still twenty-five years old. I’m five foot six and I weigh about one hundred thirty pounds. One twenty-five. One twenty-five on a good day. One thirty if I’m PMS-ing. One thirty if I’m depressed or indulging a little too much in things like wine or pizza or raw cookie dough. One thirty most of the time. I have medium-length dirty blond/light brown hair. It’s that store-bought highlight thing. Kind of rootsy and tricolored, but not in a punk rock kind of way. Or like pasta, for that matter. Okay, sometimes I may top out at one thirty-five. And five feet five inches if you wanna get technical.

I’ve always thought I had somewhat chubby cheeks, but I think I finally see some cheekbones coming through. And not by sucking in my cheeks when I look in the mirror. I never quite got that whole thing. Whenever I’m washing my hands in a public bathroom, nine times out of ten, the woman next to me sucks her cheeks in when she looks in the mirror. What are these women doing? Trying to look thin? Like a fish? Like Zoolander? If they’re not going to keep that face on when they leave the bathroom, what exactly does the exercise gain them? If it’s just for fun, then, hey, I’m all for it.

When I say marriage sucks, I don’t mean it sucks, so much as I don’t really know if it sucks or doesn’t. I’ve heard good and bad. My feelings about marriage are mixed, or should I say mixed-up. My parents were split before I even knew what a split was. So, while I’m speaking with authority, I have no experience with marriage or married parents, to say nothing of marital bliss.

My first memory of the male/female dynamic would be enough exposure to hold me through several years of high school.

When I was about eight years old, Pete, my neighbor from down the street, used to lurk outside my house for hours on end. Sometimes I’d come out and play. Sometimes not. He was relentless in his pursuits, and with me . . . persistence often pays off.

One day, when I was picking flowers from my neighbor’s garden to make a bouquet for my mom, Pete followed me for half an hour without saying a single word. And I ignored him.

When I started to go back to my house, he finally spoke up and asked what I was doing later. I told him I was going out to dinner with my dad. He asked if he could come. I said okay.

On our way to Santo Pietro’s we were in the backseat of my dad’s Camaro. My dad’s girlfriend, Sandra, was in the front seat with her long blond hair and overgrown, feathered bangs, and all I could think about was the twisty garlic knots that we’d have at the restaurant. I didn’t see my dad very often. I think it’d be safe to say the garlic knots were more familiar to me than my dad.

So there we were . . . me, dreaming of bread, Pete trying to get my attention. And the whole car ride I was trying to touch my tongue to my nose.

“I’ll show you mine if you show me yours,” he said. I shrugged and stuck my tongue out at him.

“You don’t want to?” he asked.

“I just showed you!” I said, sticking it out again, this time bulging my eyes out at the same time.

“Not that,” he said. And then he looked down and yanked at his zipper.

“I don’t think so,” I replied, wondering how much longer to Santo Pietro’s.

“I’ll show you mine anyway?” he offered.

“Okay,” I said, looking out the window, watching my dad navigate the twists and turns of the canyon.

Without a second thought, Pete unzipped his fly and pulled out his johnson, not even bothering to unbutton the top button. He just pulled it through. It was thin. It looked like a misplaced pinkie.

But more important, my tongue was now only a teensy weensy bit away from my nose. I gave it one last try, curling it upward, stretching it, reaching . . . 

Then BOOM. From up front, a thunderclap shook the car in the form of my dad yelling. I don’t remember what he said as he caught Pete in the rearview mirror, his penis on casual display as though it were a Peking duck hanging in the window of a Chinese restaurant, but I know the sheer force of it practically blasted me out of my seat. To this day, the mere sight of a penis makes my ears hurt a little.

My dad turned the car around immediately and took Pete home, and then he took me home. No garlic knots. I was devastated.


Brady

And then he comes. The jerk-off that is about to claim the seat next to mine. My aisle seat. No chance of there being two beautiful women on this plane. Not with my luck. Luck being a relative term, because lately I haven’t had any. I’m the Siegfried and Roy of luck. Not in the smash-hit-show-on-the-Strip-for-fifteen-years-running sense, but rather in the this-thing-that-supposedly-loved-me-is-dragging-me-around-by-my-jugular-like-a-rag-doll-and-fighting-off-efforts-by-stagehands-to-rescue-me sense.

I look in the mirror and I know I’m not in the top 1 percent. But definitely top 10 percent. Or maybe 20. Certainly no worse than 30. Anyway, I clean up nice. I’m a good enough height that I don’t automatically get ruled out for dates on that alone. In some cases, it may have even been the only attraction, which is not to say I’m super tall—luckily, I’m just tall enough. It’s like that sign in front of the dangerous rides at the amusement park: You must be this tall to get on this girl.

Some girl once told me that I have a cute smile. But there was a time immediately after the Rolling Stones’ Tattoo You came out when I thought it could have been made better with the addition of a diamond in my front tooth, à la Mick Jagger.

I have what has clinically been described as “dating disorder,” characterized by a series of medium- to long-term relationships, suffering from sore tempers, abraded vocal cords, and the occasional fractured heart.

First there’s Sarah, a particularly severe case. But we’ll get to her later. She was only the most recent in a series of troubling episodes.

My mom says it’s temporary, but looking at her and my dad, I sometimes think my romantic problems are congenital. Their idea of a good time is finding the thousand ways they can spend entire evenings in separate rooms without saying a single word to each other—though the house I grew up in had exactly five rooms spread across 1,400 square feet. My dad says it’s because I haven’t met the right girl yet, but sometimes I think maybe I’ve met her five times already but ended up staring at her friend all night and asking her out, the one who would eventually steal eighty dollars out of my wallet to pay for a bikini wax, which I never got to see.

It’s not all my fault, though. I’ve had a substantial selection of the crazy and the cruel. There was Jill Perczyk, who broke up with me on New Year’s Day and then called me three weeks later to ask how much the DVD player I bought her for Christmas was, because she couldn’t determine a fair price to ask on Craigslist.

There was Courtney Goodkin, who scolded me good-naturedly about paying more attention to my dog than I paid to her, then revealed her true nature by leaving a twenty-four-ounce bar of dark baking chocolate in her purse by my dog’s bed one night—a gift he eagerly consumed. A sleepless thirty hours and five hundred dollars in vet bills later, Courtney was but a bittersweet memory.

And then there was Wendy Richtor, whose name couldn’t have been more fitting. If a devastating earthquake measures an eight on the Richter scale, the Wendy earthquake of ’92 registered a twelve. She was beautiful. She had long, wavy strawberry-blond hair and milky-white skin. Her long, willowy arms were like stretched-out vanilla taffy, and to be lost in them was better than any sugar high I’d ever experienced.

I met her at a Pearl Jam concert, which made me feel like it was destiny. I loved Pearl Jam and she loved Pearl Jam, and I loved her and she loved me. It was perfect. Like Eddie Vedder brought us together. Eddie sang the words I wished I could tell the girl I thought I’d never meet. And there she was . . . singing along to every word. And it’s not that Pearl Jam was any more amazing than anyone else. I think we just liked who we were when they were who they were. If I could stop time at my last moment of purity and innocence, it would be right then.

Wendy warmed my heart, earned my trust, touched my soul, and then touched me in a lot of other places. And right after we’d slept together for the very first time she looked up at me with her chocolate-brown, trustworthy doe eyes and said, “I’ve got herpes. I thought you should know.”

“I guess this is me,” the interloper says, and I nod as he sits himself down and gets situated. “I’m Marc.”

“Brady.” We shake hands. His hands look like oversize pancakes. Did I mention I also hate germs?

Now I want to wash my hands. I’m not obsessive-compulsive, and I don’t mean to come off sounding like a wuss, but there’s like zero air pressure in here, and the air is all recycled. It’s basically a germ factory, and I can’t afford to be sick when I get home. Not because I have anything important going on. In fact, that’s just it. Nothing’s going on, and I’ve got to get some things going on. God, I want to wash my hands. We haven’t even backed away from the gate, and already the bathroom thing is coming into play. I’ll just suck it up and wait.


Heaven

I’m not a list-maker. I’m not overly organized. I’m not what some people would call “anal retentive.” And I’m definitely not the kind of person who makes air quotes when she says “anal retentive.” That said, I’ve made two lists in my life that give a little insight into who I am. Not much, but a little.

One list is the “People I Hate” list. The other is the “People Who Are Not Invited to My Funeral” list. I used to update and revise the “People I Hate” list regularly, but truth be told, it hasn’t been updated in years. It’s been so long I don’t even know where it is or who was on it. Except for G. E. Smith. I know he was definitely on it. So I can safely say it hasn’t been updated since G. E. Smith was part of the Saturday Night Live band. I don’t know him personally, in case you were wondering. I just always hated the way he mugged at the camera like a skeleton in heat.

The whole funeral thing isn’t as morbid as it sounds. I don’t have a disease or a death wish. In fact, I plan on living a very long life. It’s just that in the event some freak accident happens, I want to be prepared. And I want to make sure certain people don’t show up and pretend they were my friends and act all sad and so forth. I have to assume I’ll have a bird’s-eye view of the whole thing, and watching people I dislike feigning sadness at their loss would just bug the hell out of me. I want to be able to enjoy my own funeral. I think I deserve at least that.

Life doesn’t always work out the way you think it will—sometimes you walk into the restaurant thinking salad, and end up with nachos and a greasy Reuben. I went to Emerson College. I double-majored in economics and political science. After graduating with a BS degree, I got a job with one of the top PR firms in New York, which specializes in entertainment.

What public relations and economics/poli-sci have to do with one another is absolutely nothing, but during my last semester I got rejected for an internship at the governor’s office, and ended up interning at the PR firm. They loved me there and offered me a job at graduation. A job I gladly took. Within three years I was dealing with all their major clients. Within four years I was making six figures and living in a kick-ass apartment with rooftop access.

And as I prepped myself for a major book signing with one of our clients—Tommy Lee of Mötley Crüe—I had every reason to believe I was one more “attagirl” away from being made a partner.

So there I was. Twenty-five years old. Soon-to-be-married almost PR mogul.


Brady

As it turns out, Marc and I both flew out for the South by Southwest Music Conference. This is the one place where everybody who’s nobody in the business goes to realize just how small we really are next to the true luminaries and visionaries, who seem to be stacked like cordwood about the place. And this is an indie conference. It’s not like the Rolling Stones are there performing. Still, it’s the people who rule my world and I always come away feeling like a peasant, wishing I had more than my slop bucket to peddle.

“Leaving a day early, huh?” he asks.

“Yeah.”

“First time at South by Southwest?”

“I’ve been every year since they started,” I admit.

“Cool, man. See anything good?” This is the exact conversation that I do not want to be having with a total stranger. Especially a stranger that looks almost identical to me. Thirty-something, hair slightly thinning although neither of us has admitted it yet, and dressed like a teenager. Band T-shirt, ugly-yet-cool button-up shirt over it, Diesel jeans, and sneakers.

“Couple good shows,” I say. “Mostly letdowns.”

“I hear ya.” I desperately want to get out of this conversation by putting on my headset and becoming one with my trusty iPod. “MyPod,” as I call it. I don’t want to talk to Marc about bad-joke bands with one great song, who all suck live but get good press from assholes who don’t know shit about music but think they’re supposed to like it. No, that is not what I want to talk about. I don’t want to talk at all, in fact.

So here we do the classic dance of not wanting to be murdered in your sleep by an irate seatmate but not wanting to be too friendly so you can’t zone out and ignore them for most of the trip. “Wasn’t Cat Power amazing?” he asks. Here it goes. “I saw Liz Phair at the Cat Power show. She was standing in front of me in the tightest jeans you’ve ever seen. All of a sudden she feels herself up. I swear to God, dude. It was unreal. Like I’d willed her hand to grab her own ass. It was truly a beautiful thing.”

I just don’t feel much like dancing. I pull out my iPod, pop the headphones on my ears, take a quick glance back at the hot chick, and settle in for the ride. And then . . . Marc pulls out his iPod.

Right then I take a good look around the plane and start to freak out. Everyone else on the plane looks just like me. Except the hot chick. The closest thing to compare it to would be a complete and utter Malkovich moment. The entire plane is filled with twenty-eight- to thirty-something guys who undoubtedly fancy themselves the lead characters in a Nick Hornby novel.

They all look the same, dress the same, talk the same. They all have their iPods on and Q Magazine in their hands. And worse—I know most of them or know who they are or know someone who knows them. They probably all think they have a chance with the hot chick, too.

Suddenly I get this vision of the entire plane full of geeks re-enacting the scene from  Say Anything, except instead of boom boxes they’re holding iPods over their heads à la John Cusack, blaring “In Your Eyes” in an earnest attempt to win her heart.

This actually makes me laugh out loud until I look into my bag and cringe when I realize that I too have a copy of Q Magazine and the latest Nick Hornby book. Fuck me, I think. If I could shred and burn them with my mind, I would.

I decide to do the crossword puzzle instead. That will surely make me feel superior. Who am I kidding? I’m just another overgrown indie-rock kid, fighting the good fight against the corporate behemoths of radio. At what point should college radio no longer matter? Is there a cutoff? How many years, post-college, do I get to cultivate the whole music snob thing? I don’t want to be thinking about this shit. This is all Marc’s fault. And worse, now I have to pee.


Heaven

I worked at Schiffman Morton PR. Affectionately known as S&M PR, it’s one of the top public relations firms in New York. Greg Schiffman and Lisa Morton started the firm two years before I came on board and have an amazing array of A-list clients. You could look at them in one of two ways: as scrappy, brilliant, driven entrepreneurs who cut their own path in a tough business, or as conniving, backstabbing frauds whose ticket to success was Lisa’s dad’s position as senior VP of corporate affairs at Chase. As far as I was concerned, the jury was still out.

Greg put me in charge of the Tommyland book signing because he knew I had a borderline obsessive affinity for music. And because he had walked in on some interns the day they watched the Pam and Tommy sex tape in the office, and Greg didn’t want to be in the same room as a man he’d seen honk a boat horn with his penis. I, however, was excited about the prospect.

I got to Astor Place and Lafayette and was struck by the proximity of two different Starbucks. I wondered if I stood at the exact midpoint between the two, would I be sucked into a coffee vortex and emerge a superhero . . . Caffeine Queen—able to wage at least six different arguments simultaneously, stay awake for weeks at a time, and strike down foes with the sheer force of my pee.

I could tell the book was going to be a grand slam when I could barely squeeze past the groupies and fans lined up around the block. Girls in Mötley Crüe baby-doll T-shirts that barely covered their breasts, and guys with almost forgivable mullets. Almost.

I walked into the Barnes & Noble and saw the table set up. But there was a pink tablecloth. Pink streamers. Stacks of books, sheathed in pink. Pink ribbons everywhere. What was up with the pink? Tommy Lee dated the singer Pink, but working that angle seemed like a stretch.

As I stepped closer, I noticed that the pink ribbons were actually the single-fold Breast Cancer Awareness ribbons, and with each step I took toward the table I found it harder to swallow and got that panicked feeling in my gut—the same feeling I got when I was caught stealing bubble-gum-flavor Bonne Bell lip balm from Rite Aid when I was eleven years old.

The big pink 45-by-30-inch sign read: Farewell My Breasts. Unless Tommy was giving up on women with fake double-Ds, there had been a huge mistake.

After running around frantically for what seemed like an hour (but was really only three minutes), I found the woman I dealt with on the phone, Jeannie Sayer. She stood in black high-waisted trousers, which left only about two inches for her blouse. Her hair was salt-and-pepper, and her whole face came to a point, like a bird beak.

“Hi, Jeannie, I’m Heaven,” I said in a saccharine-sweet voice to hide my panic. “We spoke about the Tommyland signing?”

“Right,” she chirped. “We’re looking forward to it! He seems like a real pip!” she said with a knowing glance. “Did you want to take a look around before the big day next month?”

The words “next month” were like an air horn going off in my ear. They echoed about seven times before I was able to recover. “No,” I said, sucking the breath in through my gritted teeth. “The big day is today. In one hour, in fact.”

Jeannie pulled out her Palm Pilot and then squiggled up her face when she realized they’d made a mistake.

“Fuck,” I said. Jeannie winced more at my cussing than at the mistake, it seemed.

“Someone must have made a mistake. I guess . . . oh gosh . . . I must have made a mistake. Farewell My Breasts is next month,” she said, meekly adding, “One woman’s struggle with breast cancer.”

I took a few deep breaths as I looked at the display. “I understand scheduling snafus. I do,” I said. “And there may come a time in Tommy Lee’s life when he struggles with breast cancer and writes a memoir about his brave journey. And when that book comes out, I’ll be happy to set up a book signing here. But the book Mr. Lee has just written is about sex and drugs and the underbelly of rock and roll. And the hearty yet satisfying soup that you get when you blend the three together. There are two hundred people lined up outside to get that book signed. So if you could get the copies we ordered on or around this table in oh . . . say . . . the next twenty minutes . . .” But her darting eyes told me there was a huge problem.

“There’s a small problem,” she said. “When we order large quantities for book signings we have them delivered in time for the event. It’s a matter of storage.” She looked out the window at the gathering leather horde. “I wondered why the breast cancer crowd looked so . . . scruffy.”

I wanted to scream. But I couldn’t—because at that moment I needed heavy metal paraphernalia and two hundred Tommyland books.

“Here it is . . .” she said. “This is what confused me. Greg Schiffman sent me an e-mail that mentioned the reading, dating it next month. See?” She showed me a printout of Greg’s e-mail, and my eyes grew wide as I saw it in black and white. The wrong month. So Greg screwed up and she screwed up. But none of that mattered right then.

“Where’s the PA? Do you have a PA system?” I asked. She pointed to the front of the store. And the next thing I knew, I was standing on top of the front counter with the mic in my hand. “Attention, all personnel: Report immediately to the Farewell My Breasts display.”

I marched over to the display in full drill-sergeant mode and saw the various employees gathered before me. About fifteen of them. All looking bored and annoyed.

“Hi, everybody. I’m Heaven Albright,” I said in as sweet a tone as I could muster.

“Hi, Heaven,” one or two of them said distractedly, like an unenthusiastic reply at an AA meeting.

“There has been a really big misunderstanding and I need you guys to take these books and put them somewhere safe.” Now I seemed to have earned at least a glare from the majority of the group. “These are for next month. Today you’ve got Tommy Lee coming. I need all of these pink ribbons gone and . . . is there anything else we can put up?”

“We have some black garland left over from Halloween,” offered a malnourished goth girl with a safety pin poking lewdly out of her eyebrow.

“Perfect. I’ll be back in twenty minutes. When I get back I want this place to look like a headbangers’ ball.”

I bolted out the door and called Greg from the cab. I told him to send the fifty copies we had at the office over with an intern. I stopped at Borders and bought up all seventeen copies they had, then went to Tower Records and bought up all of their copies. I had Karen, my assistant, doing the same. By the time Tommy Lee sat his leather-clad self down . . . there were two hundred copies of Tommyland beside him, Mötley Crüe posters behind him, and an extra hot Starbucks latte in my hand, which his assistant requested ahead of time.

“This is for you,” I said, handing him the Starbucks cup. His tattooed hand took the cup from my inkless hand, and he smiled at me. I watched as he took his first sip.

“Extra hot,” he said with a nod of approval. And even though I knew he was talking about the coffee, I couldn’t help but hope that he was referring to me.

I got back to the office, and as soon as I walked in, Lisa and Greg stopped talking. If I were the paranoid type, I’d have thought the hasty hush meant they were talking about me . . . but I’m not. So, as soon as Lisa walked out of Greg’s office, I took it as my cue to go in and collect my praise. Greg saw me walking toward him and got this weird expression on his face. He barely looked at me. He awkwardly turned in to his desk, banged his knee, and tried to cover it up. Finally he looked at me.

“Anything you’d like to tell me about today?” he asked.

“Ugh!” I said. “It was a total cluster-fuck. They had the months confused and set it up for another book. But it turned out great, and they sold every copy.”

“I didn’t hear it was great. Tommy’s assistant was there a half hour before and said the whole place was in a panic.”

“It was nuts. They had only seven copies in the store and zero decorations, but I got the books in time—”

“I sent you the fifty copies,” he barked.

“Fifty wasn’t enough. I had to run out and buy another hundred and fifty.”

“One hundred fifty hardcover books at full retail? And how’d you pay for them?”

“I charged them.” What the hell? I had just saved the day! Why was he giving me attitude?

“On your corporate card?”

“Yes,” I said. “Greg, what’s the problem? We were twenty minutes away from a complete train wreck, and I got us out of it in record time. I still haven’t caught my breath.”

“Well, if you’d set it up properly, that wouldn’t have happened.”

“I did!” I defended. “This wasn’t my mistake. The manager didn’t even know what day it was.”

“Heaven, we can’t have this type of thing going on. Not at your level.”

“What thing? Me saving your ass? You sent—”

“My ass wasn’t saved. My ass was pretty much chewed off by Tommy’s assistant. I’ll be surprised if he ever works with us again.” Greg looked out the window and clenched his teeth. Then he looked at me again. “I’m afraid there’s no longer a role for you at Schiffman Morton.”

I was stunned. “Is this a joke?”

“No,” he said.

My heart was pounding. This couldn’t be real. I looked at him, waiting for the punch line. Nothing. He couldn’t even look me in the eye. He was serious.

“Fine. I’ve worked my ass off for you every single day—including today . . . but fine—it’s your name on the door, Greg.” I started to walk out, but stopped short at the door. “What kind of severance package are you giving me?” I turned and asked.

“Severance packages are for people who are laid off. You are being fired for cause.”

“What cause?”

“Gross misconduct.”

“Misconduct of what?”

“Abuse of corporate funds. However, due to your previous good service, I’m not going to press charges.”

“Press charges?” Was he insane?

“For the books you charged. I’ll let it slide.”

“How generous of you,” I seethed. “Jesus, Greg!” and I started to storm out. “Press charges. What an ass,” I said just loud enough for him to hear.

“Heaven?” he called out.

“What?” I said as I turned back.

“I hope there are no hard feelings.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said.

“I’m not,” he said. I started on my way again, but he cleared his throat. “And I’ll need you to surrender your corporate card. Now.”


Brady

Sitting on a plane doesn’t leave too many options for activity, so I start thinking about things that I’d blocked out for the week of the conference. Like the fact that Sarah’s moving out. Well, that’s not true. I’m moving out of the apartment, but Sarah is moving out of my life. Sarah didn’t want to break up and refused to move out, so I’m the one who’s going. It’s like that Seinfeld where George was trying to break up with the girl and she just wouldn’t let him. Only my efforts didn’t end in half an hour, there was no laugh track, and I’m now being forced to give up the rent-controlled pad I’ve been in for seven years and move into a new apartment. The place that was mine before she got there, and was supposed to be mine long after she left. As they always do. Which is a real fucking drag. Losing the rent control . . . not Sarah.

You might ask how I can possibly give up rent control and to that I say: You haven’t met Sarah.

Marc points out what he’s listening to on his iPod. Ted Leo and the Pharmacists. This snaps me out of my brief escape from this plane ride from hell. I do not want to be this guy. I am nothing like this guy. But that Ted Leo album is fucking brilliant. Fuck.

Actions need to be taken. Number one on my list—new headphones. I’ll get a big pair of black Sony Noise Canceling Headphones. That way, nobody will know it’s an iPod I’m listening to. That white cord is a dead giveaway. Well, not anymore. I’m going to fix that fast. I am not going to be one of the pod people, or iPod people, as it were. At least as far as they know. Number two . . . 

I just need to rethink everything. Like, why had I even bothered to go to SXSW in the first place? Did I go to discover Cat Power? To discover Liz Phair’s ass? Actually, that I wouldn’t have minded. But the rest? It’s all bullshit. I went because everyone else was going. I went to see who had the best parties. I went to hang out with the same people I hung out with every other night in New York, but it would be different because we’d be in Austin, Texas. That changed everything.

Post 9/11, it’s pretty common for me to size up the plane I’m on, just in case any terrorists might be onboard and wanting to start some shit. Usually I look around and pick out my wingman and a few backups. I can tell who would be able to throw down if need be. This plane is a lost cause, though. I am totally on my own. What are these indie-rock geeks going to do if the shit hits the fan? Strike up a conversation with one of them about Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan and then bore him to death? Fuck it. If it goes down, I guess I’ll be the one. More important . . . if the plane goes down, who’s gonna review the new Super Furry Animals CD?

“I saw Joe Levy when I was boarding,” Marc says. So? “I asked him for an autograph.” Is Joe Levy a fucking celebrity now? The scary thing is, he is. This Horshack-looking motherfucker has been on every single VH1 Behind the Music in the last five years. Just because he works at Rolling Stone, we get to watch him opine about Vince Neil killing Razzle and the gut-wrenching reuniting of Leif Garrett and the crippled guy. Or did the baby drown at Vince’s house? No, Vince lost his baby to an illness, and somebody else’s baby drowned at Tommy Lee’s house. But Joe Levy has an opinion on each of these matters for sure. I make a mental note to keep my kids away from any and all members of Mötley Crüe. If I have kids.

The flight attendant walks over to me and leans in with a plastered-on smile.

“Did you need something, sir?”

“No.” Did I mention I also hate being called sir? Can’t she see my Mudhoney T-shirt? I am so not a “sir.”

“Your call button is pressed.”

“Sorry. Must have been an accident,” I say apologetically. She turns it off. She hates me. As she walks away Marc puts up his hand to high-five. “What?”

“Bad skin, but I’d do her.”

“I’m sure she’d appreciate you overlooking her acne.”

My iPod goes back on. And remains on. I glance back at the hot chick. She knows she has it going on. Why am I even feeding her ego? Because she’s there. And I’m a guy. Period.

I’m sure Marc isn’t a bad guy. He’s probably a lot like most of the guys I hang out with. He is most of the guys I hang out with. But for some reason, for the rest of my flight I hate Marc with all of my being. Any other day I’d have made nice, nodded yes, and drunk way too much Grey Goose with the schmuck. But not today. I am not only being confronted with the fact that I am absolutely not unique in any way whatsoever, I am disgusted by my entire existence. Who cares what shows I’ve been to? What electronic gadgets I have? How big my record collection is? If I’ve read the book before anyone else? As I think all of these things, I turn the page of my in-flight magazine and see an ad for a new gadget. A Game Boy Advance SP. And all I can think is, God damn, I want that fucking thing. So much for enlightenment.

Sitting in the cab on my way home from the airport, I feel a kink in my pocket. I reach my hand in and realize it’s a few crumpled-up business cards. Some of the contacts I made at the convention. A life shrunk down to a 2-by-31/2-inch rectangle of cardstock. I picked up several of these over the past few days, all of which will make their way to the stack of cards I already have on my desk at home. A sad, disheveled little pile of lives whose paths I will never cross again, because I will probably never take the initiative to enter the contact info into my PDA. I know this drill. I’ve got the stacks of cards to prove it. In nearly every case, the person’s contact information outlives the relationship.

I don’t know if I don’t like throwing them away because this represents an actual person, or if it’s because I just hold on to things longer than I should in general. But the end result is me on some Sunday, or at the beginning of a new year, going through them wondering, Who was X? Who was Y? What is Alberon Sound Concepts? Did I do business with Foam-All Carpet Cleaning at one time in my life? And what made me think the need for carpet cleaning would be so urgent at some point that I’d need their contact information by my side every waking moment?

The long-ago, faraway dream of the PDA was for it to be the one family room of my life, or maybe the kitchen—the one place where everyone came together—where we could find anyone with a few keywords or fragments of names. It inherited the mantle of touchstone from a little address book with Alice in Chains and Def Leppard stickers on the cover, which was literally disintegrating before my eyes. The contact information there was like a dwindling population of survivors on a raft, moving closer to the edge, a few disappearing each night or with each big wave—the last few finally leaping to safety into my first . . . Rolodex. Where half now sit, neglected, starving for attention. Totally isolated from their brethren on the PDA.

In truth, the move to the PDA served only to highlight the many dead ends I’ve come up against in my life. I spent the better part of two weeks after I got it, hour upon hour, pondering who should make the cut. I scanned the names of ex-girlfriends, ex-coworkers, and even ex-family. Well, maybe not ex, but gone. Like Uncle Stu. Insurance adjuster, husband, father, part-time genius.

Stu Gilbert was my favorite uncle. He was sort of a loner, so I didn’t get to spend that much time with him—but whenever I did, it became an event. Once when I was a kid, we went out for a family dinner at the Wo Hop Chinese restaurant down in Chinatown. I couldn’t quite master the chopsticks and was getting frustrated. Uncle Stu took the chopsticks out of their paper housing, folded the paper into a thick square, placed it between the two chopsticks, and wrapped a rubber band around that spot. The result was an easy-to-use all-in-one pair of chopsticks that didn’t require balance or hand coordination—and hero worship.

Another time, when I was at Uncle Stu’s house, he took me into his basement bathroom. I can see it now, with the gold-flocking wallpaper—and smell it now, redolent of the urine from a thousand near misses.

“Go ahead. Change the toilet paper roll,” he said.

“But it’s not empty,” I said.

“I know,” he said like a wizened Samurai master.

I removed it carefully, slid a new roll of paper on the holder, then compressed the ends of the holder between my thumb and index finger and prepared for the pinch. You know the pinch. Virtually impossible to avoid when you replace a roll of toilet paper, no matter how quick and catlike your release.

“Ha!” he said, seeming to relish my pain. “Now try with this.” And he produced a holder of similar size but perforated with holes, stained with streaks of glue, and stuck through with a bent coat hanger as if it were a shish kebab.

I looked at it, then at him, wondering how or whether it worked. He took it from me, squeezed part of the coat hanger, deftly slipped on a new roll, and popped the whole contraption into the brackets with ease. I didn’t get it. But this would turn out to be the Cushion Spring Pinch-Proof toilet-paper roll holder.

He was well on his way to earning his patent and approached a large manufacturer of toilet-paper roll holders about mass-marketing his innovation. Apparently the idea was a little too revolutionary. And rather than watching it undercut sales from their phenomenally successful finger-pinching models, they preferred to simply buy him out and keep his brainchild from ever seeing the light of day. No matter. He got a chunk of change and moved on to his next inspiration.

And such was the bond between us that five weeks after he died I received a check for thirty thousand dollars and a handwritten note: “Seed money for that scatterbrained music thing you’ve been talking about. Love, Uncle Stu.”

So removing Stu from my PDA was unthinkable. Though by all counts, there’s not much chance of reaching him at any of the numbers I have for him.

But many lesser personalities remain with much less justification. It’s not really even that hard to delete people, but I just can’t bring myself to do it. Who knows when one of these people might prove pivotal? Who knows when some neighbor’s dog will barf up a shoe and I’ll have a desperate need to reach out to Foam-All? So now I stare at the SXSW contacts, debating their entry into my Contact Hall of Fame. Some aggravate me. They only suggest to my paranoia that everyone else at the conference is racing along the road to success while I’m stuck in the starting blocks, having forgotten my running shoes. I’m half tempted to chuck the entire lot. I guess what the exercise has taught me is that people come and go. Maybe that’s all right. 

So I begin to look through these cards. And already I’ve forgotten who at least a third of them were. Someone once said, People come into your life for a reason, a season, or a lifetime. They forgot one other option: Some people come only to give us their contact information, let us know that we really need to get together sometime, and why don’t we give them a call?


Heaven

I spent my first week after being fired getting reacquainted with the soap operas that I watched in college. The second week I vowed to go to the gym every day, but tapered off after day one. The third week I did a budget for myself and realized that I’d already been living above my means and that I needed a new job. Like, yesterday.

So now I’m a waitress. I work at Temple, which is a French-Vietnamese fusion restaurant, and it’s extremely hip. I’m not even sure why they hired me, because I had zero waitressing experience, but I’ve been here for two months and I’m getting the hang of it. Mostly. The money’s decent, but my bosses are assholes, and the clients aren’t much better. I’ve served Demi and Ashton, Mayor Bloomberg, and Monica Lewinsky. I should probably clarify that the latter two were not at the same table. I should also clarify that the names I’ve singled out are not the assholes I spoke of. In fact, all four were quite polite and good tippers. But on average, people seem to think you are their servant. Granted, you are. But they also must think it’s okay to treat their servants like shit. The jerks I serve pale in comparison to the jerks I work for. I work for a white guy named Bruce who thinks he’s Asian, and a French guy named Jean Paul who thinks he’s Steve McQueen.

Bruce will use any opportunity to yell at us, and he’ll always make sure it’s in front of customers and the rest of the staff. Jean Paul . . . for the most part, he just smokes cigarettes and sits on his Triumph 650cc, which is prominently parked outside our restaurant at all times. It’s never good to interrupt his “cigaritual,” as I like to call it. Jean Paul takes out a cigarette, packs it on his hand, then places it behind his left ear, walks outside, and cases his motorcycle as if he’s never seen it before. Then he sort of leans on it as he pulls the cigarette out from behind his ear and lights up. He always closes his eyes for his first inhale and always exhales through his nose.
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“A truly exceptional book—funny, twisted,
clever, mean, and always brilliant.”
—Anna Maxted, author of Getting Over It





