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			To Cooper…

			Sorry about this.





 

			 

			 

			 

			Mark Twain once said,

			“If you always tell the truth, 
you don’t have to remember anything.”

			Where is Mark Twain today? Dead. 

			Perhaps honesty isn’t the best policy.





Disclaimer

			Satire is a genre of the visual, literary, and performing arts, usually in the form of fiction and less frequently non-fiction, in which vices, follies, abuses, and shortcomings are held up to ridicule, with the intent of shaming individuals, corporations, government, or society itself into improvement.

			 

			In 2020, right before the COVID pandemic began, I was having lunch with my friend Sandy, a book editor, at a quaint beachfront restaurant in Santa Monica. We were chatting about this and that, when somehow the subject of lying came up. (Maybe because C-SPAN’s live coverage of Lindsey Graham speaking was on the TV behind the bar?) Have I mentioned that my mother and Lindsey had a few things in common? The only ones I’m legally allowed to mention are lying and an expansive shoe closet. I began regaling Sandy with some of the gazillion lies my mom told me through the years.

			All of a sudden, in the middle of a story, Sandy put her hand up and yelled, “Stop!”

			I said, “What? Did I cross some #metoo line I wasn’t aware of? Do I have spinach in my teeth? Am I bleeding from the ears because I’m having a brain hemorrhage?”

			“No, no, no,” said Sandy. “This is more than lunchtime talk; this is a book!”

			I said, “Oh, thank God; I’d hate to have spinach in my teeth. You really think this is a book?”

			She said, “Absolutely!”

			I said, “Would you edit it?”

			She said, “Absolutely not! You know I’m fearful of the legal system, that’s why I only edit true crime books; most of the people are dead or in jail. Both of which make it difficult for them to be litigious. But I’ll send you the number of the perfect, possibly drug-addled editor. Be aware, she responds best to texts.”

			She did. And so the writing began.

			Not only was writing this book lots of fun, but it was also surprisingly easy. “How’s that, Melissa?” you ask. “Is it because you have a photographic memory like Harry Lorayne, the world’s foremost memory expert?”* Thank you for asking, and no, I do not have a photographic memory, but I do have a good memory. I also have my mother’s journals, letters, and the hate mail she never sent. Due to the quarantine, stay-at-home order (which, quite frankly, had nothing to do with the quarantine—idle hands are the devil’s workshop), and lack of anywhere to go, I had the luxury of sitting in my home office (aka my bed), day drinking and writing this tome. So, every story, tale, lie, and conversation in this book is exactly how I remember it.

			 

			*	Harry Lorayne is an author, magician, and memory expert. He’s written lots and lots of books on memory and memory training. I say “lots and lots” because I don’t remember exactly how many books he’s written.

			 

			This book is satire, so don’t waste your lawyer’s time having them send threatening letters, filing lawsuits, or requesting injunctions; they have more important things to do, like nullifying prenups, contesting wills, and applying for TROs.





[image: ]





Introduction

			In today’s world of fake news, alternative facts, truthiness, and “truth-adjacent,” lying is all the rage. It’s the twerking of 2021. We all know that politicians, publicists, criminals, and children lie. A lot. But no one, no one lies with the passion, creativity, and chutzpah of mothers. I should know—I’m a mother. And I had a mother, Joan Rivers, who was almost as good at lying as she was at comedy. She turned lying into an art form; she was the Picasso of prevarication.

			Joan: “Melissa, you’ll be fine during natural childbirth. You don’t need drugs. It will be the most wonderful moment of your life. I should know; I had natural childbirth with you.”

			Truth: She took forty Valium, sixty Seconal, had a morphine drip, and downed a fifth of vodka in the car on her way to the hospital. She didn’t wake up until I was seven.

			That lie she told me changed my life forever. I had natural childbirth. My son is twenty now, and I still resent him for putting me through that pain. A couple of milligrams of Xanax when he was crowning, and we would have a much better relationship today. Just sayin’.

			 

			[image: ]

			The little house where I grew up, in a tiny village called Bel Air—or, as I like to think of it, the scene of the crime. Four beds, four baths, and twenty-six panic rooms.





Careless Whispers

			“Melissa, I was thinking about our conversation the other night, you know, the one about you breaking up with your boyfriend because of sexual dysfunction. Anyway, Margie thinks that…”

			“What do you mean ‘Margie thinks’? You weren’t supposed to tell anyone!”

			“I didn’t.”

			“You told Margie!”

			“Of course, I told Margie. She’s my best friend.”

			“Mom, I asked you not to tell anyone!”

			“I didn’t.”

			“Then how does Margie know?”

			“No clue.”

			“Did it come up in conversation?”

			“Maybe.”

			“Did you say anything?”

			“Not a word.”

			“So, let me get this straight; Margie, out of left field, apropos of nothing, casually said, ‘So, Joan, do we know of anyone who dumped her boyfriend because he couldn’t get it up?’”

			“Yes. But I didn’t tell her.”

			“Mom, I specifically told you not to tell anyone.”

			“I didn’t.”

			“You told Margie!”

			“Well, of course I told Margie. She’s my best friend. She would have found out anyway.”

			“How? How would she have figured it out anyway?”

			“Because of you. You know you can’t keep a secret, Melissa. You unfortunately have one of those faces that tells the truth.”

			“I can’t keep a secret? Why in God’s name did you think it was okay to tell Margie?”

			“Oh, I see, we’re back to Margie.”

			“Yes, we’re back to Margie. Because I told you something personal and told you not to tell anyone, and you told Margie.”

			“Melissa, stop carrying on. You knew I would tell Margie. I ONLY DID IT FOR YOU. You told me because you knew I would tell her and you wanted her to know.”

			“Why would I want Margie to know about my boyfriend’s sexual dysfunction?”

			“How would I know? I’m not a shrink.”

			“Did Margie tell anyone?!”

			“Melissa! Of course not! Margie knows how to keep a secret.”

			“Good, then next time I have to secretly confide something very personal and very important to me, I’ll go to Margie.”

			“Fine. Be that way.”

			“I will!”

			“Go right ahead. Talk to Margie. She’ll tell me anyway.”





Uncle Robert

			I come from a large Jewish family—or should I say, I was “born into” a large Jewish family. There’s a big difference. Let me explain. “Coming from” a large Jewish family means many children and I would have lots of siblings. I’m an only child. Therefore, I was “born into” a large Jewish family. That means lots of aunts, uncles, cousins, and in-laws (some of whom we like and some of whom are “Can you believe she married that idiot? For what, he doesn’t even have money?”).

			Most modern Jewish families1 have two children. TWO. Not three, not four, TWO. If you see a Jewish woman with more than two children, you can bet that at least one of the extra children comes from a first marriage.

			It wasn’t always like this. A hundred years ago, Jews, like everyone else, had lots of children. In middle school, we learned about the great migration of the Irish and the Jews, who came to this country at the turn of the twentieth century in search of better lives. This should not be confused with the great Asian migration of the 1970s, when the Japanese and Chinese came to this country in search of colleges with good math departments. (Education is the key to success, my friends, so no need to wonder why China is now leading the world in everything…they value education! Their kids are in school studying and learning while we have Goober in a truck, huntin’ and drinkin’.)

			One fact that stayed with me after I graduated eighth grade was that all of those turn-of-the-century immigrants had lots and lots of children. It was not uncommon for a woman to have ten or eleven children. In those days, if a woman only had six or seven children, neighbors would titter behind her back that she was “prudish” or “barren.” It was also not uncommon for a woman to rent out her uterus as a storage space for seasonal furniture.

			My great-great-aunt Gertie, who was born in Romania in 1889 and came to America when she was five, had ten children, three miscarriages, and an abortion. My grandmother would always ask, “Gertie, you were pregnant for twenty years; didn’t you and Uncle Max ever go to a movie?”

			At one point, I asked my mother why women had so many children in those days.

			She said, “Fluoride, Melissa, fluoride.”

			“Fluoride? Mom, what the fuck are you talking about?”

			“In 1900, the drinking water didn’t have fluoride, so many of the women had rotten teeth, all cracked and chipped and broken. Which meant they couldn’t give blow jobs, which meant they had to shtup a lot. And shtupping leads to babies. And having babies depletes a woman’s calcium supply, which makes teeth even worse, which then leads to more shtupping. The worse the woman’s teeth, the more children she had.”

			“Are you out of your…”

			Interrupting, as usual, she continued, “…Missy, remember the Old Woman Who Lived in the Shoe?”

			“Yeah…?”

			“If her teeth had been any worse, she would have had to move into a thigh-high boot with all of those whiny little brats. Mona Lisa? Remember her? Why do you think she wasn’t smiling? ’Cause she was grumpy? ’Cause she was a sourpuss? No! It was because she couldn’t smile. You see, Mona only had two molars, a jagged incisor and a rogue wisdom tooth. Looked like a Halloween jack-o-lantern. That’s why Mona Lisa didn’t have any children. If her teeth were better, she would’ve had a gaggle of kids. Right? Wrong. Because Mona also had periodontal problems which gave her such bad breath that no man could get within fifteen feet of her. Leo DaVinci was way, way across the room when he painted her. In fact, he had to have his assistant, Jerry, take a couple of Polaroids of Mona and tape it to his easel so he could do the fine detail work without getting into sniffing distance of her. ”

			“Really? Is that true?”

			“Melissa, would I lie to you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Another reason women had so many children in those days was that the children had to work to help support the family, but due to disease and famine a lot of children died, so the parents had to have understudies to step in and pick up the slack.”

			“Understudies? Like in All About Eve? You’re equating dead children to a Bette Davis movie?”

			“Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Melissa! It’s more like Pride of the Yankees, the movie about Lou Gehrig, starring Gary Cooper. I’ll tell you the story.”

			“Mom, I’m a sports fan. I know the Lou Gehrig story.”

			“Yes, but you don’t know the real story. Besides, I tell it better.”

			Knowing I was in for the long haul, I lay down on the couch and covered my head with a pillow, hoping it would just pass.

			“In the early 1920s, the New York Yankees had a first baseman named Wally Pipp. Wally was good, not great, but fine. Like an opening act in Vegas, he did the job. He was the Freddie Roman of baseball. One afternoon, Wally wasn’t feeling so well, so he goes to the manager and tells him he can’t play because he has a headache. So the manager puts in his understudy, Lou Gehrig. And you know what?”

			Like an idiot, I asked, “What?”

			“Wally Pipp never played again. Starting that day, Lou Gehrig played 2,130 straight games. Fourteen years the man didn’t take a day off! Amazing; I thought Betty Buckley was a workhorse, putting on that heavy Cats costume and singing and meowing on Broadway eight shows a week, but that Lou was something else. At first, I figured it was because of his Teutonic bloodlines, but then he got sick and died at thirty-nine, so there. Did you know that Lou Gehrig was anti-Semitic? That’s why he hated Babe Ruth.”

			From under my pillow, I yelled, “Mom! There is no evidence anywhere of Lou Gehrig being anti-Semitic! And what in God’s name would that have to do with him hating Babe Ruth? FYI, Babe Ruth wasn’t Jewish.”

			“I know that Melissa, but Lou didn’t; he was dumb as a bag of hammers. He thought Babe Ruth was named after Ruth, from the Bible. Ruth was a shiksa but married an Israelite, which makes her Jewish-by-injection. Hence, the alleged anti-Semitism.

			“You know, the best thing about Lou Gehrig was that he died of his own disease. How fabulous is that? Lou Gehrig died of Lou Gehrig’s disease! Do you think they’ll ever name an illness after me?”

			“They already have, Mom: Crohn’s Disease.”

			“Uh! That is so hurtful, Melissa. And to think, I breastfed you.”

			“No, you didn’t.”

			“Well, I thought about doing it once when the nanny was giving you formula, but I was wearing a new Chanel blouse. Anyway, just like a cheap massage parlor, the Lou Gehrig story has a happy ending.”

			“How?”

			“Well, it wasn’t happy for Lou, but it was happy for Wally Pipp. After losing his first base job to Gehrig, Wally quit baseball altogether and reinvented himself. He became one of Gladys Knight’s backup singers, even though he was white.”

			“Mother, that is not true.”

			“It most certainly is, Melissa. Wally was a Pip. If you don’t believe me, ask Gary Cooper.”

			“You knew Gary Cooper?”

			“We had an affair. We were lovers. Go ask him.”

			“I can’t; he’s dead.”

			“Then ask Gladys Knight. She’s not; she’ll tell you. Go ask her.”

			With that, my mother walked out of the room. I remained.

			Which somehow leads me to Uncle Robert.

			I don’t know exactly how I’m related to Uncle Robert; I just know he’s somebody’s son or somebody’s brother on somebody’s side of the family. I also have no idea where he is these days, but I’ll get to that in a minute. In my family (as is the case in many families, I suppose) there were a lot of “aunts and uncles” who weren’t really aunts and uncles, but just close friends or business associates of my parents. I had lots of aunts and uncles I was in no way related to. There were Aunt Eleanor and Uncle Murray, Aunt Elsie and Uncle Bill, Aunt Jean and Uncle Al. These were my parents’ “card friends,” people they played cards with at the country club on Wednesdays and Sundays, but who I called Aunt and Uncle for as long as I can remember. When I was in high school, I finally came to the realization that these people—all of whom I loved—were not actually my blood relatives. We were studying genetics in my biology class when I realized that there was no way my Aunt Jean was a blood relative of mine. For starters, she was Jamaican and could play a mean steel drum. I was doing a homework assignment on recessive genes when the light bulb went off. I stormed into my parents’ bedroom and said, “So…Aunt Jean. Not really my aunt, is she?”

			My mother looked up from the Lillian Vernon catalogue she was reading and said “Well, of course not, Melissa. What are you, stupid?

			“Of course, she’s not a blood relative. And neither are Al or Eleanor or Murray or Elsie or Bill. When you were born, they all loved you so much, we considered them to be your extended family and knew that, God forbid anything ever happened to us, they would all take care of you.”

			“Mom, wow. I’m shocked; that is so sweet. I love them too. They truly are part of our real family.”

			“Oh please, Melissa; if they were real family, they’d be in the will…and they’re not. I love them, they mean the world to me and your father; but they’re not getting a fucking dime when I go toes up.”

			So, back to Uncle Robert. Robert was one of my favorite uncles, and not just because he actually was an uncle, but because he was the “cool uncle.” He was the uncle who got you high, told dirty jokes, and taught you how to flush your drugs without clogging the toilet. He was my gay uncle. Except nobody would acknowledge it. No one ever said the word, “gay,” which was so weird, especially given that 83 percent of my mother’s audiences, acquaintances, and friends were gay.

			I figured out Uncle Robert was gay when I was seven or eight. He was babysitting one night, and I decided I wanted to play with my Barbie doll. So I went into my room, put her hair in a chignon, and dressed her in a beautiful, gold evening gown. I ran back into the living room to show Uncle Robert. I said, “Uncle Robert, look; look how I dressed Barbie!”

			I was expecting him to say something like, “That’s beautiful, Melissa,” or, “Love her hair, sheer perfection!” What I got instead was a long pause, a slight tsk, tsk, and, “Flats?”

			I was so upset I began to cry. Uncle Robert put his arm around me and said, “Let’s turn that frown upside down” (which I’d heard my mother’s plastic surgeon say to her three months earlier).

			Uncle Robert continued, “Flats are for informal, casual occasions. They go well with sundresses, culottes, or Capri pants, à la Mary Tyler Moore on The Dick Van Dyke Show. Evening gowns require something a little more formal, maybe a sling back or a stiletto, provided it doesn’t cross the line between striking and slutty.”

			“Did I ruin Barbie’s outfit completely?”

			“Don’t be silly; of course not. It could have been worse; you could have put her in a corrective shoe. C’mon, you silly goose, take a deep breath and dry your tears. I’m not going to tell your mother. Let’s go to the kitchen and have ourselves a nightcap. I forget, do you prefer an olive or an onion in your martini?”

			In those few minutes, I realized that Uncle Robert was different, but in a great way. The next morning, I spoke to my mother as she made breakfast (and by that, I mean she hovered over our longtime housekeeper, Betty, while she made breakfast).

			“Uncle Robert is so great,” I said. “How come he’s not married?”

			“Because he’s musical,” my mother said.

			“Musical?”

			“Yes, musical.”

			I knew she was lying. And she knew that I knew she was lying. (Even at that young age, I’d heard euphemisms for the word “gay,” like “flamboyant,” “light in the loafers,” or “that old queen can really suck a mean dick,” but, strangely, never “musical.”) So, I thought I’d catch her in the lie.

			“So…I guess that means Boy George is ‘musical,’ huh?”

			“Of course not. Have you ever heard him sing?”

			I last heard from Uncle Robert about six months ago. I got a postcard from him from Sweden. It read, “M, Been an eventful year. Lots of changes. Meeting Caitlyn in Mykonos for a vacay. Talk soon. Muah! —R”





Only the Lonely

			When I was growing up and found out that I wasn’t adopted, I was crushed. My heart broke knowing that I was the product of those two bickering things in the kitchen. What was even more distressing was that I was an only child; I had no brothers, no sisters, not even a conjoined twin, who might hamper my mobility but would at least give me someone to talk to.

			I can’t tell you how many times I asked my mother why I was an only child. In the beginning, she gave me a variety of answers, all steeped in love and insincerity:

			1.“We wanted to give ALL of our love to you.”

			2.“You were perfect, and we knew we couldn’t do any better.”

			3.“I didn’t want to share you with anybody.”

			When those answers no longer worked, she became more “honest” in explaining why I didn’t have any siblings:

			1.“Your father doesn’t touch me anymore.”

			2.“Too expensive; your upbringing is bleeding us dry.”

			3.“It’s hard to pass off two sets of stretch marks as a belt.”

			[image: ]

			My mother and I just got back from shopping.  My father just got the bill. [image: ]

			On my thirteenth birthday, I found a letter from my mother on my pillow. I guess she decided I was mature enough to hear the real story as to why I was an only child. She told me the story of Adam and Eve—actually, it was one of multiple stories she told me about the World’s First Couple (see page 88,“The Garden of Eden”).

			Dear Melissa,

			Okay, the truth—why you’re an only child. This is going to take a minute, so pull up a chair and pour another glass of white wine, and I’m going to tell you the story of Adam, Eve, and Eve’s cunty sister, Debbie.

			I always found the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden puzzling. For starters I could never figure out why, when they had the entire planet to themselves, did they choose to live in a stifling hot, barren desert with no air conditioning. Why not a lovely beach town or a shady, pine forest? First rule of real estate: location, location, location!

			Second, the notion that Eve was created from Adam’s rib is ridiculous. Admittedly, most men want to put a bone inside a woman’s body but this is not what they’re actually talking about.

			Adam and Eve had two sons, Cain and Abel. Cain was a farmer and Abel was a shepherd. I know, I know—what kind of jobs are those for Jewish boys? When’s the last time you heard anyone at Temple Beth Am say, “Oy, my son, the shepherd; I’m so proud”? Couldn’t have been a dentist like his cousin, Elliott? Anyway, the boys got into a fight and Cain killed Abel. Took him out to a field and left him there. It’s like an episode of Dateline except without the guy with the deep voice.

			So, after that bit of sibling ugliness, Adam and Eve were down to one son, and not even their favorite. This made them sad and lonely. After months of sitting in bed, eating Fritos and staring at cave-drawings, Eve decided to have another son as a replacement for Abel; his name was Seth. (Ironically, years later Seth found himself in a similar position as a “replacement player,” when he became a stand-in for the second Darrin on Bewitched.)

			Anyway, after the annoying fratricide incident and the arrival of Seth, the First Couple decided that they should expand their family more and had many other sons and daughters, including an orange one named, Donald.

			Things were going fine in the Garden of Eden and everyone was happy until one afternoon—a Tuesday, I think—Eve, began inexplicably day drinking as well as becoming high-strung and unpredictable. Perimenopause, perhaps? Shortly thereafter she took the advice of a snake and ate an apple, “the forbidden fruit,” and the rest is history. (FYI, contrary to what many biblical scholars believe, the fruit was not forbidden by God, but by Dr. Alan Fleckman, Eve’s gastroenterologist, who had her on a gluten-free, low-fructose diet, in an effort to ease the effects of a duodenal ulcer.)

			If you’re wondering, “What kind of an idiot listens to a snake?” Remember: I work in show business. What most people don’t know is that “snake” is the Aramaic word for “agent.” Anyway, Eve wasn’t just listening to some garden variety garden snake. Oh no, the snake she took advice from was not just some slithering a-ped waiting to be turned into a handbag, but a professional snake who used to run the television department at WME. The snake was trained by Eve’s covetous sister, Debbie. That’s right, Missy, Eve had a sister people rarely talked about, in much the same way the Jackson family rarely talks about Rebbie.

			A little backstory: Debbie was known in the family as “the smart one,” which was a nice way of saying she had a mustache and a hump. Debbie was jealous of Eve and that Eve had such a handsome baby-daddy, while she, the “smart one,” was left to build bookcases, work on her golf swing, and was relegated to being the “fun aunt” at holiday gatherings. So Debbie devised a plan to get Eve out of Eden. Turns out Debbie was an avid reader and one night, while perusing a copy of Snake Fancy magazine, the light bulb went on. Debbie went out and found a local rattlesnake and taught him to speak. And quicker than you can say, “Try an apple; what could go wrong?” the snake had Eve chomping away on a nice, ripe McIntosh. (Actually, it wasn’t quick; due to his forked tongue and severe underbite the snake spoke with a pronounced lisp and it took forever to get, “H-h-he-e-l-l-o thexy; howya’ doin’ hot thtuff? Intretheed in a delithoius thnack?” out of his venomous mouth.)

			(According to the snake’s mother, “If he’d have just worn the goddamned retainer his teeth wouldn’t have shifted back and we wouldn’t have pissed away all that money on braces.”)

			Within five minutes of eating the apple, God, using a loophole in the lease, evicted Adam and Eve and their litter of young’uns from the Garden of Eden and sent them all to live elsewhere. Some went east, to the Land of Nod, while others went west, to Boca Raton, where Dr. Fleckman had a satellite office. Conniving Debbie, who must have had some dirt on God, stayed in Eden and took over Adam & Eve’s condo, which she, and her “gal pal,” Pat, renovated in Dutch farmhouse style.

			Long story short: If Adam and Eve had just had the one son, and made Cain an only child, NONE of the other crap would have happened; Adam and Eve would’ve have stayed in Eden, Cain wouldn’t have killed anyone, and Debbie would still be nothing but a husky PE teacher living outside of Madison, Wisconsin.

			THIS, my darling daughter, is why you’re an only child. My child. Who I love more than anyone. Ever.

			Xoxo

			Mommy

			PS—Truth be told, you were supposed to be a twin, but you ate your sister in utero. Why do you think I’m always bugging you about your weight?





Working the Strip

			Years ago, my mother and I were in the back of a limo, driving down the strip in Las Vegas. At some point, she turned to me and said, “Melissa, there are only two types of women who work the Las Vegas Strip: hookers and me.”

			“What’s the difference?”

			My mother paused, trying to figure out if I was simply naïve or if I was being snarky beyond my years. She decided it was the latter and replied, “The difference, sweetheart, is hookers won’t leave you alone and penniless in the back parking lot of Caesars Palace. I will.”

			This conversation took place when I was in sixth grade and my mother was performing in Vegas. Why she thought I’d understand what hookers were at that age might be baffling to you, but not to me. You see, when my mom was on stage at Caesars, I was usually in the bar bending an elbow with Bambi, Muffin, and Bubbles, n’est pas? I learned a lot from those gals. For example, if a man seems to have a speech impediment, it’s probably because he’s hiding a wedding band under his tongue. Or if a man says he wants to go “around the world,” it actually has nothing to do with travel. And the most important thing? Never carry cash! Why? ’Cause if you don’t carry cash, you can’t make change!

			Las Vegas is one of the most interesting, exciting, and preposterous cities ever built, whether seen through the eyes of a child, an adult, or a performer. There is no place quite like it, although my mother swore that she knew of a co-ed prison that had many of the same features. How she knew this, I do not know; there are some questions even I wouldn’t ask.

			Las Vegas is not really a “kid-friendly city,” even though it went through a “Disney phase” in the early 2000s, when they (city officials, civic leaders, CEOs, and a coupla leftover mobsters) were trying to turn it into a family town. They built water parks and candy stores and theme parks with rides and ponies. But it didn’t work because, in Vegas, the only ponies people cared about were the ones they were betting on, and the only rides they got were on Bambi, Muffin, and Bubbles.

			But I was a kid who spent a lot of time in Las Vegas and I really liked it. Of course, I didn’t do most of the adult things: gambling, drinking, vomiting in the lobby, trying to figure out how you wound up naked in the coffee shop at the Sahara…you know, that kind of stuff. I did normal kid things like organizing meet-and-greets, hawking tickets on the strip, fending off subpoenas, and hanging out with bikers at tattoo parlors.

			The main reason I loved Las Vegas was all of the cool people I got to meet. My mom and dad’s list of show biz friends was pretty vast, ranging from the sublime to the fabulously ridiculous.

			Take magicians for example, both sublime and ridiculous! Vegas was chock full o’ magicians. There was Lance Burton, his ex-girlfriend Melinda, “The First Lady of Magic,” David Copperfield, and of course, Penn & Teller, who remain my friends to this day.

			I remember the night I met Melinda, The First Lady of Magic. After her show, which was great, I asked my mom, “Is Melinda really the First lady of Magic?”

			“No, of course not, Missy. Eleanor Roosevelt was the First Lady of Magic; she fooled Franklin into thinking she wasn’t a dog. Sleight of hand? Try sleight of face.”

			“Then why do they call Melinda the First Lady of Magic?”

			“If they called her ‘The Thirty-Seventh Lady of Magic,’ would you buy a ticket? Of course not. Besides which, she is a fabulous magician; she made Lance Burton disappear. One day, Lance is her hot, magician boyfriend on the cover of magazines; the next day, he’s a pair of threes at a one-dollar table in Binion’s Casino.”

			“Wow! Is that true?”

			“Did you like the story?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then what difference does it make?”

			I was—and still am—a huge David Copperfield fan. His tricks are amazing. When I was going to meet him, my mother reminded me not to call him a magician.

			“Why not?”

			“For the same reason you don’t call a proctologist a doody-handler. He finds it demeaning. He prefers ‘illusionist.’”

			“What’s the difference?”

			“How the fuck should I know? I’m a party clown; I put on a fancy dress and make strangers laugh. I think illusion is just magic on a much grander scale. Bigger tricks, bigger paychecks! David’s worth four billion dollars. You don’t make that kind of money pulling handkerchiefs out of your sleeves.”

			“Was Grandma a magician? She always had handkerchiefs sticking out of her sleeves.”

			“No, she was in a touring company of Mummenschanz. Don’t ask, you’re not going to get the joke. That’s a reference only three people on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, all gay men named Jonathan, will get, so don’t waste your time.”

			Anyway, as our limo pulled into the parking lot of a nice restaurant where my mother could eat for free, she gave me a big hug and said, “Melissa, I have a surprise for you; today we’re having lunch with my friends, Siegfried and Roy.”

			“Really, Mom? Wow! That is so cool! I love them, even though I can’t tell them apart.”

			“Siegfried’s the tall blonde, Roy’s the little one with the whip. They’re lovely…really sweet, funny guys; you’ll like them.”

			“Are they a couple?”

			“Yes…in the same way that Uncle Robert is musical. But to the public, no. They live together, they work together, they travel together, and they bathe together, but to the public, they’re just a pair of straight, wacky, German friends putting on a show.”

			“Mom, I’m only eleven and I don’t believe that for one second; no way the public doesn’t think they’re a gay couple.”

			“I agree, Missy, but they think that no one knows and that’s all that really matters. In much the same way that Mama Cass of the Mamas and the Papas didn’t think she was fat. She believed she was as hot as Michelle Phillips and equally as fuckable, which was, of course, not true. But because Cass believed she was hot, it made her a better performer and gave her an air of sensuality that appeals to men far beyond traveling salesmen who buy fetish magazines. Add that sensuality to her fantastic singing voice, and you can see why she was a big star. And I mean big. Truth be told, without Cass Elliott, the Mamas and the Papas would’ve just been three musicians on food stamps, smoking weed in a filling station bathroom.”

			As we got out of the limo, my mother grabbed my arm and said, “A couple of quick things, Missy. Number one, do not comment on how tan they are; they spend every waking moment lying in the sun. Siegfried is three weeks away from looking like a handbag.”

			“Why do they do that?”

			“They think having a tan makes them look thinner. Roy once told me that he thinks melanoma is a small price to pay to look nice.”

			“If they want to look thinner, why don’t they just purge, like everyone else in show business?”

			After a scolding pause, my mother said, “Everyone?”

			“Oh, I’m sorry; I mean everyone in show business except Mama Cass.”

			“That’s my girl! You are so present! I’d give you a kiss, but I don’t want to ruin my lipstick; just imagine I’m being affectionate. Number two, they’re German. Try not to mention Hitler, Goering, Nuremberg, or Kristallnacht; it makes them twitchy. And number three, whatever you do, don’t order meat! Even though they work with lions and tigers, they love all animals, including cows. The sight of a burger or a steak makes them weep.”

			Siegfried and Roy were already there when we arrived, and my mom was right—they were nice and sweet and very funny…for a few minutes…until I accidentally ruined the meal. The server came over to take our orders; the boys had green salads and my mother ordered Altoids and soup. Then came my turn. I wanted to sound cool, like I belonged at the table with all of the grown-ups, so I said, “Could the chef throw a piece of salmon in the oven?”

			Silence. DEAFENING SILENCE. Then, as one, Siegfried and Roy let out a couple of high-pitched shrieks and began sobbing. They jumped up, grabbed their man-purses, and ran out of the restaurant faster than Jesse Owens at the Berlin Olympics.

			I was shocked. “Mom! I am so sorry! I wasn’t thinking. I shouldn’t have mentioned ovens.”

			Our server jumped in to calm me down. “It’s not the ovens, young lady; the crematoriums don’t bother them in the least. It was the salmon that set them off.”

			“The salmon?”

			My mother got that “oh my God” look on her face and said, “I forgot. Melissa, this isn’t your fault; I should have told you not to order fish either. Siegfried and Roy used to work with a giant porpoise named Carol. Roy and Carol were very close. Until one fateful day, when Carol died in a freak accident. An empty bottle of Man Tan got caught in her blowhole and she choked to death. The boys have never gotten over it, especially Roy. To this day, when a Bumble Bee tuna ad comes on the TV, he has to take two Valium and go lie down for a couple of hours.”
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