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        Hugely funny piece of satirical writing.

      
        The book is an interesting satirical study which had me laughing out loud quite a bit of the time. It is also quite tragic in the way it depicts the gullibility of a huge number of readers who are seeking answers to sometimes unanswerable questions. I think there is a depth in the book which for me requires a re-read.
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        This novel is an absurd, funny, satirical science fiction tale that takes a dim view of humanity’s place in the cosmos. Its premise is that a congress of advanced aliens has been monitoring human behavior from afar, concluded continued human existence is undesirable, and decided to exterminate the lot. The question then is: Will humanity survive?
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        … laugh-out-loud funny …
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      GEORGE Beresford II COULD NOT BELIEVE his son's arrogance in telling him to get back out there and "find someone."

      “There's more to live for in life than your precious roses, Dad," George III had said the previous weekend—as if the boy knew a rose from a rhododendron.

      "Don't wait too long, George the second," his daughter-in-law had helpfully added in a joking tone. She was an attractive young woman with a pleasant demeanor, and it was hard to feel angry at her.

      Her playful manner separated George, her husband, from George, her father-in-law, and always made George II smile. He couldn’t help smiling now.

      Her blue eyes twinkling, she smiled back and, flipping her long blonde hair, continued, "All the good ones get taken in their forties and fifties, after they've gotten divorced or been widowed. You don't want to end up speed-dating leftovers... women with issues who are incapable of love."

      It wasn’t the first time that this pair had bombarded their elder with unsolicited romantic advice.

      George had ignored them both for months. A man of the world in his sixties, he had his career, investments, a beautiful home, and hobbies to enrich and sustain his soul. He didn’t believe that he needed a woman in his life, much less a wife. Nobody had a dire need for romance, love, or communion.

      He had everything and then some, and he knew that the idea of needing another half was a mad myth that ruined many a perfectly good life.

      Yes, that’s what he had, he decided, a perfectly good life comprised of satisfaction and select, cultivated pleasures.
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        * * *

      

      George pruned his roses happily, enjoying the late afternoon sun and the pattern of light and shadow created by the golden sunlight and green plants on the wall behind the shrubbery.

      He leaned close to a rose bush with lush green leaves and gorgeous reddish-pink, velvety blossoms, so fragrant and sweet-smelling. The scent made him dizzy for a moment. He closed his eyes and breathed in the delicious fragrance. The heavenly scent was the perfume of his perfectly good life.

      He opened his eyes to gaze upon his prize-winning roses lovingly. What? He stared. He did a double-take. Then he looked closer. Phytophthora. A genus within the group of fungus-like organisms known as oomycetes had dared to settle upon his roses. The evidence was slight, yet he was sure that it was there.

      He alternately examined the root and crown of his rose bush. He stared at the soil. Traitor. The treacherous Phytophthora species can infect a wide range of trees, shrubs, and bedding plants, and they sometimes lie in wait, persisting in the soil, for many years before settling upon a victim.

      As he mentally debated whether the phytophthora had progressed enough to be diagnosable, knowing full well that chemical management of the disease was both impractical and uneconomical, he noticed Ed creeping about.

      Ed was his forty-something-year-old neighbor. Or maybe Ed was in his fifties; it was hard to tell. Whatever his age, he was one of those men who perpetually looked pubescent and never seemed to age.

      The man had retained his acne, gangly, awkward, overly fatty, immature-looking body, oily hair, smudged glasses, and surly teenage attitude throughout his life.

      For some ghastly, unknown reason, perhaps boredom or jealousy (it’s not just a myth that the married man with kids envies the life of a single man), Ed was constantly spying on George.

      Watching from the corner of his eyes, he saw Ed pretend to check on an ugly and neglected bush growing on the side of his lawn; George grimaced internally while keeping his visage neutral.

      “What a jerk,” he muttered softly to himself.

      There was a ginormous "Neighborhood Watch" decal on Ed's house window and a station wagon parked in Ed's driveway. George was surprised that one or more of Ed's snotty-nosed children wasn't clutching his pants leg or otherwise hanging off of his body, as was their wont.

      He had a half dozen or so offspring of varying ages and levels of cleanliness, in addition to a wife who somehow managed to put up with Ed’s annoying personality.

      The man’s inanity seemed irreparable to George, but he also knew that in life, you don’t get to choose everything you desire for yourself, least of all your next-door neighbors. Other people, along with the family you are born into, fall into the "luck of the draw" category.

      Ed ambled in George’s general direction, as if he were strolling without purpose. There was nothing subtle about Ed, nothing ephemeral. Ed was, in fact, one of those on-the-nose humans, an oaf who was exactly what he appeared to be: difficult, obnoxious, and combative… the opposite of well-meaning.

      "Morning, Ed. Special plans?" George asked, knowing full well that Ed usually had a singular purpose in mind.

      Ed reached the far side of George II’s front lawn and continued to walk toward his neighbor. Ed grinned and laughed loudly; his smile and laughter were mean and false. George stared at the front tooth gap in Ed’s not-so-white toothy grin.

      "Oh, you know... same old, same old. Spend some quality time with the wife and kiddies," Ed answered casually as George nonchalantly opened his garage with the remote.

      "Guess you miss having little ones around," Ed said halfheartedly as he stared obsessively into the garage. As usual, once George II’s garage was open, Ed was awestruck and nigh speechless. The man had a morally perverse, covetous appreciation of George II’s belongings, specifically his cars.

      Slobbering with desire, Ed stared, as he always did, at the beautiful antique roadster. It was parked right next to George II’s Prius. George entered the garage and put away his pruning shears. He emptied the rose cuttings into the plant waste recycling bin.

      Giving Ed a surreptitious glance, George took out his antique car cleaning kit and pulled out a blue surgical towel. Then, with Ed's eyes watching his every move, like a hungry snake might watch a mouse, George carefully wiped down his roadster with the cloth.

      Ed didn't dare step inside George II’s garage, or even on the intimate parts of his private property. The fallacy of their friendship didn’t extend that far. Truth be told, they weren't friends at all. They had a simple relationship: George owned a few things; he had a lovely home with well-tended gardens and lived a carefree single life that Ed lusted after.

      "What about you, George? Got plans?" Ed called to George II, from just out of his sight.

      George smiled to himself and then carefully replied:

      "Taking Miss Betty out for a ride in the beautiful sunshine." George heard a grunt and then footsteps and knew that Ed was returning to his own home. Smiling, George polished Miss Betty, his beautiful roadster, all the more slowly, the better to enjoy himself.

      As Ed returned to the boisterous chaos of his family life, he looked at George II's manicured lawn and beautifully maintained home.

      He was unaware that the gash of his toothy grin had slowly developed into a full-blown sneer. His mind was tight and bitter, weighted down and tired of the constant assault of raucous subconscious memories of the personal injustices that he had experienced throughout his life.

      Unable to purge painful and unconstructive memories of his accumulated past, his thoughts were overwrought and began to verge on ruthless and hate-filled.

      Thump. Thump. Thump. Crossing the edge of the yard and perhaps in an unconscious desire to rid his being of such unwanted negativity, Ed took wide, stomping steps.

      With each reverberation, each angry footfall that boomed, the corners of Ed’s mouth turned further down. He glowered and shook his head, disturbed by George II’s apparent gentlemanly contentment and by the sounds of pandemonium made by four clamoring kids as he grew closer and closer to the inside of his dilapidated house of discontent.

      Restless, filled with unhappiness and displeasure, which he had no way to cure, Ed paused in the yard to look into his residence. He looked through the plate glass window of his front room.

      Inside, his four children ran amok. A couple of the rug rats shrieked and screamed with guttural laughter as the older siblings wrestled the younger ones with serious intent. The littler ones screamed with pain, tears streaming down their red, blubbering faces. Someone had punched or pinched, or otherwise assaulted, the two younger children.

      Lindsay, Ed's very pregnant wife, appeared by the kitchen door and shouted at the kids, demanding fair play. Mocked by her children for her efforts, she unsuccessfully chased the older two kids, who only laughed and shouted in response to their mother’s demands.

      Ed, who really didn't wish to go back inside his own house, glanced back at George II. The wide open front door of George II’s home revealed his quiet, tidy dwelling, a comparative bastion of peace and bliss.

      George had finished polishing his fine-looking vehicle, which didn't need shining—it was pristine. He always kept it garaged and free of dust and dirt outside of brief weekend use.

      George closed the door to his home, then got into the antique roadster and cranked up his beauty with one turn of the ignition key. As always, the sound of the purring engine elicited a satisfied smile as he backed her up, out of the garage, down his drive, and into the street.

      To his great satisfaction, he noticed that Ed had stopped to watch him as he zoomed smartly out of the suburban neighborhood. A moment later, as George accelerated, the side of the street began to blur.

      Shades of green and earth tones smeared in a hazy kaleidoscope as the car sped away. Checking in his rear-view mirror, George smiled as he watched a sad and envious-looking Ed slowly appear smaller and smaller and, finally, disappear from view.
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        * * *

      

      George drove his Miss Betty leisurely through the beauteous, verdant suburban countryside. His windshield glass was immaculate and so clear he could see right through it. It seemed almost invisible.

      The driver’s side window rolled down; his left arm rested on the driver’s side door. George drove with a single hand on the steering wheel, as casually as a seasoned cowboy might control the reins of his champion horse. Warmed by the golden midday sunshine, he luxuriated in the heat.

      Sunshine streamed from the sky, and the simple act of driving in silence filled him with a deep peace. Thoughts of his son, George III, his only child, named after his father, as he was, were long gone.

      George sighed with deep peace and surveyed the blue sky, with hardly a cloud, emerald grass, and newly leafing trees. In late May, growing things were shades of green and beautiful. It felt like early summer as he drove: balmy, bright, and as if the day stretched endlessly before him.

      George’s weekends were sacrosanct. Truth be told, every detail of his life could be considered something of a ritual.

      Over the years, caring for his home, cars, and other belongings had become somewhat ritualized. In addition to his household chores, grocery shopping, running daily errands, and indeed most details of his life, he followed a strict regimen designed to create a quiet, easy life based on routine safety.

      Today, just like every Saturday, after caring for his roses and wiping down Miss Betty, he chose to do his weekly shopping.

      Very happily, he shopped at three distinct stores: an ethnic market for certain staples, such as vegetables, meat, and rice (which were much less expensive there, even though the quality was the same); a dollar store for odd lots of brand-name items (which, for some reason, were sold at a significant discount); and an upscale health food store that sold whole foods, chic gourmet items, and other tasty foodstuffs.

      Upon reaching the increasingly trendy upscale health food market, he happily parked his vehicle and went inside. He spent an hour carefully shopping for items he would need for tonight’s dinner party with his friends.

      Entertaining made him feel especially prosperous.
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        * * *

      

      He perused the aisles of the natural foods market, singularly focused upon his task. He diligently avoided the gazes or other attempts by single women to catch his eye, such as the plump-looking brunette he was sure was following at a discreet distance. She most likely hoped to “bump” into him.

      For a single male, the mere act of grocery shopping could be a hazardous affair, he had often noted to himself.

      Having had years of experience in this endeavor (avoiding grasping females), George could instantly turn on an air of distraction and utter disinterest.

      It wasn’t that he would never be interested in a woman ever again. It was just that it wasn’t a priority at this particular time of his life. A relationship was likely to be a distraction from the goals that were his primary concern.

      It was all a matter of timing, he reasoned. A man needs to have his finances in order before considering adding a woman who needs looking after into the mix. Affairs of the heart would have to wait until he had his retirement package squared away; there would be no exceptions. So, he disciplined himself.

      His marriage had been an utter fiasco, psychologically, financially, and in every other way. When George III was small, George II had determined to get his life sorted entirely before he even considered a serious relationship again. His mind hadn’t changed since.

      He pondered the merits of adding capers to the mixed greens salad in the gourmet section. Capers, artichoke hearts, and maybe some hearts of palm might go nicely on the evening meal menu.

      He mused about the virtues of capers at length. This was partly because the brunette lingered overly close, and he knew he could wait her out. He was determined that way. George pondered the jars of capers before him. Real capers are the flower buds of a caper bush, Capparis spinosa (its large seedpod is called a caper berry), which was also called Flinders rose.

      While young and green, the seedpods of nasturtiums look and taste a great deal like the buds of the caper plant. However, most cultured classes consider them “poor man's capers,” so obviously, George was not considering those.

      Naturally, the capers he was considering were the real deal, imported from the Mediterranean. They were picked, sun-dried, and then pickled in a vinegar brine. George glanced at the tiny yet beautiful jar in his hand. Would it be too much green? He wondered.

      He planned to slice fresh tomatoes or red or orange bell peppers to add a splash of color to the top of the salad and then add pine nuts, lightly toasted with Celtic sea salt.

      He would gently toss the salad in imported red wine balsamic vinaigrette with extra virgin olive oil. He would prepare and offer warmed, lightly breaded goat cheese medallions on the side of this salad.

      Yes, he decided, looking at the tiny container of beautifully preserved capers. They would add extra texture and flavor to accentuate the salad's other attributes. He put two jars into his cart.

      After a lengthy mental debate, George spent a fair amount of enjoyable time considering the wine choices. He chose a couple of moderately expensive cabernets and a single Californian Sauvignon Blanc for Marcus, the sole white wine drinker.

      Of course, he had a completely stunning Le Cache European Country 5200 wine cellar, a free-standing furniture-style wine cellar with a chocolate cherry finish. It combined state-of-the-art wine storage technology with exceptional design artistry.

      Made of premium cherry wood with crown and base molding, hand-carved wood trim, hardwood French doors, and digital temperature display and control, among other features, it was a highlight of George II’s dining room. It was well-stocked with hand-picked wines, holding 544 racked bottles.

      George did not like things to be empty. A place for everything, and everything in its place, was a motto he truly took to heart.

      After paying cash for his groceries, he headed to the other two stores to finish shopping. A couple of hours later, the day still warm and illuminated by sunlight, he felt as satisfied as he had ever felt. The trunk of his car was stocked with luxurious, delicious, and sundry household items.

      Sure, he had a perfidious phytophthora situation to deal with. Yet, thankfully, the rest of his life was blissfully perfect. Sure, he couldn’t relax entirely until he was safely retired and living off the interest of his retirement fund, but he was on track to reach his financial goals in the next few years.

      It would take more than phytophthora, that fungus of black death threatening his rose garden, to seriously mar his perfect life. With a sigh of contentment, he cranked his vehicle and seconds later was returning to his immaculate ordered home.

      Everything about my life is on schedule, he thought happily to himself. Reaching his home, filled with an aura of satisfaction, he parked and unloaded his car.
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        * * *

      

      He put the groceries and other items away inside his traditional, elegantly decorated dwelling. He then washed and pounded several chicken breasts and prepared a marinade with a bit of fresh rosemary, lemon juice, lemon zest, white wine, and garlic.

      Leaving the chicken in the refrigerator, resting gently in the marinade, he carefully rinsed the vegetables needed to create a mixed salad. Preparing the veggies for the side dish, he washed and drained them in the colander and then left them on thick paper towels to dry naturally.

      He had a few hours before he needed to prepare further for his guests, so he decided to check his retirement fund and other accounts just like he did every day (sometimes more than once).

      It only took a couple of minutes. He kept his dinosaur of a computer in his home office, stripped of unnecessary programs so that it could run his financial investment software.

      He continually tracked his personal banking, credit card, loan, 401(K), investment accounts, and personal balance sheet, not just to assure himself that he was on the right track but also because seeing his wealth accumulate gave him a great sense of inner peace and security of mind. The app on his phone was too small and induced too much anxiety for him to try and look at everything at once.

      Most of his assets were investments, stocks and bonds, mutual funds, and other assets that formed part of his overall retirement plan. His liabilities were primarily the residual balance on his mortgage loan.

      His parents were considered "well off,” but they were young for their age, and even though he was their only child, he had never taken anything, much less money, from them. He had no intentions of starting now, not that he had the need.

      George III and Georgie IV, his grandson, could inherit if his parents chose to choose heirs.

      Settling into his home office desk chair, George looked at a computer-generated image of his current "real-time" retirement stock portfolio projections.

      On screen, as thrilling as always, he was happy to see that the graph line on his portfolio was close to his $2M end goal. Obviously, $2M was barely enough to retire in the current fiscal environment in the United States.

      However, it was a decent start and, when he reached that number, he planned to implement plan B, an aggressive series of investment strategies to seek to double his retirement fund.

      He pulled out and glanced at his OMEGA 1932 Olympic pocket chronograph watch. A Rattrapante Chronograph in 18-carat yellow gold was powered by rediscovered unassembled movement kits that had miraculously been discovered in storage at OMEGA’s headquarters in Biel.

      The parts had been stored since 1932, when the watch brand first served as "Official Timekeeper" of that year’s Olympic Games. In addition to being rare, the timepiece was a thing of great beauty.

      The horological wonder of it all—an OMEGA product with mythological status—the 1932 pocket chronograph was impossibly seductive for him. When he learned of its existence, he had to have one. He had, at first, tried to resist his impulse to acquire one.

      When he bought the watch, George was quite aware that, at upwards of $70K, it could not legitimately be perceived as an investment. Instead, when unable to resist his yearning, he justified it as a talisman to motivate him to create the future of independence he desired. It was a thing of beauty, and when he checked the time several times a day, he carefully held it.

      Glancing at the timepiece, he felt wealthy and in control; the watch reminded him of who he would be if he industriously followed his financial plan. It gave him tremendous pleasure to check the time. Looking at it now, he got a quick fright as he realized he had barely enough time to shower and prepare for his guests.
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        * * *

      

      George showered and dressed in his standard weekend attire, which he wore with such unwavering regularity, it could almost be considered his weekend uniform.

      Putting on a pair of dark, cuffed slacks and a white linen long-sleeved shirt, he added a touch of after-shave and slipped his watch into his left trouser pocket. He noted with great satisfaction that his hair hadn't grown much since his most recent monthly haircut, taken care of the last Saturday of the previous month.

      Sure, his clothes and suits were several years old, perhaps even a decade or two. Still, they fit perfectly as he meticulously watched his diet because it was cost-effective and so as not to succumb to that dreaded middle-age spread. They were freshly pressed, medium starch from the dry cleaner, just as he preferred, and nothing was worn, stained, or otherwise in obvious disrepair.

      He felt very strongly that the compulsion to spend unnecessarily was a symptom of the dissolution and dissatisfaction rampant in the Western world, a debauchery which he found repugnant.

      George was sure that his lifestyle choices would seem idiosyncratic to some, extreme even. Yet one doesn’t become a middle-class self-made millionaire without generally being a very frugal person. He bought quality items, whether clothing or otherwise, and cared for them meticulously.

      He did all the home and lawn maintenance himself, using a couple of books about how to do that. He only replaced clothing when it didn't fit, was irreparably stained or damaged, or was too worn to maintain its shape and hue.

      He wasn’t as well-off as his parents, being a self-made man. Truthfully, he jettisoned his work clothes first before getting rid of his at-home attire. He did this primarily because, for some idiotic reason, upper-level management increasingly seemed to think that clothes made the man.

      Over the years, he had seen many a young upstart punk, with little to offer intellectually, yet inexplicably given an advanced degree, dressed in impeccable high-end attire, and with those and an arrogant, overbearing, and self-important attitude to match, get hired or promoted above their senior peers.

      He felt content that all his promotions over the last forty years were based solely on merit. He was still at the same company, though the current president was now the son of the man who had initially hired him. Like his father before him, George was a man of rare employment longevity. And he hoped that he had passed on to his son his belief that endurance in service is akin to moral fortitude.

      George was the current comptroller of the finance department for the Chief Financial Officer of Teleseismology Hub NS, a well-respected, small yet highly successful organization. Even though less than two years ago, George had previously been passed over for the CFO position—the job had been given to his younger direct report and former mentee—this time around, he expected to be promoted finally.

      At first, getting used to reporting to a former direct report had been strange, yet he had managed. He was determined to do whatever it took to get promoted. He routinely spent hours and hours, above and beyond those worked by others in his department, doing whatever was required to provide timely, relevant financial data to support the company’s planning and control activities.

      If promoted, he would be responsible for directing the corporation’s fiscal functions according to generally accepted accounting principles, which the Securities and Exchange Commission regulates, the Financial Accounting Standards Board, and other regulatory and advisory organizations.

      He would finally be a Vice President and a bona fide senior management team member. The most senior and experienced—and, in fact, most loyal—member of the finance division, he had spent the last eighteen months endeavoring to show that he could handle any challenge.

      Said challenges included being passed over for a promotion, working well with other managers despite that fact, and understanding and communicating technical financial data to others simply and straightforwardly. Thus, he was no longer worried about his competition.

      George III, his ever-annoying son, loved to remind him, even though he had repeatedly asked him not to, that Teleseismology Hub NS was an anagram for "The Soulless Big Money."

      George thought people who had time to play around with words were obviously irresponsible, possibly even lazy, and could lack drive. The SBM, as his son laughingly called the company, had made it possible for George to raise his boy. Alone.

      Teleseismology was seismology that dealt with records obtained at long distances. The company had clients worldwide, from academics to government agencies. George dealt with the company’s financial aspects and spent a growing amount of his time as an internal and external business consultant.

      Long since liberated from the mechanical aspects of accounting and finance, he felt he was a trusted advisor and an increasingly capable intellect.

      Despite being accused of micromanaging his duties and subordinates in the past, he felt that his research, analysis, reporting, and managerial skills were finally about to be recognized and duly rewarded.

      Spotting outsourcing trends in other industries, he had recently submitted an unsolicited report to senior management detailing ways the company could immediately slash its bottom line and substantially increase its profits. Certainly, THNS had considered outsourcing years ago, yet other companies had lost business due to poor quality external hires. So, they had never leapt. George had found evidence that judicious outsourcing to language-tested, financial whizzes of the sort they could use would eliminate the hiring issues that reduced client or customer satisfaction and got such bad press.

      Judging by some comments he had overheard through the office gossip grapevine, he felt certain that the report had struck a chord and, in private, was being very well received.

      In contrast to the insinuation of his son's ignorant, almost slanderous, words, George felt that his company was not soulless. Naturally, they dealt with big and grand money concerns as befits any successful capitalist organization.

      Thoughts flickered through his mind, like dust motes. Brushing aside thoughts of work, George switched gears and mentally prepared the dinner party meal in his head, then did an informal system check on the evening ahead.
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        * * *

      

      Returning to the kitchen, George’s thoughts returned to the salad. Capers have a particular flavor; enjoyment of the garnishment could be considered an acquired taste. He loved introducing coworkers to this type of tiny life delight. You wouldn’t get capers on the dinner party menu just anywhere.

      He knew the capers’ sharp, piquant, and salty taste would beautifully contrast with and complement the rest of the meal. After checking that the salad fixings were dry, he drained the sun-dried Mediterranean capers and set them aside.

      The marinated chicken breasts were put into the oven, and he started brown rice in the steamer. His ex-wife had accused him of being obsessive, overly considering food and meal preparation, yet he found it so soothing, and life was so long and tedious. Really, what else was he to focus on?

      He very precisely ripped beautiful green lettuce and sliced several fresh tomatoes, for the top of the salad, for a splash of color. After lightly toasted pine nuts with Celtic sea salt in a pan, he made red wine balsamic vinaigrette with extra virgin olive oil.

      He put the salad together and then set it aside without dressing it. Then, he carefully poured the vinaigrette into a beautiful, tiny cut crystal decanter.

      After steaming artichokes for the side and preparing an olive oil and fresh herb dip for them, he sliced up some pungent goat cheese and lightly breaded it in a rough-ground blue corn meal breading to serve as medallions on the side of the salad.

      The white wine was chilled. He took two bottles from the wine storage and placed them in ice-filled clay wine holders. Then he took the bottles outside to the backyard patio. With great satisfaction, he noted the absolute splendor of his backyard. Looking around his garden felt peaceful, almost healing.

      The setting sun cast an orange-gold glow over his award-winning roses, filling the backyard’s air with a subtle, sweet fragrance in shades of red and pink. Greenery, vines, and precisely clipped grass and bushes created a deepening peace in his soul and being.

      He placed the clay wine holders on a side table and returned to the house to get the red wines, candles for the tables, and place settings. He carefully created a beautiful arrangement of serving ware and settings for an intimate dinner for four.

      With dusk rapidly approaching, he turned on the subtle outside lighting once back inside the house. Then he returned to the patio to light the candles and survey the table.

      It was perfect. He hurried back into the house to make the final preparations.

      Back in the kitchen, he warmed hearth-baked Bialy artisanal bread. The rich, hearty alternative grain bread, with black olives, thinly sliced sun-dried, caramelized, seasoned onions, and poppy seeds, would be delicious and taste almost cheesy in the middle.

      Glancing at his OMEGA Rattrapante Chronograph, George sighed with satisfaction.

      It was time.
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        * * *

      

      With the dinner party in full swing, George stood back briefly to survey and assess his kingdom. George II’s coworkers, Marco, James, and Bethany, chatted and laughed as they enjoyed the elegant backyard dinner party.

      Due to George’s diligent construction and organization, and despite the presence of the chatting and laughing party people, the garden and patio continued to be a haven of peace and elegance.

      Verdant plants and blossoming flowers, including his beloved roses, exuded a delicate scent which increased the harmony. Flickering lit cream candles, inside Amber glass and wrought iron candle holders, cast a soft glow over the scene.

      He smiled to himself to see Marco’s face already a little shiny and red. He had swigged down a couple of glasses of wine as soon as he arrived. James had arrived first, though.

      There had been a moment when, in a confidential tone, James had mumbled that he had something important to talk to George about, and it was clear that he didn’t want the others to participate in the conversation. But then Marco arrived, and the opportunity to talk privately was lost.

      Marco loved his wine and was an effusive guest. His general conviviality and appreciation of George’s hosting efforts made him a pleasure to be around. He savored the food, the drink, the conversation, and the moment, and not being a shy type of person, he was always vocal with compliments and toasts.

      James and he had been in the same division—the finance division—at Teleseismology Hub NS. George had tried to mentor him, to a certain degree, being that he had a good decade in years and work experience over him. They had an unspoken camaraderie that made work more pleasant.

      Not too surprisingly, the guy had catapulted up the career ladder. So, oddly, he was now in a unique career position, having created his little department of one. He no longer reported to George because his department was an adjunct to finance. It was not an issue, George and he had much mutual respect.

      Marco lifted his glass in a toast as if on cue and brought George out of his reverie. George refilled every stemless wine glass with more wine. He realized that he hadn’t answered Bethany and strained to remember what she had just asked.

      "Capparis spinosa…" George finally said to Bethany, pouring her another glass of red wine, “Its large seedpod is called a caper berry… but the plant itself is known as Flinders rose."

      "Ah," Bethany remarked in response.

      "Honestly, George, can't you invest in a decent bottle of wine?" Marco joked as he drank deeply. James frowned at Marco, obviously mistaking his tone.

      "Pretentious much, Marco? You know George only has the best..."

      Marco shrugged and laughed. He was amused that James didn’t get the joke.

      "That’s right, the best..." added Bethany. Trailing off, she carefully sipped her glass of red wine. She then leaned back and luxuriated in the scene and setting.

      "…the best retirement fund at this table," James added."So he has no intention of wasting his hard-earned Benjamin's on your beloved Syrah et Shiraz... French import or otherwise."

      James laughed and gave George a conspiratorial wink. George knew that he knew that the one area where he didn’t scrimp and save was on the wine and food.

      "Well, I think it is lovely..." Bethany replied, lifting her wine glass carefully and uncharacteristically proceeding to guzzle her wine. “ George's portfolio, I mean."

      The guests and George laughed. More coworkers than bosom buddies, they were only half joking. George II’s cell phone buzzed in his pocket.

      He wasn’t expecting a call, but—cautious man that he was—he would never irresponsibly leave his cell phone unattended or ignore his calls. Still buzzing, he pulled it out and checked the caller ID.

      He sighed, stood, and motioned that he’d be right back to his friends, who were happily continuing their meals. Then he stepped away to take the call. George took several steps away, close enough to the patio speakers that played soft jazz music and near enough that he could still hear snippets of the conversation at the table.
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        * * *

      

      "Hello?" he said into his phone. Hearing his son’s normal voice, George sighed in relief, realizing there was no emergency. Even though the conversation behind him became more raucous, George could still hear every word on the phone.

      Still unsure about the purpose of the call, George listened patiently as George III rambled on about having a family vacation.

      "He can retire in five years or even less... and, I admit it, I'm a bit jealous," Bethany said and smiled. Her just audible words made George II smile just a bit.

      "George is a saver. Big deal," Marcus said. George knew that Marcus would be waving his hands to punctuate his words. Bethany giggled and sipped her wine.

      "Oh, admit it, Marcus, we're all a little jealous," James said good-naturedly.

      Their voices faded away as George concentrated more fully on his conversation.

      "Well, what do you think? You don’t seem too excited about it," George III said.

      Given his rising emotion, George quietly spoke as kindly as possible into his phone. His expression revealed uncharacteristic irritation.

      "I told you, son, I have guests."
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        * * *

      

      The master bedroom of George III's home was a mess. It wasn't dirty. It was just a jumble, the kind of disarray often seen in the house of a happy, harried family. Baskets of clean laundry, half-chewed dog bones, articles of clothing, a couple of tennis rackets, and baby toys were strewn about the room.

      George III, patrician good looks, lay in bed, flipping channels on the muted television set while talking on the phone to his dad. A golden retriever lay on a dog bed on the floor.

      Jenn wrangled their toddler Georgie IV into the bath in the adjacent bathroom.

      "I want to nail down some dates for the family holiday... Don’t you remember? You said you'd think about it, Dad," said George III.

      George stood surveying his backyard patio.

      "I said that because you wouldn't take 'No' for an answer, son," George finally said gravely.

      "I'm sick of taking 'No' for an answer, Dad. Come on vacation with us. Don't you want to see your grandchild growing up?" George III said with apparent increasing exasperation.

      Jenn, from the bathroom, looked at George III with apparent sympathy. He shrugged his shoulders, as if to say, “Dad is still being obstinate and driving me dotty.” She nodded at him and scrubbed their child.
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        * * *

      

      "As I have told you repeatedly, son, wasting money on a holiday will prevent me from meeting my retirement contribution milestones and objectives in a timely fashion," George II said calmly. His face grew quite red due to some emotion that was not audible in his tone of voice.

      He tried to understand why this was such a sore point with George III. He had virtually raised the boy alone after he was divorced when the child was three years of age.

      They had both lost her, his wife and George III's mother, when the woman, a self-professed gypsy, had gone off to find herself.

      Being a single father, raising a child on one income, and being forced to pay for child care when the boy wasn’t in school, all by himself, required fortitude, self-sacrifice, and fiscal discipline.

      He had raised his child to understand the value of a dollar and the necessity of planning one’s life carefully.

      He hoped these conversations weren’t an indicator that the boy’s mother’s slacker genes were finally expressing themselves. Was there a genetic predisposition to laziness and profligacy? He almost shuddered.
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        * * *

      

      "Dad, you've scrimped and saved for years. You don't enjoy life. You don't date. You hang out with a bunch of losers who eat your food and guzzle your cheap wine,” George III growled.

      Jenn, rinsing soap off of George IV, as he giggled and wriggled, and in an attempt to warn her husband to tread lightly, she shook her head, no.

      Caught up in the call and the resoluteness of his position, George III didn’t see her movements or get the message. Would he have heeded her guidance if he had?
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        * * *

      

      George stared at his friends. His coworkers were rapidly and quite rabidly consuming the meal he had prepared. They were also hurriedly imbibing the wine, which wasn't 'cheap' at all.

      Unbeknownst to his guests, George had decided to treat them to a combination of his rare, special, and select private vintage. Perhaps only James would know the value of it.

      As George looked at the group while gathering his thoughts to respond to his son, James looked up at him and gave him a genuine smile of gratitude.

      James lifted his wine glass in a private toast. George immediately felt warmth in his heart at the gesture.

      He thought of a couple of times when James, when the company was in a tight spot, had given him the heads-up about a situation at work when he didn't need to.

      More importantly, probably, because of the risk to the guy’s job security, he shouldn't have.

      They weren't bosom buddies... but the younger man was a friend.

      Despite his son’s claim, none of them were moochers.

      True, they didn't carefully craft intimate little dinner parties or other gatherings in their homes and invite George to partake.

      Instead, they generally insisted on picking up his tab at any outing, luncheon, or other meal-related event.

      Come to think of it, he rarely, if ever, had to pay for a lunch or dinner when he was out with any one of the three. Plus, he knew that Bethany had more than platonic feelings for him. She really and truly cared for him, as a man and a person.

      Unfortunately, a romantic relationship was out of the question because he did not reciprocate Bethany’s feelings.

      Although they were merely platonic friends—and that was all they would ever be—he and Bethany were still relatively close. They exchanged holiday gifts, as a matter of fact.

      Coming out of his daydream and realizing that his son was mid-litany and showed no signs of stopping his diatribe, George decided it was time to nip this irksome conversation in the bud.

      "Georgie, you're out of line," George said sternly, and in a sharper tone than he could remember having used in a long time.

      "My retirement fund is what will keep me from being a burden upon you and Jenn in my old age."

      George III did not respond.

      George II listened to the silence that followed. He half wondered if his son had actually had the audacity. Did George III hang up on him? Finally, his only child spoke.
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        * * *

      

      "I'm sick of hearing about your retirement fund, Dad. Your grandson is growing up, and you… If you don't change your ways… you're going to end up a lonely old man with nothing to keep you company but an old hunk of metal and those stupid roses," George III barked.

      Click!

      George III hung up on his father and then flung the television remote to the other end of the sofa. Jenn, carrying their now clean yet sleepy toddler, entered the room.

      George III took their son from her arms. Jenn sat near her husband and gently rubbed his temples. Neither spoke.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The city’s white lights sparkled against the blue-black, darkening night sky. Disheveled from a night on the town, wearing a rumpled dark tux with the bow tie undone, George strolled down the sidewalk adjacent to an empty city street.

      He was oblivious to an indigent homeless man and almost passed right by. The man grabbed George by the ankle.

      In shock, George stared down at the dirty, sickly looking man. The man spoke:

      "I used to have all the cards. Bet you have all the cards in your wallet."

      "You used to have all the cards," George mumbled, almost incoherently. In a dead sleep, he tossed and turned, clearly dreaming—he was having a nightmare.

      "What? What cards?" George responded.

      "Saks Fifth Avenue, Nordstrom, Neiman Marcus, all of 'em," the homeless man gasped in a gravelly voice. Then the man coughed until he hacked something up.

      George stared at the dirty, unkempt man with increasing horror and then, pulling himself together, managed to wrench his leg free.

      He hoped that, whatever disease or malady the man might have, the fellow wasn’t contagious. The destitute man laughed bitterly and stared at George with scorn.

      "I used to have your life," the homeless man said, rubbing his eyes with a grimy hand. Then he whispered the words. "I used to have your life."

      "You used to have my life," George muttered in his sleep, tossing his head from side to side, grimacing, obviously upset.

      George pulled out his wallet. Progressively more upset, George wanted to find a way to shut the guy up and get away as quickly as possible. He slipped cash from his wallet and held it out.

      As the sick, impoverished
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