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Prologue




The moon was titian and juicy that first time.

It was my sixteenth summer and a sticky August midnight, the kind of weather lazy mosquitoes hold their breath for; air thick enough to float on if you have tiny wings. Swimming weather.

Walden Woods is exactly the way it was made to sound by the celebrities who walked to raise funds for it in the early nineties. Thickly untamed brush, a carpet of toffee-colored pine needles, a pond that simmers with algae on one end, harbors wading children in the other. A tiny beach marries the edge of the water to the cluster of forest nearest the notorious cabin. The trees play host to a slew of skulking creatures; raccoons, deer, a turkey or two. On especially muggy nights the air would be laden with the stink of spooked skunk mingled with wafts of motor oil from nearby Route 2.

That night the beach was littered with remnants of fussy summer vacations. A few abandoned sunscreen bottles, plastic shovels standing at attention from tiny hills of sand, a lonely looking beach chair, overturned by the wind or an angry child. During hot summer days, locals packed this beach, a gathering place for gleeful kids and their woebegone full-time mothers who just wanted to finish their latest paperbacks and crisp their skin.

The sun drained the mystery from this place, but at night the beach seemed to thirst for secret trysts, skin on skin slapping together to the beat of cricket sambas.

It didnt smell like romance, though. Musty, like eau de Thoreaus feet.

Under citrus moonbeams, his skin buzzed with fire. I watched as he stripped off his black cut-off shorts and dingy heavy metal T-shirt, down to a checkered pair of boxers and the tooth of a whale that he wore on a cord around his neck.

The boxers fell to his ankles.

I hadnt seen him naked before, or any boy, for that matter. I made a big deal of covering my eyes with my hands, like the sight of his unabashed flesh would blind me or send me directly to the perdition that my mother feared above all other penalty. I splayed my fingers, though, curious.

He caught me peeking and broke into a wicked grin, backing slowly toward the water, toe to heel with uncharacteristic grace, never taking his eyes from mine.

With the finesse of a stingray he was gone, slicing through the surface with Samurai ease. I held my breath along with him until he finally emerged, fifty yards closer to the moon.

The instant I stepped into the water, my foot sunk through a layer of sludge on the basin floor. I didnt want to think about what I was stepping in; instead, I gritted my teeth and tried to ignore the endless, sloppy pond pudding that squished between my toes. My breath caught in my throat as I fought the shock of the cold water and the fear of stepping in mystery.

I took my sweet time, abandoning any hopes of aquatic elegance, instead panting and snorting like a bulldog in hot pursuit of a floating tennis ball.

From the middle of the pond the moon looked ever bigger, pregnant with light. I let my legs float up from under me and reclined, my ears flooded with muted underwater percussion. My hair was long back then, halfway down my back and tangled with the colors of autumn. Some of it stuck to my face while I listened to my Darth Vader breathing and pretended to be a mermaid.

He moved cautiously through the water, closing a bit of the gap between us while he staredintent, intense. When I felt a hand brush my naked back I didnt flinch, relaxing into his touch as he guided me closer.

We stayed like that forever, plaiting our legs in pinwheels while we fluttered, right arms clutching fistfuls of flesh while our left ones flapped beneath the surface. Walden couldnt overwhelm the scent of his neck, pepper vanilla corduroy and freshly cut ryegrass.

I breathed him in while he put his lips to my ear and whispered for what seemed like hours, words I had heard a million times before, but never strung together quite like that, never directed at me. It tapered to a close at those tiny, giant words, that dot dot dot that begs to be echoed.

The moon hid behind a cloud, newly modest, as I buried my face in his smell once more, knowing that I loved him, too.

We shared a grin.

And sinned.









    

One




He was squinty, the man flapping his yapper, with a Dip-pity Do and nostrils that twitched in time with his desperate lips.

Hey, hey, how about some of my spicy tuna roll, huh, baby?

Oh come on.

So I says, Easy lady, thats my elbow! Ba-da-BOOM!

It had been going on like this all night; pathetic lines tossed out halfheartedly, like Frisbees on the beach in August.

Sure, honey, feel free to use my dipstick to check your levels!

Someone should slug this yahoo. Anyone? Anyone? Help a lady out.

All men, too. Honest to God. Im not too surprised; it isnt often that we get chicks with balls enough to brave this crowd.

Its a tricky business, stand-up comedy.

I wished more of these morons figured that out before they got their paws on a microphone.

The moron du jour, sporting khaki pants, was nearly bursting out of a coral-colored shirt printed with birds of paradisetypical comic wear. His shoulders were broader than a Buick, and his strongman handlebar mustache glistened with sweat.

Ive worked at Bellyaches Comedy Den for years now, and believe me Ive heard it all. Mother jokes, sister jokes, jaded jilted-lover jokes, chick jokes, dick jokes, smart jokes, fart jokes, fat jokes. Boozers, losers, politics, pimps and hookers, bitches, tricks. Nobodys safe, no ethnicity ignored: honky, cracker, nigga, kike, wops and dagos, fags and dykes, jappy guidos, spics and chinks, the motherfucking kitchen sink.

My boss, Hal, actually wanted to use that rant as the clubs motto, but City Council got a little nervous. I think some selectman had a problem with cracker.

Bellyaches is small and dank, choreographed around a precarious platform that barely passes for a stage. Mismatched chairs accessorize two dozen tiny cocktail tables, which are packed together awkwardly to fill most of a shallow audience pit. The bar runs along the back of the room. Ive spent the better part of my adult life stuffed back there like a helpless pimiento, yanking sticky taps and rolling my eyes at the sad excuse for entertainment. Make no mistake about my use of better part. Im talking majority. Believe me, I dont count my beer-bitch duties among the finest moments of my twenties.

The place defines dive, but its actually fairly popular; gross is apparently the new chic with Boston-area hipsters. Its gone far beyond thrift-store threads and pizza grease bedhead: I sell enough Pabst Blue Ribbon in a week to build a Tijuanan shanty village with the aluminum from the discarded cans. All that cheap beer is a beacon for amateur comics. Honestly, they flock like raccoons to shiny objects, likely comforting themselves as they leave with the notion that if their jokes bombed, the audience must have been, too.


Youd never catch me onstage in a million years.

Most of my friends are aspiring stand-up comedians, and Ive seen more than enough rejection to stave off any limelight cravings. Time and time again Ive watched grown men sniffle about jokes that failed or bits that bombed, while nursing Cuervos and dejected faces speckled with coin-shaped bruises. I dont need a crowd to make me feel bad about myself; superhuman celebrities and trendy department stores do a fine enough job of that, thank you very much. Watch any Lindsay Lohan movie and then shuffle into Express to try and stuff your ass into a pair of stretchy, sparkly pants. Youll leave the mall with a cinnamon roll and a pudge complex every single time.

So, I try to keep myself safe from heckling. Its much safer behind the bar, anyway, unless some wino gets fresh about my rack.

Though I man the booze, I wouldnt call myself a bartender per se. I wish. Bellyaches only serves wine and beer, so all I do is pull and uncork. (Thats what she said. Badumbum. Ha.) Cocktail its not. Hal has owned this place for twenty years, bought it when he was fresh off the boat from East London. Hes a pervy sort of Cockney, with lumps of doughy limbs and gravel in his throat. Saved his quid for nearly a decade so he could move across the pond and live out his dream of owning a moldy comedy dive. Not much stand-up in the UK, apparently. I guess they dont laugh too much over there. Ashamed to show their teeth, Id imagine.

In his spare time, Hal fancies himself an amateur photographer, capturing weddings, christenings, bar mitzvahs, headshots, the occasional catalog campaign. His favorite shoots are portfolio jobs for aspiring models. He likes to dress the oblivious gigglers in thongs and drape them over machinery for artistic effect. If you ask me, its for his spank bank. For extra cash I help him out sometimes, loading his cameras, holding the light meter, and sponging the sweat from the back of his pasty neck. I keep that last part a secret.

Bellyaches was a butcher shop before Hal got his mitts on it; there are still bloodstains visible in the cracks in the cheap tile floor. Theres a rumor that before that it was a Mob den, Tommy guns and all, but Hal waves that off.

Whatever its former purpose, the club still sports questionable ambiance. The walls are dingy, half the lights are blown out. Hals even had the same Bud Light neon crackling behind the bar since 1985. Abe likes to remind me of that; hes an ageless Irish perch who started coming here five nights a week the very first night Hal was open for business. Retired from the force for twelve years, Abe stays home with his wife on Saturday nights, not out of dedication to his family, but rather to Jesus. Doesnt want to be hung over on Sunday morning; afraid hell sleep through church and get tossed in the back of a one-way wagon to the fiery cell below. Hes holding out for the big doughnut shop in the sky. And boy, does he love me.

Hey Carrot Top, lemme get an ODouls!

Carrot Top. Everyones a comic, eh? And they all think its fresh material.

Hittin the sauce pretty hard tonight, tough stuff! ODouls? Jesus, well be wringing you out in the mop bucket, Abe. Better gimme your keys.

There are some things I love about my job. Its the only place Ive ever worked where the staff is required to mouth off openly to the customers. In fact, keeping your disdain under wraps is grounds for termination.

Besides Abe, I have a slew of regulars, all blue collar, all of undistinguishable age. Every cheapskate one of them nurses single beers for hours, rationing them well beyond room temperature, and then leaves me a dollar after laying his most personal problems on me for hours at a time. Like Bill, the postman with four ex-wives and nine illegitimate children, or Jerry, the tough-talking municipal librarian who can rant unapologetically for hours about his slew of mysterious digestive disorders. What can you do? They all tell me Im pretty. Hey, its the only shred of romantic attention Im getting lately. Hal thinks its cute.

Better not let your boyfriends see, love, hell tease if a guy my age tries to flirt with me. Theyll run that fresh young whippersnapper clear outta town, Carrot Top!

In case you were wondering, the carpet matches the curtains, thank you very much. My mothers half Irish, so the five kiddies came out with our heads on fire. Green eyes, too, the whole leprechaun lot of us. I lucked out and dodged the freckles, though. Got a big honkin Jewish nose instead. (Thanks, Dad.)

Hey, Red, whens your next night off?

Jerry, you ask me that every Friday, and every Friday I give you the same answer. There exists only one thing in this godforsaken city that I cant get off, and thats a night shift.

Aaaah, Nina, youre breaking my heart.

Impossible, Jerry, you dont have one. Heres your beer, smart-ass.

Speaking of asses, the guy onstage just didnt know when to quit. He was still trying to amble through his act, despite the disgruntled hisses and heckles spewing forth from the crowd. He finally got the hint when his fourteenth Eskimo joke was met with unapologetic boos and an explosion of bar debris. Someone actually threw a head of lettuce, and all of a sudden, vegetables were flying from every which way.

Huh. Who brought an eggplant in here?

The dude was still picking cocktail onions out of his toupee when the emcee hopped onstage to introduce the next act.

And now, ladies andwait, are there even any ladies in here? No? Well, theres Nina, our lovely bartenderwave hello to Nina, guys! But trust me, shes no lady, so she doesnt count. Well then, gentlemen, please give a warm welcome to our next comic. Hes a Bellyaches favorite, and trust me, this ones actually funny. Give it up for BenHenry!!

Oh thank you.

Ben Henry is the house comic at Bellyaches, meaning he appears every week because the club needs to guarantee at least one stretch of laughs for the people who fork over a cover. Ben is witty enough to pull off clever jokes, but not so uppity and satirical that his humor is lost on a blue-collar audience. Hes got this sardonic kind of ease about him, like maybe he could be your best friend as long as you never turned your back on him.

I should know. Hes been my best friend for years.

Weve both been working at this place since we finished college (erdropped out of college). Lets see, Im twenty-seven, so its been aboutfive years. He got hired as the busboy, and I started behind this very bar. I was barely old enough to drink, but the boss man is a horny man, and he thought a perky, flirty redhead would be just the thing to boost bar sales. He got the redhead part. Im too abrasive to be perky and too awkward to flirt. Oh well. So it goes.

Hal figured out pretty quickly that Ben was funnier than the acts onstage. He noticed that the audiences had been laughing harder than usual, so he assumed the comics were hitting more marksuntil he sat in the back of the club to watch one night and noticed that, as Ben made his way around collecting glasses, the people within earshot would erupt into giggles. Turns out the comics were bombing, and Ben was muttering sidesplitting comebacks to any table that would listen.

At first, Hal was pissed.

I dont pay ye to be funny! hed screamed after the set was over, poor Ben separating silverware in a bin filled with muck. I pay ye to be bloody tidy! To clean! Not be funny!

Well, Ben had shot back, you pay those guys onstage a hell of a lot more than you pay me, and theyre not being funny! The audience could at least get their moneys worth!

Touch!

Hal had stroked his chins with beefy fingers for a few long minutes, ultimately deciding to let Ben have at it with the audience for three minutes on a slow night, like a Tuesday.

A week later, Ben was headlining every show, every night we were open. Its been years, and he still has new material every week.

And Im still the bar bitch.

Truth be told, the thought of being onstage is up there with getting my lungs pulled out through my nose on a list of things that I avoid like the plague, so I dont really mind staying out of the spotlight.

Besides, I give Ben most of his material, anyway. Offstage, hes kind ofshrill. Andwhiny.

OK. Hes worse than a woebegone Bridge-and-Tunnel thirty-something window-shopping with her man at Tiffany and Co.

Ill admit I had a little crush on Ben when we first met. (He is pretty cute when hes not sniveling.) It was mutual, so we flirted in a totally seventh-grade manner, complete with hair pulling and note passing, until he had the guts to ask me out.

Disaster.

I remember thinking that things were going pretty well. I rarely get asked on dates, so when I do, I go all out. I even curled my damn eyelashes.

Ben took me to this place that serves hush puppies and Pabst Blue Ribbon in glass jelly jars. Perfect fodder for sarcasm, which is my specialty. Man, was I on top of my game that night. Usually when Im nervous I have a hard time being funny, but to this day that date was one of the most successful Ive had in terms of personal comedic best.

Unfortunately (and perhaps, especially), stand-up comics are no exception to the rules of gender-specific social code. Its a sad truth; men just dont like Funny Girls.

Let me explain.

I suffer from Funny Girl Syndrome, the female version of the more commonly recognizable affliction Nice Guy Syndrome. Men cursed with this miserable social malady are usually genuine and warm, polite and kind, inexorably chivalrous and hopelessly romantic. And they can never, ever, ever land a girlfriend. As any Nice Guy will tell you, women want to date assholes. I guess theres just something magnetic and mysterious about a dude who boots you out of bed before sunrise and never follows up with a phone call. (Its true; we pine for these idiots.) The most romantically successful guys I know are self-centered, beer-guzzling blockheads who somehow manage to lead a parade of blonde goddesses around town like sexual Pied Pipers. And the Nice Guyswell, they make great friends, of course, but theyre too eager, too attainable. Women want a challenge. Apparently, men feel the same way.

Enterthe Funny Girl.

Sure, were witty, quick on the draw, we love to rip people apart and we drink a lot of beer. But that doesnt make us viable girlfriends; it makes us great drinking buddies. And as any Nice Guy can tell you, once youre a friend, lust comes to an end. Its a universal rule, like that liquor-before-beer thing.

As far as I can tell, most men want a woman who has a lot of hair, a lot of teeth, a whole lot of cleavage and a lot of personality that she keeps to herself. Its a macho thing.

Many a male friend has denied my theory, but I have yet to overhear a one of them whispering excitedly about that blondes voluptuous brain.

Since Bens entire identity is constructed around being the funniest guy in the room, it didnt exactly work out between us. No loss, I guess. Besides, when we followed through with the obligatory good-night departure, I discovered that kissing Ben is a lot like getting CPR from a jellyfish.

I eventually got him to admit that he couldnt deal with a woman whos funnier than he is, which was no surprise, but then Ben hit me with the unexpected. He said that my quick wit was intimidating, that most men didnt want to feel like they couldnt keep up with their girlfriends. After all, men were supposed to be the funny ones, the charming, witty alphas. They dont like to be one-upped by their lady friends, according to Ben. My sense of humor, he informed me, would scare men away.


As it turned out, Ben wasnt so scared of my wit that he didnt have the nerve to steal my one-liners and put them in his act. Sure enough, the night after that disastrous date, I was minding my own business at the bar when I heard a few jokes that sounded awfully familiar. The weasel was repeating quips Id made on our date, and getting a hell of a laugh.

At first I was mad, but when I heard how hard the audience laughed at bits that I had come up with, I started to get a kick out of it. It reminded me of high school. Ah, the days of yore. I used to crack up my classes with my outbursts and inappropriate comments. Id forgotten how good it felt to be driven by an audience.

Still, watching the comic up after Ben that night get pelted with cocktail garnish reinforced my terror of public rejection. Rather then let him take all the glory for free, I convinced Ben to let me secretly write his jokes for a third of his paycheck.

Convinced is the wrong word. Threatened. I threatened the thief with two clenched fists and the promise of a balls-free bachelorhood. He complied. After all, friendship is all about compromise.

Its a system that works. Ben gets laughs and a stroke of the ego, I get the self-indulgent satisfaction of hearing my words tickle a crowd, and a hell of a laurel to hold over my best friends head. That may sound exceedingly masochistic, but its really just friendly competition. I swear. Keeps it fun. We bounced right back after that terrible date, and now we remind ourselves of a crotchety old married couple. We bicker, we nag, we pretend not to like each other. But, when I need him, hes there unconditionally, and I try to do the same. Beyond that, we spend a lot of time together and we dont have sex. Just like a pair of grandparents. Who have all their teeth.

Tonight was going especially well for Ben, since Id had a bad week and was able to channel my frustrations into killer bits.

So Ive been trying to be extra nice to my sisters kid this week, because shes stuck in bed with the chicken pox, Ben was kvetching to an eager audience, so I went to the video store to rent one of those Harry Potter movies. You know, keep her busy. So we sit down to watch it, and theres this scene where the boy wizard wonder fends off all these grim reaper guys by making some kind of shield come out of his wand. Hey, dont look at me like that, I didnt make this shit up. So the shield thing forms the shape of an animal, which apparently changes depending on who conjures it. Its called a patronus. So Harry Potters patronus is this giant stag; it all charges out of his wand looking like a reindeer late for Christmas. And my niece is totally into it, shes loving it. So being the caring, dutifully involved uncle that I am, I turned to her and I said, So, Caitlin, what kind of animal would your patronus be? And she gives me this really weird look, like Ive just sprouted fingers out of my head or something, and she says Uncle Ben, girls dont have a patronus. Can you believe that?

The audience erupted into laughter. Excellent.

The story wasnt true, of course. Id quipped that thing about girls and patronuses last week after Id curled up for an entire weekend reacquainting myself with the worlds favorite magical teenager. Yeah, I like Harry Potter. (Go ahead, rib me about it. I will cut you.)

Ben finished his act with a bang, tearing off a few one-liners and closing with a gorgeous joke about crawfish.


As usual, I had an IPA waiting for him on the bar when he hops offstage.

Good crowd tonight! he said between gulps.

Good thing, too, or you would have bombed, Henry. They were being nice to you.

You seem to forget, Kurtz, that when you insult my act, youre insulting your very own jokes.

The jokes were gold! Its the timing, Henry. The timing.

Not true, actually. Ben has terrific timing, and his stage presence is so likable that while watching him I can forget his manic depression, chronic phlegm-hocking, and the fifty bucks he still owes me from two weeks ago. The casual ease, hint of self-deprecation, and crooked puppy grin all add up to big laughs.

Alas, Miss Kurtz, Ill just have to take notes from your comedic brilliance the next time you go up onstage. Oh thats right. Chickenshit.

Shaddup and drink, you.

I like Ben the best when hes fresh off a gig. Hes in his best place then, still coasting the adrenaline rush all performers get from winning a crowd. I enjoy these precious few minutes of happy banter with my best friend before he drifts back into Same Old Ben. Miserable. Crotchety. Eeyore with a chip on his shoulder.

When he starts to stare into the final dregs of his beer I know its time to back off. Its been the same damned routine for the past five years, six nights a week except Christmas and Easter. When Ben has two swallows left, its time to wipe down the bar. Its worked out to a fine science. Pathetic.

You going out tonight? he asked, as I swept crumpled beverage napkins into the trash.

What day is it? Thursday? Friday? I dont even know anymore. Its all the same fucking day. Friday. Yeah, I should go out.

What did you make tonight?

I dont know, I havent counted the drawer yet.

Ben kept staring into his drink as I tallied the cash register, scrutinizing every coin, shuffling every bill into bundles of twenty, snapping them together with rubber bands. I start each night with two hundred bucks in change. Im supposed to take that out, print out a sales report from the register, figure out how much we pulled in for booze sales, take that out, and then the remaining money is what I made in tips.

In theory.

I always manage to feel shortchanged somehow. I dont know if its because I feel like I should be making more money for having to deal with the same chuckleheads every night, or if its because my counting skills are lacking and I end up giving Hal too much money at the end of the night.

Shit. Only eighty-three.

Thats not bad.

For a Friday? Thats fucking dismal. Jesus, we should start offering tax write-offs to the regulars. Maybe theyd throw down a tip every once in a while.

Why dont you look for another job?

And leave all this, Henry? Youve gotta be crazy. Besides, where else could I get paid to stare at you all night?

I batted my eyelashes mockingly while Ben swilled the last of his beer and slid me the pint glass.

Well, he said, wiping his hands on the thighs of his jeans as he rose from the bar stool, Im going to grab a bite. Come if you want to.

To where? Not Rosies.


Whats wrong with Rosies?

Rosies Diner has fed Ben twelve meals a week since he moved to Boston. Its the kind of place that would inspire nostalgia if disgust didnt plant itself in the way. Not a goddamned thing, the actual Rosie boasts proudly, has changed in that place since the day it opened in 1952. She aint kidding. This includes the salt and pepper shakers, the fryer oil, and the V-necked T-shirt permanently stained with the armpit grease of Rosies husband, Angelo. According to Ben, Angelo makes the best grilled cheese in Boston, which Im inclined to believe. Not because I have any more faith in Angelos culinary skills than I do in his personal hygiene, but because Ben is a certified grilled-cheese expert. Its all the man will eat.

No exaggeration.

When Ben was a kid, he got picked on. A lot. Dont feel too bad; its like a prerequisite for comics to have had an underdog childhood so they have something to be neurotic about. Anyway, he was always getting wedgied and having boogers flicked on him in class and stuff, so every single day he would come home crying, and his mother would make him a grilled cheese sandwich to calm him down. It was the thing he looked forward to the most each day, because he knew, Little Ben Henry, that at the end of an intolerable schoolyard torture session, he would be treated to gooey, melty orange love embraced by two welcoming slices of toasty white bread.

As a result, he became psychologically conditioned to associate happiness with a grilled cheese. When his mother died while Ben was away at college, it sealed the deal. Now he eats grilled cheese every day in her loving memory. And soon hell be able to join her; his cholesterol just peaked off the charts.


Ben, shouldnt you eat something else once in a while? Like a vegetable?

No vegetables.

What about a grilled cheese and tomato?

No vegetables.

Tomatos a fruit.

No fruit.

I sighed.

Well, Im broke, so, pass.

You sure?

Yep.

OK. He shrugged. Ill call Cuse. He should be done with his midnight gig by now.

Our friend Bill Becker, better known as Cuse, fancies himself a comic but is really the walking, talking definition of fledgling. At best his routine is mildly funny but never escalates beyond forehead-smackingly stale. Even a deaf mute could mouth along to the punch lines of Cuses best jokes; theyre that predictable. Besides being hopelessly awkward and sweaty beyond the boundaries of reasonable biology, the poor kid is about as attractive as a ham steak the morning after your twenty-first birthday. Not just overweight, Cuse is literally roundperfectly spherical thanks to a pie-baking mama and an affinity for Three Stooges marathons.

Hes a fellow redhead, but instead of the rich, auburn hue that I was, thankfully, blessed with, Cuse is cursed with tangerine tufts and freckle-flecked flesh. He earned his nickname one painfully clumsy midnight gig at Faneuil Hall, a few years ago during March Madness. Poor Cuse had the misfortune of performing for a group of Boston College frat boys who had just spent the evening watching Syracuse University wipe the floor with a forgettable collegiate opponent.

Dude! one of them cried at the first sight of jolly Bill Becker. Its the Syracuse Orangeman! OrangeMAN!

OrangeMAN! the crowd of monkeys gleefully replied. OrangeMAAAAN!

Poor Cuse. Cursed with the physique of a basketball mascot. And not even a cute or respectable mascot. A nickname like Wolf or Chief probably wouldnt be that bad. But to physically resemble a basketball? Ouch. Accurate, but ouch.

Still, our sympathy was no obstacle. Cuse he became. Cuse he shall remain.

God bless him, though. He still gets up onstage as often as he can. He even counts his roundness as audience drawing power, and Ill be damned if club owners dont agree. Those guys dont care if the comics are actually funny, as long as they bring customers through the door. And lets face it; whos going to pass up the opportunity to watch a walking, talking basketball?

The last thing Cuse needs is Rosie stuffing him with fried food.

Thats not untrue, Ben said, but I cant stand going into Rosies by myself. Whenever I do, shes on my ass about fixing me up with her daughter.

Rosie has a daughter?

Yeah, the one who runs the register.

Thats a girl?

Nina, thats just mean.

No, seriously, thats a girl? That thing has a mustache!

Well, shes Eastern European. What do you expect?

I expected Eastern Europe to have access to at least a primitive method of hair removal.


Well, not everyone can be as naturally adorable and hairless as you. Ben reached across the bar and tweaked my nose, grabbed his coat from a bar stool and tossed a hand in the air toward Hal, who nodded in return.

Im taking off, Kurtz.

Later. Say hello to Rosie for me.

Ill eat a grilled cheese for you, too.

Ick, no thanks. Have you seen the way Angelo sweats? It drips all over the grill. You eat that. You eat his sweat.

Mmmmmmmm!

Thats so gross, Ben.

Its delicious!

Deliciously sweaty.

Mmmmmmmm!

No wonder you cant get a date, sweat mouth.

Hey! He flicked a stray bar peanut in my direction, missing completely and instead landing it in a bin of cleaning fluid.

Ben has a love life thats nearly as pathetic as mine, and boy, does he love to bitch about it. I learned long ago to never ask questions about any girls that he may be interested in, lest I be sucked into a three-hour stint as a sounding board for sad-sack musings. Every so often, though, I slip.

Shes so cute, Nina. What am I supposed to do?

Shit. Here we go. Come on, Ben, its one in the morning.

For weeks now, hes been moping about some chick that he keeps seeing around town. First it was on the subway, then a few chance glances at a Harvard Square coffee shop, then he caught her eye across the crowd while squeezing cantaloupe at a Sunday farmers market in Arlington.

I dont know, Ben.


Shes got the prettiest, bounciest hair.

I know, Ben.

Im just not sure what to say to her.

I dont know, Ben.

What would you do if some guy came up to you in a coffee shop? Would you think he was a dork?

Yes.

Nina!

What? You asked!

So I shouldnt say hi to her?

Ben, you know as well as I do that men dont come up to me in coffee shops, so maybe Im the wrong person to be asking about this. I never even make it past the first date! Why dont you ask Cuse when you see him? Hes got more experience than I do.

Hes got more experience failing completely, maybe. You might not get a second date, but that kid cant even get a first. He gets turned down more thanmore thanum

More than the stereo volume at a preteen sleepover? More than the sheets at an airport Sheraton? More than

Yes, yes, more than all of those things. Stop rubbing it in.

Rubbing what in?

That youre snappier than I am.

Snappier, but not luckier in love. Thats my point.

Well, maybe if you werent so snappy, more guys would take you
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