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Introduction

I love bundles.

Or is it, “omnibuses”? “Box sets”? “Starter packs”? Whatever you want to call them.

(Turns out, there are subtle differences. Ebooks, for instance, don’t actually come in a box. Who knew?)

But you get the basic idea. Two or three whole books, that you’d usually have to buy separately, all hanging out together in one sweet volume.

And generally at a much lower cost than if you had to buy each book on its own. [image: emoji: winking-face]

As a voracious reader myself, it’s like, sign me up.

Which makes it more than a little strange to now find myself on the other side of this delightful arrangement.

I’m kind of excited for you, honestly. Especially if you’ve been eyeing my short story collections, but maybe a certain hesitation has held you back. Short stories, hmm? I don’t know… maybe, but shorts can be so hit-or-miss… what kind of stories are these, even… wait, there’s only FIVE stories in each book? Are you serious?

Yes, it’s true. You only need five short stories to count as a full-length “collection”. I know. I was surprised myself.

Personally, most of the short stories that I grew up reading came in big honking hardbacks that really were “omnibuses”, in that “omni” sense of “all of it”. The whole pile. I would lug around these three-pounders with titles like The Collected Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, or, Every Short Story Ray Bradbury Ever Wrote, In One Actual Paper Book: Just Kidding, Is That Physically Possible? or even, Strong Medicine: An O. Henry Omnibus (Don’t Read Too Many of These “Twist Endings” In A Row, Or You’ll Throw This Book at the Wall, And the Wall Will Lose)… ah, the classics.

Okay, so maybe I’m not remembering those titles exactly. This was a long time ago, alas.

But you get the idea. For me, short story omnibuses were big. And, in retrospect, kind of unwieldy.

But now we have ebooks! Yay! You could load up a phone book if you wanted, and it wouldn't weigh a thing. Still blows my mind.

Which makes ebooks the perfect medium for big, honking bundles of short story collections. Speaking of which...


This bundled volume includes three separate story collections:


	The Brave Little Mailman (And Other Stories)


	The Sofa King (And Other Stories)


	Crags in the Sunset (And Other Love Stories I Wrote In High School)




Each collection is present and complete, including each book’s cover and original introduction.

And each collection offers you a different flavor of the kinds of stories I love to write. Together, these three make a splendid “sampler” for your reading enjoyment.

Now, if you’ve already made up your mind, just go ahead and dive in. You can read these stories in any order, so skip right to whatever catches your eye.

But if you’re still not sure, let’s take a quick glimpse at what awaits you in this treasure house…



Quirky and Fun: The Brave Little Mailman (And Other Stories)

Our first collection, The Brave Little Mailman (And Other Stories), offers five fun, quirky, unusual little stories that are sure to get you smiling.


	In “Bernard, the Incurable Entrepreneur,” the risk-averse Al Oates meets Bernard, a more-than-usually bonkers entrepreneur with an urgent need for cash. Don’t worry, though, Bernard has a brilliant plan. And they’ll both probably survive.


	In “No Man’s Hair Is His Own,” star-crossed new lovers Lily and Ferdinand must confront some deep-seated beliefs (well, just one, really), along with some scheming relatives, if they’re ever going to find true love.


	In “Mr. Granlaw and the Banana,” a stock literary character decides he’s sick and tired of spouting fatherly wisdom, having midlife crises, and falling in love with his wife all over again. His solution may surprise you.


	In “A Third Chance”, Barry (age 37) finds himself reliving the biggest missed opportunity of his entire life—back in high school. Will he seize this last chance to set things right? Or… not?


	Finally, Ed Furl is “The Brave Little Mailman”, a simple country postal worker who’s determined to deliver one hand-addressed blue envelope to the daughter of a billionaire… no matter what wild and treacherous perils may await.




If you love goofy (yet earnest) characters, zany situations, and the occasional (okay, frequent) sweet romance along the way, this fun collection is the gem you’ve been hunting for.



Serious and Meaningful (But Still Quirky): The Sofa King (And Other Stories)

With our second collection, The Sofa King (And Other Stories), you get a change of pace to a more serious, thoughtful, even literary lilt. Though, don’t worry, you’ll still get a touch (or more) of the ridiculous… this is Bill Alive we’re talking about. (Though, in my case, not usually in the third person… anyway…)


	In “The Sofa King,” a hapless ex-furniture salesman tells a cautionary tale of the exuberant Harold Kubanda, a one-of-a-kind Customer From Hell.


	In “Into the Kiln,” a frantic young Wendall makes a desperate drive across several states to raid the mailbox of his long-time girlfriend Cassie… before she can open a package that he mailed her himself.


	In “The Jaded, the Jaundiced, and the Violet,” Jimmy Hanson is a sallow, middle-aged man who has one small joy in his small, slow life. But one year, when autumn comes early, one small choice could ruin everything he’s built.


	On a stormy night at an inn on a remote island, two employees hear the rumor of a most unlikely threat. Can Edgar pry the truth from “Mad, Mad Malvolio” in time?


	Finally, in “Free Soles,” a young office drone named Matthew meets two odd old women on his subway commute who issue a challenge that could threaten his entire worldview. Or even worse… his job.




Prepare for some odd little stories, my friend. I doubt you’ve read anything quite like these.

If you’ve a taste for odd characters with bizarre enthusiasms, ridiculous situations, and bemused bystanders, you might just want to skip ahead and read these first.



Straight-Up Love Stories (Mostly): Crags in the Sunset (And Other Love Stories I Wrote In High School)

Lastly, for our final collection, we’ll crank up the Deep and Meaningful Quotient till it’s pretty much maxed out, with Crags in the Sunset (And Other Love Stories I Wrote In High School).

I can sense that you might have questions.



Q: “Love” stories? Like, romances?

No. These are love stories, not romances. Modern romance stories basically guarantee a Happily Ever After (HEA, for those in the know), where the two leads wind up safely in a relationship at the end. That’s the whole point of a romance.

With these stories… ah… no guarantees. I’m not saying none of these couples get together, but… don’t count on it.



Q: And you wrote these when you were in high school?

Yes. Okay, one in college, but still.



Q: Why were you writing love stories in high school?

Um, do you know any teenagers?

Though it is true, as you’ll see, that some of these stories also include a certain, ah, action-adventure strain…



Q: What?

Maybe I’d better just let the stories speak for themselves…


	In “Dawn”, the romantic Rick makes his very first profession of love in his high school gym… to the devoted girlfriend of one of his best friends. But what happens next is the real surprise.


	In “Crags in the Sunset”, the lovelorn Devin follows his high school crush to college, but freshman year does not go according to plan.


	In “Kevin and the Foxes”, love takes a darker turn, and in a lonely house, high up on a mountain, a marriage nears the breaking point.


	Then, in “Die Auswahl (The Choice)”, a time-travel elixir shakes up the stale marriage of a sour power couple… and also causes some rather global unintended consequences.


	Finally, in “Arcanus”, when an enslaved teenager in Roman times is trapped on a brutal battlefield, he may seem as far from love as you can get. But his Latin name means “secret”, and if he can survive long enough to discover that secret, the truth could change his whole life.




And there you have it! With these three full collections, all together in one book for the first time, you’ve got a wide range of reading ahead of you. Love, laughter, legwarmers… it’s all in here, with fun characters you’ll relish, bonkers situations that you’ve never imagined before, and intense moments you won’t soon forget.

Enjoy.





Bill Alive

2025 December
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Introduction

Is it just me, or do short stories tend to be serious?

Make that Serious, with a capital S. Important themes. Mature emotions. Deep statements about our shared humanity.

Don’t get me wrong, I’m a fan of Serious. Written plenty of it myself. Maybe too much.

But these stories?

These stories are a little vacation from all that.

Fun. Goofy. Possibly even silly.

Your high school English teacher might not have approved…


	In “Bernard, the Incurable Entrepreneur,” the risk-averse Al Oates meets Bernard, a more-than-usually bonkers entrepreneur with an urgent need for cash. Don’t worry, though, Bernard has a brilliant plan. And they’ll both probably survive.


	In “No Man’s Hair Is His Own,” star-crossed new lovers Lily and Ferdinand must confront some deep-seated beliefs (well, just one, really), along with some scheming relatives, if they’re ever going to find true love.


	In “Mr. Granlaw and the Banana,” a stock literary character decides he’s sick and tired of spouting fatherly wisdom, having midlife crises, and falling in love with his wife all over again. His solution may surprise you.


	In “A Third Chance”, Barry (age 37) finds himself reliving the biggest missed opportunity of his entire life—back in high school. Will he seize this last chance to set things right? Or… not?


	Finally, Ed Furl is “The Brave Little Mailman”, a simple country postal worker who’s determined to deliver one hand-addressed blue envelope to the daughter of a billionaire… no matter what wild and treacherous perils may await.




Are these tales flawed? I’m sure. I wrote them around twenty years ago now, back when I was in my twenties. (These days, of course, my writing is essentially perfect.) Although I did smooth a few rough edges here and there, I’m presenting these old stories here basically unchanged.

Why? Because as I was rereading these tales to put together this collection, they all made me laugh at least once. Usually more.

And really, how often does a story make you laugh?

So I hope you get plenty of laughs yourself from these quirky little stories, and you savor the break from Real Life.

Feels like we could all use a breather, don’t you think? It’s always a good time to read a few silly stories.

Enjoy.





Bill Alive

2025 April




Al Oates is what you might call “risk-averse.” His tolerance for financial peril maxes out at buying a U.S. savings bond.

Then he meets Bernard.

Bernard’s a fast-talking entrepreneur with a big mouth and a bigger problem. A problem so huge, he’s certain only Al can help him solve it… before he loses everything.

One of them, at least, may never be the same.

Like all the other tales in this collection, I first wrote this story more than fifteen years ago. So come, escape with me to this long-forgotten halcyon time before ubiquitous smartphones and apps, to the days of rare luxury PDAs, crushing credit card rates, relentless multi-level marketing parties… oh wait… okay, maybe things haven’t changed that much…






Bernard, the Incurable Entrepreneur



Al Oates first met Bernard at a free seminar on the benefits of United States savings bonds. Half of the lecture had already passed into legend and song, and Al had just jotted, “Bond—government pays you interest,” when a man strode into his row, crossed a chorus line of empty folding chairs, clunked down beside him, thrust out a hand, and said, “Bernard Blarney. Entrepreneur.”

“Hi,” Al whispered. “I don’t think we’re supposed to talk during the lecture.”

Bernard grinned and, his hand still being extended, gripped Al’s shoulder. “You going to buy any bonds?”

“I… I don’t know,” Al whispered. “They seem kind of risky.”

“It’s a brutal market,” Bernard said. “Might only get a fifty percent markup. Even forty.”

“Mmm,” Al mumbled, and nodded.

Then he frowned.

He glanced at the instructor, Mr. Solven, a formidable old bureaucrat in a polo shirt, whose bowling team occasionally lost to that of Al’s mother. But Mr. Solven was facing away from the class, toward his own words of wisdom as they glowed in glorious Times New Roman on the white wall of painted concrete block. So Al took courage, and leaned towards Bernard.

“Markup?” he whispered. “Isn’t that for resale?”

“Darn tootin’!” Bernard said, still at full volume. “I can’t wait thirty years to make a profit on these things.”

In the next row, an elderly woman with a tank top and rather a lot of makeup turned around, and glowered through her glitter.

“You’re going to mark up savings bonds?” Al whispered. “Is that legal? Why won’t people just buy them direct?”

“Huh,” Bernard said. He swung a backpack off his shoulder and ransacked it. The pack held enough binders and books to induce arthritis within approximately five weeks. Bernard fished out a glossy, oversized volume entitled Make Money Without Producing Anything, flipped through it, and soon said, “Huh. They do not mention that. You’re a financial genius.”

“I think we’re distracting that lady,” Al whispered.

“You’re coming over. We’ll have dinner. Just the guy I’m looking for.” He stood, clanging his chair into the others like a gong. “I’ll read outside while you finish this waste of time.”

Mr. Solven whipped around and banged the table, to the grave misfortune of the government-issued laptop stand. “Who is initiating this disturbance?” he snapped. He squinted through his glasses, much as he had once squinted through the same glasses at the Watergate headlines. “Oates? Is that the Oates kid?”

“Negative, Jerry,” Bernard called. “Just me.”

Mr. Solven, who apparently did have a first name, relaxed his jaw muscles into a friendly non-frown. “Bernard,” he said. “I failed to expect your presence at a discussion of sensible investments.”

“I’m just leaving,” Bernard said. He nudged Al. “See you in the lobby.” He clattered away, breaking the chorus line into an angry crowd.

Mr. Solven squinted again. “That is the Oates kid,” he grumbled, and he finished the lecture.

As the audience rumbled back to life, the Oates kid (age 29) closed his notebook and hesitated. The back door led out to the lobby of the Cobbett County Government Center. The side door led directly to the parking lot. With luck, he could reach his car unobserved by this Bernard.

But he took the back door. This was the road less traveled, both literally and, he would discover, Frostily.

“You!” Bernard said, and raced across the lobby. “Look at you! You’re a football player!”

Al grinned stupidly and adjusted his glasses. The standing position revealed Al’s six and a half feet and made his two hundred and fifty pounds of muscle and bone a bit more obvious.

Bernard whistled up at him. “I worked out once, but it just made me skinnier.”

“You have to stick with it,” said Al.

“Right. Consistency,” said Bernard. “I am all about Consistency. It’s my second favorite Character Value in big block letters on my Extreme Sports Character Calendar, right after Leadership. Leadership has these wicked skydivers. You coming?”

If the friends of the working class had scheduled the seminar on a Saturday afternoon, Al might yet have resisted. But the only time for a weekday seminar is after work, and thus before dinner, and thus postponing dinner, and Al had a hard enough time preparing his meals when he wasn’t already ravenous. Never had his future turned so perilously on the absence of a snack. Al always forgot to bring a snack.

Bernard led him to a venerable neighborhood that had been built back when people still had the quaint desire for distinguishable houses. This was a long time ago, and when Bernard pulled into a driveway, Al pulled in after him, carefully avoiding the potholes, most of them, and gasped.

“Home sweet home,” Bernard said, as they got out. “You would not believe the price I got on this girl. Fixer upper. Gonna give baby some new shoes, then sell her the second the market turns around. You all right? You mind?”

“Oh, ah, a great investment, obviously,” Al said. “I just, you know… the structural integrity… of the roof—”

“Right! I know!” He laughed and opened the front door. A six-foot-long neon green ironing board toppled out. He dodged and made a deft catch. “Whoa! Darn it. I have got to get that steel-roof shed.” He propped the board carefully back against the wall, actually against two other boards, identical except in shade of neon. “It’s an ironing board and a snowboard,” he said, as he ushered Al in. “You just flip that part up and hit the slopes. I’ll make a killing come winter. Take a seat. I mean, clean a seat.”

Al surveyed what had once been a living room. On the original settlement of couches, a coffee table, and what seemed to be a piano, a succeeding culture had erected a fortress of boxes, books, binders, and largely unidentifiable equipment. A small keep had been cleared around an easy chair, but Al guessed correctly that it was reserved for the chieftain. Fortunately, the corner of a nearby couch held only two boxes and as many books, so Al balanced them on the nearest surface area, a sullen steel beast that jutted hooks and blades on every side.

“What’s—” Al began, but stopped because he had sat on a binder featuring a photo of that very thing, accompanied by the title Be the Neighborhood Butcher in 30 Days!

Bernard had vanished through an actual archway of boxes. “When you make macaroni and cheese,” he called, “do you put the whole cheese packet in? I’m a half-packet guy myself, but you’re the guest.” He popped his head through the arch and grinned. “We can splurge.”

“Oh, half packet’s fine,” Al said. He had recently read a blog linking “cheese” packets to stomach cancer.

“Al! You’re the guest! A full packet it is. Two packets.”

“No! My doctor—”

But Bernard bounced out of sight, and Al’s stammer faded.

“I should tell him,” he muttered. “I should go in there and ask him to hold the cheese altogether.”

Instead, he leafed through Make a Fortune in Commodities, Even if You Can’t Balance Your Checkbook!

They ate there in the living room, and as they nibbled away at their lifespans, Bernard explained his hoard of treasures. “When I was in high school, I had a job, pardon my French,” he said. “And my Dad made me work all through college. When I got my paws on that diploma, I tell you, first thing I said was, ‘What good is $70,000 in tuition and cafeteria-clogged arteries if I have to spend the rest of my life massaging spreadsheets?’”

“I hate my job,” Al said. He gasped and clapped a hand over his mouth. Then he pretended he had raised his hand to remove a large chunk of unmelted cheese powder from his lip.

“Amen, brother! It’s been four years, and I haven’t spent a day as an employee. No sir, you see around you the tools for fiscal independence. When I succeed, it’ll be doing what I want to do, not gnawing a bone from some temp agency. Something that’s worth doing, my passion.”

Al set his empty bowl on a stack of books topped by Dirt Cheap Houses from Desperate Divorcées. “How… if you don’t mind me asking… how’s it—”

“Wretched!” He slapped his thigh. “Abysmal! Ha! Noxious! The Cobbett Credit Union got a restraining order on me! How do you like that?”

“I don’t.”

“I have assets, of course. Look around! And you haven’t seen the bedroom, the kitchen, the spare bedroom… the basement is packed with deluxe food storage container products. I was top salesman in Cobbett for a week. If I was Mormon, I could pack my entire emergency food supply in individual, airtight containers—Mormons! Great idea!” He whipped out a notebook and scribbled something. “How many Mormons are there in the county?”

“I can’t believe I don’t know that,” Al said, seriously.

“If only Latisha was Mormon.”

“Latisha?”

“At the debt consolidation place. I maxed out my credit cards—gotta spend money to make money—then consolidated, but I just can’t get the multiple streams of income flowing. Or even one. Latisha’s been real good to me, but she’s getting antsy.”

“What’s the damage?”

Bernard grinned, leaned forward, and whispered a number.

Al’s heart rate briefly doubled. He choked on his own tongue, then managed to say, “What’s… what’s the minimum payment on that?”

“That is the minimum payment.”

Al had never fainted, but this was the second time he came quite close. The first had been after breaking both his legs.

“Actually,” Bernard said, “it’s the minimum payment on the minimum payment. Al? You all right?”

Al gave a weak thumbs-up.

“No, sorry, wait,” said Bernard. “I mean, that was the minimum payment, but now I have to at least make a smaller, but still substantial, minimum payment on that. Make sense?”

Al nodded, and recovered his breathing.

“I’m telling you, Latisha’s been real good to me,” Bernard said. “But if the streams aren’t flowing, how am I supposed to make hot chocolate? You ever look at the national debt? No one’s shutting the government down.”

“They might,” Al said. “And the government makes its minimum payments.”

“Well, I don’t see the World Bank repossessing Alaska,” said Bernard. “But me, if I don’t cough up by the end of the month, Latisha’s driving off in my car.”

“Oh, no!” Al said. “What’ll you do without a vehicle?”

“I don’t need my car,” said Bernard. “I can make a car, I have a kit in the boiler room. I need to sell the car, by the end of the month.”

“Why?” said Al.

“For my mortgage payment.”

Al put his head in his hands.

“I’ll find something!” Bernard said. He leapt up, as if to pace the room. Not finding space, he fell back down, and beat a march on the armrests. “If I’d just get a decent pre-approved credit card offer, I could do a cash advance. But you should see the vultures I hear from these days.” He snatched a paper from a teetering pile and tossed it into Al’s lap.

Grateful for the distraction, Al scanned the fine print. He stopped reading when he came to, “In the event of a missed minimum payment, you agree to provide compensation in the form of a) your car, b) your home, c) any of the following nonessential organs: one (1) kidney, the skin of either thigh, a portion of your large intestine—”

“If I can squeeze through this, I’ll be good to go for another six months,” Bernard said. “I just missed a step in the great dance, and I really need some cash. Now.”

Suddenly, a horrible, prickly dread crawled up Al’s spine. “Listen,” he said, “I’ll pay for the dinner if you like, but I really don’t have… ah… discretionary income—”

“Al!” Bernard said. “Al! Al! You shock me. I am a businessman. I do not hit up my friends for donations. That would violate multiple commandments of the Entrepreneur Code. I asked you here to break my bread as a mere humble request for a few drops of genuine Oates wisdom. How can I get that chunk of change by next Friday?”

“Have you thought of, you know, asking your—”

“Parents? Faugh!” Again Bernard leapt up to pace, and this time remained standing and did a few kickboxing moves. “My father has offered about one million times to bail me out… if I contract to work in his Accounting Department for the next ten years. I’d rather go on welfare.”

“Good,” said Al. “If you’d rather anyway…”

“What?” said Bernard. “Any other ideas?”

Al chewed his lip.

Bernard sank back into his chair. “I can do this,” he moaned. “Think win-win.”

The doorbell rang. Bernard raced through the obstacle course to the front door. “Tien!” he cried. “You come bearing gifts!”

“Just don’t sell me any, Mr. Bernard,” said the delivery guy. “That’s our deal.”

Back at his chair, Bernard unclipped a knife from his belt and sliced open the package. His face gleamed. “Oh, boy. Oh man. This is the big one. I can feel it. Mr. Oates, our troubles are over.”

He pulled out a binder that read, “Melt Your Mortgage Into Money! With Mortgage2Stocks, the award-winning bargain-priced software from Charlie McWealth!”

“Is that Mr. McWealth?” Al asked.

“Yeah! And the guy let it slip that Charlie lives right here, up in the city. So he’s available for one-on-one coaching!”

“He’s got a mullet,” said Al.

“Wow, yeah,” said Bernard. “But that’s probably history. The company name’s different too. See, I got this used online. The guy told me the software hasn’t changed much. And the current stuff won’t run on my computer, anyway.” He tipped the box, and about thirty 3.5-inch floppy disks clattered into his lap. “Oh, yeah. This’ll run just fine.”

Al realized that the smiling Charlie McWealth, who looked somehow familiar, was indeed pictured holding several floppy disks as one might hold a royal flush. “So how is this going to pay your mortgage?” he asked.

“No, no, it’s a starter kit,” said Bernard. “For demonstrations. House parties. Mortgage2Stocks is going to sell like hotcakes!”

Al had never bought a hotcake. So Bernard explained that Mortgage2Stocks allowed you to calculate how much of your monthly mortgage payment was actually interest, as well as how much you could save on that interest by paying extra each month to reduce the principal, as well as how much you could make if you yanked out all your equity and invested it in the stock market. All for the low price of $597.95.

“For a piece of software?” Al said, his voice rising for the first time that month.

“Sure,” Bernard said. “This program will save or make you thousands of dollars.”

“Software is a community effort,” Al said. “You can charge for support, because it’s nontransferable, but anyone can copy software in seconds. Software should be free.” Al folded his arms. “I’m a Linux man.”

Fortunately, Bernard was reverently turning the pages of the binder, and hadn’t heard him. “I’ve got to get Mrs. Gourd on the phone,” he murmured. “People are going to be rich. I’m going to be rich.”

Al stood. “Thanks for the pasta.”

“Okay, bro!” said Bernard. “See you Wednesday! I’ll email directions to Mrs. Gourd’s. Dress casual.”

“I’m not interested in your pernicious mortgage software,” said Al. “I could do that stuff on my calculator.”

“Al! Stop acting like every five minutes I’m trying to sell you the Brooklyn Bridge,” said Bernard. “I just need a little moral support. And help with the boxes. Oh, there won’t be any boxes. So just moral support.”

“I’ll check my schedule.”

“Yes! That’s a yes!”

That night, Al had less time than usual to catch up on his RSS feeds, of which he followed two hundred and thirty-eight. Moreover, the open source world often has at least three or four decent apps competing for the same function, and since he was still deciding between his top picks, he used all three. As he used these programs to scan the article summaries in each feed, deciding whether to follow each link to the full story, something about his visit with Bernard gnawed at him. He couldn’t place it, but it wormed down into his comfort zone and started chewing. Then, in the midst of switching windows and wading through paragraphs, one headline suddenly burned the rest away.

“Holy hard drive failure,” Al whispered. “That’s it.”






*    *    *







Mrs. Gourd lived in a duplex. When Al arrived, a swarm of mostly middle-aged women had already claimed possession of the shared porch, but he approached the gauntlet without flinching, much.

“Good evening,” said a woman with a fairly military haircut. “We don’t often have a man at our little festivities.” The other women tittered.

“Guess men have mortgages too,” Al said, though he was renting.

“Mortgages,” the woman intoned. The others drew back from Al as from a leper. “Then you’re here for that Gould woman.”

“Yes, I—”

“I am Mrs. Tabitha Spike, and it is not too late, young man, to join us for the real party of the evening.” She extended her arms and spread her open hands. “A celebration of the wonderful wares of that master brand of culinary conveniences, Bratty Cook!”

“Bratty Cook! Bratty Cook!” chanted the other women. They snapped into a semicircle, and began a rhythmic cheer. “B! The best knives you’ll see in your lives!” cried one, and proceeded to twist herself into an artistic approximation of the letter B.

“R!” A second woman took up the call. “Roasts are too easy, with—”

“Al!” Bernard said. He nudged Al’s shoulder, his hands being full with a monitor that Al pegged at 1987. “Evening, Mrs. Spike. Pitting your wits against the master again?”

“Wednesday is my night, cretin,” Mrs. Spike said. “So spake the Treaty.”

“Which was signed before I was born,” Bernard said. “May the best person win.”

Mrs. Spike growled. Bernard winked and lugged the monitor inside.

He weaved past a variety of mismatched chairs and thunked the monitor down on the coffee table at the head of the living room. An older woman fluttered in from the kitchen.

“Oh, Mr. Blarney, I’m so sorry, that dreadful Mrs. Spike,” she said. “If only I had another free night in the week. Or, better yet, if only you’d teach me how to save programs onto tape with my Video Cassette Recorder.”

“Fear not, Mrs. Gourd, I relish the challenge,” Bernard said. “We’ll snag her customers out from under her.”

“Hmm,” Mrs. Gourd said doubtfully. For the generous use of her living room and spare chairs, she received a commission, not a flat fee.

But soon people did trickle in, mostly soon-to-be-middle-aged women, occasionally accompanied by subdued husbands. Bernard greeted them all by first name, requesting it when necessary.

Al sat up front and watched Bernard hook his ancient machine together. He had something very important to say to Bernard, but he had not known the man all that long, and he had a hard time finding the right opening. Instead, he made a quick run to the hardware store for an (unsafe) adapter for the two-prong outlet. (When asked whether she had any outlets in the house with all three holes, Mrs. Goudy replied that she had seen such things on television programs.)

Al returned just as an earnest young woman dragged her husband to the front seats and said, “Is this the Mortgage2Stocks presentation? It is precisely 8 o’clock.”

“Time to let the party begin!” Bernard said, though the room was not exactly full to bursting. He gave Al a nod which he interpreted as, “Open the adapter, plug everything in, and turn the computer on.” Al did.

Bernard asked for the young couple’s names. “I don’t want to take up valuable presentation time,” the woman replied. “Commence.”

Bernard blinked, then said, “Folks, tonight we’re going to talk about something you must love dearly. Where your treasure is, there’s your heart, and where does more of you treasure go each month than—”

“Bratty Cook!” The cheer of the packed room next door glided blithely through the poorly insulated wall. “Bratty Cook! Bratty Cook!”

“I didn’t know Tabitha was doing Bratty Cook tonight,” said Mrs. Gleme, who was only forty-seven and kept young by keeping such company. “I’ll have to pop on over.”

“You can buy all the kitchen clutter you want,” Bernard said, “because when you’re done seeing what Mortgage2Stocks can do for you, you’ll have thousands of dollars in your budget! You hear that?” He pumped the air with his fist, expecting a cheer.

What he got was one, “Wooo!” from Mrs. Lane, who never missed any of her grandchildren’s soccer games. Though the cry was not exactly a cheer, it had its effect. Mrs. Spike burst through the front door.

“One more such disturbance of the peace,” she intoned, “and we shall have to consult the police.” She slammed the door.

Bernard began a dramatic gesture at the monitor, but the computer was still booting. At last, the splash screen arrived. “Let’s give it a spin,” Bernard said. “Mortgage2Stocks is packed with features, and in fact, your version will be even newer.”

“It’s monochrome,” said the young husband.

“That’s just the monitor,” Bernard said. “Can’t bear to throw something out while it works.”

“How do we know the software isn’t monochrome?” the man asked.

The party went rather downhill from there. This was not the first informational party for anyone present, and they expected a certain number of free samples, embarrassing games, and cheap prizes which Bernard, in his enthusiasm for the product, had neglected to provide. Then the mouse chose that night, of all nights, to expire, and Bernard had to punctuate his patter with calls to Al to look up the next key combination. Finally, the young wife cornered him into quoting the full price, and things got ugly.

“People,” Bernard said, his palms held high, “you’ve got to spend money to make money. This program could pay for itself in three months.”

“How much has it saved you?” the woman said.

“I just got it,” Bernard said.

“You’re trying to sell us something you just got?” she said.

Mrs. Gourd intervened. “How much do you estimate it will save you, Bernard?”

“I don’t know!” Bernard said. “It only works if you actually have income!”

Everyone in the room seemed to draw breath at once. Even the regulars didn’t take this well. A stillness fell, only to be broken by another huge Bratty Cook cheer. Chairs creaked.

Al saw that if he didn’t speak now, he never would. Yet at that moment it seemed easier to cross burning coals than to rise and bother the man facing that crowd.

So he didn’t.

Then he snatched Bernard’s arm. “Bernard,” he whispered, “Quick—”

“Al, don’t bother me,” Bernard said. “The crowd’s getting restless.”

“I know,” said Al. “So call McWealth.”

“What?” said Bernard.

“Get Charlie McWealth in here,” said Al. “Have him tell everyone how great it is.”

“I don’t have Charlie McWealth’s personal number, Al.”

“Here’s the stupid number,” said Al. “Call him!”

Al thrust him a slip of paper, and Bernard’s doubts vanished. He pulled out and started dialing on a PDA so luxurious that it probably could have been pawned for a minor Midwestern county. Al gaped, and Bernard snapped, “It’s for the business. Hello? Charlie McWealth?”

The audience paused in its flight.

“Charlie! This is Bernard Blarney. I’ve got a little Mortgage2Stocks party going on, and I think the troops need a pep talk from the one guy who knows mortgages. What? Come on, Charlie, they’re going wild with desire. Listen!” He held out the phone, and signaled for mad applause.

None came—from his audience. But at that moment, someone in the Bratty Chef crowd won a motorized orange peeler.

“You hear that?” Bernard cried over the roar. “Get down here! They’ll go like hotcakes! What? Sixty percent? Sure!” Bernard gave him directions, hung up, and faced his crowd.

“I’m staying,” the young husband said. “I want to give a piece of my mind to this crook.”

“And it’s been so long since I saw a good mullet,” said Mrs. Lane.

Alas, when Charlie McWealth arrived, he proved bereft of his mullet. In truth, the intervening years had fallen somewhat hard on the man, and he further lessened his impression of irrepressible élan by cringing into a corner and scowling at everyone in the room.

“Charlie, I can’t tell you what an honor it is to have the McWealth right here in the room, flesh, bone, and bile,” said Bernard. “What first inspired you to craft Mortgage2Stocks?”

Charlie McWealth licked his lips. In a voice surprisingly reminiscent of a dead trout, he said, “I have always wanted to make the world a better place.”

“How beautiful,” Mrs. Gourd said.

“I don’t buy it!” shouted the young husband. “Six hundred bucks for a lobotomized scientific calculator? You’re a crook!”

Charlie McWealth snarled.

Thankfully, someone knocked at the front door. “Seekers!” Bernard cried. “Enter and be rich!”

“Cobbett County Police,” said Sheriff Wilson.

Charlie McWealth gasped, turned a paler shade of refrigerator white, and bolted for the kitchen door. There he encountered all six and a half feet of Al. The smaller man froze, and Al clasped his arm with a grip of stone.

“Sheriff?” Al said. “Are you looking for someone?”

The sheriff’s TV-worthy jaw tightened. “Irving Creep,” he said. “You’re under arrest.”

“Irving Creep?” Mrs. Lane said, and popped her bubble gum. “You mean his name isn’t really Charlie McWealth?”

“I’m afraid not, Julia,” the sheriff said. “He’s used that name and others to defraud thousands of people of their hard-earned savings. Prison will be too good for him.”

“He really is a crook?” the young husband said. “What’s the point of that?”

“George Wilson!” cried Mrs. Spike, who again had thrust herself through the door. “What is the meaning of invading this home? Your deputies have gallivanted into a peaceful gathering like bulls at a trade show. Ethel has fainted.”

“Our apologies,” grumbled a deputy as he entered.

“Mr. Solven!” Al squeaked. “I forgot you were a deputy! Good—good evening, sir.”

“Don’t let go of him, kid!” said Deputy Solven. He quickly took custody of the felon, who winced. “Can’t even hold onto a crook. You’re the Oates kid, aren’t you? I keep tripping over you.”

“Mrs. Spikes,” Bernard said, “didn’t you call the police?”

“As if I would stoop to such a parlor trick,” she said. “You needn’t have derailed my sales simply because you’re working for a criminal.”

“I called the police,” Al said.

“You?” Bernard said, and most of those present echoed the thought.

“I thought I recognized McWealth’s face,” said Al. “Most people only follow the violent Most Wanted, but it’s the white-collar crime that gets me. But I didn’t make that connection until I saw a headline about some other pyramid scheme getting busted up. I hunted down Mortgage2Stocks, and found that not only had the company changed names three times, but Charlie McWealth’s name and photo were nowhere to be seen. Yet when I checked the record for Bernard’s auction and got the seller’s email, he confirmed that I could get in contact with McWealth. For a ‘reasonable’ fee.”

“Archie Dollardigger! You traitor!” snarled McWealth, or rather Creep, to someone who appeared not to be present. “They’ll lock you up before me! I’ll see to that!”

“The guy wanted me to overnight some cash for the number,” Al said. “Maybe you can spot me, Bernard, out of the reward?”

“Reward?” Bernard said.

“Yep,” the Sheriff said. “Both the state and several of his victims have a personal interest in seeing this earwig brought to justice.”

“Shouldn’t Al get the reward?” said Mrs. Gourd.

“He said it goes to Bernard,” Deputy Solven said.

“That’s right,” Al said. “He brought him in.”

“You staged this whole ‘party’ to catch some crook?” the young husband said.

“I have wasted almost two hours of my time,” his wife said.

“Nonsense!” said Mrs. Spike, who was, after all, human, and had lingered from curiosity. “You have moved through the vestibule into Bratty Cook. Your new kitchen beckons!”

“I am going to pop over,” Mrs. Lane said. “Congratulations, Bernard.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Lane!” said Bernard. “Thank you all for coming! We’ll see you next time! So… Wilson,” he continued, still unable to use the sheriff’s first name, “how much is this reward?”

The sheriff told him. Bernard screamed. The sheriff reminded him that he had to compensate Al, Al told him how much that would be, not much, really, and Bernard screamed again. He began to tango with Mrs. Gourd.

“So you can keep your car?” Deputy Solven said.

“Not at all!” Bernard whooped, instead of asking him how the hell he knew about all that. “But I can make the minimum payment and sell the car and keep my house!”

“That your car outside?” asked the other deputy, Erwin Merl. “I’ll give you the book value for it. They don’t make ’em purple anymore.”

“Done! And I’ll have some left over!” Bernard cried. “Enough to make a first installment on a home-sized pottery kiln!”

Al groaned and thunked his head into the wall. It broke.




Lily and Ferdinand only just met two and a half hours ago. But they share so much in common. Surely love, true love, a magnificent love for the ages awaits!

Except for one little problem.

She knows.

The shameful, wretched truth that every man tries to hide…

A possibly touching, and definitely ridiculous, love story that explores how far some of us will go to protect our yearning hearts.



No Man’s Hair Is His Own



“But I thought this wasn’t a date, Ferdinand,” Lily said.

“It’s not,” he said, and lay a dozen roses down on the menu. I knew they weren’t subtle, he thought. Blood slammed into his cheeks.

She giggled, and her bountiful blond hair cascaded around her perfect elven face. Then she burst into tears.

“I’m sorry!” Ferdinand said. “I didn’t mean to rush things. I still have the receipt.”

“You’re not rushing,” she said, sniffling. “Hey, it’s already been…” She checked her watch. “…two and half hours since we bumped into each other at the library and saw we were both getting Great Expectations and Remove That Hangnail Yourself. We have so much in common, Ferdinand. It wasn’t rushing to meet for dinner. But I see where we’re heading.”

“No—”

“Any other woman, and you’d be fine. But Ferdinand, I know.” She reached across the table and touched the brown hair hanging at his shoulder, then shivered and drew back. “I know all about it.”

“About what?”

She breathed deeply. “Your… wig.”

“I don’t have a wig!”

Her glistening blue eyes flashed. “Don’t lie! I’m no fool! My mother taught me the horrible truth.” She lowered her eyes. “No man’s hair is his own.”

Gradually, Ferdinand realized his mouth had dropped open. He shut it.

“Please don’t pretend ignorance,” she said. “I’ve known since I was a child. There was only one man in the house with mother and my aunts, but Uncle Gus was enough. While he sat marinating in TV football, they would crowd behind him and slowly lift his threadbare wig. They’d titter at his horrid, cracking scalp and the sunburn line on his neck.” She shuddered. “They warned me that someday a man would try to be clever, Ferdinand, to pretend to genuine tresses. You’re very nice, and I don’t want to see that happen.”

She rose.

“Lily, wait!” said Ferdinand. “I’m sorry about your Uncle Gus, but there’s been a mistake. My hair’s real. Pull it if you like.”

Lily hesitated, then gave his mane a firm tug.

Tears sprang to Ferdinand’s eyes, partly of exultation. “See?” he said.

She sighed. “It is attractive. Especially the curls at your ear. But I know about glue.”

“Lily, this is positively silly! You can’t think every man on the planet is wearing a wig?”

Lily only nodded.

Then fingers snapped in Ferdinand’s face. “Order?” demanded the waiter.

Ferdinand gestured to the waiter’s rich, jet black pompadour. “So you think he has a wig?”

“Yes,” said Lily.

The waiter’s eyes bulged. “How dare you even suggest—”

“See? It’s ridiculous,” said Ferdinand. Laughing, he gave the pompadour a playful tug. It came away in his hand.

Lily screamed, the waiter babbled, and Ferdinand squinted at the gleaming bald pate. Frightened, a girl in a highchair howled. Lily glided over and kissed her. The child cooed. Lily smiled, took a napkin, and with a few deft moves twisted it into a paper princess, which the child gleefully accepted.

“Wow,” Ferdinand murmured. His hand flew to his heart.

“I’m going, Ferdinand,” said Lily, and she went.

“Wait!” He leapt up and seized the roses with a wide gesture that ended, inadvertently, in the waiter’s face. “How will I find you?”

“406 Bona Dea Boulevard,” she said, “(555) 470-1717, bluelily@menarebald.com. But I don’t want to see you ever again!” And she was gone.

“I think she meant it,” snapped the waiter, gingerly re-covering his scalp.

“Hey, buddy,” bellowed a bald diner. “Wrong toupée.”

“Gaak! This is yours?” said the waiter.

“I take it off when it gets sweaty.”

Ferdinand clenched his fists. “Somehow,” he muttered, “I’ll find her.”






*    *    *







“402… 404… 406!” Ferdinand said. He sighed and drew a large heart on his map, then slipped it into his bulging backpack. “One day’s already been too long,” he murmured.

The house was tall, old, and managed somehow to be sinister in the brilliant magenta sunset. Perhaps it was the peaked roof, perhaps the abundance of small, squinty windows, perhaps the glistening new coat of black paint. A single, huge oak swayed in the immaculately trimmed yard. Though autumn had hardly begun, its branches were completely bare. Bald.

Ferdinand knocked. The door opened. Out wafted the sharp scent of the potpourri aisle at a craft store.

“Ferdinand!” said Lily.

“Lily—” said Ferdinand.

“Shh!” she said. “Mother will hear!”

“Who’s there?” an older woman snapped. Behind Lily, up the stairs of the split foyer, stood a short, buzz cut lady wearing an orange bell-bottomed leisure suit and a saxophone. Several large buttons clattered on her suit jacket, but most seemed to sport the same slogan: Men Are Bald.

Her eyes narrowed. “So, it’s you.”

“Hi. I’m Ferdinand Glückenmeier.”

“Lily told me. I’m Marge and mad as hell.”

“Mother!” said Lily.

“You’re lucky Aunt Persimmon and the others are out at the Cricket Vivisection Exhibit,” said Marge. “I’m the only one who can see a toupée without puking. Who said you could barge in here?”

“No one,” said Ferdinand. “That’s why I’m still outside.”

Marge grunted, flung the sax over her shoulder, and hopped down the stairs. “It’s a wig. Don’t try to deny it.”

“Ma’am, I beg to differ.” Ferdinand knelt, thudded his backpack onto the porch, and zipped it open. “I found some interesting books at the library. History. Biology.” He spread huge, weathered hardcovers open across the porch and flipped through glossy photos. “Hair Through the Ages. The Thrilling Story of Hair. The Barber of Seville. As you can see, men have had hair for a long time.”

Lily’s eyes shone and she smiled giddily, but Marge snorted. “Lies. Male publishers. An obvious conspiracy. In fact—” She swooped and seized a book. “For many centuries, men gave up pretending. See?” She displayed a picture of a 19th century barrister, his gigantic white wig cascading in curls down his shoulders, and she whooped with laughter.

Lily wilted.

“That’s an exception—” Ferdinand stammered.

“Shut up,” Marge snapped. “If you had a defective Y chromosome and were capable of telling the truth, you’d be willing to prove your claim.”

Ferdinand stood. “I am.”

Marge pointed over his shoulder. “If your mane was real, you could tie it to that branch and hang for five minutes.”

Ferdinand turned and blanched. The branch was fifty feet up. Then he heard Lily stifle a gasp, and he turned back to Marge.

“I’ll do it,” he said.

“Tomorrow. High noon,” Marge said, and slammed the door.






*    *    *







When Ferdinand finished the long walk home, his apartmentmate Grift was, as usual, embedded in the couch, keeping vigil before his four-foot wide plasma TV.

“Women are such a waste of time,” was his comment on Ferdinand’s evening. Leisurely he twiddled the control and slashed a few invading Goop Dwarves. “I had a girlfriend once. Man.” Solemnly, he burped. “I’m still trying to catch up on Final Invasion Apocalypse Market Collapse. See? I’m only on level 83.”

“I’m so sorry,” said Ferdinand.

Grift nodded. “Thanks for the empathy. Women are just total trouble. And obsolete. Check out my digital lady. Warrior-princess-executive Ianona.”

Suddenly, a face filled the screen. Ferdinand flinched at the foot-wide eyeballs.

“Oh, Grift,” the television cried, “Let’s open the Sour Cream and Pickle Chips next, you beast!”

Grift grinned and grabbed the bag of chips. “See? Customized.”

“I’m going to sleep,” said Ferdinand, and he did.

The next morning, he sprang out of bed and raced to brush his teeth. He gave the mirror his usual charming smile. Then he screamed.

“Easy!” called Grift. “I can’t hear Ianona!”

Ferdinand rushed out and jumped in front of the television. Grift gasped and lifted his bloodshot eyes. “What?”

“You shaved my head!” Ferdinand howled.

“Whoa, dude,” Grift said, shifting the play area to occupy only the unblocked portions of the wide screen. “What do you think I am? I wouldn’t let my buddy break his neck for a non-upgradeable woman. That’s true friendship, dude.”

“I’ll strangle you! Or better yet—” Ferdinand seized a conveniently proximate hammer and raised it over the screen. Grift yelped in horror.

Three sharp knocks sounded on the door. “Hello? Ferdinand Glückenmeier?” said an older woman’s voice. “I do hope it’s you. There was only one Glückenmeier in the phone book.”

Ferdinand ripped the TV plug from the wall and, ignoring Grift’s wails of dismay, went and opened the door. His short visitor wore an avocado green bell-bottomed leisure suit (but no jacket) and an atrocious flowered hat. She chattered as the door opened. “I’m Lily’s Aunt Persimmon, and I just wanted to drop by and encourage you not to mind Marge, she has such silly ideas and we’re all rooting for you and OH MY CARY GRANT!” she screamed, having finally looked up. “You’re BALD!

“I’m not! I wasn’t!” said Ferdinand. “My idiot apartmentmate shaved my head!”

Persimmon covered her mouth with both hands. “How wonderfully awful! Oh, my. Oh, my. And we had such high hopes!”

“Can I take a rain check?” Ferdinand begged. “It’ll grow back.”

“That will never do. Strike while the iron’s hot.” Persimmon paced the hallway, biting her nails. Then she slapped her thigh. “I’ve got it! But we’ve not a moment to spare!”

“Help!” Grift gurgled. “Ianona’s gone!”






*    *    *







The wiry old man’s white skin crinkled strangely when he smiled, and, like all his little shop, he smelled of flat root beer and dying houseplants. He set the black box on the wooden counter and opened it with sepulchral glee.

“A wig,” Ferdinand said.

“Not just any wig,” Persimmon said, whipping it up and adjusting it onto Ferdinand’s pate. “These long braids are
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