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To Lt. Ryan James Adams, U.S. Army—
if I know what love is, it is because of you.
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Introduction

“Oh, Shallon, please,” my agent said. “That did not happen.” My editor said the same thing, as did my mom, grandmother, and friends. Even Owl, my kitten, meowed something along those lines.

But, friends, let me assure you that everything you are about to read in this book is in fact true. Unfortunately. I wish that these seventeen tales of love, loss, revenge, hockey, condoms, car thieves, hookers, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, and many, many men were nothing more than fantasies. But alas, this really is my life, for better or for worse. A few names have been changed to protect the truly wicked, though they probably don’t deserve such anonymity. Hopefully you’ll enjoy these tales as much as my therapist has.


Non-Perishable

After one particularly heinous day as a gossip reporter, I stopped into my local bakery on the way home. I needed a cookie to cheer myself up.

The Romanian lady working behind the counter looked as bedraggled as I felt, and pretty soon we were swapping workplace horror stories as I stuffed my face with day-old scones and let her teach me Gypsy curses to mumble under my breath at work.

As she closed up shop, she offered me leftover bagels to take home, free.

“Ve just trow dem away, you should take instead,” she said insistently, already stuffing baked goods into a paper bag. “You young girl, you need bread!”

I shrugged and accepted, figuring that between me and my three other roommates, Sarah (aka “Pfeiffer”), Marcia, and Holly, we could find some drunken use for a few bagels.

But she didn’t give me a few. She gave me twenty. Twenty goddamn bagels. Even for the most ardent carbohydrate fan (me), that was a tall order. I stared at the bagels, starchy little enemies, as they taunted me, begged me to eat them all. They’d be rock-hard stale in less than a day; what in hell was I going to do with them—build a fort?

But I couldn’t just trash them! In my family, being wasteful was a capital crime. My great-grandmother had survived the Depression and never missed an opportunity to remind us. In her house, ziplock bags were washed out and reused until they looked like a CDC experiment, and toothpaste tubes were cut in half to mine every last drop. You don’t even want to know her thoughts on tampons.

Needless to say, tossing out food was just not an option. God help us if we ever made too many pancakes or anything else that didn’t thrive well as a leftover. We sat at that table and ate until we were nauseous, because we’d rather punish our stomachs and arteries than wash any perfectly good grub down the drain.

Eventually, I found a better place for excess food than my strained tummy: the homeless.

I always had a very soft spot for the indigent. In the manicured suburbs of Orange County, we simply didn’t have hobos. If one popped up, police would drive him outside city limits and drop him off in a more “poverty-friendly town,” like Costa Mesa or Santa Ana. Something with a more Mexican-sounding name than “Irvine.” For most of my town’s residents, it was easy to forget that poor people even existed.

Not for me. Growing up with a single mom, I was all too familiar with life on an extreme budget. My grandmother and great-grandmother served as my babysitters and surrogate parents while my mama worked two jobs. Thanks to them, we were able to afford a nice house and bountiful Christmases, but I was lucky and I knew it.

So I began donating to charity in whatever way I could. When I got old enough to drive I would scour our house to make care packages for the homeless. I raided the bathroom closet for pilfered hotel soaps and large, unwanted T-shirts from this 5K or that student council event. I’d cook up a Costco-sized box of macaroni and cheese and divide it into old margarine tubs, then write inspirational notes on napkins.

“You are loved!”

“Have faith, believe in yourself!”

“Fuck the police!”

I would leave the house with a trunk full of goodies, smugly optimistic about my goodwill mission. Inevitably, three pointless hours later, I’d be in tears.

Like I said, the homeless were in short supply in my area. Finding them was damn near impossible. I’d waste a whole tank of gas driving around random parks, hoping to find some sign of indigence. Once, in total desperation, I offered a care package to a woman who was very much not homeless, just sitting on a park bench sunning herself.

Lemme tell you something: the housed do not like being mistaken for the homeless. Not one little bit.

Even worse, I made this mistake a few times. I couldn’t help it! Hoodies, dirty shoes, any sign of mumbling to oneself—these were all telltale homeless traits! How was I supposed to know that one guy had a Bluetooth in or that another chick was just having some sort of sexual identity crisis?

My mom found my gaffes hilarious, telling me I was cursed as I gagged down the wasted tubs of tepid mac and cheese all by myself.

Once I got to New York, though, the homeless were much easier to spot, and I went back to the handouts. As a waitress at Houston’s, I was appalled at how much food was wasted. The steak house threw away hundreds of plump baked potatoes every night, so I began collecting them. I stuffed them clandestinely in my pockets and lurched out of the restaurant, hot taters slapping against my thighs as I waddled to the church steps where the hobos slept.

I can only imagine how terribly odd I must have looked to these poor people. A random blond girl, dressed all in black with an apron, like a side-dish ninja, producing potatoes out of a hidden pocket, then disappearing back into the night.

Of course, from then on, my crimes only escalated. It infuriated me that customers would take two bites of their massive rack of ribs and wave it away. So eventually, I started wrapping up leftovers and handing them out too.

Once, my fat bitch manager, Alexis, caught me. We hated each other, and she was probably delighted to confront me about pilfering food scraps.

“Shallon, this week we watched you steal ribs, spinach dips, half-eaten hamburgers, and part of a cobbler. Why?”

“I, I give them to the homeless,” I peeped, knowing Alexis was picturing me gobbling up these germy bits of food in whatever hovel I lived in.

“Oh please,” she snorted, “you do not.”

She only believed me after I described my “route” in painful detail, but she still told me I had to stop because if something I fed them made them sick, they could sue Houston’s. Obviously that was even more incentive to keep it up—I hated that restaurant and would’ve loved to have a poor person get rich off its back. I started including her business card with every potato.

But once I left that hellhole and got an office job, half-eaten chicken wings or any other leftovers were hard to come by. Until the day I met my Romanian Gypsy! As I stared at my booty of bagels, I felt the glorious thrill of charity—and revenge.

I grabbed a big canvas shopping bag and padded over to my local market, where I picked up vats of mustard, mayo, cheese, and sliced lunch meat.

Only I didn’t exactly buy the meat …

I stole it.

I’d never stolen anything in my life. But then again, I’d never hated any grocery store chain more than this one. It was a ratty (literally—rodents were everywhere), overpriced cesspool, always full of the rudest employees available. One cashier called me a “white bitch” when I tried to return a carton of rotten milk.

Plus, I was a staunch vegetarian. I considered stealing meat a little “fuck you” to both the grimy store and the vile meat industry.

With that simple bag of free bagels, I became the Robin Hood of cold cuts.

My roommate Marcia came home that night to find sandwich fixins sprawled out all over the kitchen.

“So you’re going back on meat … but … only cheap meat?” she guessed.

I told her giddily of my plan—make sandwiches and give them to the homeless!

“You stole the meat?!”

I laughed maniacally, my mayo-covered fists held high like a mad scientist, and I piled the sandwiches into my bike basket.

“This isn’t a great idea, Shallon,” said my other roommate Holly. “You’re going to ride around the projects, alone, at night? You’re going to end up as an episode of Law & Order.”

I considered the headline: BEAUTIFUL YOUNG DO-GOODER GUNNED DOWN IN GHETTO—SATCHEL OF MEAT, INSPIRATIONAL NOTES FOUND ON BODY.

When I told my mom my plan, she didn’t think I was going to have much luck either.

“Just one tip, honey,” she said, biting back laughter. “Remember that just because someone’s wearing last-season’s ankle boots, it doesn’t make them homeless.”

LOLZ, Mom. LOLZ.

I pooh-poohed everyone’s worries and set off for the dodgy end of Chelsea.

The first few people I gave sandwiches to were lucid and grateful, and then … the curse struck again.

Oh, I’d found homeless people all right, but they wanted precisely nothing to do with me and my sliced-meat delicacies.

One woman said she didn’t like whole wheat bread (pardon me, your majesty!), while another lady, clearly a crackhead, was looking for more than a sandwich.

“You seen my boyfriend?” she said suspiciously, peering into my basket like I’d stuffed him betwixt the pastrami.

“Um … no, can’t say I have,” I mumbled, holding out food hesitantly.

And of course she had a boyfriend and I didn’t. Of course.

“ ’Cause I ain’t tryin’ to let no sammich bitch take my man, you feel me, nigga?”

I put the food on a bench and backed away slowly as she eyed it, waiting for it to morph into Jamal or Big Skeezy or whatever her Prince Charming was named.

And then there was the drunken gentleman who not only refused my sandwich … but offered me a dollar, his eyes full of pity.

But then I met Artie.

When I rode by, he was leaning on his cane outside of the market, asking politely for change. When people are begging for change, I’m always hesitant to offer them food, figuring they want cash for drugs or booze. Not that I blame them—that’s what I spend most of my money on too.

But Artie was neither drunk nor high when he accepted my turkey on wheat. Instead, he was a charming, middle-aged black man from Mississippi, the kind who seemed like he wore bow ties and played the trumpet. Before I knew it, we were sitting on the curb chatting like old friends.

Artie told me that his girlfriend had just kicked him out again—why do the homeless date more than I do?—something she liked to do when his arthritis was acting up. He had two children down in Virginia who were trying to get him to move in with them, but for some reason he waved off the idea.

He asked me if I was a Christian, and I told him I wasn’t but let him tell me about the Bible anyway. From that day on, whenever Artie was hanging outside the grocery store, I’d go in and get him a sandwich.

Make that steal him a sandwich.

It was a piece of cake, really. I’d go up to the deli counter and deal with the Jamaican woman who liked to pretend she didn’t know what a sandwich was until I had to call the manager over. Then, once she had oh-so-graciously slapped a few slices of cheese and baloney on a roll, I’d simply slip the sammy in my purse the second I stepped into the next aisle.

The key to good thievery is twofold: 1) Defy stereotypes. In a neighborhood full of shady characters, no one is betting on the blond chick to be the criminal mastermind. 2) Always buy something. Trotting around a store for fifteen minutes and then leaving empty-handed raises suspicions. But if you walk out with a plastic bag, no one really cares what’s in it.

Sometimes I’d buy—yes, buy—Artie new glasses, or, if it was Friday, a bottle of his favorite blackberry brandy.

I liked to think that in a way, I was his guardian angel, and I dreamed of getting a windfall of cash and using it to help him get off the streets. But then one day I saw him so drunk he could barely stand up. He had no clue who I was and hollered something in my direction that sounded suspiciously like “honkey.”

I slunk away, embarrassed and hurt and depressed, and proceeded to do the only thing I know how to do when it comes to men who aren’t appreciating me: make him jealous.

The next day I struck up a friendship with a street woman named Cheryl. I had seen her before, bloated and filthy, and figured that she was too mentally ill to approach. But that’s the thing with the poor: they surprise you. She was actually perfectly normal, almost tragically so. I started bringing her full-on care packages—shoes, clothes, soaps, and deodorant—and in return she’d advise me on how to properly wrap my sprained ankle or where to find the best meatball sandwiches in Chelsea.

As she talked I would stare at the faded butterfly tattoo on her arm, and I imagined what her life was like when she got it done. Perhaps she was young and wide-eyed, getting her first ink at the behest of some shaggy-haired boyfriend she thought she’d marry one day.

I wondered when the tide of tragedy turned for Cheryl. I wondered when it turned for Artie, and for the lady searching for her boyfriend. I thought about my own lean bank account and recreational drug habit. Would it turn for me?

The answer came on a chilly Saturday morning in November. My roommates had gotten wasted the night before, but I’d stayed in on account of my seven A.M. hockey practice, so by eight thirty, when it wrapped up, I was bright eyed and wandering the streets with all my equipment.

Rock of Love wasn’t on for another four hours, and the girls certainly weren’t yet up to share their drunken tales. So, with my equipment and hockey stick in tow, I decided to pop into Gristedes and swipe some fixins for bacon-egg-and-cheeses; the church down the street that offered meals on weekdays to the homeless was tied up with its Baptist service, so there would be plenty of street people needing breakfast.

I lumbered into the store and immediately attracted attention—never a good thing—thanks to my gargantuan hockey bag and stick.

“The hell she got there?” the cashier, Tameka, sneered to the bag boy.

He shook his head. “I don’t fuckin’ know,” he drawled, eyeing me with vague suspicion. “Prolly a body or sumthin’; you know how them white folks are.”

In hindsight, I should have just paid for the goddamned eggs. But no. After weeks of thievery, I had grown cocky and brazen. I spent a solid ten minutes in the dairy aisle carefully wedging four dozen eggs into my hockey bag, cushioning them with several packages of bacon I’d stuffed in my skate slots.

I figured that due to the early hour, it wasn’t busy enough for anyone to be patrolling the aisles looking for criminals. Well, I was half-right. They didn’t need to patrol because, unbeknownst to me, my entire caper was committed in full view of the cashiers. The egg case was a straight shot from the checkout, and since there were no customers for Tameka to annoy and berate, she had plenty of time to watch me steal.

So when I came sauntering up to the register with a few bags of stale-looking croissants—and nothing else—Tameka was on high alert.

“Get all that shit out cho bag,” she said, wagging her finger at my bulky Reebok duffel.

Of course, I played dumb. At this point, I had become such an adept thief, I was almost more comfortable lying than telling the truth.

“My equipment?” I blinked innocently.

“No,” Tameka hollered, leaning over the Juicy Fruit display to thrust her pudgy, accusing finger at my bag. “Git them eggs out cho bag, bitch!”

“Bitch?!” I roared back. “Don’t you dare call me a bitch, you trash!”

“Lionel!” Tameka turned around and hollered for the geriatric security guard.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that a small crowd had formed outside the nearby exit. A few of the neighborhood people who regularly loitered in front of the store were craning their necks to get a better view of the ruckus.

Lionel, not at all pleased at having to put down his copy of the Post, came shuffling over.

“Girl, what’s all this about right here?” he grumbled.

“I am trying to pay for these croissants and she just called me a bitch!”

“First of all,” Tameka shrieked, “you are a bitch, and you a stealin’ bitch, too!”

She wheeled toward Lionel.

“She got a whole messa eggs in that big ol’ weird sack, you just go on an’ look!”

With the gait of a man long accustomed to being screeched at by women, Lionel started toward my hockey bag.

I was cornered.

I instinctively tensed up and crouched as I seized my stick for protection. I was fully prepared to fight my way out of there. Tameka and Lionel were looking at the business end of a hissy fit. That was one unexpected upshot to my hockey hobby—I would punch a bitch anytime, anywhere, with zero forethought or regrets. I briefly considered whether I had enough time to snatch my skates out, shove my hands inside them, and windmill out the door, flying fists of razor-sharp fury.

No, I decided, the stick is easier to maneuver.

Suddenly, everything seemed to happen at once; Lionel moved in, Tameka bellowed “Biiiiitch!” one last time, and I’m pretty sure I bared my teeth and hissed. Then, as the tussle for the eggs ensued, a dark flash streaked into the room!

“You git off her, damn it!”

It was Artie, half-drunk and wild-eyed, brandishing a large glass object in each hand.

“Artie! What are you—”

“Jus’ run, run, girl!” He paused briefly to confront Lionel and Tameka, and I finally identified his weapons of choice: two empty bottles of blackberry brandy. “Run!”

I finally snapped into action and started to hustle past him and out of the store. Lionel and Tameka were useless to stop me. They were either too scared or too confused.

But as soon as I was past them, Lionel lunged for Artie, who began swinging the bottles wildly. What ensued was less of an actual beat-down and more of a tween-girl slap fight. Both men were shrieking like bats, and in the heat of battle, Artie dropped the bottles onto my hockey bag. There was a sickening thud, and I heard the eggs crack, but better the eggs than our skulls. I grabbed Artie by the collar and bolted.

I still don’t know how I did it, but I managed to get my bag, stick, forty-eight oozing eggs, bacon, and a homeless man out of the store in one fell swoop.

“That was the most fun I’ve had in four years, I tell you what!” Artie laughed, panting, as we lurched around the corner. “That brandy sho did come in handy, now, eh?”

“Man, Artie, I never thought I’d be so glad to see a drunk!”

We laughed and I gave him a twenty-dollar bill.

“Ohh no,” he said, “I didn’t do that for money. I did that because you’re like my guardian angel. And I was happy to be one for you!”

“Listen,” I told him, “twenty bucks is a lot less than bail money, so just take it.”

He grinned his toothless smile, like a wizened old baby, and reluctantly took the money. I headed home, leaving a gooey trail of egg matter behind me.

It took me an hour to get my equipment clean. Turns out, hot water essentially cooks raw eggs, and let me tell you, runny scrambled eggs aren’t easy to get off elbow pads and Velcro.

I scrubbed and cursed, realizing that karma had at last caught up to my less-than-legal charity. I could take solace only in the fact that my slate had been wiped clean.

But no. It hadn’t. The egg debacle was just a preview.

Eight days later, I was in the locker room suiting up for my team’s playoff game.

“What in hell is that smell?” said our left-winger. “Jesus, does anyone else smell that?”

Clearly, we were used to a wide palette of scents in a hockey locker room.

“It’s the stench of victory!” announced our massive goalie.

“Urrrgh, the heck it is,” said our coach, gagging. “Something’s gone rotten. That’s what that is.”

I felt a sweaty dread creep across the back of my neck. I recalled a line from one of my favorite movies, Inside Man, starring Clive Owen as a bank robber.

“The thing about evil deeds,” he said in the film, “is that you can’t cover them up. They stink.”

The bacon.

In the end, on the downside, I had to pay $120 to have all my equipment dry-cleaned and disinfected—twice. On the upside, we won that playoff game. Turns out no one wants to body-check the girl who smells like rotted pork.


Giant Douche Rides Again

When I moved to New York, people had all sorts of advice about staying safe. Keep your money in a waist belt, avoid the subway after sundown, don’t trust redheads—the usual.

But I wasn’t worried about criminals or gingers. There was just one thing I feared above all else: running into my ex, Giant Douche. I had met him before I moved to the city and our romance started out great but quickly soured due to my being overly awesome and his being—hence the name—a giant douche. How giant? He did the Blow Job Head-Push on our first date and later would rate my looks on a scale of one to ten in front of his friends.

Worst of all, he was incredibly successful and I was incredibly a waitress. An incredibly bad waitress. I was not, how you say, “born to serve” or “be obedient in any way,” so I loathed every single second of my tenure at the ninth circle of hell otherwise known as Houston’s midtown restaurant.

So you can imagine my delight when one day, in the middle of the lunch shift and wearing my Houston’s finest—clogs, a starched oxford, and black polyester pants that made me look like a highway patrolman—I rounded a corner and locked eyes with none other than Giant Douche. The eye contact lasted only a millisecond but I was sure I’d been caught, seen, exposed! For six months I had trotted around this city always just a swipe of gloss away from fabulousness, ready and willing to see him for the first time since our split, and now I was going to run into him while wearing a hairnet? The injustice of it just about killed me.

As much as I didn’t want to see him ever again, I had foolishly believed that when I eventually did (after all, New York wasn’t big enough for the two of us), I would be ready, no matter when or where it happened. Coming out of the gym? Fine. Mid–walk of shame? Fine. At the abortion clinic? Fine.

Anyplace but at Houston’s, with me not only wearing an apron, but one covered with mayonnaise debris.

Luckily, I had had enough foresight to craft a shaky Giant Douche Contingency Plan in the event of this very catastrophe; I had made my work BFF Hilary swear to hit me in the head with a pan if he were ever to come in. That way I’d have an excuse to stay off the floor (and if I was lucky, unconscious) until he left. But the night it happened it wasn’t her regular shift, and I was alone. No friends in sight. So I did what any rational person would do. I gave a new server five dollars to watch my tables, burrowed behind the potatoes in the storage closet, and hid.

“Giiiiirl, what’s going on?” Gay James asked me.

“My ex!” I hissed through the iced tea filters. “He’s at table twenty-four!”

“Oh, honey, no he ain’t. You ain’t been datin’ a hot, gangly mess like that. No, no, no, child. Gay James is not believin’ that for a second!”

What’s worse, GD was with a date, a chubby blonde too plain to even be considered ugly. But he looked happy and healthy and good and the way I’d remembered him in the few pleasant memories of our relationship.

I called my friend Julie, hysterical.

“He’s here at work! And he’s with a date!” I shrieked, hunching down lower into my potato fort.

“He’s on a date at your office?” she said, forgetting that I was still a minimum-wage peon. “Well, you should just go say hi and get it over with.”

Say hi? Absolutely not, no, false. I would’ve ended up just vomiting, or nervously admitting I’d slept with his roommate (twice) after we’d broken up. “Seriously, Shall,” Julie lied, “it could be worse.”

Oh, could it? I would have rather run into him at the drugstore while trying to buy Anusol ointment with food stamps. Or perhaps on my way to a KKK rally. Or maybe fighting with a dog over a piece of pizza I found on the ground.

So I stayed hidden and skulked around the kitchen until my vile manager, Alexis, found me and forced me to take a spoon out to one of
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