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Introduction

I’ll keep this short.

Because this book right here? This is a huge amount of humor for you to dig into. We just don’t have the time for you to meander through a bloviating intro.

No, seriously. If this book were a paperback, it'd be about 500 pages.

All chock full of parodies, spoofs, satires, and almost any kind of short humor you can think of.

You’re getting three full collections here:






	DON’T NAME YOUR BABY: A Modest Collection of Spoof Self-Help, Parody Short Stories, and Other Minor Literary Crimes


	DON’T DANCE ON THE LOBSTERS: A Modest Collection of Spoof TV Skits, Podcast Parody, and Further Minor Literary Crimes


	“ELVES” ROB SHOE STORE: And More Silly News Satire From The Fabricated Press








And all three books are complete, including their covers and separate introductions.

Which does lead to one confusing bit. A small number of these pieces originally appeared in multiple volumes, so in this bundle, you’ll see them twice.

Why? Because when all these books first came out, I wanted to sprinkle a few of the news satire pieces across the other two collections. (They’re that good.)

Now, for this bundle here, I considered snipping out these duplicates, but I’d rather leave the original books untouched. So if you read this bundle straight through, you can expect to recognize a few pieces when you get to the final collection, “ELVES” ROB SHOE STORE, which is all news satire. Don’t worry, you won’t be losing your mind; there really will be some repeats.

Of course, you don’t have to read all this straight through. Not at all.

Sure, I did arrange each collection with care, so a start-to-finish read will give you some benefits. But feel free to skip pieces that don’t grab you, or even to just peruse the (extremely long) listing in the contents and jump to whatever catches your eye.

Whatever makes you happy. It’s that kind of book.

Truth is, I had so much fun writing all this comedy, over quite a lot of years. Now it’s your turn, and I hope you have tons of fun reading it, even though it won’t take you quite as long. Probably.

Enjoy!





Bill Alive

2026 January
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Introduction

Hey, congrats! You made it!

Into an entire book of parody!

You do love parody, right?

Parody is that special flavor of comedy where, beneath all the surface humor, there’s always that extra layer of riffing on the target genre.

Sometimes people confuse parody and satire. Especially me, if I haven’t looked up the definitions in more than a half hour or so. Satire is an attack on something you think needs mocking, while parody is more about the fun of imitating a style.

Clearly, you can do both at once. But in this book, while some of the pieces may include some satire, they’re all parody.

If you like the fun parts of parody, this distinction matters, because satire without parody can get bitter fast. Like drinking pickle juice straight from the jar.

Which, yes, some people love, and pickles are more sour than bitter, but you get the point. This book is more sweet than sour, more fun than ferocious, more juvenile than Juvenal.

(Ugh, now I have to go look up Juvenal and make sure I remembered him right… yep, sweet, Juvenal was an ancient Roman satirist who literally wrote a book called Satires. Totally nailed that reference! I bet you’re chortling.)

Now that we’re clear on all that, what can you expect in this delightful little volume of parody?

You’re in for a truly eclectic collection from my comedy writing over the years. For example:


	Jane Austen’s (curt) advice for finding a modern husband.


	A children’s book that teaches kids the essential skill of how to talk to rocks.


	A fairy tale where the harried fairy nearly loses his mind trying to grant an insufferable kid his wish.


	A billionaire romance starring a vampire. (Don’t worry, it’s short.) (The story, not the vampire.)


	Wealth-building tips from a malfunctioning AI book generator, FastBooksAI. (What could go wrong?)




… and much more.

(No, I didn’t actually use AI for that last one. Or anything else I’ve written. Ever.)

Format-wise, these pieces are mostly prose, especially articles and short stories. But a companion volume, Don’t Dance on the Lobsters, offers a collection of my parody pieces with more unusual formats: mock TV sketches, fake interviews, an imaginary podcast, and more.

Time-wise, this book spans over two decades of my writing. I first wrote the title piece, “Don’t Name Your Baby,” more than twenty years ago, when my wife and I just happened to be in the throes of naming our first child. On the other hand, the chipper and relentlessly confident FastBooksAI chatbot app is, of course, of extremely recent origin.

The truth is, we all have our own ways of dealing with a crisis.

Mine generally involves cheese. Crackers, I consider optional.

Note that many of these pieces have already appeared in my other books, but you’re getting a broad selection here: you’ll find no less than six different sources in the listing at the back.

Plus, there are several “new” pieces here that you won’t find in any of my other books. (Including one lost gem from that beloved sidekick/narrator, Pete Villette.)

So whether you’re an old fan of my bizarre brand of comedy or just peeking in for the first time, don’t miss Don’t Name Your Baby. There’s something here for every humor connoisseur; if nothing else, the correct spelling for that stupid word. (I checked.)

Enjoy.





Bill Alive

2025 June









PART 1

SELF-HELP!



As a fiction writer, people often ask me, “What’s your favorite kind of fiction that you like to read yourself?” 

My obvious answer? Self-help.

Actually, in keeping with our self-help theme for this first part, that anecdote is pretty much made up. In real life, I’ve been asked that maybe once. And that witty rejoinder only occurred to me, at best, years later.

But, also like (some) self-help, it does have a bit of truth. I’ve had long stretches where I read a lot of self-help. For me, about 95% turned out to be basically fictional (much like this number I’m pulling out of nowhere). I may as well have been reading an apocalyptic spy thriller billionaire romance for all the odds that Future Me was ever actually going to step into this glittering, shimmering dream life that was being promised with such infectious enthusiasm in Ten Easy Steps.

That said, what about the other 5%? (More like 1%?)

Genuinely life-changing. Can’t imagine where I’d be without it.

So what’s a reader to do?

Whether you’ve never read any self-help in your life or, like me, you keep panning for gold in the rising flood, self-help as a genre just begs to be parodied. And humble scribbler that I am, dear Reader, you’ll find I have answered the call.




Let’s start off with Sparkle Vane.

Is that her real name? It’s unclear.

What we do know is that Sparkle has a lot of enthusiasm, and she is here to CHANGE YOUR LIFE.

“Here”, in this case, being the blog of one Alexio Fairfax, a self-described “Internet gazillionaire” who has made his fortune teaching the rest of us his patented SUCCESS SECRETS™.

As you’ll learn more about later on, I once had Alexio’s entire fake blog set up as a real website, with made-up comments and everything. For now, though, all you need to know is that Alexio struggles a bit to actually produce content. Since this is all happening back before today’s AI chatbot plagiarism machines, Alexio’s creative solution is to host a “blog challenge” for aspiring up-and-coming influencers.

It’s a fantastic deal, right? He gets free content, they get… well… much-needed practice…






8 CRAZY Tricks to LOSE WEIGHT Without Diets, Exercise, or Gross Protein Shakes!



Guest post by Sparkle Vane



Oh my gosh, I can’t believe I’m guest posting here on Alexio’s new blog challenge!! I am so excited to share these 8 crazy tricks for losing weight without diet, exercise, or gross protein shakes!

Because let me tell you, as a professional Weight Loss Counselor, I spend all day on the phone with people who hate those shakes.

Don’t get me wrong, I love working at RadiantShakes! Everyone is so passionate.

But that means they totally believe that millions of people are so ready to beat the bulge that they’ll trade in fudge banana splits for a “Mango Monday” shake.

Sorry, honey. Not if it tastes like blueberry oatmeal you scooped out of a sandbox. I hear it every day.


Lose Weight the EASY Way!

That’s why I’m starting this blog! I mean, I’m writing this guest post for Alexio and then I’m going to start a blog.

If diets and exercise worked, we’d be a nation of marathon-running, shake-slurping salad addicts. Which we clearly are not.

The world needs a weight loss plan that takes no effort at all! And that’s what I’m going to figure out!



Weight Loss Crazy Trick 1: Lose Your Shoes

Here’s my first crazy weight loss trick that you won’t hear anywhere else.

WOW! Did I just type that? I can’t believe this is going to be a real post on Alexio’s blog!! I can hardly sit still to type!!! I keep imagining my mom and my aunts and even my jerk cousin reading this blog and losing all this weight and us hugging and crying…

And the sun is gorgeous this morning! And my hair is super super poofy, like the Poof-O-Meter’s ratcheted up from “Red-Headed Dolly Parton” to “Strawberry Mushroom Cloud”! It’s taller than I am! WOW! If I were any more excited, I’d explode! WOW WOW WOW!

Wait, is that seriously what time it is? I have to email this to Alexio in like ten minutes. Shoot.



Weight Loss Crazy Trick 1: Lose Your Shoes (Cont’d)

So this first trick actually comes in two parts. This is the first part, which I’ll put first, and it’s really important, especially if you’re into steel-toed high heels. Or, as we call them in the weight-loss biz, “steelettos”. I hate those things.

Yes, technically, people take their shoes off before they hit the scale. But all the rest of the time, you feel heavy, don’t you?

Especially with steelettos.

Especially when your so-called “boyfriend” drops steel-toed hints that you would look “fabulous” in them, but only if they’re a size too small (seriously), and then you buy them, and then he asks to “borrow” them for a “friend” who “needs” them for a “wedding”, and then he butt dials you while he’s out at “guys night” and you hear he’s watching While You Were Sleeping and pretending to laugh at all the “jokes” with some chick who keeps pausing the movie to say, “They’re perfect, Darryl! Let me just see them in the mirror one more time!”

And I used to love that freaking movie. I think that’s the hardest part.



To Be Continued More…

Oh gosh, this is due, like, now. Blogging is kind of tougher than I thought.

Shoot, I hope Alexio needs another guest post! I’ve got 7 more crazy tricks to do! 7 and a half, really, because I didn’t even finish the first one!

Please, Alexio?

Oh man, and I have to do a bio too!








Sparkle Vane is a professional Weight Loss Consultant for RadiantShakes and she loves candlelight dinners, long walks on the beach, and reading poetry out loud except it has to make sense. All the dating sites she registers at already have way too many Sparkle Vanes, darn it, but she’s the only one whose profile pic has amazing red curly hair, nail polish like fresh limes, and animated sequins.












7.5 CRAZY Tricks to Lose Weight Without Diets, Exercise, or SUPER TASTY Protein Shakes!



Guest post by Sparkle Vane



Hi! I’m Sparkle Vane, and I’m here to give you 7.5 CRAZY tricks (actually 8, but I already did the first half of the first trick in my first article) for LOSING weight WITHOUT diets, exercise, or those SUPER TASTY protein shakes!

Yes, I know you may have read my first guest post on this exact same topic, where I was kind of hard on those shakes. But the fact is, HUNDREDS of satisfied customers buy RadiantShakes every day, and if they didn’t, I wouldn’t have an awesome job as a RadiantShakes Weight Counselor phone specialist! A job I totally do not want to lose!


RadiantShakes Is Fantastic, Especially My Boss!

And I just want to give a shout out to my boss, who is so passionate about our super-special brand! I don’t know who sent her my last article, but I hope she reads this one too!

Especially now that peak season is past and sales are down and counselors are being let go and it’s a whole eight months before people make New Year’s resolutions again to lose weight—she needs to know that everyone on the team is totally on board!!!



If RadiantShakes Are “Contraindicated”

It is true that there’s a minority of people who are “contraindicated” against our scrumptious RadiantShakes. This includes diabetics, people with peanut allergies, and people who think sugar makes you gain weight.

But everyone else should at least try a shake! Especially the Watermelon Wednesday, that one’s actually not so bad! With some salt!

Now let’s finish our crazy weight loss tricks!



Crazy Weight Loss Trick 1 (Second Half): Go Barefoot!

Okay, so here’s the second half of that first trick. Ready? Weigh your shoes, and if they’re more than 1 ounce, go barefoot. How easy is that?? It’s amazing how many of us fret over those last few pounds when we’re clomping around in iron-toed high heels.



Crazy Weight Loss Trick 2: Cut Your Hair!

If you’ve got lush, gorgeous curly red hair like me, you can lose up to five or ten pounds by cutting your hair, especially if you use a lot of gel.

Make sure to wear a hat till it grows back. By then, you’ll probably have lost the weight for real!



Crazy Weight Loss Trick 3: Ditch the Purse!

Why lug all those extra pounds around? All you need are your keys, phone, wallet, hairspray, emergency snack, and maybe the latest couple issues of Modern Minimalist Makeover. Actually no, those things are beasts.



Crazy Weight Loss Trick 4: Ice Baths

Did you know that if you take an ice bath, your body will shake so hard you might lose some weight? I think this idea is nuts! I wouldn’t take an ice bath in a billion years, I just read this online somewhere. But maybe it’ll work for you!

When you’re done, save any ice you didn’t use, and we’ll use it for margaritas.



Crazy Weight Loss Trick 5: Liposuction

It’s not a diet or exercise or a protein shake, is it?



Crazy Weight Loss Trick 6: ???

You know, everyone writes these list articles all the time, but no one talks about what to do if you get to the end and suddenly everything on the internet is like the same five things. Seriously, this feels like writing a book report!

Wait, how about sleeping through breakfast? That’s not really a diet, is it?



Crazy Weight Loss Tricks 7 and 8: !!!

You’ve got to be kidding me. Two more??

Thinking…

Here’s a question: if you were Alexio, would you rather have only 6 weight loss tricks that are a half hour late or all 8 in, like, three days?

Six is actually a lot, isn’t it? Even if you do only do one or two, if you really do them, that’s a big deal!

Imagine! Real people out there are going to feel so much better about themselves because of this article that I wrote! I can totally see you all cutting your hair and romping around barefoot and don’t do the ice bath, that’s seriously nuts, but otherwise, wow!

I can’t wait to figure out my next topic to help you shine! I love blogging!!!








Sparkle Vane is a Weight Loss Consultant for RadiantShakes and she LOVES HER AWESOME JOB!!!





COMMENTS


TreyTheTroll: ooh, ooh, I’ve got a crazy weight loss trick! “slurp out your brains.” oops, never mind, wouldn’t make a difference. xD

Sparkle Vane: What? You’d die!!!

Alexio: Hey Trey and Sparkle! You’re both awesome! But—

Sparkle Vane: Thanks!

Alexio: You’re welcome! But let’s keep the tone here POSITIVE and UPBEAT!

Sparkle Vane: Will do!!!

TreyTheTroll: whoa sparkler, how did you interrupt his comment??? show me how! that’s awesome!

Alexio: No, you’re awesome! :)

TreyTheTroll: [comment deleted by moderator]












The Last 2 Crazy Tricks to Lose Weight Without Diets, Exercise, or DISGUSTING Fake Shakes!



Guest post by Sparkle Vine



Hi! I’m Sparkle Vane! And I just got fired!

But that’s totally okay! This is not the place to talk about that, because this is a professional weight loss article and I can always move in with my mom again and I totally have enough in savings to get through, like, Tuesday, and anyway the truth is, aside from the panic, I’m pumped.

Why?

Because I’m finally going to finish this list that started out as 8 crazy tricks to lose weight and then 7.5 crazy tricks to lose weight and now I’ve only got TWO LEFT so let’s do this! This thing has been hanging over my glorious mountain of red curls like the Flat Iron of Damocles. I love Alexio to death, but he really knows how to hijack your Twitter feed.

So! We’re at crazy trick #7 for losing weight. You are never going to guess this… it’s binge-playing video games.

For real! These scientists checked, and people who watch tons of TV gain extra weight, but people who play tons of video games don’t because their hands are full. With the controllers! Isn’t that genius?

All you have to do is play video games all day, starting at work, and not hit the drive-thru on the way home, and then keep playing at home until you collapse into a frizzy heap that forgot to take out its contacts, and you will totally shed the pounds like a hippo in a sauna!

And now we’re at the last trick! #8! I can’t believe it! Sooooooo close!! I’m wiggling in my seat! The last trick for losing weight…

Okay, I know I wrote this down.

I was opening my mail, and the idea just came to me, and I wrote it on that utility bill or jury duty or whatever. Or maybe it was the flier for the Mini-Golf Lock-in? Darn it!!

Whoa, Sparkle. Easy there. Take a breath. People spend millions of dollars a year trying to lose weight. You can totally find some better way to pay the rent than conning depressed overweight women into just-add-water barfy powdered kale. You got this, girl! Dream big! Believe in yourself!

It’s not like your bat-faced old boss is calling everyone she knows in the industry, sabotaging your chances of ever landing another gig… while you can’t even remember trick #8.

ARGH!!!!








Sparkle Vane is now a full-time weight-loss writer, I guess, who loves candlelight dinners, reading poetry out loud except it’s super depressing by yourself, and WAIT I TOTALLY JUST REMEMBERED WEIGHT LOSS TRICK #8! Wear less makeup! It totally works! Ha! Now that I’m FINALLY done, I promised myself a peach kiwi cheesecake! Kisses!




COMMENTS


FactCheckFrankie: Actually, the “weight management” market isn’t millions, it’s billions (one thousand millions), currently estimated at $90 billion per year… and that’s just in the United States. According to the U.N. World Food Programme, Americans spend more than TWICE as much per year trying to lose weight than it would cost to end hunger for the entire world (only $40 billion per year).

Alexio: Thanks, Fact Check Frankie! We definitely want to stay mindful of our larger social responsibilities!

TreyTheTroll: so @alexio_fairfax, does this mean your next challenge is gonna be “stay fat and spend the money on people with real problems, like starving”?

Alexio: Actually, our next challenge is all about unlocking abundance! But thanks for the suggestion!

TreyTheTroll: [comment deleted by moderator]











Sparkle Vane, for all her excellent qualities, does not exactly exude confidence and authority.

For true expert advice, you need a person with gravitas. Experience. Wit, even.

A person like… Jane Austen.

Who apparently was available.






7 Qualities You NEED in a Husband!!



Guest post by Jane Austen



It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single woman in possession of a pulse must be in want of a husband. But a woman who wishes to marry well can ill afford to ignore the accepted hierarchy of marital qualities, which are offered here for your profit and instruction, arranged in a sequence of greatest to least desirability. One hesitates to state such self-evident truths, but the quality of advice which is proffered on this topic varies considerably, particularly on the Internet.






#1: A fortune which provides a respectable annual income remains an essential and primary condition for genuine Love. No misery can be compared to marrying solely for money; but to marry without it can scarcely be recommended. The fortune need not be extravagant, but it must be sufficient to provide the necessities of life, such as tasteful finery, a country estate, and perhaps a decent Italian sports car.

#2: A fine countenance, but by no means excessively handsome. A man ought to be handsome, if he possibly can, but a man who exerts an attraction regardless of his manners may prove deficient in the latter. Vanity is a fault among women but a crime among men; avoid the man who snaps a solitary selfie.

#3: A correct combination of pleasing virtues. Aside from his fortune and his face, a man has few additional obligations. He need be no paragon of virtue; it is quite enough if he possess the requisite minimums: competence in a dance, an excellent family, and an intellect which can articulate to the point of verbal agony.

#4: A smattering of pardonable vices. One can forgive superior faults, such as a haughty arrogance, a satirical eye, or a habit of giving offense to the offensive; but the possibility of sustained domestic happiness decreases precipitously when a man displays a pernicious, habitual predilection such as cards, drink, or fantasy football.

#5: A supercilious sister, though not strictly required of a man, is a pleasing ornament to any domestic arrangement. The minor irritations of her presence are more than compensated by the flattering contrast which a husband cannot fail to perceive in his new wife. Even should the sister depart the home, she continues to amuse and instruct by negative example in one’s otherwise rational Facebook feed.







Though one could adduce additional desirable qualities for a suitor, it is rather remarkable that the essentials are so few.








Jane Austen is the author of several New York Times bestsellers, including Persuasion, Northanger Abbey, and Mansfield Park. She might have written another book too, but I forget.




COMMENTS


Jane Austen: My dear Mr. Alexio, it is a truth universally acknowledged, that when an author submits an essay for publication, it is expected that the submitted title will not be transmuted into a gasping shriek for clicks, not to mention numeric inaccuracy.

Alexio: Hey, Jane! You’re awesome! I liked your title—“Qualities and Qualifications”—but I just thought it might be a little vague. Number-wise, numerous studies show that “7” is more appealing than “5”, plus, I think if readers dig in they will actually find more than 7 awesome tips! Thanks again!

Jane Austen: [comment deleted by moderator]







You might be forgiven for assuming that self-help is always about solving problems. Problems you already know you have.

If only.

How often does a headline catch your eye precisely because the problem is new?

A new threat you weren’t even thinking about. That might not have occurred to you in a million years.

Sure, sometimes we genuinely need bad news. Which apparently makes the solution obvious: find out about everything, all the time. Totally doable! Speaking of which, I’m afraid I may have some bad news for you right now…






Is There A Hobo In Your Attic? Check.



Is there a hobo in your attic?

Is your 401(k) plan worth less than it was five minutes ago?

Are any of your friends mocking you right now?

If you aren’t sure of the answers to basic questions like these, you may be a victim of “detail neglect,” a common medical condition that afflicts millions of Americans and can lead to higher loan interest rates, contentment, and/or death.

“All too often, we’re so busy enjoying nature, pursuing fulfilling hobbies, and spending time with our spouses and children that we forget the myriad of pressing details that really should have first claim on our attention,” says Dr. Wilhelm Dread, head of the Triple Check Research Group at the University of Quibbleton, Virginia. “I blame the culture.”

Thanks to continued funding from several safety awareness groups (such as “Tornado Chasers United for a Risk-Free America”) Dread and his team of expert scientists have battled “detail neglect” since Tuesday, March 3, 1987, 10:02 am. For years, they have scrutinized frequently ignored details, determining which ones should be considered critical to the safe navigation of an average day.

Now, after over a decade of research, a cure for “detail neglect” may finally be in sight: the Checklist™.

“You wouldn’t think of dating a girl until you’d surreptitiously gotten her fingerprint and seen if she had a criminal record, would you?” chuckles Dread, glancing around his plush office and over my shoulder. “Similarly, it’s sheer recklessness to go through the day without systematically evaluating potential threats.” He pauses, gets a better grip on the broadsword he’s sharpening at a large whetstone embedded in his desk, and smiles broadly. “Safety, like freedom, must be won and re-won. If you’re not sure, check. Check again. Check a third time. That’s the Checklist™ concept.”

Although the complete Checklist™ is still in revision, Dread advises that you “get more detail in your life” right away by taking a few minutes each day to make sure you can answer each of the following sample questions with confidence:


Is there a hobo in your attic?


	Freezer?

	Hope chest?

	Purse?





Has anyone in your social circle given you a derogatory nickname?

“Nicknames must be nipped in the bud,” says Dr. “Pudgy” Wilson, expert on Derogatory Nomenclature. “One wry comment can label you for life. With the frenetic pace of modern communications, you’ve got to hustle to stay on top of things. A simple series of two-minute calls to everyone you know, two or three times a day, is a small investment to make to avoid a lifetime of embarrassment.”



Is your 401(k) plan worth less than it was five minutes ago?

“Get your money OUT!” says Dread. “You want to lose your retirement savings? Put your money into something sensible, like a camouflaged shoebox.”



Is any food anywhere in your home going bad?

“Prepackaged foods like TV dinners have so many preservatives that they cannot rot; they will probably outlast this country,” insists Dread. “They’re recommended. Unfortunately, many of us indulge what I call our ‘agrarian tooth’ with such dainties as fresh fruits and vegetables, eggs, milk, meat that is still recognizably from an animal, and water. Many of these foods, though certainly chic, can actually spoil.” Dread shudders. “I avoid them entirely.

“If you insist on eating perishables, remember: one bad apple can host a germ that, if it gets in and grows and you don’t notice it and you eat the apple and the germ enters your body and it overcomes your immune system and you don’t go to the doctor and you don’t take the right medicines and it mushrooms into a fatal disease, can kill you.

“Is that a chance you want to take?”



Are your clothes out of style?

“It can happen so quickly,” warns Dr. Judy Trudy, Fashion Anthropologist. “Take advantage of the wireless Internet; check each new purchase against a reputable fashion website before you leave the store. Imagine arriving at the office sporting an outfit that’s been out since yesterday afternoon!”



Is your name out of style?

“This one’s tricky,” admits Trudy. “Sorry.”



Who are the new faces on the FBI’s Most Wanted list, and do you look like any of them?

“Keep in mind that if there’s even a slight resemblance,” says Dread, “a neighbor with poor eyesight could land you in jail.”

The remedy?

“A purple wig,” he says. “How many criminals wear purple wigs? My grandmother wore a purple wig, and she was never in jail one day of her life. Of course, she spoke fluent French.”



Do any of your magazine subscriptions need to be renewed?

“Don’t count on the publication to remind you,” warns Dread. “Recent trends indicate that subscription departments are all too likely to adopt a ‘live and let live’ attitude, and take your missed payment as an implied cancellation without so much as a dinnertime phone call.”



Are your shoes on the right feet?

“Probably seventy to eighty percent of all car accidents, faux pas while ballroom dancing, and poor investment choices stem directly, indirectly, or not at all from wearing the left shoe on the right foot and the right shoe on the left foot, which is the wrong way to wear your shoes,” explains Dr. Grant Hobble, head of the Podiatric Prognostication Center in Reykjavik, Connecticut, and ally of the Triple Check Group. “Naturally, accurate statistics are difficult to obtain; this is a branch of research that is admittedly still in its infancy. But I think we can all agree that wearing your shoes on the wrong feet is a dumb move. It certainly can’t help anything, can it? Well?”



Is there a broken telephone pole, meteorite, or airborne vacuum cleaner salesman heading for your home?

“A quick glance out each window of the house every hour or so will suffice,” comments Dread. “You don’t want to get paranoid.”



Are you getting paranoid?

Reflect.





“Check each question at least three times a day,” insists Dread. “That’s bare minimum. Bare. We recommend four or five. I can do six or seven complete Checkups™ daily, especially if I skip lunch and hold off going to the bathroom as long as I can.

“After a couple months, this sample Checklist™ will become second nature. That’s bad; it means you’re slipping. Call us.” Dread grins. “By then, the complete Checklist™ will be ready, and it’s much, much longer.”





Once upon a time, expectant parents couldn’t just panic-search endless possible names and their meanings online. No, first they had to get their cold, sweaty hands on an actual, physical book.

These days, of course, every possible Better Name in the known universe is always lurking close at hand, just one more swipe away.

But though the technology has changed, the tension remains timeless. More than twenty years after I first wrote this piece as a suffering new father, the basic advice here still holds up.

Why put yourself through such agony? The solution to the whole naming conundrum really couldn’t be simpler…



Don’t Name Your Baby



As any decent name book will imply, naming your child is your one parental decision where the odds are astronomically in favor of a horrible mistake. That bizarre string of syllables you slap on your helpless newborn is for life.

The solution, supposedly, is a name book. It offers such a bewildering plethora of options that if you look long enough, you’ll either find what you want or die. This is also the theory behind phone books, dating services, and big box stores.

But phone books usually don’t include disclaimers like, “When you finally choose a plumber, he’ll probably be a crook.” Yet when my expectant wife got a name book (which shall remain nameless), it featured no less than eighteen warnings about The Wrong Name.

Eighteen.

Clearly, the real goal of a name book is to saddle you with terror.

So why spend the money? I can do that here for free.


Ten Potential Naming Disasters



1. Disastrous dilemma: Boring and common vs. interesting and misspelled.

The name book classic. I doubt they let you get married without telling you this.

If you choose a name you’ve actually heard before, your child will always have fifteen classmates with the same name, will be best friends at least once with someone of the same name, and will suffer irreparable psychological damage.

On the other hand, if you (buy the name book and) choose a name that neither you nor anyone else has ever heard, no one else will have your child’s name. In fact, no one else will even use his name, but will instead misspell and mispronounce it all the days of his life.

Those are your options.

A good name book will explain this predicament with all the loving care of a teacher outlining a challenging algebraic equation, then hand you the piece of chalk and start laughing. Apparently, there is no answer.

Just thought I’d pass that along.



2. You get artsy and misspell a common name.

One solution that conveniently combines both disasters is to take a common name and deliberately misspell it. You might spell “Katherine” as “Ckaθrrynn,” hastily explaining to your in-laws that θ is the Greek letter theta, pronounced “th.”

At first glance, it may seem that you’ve simply chosen an uncommon name. After all, who else is named “Ckaθrrynn” (except, you’ll discover, your niece)?

Well, no one else on the planet, including your daughter, will ever spell her name “Ckaθrrynn.” But there are plenty of other girls running around with names that sound identical.

So your daughter will have both the fun of her name being perpetually misspelled and the joy of getting confused with every other derivative of “Katherine.” Her only playground defense will be, “I’m not Katherine, I’m Ckaθrrynn.”



3. An uncommon name becomes common.

Even if you grit your teeth and choose an uncommon name, you may find in five years that everyone else had the same idea.

Some name books mention this risk, some don’t. Name book insiders call this “playing the name stock market.” Some say that’s a little long. However, if name insiders really had a way with words, they’d probably be doing something else for a living besides compiling huge lists of names. Like taking cheap shots at people who compile lists of names for a living.

Anyhow, if you try for an uncommon name and lose, you’re not really worse off than if you chose a common name in the first place. But at least there’s that added disappointment.



4. An uncommon name turns out to be common among your extended family.

This is another “worst of both worlds” scenario. Suppose you wake in the middle of the night and holler, “Eureka! His name will be Naimon!”

(As of this writing, “Naimon” is officially considered an uncommon name in the contiguous United States.)

Then you think a moment. What, precisely, excites you about “Naimon?” You realize that you, your brother, your father, your grandfather, your great-grandfather, your uncle, your wife’s brother, your wife’s father, three of your nephews, and your first two children, one of whom is a girl, are all named Naimon.

Oh.

While the rest of the world frowns and types “Namin’” on your son’s junk mail, Naimon will still face typical “common name confusion” at any family function, like breakfast.



5. The name is later used by an entertainer.

Try to pick a name that no rock star will ever use.

Yes, it’s impossible.

Imagine the unsuspecting parents years ago who named their poor children Britney or Enya or N’Sync. Frankly, you could be next. And you’re helpless.



6. The name morphs into a horrid nickname.

Name book insiders call nicknames the “back door”. If anything goes wrong with your name, you can always figure out some odd nickname. Right?

Wrong. Like any unlocked back door, the Nickname Potential Factor (NPF) invites more problems than it’ll ever solve.

Pick the most dignified name on earth, and some demented cousin will hack off the middle syllable, add a “y” and misspell it. “Chadwick,” for instance, can and will become Addy, Chaddy, Cha-cha, Ad, Wick, Wi, and Little Icky.

You could go Kafka and name your child something simple like “K”. No, wait, never mind. “K” will become “Kayey”. Just give up now.



7. Your child falls prey to the Accidental Namesake.

You know more people than you think. It may be an obscure relative, a boisterous cashier, an ex-boss.

It doesn’t matter who.

Within two weeks of your child’s birth, you’ll present her to a beaming near-stranger who’ll shout, “Scholastica Margo? You named her after me?”

Here’s one defense. Mail every potential “namesake” the following postcard: “Our child is named Scholastica Margo, but never in our most mirthful moments did we dream of naming her after you. You do happen to have the same name, but if we think about that, the name starts to sound all wrong. Please don’t remind us. Ever.”

Unfortunately, this postcard only works if you name your child Scholastica Margo.



8. You pick two names, and your child finds out.

Some books advise an early final decision on both a girl’s name and a boy’s name.

This is really dumb.

It’s also one of those pieces of advice that, of course, my parents managed to take. I’m still haunted by the Heather I Could Have Been.



9. The name means something unfit for cross-stitch.

Let’s say you decide that “Fabia” is a lovely name for your daughter. Too late, you realize that “Fabia” means “bean-grower.”

You never tell her.

Ironically, she develops a distinct hatred of beans and all things beanish. Your apprehensions increase, but you say nothing. Fabia senses a problem and becomes obsessed with discovering your horrible secret.

One day, as she struggles to choose a career that will please you and bring peace to the family, she wanders into a greasy thrift store. Fabia spots a display of name cards.

She discovers the truth.

Your protests are useless. She knows there is only one way to fulfill your secret expectations. Fabia spends her life sowing, reaping, and eating beans.

And hating you.

Granted, this is a fairly innocuous scenario. But you get the point. You can’t be too careful. To pick a few examples at random, there are girl’s names that mean: artichoke, jealous one, and unjust.

Boys are no better off. They risk: boy with a flat nose, a cushion, from or of, the one who pays, the vanquished, the hater, and scarf. Yes, scarf.



10. The name gradually evokes painful mental associations.

Every name, given time, will remind you of some unpleasantness. You’ll discover depths of inner disgust you never dreamed existed.

Even if the name isn’t identical, it’s enough for it to sound similar. One bad Joe can ruin Joachim, George, Joel, Josiah, and even Joanne, Jody, and Joyce.

Explore your memories. You’ll eventually reach a great truth:

There’s something wrong with every name.






*    *    *







Yes, the name books are right. Given all these potential disasters, you’re going to pick a howler. It’s mathematically impossible to pick a name that will not annoy someone, and probably everyone.

You’ve seen it happen. Ask any new parent the Big Question, and after an excruciating half second of torture, they blurt a name which, as you anticipated, is the pits.

They know it. They know you know it. Yet they’ll probably name the next one, too.

Now you’re the parent; it’s your turn. Is there any way out?

Yes. Submit a blank certificate. Better safe than sorry.

Or, face facts. We parents aren’t really worried about each kid having
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