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Hampa Ham

EVERY SUNDAY from the age of one, Corey Hammersberg-Carter and his parents drove from their modest home in Larchmont, New York, to Grandfather Charles Hammersbergs rolling, green estate in Holly Hill, Connecticut. At the weekly family dinner, Corey, starting at age two, addressed his maternal grandfather Hammersberg as Hampa Ham. The old man found it terribly amusing and laughed uproariously every time Corey referred to him as Hampa Ham. He enjoyed it so much that he insisted all his grandchildren address him that way. The older ones balked, complaining that it was babyish. They were quickly reminded by their parents that Grandpa was very old and very wealthy and it was in their best interests to call their grandfather whatever he wished to be called.

Corey recalled few things about these Sunday rituals except that he didnt like the food, his cousins, or sitting at the dinner table and listening to the same inspirational speech his grandfather insisted on delivering before dessert was served. It seemed like the chocolate cake and vanilla ice cream were given as payment for sitting through the tedious, seven-and-one-half-minute lecture.

When he was eight, to fight boredom, Corey started timing the speech with the stopwatch his grandfather had given him for Christmas. The speech at its shortest was seven minutes and thirty seconds. Each week, Corey would try to guess just how many seconds under or over it would be. As the years went on, the speech took longer and longer to deliver. By the time Corey was fifteen, the speech ran close to nine minutes. Corey knew the speech backward and forward and had once recited it backward to his shocked and furious parents. They withheld his allowance for two weeks and forbade him to do it again. Ever! Anywhere!

Corey had learned early on that his grandfather was a multi-multimillionaire and that all his relatives, including his father, were after his money. On the Sundays when they visited the old man, his father would insist that his mother wear her most attractive clothes.

Cynthia, darling, he remembered his father saying, why dont you wear your darker lipstick, it enhances your smile.

When Paul Carter had asked Mr. Hammersberg for the hand of his youngest daughter, Cynthia, he had received permission and an admonition. I will know by the bloom on my daughters cheeks and the smile on her lips just how loving and caring a husband you are.

From that day forward, Paul was careful not to do anything that would keep his wifes lips from smiling or her cheeks from blooming. It was fortunate he liked her well enough so that being a good and thoughtful husband was not too much of a burden.

At his eighty-fifth birthday party, Hampa Ham, who had not delivered his famed Hammersberg Address for five years, decided once again to bore his loyal family, but with a slower, muted version.

Corey, who could still recite it backward, found himself paying rapt attention. The speech, because of the old mans infirmities, timed out at nineteen minutes, but the salient points were all there.

Know what you want and go after it!

Timidity will get you nowhere.

People who are afraid to ask questions are people who live in the dark.

If there is someone who has something you want, ask him how he got itand then go out and do what he did!

When the old man promised that it was the last time he would make his Sunday speech, he was met by a chorus of insincere voices urging him to reconsider and assuring him that he would live forever. While the sycophantic din was at its apex, Corey asked his Hampa Ham if he might have a few moments alone with him.

His parents and relatives watched Corey and his grandfather sitting out on the veranda. The two seemed to be having a good visit. No one could hear what was being said, but the amount of laughter Corey provoked and the manner in which the two shook hands and embraced was quite disturbing to all the heirs and heiresses.

Hampa Ham passed away the following Sunday.

The reading of the will was held in the library of the Holly Hills mansion. Most of Charles Hammersbergs blood relatives were openly angry at what they learned. One nephews face turned beet-red as he sounded off at the grievous injustice he had been done by that selfish old bastard who bored us to shit every Sunday preaching that damned sermon.

Cynthia Carter was saddened by her fathers death, but quite pleased at her sons extreme good fortune. She did wonder why her father had chosen to award Corey ten million dollars when she was bequeathed but five million and her husband only a hundred thousand and an old Packard touring car. In the quiet of their bedroom, Paul insisted that it was they who were responsible for their sons windfall inheritance. It was they who had taught him his good manners and courteous behavior. Cynthia suggested that perhaps Corey himself had played a part in winning the huge inheritance. She reminded Paul of how their son had utterly endeared himself to her father when he had mangled the pronunciation of his name.

Nobody in the history of the universe ever gave a person ten million dollars for accidentally inventing a silly nickname like Hampa Ham, Paul argued. It was the upbringing that did it!

In fact, it was neither the painstaking parenting nor the cute baby talk that had tilted the scales in Coreys favor. It was the admissions he had made to his grandfather on that fateful last Sunday. He had admitted to his Hampa Ham how, when he was young, he had dreaded coming to the Sunday dinners knowing that he would have to suffer through a boring lecture before getting his cake and ice cream. He told how, to keep his sanity, he started to time the speech and try to guess its length. He told too how he had memorized The Hammersberg Address and had amused himself by learning to say it backward. He demonstrated his ability to do this and was surprised when his grandfather laughed and asked that he do it again.

Corey then admitted that the speech had absolutely no meaning to him until today.

When I heard you speak today, Corey said, I felt that you were talking to me. Im eighteen now and I know what I want to do with my life. I want to be like you, Hampa Ham, a multi-multimillionaire. In your speech you say, Timidity will get you nowhere!And You live in the dark if you dont ask questions, and If there is someone who has what you want, ask them how they got it and go do what they did. Well, Hampa Ham, Im asking. How did you get to be a multi-multimillionaire?

The old man, rasping and wheezing, told of a man whom he had much admired.

My uncle Zeke, smart manwent to South America, discovered a tin mine, and became rich manufacturing cans. When I turned seventeen he asked me what I wanted for my birthday and I told him, I want to be rich like you. I asked him to give me a hundred thousand dollars and he did. I invested it in a lot of things, Coca-Cola, blue-chip stocks, long-term federal bonds. I made a fortune.

Corey, inspired by the story, explained that a hundred thousand dollars then was more like a million today and asked if he could have a million dollars. The old man shook his head and said that he was pleased that his grandson had learned something from the lecture and requested Corey say it backward one more time.

When Corey finished, the old man laughed, kissed his grandson on the cheek, and informed him that his arithmetic was wrong.

Son, a hundred thousand back then was more like ten million today.

So Corey asked for ten million


Lance and Gwendolyn A Modern Fairy Tale

LANCE BENSEN pushed the button for the twentieth floor then quickly pressed the door-open button when he saw her coming down the hall. His heart stopped and his eyelids locked open as he stared at the apparition coming toward the elevator.

Guinevere, he muttered, looking at the real-life embodiment of an illustration of Lady Guinevere that adorned the cover of his copy of Lancelot and Guinevere. Lady Guinevere, the willowy figure to whom, twenty years ago on his thirteenth birthday, he had secretly plighted his troth. The long, filmy gown Lady Guinevere wore allowed him only a hint of her dainty sandaled feet. He had fantasized so many times that her legs would look exactly like the long, perfectly sculptured ones that now made their way toward him. She glided into the elevator, smiled, and whispered a Thank you so deeply sensual that he started to perspire.

What floor, please? he asked, praying it would be the highest.

Eighty-one, please.

Incredible! he blurted out.

I beg your pardon?

Uh, incredible, he stammered, pushing the button, that man has been able to build something eighty-one stories high.

She smiled and nodded. He checked the floor indicator and saw that he had less than seventy floors in which to confess his undying love for her.

Hello, my name is Lance Bensen. Im an attorney at Bensen, Harris, and Reissman. Our offices are on the twentieth floor. You may think me mad but I assure you I am a sane and responsible person. A moment ago, when you approached the elevator, my heart stopped. Do you believe in love at first sight?

Well, frankly, she said cautiously, examining his face, I never thought I did.

But you do now?

She smiled mysteriously and nodded. He could not believe that she hadnt slapped his face, much less answered his question the way she had.

On my eleventh birthday, Lance explained rapidly, my father gave me an illustrated edition of Lancelot and Guinevere and I fell in love with the illustration of Lady Guinevere. To this day I am haunted by that image. Am I frightening you?

On the contrary, she answered excitedly. I know the book youre describing. Its a black book with a colored inset of them on the cover.

Yes, yes, by Lawrence Dempsey, he continued, his enthusiasm mounting, and there is an illustration of Guinevere and Lancelot at the beginning

Of the third chapter! I have that book! What an amazing coincidence. What did you say your name was?

Lance, Lance Bensen

Lance? No! she said, laughing.

My mother gave me the book, he answered, glancing at the indicator and noting that he had but a few floors to win the hand of the fair maiden.

This may sound infantile, but I have judged every girl Ive ever met against the image of this glorious woman. I can admit it now, but it may be the reason Im not married. Ive been waiting for her. You think Im crazy, dont you?

She smiled at him with a warmth and understanding that sent a rush of blood through his entire body.

Sir, I am probably one of the few people who wouldnt think you crazy. In fact, I cant believe you are saying all this to me.

Youre not angry?

How could I be angry at a kindred spirit? she asked.

She had called him a kindred spirit! He could barely keep himself from grabbing her hand and pressing it to his lips.

That magical illustration, she continued, had the same profound effect on me. I too was forever looking for a man who resembled Sir Lancelot. I knew it was silly and childish but

The elevator slowed, and he knew he must say something that would keep this encounter from being a brief one. The doors opened and before he could think of what to say, she stepped off the elevator, turned to him, and smiled.

Do you have a moment? she asked hopefully.

A moment? he thought. How about an eternity?

Yes, he said, attempting to sound casual. Urn, my first meeting isnt for half an hour.

Well, then, Lady Guinevere said, beckoning him with her finger, follow me.

To the ends of the earth, he muttered to himself.

He followed her down the hall, lagging back far enough to enjoy the graceful sway of her hips. She stopped at an office door where gold letters in script informed him that the name of his fantasy woman was Gwendolyn Lord.

She opened the door and, with what he perceived as a devilish smile, bade him enter. She glided to her desk, picked up a large silver frame, and handed it to him.

Guinevere and Lancelot, from the book, he said, shaking his head in disbelief. You had it framed!

Gwendolyn picked up another frame from her desk and gave it to him. It seemed to be an exact duplicate of the illustrated page.

You framed two of these?

Look at them closely, she said.

I am. This one is a photograph of the illustration.

Youre very kind, but thats me and my husband, Marvin. Its our wedding picture, taken three weeks ago. Doesnt Marvin look exactly like the Sir Lancelot in the illustration?

Reluctantly, he admitted that Marvin was the spitting image of the handsome knight. Lance congratulated her on her marriage, bade her farewell, and walked sadly out of her office and out of her life.

Though Lance and Gwendolyn worked in the same building, they did not see each other until two years later, when Gwendolyn asked Lance if he would handle her divorce.

My husband, Marvin, she explained, is the very embodiment of what Sir Lancelot was really like. A medieval, womanizing, male-chauvinist schmuck.

Lance and Gwendolyn were married a year and a half later and are considered by all, themselves included, to be a relatively happy couple.


G. G. Giggler

KIRK, WHY in heavens name did you bring that girl here?

Dont you remember, sis? You wanted to keep your boy-girl seating arrangement intact and suggested I bring a date.

I meant an appropriate date. You couldnt consider this Gigi an appropriate date.

Not Gigi. G.G. She uses her initials.

Does Miss Initials have a name?

Ginny Giggler.

Well, her names appropriate. Kirk, does she ever stop giggling?

I hope not. I enjoy her giggle, its melodic.

Its annoying.

G.G. is a happy person.

Or blissfully ignorant.

Sis, you always find happy people annoying. You should look into that.

Whats she so happy about, her height?

And her hair, teeth, and legs. Did you notice that she has an astounding figure?

I noticed how parts of her astounding figure jiggle when she giggles. Kirk, youve got to get that Amazon out of here before Dad arrives.

I cant do that. I promised G.G. that shed finally get to meet Dad.

What do you mean, finally get to meet Dad? How long have you known the Giggler?

About two months, but I didnt really get to know what an extraordinary person she is until she moved in with me.

Are you serious?

Deadly. Ive asked her to marry me.

No!

Weve set the time and place. Atlantic City, the day after the Miss America pageant if she loses. If she wins, well marry a year later, the day she finishes her reign. Save the dates, sis, September eighteenth, either 1999 or the year 2000.

Kirk, please tell me that this is one of your practical jokes!

No joke, sis. Im so in love with this girl that I hope she loses. I say that knowing how much she wants to wear that crown.

Prissy was hoping to see her brothers face break into the silly Cheshire cat smile that inevitably preceded a Just kidding, sis! No smile broke. Hes telling the truth, she thought. That bastard is going to change the whole raison dtre of my dinner party. My Welcome-Back-from-the-Dead-Daddy! celebration will become a Welcome-to-the-Family-G.G.! disaster. Instead of discussing Daddys remarkable recovery from his heart attack, theyd be hearing all about Miss Gigglers dreams of becoming this years Miss Friggin America!

Prissys hopes for salvaging her party were dealt a blow when she heard the front door open and her fathers voice ask, And who might you be, little lady? Two short giggles bracketed her response, Im G.G., Kirks friend. Her father saying, Well, arent we pretty, was Prissys cue to hurry to him and stop any further bonding with the bimbo. Prissy was slowed by the clusters of guests who insisted on telling her how beautiful she looked and how grateful they were to be at her party. Prissy had invited an equal mix of honest and dishonest gushers, all of whom owed Kirk Kingsley Senior either money, homage, or their livelihood.

Prissy, my dear, Kirk Senior sang, greeting his daughter with a peck on the cheek, 
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