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        I’d also like to thank Ralph, Al, Tim and the countless other

        great Dads that have gone before

      

        

      
        * * *

      

      

      About Dad:

      

      He’s the butt of every joke, the fool in every commercial—the dad is corporate America’s only safe target for abuse and defamation. We know/love/hate him from thousands of appearances in movies, TV, radio and more.

      

      He loves and cares for his family, is successful in his career, popular in the neighborhood, can dress himself (often without injury) and is capable of reasonable thought. Demographically, however, he functions like a four-year-old that can’t quite master the intricacies of the potty.

      

      It isn’t his fault. He studied hard and got a college degree. He works hard and earns a comfortable living. But, like all other dumb white husbands, he leads a dual life; competent member of society by day, helpless male by night, weekends and holidays.

      

      He has served for years as the nervous legal department-approved foil of commercials, TV and movies. And, for this service, we thank him. No one has ever cared to look inside the mind of Dad—probably for a fear of what we might find—but, if we took a minute to consider it, we may see that he’s not as dumb as we all think. But, he probably is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        TABLE OF CONTENTS

      

        

      
        ————

      

        

      
        Dad vs. The Grocery Store

      

        

      
        Dad vs. Halloween

      

        

      
        Dad vs. Santa

      

        

      
        Dad vs. The Tooth Fairy

      

        

      
        Dad vs. The HOA

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dad vs The Grocery Store

          

        

      

    

    
      John sat in his favorite recliner with his feet up even with his shoulders, enjoying the breeze provided by the hole in his favorite pair of socks. Sports were about to start and he had prepared by wearing his old college sweatshirt and covering himself with several bowls of salty snacks that spilled whenever he shifted to scratch himself.

      Several shifts later and he had found the optimal viewing position. He could see the game between his feet while still blocking the view of the kitchen with his left foot. His weight was distributed across the faux-suede so that no knap rubbed him the wrong way.

      The fanfare began and his team took the field. He was comfortable.

      “Honey,” his wife, Jenny, called to him from the kitchen.

      The game was loud. He could pretend not to hear. He inched down into the faux-suede. The announcers were saying something. He ignored them too. They were idiots.

      “Honey? Did you hear me?”

      No, he didn’t hear her. He chose not to hear her. It was one of his super powers—like heat vision, but more practical and was less likely to start a fire.

      A hand grabbed his favorite sock. Touch was his Kryptonite. His super-not-hearing was rendered useless by physical contact and it was too late to pretend to be napping.

      “Honey.” Jenny was still beautiful. After all of these years it was as if she had aged only a fraction compared to him. Long red hair draped over the light fabric of the gray hooded shirt that she always wore around the house. The hoodie was only a shade lighter than her yoga pants.

      “I’m sorry, dear. I didn’t hear you.” His lying was less super-powered. He tried to use it less since its effectiveness was iffy at best.

      “I need you to run to the store.”

      “Sure, yeah, okay, after the games.”

      “Games?”

      “Game.”

      “I need you to go right now. I’ve got to take Sarah to practice later and I won’t have time to get what we need for dinner.”

      A protest rose in his throat, but it knew better and receded behind a grunt.

      “Just pause the game,” she said.

      Damnable technology. Once man’s friend, it had turned against him with the advent of DVR. The ability to pause and record live TV had come into his life bearing promises of instant replay, non-stop entertainment and consequence-free beer runs. Now, it was an enabler of endless errands, honey-dos and trash runs.

      “It’s just a couple of things.”

      He shifted to look around her. Had sports started yet?

      “Or you can take Sarah, to practice.”

      A light coat of oil and an occasional vacuuming kept the recliner in pristine shape. It also enabled him to spring to his feet before she had finished the word practice. The game was paused and the shopping list was in his hand.

      “I put everything in the order it is in the store.”

      He scanned the list. There were a lot of words but only four items: lemons, tomatoes, chicken breast and pasta. Good. It was short enough that he could run to the store, get back, zip through two commercial breaks and be caught up to real time sports. He set the list in the chair. “It’s just a couple of things. I don’t need a list.”

      “Please take the list.”

      “I don’t need the list.”

      With practiced precision he stepped into his house shoes and snatched his car keys from the kitchen table. “I’ll be right back. Don’t let Jimmy change the channel.”

      He was two steps from the door when she said it.

      “You’re not going dressed like that, are you?”

      Though her inflection portrayed a question, he knew it was a statement.

      He surveyed his clothes; they were awesome—collegiate pride, comfortable sweats, the best socks? Check. “Sure, why not?”

      “What if you run into someone we know?”

      “I’ll say hi?”

      “John,” she shrugged, gasped and pretended to give up all at once. “You’re wearing slippers.”

      “These,” he pointed to the plaid-flannel footwear, “are house shoes.”

      “Fine, then they belong in the house.”

      “They are in the house.”

      He had some fight in him today. It was unexpected. He wasn’t sure where this long forgotten feeling of resistance had come from. He raised his finger to begin counting the differences between slippers and house shoes, but thought better of it. She could have this one. To debate would take longer than finding his sneakers. He shut his mouth and walked to where he had left them.

      “Where are my sneakers?”

      “I put them away.”

      “Why? I was going to wear them again.”

      His beautiful wife folded her arms and turned away. “They’re in the bedroom closet where they belong.”

      Distance! The fight could have saved him time after all. He sprinted up the stairs, kicking off his house shoes as he ran, shaving valuable seconds off of the time it would take to change footwear.

      He rounded the corner at the top of the stairs with the aid of the newel post. Through the bedroom and into the closet he ran. He grabbed his Nikes from the shelf and dropped them to the floor. They landed perfectly—flat on their soles, toes forward, no bounce separated them.

      “While you’re in there, change your pants.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with my pants.”

      “You mowed the lawn in them.”

      “And, you didn’t have a problem with them then.”

      “Honey, please.”

      He looked at his watch. He was losing time. He could make a break for it, but she would be at the door and defending his pants, while totally possible, would take time.

      Light blue jeans soon replaced the comfortable sweatpants. But, he wasn’t changing his shirt. That’s where the line was drawn … right down his shirt.

      Dashing from the closet he almost knocked over his wife as she was walking into the room holding his house shoes.

      “Honestly, John, your house shoes were on the stairs.”

      Moving faster than the speed of criticism, he kissed her as he rushed by.

      “Don’t forget the list.”

      “I don’t need a list,” he yelled back as he swung around the newel post. This time it did not hold. The oak banister came off in his hand and he swung wide into a wall.

      His wife ran into the hallway. “Oh, my … John, are you okay?”

      He looked up from his place on the floor. He held his head and tried to blink away the pain. Through the blinks he could see her holding one of his shirts.

      He bounced to his feet. “I’m fine. Really, fine.”

      “What happened?” She saw the newel post in his hand. “Oh, Honey, I told you that the newel post was loose.”

      He looked at the post in his hand. “Yep, you were right. How about that?”

      “Maybe, while you’re out, you can run by the hardware ...”

      He was down the stairs before she finished, and at his size gravity worked with him. Bounding through the kitchen, he grabbed the keys from the table without stopping and threw open the door to the garage.

      In the garage was a ’67 Mustang that he would, one day, use to teach his son Jimmy how to change oil. He moved past the antique pony car and jumped into the seat of the family minivan.

      The garage door was opening. The four-cylinder engine was purring. He put it in reverse when his wife appeared at the window and plastered the sheet of paper to his window. “You forgot the list.”

      He rolled down the window. “I don’t need a list.”

      She lowered the list. “What’s on it?”

      “Lemons, tomato, chicken breast and … shit!” What was the fourth thing?

      “Here you go,” she leaned into the van and pinned the list to his college sweatshirt. She kissed him on the cheek. “Thanks for going to the store, honey. Just get what’s on the list. I’ll do the rest of the shopping tomorrow and pick up anything else we need.”

      He sighed. “Make sure Jimmy doesn’t touch the TV.” He pulled the minivan into reverse and backed into the suburban street.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t until he was outside the store that John realized he was still wearing his collegiate sweatshirt. He pumped his fist in celebration and accidentally struck his elbow on the minivan’s armrest, hurting himself only a little.

      Nursing his elbow and stepping from the car, he checked his watch. All the dressing appropriately nonsense and the drive had taken him fifteen minutes. If he moved fast he could still catch up to live TV. Several of his friends would call him when the game was over to talk smack. If he didn’t know the outcome when the game was over, he would know it only minutes later.

      The sliding doors open as if just for him and he stepped into the grocery store with the list playing over and over in his head: lemons, tomatoes, chicken breast and pasta, lemons, tomatoes, chicken breast and pasta, lemons, tomatoes, chicken breast and pasta.

      Focus. Focus. Focus.

      Sweepstakes!

      Right inside the door was a giant lobby display filled with bags and bags of potato chips. In the center of the display, rising from the bags, was a promise to him that he could win a home entertainment center—an ultimate home entertainment center!

      A huge 3D-ready LED LCD TV, the latest 3D blu-ray player, a stereo with wattage that read like the specs of a military laser, non-faux-suede home theatre seating, speakers he could be buried in and a remote that, he had no doubt, could launch and land the space shuttle as well as make the Canadarm do high fives in space.

      His heart contributed to the excitement with one extra beat for the satellite sports package.

      All he had to do was text-to-win. He fumbled the phone from his pocket as he dutifully repeated the code and number, “Ultimate AV to chips. Ultimate AV to chips. Ultimate AV to chips.”

      He brought his phone to life and hit the text icon. Never had his fingers moved so quickly across the glass screen.

      Send. Entered.

      Yes. It was only a matter of time before they would be contacting him.

      He glanced once more at the display and noted the instruction to “enter every day.” He would be sure to come back tomorrow.

      Before he could place his phone back in his pocket, it buzzed.

      A message from his wife appeared across the screen. “Also need milk, cat litter and dog food. <3”

      “That’s not less than three,” he said to himself as he dropped the phone into his pocket.

      He struggled to undo the safety pin from his chest. She had used one of those really small ones and he found it all but impossible to undo the clasp. He tore the list from his shirt.

      After doing some quick math, he winced that the three items from the text would put him over the limit for the five-items-or-less line. He could easily “forget” one of the things on the list. But, two? She would notice two.

      “Well played, dear,” he muttered and turned to grab a cart. Thankfully he hadn’t wandered far from the entrance—another point in the chip display’s favor.

      The wire carts were stacked tightly together. He knew the drill. The cart on the end, wedged in front with all the force and frustration that a lonely, angst-ridden teen could muster, would refuse to be separated from the line.

      John grabbed the front cart on the nearest row and yanked the hell out of it. The cart, this one aberration to the rule of always-stuck-shopping-carts, flew across the lobby, bounced off an ATM and plowed into the chip display. It collided with the glorious snacks and rolled back towards him. Several yellow bags spilled to the ground, their usefulness to man crushing under the force of gravity.

      The cart rolled back into his outstretched hand. He turned slowly, looking to see if he had been spotted. Behind him, a woman stood with her arms crossed. She shook her head back and forth but said nothing.

      John smiled and bolted for the produce section.

      He went through the list in his head again: TV, blu-ray, receiver …

      Dammit! He looked at the piece of paper in his hand. The first thing was lemons and specific instructions on how to select them. He grabbed half a dozen and decided that they would be described as “the last six in the store.”

      Bag. Spin. Flip. Carted.

      Tomatoes. These he couldn’t cheat on. He grabbed four ripe, red tomatoes that were, according to the list “slightly larger than lemon size and not bruised.” With five quick moves he tossed three tomatoes into a produce bag, one on the floor, and a slightly bruised one in the bag.

      Spin. Flip. Carted.

      Chicken breast. The cart handled corners as well as the minivan. He went wide and pulled to the outside of the refrigerated meat section. Scooping up two packets of chicken breast, he checked the list again. There were no special instructions. This, the item most likely to have salmonella, and, therefore, the potential to kill the entire family, needed the least amount of description. This surprised him because, holy crap, how hard was it to buy spaghetti?

      The list said pasta and was followed by specificities:

      “Pasta, 1 box—spaghetti type. Barilla brand. This is a blue box. It used to be yellow, but they changed it for some reason. Don’t get the store brand, that’s blue too but it’s not as good because it tends to stick. And make sure you don’t get the whole grain. You don’t like it, remember? It gave you stomach trouble last time. If you have problems finding it, it’s on the same aisle as the SpaghettiOs, so find the SpaghettiOs and then turn around and it should be right there.”

      He found the pasta, grabbed sixteen boxes and threw them into the cart.

      Milk was behind him. He could see a giant cow over the top of the aisles. He backed up the cart straight and hooked it around in a maneuver that stunt drivers call the J-turn.

      John found himself face-to-face with the woman he had seen at the front of the store. She was buying soy sauce but took a moment to shake her head in a clear show of disapproval.

      John smiled, made engine noises and pushed his way to the dairy cooler.

      The text bore no special instructions. It just said milk. Fine, milk was milk.

      He reached the cooler and threw up his arms. Red caps, blue caps, white caps, big jugs, little jugs. What did organic mean? He pondered it a second and decided it meant expensive. His favorite color had always been, when one was required to have a favorite color, blue. Two blue-capped jugs went into the cart.

      Pet supplies were near the front of the store next to the pharmacy window because, he figured, old people had cats and prescriptions.

      Sixteen boxes of pasta rattled as he took the cart to the top speed that barely-not-running could produce.

      The kitty litter weighed thirty pounds. It was a testament to his desperation that he was able to grab it from the shelf without breaking stride, hurting himself only a little.

      The dog food weighed forty pounds and didn’t have a handle because the people at Purina were “dicks.” He had to put the large bag on the bottom of the cart since the inside was filled with pasta. It settled onto the lower shelf and he turned the cart for the final dash to the checkout.

      The cart struggled to turn under the weight of the dog food, kitty litter and milk. He realized at that moment that his wife always sent him to the store to get the heavy stuff: water, soft drinks, dog food, litter, sack of lead. Never had he been handed a list with marshmallows, bag of feathers, light bulbs or helium balloons. It was always bricks and boulders and such.

      Despite the weight, he got the cart moving and trusted the momentum to take him the rest of the way. He built up a good speed as he eyed an open lane. The clerk was just getting there. She hadn’t even turned on the light yet.

      There came a rattling from behind him. Another cart entered his field of vision. It was gaining. It was passing. And, it was heading for the open aisle. It was his neighbor Erik.

      “Hey, John.”

      “Erik,” John quickened his pace.

      Unencumbered by pet supplies, Erik took an easy lead.

      John, peering into his neighbor’s cart, swore under his breath. It contained only a few items: marshmallows, dental floss, and … were those cotton balls?

      Erik took the inside track and got to the counter just as the light snapped on. John strained to turn his cart, ran long and bumped into the magazine rack.

      Erik smiled, “Tough break, neighbor, but I’ve only got a couple of things. It won’t take a second.”

      John checked his watch. He’d be lucky to catch up by halftime.

      “I think those were on sale,” Erik told the cashier as she scanned a box of Q-tips.

      “Do you remember for how much?” she asked.

      “No. Less?”

      “I’ll have someone check.”

      “Let me lend you the nickel, Erik.”

      “You’re right, it’s silly,” but it was also too late. The page had been made. The cashier had assumed the waiting position—light flashing, back to customer, picking at nails. In a few moments she would apologize for it taking so long.

      John sighed just as his phone buzzed. A new text popped up on his screen. “Could you please get me pads?”

      John fired back, “Already checked out. Almost home. Sorry.”

      “I apologize that this is taking so long.” The cashier didn’t even look up from her nails.

      “Sir?” An apron-draped employee appeared behind him. “The self-checkout lane is open.”

      John had principles. The first one was let no man touch your junk. This was closely followed by, SCREW SELF-CHECKOUT LANES. They saved the store money by making him do the work. He was a checker in high school. Now, almost thirty years later, after working long hours and kissing big asses to climb to a position of respect in a Fortune 500 company, he would be doing the same job he did at sixteen and not getting paid for it.

      But, great men are flexible, in a non-physical kind of way. John backed the cart out of the lane as Erik scrambled to put the few, light items back into his cart. His neighbor was reaching for the Q-tips when a store employee scooped them from the belt and headed deep into the store to check the price. Erik hung his head in defeat as John shouted back, “Don’t feel bad, neighbor. Now you can use those coupons Cindy sent with you.”

      Erik opened his mouth, but no insult came out. He simply turned back to the cashier and produced a stack of coupons from his back pocket.

      The idiot that had designed the self-checkout lane was an idiot. Bagging area before the scanner? It ruined the flow of his swing. Still, if he moved quickly enough, it could save him some time. He jumped in front of the cart and stopped it with his hip, hurting himself only a little.

      Litter. Beep. Set.

      Milk. Beep. Set.

      Milk. Set.

      “Unexpected item in bagging area.”

      “Dammit.” He grabbed the second jug of milk from the bagging area and scanned it again.

      Milk. Beep. Set.

      Spaghetti. Beep. Set.

      Spaghetti. Beep. Set.

      Spaghetti. Beep. Set.

      Spaghetti. Beep. Set.

      Spaghetti. Beep. Set.

      Spaghetti. Beep. Set.

      Spaghetti. Beep. Set.

      Spaghetti. Beep. Set.

      Spaghetti. Beep. Set.

      Spaghetti. Beep. Set.

      Spaghetti. Beep. Set.

      Spaghetti. Beep. Set.

      Spaghetti. Beep. Set.

      Spaghetti. Beep. Set.

      Spaghetti. Beep. Set.

      Spaghetti. Beep. Set.

      Each packet of pasta rattled as it landed on the stainless steel tray. He would bag them all at once when he had the receipt in his hand.

      Lemons. Set.

      “Unexpected item in bagging area.”

      He picked the lemons back up and realized his mistake. Mother nature didn’t use barcodes. He stared in frustration at the machine in front of him. He had beaten Super Mario Brothers at eight. He had mastered the stick shift at fifteen. He had figured out the coffee maker at work within a week of his start date. Now, a machine had finally gotten the best of him.

      He stared at the machine and said, “Lemons.”

      He was losing precious time.

      He held the bag in front of the scanner and repeated it—louder this time—“Lemons!”

      “Sir?” The apron-shrouded teen that had first set him on the self-checkout course stood behind him. “Can I help you?”

      John turned and thrust forward the produce bag, “Lemons!”

      “Just put them on the scale.” The teenager in the apron helped him place the lemons on the scanner and punched in a code.

      Beep.

      “There you go, sir.” The clerk turned and stepped away.

      John grabbed him by the apron strings around his neck and pulled him back. The employee turned and was startled to see another produce bag shoved in his face.

      “Tomatoes!”

      The teenager set the tomatoes down, entered the code and backed away cautiously.

      “Thank you!”

      Chicken breast. Beep. Set.

      Chicken breast. Beep. Set.

      Behind him he could hear Erik speaking on his phone.

      “I’m waiting. No, they had to do a price check,” his neighbor said. “Yes, I have the coupons. Oh, I ran into our neighbor and guess what; John got to wear his college sweater … Well, you should be thankful I’m not John … What do you mean? Like bungee jumping off a bridge?”

      With frantic abandon, John forced his purchases into bags as he waited for the total.

      “Sir.”

      John turned to see apron-boy standing behind a central podium that oversaw the self-checkout area.

      “Yeah?”

      “The dog food.”

      John looked to the bottom of the cart and the green bag of dog food that proclaimed to be “now tastier than ever
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