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What Others Are Saying About Chris Gethard and A Bad Idea I’m About to Do

“Chris Gethard is comedy in a fighter’s crouch. His stories travel through adolescence and New Jersey with a sweetness and rage that makes you both wish you were there and feel like you were.”

—Seth Meyers, Saturday Night Live



“Whenever I’m feeling down on myself or think that I’m slowly going crazy, I think of one of Gethard’s stories. Then I realize that, hey, I don’t got it so bad after all.”

—Jack McBrayer, 30 Rock



“Chris Gethard tells the amazing stories an eccentric old man would tell . . . if that man had lived his fucking life with any balls. His stories are hilarious and riveting—but more importantly, real.”

—Rob Huebel, Adult Swim’s Childrens Hospital and MTV’s Human Giant



“Chris Gethard stories are like a roller coaster—at times you are scared, shocked, and ultimately exhilarated by the hilarity each story contains—and once you finish one, you wanna hear another one right away.”

—Paul Scheer, FX’s The League and Adult Swim’s NTSF: SD: SUV



“Chris Gethard is one of my favorite storytellers. He’s amazing! He’s always getting into the most unusual situations.... Even normal situations become amazing when you’re Chris Gethard. Seriously, when Geth is talking, I stop and listen.”

—Rob Riggle, The Daily Show with Jon Stewart



“Maybe you shouldn’t tell me things like that.”

—Chris’s mom responding to the distressing news that her son might have herpes








To my mother and my Aunt Re, 
who while sitting at my kitchen table and 
talking into the night taught me that sad stories 
stop being sad if you can make them funny.






Introduction

“Would you like to hear a story I’ve never told anyone?” my mother asked.

We were in the living room of my parents’ home in New Jersey. My mother sat in her familiar spot on the couch. My dad was at the kitchen table.

It was Mother’s Day 2010.

Foolishly, I said “Sure.”

“Great,” she began. “It’s about your birth.”

My father interrupted as he entered from the other room. “And I’ve never heard it?”

“No,” she said. She paused, looked at me, and continued. “I’ve never had the heart to tell anyone this story.”

That’s the moment it first hit me that when your mother asks you if you want to hear a story no one’s ever heard, you should probably always say “No.”

“When you were little and the other kids used to make fun of how big your head was,” she told me, “it always broke my heart.”

This meant her heart was broken nearly every single day. My forehead has always been an obtrusive, disproportioned source of embarrassment to me. My childhood nickname was “Megahead.” (In many ways this was a good thing. While “Megahead” made me angry, I preferred it to being mocked about how my last name phonetically spells out the words “Get Hard.”)

“I knew since day one that was going to be a problem for you,” she continued. “Because when you were being born and you started crowning—you know, emerging? The doctor took a step back and said, ‘My God, his head is as big as a bowling ball.’ ”

I froze.

That’s how my life began, I thought to myself. That’s literally the first thing that ever happened to me. It wouldn’t even be fair to measure my life in units of time yet. I was only three inches old and I was being mocked by the medical care professional whose job it was to bring me into life safely.

My mom had obviously thought I would laugh at this story. When she saw that instead I was reeling from it, she tried to make a joke to recover.

“Well,” she sighed, “you’ll never know how many stitches they gave me.”

Her joke didn’t make me feel any better.

“How many?” I asked. I was approaching full panic.

She got very serious as she realized she was digging herself into a deeper hole.

“No, seriously, you’ll never know,” she said. “They refused to tell me.”

That pushed me over the edge. “Jesus, I’m sorry!” I spat out.

I have to say, apologizing to your mother on Mother’s Day for being born is not one of life’s peaks. That can safely be described as a valley.

Before I could say anything, my father jumped in with his own attempt at a joke meant to save the situation.

“Actually,” he said, “you should be apologizing to me for that.”

That’s how I spent last Mother’s Day.
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That story verifies a suspicion I’ve long held—that my life has always been semi-ridiculous. Having lived the kind of life I’ve lived, I wasn’t surprised at all to find out that’s apparently been the case literally from the start. It figures that even my birth would be weird.

On paper, I appear to have it made. Everything about my upbringing seems to subscribe to the good old American dream. Raised in the suburbs, parents still married, good grades—if anyone should have had it easy, boring, and normal, it’s me.

But right from the start I was perceptive enough to recognize that the traditional idea of a “normal life” doesn’t really exist. There are cracks in its armor that anyone can see from a mile away. For example, the seemingly idyllic suburb I was raised in was actually filled with maniacal weirdos. My unfractured family in fact put on stunning displays of rage and lunacy. From a very early age, I’d see and experience things that would make me think This isn’t right and I have a feeling life is in general more messed up than anyone is letting on. This type of thinking bred into me an unfortunate blend of curiosity and defiance.

What I’ve come to realize is that most people, when faced with a situation that seems ludicrous or dangerous, instinctually take action to avoid it. I, on the other hand, have always wanted to charge headlong into outlandish situations at first sight of them. The weirder something is, the more I want to know about it. The less likely it is for a guy like me to be a part of something,  the more I want to get involved. My philosophy has always been “Why say no to anything?” The only things you have to abandon in order to live by it are common sense, a command of reason, and social acceptability. Not a bad trade.

In the early part of this book, you’ll see what I mean about the foundation that my early life laid out for me. I’d wager that if you had the same male role models I did, you wouldn’t quite know how life is supposed to work, either. By the time I describe my adventures as a young adult, you’ll have learned how I’d developed a personality that got me into car chases, prison (voluntarily), and many other ill-advised pursuits. Then you’ll see how things only snowballed from there.

Sometimes when I tell people these stories, I get the feeling they think I’m crazy. Over the years, I’ve come to realize that they’re probably at least a little bit right.

But to me, it always seemed that everything and everyone around me was crazy, and that not embracing or addressing that realization would actually make me the weird one. Pretending everything was okay all the time, when life is so odd and often so harsh, seemed more damaging than not.

As a result, I’ve made a lot of foolish decisions. Many people hear about the stuff I’ve pulled and call me an angry person. The stories you are about to read will definitely reflect that. Others have called me depressed, and I am unable to argue with that diagnosis. Still others have viewed me as standoffish or socially awkward. I’m probably guilty on all counts.

But I don’t think any of those individual labels hit the nail on the head. To me, they’re mere extensions of what I really am and always have been—confused.

Just terribly, terribly confused. About why things work the way they do and why we all pretend that things aren’t weird in one way or another almost all the time.

Unless, of course, it’s just me.

But, listen, I’m working on this impulse of mine to dive into the middle of situations both awkward and strange.

Less than two weeks ago, I took the R train from my neighborhood in Queens into Manhattan. It was early afternoon on a Wednesday. At first, everything about the experience was perfectly average.

As I sat in the largely empty subway car, I had my face buried in my BlackBerry, because lately I’ve been addicted to playing poker on it. This activity helps pass the time, and also helps me maintain the social norm of public transportation in New York City, which is to never make eye contact with anyone, ever.

“EXCUSE ME LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, I NEED A MOMENT OF YOUR TIME,” I heard from the other end of the car. This is not an unusual sentence to hear on a New York City subway. But the aggression and volume put into this particular delivery caused me to look up wide-eyed.

At the other end of the car, the homeless guy responsible for the disruption prepared to launch into his spiel. He didn’t look particularly crazy by the standards of New York City homeless people. But he soon proved that looks can be deceiving.

Apparently, I was not the only person to react to him with surprise.

“Oh, this cunt doesn’t have the time for me!” the homeless gentleman continued. “Bitch gonna roll her eyes at me.”

“Cunt” is one of the few words that can slice through the thickest of skin. At the very least, it makes any situation more awkward than it was before. I was born and raised in New Jersey, where profanity is considered a quaint regional dialect. Now I live in New York City, where just days ago I witnessed two women going for the same taxi.

“Fuck you, bitch,” yelled the woman who lost. “Karma will fuck you in the face.”

That didn’t faze me at all. Most things don’t. But for some reason the word “cunt” still does.

The impact of the word was even more pronounced when I saw the woman he had directed it to spring out of her seat and head toward my end of the car. Imagine anyone’s grandma. She was tiny, her white bushy hair slightly unkempt, her too-large purse balanced precariously in the crook of her arm as she fled from the madman who had just screamed “cunt” in her perfect little grandma face.

She hurried past me and sat down in the far corner of the car. The homeless guy continued.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I am here today to ask for donations,” he said, “so I can pursue my dream . . . of being a professional wrestler.”

At that point my internal monologue went into overdrive.

You don’t get to call a woman a cunt, I thought to myself, when you have the same fucking dream I had when I was nine years old.

“I have wrestled in the independent leagues,” he shouted as he headed in my direction, “but I need money to take more classes. Because there are still so many people I want to beat!”

I would sooner give you money if you were up there saying “Please give me money to support my heroin addiction,” I thought. It seems like a more direct route to exactly the same result.

“With your help, I know I can be a world champion!” he bellowed.

Even in the world of professional wrestling, it’s not okay to speak that way to women, I fumed to myself. Even the scummiest wrestler on earth (we can all agree that’s Jake “The Snake” Roberts, right?) would be like “Yo dude, cool out with the cunt shit.”

The man made his way past me. I didn’t say anything. Despite all the indignation screaming to be let out from the depths of my psyche, I just kept playing poker on my smartphone.

I didn’t feel that guilty. Other people actually gave him money.

But the thing is, a few years back I would absolutely have engaged this man in a dialogue. I can say with certainty that I would have confronted him about calling the old woman a cunt, and if that didn’t lead to my being beaten on an underground train, I would then have eagerly asked him where he trained in the art of professional wrestling. And if this was actually something he did, I would have asked him to take me to his school. Because I desperately would have wanted to see a homeless wrestling school.

I know I would have done all of these things, because those are precisely my instincts even today. If there is a school out there where dozens of homeless people are jumping off ropes and landing on each other, it is something I absolutely need to experience firsthand. I can’t tell you how hard it was for me not to confront that man on the train, but also not to ask him for every detail regarding his unlikely or, at best, confusing pursuit of fake fighting.

Instead, I bit my lip and lost a few more hands of mobile-phone poker. It’s taken me thirty years of life, but I’ve finally discovered that normal people don’t embrace craziness; they resist it. I didn’t say a thing to the homeless wrestler. A few minutes later, I got off the train.

That’s improvement, right?

In a sense, the stories you are about to read are about instances in my life when, rather than get off the train, I stayed on well past my stop. It’s not that I’m anything special. I’m just your average geek trying to get by.

The only thing close to a remarkable quality I might claim to possess is that when most people would say no, I too often say yes. (I refer to this as a remarkable quality. Most people just call it stupidity.) It’s an impulse that has certainly made life more interesting for me, but it’s also been very detrimental at times.

Either way you view it, I hope the daring or idiocy described in these pages provides some cathartic relief for those of you who can think back to a situation where you may actually regret not taking a chance on what at the time seemed like a very bad idea. After all, my experiences confirm that, in most cases, people don’t go out on a limb for a reason—straying outside of one’s comfort zone is often dumb and causes trouble. By the end of the majority of these stories you’ll likely feel good about not taking the road less socially advisable. Then again, sticking to the normal road can also be what leads us to the times we’ve all had when we wish we’d spoken up, but didn’t; situations we look back on where we felt pushed around, forgotten, or inconsequential and wish we’d done something about it. So maybe these stories will also inspire you to take a chance in that regard. In any case, I hope that when you read these stories you can find something to relate to, take some kind of comfort in the fact that we’ve all been in strange situations—or, at the very least, realize that you could have made things so much worse.

It would make me feel a lot better if you did.






 My Father Is Not the Kindly Mustachioed Man He Seems

I’m obsessed with basketball. I’ll drop anything to watch an NBA game. I’ll watch summer league games. I’ll watch old games on ESPN Classic. I’ll even watch the Wizards play the Timberwolves.

I also love playing basketball, even though I’m not very good at it. Luckily, I’ve joined a team of comedians who are just as enthusiastic and equally bad. We’re called The Del Harris Marathon, and what we lack in skill we make up for in dirty play and hilarious taunts. We’re not the best, but we’re gritty. We’re part of a league that donates the dues teams pay to charity. My team plays for the March of Dimes, a noble organization if ever there was one.

The kind-hearted nature of this endeavor only makes my behavior during games that much less excusable.

Case in point: the third week of the season we played our rivals, The 4Skins. They’re a bunch of Jewish guys who run set plays and are known for smothering defense. They’re antisocial and cocky. We consider them our archenemies.

When we’re playing The 4Skins, the chatter never stops.

“Nice cut, Ari!”

“Good hands, Harry!”

“He can’t stop you, Goldie!”

One of them even plays in a protective facemask. They’re just the worst. They get my anger up. And that’s a problem.

I’m unable to tell you what it feels like to be “a little” mad. My emotions work as if controlled by a light switch. I’m either fine or I’m out of control. I once spilled a container of thumbtacks and got as angry at myself as I did when I screwed up my relationship with my high school sweetheart. If I’m under the impression that there are Golden Grahams in my cupboard, then realize that there in fact are none, there’s a high probability I’ll be as sad as I was at my grandfather’s funeral.

In other words, my reactions aren’t in proportion to the things I’m reacting to. It’s something I’ve been working on with a very lovely shrink for the past few years.

But against The 4Skins one day, all that hard work went out the window.

Even in a charity basketball league, there are rules and those rules should be enforced. So I’m sorry, but if there is supposed to be a thirty-second shot clock and the ref doesn’t seem to care, I’m going to enlighten him.

I was riding the bench with my friend Gavin, perhaps the nicest person I know.

“This is fucking bullshit,” I seethed to him. “I’ve gotta say something.”

“I don’t know, man,” he said. “Is it really worth it?”

I jumped off the bench and threw my hands wildly in the air.

“SHOT CLOCK,” I screamed. “REF! WHAT ABOUT THE SHOT CLOCK!”

The ref ignored me.

“Why won’t you pay attention to the FUCKING SHOT CLOCK?” I shouted.

“Dude,” Gavin said. He shook his head, imploring me to calm down.

I stared at him with steely resolve before turning back in the ref ’s direction.

“Why do we even HAVE a fucking SHOT CLOCK?”

The ref blew his whistle.

I am the only player in the history of our charity sports league to be given a technical foul while on the bench.
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My closest friends are all people who have learned to laugh at me during these types of situations. Otherwise, it would probably be impossible for them to tolerate my semi-frequent outbursts of completely uncalled-for emotion. They’ve figured out how to roll with these particular punches but have often wondered aloud where my anger comes from, and are generally shocked at my answer. Especially if they’ve met my parents.

For her part, my mother actually has no need to express outward anger, because she is very smart and skillfully passive-aggressive. My mother is Catholic, and that means she is a legitimate master of guilt inducement. I don’t remember her ever yelling at me when I was growing up, but I do recall being on the business end of the following choice statements quite often:

“I thought I raised you better than that.”

“I didn’t realize that I was so terrible.”

And worst of all: “I just didn’t know you were that kind of person.”

Usually, a heartbreaker of a line like that would be more than enough to put me in my place when I was acting out as a kid. But even when it didn’t, she never resorted to screaming or yelling.

She’d simply say, “Okay . . . I’ll just tell your father about this when he gets home.”

Most people who meet my dad immediately like him. “He just seems like a nice guy,” they’ll say. “A nice guy with a moustache.”

In addition to the moustache, his defining characteristics are that he’s big (six foot two), slightly out of his element in social situations (but in an endearing way that’s accompanied by a goofy grin), and a national expert on water treatment. When we go on vacation, his first order of business is to taste the tap water.

“Man, the pH is all off,” he’ll say, shaking his head. “I should go talk to these guys.” You can’t not love a guy who makes it his personal crusade to travel around America giving the locals slightly better drinking water.

My father’s other interests include gardening, baking, and my mom. He’s like the big quiet friend everyone wants in life. I don’t feel cheesy saying I’m lucky he’s my dad.

But like a suburban town that’s home to a serial killer, or a likable athlete who runs a dog-fighting ring, my father has a dark side.

“Not your dad!” people say when I tell them my anger is inherited from him.

Then I recount a tale that has been passed down through my family for thirty years—a tale of a wronged man out for justice. A tale of vengeance. A tale of my father.

In August of 1980, I was three months old. My older brother was the tender age of two, and he was a bad sleeper. For my mom, this meant long sleepless nights that really took a toll on her. My father has always been incredibly protective of my  mother, and seeing her exhausted and at the end of her rope made him even more so than usual.

My parents had recently moved into the first home they owned, on Franklin Avenue in West Orange, New Jersey. It was nothing fancy. There was no front lawn, so the modest house sat right up against the road. The cracked driveway led to a cramped backyard. The interior was the same: small and cozy, an admitted fixer-upper.

Both of my parents had grown up in the neighborhood and knew it well. The section of town it was located in was generally a good one, but had always had a rough element. Up the street was Colgate Park. For generations it had been a meeting ground for teenage kids—specifically, the type who liked to cause trouble—and around this time there was a notorious crew of burnouts who called the park their home base.

My father became obsessed with launching into home improvement projects. This is how he’s been with every home he’s owned since. It pains him to hire anyone to do something he can do with his own hands. I think this gives him the sense that these houses aren’t just random buildings anymore—they’re really his.

That’s probably why the door was such a big deal.

The first alteration he made to the house on Franklin Avenue was to install a shiny, white aluminum door. After all, this was the brand-new entrance to his brand-new home. It was the literal gateway that would welcome visitors into the biggest and most important purchase he had ever made.

Perhaps that helps explain the vigilante death spree my father embarked upon.

A few nights after the door was proudly hung on its hinges, my parents were awakened at two in the morning by a terrifying crash. My brother woke from a rare night of sound sleep and  screamed. I was up and crying as well. My father ran downstairs to discover that someone had kicked in his brand-new door. The first personal touch he put on his house had been destroyed.

The next morning he got up and removed the battered door from its hinges. He took a hammer and went through the arduous process of flattening it into as much of its original shape as possible, and rehung it. But it was no longer pristine. It was no longer new. His home—his home—already had its first blemish.

That night, the door was kicked in again. The results were the same: his months-old newborn screaming in fear. The baby’s two-year-old brother crying in confusion. The babies’ frazzled mother awake all night. And in the midst of all this frenzy my beleaguered father, who had to get up for work at the crack of dawn so he could feed the family that he felt he was currently failing to protect. Not to mention he was going to have to hammer out and rehang the goddamn aluminum door that some neighborhood kids found so hilariously kick-in-able.

This happened every night for the next four nights.

Maybe you can push a man only so far before he pushes back. Maybe something changes in his disposition once he has kids, something that makes him more prone to commit protective aggression and violence. Or maybe it’s that my father was only twenty-one when the Charles Bronson movie Death Wish came out and put into his head the idea that vigilante violence is a valid answer to life’s problems. I’m not sure. What I am sure of is that my father snapped.

His first step toward retaliation was to build what can only be described as a lair. Good old “wouldn’t hurt a fly” Dad took a bunch of couch cushions and blankets and arranged them in a heap on our front porch. From the outside, it looked like a pile of garbage that was set on the porch to eventually be thrown out. Dad had decided to sit up all night, covered in these cushions and blankets, camouflaging himself, waiting for the teenage hooligans who had been causing him so much trouble. After five terrorized nights there was no reason to think they weren’t coming back. They didn’t realize that they had gone from predator to prey.

Of course, that night they no-showed. My father’s hours of vigilance resulted merely in additional sleep deprivation.

“This is making things worse,” my mother gently told him. “You can’t fly off the handle like this.”

The next night, he slept in his bed, embarrassed about his extreme behavior.

Needless to say, that night the teenage punks returned and kicked in the door.

My dad now felt like a fool, convinced that the teenagers were purposely toying with him. His anger returned and intensified. Insane or not, he told my mother he would be spending that night back in his rage nest, waiting for his chance to exact swift vengeance on his family’s tormentors.

At about 2:30 A.M., my dad was woken from a light sleep by the laughter of the approaching youths. Slowly, quietly, he got up on his knees, making sure not to move so much that the kids would see him through the screens of the porch.

He heard one of them walking up the steps. One step, two steps, three steps.

Then, a crash.

Before the kid could rear back his foot to kick the door again, my father erupted from his pile of bedding bellowing a primal, rage-filled, Braveheart-battle scream. Immediately, the kids all screamed back in shock and terror.

In many ways, my father is not unlike a panda bear. First impressions of a panda are that it’s nice, quiet, and adorable. My dad is the same way. But an angry panda bear is still a bear. It  will fuck you up. No man emerges unscathed from a battle with a fucking panda. Cute or not, it will tear you apart instantly. As mentioned, my dad’s six foot two and weighs in around 220 pounds. When in a good mood, he seems like a lovable goofball. A nice guy, as my friends have described him. When angry, he’s something else entirely—he’s an angry panda bear.

The kids, about four or five of them, spun around and took off. But instead of simply being content with his terrifying ambush, my father flew out the front door, landed on the sidewalk, screamed again, and took off after them. The kids left him in the dust—initially. But what they couldn’t have known was that in high school my dad had played football. And his nickname was “the Dump Truck.”

If a dump truck was sitting still, and someone asked you to outrun it once it started up, you could probably do so for the first hundred yards or so. It’s big and clunky and takes a while to get going. But give it just a minute to gather some steam, and then see what happens.

These kids were being chased by a human, momentum-gathering Dump Truck. And that Dump Truck was being driven by the Angry Panda Bear.

The kids made a left and cut through the gravel parking lot of Colgate Park, but to their surprise and terror the Dump Truck was right on their asses. They sprinted toward the outfield of the park’s baseball field in full panic. My father could see them, out in the open; they were like helpless gazelle loose on the plains. Sensing their fear, he sped up.

But the kids had an advantage. They had spent a lot more time in the park at night than my dad had. What they knew, and he didn’t, was that each night the park’s caretakers strung a chain across the end of the parking lot so that cars couldn’t enter the park.

In the dark the knee-high chain was basically invisible, and my father ran straight into it. Serving the same function as a tripwire set up in the jungle by malicious Vietcong or surprisingly inventive Ewoks, it sent the big man sprawling into the field face-first.

It had recently rained, so when my father hit the ground he slid, face- and chest-down, ten feet out into the grass. There was a lot of mud on the field that night, and when he stood back up, he was covered head to toe in thick brown sludge. The kids, who must have been sure their freedom was at hand, could only stare dumbfounded as my father rose without missing a stride—his eyes and teeth now the only parts of him visible beneath the mud—and continued his pursuit.

Colgate Park’s outfield goes uphill and is bordered by a large concrete wall. My father realized that in their panic, the kids were boxing themselves in against the wall. One by one they hit it, turned around, and saw he was still coming. When he got to them, they huddled next to each other, backs pinned against the concrete. They were terrified, and had every right to be. My father, covered in mud, was grinning like a lunatic and laughing with glee. His terrifying words didn’t match this joyous mood.

He wheezed from the run while making eye contact with each of the kids.

“I’M GONNA COME BACK HERE TOMORROW NIGHT,” he finally bellowed, “AND START CAVING IN SKULLS WITH A PIPE.”

He then howled with laughter. He repeated the same sentence for three straight minutes, his hysterical laughter interrupted only by his rants and ravings about killing teenagers with a pipe.

When the cops arrived my father was initially pleased to see them, until they drew their guns on him. It didn’t dawn on him that they might not be as concerned with disciplining scared  teenagers as they were with securing the mud-covered madman joyously shouting about committing murder with a pipe.

My old man quickly realized the severity of the situation and wisely cooled down. He explained to the cops what had been happening—the property damage, his two young sons and recovering wife, the multiple incidents of nighttime vandalism.

The cops didn’t need to hear much. They were familiar with the park and the kids who loitered there. They told my dad to head home and turned their attention to the troublemakers.

The next morning there was a knock on our door. It was one of the punks from the night before. His father was with him, and the kid was holding a brand-new door. He apologized profusely, unable to mask the unadulterated fear that my father, even when not covered in mud, now produced deep within his soul.

The kid and his dad took down our severely beaten-up front door and installed the new one. The kid apologized again, and his dad assured my father there would be no further trouble. And for the five years we stayed in that house, there was none.

I’ve never personally seen my father as mad as that story recounts. But I’ve often felt that mad myself. I suppose you could say that it’s the part of his legacy that lives on in me. I’m not physically intimidating like my dad. Sadly, I inherited the tiny, malnutritioned-looking Irish stature of my mom’s side of the family. I didn’t stand a chance of playing high school football. I don’t share my dad’s interest in tap water, either, and since I have a woeful inability to grow facial hair, his moustache shall unfortunately die with him as well. But his anger—his mud-on-the-face, murder-in-the-eyes anger—is something that will live on in our bloodline forever.

My desire to tell embarrassing stories about our loved ones, meanwhile, is something I inherited from my mom. She’s also  the one who taught me that in some cases these stories can continue to grow well after the events that inspired them. Especially since it’s best to leave out certain sensitive details until enough time has safely passed and everyone can look back and laugh about them.

For this story, that length of time was twenty-nine years.

It wasn’t until Christmas Eve of 2009 when, during a special holiday retelling of the story by my mother, she added a line none of us had ever heard before.

“I was scared he was going to get arrested,” she said, “and that’s why I called the cops on him.”

My father froze, a decades-old anger roaring back to life in his eyes.

“You did what?” he asked. “You’re the one who called the cops on me?”

“I thought you were gonna murder somebody,” she calmly said. “And I’m sorry, but I didn’t feel like raising two kids on my own.”

Then we opened presents, like I imagine normal families do.






Pa

When I first started having panic attacks, or more accurately, when I finally started seeking treatment for them, my shrink told me I needed to find out if my family had a history of mental illness. That meant asking my mother to fill me in on any information she might have.

“Well . . . ,” my mother said, shifting uncomfortably at our kitchen table.

“Ma, it’s me, I don’t care,” I told her. “They just need to know.”

“Let’s see . . . on my side of the family, a bunch of people are on antidepressants,” she said. “My dad never got treatment, but probably should have. And—”

“And what?” I said. She was clearly trying to find a way out of the conversation.

“Well, Pa was once in a mental hospital,” she told me, her shoulders slumping.

It explained so much.
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We moved to Alan Street when I was in kindergarten. Even though the new neighborhood was just a few short miles from our old house, the differences were like night and day. We were in a better school district. The area was cleaner and safer.

An added benefit—or, some would say, a severe drawback—was that the new neighborhood was full of members of my extended family.

My maternal grandparents lived three blocks away. Two blocks in the opposite direction were my mom’s sister and her husband. Around the corner from us on Valley Way were my father’s amazingly talkative sister Joan and three of my cousins. And just around the corner were my paternal grandparents, Grammy and Pa.

Living a stone’s throw from our grandparents was magical for my brother and me. Suddenly we could say and do no wrong. Instead, these wonderful old people actually applauded our misbehavior. They thought it was cute and convinced our parents over and over again that we shouldn’t be punished. My grandmother’s contributions to my diet consisted primarily of butterscotch and ice cream sodas. Her definition of candy was pretty liberal, too.

“Grandma, can I have some candy?”

“Of course, Chris. Here’s a spoon. There’s sugar in that bowl.”

And so the good times rolled, until my grandmother died of a stroke in 1987 and Pa responded by what can only be described as “freaking the fuck out.”

As an adult, I would learn that Pa and Grammy’s relationship was far more complex than it had seemed to me when I was a kid. According to my parents, Pa had been pretty dependent on Grammy for most of his adult life. During his middle-age years, anxiety about his work at Westinghouse led to a severe set of  breakdowns, and that’s what landed him in the Overbrook Mental Facility in Verona, New Jersey. He bounced back, but a few years later he underwent a botched operation, and afterward became even more nervous and fearful. This time, instead of entering a hospital, he clung to my grandma. Even to my young eyes, it was clear that he was scared to leave her side. He depended on her for almost everything. And she stood by him faithfully. With her help, he was able to live a pretty normal life. Of course, as a seven-year-old, I wasn’t aware of any of this. I just knew that after my grandma died, Pa turned scary.

The transformation was quick and pronounced. Pa showed up at our front door every day, looking helpless. Once inside, after grunting hello, he’d sit on the couch in our basement watching sports. He remained silent for hours at a time. Gregg or I would bring him his dinner every night, and he’d mumble a few words of thanks and send us on our way. Each night when I’d head to bed, the sounds of the TV reaching my bedroom reminded me that he was still there. Each morning, he’d be gone.

Eventually, this got to be too much. My parents asked Pa to stay at his own house a few days a week so that Gregg and I could play in the basement and my mom could clean it. Pa was hurt, and took this suggestion as a request to never step foot in our house again. He retreated to his home and became even more reclusive. Gregg and I would visit him, until one night he pulled us aside.

“You shouldn’t come here anymore,” he said, grim and serious.

I looked at Gregg, who asked Pa, “Well, why not?”

Pa leaned in close to our faces.

“Because your grandmother’s ghost haunts this house,” he said, “and you don’t want to make the ghost angry.”

In hindsight, I realize he was simply depressed and wanted to be left alone—but at the time, his warnings of my grandma’s ghost frightened me to my core, because I was a little kid and shit like that is scary. I dreaded the times my mother would send me to Pa’s house to borrow a tool or bring him food. I’d stand on his steps, shaking, praying the ghost wouldn’t get me. It would be nine years before I again stepped inside his house.
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After my mother finished filling me in on my family’s history of various mental difficulties, I felt exposed and uncomfortable.

“Mom,” I asked her, “do you think I’m going to be okay?”

“Well,” she answered. “Pa got better.”
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Pa emerged from his self-imposed isolation around 1992 a changed man. No one knew for sure what caused his rebirth, but something had happened inside that house that led him to a true revelation, in two parts: (1) He was old and going to die soon, and (2) he could therefore say and do whatever the fuck he wanted, anytime, anywhere.

One of my first experiences with the “new Pa” occurred while I was in sixth grade. I awoke early one Saturday to watch cartoons but was interrupted by furious knocking on our back door. I ran to open it, wearing only my underwear, and saw a frightened Pa frantically motioning for me to let him in. He leapt through the door before I even had it completely open, knocking me backward. His rambling was nonstop except for quick gasps for breath, punctuated by wild gestures toward the  yard. I looked out the window and saw a skunk sitting on our lawn, completely motionless.

“Oh well, time to call animal control,” my mom said, picking up the phone.

Pa reached over and put the phone back onto the receiver.

“Oh to hell with that, get me a broom,” he replied in his trademark ornery style. “I’m going to kill it.” We all turned and stared at him in disbelief.

“What?” I asked.

“There’s a trick to killing a skunk,” he said. He put his hand on my shoulder and looked me in the eye. “You take a stick and bash it right on the tip of its nose. They have soft bones. Hit them in the right spot and their skulls cave in. You crush their brains.”

“No!” I shouted, locking eyes with Pa and shaking my head. I looked to my parents and grabbed at my hair in disbelief. “Are you just going to let him kill it?”

“Ahh to hell with you,” Pa shouted. “Get me the goddamned broom!” I looked back to my father, who nodded at me. I went and got the broom.

Pa was in his seventies, but when he got that broom in his hand he became as agile as a collegiate wrestler. He leapt off the porch, wielding the broom like a Filipino eskrima stick. He inched closer to the skunk and raised the broomstick in the air, allowing it to hover above the unsuspecting beast. With deadly precision, he brought it down on the animal’s nose. The poor creature collapsed onto its side. I screamed.

Pa picked the skunk up and walked toward me. In my panic I could only shout the word “No,” over and over again. Pa grinned and tossed the animal at me. I had no choice but to catch it.

At which point I realized it was dead and stuffed, albeit ultra-realistic.

Pa, it turned out, had been up since six in the morning, lurking in our yard. He was waiting for any signs that I was awake inside the house, for the sole purpose of seeing my reaction when he pretended to murder an animal in front of me.
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“Really?” I asked my mom. “He got better? Because he seemed pretty out there.”

My mom laughed as she sipped her tea.
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Pa refused to give up his Buick, though he had no right driving at his age. Besides swerving like a blacked-out drunk, he drove so slowly that the neighborhood kids would race his car, on foot, up our hill. We always won.

My father was filled with anxiety whenever he saw his dad behind the wheel. Gardening has always been one of the few activities that clears my dad’s mind in times of stress. During my childhood he would often come home from work brooding and quiet, only to head into our yard to tend to his tomato plants. After an hour or so, he’d emerge, covered in dirt but visibly more relaxed. Gardening is to my father what weird hippie yoga is to other people. For my father, Pa’s driving was definitely a cause for gardening.

One day, a kickball game I was embroiled in was interrupted when Pa’s car turned the corner and headed up the block. We cleared the way so he could pass. There was no need. Pa plowed directly into the back of a brand-new Jeep that was parked in front of the Tylers’ house. Audrey Tyler’s boyfriend flew out the door.

“My car! Shit!” he shouted, dismayed at the destruction wrought to his taillights.

“It’s okay,” Pa shouted from his window. “I’m Kenny’s father !” He then pointed in the direction of my dad, who’d been peacefully tending the flowers on our front lawn. Pa waved to my dad and drove away, leaving my father—who was clearly mortified, on his knees and holding gardening tools—alone to deal with the situation. I don’t think my father ever found as much peace in gardening after that day.
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“You were too young to really remember him before Grammy died,” my mom explained. “I knew him when she was alive, and saw how hard it hit him.”

I looked up at my mom, who smiled.

“I think Pa was weird,” she continued. “But weird was better than sad.”
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For Pa’s eightieth birthday, our family gathered for a party at my uncle’s house. It was rare for some members on my father’s side of the family to admit each other’s existence, let alone be in one place together. I was fifteen, and it was the first time in my life that I remember everyone acting polite and cordial to each other. Aunt Joan wasn’t talking as much as usual, which is to say she was only talking constantly. My one uncle didn’t tell his joke about Hitler being his favorite American. All seemed strangely right.

But no one was speaking to my brother. I would touch base with him, then go off to catch up with someone else, only to  see him standing alone in a corner, looking confused, or eating chips while everyone ignored him. Gregg was as baffled as I was.

“Dude, did you say something to piss everyone off?” I asked.

“Chris, I know I sometimes say weird shit,” he said, “but I swear to God, I have no idea why nobody’s talking to me.”

Fearing that his social leprosy might rub off on me, I left him standing next to a cooler of my Aunt Karen’s famous homemade lemonade and got back to the party.

Eventually, Gregg was approached by Kathy, one of my female cousins (the sassy one in her early thirties who lived in Manhattan, making her “open-minded”).

“You know, Gregory, I’m fine with whatever you choose,” Kathy told him.

“Uh . . . okay, thanks,” Gregg replied.

“Not everyone here will support your decision,” she continued, “but I respect it. I may not understand it, but I respect that it’s how you want to live. And you’re going off to college next year, so now’s the time to figure it all out.”

“Umm . . . okay?” Gregg managed to squeak out.

I walked back over to Gregg.

“They think I’m gay,” he said.

I scanned the yard and saw many raised eyebrows thrown our way. Suspicions were being tossed toward Gregg with the subtlety of an early ’90s Jim Carrey movie.

“Why do they think that?” I asked. True, my brother was shy, and never had a girlfriend to bring around, but that was rooted in his status as a skinny weirdo who was obsessed with pro wrestling and geography, not in any disinterest in ladies.

Gregg stared across the yard. Pa was seated in a folding chair, looking directly at us. Our grandfather laughed wildly and slapped his knee in obvious delight.

“I’m pretty sure,” Gregg sighed, “that Pa told everyone I’m gay.” As the evening wore on, people began quietly asking me how I felt about my brother’s sexual awakening.

“Well, the thing is,” I told one second cousin, “he’s not gay. I’m not really sure how that rumor started, but it’s not true.”

“Huh,” my cousin grunted, his Jersey mullet catching the wind. “I don’t know.... ”

My brother and Pa didn’t talk for years after that. It was only after Pa’s death that I got Gregg to admit that our grandfather’s prank was fucking hilarious.
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“He was crazy,” I told my mother. “But at least he was crazy in a good way.”

“Yeah,” she said. “It’s not so bad. You just have to figure out how to be crazy in a good way, too.”

[image: 012]

My greatest moment with Pa came when I was a sophomore in high school. It was that amazing time of year on the East Coast, those three or four days during fall when a cool breeze is already blowing but the sun is still shining, and the leaves have just about fully changed but none have fallen.

I was on the phone in my bedroom, kicking it to a husky freshman named Melissa (who would inevitably turn me down), when I smelled a smoky odor wafting in through my second-floor window. I stuck my head outside and looked around the neighborhood.

All seemed normal. In the middle of the street, Jerry Hubert was competing with Matt Kehoe and Nick Scagliozzi in a fierce  game of wiffle ball. In the background, I could see Pa doing a strange dance in his backyard. Par for the course.

I continued flirting with the chunky apple of my eye. The smoky smell worsened, but I was in the zone, really working a good sophomore-in-high-school game, and didn’t pay it any attention until my mom charged up the stairs.

“Chris! Chris! Pa’s lawn is on fire! ” she screamed.

I looked out the window again to see that Pa’s dancing had taken a turn for the worse. The kids had stopped playing wiffle ball and were gathered near his fence.

“Go!” my mom said. “You have to help him!”

I couldn’t figure out what my mother meant. His lawn was on fire? That concept made, and still makes, very little sense to me.

“Is everything okay?” I heard Melissa’s distant voice ask. I brought the handset back to my ear and tried to sound as heroic as possible.

“I’ll call you back,” I said in a half-whisper. “I’ve got to go save my grandpa.” My voice didn’t sound even vaguely heroic, as it still hadn’t changed by the age of fifteen.

I flew down the steps and charged out the door. I headed straight across Mrs. Burns’s lawn and vaulted over Pa’s rusted chain-link fence in one leap.

Foot-high licks of flame were rising out of my grandfather’s grass. It had been a hot summer and much of the yard was dead and browned. Pa was trying to stamp the flames away. I needed to get him out of there.

“Pa, come on!” I shouted. “We gotta call the fire department.”

He looked me dead in the eye and replied, “Fuck you.”

My jaw dropped. Did my grandfather just say fuck me? I looked at him, breathing heavily, staring me down. He had. He had definitely said fuck me.

“I can handle this,” he continued, before turning around and stamping his foot into a three-foot-wide, one-foot-high swath of fire.

I glared at the old man.

“You gonna let him talk to you like that?” one of the neighborhood kids shouted from beyond the fence. I couldn’t see which kid yelled it as there was now a wall of smoke rising between us. My anger was quickly replaced by fear.

Pa’s lawn was shooting fire at us, and his stomping of the flames was only spreading fire to other patches of grass. Even worse, because Pa had developed kidney problems, the nerves in his feet were deadened. In horror, I watched as his trademark brown loafers caught flame as he brought them down into the inferno. The motion of raising his foot blew the flames out, at which point he’d stomp down again, igniting his shoe once more. Because he had no feeling in his feet he had no idea this was happening.

The flames reached the edge of his property and spread to bushes that had been placed there by landscapers who had evidently also sprayed them down with heavily flammable insecticides. One by one, the shrubs turned into six-foot-tall spires of flame. It was like being in the first circle of hell, or on the set of a Mexican game show. I shouted to the neighborhood kids to get Mrs. Burns out of her house before it caught fire.

The old man refused to leave. He’d decided that if his house was going to burn, he was going down with the ship. I had to put out the fire, and needed to find the tools to do so. Grandma’s ghost or not, I was going to have to go inside Pa’s house.

I ran through Pa’s back doorway and up the steps into the kitchen, where I froze in my tracks. It had been so long since I’d seen the place that I didn’t even remember the layout. There was something tomblike and sealed off from time about the room  that gave me the creeps. I took a deep breath that stung in my chest. I didn’t know if it was from smoke inhalation or the lingering fear that my grandmother’s disembodied form was about to descend upon me.

I was walking through a bizarre time capsule of my own childhood. Some cardboard blocks painted to look like bricks lay scattered on the back porch, clearly untouched since the last time my brother and I had played with them. A clock I’d painted and given to my grandma when I was four hung above the kitchen table, exactly where she’d placed it the day I gave it to her. The hands were frozen in place.

My fear was replaced with profound sadness. Pa had been sitting in this house for years, just thinking about my grandma. He didn’t change anything about his life or his surroundings. He’d shared this home with his wife for over fifty years. She died. Some time later—who knows when?—that clock died. And clearly Pa spent the last portion of his life doing little more than sitting inside his house waiting to die as well.

An occasional car crash here. A skunk and/or homosexuality-driven prank there. They were very minor distractions at the end of a very long life. Nothing more.

The only thing that could be more depressing would be letting my grandpa die in a fire. I had to find a way to help him.

I ran to the basement looking for a washbasin or bucket—nothing. I sprinted back to the kitchen. Panic was setting in as I laid my eyes on my only hope to save the day.

Look, it’s not like I thought using a teapot to put out a raging fire was a great idea. It’s just that during a crisis, you’ve got to do something. So I filled Pa’s teapot to its brim—a whopping three to four cups’ worth of water. I ran back into the yard and dumped the water as if I was pouring tea—through the spout part. This  produced a round of applause and laughter from the neighborhood kids standing on the other side of the fence, finding their afternoon entertainment in the prospect that I might be burned alive before their eyes. I ran back in and refilled the teapot, then ran back out, only to see Pa’s next-door neighbor spraying down the lawn with his hose.

I breathed a huge sigh of relief. Frazzled and exhausted, I walked over to Pa and placed my hand on the old man’s back. He was surely terrified by this whole thing, but I had come to his aid. I realized that my patting his back was the most physical contact, and the most intimate moment, we’d shared in almost a decade. I felt a profound sense of closeness with my grandfather, and I vowed that this strange, awful experience would serve as the impetus for my taking better care of the guy, being there for him more often.

He looked at me with what I thought was pride in his eyes. I figured he was experiencing the same sentiments. Then he spoke and brought me back down to Earth.

“This is all your fault!” he shouted, scorn filling his voice.

“What? How could this possibly be my fault?” I asked.

“I asked you to mow my lawn,” he shot back. “You didn’t, so I just lit it on fire!”

For the record, he had never asked me anything of the sort.
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Pa died in 2003. His skunk was the only thing I asked to inherit. I still have it.

The fact is, Pa represents some of the genetic material that contributed to my very existence. It’s a frightening thought, but one that fills me with a great amount of hope as well.

One day, I’ll be old. Everyone will have died or left me, and I will be alone. Maybe depression will have a hold on me, or my grasp on reality will have slipped. I will sense that my day of reckoning is at hand, and I will undoubtedly be scared.

When that day comes, I pray that I will find strength. Not the strength to endure, and not the strength to come to grips with the life I’ve led and the mistakes I’ve made. I know myself well enough to know that such strength will be beyond me to summon.

Instead, I pray for the strength to reach for the stuffed skunk that is my grandfather’s legacy. For the strength to live my final days as he did—distracting myself from my ultimate fate with weirdness and fun.

I pray for the strength during my final days to strike the match that will set my whole world on fire, as my grandfather did before me.
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