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Chapter Two 

 

Now, I am prone to exaggeration. I know I am. Actual details about 

reality have never been easy for me illustrate. Similes about the beauty of 

life don’t exactly fire my synapses, I was too early exposed to Mel Brooks, to 

Woody Allen, and Carl Reiner. When I see a flower, I don’t find language to 

describe its beauty, I think it should shoot water into the face of a buffoon. 

Double entendre and puns make me happier than any biblical passage ever 

could. Ironic language meant to be overly clever is actually clever to me. I 

mention this because the trip to my grandfather’s funeral is a comic mind’s 

goldmine. What transpired is outlandish, unrealistic, and a third word for 

seemingly impossible. But I swear, it’s all true. But for dramatic effect, which 

is like crack to me, I will be diverting occasionally for context. I will be 

flashing backwards, forwards and sideways so as to heighten the mystery, 

elicit empathy and extend the dramatic tension within an inch of its life.  

So there we were, my mom, my brother, my two dogs and me packed 

into a white Ford Taurus with way too many miles on it. It was a sunny 

Halloween afternoon when we started. I remember unrolling a tootsie roll 

from the enormous candy bowl that had been meant for trick-or-treaters but 

was now partially the inciting incident for my mother’s type 2 diabetes, and I 

was taken by the significance of this day. Halloween was always an event in 

our house. It was my mother’s favorite holiday, and her way of 
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demonstrating that was to create elaborate haunted houses in our 

basements. Like totally professional-level transformed our entire basement 

into multi-room haunted houses with her friends dressed in costumes 

planted there and instructed to jump out at us, or scare us somehow. She 

and my father would put up fake walls- I still have no idea how! There would 

be black and red lights, dark corners with dead bodies, bowls full of eyeballs 

and tons of other grotesqueries. My friends would come every year to take 

part in my mom’s haunted houses, and after we all took turns going 

through, all the normal lights would come on and the haunted house turned 

into a party, with music and food and games. It was the best. This was our 

first Halloween in Denver, and we’d only lived there a short amount of time, 

so there was to be no haunted house that year, so at least my grandfather 

hadn’t ruined a good one.  

Road trips were not something foreign to me and my family. In fact, I 

think it’s safe to say that every year of my life up to this point, and again 

I’m fifteen, I had been at least one road trip every year. Every summer, my 

mother would plan vacations that usually entailed a good amount of driving. 

She had a slight flying phobia, a phobia that I consider silly and irrational, 

and turns out it’s a phobia that I inherited.  At the age of eighteen on a flight 

from Denver to London, I learned what the expression mortal fear is. I’ll get 

to that story. It’s high drama- pun intended- that involves a panic attack, a 

super patient flight attendant and hives. But up to the age of fifteen, I had 
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flown twice in my life. Both times to Los Angeles, once when I was two years 

old, and once when I was twelve. I was apparently fine with the act of 

transporting myself through the air at five or six miles above the surface of 

the earth- a bit of physics that would cripple my willingness to travel for a 

couple of decades.  But road trips, those were how my family and I got 

around. My mom planned trips, my dad did the driving, and sometimes we 

rented an RV. We would drive to Florida, our most common destination 

because, I assume Disneyworld, a place I liked as a kid, but quickly outgrew. 

I was not the kid that wanted to go to the movies to see the latest cartoon 

animal battle evil, and in fact I found most Disney films to be poor 

representations to girls. I thought it was obvious that Snow White was a 

pro-misogyny film. A piece of propaganda written by a bunch of short, ugly 

men who had elaborate fantasies about beautiful women appearing at their 

doorsteps to cook and clean for them. And what’s with Snow White’s 

character arc? Really? The protagonist of the story gets poisoned and lies in 

a coma until a man rescues her?! Even at six or seven years old I wasn’t into 

the message. And I really only liked the villains in Disney Movies, because 

let’s be honest, they are the only ones with any nuance at all. I mean 

Maleficent was much more a representation of true human experience over 

the heroin, once again a beautiful woman in a sleep-induced existence. I 

mean, if her unconsciousness had been a choice, you know like Amy 

Winehouse, then at least she’d have some depth. As it was, she was just a 
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victim. During my childhood, which was the 80s, there weren’t many new 

Disney films, so I was raised on the “classics.” Then we got The Little 

Mermaid. Now, don’t get me wrong, I appreciated the music, and Sebastian 

is adorable, but again, having a shitty lead female character. She has to give 

away her voice to be with a man?! I mean! How is this bullshit not only 

acceptable, but defended by the masses of liberals who really only like to 

point out the trouble with things that they don’t have emotional attachments 

to. “I grew up on Disney.” Is the standard response, which I just chalk up to 

the cinematic equivalent of Stockholm Syndrome and move on. I mean, 

what if you grew up with regular beatings, or Republican? Obligation to 

sentiment is why religion still prevents world happiness- but that’s another 

can of worms. So no, I wasn’t having the repeated narrative Disney was 

dishing out. I was one of those kids that begged his mother to take him to 

see the new Merchant Ivory film. And she did.  So when it came time to go 

to a Disney theme park after about the age of twelve, I started to wish for 

the world to create the E.M. Forester-themed park. I was that kid that would 

have gone to a Downton Abbey fantasy camp. I would have traded A Room 

with a View trading cards. I’m now speaking only to other pretentious 

cinephiles- how amazing would it be to have Stanley Kubrick land?! Or the 

Ingmar Bergman experience? I don’t know what that would be exactly, but it 

would only be open in the rain and no one would be allowed to speak unless 

they’re positing a theory on existence.  
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Don’t get me wrong, I’m as nostalgic as the next guy- if the next guy 

is--- however, there is a big difference between sentimental and nostalgic. 

It’s the difference between calling a mirage a lake, and trying to swim in it. 

Cheap sentiment has built most of the homes in Beverly Hills. Hollywood 

discovered early on that audiences want to be placated to. Mainstream 

moviegoers want to feel connected to the narrative on screen, by staying 

safely ahead of the story. This is a uniquely American trait. I think it has 

something to do with our nationalism. We are the most egocentric country 

this side of North Korea, and as such, we’re taught from birth that we’re not 

to question what is right and what is wrong. America is right. Always. And 

this translates to everything. If a movie, especially if it’s foreign language- 

god forbid- challenges our culture or way of thinking, or just plain makes us 

think, we reject it as nonsense. We want to see generic, repeated stories 

without abstract themes or even development. Thanks Disney. You primed 

whole generations of audiences to be as sophisticated as a dishrag. The 

good guys win. The bad guys lose. The boy gets the girl- even if she’s 

comatose and has no say in the matter whatsoever. But this is not a lecture 

on the aesthetics of American Cinema, nor is it a criticism of the American 

audience. It’s a memoir.  

Road trips with the family. As I said, sometimes this would happen in a 

rented RV. Five of us hitting the road in what equated to a moveable hotel 

the size of a small studio apartment. Fighting was as ubiquitous on these 
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trips as foliage. And my mom would invariably get sick. She vomited every 

time we spent more than a day in an RV. I don’t know if it was the constant 

motion, or the close proximity to me and my siblings, but it always 

happened. But the trips themselves were also epic. One summer we must 

have spent three weeks in an RV seeing the entire eastern seaboard of the 

United States and parts of Canada. We hit Niagara Falls- which meant we 

went into Canada, because let’s be honest, the Canadian side is better- I 

know! I know! That’s probably treason in Trump’s America. I’m good with it. 

I’d much prefer to be a Trudeau Canadian. Over Trump, I’d prefer to be a 

stateless nomad refugee- but alas, I’m not motivated enough to fill out the 

paperwork. I’m basically like the Greenland of humans. You notice me when 

you fly over me, but I’m not technically doing anything for anyone.  I’m 

barely autonomous. Let’s see- where was I? After Niagara Falls we went 

down through New York. Yeah, if you want to know the definition of insanity 

it’s my father trying to find a parking spot for a thirty-foot vehicle in 

Manhattan. Nasa had an easier time figuring out how to travel past Earth’s 

atmosphere. My mom and sister and I would just jump out to see sights and 

then jump back in at the next corner. My poor dad, he didn’t really see 

anything except hostile cab drivers, bicyclists and the middle fingers of many 

a pedestrian I assume. I, on the other hand, fell in love with the city. It was 

bigger, louder, and more eccentric than even my mother was. There was an 

energy I could feel immediately.  In my ten or eleven-year-old mind it was a 
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mass of creative energy beckoning me like a benevolent siren. Having 

discovered theater when I was just five, I was thrilled to see Times Square, 

an entire city built for other people who wanted to spend their lives getting 

up in front of people and pretending. Theater was a life-saving part of my 

childhood, and one that I will go into later. For now, it was the road trip to 

New York City when I was a kid that made me fall in love with a city for the 

first time. Over the years there would be a couple more- Paris being the 

most significant.  But thirty years later, and I’ve never fallen out of love with 

New York. It’s my favorite place. I see it as romantically as Woody Allen’s 

opening montage of the film Manhattan. Even now, when I’m there, I feel 

that energy, that glorious electricity that gives the entire city a heartbeat- a 

soul.  

After New York we headed to Massachusetts. We found ourselves in 

Colonial American towns. And I was struck by something that we don’t 

encounter much of in the Midwest, history. There were stories, hundreds of 

years old that defined the character of the location, and influenced 

everything from the food and clothing to the art, architecture and I liked the 

harmonious connection I could find from then to now. And so began my 

curiosity of history. As I stood in Salem, Massachusetts, in places where 

women were burned and hanged for witchcraft, or near Plymouth Rock, 

where the first Europeans arrived to “settle” this “new land,” I was surprised 

at what I was feeling. It was a connection to something I hadn’t anticipated. 
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And to this day, whenever I encounter historical sites it’s the closest I come 

to to having a sense of what I guess people would call spirituality.  A side 

note might be necessary here: I am a hardcore atheist. I don’t believe in 

anything past living experience. I believe when you die it’s over. Blackness 

and nothingness. I also believe that if science discovers I’m wrong, then I 

will happily believe whatever they discover. Until then, I have no doubt. I 

say this, not to alienate any readers, but to give a sense of who I am. So 

that when things happen in this story that are unexplainable, please believe 

me when I tell you, I am never suggesting anything that would imply fate, 

destiny, or karma in any way. But if you should determine something is 

worthy of exegesis, go for it.  So when I say New York City has a soul, I 

mean it in the sense of something sublime- undefinable- not that there’s an 

invisible New York City underneath that will someday meet an omnipotent 

creator in some invisible world somewhere else- that’s ridiculous.  

After Salem and Plymouth, we spent a few days on Cape Cod, which 

was magical. My mom and I were always drawn to the ocean. I don’t 

remember if my sister and brother had the same feeling of excitement as my 

mom and I did when we got to a beach. But we all loved it. We could spend 

all day every day on the beach. Not even swimming, just looking at it. The 

vast openness, the rhythm of the tide, the smell, the sand, the sound. It was 

the greatest place one could ever hope to find oneself. And while Cape Cod 

was a highlight of the trip, I have to say, and I’m not ashamed to admit this, 
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the part that I was most excited about was a small town in Pennsylvania. 

Yes, that’s right, Hershey. 

Another side note: I was a large baby. I was born weighing almost ten 

pounds. I was a chubby kid. I was always forced to shop for school clothes in 

the unfortunately named “husky” section. I was a fat teenager. I wasn’t 

husky after fourteen years old, I was just fat. By the time I was eighteen I 

was over three-hundred pounds. How did this happen? Well, I could blame 

genetics. I could play the victim of the standard midwestern diet. But really, 

it was that I was a junk-food junkie. I think I might be the reason Little 

Debbie stayed in business. I could eat a box of Swiss Cake Rolls (if you don’t 

know what those are, be forewarned, they are like crack). By the time I was 

sixteen, I had a job, and most of my paycheck went to snacks. I was pretty 

depressed at that age- that may be an understatement, if suicide was a 

warm and friendly fairy, she was sitting on the edge of my bed every night 

tempting me with a myriad of reasons I should follow her. I didn’t. Mostly 

because the energy required for it was simply out of the realm of possible. 

But also because my nightly routine was good enough to sustain me. I 

habitually recorded the TV show Cheers onto VHS tapes and every night I 

would sit in my bedroom and watch the show for hours. I would usually 

accompany my viewing with bags of potato chips, pints of ice cream, 

packages of Hostess or Little Debbie cakes and an entire 12 pack case of 

coca-cola cans. Sometimes I would include actual food, like frozen pizza or 
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chef Boyardee, but mostly it was food that didn’t require a stove or 

microwave, and apart from the ice cream, I didn’t even need utensils. Thus 

my mantra, fork’s just slow you down. I sat, sloth-like in the dark, by the 

glow of the shitty television projecting the only friends I had in the world. 

But in my defense, I was misled by a title song that reassured me it was a 

place I would want to go where my name was known to all. I do credit the 

show Cheers as being the other reason I didn’t kill myself. It made me 

laugh. And if I could laugh, I wasn’t so bad off. As a result of years of 

commitment to the show, I still know every line ever uttered on every 

episode. It’s true. I can mute the show to this day and perform all the lines 

verbatim. A skill no one will ever ask me to prove.  

Hershey Pennsylvania, home of the Hershey factory. A place where 

chocolate came into the world. I mean, I understand now why people go to 

Mecca. Why the holy land draws so many faithfuls. Why Graceland is such a 

popular spot for throwing a loved one’s ashes (look it up). I was ten or 

eleven, and I had found real meaning in life. Ironically, I don’t remember 

anything about the actual factory. It smelled good, we got to try some 

candy, and there were no little orange men who sang morality tales as we 

gluttonously ransacked the place. We spent hundreds of dollars in the gift 

shop and the rest of the road trip was a vague mix of Kisses and Krackle (an 

immensely underrated candy bar), Reeses Pieces and Whatchamacallits. Yes, 

my mother and brother and I were in heaven. My dad and sister never 



   11 

shared our obsessive love of chocolate- they were crazy- though my sister 

did worship Sonny the Cuckoo’s breakfast cereal, it was really my mom and 

I that would have given up everything else in the world to keep chocolate a 

part of our daily lives. The fact that she is now diabetic and I’ve nearly had 

all my teeth replaced is the kind of coincidence that causes people to believe 

in a higher power. I chalk it up to bad genes.  

But here we were on Halloween, Mom and Tim and I- our first road trip 

without Jen and Dad. As the sun was setting in the Western Colorado sky, 

we pulled off the freeway to get gas before the long, arduous hours of 

Nebraska’s picturesque cornfields. The last chance gas station for a hundred 

miles. It was a small place the kind the Coen brothers would use to film a bit 

of foreshadowing. A hovel with one working overhead neon that hissed. A 

nearly toothless man at the register, chewing cud or maybe it was gum, 

wearing a ballcap so tattered and old that it was probably safe to assume it 

was just part of his head now. And when he spoke, his accent was as 

country as Sarsaparilla.  

“You folks headin’ east?” He said through the clump of what I really 

hoped wasn’t his own skin. My mom said we were and he shook his head 

and made a disapproving sound.  

 “You best be careful.”  

 “Oh?” My mom was being polite by engaging with him, but I just 

wanted to pay for the five bags of snacks we just picked out of his 
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questionably small convenience store with labels that were similar to but not 

the same as the one’s in real cities. Being in the country was always to me 

like being on a TV show, all food products look similar to, but for legal 

reasons had to be slightly different from the real ones. Also, the country is 

just awful. It’s a paradise for insects, religious zealots and the Manson 

family.  I wasn’t really paying attention to the man in the crusted hat, but he 

got more and more animated as he was telling my mother about the 

impending weather warning. 

 “There’s gonna be gusty winds! Bout seventy miles an hour!” 

He really hit the word gusty. My mom and I would regale every one that we 

knew with an exact impression of how this man said “gusty winds,” for the 

next several years. My mom was a bit nervous that there might be a storm 

coming, but it was Halloween, so in our minds, it was going to be- at worst- 

heavy rain. So we had our snacks, we had a full tank of gas and we crossed 

the state line from Colorado into Nebraska- Little did we know, we wouldn’t 

make it out of the state for days and days. 

 

  

 


