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DEDICATION

 

This book is dedicated to all those newspaper columnists who have spent their lives sharing stories and observations. Pete Hamill, Art Buchwald, Jan Glidewell, Norm Swetman, David Arthurs, Lewis Grizzard, Steve Arthur, Carl Hiaasen, Mike Royko, and Dave Barry are just some of the names of those who kept me laughing for a lifetime.

Laughing is good for the soul. If we just read the headlines, we would cry every day.

 

Gerry Mulligan
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Chapter 1 - Sunday, Aug. 27, 1989

THE LOGIC OF PADDLING IN SCHOOLS FROM A PERSONAL VIEW

IT SEEMS THAT everyone has an opinion about paddling in the public school system.

Certainly, the majority of the people I speak with favor paddling in the school system. I don’t doubt that many of you see children acting up at the grocery store or whining in a restaurant and contemplate that a good crack across the backside would probably help get that kid in order.

And I’ll admit, I’ve been in enough social situations with children to appreciate the impact that a good spanking might have.

But I can’t help think there’s a time and place for everything; and having a teacher spank a disobedient child is a contradiction.

I’m sure it’s my own upbringing that has soured me on the concept of paddling in the school system. I went to a Catholic grade school where we did not have physical education classes. Our teachers were all nuns and their only exercise for the week came from their daily paddling of students.

Now it may come as a surprise to many of you, but I received my share of paddling as a student. In fact, the first edition of a newspaper I ever worked for - editor of my grade school newspaper - resulted in a paddling.

It was an interesting form of censorship.

I certainly was more careful with my word selection with our second edition.

My fondest memory of abuse came in about the fifth grade when a lunchtime fist-fight erupted on the playground. While the good sister on duty attempted to break up the fight, some disgruntled future agitator disguised as a fifth-grader shouted a condescending remark to the teacher in question.

“Who said that,” she demanded of the 300 students on the playground.

There was no answer.

“I insist that the culprit come forward immediately,” the good sister roared.

No one moved.

Now if there was one thing Catholic school kids had, it was a sense of unity and honor. No one would turn in a fellow student.

“I want the guilty student to step forward or I will punish every one of you,” the good sister demanded.

It seems a bit odd now, but at that time we had this rule that when a sister rang the bell, we were frozen in position until the next bell sounded. It would be hard to say that we were frozen on this day as it was June at mid-day in a very hot parking lot.

We stood there frozen, dripping sweat, wondering if any of the girls would turn Roy Plackus, the guilty fifth-grader, over to the now furious teacher. To their credit, the girls remained silent.

The good sister finally rang her second bell and sent all of the female students back to the class. She ordered all of the boys to stand in a straight line – alphabetical order, chests out, hands at our sides.

“This is your last chance,” she demanded. “If you don’t turn in the guilty party, every one of you will be punished.”

Still no one said a word.

She then walked to the front of the line and began her attack. While the paddle was a weapon that existed in those days, the weapon of choice was a hand across the face.

A cold, fast hand directly to the cheek.

The first boy, that unlucky kid whose first name began with an “Ac,” received a brisk blow to the face.

“This is your last chance,” the good sister implored.

We would not relent.

She slapped through the A’s with vigor.

She bumped through the B’s with bounce.

She clubbed through the C’s without compassion.

It was somewhere around the H’s where she began to run out of steam. We had a lot of H’s in those days. Hemsworths and Harringtons and Harmons.

I’m sure that it was somewhere in the H’s where the good sister realized she still had another 110 boys to slap and that wasn’t going to be an easy task.

We boys in the M’s and N’s began to gain in spirit. While she might make it to us, we knew the zip would be out of her zap.

It was at the L’s where she finally gave up. She felt silly. I really believe she forgot why she was slapping in the first place. The heat was getting to her. We felt silly for her.

She stopped, said a few words in disgust, and marched back into the building. We stood out in the hot sun and some of us smiled. We didn’t move for fear that a designated hitter might be coming over from the convent. But none showed.

Eventually another good sister came out and rang the bell and we all returned to our classrooms.

On that hot June day, we lost our fear, and respect, for corporal punishment.


Chapter 2 -Nov. 22, 1992

THE WOODS CAN MAKE YOU HUMBLE

THE POSITION I hold at this newspaper can quickly teach you humility.

To set the record straight, I am not a golfer. I’ve found myself playing golf in recent years because my frequent tennis partner, Dr. Tom Stringer of Inverness, wanted to play something in which he could beat me.

On one of my first visits to a golf course, there was a foursome in front of us with whom I was acquainted. They were intrigued to see me on a golf course and one of the players yelled back, “Gerry, we didn’t even know you played.”

I solved the riddle for them quickly by lining my tee shot through the window of one of the golf course maintenance trucks that was actually sitting in back of the tee.

Trust me, that was a difficult shot.

My game has improved some, but my partners still always know to stand behind me.

It was with some apprehension that I agreed recently to play at the opening of the new Black Diamond course in Lecanto. I’ve been a guest at the old Black Diamond course and it is magnificent. Tom Fazio, the world’s top golf course designer, prepared the old course and had worked with owner Stan Olsen to design the new nine-hole course.

But playing the old course with friends like Steve Lamb is not that intimidating. When Lamb and I play together, it’s like a contest to see who can hit the most balls into the canyon. The only competition is to see who runs out of balls first.

I was especially lured by the fact that Tom Fazio was going to be playing on the first official day of golf at the new course. So I decided that even though I’m a horrible golfer, I couldn’t pass up the chance to see the new course with about 40 other players invited by Stan Olsen.

Playing with good golfers would be different, but I thought I could just fade into the pack and enjoy the morning.

Apprehension began to grow when I showed up at Black Diamond that Wednesday morning and several county commissioners quickly informed me that they had too much pride to play. “Are you kidding,” county commission chairman Gary Bartell said. “These guys would die laughing if they saw me play. I’m just here for the ribbon cutting.”

As the crowd gathered to watch the ribbon-cutting ceremony at the course, one of the Chronicle’s sports writers approached me and said, “I didn’t even know you played golf.”

“I really don’t,” I replied.

“Well why are you teamed up with Fazio and Olsen?” he queried.

Sure enough, two of my partners were Olsen and Fazio. I thought back to the last weekend I played golf and I didn’t hit a single tee-shot clean. Yet here I was on the first tee of a beautiful new golf course with the owner and the world-famous designer.

I sensed I was in for a long morning. All I could see was the opportunity to hit repeated slices into the woods. The easiest way to hit a slice is to think you’re going to hit a slice.

We approached the tee and introductions were made. Fazio was telling the others about his previous day on a Palm Springs golf course with Nick Faldo.

I began to get nervous. I never get nervous, but here I was about to make a fool of myself in front of the top golf course designer in the world. Well, I thought, maybe he just designs golf courses and doesn’t play that well.

Fazio stepped up to the tee and cleanly hit his drive 275 yards into the middle of the fairway. So much for not being able to play golf.

It was my turn. I could see the slice. There were no maintenance trucks around so I couldn’t knock out any more windows.

I stepped up to the ball, thought about my slice, and then hit the ball 175 yards right down the middle of the fairway. I didn’t care about what else happened during the day, at least I didn’t lose face on the first hole.

I triumphantly turned and found Fazio standing at my side.

Fazio looked out at my ball and calmly said, “Don’t feel so bad, Gerry. Go ahead and hit another ball.”

I was devastated. “Tom, you don’t understand. That’s as good as it gets.”

He quickly came to understand. That turned out to be my best shot of the day.

It turned out to be a delightful experience and it was a great way to see Citrus County’s most exclusive community. Black Diamond truly is a diamond of a development.

Fazio was gracious, even when he had to search for my ball in the woods on the fourth hole. I bet Nick Faldo can’t say that he had Tom Fazio looking for his ball in the woods.


Chapter 3 - Nov. 17, 1996

THERE ARE TIMES TO APPRECIATE YOUR AGE

IF WE GET seven lives before our time is up, I used two of them over the last week.

I started the week by joining my children for a day of surfing in the Atlantic Ocean. They are teenagers and much better equipped for the sport. But I refuse to admit the birthdays have built up and still visit the ocean on occasion.

While sitting on our surfboards about a quarter-mile off shore enjoying the waves, my teenage son asked, “Dad, did you see that shark?”

I glared.

Jeremiah is 15 and spends a good part of his life trying to make me feel old.

“Jeremiah, don’t say those things,” I barked back.

“But, Dad, there really was a shark,” he replied nonchalantly. “But there’s nothing to worry about. I saw one of those shows on Discovery that said sharks won’t hurt you.”

I then went into one of those fatherly sermons about the boy who screamed wolf and all the trouble he got into. With enthusiasm, I explained how the wolf eventually ate the boy.

Jeremiah’s reply was swift and predictable. “There’s another shark right behind you, Dad.”

“If you keep this up,” I said, “I’m going to leave you out here alone.”

He gave me one of those snarls that only a teenager can master and then paddled away.

A short time later, the three of us paddled to shore and as we walked the final twenty feet to the sand, a very distinguishable shark with a mighty fin swam right between the two of us.

“There goes a wolf,” said Jeremiah, “but let’s make believe we didn’t see him. That way we’ll really be safe.”

• Last Saturday we tried to be cautious and not go out in the rain and wind. The nasty weather had ripped through Pinellas and Pasco counties causing much damage.

But later in the afternoon, the rain seemed to have stopped and things looked calm. The kids wanted to go to the mall in Crystal River, so off we went.

As we drove across State Road 44 and hit Lecanto, I realized we had made a bad decision. A dark black mass of clouds came swirling over the highway.

Right as we crossed County Road 491, I saw what I didn’t want to see. The clouds to the south suddenly turned a blue-green.

I’d been through a few tornadoes in Florida and that blue-green was a color you never forget.

“Why don’t we pull into the convenience store,” my wife Janet said as we crossed the road.

Indecision got the best of me.

“The Chronicle office is right up the road. We can make it there,” I replied.

We didn’t.

Just as we came over the hill and passed Cowboy Junction, we knew that our choices were limited. Three hundred yards to the southwest was a very clear tornado rumbling across the pasture.

It was coming right at us.

It’s funny in a way when you face the fury of Mother Nature. You don’t have time to be afraid. Fatalism takes over. What’s going to happen is going to happen.

Unless of course I can get out of the way.

I mashed the car into reverse and started going backwards on S.R. 44. That probably wasn’t the brightest thing to do – if someone was driving behind me, I would have hit them pretty hard.

But we weren’t worried about cars at this point. We were worried about that twisting wind with all those cinder blocks inside of it.

Was it just a coincidence that there weren’t any other cars around? Probably not. I was most likely the only one dim-witted enough to drive to the mall during a tornado alert.

I quickly realized we weren’t going to outrace the tornado going backwards down S.R. 44. I pulled the car into a dirt drive that was covered with trees and yelled for the kids to put their heads down.

The whole area was shaking and I did one of those unexplainable things people who work for newspapers do when they find themselves in the middle of tornadoes. I opened the door to the car to see if I could stand up and take a picture.

The kids and Janet screamed. I closed the door.

Someone said something about “Toto,” but mostly the trio of children recited prayers in earnest.

The car shook, the trees snapped and then it was gone.

There was plenty of damage, but fortunately no one in Citrus County was hurt by the tornado.

This weekend I’m going to stay home, paint the walls and appreciate my age.


Chapter 4 - July 1, 2001

BIBLICAL BATTLE ENDS BETTER

THERE WAS A famous time in the Bible when a man, a woman and a snake got together. There was an apple involved in that story, and we’ve been searching for salvation ever since.

It’s a combination we’ve been fearful of for many years.

I was walking through the house the other day, and as I passed the kitchen, I noticed a snake coiled in the middle of the tiled floor.

It wasn’t a huge snake.

But it was a snake.

Now, most honest men in America will admit that they routinely walk past things in the house that need attention. Throughout the years, the male species has developed the ability to avoid paying attention to the obvious.

The kids leave cups on the counter, and we don’t put them in the dishwasher. Deep down in the pitted crevices of our chauvinistic brains, we know that our wives will put away the dirty dishes. We are truly liberated men who respect women for their intelligence, good looks and common sense.

 

But we still know that wives will put the dirty cups into the dishwasher.

Now you may scoff at this deeply developed male trait of avoiding the obvious, but it’s the same skill we use when forced to sit outside the dressing room in the department store while wives try on 14 different dresses for some upcoming social event.

We can make ourselves temporarily comatose when the occasion arises.

It’s a guy thing.

You can’t have one without the other.

But when you have a snake on the floor of the kitchen, even a husband who has a Ph.D. in avoidance must take some action. When you meet a snake in the backyard, the easy response is to shoo it away.

But when a snake makes it into the living quarters, shooing it away doesn’t have the same appeal.

Combine this with the fact that daughter Erin has an unnatural fear of all snakes and some sort of immediate capture of the slithering invader made sense. Erin gets married next month and all the plans for the wedding have been completed. It would be a shame if she went comatose based on an indoor snake confrontation and we had to alter the wedding plans.

I decided to go on the attack against the snake. I retrieved a broom and a box and tried to coax the snake into surrender. His response was to spring from his coiled position and lunge at my ankle. I retreated to the family room to regroup. Our cats sat down next to me and for the first time in their feline lives looked at me with the hope that I had an answer to the invader.

These are spoiled cats.
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