Christmas Time Is Here Again

or

A Rather Strange Quiz

or

Hair today, gone tomorrow.

The 12th annual letter from us to you, which, by special arrangement, can be sent in dimpled-chad
 format to our Florida correspondents.  To welcome the new millennium, this letter is educational. There are two quizzes for you. Quiz#1: of the odd quotations within this, which is the odd one out and why?  You can figure out quiz#2 as you read. And this letter from me to you is shorter, but not because I agreed to demands from You Know Who. It’s because I’m so tired with what goes on in Florida. I just don’t understand. It’s all too much. But I‘ve got a feeling that correspondents all across the universe expect this letter You need me! I need you! I can hear you saying, don’t let me down. How do you do it year after year (also, why)? All I’ve got to do is get back to the creative process and not delay till the night before. And this should have been mailed yesterday. Rush rush rush…. Slow down! Act naturally. Ok, here we go. I feel fine now.  Start with a beginning. Have a middle. Get to the end. You won’t see me fail. It’s easy! Yes it is. All together now. Deep breath….

History (soft fade to 1997, with violin music, and wavy lines).  NetApp has this thing. This hair thing. People here have coloured hair. Sometimes just one colour. Sometimes three. It’s what distinguishes us from The Rest of the dot-com companies. (That and the fact we’re still in business). Anyway, way back when, somebody asked me if I’d dye my hair when the stock reached $1000. Sure, I said. I’d even shave it off for that price. Ask me why I did this. I should have known better. (Soft fade back to the last millennium…). 
Dec99: I was reminded of this bet at the NetApp Christmas party last year, when another Alan announced that he too had accepted a similar bet, and that the preferred colour was Green. The stock was then at $500 (after splits).

Jan: The year starts well with me and a married (but not to me) woman enjoying three days of skiing (Ann Williams, who apparently can’t get enough of the Canadian snow). We leave Truckee about 3pm, to avoid the rush and impending snowstorm. I drive my car home, but just at Donner Pass (you remember the Donner party – 1846, lost in the snow, had to eat each other..) the Acura dies. After a long wait for a tow-truck, we are towed back over Donner to Truckee. In spite of all the danger, we have to rent a jeep (Ann had to get a flight back next day), and drive, through the blizzard, back home (that’s 4 trips over Donner so far, if you’re counting).. Next weekend, because the jeep is so ridiculously expensive, I drive it back and hitch a ride home (that’s 6). Meanwhile, the car has been towed to Reno, because the Truckee garage is convinced it needs something around $1000 of repairs. So the next weekend, I fly to Reno to collect the car, and drive back (7). Over Donner. In yet another blizzard, but this time not in a 4WD jeep. I put on chains for the long and winding road down the mountain.  Don’t ever change chains in a blizzard! The trip down takes a long long long time in 20-feet visibility. Help! Total car repair: $50. Car rental and towing and air fare: don’t ask. She Who Must Be Obeyed explains (again!) that the trusty Acura needs replaced. Despite the fond memories of all this a year ago, it won’t be long before I'll Be Back. (This time I will drive the minivan). 
Quiz Quote: “tighter than rusted lug nuts on a '55 Ford”


Feb: Iain bought himself a car. It is a classic 1965 Buick Skylark, once owned by a little old lady called Ruth, and now called (by me anyway) “the beast”. The auto repair classes at college are now tested.  The stock doubles again. I am again reminded of that bet of long ago. The other Alan duly dyes his hair green (which, I might add, doesn’t even get him free beer in Irish pubs on St. Patrick’s Day). This Alan gets his head shaved. In front of the company, at the all-company meeting, by Dave the founder, and assisted by Helen the VP.  And, since the electric razor broke down, this is done by a swiss army knife (these little 1” scissors). People say this is a surreal experience: on one side of the stage, the CEO and CFO discussing return-on-investments and foreign exchange rates, and on the other, Dave and me and his swiss army knife. Now Dave is a nice guy, but his hairdressing skills are limited. In fact, the Supercuts Lady’s exact words next day are “Oh My God”. (She shaves it properly). I want to tell you: it itches, and it takes about 3 months to need a real haircut again. And the bald thing is quite weird – you feel temperature changes considerably more than usual. So this teaches me a valuable lesson, unrelated to bets of honour and integrity and all that stuff (some claim to remember that the beard was also involved in the bet. That’ll be the day. Not a second time. You have to draw the integrity line somewhere). Let it be said now that you know what to do when silly bets are being made: think for yourself and keep your big mouth shut.  Reactions when I get home: Fiona, Rowena, and Iain laugh; Phil recoils in sheer horror and isn’t seen again in our house for months. 

Quiz Quote: “Are your fingernails beginning to sweat?”


Mar: while driving on the local freeway, the Acura dies, again. We are towed to the local dealer. The bill this time is $600. “Told you so”, she said, she said. Ask me why I don’t listen (because cars cost money, that’s why. Don’t bother me. And I want a Jaguar XK8, not some junk).

Quiz Quote: “But again maybe not, but again that's like if a frog had side pockets he'd probably wear a handgun”.


Apr: Nada. Zilch. Unless you count paying the tax man (a lot).  Or planting carrots. (Don’t blame me. I just report this stuff; if it was important enough to write it on the calendar, then that’s good enough for me).

Quiz Quote: “If you're in the kitchen, Mabel, come back to the front room”.

May: Would you believe we dance naked round the maypole to celebrate May Day? Me neither. 

Quiz Quote: “It's like trying to scratch his ear with his elbow”.

Jun: It gets hot. As hot as we’ve ever experienced in SJ. 109. (The previous record was 105, on 1Aug80, the day Iain was born).

Quiz Quote: “melted faster than ice cream in a microwave”.

Jul: All 4 of us go on vacation together. The many years of saving airline miles pay off as we use them flying to Paris. Unfortunately, it is raining (pouring, in fact) in Paris, for the entire time we are there, although we do get up the Eiffel Tower in a brief moment of non-rain. We also manage Notre Dame, the Louvre, a boat trip, all in the rain, and Sacre Coeur (which is busy being dismantled at the time). Even worse, young Iain gets “la grippe” (insert image here of French concierge person with hand at neck and dolorous expression). La Grippe (actually strep throat) is cured by le Dr. Robert who turns up at the hotel room after a mere 30 minute wait, on a Sunday! Try that in any other country! As he was getting better (and while in a downpour), Iain was also approached by a rather nice French girl, and only wishes he knew what she said to him.  We have a ticket to ride the EuroStar to central London (2 hours), and spend 3 happy hours attempting to get on to the M4 (in the rain).  The EuroStar travels at 200 mph; London traffic does not. We then have a few days with each parental unit. We visit London, but are turned away from visiting Her Majesty who is having a garden party at Buck House. On the last day, the sun comes out. As soon as we return, tourist season starts in CA. My sister Marjorie comes to visit for 5 weeks, just in time for the Famed Gilroy Garlic Festival. 

Quiz Quote: “Maybe you bring some perspective to this. We're plum out of it”.

Aug: Iain has his 20th birthday. We now have no teenagers. We are tour guides to Santa Cruz, Monterey, Carmel, Napa, and SF. We fail to organise a fancy meal at Pebble Beach. Marjorie gets to meet her first billionaire – Dave, of hairdressing fame. (If you ever meet Marjorie, the following will provoke immediate billionaire-related reaction: the word “bagpipes”, “finger”, or “toenails”. Check it out. Meanwhile, use your imagination. You won’t even come close). She goes home, convinced of the staid middle-of-the-road quality of life in dull boring normal old CA. 

Quiz Quote: “Folks, wake the kids. Get them in the room”.

Sep I marry Steve. Yes, I know, Iain says the same thing – he also thought I was already married. But this is CA! Actually I marry Steve, who I have worked with at Tandem and now NetApp for many years, to Alycia. It’s legal to do that in CA. You don’t even have to be a card-carrying Reverend, although I now am. The Universal Life Church (ulc.org). It’s free. (Although it must be said that this marrying business is a lot more nerve-wracking than it looks, on both sides). Now you know what to do: send money any time at all; I can now be a registered charity! Marjorie’s #3 son Neil comes to visit with his 3 women. They have all been earning a vast minimum wage running a campground in Cape Cod, as a respite from practicing to be practicing doctors at the University of Glasgow (if you live there, don’t get sick). Tour-guide season continues. They ride the beast (although somewhat doubtfully); the beast sags attempting to carry that weight. (The beast later has air shocks, ready if they ever return). They head off to LALA-land just before returning home, and are replaced by #2 nephew Gordon, on his first trip to the Land of Bill. Tour guide season continues. One after another - friend Carry arrives. Tour guide season continues. Fiona’s pal and role model Mig (Cal Poly student, 1991-1998, when he messed up and mistakenly graduated) gets her a job at shutterfly.com, only part time, since she continues with the really-I-mean-it-this-time final year at SJ State. (Regular readers will remember this from years back. Also the promise to buy a Morris Minor when she graduates. I’m still not worried). 

Quiz Quote: “shakier than cafeteria Jell-O”.

Oct: Gordon leaves, also succumbing to the lures of LALALand. Gordon gets his mother’s fancy meal at Pebble Beach. Carry leaves. Finally (whew) Jack and Val Cotton come for a couple of days. We eat at a Moroccan restaurant and watch a belly dancer. How come none of the other visitors takes me to see belly dancers? (Tip: Don’t ever change the sheets as often as we did these last few months(). 

Quiz Quote: “you can't get a cigarette paper between them”.

Nov: Visitor free. A peaceful month. (Other than that Iain has removed the silencer/muffler from his car, in order to replace it with a noisier one). The electile dysfunction thing. The stock market collapses for dot-coms (for NTAP, now up only 100% this year).  Nevertheless, we buy a condominium in beautiful Hawaii, Pebble Beach, Tahoe, San Jose and will rent it to the Fair Fiona and the Phabulous Phil. This costs only 3 times what our house cost 20 years ago, but makes up for that by being half the size.  Rowena drags me to her school’s charity auction (tie! jacket! urgh). We fail to win any prizes. 

Quiz Quote: “Like a too-small bathing suit on a too-long ride home from the beach.”

Dec: The two of us go to NetApp’s Xmas party, mad-scientist theme, at the Exploratorium (SF science museum). I am (a rather fetching) Watt, James Watt,  (think Sean Connery voice here) and Rowena is Madame Curie. (Email correspondents might get photos of this). Meanwhile, Al (I’m a loser) Bore wins, but loses. BoyGeorge (“I just don’t understand”) loses, but wins.  Every little thing goes wrong. The Supremes come together and foolishly pick one of the above, not None of the Above.   (Do you want to know a secret: my preferred solution was a double duel, Aaron Burr style. Two P’s, two VP’s. And with luck they’d all have aimed well. Probably you can’t do that anymore. Pity, though). No word on whether El Supremo William Rehnquist added yet more gold stripes to his robe, following the four he added for last year’s exercise in Constitutional Law (giving the explanation that they were inspired by Gilbert and Sullivan's "Iolanthe''). [I did not make this up]. 

Quiz Quote: “This will show you how tight it is: It's spandex tight”.

Happy holidays from us to you.

The Rev Alan (), Rowena (), Fiona (), Iain (), Phil () , Fluffy-the-cat (she’s given up email. Luddite cat).

Answer to quiz 1: all were said by Dan Rather, heir to the Edward R Murrow and Walter Cronkite CBS legacy. All except Mar were said during the Florida Frolics on Election night when Dan was trying to describe how close the race was, and  whether he should appoint Bore and/or Gush the winner . And there’s plenty more quotes like those ... Mar was said, also by Dan, in 1998. Nobody quite knows what it meant. Quiz2: how many Beatles song titles were in this. They’re all in italics (explaining the Ludlumesque style), and some are quite unusual. Now you’ll have to read all this again(. Remember to check the title!. 

�  Dimpled chads are less than pregnant chads. Pregnant chads have not been penetrated (which is odd, really). I don’t make this up; lawyers and politicians do. 
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