Starsky gives lessons on gift-giving for men

Several of the women residents of VenicePlace were sitting downstairs in VP's Java Cafe, complaining about how hard it was to buy their male office-mates, boyfriends, brothers, and husbands gifts at Christmas.  Over-hearing their complaints, Starsky decided to come to their rescue and give them some pointers on gift-giving so they would be ready next Christmas.  Hutch sat nearby, amused, as Starsky held "class."

"Buying gifts for men is not nearly as complicated as it is for women," Starsky insisted. The VP'ers listened dubiously.

"Uh-huh," said Val.  "All you have to do is walk a thousand miles through a hundred stores so that when he unwraps the box you can be sure he'll scrunch up his face and say, 'Wot the heck is this?'"

"No, no, no!" Starsky insisted.  "If you follow these rules you should have no problems.  Rule #1: When in doubt -- buy him a cordless drill."

"But," Elizabeth asked, "what if he already has one?"

"That doesn't matter," Starsky insisted.  "I have a friend who owns 17 and he has yet to complain.  A man can never have too many cordless drills."

"Why?" asked Mel, confused.  "You'd think one cordless drill would be enough for anyone--assuming you even need *one*."

Starsky opened his mouth to explain, then realized he couldn't.  He looked at Hutch for advice, but he only shrugged.

Sighing, Starsky said, "No one knows why, Mel.  Just trust me on this.  Rule #2: If you can't afford a cordless drill, buy him anything with the word 'ratchet' or' socket' in it.  Men love saying those two words.  'Hey Hutch, can I borrow your ratchet'?"  He looked over at his lover and grinned, making the women giggle knowingly.

Hutch smiled benignly and said, "Not tonight, Romeo."

Starsky frowned at his partner.  "That's okay.  Your ratchet only fits a 3/8-inch socket anyway, so it's not really big enough for the job."

Hutch raised his eyebrows.  "Oh yeah?  That's not what you said last night, hotshot."

The ladies all burst into laughter as Starsky grew bright red, suddenly remembering Hutch's spectacular performance last night.  He was once again grateful that Hutch had no idea that their every private moment was captured by the ever-present security cameras poised all over their apartment and especially over their bed.  No doubt their antics last night were even now being rerun on VCRs all over the building.  He glanced at the Head of Security, and she grinned toothily at him.  He cleared his throat and swallowed nervously.

Hutch narrowed his eyes questioningly at the two, but fortunately, Solo raised her hand, bringing his attention back to the group.  "I don't get it.  Why do men like to say 'ratchet' and 'socket' so much?  What's so important about those two words?"

Starsky sighed.  "No one knows why, they just do.  Let's get back to basics, shall we?  Rule #3: If you are really, really broke, buy him anything for his car.  A 99-cent ice scraper, a small bottle of de-icer or something to hang from his rear view mirror.  Men *love* gifts for their cars."

Vicki, whose husband had bought her a Torino, started to ask something, but Starsky just knew it was a "why" question, and cut her off.

"No one knows why, Vicki, okay?  Just trust me on this.  Rule #4: Do not buy men socks.  Especially, *pink* ones, or those white ones with flamingo toes printed on them!"

Hutch nodded and said, "Amen, brother."

Marcia smirked.  "Wait'll Flamingo hears that.  I can see a few new clauses being added to the lease."

Hutch groaned.  "Oh, God, not that.  I'll wear the socks!!!"

Starsky refused to be distracted.  He wasn't finished with Rule 4.  "Do not buy men ties.  And *never* buy men bathrobes.  If God had wanted men to wear bathrobes, He wouldn't have invented Jockey shorts."

Judy murmured to Jane, just loud enough for Starsky to hear, "Well, if God didn't want men to wear bathrobes, He should make them nicer to look at in Jockey shorts after the age of forty!"

"Amen, sister!" Jane said, cracking up, and all the VP'ers joined her, laughing rudely.

Hutch looked at his partner sympathetically.  "Tough room."

"Rule #5: You can buy men new remote controls to replace the ones they have worn out.  If you have a lot of money buy your man a big-screen TV with the little picture in the corner.  Watch him go wild as he flips, and flips, and flips the channels."

"Y'all wanna really see him go wild," Paladin drawled knowingly, "program the channel to the 'Romance Network,' then hide the remote.  He'll burn up so many calories searchin' for that damned gizmo or jumpin' up and down to change the channels that before ya know it he'll be lookin' pretty good in those Jockey shorts."

The women howled and slapped Paladin on the back.

Starsky feared he was losing control of the group.  He plowed on.  "Rule #6: Do not buy a man any of those fancy liqueurs.  If you do, it will sit in a cupboard for 23 years.  *Real* men drink whiskey or beer."

"No, it won't," Maria said.  "After shopping for 3 days and not finding a damned thing for them, *we'll* drink it!"

"You got that right!" Cheyenne agreed to more laughter.

"I'll drink to that!" Lasha said, raising her coffee cup in salute.

Becki raised her hand and started to ask Starsky something, but he shot her a look that stopped her dead.  Beneath her chair Little Otter chattered, but he glared at her, too, and she subsided.

"Don't even ask!" he snapped at them.  "Rule #7: Do not buy any man industrial-sized canisters of after-shave or deodorant.  Men do not need these things.  We do not stink -- we are *earthy*."

At this, every women burst into hysterical gales of laughter.

"Yeah, right!" Sandy said.  "Okay, we won't buy them after-shave or deodorant -- instead we'll buy ourselves *gas* masks!"  The women laughed harder.

"Oxygen tanks!" Diana insisted.  "The kind you *sit* in!"

"A diving bell!" Barbara added.

As more and more elaborate suggestions were added, Starsky looked hurt.  He turned to Hutch, but his partner gave him one of his, "Don't get me involved," looks.  Finally, he coughed to get their attention and went on.  "Rule #8: Buy men *label makers*.  These are almost as good as cordless drills."

"Oh, yeah," said Blue.  "Label makers.  And within a couple of days there will be labels absolutely *everywhere*.  'Socks.'  'Shorts.' 'Cups.'  'Saucers.'  'Door.'  'Lock.'  'Sink.'  As if we couldn't remember the names of these things without those little sticky labels!"

"But," Nicki protested, clearly dismayed, "why do men need to label everything?  I don't get it."

Starsky was getting impatient.  "NO ONE KNOWS WHY!!!  Some things you just have to accept on faith!"  He took a deep breath to regain his composure.  He was afraid he was losing his audience.  "Rule #9: Never buy a man anything that says 'some assembly required' on the box.  It will ruin his Special Day and he will always have parts left over."

"Terrific," said Raven, crossing off several items on her list.  "That eliminates just about everything except label makers!"

"Now you're getting it!" Starsky said, grinning.

"That's all right, girls," SHaron said comfortingly.  "We could always assemble the things for them.  Then they'll be put together properly with no little gimgicks left over to trouble their little minds."

The women all liked that idea and wrote it down.

Starsky groaned.  "Rule #10: Good places to shop for men include Home Depot, Sears Tools Department, John Deere Tractors, Valley RV Center, and Les Schwab Tire. NAPA Auto Parts and Sear's Clearance Centers are also excellent men's stores."

"Listen," Cindy Carbook interjected.  "My guy is a computer geek.  He wouldn't know an auto part from a tractor part from a lawn mower part."

"It doesn't matter if he doesn't know what it is," Starsky assured her.  He imitated a guy opening up a box and looking inside.  "'From NAPA Auto, eh?  Must be something I need.'"  He pretended to pull it out and examine it.  "'Hey! Isn't this a starter for a '68 Fairlane?  Wow!  Thanks, honey!'"

He grinned at Hutch, pleased with his demonstration.  Hutch only rolled his eyes.  Cindy looked dubious.

Starsky wasn't done yet.  Next year, he'd have to charge for this seminar.  "Rule #11: Men enjoy danger. That's why they never cook -- but they *will* barbecue.  Get him a monster barbecue with a 100-pound propane tank."

"That doesn't sound very safe," Glow worried, "especially in my man's hands!  'Oh, honey, is dinner ready yet?'"  She made the sounds of a bomb exploding and with her hands, pantomimed a mushroom cloud forming.  There was more laughter.

Starsky looked at her in dismay.  "You're the leader of the band.  What would you know about *safety*?  Just tell him the gas line leaks.  Watch his eyes light up!  'Oh the thrill!  The challenge!  Who wants a hamburger?'"

There were rumblings of doubt through the group.

Starsky ignored it.  "Rule #12: Tickets to a pro football game are a smart gift."

Kath Moonshine shook her head.  "My guy was never much of a sports freak.  I don't even think he knows who our local team is."

"Doesn't matter," Starsky assured her.  "He'll love those tickets.  However, he will not appreciate tickets to 'A Retrospective of 19th Century Quilts.'"

Miriam nodded.  "Yeah.  And *everyone* knows why."  The women chuckled.

Starsky frowned.  "Rule #13: Men love chainsaws.  However!  Never, ever, buy a man you love a chainsaw.  If you don't know why -- please refer to Rule #8 and what happens when he gets a label maker."

For once, there was agreeable mumbling and all the women dutifully wrote down that rule.

"Rule #14: It's hard to beat a really good wheelbarrow or an aluminum extension ladder."

"Excuse me, sweetie," CrowRow said pleasantly.  She was wearing her union shirt, the one that said, "Manure Movers Of America, Local 728."  "I'm the only person in VenicePlace who ever uses a wheelbarrow.  And by next year, I'm sure I'll need a new one!  So I think a wheelbarrow would be a terrific gift for me -- but I can't imagine a man ever using one."

The women all nodded and started writing notes.

From the corner, Hutch suddenly leapt to his feet and pointed the dreaded Hutchinson finger at Ro.  "ANYONE," he barked, "who buys THAT WOMAN a wheelbarrow, will have to answer to ME!!!"

The VP'ers all looked back and forth between Ro and the furious Viking, and considered the reality of the manure stand outside their building.  To a woman, they all erased their last note.  Ro pouted.

April raised her hand and interjected, "This is a virtual building.  It doesn't need maintenance.  Why should anyone waste their money buying something as ungainly as an extension ladder their guy will never use. I would think a step-ladder would be adequate.  Y'know.  Keep the boys happy, but--"

Starsky was losing all hope for this group.  "*Never* buy a real man a step-ladder!  Real men only use extension ladders."

"But--" April insisted.

Starsky was losing his composure.  "NO ONE KNOWS WHY!!!  THEY JUST DO!!!"

Everyone grew quiet, looking at him as if he'd gone round the bend.

Even Hutch was staring at the ceiling as though he wasn't involved.

April mumbled, "Maybe I *should* use that alternate ending for the Flame Trilogy."

"You mean the one that says, 'And they never saw each other again?'" Ro asked.

April nodded. "But... Flamingo would lynch me."

The other women tsked at Starsky disapprovingly for picking on April.

He immediately felt bad.  And worse, he was running out of ideas.

Desperately, he added, "Okay, Rule #15: Rope!  Men love rope."

"Rope," Linda LCabrillo mused.  "Can I presume you wouldn't want to give them enough to hang themselves with?"  She smiled pleasantly as her friends all giggled and nudged her encouragingly.

Starsky gave her a toothy grin that held no humor. "Rope takes us back to our cowboy origins, or at least the Boy Scouts.  To a man, nothing says *love* like a hundred feet of 3/8 inch manila rope."

It must've been just the right thing to say, because all the women started nodding and murmuring together, writing notes furiously.

Starsky felt smug.  Until, from the corner, Hutch purred contentedly, "Yes...that is *exactly* what you said last night.  Isn't it, lover?"

Starsky grew crimson as he imagined hearing the whirr of video tapes being rewound on a hundred and eighty VCRs over and over and over....

