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The Singer Affair

Brett Singer may not be a familiar name, but she has the distinction of coming from a great writing family, being the granddaughter of I. J. Singer and the grandniece of Isaac Bashevis Singer. And when The Petting Zoo—the novel she was working on when I took her creative-writing class at Stanford — was published, it was hailed by one critic as “The Catcher in the Rye for the ’80s.”

But neither Ms. Singer’s pedigree nor the success of her future book were uppermost in my mind when I studied with her as an undergrad. What was uppermost was Ms. Singer. Although she was only a few years older than I was, she seemed bohemian, worldly-wise, and alluring in a European — or, at the very least, an East of the Mississippi — kind of way. She graduated from Vassar. She had long straight hair and gamine good looks. She toted her cigarettes around in the front waistband of her skirt, and nothing was more provocative than watching her pull one out and light up.

This being a writing class, and my being the tongue-tied, would-be lothario that I was, there was only one way these feelings were going to find an outlet: as short stories with thinly veiled versions of us as lovers. I recently located the last remaining dittoed copies of these literary gems and felt the brightly burning shame of authorship.

One story is titled “Sunstroke and Seduction” and features our star-crossed lovers on a park bench talking about having sex in a way your Subaru mechanic might discuss motor-oil viscosity. But in a surprising twist at the end, we learn that the narrator (yours truly) might be suffering from sunstroke and therefore is dreaming the whole thing.

Another piece, “Operating,” advances the art of fiction only slightly by incorporating a plot. In it, a hospital orderly (guess who?) discovers a newspaper reporter (Brett) masquerading as a patient to get the goods on malpractice claims at the hospital. Seeking to enlist the orderly in her fact-finding mission, the reporter (naturally) induces him to have sex with her on her hospital bed. Hilarity ensues when they are discovered in flagrante delicto by a male nurse; the orderly is physically restrained; and the reporter is mistakenly scheduled for unnecessary heart surgery. Fortunately, the orderly escapes in time to prevent any actual cutting.

As you may have surmised, the writing is uniformly bad in both of these stories, but developmental psychologists, at least, may learn more about the warped id of males in their late teens from the initial description of the Brett character in “Operating.” She is lying in bed eating a bright red apple, wearing one-piece zippered pajamas with feet in them. One can only assume that the apple is some sort of Eve-in-the-Garden temptation symbol. But the pj’s? A friend suggested that they are a message from my subconscious that Brett wasn’t sexually available to me, seeing how the character was covered head to foot and all. My friend is certainly correct about Brett’s unavailability, but I find it hard to credit that my subconscious knew the score.

Of course, the whole point of writing these stories was to have Brett read them and, more important, spend office hours alone with me discussing them. To her credit, she never let on that she recognized us as characters, and she did her best to make suggestions to improve them — which was something like trying to resuscitate cube steak.

I, on the other hand, had little or no interest in the stories per se, but I did all I could to steer the conversation to sex. I had recently discovered the clitoris (like Columbus “discovered” North America) and I remember one very awkward office session when I managed to introduce the word into our discussion. Brett did her best to maintain her game face, but whether because I mispronounced the word or because it was such an obvious reach, she wasn’t entirely able to suppress a smile. Even I recognized that the smile was not the sort that signaled titillation or interest; it was the sort that signaled amusement — amusement at juvenile behavior.

I slunk out of the office after that and actually began to produce more serious work. One effort was a first draft of a story that would eventually be published, and another a weighty morality tale. Brett noticed the change. Her summary comments from my final assignment mention that she felt I had improved substantially during the class. And, in a tremendous act of charity, she assigned me a grade of A-for the quarter.

I never saw Brett again, but shortly after I graduated, I was in a bookstore and I ran across a hardcover copy of The Petting Zoo. Her picture took up most of the back cover, and I decided to buy the book, if only to possess her image. I didn’t think I would enjoy what the jacket flap told me was a tragic love story involving twenty-year-old protagonists (I was twenty-one, after all), but when I cracked the covers, I found to my surprise that I liked and admired the book very much. I was not alone. In addition to the critic who had compared the book to The Catcher in the Rye, there was a short but positive mention in the New York Times and the notoriously cranky Kirkus Reviews called it “an impressive debut... a major first novel.”

Finding the book to my liking was not the only surprise: the other was that there was a character named after me.

Of course, I can’t say for sure that the character was truly named for me, but I did know that Brett was working on the novel when I took her class. I also knew that Coggins is an unusual last name. In fact, the only other mention of it in fiction that I know of is in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang (the junkyard owner has the moniker). Furthermore, I felt certain that Brett had realized that I based characters on her in my stories, and given my behavior, it didn’t seem at all beyond the pale that she would return the favor.

But what sort of character did she name after me? The first time I told the story — in response to the question about how I started writing — was at the prestigious Squaw Valley Writers Conference, nearly twenty years after I read The Petting Zoo. The way I told it then, and the way I’ve told it for the almost ten years since, is that the Coggins character is a lecherous professor who hits on all of his attractive female students.

This always gets a big laugh from audiences at my book signings because it is the perfect comeuppance. The real Coggins uses his short stories to make lewd suggestions to his attractive college instructor, so the instructor in turn creates a fictional Coggins who teaches at a university doing the very same thing to his students.

But the problem is that this is not the Coggins in The Petting Zoo. As I discovered when I reread the book, the Coggins in The Petting Zoo is, of all things, the director of a writing conference. That doesn’t sound bad on the face of it, but it turns out that this Coggins has a special curse. To quote from page 89 of the book: “Coggins is the director, the top luminary. Although the only thing he’s ever written is a scholarly book, a dialectical analysis of writer’s block, everyone is afraid of him.”

I’m not sure what trick of memory made me recall the character incorrectly. Maybe it was guilt over my behavior, maybe it was a subconscious desire to make the story sound rounder and fuller. But now, with the passage of years and my achievement of modest success as a novelist, being cast as writer who can only write about writer’s block — and inspires fear to boot — represents by far the bigger karmic payback.

I wonder if the punishment Brett engineered for me was more layered and nefarious than I had imagined. I wonder if she endowed me with just enough skill to make it as a novelist, and then when I reached the pinnacle — or should I say hillock?—of my career, she came back to put me in my place.

Then again, I wonder if she picked the Coggins name at random with no thought of me.

Whatever the case, I only hope that when Brett sits down to assemble a volume of her collected works, she considers turning me back into the lecherous professor. It’s easier on the ego, and it does make a better story.



Equipment Makes the Man

When the annals of shopping and shoppers are written, my old man will go down in history as one of the world’s worst. He had the unique ability to spend a great deal of money while bringing home something of distinctly inferior quality, both functionally and aesthetically. Partly this was due to a dislike of shopping. He was a shy man and didn’t like to have to speak to a store clerk to learn anything about the goods he was purchasing. He preferred to make a snap judgment on his own and rush to the checkout line clutching his purchase without any discomforting interaction with an actual human being.

And partly this was due to his preference for traditional, well-known brands. And for “traditional” and “well-known” read “obsolete, noninnovative, stodgy, and often heavy.” When most of the kids in our mid-1960s Phoenix neighborhood were riding around on sporty, low-to-the-ground Schwinn Stingray bikes, I was stuck on an oversize Raleigh bike that nearly castrated me each time I got on or off. When my dad decided to take up motorcycles, he purchased a Harley-Davidson. That should have been a positive example of his preference for well-known brands, but he purchased the bike during the dark period in Harley-Davidson’s history when it was owned by AMF — the people who make bowling pins. During the AMF reign, the company was mocked with bastardizations of its moniker such as “Hardly-Ableson” and “Hardly-Driveable.” The bike broke down all the time, but he was induced to sell it only after he went flying over the handlebars (avoiding injury, but not insult).

The final reason my dad was a terrible shopper was that he was easily talked into things by people he was not shy around, namely family and friends. The best (or worst) example of this was his decision to buy a 1950s vintage Peugeot with a fabric sunroof. He was aided and abetted in this by my uncle Jim, who had lived in Europe during his service in the Air Force and had developed an interest in European cars. Not that Jim intended to buy one himself. No, he was content to let my dad handle all the Coggins family experimentation in this arena. It was a short experiment. The roof leaked water when it rained and the engine caught fire when it didn’t, and soon my mother put her foot down and my father acquired a new car: a Chevy Nova. You may recall that the Nova was said to have sold poorly in Latin American countries because the name, when translated into Spanish, means “doesn’t go.”

Since my mom was in charge of most of the shopping that I cared about — the acquisition of key goods and services such as Cap’n Crunch with Crunch Berries, Red Ball Jets sneakers, and tickets to the kids’ Saturday matinees — my old man’s issues with shopping rarely cramped my style (the Raleigh bike notwithstanding).

Until I joined the Boy Scouts.

I had been a Cub Scout from the ages of eight through ten and, with the exception of a traumatizing incident at the Pinewood Derby (two words: derailed car), I had enjoyed the experience. I learned practical skills. Our den mother schooled us in the art of making pencil holders, key chains, and bolo ties. I was introduced to the sporting life — regular field trips to the bowling alley honed the classic form I still employ today. I gained respect for authority — “Obey the law of the pack” —and I picked up a credo that lasted a lifetime — “Do your best.”

After transitioning through an awkward phase known in scouting lingo as “Webelos,” an eleven-year-old Cub Scout seeking to continue his character-molding and citizenship-building in the Boy Scouts leaves the pack and joins a troop. He must take an oath, learn the secret handshake, and demonstrate a facility with square knots, and then he can trade in his blue Cub Scout uniform for a green Boy Scout one. He will also be given his first badge — the Scout Badge — and he will likely ask his mother for the first time to sew it on for him. Then begins the relentless quest for additional badges and higher ranks, which ultimately leads (for a select few astronauts, presidents, and serial killers) to Eagle Scout status. Thus it has been and thus it will always be.

[image: Image]

That is the way it was for me. Once I donned my green uniform, I immediately began eyeing the next rung on the Boy Scout ladder, the exalted rank of Tenderfoot. I will confess to you now that I never made it. In order to become a Tenderfoot, the scout must “spend at least one night on a patrol or troop campout” and “sleep in a tent [he has] helped pitch.” Prior to said patrol or troop campout, the scout must also present himself to the troop leader for inspection of his camping gear and demonstrate the correct way to pack and carry it.

As has happened to many an explorer before me, my equipment proved to be my undoing. Once I understood that I would need a backpack, sleeping bag, tent, canteen, mess kit, and hiking boots, I went to my mother and put in my request. I’m certain that if this had involved the sort of goods she was used to supplying, she would have come through with flying colors. As it was, she was completely unfamiliar with the equipment specifications, so she kicked the requisition upstairs to the senior officer — my dad.

He embraced the assignment with enthusiasm — which was the first sign I was in trouble. Some of his worst decisions were made in the heat of a misguided passion. He packed me up in the Nova one Saturday morning, and we drove to the imaginatively named “Yellow Front” store. Yellow Front was known primarily for selling army-surplus items, but they also stocked factory seconds and new items from a few retail brands, notably Coleman camping gear. Coleman. A company that had been in business since 1912, whose well-known products included propane lanterns and stoves, primarily used for car camping.

Although this was only the mid-1960s, space-age innovations in camping gear were already appearing on the market. Modern backpacks were being made with aluminum frames and nylon fabric, with zippered compartments for water, food, and gear. Sleeping bags were also being constructed from nylon stuffed with light but warm goose down or synthetic materials that were just as light and nearly as warm. Nylon was used in the manufacture of tents as well, and their poles were made from aluminum or fiberglass.

Yellow Front had modern gear like that — factory seconds, perhaps — but they had the stuff on the shelves. My dad was not impressed. Being a Korean War veteran, he liked the idea of army surplus, and when that wasn’t available, he trusted the Coleman brand. To heck with that flashy orange nylon.

For a backpack, he selected an army-surplus frame with canvas straps and no waist belt. The surplus frame did not come with the actual pack, so he picked up a single-compartment canvas number that tied with a shoelace. Probably it had been designed for doughboys to lug horse fodder during the First Battle of the Marne.

For a sleeping bag, no army surplus was available, so he fell back on a thirty-pound Coleman model made of cotton. It rolled into a tight little cylinder about the size of a hay bale, which we attached to the frame of the pack with two bungee cords.

The tent was another matter. There was nothing truly tent-like in the army-surplus category, and Coleman only sold tents that were intended to be lugged around in the back of station wagons. Even my father realized that a four-foot-seven, seventy-five-pound boy wasn’t going to be able to carry one of those. We compromised on a “tube tent.” Tube tents are great swaths of plastic in the shape of a tube through which you thread a piece of string. The string is then tied to two trees at about waist height and rocks are placed in the base of the tent to hold it to the ground in the shape of a triangle. You then crawl into the plastic tunnel with your sleeping bag and hope for the best. I should note that tube tents are still being sold today — for emergency situations.

We finished my camping ensemble off with a metal army-surplus canteen and mess kit and a pair of army-surplus boots that laced halfway up my calves. When we got home, I assembled my gear, packed the backpack, and shouldered it on in front of a mirror. I looked like a dwarf with scoliosis.

I dimly perceived that I might not have the slickest rig in all of Boy Scouting, but I didn’t realize how bad off I was until I presented myself for inspection on the morning of my first camping trip. Fully loaded with canned food, spare clothes, mess kit, canteen, and tube tent, the canvas pack looked like a bulging green tumor. I actually caught a flash in the scoutmaster’s eyes as he got his first look at it.

“Are, ah, your parents still here?” he asked.

The troop assembly point for the hike was the parking lot of our grade school, and not wanting to be seen with my mom, I had shooed her off as soon as we pulled up.

“No, sir,” I replied.

He hefted the backpack and then craned his neck around to look for his second-in-command. “Hey, Bob,” he said. “Get over here and tell me what you think of this.”

Bob the assistant scoutmaster came striding over. I stared at his boney knees exposed between shorts and knee-high green socks while he took a turn at hefting the pack. “I guess it will be okay,” he conceded.

“Okay, Mark,” said the scoutmaster, putting on a brave face beneath the brim of his Dudley Do-Right hat. “A good scout is an improviser. Take your gear over to the van and get it loaded.”

As I staggered off to the van, I heard the assistant scoutmaster say in a half whisper, “Poor kid.”

The van proved to be chock full of the sort of flashy nylon backpacks that my dad had pooh-poohed at Yellow Front. The older kid loading the van didn’t hold it against me. By way of making conversation, he asked, “Where’d you get that crap?”

The trip went downhill from there. On the hike itself, I discovered that a few of the other kids had old-fashioned canvas backpacks, too, but even those packs had multiple compartments to distribute the load and make finding specific items easier. And none of them was stuck with a doofus Coleman sleeping bag. I was teased mercilessly all the way to the campground.

I suffered, too, from the excess weight of the pack and the awkward way it rode on my shoulders during the four-mile walk, but I soldiered through that. After all, scouts in the ’40s and ’50s must have made do with equipment like mine. The real pain came from the thing every kid dreads the most: being perceived as different or not cool.

When it came to pitching my tent as required for the Tenderfoot rank, the assistant scoutmaster stopped me in my tracks when he saw me tearing open the plastic bag that the tube tent came in. “We don’t use tube tents in the Scouts,” he intoned.

He paired me with a bully named Don who had squinty, Siamese-cat blue eyes, and I assisted him in setting up his state-of-the-art two-man tent. After unrolling my bulky sleeping bag in the tent and telling Don that, no, it wasn’t stuffed with Kotex (which my mom had told me was a product “adults use”), we had a hearty dinner featuring beans, listened to ghost stories around the campfire, and eventually went to bed.

Don hadn’t been much of a conversationalist up to that point, but since he was stuck with me for the night, I guess he decided to kill time until we fell asleep. He was one grade ahead of me in the same school and was curious about the girls in my class.

“Which of them are stacked?” he asked.

The question took me off guard. “Stacked?” I repeated.

“You know, which of them have big tits?”

None of the girls in the sixth grade could exactly be considered well-endowed and, in any case, it wasn’t something I’d given much thought to up until that point. I racked my brain trying to think of girls who would fit the bill. I finally settled on a girl named Penny. On reflection, I decided, she could be considered a little top-heavy.

I blurted out her name.

Don just grunted.

His real response came at school about a week later. He came up to me and, without any preamble, slugged me in the arm.

“What’d you do that for?” I yelped.

“You said Penny was good.”

“I didn’t say she was good. I said she was stacked.”

“You don’t know anything,” he said, and walked off.

I may not have known anything about girls, but I did know that I was done with Scouts. I trudged back from the campground, trailing behind all the other boys to avoid conversation and further insults about my equipment.

I spent the drive back huddled in the rear seat of the assistant scoutmaster’s station wagon, brooding on the big speech I was going to make to my parents. When my mom pulled up in the school parking lot and popped open the trunk of her much-cooler-than-a-Nova 1963 Buick Riviera, I slammed the hated pack into it and announced petulantly, “I quit.”

At home, while my dad sat in the Barcalounger in front of the TV in his underwear and chain-smoked Camels (as he was wont to do on evenings and weekends), I gave full vent to the self-pity I felt about how the antiquated Yellow Front equipment had made me the laughing stock of the troop and how I would never be an Eagle Scout.

My dad listened sympathetically at first, but as my complaints got more personal and specific about his shopping ineptitude, he angrily suggested that I was being a baby and sent me to my room.

I was being a baby, of course, and it was just as well that I washed out of Scouts early because, quite apart from the teasing I endured about my backpack, I pretty much detested everything else to do with the trip — from eating the charred yet doughy pancakes, to sleeping with a root digging into my back, to hanging around with guys who liked to compare Swiss Army knives. Later in life, I came to enjoy the hiking part of backpacking, but I’ve never gotten over the crappy camp food and the sleeping on the ground.

Following the trip, my backpack got put on a dusty shelf in the garage and was never used by anyone in the family again. However, when my dad decided about a year later to undertake a hiking trip to the Grand Canyon, he went back to Yellow Front and came home with a couple hundred bucks’ worth of flashy orange nylon.

Which proves, I suppose, that even he could learn from his shopping mistakes.



WTF?

There’s a lot of curiosity about the devil. For instance, people wonder what he looks like. I can tell you. He’s heavy-set with a florid complexion and a full, fleshy face covered partly by a Vandyke. He has thinning, dull brown hair, and he wears it slicked back from a narrow point at the crown of his head. He’s got beady but fierce-looking eyes that he protects behind monstrous aviator glasses. Or, at least, he used to — when I worked for him more than twenty years ago.

Of course, the devil wouldn’t be the devil if it was immediately clear upon introduction that he is the personification of evil. No, the Lord of the Underworld possesses a certain seductive charm and goes by a rather prosaic name. I’ll call him “Larry.”

I first met Larry on a job interview for the position of Director of Information Technology at the Silicon Valley company he ran. The company had a long name that almost everyone shortened to a three-letter acronym. I’ll call it “WTF.”

My interview with Larry was slated to take place over dinner at a Chinese place. I say “slated” because shortly after we sat down and ordered drinks, Larry threw his napkin to one side and stood up. “This was a bad idea,” he said. “Chinese food is fattening. I can eat more if we go to the sushi place. You like sushi?”

“I — I guess. Shall I follow you?”

“No, we’ll take my car. Leave yours here.”

Without saying anything to the waiter, Larry led me out of the restaurant to his expensive sports car and burned rubber the entire five miles or so to the sushi place. During the trip, he talked up WTF — particularly its stellar track record and standing in the industry — and explained how important the IT Director was to the future success of the company. He also let slip that the salary for the position was a whopping ten thousand dollars more than I was making at the time.

At the new restaurant, Larry ordered all the “advanced” sushi items on the menu, including uni (sea urchin gonads) and ikura (salmon roe), while I stuck with the California roll and prayed he didn’t want to share. Fortunately, as I learned later, Larry was not one for sharing much of anything.

Selfish personality or no, that night Larry turned on his devilish charm, complimenting me on my educational background and my career experience. He was certain, he said, that I could make a big impact on WTF’s IT operations. Although I hadn’t interviewed with any of the other staff as yet, I was convinced by the time he dropped me back at my car that the job was mine for the taking. I had also formed the impression that I would be reporting directly to him.

The personnel recruiter set me straight the next day. He called to tell me that Larry was very impressed with me and that they wanted me to come in for a full round of interviews. He also explained that the position reported to another of WTF’s partners, a guy named Warren.

“Then why,” I asked, “did I have dinner with Larry instead of Warren?”

“Well, Larry feels that Warren hasn’t been aggressive enough in filling the position and wants to move things along.”

“O...kay.”

That was the first warning sign (or second, if you counted Larry’s bolting out of the Chinese restaurant).

“And by the way,” continued the recruiter. “You also need to take the personality and IQ test when you come in.”

“The what?”

Another warning sign dead ahead.

“WTF has a sophisticated screening system they use to make sure candidates fit with the corporate culture. Don’t worry. You’ll do fine.”

“Swell.”

I went for the round of interviews at WTF. I met three of the people who would be reporting to me, all of them competent, all of them normal. I did not, however, meet Warren. He was “busy.” As far as the test went, it turned out to be a sort of combination SAT/Myers-Briggs. It didn’t seem particularly hard, and I thought I did okay.

The recruiter called me again to tell me that the interviews went well; the test indicated I was very compatible with WTF culture; and he asked if I would meet Larry again for dinner so he could “present an offer.”

“But what about Warren?” I asked.

“He’ll be at the dinner.”

“O...kay.”

At the urging of the recruiter, I wore my only suit to the dinner, which took place at a top-drawer French restaurant. Warren was there, a mousy, nerdy guy who refused to make eye contact. He seemed innocuous enough and said almost nothing. I learned that he and Larry had gone to a prestigious Ivy League school together and that, although Warren had never graduated, he was supposed to be an Einstein when it came to computers. I drank too much wine, ate fancy food I’d never eaten before — probably with the wrong fork — and left after agreeing to be WTF’s next IT Director.

Or so I thought. On my first day at work, I moved my belongings into an office next door to a woman named Rose. I introduced myself and asked what she did at WTF. “I’m the Director of IT” was the response.

It developed that Rose was judged to be not particularly competent in the role, but she had a very aggressive personality, making it difficult to give her any sort of feedback, much less fire her. Warren, milquetoast that he was, had simply let the problem slide, partly because he so enjoyed being the white knight riding to the rescue when things went wrong. Larry’s solution was to hire someone new — and pass the problem on to him. And so my first assignment was to get rid of my predecessor.

This was easier said than done. Not only was dealing with Rose difficult and stressful, Warren actively blocked me from taking any decisive action. “Don’t try to match weenies with her,” he counseled, insulting either me or Rose, I wasn’t sure which. “Find her a new role.”

I went away muttering under my breath, but I created a new position for Rose as directed. Eventually I was able to “manage” her out of the company, but the joke was on me. By the time she left, I’d come to understand that she was the lucky one. WTF was truly a hell on earth.

The company had a hundred or so employees, and they lost 70 percent of those every year. Larry chewed through admins the way a rottweiler chews through sofa cushions. He bullied them, had them run personal errands, criticized them ceaselessly — particularly for shortcomings in the intelligence department — and insisted they conform to his bizarre requirements for office protocol and communication (“All e-mails to me will be formatted exactly seventy-two characters in width.”).

The only thing he didn’t do was sexually harass them. For some reason, that honor was only bestowed on the frequently changing and always attractive office receptionist. Perhaps Larry understood that his advances, while never likely to be welcomed, would be even less well received by someone who had extended contact with him. “Better the devil you know” definitely did not apply in Larry’s case.

Of course, Larry’s admin
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