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Submissions Guidelines

The Thurber Biennial of American Humor welcomes submissions. Some guidelines are as follows. GENERALLY: All submissions should be typed, double-spaced, and printed on paper. This paper should be recycled paper, manufactured from at least 80 percent recycled post-consumer recycled fiber. If your submission is printed on unrecycled paper, it will be thrown out. WHITENESS OF PAPER: The paper used should be as white as possible. If the paper is not as white as The Thurber House believes it could be, you may be asked to resubmit your manuscript, on paper that is whiter. MARGINS: On all pages, margins should be one inch, on all sides, with the exception of the top margin, which should be one and one-half inch. However, if the submission is over eleven pages, the margins should increase by one quarter inch for every additional page. If the submission is over eleven pages, the submission should be shortened, for no submissions should be over eleven pages. TABS: Tabs should be between one quarter of an inch and one third of an inch deep. One third of an inch is preferred. If for whatever reason your tabs are not between one quarter and one third of an inch, please write to The Thurber House for a copy of Form 56G, on which you can explain your deviance from the tab-depth norm, and make clear exactly why you are engorging yourself on our free time simply to scribble mindlessly, meekly justifying your indulging of your unfortunate tab-making proclivities. In the unlikely event that your alternative tabbing is approved, you will then be asked to adjust your manuscript so that it is then not double-spaced, but single-spaced, and printed on paper that is less white. If, however, your manuscript is over eight pages, and has tabs less than one quarter inch, please increase your margins by one third of an inch, and place your page numbers on the left sides of the page, as opposed to the bottom. PAGE NUMBERS: Please place page numbers at the top of the page, unless your submission is over eight pages, in which case page numbers should be at the bottom, unless the margins are less than one half inch, or the tabs are not more than one quarter inch, in which case page numbers should be on the left-hand side of the page, and rendered in a type size no bigger than 5 point. In a departure from our last submissions guidelines, we now insist that page numbering be sequential. FASTENING AND MAILING: When fastening the pages of your manuscript, do not use staples, and do not use paper clips. Do not fasten the pages of your submission together at all. There is no justifiable reason to pierce the pages together, invading their individual integrity only so that they be made part of some ostensibly greater whole. We reject the notion of bound-together pages, and would greatly prefer you to let your pages stand on their own, albeit in orderly fashion. Simply stack them, neatly, making sure that all corners are precisely in accordance with one another, and then, without carelessly undoing the straightening work you have just finished, insert them in a 9″ X 12″ white—not manila—envelope. Important: When closing the envelope, please do not use your saliva. While the trustees of The Thurber House are passingly interested in viewing your attempts at humor, they are not at all interested, while opening your missive, in running their fingers through your dried oral discharge. ALSO: Before undertaking the typing, straightening, and mailing of your submission, please do us the small favor of washing your hands. Please. It should not be so much to ask for you to simply run your hands under a running faucet, with a little soap. Not much to request, correct? It should only take a second—you go into the washroom, turn on the water, wash for a minute or two, then you come back. Yes. Yes. We will wait here. We will wait here, whistling softly perhaps, thinking of Maine, the summers clear, warm, the lake, Lake Mittenoka, still, frigid in June but by August … Oh there you are. Great. Oh no. That won’t do. If you don’t mind, would you wash them again? You seem not to have done a thorough job the first time around. That’s right, go on. We will wait here. We are happy to wait, if it means that your hands will be clean. We will be fine, waiting here, in Maine, in the cabin, 4D, with the older boys, the year there was Sharon, the new counselor, with her long, tanned legs … Oh good, you’re back. Ok, let’s see them. Good, good, now let’s see the backs. Oh no. No, no. Please. You have not even touched the backs of your hands! You must wash both sides. Oh but you must. We do not care if you think they’re clean. Oh really? Can you see bacteria? Do you have supra-microscopic X-ray vision? Are you some kind of Bacterial Over-Man, unbound by laws of cleanliness, untethered by rules of hygiene and guidelines of decency? Did you come from a planet where the gravity or atmosphere or whatever was different, such that your appearance on this world rendered you capable of not only extraordinary feats of strength but also the ability to be self-cleaning? Well, are you? No. No, we didn’t think so. Now go, wash. We will be waiting here, chewing gum and humming quietly. Oh, Sharon! SELF-ADDRESSED STAMPED ENVELOPES: Do not bother enclosing a self-addressed stamped envelope, as the Thurber House will only be contacting you in the highly unlikely event that we find your work at all amusing. So save your envelopes, save your self-addressing, and save your stamp. Self-addressed stamped envelopes erroneously sent to The Thurber House will be angrily disposed of, and your name will be crossed off the list. WHAT LIST? The list, dummy. OH. Yes. Oh. INCLUSION OF WIT AND WHIMSY IN/ON RÉSUMÉS: If you are including a resumé or curriculum vitae, please be sure to include on it or on your cover letter some hint that you are a funny, offbeat person. Such indications help us. Otherwise, how are we to know? We recommend: in your margins, little cartoons; instead of bold or italic type, offbeat colors; generally, whimsical changes in fonts and font sizes. This way we know that fun is in store, that you know how to “shake it up.” Also, when writing your cover letter: First, skim the table of contents page of this edition of Mirth of a Nation. Then, pick out one essay. Turn to it—its page number will be indicated on said table of contents—and read its title and first paragraph. Then, refer to it casually in the second paragraph of your cover letter, in a way that does not betray your overall (rapacious) ignorance but instead says, “Thurber House, I am one with your sort of content and mission, having spent much time and heart devouring your product, the quality and goals of which I care about much, much more than simply the feathering-in-my-cap of my appearing within its hallowed pages.” CONTENT: In terms of content, we are glad to say that at The Thurber House, we put no restrictions whatsoever on content, with a few exceptions. We are no longer accepting work related to or making light of humidity. Humidity, we find, is no longer funny. Also, due to an unexpected surplus, the following subject matters are no longer encouraged: boating, Alexander Graham Bell, colonial America in general, and philately. In addition, for reasons that may not be obvious to someone like yourself but which are no less valid simply because you insist on avoiding what should be searingly obvious, please try to avoid touching on World War II, World War I, the Korean War, the Vietnam War, Desert Storm, and the recent conflict in Kosovo. (Grenada, however, is still available for comment.) In a departure urged by The Thurber House’s trustees, work making light of the dentistry profession will not be considered. Farming is also no longer seen as funny. Please also avoid touching on roofing, bricklaying, masonry in general, and mechanical engineering. Vacuuming is not funny. Tiling is not funny. The Hague is not funny. Also not funny are events or people taking place or living in: Africa, Asia, North America, Europe, and Australia. Other subjects best avoided: astronomy, dolphins, movies, toys, animals, families, towns, sports, people, relationships, pets, celebrities, and work. The following subject matters are encouraged, however, as they seem to always yield great humor: 1) funny things the president has done or might soon do; 2) funny things actors and actresses have done or might soon do; 3) funny things religious people have done or might do, given the chance, because they are strange religious types who always seem to do very, very funny things, often while wearing funny, funny, funny outfits. LENGTH: All submissions should be under 1,500 words, unless they need to be longer, in which case they will be accepted at whatever length, provided they are brief (ideally under 1,500 words). IN CLOSING: Thank you for reading and we look forward to reading your work.
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Outside the alphabetical presentation of writers listed here, throughout Mirth of a Nation four other writers’ words are featured:

“Millennial Maxims” by MARK O’DONNELL (to be known henceforth as M.O’D.) appear on pages 45, 88, 124, 145, 174, 212, 231, 274, 355, 440, 543, 554, 589, and 596. Beyond these aphorisms, his other work is listed within the contents pages.

“Zone Five: Gardening Advice from Mertensia Corydalis,” by BONNIE ABBOTT, appears on pages 59, 102, 151, 188, 296, 335, 408, 457, 531, and 552.

“News Quiz” by RANDY COHEN—and a slew of guest contributors—appear on pages 39, 80, 115, 167, 209, 245, 311, 360, 432, 475, 536, and 573. His wrap-up and News Quiz Extras follow each piece.

DAVE EGGERS has supplied the book with “A Note About the Type” (page 599), “A Note About the Editor” (page 597), and “Submissions Guidelines” (page v).







Introduction:

Humor Me

“… humor in a living culture must not be put away in the attic with the flag, but should be flaunted, like the flag, bravely. Every time is a time for comedy in a world of tension that would languish without it.”1 So wrote James Thurber in the foreword to the last book he published during his life. Surely, forty years later, the world is no less filled with tension, no less in need of flaunted flags. To judge from the contents of this volurne alone, even Thurber’s “life and hard times” didn’t have to contend with inventing white lies so children could understand White House goings-on (see Prudence Crowther’s “What We Told the Kids”), the moot (by the time you’re reading this) miscalculations of our millennium-passing computer chips (see Daniel Radosh’s “T.G.I.Y2K!”), or tips for teens on being conscientiously queer (see Bob Smith’s “A Few Notes on Sex Education”)—all of which would have made our own Jim Thurber quite tense.

The age-old bugaboo about humor writing goes like this: Comedy isn’t a serious form, while tragedy is. In the scholarly words of Louis D. Rubin, Jr., “Thalia, the muse of comedy, has always been something of a wallflower in critical circles, and the attention has gone principally to Melpomene and her more glamorous celebrants of tragedy.”2

OK, now bear with me. Both humor and poetry employ a nuance-splitting selection of words and an overall compression of language that encourages the repetition necessary to slow down and scrutinize the too-fine print of our omnimedia-besotted days. And aren’t these the only two forms that we consistently choose to reread, read aloud to friends, clip and save and post on the fridge or the Internet? And so Mirth of a Nation—a new biennial series, I’m delighted to report—will make another claim: that humor writing is seriously funny. Now by “seriously,” I mean, of course, “genuinely” or “honestly” funny, but I also mean also “seriously” in a way that I’d suggest only poetry rivals (being a poet rather than a humorist myself, I make this comparison advisedly): a deliberate attempt at taking something to heart or to task, a sustained effort at acknowledging a complexity that a passing comment or glance simply doesn’t reveal.

Surely this is, in part, due to the forms’ shared brevity. But both also contain more than a cursory reading reveals. The way that humor arrives at its ideas is as interesting as the ideas themselves, and so, like poetry, it’s less the revelations themselves (we hardly need either to tell us what we know or, at least, suspect) than the way such truths are surprised from us, sprung loose in fits of laughter and sighs of recognition from the otherwise inattentive nod we give most of what passes before our eyes.

I’d also have us remember that both poetry and short humor pieces used to be the province of all readers. They were the mini-features, the columnist’s 600-word forum, the marginalia and boxed favorites of most every magazine. Amateurs (in the truest sense of that word) practiced both forms as simply part of family entertainment or solitary amusement. And still, when someone with no pretense of being a professional writer approaches the fields of literature, it’s for reflection or deflection, for poetry or for humor (which, for the moment, leaves aside the humor of bad poetry). Toasts, tributes, retelling jokes, recounting anecdotes, regaling one another with the quirks of ancestors—it’s humor that most often serves as the social currency of our nation. It’s the shibboleth of kindred spirits, the decoded message of anxious allies, the high five of the Diaspora’s home team.

Humor is, in fact, a sign of life, a vital sign. A sign that there’s one life we imagine for ourselves and another life that we end up living, and there within that discrepancy resides one form of limbo or another. Either you see it as the unfunny Catholic kind of limbo, where your hapless soul languishes between heaven and hell with only Melpomene for company … or you see it mirthfully as the West Indian sort of limbo, where you say, “Oh, what the hell,” grab the hand of Thalia—that bashful wallflower beside the bowl of rum punch—bend over backward and do your tourist best to dance under the bar.3

My hope in Mirth of a Nation is to preserve and perpetuate just these shorter pieces of humor most often considered the filler of magazines or airtime, but which are, in fact, essential supplements to our well-being. There are no excerpts here of book-length satires or exceptionally witty or campy novels. I’ve resisted narrative cartooning, redacted stand-up sketches, or jokes, as well as humorous forms that were not created specifically as laughter qua laughter, humor for its own sake.4 (I hesitated having contributors sign affidavits saying they had no motive beyond merriment and the token emolument some magazine coughed up.) I read a good many extremely funny personal essays and pieces of investigative journalism but had to pass them by, sensing that their humor had been eclipsed by the reporting of a particular topic. Perfectly legitimate work, I grant you, but for this biennial, I’m insisting that humor is not the spoonful of sugar that helps the medicine go down, but the medicine itself. And potent stuff it must be.’5

Finally, I have edited this book at The Thurber House, where I’ve been literary director since the restoration of James Thurber’s boyhood home. The house is a center for writers and readers, and, over the last sixteen years, we’ve featured many of the nation’s most engaging authors in our readings and residencies. We’ve shown particular favoritism toward humorists. Since 1997, we’ve been awarding the Thurber Prize for American Humor, a national book award for the best volume of humor published in a given two-year period.

Which bring us to this volume, slated to be the first in a series that will establish a lasting format for the literature of short pieces of humor writing.

About writers of said pieces, Thurber himself understood the serious aspect of their work: “Afraid of losing themselves in the larger flight of the two-volume novel, or even the one-volume novel, they stick to short accounts of their misadventures because they never get too deep into writing them but that they feel they can get out. This type of writing is not a joyous form of self-expression but the manifestation of a twitchiness at once cosmic and mundane. Authors of such pieces have, nobody knows why, a genius for getting into minor difficulties: they walk into the wrong apartments, they drink furniture polish for stomach bitters,6

I invite readers and writers alike to share work for subsequent volumes. While Dave Eggers has penned welcoming enough guidelines for submissions on pages v—viii, folks may also simply send materials with a self-stamped, self-addressed envelope to The Thurber House, 77 Jefferson Avenue, Columbus, OH 43215. Or stop by someday and tour the place. Information about the house and its programs can be found on our Web site: www.thurberhouse.org. they drive their cars into the prize tulip beds of haughty neighbors, they playfully slap gangsters, mistaking them for old school friends. To call such persons ‘humorists,’ a loose-fitting and ugly word, is to miss the nature of their dilemma and the dilemma of their nature. The little wheels of their invention are set in motion by the damp hand of melancholy.” I can’t say that everyone here possesses this particular genius,7 but they have all found some means of recalibrating the reality we receive, though frequently can’t quite believe.

Now, put on the limbo music and pour yourself some rum punch. That’s it, take your medicine like a good patient. (Don’t kid yourself: Your condition is serious.)

—Michael J. Rosen
The Thurber House
Columbus, Ohio

1‘Lanterns and Lances: New York, Harper & Brothers (1961). Now, I cite this here both to remind readers that it’s been forty years since Thurber’s death, and to inform those innocents who, when I say I’m phoning from The Thurber House, ask me to spell “Thurber” as though it were an especially tricky word, like Michael … “Is it a-e-l or e-a-l?” Anyway, Thurber was born in 1894 and died at the age of sixty-seven. This has no bearing on the present volume since it contains none of Thurber’s work and we didn’t, at the last, even title the book “The Thurber Biennial of American Humor,” which might have lent a certain caché or literary imprimatur much as the name O. Henry lends to the American short story (which is curious, since O. Henry must be the only writer besides Stephen Crane whose readership is constituted entirely of high school students). There were a few reasons we went with Mirth of a Nation, even though we have no motive to play off the title of D. W. Griffith’s film. First, some folks thought that some other folks wouldn’t know who Thurber was, let alone know how to spell his name. And second, the word “biennial” can be confused with “biannual” (every other year versus twice a year), leaving book buyers with the unsettling feeling that this inaugural volume, even at 650-some pages, is somehow incomplete. (Is anyone still reading this tiny type? Me, I haven’t been able to read anything this size since my eyes’ lenses hardened, along with all the other baby boomers’, around the age of forty. If you’re among the “some folks” too nearsighted to know Thurber, trust me: Eight-point type will not always be your friend.) So Mirth of a Nation it is. We’re assuming “mirth” isn’t too off-putting, despite the fact that, like “merriment,” no one uses the word in conversation.

2I found this quote in a book edited by Nancy A. Walker entitled What’s So Funny, which was, as you guessed, not so funny, and not supposed to be. It’s a collection of academic essays, which as a responsible editor, I felt obliged to read. Louis D. Rubin Jr.’s quote comes from his essay “The Great American Joke,” which I understand, from squinting to read Walker’s footnote, is from Rubin’s own book, The Comic Imagination in American Literature. I gather that book touches on Melville, Henry James, Hawthorne, Twain (folks I haven’t read for so long that I’d need to reread them before reading Rubin), along with other authors I don’t think I’ve ever read or plan to get around to reading. At some point—probably about the time the lenses harden—a person just has to draw the line and say, “I won’t have time, this life, for Dreiser.” There’s nothing funny about this either, and there isn’t supposed to be.

3‘Just for the record, this metaphor occurred to me since I lived in the West Indies for six months while attending school at the now famous St. George’s School of Medicine, where Reagan staged Operation Lift in 1985. Alas, the first-year students—among which I counted myself, at least for one semester— were located at a different campus than the beach-side bungalow his troops managed to free from the wicked influence of Cubans and Communists and so forth. I lived there seven years before all that half-baked brouhaha, and while we didn’t really have a lot of time outside of our studying and snorkeling to dance the limbo, I don’t recall ever seeing anyone engaged in this giddy recreation, not even at the tourist hotels where the proportion of liquor to mixer in most drinks was reversed (the cost of importing things like tonic water far exceeded the cost of local liquors) and patrons might have achieved a requisite level of uninhibitedness. While martinis were not in fashion then or there, it’s always good to remember Thurber’s aphorism: “One martini is just right. Two is too many. Three is not enough.”

4I thought that employing the Latin “qua” might lend a less impeachable authority to what is clearly nothing more dignified than my particular taste or editorial bias. For the record, I do feel some comfort with Latin since I studied Latin in seventh grade—a decidedly unpopular choice, but, even then, I had my heart set on becoming a physician. Coincidentally, my teacher was one Mrs. Elaine Rubin. (Of course, this is the first time I’ve actually employed her first name.) I can’t say if she was or wasn’t related to the aforementioned scholar Louis D.

5‘Parents everywhere should take some small pleasure in knowing that the thousands of dollars spent on a child’s medical school education can yet have some small pay-off such as these otherwise far-flung metaphors.

6“Perhaps some help with the phrase “drink furniture polish for stomach bitters.” No Caribbean medical school education required here. First of all, the “for” connecting the two liquids is shorthand for “in place of.” And truth be told, if Thurber had been able to see both bottles, the brown glass beneath the label might be identical enough to offer some confusion. But honestly. The smell alone should have been a clue. What are stomach bitters? The quaintly archaic packaging of any bartender’s bottle of Angostura Aromatic Bitters (45 percent alcohol by volume, produced in the West Indies—coincidence again?) states quite clearly that bitters have “long been known as a pleasant and dependable stomachic.” Just as archaic, this word “stomachic,” which just means “good for the stomach” according to the two-volume OED with the magnifying glass in the drawer that I never imagined anyone needing to use when I first bought the set. Oh to be able to have flexible lenses and, while we’re at it, a college student’s stomach.

7Not anyone in this book shares the visual impairment that eventually produced Thurber’s complete blindness as well as the unlucky but not unfunny incidents he cites. But given the chance to grouse and gripe, our contributors could certainly offer up their own inspiring hardships and handicaps. The quote is from Thurber’s essay, “Preface to a Life,” My Life and Hard Times, New York, Harper & Brothers (1933). A good vintage for bitters.




“You’ll Never Groom Dogs in This Town Again!”

HENRY ALFORD

Spitting is prohibited in subway cars mainly to:


	a) encourage politeness


	b) prevent spread of disease


	c) reduce the cost of cleaning cars


	d) prevent slipping




From the Telephone Maintainer civil service test

Assume that, while a [Bridge and Tunnel] Officer is collecting a toll from a motorist, the Officer sees a child tied up in the rear of the car. Of the following, the best thing for the Officer to do is to:


	a) ignore what has been seen and continue collecting tolls


	b) try to delay the car and signal for assistance


	c) reach into the car and untie the child


	d) tell the driver that he cannot use the bridge unless he unties the child




From a preparation guide for the Bridge and Tunnel Officer civil service test

The proper technique for selling floral designs involves:


	a) ignoring customers when they are waiting for service


	b) being assertive, taking no nonsense from the customer


	c) treating the customer the way you want to be treated


	d) calling the customer “honey” or “dear”




From an exam given by the Rittner’s School
 of Floral Design in Boston, Massachusetts

In earlier, simpler times, you became established in a trade by following a steady path from apprentice to journeyman to master. You matured into a trusted artisan through a natural process, and you did not need to be worried about becoming “certified” and filling in computer-readable answer bubbles with a number-two pencil and responding “true” or “false” on a psychological test to the statement “I prefer tall women.” No, a blacksmith was a blacksmith because he was a blacksmith; chandlers chandled and wheelwrights wrought wheels. In today’s superrationalized, postindustrial world, however, we trust numbers more than experience, so to qualify for almost any money-making endeavor, from lawyer to interior decorator to cement mason, you may be obliged to take a test. There is a Certified Picture Framers examination. There is an Aerobics Instructors test.

In an attempt to identify exactly what employers and professional organizations are looking for in their employees and members—and, incidentally, to identify exactly what work I might be suited for other than the underrationalized and basically preindustrial labor of freelance writing—I took thirty-one official or practice tests. The tests ranged from tests for bartenders, postal machine mechanics, radio announcers, and travel agents to tests for addiction specialists, geologists, foreign service officers, and FBI agents. (I did not take the exam for state troopers, however, having taken offense at some of the questions in a preparation guide for that test: “When driving a full-sized car, are you tall enough to see over the steering wheel?” “When standing next to a full-sized car, can you easily see over the top?” “Can you climb over a full-sized sedan either lengthwise or from side to side?” The writers of the test seemed to suspect me of being a dwarf.)

My results were not always encouraging; I passed only three tests.

There is not yet a test for freelance writers, of course. It occurs to me that perhaps this is just as well.

SO YOU WANT TO BE A COSMETOLOGIST

In addition to a written test that includes questions on bacteriology, trichology, dermatology, and histology, aspiring cosmetologists in New York State must pass a three-hour-long practical exam. At the busy, dark premises of the Wilfred Beauty Academy at Broadway and Fifty-fourth Street, I took the first four of seven parts of the mock version of the practical exam that Wilfred students must pass before taking the state board examination.

I entered the classroom area, its air redolent with the aroma of singed hair and perfumey fluorocarbons. I joined a group of about thirty white-lab-coat-wearing students who were under the tutelage of the obdurate Ms. Valentine. A short, middle-aged Hispanic woman with full, round cheeks, Ms. Valentine has a slightly regal bearing and luxuriant blonde hair—the empress dowager of Wella Balsam. But upon introducing herself to me she explained, “They call me the Drill Sergeant.”

Pleasantries dispensed with, she reached into the three-foot-tall wooden cabinet in which wigs are dried and pulled out a male rubber mannequin head with slightly chiseled, epicene facial features. Its hair was done up in curlers and covered with a hairnet. Then, with a clamping device, Ms. Valentine used her impressive strength to briskly attach the head to the work-table closest to the wig dryer.

Ms. Valentine barked out the command to begin the first part of the exam—the “comb-out”—and then urged us to be assiduous about “relaxing the set.” Upon seeing that other students were “effilating” (teasing) their heads’ hair with combs, I followed suit; but upon snagging and almost breaking one of the comb’s teeth in the resultant tangle, I decided that this was not the proper avenue to hair relaxation. I recommenced with a brush. When a bell sounded at the conclusion of the twenty-five minutes, I had fashioned a sort of churning mass of blonde-ness—Gunther Goebbel-Williams after having strayed too close to an air duct. Ms. Valentine strode around the room and, jabbing her finger into some coiffures, briefly combing others, took notes. Her look of unenthused calm suggested a high level of professionalism.

For the hair-shaping phase of the exam, I was given a water sprayer, plastic clips, shears, and a female mannequin head with long, straight brown hair. Handing me an illustration of a head of hair sectioned into four quadrants and one encircling fringe, Ms. Valentine explained that I would have thirty minutes to “section, remove excess bulk, and blend.” This sounded like a tall order. Indeed, it was—I spent twenty-four minutes effecting a fringe and quadrants. During this time, Ms. Valentine slunk down the aisle four times, each time yelling a new command: “Razor!” “Blunt cutting!” “Effilating!” “Thinning shears!” This was not creating an environment in which I felt I could do my best work.

Upon looking at the clock I realized that I had only three minutes left; it was with a great sense of urgency that I launched into my excess-bulk removal and shaping.

In the twenty minutes given for the permanent waving segment of the exam, I resectioned the hair and then, using wee, slippery pieces of tissue paper, put about one third of it up in curlers. At the conclusion of the segment, Ms. Valentine announced that we would break for lunch. Some ten seconds later four girls had swarmed around the wig dryer out of which they stealthily pulled the Tupperware containers full of chop suey and rice and beans that would serve as their lunches.

After lunch we fingerwaved. According to Ms. Valentine, fingerwaving—the process by which one molds hair into even, 1930s-style ridges—is the most difficult part of the exam: “Sometimes students just break down crying during it.” She gave me a plastic bottle of fingerwaving lotion—a sticky, viscous substance evocative of whipped spit. I labored diligently during this twenty-minute leg of the exam; although I was unable to create the plates and ridges of hair with which the other students were transforming their heads into what looked like well-lubricated armadillos, I was able to create a mottled, wavy look that had its own eerie beauty.

At the conclusion of testing, I asked to see my exam score-sheet. Ms. Valentine smiled bleakly and slightly maternally. Next to where she had written that I had garnered a thirty out of a possible fifty on the comb-out, was written “too fluffy” and “removed by brushing”; next to my thirty out of a possible fifty on the hair shaping, she had written “poor.” She had not even bothered to score the permanent waving or fingerwaving sections.

“So I’m not ready for my own salon,” I said.

“The comb-out was the only part that was close to passing.”

“Yes, I felt good about that part,” I said. “But will someone hire me if I can only do comb-outs?”

“Don’t worry—you will not be hired soon.”

“Maybe I could specialize. Maybe I could just do comb-ou—”

Ms. Valentine extolled the virtues of a proper Wilfred training; I thanked her for her guidance and left.

SO YOU WANT TO BE A SCENIC ARTIST

The painter of theatrical scenery who is interested in gaining admittance into Local 829, the United Scenic Artists, fits into one of two categories: Track A is for scenic artists with two or more years of professional experience; Track B is for people with “more traditional design and/or painting skills.” Deciding that my own painting history is “more traditional,” I applied for the latter. No résumé, letter of recommendation, interview, or portfolio is required for Track B admission into the union; one must simply pay $150, successfully complete a Home Project, and pass a studio painting test.

One month before the painting test, I was mailed two 8”  10” color reproductions of paintings: the Home Project. I painted larger versions (3’ 9”  5’ 2” and 4’ 6”  6’ 0”) of the two reproductions onto cotton duck. This year’s paintings were “Drapery, Molding, Marble, Wood,” a picture of a marble-arched wooden door on top of which someone has carelessly draped a lot of striped fabric, and “Still Life,” a picture of a typical cliffside picnic.

On the Saturday morning of the eight-hour painting test I arrived at the basement of the ABC/Capital Cities studio at West End Avenue and Sixty-sixth Street at eight-thirty A.M. I stacked my rolled-up paintings on top of the other candidates’ work at the entryway. Inside the studio the test’s organizers had marked out some forty-five 5’ ½“  4’ 7/8” painting areas on long rolls of muslin spread out and stapled to the floor. I picked a spot and unloaded my supplies. The other candidates, most of whom were in their twenties or thirties, were hunched over their areas of canvas, applying grids. Just before nine we gathered round, and one of the union members gave us a short speech in which she welcomed us to the Track B exam, told us to “relax and enjoy” ourselves, but explained that if we didn’t stop painting at five P.M., one of the test’s organizers would take the paintbrush from our hands. There were three palettes of paint for our use—Muralo, Iddings casein, and Rosco Super Saturated acrylic; the paints were located in some fifty plastic buckets at the far end of the studio.

When we returned to the work area, we each had a sealed manila envelope lying on our canvas. Upon opening their envelopes to reveal lovely prints of a watercolor goldfish, most of the candidates started to frantically complete their gridding, some of them using plumb lines and one using a clear plastic sheet with gridding on it, which he taped on top of his water-color. Others of us relied on rulers and yardsticks, calmly reasserting the “more traditional” upbringing.

After I had gridded my own muslin, I walked over to the paint area and filled nine small plastic containers with paint. As I was carrying four of these back to my work area, a male candidate in glasses and a gray workshirt came up beside me. His self-confidence was nervous-making.

“I see you’re using the Muralo,” he said.

“Yes,” I said, slightly defensively. How come?

I had chosen Muralo because there had been fewer people in line for it. But I did not want to reveal this to this man.

“I, unh … I like a paint with a little spank factor in it,” I said.

This confused the man and he went away.

As I painted, I found it difficult to capture the gauzy effects of watercolor. The man to my left, a Russian, was getting wonderful results with many thin washes of color. I emulated his style with some success.

At one-ten, although no one else seemed to be eating, I squatted at the bottom of my workspace and ate the lunch that the union’s guidelines had suggested I bring. I chose not to conclude my meal with any of the Oreos or Pecan Sandies that the local had provided, loath as I am to eat anything served by someone who has just opened and stirred several hundred gallons of paint.

At about four-ten I decided to chat up one of the organizers. He told me that the work of this year’s group of candidates was much better than last year’s.

“I’m crazy about this guy’s work,” I whispered, pointing to the Russian.

“Yes, it’s nice,” he offered.

“Very Track A,” I said. “My work feels … flat to me. It, it doesn’t quite come up off the canvas.”

“Yes,” he said, warily. “You lost some of the water effects you had going. If it’d been me, I would’ve avoided everything but the Super Saturates.”

“How come?” I asked.

“The undercolor doesn’t work up on you.”

I nodded in agreement.

I resumed painting.

At the end of the exam, I spoke to a smiley organizer.

“Do you like mine?” I asked.

“Yes, you did a nice job,” she said.

“Everyone else’s is much better than mine.”

“No, you did fine.”

“I have problems with undercolors,” I confided. “I have an undercolor problem.”

“Well, if you fail the test you can always take it again,” she said.

“You, unh, do you think I’ll fail?”

“I can’t tell you that,” she said warmly.

Three days later I received a form letter telling me that I had failed and that I could schedule a review of my work for the fall. There was no mention made of an undercolor problem.

SO YOU WANT TO BE A MACY’S SALESPERSON

On a lovely, balmy spring day, I went to Macy’s and applied for a sales job. After receiving a pass from a guard stationed at the entryway to the employees-only part of the store, I walked down several long corridors to personnel. Upon arriving at the personnel desk, I was handed an application attached to a clipboard and told to have a seat and fill the application out.

I jotted down my particulars, claiming to have done a lot of catering and to have been a salesperson for four years at someplace called the Brookfield Shop in West Brookfield, Massachusetts. Upon doing this, I noticed that the application asked, “What businesses, jobs, or professions do you know about from having a close friend or relative who worked in them?” Anticipating what kind of answer would endear me to the personnel people, I instantly thought of my sister, and wrote down “Nurse.” Then, when asked to elaborate upon what the best features of that job were, I simply jotted down “Helping people get better”; when asked what the worst features were, I wrote, “Watching people die.”

In response to “What are the most important things that make a company a good place to work?” and “What are some things you didn’t like about jobs you’ve had?” I made obsequious comments about “effective communication between workers and management,” “opportunity for advancement,” “too much downtime” and the like.

The personable young woman who took my application from me gave it a cursory glance to make sure that I had filled everything out. Then, smiling, she asked if I had time to fill out another form. I readily obliged.

The second form was a booklet with some forty multiple-choice and true-false questions about my personality and behavior. Although I tried my best to divine what qualities are sought in a Macy’s employee, it was not always easy to know how to respond to the questions. I answered in the affirmative to “Do you shop here often?” and responded “true” to “As a child I was always the one who tried to keep the class quiet when the teacher left the room.” However, when posed “Do you always follow your orders quickly and cheerfully?” and “If there is no one else around to notice what you are doing, do you always pick up the paper and trash others leave around?” I answered no, fearful that I might seem irksome or fascistic. I tried to add a dash of moral probity to my personality profile by answering “true” to “It bothers me when a smart lawyer uses the law to get a criminal off.” Given that the successful completion of this questionnaire would, I assumed, lead to an interview with a member of the personnel staff, I was somewhat surprised by the question “When interviewing for a job, how much difficulty do you experience in talking to the interviewer?” Wouldn’t the person interviewing me be able to answer this for him or herself? I could only imagine that the personnel staff is so busy picking up the paper and trash that others leave behind that they are unable to focus on this issue.

The statement that proved the most difficult to respond to was a statement of the “Have you stopped beating your wife yet?” variety: “If I had had a fair chance in life, I would have been more successful.” Given that I feel that I have had a fair chance in life, there is no way for me to answer this. I sat and thought about how I would answer variants of the statement—if I had had a less fair chance than I had, I might be less successful; if I had had a fairer chance than I had, I probably wouldn’t be applying for a job at Macy’s—but I was stymied by the question in its present redaction. My inability to answer began to gnaw at my self-confidence. I impulsively circled “false.”

When I handed in my booklet and answer sheet, the woman who took them from me thanked me and told me that someone would call soon. But I did not receive a phone call. Two months later I called the personnel department and was told that applications are only good for thirty days and that I should reapply. “We’ll be needing more people for Mother’s Day,” the woman whom I spoke to told me.

Upon returning, I filled out a second application in much the way I had before. The chief difference was, when queried again about jobs that I was familiar with, I thought of my other sister, and wrote “Primate Center Manager.” When asked what the best features of the job were, I wrote, “Overseeing staff, organizing events”; when asked what the worst features were, I wrote, “Seeing chimps die.”

I was not asked to take a personality test. I did not receive a phone call.

SO YOU WANT TO BE A DOG GROOMER

How do you prepare a cocker spaniel for being taken to the Holiday Inn at the Newark airport in order to be groomed for the National Dog Groomers Association of America’s certification test?

There is no way, I decided. The only thing for me to do was to try to acclimate the dog to the potential vagaries of the nonprofessional grooming experience by inviting the little fellow to pass a night in my home. I called Clifford’s owner and arranged to pick him up the night before the testing.

Clifford is not inconvenienced by the limitations of tact; he is a paunchy five-year-old who has heartworms and who mistakes irritability for personality. Imagine Broderick Crawford on all fours, in an ill-fitting suit. I could not allow his reputation for having bitten several people in the past to dissuade me from deciding to work with him; suffice it to say that the response to my search for a dog had not been overwhelming. That his owner has no pretensions to Clifford’s being a show dog made the prospect of using him all the more attractive. Clifford was the natural choice: he had the required eight weeks, if not more, of unimpeded hair growth.

Upon arriving at my building, however, he immediately established what kind of houseguest he would be. He would not climb my stairs until jerked. He bid an upturned snout to the kibble and other savory treats offered him. He would not allow me to effilate his groin area. I did not want to press my luck with him; the more I looked over the guidelines and Breed Profiles that the NDGAA had sent me—“It is advisable when testing,” one read, “to try and use a dog not sensitive to burns, so you can clip clean and close”—the more anxious I became. Indeed, when it became clear after walking him that night that Clifford’s paws required washing, I prevailed upon my boyfriend Jess to lower this unpleasant battleship into the harbor of my bathtub.

Clifford spent much of the evening barking at my refrigerator. We awoke bleary-eyed the next morning at five forty-five and drove to the Holiday Inn Jetport. Going inside and confirming with the two judges that I was the owner of a Greenwich Village dog salon called Ruff Trade, I registered myself while Jess encouraged an increasingly vexed Clifford to urinate in the parking lot. The testing was being conducted in the Frank Borman Room; chairs had been stacked on the side, and large sheets of plastic had been taped to the carpeting. Two female groomers dressed in smocky, pastel groomwear had set up their tables and were talking to their uncaged dogs; I set up my table next to a power-pak, into which one of the women encouraged me to “plug-in.” When I saw that the other woman’s dog was a cocker spaniel whose hair was far more fluffy and lustrous than Clifford’s, I nervously helped Jess guide the addled Clifford into the adjacent Chuck Yeager Room for a last-minute comb-out.

Several minutes later we took Clifford into the testing room and eased him onto the grooming table just as the younger judge began circling the room with a clipboard to inspect each of the nine dogs. After putting her nose up to Clifford’s side and inhaling, she palpated his ears. Clifford grumbled ominously. “Your dog has mats,” she said. It was true; I had neglected to brush them out the evening before. “That’s part of my grooming process,” I explained to the woman. She wrote a note on her clipboard.

Seconds later she announced the commencement of grooming. The room whirred to life with the buzzing of electric clippers. I took my clippers and, running them along Clifford’s side and back, discovered that this was not entirely pleasurable to him. He growled loudly, causing one of the other groomers to look over at us with concern. The Breed Profile for the cocker spaniel advises that one closely trim “the folds in the lower jaw area (flews), where the hair is apt to hold saliva”; I considered doing this, but decided that I was not anxious to see Clifford’s reaction to my applying electricity to his saliva. Falling back on my cosmetological training, I took out my flame-tempered #10 shears and began to reduce some of the excess bulk on Clifford’s legs. When I proceeded with this activity on and around his stomach, he began to make a low-pitched rumbling sound reminiscent of large aircraft. For reasons unclear to me even now, I then decided that this was the time to work on Clifford’s mats. Picking up my comb, I lifted his left ear. But upon my touching said comb to the hair behind his ear, Clifford snarled and lifted his left lip, revealing a glistening incisor.

This behavior was distressing to me—as it would be, I’m sure, to any groomer. There seemed to be little that Clifford was going to allow me to do to him; surely I would fail the test if my dog exhibited no change in his appearance. Fortunately, I had had the presence of mind to bring along a few extra supplies; it was thus with a sense of professional ardor that, clamping Clifford’s mouth shut with one hand, I pulled a lipstick from my bag with the other and proceeded to smear my snarly friend’s snout with Clinique Citrus Pink. When I saw that the top third of the other cocker spaniel’s ears were being clipped so unattractively “clean and close” that you could see the veins and skin underneath, I applied a generous daub of alcohol-free Dep styling gel to Clifford’s left ear and then curled several of its long tufts of hair on his ear up into a curler. Waiting for this to set, I applied two liberal coats of Hai Karate cologne to his back and midsection.

My nontraditional grooming methods were at first almost wholly uninteresting to the judges and other groomers, four of whom were having a passionate discussion about bringing one’s children along on the dog and cat show circuits.

“That’s the only thing about cat cages,” said one woman. “You can’t fit a kid in there.”

“Bet me,” another countered. “Bet me. My friend Marie has a Siamese and she tours constantly and I’ve seen her put her kid in one. Easy.”

At the conclusion of the hour-and-a-half exam period, the younger of the two judges picked up her clipboard and made her way over to Clifford and me. Silently she ran my comb through Clifford’s hair. She lifted his right ear. She lifted his left ear.

“You hardly cut any of his hair,” she said.

“I know,” I responded. “This is what I call a Lite Groom.”

She looked at me suspiciously. Then she went back to the older judge and whispered in her ear. The older judge was a muscular, compact woman who seemed to be perpetually on the boil. She walked over to us looking like a woman with a mission. After raking my comb through Clifford’s right hindquarter, she said in a forceful tone, “This is totally unacceptable.”

“Oh,” I said, somewhat forlornly. “What about the ears? I was trying to get some volume with his ears.”

“Not with mats you don’t!” she said. She continued to look him over, wincing as she fully beheld the lipstick.

“I unh … I was trying to capture a sense of the unexpected,” I offered.

“No, I’m sorry, this dog is not acceptable. You should familiarize yourself with our Breed Profiles.” She looked again at the Citrus Pink.

“It’s lipstick,” I said. “It’s my grooming signature. I like a dog with a face.”

She exhaled loudly and laid my comb down on my table next to one of the curlers. She explained that I had failed the practical part of the test but that I could take the written part.

I put Clifford and my supplies in the car and then returned to the testing room. The written test consisted of twenty-nine true or false questions and thirty-two outlines of dogs to be identified by breed. The older judge corrected my test while I waited, telling me I got a 56 percent on the written and 0 percent on the practical. The written critique of my practical work included the comment “Dog smells doggy.” I declined to point out that this was unlikely since the dog was wearing a nationally distributed men’s cologne. Both the critique and the older judge encouraged me to review the association’s Breed Profiles and to attend more dog shows.

We drove home in silence.

SO YOU WANT TO BE A CEMENT MASON

Having mailed in an application in which I claimed to have the required “three years of full-time satisfactory experience as a cement mason, plus sufficient full-time satisfactory experience as a mason’s helper,” I walked to Seward Park High School on Grand Street one Saturday morning to take the written civil-service test for cement masons. About two hundred men were already waiting in line when I got there.

“It’s all who you know,” said the man standing in line behind me about the difficulty of getting work as a mason. “It’s all Mob. Completely Mob-run.”

I did not pursue this line of conversation, surrounded as we were by large Italian men.

The test consisted of eighty questions, almost all of them specific to the trade. I did not know what screeding is. I did not know what the proper tool for preventing honeycombing is. When asked “Which two of these tools have the most similar purposes: a) strike-off rod and bull flat b) edger and jitterbug c) bull float and darby d) groover and darby,” the tools all sounded to me like dance steps of the thirties and forties; however, my subsequent search for mentions of the Trunky-Doo was completely in vain.

Ever since I took this test, I have spent more time thinking about sidewalks.

SO YOU WANT TO BE A PSYCHIC

When my friend B.W. returned from Miami one day and told me that he had read about an organization that certifies psychics, something about his calm and assured tone made me think that my vocational ship might finally have come in. I called the Florida phone number he gave me and spoke to an employee of the Universal Centre in Cassadaga. A New Age seminarium with an extensive metaphysical bookstore, the Centre has three psychic readers who are available from ten A.M. to five P.M. every day on the premises or from ten A.M. to four-thirty P.M. over the phone (MasterCard, VISA, and American Express accepted). But the woman whom I spoke to knew nothing about certification; she said that the man who was in charge of it was Dr. Sekunna, the founder of the Centre. She gave me his phone number.

I told Dr. Sekunna that I was a psychic who had been giving readings for seven years. He explained to me that people interested in becoming readers at the Centre must give an accurate reading for either Dr. Sekunna or one of the other Centre members; upon successful completion, the candidates “work with” and train under Dr. Sekunna. for a period of months or even years.

I asked Dr. Sekunna if I could give him a reading over the phone.

“Sure,” he said.

I paused dramatically.

“Orange,” I said. “It’s a, it’s a color that has become important to you. It was not until very recently.”

“That’s true. Orange is to me a very earth color. It’s an earth spiritual color. You’ll find that a lot of Eastern mystics and yogis use the color orange in their spiritual work. In the past few years I’ve been very attracted to the color orange as a very spiritual color. If I was going to wear a robe, it would be orange.”

“I’m seeing a little man with a beard who is living not in the hollow of a tree, but very close. He’s very in touch with the woods. He is a sort of modern leprechaun. He has bells on his shoes.”

“I’ll try to explain that one to you,” Dr. Sekunna said, as he began to tell me about a Centre member who had moved from Miami to the more rural Cassadaga area. “You look at this guy and you want to call him a leprechaun. He’s got an impish type of personality.”

I was warming to this endeavor.

“I’m sensing … I’m sensing cheese,” I intoned. “I’m not sure if it’s a Roquefort or something from the Pyrenees—but it’s some kind of blue cheese.”

“Well, I enjoy all kinds of cheeses,” he explained. “It’s what I think I shouldn’t eat so much of.”

“That’s no doubt where it’s coming from,” I explained matter-of-factly. “I’m also sensing that the underside of tables is perhaps something that fascinates you.”

“The underside of tables?”

“Yes, the underside of things,” I continued calmly. “From a dog’s perspective.”

This seemed to give him pause. But then, finally: “Yes, I’m an investigator in life. I like to see what’s on the bottom as well as what’s on the top.”

When I had finished my reading, Dr. Sekunna said I was “very highly sensitive.” He gave me the name of a numerology book that espouses a simpler, “more spiritual” approach to numerology than most; although I have “an affinity with numbers,” he felt that I “get annoyed by numbers” and that when I was studying math as a child, I probably felt that what was being taught me was incorrect.

Twelve days later Dr. Sekunna unexpectedly called me back. Saying he had been looking over my chart, he tried to encourage me to go to Florida and take five hours of palmistry lessons with him for one hundred dollars. If those went well, I would then continue training for “a month or two.”

“The more I’ve been thinking about you, the more I realize you’re a touch person,” he said. “If we worked on that sensitivity that you already have, and then add palmistry skills, we have the ability to have you make four or five hundred dollars a week.”

“So you, you think I’m a touch person,” I said.

“You are a touch person!”

“I’ve always wondered.”

“Absolutely. You’re a touch person.”

Having asked me if I am “locked in to New York,” he then explained that he hoped to open another Centre within a couple of months.

“This is exciting,” I said. “And you think potentially you see me at this new Centre or do you think maybe there would be a spot opening at the current Centre?”

“I’ll have a slot for you one way or the other.”

Call me psychic.


Cafe Manhattan

HENRY ALFORD


ACTUAL SELECTIONS FROM MENUS AND SPECIALS BOARDS FOUND IN MANHATTAN RESTAURANTS AND DELIS.



APPETIZERS



	Anti pasta
	$3.49



	Cream cheese and ox
	$3.50



	Roast breast of Griggstown pheasant wrapped in autumn greens and crushed with smoke-house bacon
	$28



	Old turkey platter
	$4.95



	Breast sandwich
	$2.20



	Tuna Nickwash
	$2.75



	Smoke with fish and cucumber
	$3.50



	Mesculin salad
	



	Lady’s finger, sautéed and cooked with tomato and onion
	$4.75



	Sautéed couch
	$ 10.95



	Heart of palm with golf sauce
	



	Sour pig’s fore shank
	



	Hot open turkey
	



	sandwich potato
	$6.95



	Pasta from the sea
	$9.95



	Colston Bassett Stilton Farm-house Appleby Cheshire, Farm-house English Somerset, Keen’s cheddar, banana chutney, bread
	$72.50



	Loose vegetables
	$4.95



	Cream-cheese festival
	$1



	“Fresh” fruit cup
	$1.75



	“Asparagus”
	




ENTREES



	Angel-hair pasta with wild mushrooms, sun-dried tomatoes and basil. After five years, as great as ever
	$16.50



	Fish curry: Fish marinated in intricately blended spices in the Stone Age
	$8.95



	Beef goulash with spatial and red cabbage
	$11.95



	Grown beef
	$3.75



	Grilled fresh tuna served with soap
	$7.95



	Baked zit
	$4.25



	Omelette imp
	$8.95



	Special big leg with rice
	$3.25



	Meatball’s plane
	$3.25



	Seafood containing shrimp others
	$8.90



	Dow Shew Sheemy: A different type of sheemy made of bean curd stuffed with ground pike. The curd is light yellow with a firm custardlike texture. It is quite bland and may require getting used to.
	



	Scallops: fried, sautéed, broiled on organate
	$16.95



	Live main lobster
	



	Scallops, mushrooms, smelt roe baked in our special dynamite sauce (148 cal.)
	$4.50



	Fresh grilled lobster topped with whipped buttery butter sauce (seasonal price)
	



	Peppered filet mignon sautéed with interesting mushrooms
	$ 19.95



	Dumping meat pasta in cream sauce
	



	Everything dog
	$1



	Peking duck (order in advance): Waiter serving on table, wrapped with
	



	pancakes
	$28




SANDWICHES



	Live wourst
	$2.59



	Philadelphia “Swiss cheese” steak hero
	$3.50



	Buttler hagle
	60 cents



	Olive leaf on roll
	$2.25



	Reuban
	$4



	Ruben
	$3.99



	Rubbin special
	$3.50




DRINKS



	Sodas by Coke and Pepsi
	$ 1.25



	Chardonnay, the Monterey Vineyard: Big, forward and mouth-filling wine
	$ 15



	Fog Cutter: A nitemare of gin, rum and brandy
	



	Hot and ice flavor coffee
	



	Toast-free coffee
	



	Nicaraguan coffee for peace
	$130



	Caffé Americano: Our premium espresso combined with piping, hot water
	$7.35




DESSERTS



	Chocolate mouse tort
	$5.50



	“Special” halo-halo is served with ice cream, purple yam jam and shredded young coconut sport toppings
	$3.50



	Fluffy balls of milksolids in syrup
	$2



	Yogurt: It is a good source of protein and calcium. The culture that makes yogurt, “yogurt,” is healthful for the ecology of the intestines.
	




•  •  •

Everything is baked fresh right here in our own.

Ask waiter for availability.

Corporate charges welcome…. enjoy the comfort of reliable and courteous service and expertly arranged food that many apparel, handbag and home-furnishing firms have in the past.

The management reserves the right to impose certain decency regulations.

The manangement reserves the right to assign and designate all seating arrangements.

No potato on weekend.

•  •  •


The Young Man and The Sea

HENRY ALFORD

It is the duty of the introspective, literary male writer, in the course of his career as an introspective literary male, to write a story in which he unbosoms universal truths while engaged in the act of fishing. Bobbing upon the watery depths, alert to the sudden presence of thorny verities, or of haddock, he must descend deep into the pit of his humanity and then mine that rich ore of his profession: awful splendor. So when, earlier this summer, I went to the Hamptons for three days of fishing, I knew that this was more than an opportunity to savor the blandishments of one of the Eastern seaboard’s loveliest settings; this was an opportunity to practice eliciting stunned awe from the Esquire subscriber base and, perhaps, to make a dazzling literary metaphor of my dead father.

I started with sportfishing. At eight o’clock on a sun-shiny Wednesday morning in Montauk harbor, I boarded Lazybones, a fifty-five-foot “party boat” that can accommodate forty-five. I told the ruggedly handsome mate who collected my $25 half-day fare, “I’m hoping to encounter awful splendor today.” His expression betrayed bafflement. I explained, “You know how in fishing stories, the fisherman looks deep into the beast’s eye and has a harrowing moment of self-realization?” The mate matter-of-factly responded, “That’s not going to happen today.” What was going to happen was fluke, or summer flounder. Each fisherman was given a rod as well as bait resembling indelicately prepared sushi. As we chugged out to the fog-saddled sea, I fell into conversation with a courtly seventy-three-year-old, ponytailed gentleman. “My dear boy, you’ve never eaten fluke?” he said to me spiritedly, laying his hand on my shoulder. “The most delicious thing in the world.” My brain flashed: possible father surrogate?

I would like to be able to tell you that I now understand the wisdom of this man’s statement, and that fluke is at present my daily bread. But over the course of the next four hours, I caught only one fish, and it was wee, well under the fifteen-inch minimum length. This would have been less damaging to my confidence were fluke fishing not so easy (you simply let your hook drop to the bottom then wait) or were the woman fishing adjacent to me—a first-timer who had confessed to mild seasickness—not so spectacularly successful. “Attaboy, lady!” the mate who’d collected my fare yelled at this woman after she had reeled in five fluke and one striped bass in the first two hours: “She’s throwin’ ‘em over the rails!” When I asked this woman, “What’s your secret?,” she told me, “It’s called ‘I-don’t-know-what-the-hell-I’m-doing.’” I smiled bleakly. At one point her line got tangled with another person’s on the other side of the boat; moments later, the mate who untangled the lines appeared with an eighteen-inch fluke and said to the woman, “Here, this was on your line.”

Fluke—or, as I came to think of it, Bizarre Coincidence—was apparently not my fish, and my inability to apprehend any of regulation size was keeping me from having important literary thoughts. At the conclusion of our voyage, I skulked back to my rental car with not a little embarrassment, neatly dodging the man who had called me “my dear boy,” only to find that I had left my headlights on and my battery was dead. Six phone calls produced an intense, burly mechanic from B&B Auto Service in Montauk, who jumped my car. I explained that I was on business, writing “my big fishing story,” and needed a receipt. As I sheepishly closed the car’s hood, I was filled with the strange delusion that my fellow Lazybones fishermen—now wandering around the parking lot lugging plastic baggies filled with the fluke they had caught and had had filleted by the mates—would ritually mock me by smearing their fillets on my face and genitals. This did not happen. However, as I pulled out of the parking lot two minutes later, the mechanic roared his tow truck perpendicularly in front of me, cutting me off: I had failed to close my hood all the way. He jumped out of his truck and slammed it shut, yelling, “This way, they won’t have to buy you a new windshield, too!” From inside my car, I gave him a meek wave, as if to plead, Release me from this festival of inadequacy.

You will nod empathically, I think, when I tell you that on my next outing I gravitated to the soothing and picturesque. Indeed, I have seldom undertaken a more heart-stirring and visually glorious activity than that in which I found myself engaged the following morning: fly-fishing from a kayak, just offshore from the Shinnecock Indian Reservation in Shinnecock Bay, Southampton, at 7:30 A.M.—the earliest I have ever been awake east of Mastic-Shirley. I had engaged the services of North Sea Kayaking instructor Steve Lancia ($145 for three hours). Our first fifty-five minutes were spent standing onshore, practicing, without a fly on my line, the graceful art of casting; I slowly transformed my semaphore of intent into a surgical strike of aggression. Once we were out on the water, each in our own Old Town kayak, the combination of location and activity engendered in me a golden, International Coffees—type glow. Birds twittered, clammers clammed. I felt ready—ready to remark upon the noble proportions of a dying tuna, ready to behold a bluefish and then gravely announce, “We are all our fathers’ sons.”

But where were the fish? Finally, two hours into the outing, I had a strike. Steve, boyishly excitable, screamed, “Yes!” I reeled in hurriedly. Steve was genuinely enthusiastic: “I am so happy for you. I’m gonna get my camera. This is it, man. This is everything.” I kept reeling in. Steve thought it might be “a blue.” I was hoping for striped bass but would not sniff at a blue. When my quarry flashed in the water, Steve announced, “I think it’s a skate”; we were sliding precipitately down the scale of fish desirability. The fish burst from the water. Steve exclaimed, “A sea robin! Very nice.” He tried to put a spin on it, saying, “It’s a beautiful fish—see the wings on it?” to which I murmured, “The showgirl of the fish community.” Now, I don’t mean to cast aspersions on showgirls, but for those of you who have never looked at a sea robin with the startling proximity that a kayak can afford you, here is the gist—think of a demented Genghis Khan. Add cancer-pocked flagella. Dip in polymer. In short, an entity to keep as far away as possible from the word bisque. An entity unlikely to elicit philosophical insight. We returned the fish to the water; I thanked Steve for his company and guidance, then headed on my way.

Bad luck runs in streaks. And so, although it should have surprised me when, upon returning to my lodgings at the Sea Breeze Inn in Amagansett, I discovered fourteen members of the Anglers Club, all on an Anglers Club fishing trip, it did not. I simply thought, “Of course. And then the innkeeper will turn out to be Mrs. Paul.” Six minutes later, hearing the phrase creel limit being flung across the porch, I hustled into my car and sped off.

Heavy drinking commenced. Heavy drinking (so essential to manly
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