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INTRODUCTION

“MEDIOCRE ARTISTS BORROW; great artists steal.” That’s the line as I first encountered it, as a college freshman in the mid-80s. It was fondly circulated by pretentious students like me, and always attributed to Pablo Picasso (whom no one, in those days, ever called an asshole). But these days, as I discovered when sitting down to write this introduction, the quote is far more often attributed to Steve Jobs, in a slightly blander formulation: “Good artists copy; great artists steal.” Jobs duly credited Picasso for the line, but that tends to get overlooked; all sorts of memes, inspirational posters, and other cultural detritus attribute the quote directly to Jobs, who’s probably more admired these days than Picasso. As I fell deeper into this Googley rabbit hole, I found—exactly as I expected to—that it’s even more complicated than that. T.S. Eliot, Igor Stravinsky, and William Faulkner all uttered variations of the line, and possibly Picasso stole it from one of those guys before Jobs stole it from him. An even earlier variation appeared in “Imitators and Plagiarists,” an 1892 essay by W.H. Davenport, who, in writing about Tennyson, expressed a decidedly less punkrock version of the sentiment: “great poets imitate and improve, whereas small ones steal and spoil.” Twenty-five years later, Eliot (who was always dipping into someone else’s porridge) stole Davenport’s line and subverted it to bad-boy modernist sensibilities: “Immature poets imitate; mature poets steal.”

Or so the Internet told me. Sweeney guards the hornéd gate, but only algorithms guard the gates of Google. The content-filler articles I gleaned seemed cribbed from one another, reproducing whole passages with only slight changes in wording, leading me to believe that their authors had researched the matter exactly as I had, by spending a few minutes typing phrases into a search engine. Digging deeper only confused matters. An article posted on Artsy.net (“Four Iconic Quotes Artists Never Said”) makes the claim that not only was Picasso not the originator of the maxim, but that it was Jobs who first falsely attributed it to Picasso, thus inadvertently creating a modern myth. I find this notion disturbing to contemplate, because it suggests that when I was a pretentious student back in the 80s, I hadn’t been quoting Picasso, I’d been quoting Steve Jobs.

But regardless of who said what version of it first, it’s easy to see why Picasso’s dictum has enjoyed currency for over a century. If it were stated more honestly, the maxim would simply be: “Artists steal”—leaving the self-justifying matter of greatness aside. People get unreasonably upset when their favorite artists turn out to be kleptomaniacs. We moderns tend to fetishize originality—the laughable notion that great works of art spring forth, fully formed, from brilliant, singular minds—although in recent years the fetish has shifted towards authenticity, with crimes and misdemeanors determined by subtle nuances of identity and “lived experience,” and much handwringing over what, exactly, constitutes cultural appropriation. (Either way, no one is sure if it’s still okay to listen to Led Zeppelin.) But alas, there’s nothing new under the sun, and human beings propagate ideas like bees propagate pollen. Artists steal because there’s just so much good stuff lying around for the taking, and the most celebrated artists are often simply better thieves.

I can’t say I’m a particularly clever thief, but I’ve done my share. I’m not talking about out-and-out plagiarism, of course. That’s just typing, and where’s the fun in that? But when you’re a thief and you’re invited to someone’s home for dinner, it can be hard to resist the urge to sneak off to take a quick peak at the jewelry box on the bedroom dresser. I have many amusing friends, and when they say something amusing, I take mental note of it, in case I’d like to repurpose it later. (Indeed, I’ve become so brazen, I’ll actually pull out my notebook and commit it to paper on the spot.) I’m a bit of a magpie in more ways than one, with a mind as cluttered as my apartment, filled with shiny little baubles that have caught my eye while reading or watching television and these things sometimes wind up, partially digested, in my writing. Usually this is intentional—premeditated larceny, if it pleases the court—but not always, and that’s what worries me. I like to know what I’ve done, so I can confess ahead of time if I’m in danger of getting caught.

Which brings us to Todd McEwen. The earliest essay in this collection—“Stuff”—was written over the course of a week in a sustained outburst of despair. I was in my late 20s, living in my mother’s house while I completed my unfinished undergraduate degree at City College. That fall, I’d signed up for a graduate-level nonfiction course with Claudia Dreifus, a journalist for The New York Times. The only assignment for the course was to complete a single, substantial work of nonfiction. We were asked to float proposals with her during the semester, and everything I came up with was returned with a variation of the same response: There’s no story here. By December, with just a week left to go, I knew I was in trouble. I desperately needed a topic, any topic, to write about, and sitting there in the depressing squalor of my childhood bedroom, trapped in the town I’d grown up in and had never particularly wanted to come back to, the topic presented itself: write about this.

As those in my intimate sphere can readily confirm, I’ve always been very good at complaining. Upon the occasion of some small, petty irritation, I am more than capable of channeling my rage into a full-blown jeremiad, a blistering whirlwind of invective, packed with unnecessary literary and historical allusions, and laced throughout with black, seething irony entirely disproportionate to the offense. Oh, with the despair of my current living situation compounded by an impossible deadline—for which I had only myself to blame—I had all of that frothy, splenetic fury bottled up inside me, ready to be tapped, but I didn’t quite know how to capture it on the page. I immediately thought of a writer who did.

Years earlier, when I’d lived in Boston, a friend with excellent taste had brought me a novel she’d found in one of the many used bookshops she frequented. It’s the funniest thing I’ve ever read, she told me. The book was Todd McEwen’s 1983 debut, Fisher’s Hornpipe, and my friend was right: it was the funniest thing I’d ever read. The novel takes places in Boston and follows the spiraling trajectory of William Fisher, who, in the opening scene, steps out on Walden Pond in December, where he stumbles upon Henry Thoreau himself, trapped below the frozen surface, pounding on the ice and angrily gesticulating for help. Backing away warily, Fisher slips and cracks his head on the ice. He winds up with his head in bandages for the entire course of the novel, which, of course, encourages everyone he subsequently encounters to interpret his characteristically misanthropic behavior as evidence of a brain injury. Hilarity ensues. Fisher’s madcap adventures are an unhinged delight, but what had drawn me back to the book again and again was McEwen’s extraordinary style, the way he skids through sentences like a motorcycle stuntman—by turns loose and furious, or scathing and precise—with a Joycean scorn for the conventions of punctuation. All that and the book is funny, packed with all the loopy absurdity and savage wit of a Marx Brothers movie.

At some point, I’d also acquired the issue of Granta (Issue 41, “Biography”) which contained “A very young Dancer,” McEwen’s superb personal essay about his estranged sister, which had much the same stylistic qualities as Fisher’s Hornpipe. McEwen provided an excellent model for how to write an extended rant. I wanted a style like that for my own extended rant. I wanted his style. I think I had in mind a kind of ventriloquist trick, as if I could channel McEwen’s voice like a charismatic Christian speaking in tongues. This was a ridiculous aspiration, but I had a deadline.

I turned to those two sources repeatedly while writing “Stuff” over the course of a week. It was like running a marathon in sprints. Writing is, after all, performative. I’d block out a section I wanted to work on, and then—a few minutes before sitting at the keyboard—psyche myself up by re-reading passages of McEwen that captured something of the feeling I was shooting for. Of course, cloning another writer’s style is no more possible than cloning someone else’s personality. But at some adolescent point in our lives, we’ve all tried to do just that: attempted to model our personalities on some much cooler kid, trying on alien character traits like a pair of borrowed shoes, assimilating what fits and discarding what doesn’t. Through this imperfect process, we become ourselves. I didn’t succeed, of course, in channeling McEwen’s voice; instead, I learned how to channel my own. The essay I’d written came out sounding more like me than anything I’d written before, but I’d needed to revisit Fisher’s Hornpipe to get there.

Here’s how I expressed my gratitude. One of the quotations McEwen had used as an epigraph for Fisher’s Hornpipe was a passage from Thoreau’s Walden, almost uncannily well-suited for an essay about household clutter. I typed it up and slapped it atop of my own essay. Is it a crime to steal an epigraph, something that is already a direct quotation? It sure felt like it, but I couldn’t resist. It was there for the taking.

I passed the class, I graduated, I moved back to the city. I didn’t want to go back to the kind of shitty office job I’d always worked. I managed to get a job teaching English as a Second Language, primarily to young foreign adults who needed to satisfy their student visa requirements in order to stay in the States. I loved that job—the students were close to my own age, and we often went out drinking together—but it didn’t pay well, so I eventually quit and got a shitty office job. I had a group of old college friends—with better jobs—who rented a house together in Fire Island every summer, and they invited me to join them, as they did every year. In the past I’d always declined because I couldn’t afford it, but that year I had a brilliant realization—I could afford it if I didn’t have to pay rent in the city.

For a couple of months, I focused on saving money, and at the end of May I quit my shitty job and moved out to Fire Island for the summer. It was there, on a rainy weekend, that I ran into Kevin Fitz on the ferry dock—a local chef turned publisher—handing out copies of The Fire Island Express, which he’d just started a few months earlier. I asked him if he needed writers, and he told me to drop off some samples at his office in the village. And just like that, I had a regular column, which I called “Lost at Sea.” I insisted on being paid, and he reluctantly agreed, although most of his writers wrote for free. He couldn’t afford to pay me much—once, when he was short on cash, he offered me a small bag of marijuana in lieu of payment, which I happily accepted—but it supplemented the meager savings I was living on. I became something of a de facto editor (later, an official one), and he published not only my column, but virtually any piece of writing I gave him. After the summer, he adapted to the offseason, and began publishing The South Shore Express, which he distributed in Long Island. By then, I’d moved back to the city, and soon started graduate school, but I continued writing for him, changing the name of my column to “Metropolis.”

Here’s where the theft came in. I’ve always been a procrastinator, and I’d often find myself scrambling to compose my column a few days before the deadline. They were never quite how I wanted them to come out, but I needed to get them in. So, after they were published in the Express, I’d rewrite them and submit the refined pieces to various literary journals—especially Literal Latte, where I was becoming something of a regular. Like so many other crimes, you could get away with stuff like this back then. It was the dawn of the digital age—personal email was still a novelty—and most publications existed only in print, so it was very unlikely that the readers (or publishers) of a literary journal would discover that an earlier version of a piece had been first published in a local Long Island magazine. These days, I suppose that practice would come under the rubric of self-plagiarism, but that wasn’t such a big deal in the dial-up era. The concept of separate markets still existed in the days before the Internet swallowed up everything up into one big searchable world-wide repository.

Oh, and there’s something else I need to get off my chest. I’ve been worried for years about William Saroyan. In his classic coming-of-age novel The Human Comedy, there’s a sequence concerning Henri Rousseau’s The Sleeping Gypsy, which had resonated with me, because I love that painting. Although I read it long ago, and hadn’t owned a copy of the book for decades, it surely had been on my mind when I wrote my own description of the painting in “October’s Rain.” After it had been published in Rosebud, I began to worry that I might’ve inadvertently lifted whole lines, verbatim, from Saroyan. But I didn’t own a copy, so this worry sat festering in the back of my head for many years. Had I plagiarized Saroyan? While I was putting together this collection, I knew I had to resolve this issue. After much Googling, I finally located the passage in question in an online copy of The Human Comedy, and, heart thumping, began to read. I was shocked. The passage was not at all how I remembered it. It’s a short dream sequence—just two sentences—and the painting isn’t even named. Other than noting a few defining elements of the painting (mandolin, jug), and the peacefulness of both the lion and the gypsy, it had little in common with my own description. I’d thought I’d ripped off Saroyan, but I hadn’t. It was all me. Phew. My most successful crime ever: the one I didn’t even commit.

By the way, I’ve always assumed that gypsy in the painting is a man—swayed, I suppose, by the oafish, masculine-looking feet—but that’s apparently wrong. The gypsy is a woman. But Saroyan made the same mistake, so I’m in good company.

[image: images]

With all this confession of theft, you might wonder if I’m a liar, too. Are my true stories true?

Yes, they are. But there’s a but.

(I’m not speaking, of course, of the three “other entertainments” sandwiched between “Stuff” and “Appendix”—as, I guess, a kind of intermission—which bear little resemblance to my life, or to reality.)

These aren’t journalistic pieces; they are personal essays. They are akin to the kind of stories a friend might tell you over a pint. A grain of salt, a pinch of hyperbole. For the sake of narrative, timelines get compressed and sometimes slightly rejiggered; conversations are reconstructed from memory. To protect the innocent (and maintain my friendships), names and places are often changed, identifying details blurred or omitted. But I didn’t just make shit up. Everything that happened in these essays happened.

The pieces in this collection, written over a span of decades, have been arranged—like tracks on an album—but they are not in any particular chronological order, not in terms of when they were composed or published, nor in terms of when specific events occurred in my life. (For example, “Stuff,” the earliest piece, was composed in the late 1990s, but is placed relatively close to “Appendix,” the most recent work, completed in the fall of 2021.) So you can read them in any order you like. That goes for this introduction, too. As Steve Jobs famously remarked, “I like to save the introduction for after I’ve finished the book.” So if you’ve already skipped this one to jump right in—well, that’s no crime.




MY LIFE OF CRIME

“NO ONE LIKES a practical joker,” my mother had often warned me—but, hey, my mother was out shopping. We lived in suburban New Jersey. It was a dreary day, rainy and cold like that day in the beginning of The Cat in the Hat, and there was nothing to do. None of my friends were home. So I picked up the phone and ordered a pizza for my neighbor across the street.

I walked to the front window where I could peer at my neighbor’s house from behind the curtains. But there is no instant gratification with this sort of prank, and patience has never been one of my virtues. So, after about five minutes, I got up and ordered another pizza from a different shop. Then—either to kill time or to satisfy some vague sense of proportion—I called a third pizzeria. This time, under the assumed name of Andre Breton, I ordered two pies, one with sausage and one with mushrooms and green peppers.

Then I went back to wait at the window.

When the first delivery truck—from Dominos—arrived and the driver trudged up the walk carrying the pie I had ordered, I felt a familiar rush of excitement, the giddy thrill of the voyeur. I had a relationship with this man wetly slogging up the walk, but he didn’t know it. I had secretly orchestrated his mission, and knew something about how it would end—that is, in disappointment. (It occurred to me that this was exactly how God must feel all day long.) Now I watched my neighbor open the door, and even from that distance I could see his puzzled expression as he shook his head and slowly closed the door.

Like Sisyphus trudging down the hill for his rock, the Dominos guy returned to his truck with the noble, dejected air of one who knows that in spite of all his efforts, the fates have singled him out for misery. He pulled his truck into the road just as the truck from Tony’s Pizzeria arrived. The Dominos guy slowed down for a moment, as if to assess the situation, but then apparently decided to wash his hands of the whole thing and continued on his way. The Tony’s guy got out, paused for a moment to cast a long, perplexed gaze at his competitor’s truck, shrugged, and removed a pie from the passenger side of his own truck.

When my neighbor opened the door, I observed with fascination how quickly his expression could change from mild surprise to extreme irritation. He shook his head emphatically, and then peered over the driver’s shoulders, as if looking for a hidden camera. It was at that moment the third truck arrived, pulling up right behind the other truck.

My neighbor, who has a short temper—believe me, I know—pushed past the Tony’s guy and stormed out towards the third truck, gesticulating angrily. Then he suddenly stopped in the middle of his lawn and, mute with rage, intently scanned the houses around him, as if dormant psychic powers might help him locate the culprit. For a tense moment, his gaze passed directly over my window, and I held my breath.

The moment passed, the drivers were dismissed, and after my laughter subsided, I considered calling another place. Sure: why not make a day of it? In the heavily Italian area where I grew up there are more pizzerias than, um . . . I don’t know . . . something. Starbucks. Fire hydrants. Chinese restaurants. Whatever. There are a lot. And I was prepared to arrange for every single one of them to visit my neighbor. But just as I reached for the phone, it suddenly rang all by itself.

I picked up the phone and a man said, “Hello, Mr. Breton, this is Ray’s Pizza. Did you order two pies for delivery about half an hour ago?” His tone was suspiciously smug, the way it is when someone asks a question that they already know the answer to.

Uh-oh, I thought. I’d given them a false callback number, so how did they know to call me here? But I kept my head. “This is the Duchamp residence,” I said calmly. “You must have the wrong number.”

He laughed snidely, and my heart began to pound. “No, I don’t think so,” he said triumphantly. “You see, we have caller ID.”

Oh Jesus. I had forgotten all about caller ID. It hadn’t existed the last time I’d done this. I think it’s probably important to explain that the events in this narrative took place at the dawn of the digital era. Cell phones were the size of bread loaves and were used exclusively by stockbrokers; the Internet ran on tin cans and string and was used exclusively by nerds. A phone was a landline phone, period, a stationary object hardwired into the guts of your house, or, in this case, my mother’s house. Caller ID was the gee-whiz technology of the day, and I had completely forgotten about its recent proliferation.

This was not good. My mother was due to arrive home within the hour, and I didn’t want her to find out how I’d spent the afternoon. It wasn’t that I was afraid of punishment. It was shame. I was really getting too old for this kind of thing. After all, it’s one thing when your ten year old finds it amusing to play games with the telephone. But when your son is a twenty-eight year old man . . . well, the first word that comes to mind is disturbed.

There was an urgency, then, in getting rid of this guy. As an experienced prankster I knew the rule about getting caught: no matter how incriminating the evidence, deny everything. And I knew the corollary of this rule: believe your own lies or you won’t sound convincing.

I took a deep breath, summoned up an appropriate sense of righteous indignation, and replied, “Listen, buddy, I don’t care what your caller ID says. I didn’t order any pizza.” With shaking hands, I hung up the phone and exhaled.

Then the phone rang again.

“Hello, this is Ray’s again. Look, maybe you didn’t order the pizza, but someone from your line did. Do you have any children?”

What I said next was very stupid.

I said yes.

I suppose I was trying to play the part of the indignant suburbanite to the hilt—in fact, I was imagining that I was my neighbor across the street—and, after all, he had children. “But,” I added quickly, “Josh wouldn’t do something like that.” Of course, the phrase something like that implied that I knew more about this scheme than I was letting on, but the man seemed not to notice. He was more concerned with my son—my son!—Josh. He was sure he’d found the culprit.

I was now burdened with defending the honor of a son I didn’t have. I began to panic, and my usual reaction to nervousness is to start babbling. Somehow, during our conversation, it became established that Josh was eleven, a good student, that he hadn’t been home for at least an hour, that he was playing with someone named Benjamin. I was beginning to have trouble remembering it all, so I tried to turn the conversation away from Josh Duchamp by disparaging the supposed merits of caller ID. I claimed to have seen an episode of 60 Minutes in which the accuracy of caller ID had been tinged with doubt.

“Oh yeah?” the man countered. “Well, I’ve never any problems with it.”

“Well, now you have,” I said, and hung up again. Five minutes passed, and I decided I was off the hook. Then the phone rang again. It was like a leak I couldn’t plug.

It was a different person this time. “This is Officer Antonelli of the Closter Police,” a gruff voice said. I was now in such a panicky state that I didn’t soberly consider the extreme unlikelihood that I was speaking to an actual police officer. I began to wonder if ordering pizza under false pretenses was a punishable crime.

I tried again to blame the caller ID, but the alleged policeman claimed to have expertise on his side. “These are very sophisticated machines,” he told me. “In my experience they are 100% accurate.” He certainly sounded like a cop, or at the very least like someone who had watched a lot of cop shows. The topic of conversation turned back to the character of my fictional son Josh, and I was beginning to doubt that Josh was innocent.

I began to lose hope. I was going to jail, and Josh would grow up fatherless. I took advantage of a pause in our conversation to make a desperate bid for freedom. I sighed dramatically, and in a weary voice, I said, “Well, I guess we’re going to have to take this to court. Give me your badge number and I’ll have my lawyer contact you.”

There was a long pause on the telephone. Clearing his throat, the would-be cop adopted a kind of blustery boys-will-be-boys tone and said, “Well, Mr. Duchamp, there’s no need to go that far. I’m sure you believe your son didn’t do it, but I think you should talk to him when he gets home. Oh, and I’m sorry to say that Ray’s won’t accept any more calls from this number.”

Yeah, his bluff was called, but I felt no sense of triumph. I quickly agreed to the offered terms and hung up the phone. For a long time I sat quietly in the kitchen, unhappily considering the current trajectory of my life.

[image: images]

Alright, I admit that this was not my finest moment. Ordering pizzas for the neighbors is childish and immature, a temptation that most adults probably have little trouble resisting. But try to understand my state of mind. I was in my late twenties, and after years of living on my own, I’d moved back home to save money while finishing my long-neglected undergraduate degree in the city. At the time of the pizza incident, I’d been living at my mother’s house for nearly a year, and life in the suburbs was beginning to unhinge me. It’s not true that you can’t go back home, but it is true that when you do, you revert to the mental age you were when you last lived there. You complain that there’s nothing to eat, you watch a lot of TV and feel bored all the time, and that’s when you start remembering how you entertained yourself when you last lived here.

[image: images]

As a teenager I was a consummate prankster. From the ages of nine to sixteen, I logged many, many hours on the phone, annoying random strangers. My favorite gag was to call someone in the small hours of the night, and when they groggily answered, I’d say perkily, Hi! I got up for a sandwich . . . What did you get up for? This never failed to provoke a gratifying string of four-letter words. During those school years, my neighbors received many unwanted pizzas, magazine subscriptions, Franklin Mint products, and unscheduled visits from plumbers.

Another favorite, of course, was Ring-n-Run, which has surely existed as long as there have been doors. My compadres and I tried all the variations on this childhood classic, including, of course, the infamous burning bag trick. You know the one—you place a bag of dogshit on your neighbor’s doorstep, set it on fire, ring the doorbell, and hide. In theory, when your neighbor opens the door, he will see the fire, shout “Good heavens, there’s a fire on the doorstep!” and stamp it out in a hurried panic—thus baptizing his shoes with crap. It’s a brilliant, elegant scheme that never worked once. Either the fire would go out two seconds after I lit it, or—worse—no one would answer the door and I’d have to go stamp it out myself and spend the next two hours sitting on the curb with a sharp stick, scraping shit out of my sneaker treads.

The pranks got more sophisticated as I got older. I developed an unusual (and I believe unprecedented) stunt involving an egg. From grammar school on, my friends and I had spent every winter merrily hurling snowballs at cars, but there was no summertime equivalent of this happy sport—except for hurling rocks, which was too heinous even for us. So one June day, while we were hanging out at my friend Paul’s house, I tossed a length of kite string over a powerline that traversed our street. I then took an egg, wrapped it in a paper towel, and tied it to one end of the string. With the other end of the string, I hoisted the egg to dangle about four feet above the road, or roughly the level of a car’s windshield. I secured the loose end of the string by tying it to a telephone pole, and then we all ran into Paul’s garage, shut the door, and stood by the windows to await the results.

Paul and I lived on Winston Road, a slow residential street. Cars were rare and cautious. The first few cars confronted by the mystery of what closely resembled a scrotum floating above the road slowed down to a halt, and then carefully drove around it. No one got out to investigate. They didn’t know what it was, and they didn’t want to know what it was.

We were getting bored with the whole thing when we heard it: the sound of a car roaring up Winston at what must have been sixty miles per hour. We crowded around the windows in anticipation. A white Ferrari flashed past us and whipped straight through the egg in a glorious burst of yellow goo—and just kept going.

We stared after the car in awestruck wonder. Was the driver not in the least concerned about what had just splattered across his windshield? Did he think it the droppings of an enormous pigeon? The spattered body of a grotesquely large insect? We pondered the matter silently as we gazed at the forlorn sight of a gooey paper towel undulating at the end of a string.

For a few weeks, we became obsessed with this egg business, moving the site of our experiments to Danny’s house on Grant Road, one of the busiest thoroughfares in town. There, we suspended all sorts of things above the road: not just eggs (although they remained the favorite) but also grapefruits, stuffed animals, and once, a plastic baggie crammed full of oatmeal. There was a much greater likelihood of getting caught on Grant Road, so whenever we were in the process of setting everything up, we made sure to carry a physics textbook, a clipboard, and a pad of graph paper crawling with elaborate trigonometric diagrams. If caught, we planned to say that we were conducting a science project for school, that our construction was intended to demonstrate the properties of angular momentum on objects of varying masses. I can’t imagine what on earth made us think that anyone—especially a cop—would have bought this sorry-ass excuse for creating what was literally an accident waiting to happen.

I really don’t know if the other kids in town devoted such enormous efforts towards irritating other people. It seems to me that my circle of friends was particularly driven towards this anti-social form of entertainment out of a deep, aesthetic revulsion to the suburbs. We subconsciously sensed, in the keep-off-the grass, keeping-up-with-the-Jones’s mentality of our town, a kind of Puritanical ideology which passionately embraced both boredom and passive consumption, and which harbored deep suspicions of any form of entertainment outside of sports and lawn maintenance. We longed to escape, but until the day when we could, we devoted ourselves to heroic, quixotic efforts to bring magic and life into this dead world by annoying the hell out of the people who lived there. Many years later, I discovered that a similar impulse had fueled anarchistic art movements throughout the twentieth century, and sensed a kindred spirit in the subversive antics of the Dadaists, the Surrealists, the Diggers, the English punks. Not so long ago, I came across the Situationist slogan painted on Parisian walls during the General Strike of May 1968: Down with a world where the guarantee that we won’t die of starvation has been purchased with the guarantee that we will die of boredom. Upon encountering those words, I wished I could travel back in time to deliver that slogan to my teenage self, along with a nice can of red spraypaint.

[image: images]

Eventually, of course, we all got our wishes and left for college, a rite of passage so taken for granted that we didn’t even understand what a luxury it was, made possible by the middle-class values that we all held in such contempt. You’d think life away from the suburbs would have freed me at last from my sociopathic tendencies, but alas, it was not so. A dormitory is a nicely encapsulated version of the suburbs, and living among six hundred students and a handful of scared adults lends itself easily to a prankster mentality. Indeed, this was the period when I formed a new group of like-minded friends, and devoted myself to what I will euphemistically refer to as drunken hijinx.

It’s a pity, really. I wish we’d channeled our anger and energy into more productive pursuits—but don’t we always wish that of our younger selves? Many of the friends I knew in college remain among the smartest, most interesting people I’ve ever met. They were well-read, creative, and capable of in-depth discussions on nearly any topic with great energy and wit. Literary, musical, and artistic interests cross-pollinated among us with the feverish intensity of the very young. We were hipster snobs who sneered at the frat houses, but our eggheaded, nihilistic romance with booze and drugs often led us to engage in exactly the kinds of stupid, destructive acts that occasionally earn fratboys a spot in the evening news, as the anchors slowly shake their heads in disgust. We seemed incapable of distinguishing youthfully rebellious acts from those that were pathologically criminal. Spending an evening strolling around the city while carrying a naked, life-size inflatable sex doll is kind of funny. Drunkenly hurling a heavy chair off a dormitory rooftop is not. There’s a certain subversive charm to defacing random buildings with a spray-painted stencil of Mickey Mouse sporting a huge erection—although, in retrospect, I worry that those stencils may have prematurely destroyed the innocence of some young Disney fans. Considerably less charming would be placing a smoke bomb with a delayed cigarette fuse behind a public toilet in a crowded urban cafe. Well, actually, even thinking about it now, it was just a teensy bit funny when that woman came running out of the bathroom—mysteriously billowing with white smoke—and breathlessly exclaimed, “I don’t understand it! I was just sitting there and the toilet burst into flames!”

Yeah—well, maybe you had to be there.

(Please, kids, for Christ’s fucking sake, do not try this stunt yourselves. Not only is there the totally unacceptable risk that you may incur the hospitalization or actual death of other human beings, but you will almost certainly wind up being arrested as an arsonist, or worse, a terrorist. And also, this is exactly why no one likes a practical joker.)

Actually, common sense dictates that I should now officially declare that, um, I am making all this up—and given my ignorance of the statute of limitations and other legalities, it’s probably best to cut short this self-incriminating Catalogue of Shame. Suffice it to say that my grades began to suffer, and I eventually dropped out for several years.
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I can think of one incident during this time, however, that’s worth relating. A female friend of mine—who occasionally dabbled in garden-variety college feminism—gave me a bunch of small, rectangular stickers emblazoned with the slogan THIS INSULTS WOMEN. You were supposed to stick them on beer advertisements featuring women with large, sexist breasts.

I put them in my wallet and forgot about them until, one day, I happened to be in the lobby of a K-Mart where there stood an array of those vending machines for kids—the kind where you put in a quarter and get a plastic bubble containing a toy worth considerably less than a quarter. Among the machines was a very unusual apparatus. A glass booth enclosed a mechanical chicken surrounded by brightly colored plastic eggs. When you put in a quarter, the chicken jerked around, cackled once or twice, and a plastic egg containing a toy popped out of slot below. The second I saw it, I whipped out a THIS INSULTS WOMEN sticker and placed it on the center of the glass.

Oh God, it was perfect.

When I later told my friend what I had done with her sticker, she laughed in spite of herself, and observed, “What’s funny about it is that it’s now the sticker itself that insults women.”

For a long time, whenever I was feeling the melancholy gnaw of depression, I would remember that chicken and its double insult, and feel a little better. Years later, when I moved back to the suburbs to finish my degree—that is, around the same time I was ordering pizza as Andre Breton—I was inspired to print up stickers of my own, all variations on the THIS INSULTS WOMEN theme. On my computer, I printed up dozens of different labels:

THIS INSULTS SEXISTS

THIS INSULTS JUNKIES

THIS INSULTS AQUATIC MAMMALS

and finally, the all-purpose

THIS INSULTS YOU

I’d stick them on billboards in the subway while I was in the city to attend classes and to work at my part-time crappy job to pay for those classes. No matter how absurd my slogans became, I always found a poster that seemed to scream out for a particular sticker.

But my favorite one involved, once again, a chicken. As part of New York State’s campaign against deadbeat dads, there was a clever poster in the bus terminal with the legend WHAT DO YOU CALL A FATHER WHO FLIES THE COOP? Below this was a picture of a chicken wearing sneakers.

I reached into my bag of tricks and plastered the billboard with a sticker that read: THIS INSULTS POSTAL WORKERS.

I passed that billboard every evening on my dreary commute from school back to the suburbs, and it never failed to cheer me up.




A DAY AT THE BEACH

ON THURSDAY, I took a water taxi out to the Fire Island lighthouse museum with Lucy and her family. The museum was closed, but the park ranger was nice enough to let us into the lobby to watch a video about the lighthouse. “It’s very homemade,” she warned us as she popped it in the VCR, thus defusing my sneering cynicism before I could even get it started. Afterwards, Lucy and her family took the water taxi back to Ocean Beach, but I decided to walk, lured by rumors of a nude beach in the vicinity.

Sure enough, it was there. It was rather cold to be naked, but I suppose that naked sunbathing, like all competitive sports, has its diehard aficionados. There were more naked men than women. I noticed that there were two broad categories of people. The first were those who’d obviously invested a lot of time, labor and money in sculpting their bodies and were eager to show them off, regardless of the weather. The second category consisted of fat old men with greying pubic hair above their uncircumcised wienies; no longer in any sort of competition, they were happy to spend their golden years wallowing butt-naked in the sand. I saw only a few representatives of the middle class of good looks, and I suspect they were of the hippy-ish sort who find in public nakedness some kind of obscure social virtue.

Paradoxically, I felt self-conscious in my clothing: only my hands and face were uncovered. I felt that I must look as if I had come only to ogle naked bodies, which, of course, was true, but I didn’t want to appear that way. I wanted to appear as a simple beach-stroller who happened to have wandered into a section of the beach where people didn’t bother to cover their genitals. As my concession to free-spiritedness, I took off my shoes and socks. I removed the Bic lighter from the front pocket of my blue jeans, lest its tube-like shape be mistaken for arousal. Strolling around, I tried to affect a nonchalant air, a semblance of cheerful indifference to the unclothed.

But affecting all this nonchalance made it a little difficult to leer, which is what I really wanted to do. All the naked people were sunbathing at the top of the beach, far away from the water, and I really couldn’t think of any plausible reason to walk along the top of the beach. I saw a threesome of beautiful unclad women frolicking there, and briefly entertained the idea of asking them for the time, but I was wearing a watch, and undoubtedly, none of them were. There was a lovely woman near the sea, naked and crouching in the sand, but I averted my eyes. She was with her buff, tanned, long-haired boyfriend, and I felt a little ashamed to look in their direction. They might as well have belonged to a different species. Radiant with fitness and health, they were both magnificent examples of the sublime beauty of the human physique in peak condition, whereas I was a scrawny, chain-smoking, unnatural product of a modern lifestyle which had conditioned me to view the unclothed human body as an object of lust.

The whole experience was decidedly unerotic; a withering experience, you might say.

The worst part is that I knew it would be this way. I’d been to nude beaches before.

All this gawking about in the nude beach was actually leading me in the wrong direction. I needed to walk east, not west. I reversed direction and speedily trudged away from the naked ones. Once among the clothed, with whom I felt an renewed kinship, I began to trudge slowly, the way trudging ought to be done. I walked with my feet in the freezing tide, in order to numb them against the miles of broken shells and sand through which I planned to trudge.

[image: images]

Except, of course, for nude beaches, there is really nothing to see at the shore. There’s the ocean, majestic and rolling, but once you’ve seen it, you’ve seen it. It’s not going to do anything. The same with the beach itself; there isn’t that much variation, after all, in the quality of sand. So you start looking down, like everyone does, at the treasures tossed up by the sea, the shells, the rounded sea glass and stones, the driftwood, the Twinkie wrappers and beer cans and used condoms.

I saw a beautiful stone, almost perfectly round, streaked with an unusual, rhythmic pattern of translucent rose and white quartz. I picked it up and admired it as I walked. Then I saw another stone, wide and flat and lovely, spotted with black granite like a leopard. I looked at my old stone. It was starting to dry and didn’t seem so beautiful anymore. I regretted picking it up. I coveted the other stone, the leopard stone (I had already named it) but the rule is you can only take one stone, otherwise you will wind up with pockets of crap when you get home. You’re so greedy, I told myself. You had to pick up the very first stone you saw. I wanted to drop it, and get the leopard stone, but I knew that I would just see another stone I wanted later on. I put the first stone in my pocket, and trudged on, feeling its nagging, insistent heaviness weighing me down, reminding me that I had picked the wrong stone.

But soon I was to feel another nagging insistence. As everyone knows, there are no bathrooms on Fire Island’s beaches. I had forgotten about the frequent demands of my kidneys when I so cavalierly decided to forgo the water taxi. I had no idea how far I had to go. I tried not to panic. I had been walking for quite a while; I was probably fairly close to Ocean Beach.

“Excuse me,” I said to a woman walking her dog. “How far is Ocean Beach?”

“Ocean Beach?” she said, incredulously, as if I had asked her for directions to Osaka. “Oh, you have quite a way to go.”

I nodded morosely, and watched her and her dog slowly recede towards the west. I looked around. To the east, there were the tiny forms of children prancing around in the surf, and farther on, a few prone bodies in the sand. To the west, the lady and her dog. Behind me, though, were the forbidding windows of a half-dozen beach houses; who knew what condemning eyes gazed from within?

Oh what the hell, I thought. I unzipped my trousers and opened the floodgates. Right into the foamy sea. No need to feel any guilt, I thought. It’s not like it’s a swimming pool. Emptying my bladder took a little longer than I’d anticipated. I could see a jeep coming towards me from the east, possibly a police car. Come on, come on, I said to myself, pushing with muscles I don’t even know the names of. I zipped up in time to watch the police car roll past me. They waved. I waved. They moved on. I moved on.

Farther on, I found a horseshoe crab on its back, just beyond the reach of the tide, its articulated legs squirming in the air. I stared at it in horrified fascination. Its spiny tail wobbled futilely. I will save this creature of the sea, I resolved, in spite of my revulsion to it. The problem was that I didn’t want to touch it. I looked in vain for a nearby piece of driftwood. Finally, I took one of my shoes out of my bag. Holding the shoe at arm’s length, I gingerly attempted to flip the crab right side up. I got it partway over and slipped. The crab panicked and tried to cushion its fall by bending its pointed tail into the sand. Now it was propped up by its tail, forming a kind of crustacean lean-to, legs wriggling furiously. I tried again and this time managed to flip it right side up. It immediately began to crawl in circles. “No, no,” I told it. “The sea is that way.” Round and round it went. I began to wonder if I had somehow broken it. But I didn’t know what more I could do to return it to its ancestral home. Some people approached, and I guiltily abandoned the crab to its own devices.

By the time I saw the blue water tower of Ocean Beach in the distance, my feet were raw, eroded, as it were, by the surf and sand. I decided to put my shoes on, seemingly a simple operation, but nothing is simple at the beach. I wanted to get the sand off my feet before I put them in my shoes, which involved the complicated operation of sitting on my butt, sticking my feet into the very edge of the tide, and then drying them off with my sock. The problem was that the rising tide came in so quickly that I barely had time to wipe off my foot before I had to scuttle back to avoid getting soaked. I was also distracted by a nearby woman sitting cross-legged, apparently attempting to meditate. I worried that my butt-scuttling presence was somehow corrupting her spiritual growth. I eventually managed to get one foot shoed and socked, and then, while holding the finished foot in the air, clumsily dressed the other. I hoped the woman would think I was practicing some form of yoga.

As always, I felt much happier in my shoes, and though I walked near the edge of the water, I was careful to avoid getting my feet wet. I finally spotted a landmark I knew, an elegant wood-paneled house with a large circular window featuring a telescope. I knew that house, not only because it was near the entrance to Ocean Beach, but also because I coveted it. I thought that if I lived there, I would learn the secrets of the stars. While I was standing there looking at it, the tide sloshed over my shoes, and my feet made sad, squishy noises all the way home.




NEIGHBOR

WHAT IS IT about the word neighbor that fills us with such moral ambivalence? (Ah, the age-old dilemma: love thy neighbor or drunkenly urinate on his doorstep at three in the morning?) In the abstract, we use the word “neighbor” as if it refers to something more than the stranger who happens to live near us. It’s the neighborly thing to do we say of our good deeds, as if moral virtue bubbles forth wherever random human beings happen to eat, sleep and shit in rough proximity. A neighbor is not a relative or a friend, but neighbors are commonly thought to inspire a warm and fuzzy camaraderie—as in Mr. Rogers’ creepy invitation, Won’t you be my neighbor?

On the other hand, the word neighbor is also invested with a peculiar paranoia, as in What will the neighbors think? I heard this a lot as a child because we had a lot to hide. It was a function of the social geometry of the suburbs—the inside of the house is for us; the outside is for them, The Neighbors. The Neighbors got the washed car, the mowed lawn, the friendly wave from across the street. We got the crusty unwashed dishes, the overflowing stacks of ancient newspapers, the dingy underwear strewn across the furniture. The Neighbors got my father leaving for work in a three-piece suit and tie, his face neatly shaven, his keys swinging smartly in his hand as he approached the gleaming car. 
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