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Introduction




On a gloomy November night, we sat moping over our usual table at the Wonder Spice Café. One of us had just been rejected by the MacDowell Colony and the other’s agent had told her it was time to “put the novel in the drawer for a year or two,” which was obviously code for “I’m tired of circulating this piece of shit.”

While listlessly moving pad Thai around our plates, we began the slow and all-too-familiar process of ego repair:

“Like your agent really knows the market anyway.”

“MacDowell is for pretentious sad sacks—you’re too good for MacDowell.”

“My novel is apparently ‘too quirky.’ ”

“You know what sells out there?”

“Yeah, bathroom facts and chicken soup—nonfiction, that’s what really sells.”

And then there was silence for a very long time.

“Imagine writing nonfiction?”

Silence again.

“But you gotta know about stuff.”

“We know some stuff.”

A thoughtful silence.

“What about a book all about rejection and humiliation?”

“No chicken soup, though.”

“Yeah, something that dejected artists wouldn’t choke on.”

“It would be like…these dinners, but in a book.”

And so we wrote it. Our fabulous new agent, Ted, jumped up and down on the subway when he read it. Ted likes quirky, as does our discerning editor, Patrick. So there.

Trust us, this is writing from the front lines. Between us, we have racked up hundreds of rejections and feigned delight at the success of our brethren. We have slept in closets, eaten falafels for weeks on end, and haven’t been to the dentist since the Clinton administration. We understand the fine line between artistic integrity and out-and-out depravity: It is perhaps best expressed by the speech that struggling actor Michael Dorsey (Dustin Hoffman) gives in the movie Tootsie. Once his agent tells him he’s unhireable, Michael Dorsey begins to shout about how he had played a stand-up tomato. “Nobody does vegetables like me!” He points out that he did a whole evening of vegetables Off Broadway. “I did a tomato, a cucumber, an endive salad that knocked the critics on their ass!”

Michael Dorsey needed a book like ours. Unemployed, in his tomato suit, he could have made a Toilet Paper Effigy of his agent. He could have fashioned his own glowing review filling in our interactive exercise. That would have made him feel better. So don’t despair if you find yourself sweating in a hot dog suit handing out fliers. Go home, flop down on your garbage-picked mattress, and crack open this book.









Chapter One

Rejection





We hear it all the time: how rejection is part of the artistic process, how we must come to accept, even grow from, our failures—well, screw that. Rejection feels rotten because it is rotten. How rotten? Well, that depends on the type of letter. Some rejection letters are more insulting than others.

The Don’t Even Bother: slip form, quarter sheet of paper, unsigned



The manuscript submitted does not fit our current editorial needs. Due to the high number of submissions received, we request you do not send us future work.

The Editorial Assistant




The Brush-off: form letter, full-page



We appreciate your interest in the magazine, but unfortunately were unable to accept your work for publication. We wish you luck in placing it elsewhere.

As you know, our literary magazine publishes the best up-and-coming fiction, poetry, and groundbreaking memoirs. If you subscribe today, we offer one free back issue and 30 percent off the current rate.

Best Regards,


The Editorial Staff




The Apologetic Diss: form letter, signed



Thank for you submitting your manuscript ________. We regret we are unable to publish your work. Our selection process is highly subjective; we may publish only one out of the hundreds of submissions we receive each issue.

We’re aware that writing is hard work and writers merit some acknowledgment. While we realize a form letter doesn’t speak to that need, please know that we appreciate your interest in our magazine.

(signed)


The Editor




The Editorial Bone: form letter with encouraging personal note (same as above with added handwritten missive)


While I enjoyed the narrator’s nail-biting predicament, I was disappointed when the entire story turned out to be a drug-induced Vietnam flashback.



The Call Your Mama (or The Big Nirvana?): handwritten with request for more work or rewrite



Wow! What a story. The flashback twist really caught me by surprise. Although “Bloody Laundry” in its current form is not quite right for our magazine, I found the protagonist beguiling, if somewhat unbelievable. Please send other work, perhaps something more uplifting, or a less graphic version of “Bloody.”

Please keep us in mind,


The Editor




Your average artist amplifies the suffering by reading the rejection letter again and again. With highlighter in hand, the rejected emblazons each incriminating adjective. To the old adage, “What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” we say, “Poppycock!” What doesn’t kill you makes you feel like shit for weeks on end. At this point, it’s time to pump that destructive self-pity into creative action.

Fun with Rejection and Toilet Paper

The following activities have been used in various psychiatric hospitals, prisons, nursing homes, and other ill-fated institutions. It has long been known that trivial craft projects deflect the agony of the dark-hearted and cynical. The goal here is not to make great art but to create a purpose, an actual need, for your rejection letters.

Toilet Paper Effigy



Pick your nemesis: agent, editor, director, curator, critic. Effigies say “Die, motherfucker” better than any vengeful threat or dartboard. You will need: scissors, glue, a photo (or a copy of one) of your nemesis, a cardboard toilet paper tube, a Ping-Pong ball, a rejection letter, and lighter fluid.


	1. Paste your rejection letter around the cardboard tube. Trim excess.

	2. Make two slits opposite each other in the toilet paper tube. The cuts should go a third of the way up the tube.

	3. Curve each of the two flaps you just created into small cylinders—these will be the legs.

	4. Glue the Ping-Pong ball into the top of the tube.

	5. Paste an image of your nemesis’s face onto the Ping-Pong ball (or simply draw your own rendition).

	6. Douse in lighter fluid and burn on fire escape.






Paper Chain Noose



This one’s easy. Create one for every room. You will need: many rejection letters, scissors, and stapler.


	1. Cut rejection letters in half, then into strips.

	2. Staple one loop, then create another inside the first, staple, and repeat continuously.

	3. Hang chain from ceiling. Loop into noose.






Gold Macaroni Frame



Here’s a great way to display your all-time favorite! You will need: your best (i.e., most insulting) rejection letter, glue, dry macaroni, foam- or cardboard, and gold or silver spray paint.


	1. Paste macaroni shapes to the edges of a ten-by-twelve inch piece of cardboard or foamboard. You may want to alternate your pasta shape with bow ties, rotini, and wagon wheels for a thoughtfully patterned design.

	2. Coat with gold spray paint (or use silver for a more industrial look).

	3. Glue rejection letter inside your gorgeous frame and hang it on wall for all to marvel at.






Holiday Arson Balls



This a delightful holiday treat if you’re one of the few artists lucky enough to have a fireplace. If not, an alley garbage can will do. Grab your friends and a few gallons of eggnog, and let the fun begin. You will need: potpourri (or substitute dead flowers and crushed pine needles), cheap bourbon, festive ribbons, and rejection letters.


	1. Place rejection letter facedown and plunk a handful of potpourri onto its center.

	2. Fold up corners and gather at the top like a doggie bag.

	3. Cinch with festive ribbon.

	4. Douse in cheap bourbon and toss into the fire.






Angel of Despair



Why not pray while sobbing on your knees? Remove your hands from in front of your face and clasp them together before this lovely Angel of Despair. You will need: scissors, glue, your favorite rejection letter, poster board, paper doily, and metal beer pull tab.


	1. Back your rejection letter by gluing it to a piece of stiffer poster board.

	2. Cut letter into the biggest half circle it can make.

	3. Fold half circle into cone and glue at seams.

	4. Trace hand shape onto two doilies and cut out.

	5. Glue doilies to back of cone to create wings.

	6. Draw head and arms on poster board and cut out. Attach to cone body with glue.

	7. Glue beer pull tab to head to create halo.






Sase Affirmations


Nothing is worse than a mailbox full of your own SASEs. Rarely does an acceptance letter come back in the Self-Addressed-Stamped-Envelope you sent in with your feeble submission. When you open your mailbox and see them stacked in there, the artistic ego begins to deflate instantly. A nice thing to do to alleviate the pain is to write tiny affirmations along the back flap of your envelopes—things like “I am a child of the universe,” or “I can still have a fabulous day!” or “Fuck me!”



Our Favorite Rejection Haikus





Skipping to mailbox

Find my own SASE

Rot, editor, rot.





You, blinking red light,

A callback from my agent?

No, just goddamn Mom.





Simultaneous submissions

Aren’t allowed, but you do it

And never get caught.





The Prize Issue comes

From contest you lost. Screw them.

Return to sender.





Please don’t call us ’cause

We’ll call you. Ha, ha, ha, ha

Ha ha ha ha ha.





Like I’m so flattered

To be your fourth runner-up

’kay, maybe a little.





We’re very sorry

But can’t use your submission

We wish you good luck.






Form Responses to Your Form Rejection Letters

Who says you can’t create a form letter response of your own?

The Guilt Invoker



Dear _____________,

Thank you for your timely response to the work I submitted several years ago. After looking up prosaic [fill in your editor’s own words where underlined] and insensate in the dictionary, I wept. I began to think about my artistic career and realized you were right; I was living a prosaic life, a shallow existence that would never rise above the mire. On several occasions I had yelled at my neighbor, thinking him an insensate fool for repeatedly blocking my driveway with his SUV. Why, I began to ask myself, did I bother to get out of bed each morning and bike to my prosaic job? Even the new curtains I had chosen for the bathroom: prosaic.

On Thursday, my beloved cat of eighteen years was run over by my neighbor’s SUV. The mangled creature, bleeding in my arms, sent me spiraling into an insensate state, and like a homicidal zombie I approached my neighbor, but then decided, because of your generous insight, not to act on those feelings.

The consequence, of course, has been turning my insensate feelings inward, which is making me unbearably despondent. My art was the one vehicle I had in this world to process the horror that was my childhood. Now, with a dead cat in my freezer and a loaded gun to my head, I ask you…were your adjectives carefully chosen?

Regretfully,


 _____________ (your recently rejected artist)




To the Bastard Who Rejected Me



Dear Bastard,

There you sit, poor, poor bastard, buried under towering sloppy piles of narcissistic drivel. The suicide rate in mail-processing careers is high—they say you dream repeatedly of drowning and suffocation.

The Dalai Lama tells me to replace my resentment with compassion, so I have compared your plight to that of a document stamper at the DMV. I visualize your rotten days, surrounded by the scribblings of people whom you think too stupid to live. I imagine the pasty film of coffee on the rim of your chipped Christmas mug and the great work of art you will never have the courage to create yourself. And because I so pity you, I can’t muster up the bitterness necessary to close one eye…take aim for your heart…and pull the trigger as your rejection letter so accurately did.

But, despite the Dalai Lama, I wish you the worst, you Bastard. I can only hope that some day karma yanks the stamp of approval out of your hand and shoves it up your ass.

With deepest sincerity,


________________ (your recently rejected artist)




The Then and Now



Dear Neophyte,

The highly prestigious ____________ Magazine has accepted the piece you so enthusiastically rejected. ____________ Magazine would like to paraphrase sections of your rejection letter in an upcoming profile about me. The piece will be your typical “then and now” sort of thing, juxtaposing decades of artistic anonymity with my recent groundswell of success.

Out of respect for your bumfuck organization, ____________ is requesting your preference in the matter of your own anonymity. Your options are as follows:

1. __________ Magazine can paraphrase your letter without mention of your name.

2. __________ Magazine can paraphrase with mention of your name. (Imagine your name in the pages of ___________ Magazine!)

3. __________ Magazine would consider the inclusion of an “after” quote, for example: “I could kick myself,” or “Was I blind?” or something along these lines.

Do let us know at your earliest convenience.

Smugly yours,


_______________ (the one who got away)




CPR for the Wounded Ego

Some rejections hurt more than others, and a few can even burn for years. The higher your hopes before rejection strikes, the greater the damage. The contest you entered sends you a note to let you know you’re a finalist. You call all your friends and say, “Get ready to throw me a party.” You may even make it from the top twenty to the final three, the cream of the crop. “It’s in the bag,” you tell your mother. When you come in second, it’s the biggest bummer of all. “Screw my party,” you tell your friends. All you can think about is the kudos number one is about to receive. Here you are, once again, part of the moping unchosen. You might want to try the following four suggestions before calling Mom yet again in tears.

Revisualize Your Best Delusion of Grandeur: A Guided Meditation


Close your eyes, breathe deeply, and conjure up your big moment in the sun. You may want to upgrade or tweak it a bit; maybe your Oprah or Letterman fantasies are getting stale. Or it could be your delusion needs a complete overhaul—throw in an awards ceremony, a jealous ex-partner, or maybe that bitch from high school. Refine every detail, beginning with the atmospherics—the precise lighting, weather, and potential background music. You will undoubtedly be thinner and much better looking in your delusion of grandeur. What outfit best flatters the new and improved you? Rehearse the script: “Who would have known that an idea doodled on a napkin could turn into…well, all this!”



Make an Ultimatum


If things get this bad then I will absolutely bail. For example: The next time a director bangs his head on the table during my audition, I will take that insurance job with Uncle Phillip.



Call Your Friends and Fish Shamelessly for Compliments


Say things like, “Why didn’t you tell me I was a talentless shlump?” and “Who was I kidding?” If you get silence on the other end of the phone, then by all means, call Mom.



Buy Something Stupid


Not just a little stupid, but really, really stupid. For example: a large accordion that you’re sure you can teach yourself to play.



Wallowing: Choose Your Method

You’ve been hit hard; don’t jump back on that horse too soon. You may need to wallow before mustering on. To each their own method, but here are some paths to guide you through the muck.

Bioenergetics, Psychodrama, and Primal Scream Therapy


Grab a partner by the chin and scream over and over, “I am not invisible!” in order to watch your spittle build up on his or her cheeks. Or hit your partner repeatedly with a foam bat because this is your deadbeat agent. Few things are more healing than strapping on a long cushion and getting the wind knocked out of you by a room full of other cushioned wimps.



Twelve-Step Meetings


You can find a twelve-step meeting for everything. They’ve got meetings out there for sexaholics and gamblers; for overeaters and emotional cripples. If you have Fear of Success, there’s a meeting just for you. And if you can’t qualify for one of these categories, then go for Art Anonymous, which is the exact polar opposite of the Fear of Success meeting taking place down the hall. Here you can sit with others of your ilk and learn phrases such as: “My disease is doing push-ups in the next room.” In this forum, you can complain for up to twenty minutes at a time to an entire room full of people—for free. Compare this to complaining one-on-one with a yawning therapist who charges $120 per fifty-minute hour or to your partner, who is sick to death, no really, really sick to death of hearing it.



Drugs and Alcohol


This solution works well for about two hours, until you start puking, or think you can fly. You may feel omnipotent between the fourth and fifth drink, but later, when you’re pole dancing with the hot water pipe, you may realize omnipotence doesn’t protect your inner thighs from scorching.



The Alternative Route


These days, whenever you’re down there’s always a Reiki student around who’s just dying to practice on your sorry charkas. The great thing about New Age practitioners is that they always leave you feeling hopeful. Your channels will be unblocked, you moons aligned, your solar plexus jumping. Go ahead, you say, stick needles in my back, and please light them on fire. How can you not feel better when the needles finally come out?



The Humiliation Hall of Fame

While Andy Warhol once said that everyone would be famous for fifteen minutes, he failed to mention the humiliation that often follows. Sometimes that limelight you’re basking in is actually Officer McFadden’s halogen flashlight. Artistic disgrace, like poverty, is too often unavoidable. The famous artist lives in the no-man’s-land between hero and out-and-out public nuisance. Here are some big names who experienced at least fifteen minutes of fame and shame.


	1. Caught by police with his pants down in a rented BMW, Hugh Grant didn’t get his money’s worth from prostitute Devine Brown.

	2. Meg Ryan, dubbed “Trout Lips” by London’s Daily Mail, not only showed up at the Toronto Film Festival with allegedly some of the scariest collagen enhancements of all time, but her film In the Cut was considered one of the worst movies of 2003.

	3. Edgar Allen Poe once filed for bankruptcy but was refused because he couldn’t pay the fee.

	4. Salvador Dali, as usual trying too hard to shock the world, once dressed up in a diving suit to give a lecture. A few problems developed, though—the metal helmet was soundproof, so when he began to suffocate inside it, no one could hear his cries for help. The audience thought that Dali flailing his arms around was just Dali as usual—so they laughed even harder.

	
5. Paul Reubens (aka Pee-wee Herman) attained tabloid infamy when he was caught masturbating in a Sarasota, Florida, theater. Describing it as “mortifying,” he sadly said, “People are laughing at me…. I mean I’m just sensitive.”1


	6. Stravinsky, desperate for money, wrote a polka for a performance that featured fifty elephants dressed up in tutus.

	7. Mozart wrote a letter begging for a loan, which sold centuries later for one hundred times the amount he was pleading for.

	8. When someone once robbed Picasso’s garret, they took everything but his art.

	9. In Cher’s biography, The First Time, she referred to her 1991 hair care infomercial as, “How to destroy your life in one easy lesson.” This faux pas dubbed Cher “Queen of the Endless Infomercial.” How Cher recovered remains the most haunting unsolved mystery of the nineties.

	10. When Orson Welles made Citizen Kane—often considered one of the best films of all time—at age twenty-four, friends urged him to quit then and there because he’d never be able to top it. But the film made little money and many enemies. He once said of his career that he “started at the bottom and worked his way down.” In later life, the obese Orson (confined to a wheelchair) would do anything to raise money for his films. Not only was he the pitchman for Paul Masson wines, but he also narrated the theatrical classic Bugs Bunny Superstar.





DIC-LIT

If you’re a dictator, you don’t need to worry about rejection.

• When Saddam Hussein’s torrid romance novel, The Impregnable Fortress, was selling poorly, he instructed his son, Udai, to order 250,000 copies. “His writing was the literary equivalent to those lurid fantasy murals he had painted all over his palaces,” said Jojo Moyles of the Romance Novelists’ Association.3 Although she might just be jealous of his sales.

• Muammar Qaddafi published a book titled Escape to Hell and Other Stories. In a review for Entertainment Weekly, Alan Smithee wrote, “May we suggest a stint at Tripoli’s Writers’ Workshop to brush up on, say, plot, character, dialogue, tone, and coherence? Qaddafi often ignores these in favor of the rant.”4

• Mussolini wrote a bodice ripper called The Cardinal’s Mistress, with such soul-stirring lines as: “Ah, you do not listen to me, shameless courtesan, harlot. Well, I shall come to get you in this same castle. I shall let the common brutes of the marketplace satiate their idle lusts on your sinful body.”5




What, Me Self-Publish?

So, rejected by every publishing house that you’ve ever heard of? And all the ones you haven’t? It might be time to self-publish. There’s a reason vanity publishers get a bad rep—there’s an inexhaustible number of narcissists who want to see their sappy memoirs, pornographic ditties, and experimental poetry in print. But it’s also true that there’s a fine history of greats who got their start doing things their way. Self-publish a work of genius and the audience will follow…and if they don’t, your extended family and distant friends will receive a gift-wrapped case of books instead of their annual Wisconsin cheese sampler.

• Walt Whitman self-published Leaves of Grass and then wrote a glowing review under a nom de plume. He declared himself “an American bard at last.”2

• e. e. cummings self-published No Thanks with money from his mother. On the half-title page he listed all fourteen publishers that had rejected the book.

• Other famous self-publishers, cutting out the middleman, include Margaret Atwood, Paul Lawrence Dunbar, John Grisham, L. Ron Hubbard, Deepak Chopra, Dave Eggers, Louise L. Hay, Hugh Hefner, Ernest Hemingway, Nathaniel Hawthorne, James Joyce, Benjamin Franklin, Pat Conroy.

More Famous Serial Killer Artists

Some believe that Hitler would have remained atrocity-free if only the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts had not rejected him. Twice. A surprising number of serial killers were, in fact, frustrated artists. This is a caveat worth passing on verbatim to anyone who rejects you. For fun, leave a menacing message on their answering machine that concludes with a deranged cackle. You may want to cite some of the following examples:

• John Wayne Gacy, before he was arrested for the murders of thirty-four children, would often dress up like a clown and entertain the kids at the local hospital. Gacy’s amateurish oil paintings of clowns couldn’t be given away when he was a free man. Now, post-execution, his paintings go for thousands. Both director John Waters and actor Johnny Depp are proud collectors of Gacy’s work.6

• Rick Staton, an art dealer and funeral director, has started a company called Grindhouse Graphics, which not only represents the artwork of serial killers like John Wayne Gacy, but also stages “Death Row Art Shows.” Among his clients are Charles Manson, who makes stuffed animals out of old socks; Richard “Night Stalker” Ramirez, who makes creepy ballpoint doodles similar to the Pentecostal star he had tattooed on his palm; and Elmer Wayne Henley, who likes to paint koalas. As devoted as he is to promoting the work of these serial killers, Staton concedes that they possess no artistic talent—with two exceptions. Lawrence Bittaker, who murdered, then mutilated, five teenage girls, creates some truly original pop-up greeting cards, and William Heirens, the notorious Lipstick Killer, paints intricate watercolors.7

The Last-Resort Venue

Once rejected by all respectable venues, the artist has no choice but to scrape the bottom of the exposure barrel.

Give Me Your Walls…Please?


Picasso put up his first exhibit in the back room of an umbrella store. Okay, he was thirteen at the time, but still hardly an illustrious start. Visual artists regularly suffer the humiliation of stepping on restaurant tables with a hammer in their belt loops and nails in their mouth to put up their own “little shows.” Often, café patrons may look up askance from their laptops to tell the artist, “Dude, you dropped a nail in my fucking latte.” The already hassled manager doesn’t want the red sticky dots you’ve brought her to mark the pieces that sell. “Trust me, we won’t be needing these,” she is likely to admonish before rudely answering her cell. Worst of all, the artist feels compelled to create a statement to accompany the “little show,” which entails linking words such as “departure” and “juxtaposition” in the same sentence. We suspect no one ever reads these statements anyway, and to test this theory, we offer the following all-purpose form statement.




Form Artist Statement

When I created this body of work for the _______________, it was because no other reputable establishment would have me. I was very careful not to block the exit signs or the enormous promotional banners that co-opt ___ percent of the existing wall space. I have decided not to price these works, because no amount of money could ever compensate for the humiliation I felt when the manager told me to just hold on to my sheet of little red circles. I would tell you what motivated me to create the art that hangs before you, but the truth is, I don’t know or care, and neither do you. Thanks for looking!




The Auction Dregs


Most visual artists have vast quantities of artwork that they have, over time, come to hate taking up precious space in their overpriced studios. So rarely does anyone call wanting art, that the artist’s first response to an auction invitation is, “Sure, I have something to donate.” Once committed, the artist soon realizes this means giving away a masterpiece for free. Do lawyers, physicians, and orthodontists give away their work for free? But then the artist is overcome with altruism when considering the cause this art will support: the faces of the abused greyhounds or the children in the Budapest orphanage. Feeling nobly generous, the artist may offer up the finest piece in the pile of dregs and not only transport it to the Holiday Inn function room holding area, but also buy tickets at $50 a pop to attend the gala. And when no one, absolutely no one, bids on the masterpiece, the artist has every right to hide in the bathroom’s last stall until even the waitstaff has gone home.



Thanks for Coming, Aunt Peg


She has souvenirs from every venue where the artist presented work. Maybe she bought six pairs of lug-nut earrings at the last craft show or came to that Jitters Café opening, where she purchased one of the body print lithographs that the manager never thought would sell, or showed up with a bunch of church friends to see you play Sheila in the tribal love-rock production of Hair down at the community center. She is the only relative (including Mom) who does not experience a medical emergency when invited to opening night. She brings flowers, takes pictures, and acknowledges she’s in the presence of artistic genius. Aunt Peg is the equivalent to the Valentine’s Day card signed, “Don’t worry, honey, there’s someone out there for you.”



Finding the Stash Box



On occasions that warrant the exchange of material goods, such as Christmas, Hanukkah, birthdays, and weddings, many artists make their own gifts. They do this partly because they despise consumer Hallmark culture, but mostly because they have no money at all. These gifts may fall into several different categories:

• Unsold craft wares: At the bottom of many artists’ closets you will find liquor boxes filled with their own maverick creations, which they can’t believe didn’t sell at the Ye Olde Holiday Craft Faire. These may include gum-wrapper tea cozies, safety-pin lampshades, and Ross Perot wall clocks.

• Selections from the dregs pile: Not bad enough to throw away, and maybe kind of cool? Anything on newsprint, over- or under-exposed photos, ill-stretched canvases, abhorrent semi-abstract images that may or may not be elbows.

• A piece created especially for you! These love tokens from your artist friend could include a personal photo manipulated to the point of art, a chemically preserved souvenir of your friendship, or your street numbers sculpted in various media.




Over time, if the relationship with the artist endures, the gift recipient is often forced to create a Stash Box—any receptacle (milk crate, Heineken box) in which unwanted gift art is hidden.

The Stash Box is usually kept in an easily accessible cabinet to ensure quick access should the artist stop by on short notice. The contents of the Stash Box are then quickly displayed throughout the house. Inevitably, though, the day comes when the artist rings the doorbell and there’s just no time to redecorate, or the worn-out recipient just stops giving a shit what the artist thinks.

When stumbling upon a Stash Box of gifts you’ve given, see it as an opportunity to reflect on years of artistic development, your own retrospective of sorts. You may want to say something to your friend or relative like, “It’s okay, I know you’re totally into Target and Pottery Barn and, like, I’m cool with that.”

How to Feign Happiness at the Success of Your Brethren

One of the few things that consoles the undiscovered is knowing that your friends are equally undiscovered. Hopefully, they’re even more unknown than you. Therefore, nothing is worse than having to act happy when one of your comrades scores big. Suddenly you are three times the loser you were yesterday. But try to see it this way: Your friend’s success could someday provide you with the big contact that either makes or breaks your own career. So don’t do anything cruel or petty that you may later regret. For example, don’t say, “Well, my God, if you can make it, I guess anyone can!” or “I guess you fucked the big kahuna?” Instead, fake happiness, even though you want to punch their face in. Acceptable responses include:

• Leaving a well-rehearsed message on the answering machine. While you can say “I hate you” in jest, be certain your friend understands how deep your love is, even though you have to be out of town for the opening.

• Sending a bereavement card to the loser your friend used to be.

• Being honest. Say, in person, that you’re so jealous you could spit and will have to cease contact until you can see straight. The friend who’s on top of the world won’t be brought down by your pathetic resentment. In fact, it may add to the glory. Hating you back would be unnecessarily cruel.
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