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An idea ahead of its time, no matter what it is, is not a good idea.

—No one you’ve ever heard of

Q: And babies?

A: And babies.

—THE NEW YORK TIMES,

Nov. 25, 1969







1961

OCTOBER.

We’ll Be Right Back, After This:




I was in the shower when I realized where I’d gone wrong. That’s a cliché now, I know, but it wasn’t then. Back then it was wildly new and my idea, and I would have copyrighted it had I foreseen it would become so popular, but well—as with so many things, who knew? Anyway, there I was, the water drilling away, its wet warmth my amniotic tide, the shower curtain a plastic, plaid uterine wall. Then it occurs to me, like a gift from God: Shoes are our friends.

Our friends.

Not just our acquaintances, the occasional giggly aunt and bald uncle over for dinner, the neighbors down the hall you have to say hello to—but the confidants we carefully screen and select over the course of a lifetime, our intimates. The ones who shield us from the slush, the sludge, the world’s dirt underfoot.

But their love is not unconditional. We have a bargain to keep. If we are good to them, they’ll give us everything they have, right down to their pocked, worn soles. Incredible.

Yes, this was news.

 

Clearly, I would have to change my strategy…








I.

BEFORE.









AUGUST.


1961







When Tip is standing in the doorway as he is right now, it can only mean one thing. I brace myself. He shouts, eyes pleading:

“Milk!”

After two and a half months, I’m starting to get used to it. Very jarring at first, but now I’m practically a pro. I counter, with excellent timing:

“Paint!”

Aha. Got him. He wasn’t ready for that.

“Paint?”

I raise my head from the potato chip coupon I’ve been laying out with blue pencil for the past ten minutes and arch my right eyebrow, which is all he needs. Sketchy ignores us, as always.

“Faaassssssssinating.” It’s like a gas leak from Tip’s mouth and he darts back down to his office.

And I am reminded, grateful: This can be a pretty fun place to work.
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JUNE.

Who am I? I am Happy.

Not in any descriptive way, God knows—it’s my name. A nickname, to be more precise, which I acquired relatively late in life, as those things go. From a teacher of mine in college, freshman year. And because of that it will always be who—not what—I am.

I wear it proudly, my sleeve’s own Purple Heart.

Me: twenty-one years old, Caucasian male of mixed Anglo-Italian origin, olive-skinned, round tortoise-shell horn-rimmed glasses, hair sort of like Brandon De Wilde’s in Shane, otherwise not interesting to look at. Or at least that’s what the evidence would suggest.

Which is fine by me, because I’m the one doing the looking. I’m a graphic designer—I pretty much see the world as one great big problem to solve; one typeface, one drawing, one image at a time. Life is a lifelong assignment that must be constantly analyzed, clarified, figured out, and responded to appropriately.

I am inquisitive, though I hope not in any obnoxious way; and while I’m wary of any sort of unfamiliarity I am also quickly and easily bored by routine. I grew up in the eastern mid-Atlantic region of the United States, raised Protestant—the United Church of Christ—but have become very much of the “religion is the opiate of the people” school (the sole piece of common sense I gleaned from a course on Marxist theory, senior year), which of course I have elected to keep from my roundly nice, doting parents, lest they call the police. But I am close to my family, the way you are close to other people in a small crowded elevator that has temporarily stalled but will be moving any minute now. And as far as I was concerned, that minute was almost here.

Let’s see, what else. I am convinced that ALL sports are a sanctioned form of mass-demonic worship, that cathedrals and museums have traded roles in the greater culture, and that Eve Arden is woefully underappreciated by society at large—as are comic books, malted milk, cracking your neck, secret decoder rings, glass tea kettles, whoopie pies, and television test patterns. And—ahem—graphic designers. That should do for now.

Wait, I’m forgetting something. Oh.

I do not write poetry.

But most of all: I am eager to start my career as a newly certified Bachelor of the Arts in Graphic Design, with a very specific goal—acquiring a job at the advertising agency of Spear, Rakoff & Ware; two states away, up in New Haven, Connecticut.

Why? Simple.

It’s where Winter Sorbeck started. Long ago.

Now, yes—Winter, the teacher in question who christened me, my GD instructor during my first year at State—is a whole other story. And certainly one with no small amount of pain. But however bullying, severe, terror-inducing, and unnerving he was (and boy, was he), he was equal parts mesmerizing, eye-opening, inspiring, and brilliant. He was unlike any teacher I’d had, before or since. By the end of that spring semester he abruptly quit the faculty and vanished. I would have gladly dropped out to follow him anywhere, but no amount of amateur detective work revealed where that might be. So I bided my time, worked for the next three years to get my degree, and upon graduation decided: If I couldn’t be where Winter was now, I’d go where he’d been. In the course of solving one of his earlier assignments I discovered that he started his career at Spear, Rakoff & Ware, and if that was good enough for him, it would be good enough for me.

Mandatory, actually.

And proving difficult. No surprise there—if Winter was anything, he was difficult, as would be anyplace associated with him. But no doubt worth the trouble. I approached the firm early, in March, three months before graduation. My initial inquiry went unanswered, as did my résumé (which could have won the Collegian’ s annual First Fiction award), and the letter of recommendation I’d extorted from the dean’s secretary. By May I was desperate, so I telephoned. The voice that greeted me hummed with the same welcome slow tone I knew from three years earlier, when I’d called for help on that gum wrapper label design problem for Winter. It was Milburne “Sketchy” Spear—the head of the art department. He didn’t remember me and I didn’t remind him—I wanted a clean start. The years had not changed his enthusiasm:

“Oh, you don’t want to work here.”

“Um, yes sir, I do.”

“Really?”

“Yes sir.”

Silence.

“Hello?”

“Sorry, I’m inking. Mind’s a porch screen when I’m inking. I’m trying to do a crowd scene with a Number 5 Pedigree pen tip. Should be using a Radio 914. Doesn’t really matter—can’t draw anymore anyway, never could. God, I stink. Wouldn’t you rather work someplace else? Where people didn’t stink?”

What? “No sir, I’d like to work for your firm. You know, to sort of get my feet wet.” Dreadful. Why did I say that?

“Heh.” He sounded like a lawnmower trying to start. “Heh. That’s what I thought. I mean, that’s what I thought when I got here. You know when that was?”

“No. I—”

“You know dirt?”

“Dirt?”

“Dirt.”

“Um, yes. Dirt.”

“Well, I started here the year before they discovered it.”

“I see.”

“Heh.”

“At least…it must have been spotless when you arrived.”

“Heh-heh. Can you airbrush?”

“Yes, but—”

“Operate a photo-stat machine?”

“Did you receive my résu—”

“Do you know what I’m doing right now?”

“Uh, drawing a crowd scene with a…Number 5 Pedigree pen tip?”

“No, that’s done. Now I’m trying to decide what kind of face the potato chip should have. That’s always the question. Everything’s a question.”

“Pardon?”

“For this newspaper ad. A whole half-pager, due by five. Everyone signed off on it yesterday—the crowd, see, they’ve all filed out into the street to worship a giant potato chip.”

“I see.”

“Because it’s a Krinkle Kutt. One of our biggest accounts.”

“Right.”

“Six stories tall.” His tone was casual, as if he was telling me about his brother-in-law. “So, exactly what sort of expression should it have on its face? Because obviously, it’s a very happy potato chip, to be a Krinkly Kollosus, and looked up to by all these tiny people, who adore it so.”

“Well…it’s obvious to me.”

“That right?”

“It should look chipper.”

“Heh.”

“So to speak.” Boy, was I making this up. Pure hokum. “You know, not so smug. He doesn’t want to frighten everyone. I mean, I’d be wary of a protean jagged slab of tuber towering over my fellow citizens, our fate in his many, many eyes. Especially if he’s been fried in lard. Which he has, I hope?”

“Heh. You still want to work here?”

“Definitely.”
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But that was just the beginning. I managed to coax an appointment with Mr. Spear to show him my portfolio the first week of June; and while he did admit it wouldn’t hurt to have some extra help, he also made it clear the decision on hires wasn’t really his.

On the train to New Haven the day of our meeting, it dawned on me that this was hopeless.

Me, to me: Do you realize what you are doing? This is what you are doing: You are going to a place you’ve never been, in a town that is totally unfamiliar, to meet with someone you don’t know, in order to convince this person to pay you (regularly) to do something you’ve never done before.

All that’s missing is Sancho Panza at your side.

Agreed. But I had to try. Winter had, successfully.

Though now that I thought of it, he went to Yale. And I went to the opposite of Yale.

This bore more weight with each approaching stop.

“…Fairfield, Bridgeport…”

Of course they weren’t going to take on anyone from a state university, much less one out of state.

“…Stratford, Milford…”

They obviously had some sort of direct-hire program from Yale, they’d be crazy not to.

“…and New Haven. End of the line. All out.”

What a waste of time, and sure to be humiliating. But I was used to that.
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“This it?” asked the cabbie.

“I…guess so.” Was it? The address matched, but still.

The drive from the beaux arts train station, so grand with its vaulted ceilings and terrazzo floors, took less than five minutes.

And now, as he drove off, I faced a study in contrasts: the probable office building of Spear, Rakoff & Ware. It wasn’t at all what I’d pictured.

First, there were no columns in the lobby. Or trees, elevator attendants, cigar stands, shoe shine boys, or Gregory Peck. In fact, there was no lobby, at least none that I could make out from the sidewalk. There was a door. Period. It was black, cast iron, and apparently bolted shut. The only other advertising agency I’d ever seen was the one from The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit, and though I realized that was in New York (and fake New York at that), I also thought it might have represented some kind of national standard. Nope.

Before me stood a weathered four-story Victorian brick cottage on Trumbull Street. A plaque welded to the right of the entrance announced itself as the town’s first firehouse “in the years when Dickens declared Hillhouse Avenue (a five-minute walk away) the most beautiful street in America.”

Probably because he’d just come from this one.

Parked in the garage off to the left, where one pictured a once trusty horse-drawn water wagon waiting to race to its next bucket brigade, was an Olympic-size ’59 Cadillac convertible the color of raw veal. And it had about as much room to move as a fatted calf—the back end of it jutted out of the garage, blocking half the sidewalk. The top was down and the eggshell blue upholstery, immaculate on the driver’s side, was, on the passenger seat, mauled to a relish of leather and foam.

I rang the bell—not really a bell at all, but a chrome box with rounded edges and vertical slits, hovering over a red Bakelite button. I pressed it again.

Static. “Yes?” A woman’s voice, swarming with electrons. Sounded like she was counties away.

“Is this Spear, Rakoff and Ware?”

“Yes?”

Could she hear me? I pushed the button a third—

“Please stop that.”

Yipes. “Sorry. I’m here to see Mr. Spear, please.”

“Do you have an appointment?”

“Oh, yes ma’am. He’s expecting me.” I gave her my name. Waited.

And waited. Then

“ZZZZZZZZZZZZAAAATTT!!!”

It was the door—apparently several thousand volts of electricity were coursing through the handle. I couldn’t bring myself to touch it.

Finally, it popped open and a lady with ice-white hair the shape and texture of spun sugar stuck her head out and looked at me—the way a duchess would notice a stain on her bedsheets.

“Isn’t this working?” she snapped, glaring at the buzzer with her pretty knife of a face, ready to have the knob drawn and quartered. Her eyes glowed with the fact that her perfect hands and their attending scarlet talons were made for better things than this, than for opening doors for me.

“I, I don’t know.”

She sighed mightily and withdrew and let it begin to close. I caught it just before it latched, and followed her in.

The reception area had one small couch—a rounded Machine Age number made of worn gray suede and aluminum tubing. I gingerly sat on it; me—a terrible intruder, a twig in the spokes of this agency’s mighty wheel. The ceiling was double-height, with three windows on the second-floor level (apparently inaccessible to cleaners) facing a balcony with offices behind it. The center of the room was pierced by a polished stainless-steel cylindrical beam that ran from floor to ceiling.

This firehouse smelled…of smoke.

A bowl of potato chips on the coffee table in front of me rested atop five back issues of Advertising Production Techniques Weekly. A handwritten and folded piece of paper, like a place card at a dinner party, had been positioned in front of it and said DO NOT TOUCH. The secretary promptly forgot I existed, having clamped an operator’s headset onto her comely skull and set to typing with the fury of an aerial machine gunner laying waste to a squadron of Sopwith Camels. Another bowl of potato chips sat next to her typewriter, with its own warning to stay clear of it.

I waited helplessly for something to happen, sorrier by the second. What could I have been thinking? How could I have thought I’d ever be of any use to anyone here? Those chips sure looked good. Minutes crawled by like desert-marooned cartoon characters. Thirsty. And now I wanted to eat a potato chip more than I wanted to keep breathing. My tie was tightening around my throat, the armpits in my good Arrow shirt grew wet and hot under my confirmation blazer, and my new cordovan Bass Weejuns were strangling my feet. The next train back left in forty minutes. I was going to be on it.

“What’s the matter, sitting on a tack?”

A voice with the timbre of a bell—bright, piercing, capable of alarm. He’d appeared magically to my left—a tall boy-man in white shirtsleeves and a thin crimson tie, dark gray trousers—he was lithe and angular and trying to keep still. His wire-rim glasses were lit by eyes that looked at you and somewhere behind you and someplace beyond that, to be sure. They flanked a beaky nose that didn’t fit in with the rest of his face at all—an uninvited guest to the party of his features.

The yellow legal pad clutched tight in his right hand bore what looked like obsessively scrawled notes for the Encyclopedia Britannica. Or an A-bomb.

I started to explain myself. “I—”

Sotto voce, to me: “Don’t tell me Preechy left you here to fend for your self.” He glanced back to the secretary’s desk, which was mounted on a platform perched a good two feet above the floor, accessible by steps. He must have thought I was someone else, talking to me like this.

“Well, I’m here to see Mr. Spear. I—”

“Oh, that pasty, slacked-titted harpy.” Louder, to her, “Miss Preech? Woo-hoo! Darling.” Tilting his head to me. “Has he been seen to?”

The woman glowered at him poisonously and shouted, her hands never stopping their mad staccato dance, “Mr. Spear was called AWAY. He will be back SHORTLY.”

Under his breath, eyes sideways: “Such a gorgon. Silver bullets would be useless.”

I caught myself in a small guffaw—just what he wanted. He was performing. He switched the pad to his left hand, extended the other.

“I’m Tip. Tip Skikne.”

“Tip?”

“As in ‘of the iceberg’.”

“Oh. I’m…Happy.”

“Well, good for you. I’m morose. But I mask it beautifully.”

I explained my nickname.

“Oh, how sad. Mine’s a nickname too—‘Thomas’ sounds too much like an English muffin. Cup of coffee? Our Mr. Spear is probably taking one of his copyrighted ‘inspirational walks.’ He seemed eager for diversion. Could be a while.”

“Oh, thanks. Yes, please. And…” I didn’t know how to ask it.

He looked differently at me all of a sudden. Seriously. Professionally. “You want a potato chip,” he said slyly, “don’t you? Tell the truth.”

“Actually, yes. How did you—”

“And before you came in here it was the furthest thing from your mind, especially at this hour, wasn’t it.”

“Well, yes.”

“Thank GOD. That was the whole idea. You see? I’m really onto something.” His face lit up. “CRISPY!”

“What?”

“Don’t be frightened. Just say the first word that pops into your head when I say CRISPY!”

Whoa.

“CRISPY!”

“Uh, ‘Cornies,’ I guess.”

“Cornies? What the hell is that?” A puzzled look, bringing up the pad with a jolt. He urgently started writing.

My eyes went to Miss Preech, grateful to see her oblivious—I was about to bare something personal. For some reason, I knew I could open up to this guy: “Crispy Cornies was my favorite cereal in…the fifth grade. You know, Kenny Kernel sang the theme song. ‘Crispy Cornies crunch like COOKies! Crunch-crunch-crunch, a whole BIG bunch!’” I was actually singing—it had come to that. I caught myself, mortified: “It was Flash Gordon’s favorite.”

Scribbling, scribbling. “Mmhmm, the cereal—was it good? Tasting, I mean.”

“No, not really. Too mealy, too mapley. Turned the milk into a muddy sop. But it had the best toys, so there was no question.”

“Go on.”

“Well, they made a Ming the Merciless death ray you could cut from the box and construct entirely out of cardboard, mucilage, three rubber bands, and ten, ten? hairpins.” It actually worked—on tiny, doomed baby field mice plucked from the woods behind our house. “Didn’t you ever try them?”

“I’m Canadian,” he said.

Oh. Maybe that explained it, this immediate familiarity. They just don’t tell you these things in school.

“Wow.”

“I know. I pass for an actual human being. But I rarely try.” Whether he tried or not, the effect was convincing. He radiated a strategic urgency, as if he was working on ten things at once in his mind. He belonged here, no doubt about that. I studied him as he flipped through several leaves of the legal pad and made more notations. Then he put it down, picked up the bowl of potato chips from the coffee table with both hands, and raised it to me, like a grail full of Incan blood.

“Help yourself.”

Maybe it was just me, but the way he said it…it meant more than it usually does.
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“You see, that’s what interests me.” Tip Skikne’s office, on the first floor, had a real, tennis-playing squirrel in it. “It’s fascinating.” A stuffed one, mounted on an ashtray, on the right corner of his desk. But reclining in his chair, hands behind his head, that wasn’t what he was referring to. “You associate ‘crispy’ not with a natural entity—‘corn,’ say,” eyes glued to something on the ceiling, “but with a completely artificial construct that’s been placed into your mind, your memory, by other people…” The squirrel sported Lacoste whites and clutched a tiny racket, suspended forever in mid-serve. “By adding three letters to the word ‘corn,’ it’s no longer made by God, it’s made by man. Amazing.” Mounted on its left leg, the right leg was bent and raised behind him. Perfectly balanced—flawless form. “And that’s not even why I asked you to free-associate in the first place.” I wondered where the ball was. Probably buried under the mound of cigarette butts. “But such is serendipity. I doubt it will help me with my current adversitorial dilemma, but there it is. Am I boring you?” Now he leaned forward, staring.

“Huh? Oh no, not at all. I was just admiring your squirrel.”

He folded his hands and calmly placed them on the desk. “Yes, that’s Victor. Get it? So now, what can I do for you?” As if the last ten minutes hadn’t happened.

What? I finished chewing a potato chip, swallowed. Those were good. “I’m waiting to see Mr. Spear, actually, remember?” I set down my coffee mug. “Maybe I should go back to—”

“Right, yes, yes.” Glasses in one hand, rubbing his eyes with the other. “No. I can’t leave you in the clutches of…” He thought better of what he was going to say and looked over at my portfolio case.

“And you’re here to see Sketchy about…”

Sketchy. “A job. I just graduated. I—”

“That sneak . He didn’t tell me they were looking for—”

“Well, that’s because they—you’re…probably not. See, I just sort of called him.”

“Right. Could I have a look?” He gestured to my case.

Here we go, I’d better start getting used to it. “Sure.”

He untied it and looked at the first page. “How interesting. What…is that?”

“It’s a pencil drawing.”

“That I can see. Of what? It looks like—”

“It’s a kiwi,” I deadpanned. “A decapitated kiwi. And a wing-tip shoe.”

He was frozen, in either awe or pity.

“I did it in freshman Still Life. I always thought it looked like they were having a conversation, so later, for my portfolio, I turned it into a cartoon.” I reached down and opened a flap beneath it to reveal the caption:

Help me get a head, and I’ll help you get a foot in the door.

He smirked. “You didn’t go to school around here, did you?”

“You could say that.” I was starting to produce flop sweat. I changed the subject. “So, may I ask, what is your current adver, advers…”

“Adversitorial dilemma—my own term.” Proud as punch. “Well,” he said, resting his folded forearms on the drawing as if it were a diner placemat, “it’s no big deal. Or maybe it is. It’s just an idea I had.” He said the word “idea” the way most other people would say “dead child.” “See, I keep trying to tell them—it’s really very simple: Ads don’t sell products.”

I didn’t quite know what to say to that. We were sitting in an ad agency. Where he worked.

“Stores sell products. Right?” One of those THINK

signs hung on the wall to the left, onto which he’d taped a piece of notebook paper, scrawled in red crayon with the word “Again!” “At least nod your head up and down. Even if you don’t mean it.”

I did so.

“Bless you. So, an ad for potato chips shouldn’t be actually trying to sell you potato chips, should it? Because the ad itself can’t give you the potato chips.”

Silence.

“It should be selling you a need for potato chips.

That it can give you. Right?”

Hmmm. “Rrrright.”

“Of course. So I said…” He spread his hands, conducting a secret symphony, “let’s do ads that say no one is allowed to have potato chips—you know, show big, glorious pictures of salty, crispy, golden goodness—and say…” He paused, then, loudly, “YOU CAN’T HAVE THEM. Genius? Genius.” He sighed and let the music die in his head. “And they look at me like I’ve just asked them to ball my mother.”

A vision of Winter applauding in the classroom, with his all-too-rare grin of fiendish approval, flashed in my head. “I had a teacher once who would have loved that idea. Who’s the them?”

“The Krinkle people. The Krinklies. One of our biggest accounts, for decades.”

“Oh.”

“Actually, it’s not them. I hardly ever get to talk to them, it’s Pr—” We could hear the front door down the hall open and close. A man’s gentle, mumbled voice.

“But I’m pummeling you with this, a total stranger. My apologies.”

“Not at all, it’s—”

“Sketchy’s here. C’mon.” He folded up the portfolio flaps, got up, and motioned me out of the room.

“Maybe you can get ahead.”

 

By the time we reached Mr. Spear’s office two flights up, he was hunched over his drawing board, deep in his chores. Through the open doorway: it was a tableaux from the cover of The Saturday Evening Post. The ceiling was arched and highest in the middle—we were in the attic, which likely served as the firemen’s dorms. A window in the shape of a half-moon, flat side down and divided like the sections of an orange, rose from the floor to chest height and spanned about six feet in the center of the facing wall. The very air seemed a good forty years old—not because it was musty (okay, it was, a little), but because it appeared that nothing in it had been disturbed since Prohibition, or before. A glass shelf of old Felix the Cat dolls of all shapes, sizes, and materials jutted out from the wall behind him, each one looking over his shoulder to see what he was doing. I wanted to join them—to be one of them. Two green-globed Victorian brass architectural lamps flanked the blond oak drafting table, vice-clamped at the top and bent over and scanning the surface like extras from The War of the Worlds. Spear was in profile to us, the Sherlock Holmes pipe in his teeth leaking a cherry musk that put me back at my grandpa’s. Arden and Ohman’s recording of “Maple Leaf Rag” tumbled out of the hand-crank phonograph in the corner and colored everything sepia. The steel beam that I’d seen in the reception room continued up here through the middle of the floor and on up to the roof. There was a circular patch of concrete around the base like a plug in the middle of the wooden boards.

Milburne Spear himself was both what I’d pictured and yet a surprise because of it. He didn’t seem so much like a draughtsman as he did a watchmaker, carefully constructing, adjusting. In fact, he could have been the son of Santa Claus, a good twenty years from taking over the family business, just as soon as he grew a beard and put on a gut. Round face and head, with graying hair thinned at the top and crew-cut army style. A strong, hearty man. But he was delicate and sturdy at the same time. The sturdy part was physical—barrel-chested, bushy-browed, his shirtsleeves rolled up past his elbows. His left forearm, easily the width of a ham hock, lay across the board in front of him, a furry blockade to anyone trying to see what he was doing. But the delicate part emerged from his work. Whatever he was rendering, it had his undivided attention, and I soon realized we could have stood inside the doorway for hours and he never would have seen us. Tip finally broke the ice.

“Ahem. Sketch?”

“Hmm?” He pushed up his spectacles, tiny ovals of glass connected by a thin gold strip across the bridge of his nose.

“Sketcher, your appointment is here. Mr. Happy.”

Head up, confused, then, “Oh!” Terror, as if remembering he left the gas burner on at home. Or just stepped on a kitten. “Wasn’t that tomorrow?”

 

He was gracious and very attentive and obviously couldn’t have cared less about my portfolio at all.

Until he saw Baby Laveen.

“Golly, he’s a corker. You do that?”

“Yessir.” My own comic strip character. I wasn’t even going to include him, and now thanked God strenuously that I had. Baby Laveen was an infant dressed as a grown man—in fact even though he looked like he was literally born yesterday, in all other respects he lived and functioned among adults, who didn’t seem any the wiser and respected him in his job as assistant district attorney in the mid-Atlantic city called Doddsville. Spear was transfixed. Tickled.

“Heh-HEH. You did this in school?”

“Yes.” Officially, no. There was no cartooning class at State, surprise surprise. It wasn’t something I seriously thought about pursuing full-time, but as a hobby it was a hoot. “I mean, I was in school when I did that, yes, but it wasn’t part of the curriculum. It was just for fun. It’s based on…someone I used to know.”

“This is someone you used to know? A baby in a business suit?”

“It’s hard to explain. But yes. I knew his…mother. Just something I wanted to do. S’pretty dumb, I know.”

“No, not dumb. He’s pesky.” His face could have been mine when I was five, lying on my belly on the living room carpet on Sunday afternoon with the funnies spread out everywhere. “You’ve figured out his eyes. That’s the hardest part.”

Wow. “You think? Oh, thanks. It’s really all about proportion. And whether or not the eyes should be open circles, or filled in. Or just slits. And how close they are to the nose. But you know all that. Don’t you think Harold Gray changed everything, with Orphan Annie?”

A grunt. “He got a lot of it from McCay. Most everyone has.”

“Who?”

“You don’t know Winsor McCay? Little Nemo?” Scandalized. Stern with me: “In Slumberland.”

“Oh, our paper at home doesn’t carry him.”

He very politely and ineffectively tried to look like I hadn’t just said something really, really stupid. Then he pretended I hadn’t said anything at all, and turned the page…

…to my sketches for ketchup and mustard dispensers. Shaped like torsos.

“Those would be molded out of soft plastic,” I said.

“Like what they use for Frisbees, only more flexible? People should be able to squeeze them—I think that’s the future. We shake things—bottles, now, because they’re glass. But at some point I think they won’t be, because glass breaks and doesn’t give. Plastic’s the opposite. I think things should be squeezed. I’d rather be squeezed than shaken. Wouldn’t you?” Good Lord, what was wrong with me?

Our eyes locked in an ersatz standoff, and his crippled smile and his eyebrows reaching for his scalp betrayed the thought that one half of me was starkers and the other was the sanest person in the world.

“Heh, yep.” He closed the leather flaps.

“I-” I stammered, desperate, desperate, “Mr. Spear, is there any chance that, you could—”

“Well, like I said,” gazing at his shoes, “I could use the help, and we’ve got a desk.” He looked over at a small drawing table in the corner I hadn’t noticed before. It was smudged with ink and dotted with mummified bits of masking tape and it was all I ever wanted and its beauty mocked me. My pulse went from 45 to 78 rpm. “But I’ll have to teach you how to use a ruling pen. You’re holding it wrong. You a lefty?” I nodded. “Thought so—you’re overcompensating, and the uniformity of the line thickness is suffering. Need to keep your elbow down, close to your side.” He gestured and dropped his head again. “But Mrs. Rakoff’ll have to approve a new hire. She’s the boss lady. Can you,” hesitant, slightly tensing, “can you come back tomorrow morning?”

Rats. Another four hours up and back in the train? Come on, I’m so close. “Actually, is there any way I could see her today? I’ll wait however long. It’s just that tomorrow…I have another interview.” At my dentist’s, where he would inevitably ask me why I haven’t been getting at the backs of my rear molars, so it wasn’t a lie.

“Hmm.” Even tenser. “Wait here a sec.” He took my portfolio. After five minutes, he still hadn’t returned, so I screwed up the nerve to stand and look at what was on his drawing table.

Holy smoke. The work surface itself was filthy, but taped to it was a pristine piece of illustration board, emblazend with a new pen-and-ink full-page Krinkle Kutt layout. Near completion. To say it was only a newspaper ad was to say that the Bayeux Tapestry was simple reportage. Under a script banner that read KRINKLE IS KING!, this time His Highness Potato Chip loomed over an enslaved realm of hundreds of mini-pretzels, a networked multitude, each in a tiny harness connected to a massive chariot bearing their enormous conqueror, beaming in tater triumph. It was the snack version of Exodus, a panorama of—

“Don’t look at that.” In the doorway. Not angry—no…embarrassed. Embarrassed to be alive. “I can’t draw.”

Right. And Sinatra can’t sing. Was he serious?

“Please.”

Oh. That face: a rictus of apology, shame. Yes, he was. It made me want to fix the world. For him.

“Uh, sorry. I was just sneaking a look. This is…incredible. Just breathtaking. I mean…”

It was like I’d slapped him.

“She can see us. I think,” he said, not at all convincingly, and motioned for me to follow. We went downstairs, to the second floor.

I’d never seen an office door quite like it, not in the art department at State or anywhere else. It was pink. Even the lettering on the rippled glass.

MILDRED MITCHELL RAKOFF

PRESIDENT

And I mean PINK. A pink like we could get irradiated from standing here for more than five minutes. Sketch knocked gingerly, as if he was reading my mind.

“Yes?” From inside. Muffled yet piercing.

“It’s me.” He shyly turned the knob, cracked the door, eased in, closed it. In the hallway, I strained to hear, but could only make out parts of her end of the discussion. Which were not encouraging. The phrases “second thoughts,” “I know what I said but,” “we don’t need to,” and most oddly, “talk to the shoe!” told me I’d be on the 2:58, one-way after all. Crap. I was almost there.

Dammit.

Then the door opened and a beet-faced Sketch came out and was about to say something when another face—a furious roil of matriarchic agitation and withered glamour—appeared behind him, shrieking, “Oh, and Milby, Dicky says someone named Lenny from Krinkle said that—”

I almost gasped. Almost. But Mom raised me better than that. I just gaped.

“—in that last thing you did, the thing from Tuesday? In the Register? He said—”

And stared. And you would have, too, because:

“—could we make the pretzels look less salty this time? He says they look saltier than the chips, and—”

1) An adult, especially of what appeared to be her advanced age and breeding, just should NOT venture out in public with that many Band-Aids on her head.

“—that sends the wrong message. It doesn’t say—”

2) Once it’s become clear that the sun is destroying your skin, it would probably be a better idea to wear a turtleneck. Not a sleeveless V-neck Dior paired with pink and green flower-print pants.

“—‘eat me’. It’s just going to make people thirsty and they’ll—”

3) Expensive, flawlessly tailored clothing will only throw your…appearance into sharper relief, especially when you’re starting from somewhere between Barbara Stanwyck and The Thing.

“—turn the page and buy a Coke. Okay?”

and 4) Logic dictates that presidents of advertising agencies must make enough money to buy extravagant luxuries, like food. Right? She was going to have to try some. Soon, before collapsing into a bone pile.

“Oh. Oh my.”

Oops. This, this Lily Pulitzer wraith, had me in her sights. I had to get out of there.

“Is this, is…?” And she, whup, clutched my chin and turned my head from side to side, like it was a crenshaw melon she was inspecting at the IGA. “Is this the boy?”

Bloodless claws. I wasn’t sure. Was I? Sketch must have nodded.

“Oh, that’s…marvelous,” she hissed, and un-handed me and turned her laser eyes on Spear and yanked him back into her office. The door snapped shut to furious murmurs.

And then, like a jack-in-the-box he popped out—years obviously gone from his life, and he said, like magic:

“C-can you start Tuesday? Seventy-five a week?”

Oh, could I. He led us down the hallway.

“Mr. Spear,” I started, as we plodded down the staircase, “can you tell me why—”

No words left in him, he stopped on the landing and took a moment to write something down on an index card from his front shirt pocket, folded and handed it to me—in a scrupulous grab, behind his back, out of view of the secretary. Who wasn’t looking anyway.

“Read it on the train. We’ll talk.”

I palmed it. “Right. I can’t thank you enough. I—”

“Miss Preech will get you a cab.”

She was typing again. Now, obviously she was a stranger to me, but I already suspected that even if I were to lie on the floor in front of her with a meat axe growing out of my head, in a pool of my own hot hemoglobin, the probability of Miss Preech calling me an ambulance would be remote in the extreme—much less a cab, right now. “Thanks, thanks, Mr. Spear,” I said groggily. I rang one for myself from the corner payphone.

On the train, safely speeding home, I pulled out Sketchy’s message: a fortune cookie slip that would determine my future for real. Did I really want to know? I kept it closed all the way to Stamford. Then I just couldn’t stand it anymore and shut my eyes, opened it, ready for the oracle’s wisdom:

CAN’T EXPLAIN RIGHT NOW.


HAVE YOU EVER USED AN ERASER GUARD?


JUST ASKING. SORRY.


SEE YOU SOON.

It was all in a cartoon speech balloon, coming out of the mouth of…Baby Laveen, pleading to the judge. Perfect to the detail.

Perfect like I could never, ever draw him.
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“And here’s where—nuts. We’re out of atomic teat.” Tip, in a short-sleeved ash gray madras dress shirt that revealed skinny arms as pale and hairless as zucchini squash, waved the empty powdered milk box, lamenting. “Rats. I love this stuff. It makes my coffee experimental. It gives me hope. Miss Preech!” My first day, in the middle of the unofficial office tour. Mr. Spear wasn’t in yet. In fact, it was ten to nine and aside from Tip, Miss Preech, and me, neither was anyone else. Tip and I were in the little galley kitchen off the pantry, where they made their coffee. I mean, where we made it. God, it was just too amazing.

“Miss Preech!” he shouted at the ceiling.

“What?!” she crowed from her desk.

“Darling, we’re out of powdered milk.” His voice was all knives.

“No. We are not.” Hers were sharper.

“Sweetness, we ARE.” Eyes clenched. This guy was a card, a real Franklin Pangborn Jr., but not someone I’d want to be on the wrong side of, I could tell already.

And then, the rapid-fire click of high heels, angry on the linoleum floor. She rounded the corner, thrust out a new box, and slammed it down on the counter. Wham!

And back to her desk.

I offered, weakly, “You, you two don’t seem to, like each other.”

His eyes bloomed in protest. “Nonsense. Why, there’s nothing in the world I wouldn’t do for her, and there’s nothing she wouldn’t do for me.” He hurled the old box into the corner trash can with considerable force. “In fact, we spend our whole lives doing nothing for each other.”

“Oh.”

He jimmied open the metal pouring spout and shook a small blizzard of Bessie’s Evaporated Moo Juice into his cup. “She’s the princess and the pea.” He sighed. “I’ve spent some time behind that desk myself, so I know why she’s so dreadful. But it doesn’t make it any easier. She hates that I got a rung up.”

“Why?”

“Oh, what does it matter? Sugar?” Pouring my java.

“What she needs is a man.”

“Really? She’s so pretty.”

“So’s a poinsettia. Ever taste one?”

The front door buzzed. In walked Sketchy.

“Morning.”

Tip handed me my coffee, lit up his Marlboro. “Well, I’ll leave you to your labors.” Nodding his head to Spear, “Sketch, sir? Krinkle meeting at eleven, yes? In the conference room?”

“What? Sure.” Then, to me, “Well, hello. You made it? Heh.”

“Yes.” God, I’d hoped so. “Yes, I did.”

“Good deal. See ya upstairs.”

“Yes sir.” And I bolted to the steps, took them two at a time, careful not to slosh the coffee.

The art department. It all looked so different now—the two drawing tables scarred with countless X-Acto marks, the piles of scattered scrap artboard, wads of tape that were overshot to the trash can and dotted the wall behind it like measles. The magic of seeing it for the first time was gone, but replaced by something even more alluring—the promise of inclusion among its details. I saw a stage set that I was now invited to climb up onto. I wasn’t in the audience anymore, I was a player. Maybe just a member of the chorus, but still.

 

And yet it was clear from the start that Sketch was uncomfortable having assistants or delegating tasks, no matter how much he claimed to need an “extra pair of hands.” What he meant was an extra pair of his own , not someone else’s.

Nonetheless, “Let’s have you rule out some mechanical boards. The Register has their own done up, but they’re not worth the, well, the you-know-what they print ’em on, sorry. You good at key lines?”

Gulp. “That depends. What are they?”

He chuckled, then winked. “Oh, you’ll see.”

Sketch. He was the most astonishing contradiction of components I’d ever encountered. Shy yet fiercely communicative when putting an idea into your head. Vocally astringent regarding his own abilities but not to the point that he couldn’t produce—he was as prolific an artist (yes, an artist, and I never use the term, especially regarding people I like) I’ve ever seen. But I could feel it: everything he sketched, penciled, inked, made—was a payment, one he could scarcely afford; as if it physically hurt him to put pencil to paper. Yet that only seemed to spur him on, to live far beyond his means. He was unable not to. For Sketch, to draw was to breathe, and so the air became lead—silvery in the right light, dark soot in the wrong; heavy, slick, and malleable—into shapes he brought together in glorious orchestration, with a child’s eye and a rocket scientist’s precision, all fortified by a furious melancholy, a quiet engine of sourceless shame and humility.

When it came to another’s work, he longed to praise it but then couldn’t resist critiquing it all within an inch of its life, analyzing deficiencies with uncontrollable abandon and laser accuracy. He was as sharp as his Radio 914 pen nibs, and as pointed.

And then he’d apologize. Oh, he would apologize: Oh my GOD, forgive me, please don’t hate me, I’m SORRY, don’t listen to me, why am I saying things, what do I know, I don’t know anything, why do you listen to me you should just tell me to shut UP, I’m awful, forgive me, you hate me, don’t you? Tell the truth. Please don’t hate me. Please don’t. Please?

 

That first day, we started off with the concept of the blue pencil.

“You ever use one of these?”

It looked like a normal one, except the lead was the color of a robin’s egg. “Yes.” No—don’t. “No.”

“Heh. Well, this is a lot to take in, but here goes: everything we do gets shot by a high-contrast camera in the basement here called a stat machine. I’ll show you that, later. But basically, this camera sees only black and white—no shades of gray unless we use a Zipatone pattern. I’ll show you that later, too. The main thing is that red registers as black, and blue as white. For all cameras. That’s why you have a red light in a darkroom when you make photo prints. But with blue whatever you draw is invisible. So we use that to do the basic layout and then ink over it. The camera only sees the ink on the board and shoots it as line art. You see?”

“Wow.”

“What.”

“I sure could have used one of those in school. I used to draw everything in regular pencil first and then went back and erased it all after the ink was dry.”

“We all did. Actually,” he lowered his voice, even though no one could have possibly heard us, or cared, “you’re not really supposed to render with blue pencil—it’s just meant for key lines and such. But one day a couple of years ago I was really pressed for time on a Krinkle full-pager and thought, Hell, why not, and drew the whole damn thing in non-photo blue. No erasing! Saved me a good half hour. Never looked back.” He pulled a sheaf of paper from the side table next to his board.

“These are sizes for the next month. If you could set these up, that’d be great.” And then he added, with a sincerity that told me who he was—I’ll never forget it: “Do ya mind?”

Mind? “No sir, not at all.”

“Thanks, kid.”

And so I started ruling out mechanical boards, readying them for Sketch to fill. For anyone else this might have have been tedious grunt work. But not for me. Not then. I was finally putting pencil to paper for a real reason . A purpose . For me it was heaven. Blue heaven.

 

At around half-past noon, Tip’s head popped in the doorway.

“Do you have lunch plans?”

Was he joking? Hard to tell. “No. You?”

“Mory’s. I’m a member. One thirty? Sketch, is that all right? Wanna come?”

“Heh. Huh?” Lost in Krinkle-land. “No, you go ahead.”

 

It was an “eating club” on the edge of the Yale campus. Dickens would have loved it and probably did. White clapboard, black shutters. Discreet brass plaque on the door with the “Mory’s” name. Inside: photos on the walls of sports teams and captains, crew or baseball or tennis—grimly bright-eyed in yesteryear’s outfits that looked now like an odd pajama party. Ranks of the hopeful young—class of ’15, some of whom probably jumped off windowsills on Wall Street after the Crash; or class of ’40, more than one of them washed up on Omaha Beach. The team captain posed against a mock rail fence, already the master of a jaunty look he’d wear years later in boardroom or bank vault.

From the ceiling oars hanging in rows, painted with the legend of that year’s victory over Harvard in the Thames regatta: 1952, Yale 21:04, Harvard 22:34, etc. Trophies left behind by the young, who, fresh from the first flush of victory, had no idea where they were finally headed.

So this was planet Yale. Where I was an alien.

Our table, as were all the others, was gouged with initials and dates and Latin boasts, the “Kilroy Was Here” of those who weren’t anymore. Our fossilized penguin of a waiter handed us dog-eared menus engraved with a script type that did its elegant best to hold off against years of grease and gravy stains. Tip ordered clam chowder, steak Diane, and a Dewar’s.

I asked for a club sandwich. And a lemon Coke.

He laughed. When the drinks arrived Tip raised his glass to me. I met him with a clink.

“To your first day,” he said, “in this dreadful business.”

Hmm. “Oh, don’t say that. Don’t you like advertising?”

He grinned. “Well, I’ve always loved interrupting. I’m made for it. Ask anyone. And that is what we do.”

“It is?”

“Of course, it’s the whole nature of the biz. Ads are interruptions—but interruption as main topic. Look at magazines. Look at television. On television, in fact, it goes even further—the ads are far more important than the TV shows.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Is it? The shows are interrupted by the commercials. But,” he hiked his eyebrow in an arc de triomphe,

“the commercials are never interrupted.”

Yes, I thought, because they’re so short. I didn’t say it. Instead, “How many have you worked on?”

“How many what?”

“TV commercials. I’ll bet they’re fun.”

“Oh, how sweet. Yes, I’ll bet they are. Will let you know if I ever find out.”

“But don’t you—”

“Buddy boy, we’re not in that league.” He drained his scotch on the rocks. “We’re mom-and-pop. Just Mom actually, for some time now.”

“Mrs. Rakoff.”

“Mmmm. Mimi.”

“Mimi?”

“Yes, as in,” he sucked in his cheeks and made a vulture voice and poked himself in the chest, “Me! Me!”

I recounted our rather odd meeting.

“Pretty typical, I’m afraid.” He tried to coax more liquid from his glass, got ice instead. “She doesn’t go to extremes; she lives there.”

“Is she…good at what she does?”

He cracked a cube between his teeth and looked out the window, seeking something in the sky. A star to wish on? A gargoyle on the Sterling Library across the street? “Actually,” he sighed, his eyes back to me, betraying a search in vain, “she would be enormously improved by death.”
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It only took five days to find an apartment, what with most of the students gone for the summer. Tip was all too happy to help look during lunch breaks. He’d had his run-ins with real-estate agents and wanted to spare me the trouble.

“You’ll be raped otherwise, trust me. Those people will poke out your eyes and make love to your skull. And send you a bill. Oh, no. You’re a child.”

I settled on a furnished third-floor walk-up on Cottage Street off Orange, just a ten-minute bike ride from the office. It was half of the top floor of a large Victorian house that had been divided into flats. Mine was four small rooms accessed by an outdoor staircase added on to the side—sort of a reverse fire escape. I’m a nester by nature, but here I wanted to start anew, with few possessions and almost no furniture. The rooms—with their threadbare faux Oriental throw rugs and shopworn velveteen armchairs—due to the previous grad-school tenants, smelled like an old wet pizza box. Which I found to be not altogether unpleasant.

I amazed myself at how quickly I wanted to take to New Haven. I’m usually not good with change, but it was a college town after all, and that dynamic was welcome and familiar. The difference, of course, was that this college was one I hadn’t dared dream of becoming part of. And yet here I was, a foundling on the doorstep of Mother Yale. Was I trespassing? Maybe. But I wasn’t alone. The rift between Town and Gown was a chasm you couldn’t jump, like nothing I’d ever, ever seen before. Back at State, we shared a sense that even the most grimy, bloated old sot asleep at his hooch down at the Skeller could be roused with a poke to sing the school fight song, if that’s what it took to win the big game. We fed on the underlying “we’re all in this together.” In New Haven it was more like occupied France, but no Allies to the rescue this time. Yale itself was outwardly charming and stately—neo-Gothic colleges that looked as if Hansel and Gretel were on the planning committee, all presided over by the magnificent Harkness Tower. But take one step over the campus line and you were outside the fortress with the enemy advancing. And therein lay my predicament: I certainly didn’t belong inside the walls, and on the other side of them I wasn’t really one of the locals, either. Was I?

But harder still to get used to was the giddy reality of actually having a job. I was paid to make things. Each morning around nine I’d buzz myself in with a key and slink past the wilting eyes of Miss Preech and wonder why she didn’t drop what she was doing and call the police. And then I’d pop up the stairs, and more often than not Sketchy would already be there, with the phonograph leaking its tired, wonderful ragtime into the warmth of the slatted morning light. And he’d look up (either from his work or the early edition of the paper, depending on deadlines) and throw me half a smile and a wink.

And I’d be home.

I learned more that first week than I did in four years of college. To wit:

1) How to hold a pencil. “Not so tight. You’re strangling it. Let it do what it wants, stray a little. Give it permission.”

2) How to hold a pen. “Ink, on the other hand, is sneaky—needs discipline. LOTS of it. Let it know you’re the boss. You want it to do what it doesn’t want to. Tough. When you’re in control, it will do it.”

3) How to sit. “Go ahead and slouch. Life is short, now you are, too. Heh.”

4) How to use a brush. Truth to tell, I never really did come close to mastering this one, but I did start to get the idea of it. “It’s a pen, really. Just a fluid one.” Sketch could make lines and shapes with a brush that you’d swear were stamped by a machine. Remarkable.

And the biggie:

5) How to draw a straight line. “Pretend it exists already and just trace it. Keep your wrist stiff but let your arm glide. Try to forget that straight lines are truly unnatural—created by humans to convey a sense of the mechanical, which isn’t human at all. Think of food.”

“Food?”

“Something yummy. Spicy.”

“Why?”

“Because you have to think of some thing. Don’t you like food? Cats then. Fluffy cats. Something.”

“Why don’t I think about drawing the line correctly?”

“Try it.”

He was right, of course—now I was thinking about it to the point of stage fright and the result was not uniform in width, slightly slanting downward to the left, and dotted with blobs. All of which I would have (and did) ignore back in school. As did my teachers (Winter excepted). But now, seen through eyes re-focused by Sketchy, these were high crimes.

“You need distraction when you do this stuff. We all do.” For that, he had the added help of the old Victrola, his pipe, his Felix dolls, lunch.

And I had Tip.

“What does green sound like?” He would just…appear. With questions like this. Tip was forever trying to jump-start his brain to come up with ad copy, and I became his muse of choice. His favorite method was word association, and when that got tired he’d suggest the opposite.

“The opposite? Of what?”

“Of the first thing that pops into your head. Give it a whirl.”

“That’s nuts. Like trying to—”

“Apply yourself.”

Right. Anyway, back to “what does green sound like?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Answer, please.”

He was working on something that had to do with fertilizer at the time, that much I knew. “Green?” Well, not my thumb, that’s for sure. “Hmm, I don’t. Um.” I soon learned to give up trying to find the “right” answer and just answer. Which was the whole point. Green sounded like…the woods behind our house.

“Trees.” In a high wind. “Trees walking.”

“Oh. Oh. That’s wonderful. Preston couldn’t come up with that in a million years.”

Preston Ware. Tip’s boss. Head copywriter.

When he was awake. How to describe him? Tip: “He’s kind of like Frankenstein’s monster, only without the electricity. In a Brooks Brothers suit,” and, “Pally pal, in our cigar shop, he IS the wooden Indian.” Perhaps more kindly, Lars Rakoff, our dear departed co-founder, was quoted in a local news feature on Preston from 1935—clipped, framed, hung just to the left of the subject’s pristine desk. He put it this way: “My partner is first and foremost a patriot, a Rotarian, an inspirational communicator, a knight.” Sketch, in a private moment once at Saluzo’s after work and feeling a couple thrown back, was a little more succinct: “I’ve always thought of him as a well-wiped asshole.” I had to agree—he certainly was hygienic. Whatever the shambles of his interior life, there wasn’t a hair out of place. Tip even claimed he once caught him in the men’s room of the Quinnipiac Club combing his head with a salad fork after a high wind on the croquet lawn blew his comb-over to the wrong side. Square of jaw and high of forehead, he looked like an amalgam of Dag Hammarskjöld and an Easter Island monolith. He came from old money, a clan of Lake Forest Episcopalians who actually frowned on advertising as a profession, a fact that enabled Preston to think of himself, quaintly, as something of a rebel.

Company lore: Lars and Preston opened the doors of Rakoff & Ware in 1922. They met in Chicago the previous year while working at Otis & Shepherd, where they’d just landed the Wrigley’s account. In a move bold for its time, they split off, fled east, and managed to take Wrigley’s with them—a sort of advertising elopement. They soon brought on Spear, barely out of high school, though it would be many years before he made partner. The launch of Doublemint gum was to be their greatest triumph. Wrigley’s eventually went back to O & S, under dubious circumstances, but a small slice of ad history had been carved.

“You know, Mimi notwithstanding, Lars really was a genius,” said Tip. “God, I would have loved to meet him. That quote in the paper about Preston. Just brilliant—it took me forever to figure it out.”

“Figure it out?”

“I’ll show you.”

We snuck into Preston’s office early the next morning and he brought it down from the wall.

“Read it again. The language is too awkward—not Lars’s style. That’s the tip-off. This is the man who came up with ‘HOLD YOUR TONGUE!’ for Buster Brown. No, when I first read it I thought, Something’s going on here. I let it go for a while, and then it came to me, like when you abandon a crossword puzzle and it stews in your head for an hour or two and you come back to it and all of the answers are suddenly obvious. Only in this case it took me weeks. Look.” He pointed to the citation. “The clue is ‘First and foremost,’ but then there’s a laundry list, which is weird. And I finally realized: take the first letter of each ‘attribute.’ This is what he’s really saying:

“Preston’s a

Patriot

Rotarian

Inspirational

Communicator

Knight.”

“Oh my God. That’s amazing.”

“And no surprise—I think he hated him. And figured out a way to vent it—in the press.” Tip gently re-hung it. “I have yet to exercise the opportunity.”

Tip and Preston: could there have been two more discordant souls? Ware had long since sold his stake in the company to Mimi—first emotionally, then, much later, financially. Something about him made it hard to believe that he was ever young, it just seemed biologically impossible. He was born seventy. One sensed that he came to work only because he needed the ritual of leaving the house. His two children were well into their failed second marriages, and we often wondered how they were ever conceived in the first place.

“Surely not through any human contact.” Tip was certain: “They must have ordered them from Rogers Peet. The only thing of Preston’s that’s ever been stiff is his shirt. If the world only knew: the man who wrote the selling copy underneath the immortal words ‘DOUBLE YOUR PLEASURE, DOUBLE YOUR FUN!’ wouldn’t know EITHER ONE if he woke up naked in a harem covered with Karo Syrup.”

This was hard to dispute. Eyelids perpetually at half-mast over their ice-blue orbs, Preston showed up (impeccably dressed, yes), he wrote things, he muttered phrases, he went to lunch, he staggered back, he passed out, he woke up around five, he went home. Just in time for cocktails.

Conventional office wisdom: If you needed something from Preston, manage to get it before twelve thirty. Or wait till the next day. Before twelve thirty.

Or try to talk to Nicky.

Nicholas Rakoff, the only son of Lars and Mimi, the inheritor of the family business. I met him by accident when I was looking for Tip one afternoon with a phone message. I heard him outside the door of the conference chamber and thought he was alone, rehearsing a pitch. I bolted in. “Tip, I—”
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