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  To my parents—who never loved me enough!


  
    Zhlub

    Zhlob

    Pronounced ZHLUB or ZHLAWB, to rhyme with “rub” or “daub.” From Slavic: zhlob, “coarse fellow.”

    1.   An intensive, ill-mannered person. “He acts like a zhlub, that zhlub.”

    2.   A clumsy, gauche, graceless person. “Vassar-Shmassar, the girl’s still a zhlub.”

    3.   An oaf, a yokel, a bumpkin. “What can you expect from such a zhlub?!”

    A Jew came running into a railway station, the perspiration pouring down his face, panting and crying, “Stop, train, stop!”

    A zhlub said, “What’s the matter?”

    “I missed my train!” the man exclaimed. “By twenty measly seconds!” “The way you’re carrying on,” said the zhlub, “one would think you missed it by an hour!”

    See also KLUTZ, BULVON, GRAUB.

    —Leo Rosten, The Joys of Yiddish

  


  Introduction

   

  Not too long ago, I went out on an assignment in Brooklyn with a photographer. There might have been something forlorn or melancholy or just plain exhausted about the look on my face because as I slumped down in the passenger’s side of the photographer’s van, he said, “Max, you look tired.”

  A week earlier, my girlfriend had told me that she didn’t think our relationship was going well. “I really do love you,” she said, “but sometimes you can love a person and just not be able to live with them.” I collected the sundry shirts and books I had left in her apartment, put her keys down on the kitchen counter, and bid her farewell. “You should call me in a week or so,” I said, “and we can discuss this further.”

  I never heard from her again.

  “What’s been going on?” the photographer asked innocently, unaware of all that his question was about to unleash.

  How was I going to start? It wasn’t just that my girlfriend had broken up with me. That was, indeed, bad (We were serious enough that we had discussed a future wedding and children.). Nor was it the fact that I was sleeping on my parents’ couch, which made it worse. Not that my parents were bad people. Difficult, certainly (as these pages will attest), but hardly bad. But after a certain age, living with one’s parents has the unsavory taste of failure.

  But there was something else, too, which was shameful and difficult to talk about, as if I was admitting to being a sex offender or having a venereal disease.

  “My apartment has bedbugs,” I announced.

  That was the reason I had moved back in with my parents. And it was at least part of the reason my girlfriend had broken up with me.

  The photographer—who was an extremely likeable and laid back southerner of the Owen Wilson variety—suddenly stiffened.

  “Really?” he said quietly.

  “Yeah,” I said. “And last week I broke up with my girlfriend.”

  The photographer started the car and we drove along in silence for a few moments.

  “Wait a minute,” the photographer said. “Didn’t you also just get audited or something?”

  Oh, yes. I might not have mentioned that. The previous November, I had gotten the letter from the IRS requesting an examination of my expenses. I had spent much of the winter sifting through receipts and credit card statements and making desperate late night phone calls to my best friend, who is a lawyer.

  “Yeah,” I said.

  The photographer’s eyes went wide for a split second and then he broke into an unfettered laugh.

  “Max,” he bellowed, “you’re in hell!”

  And for the first time in more than a month, I didn’t feel like screaming or weeping. For that brief, fleeting moment, I actually felt good. Because I—like many baffled patients before me—finally had a diagnosis.

  Yes, I was in hell.

  These were the dark days of schlubdom.

  I have a syndrome, you see. It can alternatively be called “fecklessness” or “cluelessness” or “haplessness.” But for the purposes of this book, I will call it “schlubbiness.” I am a world-class schlub, and at that particular moment, being a schlub felt like a curse.

  What is a schlub? The basic definition, as I see it, is this: Someone a little unkempt. A little out of shape. A little clumsy. A little gauche. A little insulated. A little bookish. A little too enchanted with Woody Allen and Philip Roth. (Oh, and The Simpsons.) A little daunted by the outside world and all its demands. And, finally, a little luckless (Like, they probably won’t print this book.).

  I have made numerous questionable decisions over the years—sometimes professionally, sometimes romantically, and certainly stylistically—and they all felt as if they were conspiring to run my life off the tracks.

  I couldn’t help but feel that if I had been a little savvier with women, things wouldn’t have spun out of control with my girlfriend. If I had been a little more organized and rigorous with my expenses, I wouldn’t have been audited. If I had kept a neater apartment, it wouldn’t have been infested with bugs.*

  But, having since reflected on this at length, I think I was being much too hard on myself.

  Being a schlub isn’t all that bad. In fact, I think you will discover, as I have, that it has definite advantages. Yes, that rotten spring was a definite low point for me—but as time went on, things started to improve greatly. Two years later, I am not unhappy. I owe the IRS no money. I have a hot girlfriend. I have a bug-free apartment.

  In that time, I don’t think I’ve gotten significantly less schlubby. In fact, I’ve grown to embrace my schlubbiness.

  Fellow schlubs: You have nothing to lose but your zitz. In fact, you have reason to celebrate. Being a schlub is desirable. Hopefully, I will show you how to make life work a little bit smoother through the suggestions and observations in this book.

  For non-schlubs out there, here is the ultimate primer on the weird and unkempt people you encounter on the subway or meet in a bar. You might find us a little too disorganized and unserious, but I think you can learn something from us, too. While life is certainly a serious business most of the time, I often think it is taken way too seriously. A schlubby indifference to stupid minutiae can liberate you from stress.

  In the summer of 2007, when the movie Knocked Up came out, I (and all the other schlubs I knew) nearly wept for joy. With a big, lumbering galoot like Seth Rogen as the public face of our movement, the whole world could now come to appreciate the benefits of schlubbiness. True, the Rogen character in Knocked Up was a man who was not equipped to deal with the world—and he needed a level-headed Katherine Heigl to steer him away from the rocky shoals—but he had a great, bottomless heart.

  The women in the movie theater were actually tearing up at the end. An impoverished, puffy-haired, chunky Jew suddenly seemed like saint and sex god.

  There are literary antecedents to the schlub-as-heartthrob; in the nineteenth century, the Russian novelist Ivan Goncharov produced a great book called Oblomov, which presented the most lovingly detailed portrait of a schlub ever created. Oblomov, the eponymous hero, is sort of a comic version of Hamlet—the question he wrestles with is not “To be or not to be”; it’s, “To get up, or not to get up.” Oblomov is an ode to sloppiness, laziness, and numerous other human flaws. But it’s also about the joy of an interior life. And I think Franz Kafka, Isaac Bashevis Singer, John Cheever, and other great writers saw the wild literary possibilities in men whose tangled heads are somewhere other than their bodies. Knocked Up is very much in that tradition.

  This was very good news for me. More than just looking like an unkempt schlub, I bore a startling resemblance to Rogen—down to the puffy red hair, the broad shoulders and the well-fed belly. People stopped me in the street and asked me if I was, in fact, Rogen (Or a relative.).

  And that was the inspiration for the book you are now reading.

   

  *   It’s not, as my mother insisted, a biblical plague for slovenliness, by the way. As you will see later in the book, bedbugs have little to do with how messy or neat you are. They attach themselves to people unlucky enough to get in their way. But I can’t say that I didn’t feel deeply that the bedbugs were my fault.


  Chapter One*

  * Looking the Part

  “Almost all neatness is gained in man or woman by the arrangement of the hair.”

  —F. Scott Fitzgerald, in a letter to his sister Annabel

  [image: images]

  

  There’s an old Gross family story that when I was about two or three years old, my mother took me to a trendy children’s store called Malawi and the Mighty Mole and when she asked me what clothes I wanted, I exclaimed:

  “I want fashion!”

  The words were music to my mother’s ears.

  Some mothers may have been worried. After all, what does it say about the future sexual preference of your son if he’s a fashionista at age three? (Not that there’s anything wrong with it.)

  Other mothers would have brushed it off as the sort of cute thing all toddlers say when they’re three—every linguistic tick and mistake is adorable at that age. But my mother was a fashionable woman who knew a thing or two about style. Her grandfather had been a tailor who spent his professional life in the ladies garment industry, and even though she had long since opted for a career as a writer and editor, her grandfather’s ghost remained firmly perched over her shoulder. When she took a job at the holy grail of professional journalism, The New York Times Magazine, it was as an editor for the style section. She spent her days poring over pantaloons and fabric swatches.

  So I imagine that after her initial shock wore off (“I want fashion!” is seriously weird even by toddler standards), she must have felt something akin to awe. Fashion had been coursing through her family’s veins, and now her three-year-old showed the family colors!

  I sometimes feel sorry for my mother when I think of this, now.

  More than a quarter of a century has passed since that afternoon, and I’m fairly certain it was the last time I really cared about fashion. In fact, you could say that I developed something of an aversion to it. When I tell people that my mother is the executive editor of T, The Times’ s style magazine, I am oftentimes met with a sideways glance, as if to say, “Your poor mother.” Some day I expect to be called a liar.

  And I also feel sorry for my mother, because she has worked so earnestly to make me overcome this apathy towards clothes.

  Starting at around the time I went off to college until the day this book was published, my mother had been on an endless campaign to get me to dress better, to get slimmer, and to please (please!) put gel in my hair.

  “Don’t you want a girlfriend?” my mother has pleaded with me. “Don’t you want to be happy?”

  Well, sure I did.

  “You don’t understand, Max,” my mother has said, “and take this from me because I know: Girls are really, really superficial. It’s true. You could be F. Scott Fitzgerald and it wouldn’t make any difference. They want somebody who dresses well. They want somebody who doesn’t look like they just rolled out of bed. They want somebody who doesn’t have holes in their sweaters and in their pants. And the sad truth is, they’re not going to even talk to you if they don’t like what they see.”

  And, yes, I admit it: I have walked around with holes in my sweaters (I’ve even shown up for work in such a garment.). I own trousers the cuffs of which are ragged from dragging along the floor; I have other pants with cuffs that are so high that you can see my socks (which, I am told, is extremely uncool). And my hair looks as if it has never touched a comb.

  I have a problem that I have no control over, and I need help. But like many other people who need help, I have long reconciled myself to the fact that it is a losing battle. I was born an ungroomed, sloppy dresser. I’ll likely die that way.

  But my mother has refused to give up. There’s a kind of Ralph Nader-like purity to her quest into making me less of a schlub. (At least dress-wise.) The phone calls are unrelenting. As are the offers for shopping sprees at Banana Republic where she’ll pick up the tab (“Just promise me you’ll throw away those khaki pants with the hole in the knee.”). Or free haircuts at trendy, East Village hot spots (“Just promise me you’ll use gel afterwards.”).

  “Max,” she said to me one evening over the phone, “what if I could get you a spot on Queer Eye for the Straight Guy? Would you go on?”

  Normally, when she says such things, I have a tendency to humor her. “Sure, Ma,” I’ll say and promptly forget about it. And when I thought about it later, I didn’t see how she could secure me a slot on that show anyway. For one thing, I’m not quite as frighteningly nerdy as the guys who generally appear on Queer Eye. Moreover, my lack of style, I think, comes more from a sense of ambivalence about style than seriously bad instincts. And I still can’t think of anybody she knows at the Bravo network who could manage to pull off such a large favor.

  But my mother sometimes has an iron sense of determination. Who knows what strings she’d pull and favors she’d call in? I could be exposing myself to the whole world as a hopeless slob. And even though I like to think of myself as a reasonably good sport (who would be willing to have a little fun made of myself if it was an interesting enough experience), I was having none of it.

  “No, Mom,” I said. “I’m not going on Queer Eye for the Straight Guy.”

  For a long time, I didn’t realize I was a slob (Or, more accurately, I didn’t realize I was quite so grand a slob.). Sure, every once in a while I would see some ghastly photo of myself—hair jutting out in all different directions—and agree that it was time to get a haircut. But, mostly, I was comfortable with the way I looked. I believed that my mother’s nagging was standard for any Jewish mother (Hadn’t Philip Roth made a very beautiful living describing the antics of one such mother? And my mother wasn’t anywhere close to Sophie Portnoy’s level of nuts.).

  You could even say that I was proud of my offbeat hairstyle. I’d had a bad experience with short haircuts, you see. When I was eight or nine years old, I was studying myself in the bathroom mirror and decided that my hair was getting too long and there was one clump of hair in particular that “just had to go.” With all the forethought of the Bush Pentagon, I picked up a pair of scissors, grabbed an enormous handful of hair, and cut.

  The hair fell to the sink, and I stared at a big empty patch just above the right side of my forehead.

  Even to my untrained, unfashionable eyes, this did not look good.

  But nine-year-olds are generally optimists, and I figured that there was a decent chance no one would notice. After all, I couldn’t have told you the first thing about my friends’ haircuts. I was certain they weren’t paying attention to mine. I put down the scissors, flushed the incriminating tuft of hair down the toilet, went back into my room and proceeded to forget about my impromptu haircut for the time being.

  An hour or two later, when my mother came to tuck me in and give me a goodnight kiss, she leaned over me and froze.

  “Wait a minute,” she said.

  There was an uneasy moment as her eyes scanned over my face. She knew that something was off, but for a few seconds could not quite figure out what it was. Then came the scream:

  “What did you do?”

  “Oh,” I said, downplaying as much as possible. “I was fixing my hair a little . . .”

  Without another word, I was marched into the bathroom and made to look in the mirror. There it was. Bald spot. A big one. Smack in the front of my hairline. And my mother was too dumbfounded to speak.

  Instead of speaking, my mother began brushing my hair over the bald spot, in some vain attempt to cover it up.

  “Oh, my God,” she murmured just loud enough for me to hear her.

  Then she called my father into the bathroom and—as a family—we all stared at the wreckage that had become my head.

  “Well,” my father said, assessing the damage, “I think we’re going to have to take him to a barber.”

  “Of course we’re going to take him to the barber!” my mother said, now at full volume. “The question is whether they’re going to have to cut all his hair off!”

  “All my hair?” I said, chiming in for the first time.

  “There’s no other way it’ll be even,” my mother said. She looked at the reflection of me in the mirror again, and again began brushing my hair with her hands to try to mold it into something acceptable. “I don’t think there’s any other way.”

  A few days later, I was taken to a barber near Bloomingdale’s whom I asked, with a tremendous amount of sincerity, if he could save the basic bulk of my hair. As I looked up at him, I tried to look as meek as possible—like a combat veteran asking if his leg could be spared (If the barber couldn’t save my hair, I wanted to be damned sure he felt bad about it.).

  The barber studied my head for a few seconds before he informed me, “I’m sorry. It’ll all have to be cut off. Otherwise it’ll grow in all wrong.”

  And so all my reddish-golden curls were coldly, mercilessly lopped off.

  I sat in the barber chair seething with horror and revulsion.

  For one thing, this haircut made me look chubby. Not that I hadn’t known somewhere in the back of my mind that I was overweight (for more on this, see chapter eight), but my chubbiness suddenly made itself apparent in a glaring, undeniable way. And, second, I looked like a complete and utter dork—like I had just stepped out of a 1950s soda shop. A crew cut? What kind of 1980s child wears a crew cut? I was a savvy enough kid to know I didn’t want to associate myself with that square era.

  For the next few weeks, I wore a cap around school that I adamantly refused to take off under almost all circumstances. I attended birthday parties in the cap. I went to the park in the cap. I played basketball in the cap and ate dinner in the cap. I think that the only times I took it off were when I showered and slept (and I might have even tried to wear it to sleep, but my father told me that hair grew faster when it was uncovered).

  Come to think of it, there was only one other time I would take the cap off: every few hours I would go into the bathroom and stare at my baldness for a few minutes, hoping that there was some sign that my hair was returning. Of course, it was an achingly slow process. For weeks, I would just shake my head and agonize over what I had been thinking. “Why?” I kept asking myself. “Why?” Over and over again, I vowed never, ever to get a haircut that short again. Ever.

  After my hair grew to a respectable, Elliott Gould-in-the-1970s-length, it became my trademark. I was the kid with the hair. It puffed out and grew wild and big (but, in a rebuke to gravity, never fell to shoulder length). And when I became a teenager, it only became bigger. Walking around high school, I resembled a funky, 1970s disco impresario. Thankfully, I attended an extremely hippie-dippy school where I was far from the only oddball running around.

  A couple of years ago, I came across a book by a guy who billed himself as a maestro of picking up girls; I wasn’t dating anyone at the time and thought it would be a funny idea to write an article about the guy, using myself as a test case for his advice. We met up at my apartment in Brooklyn one evening, and his first words to me were:

  “Get a haircut.”

  A day or so later I obliged him, but I felt like a traitor doing it.

  My style of dress was a much less emotional issue.

  I don’t think I became an out-and-out slob (dress-wise) until college.

  College has a way of doing that to people. Even though I went to Dartmouth—which attracts a staggering number of J. Crew shoppers—the whole institution of higher education brings a man’s inner schlubbiness to full bloom. It makes sense, in a way. When you’re arriving at class at nine in the morning and you’re still drunk from the night before, you think about your appearance a lot less than you did when you lived with your parents. When the other males in your calculus class are unshaven and smell of beer and reefer, you begin to feel classy if you took a shower that day. And when you were awake until 5 AM finishing a philosophy paper on the vast difference between “a priori” versus “a posteriori” reasoning in Kant’s “Prolegomena,” you probably couldn’t give less of a shit if your pants were sagging when you dropped the essay off at your professor’s office.

  Moreover, college is the one place where being a slob is somewhat respectable. The fraternities at Dartmouth were the most foul smelling, messy, decrepit structures I have ever set foot in. (And I’ve visited halfway houses in East New York.) During my tenure as an undergraduate, the Alpha Delta house (which never got tired of boasting that they were the inspiration for the movie Animal House) was declared an open sewer by the town of Hanover. But despite this, the AD guys were considered extremely cool (Which separates them from schlubs.). As were the other rowdy (and malodorous) frats. The Dartmouth girls didn’t seem to mind being pawed by guys in shorts, shower shoes, and backwards baseball caps.

  By these standards, I was a snazzy dresser.

  My clique of hipsters and schlubby Jewish intellectuals might not have been outfitted at Barney’s, but we certainly weren’t any worse than the Alpha Deltas.*

  So I never felt the necessary pressure to keep my wardrobe spiffy. Trousers developed holes in the knee, and it didn’t seem like a particularly big deal (I certainly didn’t think I needed to throw them away.). A stain would appear on my favorite sweater and after treating it with soap and water, it never occurred to me that I might also want to drop it in the washing machine or take it to the cleaners.

  In a sense, my mother might share some of the blame for this: I grew up under the impression that I was of a brand of Semitic royalty. When I opened my dresser in the morning, my clothing was cleaned and neatly folded—and I never bothered to figure out how this happened. If I really thought about it I could have told you, yes, there was a dry cleaner on Montague Street that my mother visited fairly frequently. And, oh yeah, there were those two big washing machines in the basement that sucked up quarters every week. But I was a Jewish prince, and princes don’t think about stains and laundry and dry cleaners.

  However, when you’re off on your own for the first time, this takes a while to sink in. By the time I left college, I had developed a respectable number of bad habits.

  The difference between me and the other Dartmouth slobs was that my bad habits never seemed to go away. They only intensified.

  Part of this has to do with the fact that most of my friends jumped into Wall Street jobs or law firms after school where dress was corporate, and they were immediately getting the kind of money where they could afford to outfit themselves in sharp clothes. Another part has to do with the fact that I moved to Israel for a year after college where clothing descends to a new level of “casual.” (I once went to a wedding in Jerusalem where I was one of only two males wearing a tie—and the other male was the groom.) Also, I had a kind of reverse snobbishness about fashion. I fancied myself an intellectual who was above such mundane, worldly things as trends and brands. Really, who—besides a doting mother—cares about such nonsense?

  And finally I started in possibly the most casual (read: schlubby) profession known to man: journalism. Where the standards of dress can be extremely loose.

  It took a heart-to-heart with one of my editors at my first job before I realized that my sense of style was bad, even by reporter standards.

  “Max,” said the news editor at The Forward one afternoon, “do you have a minute to talk?”

  “Sure.”

  We found an empty office.

  “You might want to consider dressing better,” he said.

  I was thrown off guard by this. Granted, I had heard this over and over again throughout my adulthood from my mother, but it was the first time I had been confronted in a professional setting. I felt a little like a drunk who had been caught in the men’s room with a flask of whisky.

  “Really?”

  “If you want people to take you seriously, you should,” he said. “Go buy yourself some new pants. And you shouldn’t wear sneakers all the time. Also, you might want to try a tie” (Over the course of the conversation he also told me that I should cut down on the number of calls I made to my father during working hours. “I hear every word of it,” he told me. “We all do. And it’s a big distraction.”).

  I went home completely stunned. “You should take this to heart, Max,” my father advised. “When you dress well, people will start treating you better. Watch. You’ll see.” So the next morning I showed up in wingtip shoes, a dry-cleaned shirt, a pair of black slacks, and a tie (I stopped short of putting any products in my hair)—and that would become my standard outfit until I left The Forward.

  It felt highly unnatural.

  
    So now that you know a little bit of how your narrator has dressed the part, you might be wondering if you, too, are a schlub. Well, there’s no simple formula. But there are a number of telltale signs. These are some of the warning signs.

    You might be a schlub if . . . there are only three shirts that you actually wear.

    Go to your closet or your dresser and take a look at your wardrobe. If you’ve only been wearing two or three different outfits every week, you might be on the road to schlubbiness. There are only three pairs of pants I ever wear—and only one that I wear consistently. Plus, of all my button-down long-sleeved shirts, there are only one or two that aren’t straight black. Extra points if one or more of your standard outfits has a hole in it.
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