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[image: image]  Magnificent Obsession


There is no other word for it. I get defensive when people dismiss the crossword as a mere pastime or, worse, a form of escapism. To my mind, they just don’t get it.


Alfred Hitchcock didn’t get it. He told François Truffaut, “I don’t really approve of whodunits because they’re rather like a jigsaw or a crossword puzzle. No emotion. You simply wait to find out who committed the murder.”


Here, Hitchcock fell prey to a false dichotomy, and it’s a common one: that thinking and feeling are an either/or proposition. In fact they are inextricable. Encountering a powerful idea can be a deeply moving experience. Anyone who believes that cerebral and emotional satisfaction are at odds with each other need only open any book by Vladimir Nabokov, who, as it happens, created the world’s first known Russian-language crossword puzzles while exiled in Berlin during the 1920s.


Perhaps Hitchcock saw only suspense, terror, and imminent jeopardy as emotions. It is true that you will find none of these states of being in the crossword, unless you count yourself among the throngs who have decided they can’t solve puzzles and are therefore scared to death of them.


Exhilaration is an emotion. So is serenity. For those native to the world of the puzzle, entering a crossword is like stepping into the clean white cube of an art gallery or into a church or a Japanese rock garden. There are days when solving puzzles feels like a practice, the next best thing to seated meditation. When beautifully executed, a crossword can bring about the same response as a work of art.


It is more honest, though, to think of crosswords as a habit, like smoking. It’s just something to do, every day, because it’s there. When finished with a puzzle, I don’t pump my fists in triumph or congratulate myself for my perseverance. I solve crosswords because they bring on a feeling of emptiness, and paradoxically, that feeling seems to fill a hole deep inside. It’s not a release, it’s not a flushing out, although both those terms grasp at some aspect of it. Norman Mailer said that for him, solving the crossword every day was like combing his brain. This simile is strong because it has nothing to do with mental fitness. It’s not about intelligence or holding on to memory. Cross-words bring about a focused state of mind, the elusive “flow state.”


Then there are days when I decide that this is all an elaborate self-deception. That the puzzle is indeed an escape mechanism. That crossword addiction is not a metaphor but a destructive, literal truth.




[image: image]  The Geography of Puzzle-Land


Time ruins everything. Because of it, food spoils, breasts sag, loved ones die. As a species we have developed clever ways to try to stop it—by looking at paintings and photographs, or even sometimes through the supremely temporal art form of music. Bill Evans playing “Detour Ahead” convinces you that you have, for the moment, stepped out of time.




The crossword eliminates time. It is a daily dip of the toe into the world conjured for Billy Pilgrim by Kurt Vonnegut, himself a lover of crosswords. True, Billy was shell-shocked and probably crazy even before he lived through the firebombing of Dresden. Still, I am convinced that we solve crosswords to become unstuck in time.


When immersed in the grid, the Emancipation Proclamation rubs elbows with HAL 9000. Thoughts bounce from the birthright of ESAU (convention dictates that crossword answers be rendered in all capital letters) to that Sunday afternoon thirty years ago when my mother, on the couch, awed by a particularly clever piece of crossword misdirection, exclaimed, “What an amazing language,” prompting me to wonder, Is that true? More amazing than the others? If we tire of the GALAPAGOS Islands, we can skip over to EMO music in no time flat. While we may not be omniscient, it is the closest we can come to approaching omnipresence.


A recent theory for why we dream: our brain is playing Tetris. Whether we are sleeping in our beds or sleepwalking in front of this powerfully addictive video game, the mind needs to fit the scattered bits of our day together and file them accordingly. Stare at the black squares of a puzzle long enough and you will notice the same Lego-like shapes that fall from the Tetris sky. The crossword creates a similar opportunity to find linkages between the apparently unrelated experiences of our lives.


In 1884, Edwin Abbott conceived of a world stripped of the third dimension and named it Flatland. Crossword puzzles exist outside the dimension of time, too, in the place the logician Raymond Smullyan named Puzzle-Land. Having an experience there is more spatial than temporal. In starting a puzzle, we step off the freeway of our lives on which we speed inexorably toward death, and enter into a place of stasis.


Do puzzles provide the only route to this place? Of course not. We pursue all kinds of endeavors—sex, drugs, yoga—to get there. Seeing things this way should not diminish our interest in puzzles but stoke it. It gives us an incentive to construct a natural history of the crossword. Examining its anatomy is the only way to understand its parasitic relationship to its host, the human organism.




[image: image]  The Tyranny of Narrative


The crossword is a pageant of people, places, and things—not as they are but the ideas of them, as they might appear in Plato’s cave. In this world, any unanswered questions of real life melt away. URI Geller is simply a “mentalist” or “spoon bender.” Here his main value is the attractive arrangement of vowels and consonants in his name. Besides, it has never been clear why one would want spoons bent in the first place.


In the world of the crossword, we are freed from the straitjacket of narrative linearity, which is one-dimensional, and get to stretch our legs in two dimensions and more. Cinema has been trying to do the same over the last few decades, following in the footsteps of the French nouveau roman by reordering the chronology. Still, those stories reorganize themselves after the fact into a series of events with a beginning, middle, and end. Like the phone book, the crossword boasts a rich cast of characters and no plot.


There are so many nonnarrative ways to engage the mind, and still our culture puts stories front and center. We are drowning in stories, whereas poetry subsists in the margins. It is no coincidence that one of America’s most popular poets, Billy Collins, is essentially a prose writer who adds extra line breaks. Meanwhile, “storytelling” is uttered with the same reverence that politicians reserve for “family.” How long before we are all sick to death of hearing other people’s tales, as if each and every one of them were sacred? Joseph Campbell explained once and for all that there are not, in fact, eight million stories in the naked city but rather the same story eight million times. Enough with the stories.


The impulse to explain—in other words, journalism—is epidemic. Artists are now expected, in interviews and DVD commentaries, to give exegeses of their work instead of letting it speak for itself. The crossword offers daily relief from story, explanation, journalism. It engages the mind as a work of poetry, the parallelism of its themed entries serving the role of rhyme. A puzzle is not about anything. It is just an experience, with an arbitrary beginning, middle, and end that are unique for each solver. It’s an accumulation of facts, like a New Yorker article from the Harold Ross years. We enjoy bursts of insight as we hopscotch over islands of meaning, and then it’s over.


And so it goes with this book. What follows is a kind of diary, or journal, but with a crucial difference, since those concepts, derived as they are from words for day, are themselves bound up in the notion of time. The entries here carry no time stamp. They are instead a collection of dispatches from Puzzle-Land, stopping for a time at Alice’s rabbit hole and meeting the occasional quirky word nerd but more often people who, for better or worse, use crosswords as a vital coping mechanism—for loneliness, depression, obsessiveness. Along the way, things will happen, to be sure, but the goal is less to recount a series of incidents (narrative, linear, one-dimensional) than it is to jump around the outline of this timeless, two-dimensional mental space—a latticework of associations going across and down—that is suggested by the crossword puzzle. And when we’re done, instead of arriving at the end of a road, we will look down on the space we have delineated, as if from a satellite above Earth.









 








[image: image]  The Making of a Crossword


“Did you wear a tie for the occasion?” I asked Francis Heaney soon after I arrived at his home in Brooklyn.


“I wear ties for every occasion.”


This I knew to be true, as well as the fact that Francis spends a good deal of time finding shirts and ties with wild patterns and colors that seem as if they were conceived together for some kind of costume, even though they were bought separately. The goal for this visit was the construction of a crossword puzzle. I had come to watch Francis make one from the beginning.


What first drew my attention to the special way Francis’s mind works was his cartoon, “Six Things,” published in his blog, Heaneyland! Its puzzlelike construction helped clarify for me what is so appealing about crosswords—or a well-made piece of radio, or art in general, for that matter. “Six Things” is a textbook example of the joys that ensue when a creator trusts his or her audience and allows the last part to come together in the end user’s brain.


The conceit is simple. In each installment of “Six Things,” Francis writes a title and then illustrates it with six pictures and captions in his rudimentary, Thurberesque style. Take, for example, “Twelfths”:






[image: image]  Six Things. Or Half a Thing, Depending on How You Look at It.
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Resisting the didactic, the explanatory, and the journalistic, Francis instead hands out a few leaves of romaine, an heirloom tomato, and some finely shaved pecorino and says, “Here, make the salad yourself.”


Francis welcomed me in. His wife, Rose, was in San Francisco, visiting her boyfriend (they are polyamorous), but her presence was evident in the form of a spinning wheel she uses to make yarn. You might argue that, as busywork goes, knitting is slightly more useful than crosswords. I would disagree.


As Francis led me toward his workspace he mentioned he had spent the previous two hours cleaning up for my arrival, although, he added, that might not be evident. I agreed in silence, looking around for the cat that I had not yet seen but could detect nonetheless. The environment reinforced an observation once passed on by a musicologist, who explained that chaotic societies tend to give rise to highly organized art. Think of Motown, or bel canto opera. This is how it works.




[image: image]  Snapshots


The woman in the wheelchair, staring toward a fourth-floor apartment on University Place, her mouth AGAPE. Her helper, crouched next to her, pencil in one hand and crossword in the other, waiting for a blink to signal what to fill in next.


The pretty girl on the subway, immersed in a grid. For some, this is an invitation to stick a toe into a door that seems AJAR. I see it otherwise: the crossword is a universal symbol for Stay Away from Me.


The Greenwich Village café. Inside, Village Voice food writer Robert Sietsema, solving the New York Times cross-word with his daughter when she is home from college. It’s not clear what is more appealing: the closeness between parent and child, or the simple fact of the crossword uniting two people instead of pushing them apart.




[image: image]  Fifty Million Americans Can’t Be Wrong


The statistic is repeated often, particularly in book-jacket blurbs. The one about 50 million Americans solving crossword puzzles on a regular basis.




The skeptic within asks: How do you know?


The reply, from more than one person, is: Ask Stanley Newman.


Before he became editor of the Newsday crossword, Newman had several careers, one of which involved market research. Fifty million is actually on the conservative side of a range he came up with—50 to 60 million—using data provided by the Newspaper Advertising Bureau, which used to commission regular readership surveys. Its research showed that 25 to 30 percent of newspaper readers solved crosswords “at least occasionally.” That means that at the time of Newman’s inquiry, there were around 200 million newspaper readers.


Newman’s numbers, however, are no longer reliable. We know, for example, that readership has dropped sharply since 1990, and even more since the rise of the Internet. Did these declines bring with them a drop in crossword solving, too? The Newspaper Advertising Bureau is of no help. It stopped commissioning readership surveys when it ceased to exist as such in 1992 and was folded into the Newspaper Association of America. My attempts to get data from them resulted in contradictory responses, the first being that they don’t seek such information, the second being that they don’t reveal such information, and the third being a telephonic slam of the door in my ear.


Besides. 50 million? That seemed suspiciously high.


And so I commissioned a poll. You might be surprised to find out how easy it was to do. I just found the names of several reputable pollsters and picked the least expensive. For $750, Wayne Russum of the Opinion Research Corporation arranged for his team of phone callers to ask one thousand people the following multipart question: “How often do you do crossword puzzles in the newspaper? A few times a week or more often? Once a week or less often? Never?”


Then, to go Stanley Newman one step further, I requested a demographic breakdown. After all, it’s not enough to know how many Americans do crosswords. We want to know how old they are. Do they live alone? Are there more of them in cities or in rural areas?


The newspaper itself provides the beginning of an answer to this question on a daily basis. It’s how we know that Barbara M. Parks, a knitter, did crossword puzzles and kept in touch with her many friends; that Helen Petrauskas, from Michigan, who helped introduce air bags as standard equipment in cars, enjoyed a large garden and reading history, physics, and British mysteries, and also indulged in difficult crossword puzzles; and that Lillian Paul of Helena, Minnesota, enjoyed knitting, doing crossword puzzles, and working in her rose garden before she went home to the Lord.


In my mind, the quintessential crossword lover is an aging woman at the breakfast nook using the puzzle as an invisible shield that provides at least a few blessed minutes of protection from her husband.


But the obituary pages give an incomplete picture.


As nice as it would have been to use this poll to round out the profile, each additional question would have doubled, then tripled the invoice. I settled for finding out the respondents’ gender, age, education, geographic location by region, and household income.


 


The report arrived. I waited several minutes to open it. It was an important moment. After all, I finally possessed hard data that promised to give definitive answers. How many people really solve puzzles? What are they like?


The report consisted of pages and pages of tables and numbers in small print. I had no idea what they meant.


I asked Kathy Frankovic, who has since retired from her longtime job as Director of Surveys for CBS News, to interpret the data. First, I wanted her to give me an idea of the prototypical crossword solver. She looked over the numbers and declared there is no such thing.


As it happens, slightly more men than women do crosswords, but the difference is statistically insignificant. The distribution seems to be weighted a little toward southern “metro” areas, but Frankovic explained that is a meaningless term. There’s a small bulge in the column for the 65+ age group, but a sizeable chunk in the 35–44 group, too. The crossword appeals to adults of all ages. If my $750 revealed anything, it’s the not very newsworthy datum that crossword puzzlers are likely to be college graduates with an income above $75,000.


Now, about that 50 million.


Remember Newman’s oft-repeated claim is that 50 million Americans do crossword puzzles “at least occasionally.” The way I phrased the question, with a great deal of help from Wayne Russum, was: How many adult Americans do crosswords once a week or less often? The answer, according to the Opinion Research Corporation, is 29 percent.


This next part is so easy to do even I can manage it all by myself. The U.S. Census Bureau reports that the population of adults 18 years and older in 2004 was 220,377,000. Multiply that number by .29 and you get 63,909,330.




Turns out Newman’s figure was practically dead-on, and even on the slightly conservative side. To be sure, I would have been happier if my $750 overturned some misguided paradigm. But certainty is its own reward. It is always better to know a thing than not to know it.




[image: image]  Even Ken Jennings Thinks So, and He Knows a Lot of Things


Jeopardy! champion Ken Jennings spoke at the closing ceremony of the 2006 American Crossword Puzzle Tournament, the same year a near-finished cut of Wordplay was given a special screening. There seemed to be widespread agreement among those who saw the film that Ken Burns had gone over the top with his claim that we solve crosswords because we live our lives in boxes, from apartment blocks to the gridwork of city streets. The audience roared with derisive laughter as he pushed the metaphor to the brink.


“I don’t want to get all Ken Burns–y and pretentious,” Jennings began, waiting a beat for the applause to die down before he continued, “but there is a strain of slight anti-intellectualism in the country today. It gets a lot of reality shows green-lighted, and it gets presidents elected from time to time. But I think it’s nice sometimes to have a reminder that knowledge is important. Knowing words, knowing names, knowing facts. It’s valuable—helps you out in innumerable ways. It’s always better to know a thing than not to know it. I’m always grateful for Jeopardy! and crosswords that remind America of that. Yeah, pat yourselves on the back. You’re the keepers of the flame.”






[image: image]  Remember That “Holy Tango” Is an Anagram of “Anthology”


I chose to observe Francis in the act of making a puzzle for a few different reasons. He is funny and smart, and his extracurricular talents extend far beyond crosswords. There’s his book Holy Tango of Literature, the premise of which is to rearrange the letters of a famous writer’s name and then use the anagram as the title for a parody of that writer’s work. The concept is genius and he pulls it off with great skill. He has written a musical, both lyrics and music. He tap dances.


Francis works a day job as an editor of crossword puzzles for Sterling Publishing, and the persnicketiness it requires in no way thwarts his boundary-pushing creativity. On the contrary, it fuels him. Someone who thrives on these constraints is well positioned to make accomplished puzzles, and Francis has published several titles of his own crosswords (and, to my dismay, sudoku puzzles, although, true to form, he managed to devise witty pop culture tie-ins, from Snakes on a Sudoku to The Sudoku Code).


His puzzles appear every eight weeks in the Onion, a venue he hoped would allow him to experiment with creating a new, free-wheeling language for writing clues. Limited space has prevented him from pulling out the stops.


Francis has made all kinds of crosswords: the typical daily 15 x 15 grid; the Sunday-size 21 x 21; themed and themeless; symmetrical and asymmetrical; naughty and G-rated. As he sat down at his PC, the first question was: What kind of crossword will we make today?






[image: image]  Quod Me Nutrit Me Destruit


These are the words Angelina Jolie has tattooed below her navel. Translated from Latin, they mean: “That which nourishes me destroys me.” Is this her way of signaling to the world that she, too, is addicted to crosswords?


This phrase turns out to be a favorite slogan of the eating-disorder community. I say we’re kindred spirits. Be it food or crosswords, we’re discussing the same thing: an aspect of life that we can control. When chaos looms all around, some refuse to eat, and we turn to the puzzle. Not only does it shut out the craziness, but we are focused on a task we know we can master. It’s not about whether we’ll complete it, it’s about how much solace we can get out of immersing ourselves in it. If there were a chance we could not finish the crossword, we wouldn’t do it.


This is what I used to say—until the time came when I had to cheat to fill in a tough corner. In so doing, I became, for that day, one of those people for whom the puzzle is itself the source of anxiety, not its vanquisher. Knowing that others struggled with the same clues provided little comfort. Actually, no comfort at all. That’s their business. I still hated myself.




[image: image]  Birth of a Notion


In 1913, America cultivated the seedlings of its two major contributions to twentieth-century global culture: the Hollywood feature was born when Samuel Goldwyn and Cecil B. DeMille shot The Squaw Man, released through what would become the first major studio; and the next incarnation of the popular music theretofore known as ragtime was given a new name, “jazz,” by a San Francisco newspaper.


In that same year, 1913, the world was coming apart at the seams. Pablo Picasso depicted a guitar by breaking down and rearranging its component parts. Igor Stravinsky, borrowing a technique used by film editors, did away with thematic development and strung together a montage of discrete snippets to make The Rite of Spring. Niels Bohr proposed that the universe itself is made up of unimaginably tiny bits. Time and space were not quite what we thought they were.


As the year drew to a close, Arthur Wynne, a Liverpool-born journalist working in New York, stripped words from their sentences, and thus their contexts, reducing them to their smallest units of meaning, and then he organized them into an appealing collection of interlocking facts, creating a new pastime from which satisfaction was derived by taking the verbal splinters of life and putting them back together again. In so doing he created a new American gift to the world that would eventually reach as many people as movies and jazz, exportable to any place on the globe with a language whose words are composed of individual letters.




[image: image]  Headlines in the December 21, 1913, Edition of the New York World




DUNN IS CONVICTED BY JURY IN FIRST ROAD GRAFT TRIAL


Tammany Contractor, His Company and Foreman Fogarty of Highways Department Found Guilty of Conspiracy to Defraud State in Building Section of Tuxedo Turnpike









PHONE STOCK RISES, MARKET BOOMS, ON COMPROMISE NEWS


A.T.&T. Shares Jump 7 Points in First Few Minutes of Frenzied Trading on Exchange—Brokers Swamped with Buying Orders—Old Fashioned Bull Movement Expected.







BOY FALLS 7 STORIES OFF ROOF AND LIVES


He Gets Only Slight Concussion of Brain and Bruised Arm In 80-Foot Plunge







GUN AT HER HEAD, WOMAN ROBBED IN YONKERS STREET


Highwayman Halters Her in Front of Frank Hedley’s Home and Steals Bag Containing Farm Deed and Jewels.







[image: image]  On the Origin of a Species


Shaped like a diamond, the “word-cross” made its debut without fanfare on Sunday, December 21, 1913, in the New York World’s Fun supplement, a weekly compendium of brain teasers, cartoons, and “jokes.” It occupied a space that had featured a word search one week, a maze the next, an anagram puzzle the week after that.


By today’s standards, the word-cross of December 21 is a disgrace. Four squares hang out to dry at each point with no words to cross them. There’s an instance of disagreement between verb tenses: “To sink in mud” is the clue for MIRED, prompting British crossword maker and historian Don Manley to call it “a duff clue,” in the very first puzzle no less. The answer DOVE appears not once but twice, clued first as “A bird” and then later as “A pigeon.” And several obscurities show up, including “The fibre of the gomuti palm,” whose answer, DOH, would not gain cultural currency until the birth, seventy-six years later, of Homer Simpson.


These complaints are possible only in retrospect, thanks to a set of rules and expectations that took hold over the subsequent decades. For some reason, though, Wynne’s invention somehow distinguished itself to its audience, and so it made an encore appearance.


“The great interest shown in FUN’s word-cross puzzle, published last week, has prompted the puzzle editor to submit another of the same kind.”


What constitutes “great interest”? History does not relate. Known in the business as a fudge phrase, “great interest” could mean anything from a deluge of letters to a favorable comment by a copyboy on Monday morning. But something more powerful than public relations had to have been at work here, because this new creation then appeared for a third week.


“Find the Missing Cross Words” read the headline on January 4, 1914. The transposition is generally attributed to printer’s error, perhaps because the copy below it invited readers to solve “another of FUN’s word-cross puzzles.” It may well have been a mistake, but to my mind it could just as easily have resulted from the natural fluidity that occurs when a creative concept is in its infancy, when stakes are low.


Regardless of the cause, by January 11, the new name had stuck. The headline proclaimed “FUN’s Cross-Word Puzzle,” the text below conformed, and the cross-word continued to appear on a weekly basis.


“FUN’s cross-word puzzles apparently are getting more popular than ever. The puzzle editor has received from readers many interesting new cross-word puzzles, which he will be glad to use from time to time. It is more difficult to make up a cross-word puzzle than it is to solve one. If you doubt this try to make one yourself.”


The editor obliged the following week by printing a puzzle contributed by Mrs. M. B. Wood of New York City. The crossword had taken hold. But why? What was it about Wynne’s invention that set it apart from its precursors? The crossword combines elements of word forms that were popular in the nineteenth century—the word square, the double acrostic—and yet it is much more than just an incremental development. Something about the crossword represented a leap in evolution, the birth of a new species, one that would outlast all others and not only survive but thrive into a new millennium.




[image: image]  Advertisements in the New York World During the Winter of 1913–14




LET ME REMOVE YOUR


GOITRE


$2.50 TEST TREATMENT


FREE







Are You


FAT?


I Was ONCE.


I Reduced


MYSELF.







INVESTING FOR PROFIT


FREE







FREE


HEAD NOISES


TREATMENT







SONG


POEMS WANTED









FITS


$2.50 TREATMENT FREE


Men, women and children


all over this country


have been permanently


relieved of fits,


epilepsy and fainting


spells by the wonderful


restorative treatment


perfected by the


venerable Dr. P______


of Battle Creek, Mich.







PILES


This remarkable internal


remedy will prove to


you that an operation is


unnecessary.







FREE TO ASTHMA


SUFFERERS


A New Home Cure That


Anyone Can Use Without


Discomfort or Loss of Time







Rheumatism


A Home Cure Given by One


Who Had It







OPIUM or Morphine Habit


Treated. Free trial.







This Happy Wife


Wishes to Tell You Free


HOW SHE STOPPED


Her Husband’s Drinking







Your Bunion Can Be Cured


Instant Relief


Prove It At My Expense







Cured His RUPTURE







HOW TO MAKE LOVE (NEW BOOK) Tells How To Get Acquainted; How to Begin Courtship; How to Court a Bashful Girl; to Woo a Widow; to win an Heiress; how to catch a Rich Bachelor; how to manage your beau to make him propose; how to make your fellow or girl love you; what to do before and after the wedding. Tells other things









necessary for Lovers to


know. Sample copy by mail


10 cents.







CATARRH


FREE ADVICE ON ITS CURE


…


LEARN AT ONCE HOW TO


CURE CATARRH







FAT is Danger







FRECKLES


Now Is the Time to Get Rid


of These Ugly Spots.







RADIZENE WILL HELP YOU


GET NEW HAIR







QUIT Tobacco







GREY-HAIRED AT 27


NOT A GREY HAIR AT 35







Since John


Quit Drinking


By John’s Wife







BEAUTIFUL BUST


How to Get a PERFECT FORM


50 Box
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FREE







[image: image]  Christmastime 2007, Nearly Three Years After Sudoku Took the Country by Storm and Everyone Wondered if It Was Just a Flash in the Pan or Here to Stay, These Are the Featured Titles at the Bookloft in Great Barrington, Massachusetts




Will Shortz, Sudoku for 365 Days


The Original Sudoku


More Original Sudoku


Sudoku for Dummies


Will Shortz, The Little Red and Green Book of Crosswords









[image: image]  Submitted with Humility (And a Fair Amount of Trepidation)


Anyone who has witnessed the opening of the American Crossword Puzzle Tournament knows that one points out errors in the Times crossword at one’s peril. The 2005 tournament began on the very day the puzzle included a marvel of misdirection: 1-Down, “They got back on the road in 1998.” If you had solved all but the third crossing down clue, you would be looking at BE_TLES. Before the end of the day, Will Shortz had already received a note from a reader expressing disdain. Everyone knew the Beatles had disbanded nearly three decades earlier. (I was reminded of Paul McCartney’s line that there would be no reunion as long as John Lennon remained dead.) Shortz was pitch-perfect as he captured the moral outrage of the letter—and then gently deflated it as he pointed out that the actual answer, BEETLES, as in Volkswagen, was correct all along.


I’ve learned to assume over the years that if I spot something that looks wrong, it’s a good idea to look a second, third, and even a fourth time. Usually, I’m the one who’s just not seeing things the right way.


Then, on the morning of September 23, 2005, when I encountered 52-Down, “‘As It Happens’ airer,” I didn’t think twice before entering CBC (all the while wondering if the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation had in fact been broadcasting its long-running interview program during the lockout that crippled the network during that time). This, however, resulted in a suspicious C-N combination in the crossing entry.


Aha! I thought, Will Shortz and the constructor, Levi Denham, must be thinking of the entity that broadcasts the show south of the border. And indeed they were. They got the wrong one, though. While NPR (the answer in that day’s puzzle) does air interesting news programs, it is American Public Media, a division of Minnesota Public Radio, that distributes As It Happens in the United States. Because NPR is the oldest and the most famous of the three major syndicators of public radio programming in the United States (the other two being PRI and the aforementioned APM), it has become the Kleenex of its industry. And it’s natural to want National Public Radio and “national public radio” to be synonymous. They are not.


Shortz’s e-mailed response: “Yup, you got me on ‘As It Happens.’—Will.”


You might think that spotting an error in the New York Times crossword would give a thrill. Surprisingly, it didn’t.




[image: image]  On Solving the Crossword Without a Stopwatch


That settles it. Racing against the clock ruins the experience.


On a Monday, I timed myself while solving the Times crossword, thinking it would be good training for the annual American Crossword Puzzle Tournament. I didn’t even notice the theme, which was organized around the concept of twos.


The next day I decided to do the puzzle just for fun. And that’s exactly what it was. Time slipped away. I entered my happy place. I developed a deep appreciation for the constructor, Nancy Salomon. The elegance of her mind set off fireworks in mine. The grid somehow seemed to engulf me, and I became attentive to the full pleasure of the experience in all its anatomy.
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