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PRAISE FOR
Entry-Level Life


 


“In every generation idealism must bite the dust. But it rarely does so with as much good humor as in Mr. Zevin’s new book.”


—The New York Times


 


“Hilarious.”


—The Miami Herald


 


“A hysterical, insightful parody.”


—The Boston Globe


 


“The perfect graduation gift . . . A handbook for those not quite ready to turn in their knapsacks for a briefcase.”


—USA Today


 


“A very funny book . . . If you feel like you’re masquerading in the real world, Zevin is talking to you.”


—Los Angeles Daily News
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“Grade: A.”


—Entertainment Weekly


 


“Comic relief . . . A tome of nerves and neurosis.”


—Elle


 


“Hilarious and stress-relieving.”


—CNN.com
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        This is a work of nonfiction. However, the author has changed some names and other identifying characteristics because it seemed like the adult thing to do.
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Introduction



We were dumpster-diving, résumé-embellishing peons creeping our ways up the ladder and crashing in apartments with more roommates than rooms. In retrospect, we were having a blast. We went out on weeknights, and did not become hung over after drinking two beers. We subsisted on happy-hour pizza rolls, blissfully unaware that a sensible approach to nutrition entails a 40-30-30 ratio of carbs to protein to fat (unsaturated). When we heard the phrase “open house,” we did not envision the chance to inspect a split-level with an open floor plan. We envisioned the chance to attend a Dionysian blowout where the entire world was welcome, at least until the cops shut it down when the old guy next door complained about the futons flying out the window.


And then, out of nowhere, came the day we developed a disturbing new interest in lawn care. The day we ordered Pinot Grigio instead of Pabst. The day we refused to see any concert where we could not sit down (and even then, only after a little nap). I speak, of course, of the day we turned uncool.


For me, it happened over the course of many, many days. I was never exactly Fonz-like to begin with, but now I find myself leading a life I used to think only old people led. Confession: I played golf. Confession: I hired a cleaning lady. Confession: I am the owner of the Turbo nose-hair trimmer with optional ear-hair accessory.


Can I tell you something? Last Saturday night I elected to stay home instead of going to this restaurant downtown because I got a little panicky about the parking situation. The most intense drug experience I’ve had in recent memory involved double-dosing on ibuprofen, which, incidentally, you’ve got to try if you—like me—have been jonesing for a mind-blowing anti-inflammatory. Not too long ago, if you asked me to hook you up with free tickets, or a fake ID, or a cheap summer sublet, I’d give you ten people to call off the top of my head. Now I find myself recommending exterminators. Need a roofer? You have come to the right guy. I’ve also got an accountant, a therapist, a mechanic, a lawyer, a stockbroker, a house painter (exterior), a house painter (interior); numerous medical personnel, including a first-rate dental hygienist; a tailor, a tiler, a travel agent, an electrician; and some guy who comes over every six months to “snake out” my main plumbing line because tree roots get caught in the pipes.


I do not yet have an assistant, but my wife does (did I mention I also have one of those?), and we do not yet have children, but we do have a dog, which I treat like a child, because I am abnormally in love with her, to the point where sometimes I take her to Petco on a weekend afternoon and let her pick out a special treat—a jumbo bag of pig ears, perhaps—and then later I’ll tell my friends all about it, and my friends will pretend to be interested at first, but then they will start slipping into a coma, because they cannot believe that I have turned into the type of individual who goes on and on and on about his friggin’ dog.


And to tell you the truth, I can’t believe I’ve turned into that type of individual either. I still think of myself as young, and with-it, which, obviously, I am not. I mean, reread that last sentence. Who says, “with-it”?


I will tell you who. Practicing members of the adult-oriented lifestyle—a crowd I’ve never felt particularly comfortable with. I suppose I’m what you’d call a reluctant grown-up, living in a perpetual state of astonishment that, yes, it is really me who has strategically placed three (3) fire extinguishers throughout his home, and, yup, it’s none other than I who has somehow become one of those responsible neighbors who always buys enough Halloween candy.


Confession: I still relate more to JDs who set off M-80s than to safety-first geeks who collect fire extinguishers.


Confession: I kind of miss trick-or-treating.


A panel of licensed professionals might diagnose me with some kind of Peter Pan complex or arrested-development syndrome that condemns me to the tormented life of a child (or, in my case, a smartass fifteen-year-old) trapped inside a grown man’s body. And to them I say: Sounds about right to me.


But I also happen to have my own slant on the situation. I happen to think it is very healthy to be a reluctant grown-up. It sure beats being a regular grown-up. Regular grown-ups lead regular lives. They fret about their 401(k)’s and lose sleep over their receding hairlines. They use words like “interface” and “multitask,” and they are not even kidding. They commute to regular jobs and wear regular clothes and never, under any circumstances, become “irregular,” because they take their fiber consumption extremely seriously. Regular grown-ups call the cops on the kids having a party down the block, and they do not feel even a little guilty, because they do not remember when those kids used to be them. They have more regular things to worry about. The stress of the dishwasher repairman who said he’d come three weeks ago but has now stopped returning their calls. The troubling possibility that their favorite spin-class professor is about to accept a position at another club.


But we reluctant grown-ups, we don’t take ourselves all that seriously. We can see the humor in the fact that we keep a special flashlight in the glove compartment, just in case of emergencies. We think it is actually kind of funny when we discover that one of the many millions of reminders we’ve written to ourselves actually reads: “Get Woolite.” The fact that we recently found ourselves saying, “I used to know you when you were this big” to our friend’s younger brother? It is to laugh.


The confessions that follow reveal the intimate details of my own ongoing attempts to be a grown-up. I share them not as cautionary tales, but in the hopes that they will inspire you, too, to remain reluctant. Because, my friend, I’ve got news for you. The day you start feeling like one of those “regular” grown-ups is the day you really turn uncool.
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Confession:


“I played golf.”
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Hole in None


LIKE MANY reluctant grown-ups, I’ve always had an aversion to the activity of golf. As a kid, I didn’t even get what was so great about miniature golf, at least not until I figured out how to climb into the windmill and set off the hole-in-one bell. But normal golf? To my way of thinking, it was best left to nursing-home patients who didn’t have enough stamina for bingo.


Imagine my surprise when some of my own best friends began giving a shit about the U.S. Open. Or worse, when some of my own best friends began turning into golfers themselves. Lately, they’ve all been peer-pressuring me into participating. “Dan, you gotta try it,” they say. “Once you try it, you’ll want to do it again and again.”


This was the way they used to talk about Xtasy. And let me tell you, they were right about that.


 


• • •


 


My day of golf began on the driving range, where I was greeted by my instructor, Ben, a toothsome, Casual Friday kind of guy in Dockers, a striped polo shirt, and those two-tone saddle shoes favored by high school cheerleaders. Looking around, I noticed that almost everyone on the range was also wearing the cheerleader shoes, not to mention a spectacular array of devil-may-care trousers. I myself sported jeans and high-tops, but Ben assured me that I wasn’t violating any dress codes since I was also wearing a “soft-collar shirt.” I assured Ben that, to the best of my knowledge, I do not own any hard-collar shirts.


I liked Ben. He had a pleasant laugh and the patient demeanor of a special ed. teacher. Which was a very good thing, since I was going to be his pupil.


“Okay! First we’ll work on our stance,” Ben began, handing me a pitching wedge, which I assumed meant you’re supposed to swing it like a baseball bat, which was one of many faulty assumptions I made throughout the day. “Now, flex your knees and stick your seat way out.” I appreciated Ben’s use of the word “seat,” but I frankly found this stance to be a bit swish. Without really thinking about it, I assumed a sort of GI Joe stance instead—a chest out, shoulders back kind of look.


“We’ve really got to work on loosening you up,” said Ben.


After giving up on the stance, we moved on to the grip. Ben explained that the first grip we’d learn was the Varden Overlap Grip, which I found scary because it led me to believe there would be other grips. And there were. There was the interlock grip, the ten-finger grip, a grip where you’re supposed to put your thumb over your index finger, another where you put your index finger over your thumb, and numerous other grips best suited to the double-jointed. I finally settled on the Zevin Death Grip, so-named because it prevented Ben from reconfiguring my fingers into any further grips.


At some point I asked Ben if we might whack a few balls before nightfall. He cheerfully obliged, demonstrating proper alignment by sticking out his seat, taking a swing, and sending his ball soaring into the solar system. Now that was pretty awesome, I thought.


Then it was my turn. He handed me a seven-iron, but he may as well have handed me a weed-whacker, since the only thing I sent soaring was a large clump of driving range. This was identified as a “divot shot” by Ben, and it turned out to be my major strength. Far be it from me to boast, but my hand-eye coordination was so consistent that I doubt the driving range has been the same since I left.


Unless they’ve resodded.


 


• • •


 


“Okay! I want you to really concentrate on loosening up.” Ben reiterated this advice as I drove our golf cart around the nine-hole course where we spent the rest of the day. By this point, I had finally found something I liked about golf: the cart.


I liked the cart on a couple of levels: (a) it brought back fond memories of doing doughnuts on the manicured yard of Mrs. Schline, who made the mistake of calling the cops that time I had a party in tenth grade, and (b) it was an energy-efficient way to search for the three or four balls I managed not to divot. These balls generally wound up in “the bunkers,” defined as those areas of the course you are supposed to aim away from, such as sand traps, marshes, and craniums of fellow golfers.


The bunker I became most intimate with was the sand trap, though I have been wondering what happened to the gentleman with the salmon trousers who disappeared somewhere around the third hole.


We were well ahead of schedule upon arriving at the ninth hole, mainly because I drove us straight past holes four through eight. The way I saw it, if I wanted to spend the day in the sand, I would have gone to the beach. The final hole was a par five, meaning it was supposed to take five shots to get it in. I was around my eleventh when I saw something I liked even more than the golf cart. It was called the Beverage Cart. You heard me correctly.


The beverage-cart lady asked what I wanted, and I ordered a stiff Bloody Mary, the golfiest drink I could think of. As for Ben, he was a blue Gatorade man. And as I kicked off my shoes, poured out the sand, and sucked down my Bloody, I finally understood what he’d been talking about all day.


To enjoy a game of golf, you just have to loosen up.
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Confession:


“I spend a great deal of time engaged in home-improvement projects.”
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Repair-Impaired


AT FIRST, building a shelf for the closet seemed like a good idea. And it would’ve been, if I were one of those hands-on, do-it-yourself guys for whom home repair is second nature. Unfortunately, I’m one of those hands-off, do-it-someone-else guys for whom home repair is a humiliating descent into the depths of incompetence. For I am repair-impaired.


Do you want to know the contents of my toolbox? Here is the list: thumbtacks. Okay, I lied. I don’t even have a toolbox. I have a shoe box. A shoe box filled with glue. Not just Elmer’s, either. I have waterproof silicone glue, three kinds of contact cement, Liquid Nails Heavy-Duty Construction and Remodeling Adhesive. Like all of us for whom a “shop” is strictly a place to buy—as opposed to sand—things, I have used glue as a crutch. Things I have recently glued include:


 


      • coat rack (to wall)


      • refrigerator vent (to refrigerator)


      • headlight (to car)


 


And if you think I’m being facetious about that last one, it is obvious that you’ve never worked with a dual-tube mixing pac of two-ton epoxy.


I have no doubt that I inherited my disability from my father, the same man I hold responsible for my nose. My father is a doctor. He knows how to deliver a baby. He does not know how to hammer. When I was little, I’d sit at the dinner table, enthralled by his tales of life-saving surgery. But every now and then, something would disrupt his train of thought.


 


        Dad: Today I did a quadruple oophorectomy and—UH-OH! Light is no longer coming out of that glass thing on the ceiling!


        Me: I guess the bulb blew out.


        Dad: I’ll call Bob Duris.


 


Bob Duris was this all-purpose Mr. Fix-It character we nonhandymen look upon with a mix of awe and envy. He possessed tools that required extension cords. When he hammered, he stored the nails in his teeth. Bob Duris could assess any home improvement task by instinct. “Yep, Doc, looks like your garage-door opener needs a new battery,” Bob Duris would say.


I’ve established a vast network of pro bono Bobs over the years: roommates; landlords; the owner of Masse Hardware, whom I once lured to my leaky toilet with the bribe of a bottle of gin. When the good-natured ribbing began (“Q: How many Zevins does it take to screw in a lightbulb? A: A what?”) I just played along. But last year, everything changed. Last year, my wife, Megan, and I moved into our “starter home” in North Cambridge, a modest abode located on the wrong side of the Harvard Square tracks.


If you are a realtor, you would refer to this house as a fixer-upper. If you are an honest person, however, you would call it a shithole. Before I knew it, Megan was drilling, spackling, cutting out pages from The Modern Woman’s Guide to Home Repair. I began sneak-reading this tome one night when she was off at Home Depot. She returned to find me soaking wet, shouting expletives at the drainpipe.


“Oh, you don’t have to worry about that,” she said. “I already asked Jeffrey and Rick to help me with that.”


Jeffrey and Rick, it should be noted, are my friends. It was one thing for me to call them whenever I was too incompetent to fix something myself. But it was another thing for her to call them whenever I was too incompetent to fix something myself. Suddenly, I felt like a big Nancy-boy in front of my wife. I had to do something to reclaim my manhood. I had to put a shelf in the closet.


And so it is in hopes that I may be an inspiration to the repair-impaired throughout the land that I now leave you with . . .


 


The Reluctant Grown-up’s Guide to Basic Closet Shelf Installation (Share It with Someone You Love)


STEP 1: Estimate Time Required for Home-Improvement Task


Based on my experience, a good rule of thumb is: 5 minutes estimated time = 5 years actual time.


STEP 2: Obtain a Shelf


As a budding handyman, I determined that I needed a really big shelf because this was a really big closet. Using my Lucite “Virginia Is For Lovers” ruler, I measured the area (ten by about eleven rulers) and proceeded to Home Depot to secure a piece of wood. It is not advised to arrive at Home Depot the day they decide they’ll no longer cut wood to size.


STEP 3: Cut Wood to Size


To do this, I found it necessary to buy a saw (sharp cutting implement available wherever you buy glue). Actually, I found it necessary to buy many saws—a jigsaw, a hacksaw, a circular saw, a rhombus saw—each of which proved to be a more inappropriate saw for the job than the saw that preceded it. What I learned from this experience is: it is best not to over-saw. You’ll know it’s time to stop when your wood begins to warp due to the amount of perspiration that is pouring off your forehead.


STEP 4: Attempt to Insert Shelf in Closet


At long last, I was ready to reap the rewards of my foray into home improvement. I hoisted the shelf into the closet, balanced it atop the clothes-hanger rod, and stepped back to gaze upon my achievement. It was then that I realized I had done something more here than just build a shelf. I had built a shelf with no support brackets. And as it came crashing down, producing a fresh new gash in the floor, a strange calm came over me. I am not a failure, just a beginner, I realized. My wife does not think I am a Nancy-boy just because I cannot install a shelf in the closet. I excel at other things, such as gluing.


All of this brings me to the last but most important step for the nonhandyman who is considering engaging in home improvement activities.


STEP 5: Call Bob Duris
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Confession:


“I am a figure of authority.”
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Back to School


ON MY FIRST day of school, the kid sitting next to me raised his hand and made the following inquiry: “Professor, does that count toward our final grade?” I, for one, was taken aback, not so much by the question, but by the odd understanding that it was being asked to me. He may as well have called me Your Honor, or Captain, or some other title best reserved for serious, responsible figures of authority. “Professor”? That would suggest I had something to profess.


In reality, the job was called Part-Time Faculty Adjunct Instructor, a title best reserved for freelancers so starved for human contact, they will do anything for a chance to get out of the house. I got it through my friend Ted, a fellow man of letters who supports his habit by pinch-teaching at local colleges. The class was to cover magazine journalism, a field I did know a little something about, having written many a magazine article, including but not limited to “How to Fake a Résumé” and “A Guide to the Guts: Where to Find the Easiest Courses on Your Campus,” neither of which I elected to share with the dean who interviewed me for the job. Now was not the time to present myself as a sophomoric weisenheimer. Now was the time to present myself as a serious, responsible figure of authority. Now was the time to present myself as one of Them.


I arrived forty-five minutes early for that first class, since being one of Them was a role requiring ample time for adjustment. I’d spent most of the morning adjusting my wardrobe. What does a serious, responsible figure of authority wear, I wondered. Elbow patches? Wallabies? Would I be sending the wrong message if I showed up in jeans? (“Look! I am just like one of you, so you don’t have to listen to a word I say!”) or would jeans work to my advantage? (“Look! I am one of those right-on young teachers who might go drinking with you after class, so you’ll want to hang on my every word!”) I settled on khakis, a white shirt, and a sweater vest. Where this sweater vest came from I cannot recall, but it was a dark-blue sweater vest, and I remembered reading somewhere that dark blue is the color of authority. Also, I wore a belt. The belt is probably my only fashion accessory that sees less action than the sweater vest.


I began by rearranging all the little desks into assorted configurations: rows, a semicircle, a semi-semicircle, and finally, a full-on, regulation-sized circle. Nowhere in the room did I find a regulation-sized teacher’s desk, but I did detect a wooden lectern in front of the blackboard, which was really a whiteboard—one of those plastic-coated deals you need special Magic Markers to write on. The discovery that there were no Magic Markers came as kind of a relief, since it meant I couldn’t write on the whiteboard, which would have required standing up and professing, perhaps even pacing over to my lectern every so often where I’d feel even more like some dipshit impostor. I shoved the lectern into the corner, squeezed into a little desk, and flipped through the stack of magazines I brought to show my students . . . what, exactly? That I happened to raid my recycling bin this morning?
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