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For Brian

Friend, Roommate, Partner in Crime.

By the way, you owe me twenty bucks. Dick.
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In a nutshell, being twentysomething means you are only concerned with two things: trying to get laid and trying not to get laid off. It also means that, for a while, birthdays become much less important. Shortly after I turned twenty-four, I realized what a meaningless milestone it was. After all, turning nineteen is a big deal because it’s your last year as a teenager and your twentieth birthday is important because it’s the beginning of your twenties. And at twenty-one, you are, at long last, legal. But from twenty-two to twenty-four, not much happens. Once you get past your “I wish I was still in college phase,” you sort of get into a groove for a few years and refuse to look ahead. Then all of a sudden your twenty-fifth birthday comes along and all hell breaks loose. Next thing you know you’re engaged and living in the suburbs spending your weekends at Crate & Barrel shopping for placemats. But before you hit the big Two-Five, your early twenties can be some of the most carefree and amazing years of your life. In fact, if your adolescence can be described as the “Wonder Years,” then I say that ages twenty-two, twenty-three, and twenty-four deserve to get their own name too—the “Whatever Years.”

But before I take you on this journey through my Whatever Years, I must first take you back to where it all began. In September 1997, as a hard-partying freshman at the University of Pennsylvania, I began writing emails filled with anecdotes and observations about college life to twenty of my high school buddies. By the time I graduated four years later, those emails had spawned a regular column with over 11,000 subscribers around the world. Within a year, I had published Ruminations on College Life, a compilation of those emails, and began a new column called “RUMINATIONS.” The new column picked up where the book left off, detailing my evolution from frat boy to manhood and following my adventures as a single twentysomething in New York City. By the time I reached my twenty-fifth birthday in the summer of 2004, I had nearly 40,000 subscribers worldwide, all stemming from those twenty friends from high school. This book is a compilation of the best of “RUMINATIONS” as well as brand-new, previously unpublished material.

At the end of Ruminations on College Life, I asked the question, “Is there life after college?” This book is my answer. The Whatever Years officially begin upon graduation, which is a strange and unique time because you are all of a sudden living in the gap between college and marriage, between zero responsibility and total responsibility. A lot of people start freaking out. But I’ll help you get through it. Each chapter in this book represents a different facet of twentysomething life as seen through the eyes of a recovering frat boy. But bear in mind, nowhere in this book will you find any practical advice. You won’t learn to cook or find a job or get a date. Why? Because I have no idea how to do those things either. What you will learn is that you are not alone, that your early twenties are surprisingly like mine, and that there’s no reason to start freaking out—you’ll figure everything out as you go along. So whether you’re twentysomething now, fondly looking back at your Whatever Years, or warily looking ahead to them, I hope you will read my book and laugh out loud. Is there life after college? Hell yeah, and there’s not a placemat in sight.









One

The Roommate
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I was lucky enough to have had a single all four years of college, so I’d never really lived with anyone until I moved to Manhattan. After graduating from Penn, I decided to live with my buddy Brian, who had just graduated from Cornell. We’d been friends for fifteen years and grew up only a few blocks away from each other on Long Island. Brian and I were close friends and I knew he was quirky. For instance, he once claimed he could tell the difference between 1% and 2% milk just on sight. (He actually can.) Still, you don’t really get to know someone until you live with them for years separated only by a three-inch temporary plaster wall.

As soon as Brian and I moved into our apartment, I noticed that the roommate relationship is very different if the roommates are guys than if they’re girls. If Brian didn’t come home one night, I thought to myself, all right, he must be getting some ass! But if a girl’s roommate doesn’t come home in time for Sex and the City, she calls the police. If you’re a guy and your roommate doesn’t come home for two days, instead of being more worried, you’re more excited and think to yourself, damn, he must be getting some serious ass!

Brian and I have spent a lot of time together over the past few years. Probably because bad things happen when we’re apart. When I was in the hospital for a few days with appendicitis, he threw a party and almost got us thrown out of the apartment. And once when Brian returned from a weeklong vacation, we almost came to blows when he tried to get me to itemize the air conditioning bill for the time he was gone. But while we might squabble over money and toilet paper, Brian and I are always friends in the end. We have no choice—both of our names are on the lease.

 

BRIAN IS A meal-describer. Meaning that when he comes home from dinner, I get a detailed, play-by-play account of everything he ate: “Karo, you should have seen this sandwich I had, man. It came on a semolina roll with the mozzarella melted just right. The chicken was topped with red onions, bell peppers, and—” I’m like, “Dude, will you shut the fuck up, I’m trying to watch Family Guy.” Of course, my efforts are in vain, because Brian is a connoisseur of all things culinary. He once almost got into a fistfight with his girlfriend’s parents during a friendly game of Scattergories because he insisted olive loaf was a food that started with the letter O. And after inspecting a new gourmet bakery that opened up down the block, he stormed out declaring he would never return. When I asked him why, he said, “They can’t fool me, those are store-bought croutons, I can tell by the texture.” Brian loves family-style restaurants, pours the salt onto his hand and then onto his food because he says it gives him “better control,” and, appropriately enough, his plate-cleaning abilities put mine to shame.

 

BRIAN REDEFINES “thinking with your stomach.” He actually remembers dates by recalling what food he ate that day. I once asked him if he knew when he last paid the cable bill. He thought for a moment and then said, “It was eleven days ago on a Tuesday. I remember because I had this amazing porterhouse the night before.” Brian once fell asleep in bed with a half-eaten grilled chicken sandwich in his hand, once claimed to have a “meat hangover” after dining at an all-you-caneat Brazilian restaurant, and once spent half an hour debating with his friend whether a 14-inch pizza referred to radius, diameter, or circumference.

 

OUR APARTMENT ACTUALLY has a very nice kitchen. But the refrigerator has no solids in it, only condiments and drinks. And they’re not even good condiments and drinks. We have two George Foreman grills (one with built-in bun warmer), a stove, a mini propane grill, a toaster, and a microwave. I don’t think we’ve touched any of them even once. We cook so little that when we don’t know where to put something and there is no room in the closet, we just stick it in the oven because it’s never been used.

 

BRIAN IS AN investment banker, meaning he has one of the most warped outlooks of any twentysomething. It’s amazing the kind of hours these people will work in exchange for a tote bag and a hat with the company logo on it that they’ll never wear. And the expense account, that’s where the real brainwashing comes in. Brian will come home from work and start bragging, “Karo, I expensed the sickest sushi dinner tonight!” I’ll be like, “Wouldn’t you have rather paid for your meal and not come home at 2 A.M.?”

 

IF I COULD use one word to describe the relationship between Brian and me, it would be “competitive.” After all these years, we have not yet tired of trying to one-up each other. For instance, in our junior year of high school, I completely bombed a calculus test. Brian has kept my exam for eight years, and it now hangs on the refrigerator of our apartment. We once took an IQ test to determine who was smarter. When he beat me by a point, I declared the results null and void, seeing as his mom, who scored the test, was more biased than a French ice skating judge. And last year we made a handshake agreement that if either one of us ever won the lottery, we’d split it with the other. Mind you this was not to increase our chances of winning, but rather because neither of us could live knowing the other struck it rich first. I mean, I love the kid, but I ain’t going out like that.

 

IT’S COMPLETELY AMAZING to me that Newton and Leibniz both invented calculus at the same time. I mean, fucking calculus. When Brian and I both had the same idea to have fajitas for dinner, we thought we might be psychic or something.

 

IN HIGH SCHOOL, my friend Eric bet Brian that he couldn’t break 1400 on his SATs. Brian studied harder than he ever has in his life (whether this was to get into a good college or just win the bet, I’m still not sure). Regardless, he ended up getting exactly 1400. However, Eric claims that getting 1400 is technically not “breaking” 1400 and that a 1410 is needed to win the bet. This has become a point of contention for over nine years now, with no resolution in sight. In the spirit of reconciliation, and since I scored higher than both of them, I suggested that I should get the money. Somehow, that solved nothing.

 

BRIAN AND I have a stack of photos piling up on the IKEA coffee table in our apartment. Every photo has two things in common: both of us are in the picture and we only have one copy. Since we are unable to come up with a fair way to divvy them up, the pile just keeps growing. Brian’s mom once asked him what we were going to do about the pictures when we move out. Brian replied, “Fight to the death?”

 

MOST TWENTYSOMETHINGS THINK that parents are amazing. As long as they’re not your parents. When Brian’s parents come to visit, he’s a nervous wreck and invariably an argument ensues over dinner. Meanwhile, I’m totally relaxed, just enjoying the free meal and wondering why Brian is so uptight. Until my parents come. Then I’m a mess and can’t wait for them to leave while stupid Brian is showing my mom my calculus test from eleventh grade.

 

THERE IS NO doubt in my mind that entering a relationship instantaneously changes your whole mentality. I’ll never forget when that happened to Brian. On a Saturday morning at about 11 A.M., after an all-night rager, I stumbled out of bed to take a piss and was startled to find Brian sitting on the couch with the girl he had hooked up with the night before. And then it happened. He asked me if I wanted to get brunch with him and the girl. I was incredulous. “Brunch? Brunch?? Are you fucking kidding me? Brunch? What happened to the days when we used to get up at 2 P.M., get bacon, egg, and cheese sandwiches and 64-ounce lemon lime Gatorades, watch SportsCenter, and then go back to sleep for three more hours? Brunch? It’s like I don’t know you anymore. Don’t you know that no single guys go to brunch? Anyway…could you, um, bring me back an omelet?” About a month later, Brian had a girlfriend and my life would change forever.

 

YOU HAVE TO understand my concern, though. Brian doesn’t exactly have the best experience with serious relationships. A few months after we moved to Manhattan, he had such a falling out with his college girlfriend that they sent me as a neutral party to exchange belongings. He gave me all the clothes she had left at his place all nicely folded up. I met the ex-girlfriend at a prearranged location where she gave me all his stuff wrinkled up in a garbage bag. We then signed the obligatory treaty that, as Brian’s best friend, I would never be able to hook up with her as long as I lived. It was all very official.

 

ANOTHER REASON I was concerned about Brian’s new girlfriend is that it’s my job. You see, in our group of friends, I am the highest-ranking single guy (meaning I have been single the longest). That means it is my duty to prevent my buddies who have girlfriends from becoming totally whipped. I feel like I am losing this battle. You know you’re losing your friends to their girlfriends when they all start hanging out together as couples. Brian and his girlfriend had a dinner party a few weeks ago with a bunch of other couples. I overheard him on the phone talking to one of the guys and he actually said, “But my girlfriend likes red wine and yours likes white, what should we do?” I swear if he didn’t pay half the rent I would have killed him right then and there.

 

I STARTED TO get really worried, though, when Brian brought his girlfriend to our friend’s Super Bowl party. That is like the ultimate man-sin. I had to spend most of the first half fielding inane questions like, “Um, is the punt returner on offense or defense?” Darling, it’s called special teams, now will you please get out of the way of the TV! To make matters worse, Brian bought his girlfriend boxes in our pool. Of course, she won the first three quarters. When a meaningless touchdown was scored with a few seconds left, preventing her from winning all the money, it was the most exciting moment of the entire day.

 

ALAS, AFTER A few months of Brian dating his girlfriend, I simply just gave up on him. It started harmlessly enough, with a Post-it note. When his girlfriend left the apartment one morning, she left him a little Post-it note that said something like “I love you. Have a great day!” OK, so that was pretty lame but I let it slide. Then I found another note the next day that read “I love you. Have a great day! XOXO.” The next day the note didn’t even have any words, it just said “XOXOXOXO.” And just when I thought things couldn’t get any worse, they did. I discovered it on a Wednesday, on his desk under a pile of love notes. A mix tape. They’re making mix tapes for each other. Each one has a different “mood” when it’s supposed to be played. Hmm, I wonder which one I should play when I’m feeling like my roommate is a pussy.

 

I HAVE TO say, though, that I’m happy for Brian and I’ve grown to like his girlfriend (and the brownies she makes me as a peace offering). It really looks like he’s in a pretty solid relationship. At least most of the time. The kid is so neurotic about his girlfriend that when she came over unexpectedly one night, he literally dove across the room to hide a porno magazine in his gym bag. I’m like, dude, relax, I’m pretty sure she knows you beat off occasionally. Of course he forgot that his office searches everyone coming into the building. The next day a security guard pulled the magazine out of his bag in front of all of his co-workers.

 

BRIAN AND I regularly have a woman clean our apartment and do our laundry. I am not embarrassed by this—we are both financially independent and that’s one perk we choose to spend our money on. What I am embarrassed about is that we decide to call the cleaning woman not when our apartment is sufficiently dirty, but when we run out of underwear. The problem is, we have different amounts of underwear and so an argument ensues every time. In order to ease tensions between us, we held an “underwear summit” where we both decided on a per day underwear allowance that would result in a mutually agreed upon laundry day. Cooler heads prevailed for a while until Brian’s girlfriend broke the ceasefire by buying him a few new pairs, thus throwing off the balance of power. My ally, my mom, responded by buying me even more underwear, and now Brian and I are locked in a heated battle to stockpile the largest arsenal. It’s like the Cold War of boxers.

 

THE OTHER NIGHT I realized just how much Brian and I are clueless bachelors. We had a couple of the guys over to have some drinks when someone spilled a beer on the carpet. As the Miller Lite flowed out of the bottle and onto our tattered rug, Brian and I stood paralyzed as we simultaneously came to the realization that we did not have one single paper product in the apartment. No paper towels, no toilet paper, no tissues, nothing. Without anything to absorb the spill there was nothing to do except blow vigorously until it soaked into the floor.

 

IF YOU THINK about it, apartment living in your early twenties is all about the strategic evolution of paper goods. Toilet paper becomes napkins. Napkins become paper towels. Paper towels become plates. And plates? Well, that’s a luxury we just can’t afford. The day after the Miller Lite debacle, Brian and I went to CVS to buy toilet paper. Since we were looking for maximum comfort at minimum cost, we stood there for fifteen minutes calculating and arguing over price per ply, double roll versus single roll, quilted, scented, etc. In the end, we just bought the package with the cutest baby on the front.

 

WHEN THAT TOILET paper ran out, another domestic crisis struck our apartment. Since Brian works many more hours than I do (or as Brian puts it, because he has a “real job”), it somehow became my implied responsibility to keep us stocked up on toilet paper. Fed up with this treatment, I didn’t buy any more this time, but didn’t say anything about it. I just left the last empty roll hanging on the dispenser and waited to see if Brian would go and buy more himself. But he never said anything. After a day or so, I got some rolls from our neighbors and hoarded them in my closet for my own use. A few more days of the TP embargo passed and Brian still hadn’t said anything about it. Meanwhile, I had no idea what he was using in the bathroom. As Toilet Papergate reached Day Six, I considered sending a mutual friend as an emissary to talk to Brian’s girlfriend about the situation. After a week, Brian finally asked me what the hell was going on. Apparently he had just been using tissues from his room. After much negotiation, consensus was reached, the embargo was lifted, and we agreed to split the responsibility in the future.

 

ONE THING ABOUT Brian really irks me. He inexplicably puts enormous bottles in our tiny bathroom garbage can. He’ll finish an economy size shampoo that his mom bought him at Costco and jam it into our blue miniature IKEA garbage can, leaving no room for any other trash. And I can’t convince him that what he’s doing is wrong. It’s like he’s missing that part of his brain or something.

 

FOR BRIAN AND me, apartment maintenance is not exactly a top priority. Nowhere is this more evident than in the bathroom. Our bathroom has about half a dozen bulbs above the sink that light the room and make a halfhearted attempt at defogging the mirror. When the bulbs blow, they are not replaced. So, over the course of many months, our bathroom descends into total darkness. Only when we are reduced to shaving with candles do we get off our asses and head, reluctant and bloodied, to the hardware store. Whatever, light is overrated anyway.

 

ALSO IN OUR bathroom is a can of air freshener with the scent “Butterfly Garden.” That’s great, when someone takes a shit and uses the spray, it smells like someone took a shit in a butterfly garden.

 

BRIAN AND I use our cell phones so much that we don’t even have a landline in our apartment. So now I have web-based email that I can check from anywhere and a cell phone. I’m completely virtual. Only thing is, when I come home after a long day, I have no emails or messages waiting for me. It’s kind of anticlimactic.

 

THE FACT THAT I have a cell phone but no regular phone gets me in all sorts of trouble. Like the time I left my cell phone in my cousin’s car. I didn’t realize it until I had gotten back to my apartment. But Brian wasn’t home so I literally had no phone to call anyone with. I was reduced to staring out my window, hoping I’d recognize someone in the street who I could holler to and ask to use their phone. After a fruitless hour of that, I finally formulated a plan. I opened the instant messenger on my computer. There was only one person on my buddy list online at the time, my friend in San Francisco. So I instant messaged him to call my parents who then emailed me to tell me that my neighbor was going to pick up the phone from my cousin and drive it into the city the next day where I could get it. Aren’t cell phones convenient?

 

GUYS ARE REALLY proud of their dirty, disgusting baseball caps. I’ve been wearing the same beat-up New York Rangers hat for twelve years now. Once, the fire alarm went off in my apartment building and when we evacuated, I took my hat but forgot Brian was fast asleep in the other room. Funny thing was I think he was more angry that I didn’t try to save his old Mets hat.

 

ONE THING I can always count on from my roommate is to keep me entertained with the funny shit that comes out of his mouth on a daily basis. Some of my favorites:


Brian on his struggle to simultaneously stay in shape while working long hours to earn lots of money and then blow it all on clothes: “You know what would make me completely happy? If I could just weigh less than my jeans cost.”

Brian on one of the guiding principles of economics: “You know, Karo, a dollar today is actually worth less than a dollar tomorrow. Why? Because if I had a dollar today, I’d spend it!”

Brian to our doorman after being told that the reason why he never recognizes us when we enter the building is that we’re dressed differently today: “Dude, we dress differently every day.”

Brian upset after breaking a jar of his favorite pickles all over the kitchen floor: “And the worst part is that I lost two pickles in the explosion. They were so young…barely even cucumbers.”

Brian on being told by a cashier that the condoms he was buying were on sale for 50% off: “Half-price condoms? I don’t like the sound of that. Why don’t you just go ahead and charge me full price. Thanks.”



 

WHILE BRIAN AND I might know a thing or two about condoms, feminine products are a whole other story. A while ago, Brian and I were talking to a few girl friends of ours and the topic came up. Apparently, and again, this is news to me, when women work together in an office for an extended period of time, eventually their, um, cycles synchronize so that they’re all, you know, flowing at the same time. This both intrigued and frightened Brian and me, but we didn’t think much of it. A few weeks later, we were sitting on the couch in our apartment, happily eating egg sandwiches and drinking Gatorade (his girlfriend was out of town), and we started to reminisce about some of the hijinks that have occurred in the years we’ve lived together. The story about long-term period synchronization came up and we both had a chuckle about the ridiculousness of the notion. A moment later, we simultaneously took the last bite of our respective sandwiches, licked our fingers, took a swig of Gatorade, leaned back on the couch, and sighed in perfect synch. Startled, we both looked at each other and Brian said, “Let’s never speak of this again.”

 

AND FINALLY, I recently realized how quick I am to pick a fight with my roommate. Because we both always eat out, the only thing resembling food that Brian and I ever keep in the apartment is a Brita pitcher. The other day I went into the refrigerator to pour myself a glass of water and I noticed that there was some turkey in a package on the shelf below the Brita. I was pretty pissed off. When Brian came home I was like, “I can’t believe you’re hiding food from me, I was starving the other day and I didn’t think there was anything to eat!” Brian just stood there for a moment, looked at me quizzically, and then said, “So let me get this straight, Karo, are you actually accusing me of hiding food from you…in the refrigerator?” Fuck me.
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