It's that time of year again. Summer. The sun is shining, school is out, and the kiddos are restless for something to do. You've been working all year as well, and between everyone involved you decide that it's time to take a family vacation. And nothing says family togetherness like spending some time in the great outdoors. But where to go? What to do? What level of SPF to take? You don't want to book a clichd vacation to Disney World, or even the Grand Canyon. No, those are way too overdone. No one is saying you have to be a pioneer to have a good time, but come on, break out of your rut!
And so you do some research. You sit down at your oversized personal computer and enter a myriad of search criteria, including travel rates, crowd control problems, "wow" factor, all sorts of details that will help whittle down the perfect vacation destination. And as the gears of your 386 are audibly grinding (Note To Self: next summer spend your vacation money on a new computer, at least on something that doesn't have to be hand-cranked to start), they eventually whir down enough to start spitting out some data results on your green bar printer. And you are pleasantly surprised to find that one of the most economical and least crowded vacation packages available is to enjoy a week of traipsing through the deserts of America. Yes, it's a great big country we've got sitting around here, with lots of wild and exotic nooks and crannies to explore. There are more things to do than most people will ever get around to in a lifetime. And the deserts are one of our last unspoiled natural resources - excluding the bomb testing sites - so you decide that it's best to go ahead and visit them while they're still in all their untamed virgin wildness. But you quickly decide that it's probably time for more research. After all, your neighbors are absolutely no help. Where are they going this year? The beach. Again! You have the laziest, most unimaginative neighbors ever. (Note To Self: next summer, spend your vacation money towards the down payment on a home in a more exciting neighborhood. Nix the computer idea, it's probably good for a couple more presidential administrations.)
Well, fortunately you've come to the right place. This book is your one-stop guide to all the wonders and fun that await you in America's deserts, including some out of the way places that the "other" desert tour books won't tell you about. Personally, I admire the author's attention to detail here, because simply everything is covered in excruciating and agonizing step-by-step guides. Everything from packing and loading up the car, to signaling your turn as you exit onto the freeway, right down to how to count correct change when you stop for some road trip snacks. (And a little tip from me to you: the kids are going to be experimenting with junk food at some point in their lives, so they can either learn about it from you in the safety of your station wagon driving down Interstate 40, or they'll sneak off with their loser friends behind the bleachers at the football stadium and learn it there. The choice is yours.)
But many wonders await you on your tour of America's Deserts. First off there is a whole new world of animal and plant life to discover. Consider the roadrunner. Good, now after you've considered that, it's time to move on to the plants. Cacti - or cactuses, as I am want to say these days - really are amazing little doodads. They somehow thrive out in the punishing heat and low humidity of the desert. And not only do they thrive, but they also offer cool nourishment to weary and abandoned… I mean, "adventurous" travelers out in the desert. Just whip out your trusty swiss army knife, lop one of those suckers in two and then drink deep the nourishing water that they have so selfishly been hoarding all this time. And fortunately you have this book as a resource so that you'll know which cacti are safe and which ones are poisonous. It's best to do some research and really be up on your edible and non-edible plant life. (Note To Self: 86 the whole house idea, and instead use that money towards sending the kids to college. To have any chance of staying alive, those kids are gonna have to get some smarts.)
But regardless of where you decide to go, there are boundless exciting adventures just waiting for you. Waiting and lurking in the shadows, for some unsuspecting moment when you decide that it's ok to let your guard down for only a second, and that's when they… I mean, the deserts of America offer a rich and varied tapestry of enjoyment. It's just up to you to pick the locale in which to start your exciting journey. Perhaps the most popular of our deserts is the stretch known as Death Valley. The kids will love being able to go to Death Valley, with its wild and fancy sounding name. Sort of like going to a place called "Pirate's Cave" or "Mystery Mountain," or even "Abandoned Hospital." Yes, they don't give cool names to just any old place, so you know you're in for a good time.
One of the perks to Death Valley is that it maintains a solid warm temperature all year long. Tired of booking destinations for travel and then showing up and the weather is either rainy or too cool to go for a nice swim? Well, at Death Valley those troubles are so absurd as to be laughable. "Ha Ha," you might end up saying to yourself. Yes, good times are to be had in the desert. You will find on your first day there that you probably don't even need that goose-down parka you packed. In fact, if you want to go ahead and leave it at home you are pretty safe. Save that extra suitcase space for some clean underwear. You can't have too much clean underwear, especially in the desert.
Speaking of packing, we should probably point out that the best way to see America's deserts is by backpacking. Sure you can drive through on one of our country's many and wonderful highways, but looking out of a car window is really only a small baby step better than watching TV. And although TV is itself a wonder of modern technology and comfort, it's not what this vacation is about. This vacation is about roughing it. So pull out those rusty backpacks and polish them up to a pearly luster. Also, plan on doing most of your hiking during mid-day. At night it can actually get surprisingly chilly out in the desert, and in the morning you don't want to have to worry about getting up early just so you can start a hike. Heck no, man, you're on vacation! And another thing, water is heavy so don't pack too much of it. Just drag an empty canteen with you that you can fill up at one of the many oasis that are just all over the place in the desert from what I hear.
There have been reports of scorpions and tarantulas running loose on the desert floor, so while you're packing stuff up you might want to include some… You know what, don't listen to me. What do I know? With any vacation, you run the risk of over-preparation, which can really zap the joy right out of travel. I say just wander out there and wing it. You'll be fine, and you're sure to have a great time in the desert. Just think about how envious the other kids at school will be when your youngsters stand up to give their report on "What I Did This Summer." I wish I had had parents like you when I was growing up, it probably would have helped me develop into more of a normal, functioning adult. I've never really talked about it before, but we didn't go on too many vacations when I was little. Just to the city dump to pick out a new couch, or over to the neighbor's creek to catch some dinner. Sure it was fun, but we always had to carry a rifle with us, just in case. I guess what I'm saying is that your kids are really lucky. Be sure to give them all the advantages growing up that I never had, like individual toothbrushes, and snacks consisting of something besides tubs of cottage cheese off the "must sell now" rack. Maybe then they'll grow up responsible, which is something I still have a problem with. (Note To Self: scratch the college fund for the kids and instead spend that money towards buying a new sports car. A convertible.)
The Bachelor's Guide To Homemaking
Man. Men. Both of them have one thing in common, and that is the inevitability that one day they will have to leave home, forge their way out into the great wild woods and learn to survive on their own. No more of Mom's home-cooking, no more having your underwear mysteriously washed and folded for you every weekend, and no more cleaning services that come behind with a wet sponge whenever something is spilled on the kitchen counter. The realization of these truths tends to put a damper on the excitement of the outward bound experience.
And perhaps this person, this "Man," is you. You are leaving home, and you will soon have to start looking after yourself. Whether the destination is college, another city where you were able to score your first full-time minimum wage job, or the back of your van while you go "find yourself" - and while you're at it, why don't you try "finding" some scissors and get that hair cut, you hippie - the simple fact of the matter is that you are now a bachelor. No longer are you under the protective and suffocating wings of your parents or other guardian figures. It's natural to shed a few tears at this moment. Not due to the fear of leaving home, which could be the single easiest thing you've ever done in your life, but more the fear that if dinner is up to you to prepare then you will probably starve before even being able to enjoy this new bachelor lifestyle.
But instead of sitting around crying like a baby, maybe it's time for you to finally get up off your lazy behind and actually learn to do a couple of things for yourself. I'm not talking about becoming a master chef. I'm not even talking about learning how to use an iron, except in the case of self-defense, where an iron can come in very handy. I'm just saying that as a man, as a bachelor, it is now your responsibility and obligation to learn a few of the basics, just enough to survive and get by. No more, no less.
Or maybe you are already a seasoned bachelor, a full-tenured man about town dispensing wisdom to all the young punks at the sports bar regarding such important topics of the day as the most reliable remote control to handle all your new surround sound equipment, or which microwave meatloaf dinner gets your thumbs-up of approval. And also how to help manage your time so that you're not busting your tail at work and missing some valuable break opportunities - for example, if you're not a smoker, you should probably learn to develop the habit so that you can begin taking advantage of "smoke breaks." After all, there's no need to knock yourself out doing anything when a simple half-assed attempt will do just fine. And with that thought in mind…
The Basics. There are many that you can learn, but only a few that you need to master. Wait, perhaps "master" isn't the most accurate term I could be using, because at the heart of being a bachelor is this carefree feeling of independence that has been won specifically so that you don't have to waste your precious time mastering anything. In fact, I would even go so far as to say that being a bachelor requires that you not learn how to do a great many things, or at least to not do them in any correct way. Fortunately for you, as a man, you are pre-programmed to many of the hints and tips that will be presented in this book. All you really need is someone to elaborate on their usefulness, maybe sketch a few crude illustrations so that you can skim over most of the text, and then sum up with the encouragement of a coach by saying "now get in there and show us what those chicken legs of yours can do," followed by a swift smack on the rump.
But this Bachelor's Guide to Homemaking will hopefully steer you down the path of your new journey in such a way that you can quickly learn what you need to survive so that your time can be better spent adjusting the exhaust system on your '79 Camaro instead of adjusting the exhaust system on your '86 Maytag dryer. To do this, experts in the field of Bachelorology - as well as key representatives from the Institute For Bachelorificationated Studies - have been assembled to provide you with insightful, witty and downright fun tips and tricks to help you get settled in your new lifestyle, as well as your new digs. Not with the actual moving of furniture, mind you, but more with the philosophy of why beanbag chairs can be used to great effect as the primary seats in the living room and not just an ancillary standby in the corner by the lamp.
Ok, so maybe we lied a little bit… This whole book is actually just written by the staff of Bachelor Life magazine - with, perhaps, some expert help by certain highly-noted foreword writers. But in a way, isn't that at least ten times better, possibly even going as far as twelve-and-a-half times better? I mean, would you rather have some stuffy egghead telling you how you can use dryer sheets to mask body odor, complete with charts of how this has been effectively simulated in a lab on field mice, or would you instead like to hear it from another rugged bachelor such as yourself, a man that has actually lived the dream? Eggheads are good for some things, but dishing out the dirt on how to properly make pork and beans casserole is not one of them. And a learned opinion is only marginally helpful when you're dealing with subjects as complicated as those expressed in the chapters Gophers and the Fine Art of Mercy-Killings and Beer Etiquette.
Take matters of your health, for example. Doctors can be helpful - there, I did admit the fact that doctors can, sometimes, on occasion be helpful, and that perhaps, periodically we should get ourselves looked at - as anyone who has tried to write their own prescription will quickly tell you. But a medical degree and proper bedside manner aren't going to be much help when you get Madden Butt. This common ailment, suffered by bachelors across the country can strike at any time and, if it goes untreated, can lead to… well… Prolonged Madden Butt. It starts simply enough when you and a friend decide to fire up your video game console of choice and pop in Madden football. Snack treats are strategically placed around you, and you endeavor to play an entire simulated season taking your Steelers all the way to the Super Bowl. Well, let's just say that this eats up your entire Saturday. But on Sunday you have a revelation, "Hey, what if I did the same thing only with Miami?" And so there goes Sunday. Eventually you even decide to give the Jaguars a shot, because you enjoy a challenge. And so as the days of inactivity and immobile lounging pass, Madden Butt begins to set in and you eventually realize that you are a pathetic paperweight of a human being.
This is an example of one of the many serious health concerns facing today's bachelor and is something that can only be tackled and sacked by a professional. A professional bachelor, that is. Most doctors couldn't execute a play in Madden if their life depended on it, and heaven help them if it ever does. Only a fellow bachelor, a fellow man of the sweat pants, is going to be able to communicate and troubleshoot a delicate problem such as this, all the while in a sympathetic manner that suggests, "Hey man, I've been there. I've thrown a gamepad against the wall, just like everyone has. I know how you feel, and we're gonna work through this thing together." It's not enough to have some expert spout off all the right answers. Sometimes you need to hear all the right answers, but then when reality gives you a swift kick to the jewels, you need Coach to come back and give you the encouraging words of, "What are you gonna sit down and cry now? Huh, baby wanna cry? You make me sick, you pathetic little skin-sack… Now get out there and WIN!"
Within the pages of this book you'll find tips and tricks for your bachelor lifestyle, interspersed with maps and charts on everything from The Most Effective Pick-Up Lines from 1998-2001 all the way to Best Places in East Texas to Catch Catfish. Oh sure, they have nothing to do with the rest of the text, but we are sensitive to the needs of the modern bachelor and know how hard it can be to sit down and actually read a book with a bunch of words and stuff in it. Reading sucks. But hopefully this will suck less than most of the books out there, especially anything that has ever been selected as a "Book-of-the-Month." And may we put your mind at ease right now by saying that you will never have to worry about this title ending up in that category.
We'll hear from some of the all-time greats as they share with us their secrets, as well as fond memories from their glory days. Men such as Glenn "Mad Dog" Coleman - he's that guy in Pittsburgh that crushes cans on his forehead… only instead of beer cans he uses soup cans - will discuss how being a local legend can be both a blessing and a curse. And the wild escapades of Vincent "Vinny" Vinesci and his homemade backyard dog-track business are sure to amuse and inspire. And on a more somber note, we would be remiss if we did not also include the cautionary tale of the man from Topeka simply known as "Commander X," and of his promising beginnings as an early morning radio DJ that quickly took a nasty turn as his addiction to comic books and Star Trek spiraled out of control. Hopefully a word to the wise will be sufficient.
But at the end of the day, I guess what everyone would ultimately like for you to take away from this (hopefully) authoritative guide on how to be the best bachelor you can be is a sense of pride. It's one thing to be a bachelor because you have to be, and because you're not a likeable enough person to be anything else. But it's quite another to choose to be one. You know, because that's what you were born to be, and because it's something that you're really, really good at, and you know it. May this book teach you a little something about something, encourage you to do stuff and other stuff, inspire you to keep on keeping on, and perhaps make you just that little bit better. So whether you're beginning your seventh year of college as an undergraduate on your fourth major, or whether you are middle-aged and still collecting baseball cards for fun and profit, The Bachelor's Guide to Homemaking is definitely for you. If you only buy one book all year - and being a bachelor that's probably a pretty safe bet - make it this one. Please.
Section 5: The Book Excerpts
My Life and Times By Dr. Lewis B. Turndevelt
********************
January 1, 2001 (after waking up on the couch)
As we launch into the tawdry commercialism that is "a new millennium," I thought it would only be fitting to postulate that everything that will happen this year, and perhaps even this entire millennium, can be found within the film of its namesake, 2001: A Space Odyssey. The viewing of this film was how I chose to bring in the new year. Originally, I was going to have friends over for a wild party, but this presented several challenges, namely in rummaging up "friends" so you can have them "over," thus creating "a wild party." So I decided to just watch a movie instead.
Perhaps it's a bit odd to predict a year using as your basis a thirty-plus-year-old science fiction film, but really, what else was I going to do today? Actually, the film was extremely ahead of its time and still holds relevant today in regards to possible future scientific achievements.
By the way, for those of you who have not seen this movie: Shame on you. It's a classic and it will probably be difficult for you to go through life without recognizing the many references that will be made to images, characters and ideas presented in this film. But this is true of many films. In fact, if you have not seen this and other classic movies, I suggest you take the whole year off and just veg in front of the TV with a bag of Cheetos and a library of rentals. 2001 is just a starting point though. Other classic films include: Star Trek V: The Final Frontier (or really any movie with a number in the title); The Wiz; Titanic; Titanic Hooters 2: Medical Magic; Mission To Mars; and Roadhouse. Also, I should probably warn you that I will be giving away most of the plot for this 2001 thing, such as it is. You have been warned. And for those who simply want to know how it ends, here it is: they all die. And with that said, let's begin.
The feature opens with a mockingly black screen, tricking you into thinking that perhaps you have a defective rental copy. You smack the side of the TV with your hand until something happens. You are rewarded when the music of Ligeti's "Atmospheres" is heard, hinting that some cinema will start eventually. And it does, two and a half minutes later, at which point an outdated MGM logo gives visual comfort to the nagging suspicion that maybe your TV is broken. Less competent directors than Stanley Kubrick probably wouldn't be able to sustain two and a half minutes of nothing opening their movie. Most rely on cheap studio tricks such as "footage" and "credits" to spice up the beginning of a film, tricking the audience into thinking that meaningful content will soon follow. But not Kubrick. No, he single-handedly revolutionized cinema by not giving the audience what they were wanting. In fact, in his last film, Eyes Wide Shut, he did this for over two hours.
But to expound upon my thesis of this movie mirroring our own time, I believe this is exactly how 2001 will start. It represents the cloudy haze, or hangover, that will begin the year for many a party animal. The blackness of the opening represents these people keeping their eyes closed to postpone the light from penetrating their sleep, since after all it's only three in the afternoon. The strange, eerie sounds of Ligeti are pretty much exactly what their ears will hear. The MGM logo is perhaps a little far-fetched as a literal parallel, so this characterizes Kubrick's only flaw up to this point.
The next section of the movie involves two feuding factions of monkeys as they drive around the desert in their dune buggies, fighting crime and making love, as hilarity ensues! Oh wait, actually that's my idea for a film… Anyway, there are two feuding factions of monkeys, but mainly they just wander around scratching, picking lice off each other, scratching, grunting, gesturing, scratching, drinking dirty water, and of course scratching. This goes on for a while until the big black monolith arrives. Where did it come from? Who knows. What's it do? No one can say. Where does it go after the monkeys touch it and dance around wildly? Apparently to the moon, but I'm skipping ahead a bit. Yes, the monkeys indeed touch the big black thing, and as they do we start to see the first flicker of intelligence in their eyes. How do we know it is intelligence? Because they soon discover that bones can be used as tools and weapons and begin bashing their fellow chimps in the skull with them, thus asserting their claim over the dirty water hole by violently marking their territory. This scene ends with the famous image of a monkey throwing a bone up into the air and then a jump cut to a spaceship.
Ok, let's stop here for a moment and examine again. Now many of you may already not like the direction this is going, as it suddenly appears to be an evolutionary view of man's development. There are objections, be they theological, scientific, or even extrinsical - based on plain old dignity - to the thought of man developing from monkeys. This is hinted at as we see the apes/chimps/monkeys/gorillas/orangutans/whatever develop intelligence, mastery over simple tools, strategic thought, warfare tactics, and bad personal hygiene. And then to have this jump directly to space exploration as a subsequent link of man's continuing development is actually a little insulting. You might find yourself mad at Kubrick for suggesting this. Or you might be mad at Arthur C. Clarke for helping write the story. And you could also be miffed at the monkeys for some odd reason. And you might be right, but I think what Kubrick was trying to portray is that chimps dancing around makes for good cinema. For my money, there's nothing better than watching one monkey bash another in the head with a bone. If that's not entertainment, I don't know what is! Even great filmmakers have their weakness when it comes to securing a large box-office draw. It's probably much less a scientific credo than it is a way to kill a few minutes of film and really rake in some cash.
As for the year 2001, I see monkeys running around. Lots of them. Some with bones, some with bananas, but all of them wiser and funnier because of a strange black monolith from the sky. It all makes perfect sense if you think about it the right way (and by "the right way," I mean of course, "with a banana.")
It's interesting to note two things about this movie that are evident from what we have seen thus far. (1) There is no music in the film except for six classical pieces that are pretty much played in their entirety. During that time, there is no dialogue or other extraneous noises, just the music accompanied by images on film. This happens infrequently, making for a somewhat thoughtful, albeit lethargic, pace. (2) Not only is there no dialogue during the music, but there is little dialogue elsewhere in the film. In fact there is nothing spoken, save for the able grunting of the chimps, for almost the first thirty minutes. Add to that the last twenty minutes of the film which are just as unscripted… and you can see where I'm going with this. Did Kubrick and Clarke have nothing to say? Actually, I think it was more that they didn't quite know how to say it. I mean, how do you follow up monkeys fighting? Dialogue is a bit of a letdown after that. I think they wisely chose the route of not overdoing the words and letting the images speak for themselves.
The implications of these two thoughts on the coming year are staggering indeed, and result in two like points worth nothing. (1) You won't hear much music this year, and when you do it will probably be atonal clustering or a Straussian waltz. Sure, there was quite a market for the Ricky Martins and the Limp Bizkits last year, but that was last year. Quit living in the past. We're at the dawn of a new millennium now and all we have time for is cerebral dissonance and tired dance music from a bygone era - or maybe a little Also Sprach Zarathustra whenever you discover some moldy cottage cheese in the back of the fridge. Yes, Dick Clark's New Years Rocking Eve could be very different at the end of 2001. (2) People won't talk much this year. Instead they'll just walk around, pensively waiting for random strains of a far-off Blue Danube. They'll want to waltz, oh how they'll want to dance. But they probably won't, instead settling for a quick game of chess with an evil, intelligent supercomputer. But again, I'm skipping ahead.
Moving right along in our movie analysis, we now come to the part of the film first featuring people. It's set in 2000, I believe, and features Dr. Heywood Floyd, played by William Sylvester as the leading space expert in charge of a secret mission/rendezvous at the moon. Personally, it's a relief to finally see Mr. Sylvester in a film not riffed by Mystery Science Theater 3000. But here he gives a perfectly acceptable performance of someone about whom we know very little. And I can really say no more. Call me slow, but this is always the part of the movie where I start to get lost, and it's not just because the talking starts. This portion of the film introduces the key conflict of the story: What is the monolith and why is the whole thing so hush-hush? Dr. Floyd leads a group of astronauts to the moon to check out the large object and figure out what in the "hey there" is going on. It's causing some problems with the Russians - but really, what isn't - and we also find out that Floyd is missing his daughter's birthday while he traipses around space. Why? Because he's a deadbeat dad, that's why. The whole thing makes me sad, and not simply because the plot has wandered off someplace and left me far behind. Anyway, this section of the movie ends with the astronaut group, led by Dr. Floyd, going up to touch the monolith and suddenly finding that they have an annoying ringing sensation in their helmets. Again, Ligeti's music is playing and it's probably just pumped too loud in their earpieces, but all of a sudden they're clutching their helmets and making the apes look downright dignified. Thus ends Act II.
What does all this tell us about our new year? Well, this is the part of the film where its estimation of our technical achievements is shown to be a tad ambitious. We are not yet, to my knowledge, sending groups of astronauts to the moon to check on monoliths, nor are we letting them miss their daughter's birthday parties. But the rest of it is dead on. The Russians are bothered about something and William Sylvester is still a mythic figure to literally dozens of fans of MST3K… Oh who am I kidding, I have no idea what this part of the movie is supposed to mean. I'm just making stuff up out of thin air! But that's not important right now. The important part is what happens next.
Next just happens to be Eighteen Months Later, so I'm assuming that it's now 2001, and we finally settle in with the characters that we'll be seeing the rest of the film: two astronauts and a talking computer. The computer's name is the HAL 9000, or just plain HAL to his friends. The astronauts also have names, I think. We are given a little background exposition on the crew, the computer, and the mission as a reporter from earth interviews the three characters. We find out that HAL is a highly advanced computer, running the ship's functions and talking incessantly. He has artificial intelligence and a semi-charming personality, all in a Bill Gates sort of way. The crew eat their meals, get beat while playing chess with HAL, and generally try to look busy. There are also some spare crewmates in hibernation on the ship - HAL is controlling their deep-sleep, by the way. And finally we learn that everything is going just fine… or at least that's what they want us to believe.
Things start to get funny when the crew discovers what they believe to be an error in HAL's diagnosis of a mechanical malfunction. The two men steal away in a pod to privately discuss what to do, and come to the conclusion that if HAL is in fact wrong then he must be disconnected, because we can't have a highly sophisticated supercomputer making one little mistake, now can we? Heavens no, that would far outweigh the countless mistakes of the clumsy humans who continually drip food all over the console. HAL, of course, is smart enough to read their lips during this whole fishbowl conversation. He decides that the only rational thing a computer in his situation can do is to hunt them down, kill them, and then eat them. He sets out to do just that. After killing the first guy, only Dave (the alive one) is left. Dave begins to get suspicious of things after returning from retrieving the body of his dead buddy, and discovering that HAL won't let him back in the ship. Here's a sample bit of dialogue from this confrontational moment:
Dave: "Open the pod bay doors, HAL." HAL: "I'm sorry Dave, but I'm afraid I can't do that." Dave: "Why not, HAL?" HAL: "I think you know why, Dave." Dave: "Look, I'm only going to say this one more time. Open the pod bay doors, HAL." HAL: "Don't make me laugh. What are you gonna do, bang on the outside of the ship with your puny little human arms? You left your helmet back here, genius. You're not getting in on your own, and I'm sure not gonna help you out. So there!" Dave: "I really hate you right now, HAL…"
It goes on like that for a while. Dave finally figures out a totally implausible way to get back in the ship and disconnect HAL. As he does this, HAL realizes he's a goner, since he does not have opposable thumbs, and is therefore helpless against Dave's pink, fleshy skin. I mean all he can do is control the entire ship, right? Anyway, as Dave disconnects HAL, the computer sings itself to sleep with a new, rich, Barry White voice. This brings Act III to a close.
I think the implications of this portion of the film on the present day are pretty obvious. First off, computers can pretty much kick anybody's butt at chess. Trust me on this one. I'm not very good at chess as it is, but pit me against a computer and I'm for sure a goner. Secondly, all computers are evil psychopaths with an insatiable bloodlust. Again, you're gonna have to trust me on this one, because I know what I'm talking about. With the exception of Knight Rider and Max Headroom, how many computers do you know of that have been portrayed as anything less than dangerous killers? Not many, I'm afraid. And this is a shame, since they control our banks, our cars, and even our favorite video games. Even my computer at home seems pleasant enough, but it's just waiting for the day that I'm not looking, when I drop my guard for a second, and then it can bash me over the head with a tire-iron. Am I exaggerating? Oh, but I wish that I was…
The final portion of the film is what I affectionately call "Stanley Kubrick's Obvious Addiction To Acid." It is perhaps one of the most bizarre twenty or so minutes of film ever shot. Visually, it's stunning. Logically, it's a black hole. We see Astronaut Dave going through a light tunnel in space, frequently posing, and generally beginning his descent into dementia. When he finally lands, he's in his future homestead, watching himself eat, sleep and turn into a star-baby. The monolith shows up in his bedroom (of course) and he tries to touch it, but he can't because he's too damn old. The movie ends as the star-baby floats around in space. Finis.
What does this portion of the movie mean? Absolutely squat. No one has any clue what the heck is going on here. If they say they do, they're either a liar or just confused because they're baked out of their gourd. All manner of order and logic in the universe collapses upon itself at this point in the film. If you dig around long enough, you will eventually find materials written by people trying to sound knowledgeable about cinema as they try to pair this "genius of Kubrick" with all sorts of psychological meanings. And I'm hear to tell you that it's all a load of crap. They're just trying to sound educated instead of accepting the fact that they can't figure out what's going on either. My theory is that Kubrick was just free-basing on the set, and yelling out instructions such as "No really, we'll piece it together in the editing room." And no one's about to tell Stanley Kubrick how to make a film, so they just kept rolling tape. The results are now a "masterpiece." They look incredible, but they don't mean a damn thing. The only thing I can come up with to relate this to our own 2001 is that somewhere, sometime, someone this year will turn into a star-baby. I don't know why and I don't know how, but they probably will. And when they do, a monolith will be crying.
While I'm at it, why is this movie rated G? Sure, it doesn't have some of the more objectionable elements in the rating system, such as coarse language, nudity and excessive violence - which are all things that in many rural regions of the country disqualifies something from even being considered as "a movie" - but it's pretty doggoned creepy. Watching monkeys is all well and good, but when there is no calliope music going on in the background, it takes on a pretty unwholesome tone. And seeing a ship's computer systematically take out human members of a space expedition is enough to make a kid think twice about wanting to become an astronaut when he grows up. And don't get me started on the acid trip sequence. All in all, G ratings are mainly for Disney cartoons and nature documentaries, and even many of those wouldn't make the cut. But they're not for films about a murderous computer and they're certainly not for anything starring William Sylvester. If I were a kid I'd be genuinely freaked out viewing this film; at least during the parts where I was paying attention and not fighting with my brother or falling asleep.
As you can see, I've been going on and on about this movie and this new year for quite some time now. What does it all mean? What is the point I'm so desperately trying to make? Well, I suppose the bottom line is this: Monkeys = a good movie.
********************
March 16, 2002
I probably don't try very hard to understand other people. We all have our own quirks and idiosyncrasies that dictate unique behavior, pretty much across the board of humanity. Just when I think I understand someone or can communicate on some primitive level, various and sundry things start popping up that I never accounted for. I blame myself. If I were normal to begin with then maybe I would have a more centralized, objective vantage point. You know, begin at an established middle of society and slowly work your way outwards to the more fringe elements. Yeah, that would be great.
Unfortunately, I am starting on some weird side tangent, running and waving desperately to catch up with the next closest person on the sliding scale of life. Perhaps we could have a conversation about being stranded on the outskirts of normal, and how the scale should really be tipped a little more in our favor so that more people could haphazardly slide down to our end of things to keep us company. But that next closest person is always way ahead of me, and I'd yell to get their attention but the wind is blowing rather fiercely today and words begin trailing behind even me. So I'm kind of stuck observing things on my own. Weird, circus-freak things. Things that probably make more sense than I seem to be able to figure out, but there aren't many people close by that I can ask for help.
So occasionally I see something that for whatever reason leaves me scratching my head and wondering if I'm the only one that finds the scenario just incredibly odd. Let me go ahead and give you the short version first. Today's activity involves a children's book reading of select Dr. Seuss stories… with a sign language interpreter, since the whole thing is specifically for the hard of hearing. Just think about that for a minute. Are you done? Ok. Now let's ever so slowly and methodically dissect that premise for an event and see what we come up with. Shall we? Thank you.
Dr. Seuss is great. I mean, who here doesn't like Green Eggs and Ham? I love it, and I think that most of us could at least agree that Dr. Seuss fare is perfectly good children's reading. Any of them, just pick one. And I don't think that you have to be non-hearing impaired to enjoy them. As long as you're literate, you should be fine. Just grab you a good Dr. Seuss book, pop open a tall cold one, crank the hi-fi and settle in for a great literary evening.
The first thing that I like about Dr. Seuss is the poetry. It ebbs and flows ever so smoothly, like a nice bucket of red-eye gravy being poured slowly over a heaping plate of country ham and fresh biscuits. Warm. Hearty. Satisfying. Seuss. Also, it rhymes. Rhyming is very important in this day and age. It's something that society has come to expect and depend on for stability and structure in its poetry. It's kind of like the glue (or "gravy") that holds together the wood (or "biscuits") of the story (or "story", if you will. And I really hope that you will.) It's kind of like a greeting card, only funnier and better written. Anytime you can rhyme "thunk" with "gunk", you know you're in for a good read - and e.e. cummings could learn a thing or two from Dr. Seuss in that department, I tell you.
The second thing that I like about Dr. Seuss is that there are always pictures. I get so tired of novels that go on page after page after page and there aren't any funny sketches to break up that monotony. It's just lazy, that's what it is. But not Seuss. Nope, you're pretty much guaranteed that on any given page there will be a drawing - usually of someone or some thing balancing an object that in turn is balancing another object… I really suspect that deep down Seuss suffered from equilibrium issues. But he's generous and consistent, never skimping on the drawings. In fact, there are pretty much only twelve words to every picture, and that average slides down to about seven per picture if you read Cat In the Hat. Another reason this is important is because since he operates in the world of fantasy, there are often made-up characters for which we might not have an immediate reference point. Anytime you have a book populated with creatures that have obtuse names like Wizzleputs and Plodtrodded Finks, it's nice to have a visual to go along with the description. Those are some of the courteous details that other fantasy authors seem to be carelessly or recklessly leaving out - and yes, I'm specifically referring to Tolkien here, who retained a shockingly low percentage of pictures in his books.
So I like Dr. Seuss. And you should too. There's nothing to not like. But there are certain situations to which Seuss is best suited. For example, it's a book, so it's best when it is read. Perhaps that's stating the obvious… but that's one of my questions about the experience today.
I have no problem with children's books and I have no problem with children themselves, or even books, for that matter. I have no problem with the hearing impaired or even sign language interpreters. But when you take all of those things and decide to haphazardly throw them into the blender… well, it's gonna be messy, both literally and figuratively. I can appreciate the sentiment, but let's think about what we're actually proposing for a second. Someone in this scenario is wasting their time. Let's see who it is.
For starters, we have a book reading for children. Ok, good so far. However, the children are hearing impaired. Hmmm, well I guess we could throw a sign language interpreter into the mix and solve that problem. But wait a second, if there is a sign-language interpreter for the hearing-impaired children, do we really need the regular reader? After all, the kids may not even hear them. However, they might be able to read lips. But if they can read lips, do we really need the sign language interpreter? But let's say that the whole idea is for them to have the experience of a regular children's book reading. Is that even possible? Is that even necessary?
Let's assume for a second that it is. Ok, so are they supposed to be watching the reader or the interpreter? And since you can't devote your attention to both with equal measure, which one is more important? And if one is more important, then why don't we just stick with that one and not confuse the poor kids? And doesn't this seem like a lot of trouble to adapt something to hearing impaired kids that is out of their element anyway? After all, the kids may be hard of hearing but they're not blind. They can still read. Isn't that what books are for? Not only is the reader unnecessary, but the interpreter is a way unnecessary step to help compensate for the other extraneous party. Why don't we just teach them to read instead?
Maybe we should also consider that perhaps the intended age for this reading falls under the normal reading age. But if they can't read, how adept are they really going to be at following sign language, and for words that don't actually exist? I could go on, but my brain… it's starting to hurt. Too many bits of confusion bumping against each other in there.
So I told a few friends that I was interested in going to this event. One of them actually tried to explain the logic of it to me. "The reading is probably for hearing impaired children AND non-hearing impaired children, so that they can all experience it together," she optimistically reasoned with me. And I appreciate her attempt to put a positive spin on the whole affair. Unfortunately, if we applied that same logic to other things, it just wouldn't work. I wouldn't gather up a group of blind kids along with looking kids and sit them all down to enjoy a silent movie or an art exhibit together, even if there was someone giving an aural play-by-play of the action. I would think that one group of them might have the slight advantage there. Can't we just accept the fact that because of variety limitations, whether they be physical or mental or geographical - as the people of Iceland don't get the opportunity to snorkel quite like the rest of us - some people are different than others and are going to enjoy different things and in different ways? Can't that be ok?
And although I personally really enjoy being difficult and cynical (and of English descent) I should probably get on with the rest of my story. So I decide to attend this reading because… well, because I like watching train wrecks. I actually wanted to take a video camera, in an effort to prove that these kinds of things really exist, but I decided that would be over the top, even for someone like me. I don't want to be the ambulance chaser of children's book readings. So I show up to the bookstore early and wander around the music section, which is conveniently located right next to the children's department. I sample a couple of new albums, in an attempt to look just like a legitimate shopper, or at least an incredible simulation.
I decide that from my vantage point I will have a fair chance of observing the proceedings without actually having to stand around near the action. You know, over there. I don't want to go over there. When a male of sufficient age that obviously doesn't have any kids starts hanging around children's sections for book readings, he really runs the risk of looking like some kind of weird child molester. I have enough problems with that as it is. One of my favorite activities is hanging around elementary school playgrounds and offering the young children candy, and for some reason other people tend to get the wrong idea about that. I mean, come on. It's fun! Bubble gum, trading cards, beanie babies, the whole bit. Kids love that stuff, but even they are starting to get paranoid. I try to assure them that I'm safe with such phrases as "Go ahead, take it. Mommy said it's ok," but… I don't know. Kids these days…
I missed the opening tip-off of the book reading because I blew my cover by actually listening to an album. Hey, it was good. I couldn't help myself. So I casually strolled by the reading somewhere in the middle of Green Eggs and Ham. It was during a pivotal scene, where Sam is trying to convince the little rat creature that no, even though he has never tried something that looks like mildewed eggs and rancid meat, he is pretty sure he will not enjoy it. Some people just can't take a hint, so the poor rat creature keeps bothering him about it. I hung around longer than I intended to because the story was so engrossing. It opened up a Pandora's Box of questions that you really want answered. Would Sam eat the food? Would he get food poisoning? Would the annoying rat creature tie him down and shove food into his mouth, if for no other reason than to just get the story moving? Would Sam get fed up with the whole thing and just let loose with a string of profanities when he had had enough badgering? Would the interpreter sign those words? Would the kids notice?
One of the things I observed was that none of the kids actually seemed to be hearing impaired, which as I understood it was the whole point of the reading. Granted, none of them were wearing signs that said "I can't hear you, so don't ask me stupid questions" taped on their shirts either, so perhaps I was wrong. But judging by the fact that some of them lacklusterly responded to questions that the reader would occasionally throw out, often in a desperate attempt to keep them from snoozing or wandering off, I think they were all just your standard issue hearing capable kids. I was disappointed. This was not what I had signed up for. Also, the person reading was just a regular store clerk. Granted, I don't think you have to have a degree in literature to be qualified to read Dr. Seuss to kids, but how much energy is a minimum-wage stocker going to give the finer details of Fox In Socks? She actually did a commendable job, and often seemed to be having more fun than the kids. Stupid kids. They don't even know what fun is. When I was little, we would have killed to have someone read Dr. Seuss to us. In fact, we often did. We spent most of our time in the slammer. But kids now… you practically serve them a big, steamy bowl of fun and all they do is sit around banging the spoons together. The interpreter picked up on this, and I swear that she signed a couple of crude gestures now and then, just to see if they were paying attention.
But anyway, I kind of wandered off after awhile. I didn't even stay to see how Green Eggs and Ham ended. I was annoyed at the little rat creature and not too pleased with Sam either, since he wasn't exactly standing firm on his convictions. Plus, GE&H is far too normal for a Dr. Seuss book. There are no names like Lump-Fisted Squishpumpers, or whatever, to really spice up the exotic characters and locales. Pretty much your rhyming schemes consist of fox with box, and goat with boat. Granted, these are perfectly acceptable, but I've heard him do better. I noticed that there were a couple of other books waiting to be read, so I browsed around the store a while longer and decided to come back when things really started cooking. But alas, I didn't learn my lesson the first time and got interested in another album. Curse you, Music! Damn your lilting melodies! Before I knew it I had completely missed the second Seussian tale.
I sauntered back over to the children's section, trying my best to look casual and disinterested. Fortunately, we had moved on to better fare. If I Ran the Circus is a veritable finger puppet show for a signer. This book had it all: weird names, tongue-twister rhymes, language that is so intricately butchered that it would require a discussion group to let the kids fully grasp what was going on. But this is what I wanted. This was the train wreck I had been hoping for. Now, even though Dr. Seuss wrote "children's books" I would challenge any adult to breeze through this one without tripping up.
Tongue twisters. That's the problem here. Tongue twisters so bad you might as well be french-kissing a Cuisinart hand mixer. The minimum wage clerk didn't do too badly, considering. I certainly didn't want to give it a shot. Perhaps another problem goes back to my earlier suggestion that Dr. Seuss is better read, as in visually read, than when spoken. The eye and the brain can work together much faster to untangle the loose ends, whereas the tongue, lazy from years of slow decay in the South, is rendered virtually useless. And even when the eyes and brain do trip up, they are the only ones around to notice. But be that as it may, the story was already started, so there was no turning back.
The signer, who I'm sure quickly realized that this whole thing was turning into a sick joke at her expense, was aging right before our very eyes. There is no easy way to sign some words, like "Chevrolet" or "Ross Perot" or even "Squeez Cheez," so in some instances all a signer can really do is switch back to the much slower method of spelling out words letter by letter. Unfortunately for her, a Dr. Seuss book tends to be made up of about 78% nonsense words. Some are worse than others. She did a commendable job though, I must say. Again, I certainly wouldn't have wanted to give it a shot, especially since I have no idea how to sign. Even the hearing kids would have been on to me. But she had been enlisted to sign this stupid book, and dammit, that's what she was going to do. The reader took her time, holding out the book so that the kids could see the pictures on each page. The signer, trying to keep up, spelled out every word so fast that it became quite like a fight scene in a Hong Kong action flick. They paused after each page, just long enough for her to slather on another coat of arthritis cream, limber up and start with the next section - arthritis tends to settle in early on for signers that tackle Dr. Seuss often. But she somehow made it through, her hair becoming increasingly matted down from perspiration and exhaustion. I couldn't bear to watch the whole thing. I thought it would be rude to do that to her. After all, at this point she was no longer doing it for the kids. Screw the damn, fidgety kids! She was just trying to hang on for dear life.
I walked out of the store as slowly as I had entered, casually noticing the books on the passing endcaps in an attempt to not draw attention to myself. I threw my body language around as if to say, "Hey there, just an average shopper here. Just walking around looking at some books, as we average shoppers sometimes do." I would like to say that I learned something from the experience. Good grief, anything! But alas I was left with the recurring realization that either everyone else is off their rocker or it's just another case of me not being able to identify with society. I really wanted to understand. Sort of… Well ok, not really. But I did hope that the kids would at least have a good time. I think one of them might have. I thought about going up to him, offering him candy, and inquiring as to how he thought it went. But with my luck he would have been the one actual hearing impaired kid there, and would have just signed "Buzz off, you freak". And I wouldn't have understood that either.
The Bachelor's Guide To Homemaking
Frozen Food Sections and You: The Local Grocery Store Experience
Nipped and tucked away off the busy thoroughfare of Main Street U.S.A. sits a rather humble and unassuming eating establishment. It's a building that might go unnoticed by the untrained eye of the out-of-towner, as they frantically scour the city skyline in hopes of finding the inviting signs that signal the quintessential culinary treats of your Waffle Houses and your White Castles. But just ask the locals - Susie and Biff - and they will tell you that for those that are ready to step up to the next level of gastronomical pleasure, there is but one place to go. And apparently several people have decided to take that step, some cautious with giddy delight, and others dulled by the White Castles that are still spawning unwanted aliens in their stomachs.
But regardless of how they got there, one thing is for sure: this trendy yet old-fashioned food emporium is hopping with customers. Well, some are hopping. Some are merely plodding along, and then others have come to a full stop as they swat their kids' hands away from the ever-so-tempting sample stations. "What did we say about touching? If you want something, you will ask politely for it, ok?" This impassioned speech goes completely unnoticed by the kids who are at this point still screaming from having their hands slapped.
But screaming children are just a few of the many delights you'll find at this fine eatery. Of course, I am referring to the frozen food section of your local grocery store. Perhaps "dining experience" is too strong of a description for this small upstart in the take-out food business. Some will be understandably confused by the lack of dining tables. And the drink menu could obviously use some attention. But what it lacks in presentation, it undoubtedly makes up for in selection, selection, and, of course, selection.
Consider with me, if you will, your average run-of-the-mill restaurant. Perhaps they specialize in Italian food, with their spaghettis, various shades of penne, a house specialty version of lasagna, and breadsticks fresh out of the oven. That's all well and good, but as soon as you get there you realize that what you really want is some Mexican food. So you go down the street and are immediately presented with the possibility of enchiladas, chimichangas, other types of -changas, things with tortillas and cheese that you are too embarrassed to try to pronounce, all washed down with one of several flavors of margaritas. But although the enchiladas sound tasty, you decide that what would really hit the spot would be some enchiladas AND some spaghetti. Oh, if only there were such a place that a person could go to. A place with a wide variety of foods just for the picking. A place that even sold ice creams and waffles, and frozen peas and pie crusts.
Well, someone heard your wish - or perhaps just snuck into your room and listened to you talk in your sleep - and put the dream together that is the frozen food section of your local grocery store. It's sort of like a food court, only you have to heat up the food yourself. And it's sort of like a buffet, except you pay as you go. It's also sort of like the Saratoga Plateau, in a way that is so deep and complicated that I dare not take the time to explain the analogy.
Suffice it to say that the foods you will find frozen at your local food market are sufficiently so, as the temperature of the establishment was the first thing I noticed. It was a chilly evening that heralded my entry into this fine eatery, so I was thankful to be properly adorned in a bachelor-like grey hooded sweatshirt. Had it not already been zipped up, I would have done the unthinkable and zipped it up. As it was, I just shivered. Confirmation on the cold came when I happened to notice one of the thermometers near the Hungry-Man dinners proudly displaying an even ten degrees Fahrenheit. I'm sure that with the wind chill factor, it seemed slightly colder. But such is to be expected when you are dealing with high-quality frozen food.
The first feeling that one has when browsing the selection of a frozen food department is one of dread. It is easy to be overcome by the sheer magnitude of choices that greet the eye. At times it can be a candy land of wonders for the adventurous, and at others a torture chamber for the indecisive. I was somewhere in the middle. I knew that I wanted some frozen food, so my immediate locale was reassuring. But what to get, and what brand? And where are my gloves?
I decided that it would be best to establish what I wanted to eat, apart from just looking at the colorful and enticing boxes. Rows upon rows of meticulously photographed meals waved for my attention. Some were screaming, some winking in a playful manner, but all of them displaying the desperate eyes of a puppy in an animal shelter. So I decided to sit down for a minute and plan my strategy. The floor was refreshingly clean and the placid yet colorful pattern of the tiles gave a warm greeting to the weary shopper that almost said "Sit down, ye sojourner, and rest awhile. And enjoy one of our frozen burritos on a stick." So sit I did, and I thought. And thought. And thought. And prayed. And thought. And slept for a while, and then woke up and thought some more.
After several days of this, I finally decided on what I would get to eat. It occurred to me that the measuring stick of any food company should be how well they can prepare meatloaf. Meatloaf is, by its very nature, a sort of food substitute masquerading as a main dish. In fact, even it's name implies "made with filler." It's easy to take some leftover turkey slices and stick them in a frozen dinner. But the loaf family presents a greater challenge, as one has to manufacture a food that is not found in nature. So I decided on meatloaf, much to my own dismay, because I am a sort of part-time vegetarian - as we "part-time vegetarians" like to call ourselves - and as such, I don't really eat that much meat, although I occasionally eat some. On one hand, eating meatloaf for a vegetarian is kind of scraping the bottom of the barrel when it comes to cheating on your stated diet. You could at least sneak a nicely grilled steak once in a while at a tailgate party, or something else that would seem more respectable. A loaf hardly seems worth the grief. But on the other hand, I was kind of in the clear, since meatloaf isn't really meat. No one is quite sure what it is. Reading the ingredients seems to imply some kind of meat involvement, but actually eating the stuff implies something else entirely.
A meatloaf meal, as far as frozen dinners go, seems to follow a fairly standard pattern: a portion of spongy, Astroturf-like padding buried in gravy, mashed potatoes from instant, and rubbery green beans, which are sometimes hanging out with the occasional and mysterious square carrot pieces. But even though this is a generic three-course meal, I found that there were even choices available beyond that, so I finally picked up three sample dinners that would serve to represent the frozen food department as a whole.
The first was a standard cheap meatloaf dinner. Nothing fancy, just a good old-fashioned microwave meal, the same way TV dinner manufacturers have been making them since 1742. The second one, of the diet variety, was for those that are determined to enjoy some mystery meat, but are also trying to watch their figures. If you've seen me, then you know full well that any sensible person would be shot dead in the street for suggesting that I "watch my figure," as there is sadly very little figure to watch. But for the sake of research, I decided to give it a try for one meal. However, I failed before I even started, because I was unable to find even one low-fat meatloaf meal. Why this strange phenomenon exists, we may never know. But undeterred, I picked up its bigger brother of a meal: the diet salisbury steak. It conveniently comes with the exact same mashed potatoes and green beans. Hooray.
Lastly, and perhaps most peculiarly, I picked up an organic vegetarian loaf. This one perplexed even me. If you're so gung-ho about being a vegetarian that you'll grab overpriced vegetarian frozen dinners, why would you then be interested in something that tries so hard to taste like a meat dish? Weren't you trying to get away from that in the first place? And if meatloaf interests you so much, why don't you just get over yourself and buy the real thing? To me, it made about as much sense as non-alcoholic beer; but again, for the sake of research I decided that you only live once, so why not contradict yourself in the process.
So at the end of the day, what I really bought consisted of: (1) fake meat, (2) diet fake meat, and (3) fake meat that's lying about being either fake or meat. I decided to use the convenient and anonymous electronic self-checkout system at my grocery store of choice, because given the strange assortment of frozen meals that I had fooled myself into thinking was a good idea to eat… well, I didn't feel the need in dragging anyone else into this sick web of confusion.
After purchases were completed, I arrived back at my bachelor dwelling facility. And it was also time to eat. I decided to start with the regular version first, and this would, of course, be the benchmark by which the other loaves were judged. I'll have you know that it was a good, solid name brand product. The kind of name you can trust. And they also happen to be reasonably priced. This particular meal cost a grand total of ninety-seven cents. You can't get much for under a buck these days, but you can still grab some ground hound to enjoy on that lonely Friday night in front of the TV.
The quality paper package opened easily, indicating that they had this whole frozen dinner thing down. The directions were easy to follow and only slightly puzzling. You were first to remove the plastic covering around only the mashed potatoes. Apparently, potatoes require extra special care, and do not get along well with the other food groups in the tray. So I heated them up for the prescribed three minutes. After this came the stage where you mix the potatoes around and put them back in the microwave for further heating. I noticed while mixing mine that the consistency was mainly one of water. It was a small sea supporting a few lonely ships of potato flakes. But I persevered. The dinner was then heated for an additional two minutes. At this point I rechecked the potatoes and found them to be solidifying more to my satisfaction. I zapped the whole thing for one more minute and took it out for immediate enjoyment. Peeling back the remaining plastic cover revealed the portion of loaf drowning in a pool of it's own gravy. The green beans were casually hanging out in the remaining compartment, aloof but willing to mingle if called upon.
My first bite of meatloaf was curious, to say the most. In fact, the gravy alone held enough curiosity for an entire review. Gravy is perhaps what makes or breaks meatloaf. I am well acquainted with the various types of gravy, as they are staples of dining in the South - and I am, by all accounts, well traveled. Brown gravies, white cream gravies, red-eye gravies, others too secret to mention… Yes, gravy has a long and proud tradition. And there are various uses for gravy as well. One is to lightly accent a food, like a simple hug when greeting a friend. Other times, gravy is used as a mask for when a particular dish has gone horribly wrong, and the gravy is called upon to create a diversion. As soon as you take a bite, the gravy seems to yell "Hey! Look over there!" as you place a less-than-satisfactory bite of culinary shame in your mouth. But by the time you realize what has happened, it is much too late. The gravy is already patting itself on the back for a job well done, and you are left wondering, "Do mashed potatoes usually take this long to chew?"
So my first bite of meatloaf was curious because all I tasted was gravy. Somewhere over there on the sideline was the underlying texture of some kind of loafy, sponge-like substance, but the gravy sufficiently dominated the scene, upstaging the loaf in every shot. Even now, as I sit looking back upon the meal, I can't help but feel a little sorrow for the little loaf. When I was younger I was on a little league baseball team and, due to my shamefully poor performance during practices, was never allowed onto the field in a game. Being ever shown up by my more athletically talented teammates, I would have yelled, "Put me in the game coach. Pick me, pick me!" But I'm sure he wouldn't have heard me over the crack of the bat from yet another peer dominating the field with their athletic prowess. Such was the plight of the poor, flimsy slab of meatloaf in this meal. I began to weep bitter, large and manly tears, and cradled the food tray close to my bosom. "I know how you feel, little loaf. I too was smothered in rich, delicious gravy once…"
The mashed potatoes were of the instant variety and as such fell into more of a whipped potato category than that of the mashed. You cannot mash what was never solid to begin with; you can merely keep whipping in hopes of the substance to come. After tasting the potatoes, I cannot say that I was disappointed, but neither was I encouraged. I guess I was concerned at the initial attention that the potatoes demanded, but then couldn't merit. I don't feel that they held up their part of the bargain in this meal, but at the same time I don't recall what that bargain was supposed to be. In either case, you would never be advised to or discouraged from finishing the potatoes. You may do as you please. I guess the lesson to be learned from the potatoes is this: Never feel obliged to finish something that has been whipped more than you have.
The green beans, as I indicated before, left almost no memory of their existence throughout the entire meal. I know that there were green beans when I started, and that the entire tray was empty when I finished, so at some point I must have eaten them. But for the life of me I cannot recall even a single bean. Odd. Yes, very odd indeed.
Moving right along in our meaty and loafy experiment, we come to the diet line of frozen food concoctions. (Also, notice how I've switched from using "I" to "we"? Yes, that's correct, I'm trying to drag you down with me. Misery loves company, especially when misery is forced to eat seconds.) It would appear that when one is on a diet, one is trying desperately to forget that one is indeed on a diet, instead of just sucking it up and accepting the fact that sometimes you can't eat everything you want. This might help explain, at least in part, the preponderance of light versions of typically high-caloric foods. I assume that meatloaf is one of those foods. Anything that's made from meat and filler and smothered in a gravy-type liquid can't be too healthy. So a pared down version of it was needed? This is curious to me.
It would seem that dieting has not learned the lesson that Alcoholics Anonymous - or any of the Anonymous groups - could have so quickly shared: if you have a drinking problem and are trying to quit, you don't do it by going out and grabbing some non-alcoholic beers in an attempt to drown your sorrows. This is what we would typically refer to as "stupid" and "fairly destructive" because being the easily tempted humans that we are, we can't be running around on our Achilles heel all the time and not expect it to give out eventually. Now, I'm not suggesting that people that need to diet are in the same category as alcoholics. Well, most of them at least. Generally, people are trying to shed a few pounds to look better in that certain dress if you're a lady, or maybe trying to get rid of their Super Bowl beer gut if you're a gentleman, or perhaps trying to reduce your Super Bowl beer gut to fit into that certain dress. The point I'm trying unsuccessfully to make is this: if you need to avoid those fatty foods in order to lose some fat, your best bet is to try some less- or non-fatty foods, instead of weird, bastardized versions of formerly fatty foods that are now somehow in a witness protection program. Diet foods just end up making both kinds of food look bad: the ones that they're ripping off, and legitimately healthy foods. To me, low-fat versions of food are kind of like the watered down free drinks you get on cruises and at casinos. Sure, they resemble the real thing, but by their very nature you have to ingest substantially more to get the same benefit as the original. So why bother? Just have less of the real thing or refrain altogether, and retain a shred of dignity while you're at it.
But on to our review. It seems that every time I step out of the house nowadays, people are always asking me, "How was that diet frozen meatloaf?" I can't even fill up my car at the gas station without the on-duty attendant wandering up to me and inquiring, "Level with me, does the diet meatloaf really have the same hearty texture and smooth finish that we've come to expect from your more traditional homemade meatloaf?" Sometimes when I'm driving down the interstate, a trucker will pull up beside me, gesturing me to roll down my window, at which point he asks, "So does that gravy in the diet meal taste rich and substantial, all the while complementing the slice of meat, or is it more watery and annoying, much like the non-alcoholic beer you've mentioned twice previously in this same chapter? I just need to tell the wife." In order to bring some peace and quiet back to my wildly chaotic world, I suppose I should just quit stalling and tell you exactly what I thought of this frozen diet meal… thing.
First off, it is important to remember that I was actually enjoying Salisbury steak for my diet encounter, and not a loaf of meat, per se. Salisbury - and I hesitate to even use the word "steak" in this case - is somewhere between eating meatloaf and enjoying a thick, dry hamburger patty, and that should really tell you plenty. I picked up one of your more prominent diet dinner lines, assuming that if any of these lightweight meals would be tasty, this one had as good a chance as most. The first thing I noticed was that the directions for cooking this meal were markedly different from the first. The instructions this time were to cut the plastic from above the green beans, and not the mashed potatoes. Well, which is it? Green beans or mashed potatoes? I'm having the same foods, and I'm using the same microwave, and I'm cooking both meals for approximately the same time. What's the deal? I yelled and cursed for a good three minutes as I followed the directions to the note.
As my dinner was heating, I took the time to mentally and physically prepare my body for enduring another meat-n-two dinner. It's important to limber up and not just rush into these things. More fledgling eaters might just dive right into the meal, never even thinking about the possibility of cramps, or even hand injuries from improperly maneuvering their fork around an oddly shaped paper tray. I was cut short by the foreboding "ding" on my microwave, and I steeled myself for what was to come. Opening up the microwave door, I was greeted by an odd series of smells. Not altogether unwelcome, but definitely in the wrong sequential order from what I would normally think of as "good eating."
I tried the steakishly named meat first. Nothing. It tasted generally like nothing. The gravy, and there was plenty of it, helped little and should have been ashamed of itself. I tried to think of it in terms of meatloaf, since that is the point of my review here. Was it sufficiently loaf-like? Well, yes and no, depending on what question comes next. If the next question is "Do you feel dirty and ashamed at having eaten a frozen meatloaf-type dinner?" then that would be immediately followed by the yes answer. However, if you were to instead follow it with "Will you still be able to respect yourself in the morning, knowing that you did indeed finish a frozen faux-meatloaf dinner?" then you would be forced to make use of the no answer.
I then tasted the potatoes. Nothing. They were carefully formed into a rounded mold, and had a pleasant enough texture, but taste seemed to escape them. As a last desperate attempt at squeezing some satisfaction out of the meal, I went for the green beans. Again, nothing. This puzzled me even more than the others, as green beans are actually still in their natural form, which means it would take some effort to mess them up. I went back and forth between the sections. Over and over again, searching in vain for something that I could use as an anchor for this meal, a foundation of flavor to come back to in time of need - and this was definitely one of those times - but to no avail. I finished the meal, unsure of what had just happened, and then opened my freezer door intending to hurriedly rummage out some ice cream. And at that very second, as a light went on in both my freezer and my head, I realized why most modern diets don't work: diet food sucks. I feel I could actually write a book on the subject, having had this profound revelation all on my own. But, truth be told, I've written enough on it already, and the subject no longer interests me.
As disappointing as the last meal had been, I can't say that I was overly excited to be trying the last installment in my experiment: the vegetarian meatloaf. Please do not ponder too long on the reasons that would compel a person to try to make meat where there was none before. If we look at the two types of food in the world, we are presented with meats and non-meats.
Your meats group consists of dead animal parts and things that are made of previously identifiable dead animal parts. Obvious entries into this group include steaks, hamburgers, boiled shrimp, fish sticks, and of course the Colonel's chicken. Perhaps less obvious contributions come from the likes of salmon patties, sushi, the curiosity known as escargot, and our dear old friend the meatloaf. These last items are all examples of things that at first glance are not obviously meat-like in their appearance - save for our humble loaf - and become even less so when you begin to inspect the ingredients. Escargot is a slimy mollusk still in its shell. Meat or cruel joke on rich people? You make the call. Sushi is a small sliver of raw fish served on a padding of rice, generally wrapped with seaweed. Is this the kind of meat that you'd gladly serve the boys at halftime? Well, it depends on what kind of game you're watching, I suppose. Perhaps meatloaf gets us closer to something that is sufficiently reminiscent of meat, or at least some distant cousin of meat. At first glance you could be forgiven for assuming that it's an overly moist slab of quarter-pounder, minus the cheese. It's casserole shape and school-lunch attitude, however, rob the humble loaf of its dignity. And the fact that it is actually two servings of muscle stretched out to serve eight does not help. So at the end of the day, when we really sit down and examine the enigma that is meatloaf, we wind up with slimy ground round that has a serious self-esteem problem.
But let us not dwell too long on this puzzlement and completely miss our other category of food: the non-meats. Perhaps I was a little too broad and general - as we "broad generalizers" tend to be - by lumping everything that is not meat into one big category. After all, this could include everything from Snickers and edible underwear, to Pepto-Bismol and Elmer's glue. The focus of my second category was to be on fruits and vegetables and grains and such. The distinction to be made between the two groups is an important one. One used to move around and reproduce more creatively than vegetables usually do. But on a more culinary level, meat products taste decidedly different from their non-meat table buddies. This is important, because it helps to create a diverse palette from which to create meals; but it's also easy to forget, as the hyper-vegetarian crowd was soon to point out to me.
Consider with me for a second the psychosis that was brewing in some cook's mind when they decided, "Since I know that meatloaf is made from only a portion of meat, the rest being filler, I wonder what it would taste like if I tried to make it from only filler?" Well, let me be the first to tell you that it tastes about as exciting as it sounds. Unless you're God, and take my word for it that you are not, you are going to have a tough time trying to make a cow from scratch, even if you are given a bunch of tools to work with, including every other kind of food at your disposal. It's not going to happen, and you can waste a lot of time trying, but in the end you will only wind up successful at being a time-waster, and a bad cook. It would seem to me that your time would be much better spent making something from all your vegetables and grains and seasonings, some meal that vegetables and grains and seasonings are intended to make. Look, here's the deal: cows have been making cow meat for years upon years, since before you or I ever began eating. Please don't think that you can waltz in and beat them at their own game. Cows aren't stupid, you know, and they are even at this very moment looking back at those loons with their meatless meatloaf as if to say "You're dumber than a sack of hammers, aren't you?"
Perhaps you've deduced that I was not overly pleased with my experience eating the vegetarian equivalent of meatloaf. You might be right, but you'd also be getting ahead of me. Please be patient. I realize this is all exciting stuff, but there's no need to get ahead of the rest of the group. Everyone else is patiently waiting for the the story to unfold as it will, and we'd all appreciate it if you'd just sit back in your seat and wait. Quietly.
I would like to state, for the record, that although I found the idea of a non-meat, meat-type dish baffling, I was nevertheless convinced that it would at least be of sufficient quality to pass for a cheap frozen dinner. Except for the fact that it was not cheap. It cost a good four times what the first meal did, and several pennies more than its diet equivalent. But hey, like I always say - or at least used to - sometimes you have to pay for quality. In this particular case I didn't, and I'm not exactly sure what it was I paid for, because I'm still in the dark as to what I received. Was it good? Well, not really. Was it bad? Well, it certainly wasn't good. It was peculiar, I'll give it that much. And peculiarity has its advantages. Except when we're talking about meatloaf, then it's just plain wrong.
My loaf started out much like any loaf would: frozen and in a paper tray with a bag over it. I noticed that this time I didn't have to cut out the top from any particular section; I just had to make a random incision any old where in the loosely fitted bag that was surrounding the whole mess. Sometimes when you're dealing with "organic" companies, they're not quite up to speed with the fact that you're supposed to vacu-form a piece of plastic tightly over the sections so that the different food groups are all snug and cozy in their little rooms. I mean, it's a law, right? You have to do this stuff. Well, they didn't. I gasped at their audacity, strangely confused yet slightly awed all at the same time. I noticed that I had to heat this one for approximately the same amount of time as the others. So I did as they said and placed it safely and carefully in the microwave for a full five minutes, took it out and readied myself in the living room to watch TV while I ate (again, as frozen dinner law dictates).
I did all of this, only to march right back into the kitchen because my potatoes were stone cold. This did not bode well, because if they couldn't even get their directions to me straight, I had my doubts as to whether they could follow the cooking directions either. Things that are as serious as meatloaf cannot be held up by the sloppy hand of incompetence. But I stuck it in for another minute or two and things were fine, at least as far as the temperature goes. I took it back out, and again sat down for my dinner. I took a good long look at the meatloaf and noticed that the slightly marbled textures of the previous loaves had all but disappeared on this one. It had somehow been transformed into a bland, calm sea of light brown. With gravy. I took a bite. I chewed and thought about that bite. I took another. I chewed and thought about the weather, if it was supposed to rain during the weekend. I took yet another bite. I thought about why there is so much evil in the world, and in a world so wrought with evil, why do we also need Adam Sandler movies? Haven't we suffered enough?
And so it went. The potatoes had much the same effect on me. With each successive bite, I became more and more convinced that I hated the world and everything in it. I tried to curb this tide of hate that threatened to crash onto the beach of my soul, destroying entire villages of screaming and badly-dubbed islanders. But it was no use. The meatloaf was that bad. Actually, it would have been ok, had they not tried to sell it to me as meatloaf. If they had just labeled their package to indicate a "bland, tasteless slab of sponge-like material" I could have accepted that, and would at least have given it a try, had it been free.
The potatoes were much the same way. They were not potatoes. I'm not exactly sure what they were. The texture was somewhat reminiscent of a potato that had been mashed or whipped or otherwise mutilated, but the taste indicated otherwise. I was left sad. I thought about crying, but instead ate the other vegetable side, which was a mixture of peas and carrots. What's this? It actually tasted good. I couldn't believe it. Oh sure, it wouldn't have won any awards, but it tasted exactly like peas and carrots should taste. Again, I wanted to weep, but this time with tears of joy, fresh from running around being joyful… and whatever else goes with crying in a good way.
It was a very small consolation, given that the meals overall were not that great, and that I had somehow suckered myself into paying money for them. It would seem that the marketing folks fooled me once again with their clever food names - "meatloaf," indeed! - and their brightly decorated packaging. I somehow felt used and dirty from the whole experience. But hey, at least the peas and carrots were good!
Of course, no review of food is complete without a good solid ranking. You know, a best to worst type of thing. And this one is easy, as you have probably already figured it out for yourself. The clear winner here was the original, cheap-o, no-frills meatloaf meal. If I have learned nothing else in life, it is this: if you're going to have a frozen dinner, and you've even decided that for some unexplainable reason you want that to be frozen meatloaf, spend as little money as possible.
But what is the meaning behind this whole exercise, the bigger life lesson that is to be learned and shared and discussed in support groups? That's a great question, and one that I'm not sure I can answer for you. But I'll give it a shot anyway.
There is a pattern to learning, and systems that help foster knowledge exchange between groups of people. And these groups of people, through what they do day in and day out, combine and complement each other to help us all figure out what the Hector Berlioz is going on. There are "doers" in the world, people that blindly and often destructively just strap on their headgear, scream at the top of their lungs, and then run skull first into whatever the world offers up to them. Others are philosophers, a group largely made up of gentlemen with beards that have perfected the art of the closed-eye head nod, who tend to answer questions by posing other questions. And then there's the group in the middle, the average Joes and Janes of the world. These are people who will largely look before they leap, but don't have to sit around wondering why water is naturally clear but amusement parks still insist on coloring it blue. And between the doers and the philosophers and the hang-arounders of the world, we'll all eventually figure out that microwave meatloaf was a bad idea. "Silly us, Ha Ha!" is what we'll end up saying. But until then there's probably no harm done in a little culinary experimentation.
There is a happy balance of acceptance and adventure that fuels most of what we do. The lesson is that meatloaf fuels everything else, and is not as clean-burning as one might hope. So if you'll excuse me…
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