Arrivederci, Loser

Chapter Six Excerpt


Zatwig sat at his desk in his room, trying desperately to concentrate on his paper, but he was finding it very difficult as a result of all the noise that Mumford and the muffin were making playing Atari 2600 Air-Sea Battle in the living room.  At first, relations between Zatwig and Mumford had improved upon the muffin’s arrival.  The muffin had, in fact, brought the two friends closer together.  Having a muffin around and playing with the muffin was something that Zatwig and Mumford could do together, and for a few days they had spent long stretches together with the muffin learning about muffins and what it is like to be a muffin and how muffins and people are different and where muffins live and what kind of things muffins eat and other things relating to muffins and the relationship between muffins and their surroundings and also between muffins and people.  Both Mumford and Zatwig also enjoyed dressing the muffin up in a big yellow rain slicker and bringing him around to different places in Chicago like movie theaters and coffee shops and bowling alleys and explaining to the very curious muffin what these things are and how people enjoy them and various other things relating to those places.  For a while, in other words, as Zatwig liked to say, though he really had no idea what it meant, things were “hunky dory.”


But in the last day or two, Zatwig had felt a change around the apartment.  For one thing, although the muffin had always had irritating characteristics, such as not being able to figure out nineties sarcasm and a refusal to partake in alcohol and also an unwillingness to discuss matters relating to scallops and impending warfare and, moreover, an occasional bout of completely inappropriate rudeness, these characteristics had, as of late, become more and more prevalent, most particularly the rudeness thing, to the point where Zatwig had even contemplated giving the muffin a copy of Miss Manners’ recent volume for persual and study.  And, for another thing, although Mumford had originally found the muffin as irritating as Zatwig found him, lately it seemed that Mumford and the muffin had bonded and had grown close and had even perhaps teamed up once or twice against Zatwig.  For example, just the night before, when the three of them had decided to order a pizza, Zatwig urged the ordering of a pepperoni pizza but Mumford said he wanted anchovies and although once, about a week ago, Zatwig could have sworn the muffin had noted in passing that he did not enjoy anchovies, nevertheless the muffin said that he, like Mumford, “would, quite frankly, prefer anchovy pizza to pepperoni pizza,” and so that’s what they got and then the muffin only ate one piece of pizza and pulled the anchovies off at that.  So Zatwig was definitely wary of the new Mumford-muffin allegiance.  Finally, ever since Zatwig started working on his paper again, he had found the muffin and Mumford and their combined antics to be particularly disturbing, as they often interrupted his serious study of ancient Chinese philosophy and ethics, which, of course, required quite a bit of concentration.


So as Zatwig took a second look at Professor DeBary’s paper on Confucian biography, he thought about whether it might be time to finally make the move and get a place of his own.  It was now December, and the lease ended in mid-January.  In a couple of weeks he and Mumford would have to make a decision about whether to renew or to find new apartments.  The problem really was money.  Having a roommate made living in Lincoln Park affordable.  Without one, Zatwig thought, he might have to take a place in Hyde Park or maybe under the El tracks or something.  The problem was outrageously depressing.  Every time he started thinking about it, Zatwig felt like a little man was sitting in his head crashing a hammer against the inside of his skull.  Bang, Bang, Bang.  To make the little man stop, Zatwig tried to put aside his thoughts of moving and concentrate instead on the DeBary paper, but it wasn’t long before he was once again rudely interrupted by raucous laughter emanating from the living room.


Zatwig strode into the living room to find Mumford and the muffin rolling around on the floor guffawing like a couple of hyenas.  “Will you please shut up.” Zatwig said. “I’m trying to get some work done on my seminar paper.  If I don’t get something down on paper soon, the whole class is going to take a big dump on it.”


Mumford tried to stop laughing.  “But the muffin just came up with a great Saturday Night Live skit involving Henry Clay, the Great Compromiser.  I think he’s finally understanding humor.”


“What?” asked Zatwig.  “What does the muffin know from Henry Clay?  And what does he know about Saturday Night Live, for that matter?”


“Oh, it looks like Zatwig’s got a praying mantis up his ass,” responded Mumford.  


“Yuck,” murmured Zatwig.


“I’ve been reading up on American history,” said the muffin, pointing to his copy of American Horizons, Mumford’s high school American history textbook.  “And, as for the SNL reference, I’ve been watching reruns on the Comedy Channel.”


“Well, good for the Comedy Channel,” said Zatwig.


“You gotta hear this skit idea,” said Mumford.


“Fine, what is it?”


“The idea is that Henry Clay is a great compromiser not only in his public life, but also in his private life, like around his friends and family and even people he doesn’t know.  He goes around all day resolving disputes by coming up with compromises for people,” Mumford explained.


“And sometimes he forces compromises on people even when they’re not involved in any dispute,” the muffin added, and then he started rolling around on the floor again, doubled over (to the extent that a muffin can be doubled over) in maniacal laughter.


Zatwig thought about the skit idea.  It wasn’t half bad.  The only problem was that nobody but a few intellectuals and history buffs would know that Henry Clay was known as the Great Compromiser.  The idea just wouldn’t have mass appeal.  “Well, I think it would make a good skit for the Egghead Comedy Network,” Zatwig said, “but I’m not sure that anyone really knows that Henry Clay is known as the Great Compromiser.  I think that the masses wouldn’t get the joke.”


“Oh, come on,” said Mumford.  “People know who Henry Clay was.  Don’t they?”


“I don’t think so,” answered Zatwig.


“Well, in your opinion, if you asked one hundred randomly selected people who Henry Clay was, what percentage would say he was the Great Compromiser?”


“Probably 12%.”


“What if you asked those hundred people who the Great Compromiser was?  How many would say it was Henry Clay?”


“In that case, probably 8%.”


The muffin, who was listening intently to the discussion, let out a little burp.


“Would you have significantly different results if you posed the question in a multiple choice format?” asked Mumford.


“Perhaps,” said Zatwig.  “But it would depend heavily on how many other choices there were.”


“Like, if there were fourteen thousand other choices, the results probably wouldn’t be significantly different.”


“Exactly.”


“And if there were instead nine thousand seven hundred and thirty-six choices, also the results would not be significantly different.”


“Right on.”


“But what if there were only four other choices?”


“Then there’d be a difference.  You would most certainly have a higher percentage of correct answers.  Though the precise results would vary slightly depending on what the other choices were.”


“What do you think those other choices might be?” asked Mumford.


“One might be Daniel Webster.”


“Don’t you think it would be better to give people the name ‘Henry Clay’ and ask them what moniker corresponds to it?”


“Well, but then people might not know what the word ‘moniker’ means.”


“Then we could have a glossary to go along with the question.”


“I guess that would solve the problem.”


“What would some of the other monikers be?”


“Jumping Joe?”


“How about the Thriller from Manilla?”


“Perhaps Marvelous Marvin?”


“Or Hammering Hank.”


“Yeah, that would work.  That would be a good one.”


“And maybe Daniel Webster.”


“No.  That wouldn’t work.”


“Oh, yeah,” Mumford said.  “How about Daniel Webster?”


“Good idea,” answered Zatwig.


Silence.


The muffin looked at Zatwig, and then at Mumford, then at Zatwig, and then at Mumford again.  “So, what does this all mean for my skit idea?”


“I don’t know,” said Mumford.


Zatwig looked at his watch.  Ten whole minutes spent on pure inanity.  When would the inanity stop?  Would there ever be a day when there would be no more inanity?  “Look, will you two just keep it down?  I can’t put up with all this damned inanity. I’ve got a paper to write on very subtle concepts in Chinese moral philosophy, and I can’t focus with you guys guffawing like hyenas in here.  Okay?”


The muffin looked at Mumford.  Mumford shrugged his shoulders.  The muffin shrugged the part of his body that most resembled shoulders.  They looked back at Zatwig with blank stares.


“Oh, forget it,” Zatwig said, turning on his heels to return to his ill-fated paper.

