Fore Knowledge

By Grant Jones

I was sixteen and needed a job, or as my father put it, “You lazy damn piece of shit. Why don’t you get off your ass for once and do an honest days work?” As I understood, the less a job paid, the less work it would be. I wanted one of those minimum wage jobs where I could sit around all day. Lucky for me, my neighbor Dave Kristan managed Par Golf pitch-and-putt and was happy to employee me for minimum wage.
As it turned out, less money doesn’t translate into less work. In fact, as I found out on my first day, that is pretty much exactly wrong. “Grant,” Dave told me from behind his desk, “there is a giant wasp’s nest in the pine tree next to Hole Six. I’m gonna need you to climb up there and knock it down. You’ll find a rake in the utility closet.” I received more stings than I did dollars that day, but it did teach me one of life’s most important lessons: Work sucks. This was just the first of many lessons I would learn from Dave over the course of the summer.

With remarkable patience, Dave watched over me, imparting invaluable life lessons, and in return only asking me to perform hours of back-breaking work for ridiculously low wages. I on the other hand, had plenty to learn, and made mistakes on almost a daily basis. But even though Dave had plenty of reason to fire me, maybe even sue, he never did. At the time I assumed his leniency was because of his friendship to my parents, but now, a little older an wiser, I see his tolerance in a different light.
Take, for example, one hot as hell afternoon during my first week at work. Dave had assigned me to mow all the greens. It was a six hour job and by the time I was on the final hole, my arms and legs were as red as the Chinese flag and my tongue was swollen like a grapefruit. With only four passes remaining before I could call it a day, I ran the mower to top speeds. Almost immediately it choked off. Frustrated and nearly sun-stroked, I pushed to mower into the garage and added more oil. Four quarts, to be exact. I stopped when the oil came bubbling over the spout. I started the mower back up and started on the two remaining passes. The mower ran fine for the first few seconds then it began to shake. At first it felt like little tremors but quickly it was bucking like a bronco and it was all I could do to hold on. The mower lunged teen feet forward and spewed forth a massive could of blue smoke. It rumbled and clanked then shot forward ten more feet, releasing another cloud of smoke large enough to hide an elephant.

If I had any bone of responsibility in me, I would have turned the mower off but I was sixteen, as hot as hell, and in a hurry to meet my friends at the arcade. So I stubbornly pressed on, trying to clip the final strip of grass while the mower burped out Indian smoke signals. To Dave, sitting up in his clubhouse office, it must have looked like a storm cloud had settled over the Ninth Hole. The next thing I knew, Dave was flying down the green in a golf-cart, waiving his hands above his head. “Stop! Stop!” I could hear him yell as he got closer. Reluctantly I turned off the mower before I finished the last pass.
“What the hell is going on here?” Dave asked as he shielded his eyes from the irritation of the smoke.
“Oh, nothing. I was just finishing up here,” I said naïvely.

“Nothing? There’s a mushroom cloud five stories high handing over your head. People are going to think World War Three has started.”
“Oh that,” I said. “Yeah, is it supposed to do that? Because I thought that was a little strange. I didn’t want to bother you about it though.”

“Did you add oil like I told you?” asked Dave.

“Oh yes.”

Dave kneeled down beside the mower and pulled out the dipstick. Oil dripped off of it form top to bottom. Dave wiped it off and tried again with the same result. Without saying a word, he pushed the mower into the garage. He placed a mason jar under the release bolt and drained the oil. I watched with my heart in my throat as the oil filled the mason jar, spilling over the top and stopping only after a puddle of oil ten feet wide spanned the garage floor. 
Dave looked up at me. “Why didn’t you stop the mower?” he asked. I could only shrug. I was sure this would be my final moment at Par Golf. But Dave only sighed and said “Next time come get me. Now go home.” The next day I still had a job, and I had learned another valuable lesson: You cannot hide your mistakes behind smoke screens, especially when your mistake is the smoke screen. 
For all my trouble, I was an angel beside Bob, an eighty year-old man who worked the counter in the club house. The majority of my conversations with Bob went like this:

Grant: “Bob, I was wondering if…”

Bob: “What?”

Grant: “I was wondering…”

Bob: “What?”

Grant: “I need a…”

Bob: “What the hell are you saying? Speak up!”

What I remember most about Bob is his foul mouth. That, and the fact that he was routinely picked up from work by prostitutes. I had always thought they were his granddaughters until one day I saw him slap one of the girls on her ass. Bob and I rarely spoke but when he did, it was about the other Par Golf employee, Michelle.
Michelle was a vixen. I mean drop-dead gorgeous. She had legs as long as a driver and a chest larger than my slice. To me Michelle was the stuff of dreams. To her, I wasn’t. I was so intimidated by Michelle’s beauty that often avoided her, gawking form a distance as she hosed down carts of golf balls. I rarely spoke to her and when I did, I stuttered. Dave could see my cowardice and he did his best to help me out, assigning us jobs together. One afternoon just before he left for home, Dave told me to help Michelle refill the soda dispenser with ice. I was so nervous that when I tried to smile I bared my teeth like a rabid raccoon. Unfortunately, we were not alone. Bob was watching us closely and when Michelle was in the storage closet getting more ice, he took the opportunity to give me some advice.
“She likes you,” said Bob. “I can tell.”

“What makes you say that?” I asked.

“She keeps bending over the ice machine, sticking her rear up in the air. If I was you I’d go in that closet, shut the door and…”

“Jesus Christ, Bob,” I interrupted, “don’t say that so loud! Besides, that’s ridiculous.”
“Don’t be so stupid, Grant. She’s got her ass in the air. Even baboons can recognize that sign.”

The next day I told Dave what had happened. “So what came of it?” Dave asked.
“She went home to take a shower and I pulled weeds from the driving range while college kids tried to hit me with golf balls.”

“So, let’s see,” said Dave. “While she was at home soaping up in the shower, you were here pulling weeds by yourself, so to speak. Did you tell her any of those things I told you to say?”

“I tried to tell her she had nice eyes but I started stuttering and she probably thought I said ‘nice ice’ because she looked at me funny and said she just got it from the storage room.”
“You’re kind of a shy guy, aren’t you, Grant?” I nodded. Dave looked at me as though he understood, then, as always, he told me what I needed to hear. “I wouldn’t worry about it. You’ll come out of it eventually….come out of the closet I mean. Now grow some damn testicles and talk to the girl.” 
Although Dave handled the day to day operation of Par Golf, the owner, Mr. Carson would occasionally drop by. At four feet six-inches tall, Carson was a man of small statue and an even smaller intellectual capacity. Whenever I saw him, he was wearing a Garfield tie; I believe in his mind it was his signature, like James Bond’s shaken martini or Mick Jagger’s wiry lips. For the most part Carson stayed out of our hair but in the summer of 1996, Carson made plans to rejuvenate our seldom-used mini-golf course. In truth, the course was shamefully outdated compared to its counter parts at Putt-Putt and Adventure Island. Each putting green was a simple rectangle, and tended to slope to one side or the other. Unlike the larger courses throughout town that had and waterfalls integrated onto the holes, only small garden gnomes, placed at varying spots, added any element of liveliness to the course. In the whole time I’d worked there, the only person I’d ever seen on the course was me, and that was when I was charged with sweeping them clean.
Handcuffed by limited funds, Carson decided that rather than add a revolving windmills or a couple of loop-de-loops, he would instead fashion a giant rocket out of oil barrels. He hired a local metallurgist to weld together four oil barrels and attach fins at the bottom and a metal cone at the top. The structure was then spray-painted silver and a flashing red light was attached at its base. An American flag hung limp at its peak, twenty feet in the air. It was gigantic and it was hideous. My contribution to the project, unfortunately, was to dig a seventy foot ditch from the clubhouse to the rocket to house the electric chords that would power the revolving red light.
I spent all day digging the ditch according to Dave’s specifications. When I had finished, exhausted from the heat and with blisters from shoveling, Carson decided to dig the ditch again, this time one foot to the left. I nearly had a heart attack. What difference could it make? I thought he was insane and came close to telling him such but I bit my lip asked Dave what to do. This after all, was one of life’s great lessons: ninety percent of the work you’ll do in life is for nothing.
“You have to do what your boss says. That’s the way it works.” Over the next six hours I filled in the old ditch and built a new one, cursing Carson’s name the whole time. Once I was done, Carson called everyone out to behold the beauty of his brainchild. Michelle, Bob, Dave, and I stood around rolling our eyes at the gaudiness of it. Carson disappeared for a few moments and then came back holding a stuffed monkey in his arms.
“You man,” he said to me, “would you mind getting a ladder and putting this around the top of the rocket?” I looked at Dave who nodded in affirmation. When the monkey sat on top of the rocket like a little King Kong climbing the Empire State Building, Carson threw up his hands and exclaimed, “How wonderful!”

Within two weeks rainstorms had soaked the monkey so thoroughly that its stuffing disintegrated and only its wire frame was left clinging to the pole. One afternoon, as I struggled to take in its full meaning, Dave turned to me and revealed yet another of life’s truths: “Grant, the world is full of idiots.”

I haven’t worked at Par Golf for nearly ten years now, but I still enjoy going back and playing a few rounds with Dave. The pitch and putt and the miniature golf course are much improved now that Carson has left. But it isn’t the quality of play that keeps me coming back; it’s the escape into a different way of life. Par Golf does not try to be upscale; it does not concern itself with striving for the high-class image you find at most golf courses. Instead Par Golf strives to offer everyone the opportunity to learn lesson from the game of golf, a lesson that couldn’t be learned on a nicer course. The lesson is that no matter how bad you are, no matter how many times you hit the ball into the rough, into the woods, or even into the pond, you can relax because at Par Gold no one is keeping score. That’s what I had when I worked there in my youth: as many times as I needed to get it right.

As I have grown up, the word “work” has taken on a much different meaning from when I was sixteen. When I sit in front of my desk, stuck inside the confines of my cubicle, I sometimes think of Dave as rides a lawnmower across the green fields of Par Golf, carving out his own version of the American Dream. Then I tighten my tie, push some more paper, and dream of the weekend when I can get back out on the course again.
