
Perfecting an Idea

by Matt Summers


Martin Handford was sitting at his desk one autumn afternoon. Thinking. His publisher had just denied another one of his ideas and the rejection was starting to get to him. Despite his best efforts, he couldn’t get the jeering ‘constructive criticism’ about his book out of his head.


“Where’s the fun?” His wife asked quizzically after seeing the first version of his book. 


“It’s too easy.” His 5 ½ year-old daughter had haughtily harangued.


Martin stared at the cover of his book. The anguish on his face looked as if it could suck the happiness out of the most jubilant, rainbow-chasing free spirit.


Martin’s mother was the only one who had any faith in his books, but she was eventually forced to concede that Martin would have to make some serious changes to get published. She suggested that he take a few days to clear his head and look for inspiration. He booked a ticket for the next flight to New York

*
*
*


“Sir, I am not going to ask you again. Take off your hat if you would like to board the aircraft,” said a burly woman with a thick Albanian accent wearing an airport security vest.


“Ma’am you have to understand, it is actually a part of my head,” said Martin.


“You are the biggest character I have seen all day. I send all the crazies to Martha, she’s two rows down.”


“It’s funny you should say that, the character in my book is actually based off of me!”


Martin whipped out a copy of his book and showed it to the burly woman. She took one look at the striped red-and-white hat that the character donned on every page and chortled gingerly before saying, “You know, the pompom hat was invented in Albania, you Americans have no idea what cold is.”


Martin fondled the red pompom on the top of his striped wool hat before picking up his luggage and walking down through Martha’s gate and on to New York City, Roald Dahl’s inspirational homeland.

*
*
*


“First stop: Willy Wonka’s chocolate factory!” yelled the bus driver as he pulled up to the corner of 42nd and Amsterdam, a full twenty minutes after departing from the airport.

Stepping out onto the street, Martin looked up onto what looked like a cross between a power plant, a heap of scrap metal, and the triangle shirtwaist factory—a dangerous helter-skelter collection of industry.

“Maybe it’s more inspiring inside,” thought Martin as he approached the enormous double-doors that led into the factory, hoping to see what had inspired Dahl to write such a fantastical story. 

Upon entry to the structure itself, however, he had no such luck. The innards of the ramshackle building looked like a sewage treatment center: brown liquid flowed into rectangular molds all around him. To Martin’s ultimate dismay, the only person shorter than four-feet tall was a terrifyingly angry-looking Hispanic man with a mole on the side of his face which resembled the state of Florida. This man was the farthest thing from an Oompa Loompa that Martin had ever seen. Next stop was the great glass elevator on the side of the Chrysler building


Now this was more like it! The elevator shaft seemed like an endless rocket-ship to heaven, just like in the book. Martin stepped matter-of-factly into the elevator and informed the elevator attendant that he wanted to go to the top.


“All the way to the top, sir?”


“All the way.”


Martin gazed out of the elevator as the doors began to close. Before the elevator had gone more than five feet in the air, Martin spotted someone on the street below who was the spitting image of him and the character in his book. In fact, he sported exactly the same outfit as the one which Martin wore every day of every year: brown shoes, blue jeans, a striped, long-sleeved red-and-white shirt, a pair of wire-frame glasses, and a striped red-and-white hat with a red pompom on top. As the elevator ascended, Martin frantically told the elevator attendant that he needed to get back down to the bottom immediately to meet his double, and the character that he had tried to feverishly to replicate. 


“No can do. We’ll have to wait until we reach the top.”


Martin finally realized what he had to do. He had been practicing finding this man every time he had opened his book. He could trace his path and meet up with him once the elevator touched down again. Martin wasn’t worried now; he had had plenty of practice during those lonely nights as a struggling author and illustrator.


There was only one problem. The man he was looking for (for all intents and purposes we shall henceforth call him Waldo) was not the only person on the street below, this was a big difference from the pages in Martin’s book. The busy streets of New York City teemed with pedestrians wearing peculiar clothing and Martin was helpless at finding Waldo.


As the elevator descended from the heights of the Chrysler building, Martin had long ago lost sight of his double. On the up side, however, he had finally realized how he could get his book published.


Martin sat down at a café near the elevator, colored pencils and paint brushes in hand. Prior to this incident, Waldo had been the only person on each page. And no matter how small Martin made Waldo, he was still exceedingly easy to find against the white backdrop. By the time Martin walked out of the café, he had a book which would stump even his pompous 5 ½ year old daughter and all of her pompous pre-k pals.


Martin’s publisher, however, almost rejected the new version—he was positive that Waldo couldn’t possibly be on the last page. As it turns out; he was hiding behind an Albanian woman in a security vest at the airport.
