QUOTATION MARKS AND THE “NEW” “YOU”
Today is the first day of the rest of your “life,” because you are reading this “book,” which will change the way you view punctuation forever. Before, you may have used quotation marks sparingly—for example, when quoting someone. Perhaps you thought there were grammatical rules, limiting the possible occasions for using the humble quotation mark. That may once have been the case. But from my experience curating the “Blog” of “Unnecessary” Quotation Marks, I can tell you that people are developing new and exciting ways to use the quotation mark every day. In fact, there are literally “millions” of ways to use these little word adornments to express yourself.
They are much more than mere punctuation. They can serve so many purposes! Quotation marks are like the character actors of print, playing a wide variety of roles. They’re the little tchotchkes that spruce up an otherwise plain statement, the word dimples that mark an adorable pun, or the punctuation equivalent of the ironic hipster mustache, assuring your audience that you are WAY too cool to mean that particular word sincerely (or, perhaps, that you are cool enough to know that mustaches are the new goatee).
Not sure how to start using quotation marks yourself, or how to interpret their myriad meanings? Well, don’t be frightened—that’s what this book is here to teach you. After some practice, you’ll find that quotation marks are merely the makings of a fun linguistic puzzle for you to solve. To help you on your way toward better integrating quotation marks into your life (and understanding those you encounter on a day-to-day basis), I’ve assembled a list of the various ways quotation marks are used in the world around us. Of course, new meanings for the quotation mark are popping up every day, so you’ll want to keep track of your own findings and discoveries, too (see “Proper Quotation-Mark-Spotting Gear & Attire”). The pages that follow contain some basic categories of quotation mark use that will guide you through the rest of this book.
EXPLANATION: A very popular historical use for the quotation mark, a quotation is something somebody once said somewhere. For example, “I have a dream” is something Martin Luther King Jr. said once.
Here’s a classic quote. Who said that? Yeats?
EXPLANATION: A person’s or place’s nickname or assumed name is often marked by quotation marks. Just ask my friend “The Drooler.”
This boat is nicknamed “Fun Ship,” which has a much better ring to it than its original nickname, “Drudgery Vessel.”
EXPLANATION: Quotation marks are often used to indicate the opposite of the word that they quote. For example, those cookies are so “healthy.”
Here, it depends on your definition of “fresh.”
EXPLANATION: Songs, poems, and other short pieces of art are often marked by quotation marks. For instance, you might ask someone to come and view a performance piece titled “Please Close Door.”
“Bathroom call at lunch” is a little-known Star Wars-themed dance. The best part is when you blow up the Death Star.
EXPLANATION: Sometimes we are too delicate to be explicit. Quotation marks can help even the most squeamish person say dirty or inappropriate things comfortably. You know, like when your parents stay home alone to “clean up the place.”
Basically, don’t do anything. And really don’t do anything that “hanging out” might be a euphemism for.
EXPLANATION: Popular slang terms are often placed in quotation marks—this is especially common when the writer considers herself too elite to use said term seriously. For example, when your pretentious friend asks if you are having “fun” shopping for some “bling.”
USE: Turn of phrase
EXPLANATION: As with slang terms, quotation marks can help clarify when you don’t mean something literally. Nobody is actually “putting lipstick on a pig,” and when you win three hands of poker in a row, you do not literally ignite, even if you are “on fire.”
You know, “Any Other Film or Book,” as the kids say.
EXPLANATION: In case your joke is so subtle (or terrible) that you don’t think people will notice the pun, quotation marks can serve to elicit the groan you are looking for.
In this case, the quotation marks are like a street sign: Warning! Bad pun approaching!
EXPLANATION: When dealing with secret government agencies or illegal activities, sometimes you have to use code words—put them in quotation marks to make them more effective. For example, ship the “gift” to my “cousin’s” house in D.C.
This sign is clearly speaking in code about, um, something.
EXPLANATION: Quotation marks are a good way to pretend to mean something that you don’t mean, or to make “promises” that you don’t think you’ll be able to keep. Like, how this crappy DVD player that I’m selling out of the back of my truck is “100%” not stolen and is “backed by a lifetime warranty.”
Yeah, home weekends “guaranteed”—they really “mean it.”
USE: Symptom of descent into madness
EXPLANATION: Sometimes quotation marks are simply part of the insane scribblings of a deranged mind, or have symbolism that is meaningful only to the writer and the other voices in his head.
Now that you have these common interpretations under your belt, you are probably feeling pretty confident about your ability to recognize quotation mark use in your everyday life. The celebration isn’t over, though. The rest of this book will give you more examples of the use and misuse of quotation marks, sensical and non, that will enlighten and enliven your shopping, travels, and social interactions. Creative and exciting uses of quotation marks can pop up where you least expect them: keep an eye out as you go about your day, shop, eat, work, drive, and, um, “do your business.”
WHAT DO YOU NEED TO FIND AND INTERPRET THE CREATIVE USES OF QUOTATION MARKS?
→ safari vest with lots of pockets for your gear
→ some kind of helmet (for safety)
→ camera (one that also has video is best, in case you catch someone making finger quotes in their speech)
→ notebook for documenting and categorizing finds
→ tape recorder as notebook backup
→ laser pointer
→ headlamp
→ kazoo
Where are you most likely to find sarcasm, disingenuousness, and coy euphemisms? That’s right, on the job. With your “qualified” boss and “appreciative” co-workers who are “interested” in your “safety,” the workplace atmosphere is ripe for the creative use of punctuation. No matter what your career, you have to be on the lookout for hidden meanings at every turn.
At this office, your “value” is equal to one piece of candy.
Okay, Joe—whatever you say.
Otherwise known as “funny business” or “interoffice” “affairs.”
These are all the same person, dressed in different outfits. The wigs are hilarious!
“ONLY” IS A COMMON NICKNAME for A LOT of THINGS YOU MIGHT ENCOUNTER in THE WORKPLACE.
Like construction sites.
And nurseries.
And customers.
And doors.
Here, a subtle dare to remove and hide personal faxes.
As a famous man once said, “In case of fire, do not use.” And then he made the noise backward quotation marks make.
In the workplace, we’re often forced to make promises that we can’t keep. “I’ll have that expense report to you by Monday,” for example, or “I won’t ever replace you with a machine.” Quotation marks are a great way to make those promises without being bound to them. Just put it in quotes, and it’s clear that you only kind of mean it.
“Pet friendly” is secret code that pets are not allowed here.
At this office, the employees put on a great dance routine to the classic tune “Don’t Be Shy”—customers get to play the tambourine.
There is nothing important about this.
A not-so-subtle wink to the renters who would use the space as a drug front.
This sign is making fun of the way you walk. Because, seriously, the way you get from place to place is more like shuffling or stumbling.
Actually, it’s my private door that only I am allowed to use.
Maybe some people would consider a shaftway dangerous, but I laugh in the face of “danger.” Hahaha! Ha.
When in doubt of someone’s name, put it in quotation marks. That way, you can always pretend it’s a new nickname you just made up.
It’s a sad excuse for a lobby.
Looking for someone to work for free.
OF COURSE, QUOTATION MARKS CAN ALSO HELP OFFER TIME-TESTED ADVICE AND ENCOURAGEMENT TO THOSE ABOUT TO ENTER THE WORKFORCE FOR THE FIRST TIME:
Well, maybe it’s a simulated world run by robot computers. But, in any case, sooner or later you’ll go out into it.
“The Best” equals “a dead-end job,” “ungrateful children,” and “bankrupt Social Security in your old age.”
It’s hard to know what you’re buying when you go shopping these days. Some stores might have policies that only apply to some “people,” or “products” that are only for sale on one of the “7” days in the week. Deciphering rules, regulations, and terms of sale may have been a challenge in the past, but not after you’re familiar with our good friend the quotation mark.
Nothing like food made out of “groceries.”
Certainly, not EVERYTHING about these chickens’ lives was natural. Domestication, for starters.
This is obviously a front for the Mob.
“Store” is Australian for “store.”
As this sign proves, tiny quotation marks can be used to daintily make innocuous words into dirty euphemisms. I mean, “bargain” “corner”? Gross!
You keep using that expression. I do not think it means what you think it means.
Want to know what makes the “special” milk so “special”? Pot.
Want to know what makes the “special” buys so “special”? Unicorn kisses.
Or whatever.
Don’t tell the raspberries how obvious it is that English is their second language. They would be so embarrassed.
“Florida” is the nickname of the person who grew these oranges.
Don’t let the sign fool you— these sunglasses are totally square.
If by “Girl Scout” you mean “Boy Scout,” and by “Cookies” you mean “magazine subscriptions,” then yes. They are here.
Candy isn’t one of those things where freshness is really important, so some approximation of fresh is acceptable here.
These strawberries are from the same continent we live on. They are “local.”
Some stores prefer to use nonbinding numbers to set their hours and motivate customers.
For example, the hours here are flexible. It depends on when the teenagers who are running the place get bored enough to either leave or fall asleep.
If they are all cow parts, that still counts.
Sloppy Joe liked to walk around saying “since 1937.” Sure, it’s a weird catch phrase, but that’s Joe for you.
So tough it’s actually more of a “gnaw.”
Pants with the leg holes sewn together.
Aaah! Talking cherries!
When are “store-hours” you ask? Depends on if they want your crap or not.
Among the “stylish” clothes sold here: T-shirts with shoulder pads, stirrup pants, orthopedic shoes, banana hammocks.
These are for cocktails, obviously.
Anything you blow on is on sale.
“Hot Buy” is just a colloquial term—Krystal Kleer Summer Formula is usually served cold. Like gazpacho.
A “final” sale is one that might arbitrarily be eligible for a refund.
Even in the store, the use of quotation marks has been known to defy explanation from time to time.
The worms are here in the store, not here in these soda cans. That would be a real can of … never mind.
You can only enter “this” “store” if you can decode “this” “sign.”
If you thought your quotation mark problems ended at the store, you would be sorely mistaken. Prepared foods are full of imposter ingredients and tricky adjectives. They are frequently dished up by chefs uncertain about their own ingredients and served to you by a perplexingly vague wait-staff. Interpreting the unsettling questions that quotation marks raise in this area will help you learn which “foods” to order and which “restaurants” to avoid.
This could be any restaurant, anywhere.
It’s an approximate number of days.
This is really more of a restaurant of beef.
Isn’t that what you kids call “sandwiches” these days?
Sure you do.
The waiters will pretend to be frazzled when they finally get to your table.
There is no such thing as free chips.
Here, you get to create another costomer's salad.
Let’s write a word that has something to do with the Internet. “Online” seems good enough.
By day it's a mild-mannered salad bar.
“Resident” is another term for “owner of the restaurant.”
THIS SIGN HAS SO MUCH GOING ON, IT NEEDS BULLET POINTS:
- Does the grilled chicken have attention deficit disorder?
- Are the salads “naked”?
- Are “sandwichs” different from “sandwiches”?
- What’s the difference between Now “Beer/Wine” and “Now” Beer/Wine?
- Or should we just give in, and hope that the “coffee” has a little Irish in it?
How do you know if something at a restaurant is good? First, check for quotation marks:
Three little words that become deeply unsettling with the addition of quotation marks.
Sounds “yummy.”
It’s difficult to know what you’re actually ordering when the ingredients are shrouded in quotation marks. Figuring it out takes practice and a keen eye:
For instance, this bread probably secretly has chocolate chips in it.
“Double” of nothing is still nothing. And that makes the “Turkey Reuben” a lighter nothing sandwich. Don’t even ask me what constitutes “the works”—you don’t want to know.
This beef recently immigrated.
Well, okay, everything on the menu comes from the same giant can of Food Product. That’s still a “recipe.”
In this restaurant, anything with a circular shape is considered a “cookie.” They even have a meat-lover’s “cookie.”
Yeah, that picture makes it look like those potatoes are “real.”
Why are those kids stumbling around the pool? Must be the “smoothes.”
“U” like it. Kind of like another version of you, but with worse taste.
Lots of items on this menu seem just a little bit … off.
Traveling across the country—or even close to home—offers a great opportunity to open your eyes to new sights, sounds, and surprising uses of quotation marks. Along the way, you’ll get to experience the quirky slogans and creative puns of the open road.
Billboards and businesses along the highway have long honed the art of using the quotation mark to make unsettling and confusing statements.
Vasectomy: exactly as hard as you think.
Wait, turn “right” here? As in “right,” or as in “right here, to the left”? Well, whatever. These steaks are only okay.
This restaurant offers cooking just like someone’s drug-addled mom used to make.
SPREAD THE WORD, PEANUTS CARRY PATHOGENS!
Their definition of “all” and “major” may be different from yours.
“Microwave” is hotel lingo for “nonfunctioning TV.”
Hot dogs available during certain hot dog hours.
Just “love” them all over the place.
Makes you wonder where Wings Things “A” through “M” are located.
“What” is a word you might say upon seeing how this sign is punctuated.
WHEN TRAVELING ON SCENIC COUNTRY ROADS, PASS THE TIME BY OBSERVING THE QUAINT, LOCAL USES OF THE QUOTATION MARK.
“Carts” here is a euphemism for something more exciting—probably dirt bikes.
“Open to the public” does not necessarily mean that YOU are good enough to come here. I mean, obviously.
They came out of a chicken’s rear end, so that makes them eggs, right?
As you’re driving along, pay attention to the vehicles and smaller signs around you—they are hidden treasure troves of quotation mark abuse!
Please get this paint all over yourself. They’re talking to you, ladies!
Now you don’t have to come inside to steal gas.
If you pull on it, you might find out it’s not made of concrete.
Okay, not if you walked.
What are those guys really doing to the lemons? Fondling? Pinching?
Those smiles sure do look “helpful.”
When it comes to price negotiations, she doesn’t seem so ladylike.
Look out for Freudian slips near this sign.
Capt. “Ron’s” real name is probably a girl’s name.
You’re never getting to the food and ale.
NEVER! BWAHAHAHA!
So just leave things on the floor, in other words.
THE PARKING GARAGE, BASTION OF UNNECESSARY QUOTATION MARKS:
You’re never going to “exit,” since the “elevator” is an empty shaft that will plunge you to your death.
This sign is daring you to ram through the gate.
Hear that? That’s the sign calling you a wimp.
This sign commemorates a great conversation some people had here once.
YOU REALLY “CAN’T” PARK IN ANY OF THESE PLACES:
JUST KIDDING! PLEASE PARK HERE, I INSIST.
“The facilities” are frequently full of passive-aggressive commentary and statements of the obvious. Inevitably, some “rest” rooms use the opportunity to create subtle innuendo through the use of punctuation.
Ok, a few.
The automatic “flush” leaves something to be desired.
You can just hold it and we are not really sorry.
This bathroom offers a little dialogue for you to perform with your fellow bathroom visitors.
Naturally, you shouldn’t turn it so far that it actually comes off.
The water that is labeled “hot” is labeled “hot” because it is “hot.” Did you know?
I mean, once it’s full of diapers and towels, can you really call it a “trash can” anymore?
Please pantomime flushing the toilet.
Oh, did we say toilets? We meant “receipts.”
IN THIS PARTICULAR BATHROOM, ALL VERBS “ARE” IN QUOTATION MARKS:
Tinkling and taking a leak, on the other hand, are totally acceptable.
You can just imagine you’ve used them, if you like.
Being a good “friend,” “neighbor,” “sibling,” “child,” “tenant,” and “acquaintance” is hard. Harder still is interpreting what the people in your life are trying to tell you at any given moment through the guise of politeness.
HERE’S A USEFUL LESSON IN SAYING SOMETHING, BUT NOT MEANING IT.
… AS YOU CAN SEE, ALL OF THESE PEOPLE ARE “REALLY” “SINCERE.”
We’re all “friends” here. It’s not creepy at all.
You know, we don’t “need” roommates really, we just want one—we can quit anytime.
They are pretending that you already knew that. This way they seem less like jerks for telling you to leave your burger outside.
They have used mowers and more used mowers.
Activities that may qualify as “putting away” dishes: breaking, hiding, and putting more food on them.
This sign is giving you license to do a poor job of cleaning the things that you use.
In this neighborhood, the polite term for hobos is “raccoons.”
Yep—sure sounds like something Plastic would say.
This “buzzer” makes a variety of nonbuzz sounds. Like awoooogas and fart noises and “La Cucaracha.”
The Commissariat is known for his mind-blowing raves … er … “Garden Parties.”
Because of the artful use of quotation marks, this sign can be tailored to apply to lots of things lost on 7-27-09, not just keys. For instance, “keys” could just be slang for puppies. Or identities.
“To All Residents” is such a classic poem. That’s why they put it on the wall.
Just tip us, you jerks.
“It’s paradise.”
Sometimes a special occasion demands special punctuation. And the good ol’ quotation mark is here to make all your seasonal greetings delightfully ambiguous.
Well, in a manner of speaking, they belong to the whole country.
Now being held on the 23rd of November.
If you call hockey players champions.
Every day is a fake holiday when you pay money for it.
Those “special” “Valentine’s” drinks “don’t” have roofies in them.
It’s fine, just tell your senile mother today is Mother’s Day—she won’t know you forgot.
Nothing says “Happy Father Day” like doubt about paternity!
“Remember” that time you thought a photo on a cake was appetizing?
We don’t really want to be polite about this.
Sometimes people hedge their bets on religions by putting the important figures in quotation marks.
There are some instances of unnecessary quotation marks that defy categorization. Embrace the mystery.
No role-playing allowed behind the counter in this establishment.
Certain schools have strict “no drugs in the gym” policies.
A pretend salon.
You wimps. It’s actually just somewhat slippery.
Yeah, I always smell things when somebody says “This is fragrant. SMELL IT!!!”
Does size matter for wolves?
A flooded basement isn’t technically a pool.
Possible ways to “inform” a driver of your stop: think it at her, make a small gesture, or write a note in Braille and leave it on your seat.
The lobsters have actually been prerecorded.
Sure … it’s the hose connection. For the fire department.
Or is it? Just kidding. Or am I?
Either Mexican “laws” are very flexible or “Law” is the nickname of a vigilante who enforces drug trafficking south of the border.
Nothing says “we take our workers’ safety seriously” like dismemberment puns!
Cheat at score keeping, win a gift card.
Or whatever this is—it sure smudges like glass.
Finally get even with that guy you think is your dad.
Check to make sure the water is as low as possible before pushing someone off the diving board.
Some food or drinks allowed.
There’s nothing quite as “hot” as stained glass elephants.
We are just going to not ask and not tell who is doing drugs.
These souvenirs have “something” to do with the state fair.
A good place to “show off” horrible wood paneling and ugly brown wall-to-wall.
It kind of depends on the question, right?
If you call that winning.
Hey, is that a fat joke?
Acne AND spots? Sure sounds like a “treat.”
The opportunity to work on this book is just one example of the ways one punctuation mark has made my life strange but also fun. I would like to express my appreciation for some of the people who made it possible for this book to be produced.
I am blessed with so many family members and “families” who keep me sane (usually) and deserve my thanks for any successes I have. My parents, Robert and Laura, whose excellent sense of humor I inherited, have been helpful and supportive on all of my projects. My siblings, Meredith, Bryan, and Lynnae, are also pretty funny and awesome. I’m glad to be marrying Justin Jonker, who helps me come up with jokes, keeps me from stressing out, and loves me even when I’m annoying. Speaking of people who put up with me when I’m annoying, thanks to my roommate Jamie Landau, my officemates in Terrell Hall 226, and the rest of my academic community at UGA. Y’all rock. Thanks also to my church family in Athens, Georgia, and to my new in-laws, the Jonkers.
I owe a serious debt of gratitude to my literary agent, Kate McKean; my editor, Emilie Sandoz; Jacob Gardner; Erin Thacker; Becca Cohen; and the other fine professionals at Chronicle Books. All of these people are very good at their jobs and make mine easier.
Finally, huge thanks to the thousands of Internet strangers who read the “Blog” and send me their pictures. Without all of you, this book would literally not exist. This is especially true of the hundreds of people whose high-quality, high-hilarity finds appear in this book. Their names, and a few whose images got cut, are found here. Working on this book and maintaining the “blog” has taught me that strangers can be generous, funny, and encouraging. Even on the scary Internet. Thanks for that.
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