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Pest Control


The first time I was star-struck, the object of my affection was a glamorous Eastern Airlines stewardess. She had towering blond hair, frosted blue eyelids, and was well into her twenties. I was eight. We were thrown together when my parents put me on a flight by myself to Lawrenceville, Georgia, to visit my wealthy grandparents.


“I call them by their first names, Jack and Carolyn,” I told her with pride. “They’re my father’s parents. And my grandmother wears lots of jewelry, just like you.”


“Aren’t you precious?” the flight attendant said.


I smiled because I loved the name, precious. It reminded me of precious stones like rubies and emeralds and diamonds. And even semiprecious stones, like onyx, which was the black stone men wore, and the ugliest one of all.


The flight attendant returned to the kitchen, and I looked out the window, happy to see the mundane “North” pass by, far below me. As the only member of my family for generations born above the Mason-Dixon line, I was fascinated by the impossibly exotic South.


Like, instead of dirty, gray squirrels, my grandparents had Technicolor peacocks on their lawn. And while we got hateful blizzards in the winter, my grandparents got yet more sunshine. I found it impossible to believe that snow did not cover the world but here was proof.


Though this became an annual trip for me, my grandfather traveled a lot, so I never spent much time with him. And he was gruff, so when he was around I was frightened and avoided him.


But my grandmother spent every minute with me. And I adored her.


Carolyn was blond and wore minks. She had gigantic jade and diamond rings on nearly every finger. And a gold charm bracelet that made a soft tinkle sound when she waved her hands in the air. At night, she slipped into a nightgown with fur trim along the neck and at the hem. And even her slippers had high heels. I thought she was beautiful, like a movie star.


Only when she leaned in very close to me and I saw through her thick pancake makeup to the deep lines beneath did I become slightly alarmed. Old people had always scared me a little. And while my grandmother certainly wasn’t old from a distance, she seemed brittle when you looked at her very closely. Sometimes when she kissed me on the forehead at night, I flinched, worried a piece of her might chip off and stick to me.


The summer I turned seven the tooth on my upper left side became loose. And I spent the afternoon worrying it with my finger.


“Honey, just let that tooth come out all on its own accord. Don’t force it before it’s ready,” my grandmother said.


“But Carolyn, it’s almost ready. It’s just about to come out.”


“Well, sweetie. Just let it be. It’ll come out. And then do you know what to do?” she asked.


We were sitting on iron garden chairs in her glass sunroom. I was watching television and Carolyn was paging through a mail-order catalogue, licking her fingers and then dog-earring the corners of certain pages.


“Do when?” I said.


“Do you know what to do when your tooth falls out?” she asked, smiling at me.


I didn’t understand what she was asking me. Was there something I had to do?


“Call the police?” I guessed.


She laughed in her gentle, though somewhat mischievous way. “No, you don’t call the police, silly. Don’t you know about the Tooth Fairy?”


“The what?”


“Honey,” she said, now concerned. She placed her catalogue on her lap and leaned forward. “The Tooth Fairy? You know about the Tooth Fairy. How could you not? You’re seven years old. Surely, you know about the Tooth Fairy.”


I felt bad, like I’d done something wrong. “No,” I said in a small voice.


My grandmother explained. “Goodness gracious. I knew your mother was an odd bird, but I had no idea she was raising you in a cave in that godforsaken New England.”


I wondered if my mother knew about a cave someplace. And if we could go there when I went back home.


“The Tooth Fairy is a fairy, like Tinkerbell? You know Tinkerbell, don’t you?”


I did know Tinkerbell. The irritating cartoon insect. “Yes,” I said. “I know that thing.” I frowned.


“Well, the Tooth Fairy is like Tinkerbell. And whenever you lose a tooth, you place it under your pillow at night before you go to bed. And then the Tooth Fairy slips into your room and takes your tooth away. And leaves some money in its place, right there under your pillow. Real money, sweetheart. That you can spend on whatever you like.”


I was horrified.


I imagined that creepy bug woman with her devil wand, sneaking into my bedroom at night while I was sleeping, and taking my teeth and leaving things under the pillow that shouldn’t be there. Cash, which my father said was very limited. And something I knew I shouldn’t have.


“Carolyn, is this real?” I asked, because I just couldn’t believe it.


She smiled, then laughed as she set the catalogue on the floor next to her feet. “Baby, yes of course it’s real. The Tooth Fairy is real for every child.”


And I thought, why hadn’t somebody warned me about this? Why hadn’t any of my friends ever talked about this horrible bug that comes into your bedroom and takes your teeth?


I immediately stopped fiddling with my tooth. I tried to press it back in place.


That night, Carolyn tucked me into bed. “Open your mouth,” she said.


I did.


She leaned forward. “Oh, you’ve still got your tooth! That means the Tooth Fairy won’t come tonight. But”—and her eyes became wide—“maybe tomorrow!” The skin around her mouth was cracked and her lipstick was bleeding into the lines around her lips. Suddenly, she seemed extremely scary.


After she left, I got out of bed and checked the windows again. They were locked. But could it enter the room any other way?


I went to the bathroom that was attached to the bedroom and I grabbed all the towels, rolling them into tubes and then placing them in front of the crack under the door. I didn’t know how strong the Tooth Fairy was, but I knew an ordinary insect wouldn’t be able to move those towels.


Then I climbed back into bed and prayed to Jesus.


At this point, I wasn’t sure where I stood, Jesus-wise.


Although my parents never attended church or mentioned Jesus except when they screamed at each other—and then they used his full name, “Jesus Fucking Christ”—they did explain that he was a man who lived in the sky and granted wishes to certain people. People he liked.


So I prayed. “Dear Jesus. Please keep It out of my room. I promise, promise, promise that I will be honest and very nice to everybody and I love my mother and my father and brother and all my relatives here and over in Cairo, Georgia, and I love everybody that I know and even people I don’t know now but will know someday. And I promise everything. But please keep It out of my room and away from me. Thank you, Jesus Fucking Christ.”


Somewhat relieved, but not altogether certain I was safe, I eventually drifted to sleep.


Only to awaken that next morning seeing a smear of blood on the cream satin pillowcase. And there, right under my shoulder near the pillow, my tooth, bloody and with a horrible dark root-thing attached.


I began to cry. I got out of the bed as fast as I could and looked closer at the pillowcase. It was blood all right. And a lot of it. And that was my tooth. And it didn’t look smooth and pretty. But weird and awful and out of my mouth.


I ran into the bathroom to look at my face and there, in the corner of my mouth, more blood.


I cried harder.


I ran back to the bedroom and lifted up the pillow, to see where the money was. But there was nothing, just the tooth and another streak of blood.


I didn’t even put my pants on. I just ran downstairs in my underwear, sobbing, looking for Carolyn.


“Baby, baby, what is the matter?” she said. She was in the kitchen, standing at the sink, draping a paper towel over the length of dental floss she had strung between the two cabinets. My grandmother always rinsed her paper towels and used them again. Even though my grandparents lived in a mansion that my mother called “half the damn size of Georgia.”


She turned the water off and dried her hands hastily on her apron. She bent down. “Sweetness, what is the matter? You stop that crying right now. What happened?”


For lack of words, I opened my mouth, showed her the black hole. The pit, that ached and tasted metallic, like blood.


She inhaled. “Oh! Look at you! Big boy!”


I said, “It came and It knocked my tooth out and then It left and there’s blood everywhere and I don’t know how It got in and I prayed to Jesus but It came anyway.”


And then I cried some more.


My grandmother stroked my head. “There, there, baby. It’s okay, it’s okay. What are you fussing about? What came? What it?”


“That Tooth Fairy. It came and took my teeth and I looked but there wasn’t anything under the pillow, like you said. It didn’t give me money. It just took.”


My grandmother sighed. “Well, baby. Sometimes, the Tooth Fairy, she gets the date wrong. You know what I mean? You know how sometimes you get mixed up and you have to do something at school? Only you forget which day? And so you don’t do it?”


I had no idea what she was talking about. I just knew I wanted to get on the first Eastern Airlines jet home.


“Listen, it’s okay,” she said, leading me by the arm out of the kitchen and into her bedroom.


“You sit yourself right down here,” she said, tapping the soft, thick comforter on the bed.


Then she walked across her room and got her purse. She pulled out her wallet, showing me. “See? See, baby? I think the Tooth Fairy must have put your money in here. By mistake.” Then she pulled out a fifty. “See! Look at this!” she cried, lifting the crisp bill out of her wallet and placing it in my hand. “This was meant for you, sugar. For you! The Tooth Fairy, she made a little error. It can happen to anyone, even a fairy. She made a little mistake and she put your money into my wallet. Imagine that!”


I took the money and looked at it. It looked just like regular money except something was different.


“It’s a fifty, sweetie. Do you know what that means?”


I did know what that meant. I knew exactly what that meant. I got an allowance and that was a one. This was the same size as the one, but you could buy fifty times more things with it.


“Are you sure I’m supposed to have this?”


“I am absolutely sure,” she said. “The Tooth Fairy just had the wrong tooth. And I think I know what confused her so much,” my grandmother said.


Then she reached into her mouth and pulled out all of her teeth, all at once, even her gums.


And I couldn’t breathe.


She smiled and gummed the words, “I lothed my eeth, ooo!”





Bloody Sunday


According to the map on my personal video screen, the British Airways 747 was halfway over the Atlantic. If the plane were to lose an engine, I reasoned, we had a good chance of just making the tip of Greenland. I don’t like to fly, especially over large bodies of roiling black water. But this was the red-eye from New York. All the shades were down and the lights had been dimmed. So I didn’t feel I was flying in a plane so much as sitting in a particularly comfortable doctor’s office, waiting for a minor surgical procedure. I was filled with dread, but only a little more dread than normal. After all, in just a few hours I would be in London, a place I consider to be perfect.


Something was bothering me and I was unable to concentrate on the book I was trying to read. My nose, specifically, was giving me trouble. Not to be uncouth, but there was just something stuck in there.


I removed a tissue from the pocket of my blazer. This was a new experience for me because I never wear jackets. And here I was, in a fine jacket, with a pressed dress shirt. Slacks. Black Gucci loafers. Not only this, but I had thought ahead to bring a small pack of tissues.


Last time I came to London, I dressed like I do every day: jeans with a T-shirt and a baseball cap. I was mortified when each restaurant I went to required I wear their outdated loaner jacket, kept on hand expressly for losers like me.


I was determined not to make this mistake again, in the more formal United Kingdom. So I’d packed nothing but business attire.


I blew my nose, trying to make as little noise as possible.


And then I looked down and saw blood on my shirt. Three slug-shaped stains and a constellation of splatter. Dark red, purple-black almost, against the sky blue of my shirt.


Stupidly, I pulled the tissue away from my nose to inspect it and more blood dripped onto my shirt. I was horrified, but more than this I was fascinated. Because there was absolutely no pain and quite a lot of blood. Quickly, I brought the tissue back up to my nose and reached for the napkin next to my water bottle.


I pressed this against my nose, as well, but almost immediately it was soaking red.


I am one of those people who tend to get bloody noses easily. My brother is the same way. We spent much of our childhoods hemorrhaging and it’s a wonder, really, both of us made it to maturity without transfusions.


Normally, my nose stops bleeding after just a couple of minutes. But as I sat there on the plane, pressing the blood-soaked tissue against my face, I sensed that this was no ordinary nosebleed. Something about the cabin pressure had made it much worse than usual.


I needed more tissues. I needed them immediately. Or else, I needed a blowtorch to cauterize the wound myself.


I unbuckled my seat belt with my free hand and stood, trying not to draw attention to myself. I was relieved that the cabin lights were low and many people were sleeping.


As I turned to walk back to the lavatory, I saw a passenger seated on the opposite aisle, reading a book.


The cover was orange and featured a young boy with a box on his head. I couldn’t read the title but I didn’t need to because it was burned into my brain. I’d written the book.


She glanced up at me just as I began walking, and then she looked back down at her book. But right away, she looked back up, eyes wide.


The front of my shirt was now quite stained with blood. I must have looked like somebody who had been unfortunately involved with a knife.


I saw her hesitate. Should she press the button to alert the flight attendant? Had I just shot the pilot? All of these thoughts were plainly visible in her eyes. And then the look of recognition, of disbelief.


I smiled at her and motioned with my free hand. As if to say, “It’s okay. I won’t be directing the aircraft to fly into Harrods. I just have a bloody nose.”


Her lips parted and she turned my book over in her hands, examining the author photograph.


Then she looked back at me.


I looked away and resumed walking toward the tiny bathroom.


Once inside, I locked the door and began pulling the irritating runt-sized paper towels from the dispenser. I crammed them up my nostril and leaned back against the wall, looking at my sorry self in the mirror. Blood had stained my mustache and the sides of my mouth, and even drizzled down my chin. I looked like somebody who had caught a small rodent in the aisle and bitten its head off.


At that moment, it seemed to me that something in my genetic code acts as a sort of metal, magnetically attracting disasters, both major and minor. Like Carrie at the prom.


Standing in the miniscule lavatory and doing nothing except waiting for my nose to stop bleeding, I realized how long I’d been in there. How bad would that look? The bloody guy locked in the bathroom, probably cooking up a shoe bomb. To partially remedy this, I wet a paper towel and cleaned my face.


After ten minutes, the bleeding had stopped. I wet paper towels with cold water and began to press them against the bloodstains on my shirt.


I’d bought six “no wrinkle” shirts from Brooks Brothers in Manhattan and was astonished to watch as the blood was sucked away from the shirt, into the towels. The fabric of the shirt had held the blood, but released it when asked. My friend, the Asshole Lawyer, had told me about the shirts. If anybody knew of shirts that were blood-proof, it would be an Asshole Lawyer. Of course, it’s only a matter of time before these shirts catch on among the serial killer community, I suppose.


I removed all the blood. There wasn’t even a pink shadow remaining. But I now had a soaking wet shirt. Which, compared to a bloodstained shirt, was dandy. I’d merely look like a drunk who spilled a martini on himself. Instead of a freak, bleeding out of one of his holes.


I glanced down and saw that the entire lavatory area was bloody with my fingerprints. This would not do. I could not leave bloody fingerprints for the next person. Maybe I could have done this on September 10, but not now. This would surely cause the plane to be redirected to the nearest airport, where camera crews would be waiting. I would be questioned by CNN, held responsible for the delay of the flight, the imposition of three hundred passengers.


I cleaned up the toilet and left, walking back to my seat.


The woman turned herself around in her seat, to watch me walk back to mine. I knew that when she got off the plane she would call friends back home. “You’ll never believe who was on the flight,” she’ll tell them. “What a freak.”


I was in London and I had the day off. I was here to promote my book but today was a “free day” so I was on my own.


Originally—that is, while I was on the plane coming over—I thought I’d spend my free day exploring the city and then finding the bakery that Dennis fell in love with last time we were here. Before I left, he admitted that he’d had a craving for pastries from this bakery for the past year. So I thought I’d find it, buy a few things that wouldn’t go stale overnight, then FedEx them to the apartment. I’d also go to some of the antique bookshops and look for old leather-bound copies of children’s books—Alice in Wonderland, Tom Swift, and maybe some volumes of poetry. I’d place these in the guest bedroom back home. Because what a perfect thing to read, if you’re a guest. A hundred-year-old copy of Robinson Crusoe.


Instead, I did none of these things. It was now five in the afternoon and I was still in my underwear. I’d been up since six A.M., watching British television and chewing nicotine gum. The pressure was building inside of me to go out. Do something. But I found it impossible to leave the television. Right then on BBC 1, for example, somebody was painting a live turtle. And I didn’t know why because their Irish accent was so thick I couldn’t understand a word. But I couldn’t think of any reason why somebody would paint a daisy on the shell of a turtle. What’s more, it seemed to be a news program. So it was somehow topical and urgent. And I had to watch it.


Earlier in the day, I watched While You Were Out, but it had a different title here. Something along the lines of Misbehaving House, but was the same show. Only with a lovely snaggle-toothed British “model” as the host. I also watched Trading Spaces. Although it might be Places. I watched these two shows and didn’t see one chin between them.


Back in New York, I spend all of my available free time watching either home decorating shows or medical procedure documentaries. And chewing nicotine gum.


Which doesn’t explain why, in London for a very short time, with one day off, I was doing exactly the same thing.


When I first got here and saw the hotel, the last thing I expected was that I’d be unable to leave it. I saw the date on the front, “Built in 1718,” and thought, Oh, great. It might as well say, “No television, no Internet access, no, no, no.”


The rooms here were named after literary figures, none of whom I’d heard of. My room was on the top floor, always a good sign. Except the stairs were so narrow and crooked, I tripped over my ungainly feet all the way up. I have size thirteen feet squeezed into a twelve because thirteen is simply too large.


When I reached my door and unlocked it, I found myself standing in a tiny foyer with a small oil painting on the wall. The painting was old, a landscape. I wanted to take it. Slip it into my bag and hang it up in my office at home. There’s nothing I love more than old oil paintings. But the picture light attached to the wall above the painting would have given me away, as it would have then illuminated just a discolored square patch of naked wall and a picture hook.


I walked into the room and saw an enormous chestnut four-poster bed, complete with a deep red silk canopy, embroidered with gold thread. Huge, overstuffed pillows in a matching fabric were propped against the headboard. There was plush wall-to-wall carpeting throughout the room, layered with silk Persian Carpets of various sizes. All too large to roll up and slip into my carry-on.


An antique slant-top desk sat against the wall and was flanked on either side by tall walnut armoires. A scalloped-edge table near the far wall held a tall lamp. Next to this, a chair with a needlepoint seat. It was depressingly beautiful. As it always is to walk into a hotel room and discover that it is much nicer and more tasteful than your own home will ever be.


I stepped into the bathroom and saw just a claw foot tub in the center of the room. Very narrow and very deep. A brass tub filler sat on the far end of the tub and was so old, the metal appeared to be melting.


I thought it was quite possible that the plumbing in the building was original.


A small white and rectangular porcelain sink was attached to the wall, beneath the single window in the bathroom. The window had two wood shutters, which you could pull together for privacy. At either end of the sink, a faucet. One for hot, one for cold.


I walked back into the main room and noticed the fireplace. Above the mantle, another oil painting, this one much larger and lit from above with a weathered brass lamp. It would never fit in my suitcase, so I ignored it.


I tested the bed and it was soft, but unusual. It wasn’t a Sealy Perfect Sleeper but I didn’t know what it was. Horsehair? It was thick in a dense, padded sort of way. The sheets were such fine, thin cotton that they were nearly silk.


I instantly understood that I would be in this room for many hours. That the room was the point of the country. That no matter what London had to offer me, nothing could surpass my small hotel room.


But still. I hadn’t expected to spend all my time here. Surely, I could enjoy the room for the evening and then go out. After all, London is one of the world’s most dazzling cities. Steeped in history and pedigree. A world power that shrunk in the dryer. There was much to see. Even if all I did was go to a nearby café and sit outside, have a coffee. I could watch the people. Even watching the man collect the trash would be interesting because he would be, after all, a Brit.


None of this was to be. Instead, I sat mutely on the edge of the bed watching a show about people who find themselves at the hospital. It was live and only eight in the morning. I was stunned by the number of people who needed emergency surgery so early in the day. One woman, and she was very nice, said that somebody drove over her leg and then put the car in park. This was extra fascinating because the interviewer didn’t ask how the driver managed to do this. Was the woman sleeping on the sidewalk? She didn’t appear homeless and she talked about her two children at home. So how did it happen? Nobody asked.


And this made me like London even more. That you could go to hospital and be treated as a patient, instead of a suspect, like in America.


After this, I watched a little CNN. CNN is very different in the United Kingdom than it is in America. For one thing, there’s more global coverage. They even gave the weather forecast for New Delhi. That would never play in America because people would e-mail CNN headquarters and say, “Who the fuck cares about fucking India? Give us more missing coed stories.”


I glanced at the fireplace and saw that the wall-to-wall carpeting extended into the fireplace itself, right under the log holder. Obviously, the fireplace no longer worked. But also obvious was the fact that no American had ever stayed in this room before. Because an American most certainly would have attempted to build a fire. As a rule, Americans will take everything that is offered to them. “There’s a fireplace in this room, and by golly, I’m gonna use it.”


We’re just that way. If we see it, it belongs to us. If it burns, even better.
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It was just after six. And I had returned to my room from my single pilgrimage outdoors to the corner market. It took hours for me to build up the motivation, but I finally left my room. I walked three blocks to the store, selected my items and paid, then walked the same three blocks back to the hotel, although on the opposite side of the street. Now, I had seen London.


At the store I bought two boxes of cookies. One flaky and plain, with just sugar on top. The other a “Chocolate Coconut Biscuit.” And two Twix bars. Later, I would return to the store for more supplies.


This was the room service menu:


1. Freshly Baked Baguette filled with Parma Ham, Olives, and Chutney.


2. Freshly Baked Baguette filled with Scottish Oak-Smoked Salmon.


3. Freshly Baked Baguette filled with Chewton Cheddar with Pickles and Chutney.


4. Homemade pasta filled with either Pumpkin and Ricotta or Spinach and Ricotta.


5. Bacon Sandwich on Fresh White Bread.


So obviously, I would order the bacon sandwich. As an appetizer. And then the parma ham sandwich for the main course. And the cheddar sandwich for dessert.


After dinner, which had to be early because they stopped room service at ten-thirty, I would eat all the cookies and the candy bars.


What I loved about being here was noting how the United Kingdom is at once familiar, and totally foreign. It’s almost as though it’s a parallel-universe version of the United States. Allowing us to see how things might have turned out. Or what could have happened. Many of the same, familiar items exist here. But they look different. It’s almost like waking up with the same person you went to bed with, only they now speak Latin and find different things funny. Fascinating.


Like, there was this show on earlier. It was a show where a team enters the messy home of a woman and cleans it up. In America it’s called Clean Sweep. On this show, the woman was cleaning the bathtub with Borax. She was saying, “Borax is mined naturally. And if you sprinkle it in the tub, and then spray it with vinegar, it will clean away all the stains and your tub will look brilliant.”


Nobody would ever talk about using Borax in America, specifically because it’s mined naturally. We want things that are created in laboratories, tested on animals and women, and then packaged in plastic and co-branded with the latest Disney project.


On London Tonight, on television right now, a reporter is standing in front of a building that is under construction. It’s windy, and the wind has pressed the fabric of his slacks against his body, outlining his penis. You can see everything—the length and width and the fact that he’s uncut and hangs to the right.


But I bet none of the viewers even noticed.


In America, there would be letters to the station. There would be a lawsuit because a child was watching. The headlines would dub the reporter “Anchor of Shame” and he’d be fired.


When our own Greta Van Susteren got her eyes done, it was front-page news for a week. So you can be sure, if Anderson Cooper’s penis were to be visible in outline beneath his trousers, he’d be on the cover of People, Vanity Fair, and The New York Times. We are obsessed with sex in an unnatural way.


Or maybe it was just me.


I then noticed: news anchors in London read from the papers in their hand. In America, they use teleprompters and hold papers as a prop, a nod to the past. A tradition, harking back to the days of Walter Cronkite.


But here, they still read from the papers.


And this made me want to move.


Eight P.M.


I went out for more candy bars, forgetting all about the traffic being reversed here, so I was nearly hit by a Royal Mail truck as I crossed the street. What a Royal Mail truck was doing careering through the narrow streets of Soho at eight o’clock at night is a mystery. Shouldn’t their mail-truck drivers be home by five in the evening, drunk, depressed, and homicidal, like ours?


Shaken by the near miss, I walked into the twenty-four-hour store and saw something I’d missed before. Something that instantly made both of my ears become hot with need. This happens sometimes. Not only do my ears actually burn but people tell me they also glow red. So not five seconds after walking into this store, I stood there with throbbing, satanic ears looking at a package.


Slow Roasted Lamb and Mint Potato Crisps.


It can’t be, I thought.


But then, it was. And there were other flavors, too. Char-Grilled Steak and Peppercorn Sauce, Oven Roasted Chicken and Thyme.


My God, why aren’t these in America? Why did we ever split with Britain in the first place?


I began to suffer. I could buy a bag, but I knew what would happen. I would take them back to the room and within the space of four chips, I would become addicted. And then in four days, I would be three thousand miles away from more.


We have BBQ and Sour Cream and Onion and, wildly, Salt and Vinegar. We have “No Salt,” as though that’s an acceptable flavor.


And these loopy, gin-soaked Brits are whooping it up with chips in a Noah’s Ark of animal flavors.


It made me sick with envy is what it did.


I am prone to envy. It is one of my three default emotions, the others being greed and rage. I have also experienced compassion and generosity, but only fleetingly and usually while drunk, so I have little memory.


Right then on the telly, live open-heart surgery. Again, why? Why don’t we have this? We have similar shows on various cable stations. But they’re heavily packaged. With graphics and music and a plotline, edited together to create tension and suspense. But this is relaxed surgery. It’s live and it’s real and a little boring. But the payoff: the person might die. They never die on U.S. television. But here in the United Kingdom, they just might. And I will be right here, watching.


Crisps. They call them crisps, not chips. We have potato chips. They have potato crisps. Which would you rather have? Chips are things you find in a pasture filled with cows. Crisps are things flavored with the cows.


The next day.


I bought a box of Kleenex brand facial tissues at the corner store and took them back to the room, like a small animal storing food. I pulled a tissue from the box and was instantly stuck by how soft and thick it was. I checked the box to see if it was printed with special text. “New, softer, thicker tissues!” or “Special Tri-Ply Edition!” but there was no such thing. These are just the plain, old, ordinary Kleenex.


Why aren’t our plain, old, ordinary Kleenex tissues in America this soft and thick? They’re our fucking tissues, after all.


What happened? When did America slide off the rails?


It’s just like with tomatoes. I remember when I was a kid, tomatoes were things you sometimes craved. They were almost candybar-wrapper red and juicy like a peach and you could eat them all by themselves, with just some salt.


Now? They are firm. They have become visual stand-ins for the original. If a slice of tomato arrives on your burger, you slide it off with the limp lettuce leaf. It’s moved from actual food to garnish.


It makes me sad. Because that’s not evolution. It’s devolution. It’s going backward and paying more for the luxury of reverse.


Here in the United Kingdom, there remains an appreciation of quality. The candy bars, for example, are richer, thicker, and more luscious. Like, the British Kit Kat is the same as the American Kit Kat except it’s very thick. You get more Kit for your Kat.


I ordered a Coke from room service and it came in a tall glass bottle. I didn’t even know Coke still made this bottle. The only glass bottles of Coke that I ever come across are the small bottles. If you want a large Coke, you get a plastic Coke. But here, it comes in glass.


Again, sad.


I e-mailed my friend Emily in New York and told her about the tissues. As always, she said something very wise. “The English need thicker tissues because they are all filled with so much more SNOT because of the gray skies that grow mold, and the fatty nature of their diet (which causes mucous secretion).”


So maybe it’s a need thing.


I caught a glimpse of myself in the ancient mirror, which had silver showing through behind the glass, and even through the strain of the antique patina, I could see I looked hideous. I looked, unfortunately, like exactly what I was: a weirdo who’d been locked up in the same room for twenty-four hours. I hadn’t shaved in three days, so I decided to at least do that much.


Then I put on a suit. So I could go for a walk. I would force myself to go outside, go for a long walk.


I put on my dark gray suit and a clean white shirt that wasn’t wrinkled from the trip, and even a tie. Then I pocketed the hotel key, my wallet, and two sheets of Nicorette gum.


As I was tripping down the steps, I again saw myself in a mirror, only this time, my reflection shocked me. I had blood running down my neck, leaching into the collar of my shirt. I quickly zoomed in for a closer look and saw what I hadn’t felt: I’d cut my face, shaving. Just below the ear. Blood was streaming down.


So I went back upstairs to the room, stripped off the suit, the shirt. Went into the bathroom and stuck a piece of tissue paper against the wound.


Screw it, I decided. I would stay in my room and rot and fester. There was no sense in even trying to be a normal American in a foreign country, having a nice time.


Wherever I went in the world, Augusten followed. Sure, I could go to Europe like anybody else. But I’d leave behind a debris field— empty wrappers, stained pillows, a trail of blood.





The Sacred Cow


Bentley is our French bulldog and his favorite toy is a ratty stuffed cow that emits a sickly, warbling “moooooo” noise when it’s tipped upside down, or in his mouth while he shakes his head violently from side to side. The name we’ve given the toy is Cowcow and Bentley knows it. If you tell him to “get Cowcow” he will run to his toy basket and select the cow. Not the crackle cat or the chicken head or the bone wheel or any of the other toys. Although he will get these, too, if you ask him.


And while Bentley is a very jolly, small animal, I couldn’t help but feel his life would be better if he had a real, live Cowcow to play with. Another small animal that he could push around. In the same way that porn addicts need to be weaned off video images, I felt our Bentley needed a companion that was made from more than just stuffing, fabric, and a musical tube insert.


“One is more than enough” was Dennis’s opinion on the subject. But I was persistent. “How much harder can it be?” I said. “After all, if we have to walk one dog, what difference does it make if we have to carry an extra poo bag?”


“But Bentley is perfect. There will never be another Bentley.”


I couldn’t argue this point. So I would have to change strategies. Instead of positioning this as more of a good thing, I would position a potential second dog as a support dog. Not an addition for us. But support for Bentley. An accessory, something to make his life easier. Like parents who have a second baby to supply bone marrow to the first, favorite baby.


But still the answer was “no.” And Dennis seemed unlikely to change his mind, as he is a person who could be described as “set in his ways.” Or “rigid as a damn steel girder.”


But even steel has a breaking point.


Fifteen months later, we happened to walk past a pet store on the way to the optometrist, and sitting in the window looking out at the street was a perfect cow, in miniature. He was black and white, spotted like a Holstein. And so tiny, he would easily have fit in the palm of my hand. He was also a French bulldog, just like Bentley. Except he was so young, his ear muscles were undeveloped. So instead of standing erect, his long ears stuck out from his head. Like a cow’s.


“Dennis,” I said, in a tone of voice that suggested complete submission and desperation.


“No,” he said firmly.


“No, wait. Seriously. Look.”


“Augusten, we’re not getting another dog.”


“Holy shit, look at him,” I said, stunned.


Dennis looked at me. “I don’t need to look at him. Come on, let’s go. I have to pick up my prescription sunglasses.”


“No, I mean it. Look at him. He’s staring at us. He’s, like, concentrating.”


Dennis looked at the puppy in the window. We both did. It was the oddest thing. Normally, puppies in pet store windows sleep or pee or roll around on top of the other dogs. This one ignored its window-mates and was instead sitting with its nose pressed against the glass, looking at us with an extremely serious little expression on its face. An expression that seemed to me to be saying, “I am a sacred cow. Get out your wallet.”


“That is a little weird,” Dennis said. “The way he’s just watching us. Let’s move over here and see if he follows us. Or if he’s just stuck in that position for some reason.”


We moved to the other side of the window and the cow followed us by turning his head, not moving his body. He was a lazy thing, but he was not uninterested.


Dennis agreed that we would go into the pet store and look at the puppy. But we were not going to acquire the puppy.


We asked the pet store guy if we could see him and he said sure. “He just came in today, as a matter of fact.”


I liked hearing this. He hadn’t been handled. He was fresh.


Dennis and I walked to the back of the store and sat on the floor. The clerk brought the dog over and placed him on the floor between us. As soon as the dog was safely enclosed within the area of our legs, it became happy and licky. He ran to one then the other. Then he sat on the floor and watched us watching him. He appeared to be waiting for something.


“How much is he?” I asked the pet store guy. He said the store was new and he’d have to check in the back, where the papers were.


He left us alone with the little cow, who was very different from Bentley, when Bentley was that age. While Bentley was terrified, this little dog was perky and activated. Confident, if so tiny as to only have a miniscule brain. And then there was that constant eye contact.


The clerk returned and told us the price. Dennis said, “Ouch!” because it was too much to pay for any dog. At least to the average person who values paying their mortgage on time. But to me, it was a bargain. A pair of socks, plucked from a sale bin at Target. “Infertile couples pay fifty times this much to get their babies on the black market,” I told Dennis.


“This isn’t a human baby. It’s a dog.”


I said, “What do you mean?”


He looked at me. I said, “No, I’m serious. They do.”


“I believe you,” he said. “But this is a lot of money to pay for a dog.”


I would have paid ten times the amount for the dog. But it would have been a lot to pay for a black-market baby.


“We could name him Cowcow,” I said, smiling just a little and turning sideways to glance at Dennis.


And Dennis tried not to smile but he did anyway. And he admitted, “Yeah, we could name him Cowcow.”


Seventeen hours later, Dennis and I were in a hotel room in Boston, trapped with what was clearly the worst impulse purchase of my life. We’d come to Boston because I had a reading. Bentley was staying with our friend Christopher, in the city. The Cow and Bentley had not even met yet. We’d taken The Cow from the pet store with us to Boston. And when he wasn’t barking, he was peeing.


“I thought you said dogs won’t wet their beds,” Dennis said as we stripped the sheets for the fifth time.


“They aren’t supposed to. This one is broken.”


Normally, you’d have a young puppy like this sleep in his little kennel, next to the bed. But The Cow would have none of that. The only way we could stop him from making a terrible, constant, infuriating yapping sound was to stick him in the bed with us. But when we did this, he peed. He also peed in his kennel. In fact, the only place he wouldn’t pee was on the newspapers we’d set on the floor for just that purpose.


The instant I put him in his little kennel, to go pee myself, I’d return to find the kennel floor filled with a half-inch of hot pee. The Cow would be splashing in the urine, his coat drenched. Already, I’d given him seven baths.


“He’ll get better,” I told Dennis. Although in my bones I knew something was wrong. I’d housebroken many puppies in my life and there was something about this dog that was different. At best, he was going to be difficult to housebreak. At worst, he would never be housebroken and we would never love him.


And that was another thing, love. Wasn’t I supposed to feel at least a little love for him by now? With Bentley, I did. I felt it immediately. Powerful, a bond. Like mother and child. With The Cow, though, it wasn’t engaging. All I felt was rage, regret, exhaustion, and buyer’s remorse.


“We have to love him,” I told Dennis as he balled the sheets up and placed them in a mound next to the door.


“Yeah, right,” he said. “I’ll love him when he stops pissing.”


Bentley had been easy to housebreak. He went on the newspapers the instant I introduced him to the Weddings page. Bentley had never cried in the night. Never howled as though we were stretching his limbs. Unlike this little Cow, Bentley had never sat at the foot of the bed staring us down and then making a peculiar, eerily human “hmpf” sound as he let go of a gallon of fluid, while stamping his little feet.


Seventy-two hours and for the first time in years, I found myself counting time again, just like I had when I’d stopped drinking and was in early recovery counting days. I could not wait for months to pass. A year. I wanted the dog to grow a brain, fast. And gain bladder control.


On the plus side, The Cow wasn’t finicky the way Bentley is. He happily consumed the food we gave him. And then he walked along the floor with his squashed face pressed to the carpet eating fingernails, dust, lint—anything he could inhale from the filthy hotel carpet.


We slept in shifts. One of us watched The Cow and steeped in regret while the other one remained unconscious and had bad dreams.


Time did not fly by. Time was constipated.


Cow was not.


We introduced the dogs to each other at our weekend house in Massachusetts. It was a small white shack of a house on a ram-shackle street—not much to look at or live in. But it had a backyard. And it had a lot of floor space.


We knew that Bentley—with his bulldozer body and outgoing disposition—would like The Cow, but also kick his cow-ass into shape.


But this is not what happened.


While Bentley tried to control The Cow, dominate him, push him around the way nature intended, The Cow would have none of it. The Cow—all eight pounds of him—fought vigorously. When Bentley snapped at The Cow, The Cow snapped back at him with his gummy little mouth.
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