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I tell you what’s really ridiculous—going into a bookstore and there’s all these books about yourself. In a way, it feels like you’re already dead.


—Thom Yorke

























Note





This is a story about love, death, driving, narcissism, America, the ill-advised glamorization of recreational drug use, not having sex, eating breadsticks at Olive Garden, talking to strangers, feeling nostalgic for the extremely recent past, movies you’ve never seen, KISS, Radiohead, Rod Stewart, and—to a lesser extent—prehistoric elephants of the Midwestern plains. If these are not things that interest you, do not read this book.





The journalism in this book is, to the best of my abilities, completely accurate. The stuff about my personal life is merely the way I remember it, as I do not tape-record every conversation I have on a day-to-day basis. There is also some minor manipulation of time, and one sequence near the end of the book actually happened in New Zealand.





Some names have been changed, as well as a few minor details that could cause potential discomfort to people whose names have been changed.
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THE DAY BEFORE THE FIRST DAY
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I am not qualified to live here.


I don’t know what qualifications are necessary to live in any certain place at any given time, but I know I don’t have them.


Ohio. I was qualified to live in Ohio. I like high school football. I enjoy Chinese buffet restaurants. I think the Pretenders’ first record is okay. Living in Ohio was not outside my wheelhouse. But this place they call New York … this place that Lou Reed incessantly described to no one in particular … this place is more complicated. Everything is a grift, and everyone is a potential grifter. Before moving to Manhattan, I had only been here twice. Two days before I finally packed up my shit and left Akron, I had a phone conversation with the man who would be my immediate supervisor at Spin magazine, and I expressed my relocation insecurities. He tried to explain what my life here would be like; at the time, the only details I could remember about my two trips to New York were that (a) the bars didn’t close until 4 A.M., and (b) there seemed to be an inordinate number of attractive women skulking about the street. “Don’t let that fool you,” my editor said as he (theoretically) stroked his Clapton-like beard. “I grew up in Minnesota, and I initially thought all the women in New York were beautiful, too. But here’s the thing—a lot of them are just cute girls from the Midwest who get expensive haircuts and spend too much time at the gym.” This confused me, because that seems to be the definition of what a beautiful woman is. However, I have slowly come to understand my bearded editor’s pretzel logic: Sexuality is 15 percent real and 85 percent illusion. The first time I was here, it was February. I kept seeing thin women waiting for taxicabs, and they were all wearing black turtlenecks, black mittens, black scarves, and black stocking caps … but no jackets. None of them wore jackets. It was 28 degrees. That attire (particularly within the context of such climatic conditions) can make any woman electrifying. Most of them were holding cigarettes, too. That always helps. I don’t care what C. Everett Koop thinks. Smoking is usually a good decision.


Spin magazine is on the third floor of an office building on Lexington Avenue, a street often referred to as “Lex” by cast members of Law & Order. It is always the spring of 1996 in the offices of Spin; it will be the spring of 1996 forever. Just about everybody who works there looks like either (a) a member of the band Pavement, or (b) a girl who once dated a member of the band Pavement. The first time I walked into the office, three guys were talking about J Mascis for no apparent reason, and one of them was describing his guitar noodling as “trenchant.” They had just returned from lunch. It was 3:30 P.M. I was the fifth-oldest person in the entire editorial department; I was 29.


I’m working on an untitled death project, and you are reading said project. Today, I will leave the offices of Spin and go to the Chelsea Hotel. Once I arrive there, I will ask people about the 1978 murder of Nancy Spungen, a woman whose ultra-annoying shriek was immortalized in the 1986 film Sid & Nancy. The “Sid” in that equation was (of course) Sid Vicious, the fabulously moronic bass player for the Sex Pistols and the alleged murderer of Nancy. Gene Siskel and Roger Ebert reviewed Sid & Nancy on their TV show At the Movies the week the film was released, and it was the first time I ever heard of the Sex Pistols. At the time, the Sex Pistols didn’t interest me at all; I liked Van Halen. In 1987, a kid in my school told me I should listen to the Sex Pistols because they had an album called Flogging a Dead Horse, which was the kind of phrase I would have found noteworthy as a sophomore in high school. However, I didn’t follow his advice; I liked Tesla. In 1989, I bought Never Mind the Bollocks on cassette because it was on sale, and it reminded me of Guns N’ Roses. Johnny Rotten had an antiabortion song called “Bodies,” yet he still aspired to be the Antichrist. This struck me as commonsense conservatism.


The chorus of the song “Pretty Vacant” is playing inside my skull as I saunter through the Spin offices, but it sounds as if the vocals are being sung by Gavin Rossdale. I pass the interns in sundresses, and the reformed riot grrrls making flight reservations, and at least three people who wish they were outside, smoking cigarettes. It’s 2:59 P.M., and it’s time for me to start finding some death.


My voyage into darkness has officially started: I am in the lobby, down the stairs, out the street exit, and into the stupefying heat. New York summers are hotter than summers in Atlanta. Now, I realize the temperature is higher in Atlanta and Atlanta has more humidity, and things like temperature and humidity are extensions of science, and science is never wrong. But Manhattan is a hipster kiln, and that makes all the difference; heat is 15 percent real and 85 percent perception. The ground is hot, the brick buildings are hot, the sky is low, people are pissed off, and everything smells like sweat and vomit and liquefied garbage. It’s a full-on horror show, and I have learned to despise July. People at Spin ridicule me for wearing khaki shorts to work, always insisting that I look like a tourist. I don’t care. We’re all tourists, sort of. Life is tourism, sort of. As far as I’m concerned, the dinosaurs still hold the lease on this godforsaken rock.


It takes me 45 seconds to get a cab on Lex, and now I’m moving west, haltingly. I’ve been to Chelsea, but I don’t really know where it starts and where it ends; I realize I’m there only if (a) someone tells me so, or (b) I find myself in a Thai restaurant and suddenly notice that everyone working there is a pre-op transvestite. This traffic sucks, but we’re getting there; with each progressive block, things look cheaper and older, like B-roll footage from Sesame Street. Ten minutes ago, I was drinking Mountain Dew in Spin’s self-conscious 1996; now I’m driving through an accidental incarnation of 1976. It’s the summer of 2003. I’ve traveled down three vertical floors, across four horizontal blocks, and through five spheres of reality.


Perhaps you are wondering why I am starting this project at the Chelsea and not the Dakota, the hotel where John Lennon was assassinated in 1980; part of me is wondering that, too. Lennon’s killing is undoubtedly the most famous murder in rock history, and it’s something I actually know about: I know how many Beatles tapes Mark David Chapman had in his jacket when he shot Lennon in the chest (14), and I know the score of that evening’s NFL Monday Night Football game, when Howard Cosell announced the assassination on-air (Miami 16, New England 13—in overtime). I know that Chapman slowly came to believe that he actually was John Lennon (going so far as to marry a woman of Japanese descent who was four years his senior), and I remember my dad dismissing the murder at supper the following evening, bemoaning the fact that a musician’s death somehow warranted more publicity than the unexpected death of Pope John Paul I. As an eight-year-old, I was confused by Lennon’s death, mostly because I could not understand why everyone was so enamored with a rock band’s rhythm guitarist; for some reason, I was under the misguided impression that Paul McCartney was the only member of the Beatles who sang. I felt no sadness about the event. As I get older, the murder seems crazier and crazier but not necessarily more tragic; I don’t think I have ever been moved by the death of a public figure. I do think about what it would have been like if John Lennon had lived, and sometimes I worry that he would have made a terrible MTV Unplugged in 1992. But Lennon is not someone I need to concern myself with today; today, I am totally punk rock. My boss is requiring me to think like a punk. I am tempted to spit on a stranger in protest of the lagging British economy.


My boss at Spin (a striking blonde woman named Sia Michel) strongly suggested that I go to the Chelsea Hotel because “our readers” love punk rock. This fact is hard to refute; I am probably the only employee in the history of Spin magazine who thinks punk rock—in almost every context, and with maybe one exception1—is patently ridiculous. Still, the death of Spungen intrigues me; Sid and Nancy’s relationship forever illustrates the worst part of being in love with anyone, which is that people in love can’t be reasoned with.


Sid Vicious was not the original bassist for the Pistols; he joined the band after they fired original member Glen Matlock. The only thing everyone seems to know about Vicious is that he could not play bass at all. Ironically (or perhaps predictably), Sid’s inability to play his instrument is the single most crucial element in the history of punk; he is the example everyone uses (consciously or unconsciously) when advocating the import of any musical entity that is not necessarily musical. The fact that he could not do something correctly—yet still do it significantly—is all that anyone needs to know about punk rock. That notion is punk rock, completely defined in one sentence. It’s like that scene in The Breakfast Club, where nerd caricature Anthony Michael Hall explains why he considered suicide after failing to make a fully functioning elephant lamp in shop class, prompting Judd Nelson to call him an idiot. “So I’m a fucking idiot because I can’t make a lamp?” Hall’s character asks. “No,” says Nelson. “You’re a genius because you can’t make a lamp.” Sid Vicious was a musical genius because he couldn’t play music, which is probably an unreasonable foundation to build one’s life on. Which only grew worse when he met a terrible person and decided his love for her was so intense that she needed to die.


Spungen was from Philadelphia, a city whose sports fans throw D batteries at Santa Claus and cheer when opposing wide receivers are temporarily paralyzed. Since Nancy was not a celebrity in the traditional sense (she had no talent, per se, though neither did Sid), Chloe Webb’s portrayal of her in the aforementioned Sid & Nancy is the image most modern people have of her. As such, she is generally remembered as the most annoying human of the late 20th century. She was (at best) a drug-addled groupie. But what matters about her interaction with Vicious is the way they destroyed each other in such an obvious—and social—manner. And what I mean by “social” is that everyone who knew them had to exist inside the walls of their destruction; as far as I can tell, every single one of Sid’s friends despised Nancy Spungen. This, of course, is common. Everybody has had the experience of loathing a friend’s girlfriend. My second year in college, I had a goofy little roommate everyone loved; sadly, he had a girlfriend that everyone hated. Her own friends hated her. Even my roommate seemed to hate her, because all they ever did was fight and attempt to hit each other with half-empty cans of Dr Pepper. She had no redeeming qualities; there was nothing about her that was physically, intellectually, or ideologically attractive. We all implored my roommate to break up with her. It was a bizarre situation because he would agree with us 99 percent of the time; we would say she was fat and whiny and uninspiring, and he would concede all three points. Sid Vicious was the same way; he once described Spungen as “the kind of girl who licked out toilets.” But Sid wouldn’t break up with Nancy, and my roommate didn’t break up with his potato-sack sweetheart for almost three years. There is something sickeningly attractive about being in a bad relationship; you start feeding off the unhappiness. It becomes darkly interesting. Supposedly, Sid (as a 16-year-old) once told his mother, “Mum, I don’t know what people see in sex. I don’t get anything out of it.” That sentiment explains everything. If you find sex unsatisfying, you need something to take its place. You need a problem. Nancy was a good problem for Sid. Heroin was also a good problem for Sid. The only problem is that good problems are still problems, and Mr. Vicious was just not designed for problem solving. His genius scheme was to move himself and Nancy into Room 100 of the Chelsea in August of ’78, where they could stay high for the rest of their lives. This kind of (but not really) worked for two months, until he (almost certainly) stabbed Nancy, who was wearing only a bra and panties, and watched her bleed to death underneath the bathroom sink. Vicious purposefully OD’d on smack before the case ever went to trial, so I suppose we’ll never really know what happened in that room, though he did tell the police, “I did it because I’m a dirty dog.” This is not a very convincing alibi. He may as well have said, “I got 99 problems, but a bitch ain’t one.”


When I finally walk into the Chelsea, I can’t decide if I’m impressed or underwhelmed; I can’t tell if this place is nicer or crappier than I anticipated (I guess I had no preconceived notion). There are two men behind the reception desk: an older man with a beard and a younger man who might be Hispanic. I ask the bearded man if anyone is staying in Room 100, and—if it’s unoccupied—if I can see what it looks like.


“There is no Room 100,” he tells me. “They converted it into an apartment 18 years ago. But I know why you’re asking.”


For the next five minutes, these two gentlemen and I have a conversation about Sid Vicious, mostly focused on how he was an idiot. However, there are certainly lots of people who disagree with us: Patrons constantly come to this hotel with the hope of staying in the same flat where an unlikable, opportunistic woman named Nancy was murdered for no valid reason. The staff is not thrilled by this tradition (“We hate it when people ask about this,” says the younger employee. “Be sure you write that down: We hate it when people ask us about this.”). I ask the bearded gentleman what kind of person aspires to stay in a hotel room that was once a crime scene.


“It tends to be younger people—the kind of people with colored hair. But we did have one guy come all the way from Japan, only to discover that Room 100 doesn’t even exist anymore. The thing is, Johnny Rotten was a musician; Sid Vicious was a loser. So maybe his fans want to be losers, too.”


While we are having this discussion, an unabashedly annoyed man interjects himself into the dialogue; this man is named Stanley Bard, and he has been the manager of the Chelsea Hotel for more than 40 years. He does not want me talking to the hotel staff and asks me into his first-floor office. Bard is balding and swarthy and serious, and he sternly tells me I should not include the Chelsea Hotel in this article.


“I understand what you think you are trying to do, but I do not want the Chelsea Hotel associated with this story,” says Bard, his arms crossed as he sits behind a cluttered wooden desk. “Sid Vicious didn’t die here. It was just his girlfriend, and she was of no consequence. The kind of person who wants to stay in Room 100 is just a cultic follower. These are people who have nothing to do. If you want to understand what someone fascinated by Sid Vicious is looking for, go find those people. You will see that they are not serious-minded people. You will see that they are not trying to understand anything about death. They are looking for nothing.”


At this point, he politely tells me to leave the Chelsea Hotel. And after we shake hands, that is what I do.




1. The Clash, 1977 to 1982.






















THE NIGHT BEFORE THE FIRST DAY
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Fuck, man. This shit is complicated.


I have no idea how people travel.


I have no idea what to pack. How many pairs of pants does one need for a three-(or possibly four-) week trip? I bet it’s fewer than I suspect. Do I need more than one pair of shoes? It doesn’t seem like I would, but I predict that I will. Maybe three pairs? This is a nightmare. Should I bring some hats? One hat, perhaps. And a sweatshirt. Granted, it’s going to be August, but I can still imagine a scenario in which a sweatshirt could pay sweeping dividends. But will such a scenario actually emerge? Am I already missing the point? I could never be one of those people who climb mountains recreationally; I’d be one of those clowns who dies halfway down Everest because I’d bring extra powdered cocoa instead of extra rope.


Perhaps I should explain why I am packing.


Let me begin by saying this: Death is part of life. Generally, it’s the shortest part of life, usually occurring near the end. However, this is not necessarily true for rock stars; sometimes rock stars don’t start living until they die.


I want to understand why that is.


Two months ago, my striking blonde editor sent me an e-mail. She asked me if I had an interest in pursuing an “epic story.” This, obviously, is a strange request; the word epic is not often used in the offices of Spin, except in the context of measuring coworkers’ public meltdowns and/or describing people’s drinking problems. My e-mail response to her query was, “Of course.” However, neither of us had any idea what this story would be, and—judging from the description—I feared it might involve the construction of a full-size replica of a first-century Viking ship.


Over the next two weeks, I would periodically walk into my editor’s office and we’d discuss what this epic story could be; my editor would sit behind her desk, and I would pace about the room while making stupidly extravagant hand gestures, not unlike a young Benito Mussolini. It’s difficult to be epic on command, especially when you have no idea what constitutes epochal behavior. For some reason, my editor was pretty confident it would involve a shitload of driving. Though we did not know where I was supposed to go or what I was supposed to do, it seemed crucial that I spend a long time getting there; this would constitute the “epicness.” Ultimately, she decided I should drive to every marginally interesting rock ’n’ roll landmark in the continental United States and “experience” what it was like to be there. This trip would take, by our estimate, just under 400 years. That certainly seemed adequately epic, and I honestly didn’t have anything better to do.


Over the next few days, I began mapping a tentative odyssey. This task presented a previously unforeseen problem: What deserves to be classified as “marginally interesting”? I kept finding two answers to that question: pretty much everything, and absolutely nothing. Is ZZ Top’s hometown barbershop interesting? Is Madonna’s childhood bedroom interesting? Is any private residence where Jerry Garcia bought heroin interesting? Who knows such things? There seemed to be a lot of moral relativism within my potential wanderings. However, I did conclude that a handful of locations will always be interesting—I always find any location where somebody died compelling. This is probably because I think about death all the time; it is, I think, the most interesting thing absolutely everybody does. That’s especially true with celebrities. Unless you’re Shannon Hoon, dying is the only thing that guarantees a rock star will have a legacy that stretches beyond temporary relevance. Somewhere, at some point, somehow, somebody decided that death equals credibility. And I want to figure out why that is. I want to find out why the greatest career move any musician can make is to stop breathing. I want to find out why plane crashes and drug overdoses and shotgun suicides turn long-haired guitar players into messianic prophets. I want to walk the blood-soaked streets of rock ’n’ roll and chat with the survivors who writhe in the gutters. This notion became my quest. Instead of going to the places where everything happened, I would go to the places where everything stopped. I would get my death on.


“Now, to do this,” I told my striking blonde editor, “I will need a rental car.”


Death rides a pale horse, but I shall ride a silver Ford Taurus. It’s currently parked outside my apartment. The moment I turn the key, I decide to rechristen this vehicle the “Ford Tauntan,” just in case I drive into an August blizzard and I need to stuff a freezing Luke Skywalker into the cozy engine block. Though I don’t know it yet, I will eventually drive this beast 6,557 miles, guided by a mind-expanding Global Positioning System that speaks to me in a strong yet soothing female voice, vaguely reminiscent of Meredith Baxter-Birney during her later years on Family Ties. If you are unaware of how a GPS operates (and until I rented this Tauntan, I had no idea, either), imagine a machine that should only exist in Tokyo in the year 2085. It’s a box on the dashboard that has an ever-changing digital map, and it literally speaks to me and gives perfect advice; it tells me when I need to exit the freeway, and how far I am from places like Missoula, Montana, and how to locate the nearest Red Lobster. This mechanized siren will lead us down the eastern seaboard, across the Deep South, up the corn-covered spinal cord of the Midwest, and through the burning foothills of Montana—finally coming to rest on the cusp of the Pacific Ocean, underneath a bridge Kurt Cobain never slept under. In the course of this voyage, I will stand where 119 people have fallen, almost all of whom were unwilling victims of rock’s glistening scythe. And this will teach me something I already knew.


But that’s the future. Right now, I’m trapped in the present, standing in my bedroom, holding a hooded sweatshirt in my hands, staring at its viperlike drawstrings, silently questioning its value. Sometimes I wish I lived in 2085, the year we’ll all start wearing matching jumpsuits and consuming vitamin-fortified sludge. Of course, my attire is only a secondary concern, all things considered; I’m far more worried about (a) which CDs to pack, and (b) how much pot to bring. The former issue is especially pressing; I just bought an iPod, but I don’t know how to hook it up to the car stereo. I will have to fight this war conventionally. And this is critical, because—as far as I can tell—the only pleasurable element of this entire trip will be sitting behind the wheel of my rental car and having my skull crushed by deafening music. I moved to Manhattan in the spring of 2002 and haven’t owned a car since my arrival; by and large, that makes me happy, as I am one of the worst drivers in America. I don’t miss driving at all, and I’m probably the worst candidate imaginable for a cross-country road trip. However, I do miss Car Rock, and I miss it profoundly. I love the way music inside a car makes you feel invisible; if you play the stereo at maximum volume, it’s almost like other people can’t see into your vehicle. It tints your windows, somehow.


It will take three hours to decide which compact discs to put in the backseat of my Tauntan. This is the kind of quandary that keeps people like me from sleeping; I never worry about nuclear war or the economy or if we need to establish a Palestinian state, but I spend a lot of time worrying about whether I need to purchase all the less-than-stellar Rolling Stones albums from the 1980s for cataloging purposes (particularly Undercover, which includes the semi-underrated “Undercover of the Night”1). I have 2,233 CDs. Approximately 30 percent of these were given to me for free by record labels; that number represents less than 1 percent of how many promotional discs I’ve actually received. Another 30 percent of those 2,233 have been played less than five times, including one (The Best of Peter, Paul and Mary) I’ve never even listened to once—it’s still wrapped in cellophane (I store it next to a used copy of Hüsker Dü’s Zen Arcade in the hope that they will slowly fuse into a Pixies’ B-side collection). I would say that I’ve owned at least 500 of these albums twice (once on cassette and once on compact disc) and that I’ve owned a few of them three times (for example, I bought all 26 KISS releases on tape, and then I bought them all on disc, and then I bought them on disc again when they were remastered in 1999, which really just means somebody went back into the studio and made them louder). I have never owned anything on vinyl, except for The Yes Album and Electric Warrior, both of which were sent to me free from Rhino Records (despite the fact that I do not own a record player). The first CD I ever purchased was Stairway to Heaven / Highway to Hell, a charity album featuring hair-metal bands performing cover songs by icons who died from substance abuse (the Scorpions cover “I Can’t Explain” by the Who, Cinderella remakes Janis Joplin’s “Move Over,” etc.). That purchase was made in October of 1989. The last CD I bought was Diary by Sunny Day Real Estate, which I picked up two days ago. The only CD I ever stole (for real) was The Best of the Doors, a double album I drunkenly stuck in my pants during a keg party in 1991 (and when I say “for real,” I mean “unless you count ripping off the Columbia House music club”). I have 14 discs2 by the Smashing Pumpkins, and I only like two of them. I have everything Britney Spears has ever released to the public; this is because I think I will “need them” someday, although I have no theory about what might prompt such a necessity. I have more CDs than 99 percent of America, but fewer CDs than 40 percent of my friends; if an acquaintance has more CDs than me, I feel intimidated and emasculated. I think about my CDs a lot. I find it oddly reassuring to look at them when I’m intoxicated. Right now, my eyes are scanning their alphabetized titles, and I’m wondering how many will make the cut for my drive across America. This decision will dictate everything. Space will be limited, so I can only select those albums that will be undeniably essential.


I elect to bring 600.




1. The song’s video, incidentally, includes the image of Mick Jagger being executed by Central American forces. In my memory, Mick is actually shot by Keith Richards, but maybe I’m just getting this video confused with the opening scene of Miller’s Crossing.


2. This is counting the The Aeroplane Flies High box set, obviously.
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Let me begin with a confession: I’m lying. Not to you or to the world, but to my striking blonde editor at Spin; she thinks I’m driving straight from New York to West Warwick, Rhode Island, to “investigate” the Great White club tragedy. I am actually driving to Ithaca, New York, with a woman, solely because this woman asked me to take her there and I immediately said yes.


Traveling to Ithaca might seem harmless, but it’s actually a metaphor. In fact, there may be a day in the near future when you find yourself in a conversation about this book, and someone will ask you what the story is really about, beyond the rudimentary narrative of a cross-country death trip based on a magazine article. And it’s very likely you will say, “Well, the larger thesis is somewhat underdeveloped, but there is this point early in the story where he takes a woman to Ithaca for no real reason, and it initially seems innocuous, but—as you keep reading—you sort of see how this behavior is a self-perpetuating problem that keeps reappearing over and over again.” In all probability, you will also complain about the author’s reliance on self-indulgent, postmodern self-awareness, which will prompt the person you’re conversing with to criticize the influence of Dave Eggers on the memoir-writing genre. Then your cell phone will ring, and you will agree to meet someone for brunch.


But ANYWAY, the woman I am taking to Ithaca is named Diane. She works with me at Spin, although not directly. As of right now, I am in love with her, and that love is the biggest problem in my life. It’s the only problem in my life, really. And by this time tomorrow, I will have given Diane an ultimatum about our future together, which is ironic because I will do this in response to an ultimatum given to me by a different woman who lives in Minnesota (a woman who has yet to be introduced into the story). So—ultimately—that will be the crux of this book: I will be driving across the country with two ultimatums hanging in the balance, delivered to (and from) two different women who have never met each other. And the larger irony will be that neither of these women will be the central female character in the narrative; that will actually be a third woman, but she will never tangibly appear anywhere in this entire book.




fore·shad·ow (vt.): To represent something to come; to indicate or suggest beforehand: PRESAGE.





So ANYWAY, Diane is enchanting, and she is sleeping on the right side of the bed right now, unaware that I am typing about my love for her.


For the first 15 hours of our secret excursion, there has been little talk of death between Diane and myself. It’s mostly just driving, eating hot pork sandwiches in diners, reading The New York Times aloud, skipping stones across shallow rivers, playful banter over issues that aren’t actually issues, and better-than-average physical collisions on a feather bed in the Rose Inn, an establishment named “one of America’s 10 finest hotels” by Uncle Ben’s rice. I’m unsure why Uncle Ben feels socially obligated to advocate hotels, but I can’t deny his good taste: This place is unnecessarily luxurious, and I think it makes Diane uncomfortable; staying in a room that seems like a honeymoon suite makes it hard for her to pretend that we’re not actually dating, although she is certainly still trying. This is something she does constantly, despite the fact that (a) we spend all our time together, (b) we sporadically see each other naked, and (c) I pay for pretty much everything, pretty much all the time. But as I said, I will explain all this later. The bottom line is that we are having a wonderful time together, and I really wish she was coming along on this trip. However, after our night in Ithaca, we will need to drive to Lake Ontario because Diane is going camping with a bunch of hippies she met at a food co-op during college. She does this once a year. Diane is something of an urban hippie. She actually listens to electronica, the last musical subculture in which hippies still thrive (they all take drugs and listen to terrible, overlong music while talking about ridiculous ideas like “community” and “sharing the love”). Diane wants to overthrow the government and blow up Nike factories, but I blame those interests on her parents. She’s quite clever, and she looks like the woman described by Dolly Parton in the song “Jolene”: ivory skin, emerald eyes, and an avalanche of auburn hair. Diane’s hair is astounding: It’s thick and red and relentless (sort of like Axl Rose in the “Welcome to the Jungle” video, only natural). She is the anti-Medusa. If push came to shove, I would probably help her blow up a Nike factory if it meant I could spend 20 minutes playing with her Jew-fro.


You would be fascinated by the myriad components of Diane’s life, were I so inclined to explain them; it’s an unfathomable collection of events, all things considered. And when I say “all things,” I truly mean the entire spectrum of existence: her ex-boyfriend, her father, Bowling Green University, the role of women in the media, Judaism, her ex-boyfriend, hydroelectric fossil fuel alternatives, an ill-fated stint in the Peace Corps, Kraftwerk, Pedro Martinez, the Internet, a grizzly bear who attacked her car four years ago, Alfred Hitchcock’s 1938 film The Lady Vanishes, competitive speed chess, the principles that once governed the Soviet Union, and her ex-boyfriend. However, all that stuff is her life; that stuff has nothing to do with me, really, and it would be wrong for me to comment on anything that doesn’t affect me directly (in fact, it’s probably wrong for me to even comment on the things that do affect me directly, since she’s obviously a real person who probably did not expect to end up in a book when she first kissed me, although—by this point—I have to assume any woman who kisses me halfway expects I’ll eventually write about her in some capacity, since I always do). But here are the bare bones of what you need to know in order to understand this story: Diane ended a long-term relationship and was very sad, and I found her sadness electrically attractive. I tend to equate sadness with intelligence. I met Diane when I was deeply, deeply obsessed with being in New York, and she seemed to embody New York with the very fabric of her existence. We talked and talked and e-mailed and e-mailed and drank and drank and drank, and she told me not to fall in love with her, and I fell in love with her in something like 19 days. That was seven months ago. However, things have never really changed since the first time we got drunk together; this has never become a conventional relationship. In fact, one could argue that this hasn’t been a relationship at all: I can count the number of times we’ve slept together on one hand. She has never been my girlfriend, and I have never been her boyfriend. Everyone thinks we’re a couple because we go to films together, and we have coffee every afternoon, and I once walked over to her apartment during a raging blizzard to help her hang a clock. I make no attempt to hide that I am in love with her, and I don’t think there’s anyone who knows either of us who isn’t totally aware of that fact.


So—clearly—there are problems here.


But it gets worse.


It gets worse because Diane’s inability to love me makes me love her more. Without a doubt, not loving me is the most alluring thing Diane (or any woman) can do. Nothing makes me love Diane as much as her constant rejection of my heartfelt advances. This is compounded by Diane’s own insecurities; the fact that she can reject me time after time after time is what she finds most endearing. She knows I will never give up. She could hate me and I would love her anyway.


So—clearly—this is not a healthy interaction.


But it gets worse.


It gets worse because Diane did something two months ago that is unforgivable (I’m not going to elaborate on this, but feel free to fabricate any scenario you’re comfortable with). Now, in the weeks that have passed since this event, I have told her countless times that I forgive her for what she did. But I have been lying, both to her and to myself. So even though I feel like I love her, part of my brain resents her with an unspeakable ferocity. That resentment has changed the way I feel about everything. Now, whenever I feel love, I unconsciously feel grains of rage. And it is becoming harder and harder for me to differentiate between those two emotions.


So—clearly—I am not psychologically flawless.


But it gets worse.


It gets worse because I am now sitting across from Diane at a steak house in upstate New York, and she is eating a salad, and she has the cutest smile I have ever seen. And it gets worse because she’s telling me her thoughts on The Merchant of Venice. I have never read The Merchant of Venice, and I’ll never read it, and I don’t even care what the fuck it’s about. But I love sitting across from this adorable person and listening to her talk about ostensibly intelligent bullshit, and I know that we are going to go back to our hotel room in 40 minutes, and I know that I am going to get to cradle her little body for the next seven hours. But this is still a problem. It’s a problem because—as she chews her salad and smiles away—she is looking into me. And I can just tell that no matter how hard she looks, she will never know that I am not telling her about Lenore. And Lenore is probably someone she would want to know about.



















THE SECOND DAY
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Diane is in the shower. I am imagining what it looks like when she shampoos her hair, because that is something I have never actually seen. I am lying in bed, motionless, satiated, and wondering if I have Cotard’s syndrome.


French military surgeon Jules Cotard lived only 49 years (1840–1889), but he will be forever remembered for discovering one of nature’s most sincerely fucked-up mental illnesses: Cotard’s syndrome is a mental disorder where the victim concludes that he or she is dead. Sometimes the symptoms are more specific: Patients believe that they are missing certain internal organs, or that there is no blood in their veins, or that they have lost their soul. However, the ultimate manifestation of Cotard’s syndrome (classified medically as a nihilistic delusional disorder) is the victim’s unshakable conviction that he does not exist. It is not that these people fear they are dying; it’s that they are certain they are already dead.


Sometimes the victims of Cotard’s syndrome think they can smell their own flesh rotting. I must concede that this has never happened to me. I probably don’t have full-on Cotard’s, but there are moments when I feel like I’m dead. This is especially true when I’m in airports. Anytime I’m in a foreign place with lots of strangers who all share an identical (yet completely unrelated) purpose, I start to think I’m in purgatory. For as long as I can remember, I’ve had a theory that life on earth is purgatory, because life on earth seems to have all the purgatorial qualities that were once described to me by nuns. It’s almost like we’re all Bruce Willis in The Sixth Sense, but nobody on “earth” has figured this out yet, even though it will suddenly seem obvious when we get to the end. Sometimes I think that the amount of time you live on earth is just an inverse reflection of how good you were in a previous existence; for example, infants who die from SIDS were actually great people when they were alive “for real,” so they get to go to heaven after a mere five weeks in purgatory. Meanwhile, anyone Willard Scott ever congratulated for turning 102 was obviously a terrible individual who had many, many previous sins to pay for and had to spend a century in his or her unknown purgatory (even though the person seemed perfectly wholesome in this particular world). This hypothesis becomes especially clear inside any airport. It’s like a warehouse full of dead people rushing from gate to gate to gate, all of whom are unaware that—if they are lucky—they will have the good fortune to board a 727 that crashes into a mountain. Then they’ll be out of purgatory.


Those other people don’t know they’re dead, though. They think they’re alive, wordlessly walking through the airport and chomping down three-dollar Cinnabon cinnamon rolls. I might be the only one who’s aware of this, which means I am quite possibly a prophet. It also means I quite possibly have Cotard’s syndrome. It’s always 50-50.




*





Now, this next part is kind of important.


Diane and I are in the Tauntan, and the sky is overcast (but just barely). It’s mid-afternoon, and I suspect we will make it to Lake Ontario by 7:30. After refueling outside of Syracuse, Diane begs me to let her drive, even though she no longer possesses a driver’s license. I give her the keys. She pulls onto the interstate, and I say this:


“Diane, I want to be clear about something,” I begin, “and I want this to be the last time we have this conversation.”


Diane keeps driving, but she raises her eyebrows.


“I can’t handle this anymore,” I say. “I have been very clear about my feelings toward you. I have run out of ways to say I love you. So this is it. You have three weeks.”


“I have three weeks to do what?”


“You have three weeks to decide if you want to be with me. And if your answer is that you do not want to be with me, I don’t want to hang out with you, ever.”


Silence.


“Chuck, I can’t guarantee that I will be able to answer that question.”


“You have to.”


“This is unfair.”


“I don’t care.”


Silence.


“If you think you love me so much, how would you be able to just cut off all contact with me?” Diane says. “That makes me question your sincerity.”


“You know how these things work,” I say. “This is how these things work.”


Silence.


“That is so fucked-up,” she says. “I can’t decide whether or not I love you just because you say I have to.”


“Well, maybe you can’t. And if you can’t decide, that’s fine. But I will take ‘I don’t know’ as a no, because it always means the same thing, anyway.”


“But if I haven’t been able to make that decision in six months,” she asks, “why do you think I’ll be able to make it in three weeks?”


“Because you don’t have any other alternative. This is it. And even if you make no decision, that will count as a decision. So, in a way, there’s really no pressure. I’ll get back in three weeks, and you can just tell me how you naturally feel, and that will dictate everything else.”


Diane tries to pout but reflexively coughs. She sighs.


“Okay,” she finally says. Maybe 20 seconds pass. “So this is your ultimatum?”


“This is my ultimatum,” I respond. “My ultimatum has been made.”


“That’s fucked-up,” says Diane. “You’re fucked-up. But … okay. I’ll make this fucked-up decision to satisfy the statute of limitations on your fucked-up ultimatum.”


“Thank you,” I say. “You know this is for the best.”


I look away. A sign by the highway says we are 11 miles from Syracuse. I can remember this clearly, because that’s exactly when I started thinking about Lenore again. It’s also when I started to think that everything in my life would improve if we crashed into a caribou.




*





Don’t ever cheat on someone. I’m serious. It’s not worth it. And I’m not saying this because cheating is morally wrong, because some people have a very specific version of morality that doesn’t necessarily classify actions as right or wrong. The reason you should never cheat on someone is because you won’t enjoy it. No matter which person you’re with, you’ll always be thinking of the other one. You will never be in the romantic present tense; your mind will solely exist in the past and the future. Let’s say you sleep with your mistress on Friday and your wife on Saturday: To an epicurean, this is the dream lifestyle. This is sexual utopia. But it never works out that way. When you’re having sex with your mistress on Friday, you will find yourself thinking about your wife. You will be thinking about how this act would destroy her, and how humiliated she would feel if she knew the truth. But then on Saturday, when you’re back in the arms of your trusting wife, your mind will immediately drift toward decadence. At the height of your physical passion, you will think back to how exciting things were 24 hours ago, when you were with a new, strange body. Except that it wasn’t exciting to be with someone else; it’s only exciting in your memory (at the time, it just made you wracked with guilt). So now you’re having sex with someone who loves you, but your mind isn’t even in the same room. And suddenly it’s Sunday; you have now had sex with two people on two consecutive nights, and you didn’t appreciate either episode. Algebraically, a + b = c and a + c = b. The only thing infidelity does is remind you of the people you’re not having sex with, which is something you can just as easily think about when you’re completely alone.


Now—granted—Diane is not b, and Lenore is not c. Diane is not actually my girlfriend, and Lenore lives 2,000 miles to the west. But there is a reason talking about being in love with Diane makes me think of Lenore, and it’s the same reason I was thinking about Diane a few weeks ago when I kissed Lenore good-bye and told her I’d see her in a month.


The density of my relationship with Lenore cannot be overstated.


If Diane is like the woman from the song “Jolene,” Lenore is like a combination of the girl described in “Chantilly Lace” (minus the ponytail) and the individual depicted in Mötley Crüe’s “Looks That Kill” (although not technically bulletproof). I met her at a party in Fargo, North Dakota; actually, I didn’t meet her. I saw her. About 15 of us were watching the documentary Unzipped, and she arrived late and spent 10 minutes trying to open a bottle of wine. We never spoke. Three days later, I sent an e-mail to my friend Sarah Jackson. All the message said was, “I don’t know who that blonde girl was, but she is superfoxy x 1,000.” Sarah forwarded this message to Lenore, which (of course) was precisely my plan; anytime you tell a woman something positive about one of her female friends, the friend will be informed of this statement within 48 hours. I had no real aspirations of dating Lenore when I did this, because that seemed absolutely impossible. We were not, as they say, in the same league (she was in the NBA and I had a 10-day contract with the Quad City Thunder). But this is something all men do: Men always want to make sure that attractive women are informed of the fact that they are, in fact, attractive. I have no idea why this happens, but it happens all the time. I guess it’s the hope that—somewhere on earth and against all odds—there is a beautiful woman who has managed to live her entire life without anyone mentioning that she has a desirable physical appearance, and this singular comment will be so flattering that no other courtship will be necessary. I knew a guy in college who only dated freshmen; when I asked him why, he said, “Because I exclusively hit on very hot women, and I don’t want to meet anyone who has been told she is beautiful more than 20 or 30 times in the course of her lifetime. By the time any semi-attractive woman has completed one-third of her junior year, she’s been told she’s beautiful 4 million times by 3 million guys, 2 million of whom were drunk when they said it.” I believe this fellow majored in statistics and is now divorced.
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