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         Occasionally in this book I have changed people’s names or altered their physical descriptions. I’ve rewritten things slightly when they were unclear, but most everything was left intact.
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            Introduction

         

         In reading the eighteen years’ worth of material that went into this second volume of my diaries, I noticed a few things. For starters, I have a lot of mice in my life. There must have been at least three hundred mentions of them, maybe more. I came across them in my home and in my yard. In restaurants and banks. I even ran into mice on vacation! (Mine, not theirs.) Then there are the ones described secondhand by friends or thrown to snakes and snapping turtles in YouTube videos. If combined, these entries would make for a whole separate book—an edge-of-your-seat thriller for cats. The only place I don’t have a mouse problem is New York, where I have rats instead—not in my apartment, thank God, but surrounding it, trying to get in. One of the mentions I had to cut involved one I saw near Times Square at two a.m. with a Cheeto in its mouth. A few weeks later, while walking in West Sussex, I found a wounded rat in a paper bag. I swear, I could move to the moon and still find rodent droppings on my countertops.

         There were also an inordinate number of entries that concerned travel of one sort or another. Why so many airport stories? I used to wonder as I watched comedians on TV back in the 1980s. Can’t you talk about something else for a change? Then I started touring and realized just how much time those people spent getting from one place to another. Where there are cars and trains and buses and planes, there’s going to be tension and ugliness. There’s nothing I find more compelling, so of course my diary is filled with travel stories, many of which involve hired drivers. That makes me sound very grand, but I’m only ferried around when I’m on tour. Sometimes I’m taken from one city to the next, but more often I’m picked up from some airport or other and carried to my hotel. If I had a license I suppose I could rent a car and make the trips myself, but oh, the lovely encounters I would have missed, the hundreds of men and women I’ve fallen into conversation with and who have surprised and delighted me.

         There are also a great many entries about litter. From 2010 on, I mentioned it every day, at least when I was in the UK—exhaustive reports on how many cans and bottles I’d picked up that afternoon, the bags of household trash I’d found dumped by the roadside, the toaster ovens and construction waste. Then I’d travel to another country and write about the litter I wasn’t seeing. There’s only so much of that a reader can take, I suppose.

         Left out altogether are the countless quotes taken from books and magazine articles I’ve read, lines and paragraphs that struck me as beautiful or precise. I’ve transcribed great chunks of Mavis Gallant’s diaries, for example, but none of them made this collection, as reprinting them would involve getting permission. The quotes made me look smart, so I hated to lose them. Likewise, I’ve left out reviews of the many books that have disappointed me over the years. I’ve always been excited by authors who disparage their contemporaries, the sort who forever have their dukes up, spoiling for a fight, but I don’t want to be one of those people.

         If a number of these entries seem overproduced, it’s because they are. When something especially interesting happens—a monkey is spotted at the Cracker Barrel, a woman tells me that her cousin had his arms chewed off by pigs in Mexico—I take extra care when writing it up in my diary, knowing I’ll likely be reading it onstage. These entries, by and large, have taglines. They wave little flags—Hey, look at me! Many of the ones that work well in front of an audience I wound up cutting just because they seemed too self-conscious, too eager to please. Others I kept because, come on, his arms chewed off by pigs?

         As with the first volume, I’ve included a great many jokes in this book, ones I heard at parties and book signings. I wanted to put them all in—the good and the bad—but times being what they are, I don’t know that my publisher could withstand the vast amounts of hate mail they would engender. Oh, offensive jokes…when, if ever, will your time come around again?

         As in my first volume of diaries, Theft by Finding, I’ll remind the reader that this is my edit, a tiny fraction of what I’ve written to myself over the past eighteen years. I haven’t gone out of my way to appear thoughtful and virtuous but could easily look much, much worse than I do in these pages. Again, I chose entries that I thought were funny or startling in some way. Theft by Finding, which covered 1997 to 2002, had a narrative arc. “David Copperfield Sedaris,” Hugh called it. If there’s an arc to this book, I don’t know what it is. The me that I was when the first volume ended has certainly grown older, though no wiser. It’s a safe bet that I’ve become more spoiled and impatient. Often while rereading my source material, I’ve thought of Dorothy Parker’s “From the Diary of a New York Lady During Days of Horror, Despair, and World Change.” Here is war and calamity—natural disaster, mass migration, racial strife—and I’m complaining that the sale at Comme des Garçons starts the day after I leave Paris for Zurich, where I am to receive an award. Of all the rotten luck! In fairness to myself, I do mention politics and current events. I follow the news quite closely, as a matter of fact, though you wouldn’t know it from reading this book. If I didn’t include many of those entries, I guess it’s because other people cover that sort of thing much better and with a lot more authority than I do. Plus, if I’m honest, given a choice between writing about the Arab Spring uprisings and a beggar calling out—as one recently did to a woman walking ahead of me—“Hey, you got a hole in your ass,” I’ll go with the latter.

         Though I suspect you already knew that.

      

   


   
      
         
            2003

         

         
            January 16, 2003

London, England

         

         Drinks and dinner in Fulham with Jane’s friends Allison and Ian. She’s fifty-two, an American with thick, shoulder-length hair and the flat eyes of a chronic alcoholic. Allison had been drinking before we arrived, and her mouth was purpled with wine. “Hey,” she said. “Guess what? I was walking down the hall and my tooth fell out! Dropped out just like that! Do you believe it? Now I’ve got a big hole.” She picked the tooth off the mantel and offered it for our inspection. It was a molar capped with a heavy gold crown. “Don’t ever, ever, ever move to England,” she warned. Then, “Hey, you want it?”

         The strange part was that it hadn’t even bled. There was no pain or swelling, just a dry pit. Allison tended toward big, clownish gestures. In the middle of a sentence, she’d stop talking and point from one person to another, shrugging like a mime. She’d say the word damn or hell and then cover her mouth with both hands. Every story was interrupted by shenanigans. Ian, her Scottish husband, was a little older, and handsome. He’d been drinking as well, but held it better. “All right, old stick,” he said as it neared the dinner hour. “It’s time to go. These people are hungry.” He took the bourbon from Allison’s hands and she called him Bossy Boots.

         “But Jane’s here,” she whined. “This is important!”

         We ate at an Indian restaurant around the corner from their home. I sat next to Ian, who explained the intricacies of reward and punishment offered at the boarding school he’d gone to. If your rugby shirt fell off its hook more than twice a semester, you were roused out of bed and taken to the piffery, a high-ceilinged room that was empty but for a Ping-Pong table. Once there you’d remove your dressing gown and offer your buttocks to the cane. “I don’t think it was bamboo,” he said when I asked what sort of wood it was made of. “No, I believe it was hickory or perhaps birch.”

         While Ian talked to me and Hugh, Allison went from wine to brandy. By the time we left the restaurant she was staggering, partly due to alcohol and partly due to bad knees.

         
              

         

         
            January 21, 2003

London

         

         Last night I spoke with (my literary agent) Don, who seems to have forgotten the word page. “They want at least two hundred chapters, I mean, no, not chapters but…oh…”

         This is happening more and more often, and I never know if, in trying to help, I’m like a French person breaking into English. “Two hundred pages?”

         “That’s it.”

         
              

         

         
            January 23, 2003

London

         

         Hugh and I walked to Maida Vale yesterday. Close to Bayswater we found a tile shop and were looking at samples when a man entered. He was Jamaican and approached the counter to ask for directions to a particular street. “The next road over is one-way,” the saleswoman told him. “So you need to go one up and take a hard left. It isn’t far, really it isn’t.”

         The man then asked if the woman would ride with him. “As a passenger, and point it out in person.”

         “Well,” she said warily, “I can’t really do that, you see, as my supervisor is on the phone and I’m the only one watching the floor.”

         “Fine,” the man said. “We’ll just wait until your supervisor gets off the phone.”

         It was an outlandish request, and I could see the woman begin to panic. “It’s honestly not far at all,” she said. “Anyone can find it. It’s easy, really.”

         
              

         

         
            February 18, 2003

London

         

         While walking to the Tesco on Sunday afternoon I felt something strike me in the middle of my back. It wasn’t sharp, but flat, like the feeling of someone congratulating you a little too hard. I was wearing a Walkman and looking at the ground, so it took me a moment to realize I was being passed by a group of boys riding their bikes on the sidewalk. I’d just accepted the idea of them when a second kid came from behind and hit me against the side of the head. Wait a minute, I thought as they scattered. You can’t do that. I’m a grown-up!

         Further up the sidewalk they hit two other men and, beyond that, a woman walking her dog. I imagined what I’d do if I ever got my hands on them, but it was tricky, as they were children. The thought of punching a ten-year-old is rough, at best, and so I left the boys alone and concentrated on their bikes, mentally puncturing the tires and destroying the spokes with the heel of my shoe. Mainly I wondered if, a year from now, they’d remember hitting a small man upside the head. Would I stick out in their minds or might they have hit so many people that a single episode was impossible to recall?

         In 1970, while riding bikes up Shelly Road, Dan Thompson and I gave a driver the finger. He’d crowded us, or at least we felt that he had, and the moment our gestures registered, he stopped the car and got out. The man didn’t touch me personally but grabbed the bars of my bike. “Son,” he said, “I ought to knock those braces right down your fucking throat.” Had he simply continued on his way I would have forgotten about the whole thing, but instead he threatened me, thereby setting up permanent camp in my memory.

         The boys were there when I reached the Tesco, the entire group of them. I thought of saying, Excuse me, but one of you accidentally hit me on the head, and now I’m guessing you’d like to apologize. They were kids. There would be no brawl, no switchblade pulled from a boot, but instead I chickened out and spent the rest of the day hating myself for being such a coward.

         
              

         

         
            February 26, 2003

London

         

         On my way home from Wandsworth, I saw an Indian man cut in front of a black passenger who was standing before the driver, paying for a bus ticket. “Fuck off,” the Indian man said when the black man gave him a look. “Just fuck off.” The Indian man was tall and slender. The crown of his head was bald, a barren field surrounded by shining, shoulder-length hair.

         “No,” the black man said, “you fuck off.”

         “You fuck off.”

         “No, you fuck off.”

         The two men moved toward the back of the bus and I thought for a moment that it would come to blows.

         “Fucking n—,” the Indian man said.

         “Hey, if it weren’t for me you wouldn’t be here,” the black man said. I guessed he was speaking of Africa as the cradle of civilization.

         “Fuck you,” the Indian man said. “If you want to know where you came from, ask your mother. I fucked her.”

         “No, I fucked your mother,” the black man said.

         “No, you didn’t.”

         “Yes, I did. Just ask her.”

         “Your mother’s a monkey.”

         “Your mother’s the monkey, not mine.”

         “Fuck off.”

         “No, you fuck off.”

         The bus stopped to accept more passengers and the men fell silent. I wondered if, throughout the rest of the ride, they reflected upon the argument. Did either wonder what might happen next, or did they both accept that it was over? Had I been the black man I would have skipped that whole “I fucked your mother” business and gone straight for the bald spot, which was obviously the Indian man’s Achilles’ heel. The way he arranged his hair suggested that he was very sensitive about it, while who knows how he actually feels about his mother.

         
              

         

         
            March 21, 2003

Paris, France

         

         They’ve closed all the train lines running beneath the American embassy. A wall has been erected and police now line the Concorde. I arrived early for my periodontist appointment and watched a group of students march up rue Royale to the Madeleine. It was hard to make out but it sounded as if they were yelling “Boom Chaka Khan.”

         On my way home from Dr. Guig’s, I saw the demonstrators again and realized they were chanting “Bush est un assassin.” There were manifestations all over town and I sort of followed them throughout the day. If this is the reaction to France sitting out the war, I can’t imagine what might have happened had Chirac committed troops.

         
              

         

         Last week Hugh was interviewed by the Orne Combattante, which wanted his view on the Iraq War. Pierre brought a copy of the resulting article to dinner last night at a Vietnamese restaurant he likes in the sixth and tossed it on the table, saying that Hugh, who had trashed Bush, was a disgrace to his country. I wanted to hear what Pierre thought of Jacques Chirac, but he was too caught up in flirting with the young American woman at the next table. “Just so you will know how charming I am, my two favorite movies are Sleeping in Seattle and There Is Mail for You,” he said.

         
              

         

         
            March 23, 2003

Paris

         

         While the International Herald Tribune follows American efforts to remove French words and products from their restaurant menus, the BBC reported that Jordanians are giving up their American cigarettes in exchange for harsh-tasting Gauloises, which is really much more of a sacrifice. In Thursday’s paper there were pictures of angry Midwesterners emptying bottles of Bordeaux into the Mississippi River. On TV I watched a French news report on a handful of middle-aged anti-war demonstrators living in a small town in Massachusetts. It doesn’t take much to join a crowd of thousands, but these people are basically alone, and their neighbors now despise them. The group was marching in front of city hall when a man ran up and started pushing them, shouting, “I hate the French. I want to kill them.” It was a strange thing to see translated into French.

         
              

         

         
            March 24, 2003

Paris

         

         They cut the red carpet from this year’s Academy Awards ceremony and as late as yesterday there was talk that certain stars would not be attending, some for security reasons, some because they were against the war, and some because they thought this a time for quiet reflection. In yesterday’s Financial Times the president of the Academy was quoted as saying it was our patriotic duty to carry on with the Oscars. He didn’t explain how, but then again, no one does. They just say it’s your patriotic duty and everyone kind of goes along with it.

         
              

         

         French’s Mustard has issued a press release explaining that French is a family name and has nothing to do with France or the behavior of that country’s president or UN ambassador. “We’re baseball games and Fourth of July picnics,” they say. “We are America in all its glory.”

         
              

         

         Our cabdriver from JFK was disappointed. It seemed he’d wanted a female passenger but instead he wound up with us. “I love the ladies,” he said. “They remind me of my baby’s mother. They remind me of Mommy.”

         Traffic was heavy and during the ride he listened to Hot 101. The afternoon show was hosted by Wendy Williams and between songs she accepted calls from listeners eager to tell her how great she was. We hadn’t even left Queens and already Hugh was threatening to return to France. “I know how to drive the Iraqis from Baghdad,” he said. “Forget the bombs, just make them listen to this goddamn radio station.”

         
              

         

         
            April 9, 2003

Princeton, New Jersey

         

         The smaller the airport the more horrible the security staff; take Madison, Wisconsin. I arrived yesterday morning and checked in to find the dreaded four Ss stamped along the bottom of my ticket. The agent said it was random, but I’m always singled out by American Airlines, most likely because of all the one-way tickets. A gray-haired man asked for my suitcase and after giving it to him I stepped outside for a cigarette. On returning I saw the guy and his associate pawing through my stuff. The German translation of Me Talk Pretty was pulled out and they flipped through the pages, scowling, as if they had discovered a secret document detailing tank positions. It was strange to stand unnoticed and watch people going through my things. They emptied my shaving kit and unwrapped the tin I’d gotten Ronnie as a housewarming gift. When they started inspecting my cigarettes I approached the two and asked them what they were doing. “We’re going through your suitcase,” the gray-haired man said. And then he continued.

         
              

         

         
            April 12, 2003

Wilmington, North Carolina

         

         Before leaving Austin I heard a radio report on an Englishman who’s giving out awards for stupid security measures. First prize goes to an airport scanner who forced a female passenger to drink from three bottles of her own breast milk. She’d pumped it before boarding, and they wanted to make sure it wasn’t poison. This explains why sperm donors are traveling Greyhound.

         
              

         

         
            April 29, 2003

Paris

         

         On Sunday Hugh attended a Mets game with his old friend Jeff Raven. He called yesterday to announce that he now loves baseball and tried to sound all butch about it. “Jeff’s son had a soccer match so we had to leave in the sixth inning,” he said. “I watched the rest of it on TV and then read the review in this morning’s paper.”

         Review?

         
              

         

         
            May 29, 2003

La Bagotière, France

         

         While touring in the United States I’d said time and time again that the French had a beef with George Bush but were able to distinguish between the American people and the American government. The audience would applaud, and I’d stand there thinking, If only it were true. Even Manuela has dropped the George Bush references and begun directing her criticism toward Americans in general. “I can’t help it,” she says. “It’s just easier.”

         At Montparnasse yesterday morning I saw a poster for A Man Apart, the new Vin Diesel movie. Across the actor’s face someone had written US go your fucking home.

         
              

         

         
            June 5, 2003

Paris

         

         Last night I watched a bit of the Miss Universe pageant. An American production, it was presented in English and translated into French by an off-screen couple, who made ruthless fun of the show’s vacuous hosts. Five finalists stepped forward in their evening gowns, and poor Miss Serbia and Montenegro was asked the question “If given the choice, which would you rather be, fire or water?”

         “That should solve the world’s problems,” the male translator said. The camera cut to Donald Trump, sitting in the audience with his hands to his chin.

         “He’s monstrous,” the Frenchwoman said. “An ogre!”

         Miss Serbia and Montenegro stared at the microphone for a moment, no doubt wondering if she’d misunderstood the question. “I am a human,” she said. “A girl with feelings, so I do not understand what it is like to be an element that has nothing. I cannot make a choice like that, so I will prefer to stay myself.”

         She did not win.

         
              

         

         
            June 11, 2003

Paris

         

         I went to dinner last night with an Iranian woman named Marjane, who told the following joke:

         A woman carries a large suitcase into the Bank of France and tells the president that she would like to deposit ten million euros. He looks at the money, impressed, and asks what she does for a living.

         “Oh,” she says. “I make bets with people. For instance, I’d be willing to bet a hundred thousand euros that your testicles are cube-shaped, like dice, but a little bigger.”

         The bank president agrees to the bet, and after the two shake hands, he lowers his pants, revealing that his testicles are not cube-shaped, but oval, like eggs.

         “All right, you win,” the woman says. “But if it’s all right I’d like to wait and pay you tomorrow. My lawyer will come with me, and after he’s verified that I’ve officially lost the bet, I’ll give you your money.”

         The following afternoon the woman returns in the company of her lawyer. “If you don’t mind,” she says to the bank president, “I’d like you to show me your testicles one more time, just so my lawyer can see for himself.”

         The bank president lowers his pants.

         “And if it’s not asking too too much,” she continues, “I would like to touch them, just to be absolutely sure they’re not in any way cube-like.”

         “Fine,” he says.

         The woman bends forward, and just as she touches the man’s testicles, her lawyer starts banging his head against the wall.

         “What’s up with him?” the president asks.

         “Oh,” the woman says. “I just bet him a million euros I could touch the balls of the president of the Bank of France.”

         
              

         

         
            June 24, 2003

Paris

         

         Hugh and I had dinner with two visiting Americans and a friend of theirs who is also American and has been in Paris for twenty years. Deborah lives in what used to be a factory for making police uniforms, a small, three-story building hidden in a courtyard. She has the first and second floors and has turned the roof into a garden. A Frenchwoman lives on the ground level and was understandably upset when someone broke in and burgled her. Deborah promised to keep an eye out for anything suspicious and leaped into action when, a week or two later, she heard her neighbor shouting, “Stop, stop, I beg you.”

         It sounded like the woman was being raped, so Deborah ran down and pounded on her door. No one answered, so she went back upstairs and called the police, who said that the neighbor was probably just having sex.

         Deborah explained that the woman had conjugated the verb to stop in a tense employed when speaking to more than one person, and the officer said, “So…she’s probably having sex with two men.” He then brought up Deborah’s American accent and suggested that she had a lot to learn about Frenchwomen.

         “And you,” Deborah said, “have a lot to learn about American women.” She asked for his name and badge number and when it looked like she might cause trouble, the officer sent a couple of policemen, who pounded on the door and discovered the Frenchwoman having sex with two men.

         
              

         

         
            August 8, 2003

La Bagotière

         

         It was 100 degrees by the time we reached Villedieu, halfway between here and Granville. The town was packed with vacationers, all of them walking on the shady side of the street. It was too hot to eat, too hot to spend time in the un-air-conditioned copper shops the area is known for, so people congregated at the market, where they stood around talking about the heat wave.

         We’d parked on the outskirts of town and were returning to the car when we were passed by trucks equipped with loudspeakers announcing the coming engagement of a small circus. The trucks hauled cages inhabited by overheated animals. In the first were miniature ponies, two llamas, and a kneeling camel. “Look, a camel!” everyone said. In the second was a panting tigress and two cubs. Their tongues practically touched the ground, and you got the idea that, if freed, the worst they would do was drool on you. Still, though, it’s not every day you see a tiger.

         
              

         

         Our hotel in Granville was by the sea, between the casino and a rehab center for stroke and accident victims. Some of the residents were in wheelchairs but most walked with either canes or crutches, which left holes in the sand. It was an odd place to collect disabled people. The sea made sense, but the building was set into a cliff and getting up and down involved climbing hundreds of stairs, a trip that would take some time if you had casts on both legs.

         The center had constructed a swimming pool in the sea. For half the day it was underwater, but when the tide went out, it reappeared and was used with great pleasure. You’d think that a rehab center might equip their pool with steps or maybe a ramp, but no. Handicapped people dove in, then clung to the murky sides, struggling to get out.

         
              

         

         I went to bed at three and shortly afterward Hugh woke up, and we talked for a while. He’d dreamed that he was walking past a house and saw a man on the front porch reading a book called Dress Your Family in Corduroy and Denim.

         I got up and wrote the name in my notebook. If it’s not too late, his dream will be a prophecy. Dress Your Family in Corduroy and Denim. I think that’s a great title for my new book.

         
              

         

         
            October 10, 2003

Savannah, Georgia

         

         Lisa and I woke up to heavy fog, which slowed us down but not much. It took two hours to drive from Boone to Greensboro and along the way we listened to Dr. Laura. The first caller had met a man over the internet and wondered if she should make arrangements to see him in person. “Are you crazy?” Dr. Laura asked. She insisted that the man was a pedophile and that the woman had no business dating until her children were grown and out of the house. “They don’t need to see their mother chasing after men,” she said. “You’re a mom, not a big sister.”

         “What a bitch,” Lisa said, and I agreed.

         
              

         

         
            October 17, 2003

Memphis, Tennessee

         

         I asked the concierge at the Peabody hotel where I might get a trim and she sent me to a black barbershop. What’s strange is that haircutting is the most segregated service I can think of. You never see white people in a black barbershop or vice versa, the thinking being that a person can specialize in only one texture of hair. It’s ridiculous, really, but there you have it.

         The place I was sent to was on a desolate street five blocks from the hotel, and when I walked in a worried-looking black man asked me what I wanted. I told him, and the barber looked at his customer, saying that if I wanted a haircut, he guessed I could go upstairs.

         Upstairs was the women’s department, a salon. A stylist stood sewing extensions onto a client’s head as a young man sat in the adjacent chair, looking on and talking about biscuits. Like the barber, the stylist asked what I wanted and seemed surprised when I asked for a haircut. “I’m sort of busy,” she said. “You could come back tomorrow or…no, I guess…can you give me a few minutes?”

         It looked as though she were stitching something directly into her customer’s scalp. The needle went in and out and as I waited I leafed through a copy of Black Hairstyles. It was a celebrity issue, the cover featuring Lil’ Kim, who wore a blue bob sprayed with the Chanel logo. I thought of asking for the same thing, but more than that I thought about leaving. I didn’t worry the woman would give me a bad haircut—with me there’s nothing to lose—rather, I worried the experience would be too awkward. It was clear that I didn’t belong, but the stylist, who introduced herself as Shelly, went out of her way to make me feel comfortable. She finished sewing the back of the woman’s head, and then she ushered me into the chair, asking me which razor length I preferred. I didn’t know, so she attached something to the shaver and started in. “The trouble I have is to blend,” she said. “Sometimes I do the bottom too much and then the top be looking heavy.”

         As she cut my hair, she resumed the conversation she’d been having with the previous customer and the young man in the chair. The comedian Bernie Mac was discussed, and then the topic moved to old people. “My grandmother is crazy,” the woman with the new hair said. “Like all the old ladies, she always be putting powder in her underpants before leaving the house.”

         The hairdresser nodded and I wanted to say, She what? Then the woman told of the time she’d attended a funeral and left the bathroom with her dress tucked into her pantyhose. “I mean my ass was hanging out,” she said, and the young man and the hairdresser doubled over laughing.

         Though I was invited to join the conversation, my contributions failed to make much of an impact. The women pretended to be amused, but the young man acted as though I were taking something from him. Every now and then he’d look me in the eye and harden his face until I turned away. While touring in the United States, I’m reminded of the needling tension that exists between white and black people, the almost constant sense of competition. They’re funnier than we are, I think. Quick, say something casual and amusing.

         After my haircut, I returned to the hotel and noticed that the player piano had a tip jar on it.

         
              

         

         
            October 19, 2003

Chicago, Illinois

         

         Lisa sent me an Atlantic magazine article concerning a condition called apotemnophilia, an attraction to the idea of being an amputee. Trans people often say they feel trapped in the wrong body, and so too does this lot, sort of. It’s the right body, there’s just too much of it. One woman spoke of looking in the mirror and seeing herself as she was meant to be—armless. I thought this was a typo and that she’d really meant harmless, but later in the paragraph she got more specific and expressed her lifelong dream of matching three-inch stumps. Another woman had a similar feeling, but lower. “I don’t understand why,” she said, “but I always knew that I didn’t want my legs.”

         The author of the article met most of her subjects through a chat room. No reputable doctor will amputate a healthy limb, so the apotemnophiliacs share information concerning hospitals in South America and Eastern Europe and little tips for those desperate enough to take matters into their own hands (at least while they still have them). One man gave himself a local anesthetic and stuck his unwanted leg in a woodchipper. It was all planned out in advance, the drive to the hospital and everything. Another man tore into his leg with a chain saw and was devastated when he woke up in the recovery room hearing, “Good news, Mr. Yardley. We think we can sew it back on.” They couldn’t, though, and so the story serves as one of those medical miracles, only in reverse.

         I like to think I can wrap my mind around just about anything, but this really throws me, especially the woman who wants both her arms amputated. Does she not understand what this means? (I picture her on a street corner in New York. “Taxi!”) She’ll never again tie her shoes or swat a mosquito, and I don’t know how she thinks she’ll get back into that chat room she’s so fond of. To me it sounds crazy, but those who had rid themselves of unwanted limbs claimed to have no regrets. The man with the woodchipper, for instance; he wouldn’t have it any other way.

         I read the article on the plane to Chicago, and en route to the hotel my cab passed a minor accident between a car and a minivan. Both drivers were leaning against their vehicles talking into cell phones as a small crowd gathered to watch. I saw a boy of around twelve, a man in a black turban, and then, on the sidewalk, a woman with no legs tooling up in an electric wheelchair. Normally I would have felt sorry for her—not that she wanted my pity, not that it does anyone any good, but still, I’d have wished that things could have been different. Now, though, I looked at her thinking, You made your bed, sister, now lie in it.

         
              

         

         
            November 7, 2003

Paris

         

         According to an article in USA Today, American hunters are now baiting bears with candy. Factories sell their castoffs in huge blocks—a fifty-pound lump of Snickers or Baby Ruth bars. The sugar is ruining the bears’ teeth and one was pictured, her mouth open to display the decayed incisors. What does an animal do when it has a toothache? Does it bang its face against a rock, hoping to knock the tooth out, or does it just dumbly suffer?

         
              

         

         They made a mistake on the plane and brought me a Bloody Mary rather than the Bloody Mary mix I had requested. The same thing happened exactly two years ago. I accidentally took a sip and then sent it back, wishing my sip had been much larger. It’s the third time this year I’ve tasted alcohol. Last spring at Amy’s I mistook white wine for water. Then at the wedding, Manuela’s mom stuck her champagne-soaked finger in my mouth. I wish I could accidentally mistake a joint for a cigarette.

         
              

         

         
            December 3, 2003

Paris

         

         Last Christmas I gave Paul a lemon-size plastic monkey I’d bought at a flea market in Budapest. Wind him up, and instead of eating the banana he’s holding, he uses the other hand and masturbates. Surprise! Lisa saw the monkey while visiting last month, and after she said how disgusting it was, Paul hid it in her bag of decaffeinated espresso. He figured she’d find it the following morning, but the following morning Lisa drank regular espresso. Then she drove to Winston-Salem, picked up Bob, and proceeded to the mountains to visit her in-laws, who were preparing to move into a retirement community. Mr. Evans has Alzheimer’s but is still able to complete simple tasks—making coffee, for instance. He got into Lisa’s bag of espresso, and you just have to wonder what conclusion he drew, this retired Baptist minister who found a masturbating monkey hidden in his daughter-in-law’s coffee.

         
              

         

         
            December 7, 2003

Paris

         

         It was cold and cloudy yesterday and I stayed inside until three. The neighborhood was crowded with Christmas shoppers, and I milled around for a while, wandering the narrow streets between the rue du Four and the indoor market. At a store on the rue Princesse I bought a little vase, and then I walked to Sèvres-Babylone, passing one fancy shop after another. It’s almost embarrassing, this neighborhood. Here’s the place that sells cashmere oven mitts; here’s the one specializing in hand-embroidered sponges. I walked as far as the rue de Rennes, where tens of thousands of unemployed people were marching for their annual Christmas bonus.

         The demonstration was sponsored by the French Communist Party, and every now and then you’d see one of their red banners calling for solidarity. In America you’d expect the Communists to be either college students or crackpots, but here they looked much like anyone else: the middle-aged man in the smart coat, the blond grandmother with a quilted handbag. They weren’t decrying the silly shops lining the neighboring streets, just demanding their place before the cash registers.

         
              

         

         
            December 22, 2003

Paris

         

         I turned on the TV last night and watched part of a program in which a group of Englishmen had to run around London collecting women’s pubic hair. A few samples were plucked willy-nilly off toilet seats, but for the most part the men were straightforward and simply asked for what they wanted. “Excuse me,” they’d say, pulling a pair of scissors from their back pockets, “I’m involved in a sort of contest and was wondering if you could possibly…”

         They obviously didn’t go to just anyone; rather, they sought the sorts of women who’d consider their proposition and think, Well, it’s not like I’m doing anything with it.

         At an appointed hour the men regrouped to see who had the greatest harvest. It was no surprise to see that the handsomest guy had the most pubic hair, but still it struck me as a little unfair. You just got by on your looks, I thought.

         He had a pillowcase practically full of it, while the clear loser had little more than a tuft. As a punishment, he was forced to eat a pizza topped with what he’d collected. The others reminded him that there was cheese on it too, but come on, which topping are you really going to remember?

      

   


   
      
         
            2004

         

         
            January 15, 2004

San Francisco, California

         

         Paul’s new way of making people uncomfortable is to answer the phone as if he’s in the middle of a fight with his wife. I called last night, and he picked up, shouting, “Goddamn you, Kathy!”

         
              

         

         
            February 3, 2004

Paris

         

         At dinner last night I attempted to tell Manuela about an autopsy I’d witnessed. She doesn’t speak English, but I did all right until the wrap-up.

         “All in all it was pretty…pretty…”

         And I realized that I’d forgotten the word for “unforgettable.”

         
              

         

         
            February 11, 2004

London

         

         While ironing shirts I listened to a talk-radio program, conscious of how different it was from one you’d hear in America. Unlike Rush Limbaugh, who is smug, and Bob Grant, who is even smugger, this host was fairly mild. Stories surprised him, but he never took the opportunity to judge or bully. This made him sort of dull, actually. A talk show needs a central character, and if the host won’t step up to the plate, the responsibility falls to the callers, who aren’t on air long enough to really establish themselves. Yesterday’s topic was an eighteen-year-old university student who’d sold her virginity on the internet. The highest bidder was a forty-year-old man who paid eighty-four hundred pounds. It could have kept an American talk show going for weeks, but here no one seemed to care. “Well, I suppose it’s her right,” the callers said. “And university fees have gone up, haven’t they?”

         Even an old woman failed to muster any outrage. “I’m in the process of redoing my bathroom,” she told the host, “and am having a devil of a time locating the right-sized washbasin.” When the man steered her back toward the topic at hand she said only, “It is a good amount of money, eighty-four hundred pounds.”

         
              

         

         
            February 22, 2004

London

         

         Early this week Tiffany called. Hugh and I were eating dinner, so I let the machine get it, thinking I’d phone her back the next evening. The following night I had an interview and so I put it off for another day, and another day after that. I was tying my shoes yesterday afternoon when Paul called, warning me that Tiffany wanted money. “She doesn’t want to ask Dad for it, so she figured she’d go to you,” he said.

         I just sent her five hundred dollars, but it’s not nearly enough to get her out of the hole she’s in. A few weeks back she had her foot operated on. The check Dad sent her for Christmas is long gone and now she’s out of work and three months behind on her rent. I could afford to send her more, but no amount would fix the mess she’s made of her life. “She needs to go back to the fucking womb,” Paul said, and that pretty much sums it up.

         Nothing makes sense with Tiffany. She’s on medication for her feet and just filed a police report, claiming that while she was sleeping, someone broke in and stole twenty of her painkillers. It is significant that whoever it was did not steal all of her painkillers and that, before leaving, he or she took the time to do her dishes. I’m guessing she sold the pills and needed a police report in order to get a new prescription, but you never know with Tiffany. She’s told me herself that when she gets money, she spends it wildly: “That’s what we poor people do.”

         In her stories she doles out cash to those less fortunate than herself. She pays her landlady extra. She tosses twenties to the homeless. But I’m not sure I believe that either. Self-employment is not working for her, but to hear her tell it, she is physically unable to use her baking skills. “Don’t you understand? I can’t use my hands. I can’t.” They work just fine when it comes to cementing broken crockery to sheets of plywood but are apparently incapable of turning on a mixer.

         Before the foot operation, Tiffany injured her hand, and before that she needed money for a root canal. She’s had a bad year but seems to think that things like this will never happen again. Your teeth only need fixing once. Your left foot gets fucked up and then you can just cross it off the list. The older she gets, the more often she will break, yet she would never put aside money for an emergency. Tiffany prides herself on her poverty, speaks as though it were an accomplishment. She’s of the belief that the best thing you can do for the poor is become poor yourself—that way you can talk to the homeless and “really connect” with them.

         “If I were you, I’d tell her to call your father,” Hugh says, not realizing that no matter who she calls, Tiffany is still my problem. When Dad dies, she will go through her inheritance and wind up exactly where she is now. Nothing will change.

         “I keep telling her she needs to set a goal,” Dad says. “I tell her she needs to get into voice-over work.” He talks as if giving her advice amounts to something, as if she’s going to run with it and thank him one day for being right. It doesn’t take a genius to get out of debt. If you want money you have to work, but she seems incapable of holding down a job.

         
              

         

         
            February 23, 2004

London

         

         After wandering through bookstores yesterday, I went to the British Museum for a piece of cake. Beside me sat an English family with three children, the youngest of whom was in a wheelchair. The boy looked happy enough, but surely it was momentary. A pleasant half hour in the café and then it was back to a lifetime of being patronized and stared at. I was just admiring his bravery when his mother rolled him away from the table, and I saw that his leg was in a cast. Then I noted that the chair was a rental and put it together that he wasn’t crippled, just laid up for a few weeks. This sort of thing has happened before, and it always leaves me feeling betrayed—as if the child had intentionally aroused my pity.

         
              

         

         
            February 24, 2004

London

         

         I called Tiffany last night and listened to her talk for two straight hours. The monologue began with a question, the only one she managed to ask: “Do you know who Homunculus was?”

         To hear it from Paul, she’s a complete madwoman, but when telling a story on her own, Tiffany can sound quite reasonable. Then she tells the story a second and third time, and things start to fall apart. At one point during her recent hospital stay, one of the doctors asked if she might be more comfortable in the psychiatric wing. “And I told him, ‘This isn’t about me being crazy, this is about you providing health care. The first line of the Hippocratic oath reads, “Do no harm,” and you did harm, man. That’s what this is about, and you know what? If I’d seen you treat someone else the way you treated me, I would have written your ass up, because it isn’t right.’ I said, ‘You’d better give me a pass to go outside and smoke because, you know what, sitting in this room and not having a cigarette is not a fucking option. It’s just not.’”

         Before going to the hospital Tiffany had arranged to read to the blind. It was volunteer work and her one day on the job has given her a new platform. “If everybody cared about their fellow man, we wouldn’t have these fucking problems. The woman up the street hits her daughter and I don’t call the cops. Instead, I go up to her and say, ‘Hey, let me watch your fucking kid for a while.’ And you know, David, if everybody did that, people wouldn’t have to grow up the way we did.”

         Paul had warned me that Tiffany would ask for money, but she didn’t. “Dad sent me a thousand dollars and you know what I did? I fucking gave it to this guy I know who has cancer, because that’s what you do.”

         
              

         

         
            March 25, 2004

London

         

         Up the street from us, on a corner not far from the park, is a mansion surrounded by a high brick wall. The owner recently had his yard spread with manure, and you can smell it from blocks away. Hugh and I passed last night on our way home from dinner and have taken to calling it “The House at Poo Corner.”

         
              

         

         
            March 28, 2004

London

         

         There’s a double-decker bus that goes from London to Oxford every thirty minutes or so and even has a toilet. The ride lasts around an hour depending on traffic, which wasn’t bad yesterday. Hugh and I paid our fare and took seats on the upper level, across the aisle from a Chinese woman who loudly talked on her cell phone from the moment she boarded until she got off in some small town twenty minutes outside Oxford. She was an unattractive person with a lumpy nose and oversize teeth. Her feet were small, and she wore white sneakers with round toes.

         After half an hour, Hugh threatened to take her phone and throw it out the window. He didn’t say it to her, of course, just to me. Still, I worried he might do it, and that made me anxious. I assumed from the woman’s laugh that she was talking to a friend, but what if I was wrong? She could have been speaking to a dying parent hooked up to machines in a Chinese hospital. Most likely my first guess was correct. It was a friend, and the woman either didn’t know or didn’t care that it was considered rude to talk so long and so loudly in an enclosed space. When we reached her stop and she descended the stairs, I started applauding and was joined by everyone on the upper deck. Everyone but Hugh, who hissed that I was being rude.

         We spent our time in Oxford wandering around the Ashmolean Museum, and at five, we walked to Queen’s Lane to catch our bus back to London. While standing there waiting, I noticed a fellow in his mid-thirties smoking a hand-rolled cigarette. His hair was shoulder-length, braided into furry white person’s dreadlocks, and he wore a leather jacket over a patterned sweater. The guy said he needed twenty p. to catch the bus home, and after getting a no from Hugh and the four people who were standing in front of him, he turned to me. I was looking up at the sky, distracted, and said, “I’m sorry, but no.”

         “You don’t sound like you’re sorry,” the guy said. “You’re sorry what? You’re sorry because you’re ugly?”

         He hadn’t been hostile toward anyone else, but something about me seemed to set him off, and vice versa.

         “Just leave me alone,” I said.

         “Well, you started it.” We glared at each other and for a moment I almost wished that he would push me or throw a punch. Most likely I’d have lost the fight, but I felt willing to at least try, which is unlike me. How had I started anything? Was I the one who had approached a total stranger? Was I the one who asked for money?

         Hugh would like to go back in time and attend Oxford in the year 1910. I’d like to go back in time and wait on the opposite side of the street. The bus would arrive, and I’d catch it at the last possible second—thus avoiding the guy with the dreadlocks. It’s an egregious waste of time travel, but the incident left a horrible taste in my mouth, and I’ve been thinking of it obsessively. “Do you have twenty p.?” Well, of course I did. So did everyone else. We just didn’t have it for him.

         On the bus home I thought about how ugly I am and wished that things were otherwise. After arriving in London, I bought a newspaper and searched it for people who were less attractive than me, wondering if they’d have given the beggar twenty p. Finally, I thought of how I’d applauded when the Chinese woman got off the bus, and I decided that the incident with the dreadlocked beggar had been my punishment. Of course, things don’t really work that way. Do they?

         
              

         

         
            April 7, 2004

London

         

         Yesterday afternoon I had my meeting with Age Concern, a charitable organization devoted to the needs of the Westminster elderly. I arrived at the office a few minutes early and gave my name to the secretary, who transcribed it as Sid Harris.

         “All right, then, Sid,” she said. “You just have a seat and I’ll let you know when Mr. Walsh is off the phone.”

         I wanted to say that it was all one word, Sedaris, but worried that I might embarrass her, so I sat down, no longer myself but a Sidney, shortened to Sid. After a few minutes the secretary picked up the phone and dialed a number. “Still busy,” she told me. A minute later she tried again. “Mr. Walsh, I’ve got a Sid Harris to see you.”

         He said something into his end of the receiver, and she smiled at me, saying, “He’s on his way, love.”

         Harry Walsh turned out to be Irish, and I guessed him to be in his early forties, on the small side, with a full head of copper-colored hair. He led me upstairs to an empty room and we sat at the conference table, where he looked over my application for volunteer work.

         For the first half hour the interview moved right along. I told him that I was hoping to visit elderly shut-ins and perform whatever small tasks needed doing. I’d prefer to clean, but if someone needed their shopping done or wanted to be wheeled to the park, I’d be happy to do it. I said I was available Monday through Friday from now until May 13, when I leave to go to Australia and then the United States.

         “What you want is something we call ‘a befriending position,’” Harry said, “but given your availability, I’m afraid it’s impossible. Befriending is something that continues for years and won’t work if you’re leaving the country a month from tomorrow.”

         “Well, it doesn’t have to be a problem,” I said. “Don’t you have anyone who’s going to die on or about May thirteenth?”

         Harry sat forward in his chair and folded his hands together. “Ours is not a death culture,” he explained. “This organization is not about dying but about celebrating the time that these people have left.”

         “All right,” I said. “I’m sure that some of these befrienders must go on vacation. Can’t I be a substitute and step in for a few days or weeks at a time?”

         He started in about a training program and I said that I already knew how to clean toilets and wash windows.

         “I imagine you do,” he said. “I’m talking about sensitivity training. Dealing with the emotional concerns of our clients.” This is just such bullshit in my opinion. These are people who survived the Second World War. Do they really need anyone asking how they feel about missing the toilet? “Does it make you sad when that happens? Do you want to talk about it?”

         No. They just want the turd off the floor, and if I’m willing to do it for no money, then what’s the problem?

         
              

         

         
            May 5, 2004

London

         

         It was cold and raining yesterday. Thunderstorms arrived in the afternoon, just as I was leaving Miss Babington’s second-floor apartment. She lives in Maida Vale, and Age Concern sent me to help her unpack some of her belongings. “Oh, no, you don’t,” she said as I reached for my umbrella. “There’s no way I’m letting you out in this weather.” And so I stayed. In her kitchen are half a dozen large plastic tote bags, the kind Hugh and I use as laundry hampers. They’re full of things she’d taken from her previous apartment, and I carried them into the living room so she could go through them and throw away whatever was unnecessary. The first included a clunky cassette player. “Now, this,” she said, “I’ve been looking for this.”

         She set it on a rickety table next to the couch and then put it back into the bag, saying she’d sort it out later. The second bag was full of wrapped, unopened Christmas presents. “People send me these.” She sighed. “I don’t know why. But they do.” In the end, each bag was sent back to the kitchen. “I’ll sort it out later, but right now it’s too exhausting. Have some coffee, why don’t you?”

         
              

         

         
            May 6, 2004

London

         

         The English edition of Dress Your Family was released today, and I began my week of publicity by sitting for a half dozen regional BBC interviews, all of which were conducted long distance and sent down the wire from the main broadcasting house in London. None of the hosts had read the book, so to keep things moving I asked them what their town was like and listened as they ticked off the various splendors of Leeds or Brighton. The one exception was the host of Radio Jersey, who described the island as “an offshore pile of money with alcoholics clinging to it.”

         
              

         

         
            May 10, 2004

Dublin, Ireland

         

         In the exotic-gift section of the Brown Thomas department store I came upon a small packet of tea leaves, the label reading, RARE CHINESE OOLONG HAND-PICKED BY SPECIALLY TRAINED MONKEYS.

         I thought of the price—twenty dollars per gram—and then I imagined a group of unemployed peasants: “Goddamn monkeys coming over here and taking our jobs.”

         
              

         

         
            May 16, 2004

Bangkok, Thailand

         

         In Bangkok it is not unusual to see half a dozen boiled duck heads heaped up on a curb. You also come across plastic bags that were used as takeout cups, the coconut milk fermenting in the 98-degree heat. You see sidewalks strewn with newspapers and tin cans, and yet I got fined for throwing a cigarette butt into the street.

         They got me near the national museum as Hugh and I were walking toward the Grand Palace. The officer was dressed in a dark green uniform—the pant legs tucked into boots—and, after saying something in Thai, he led me across the street and into a tent where a dozen other officers sat at long picnic tables. I was ordered to write my name and address on a form, and when I asked what this was all about, the guy pointed to a sign announcing a thousand-baht fine for spitting or littering. It was written in two languages, but I’m guessing the ones on the street were only in Thai and that this was a way of squeezing money from unsuspecting tourists. Though it sounds like a lot, a thousand baht is only twenty-five dollars, not the end of the world, but still it bothered me.

         Hugh, on the other hand, could not have been happier. “That’s what you get,” he said, and “Maybe it’ll teach you a lesson.” I swore that it did not, but for the rest of the day I crushed my cigarettes on the ground and carried the butts in my fist until I came across a garbage can. So maybe it did teach me a lesson.

         
              

         

         Our driver to the airport this evening asked us to refer to him as Sammy III. He was in his early fifties, a farmer making ends meet until his rice crop was ready for harvest. At first, he seemed pious and long-suffering. “In Bangkok no money, no nothing,” he said. We paid a toll to travel on an elevated highway and as the cab rose toward the horizon, the expression changed to “No money, no honey.” By the time we reached the airport he was saying, “No money, no pussy,” and telling us that a young whore costs much more than a tired old one. “The old one all stretched out,” he said. “I with a lady last week and she say, ‘Hey, take your ring off!’

         “Then I say, ‘That not my ring, that my watch.’ Get it? She think it my finger but it my fist up there! Get it?” It’s hard to tell a joke in a foreign language and harder still when your passengers have never stuck so much as a tongue depressor into a member of the opposite sex. Sammy got a kick out of it, though. “Get it?” he kept saying. “Get it?”

         
              

         

         
            June 2, 2004

New York City

         

         I went by the office yesterday and met with Don, who seems completely lost now. “I’ve been thinking about sending those things that all the people are doing now just to keep up,” he said. “You need to do things like that for business, so I think I’ll get on the trusty thing there and give it a try.”

         “That’s good,” Cristina said, and then she handed me a stack of contracts and an Hermès watch in a beautiful orange box.

         
              

         

         
            June 7, 2004

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

         

         Ronald Reagan died on Saturday at the age of ninety-three, and I didn’t find out about it until yesterday afternoon. My escort tacked it onto a story about her cat, Rusty, and though I don’t remember exactly how she did it, I do recall being impressed that she could join two such dissimilar bits of information. Susie K. is sixty-two, with dyed red hair and a passion for male animals. “All my pets are boys,” she said. “Even the fish. I like being the only woman in the house.”

         When I asked where she was from, Susie crushed her cigarette into the ashtray. “God gave the world an asshole, David, and it’s called Johnstown, Pennsylvania.”

         Before my first radio interview we were supposed to go to a small independent store for a drop-in signing. “The owner is an old queen,” she said. “I’m not putting him down, but, David, that’s just what he is—a queen.” The traffic was bad, though, and so she had to call him and reschedule. “If I canceled, he’d break down and cry,” she told me. “I mean, he’s got baklava and everything!”

         Susie then told me that the Big Mac was invented in Pittsburgh, as was the Egg McMuffin. “I’ve got a brochure in here somewhere,” she said and handed me a pamphlet titled “Pittsburgh First.” Aside from the Egg McMuffin, Pennsylvanians came up with the recumbent chair, bifocals, flashcubes, and the idea of attaching an eraser to the end of a pencil. “You laugh, but it’s true,” she said.

         
              

         

         Susie on politics: “I’ll tell you, David, that I’m a Republican, lifelong, and I’ve never missed an election, not even for school boards and crap like that. My husband and I like to go to rallies and so forth, and I’ve gotten to where I can look at a woman and tell you how she votes. Now, David, I’m not saying that Democratic women are ugly, but they are fat—big as houses most of them. If you see a big woman with bad shoes and no makeup, I’ll guarantee you she’s no Republican.”

         She looked into the rearview mirror and patted her hair. “Aside from their looks, Democratic women lack…well, vaginal tenacity. That’s what I call it. The female equivalent of balls. Now tell me I’m wrong.”

         
              

         

         
            June 8, 2004

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

         

         On the way to the airport this morning, Susie told me about an author who arrived at the baggage claim wearing socks with sandals. “No makeup, hair like a rat’s nest. She’d written a book on macramé and was convinced it was going to be the next big thing.” We missed our turn and she headed around the block. “Now, if she wasn’t a Democrat, I don’t know who is.” Then she told a story about visiting an Italian funeral home and watching someone spit in the face of a deceased bookie.

         
              

         

         The Pittsburgh departure gates are reached by a train that leaves from a station just beyond the security check. I had just boarded when an elderly woman in a nylon tracksuit bolted through the closing door and held it open with her arms. “Phil!” she called. “Phil, you’re missing the damn train!” Along with her tracksuit, she wore puffy white sneakers and athletic socks. A recorded voice announced that we were being held up by a passenger who’d interfered with the doors, and as Phil rushed in, I saw the woman’s face flush to scarlet. “You damned dummy,” she shouted. “Now look what you did!”

         
              

         

         
            June 17, 2004

Houston, Texas

         

         The host of last night’s show had problems reading his notes and announced in his introduction that I’d gotten my start with the National Public Rodeo.

         
              

         

         
            June 22, 2004

Santa Fe, New Mexico

         

         The other day in San Francisco someone gave me a medical catalog called “Health Edu” (short for education). It’s full of devices and visual aids, such as the “empathy belly pregnancy simulator” and “the shaken-baby model.” You can buy rolls of fat that apparently feel like the real thing, and diabetic foot substitutes that come with four separate types of ulcers. I leafed through the catalog while the plane was boarding and felt my fellow passengers looking over my shoulder. I hoped they assumed I was a doctor but more likely they tagged me as a pervert, especially after I fell asleep to a full page of dilated rubber vaginas. Pocket pussies, my brother calls them.

         
              

         

         
            July 10, 2004

London

         

         Allison sent an envelope from Little, Brown UK marked For Hugh. Don’t read, David. I opened it and saw a review of Dress Your Family. “When American humorists do it well, there’s nobody better,” the first line read. “Think Thurber or Parker.” I put it back and resealed the envelope, imagining a second line reading, But when they do it badly—think Sedaris—there’s nobody worse.

         Is it a good quality or a bad quality that I imagine all my reviews to be terrible? Is one more narcissistic than the other?

         
              

         

         
            July 13, 2004

London

         

         Before going to bed I watched part of a show called 101 Things Removed from the Body. The host was young and jovial and would frequently say things like “Ouch!” or “Talk about a pain in the neck!” Among the items extracted from a head were a steak knife, a nail, and a drill. A man was walking and when he tripped, the bit was driven up into his nose. Another man tripped while carrying a chopstick, which speared his eye like a cocktail onion. A third person was working on a construction site and fell face-first onto a steel rebar.

         “Dwayne had an eye for the ladies,” the host said. “Unfortunately, it was skewered by a metal rod and is now lying at the bottom of a hospital bin!” There was a javelin through the neck, a tornado-driven two-by-four buried in a woman’s face, and on and on until I couldn’t take it anymore.

         
              

         

         
            July 23, 2004

La Bagotière

         

         Mary Beth and Christophe came to dinner with their three rowdy children and by the end of the evening I felt as if I’d been violently mugged. Every sense was jangled, every bit of flesh sore from having been yanked or mauled. They arrived at eight, and thirty seconds later Nicolas and three-year-old Rose were in my office, screaming into the electric fan, which distorted their voices in a way they found amusing. I’d had the sense to hide my computer, but if I hadn’t, it would be broken by now, not just on the blink, but in pieces. Everything in the house was touched with juice-covered hands: the freshly cleaned windowpanes, the curtains, the spiderwebs. At the end of the evening, we noticed footprints in the bathtub, and I saw that the basement curtains had been torn from their rings.

         Dinner was complete bedlam. Rose announced after four cartons of juice that she had no intention of eating, so instead she stood beside the table and jumped up and down, laughing when the plates and silverware, the lamps and candlesticks jumped with her. Nicolas stormed over to the front stairs and pouted, furious that there was a potato on his plate, while his brother ate half a sausage and ran into the yard to terrorize the people next door. “What are you going to do?” Mary Beth said, resigned to it all.

         She’d brought a friend with her, a Hawaiian woman named Marcie who sat across the table with her well-behaved ten-year-old-son. An only child, the boy said please and answered questions. He joined the fray after dinner, but you could tell that his heart wasn’t in it and that he’d rather have curled up on the daybed with a good book.

         Mary Beth and Christophe don’t ask their kids to lower their voices. Rather, they just shout to be heard over the din. “So, have you seen the Foxes lately?” Mary Beth screamed. She was referring to the American couple who live in Ségrie-Fontaine. “They said I can come see them, but I have to come alone, without the children. Can you believe that?”

         Well, yes, I thought.

         After they left, Hugh walked barefoot through the house, noticing the sticky spots on my freshly waxed floors. I’d been cleaning in advance of Jeff and Annie, and today I’ll have to start all over.

         
              

         

         
            August 5, 2004

Erquy, France

         

         On our first full day of vacation Hugh and I sat for haircuts in the only French barbershop I’ve ever seen. There was no pole, but it was for men only and reminded me of the kind of place you might find in England or the States—not dirty, but slightly untidy, with out-of-date magazines on a coffee table and flyers pinned to the walls. The barber was warm and talkative. “Your French is excellent,” he said, and I knew that had Hugh gone first, he would not have offered me the compliment. When not discussing the weather, we listened to the radio, which was tuned to a talk station. One moment the caller was discussing jam and the next he was carrying on about parakeets. “How did he get from one subject to the other?” I asked, and the barber shook his head, saying, “N’importe quoi,” which translates to either “Whatever” or “Anything goes.”

         
              

         

         I worried it would be hard to diet on vacation, but I’ve lost more weight at the hotel than I would have by staying put and riding my bike twenty miles a day. Our meals are included, and though they give the illusion of bounty, each course is smaller than the one before. Last night started with a thin slice of pâté followed by an araignée—a crab that looks like a spider. It was large, but, unlike a lobster, with its weighty claws and tail, there was really no meat to be had—a tablespoon, maybe, and this after laboring half an hour with a shell cracker and a thin, two-pronged fork.

         “This is just busywork,” I complained to Hugh. “They might as well have given us a stack of Popsicle sticks and told us to make a lampshade.”

         Whatever calories the crab provided were burned off trying to secure them, and so I’m not counting it as part of dinner. Then came a small lump of fish accompanied by a taste of ratatouille, a thimble of rice, three mushrooms, and a boiled potato the size of a molar. I skipped dessert and went instead to a stand near the fishery, where I got a scoop of ice cream.

         
              

         

         
            September 21, 2004

Vienna, Austria

         

         Before going to bed I appeared on a local television show. Treffpunkt Kultur was hosted by a woman named Barbara, whose English was good but slightly less than perfect. Her minor mistakes embarrassed her, and so the interview was conducted in German, the translated questions delivered to me by way of an earpiece. In addition to her culture show, Barbara cohosts the evening news. I asked if she wears a different outfit every night, and she said no, that she tries to be as much like her viewers as possible. “They are in their homes saying, ‘Oh, I see that Barbara is wearing that same blouse from Thursday.’”

         
              

         

         There was a ruckus at my post office in Paris yesterday, a man with an accent shouting at someone behind the counter. “You can’t aggress people like that,” my clerk said. “Lower your voice, sir. Behave yourself!”

         The man continued, and after he’d left, I asked where he was from. “Eastern Europe,” the clerk sniffed. “The new Europe. Take a good look, because that’s what we’re becoming.”

         The woman behind me agreed 100 percent. “Every time you get on the bus, there they are,” she said. “Savages!”

         
              

         

         
            September 25, 2004

London

         

         A young woman approached my signing table a few months back in Boston, and after asking her name, I hit her with the most ridiculous question I could think of. “Tell me, Jennifer, how long has it been since you last…touched a monkey?”

         I expected “Never” or “It’s been years,” but instead she took a small step back, saying, “Oh, can you smell it on me?”

         It turns out that she works for Helping Hands, an organization that trains monkeys to work as slaves for paralyzed people—which was odd, as I’d just read an article about them. It was in the New York Times and showed a shriveled-looking capuchin loading a disc into a CD player. The Helping Hands people would probably object to my use of the word slave, but there was something unsettling about the photograph, a weariness in the monkey’s eyes as he turned to face his paralyzed master. Then again, I suppose it beats picking tea leaves in China.

         The Helping Hands woman was very nice and sent me a booklet on her organization, which was waiting for me when I returned from my tour. Included was a photograph of a monkey named Kukla, who sat turning the pages of a book, studying them as if she were actually reading. I showed it to Hugh, who pointed out that it was my book the monkey was reading. And I don’t know if it was pride or what, but I sent off a check for two thousand dollars and have been invited to tour the center next fall.

         
              

         

         
            October 2, 2004

Hamburg, Germany

         

         In the bathroom of last night’s bookstore I saw an odd sticker applied to the wall above the toilet. On it were two drawings. The first showed a man in the act of peeing. He stood looking straight ahead, his penis in his hand. Normal. This drawing was overlaid with a slashed red circle, the international symbol for “No.” The second drawing showed the same man sitting with his pants around his ankles. It wasn’t elaborately detailed, but you could sense that he was happier here, content that his actions, however inconvenient, were making the world a better place.

         According to the bookstore manager, the sticker had been applied by a female employee, who hoped it might lead to serious reform. It’s the most futile campaign ever waged, as every man feels blessed when it comes time to pee. The world could be falling apart, his personal life in shambles, but still he thinks, Look at me! I can do this standing up! Long lines outside the women’s bathroom make us feel even luckier, and I’m afraid there’s no way on earth we’re going to give that up.

         
              

         

         
            October 3, 2004

Munich, Germany

         

         I had two interviews yesterday, the first with Playboy and another with a youth magazine called Neon. The second reporter wanted to talk about Christmas—the stresses and strains of, mainly—and so we spoke for an hour or so. When we came to the subject of shopping, he told me about Verdi, a German labor union that’s pressing for new reforms. They’re not against carols per se, but if a store plays more than eight in a row, the union is insisting they either give their employees a raise or let them break for at least five minutes per hour. “Studies show that this kind of music is very anxiety-provoking and can lead to serious mental-health problems,” the reporter said.

         
              

         

         The October 1 F.A.Z. Weekly—a supplement to the International Herald Tribune—featured an article on the WC Ghost, a talking device that attaches to the underside of a toilet seat and warns the user to sit down. “Peeing while standing up is not allowed here and will be punished with fines,” one of them says. The ghost can be ordered with the voice of either Chancellor Schröder or his predecessor, Helmut Kohl, and the manufacturer sells two million a year. I guess the Germans are really serious about this.

         
              

         

         
            October 8, 2004

Frankfurt, Germany

         

         Sign hung beside the coatrack of last night’s restaurant: WE DO NOT TAKE ANY RESPONSIBILITY FOR YOUR WARDROBE. THANK YOU.

         
              

         

         
            October 10, 2004

Paris

         

         The train from Göttingen was practically empty, and the conductor, a broad, cheerful woman in a too-tight uniform, doubled as a waitress. After punching our tickets, she brought us three coffees, which we consumed with a butter cake Hugh had bought the previous day in Frankfurt. It was the best moment of the entire trip. A cold fog had settled in, and at times we could see nothing, then a cluster of trees on a mountaintop, then a field of cows or a red-roofed village. We passed a burning house with a family gathered around it in their bathrobes, a boy holding a cat in his arms.

         “Oh,” Doris, my German publicist, cried, “I can’t look!” As she leaned closer to the window, I realized she’d used the wrong word and had meant to say I can’t see!

         
              

         

         
            October 11, 2004

Paris

         

         Behind us on our train back to Frankfurt yesterday sat a couple with two children, and as they talked, I thought of similar journeys: Hugh reading some crusty old novel and me lamely guessing what the people around me are talking about. I try to give them the benefit of the doubt, but most often I find myself relying on stereotypes. Passengers in Switzerland are discussing the time, while those in Italy are exchanging recipes. In the Netherlands the topic is dikes, the building and maintenance thereof, and in Germany it’s all about peeing while sitting down.

         
              

         

         
            October 14, 2004

New York

         

         A group of Americans at de Gaulle this morning. Soldiers? The men are loud, drinking great steins of beer. Most of them are in jeans and slogan T-shirts, some wearing shorts, and all with baseball caps. The women wear the same thing, their caps turned back to front, making them look like umpires, freaks compared to the Frenchwomen in their carefully chosen travel clothes.

         CNN reports on a bake-off between the presidential candidates’ wives. First Lady Laura Bush’s cookies are oatmeal chocolate chunk, a clear winner, preferred by 67 percent in a random taste test. Teresa Heinz Kerry submits a recipe for pumpkin spice cookies and later disavows it, saying she hates pumpkin. This, it is implied, speaks poorly of her character. We see people on a city street accepting cookies from a reporter. “Not bad,” a woman says. On learning it is Laura Bush’s, she spits it onto the curb. I laugh, and when a man does the same thing with Teresa Kerry’s cookie, I think, That’s not funny.

         
              

         

         
            October 29, 2004

Pittsburgh

         

         It’s always a pleasure spending time with Sally Carpenter, who flits from one topic to the next. “My husband and I are going to Maine for Thanksgiving,” she said. “And did you know that in order to break even, Starbucks needs to serve sixty customers an hour? I don’t know how they do it, and oh, those stories about voter fraud in Ohio, doesn’t it just make your blood boil? I said to my husband, ‘I don’t know what we’ll do for Christmas. We could stay home, or’—say, have you read any good books about India?”

         
              

         

         
            November 3, 2004

Chicago

         

         At midnight Bush was ahead by forty points and now, seven hours later, it’s all come down to Ohio, where it could take ten days to count the provisional ballots. That’s what the radio says anyway. Bush is up by 130,000 votes, but I’m continuing to hope. This was the best turnout in something like forty years, but still only 63 percent of registered voters went to the polls.

         
              

         

         Man on the el grousing about a pair of young women claiming to be college students: “They think rabbits lay eggs and a monkey jumped over the got-damn moon. Stupid bitches don’t know shit. Rabbits don’t lay no eggs. Go-rilla can’t shoot no dice.”

         
              

         

         
            November 4, 2004

Saint Paul, Minnesota

         

         Just before I boarded the plane to Minneapolis, CNN announced that Kerry was conceding. There weren’t enough provisional ballots to cover the margin, and he didn’t want to file for a recount and have the election decided by the courts. There were maybe two dozen people in the waiting area, and aside from myself, none of them groaned or shook their heads muttering, “Fuck.”

         Some weren’t even watching the TV—the woman behind me, for instance, who sat scolding her three children. “All right, Madison, time out,” she said.

         The flight attendant greeted us as we boarded the plane. “How are you doing today?” she asked, and I decided that everyone who said “Great” was a Republican and worthy of my contempt. I later decided that anyone who stood still on the moving walkway was a Republican, as was anyone who went through the security line carrying an open beverage. Anyone who does anything even remotely irritating is, from this point on, a Republican.

         
              

         

         
            November 16, 2004

Maui, Hawaii

         

         Hugh and I had dinner with his old friend Alan, who lives on Maui and does some sort of computer-type job at the island’s one remaining sugarcane plantation. While eating, the two of them reminisced about their childhoods in Ethiopia. “Hey,” Alan said as the dessert menus were handed out, “remember the time our guard and his buddy dragged that man from behind a horse?”

         Hugh squinted into space, saying, “Hmmm.”

         “They tied his feet together and dragged him, oh, it must have been a good quarter of a mile,” Alan continued. “Then they jumped up and down on his body. I was only ten but I remember hearing the guy’s bones crack.”

         Hugh was a little fuzzy on the event, which surprised me, as that seems the type of thing a person might recall. “Why were they doing that?”

         Alan set down his menu. “He’d stolen a jacket and then tried feeding it to a horse, if you can believe it! The guy was mentally ill, I guess.”

         “And so they dragged him a quarter of a mile over sharp stones?” I asked.

         Preoccupied with their menus, Alan and Hugh nodded as if to say Of course or How much more of a reason do you need? I thought for the umpteenth time that evening how different my upbringing was from theirs, and then I ordered the pineapple.

         
              

         

         
            November 28, 2004

London

         

         I was in one of the antiques stores on Church Street, looking around and half listening in on the owner and her male friend, who were lounging on leather chairs, a dog on each one’s lap. “I don’t know what it is,” the woman lazily began, “but I always know when I’m reading a book by a Canadian.”

         “Hmm,” the man said.

         “I’ll go along, giving it a try, and then on page seven or so there’s always some mention of Toronto.”

         “Well, yes. That’s one of their cities.”

         “Horrible writers, the Canadians,” the woman said, yawning. “Can’t finish their books to save my life.”

         
              

         

         
            December 16, 2004

Paris

         

         I walked to the Madeleine late yesterday afternoon to see the crèche, which this year has a Native American theme. Figures wear headdresses and are draped in furs and buckskins. Jesus is barefoot, but everyone else is in moccasins. There’s a taxidermied black bear ambling beside the wise men and a wolverine poking its muzzle out from behind the manger. Heads and antlers are mounted on the wall, and a pile of dried corn is offered as a gift. I never knew that this was acceptable—that you just choose a population and cast them. Odder still is that these particular people knew nothing about Jesus until we told them, and even then it was pretty late in the game. I read in yesterday’s Tribune that the crèche at Madame Tussauds in London has been attacked. That one features David Beckham and Posh Spice as Joseph and Mary, with George Bush as one of the wise men.

         
              

         

         
            December 17, 2004

Paris

         

         On Wednesday Little, Brown made a generous offer for three books. Don called to give me the news and reminisce. “When I first came to this town I got a job for twelve bucks,” he said, not specifying if it was twelve bucks a week or twelve a month. This was in 1934, so maybe it was even twelve bucks a year. He ended by saying he’d give me a call in a few weeks, “after the so-called stuff that we call it today,” by which he meant the holidays.

      

   


   
      
         
            2005

         

         
            January 11, 2005

London

         

         The Guardian ran a story on Gerald Allen, an Alabama state representative who wants to ban books with homosexual characters. They can still sell them in shops, but he wants them out of schools and publicly funded institutions, like libraries and state universities. If the book presents a tragic homosexual, the type who suffers and then commits suicide, that’s okay. He just doesn’t want the happy kind, the ones who, in his words, “promote homosexuality as a healthy and accepted lifestyle.” Which one am I? I wonder.

         
              

         

         
            January 12, 2005

Paris

         

         The trial has started for Specialist Charles Graner, the alleged ringleader of the Abu Ghraib prisoner-abuse scandal, the one photographed behind a pyramid of naked Iraqis giving the thumbs-up. His lawyer is a man named Guy Womack, and he began his opening argument by asking, “Don’t cheerleaders all over America form pyramids six to eight times a year? Is that torture?” Aside from the fact that cheerleaders choose to form pyramids—and do it fully clothed—I’m struck by his numbers, “six to eight times a year.”

         Where did he get that from?

         
              

         

         
            January 31, 2005

London

         

         At the banquet dinner the other night in Dublin, I sat between a woman named Geraldine and a man named Tom, who is gay and travels the world to have sex with people. “Take Syria,” he said. “Police state, but the men are lovely. It’s the same in Egypt. The people have nothing but would offer it in a second. They’ve a real sense of hospitality, not this stingy, uptight version we’ve got in the West.”

         Tom said that the rudest peoples in the world are the South Africans and the Israelis, and then he talked about the European move to ban the swastika, which he pronounced “swaz-teek-ah.” “There used be a cleaners, the most popular in Dublin, with that name. Swastika Cleaners, remember them, Jerry?” And the man across the table nodded his head.

         
              

         

         
            February 4, 2005

London

         

         I walked to the Strand yesterday afternoon and was at the intersection of Regent and Oxford when I saw that one of the sidewalks was closed off. A crowd had gathered, and I looked up to see a black man standing on a high scaffold and staring down into traffic. “He’s going to top himself,” someone said. A minute or so later a policeman stepped out and approached the man, who moved closer to the edge. By this point I was near the tube station, standing beside two young women who were both smoking cigarettes.

         “Imagine that he jumps, yeah,” one of them said, and the other girl nodded. “And imagine that he lands on one of those poles, yeah. So then imagine that he ends up paralyzed and can’t move nothing but his head.”

         The two of them laughed and another woman turned to them, saying, “Now, that’s evil.”

         “Yeah,” the first girl said.

         
              

         

         
            March 13, 2005

La Bagotière

         

         Since company arrived, Hugh and I have been sleeping in the attic, which is ice-cold and crawling with mice. Last night before going to bed he checked the traps he’d recently set and found in one a bit of nose speared with whiskers. “The rest of it seems to have gotten away,” he said, and I wondered if this mouse was possibly still alive. I don’t smell anything, I imagined him remarking to his friends. Someone’s making toast? Really?

         The traps were reset with peanut butter, and Hugh awoke this morning to find a new victim. “Poor thing,” he said, as if the mouse had died by accident and not by his hand.

         
              

         

         
            March 24, 2005

Paris

         

         “Chapeau!” Dr. Guig’s assistant said in reference to my gums, which are apparently a lot firmer than they were last October. I went yesterday afternoon for my biannual appointment and then met with Dad in front of the Madeleine. Lisa had suggested we visit the Musée Jacquemart-André, so we slowly walked over to the boulevard Haussmann. The museum was holding a Napoleon exhibit and displayed the emperor’s toothbrush in a glass case alongside his comb and a few shirt buttons. There were other artifacts as well, but neither of us was terribly interested in them. After a half hour or so we headed to the café and were passed by two children who were running from one room to the next. “Excusez-moi,” they called, and when they circled around and came back our way, Dad stood in the door frame and shouted, “No! No running! Got it?” They were French but understood perfectly. “Jesus,” he said as we walked away. “Kids running every damn place.”

         In the café he endorsed Bush’s Social Security plan and then moved on to the topic of abortion. “The problem is that you’ve got guys like Ted Kennedy politicizing it!” This is something he’s picked up from Rush Limbaugh. Republicans don’t politicize, Democrats do, especially Ted Kennedy. “The Supreme Court had no business getting involved with that,” he said. “Their job is to interpret the Constitution, and that’s all.” He took a sip of his Schweppes and looked out the window. “Your mother was in favor of abortion, but me, I guess I haven’t made my mind up.”

         
              

         

         Before dinner we sat in the living room, and Dad asked how much I had paid for the painting over the fireplace. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said when I told him. “Boy, they sure saw you coming, didn’t they? I wouldn’t give fifty dollars for that thing.” I pointed out that it was almost three hundred years old and asked why it shouldn’t have cost that much.

         “Because it’s ugly,” he said. “I wouldn’t spend two minutes looking at something like that. My Brodersons, on the other hand, every night I sit in the living room and stare at them. My Alice Proctors too. Cracked Man—now, that’s a work of art and I didn’t pay more than five hundred dollars for it!”

         Over dinner he discussed his diet. “I eat a lot of beans,” he said. “A helluva lot of beans, and now I’m into green lentils. You ever try those? What I do is…” He is fit, though. No one could believe he was eighty-one years old.

         
              

         

         
            March 30, 2005

New York

         

         I met with my accountant yesterday morning, then went to Don’s and signed off on some permission requests. Cristina and I were almost finished when he walked in, fresh off the tennis courts. “I see you’re talking to our fine young lady,” Don said, and I saw that he’d forgotten Cristina’s name.

         We sat in his office for a while and when Susan stuck her head in the door, he asked me if I’d ever met her. “I’m going to have to get what’s-his-name on the phone,” he said. “I keep promising him a lunch to thank him for that thing he does. Well, you do it too, of course. It’s that thing we all do in this crazy business.”

         
              

         

         
            April 12, 2005

Fayetteville, Arkansas

         

         Black female security officer at the Charlotte airport: How you doing, sweetheart?

         Me: That’s so nice of you to call me sweetheart.

         Her: All right, baby. Keep it safe.

         
              

         

         
            April 22, 2005

Spokane, Washington

         

         My hotel overlooks the Spokane River, which traverses a good-size park. I was walking through it yesterday afternoon when I came upon two raggedly dressed men who stood tossing bread scraps to what looked like a colony of groundhogs.

         “What are those things?” I asked.

         One of the men covered his mouth. “Marmots.”

         “Come again?” I said.

         He repeated himself—“Marmots”—adding that he’d just had a tooth pulled.

         A woman then approached carrying a full head of lettuce, and the animals dropped the bread they were eating and waddled over in her direction. The longer I watched, the more marmots I saw, not just on the lawn but farther down the slope, in the big rocks lining the riverbank. The park was beautifully laid out, and walking through it I came upon a carousel and, later, a pond crowded with seagulls. The downtown, too, was very pleasant, and on passing a barbershop I decided to get a trim.

         My hair was cut by a man named Randall who was in his mid-sixties and had a tattoo on his forearm, a blue/black smudge he must have gotten ages ago. “What do marmots eat?” I asked, and he thought for a moment. “Well, marshmallows, mostly.”

         “No,” I said. “I mean, what do they eat in the wild?”

         He called to the woman cutting hair on the other side of the room, “Beverly, what do marmots eat in the wild?”

         She, too, thought for a moment. “Bread, I guess,” she eventually said. “Bread and, you know, anything, really.”

         I liked the way my barber talked. “I’ll go to the riverbank with a bag of marshmallows, and sometimes I’ll just linger,” he said. “Feed the marmots, feed the seagulls. It’s a lot nicer here than out where I live.” He named a nearby town that’s supposedly noted for its crime. “Lots of drugs and so forth, but I’ve been pretty lucky, knock on wood.” We talked about one thing and another and I told him that in Idaho a barber had once vacuumed my head. “Oh, we do that here too,” he said. “Mine’s in the shop, though, so today we’ll just use Beverly’s.” Then he ushered me to another chair and pulled out the hose. “Nothing feels better than having your head vacuumed,” he said, and while I didn’t want to contradict him, I could think of a thousand things that feel better, the first being not having your head vacuumed.

         
              

         

         
            May 23, 2005

La Bagotière

         

         Mice got into the chest of drawers and ate the relaxing eye mask that Joan gave Hugh for Christmas. It was a little fabric sack filled with lavender-soaked seeds, and now it’s just a rag. They also ate a pair of my underpants.

         
              

         

         
            June 1, 2005

Boston, Massachusetts

         

         Before my reading at the Harvard Book Store I sat down with the event’s coordinator, who had a few questions. “First of all, will your monkey be signing or just watching you sign?”

         “Just watching,” I said, though it turned out that she was actually pretty good at signing books—not her name, of course, but she could draw lines and seemed to really enjoy it. She also liked testing the mike, rearranging the shelves, and stealing focus. The store manager had set up a tabletop lectern, and at one point I looked beside me and saw that the monkey had crawled beneath her blanket and was weaving back and forth like a ghost.

         During the question-and-answer, she pulled apart a press kit and began licking an envelope. If you’ve never seen a thing like that, or even if you have, it just melts your heart. “She thinks she’s a secretary,” the trainer from Helping Hands said, and everyone went, “Awwww.”

         The monkey arrived before the reading and stayed through the question-and-answer session, at which point she was ready for bed. As Judy took the last question, my little focus stealer curled up on the lectern with her stuffed animal, which looked almost exactly like her. The event was, by all accounts, a great success, and I wish that I could take her everywhere. Unfortunately, most of the stores on my tour have cafés, which means health regulations, which means no monkeys.

         
              

         

         There was no sign of Tiffany last night. “She’s so much like my sister Lark,” Sally said. “She was dumpster-diving before there was even a name for it. Once her false teeth fell down a sewer, and she had to call my mother to help her fish them out. And she did, too—got them with a wad of gum tied to a stick. Can you believe it!”

         
              

         

         
            June 5, 2005

Chicago

         

         My bank card stopped working, so now, instead of cash, I get a little apology printed on a slip of paper. I tried four ATMs and each time it was the same: No, no, no, no. The funds are there, but for some reason they’re being withheld. Cindy can fix things on Monday morning, but I needed money for the weekend, so I decided last night to simply ask for it. A few years back I put a tip jar on my signing table, but this is different. A tip is a reward for services rendered, while this was just begging. And it worked wonders. I was in Naperville last night and walked away with 243 dollars, nearly twice what I normally made with a tip jar. In addition to the cash, I also got two cigarettes, half a sandwich, and four unopened sticks of Blistex.

         At the end of the night, I decided that maybe I wouldn’t call Cindy on Monday morning. Instead I’d just keep begging and see what I wound up with at the end of my tour. What’s odd is that I was probably the wealthiest person in the room. A pauper standing outside the bookstore might have earned three dollars in change, but for some reason people love giving money to someone who already has it, at least in theory. “Here’s a five,” they’d say. It became a weird kind of joke.

         One of the women I met at the signing once worked for Target. “Do a lot of people defecate in your store?” I asked.

         “Yes,” she said. “But how did you know that?” When Hugh worked at the Gap in high school, people used to shit in the dressing rooms, but at Target anywhere is fair game. “A lot of customers use the children’s department,” the woman said. “And of course, housewares are pretty popular.”

         
              

         

         
            June 10, 2005

San Francisco

         

         Ten minutes into last night’s reading I realized that my fly was down. In a theater it wouldn’t have been so bad. The podium would have hidden me. The audience would have been far away. But here there was just a music stand, and the audience was literally at my feet, eye level with my crotch. I zipped myself up as casually as possible, but everyone saw what was going on, and I could literally feel their embarrassment, which came forth in great waves and stayed with me for the rest of the evening. I thought I could maybe use it to rustle up some extra money, but people were reluctant to give, and I made only $127, this in addition to the $43 I’d gotten earlier at Cover to Cover.

         For the first few days my begging was funny, a joke shared by everyone, but now it’s gotten strange and I think I need to give it a rest, at least until I get to Alaska. Or Santa Cruz.

         
              

         

         I asked a young woman what she did for a living and she pushed her hair away from her face, saying, “You know Koko the gorilla? Well, I used to answer her fan mail.”

         
              

         

         
            June 13, 2005

Anchorage, Alaska

         

         Sometimes things happen and I don’t know what to do with my face. Take Laura. I met with her a year ago in Australia and learned over dinner that she and her husband had just taken part in the world’s largest tractor pull.

         “There were over a thousand of us in an unplowed field, and you could see the dust from space!” she said.

         I sat there with my mouth open, wondering how I was supposed to react. Do you say, Great! or Big deal or I was in space and I didn’t see any dust? Do you laugh or cry or pass out on the floor? I honestly had no idea.

         A similar thing happened during last night’s book signing. A man approached my table with a couple of paperbacks and told me I should visit this bar. It’s in the Yukon and serves something called a Sour Toe cocktail, which supposedly comes with a frostbitten toe lying like an olive in the bottom of the glass. “Now, what do you think of that?” he said.

         And again, what do you say? “Can you order a virgin Sour Toe?” I asked.

         “A what?”

         “Say you don’t drink alcohol,” I said. “Could they make it with ginger ale or something?”

         The man looked exasperated. “I guess so.”

         Then I said, “Oh. All right.”

         
              

         

         
            June 14, 2005

Anchorage

         

         The room service at this hotel is incredibly fast, at least at four a.m. I ordered a pot of coffee and by the time I’d opened my blackout curtains it had arrived. I like the Captain Cook and am willing to bet that Ronnie and I are the youngest guests here. When we were walking through the lobby at eleven p.m., the place felt dead and depressing. Then I remembered that it was nighttime and gave it a break. The constant daylight is unsettling. After dinner we took a walk, convinced that it was six o’clock. All the stores seemed to be open, though they were just the ones catering to visitors: Grizzly’s Gifts, the Gold Rush, that type of thing. They’re a big business, and several of them literally sell shit—petrified moose turds collected in jars or glued to plastic swizzle sticks.

         
              

         

         The highlight of my one day off was driving down the Seward Highway with Ronnie while listening to Dr. Laura on the car radio. A couple called saying they had a question, though of course they’d already answered it themselves and were just looking for confirmation. “Here’s the situation,” the woman began. “I’m the mother of three small children, and my father-in-law is a convicted pedophile.”

         “Tell me he’s in prison where he belongs,” Dr. Laura said, and the woman explained that he was on parole and was currently living back home with his wife.

         “She took him back?” Dr. Laura asked.

         “Well, the thing is—”

         Dr. Laura interrupted. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing! The woman is sick—you got it. She tore up her mother card and now I’m guessing she wants you and the kids to visit. Am I right?”

         “Eagle,” Ronnie whispered. As we pulled off the road, she pointed to the riverbank, where an impossibly large and angry-looking bird stood on the shore.

         “I’d move to Venus before I brought my children into that environment,” Dr. Laura said. “You drop by for even a minute and you’re as sick as your mother-in-law is. Her and that husband, a man who preys upon children!”

         “Get your camera,” Ronnie said, and as we snapped our respective pictures the eagle took to the air and headed toward the treetops on the opposite bank.

         “We don’t make deals with predators,” Dr. Laura thundered. Then she moved on to her next call.

         
              

         

         
            June 15, 2005

Las Vegas, Nevada

         

         No one in Alaska seems to be in any kind of a hurry. Not the tourists wandering downtown Anchorage, not the desk clerks at the hotel I stayed at, and definitely not the cabdriver, who picked me up at 5:15 yesterday morning and dropped me at the airport a half an hour later. It doesn’t sound like much, but this was a really long thirty minutes, the kind that felt like hours. The driver was a woman in her early fifties with a round face and wavy hair that fell to the middle of her back. “Do you know anything about this state?” she asked after putting my bag in the trunk.

         I made the mistake of saying no.

         “All right,” she said, clearing her throat as she pulled away from the curb. The woman spoke very slowly, as if she were being interviewed, and she took care to enunciate every word. “It is often said that Alaska is two and a half times the size of Texas. Now, let me ask you, sir, do you or do you not believe that this is true?”

         I hate it when people ask trick questions and decided it was best to just get it over with. “Sure.”

         She stopped the cab then and turned in her seat to address me. “I had the state surveyor in here,” she said. “He was sitting right where you are, and the truth is that we have no idea how big this place is. Oh, they say it’s two and a half times larger than Texas, but that’s just an easy guess. What percentage of Alaska do you think has actually been surveyed?”

         And I was like, Fuck! Because I don’t really care how big her state is. And I certainly didn’t want her to stop the car in order to tell me. The woman identified herself as a libertarian. She made several unfavorable references to taxes and complained that politicians in the Lower 48 were trying to turn her home into a national park.

         “The caribou population has almost doubled in the last twenty years and do you know why?”

         I made a little whimpering sound.

         “They started calving at the base of the pipeline. It’s a little warmer there and they like the heat.” When she asked what I had seen during my visit I made my second mistake and told her I’d gone searching for a bear. She looked at me in the rearview mirror and picked up her dispatch radio, which she held in her left hand. Something was wrong with her right one. It was swollen like a rubber glove filled with water, and she’d treated it with some kind of ointment, which left it slick and painful-looking. “Phyllis to base. Phyllis to base,” she said.
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