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  PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS




  Every Monday morning for the past few years I’ve sat in my office and pinpointed the stupidest thing I did during the previous week so I could write a Guardian

  column about it. Part One of this book collects a year’s worth of these columns, from May 2006 to April 2007. (For previous years’ stupidity, please see Out of the Ordinary: True

  Tales of Everyday Craziness.)




  Recently, I gave a talk about my column at the Mitchell Library in Glasgow. After I’d finished someone came up to me and said, ‘Would you consider yourself an unusually neurotic

  person?’




  ‘Why do you ask me that?’ I replied, narrowing my eyes and glancing suspiciously at him.




  ‘No reason,’ he said.




  ‘No, really, why?’ I said.




  ‘Honestly, it’s nothing,’ he said.




  ‘I don’t believe I’m any more neurotic than you or anyone else,’ I explained. ‘The thing is, we always remember the exceptionally stupid things we did in our

  lives. But the everyday craziness – the incidents I write about – are more ephemeral. Unless you take the trouble to write them down they tend to flit out of your mind as soon as

  they’re over. Think about it: the fights you have with your spouse and children that flare up and die down in minutes, the little paranoid episodes between you and your neighbours, the crazy

  superstitions and petty obsessions, aren’t these the ones that really count, because they mark us out as a people who spend our lives getting needlessly worked up about stupid nonsense? So

  we’re the same, can’t you see? The only difference is that I capture mine in a Guardian column, whereas you probably forget yours.’




  ‘Anyway, thanks a lot, it was an interesting talk,’ he said, backing away.




  ‘Thank you for coming!’ I called after him.




  I also, in Part One, meet Noel Edmonds, host of the game show Deal Or No Deal. If anyone doubts the extent to which crazy spiritualism has permeated the hitherto secular

  corners of British society, they should spend a couple of days behind the scenes at Deal Or No Deal.




  In ‘The Chosen Ones’ I tell the story of what happens when the children of a bunch of spiritualists are diagnosed as having attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. It is a

  diagnosis (or possibly a misdiagnosis) that the spiritualists do not take lying down. I suppose it is no surprise that when our leaders – in this case the medical establishment – behave

  irrationally, by over-diagnosing ADHD and over-prescribing Ritalin, a swathe of the public will respond irrationally by telling their children they’re not hyperactive, they’ve instead

  got an overabundance of telepathy and sixth sense.




  ‘Santa’s Little Conspirators’ is the story of my visit to North Pole, a Christmas theme town in Alaska. There are a lot of theme towns in the American Pacific North-West.

  There’s a Bavarian theme town called Leavenworth, where locals dress in lederhosen and sell bratwurst. There’s a Norwegian theme town called Poulsbo, where locals behave in a Norwegian

  way (I’m not sure how, because I haven’t been there). And there’s North Pole. These theme towns were established for good economic reasons. Such is the power of the out-of-town

  malls, downtown Leavenworth would probably be dead if it weren’t for the Bavarian theme. In fact it is bustling, with tourists sitting at long tables drinking frothy beer in the afternoon

  sunlight while listening to oompah bands.




  North Pole exists for financial reasons too. It is supposedly a place where every day is Christmas Day. It sounds in theory like a sure-fire winner. Children all over the world surely dream of

  visiting a town where, say, March 16th is Christmas Day, or September 29th, or even December 26th. North Pole’s residents are encouraged to be Christmassy full time for the benefit of the

  tourists that pass through. But last year something bad happened: six of the town’s thirteen-year-olds were arrested for being in the very final stages of plotting a Columbine-style school

  shooting.




  I visited North Pole a few months later. What turned the elves bad? This is the story of what happens when a town attempts to impose a crazy dogma on its people.




  In Part Two – How Stupid Do They Think We Are? – I meet other people who, like me, sit in offices and think a lot about the crazy ways people behave. These people, unlike me,

  are brilliant inventors working within the business community. They’ve come to realize that most of us down here are irrational and can barely cope, and they’ve taken it upon themselves

  to devise clever new ways to spot, nurture and exploit our innate stupidity on behalf of the companies that employ them.




  I meet a brilliant statistician – Richard Webber – who has invented a way for credit-card companies to precision-target with pre-approved loan offers consumers they consider to be

  alluringly dim-witted.




  I meet a brilliant but sociopathic linguist – Richard Bandler – who has invented a way for salespeople to have the advantage over consumers by treating us as simple machines that

  just need a bit of reprogramming. The unnerving thing is that we do seem to be simple machines that will do what salespeople want us to do, if they’re good at Bandler’s

  techniques.




  And I meet Wendy Cullen, whose husband, Richard Cullen, committed suicide because he was out of his depth with credit cards. Richard Cullen had been precision-targeted by the credit-card

  junk-mailers because they’d identified him, via a computer program, as falling within the category of ‘poorly educated homeowner’.




  Most of these pieces first appeared in the Guardian’s Weekend magazine, although I have added an epilogue here and there. Thanks to Merope Mills, Helen Oldfield, Gareth McLean, Bob

  Granleese and Billy Mann at Weekend, and to my last editor there, Kath Viner.




  ‘The Chosen Ones’ was commissioned by the Guardian’s Family supplement, so thanks to Becky Gardiner and Sally Weale.




  My week in North Pole was filmed for a More4 documentary. My thanks go to Sandi Scott, Kirsty Mitchell, Peter Moore, Peter Dale, Angus McQueen, Meredith Chambers and William Grayburn, and also

  to Hannah Farrell and Alison Owen at Ruby films and to Katherine Butler at Film Four.




  John Hodgman, Sarah Vowell, Ira Glass, Julie Snyder, Sarah Koenig and the other producers at This American Life have always been supportive of the thorny idea of people writing about

  their own domestic lives. I don’t think I’d have tried it if it hadn’t been for their encouragement and example. They prove it can be done well, and for good reasons.




  Thanks also to Sarah Harvey, Dan Mazer, and the others at Blueprint Pictures, Laura Parfitt, Simon Jacobs, Lucy Greenwell and Caroline Raphael, who look after the Jon Ronson On . . . BBC

  Radio 4 show, Derek Johns and Christine Glover at AP Watt, Ursula Doyle, Camilla Elworthy, Richard Evans and Stephanie Sweeney at Picador, and also Amanda Posey, Nick Hornby, William Fiennes,

  Graham Linehan, Kate Hardie and Stevie Lee.
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  1. EVERYDAY CRAZINESS




  6 May 2006




  My wife Elaine and I are having a weekend away. We’re eating dinner in a restaurant in a country house hotel. I am, inadvertently, about to do a terrible thing.




  We’ve been waiting for our soup for half an hour. I’m sitting there, shooting waiters paranoid, hungry glances. When it finally arrives I begin to eat it ravenously.




  ‘Jon,’ whispers Elaine. ‘See that girl on the next table?’




  I look up from my soup and spot a frumpy young girl, about fourteen, wearing a ball gown and sitting with her parents.




  ‘I just saw her mimic the way you ate your soup,’ whispers Elaine.




  ‘Really?’ I whisper.




  ‘Spoiled rich cow,’ whispers Elaine. ‘She did this impersonation for her parents of someone eating their soup disgustingly, and I know it was an impersonation of you because

  you are eating your soup disgustingly. It was like this . . .’




  Elaine does an imitation of the girl doing an imitation of me. She twists her face, and mimes some gargoyle hunchback stuffing soup into their mouth.




  ‘Oh, so what?’ I say. ‘She’s only fourteen or something. How did her parents respond?’




  ‘They smiled,’ says Elaine.




  I feel a flash of anger.




  ‘She’s hardly Gwyneth Paltrow herself,’ says Elaine.




  I turn back to my soup, but suddenly it doesn’t taste so nice. Suddenly, my soup is a big issue.




  ‘I’m going to the toilet,’ I say.




  The toilets are at the other end of a grand hallway. As I walk back to the table, I see the girl walking towards me, on her way to the toilet. It is just me and her, alone in this grand

  hallway.




  She’s so rude, I think. And the awful thing is, she’ll never know that I know she mimicked me.




  I narrow my eyes. I have to say something to her, I think. Maybe I should be unambiguous: ‘It’s not nice grotesquely to mime the way someone eats their soup.’ Or maybe I

  should be insulting: ‘I see you hunched over your food frumpily, but I don’t mimic you.’




  I pause. No, I think. Too much.




  And then, suddenly, I know exactly what to do.




  It’s perfect, I think. It’s simple and devastating. I’ll just catch her eye and silently do an impersonation of someone eating soup disgustingly. I’ll mimic her mimicking

  me! Not a word will pass between us. But she’ll know. She’ll know she’s been caught out.




  We’re six feet apart now. I suddenly feel nervous about the whole thing. It is very combative, and I’m not usually a combative person.




  Do it, Jon, I think. Teach her a lesson. If you don’t you’ll regret it.




  And so I do. My heart is racing. Still, I make it look casual. I look her straight in the eye, open my mouth and rhythmically move my hand up and down, up and down towards it – clenched as

  if holding a soup spoon – up and down, towards my open mouth.




  This is great! I think. Withering!




  I shoot her a proud look as I continue my impersonation.




  You’d better think twice next time you decide grotesquely to mimic the eating habits of your betters. Yes, your betters! I think.




  The girl looks appropriately startled.




  It is at this moment that the awful truth dawns on me. My impersonation of someone eating their soup disgustingly is identical to the way people mime blow-jobs. I am a

  thirty-nine-year-old man miming a blowjob to a passing fourteen-year-old girl in a hotel lobby.




  Oh Jesus Christ, I think.




  I stare at the ground and walk hurriedly back to our table.




  ‘What happened?’ says Elaine. ‘You’re shaking.’




  ‘Shall we get the bill?’ I ask.




  ‘You’re white as a sheet,’ says Elaine. ‘Is something wrong?’




  ‘No,’ I say.




  I toy with the sugar.




  If she tells her father that some middle-aged man just mimed a blowjob at her in an empty hotel hallway, I think, I’m screwed. It’s over. It’s all over. I pause and

  narrow my eyes. I have to tell Elaine, I think. A normal person would chat about what had just happened in an amused, gregarious way. Only a guilty person would keep it a secret from his wife. If

  this ever came to court, which it won’t, but if it did, the fact that I chatted about it immediately afterwards with my wife would look good in my defence.




  And so I tell her.




  ‘Oh, I’m sure she realized that your mime related to her mimicking the way you ate your soup,’ she says, once I’m finished.




  ‘Well, I’m not so sure,’ I reply. ‘She mimicked me when? An hour ago! She’s fourteen. They have . . . flibbertigibbet brains. She’s not going to

  remember what happened an hour ago. She probably thinks some man mimed a blowjob at her apropos of nothing.’




  I glance furtively over at the next table. The girl is back, sitting with her parents. I cannot tell if they’re discussing me.




  I need somehow to communicate to her father the real meaning of the mime, just in case, I think. But how?




  Then I have an idea.




  An hour later and I’m on the terrace, drinking brandy, talking to a barrister. The girl’s father is at the next table.




  ‘And which areas of the law do you practise?’ I ask the barrister.




  ‘I don’t need to practise,’ he says, ‘I can do it rather well by now.’




  ‘Ha ha ha ha ha!’ I say. ‘So your line of work is . . .’ I gregariously wave my hand as if to say, ‘Do finish my sentence!’ although knowing my luck with mime

  it probably looks like I’m offering to shove my hand up his arse.




  ‘Crime,’ he says.




  ‘Something extraordinary happened to me tonight!’ I practically yell. The barrister leans forward, clearly intrigued by the loud, exciting way I’ve announced the forthcoming

  anecdote. ‘Some young girl mimicked the way I ate my soup at dinner and so when I caught her eye later I mimed the way she mimed me eating soup. It happened in the foyer about an hour

  ago! Ha!’




  There’s a long silence. The barrister glances quizzically at me, baffled by the weirdness of the anecdote, but I don’t care. The father definitely heard.




  I go to bed relieved.




  It was a job well done.




  16 May 2006




  We’re at a wedding reception in a party venue that was once a postal sorting office. They still have bits of postal equipment scattered around, but they also have a wall

  of discreet booths draped in velvet and linen.




  ‘That’s where the postmen used to go to have sex,’ I say to my friend Alison as we pass one. Alison throws her head back and laughs. Elaine laughs, too. I am thrilled.




  What a response! I think. I’ll probably use that line again when the opportunity presents itself. I pause, and inwardly decide, Yes, that small talk is simply too good to use only

  once.




  Alison goes off to talk to someone else. I hover around the outside of the booth. ‘Shall we go outside,’ says Elaine, ‘and get some fresh air?’




  ‘Nah,’ I say. I don’t move.




  Elaine looks at me. She narrows her eyes. ‘Oh my God,’ she says after a moment. ‘You’re standing here in the hope that someone will come over and talk to you so you can

  reuse that line of small talk about the postmen coming here to have sex.’




  ‘I am not,’ I say, adamantly.




  Elaine gives me a pitying look. I take it to mean, ‘Most people wouldn’t dream of recycling stored-up bits of small talk at parties. Most people just come up with new funny things to

  say with each new encounter. But not you! What a dearth of imagination you have.’




  I give her a proud, unflinching look back. It is intended to mean, ‘I wasn’t planning to reuse that small talk, you’re wrong about that, but if I was, so what? How did society

  get so skewed that witty people are supposed never to say the same witty thing more than once? What kind of pressure does that put on the witty of our society?’




  ‘Are we going outside, then?’ I say casually.




  ‘OK,’ says Elaine.




  We do. Outside, we chat about this and that. I bump into an old friend called Chris.




  ‘I’m going to get a drink,’ I say. ‘Anyone want one?’




  ‘I’ll have wine,’ says Elaine. ‘No, actually, I’ll have water.’




  ‘I’ll help,’ says Chris.




  We wander back inside. Between us and the bar lie the booths. We walk towards them. I quickly, furtively, glance behind me. There’s no sign of Elaine or Alison. I can do it! The booths are

  upon us.




  ‘See these booths,’ I say.




  ‘Mmm?’ Chris says.




  Suddenly, from the corner of my eye, I see Elaine marching towards me with alarming, almost inhuman, speed. She looks like Robocop 2. She’s shouting something about wanting to have wine

  after all.




  ‘Thisiswherethepostmenusedtocomeandhavesex!’ I yell in a strangled voice.




  There’s a silence.




  ‘What?’ says Chris.




  17 May 2006




  An interesting-looking man has moved into our street. I invite him over for coffee.




  ‘I’m Jon,’ I say.




  ‘I’m Sam,’ he says. We look at each other.




  ‘So what do you do?’ I ask.




  ‘I’m an actor,’ he says.




  ‘How interesting!’ I say. ‘What have you been in?’ He tells me. ‘That’s great,’ I say.




  I pause and smile, expectantly. OK, I think. Ask me what I do.




  ‘I love your clock!’ he says. ‘I’m looking for a clock exactly like that.’




  I scowl to myself. Oh, I’m sure he’ll ask me what I do another time, I think.




  24 May 2006




  I’m at the local shop with Elaine when I bump into Sam. ‘Sam!’ I say.




  ‘Hi!’ he says. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry, I’ve forgotten your name.’




  ‘Jon,’ I say. ‘And this is Elaine, my wife. Sam’s an actor. Are you going to be in anything soon?’




  ‘A few things,’ he says.




  ‘That’s so interesting,’ I say. There’s a silence.




  Ask me what I do, I think. It will open up a range of conversation possibilities. Go on. Ask me what I do.




  ‘This a great local shop,’ I say. ‘It’s especially handy when you work from home . . . like I do.’




  I smile expectantly and cock my head. Suddenly, Sam’s eyes brighten with excitement. ‘They’ve got porcini mushrooms!’ he says. He rushes to the other end of the shop to

  grab the mushrooms.




  ‘He’s so self-absorbed,’ I hiss to Elaine. ‘He’s refusing to ask me what I do.’




  ‘I’ll tell you who’s self-absorbed,’ Elaine hisses back. ‘You.’ Elaine mocks my voice. ‘ “When you work from home . . . like I

  do!” Talk about desperately trying to steer the conversation to yourself.’




  ‘I’ll tell you who’s really self-absorbed,’ I hiss. ‘You!’




  ‘Huh?’ says Elaine.




  ‘You like the fact that my work pays for the groceries, but you don’t like me talking about my work,’ I hiss. ‘You want the wheat but not the chaff. Well,

  I’m sorry, but sometimes you can’t have the wheat without the chaff.’




  ‘You’re all chaff,’ Elaine hisses. ‘All chaff.’ She pauses. ‘Anyway,’ she says. ‘Perhaps he just wants to have a relationship with you that

  doesn’t revolve around talking about work.’




  Maybe she’s right! I think. The first time I tried to steer the conversation to work he mentioned clocks. The second time, mushrooms. Clocks and mushrooms. Interesting. OK, I’ll try

  talking to him about my hobbies or something. But what are my hobbies? I suppose I’m a keen walker, but that’s just basically me moving my legs back and forward. What’s

  there to talk about there? No. How can I get him to ask me about my work? And then I have an idea.




  It is half an hour later, and I’m giving Sam a tour of my house. I show him the living room, the kitchen, the bedrooms. Finally, we come to a rest outside my office door.




  Here we go, I think. I fling it open to reveal a tremendous shrine to myself: my book covers framed on the wall, photos of me with Ian Paisley and Omar Bakri Mohammed, and so on.




  Sam and I stand in the midst of this. I look at him.




  ‘Oh, you’ve got a Mac G5,’ he says. ‘How do you find it?’




  1 June 2006




  I’m working in Paris for the weekend and so I bring my family along. We wander through the Jardin du Luxembourg and watch people play boules. ‘If we lived in

  Paris,’ I say, ‘we could play boules.’




  We have lunch in a bistro.




  ‘We should move to Paris,’ I say. ‘Really! Why the hell not?’




  I do a carefree wave of my arm. ‘We could rent our house out for a year. Enrol Joel in a bilingual school. I could write on my laptop in the Jardin du Luxembourg like I saw that man do.

  Just live an elegant, cerebral Parisian life for a year. Monsieur!’ I call to the waiter. He ignores me.




  ‘It’s “garçon”,’ says Elaine.




  ‘Are you sure?’ I say. ‘That doesn’t seem right.’




  ‘Really,’ says Elaine. ‘It’s “garçon”. Just shout “garçon”. Shout “garçon”.’




  ‘You’re wrong,’ I hiss.




  ‘Then we’ll sit here and not get served,’ hisses Elaine. There’s an angry silence. ‘Shout “garçon”,’ says Elaine.




  ‘Monsieur,’ I call, pointedly.




  The waiter comes. ‘Ah, monsieur,’ I say. ‘Je voudrais steak frites pour moi.’ I point at my son Joel and add, ‘Et un pizza pour le poisson.’




  After lunch I look Elaine in the eye. ‘Let’s do it,’ I say. There’s a quiet reverence in my voice that underlines the colossal nature of what I’m about to say.

  ‘Let’s move to Paris.’




  4 June 2006




  I see Elaine on the computer. She’s doing a Google search of bilingual schools in Paris. I stare at her. What the hell is she doing?




  ‘You know,’ she says, turning around, ‘we really could move to Paris.’




  ‘We can’t move to Paris!’ I say. ‘I can’t speak French. And we can’t afford it. And we don’t know anyone.’




  ‘I’ve already paid the registration fee for a bilingual school,’ says Elaine.




  ‘You know I’ve always thought that if we move anywhere it should be New Zealand,’ I say. ‘My work is in London.’ I pause.




  ‘We’re not moving to Paris,’ I say.




  13 June 2006




  I am shopping in Marks & Spencer.




  I know, I think, I’ll get the ingredients to make a Caesar salad.




  I buy the dressing, the Parmesan, the romaine lettuce and a sachet of croutons. Then I queue up to pay. To pass the time, I scrutinize the groceries of the woman standing in front of me, all

  laid out on the conveyer.




  That’s an awful lot of chocolates and alcohol, I think.




  I stare at the back of her head.




  Tonight, I think, she’s probably going to binge on the chocolates and knock herself out with the booze. London really is a city of shattered dreams, I ponder. A big, relentless city full

  of fragile people, falling apart, alone. Or maybe she’s having a children’s party and the alcohol is for the grown-ups.




  Then I realize that the woman behind me is doing exactly the same thing to me. She’s staring at my groceries. I try and ignore it. But I can’t. She’s really staring.




  I’m just going to turn around and give her a little glance, I think. A little glance to say, ‘I want you to know that I am aware you’re forming judgements about me based on my

  groceries.’




  So I do. I turn and glance. And then, shockingly, she speaks.




  ‘Ooh! Croutons!’ she says.




  Shocked, I grin and self-deprecatingly chuckle, ‘Yes! Croutons!’




  Then I turn back again to face the front. I narrow my eyes.




  That was a funny remark, I think. Was she implying, ‘Look at you, Mr Posh, with your sachet of prepared croutons’? What I want to know, I continue to think, angrily now, is how

  exactly do you expect me to make an authentic Caesar salad without a sachet of prepared croutons? You think I should – what? – toast bread and then chop the toast into little

  squares and add oil? In your inverse-snobbish mind do you somehow think that’s acceptably proletarian? Or would you rather I didn’t eat Caesar salad at all? Would that be

  acceptable to you? If I didn’t eat Caesar salad at all?




  But I can hardly turn back now and say all of that to her. Seconds ago I chuckled self-deprecatingly as if to say, ‘Yes, the croutons are pretentious and I am pretentious by

  association.’ If I start fighting with her now, the mood swing will make me look bizarre.




  The thing that’s really getting to me is that the croutons were M&S’s concept, not mine. They say nothing about my character. I just picked a sachet up. The fact that she’s

  shopping here too makes her basically the same demographic as me.




  Yes, I think, wisely. In a way the croutons say something about her too.




  I nod sagely to myself. Then I pay and go.




  19 June 2006




  I’m considering hiring a bookkeeper to help me manage my receipts. A bookkeeper called Eric comes over for a trial session. I leave him to it.




  ‘Eric,’ I shout after a while. ‘I’m going out. Help yourself to coffee or whatever. OK, bye!’




  I saunter down the stairs and practically gasp. Eric has got his coat on. He’s walking towards the front door too. I realize to my horror that the two of us are equidistant to the door.

  And we are walking at an identical pace. If this continues unabated we’ll be leaving the house at exactly the same time and will consequently be forced to walk along the road together.




  Oh no! I think.




  I look frantically around for something that might authentically slow me down. But there’s nothing. I have my keys in my hand. My coat is zipped up. I’m clearly ready to leave. I

  catch Eric’s eye and give him a pleading look to say, ‘One of us has to stop this madness before it spirals out of control and we end up walking down the road together with nothing to

  say to each other.’




  Think laterally, Jon, I think. I’ve got it!




  ‘I’m just going to the toilet!’ I say.




  ‘Oh,’ says Eric. ‘I left something downstairs.’




  I hurry up to the toilet. Eric hurries down to the kitchen.




  Inside the toilet I ponder Eric’s demeanour as he said he’d forgotten something. It was obviously a ruse and he felt the same way I did about us leaving together, but why? I know

  what Elaine would say. She’d say, ‘Eric just wanted to be your friend and you made him feel small, didn’t you, with your antisocial behaviour. That’s why he ran back

  downstairs. It’s just like that time we had Bill round and you sat on the Internet all night. It was the rudest thing I’ve ever seen anyone do.’




  ‘I can’t believe you’re still going on about that Bill thing years after it happened,’ I’d reply, before adding, with a triumphant glint in my eye,

  ‘And the fact that you’re always citing that single incident is proof that I’m only rarely antisocial.’




  Anyway, Eric’s demeanour throughout the incident was equally awkward. He clearly didn’t want to walk with me just as vehemently as I didn’t want to walk with him.




  His antisocial attitude makes him interesting, I think. I can relate to that. What an interestingly antisocial self-assured person.




  Now all I need to do is wait here in the toilet until I hear him scamper away.




  So I do.




  I’m going to hire him! I think.




  1 July 2006




  It’s breakfast time. My eight-year-old son, Joel, comes downstairs to the kitchen.




  ‘Can I have a Swiss Army knife?’ he asks me.




  ‘Yes, you can!’ I emotionally yell.




  I imagine the two of us – father and son – camping in the forest together, whittling things. Maybe one of us would get a splinter, but it wouldn’t matter because Swiss Army

  knives have tweezers. I had a Swiss Army knife when I was a child. It was my most prized possession. I used to take it to the woods, and cut tiny things with the tiny scissors. It’s a

  wholesome thing. It’s outdoorsy.




  ‘You’re not having a Swiss Army knife,’ yells Elaine.




  She turns to me. ‘You’re promising a knife to an eight-year-old boy? You’re going to buy him a weapon?’




  ‘I . . . uh . . .’ I say.




  ‘An eight-year-old boy with a history of being fascinated by weapons?’ she yells.




  She’s referring to the nunchucks I once rashly bought him when he was interested in Bruce Lee. The nunchucks are now out of his reach, locked away in the cupboard of presents that turned

  out to be not good ideas.




  ‘I was just thinking about the two of us whittling things,’ I mutter, sadly, into my cereal. Then I give Elaine a proud, defiant look, as if to say, ‘You’ll never

  understand. This is a father–son thing.’




  Elaine falters a little in the wake of the look.




  Ha, I think. That was a pretty unassailable look I just gave Elaine. Yes, it was a pretty powerful look. There’s not much she can say in response to that look.




  ‘Yes,’ says Joel quickly. ‘That’s all I want to do. Whittle.’




  At this, Elaine recovers. ‘You don’t even know what whittling is,’ she snarls. Then she turns to me. ‘When has he ever been interested in whittling? Or you, for that

  matter?’




  ‘I just wanted to whittle,’ says Joel, mournfully.




  ‘See?’ I say. ‘He just wanted to whittle.’




  But I know Elaine is right. Joel is no whittler. Still, I’m not prepared to concede defeat.




  ‘I’m sick of you not letting me be me!’ I yell. ‘You know what? I’m taking Joel away for a holiday. Just the two of us. Where we can do outdoorsy things! I

  am!’




  ‘Fine!’ says Elaine. ‘Where?’




  There is a silence.




  ‘Iceland!’ I yell.




  ‘Fine,’ says Elaine. She storms out of the room. Joel and I look silently at each other.




  ‘Actually,’ Joel whispers, ‘I want the knife for two things. That thing you said.’




  ‘Whittling,’ I say.




  ‘Yes, whittling,’ says Joel. ‘And defending myself.’




  That night, Elaine and I go to a party.




  ‘Would you like some crisps?’ the host asks me.




  ‘No, thank you,’ I reply. ‘I’m going to have cereal when I get home.’




  From the corner of my eye, I spot Elaine. She’s overheard this exchange of small talk and is now – for some reason – pointedly glaring at me.




  ‘What?’ I mouth at her, confused.




  ‘Be more general,’ she comes over and whispers.




  ‘What?’ I whisper back.




  ‘Your small talk,’ she whispers. ‘Make it more general.’




  ‘What?’ I whisper.




  ‘Nobody cares if you’re going to have cereal when you get home,’ she whispers. ‘Nobody cares.’
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