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What am I doing?


What am I doing? I am sitting in a café in San Francisco, making things up and writing things down. At my table is an emptied espresso cup, a half-full bottle of fizzy water, some index cards with words and phrases typed on them, and a bright yellow legal pad on which I am writing with a pen while an unsharpened pencil rolls around for fiddling with. As always, there’s a book with me hardly anyone has read. Today it is a book called We Both Laughed in Pleasure. I’m hunched over, headphoned; I look like a lunatic, which is likely the wrong word. It feels right, though. I like how the word sounds, lunatic, and I like its slightly old-fashioned tincture, which makes its wrongness less wrong to my ears, like calling someone a jackal or a wench. But what do I know? Look at me: I am staring at nothing, trying to think of the word for what it is I resemble here in the café.


No wonder people ask me all the time what I am doing, and the answer is embarrassing: I am making things up and writing them down. For instance, when I said that people ask me all the time what am I doing, I made that up. Here, as all over the world, people generally ignore one another. In twenty years of working like this in cafés, I have been asked what I am doing precisely twice. Both times the people assumed I was a teacher. I told them yes, I’m a teacher, because it was too embarrassing to say, no, I am not a teacher; I am making things up and writing them down. But I like to imagine that lots of people ask, or at least wonder, what it is I am doing.


“Why don’t you write at your desk?” is another thing I imagine people ask me, although they never do. It is true I have a very nice desk. The man who sold it to me said it was originally a medical examining table. If that’s true—and why would he make it up?—then it used to have undressed people on it, sitting or lying down on those big sheets of paper that look like where an artist might sketch out a mural, or so I imagine. Now different things are sitting there. Some of the things I like, such as books I am reading or still thinking about or can’t wait to read, and a few paperweights that feel good to hold. But some things on my desk I am trying to avoid, tedious chores that I have put on my desk so I cannot avoid them. And of course there is a computer on my desk, where I type up what I write down on legal pads. But the computer is also full of dull chores—correspondence and business and whatnot, plus the internet and its harrowing distractions. So I leave the house. I do not bring my computer, not only because I am trying to avoid it, but because I do not know what to do with it in the café when I need the bathroom. I could ask a stranger to watch it for me, like a fool, or bring it with me, feeling like a pervert while trying to balance the computer precariously on top of the toilet to keep it safe. You can leave a legal pad and some index cards on a table. No one will steal them, because they think you are a lunatic.


Sometimes, on my way out of the house, I look back at my office and think, as if gazing fondly at an infant in a crib, it looks like a little angel when it’s sleeping. This is a quote from an old comic strip called Cathy, by Cathy Guisewhite. Cathy was a daily comic strip that ran for thirty-four years, which I read occasionally as a child though never particularly liked. Cathy, Cathy’s heroine, once said this about her busy desk. I would guess I was twelve when I read it. I do not know why that line has stayed in my head all this time. It is not especially pleasing for me when I write it down or say it out loud. I would guess Guisewhite has long forgotten it. But it has lived, and lives still, in my mind and my mouth. I suppose it could be said that this line is a literary reference, especially now that I am putting it in a book. But that’s not right, not really. I realized not long ago that that line is something I think, even say out loud sometimes, when I look at my desk. So it’s typed here on an index card, it looks like a little angel when it’s sleeping, so I could have it here with me in this café, and write it down.


I am not remarkable in this way, having these things in my head. We’re all wandering around thinking about some little thing at any given moment, something which everyone else has most likely forgotten. Some of these things we get to say out loud—incidents from our own lives or little bits from culture which we use to illustrate some point or use as an example—though most of them just stay in our heads, too private or just not interesting enough for anyone else. It is remarkable that I have the astonishing luck to do this for a living, to have this nonsense count as work.


But that is not a sufficient explanation for what it is I am doing. It is not just work. Many writers refer to what they do as a calling, which never sounds right to me. It’s too grandiose, too literary, to talk about literature that way; the more an author refers to writing as a calling, the less likely I am to be interested in their work. Many of my favorite writers cannot even use literary terms to describe whatever it is they are working on. “I am working on a thing,” is what they say, when cornered, these people who work with words, who when called upon to produce a noun, reach for the least specific one. Thing. This is what I am doing, some thing, in this café. In another astonishing bit of luck, I got to interview the writer Rachel Ingalls, perhaps my absolute favorite writer, at what turned out to be very near the end of her life. She referred to what she did as a compulsion. As always with Ingalls, it’s a little dark but very good. Lunatics are compulsive. No one has asked me to do what I am doing, not really. There is a great, great heap of literature in the world, and even though most of it is awful, there’s still more than enough good stuff—way more than enough—to last anyone’s lifetime. When I add to this gargantuan heap, I have a small hope that someone will find it interesting, but there’s no sensible argument that the world needs another book, by me or anyone else. But I’m doing it anyway. I can’t really stop and I don’t really want to.


The most visible example of what I do, some little scrap of culture living in my head and becoming something else, is the poetry of Charles Baudelaire, of course. I have written a bunch of books about orphans named Baudelaire. This is because when I was young, about the same time as it looks like a little angel when it’s sleeping, I discovered a copy of Baudelaire’s The Flowers of Evil in my local library. I knew what it was at once. The title of the book made it perfectly clear: It was a horror novel. Although the real title, something in French, was printed on the cover, the library had written the English translation on a small piece of paper and taped it helpfully over Les Fleurs du Mal. I know this is true because I went back to this book, the same copy, over and over, long after I knew I was wrong about what it was. I didn’t get my own copy until I was in college, and by then it was much too late. I was already hopelessly lost to a relationship with Baudelaire and the kind of literature he made up and wrote down, the kind of literature I like—strange literature, the best literature.


But I was twelve when I found it first. I know this because of the publication date of the edition, 1982, and The Flowers of Evil was in the section of the library which featured newly published books. I didn’t know that then. I was puzzled by this section of the library, which had a small handful of books, face out instead of shelved properly in a row of spines, books which had nothing in common as far as I could tell. There must have been a placard placed someplace—“New Arrivals” or something—but I didn’t see it, or didn’t care to see it. Something that looms so large now in my professional life—who has a new book, when is it coming out—was, when I was a child, something rightfully ignored. I thought—I preferred to think—that libraries just sometimes liked to draw attention to some books they were thinking about for no particular reason. The Flowers of Evil looked good, so I took it home to read.




Stupidity, delusion, selfishness and lust


torment our bodies and possess our minds,


and we sustain our affable remorse


the way a beggar nourishes his lice.





I have no memory of the first time I read this first stanza of the first poem in The Flowers of Evil. It’s a memory I wish I had, opening a book I thought would be something like the spooky books by Stephen King or V. C. Andrews I read sometimes, or the more gothic fare by M. R. James or Anne Radcliffe that I’d find later. I don’t know if these lines produced some epiphanic moment. I doubt it. It was something much slower than that. The poems nagged me, and I went back to the library and found the book again—soon afterward, and over and over. I could make it up, some wide-eyed story of gasping at my first reading, but really I can only guess that what struck me about these lines then is what strikes me now. I wouldn’t have had words for it then. Now, I would say that Baudelaire invites a grotesque culpability, that you cannot read The Flowers of Evil without being a participant in it. So much poetry makes the case that the world is beautiful, and seeks to remind us that we’re connected to this beauty. That was likely the poetry I was encountering in school at the time. I don’t remember any of that poetry, not even hating it. It failed to connect with me at all. Age twelve puts me in sixth or seventh grade, at a large public middle school, underfunded and ugly—the school, I mean, although like anyone that age I was uncomfortable in my own skin, and so unlikely to be persuaded by claims that we were all pretty. This startling rejoinder, that instead we were tormented by stupidity, delusion, selfishness and lust, surely spurred some delicious startle. I likely would have blurred past “affable remorse,” a phrase that’s still something of a puzzle to me even now when I know what both those words mean, but “the way a beggar nourishes his lice” would have stuck with me. Homelessness was becoming more and more visible then, in San Francisco and nationwide—the naming of a problem, reframed as a social issue rather than, say, the dismissive use of the word “bum.” I’d begun to visit the main branch of the San Francisco Public Library, which had a sizable number of unhoused visitors, and I have a memory of seeing someone with bugs on their person. Lice had made their way once or twice through the schools I attended, and I’d had the chemical rinses and the other hullabaloo that came with a classroom outbreak. But here were people out and about with lice, or whatever they were, the special shampoos and combs impossibly out of reach, a population glaringly visible to library patrons but hardly to be found in poetry. San Francisco is the first library system to hire a full-time social worker as part of the library staff, and that mission, a Venn diagram in which rarefied literature and social services overlap under the idea of accessibility, surely had some effect on me, however sub-or unconscious, as a frequent patron who ended up bringing the name Baudelaire to all sorts of readers.


Was all this in my mind as I read one line of bewildering poetry at twelve? Don’t be ridiculous. But something started there, some thing. It is bigger than the little slot in which it looks like an angel when it’s sleeping fits, ready to be called up whenever I look at my desk. It is not just that Baudelaire took up residence—permanent residence, as far as I can tell—in my mind, bumping up against other things until it was time for me to do something with them. Reading Baudelaire made a new space, a different world than the one I thought I was in. I wasn’t in the library, or at home on the floor of my room or in bed—wherever I first opened the book to read. I was somewhere else, a place I liked better, in which I was not just reading but participating. It is a space all readers know from childhood, when you’re not just enjoying a book but sort of inside it, joining the story. You’re standing next to the hero, maybe, or the hero is you. The adventure is yours, even as it is only in a book you’re holding. It’s the thing, the space in which literature works, the space in which I move around.


I’m always wary about calling this space a process. Some writers like this word, and enjoy speaking openly about it, often at great length, while I wish I could lay my head down on a table. It is true that some things are interesting to see made, and do visit the Murano glass factory when you next get to Venice. But lots of things aren’t. I was once at a long fancy table in the middle of a field, eating things that had all been gathered or farmed or raised in the immediate area, which meant there was a story with each serving of food, a story which interrupted conversation between people at the table, so that no one would miss the details of the lamb or the watercress. At the end of the meal, we were invited to see where the strawberries had come from, and I found myself alone at the table. Had the strawberries come out of a volcano, or if they had been painstakingly carved from one enormous strawberry, by an elderly couple in traditional garb, then of course I would have hurried to see it. But I knew they had been gathered from strawberry plants, something I had seen many times, including the failed ones in my own yard, which are dull to look at. Literature, I think, is often like this. I want everyone at the table, talking and feasting, enjoying themselves even as they argue. But I don’t want to be led away from the party, to see the ugly strawberry plants, or the barn where the lambs are slaughtered, or wherever watercress comes from.


When I even hear the word process, I can only think of a terrible afternoon I spent in a windowless room. After writing nine drafts of a screenplay for the Lemony Snicket movie, I’d been fired, and they’d filmed a script written largely by someone else. There were parts of it, after filming, with which the people making the movie were dissatisfied, and so they called me on the last day of a grueling book tour and asked me if, instead of flying home into the arms of my wife, I would fly to them and tell them what was wrong. I said no. They offered a pile of money and I called my wife and she said, darling, just go. I got on an airplane and then into an automobile, and as the automobile approached my ugly destination, my film agent called me and said that my financial offer had been reduced, while I was in the air, to the amount of zero dollars. I went into the building anyway, wondering what I was doing. Inside, the arguing commenced, interspersed by watching rough edits of scenes of the movie—the first I had seen of it—and one of the people in the room, sitting alone on a little sofa, asking if anyone else felt cold. Nobody did, so as we continued to argue, she took cushions off of the sofa, first the decorative ones, and then the structural ones—the ones you lean against, the ones you sit on—and piled them up on her lap and limbs, for presumptive warmth. Eventually only her head was visible on the top of the pile of cushions, the argument continuing all the while. Finally someone just up and told me that I didn’t know what I was talking about, and while I largely agreed with this—then as now, I had no idea how to edit or improve an already-filmed film—I asked why then they had flown me out here to sit in this room. The woman sighed on the sofa. She looked like an igloo, or maybe a ziggurat, with her face at the top where people get sacrificed in offensive adventure movies. I understood then that I was among raving lunatics. Previously I had considered these people innocent, and then maybe dumb, and then maybe a pack of vicious demons. I understood, too, that they were, at least obliquely, the reason I owned a house. But now I saw that to argue with them, to talk with them, to spend time with them, was to spend time with utter, gallivanting, wide-grinned, swerving lunatics, and I was a lunatic, too. It was my own lunatic story they had filmed wrong, and I had entered this windowless room, of my own free will and for no money, to listen to lunatics tell me I was wrong. “Daniel,” this lunatic said to me, head atop the cushions, “you have to trust our process.”


I didn’t, of course. And I don’t trust my own. I shrink from calling it a process, or calling it a calling. Still, it’s not enough to say that stumbling upon a book I liked led to my writing a sequence of books in which the young orphan heroes have the same name as an old French poet. That doesn’t explain what I am doing at all. Maybe it’s a compulsion, or just a space—a space to work on a thing. But here is what I do: Little bits from all over the place, mostly literature—scurry into my mind and I scurry after them. They are not original ideas—not because they are not original, although of course they aren’t; it’s because they’re not ideas. Not yet. In the beginning they are just things. They’re things other people have written, mostly, and so other people have read them before, sometimes lots and lots of people. I think of a friend of mine who told me a story about when he first moved to Los Angeles and complained about the traffic. “People said to me, didn’t you know about Los Angeles? Didn’t you know the traffic was a problem? And I said yeah, of course I did. But now it’s happening to me.” I’m not the first to encounter these little items, but these little things are happening to me. There’s nothing to do with them yet. I’m waiting, or they’re waiting. The waiting is a crucial part of it, so crucial that it feels like the waiting is more important than anything these things are waiting for.


As with so many things, Toni Morrison has said it better:




But I can’t say that aloud; I can’t tell anyone that I have been waiting for this all my life and that being chosen to wait is the reason I can. If I were able I’d say it. Say make me, remake me. You are free to do it and I am free to let you because look, look. Look where your hands are. Now.





These sentences return to me often, as I survey those scraps in my mind. I am not exactly sure what Morrison means. But when this passage is happening to me, it means that I start to get my hands on these things that I keep thinking about, to try to get them into some kind of order. I put them together, so they stop dashing around and start clinging to something. I want to do it quickly but I know I need to take my time, to wait until they start clinging to each other, without my forcing it.


A more concrete way of saying this is that I almost always have a notebook in my pocket, and I write little things down in it: scenes or sentences that I remember suddenly, or one right in front of me, bits of literature or conversation or film or music or I don’t know. And then I get my hands on them. If I remember some idea from a book, I reread the book like I am taking apart a clock, to figure out how it ticks. In some ways, this ruins the book, but it makes the relationship deeper, more intimate, like seeing someone in the actual clothes they wear to bed, rather than whatever they might have worn to impress you. I write down more things about these things. When the notebook is full, I type it onto my screen and print it out as a document, trying to remember to narrow the margins, because then I cut out all these things from the document and then tape these little strips of paper to index cards. That part feels a little sad, a lunatic thing to do, but I remember the person covered in sofa cushions, my fellow lunatic, and I keep going. I find a flat surface and begin to move these index cards around. Sometimes this feels like doing a jigsaw puzzle, and sometimes it feels like washing clothes by hand, the cards moving, stacking, clumping together. I’m usually listening to music, pieces of music that seem like they want to hang out with these index cards, and it begins to feel more like a party, that I am a host, a little nervous, putting people together in groups in the hopes they get along. And I’m talking with people, too, sort of. I’m remembering my friend Amanda Davis, a writer with the exact same birthday as mine, who said she always tries to find the center of gravity in something she likes, a sentence, a paragraph, a chapter, a novel, the little bit that actually entrances her, when she encountered it. Center of Gravity, I’ve written on blackboards before, when I try to talk about this, pleased to remember Davis, gone now, and also to be reminded that the initials spell “COG.” I think of another friend, living years ago in a squat in Brooklyn and showing me how he was installing his own insulation, and my saying it must be hard to learn how to do that, and his answer: That the hard part wasn’t learning how to do it; the hard part was doing it. I think of the writer Michelle Tea, saying it’s like nursery school: You have to make a mess and you have to clean up, and I think of the song in which Isaac Hayes says, it ain’t how good I make it, baby, it’s how I make it good. A pulse runs underneath my hands, or maybe just in my ears. And then? And then? What else?


What am I doing? I’m working now. The index cards are in little piles, like a city block seen from above, not a big city because the piles aren’t yet skyscraper-tall, but someplace reasonable, where writers can afford to live. I’ve put them in order, although the order is still mostly wrong. I think about when my friend was in film school and her instructor told her she didn’t have enough footage for her short documentary about the Brooklyn Bridge, and how this filled her with relief, because she didn’t want to make a documentary about the Brooklyn Bridge. I want to make the book these cards will make best, not an imaginary assignment in my head. I think of my son, when he was clearing trees with a friend of mine, telling my friend that if it was a smaller tree he could lift it himself, and my friend telling him—or at least, how he told it to me—well, this is the tree we have. I think about when I interviewed the poet Heather Christle about her terrific titles (“That Little Bird Was Not OK,” “Moss Does Not Love Other Moss”) and asked who they were for, for her or for the audience, and she said, for the poems. I think about a moment in Harpo Marx’s autobiography, Harpo Speaks, in which he performs a slapstick act for an unimpressed Russian audience, but the next night, when his slapstick is preceded by a short, dramatic scene between two actors, it brings the house down, and I try to think about different kinds of balance, of expectation and surprise. I think of Maira Kalman, the artist with whom I’ve worked lots of times, telling me she had no imagination, that she only painted real things, she just put them in different places. I think of a cassette I listened to one long teenage summer, which cut off the song “Let’s Go to Bed” by the Cure about midway through, so for years I thought that the remarkable things about that song were that it ends suddenly and that it never says “let’s go to bed,” and neither of those are true. I think about how the film Irma Vep ends suddenly, with a scritchy-scratchy coda resembling nothing else in the movie, because why not?


All these things have been canonized in my head. They live there exerting deep influence on my work and on my life. The idea of a literary canon—the important books one should apparently read—is hotly debated, of course, which often feels necessary and/or fun. Voices gain cultural prominence, or lose it, or are blocked from participating, invited or disinvited, prized or banned, and I like listening, occasionally participating, in this conversation in one way or another. But the most important literary canon is one’s own—not just a list of favorite books or what have you, but the individual moments, the twists of plot or turns of phrase, the tiny secret reasons you love what you love. This canon keeps you company, gives you comfort and delight. You can take little bits of it with you when you go sit someplace, and sometimes you can do something with them, aside from just marveling at them for the umpteenth time. I encourage people who want to be writers to delineate and study this canon, their own, above every other. I don’t think anyone I tell to do it does it. Everyone has to learn for themselves. Nevertheless, this is how I do it.


I have written these pages the way I write almost everything, on a legal pad, with little arrangements of index cards that say things like “Irma Vep” or “take it apart like a clock,” or that sit in books I love marking the places I like best. Today I have with me one marking a passage in We Both Laughed in Pleasure, the selected diaries of Lou Sullivan. Sullivan was a writer and an activist, one of the first visible trans men, whose surprising and roundabout journey, recounted in all its heartfelt lunacy, starts about here:




I’m sure social working is what I want. Yes—the excitement off getting a gun away from a teenage boy. Having to talk to him. I’d love that. Well—my guitar teach (he’s 18) asked me if I’m going out with someone or going steady. I said I was only 13. He said so what. I said my mother’d kill me. He said well tell her now listen here. He shook his finger. I want to do that.





What I love about this passage is how the very clear sentences give you the illusion that you can follow the logic, that Sullivan’s mind is clear and easily explained, when really he’s as lunatic as the rest of us. I stare at this passage, the choppy tug of the sentences and the yearning floating over it. I want to do that.


What am I doing? I’m trying to show you this canon in my head. Explaining these bits of literature, the lunatic ways they stay in my mind and influence me, is a more fun, a more exciting, a more accurate way of explaining what I’ve done and what I’m doing. And what am I doing? I am sitting in a café right now, hunched over my legal pad—and then, and then, what else?—wondering if the right way to end this paragraph is to say, here we go.
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Tell me more.


Once I was at a party that was particularly bad. It was held in broad daylight, at a house in a desirable community reached via highway, so real estate and traffic were the mandatory conversation topics, and I moved quickly through clusters of people talking about square footage and new exit ramps, trying not to let my eyes roll into the back of my head. I made it all the way to the back porch where some children were hanging around bothering the plants. One, the maybesix-year-old son of someone I knew was sitting near the ice chest. I said hey and asked him what was up, in the hopes of a better conversation. I got it.


“Last night I dreamed I was a horse,” he said.


All my life, I get told I’m a child. Of course, it was true for a while. But when my height and weight made adulthood undeniable, it was something still tossed at me in one form or another. I’m a child at heart. I never really grew up. Childhood, whatever precisely that is, should have departed from my mind, and instead here it is. When I was actually a child, my mother, who remembers this differently, told me what to do if our house caught fire in the middle of the night. This probably would not happen, she said, but if it did, the last thing I would want to do would be to open my bedroom door. Instead, I should press my hands against it, to feel if it was hot. If it was, I should jump out the window. I might break my leg, but breaking my leg was better than the alternative.


I don’t know how many times I went to my bedroom door in the middle of the night to see if I should jump out the window. I never jumped—a small miracle for an imaginative child. My bedroom was in the attic—like Anne Frank, I used to think, another Jewish kid who stayed in their room a lot—high above a little yard where I would have fallen, probably on the slender lawn but possibly into the neighbor’s shrubbery, which had little berries I’d been told were poisonous. But I would more likely land in the grass, and lie there, groaning. I moved my legs in bed, twisting them best I could into broken positions I had learned from cartoons. I couldn’t really bend them like the coyote’s legs, because mine weren’t broken, not yet. I would groan weakly, hoping to attract the attention of the firefighters, the orange glow of my burning house illuminating the poison berries on the lawn. They lay there fallen on the grass all the time, and I used to think about putting them in the blender with some water, or orange juice to mask the taste, but I didn’t really have anyone I wanted to poison, nor could I imagine how to get them to drink it. It did occur to me, though, that one or two of the berries could roll their way into my mouth when I landed there, already broken-legged and now poisoned, too. Still, even then, better than the alternative. This is what I think of, when people say I am still a child, moving my legs around, thinking about poisoning people and houses burning down.


One series of children’s books I wrote begins with a poisoning; the other starts things off with a house on fire. Naturally I get asked why I think such things are suitable for children. This is very easy to answer. It is because I found them interesting as a child and because I still find them interesting now. All the best literature has such things happening. Texts which have survived for thousands of years, which weren’t typed up but inscribed, memorized, or even carved into stone, are about enormous, strange, frightening things. If you had to sum up lasting literature in a single sentence, you could do worse than “I dreamed I was a horse”—prophetic dreams and animal transformations appear much more frequently in the old epics than, say, which neighborhoods have the best schools, for the same reason that it makes better conversation. I like talking to children not because they are children—indeed, that aspect sometimes makes it more difficult—but because they generally have a firmer grasp on what might be interesting to say.


Of course this makes people look at me funny, a grown man talking to children. For all male children’s authors this is a familiar accusatory air. (Female children’s authors, meanwhile, are presumed sexless and schoolmarmish, even when they’re cracking blue jokes and drinking gimlets next to me, which they often are.) The proximity of wickedness to children is something the whole world can’t stop thinking about, even though of course most terrible things happen to adults. But children have had less time on Earth, is the argument, so a terrible thing happening is of greater import and impact, or perhaps it is just that children generally seem fragile. When my son was born he felt to me like a bag of blood, to be carried around carefully and fearfully. Suddenly every foreign object, every rough surface or sharp corner, had to be spotted and sorted out before you could put the gurgling bag down anyplace. The hospital wouldn’t let us leave with him until they had verified we had the proper car seat, which felt like a sick joke: The danger, clearly, was bringing this baby, this delicate bag of blood, anywhere near an automobile, an obvious and long-proven instrument of slaughter.


Not long before my son was born, a journalist invited me to attend a press screening of a movie marketed to children. The journalist thought it would be a hoot to know what Lemony Snicket thought of it. I spent a few years as a freelance writer, writing (among other forgettable pieces) a handful of snarky movie reviews, so I’d attended enough press screenings that I thought I knew what to expect: a weird corporate room with a few other scruffy critics trying to take notes in the dark. Instead it was a proper movie theater, packed with children who were thrilled to be getting a sneak peek. Before the movie began, the lights lowered for a showing of a lengthy soft drink commercial featuring a pop star, a young woman who has since been understood to have been a prisoner for most of her career, but then just regarded, at an age just a little older than the children in the audience, to be sexy. I’d seen her dance moves before and found them harmless, but on the big screen, or perhaps because of the costume or the young crowd, they seemed more garish, nightmarishly sexual, and a team of lackeys came down the aisles distributing little flags with the logo of the drink. “Myth, the practice of memory,” says the poet Joanna Kyger, and I try to remind myself that it’s entirely possible I am remembering incorrectly, that we were not actually all told to wave our flags and chant the name of the drink, the name of the musician, the name of the movie, over and over. But there it is in my head. It was shortly after 9/11, and I had recently spent a harrowing afternoon in a skyscraper conference room in New York, which had a view of where the towers had once been. I could not stop looking at the blank space in the landscape outside, while inside a team of people showed me a slideshow of how they were planning to get an army of children to attend the Lemony Snicket movie, which had not been written yet, let alone filmed. “We can make children get excited about anything,” said one of the presenters, and now in the theater for another movie, amidst a crowd of excited children, my blood ran cold with the knowledge that children were in danger, grave danger, and that I was part of the danger, culpable and well-paid, which meant, of course, that I was an adult. I don’t think I gave a very good interview afterward.


Car accidents and aggressive advertising, of course, aren’t what anyone thinks about when they think about danger to children. They think—we think—of abduction, murder, sexual violence—comparatively rare events in real life, but looming large in the imagination. We hold these shadowy evils in our mind, almost supernatural in their power: Inhuman monsters beckoning to children, whisking them away, performing unspeakable acts on their fragile frames. Where do these nightmares come from? From the same old stories. This kind of senseless, horrid violence is more prevalent in the old tales than anywhere on Earth, along with other improbables like chivalrous knights, fair-minded kings, conniving witches and vengeful ghosts. We don’t see these entities much in real life, but we read about them, over and over, especially as children.
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