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AUTHOR’S NOTE


When I was about nine years old, my parents had an album (I’m referring to a round piece of vinyl, which is how we used to listen to recorded music; this was a long, long time ago, even before 8-track—which is a whole other story) of Sidney Poitier reciting Plato. There was a jazz combo playing music in the background while Sidney read from Plato’s writings and it all sounded like beat poetry. I had no idea what he was talking about, but I listened to it because I liked the rhythms and the sound of his voice. It was cool.

The only actual words I remember from Plato’s writings were the last line of one of the pieces. I still hear it with the jazz bass plucking away under the words “And this I know— that I know nothing.” The fact that particular line and beat have remained in my head all these years later seems significant, but when you consider that “She wore an itsy-bitsy, teenyweeny, yellow polka-dot bikini” and “Jeremiah was a bullfrog. He was a good friend of mine” are also indelibly etched in my brain, the significance of the Plato/Sidney phrase may be diminished.

I wondered at the time, why, if he—Plato—admittedly knew nothing, did he have so much to say? Was he writing entire volumes of what he didn’t know?

Now, forty-five years later, I find myself in the same predicament as Plato and Sidney. I know that I know absolutely nothing about anything—yet I have so much to say about it all. Hopefully you, the reader, will find this book – containing all the things I don’t know —entertaining and perhaps illuminating. When reading it, try to imagine a jazz bass playing in the background. It might make it more memorable.

Writing this book has been a labor of love, and I couldn’t have done it without the help of the following people:

Larry Amoros, my dear friend, colleague, muse and sister, thank you for your invaluable contributions. You make life funnier.

Kerri Kolen, editor extraordinaire, thanks for the smart notes, great taste, support, and encouragement from way back when.

David Rosenthal, the Grand Poohbah of Simon & Schuster, thanks for being the rabbi of this project.

Jackie Seow, for your inspired art direction, as well as Michael Cogliantry, Jeff Gautier, Chad Kincaid, Morgan Bogle, and Paul Nardi for your work on the book jacket.

Lydia Wills, my agent. Thanks for all the not-so-gentle prodding and for making this happen. Your advice was invaluable.

Gretchen Bruggeman Rush, who leaves no stone unturned when it comes to her clients’ interests. Thanks for your vigilance in dotting all those i’s.

Lee Kernis, the capo di tutti of managers. Thanks for the wisdom and for always covering my back.

Oh no, the orchestra’s beginning to play—my forty-five seconds of allotted time are up? But wait! I didn’t thank my husband, my kids, my siblings, my mother, my friends, everyone at Simon & Schuster, anyone who ever gave me a job . . .

Shit.

The music is getting louder.

I left so many people out. Is that the Curb Your Enthusiasm theme they’re playing? It sounds so weird with violins.

Damn it! There’s the cane.

Gotta go.

Enjoy.

Susie Essman

New York City

May 31, 2009


Our heads are round so that thoughts can change direction.

—Francis Picabia, painter and poet
(1879–1953)

100 percent of shots you don’t take don’t go in.

—Wayne Gretzky, hockey player and coach

Kish mir en toches.

—Millie Essman, forewoman in a button factory and grandma (1898–1991)



WHAT WOULD SUSIE SAY?
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There are a number of burning questions on my mind right now: Will real estate in Manhattan rebound? Will peace in the Middle East ever be achieved? Can global warming be reversed? But by far, the most pressing question I’m grappling with is, When did I become the village idiot? How did this happen to me? How did I go from being a hip single New York City comedian with an exciting life, to being a suburban hausfrau with a finished basement and car-pool responsibilities? Easy: children. Teenagers, to be precise. Let me clarify. My new husband (how long does he stay new for? When does he become the “old” husband?—you decide, we were married in September 2008) has four children, and although technically they’re not really mine, I’ve somehow acquired them, like they were on sale. FOUR!!!!! And three of them are girls. Oh, the drama!

They came into my life when they were ages ten, twelve, fourteen, and fifteen. Today, they are fifteen, eighteen, nineteen, and twenty-one. At least I think that’s what they are. It’s so confusing the numbers keep changing. Just when I’ve got sixteen figured out, they turn seventeen and so on. All I know is that I’ve been living through the “teen years” for half a decade and there seems to be no end in sight. I have this horrible fear that they’ll all be sixteen forever, and I’ll start looking like my grandma Millie by the end of the month.

Everything is upside down. I thought I was cool, smart, cutting edge. I’m on a hip HBO show, I work in nightclubs, I’m known for my salty tongue and irreverent point of view. Yet, now that I have teenagers, suddenly, magically, I’m an idiot. Something has gone terribly awry.

In my own teen years I was surly and sarcastic and absolutely certain I knew everything, and I mean everything. When my mother would ask/request/tell me to do something, I was more than just unresponsive or snarky—I was appalled. Was she telling me what to do? Did she honestly think she knew something I didn’t? My God, she was just an adult who knew nothing and understood even less. Not to let my father off the hook, I was convinced that his sole purpose in life was to humiliate me in front of my friends, and boy, was he good at it.

Well, the joke’s on me. I have become the person I used to make fun of. I am now, officially, the embarrassment.

As a teenager, I swore I’d never become my mother. Not that being my mother was so horrible, it was just that she was uncool, and in my teenage mind, uncool was the worst thing a person could be, and that includes mass murderer, proctologist, and circus clown. I was n-n-n-never going to succumb to that. But here’s the humbling and shocking stuff that happens now: last year I was in the car with Cyndi, who was fourteen, driving her to her friend’s house (by the way, I’m always driving them somewhere and thank God, even though I’m an embarrassment, they still let me drive them around; I don’t know how my life could possibly be fulfilled if I didn’t spend an entire weekend schlepping them everywhere). Anyway, Fergie came on the radio and Cyndi said, “Oh Fergie! I love Fergie! Turn it up,” and I said (totally innocently, just making conversation), “Didn’t Fergie used to be in the Black Eyed Chili Peppers?” Pause. Looooooong pause and then the ultimate sign that I did something horribly wrong—eye rolling, eye rolling, eye rolling. How do I know this is an expression of disapproval? In high school, I was queen of the eye rollers. In fact, I was so good at it, you could actually hear me roll my eyes. And now I was getting rolled at. Oh, the irony! Cyndi looked at me, mouth open, dumbfounded; it was a seemingly interminable moment of staggering “what-are-you-fucked-in-the-head” silence, eventually broken by gales of raucous, condescending, teenage laughter. She thought this was the funniest thing she’d ever heard and couldn’t get on the phone fast enough to tell her sister what an idiot I was. (For those of you reading this who are just as stupid as moi, Fergie, and I don’t mean the Dutchess of York, used to be in a band called The Black Eyed Peas. The Red Hot Chili Peppers are another group altogether. I mixed the metaphor, so to speak. She should have at least been impressed that I knew there was food involved at all.) As her laughter washed over me like a wave of obsolescence, I had this déjà vu moment, aware that this has happened before, only it was many years ago and I was the teenager and my mother was the dunce behind the wheel. She was driving me somewhere, and the radio was on and she said, “Isn’t that Paul McCartney in the Rolling Stones?” Pause. Loooong pause. Eye roll, eye roll, eye roll. I gasped as though I’d caught her kicking a puppy or making out with a strange man in the parking lot of the A&P. What a fucking idiot, I thought. How can she not know that Paul is a Beatle? She’s so stupid!

Now, in 2009, I’m the fucking idiot! Yet surprisingly, I don’t care, because it turns out that with age comes perspective, and I can honestly say that I don’t give a damn if I know who Fergie is or not. I like Fergie, I think she’s talented, and that’s all I know about her, and that’s all I need to know about her. There is way too much information out there today about these celebrities. I resent that not only do I know who Britney Spears is and know the names of her children but that I’ve actually seen her vagina. It’s not my fault. I didn’t seek it out. I didn’t break into her doctor’s office, camera hidden in my lipstick, and rifle through medical files until I found the stills of Britney’s bare box. The pix are on the internet for all the world to see. As was Paris Hilton’s. All that money and the poor girls can’t afford panties? Not that I googled Paris’s pooch either. I was on the set shooting an episode of Curb Your Enthusiasm one day and a crowd of crew guys were gathered around a laptop, so naturally I wandered over to see what the excitement was all about. I quickly found out—there they were, on a seventeen-inch screen, the pouting popos of the pop star and the princess. While the boys in the crew seemed to be enjoying the moment, I did not need that image clogging up my brain. The internet is no place for a vagina. Imagine, these days when the gynecologist asks you to slide down on the examining table, it’s so he can get a better camera angle for YouTube.

Knowing what Britney Spears’s privates look like isn’t cool, it’s voyeuristic. When I was a teenager, we weren’t watchers; we were participants, damn it! I may be an idiot for not knowing what group Fergie used to sing with, but there is no way I’m not cool. These kids and their whole lame generation think they are so hip, with their bike helmets and their safe sex. In my day safe sex was when you did it without handcuffs. We were so much wilder than they are. Cyndi went to her first rock concert when she was fourteen—Hannah Montana. She’s not even a real person! The first rock concert I went to when I was her age—The Who. Hannah Montana wasn’t cool last week. The Who? Still cool thirty-eight years later.

SHIT HAPPENS. Shit you never planned for and never could have imagined, and if you don’t have a sense of humor about it, you’re screwed. For example, I never even wanted children. When I was a kid and my friends were pretending to be mommies, I wanted to play talk show and make believe I was doing panel with Johnny. I never fantasized about my wedding or my husband or my picket fence. I always dreamed of guest hosting when Carson was on vacation.

That’s not to say that having children never crossed my mind. It did. In much the same way as being a secretary, an astronaut, or a princess did. Yet at various points throughout my thirties, there were times when I would get deep physical aches to have a child, pangs that completely defied my beliefs and my vision for the future. They were intermittent, so I began tracking these pangs on the calendar, and eventually discovered that the achy-I-need-a-baby feeling always came when I was ovulating. Whew, what a relief, it was just my biological imperative rearing its head. It made perfect sense. The primordial DNA telling me, against my better judgment, that it was time for fertilization. It was what I was here for. But did I have to be a slave to my biological urges? If that were the case, then we’d all be having sex all the time, like bonobos. So the birthin’ urge passed, and I was glad I didn’t act on it. Besides, I didn’t need children: I’d always had a dog.

Having a dog meant that I had a responsibility to another creature. It’s a great human need, the desire to take care of another being. I’ve taken that responsibility seriously, and it has colored and limited my behavior. A child, though, was a whole other level that I was not prepared for. While much of my aversion to having a child was based on clear, rational thoughts (i.e., I’m in show business, I have a career, I travel a lot, I’m single, and I abhor both whining and drinking beverages out of sippy cups), part of it was also based on fear. My fear was that a child would take up a huge piece of my psychic energy forever. There would be a place in my brain that would never be mine again.

I’m a worrier and a merger. It’s a scary world out there. How could I let a five-year-old get on the bus and go off to kindergarten? Oh, the anxiety! So much could happen, so much that I couldn’t protect them from. How could I stand it if someone was mean to my kid in the playground? How could I watch their pain and humiliation? I feared that I was incapable of separating, of not making it about me.

And then there was the fear of resentment. There is a power struggle element to every parent/child relationship. According to Freud (think he rolled his eyes at his mother?), and I’m not sure I’ve got this completely correct but it’s pretty close, the child always loves and hates the parent because the child is helpless and dependent and the parent has complete power over the child. And let’s assume the parent uses his or her power benevolently and is only protecting the child, still, there’s an inevitable power struggle, especially in the preverbal stages. I didn’t want complete power over anyone. That scared the shit out of me. The least little thing you do can fuck your kid up for life. It was all too overwhelming, so I chose to remain childless. Besides, and maybe more important, there wasn’t anyone who I wanted to have a child with, and although I have brave single friends who had a child on their own, I didn’t want one enough to go through that, and I wasn’t about to marry someone just because he seemed like a good donor.

BEFORE I met Jimmy and the kids, I was single, living in New York, relatively happy and free. Almost as happy and free as those women in the maxi-pad commercials, who are uncommonly happy and free. I was living a Sex and the City single woman life, except I never got laid as much as those girls. In fact, no one gets laid as much as those girls, except for gay men. Did I want to meet a great guy? Of course I did. Who doesn’t want love in her life? Did I ever think the right guy would come along? I wasn’t certain. Did I think he’d come with four teenagers and live one hundred and fifty miles away in the suburbs of Albany? Never in a million years.

Whatever we think we want, the unexpected is usually better. Better, but often challenging. It hasn’t always been easy. When Jimmy and I first met, in 2003, we were living a two-and-a-half-hour drive away from each other. At that time, he had the kids every other week, so for the first six months, we saw each other every other weekend. I’d see the kids occasionally for dinner or something, but I never spent a lot of time with them. I didn’t want to become too involved in their lives because I wasn’t sure he and I would be a long-term thing. In the beginning, I thought we’d have a fling. He was hot and different, and I was very attracted to him. He wasn’t in show business and didn’t know anything about my world, which was charming and refreshing. About three months into our relationship, Jimmy traveled with me to a gig for the first time. We went to HBO’s Comedy Arts Festival in Aspen, where I was performing. There were tons of people there I knew— comedians, agents, managers, network executives. It’s a big scene. I was a little nervous about how this rube from upstate would fit in. The first night we were at the very noisy bar of the hotel, where everyone congregates. I introduced Jimmy to Chris Rock, and Jimmy leaned in and said, “I’m sorry, what’s your name, Mark?” I loved it. He had no idea who anyone was unless they were sports figures. The only time I ever saw him impressed, was when I introduced him to John McEnroe. It was great. And everyone loved him because he was so natural and guileless. He was a guy. No pretense. No bullshit. And on top of that, he was fun and warm and real, but the physical distance between us and the circumstances of our lives seemed like a lot to deal with. I was certainly not interested in becoming a “stepmother.” That was the last thing on my mind. I was a career girl.

So, naturally, we fell in love. What started as fun turned into forever; I was looking for lust and got love. After about six months of dating I knew it was time to take the plunge and spend a weekend upstate when he had the kids. That was daunting. First off, I don’t know much about upstate New York. For most people in Manhattan, anything above Yankee Stadium is “upstate.” Secondly, it meant that I’d be living with four adolescents all weekend. To me, this was a big thing. Jimmy, as is his way, thought nothing of it.

Truth be told, I was scared of the kids. Ah, fear, the “F” word again. I didn’t know how to talk to them or be with them. Jimmy is so easy and natural with his children. I was used to being alone with him, not sharing his attention with anyone else, but I knew enough to accept the fact that they came first and not compete. It wasn’t easy. I’d never been in a situation like this before. All of my previous boyfriends had been childless. One had had a dog but that was about it.

The only experience I could draw on was being an aunt. I was always Auntie Mame to my nephews. I doted on and adored them. I took them to shows and ball games, and showered them with gifts for an afternoon or sometimes a sleepover. Then I sent them home to their parents. I love being an aunt. It’s rewarding and effortless.

I spoiled my nephews and they seemed to like it, so I figured why not buy Jimmy’s kids’ love? I know, you’re thinking, That’s despicable. Think again, it worked like a charm. My mother tried to give me advice. She’d say, “You know, you can’t buy their love.” Bullshit. You can, and it’s exponential. They’re like Russian mail-order brides—the more you spend, the more they love you. They’re teenagers! It’s all about things! Besides, shopping was the only thing I knew how to do with them. They were all athletic and I’m not in the least, so I’d show up on the weekend and Jimmy would suggest tennis or skiing and I’d say, “Okay kids, let’s go buy stuff!” and they’d follow me like I was the Pied Piper.

They loved it, and so did I. I’m really good at it too. I’m stealthy. I’d show up Friday night, hit ’em hard, and then by Monday morning, I was out. It was great. I was part of the solution, and it all worked beautifully. I’m shallow and they were even shallower.

That’s not to say that all I did was spend, spend, spend. It really wasn’t that calculated and subversive. It was more subconscious. There was a lot that was difficult, but these kids were really so incredible. Luckily, I fell in love with them before I ran out of money. One of the things you can’t buy is time, and one day, I don’t know exactly when, I started to feel more comfortable and started taking to this stepmom thing like a fish to water.

Now I don’t even think about whether or not I want to be a parent. I just am. I’m not their mother. They have a mother and they have a father. For a long time I was their father’s girlfriend and somewhere along the way, before Jimmy and I got married, the kids began referring to me as their stepmother and I to them as my stepchildren. Our relationship had become more than “my Dad’s girlfriend” implied.

I can say, “I love them as though they were my own children,” but I don’t have my own children so I don’t know if that’s true. I do love them unconditionally and without expecting anything in return, and if that’s what parental love means, then I’ve got that covered. The loving part is not difficult, but frequently the parenting part is. Who wants to be a disciplinarian and sometime bad guy? That was never a part of the Auntie Mame scenario. At least, in all the fights I’ve had with them—and I’ve fought with each and every one of them at one time or another—none of them ever screamed, “You’re not my mother!”

I think they trust that I have no agenda with them beyond my responsibility to protect and care for them. Since I met them when they were a bit older, I can see who they are as individuals without any preconceived notions, and hopefully I can help them navigate the difficult adolescent years. And just as I feared and suspected, a piece of my psychic energy has been lost to me forever. I worry about them all the time and with good reason. They’re teenagers.

When I first began to spend time with them, I thought it would be a good idea to find out why teenagers act the way they do. Why do they have really poor judgment and no sense of long-term consequences? How come they have no organizational skills, and why do they have poor impulse control? Why are they so susceptible to peer pressure? And did I mention that they think they know everything (and I mean everything)? Sound familiar? I remember it all too clearly.

***

I DID some research on the teenage brain and learned that the cerebral frontal cortex is not fully formed until the age of twenty-five. Which means that teenagers are mentally ill and you’ve got to assume that they’re partially brain damaged until they’re in their midtwenties! That’s a long time. My youngest is fifteen! Even if they’re responsible and great kids, and by and large mine are, they’re still impaired, and it’s not fair to them to assume otherwise. Right now, all four of them are mentally, hormonally, and neurologically imbalanced creatures—imbalanced creatures with car keys.

Oh, and by the way, they lie, each and every one of them, instinctively and almost pathologically. What kills me the most is that they think we don’t know they’re lying—and they’re not even that good at it! Do I look like a freaking idiot?

Here’s how it works: They lie, and they know they’re lying, and we know they’re lying, and they suspect that we know they’re lying and nobody says anything. It’s like dealing with Dick Cheney! So we ask a lot of questions.

“Where are you going?”

“Out.”

“Out where?”

“I don’t know, we haven’t decided yet.” (Which is teenage speak for “we don’t know whose parents aren’t going to be home yet.”)

“Then you can’t go.”

“Alex’s house.”

“Who’s going to be there?”

“Everyone.”

“Are Alex’s parents home?”

“Yes. Why do you always ask me that? You’re so annoying!” (Eye roll, eye roll, eye roll.)

Everyone’s always going and the parents are always home. And apparently my kids are the only ones who have to be home at midnight. According to my kids, all the other kids have a curfew sometime this coming October. We are so strict!

“Courtney’s mother always lets her go.”

“Well, if Courtney was my kid, I’d let her go too. She’s a horrible child. Her parents don’t want her to come back. Who’s driving?”

“Mike is. He’s a really good driver.”

“Good driver? He got his license last week!”

“That doesn’t mean he’s not a good driver. God, you think you know everything!” (Eye roll, eye roll, eye roll.)

You people with younger children or no children at all may be getting judgmental and thinking, You should call and speak to the parents, etc. etc. It’s not so easy. There are so many of them, and do you know what it’s like having conversations with some of these parents? And besides, sometimes you’ve just got to trust your kids. For example, when my girls tell me they’re not having sex (and yes, I ask), I believe them, even though I know they’re possibly lying. No parent really wants to know their daughters are having sex, so we pretend, even in the face of overwhelming evidence, that they’re not—until one day the delusion is ruined when the little darlings get flowers from the New York Knicks. It’s not pretty. Maybe I really am an idiot. When you’ve got teenagers, denial is a beautiful and necessary thing.

***

PEOPLE ALWAYS ask me what it’s like to live with all these kids. I tell them I live my life in fear. My mother laughs. She’s thinking “payback” (and enjoying it a little too much). I think of my teenage self. I think of all the stupid things I did, teenage things, life-threatening things. I had “teenagethink,” as in, Nothing is ever going to happen to me, I’m immortal. I thought I knew everything and was so much smarter than my idiot parents.

I lie awake at night and think about how to protect the kids from themselves. They’re still children no matter how mature they think they are. They’re caught in a weird netherworld between The Wizards of Waverly Place and Gossip Girl.

How do I keep them safe in this unsafe world? How do I keep my mouth shut when I know they’ve got a bad friend? So often I know what will make them happy, yet I have to stand by helplessly and watch as they make wrong choices, knowing that they’ve got to figure these things out for themselves. How can I teach my stepson to be a strong man but not a macho asshole? How can I explain that promiscuity is not a good thing but, at the same time, his sexual desires and interests are healthy and normal? And with the girls, how can I warn them that there are creepy men in the world who will do harm to them if they’re not vigilant and at the same time convey to them that they can trust men and have meaningful relationships with them? How can I get them to stop dressing so provocatively without making them feel ashamed of their bodies? It’s challenging.

There are no clear-cut answers. We do the best we can. We try to be good role models, but there is so much that is out of our control. We try to instill values and morals and ethics. We try to do the right things. Jimmy finished the basement so they’d have a place to hang with their friends and not have to drive around with someone who’s been drinking or smoking. Keep them close to home. It was a good plan. But at 3:00 a.m. on a sleepless night I think, How many teenage pregnancies have been conceived in newly renovated basements? And by 4:00 a.m. I‘m thinking something even worse. What has become of me—hip, cool, cutting-edge New York City comedian—that I even have a renovated basement? (Eye roll, eye roll, eye roll!)
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There was a time (when I was single and unattached) that I prayed for lesbianism to strike me. I’d dated all kinds of men—young men, old men, short men, tall men, handsome, not so handsome. . . . It became exhausting. I went on thousands of dates. How many times could I say, “Don’t be silly, accounting is fascinating,” or “No, please, I do want to hear more about your mother.” Even though I lived in New York City, a town with three million males living within its borders, I was convinced that I would never find a straight man who wasn’t (a) dull, (b) very dull, (c) narcissistic, or (d) narcissistic and dull. I felt I had no recourse and lesbianism was in the offing. But it never happened. Actually, it never even got off the ground . . . or, should I say, carpet? I am who I am, and as much as I loved my girlfriends to hang with and talk to, I didn’t love them in that way. I can barely swim, let alone dive.

I had this notion that since it’s so much easier to become friends with women than hetero men, why not kill two birds with one stone and just have women as my love objects as well? On paper, it made perfect sense. As a rule, I find women far more fascinating than men, and not just because I am a woman but because men are kind of simple and women are complex. Women have a sophisticated biological infrastructure, uterus, and ovaries, fallopian tubes, and whatnot. We’ve got major goings-on down there, and it’s pretty incredible.

We’re capable of creating an entire human being inside our bodies. How many people can say that, huh? Women can, that’s who.

Men have a protrusion. It’s really simple. It either works or it doesn’t—the possibility of which occupies most man’s every waking thought. “Is it going to work today? It worked yesterday, but how can I be sure it will work again on Tuesday? Or Friday? Or in October? Is it as big as his? Bigger? Biggest?”

Straight men are consumed with the size of their units. They treat them like real estate—a high rise or a low rise, is it expandable, a junior four, what’s the square footage? Men are far more concerned with size than women are. This is not to say we don’t care, we do. It just doesn’t have to be some massive, gargantuan freakish kind of thing. I personally don’t want to see a penis so gigantic that when it approaches I have to get my affairs in order and notify my next of kin. On the other hand, no woman really wants to go to bed with a guy and repeatedly ask, “Is it in yet?” What’s the point? It’s like going to one of those nouvelle cuisine restaurants where the portions are so small, when you get home you have to feed yourself again. Why not just save the aggravation, stay in, and raid the fridge?

The truth is, most of you guys are just fine, yet all men—big or small—desperately need you to tell them it’s huge. If you do that with even a modicum of sincerity, they’ll be happy. You won’t even have to worry if what you’re doing is good; they won’t care, because men don’t have a G-spot. Did you know that? Isn’t that weird? You can put their manhood through a meat grinder, but as long as you keep telling them how big it is, they’re fine. “Oh my God, it’s huge. It’s the biggest thing I’ve ever seen. What do you feed it? Geez, put that thing on a leash! It’s gigantic. I’m scared. I am physically afraid of that thing. It’s so big, I’ll never be able to access it!”

IT’S AMAZING how easy it is to please a man.

Men start wars over this stuff. They do. If all penises were manufactured at a plant in Detroit somewhere and they were all the same size and they all always worked—well, then they’d have to be manufactured in Japan—but anyway, if they were all the same, war would be virtually unheard of. I’m completely convinced of that. I’ll bet you that a lot of wars started by U.S. presidents can be traced back to the Washington Monument. Here’s how it works: a president comes into office feeling pretty good. He just won an election, he got millions of votes, he kicked the other guy’s ass, everybody wants to be his friend and have a sleepover. Then he takes office and realizes how powerless and lonely and isolated he really is, and in the midst of all this ennui, every day he looks out the window and sees the Washington Monument, this huge phallic symbol looming over him, and he begins to feel more and more inadequate and small and meaningless and impotent, and finally, he goes and invades some country so he can feel better about himself. As I said, it’s pretty simple. It’s all about the penis, all the time. Women are nowhere near as genitally focused. Men do things like expose themselves and masturbate in public. What is that? It’s disgusting! I’ve seen it way too many times for it to be anecdotal. You never hear of a woman fingering herself in the Walmart parking lot, do you? End of story.

Years ago, when I was struggling with the male/female dilemma, I read the book Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus. Although the self-help-book genre was not my cup of tea, I found this one to be astute and enlightening. The entire premise of the book seemed to be that men are emotionally retarded and women have to understand just how emotionally retarded men are and make allowances for their retardation. According to the book, when men are confronted with emotions, they go into a cave and don’t want to talk. Then they “rubber band” or some mishegas, where they come close, then snap back. It all sounded so infantile and accurate.

The book also says that the major differences between men and women are not as much their genitals as their mouths. Men use theirs to eat or mumble or burp, women use theirs to (horror of horrors) talk, communicate, and exchange thoughts and ideas and feelings and feelings and feelings and feelings. The very thing that separates us from our simian ancestors is the gift of speech, and women choose to use that ability to full effect. Men choose simply to drag their knuckles. Maybe the book should have been called Men Are from Hunger, Women Are from New Jersey.

Just to clarify this talking thing, I do know many straight men who like to talk, but sadly, that’s the problem. It’s not the talking per se, it’s the content. They’ll talk, but not about anything particularly interesting. My father, for example, could talk endlessly about himself (a subject he never got tired of), regardless of the mustard-gas-like effect his chatter was having on everyone else in the room. My husband is also a talker. He’s not of the egotistical order, but Jimmy will go on and on about every little detail of some commercial real estate deal he’s working on. I love that he’s so into his work and that he loves me enough to think I actually give a damn about the story he’s telling, but he gives way, way, way too many details. He talks about blueprints and loading docks and escrows . . . the stuff of which mass suicides are made. I can deal with it now that I’ve figured out how to let him know that what he’s saying is just slightly less torturous than water boarding. I’ve got a code word for him. I listen and try to be attentive, but when it reaches the point where the blood starts draining from my head and I begin to lose consciousness, I simply scream, “GLAZING!” Which is shorthand for, my eyes are glazing over, which is shorthand for, “You’re boring the shit out of me, finish the goddamned story already!”
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