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HI THERE! WELCOME. THIS IS THE INTRODUCTION.


Whenever I’m on a plane and the person sitting next to me asks what I do for a living, I always get a bit nervous. How do I explain to a stranger that I spend my days looking through scraps of paper that other people have found on the ground and mailed to me—which means, essentially, that I examine trash? What’s striking, though, is that once I’ve muddled through an explanation, my row mate always gets excited and shares a story with me about a bizarre photo or message in a bottle that they once discovered. I swear, this happens every single time. Young or old, rich or poor, country folk or city folk—apparently, the appeal of finding interesting shit is universal.

For the past several years, as my brother Peter and I have zoomed around the country putting on our FOUND Magazine shows, I’ve been lucky enough to hear hundreds of stories from people about cool stuff that they’ve found, ranging from the kind of personal notes and letters we publish in the magazine to things that would be difficult to publish, like mummies, or exotic frogs. What would happen, I wondered, if I asked my favorite writers, musicians, filmmakers, and other awesome folks to reveal the stories of their own most memorable finds? The results—wildly funny, provocative, wrenching, and deeply weird—are collected in this book.

The assignment I gave was simple: Share a personal story about something fascinating that you yourself have found, or write a piece of fiction sparked by a particular find. As the stories rolled in, I couldn’t help but be struck by two things—how vastly different each piece was and also how many resonances they had with one another. In every case, finding something had produced a sizable shift in the finder’s life.

Jonathan Lethem and OK Go’s Damian Kulash talk about tiny notes they found that continue to play big roles in their creative lives. Comedian Patton Oswalt and writer Kevin Dole 2 talk about finding wallets and their awkward efforts to return them, while PostSecret’s Frank Warren, Scrabble champ Marlon Hill, and musician Billy Bragg discover the magic of rocks. Jesse Thorn, America’s radio sweetheart, finds a magic tree bearing a fairy gun; Saturday Night Live’s Andy Samberg finds money—$5,000, to be exact; David Simon, creator of The Wire, finds hints of a missing Bob Dylan letter that could potentially be worth much more. Writer Susan Orlean finds a pitched newspaper that propels her into the adventure of her life, while Jenji Kohan, creator of Weeds, has her thrift-store adventures pruned short by the unexpected appearance of a bloody jockstrap. Eli Horowitz, managing editor of McSweeney’s, finds a frog; musician Devendra Banhart finds a frog guarding a breathtaking photograph; and legendary Hollywood producer Robert Evans tries to keep a lobster in the picture during a special trip to Hawaii. Chuck D builds a car out of found materials; Jim Carroll finds a soldier in an unexpected place; and Michael Yon, reporting from Iraq, finds an unexpected letter on a terrorist’s laptop. One thing I really love, in reading these pieces, is learning that I’m not the only one to ascribe special meaning and power to something that I’ve found. Andrew Bird finds a dope hat; Paulo Coelho finds a feather to put in it; and Seth Rogen is tickled pink after a precious discovery.

For a lot of writers, certain found notes and pictures themselves proved tantalizing enough to spark the idea for a story. Charles Baxter writes of a menacing note found blowing in a parking lot, and Steve Almond imagines a for­bidden attraction from a photo of friends sipping beers in the back of a truck. A Kalashnikov bullet, meanwhile, drops from the sky and provides Mohsin Hamid with something to brag about when he gets to college and also the seed of his first novel.

Dozens of other lush and luscious found tales dot the landscape within, each one speaking to the mystery, the sense of wonder, and the unabashed thrill of finding something on the ground or on the street. The world is a magical place, and its magic expresses itself most exquisitely in the treasures it coughs up onto its gutters and curbs. Please enjoy all the found stories here, and please share your own found stories with us, as well as your finds—write to us, e-mail, call, or join us for a drink when we roll to your town!

Peace out for now—DAVY
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A TREE GROWS IN VANCOUVER: PART I


Seth Rogen

Seth Rogen is a writer, actor, film producer, and comedian. His movies include Knocked Up, Superbad, and Pineapple Express.

I was eleven years old. Sure, I’d seen a Playboy before, and even Playboy had blown my mind. But I’d never seen anything hard-core—to any degree—before this particular day.

For some strange reason, my mom had signed me up to do a play in Chinatown, and I’d arrived early to the rehearsal. While I was waiting, I decided to take a little stroll around the Sun Yat-Sen Gardens, which is this amazing Asian garden in Vancouver—it’s actually in a pretty dangerous neighborhood, but I didn’t know that at eleven. So I was walking around, killing time, when I noticed a magazine lying mashed and crumpled on the ground. I moved closer and saw body parts—naked body parts. Holy shit! Even from one tiny glimpse, I could tell it was more explicit than anything I’d ever seen in my life.

I kept walking—I didn’t even slow my pace. But when I reached the end of the block, something drew me back. I turned and walked by the magazine again, just to get one more glance. And then again. I began circling the thing like a shark—stealing little peeks at the pages on the ground. It had been raining all week so the magazine wasn’t just crumpled, it was soaking wet, too. I walked by it a fourth time and then, trying to act casual, bent down and snatched it up. It was just a big wet sopping mess; I shoved the whole thing in my jacket pocket. I didn’t look at it, just shoved it in there and went to my play rehearsal. Every ten or twenty minutes throughout the rehearsal, I sneaked over to my jacket to make sure that the hot, wet clump was still inside.

That night I went home and carefully spread the magazine on a towel to dry out. Then I stared. I couldn’t believe what I was looking at. It all seemed much more surgical than I’d ever imagined it would be. I mean, I saw the insides of body parts I had never even seen the outsides of before. I was shocked at how explicit it was. “They’re just showing people having sex!” At that age, sex is such an unattainable Holy Grail. To see it nonchalantly plastered all over this magazine was unbelievable to me. I used to look at these pages constantly. I don’t even think I jacked off at that point—I would go to my room and just stare.

You may not believe this, but I still look at porno from time to time. As you know, they have ads toward the backs of porno magazines for phone-sex lines and shit like that. My original porno mag was so waterlogged that the ad pages in the back were, for the most part, the only ones undamaged enough to see. Well, I held on to that magazine for a very long time. Even after I got real porno—movies and whatnot—I still held on to that original find. I’m sure at some point my mom found the thing and threw it away. But believe me when I tell you this: There are actually the same exact ads in the backs of magazines today as the ones that were in that soggy porno magazine I found fifteen years ago. Trust me, I’m an expert.





A TREE GROWS IN VANCOUVER: PART II


Evan Goldberg

Evan Goldberg writes and produces comedy television and film. He also worked as an American Apparel model for three days in 2004.

My story is fantastically similar to Seth’s, but with some key distinctions. I was not quite eleven—ten and a half, maybe. Okay, barely ten. Seth was in a part of town where you might’ve also found heroin and prostitutes, but I was in a nice part of town, walking around my neighborhood with my buddy Tim. Tim was an extremely intense Christian, very devout.

We were walking down the street when, lo and behold, sitting right there in front of us on the sidewalk was a porno mag. It was decidedly not wet. In fact, it had been raining every single day except for—miraculously—the previous two. The magazine wasn’t hidden, it was just gleaming there in plain view, as if someone had said, “Let’s put this here so that Evan can find it later.” Tim, the devout Christian, was the one who grabbed it, and we quickly darted off to examine our new treasure.

Of course, once we were back in my room with the magazine, there was a big hullabaloo over what to do with it—we were completely freaked out at the prospect of our parents catching us with it. We were both kids with zero privacy. My mom was one of those mothers who didn’t give me an inch; she was just in there. Tim’s parents were profoundly religious and would’ve simply gone nuts if they knew he had porno.

So after much deliberation, we decided that the best possible solution was to hide the porno in a tree. Fortunately, we knew a particularly good tree. We ran down to the park a few streets over, scooted up the tree, and perched it on the highest branch. Unlike Seth, I’d been masturbating since I was eight, so before we left, I tore out a few pages to take home with me. Tim did, too. We agreed upon six pages each, with the idea that we’d ration our enjoyment of the magazine and that just a couple of pages would be more manageable to hide. Always thinking ahead, I took only advertisements, as those pages had the most pictures per page. I went home, folded the pages into a tiny cube the size of a pair of dice, and stashed it under the heaviest thing in my room, an enormous chest of drawers filled with cologne bottles given to me by an eccentric aunt.

In the week that followed, Tim and I would call each other every day: “Hey, you wanna go to the tree?” Sometimes I’d just go there on my own and he’d already be there, or vice versa. We’d make the long climb to the highest branch and uncover our hidden prize. I stared at that magazine forever; I would literally spend hours looking at one vagina. Holy fuck, I’d think, that’s a vagina, and I’ve seen all of it. I felt that a vagina was something that could be solved.

But there was one thing we couldn’t figure out: all the pictures of girls licking other girls’ bums. What was up with that? For a long time I thought that girls licking girls’ bums was a big deal. I was very confused. To make matters worse, I went to a rigid school primarily for kids from Hong Kong, and sex education there was a low priority. I’d go to Jewish summer camp and do my best to learn everything there was to learn about sex and then go back to a school where even kissing seemed dangerous.

Tim and I devoured that magazine in six-page bursts of pleasure. Eventually the reverse of what happened to Seth happened to me: It rained one fucking day. Of course, we’d been too stupid to put the magazine into a plastic bag, and it turned into pulpy mush. My heart was broken.

In many ways, I’ve experienced most of my momentous firsts as a sort of out-of body-experience. I’d had the same feeling when I’d found that porno as I’d had the moment when I first had sex, got my first blow job, and the first time I thought I was in love. You think to yourself, I’m there! This is that moment! This is the moment where I become the guy who’s had a blow job! That’s what it felt like to find that magazine on the curb—I was racing back to my house with Tim and at the same time thinking, I’ve arrived at that time in my life where I get to see porno! I was becoming, in a sense, a new me.

To this day, I still keep all my porn in that tree. Seth and I meet there, climb to the highest branch, and make out.
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JOEY RULES THE WORLD


Miranda July

Miranda July is a filmmaker, writer, and artist. She is the author of a book of stories, No One Belongs Here More Than You, and the film Me and You and Everyone We Know. She lives in Los Angeles.

When I was a kid, I used to religiously ask my dad if I could go through his trash. He’d grudgingly allow me to sift through his junk mail, old notes, lists, and abandoned, half-finished letters. His handwriting was eerie and intense, like a disturbed child’s, but reading through his discarded papers gave me a sense of the tiny, strange details of his life, and it became a way to find intimacy with him. As I’ve grown up, my fascination with the bits and pieces of other people’s lives has only increased. Out walking around, I’m the sort of person who always has to turn over each piece of paper I see to make sure the secrets of the universe aren’t written on the other side.

At a Goodwill in Portland, Oregon, I found the diary of a high school girl who wanted desperately to be a good Christian, but was constantly drinking and having sex, then feeling guilty and repentant. Her little brother kept breaking into her diary and adding his own declarations. At one point he says: JOEY RULES THE WORLD. HE HOLDS IT IN HIS HANDS. Within all the heavy stuff on her mind, Joey busts in so full of life and so free of struggle. Then, on the next page, the girl simply continues on in her little bubbly handwriting; she makes no mention of her brother’s trespasses or interjections, just goes back to her sorrowful tale.

Before I made my first movie, Me and You and Everyone We Know, I’d decided that in the last scene this guy would put a picture of flowers up in this tree. I needed just the right picture of flowers, so I went down the street from where I live to a place called the Millennium Thrift Store. This isn’t your typical thrift store—it’s basically a dumping ground for smelly garbage, filled with dirty, stained mattresses and lots of things you’d never ever want. They didn’t have any pictures of flowers, but I saw one of a bird sitting in a tree and bought it for a quarter.

The guy at the register was trying to tell me in Spanish what kind of bird it was, but I was confused for a minute. Just as I was heading out the door, I realized that he was saying it was a quail. I smiled at him and for some reason tried to walk out of the store holding the picture the way a quail would. I remember thinking to myself, Why am I doing this? But then it struck me that something weird and interesting was happening—that this was a moment I needed to pay attention to. I’d call it a found moment. The fact that I’d done this weird thing and that the guy had even seemed to get what I was doing was a tipoff that I was on to something. So I took this picture of the bird in a tree and put it in a tree, and it turned out to be a small, nice moment in my movie that wouldn’t have happened otherwise.

I try to keep all of my art and all of my life flexible enough that I can allow in these moments of accidental luck and inspiration. I wanted a picture of flowers but they had a picture of a bird, so of course a bird is what was right. We look for information to come to us in precise and logical ways, but you have to be open to moments like this. You have to practice being methodically open the way you would practice anything else, like math.

Picking up pieces of paper off the ground is a way of staying in practice. Most of the time it’s just a receipt or something boring, but that doesn’t matter, you’re not dumb for turning it over. If you stick to the practice of picking up each little scrap, good things will come. It’s also connected to writing. When I’m writing and my writing’s not going very well, I begin to feel desperate. I’ll take a walk around the block, and something I see—or a conversation I overhear—or something I find on the ground—always provides a spark. It’s like we’re all aliens, and we need to collect these found moments and artifacts as little reminders of what it’s like to be human.
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CENTRAL REESE SERVICE STATION


K.C. Johnson

K.C. Johnson is a beat reporter for the Chicago Tribune. He covers the Chicago Bulls and the NBA.

The slip of paper is no bigger than a business card; the numbers have weathered the passage of time well despite being scrawled in pencil.

[image: Image]

I discovered it in 1985 while checking each pants pocket for leftovers—as my mother had taught me—as I dutifully performed my chore of washing the family laundry. My father’s blue chinos smelled of oil and sweat. The white paper had smudge marks above the numbers.

I tucked the slip into my own back pocket and thought about how my friends’ fathers had their work pants laundered at dry cleaners.

My father toiled in the business world for thirty years. He worked his way up to operations manager for a hospital supply company despite his lack of a college education. When the layoffs came, a palpable sense of doom entered our household. The weathered gold recliner in the corner of our living room held a broken man, his Stroh’s beer cans resting on cork coasters nearby.

When another position in the same field ended for him after eighteen months because the company folded, the last of my father’s self-confidence disappeared as well. His wife served as the primary breadwinner. His three children continued to overachieve.

My father insisted he loved us even as he said he had failed us. That’s when he took the job at the gas station.

A FRIEND, MORE OUT OF niceness than need, offered him a steady job that was short on salary and long on monotony. When car tires ran over the hose near the driveway, the bell would ring inside the attendants’ waiting room and my father would go fill ’er up, maybe check the oil or monitor the tire pressure.

Each Friday, my father would come home with a wad of cash in his pocket and a brown bag full of beer. He’d drop his white shirt next to the blue pants in the dirty-laundry pile. He owned three of each, which meant that laundry had to be done twice a week. After I’d washed the shirts, the blue patches—one that read CENTRAL REESE SERVICE STATION, and another that read KEN—looked sharp against the clean white fabric.

High school can be a cruel place. I’d hear the taunts of “grease monkey” in the cafeteria. While dressing for basketball practice I’d feel the eyes on me when somebody would announce that my father had gassed up his car. I’d avoid the conversations about fathers’ careers or graduation presents.

I didn’t grasp the lessons of hard work or commitment to family or strength in swallowing pride that our situation now presented. I only knew that my father no longer attended my after-school baseball games and that our conversations were short and strained because of my embarrassment.

One day my father forgot his lunch, and I took it to him on my way to school. I stopped short of the station and watched him interact with a customer, her smile still evident through her windshield as she drove away. Then came another car, and I heard a laugh as the driver rolled down his window and shook my father’s hand.

Five years later, shortly after I graduated college, my parents moved away from our hometown. A few weeks after my father’s last day of work, the owner mailed him a framed drawing of the station, with the pumps out front, the cars on risers in the mechanic’s shed.

Close to 250 customers had signed the present. Three notes still resonate, perfectly capturing my father’s grumpy act and soft heart:

You leave and the real estate values already have changed. You’ve been gone a short time and we ain’t missed you yet.—Don Scott

There’s no one here to insult me. Miss you already.—Dody

Our tires need checking. Ruth and I want you to take the first plane out. The window is now an empty spot where you used to stand. We always will miss seeing you there. Who will watch Central Street?—George Stevenson

I never showed my father the slip of paper I found in his pocket or asked what the numbers meant. Perhaps they were a measure of tire pressure or gallons of gas or the amount of money brought in during his shift.

Their literal meaning doesn’t really matter, but their significance to me is this: Occasionally, I lift the slip of paper from my desk drawer not merely to look at, but to touch and to feel the distance between ignorance and wisdom, shame and pride, hate and love.
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WHAT ELSE I KNOW ABOUT U.S. HISTORY


Sarah Vowell

Sarah Vowell is a journalist, humorist, and frequent contributor to the radio program This American Life. Her books include Assassination Vacation and The Wordy Shipmates.

Justin Gotlieb clearly knows his stuff. I mean: Nitrous oxide was allowed to be used in muscle cars, show cars, and modified racing cars, for use in drag racing in 1978? Now, that was a fine, fine moment in U.S. history. And yet, for all of Justin’s comprehensiveness, he’s let slip a few glaring omissions. I’m happy to pick up his slack.

[image: Image] Tom Petty is on Saturday Night Live, and when the camera pans back to his drummer it turns out to be Dave Grohl. Yes, for some unexplained reason, Dave Grohl was playing drums for Tom Petty. I remember thinking, Hey, look, it’s Dave Grohl! But nothing about it was ever mentioned.

[image: Image] Herman Melville writes, in one of his lengthy letters to his friend Nathaniel Hawthorne, that he wishes he had a paper mill in his house that continually made new paper so he’d never have to stop writing the letter. I just love imagining Hawthorne receiving this entirely insane letter from his somewhat unhinged friend. I mean, Melville had already been sending him these letters that seemed endless, and now he was dreaming of writing him one that was actually endless.

[image: Image] Dances with Wolves beats out Goodfellas for the Best Picture Oscar. This is one of the great tragedies of American history—not just a tragedy but an unfair blow to the ideals of democracy. I don’t know if we as a nation will ever get over this.

[image: Image] J. Robert Oppenheimer watches the first atomic bomb test in the desert, and says, “Now I am become death, the destroyer of worlds.” Okay, if I’d just created the thing that could blow up the world, I don’t know that a citation from the Bhagavad Gita would be the first words from my mouth.

[image: Image] Buffy the Vampire Slayer is canceled. Oppenheimer had nothing on the careless, reckless execs who destroyed the world of Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

[image: Image] Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood is published. This book kind of ruined for everyone the allure of living out in the country. It’s Capote’s fault that every time I stay at a house in the country, I lie awake all night wondering if anyone will hear my screams.

[image: Image] The Addams Family theme song gives birth to the word “ooky.” No one will ever again be left floundering for a word to rhyme with “spooky.”

[image: Image] As Al Gore concedes the 2000 election on national TV, his concession speech knocks The West Wing off the air. That night, we lost both our good fictional President and our good real President, the most crushing double whammy of my lifetime. Justin Gotlieb, may you never know this kind of pain.
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PHOTO ME


Amy Shearn

Amy Shearn is the author of the novel How Far Is the Ocean from Here. She lives in Brooklyn, New York.

We endure the machine’s tidy explosions of light, grinning for pictures that I hope will not expose the mood I am trying hard to keep secret, and then we tumble back out into the muddled dark of the bar and right away Alex fingers the slot for our photos. “They’re not there yet,” I say, as he comes away with something between his thumb and index.

“Treasure!” he says. He looks at the photo for a second, not letting me see, and then pronounces, “Ha.” It’s like he’s reading the word “ha” off of some invisible cue card, and it sounds nothing like actually laughing. He shows me a picture of two strangers from the photo booth and whispers, “Look, it’s you! It’s us!” and my brain turns a corner without me.

“What?” I say, as someone shushes me. It’s that kind of show. The musician who’s playing guitar and singing is a guy whose music I used to love but who I’ve just now realized is actually really boring. People are sitting down, for chris-sakes, on the floor in front of the stage, listening quietly. What a bunch of adults we all are, I think, depressed.

“It’s bizarre-o us,” Alex says.



There are many things I like about Alex, but right now I can’t seem to think of any of them. I have thoughts sometimes that are so mean that I worry about whether someone nearby is a mind reader and will read my mind and know how nasty I am. “What?” I say again, humanely, in a low, adult-alternative-folk-rock-friendly tone.

“They’re just a slightly different version of us. Oh, that’s hilarious,” Alex says, laughlessly.

I study the photo. “This doesn’t look anything like us.”

“Are you kidding? It totally does. Look at that girl.” He smashes his fingertip to her face, then looks around the bar as if trying to find her. “She looks just like you.”

“Like me?” I look at the girl and look at Alex and look at the girl again. My eyes heat up and I accidentally picture them imploding like overcooked cherry tomatoes. “Are you kidding? What, you mean because she has brown hair and glasses? Is this what I look like? Look at her nose!”

This keeps happening to me lately—people keep telling me that I look like other people who strike me as being strange-looking or even homely—and now coming from Alex, with whom I’d thought I might really be on to something, well, I admit that I find it upsetting. Is this Alex’s way of trying to let me know that I’m not as attractive as he thinks I may have been led to believe? Is he worried that I’ve developed some kind of false confidence, that too much flattery has brewed in me an unrealistic worldview? And: If no one can even see the difference between this girl and me, then why do I worry about the way I look so much—why does anyone worry? Who really looks at us?

It is true that we have the same dark-framed glasses, the girl and I, but lots of girls do. We were all told, during the time she was initially famous, that we looked like Lisa Loeb. We were all annoyed, even though we knew it was meant to be a compliment. We’ve all been asked by strangers, “But what if you took off your glasses, just for a second … ?” And it is also true that we have similar hair. It’s not like it’s spectacular hair of any kind. It’s brown, of indeterminate length. It’s just hair. But look at her button nose, at her lashless little eyes!

“Whatever,” Alex says agreeably. He strangles his beer bottle by the neck, as if it had wronged him. Then he sticks his finger in the photo slot again. The machine is unresponsive. I start to understand why the previous couple gave up on waiting, or how you could forget about your photos if you had something better going on. The song ends and everyone claps and another song starts and everyone claps some more. “But this guy definitely looks exactly like me. God, it’s really kind of fucked up. Dude looks just like me!”

It is a photo booth with modern options, the kind meant more for a train station, I think, than for recreation. We’d had a classic fun-house black-and-white strip in mind and had almost not even done the photo booth because of it, and now I see that we were right to think we shouldn’t have. The time stamp at the bottom of the square photo is dated from nearly an hour ago and, because it has just turned midnight, yesterday. Because of this change in date our photo will be stamped with a famous and ominous date, 9/11, but their photo seems like just any other day. Everything is better on their side of midnight.
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