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Praise for
WE LEARN NOTHING


“Tim Kreider’s writing is heartbreaking, brutal, and hilarious—usually at the same time. He can do in a few pages what I need several hours of screen time and tens of millions to accomplish. And he does it better. Come to think of it, I’d rather not do a blurb. I am beginning to feel bad about myself.”
—JUDD APATOW


“Tim Kreider may be the most subversive soul in America and his subversions—by turns public and intimate, political and cultural—are just what our weary, mixed-up nation needs. The essays in We Learn Nothing are for anybody who believes it’s high time for some answers, damn it.”
—RICHARD RUSSO, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of Empire Falls


“Whether he is expressing himself in highly original cartoons that are hilarious visual poems, or in prose that exposes our self-delusions by the way he probes his own experience with candor, Tim Kreider is a writer-artist who brilliantly understands that every humorist at his best is a liberator. Because he is irreverent, makes us laugh, ruffles the feathers of the pretentious and the pompous, and keeps us honest, We Learn Nothing is a pleasure from its first page to the last.”
—CHARLES JOHNSON, bestselling author of Middle Passage
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In We Learn Nothing, satirical cartoonist Tim Kreider turns his funny, brutally honest eye to the dark truths of the human condition, asking big questions about human-sized problems: What if you survive a brush with death and it doesn’t change you? Why do we fall in love with people we don’t even like? What do you do when a friend becomes obsessed with a political movement and won’t let you ignore it? How do you react when someone you’ve known for years unexpectedly changes genders?


Irreverent yet earnest, he shares deeply personal experiences and readily confesses his vices—betraying his addiction to lovesickness, for example, and the gray area that he sees between the bold romantic gesture and the illegal act of stalking.


In these pages, we witness Kreider’s tight-knit crew struggle to deal with a pathologically lying friend who won’t ask for help. We watch him navigate a fraught relationship with a lonely uncle in jail who—as he degenerates into madness—continues to plead for the support of his conflicted nephew. And we cringe as he gets outed as a “moby” at a Tea Party rally. In moments like these, we can’t help but ask ourselves: How far would we go for our own family members, and when is someone simply too far gone to save? Are there truly “bad people,” and if so, should we change them? With a perfect combination of humor and pathos, these essays, peppered with Kreider’s signature cartoons, leave us with newfound wisdom and a unique prism through which to examine our own chaotic journeys through life.


Uncompromisingly candid, sometimes mercilessly so, these comically illustrated essays are rigorous exercises in self-awareness and self-reflection. These are the conversations you have only with best friends or total strangers, late at night over drinks, near closing time.
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Author’s Note



Most of the names of people mentioned in these essays (except for those of my colleagues, Jennifer Boylan, Sarah Glidden, and Matt, aka “Slim Dodger”), as well as certain other identifying details, have been changed. Nothing else has been made up.




When Reinhold Messner returned from the first solo climb of Everest, he was severely dehydrated, and utterly exhausted; he fell down most of the last part of the descent, and collapsed on the Rongbuk glacier, and he was crawling over it on hands and knees when the woman who was his entire support team reached him; and he looked up at her out of a delirium, and said, “Where are all my friends?”


—Kim Stanley Robinson, Red Mars




We Learn Nothing




        
Reprieve



        Fourteen years ago, I was stabbed in the throat. This is kind of a long

            story and less interesting than it sounds. A lot of people have told me about their own

            near-death experiences over the years, often in harrowing medical detail, imagining that

            those details—how many times they rolled the car, how many vertebrae shattered,

            how many months spent in traction—will somehow convey the subjective psychic force

            of the experience, the way some people will relate the whole narrative of a dream in a

            futile attempt to evoke its ambient feeling. Except for the ten or fifteen minutes

            during which it looked like I was about to die, which I would prefer not to relive,

            getting stabbed wasn’t even among the worst experiences of my life. In fact it was

            one of the best things that ever happened to me.


        After my unsuccessful murder I wasn’t unhappy for an entire year.

            Winston Churchill’s aphorism about the exhilaration of being shot at without

            result is verifiably true. I was reminded of an old Ray Bradbury story, “The Lost

            City of Mars,” in which a man finds a miraculous machine that enables him to

            experience his own violent death over and over again, as many times as he likes—in

            locomotive collisions, race car crashes, exploding rocket ships—until he emerges

            flayed of all his Christian guilt and unconscious longing for death, forgiven and free,

            finally alive.


        I can’t claim to have been continuously euphoric

            the whole time; it’s just that, during that grace period, nothing much could

            bother me or get me down. The horrible thing that I’d always dreaded was going to

            happen to me had finally happened. I figured I was off the hook for a while. In a

            parallel universe only two millimeters away—the distance between my carotid and

            the stiletto—I had been flown home in the cargo hold instead of in coach. As far

            as I was concerned everything in this life was what Raymond Carver, in writing of his

            own second chance, called “gravy.”


        My friends immediately mocked me out of my self-consciousness about the

            nerve damage that had left me with a lopsided smile. I started brewing my own dandelion

            wine in a big Amish crock. I listened to old one-hit wonders much too stupid to name in

            print. And I developed a strange new laugh that’s stayed with me to this

            day—a raucous, barking thing that comes from deep in the diaphragm, the laugh of a

            much larger man, that makes people in bars or restaurants look over for a second to make

            sure I’m not about to open up on the crowd with a weapon. I don’t laugh this

            way all the time—certainly not when I’m just being polite. The last time it

            happened was when I told my friend Harold, “You don’t understand me,”

            in mock-wounded protest at some unjust charge of sleazery, and he retorted: “No,

            sir, I understand you very well—it is you who do not understand yourself.”

            The laugh always seems to be in response to the same elusive joke, some dark, hilarious

            universal truth.


        Not for one passing moment did it occur to me to imagine that God Must

            Have Spared My Life for Some Purpose. Even if I’d been the type who was prone to

            such silly notions, I would’ve been rudely disabused of it by the heavy-handed

            coincidence of the Oklahoma City bombing occurring on the same day I spent in a coma. If

            there is some divine plan that requires my survival and the deaths of all those children

            in day care, I respectfully decline to participate. What I had been was not blessed or

            chosen but lucky. Not to turn up my nose at luck; it’s better

            to be lucky than just about anything else in life. And if you’re reading this now

            you’re among the lucky, too.


        I wish I could recommend the experience of not being killed to everyone.

            It’s a truism that this is why people enjoy thrill-seeking pastimes, ranging from

            harmless adrenaline fixes like horror movies and roller coasters to what are essentially

            suicide attempts with safety nets, like bungee jumping and skydiving. The trick is that

            to get the full effect you have to be genuinely uncertain that you’re going to

            survive. The best approximation would be to hire an incompetent, Clouseauesque hit man

            to assassinate you.


        It’s one of the maddening perversities of human psychology that we

            only notice we’re alive when we’re reminded we’re going to die, the

            same way some of us appreciate our girlfriends only after they’ve become exes. I

            saw the same thing happen, in a more profound and lasting way, to my father when he was

            terminally ill: a lightening, an amused indifference to the nonsense that the rest of us

            think of as the serious business of the world. A neighbor was suing my father over some

            property dispute during his illness, but if you tried to talk to him about such

            practical matters he’d just sing you old songs like “A Bird in a Gilded

            Cage” in a silly, quavering falsetto until you gave up. He cared less about things

            that didn’t matter and more about the things that did. It was during his illness

            that he gave me the talk that all my artist friends have envied, in which he told me

            that he and my mother believed in my talent and I shouldn’t worry about getting

            “some dumb job.”


        Maybe people who have lived with the reality of their own mortality for

            months or years are permanently changed by it, but getting stabbed was more like getting

            struck by lightning, over almost as soon as it happened, and the illumination

            didn’t last. You can’t feel crazily grateful to be alive your whole life any

            more than you can stay passionately in love forever—or grieve forever, for that

            matter. Time makes us all betray ourselves and get back to the busywork of living. Before a year had gone by, the same everyday anxieties and

            frustrations began creeping back. I was disgusted to catch myself yelling in traffic,

            pounding on my computer, lying awake at night worrying about what was to become of me. I

            can’t recapture that feeling of euphoric gratitude any more than I can really

            remember the mortal terror I felt when I was pretty sure I had about four minutes to

            live. But I know that it really happened, that that state of grace is accessible to us,

            even if I only blundered across it once and never find my way back. At my cabin on the

            Chesapeake Bay I’ll see bald eagles swoop up from the water with wriggling little

            fish in their talons, and whenever they accidentally drop their catch, I like to imagine

            that fish trying to tell his friends about his own near-death experience, a perspective

            so unprecedented there are no words in the fish language to describe it: for a short

            time he was outside the world, he could see forever, there’s so much more than

            they knew, but he’s glad to be back.


        Once a year on my stabbiversary, I remind myself that this is still my

            bonus life, a round on the house. But now that I’m back in the slog of everyday

            life, I have to struggle to keep things in what I still insist is their true

            perspective. I know intellectually that all the urgently pressing items on our mental

            lists—our careers, car repairs, the daily headlines, the goddamned taxes—are

            just so much noise, that what matters is spending time with the people you love.

            It’s just hard to bear in mind when the hard drive crashes or the shower drain

            clogs first thing in the day. Apparently I can only ever attain that God’s-eye

            view in the grip of the talons.


        I was not cheered to read about psychological studies suggesting that most

            people inevitably return to a certain emotional baseline after circumstantial highs and

            lows. How happy we can hope to be may be as inalterable and unfair as our height or

            metabolism or the age at which we’ll lose our hair. This is reassuring news if

            you’ve undergone some trauma, but less so if your own emotional thermostat is set

            so low it makes you want to phone up the landlord and yell at him.

            You’d like to think that nearly getting killed would be a permanently

            life-altering experience, but in truth it was less painful, and occasioned less serious

            reflection, than certain breakups I’ve gone through. I’ve demonstrated an

            impressive resilience in the face of valuable life lessons, and the main thing I seem to

            have learned from this one is that I am capable of learning nothing from almost any

            experience, no matter how profound. If anything, the whole episode only confirmed my

            solipsistic suspicion that in the story of Me only supporting characters would die,

            while I, its first-person narrator and star, was immortal. It gave me much more of an

            existential turn when my vision started to blur.


        I don’t know why we take our worst moods so much more seriously than

            our best, crediting depression with more clarity than euphoria. We dismiss peak moments

            and passionate love affairs as an ephemeral chemical buzz, just endorphins or hormones,

            but accept those 3 A.M. bouts of despair as unsentimental

            insights into the truth about our lives. It’s easy now to dismiss that year as

            nothing more than the same sort of shaky, hysterical high you’d feel after getting

            clipped by a taxi. But you could also try to think of it as a glimpse of reality, being

            jolted out of a lifelong stupor. It’s like the revelation I had the first time I

            ever flew in an airplane as a kid: when you break through the cloud cover you realize

            that above the passing squalls and doldrums there is a realm of eternal sunlight, so

            keen and brilliant you have to squint against it, a vision to hold on to when you

            descend once again beneath the clouds, under the oppressive, petty jurisdiction of the

            local weather.
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The Creature Walks Among

                Us



        A few years ago an astronaut who’d been jilted in a romantic space

            triangle reportedly donned an adult diaper and drove hundreds of miles across the

            country, armed with pepper spray, a knife, and a BB pistol, to confront her rival.* The news media got a week’s worth of fun out of that story;

            the national consensus amounted to those middle school sneers, “What ever” and “O-kaaaayyyy. . . .” Everyone was

            eager to laugh at that unhappy woman to reassure themselves that she was crazy, her

            behavior incomprehensible. But I knew exactly how she felt.


        I had a perhaps unhealthy empathy for that astronaut because, as it

            happened, around the same time she undertook her own mission, I’d nearly driven

            twenty hours for similar reasons. Not to abduct anyone, of course, ha ha, no, certainly

            not—just to make a desperate last-ditch appeal. The object of my obsession was on

            vacation somewhere on the Carolina shore, and I vaguely pictured myself kneeling in the

            surf, shocking the moms and toddlers around us. I actually got in the car and sat in the

            driveway with my hands on the hot steering wheel, poised to launch. What stayed me was not any awareness that this might be alarming or delusional

            behavior, but only the concern that it might backfire and drive the person in question

            further away from me. At such moments it never occurs to you to question your loyalty to

            the Acme brand, much less ask yourself whether it’s really worth all this trouble

            and personal injury to try to catch one scrawny roadrunner; your only hesitation is in

            choosing between the rocket skates or the earthquake pills. I could understand that

            donning the diaper was not insane but exactly the sort of thoroughness and

            resourcefulness that NASA inculcates in its astronaut corps. When love is at stake, you

            do not waste time on rest stops.


        There’s a fine line between the bold romantic gesture and stalking.

            The tricky crux of the matter is that it depends to a great extent on how that gesture

            is going to be received—which factor, unfortunately, the impetuous suitor/obsessed

            stalker has lost all ability to gauge. A friend of mine reports that all the women

            he’s polled have been enthusiastic advocates of the bold romantic gesture, but

            this, he suspects, is because they’re all automatically picturing John Cusack

            making it, not Steve Buscemi or Peter Lorre or the Creature from the Black Lagoon. Often

            you don’t know whether you’re the hero of a romantic comedy or the villain

            on a Lifetime special until the restraining order arrives.


        That astronaut’s official NASA photo and her police mug shot make

            for instructive before-and-after illustrations of the effects of love, as grimly

            cautionary as ad campaigns about the ravages of crystal meth. I was moved to unpleasant

            recognition by that photo of her face—gaunt and disheveled, deranged, exhausted,

            utterly broken and lost. I had seen that face before, in the mirror. And so, I bet, have

            most of us. We’ve just been lucky enough not to have it photographed for the

            public record. But we shouldn’t let ourselves forget it, or the weeks or months we

            spent curled up weeping on the couch, smashing glassware, kicking through drywall,

            sending ill-advised emails and having wrenching late-night phone conversations, watching whole seasons of TV series at one sitting, listening to the

            one song we could still bear to hear over and over again, planning impulsive romantic

            proposals or scheming terrible revenge. We’ve all worn the diaper.
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        I’m as cheered as anyone when some crusader for family values is

            caught in a cheap motel, a defender of traditional marriage arrested in a men’s

            room, or some censorious guardian of the children has his laptop confiscated. But I

            can’t quite bring myself to join in the smirking over more ordinary lechery and

            weakness—a former governor mooning over his “soul mate” at a press

            conference, a talk-show host confessing on the air to affairs with his interns.* Whom, exactly, do we think we’re kidding? Is all this solemn

            reproach and pretended incomprehension just for the benefit of prigs and evangelicals,

            the same way movies have to be hilariously bowdlerized on TV for the sake of viewers

            under ten? The usual rationale for our nosy interest in the private disgraces of public

            figures is that they show poor judgment, but this is like charging kamikazes with poor

            navigation; these transgressions take place in a realm beyond judgment. The truth is,

            people are ravenous for sex, sociopaths for love. I sometimes like to daydream that if

            we were all somehow simultaneously outed as lechers and perverts and sentimental slobs,

            it might be, after the initial shock of disillusionment, liberating. It might be a

            relief to quit maintaining this rigid pose of normalcy and own up to the outlaws and

            monsters we are.


        Whenever I have to listen to the media’s priggish tittering over the

            latest sex scandal, I feel like a closeted homosexual having to smile tightly through his coworker’s jokes about fags. I’ve had the

            kind of romantic life that would give a biographer a lot to work with, punctuated by

            passionate and disastrous affairs. I enjoyed reading about H. G. Wells, who was an early

            advocate of free love and contraception and a very sloppy practitioner of both. His

            biography is full of lurid scandals like the one in which a pregnant young lover slashed

            her wrists in his study, obliging him to flee to the Continent while it all blew over.

            (I’ve often wished for a Continent to flee to.) It’s easy to forget that

            such lives are more fun to read about than to live. Biographies tend to focus on the

            delirious highs, like Ava Gardner and Frank Sinatra tossing empty champagne bottles out

            of their convertible and shooting out street lights with a pistol on their first date,

            and elide the years when the subject lies alone in bed drinking and watching her own old

            movies on late-night TV. The goal of a life is not to provide material for good stories.

            Because it must also be noted that I’ve spent a larger percentage of my life than

            any sane person would wish crouching on the bathroom floor sobbing into a smelly old

            towel.


        Heartbreak is the common term for this

            condition—a Hallmark euphemism for something that’s about as romantic as

            pancreatitis. I’ve endured three or four let’s call them episodes in my

            life. Which may not seem like all that many unless you’re a friend of mine

            who’s had to watch. I would not want to relive even one second of those times, nor

            would I wish them on anyone else, but I also don’t know if I can relate to anyone

            who hasn’t gone through them. (I respect people who had to quit drinking lest it

            kill them, but those who never saw the appeal of the stuff in the first place seem not

            quite to be trusted.) At such times we are certainly not at our best but we are

            undeniably at our most human—utterly vulnerable, naked and laid open, a mess.


        Whenever I overhear someone talking on a cell phone about an illicit

            affair or excruciating divorce, or read the anguished confessions on postsecret.com or

            the hopeless mash notes in the “missed connections” ads,

            it feels like a glimpse into the secret history of the world. It belies the consensual

            pretense that the main thing going on in this life is work and the making of money. I

            love it when passion rips open that dull nine-to-five façade and bares the writhing

            orgy of need underneath. Seeing someone working at her laptop in a coffee shop, you

            construct a fantasy of her as smart, hardheaded, and competent—All

            Business—but then when her girlfriend arrives she pours out the same old story of

            crushed-out delusion, drunken flirting, mixed signals, and trick questions. It thrilled

            me to overhear my postmaster, whom I’d never imagined as a Byronic hero, saying

            mournfully into the phone: “Shelly and me never meant for anything to happen. It

            just happened.” Listen to some country songs, the music of the heartland, that

            alleged bastion of family values: lachrymose ballads about loving the wrong man, killing

            your wife in a jealous rage, truckers and waitresses suffering Shakespearian torments,

            torn between passion and virtue.


        My friend Lauren once told me that she could totally

            understand—which is not the same as sympathize with—those losers who kill

            their exes and/or their exes’ new lovers, that black, annihilating

            If-I-can’t-have-her-then-no-one-else-will impulse, because it’s so painful

            to know that the person you love is still out there in the world, living their life,

            going to work and laughing with friends and drinking margaritas. It’s a lesser

            hurt than grief, but, in a way, crueler—it’s more like being dead yourself,

            and having to watch life go on without you. I loved her for owning up to this. Not that

            Lauren or I—or you—would ever do any such thing ourselves. But I sometimes

            wonder whether the line between those of us who don’t do such things and the few

            who do is as impermeable as we like to think. Anytime I hear about another one of us

            gone berserk, shooting up his ex’s office or drowning her kids to free herself up

            for her Internet boyfriend, the question I always ask is not, like every other

            tongue-clucking pundit in the country, how

            could this have happened? but why doesn’t this happen every day? It makes me proud of

            all of us who are secretly going to pieces behind closed doors but still somehow keeping

            it together for the public, collaborating in the shaky ongoing effort of not letting

            civilization fall apart for one more day.


        This kind of anarchic, Dionysian love doesn’t give a shit about

            commitments or institutions; it smashes our illusions about what kind of people we are,

            what we would and would not do, exposing the difference between what we want to want and what we really want. We may choose friendships

            based on common interests and complementary qualities, but our reasons for falling in

            love are altogether more irrational, projections of our most infantile wants and

            pathology. (Lovers know that it feels less as if they’ve chosen each other than as

            if they’ve both been chosen by something else.) Seeing the people our friends are

            attracted to often illuminates aspects of their personalities we don’t recognize.

            Sometimes it reveals something unexpectedly beautiful, as when a driven careerist

            marries a feckless artist, or a glamorous woman mentions that her first boyfriend was

            disfigured. But sometimes the things we learn about them are things we would’ve

            preferred not to see. Their voices change around their lovers in ways that make us

            cringe to hear. A lot of couples look disturbingly alike. (I remember meeting one couple

            who I at first assumed were identical twins until I saw them kiss. It somehow seemed

            like a depressing indictment of our whole species’ capacity for loving anything

            even slightly other than ourselves, as well as negating the whole point of the last

            billion years of sexual reproduction. Why not just bud like hydras if we’re going

            to mate with our doubles?) Our lovers are summoned up by the most primal and naked parts

            of ourselves. Introducing these people to our friends and family is, in a way, more

            heedlessly exhibitionistic than posting nude photos or sex tapes of ourselves online;

            it’s like letting everyone watch our uncensored dreams.


        I have watched my female friends’ reactions as

            they’ve met some of my girlfriends. I could see them thinking: Really? (People of the same gender, or impartial sexual orientation, can see

            more easily through the camouflage of beauty.) These friends are like my sisters; they

            know me well and love me, and I respect their opinions and trust their judgment. And

            yet, on those occasions, I smiled defiantly into their eyes, beaming the telepathic

            message back at them: It doesn’t matter what you think.

            Later they would get to hold me as I wept. There’s no reasoning with someone in

            this state: your best option is to cold-cock him and dump him on a boat bound for Hong

            Kong with a note pinned to his shirt: Sorry. Doing you a favor. Thank

                me later. I’ve known so many people who claimed to be happy in

            relationships in which, to the outside observer, they appeared to be miserable. When

            they finally broke up with their beloved antagonists they described themselves as

            bereft, even though to everyone around them they seemed possessed of new energy, health,

            and good humor. What the people in these relationships are is not “happy”;

            it’s something more necessary than happiness, for which we don’t have a word

            in our language.


        I have known some people who selected their mates on the same bases on

            which they chose friends: affinity, compatibility, common goals. I like to believe that

            these people are innocent of true passion, that they haven’t yet met the person

            for whom they would forfeit everything. What I fear they actually are is emotionally

            healthy. I have one friend who had a history, in adolescence and early adulthood, of

            attractions to brilliant, self-absorbed, alcoholic men, and after one especially

            damaging relationship she simply decided never to get involved with that kind of man

            again, and married someone altogether different. I find this admirable, but it is also

            alien to me. I recently met a very difficult but beautiful ex-girlfriend for coffee, and

            as we were talking I had two epiphanies: 1) I do not even like this person and yet 2) I

            would sneak off to the bathroom with her right now. With some people, it’s all a

                foregone conclusion once you get close enough to inhale the

            scent of their hair.


        I have loved women who were saner and kinder than me, for whom I became

            the best version of myself. But it’s also a relief to be with someone who’s

                not better than you, who’s just as bad and likes it.

            With these women, I didn’t have to impersonate a better person than myself; we

            were complicit, accomplices. They each had a streak of reckless selfishness, a readiness

            to wreck everything. One threw her mother’s fifteen-thousand-dollar engagement

            ring into a mountain lake in token of her vow never again to submit to monogamy. Another

            I will always remember in afternoon barlight as she suddenly swept a tableful of peanut

            shells onto the sawdust floor, crying “Hah!” with lusty abandon. I had to

            turn my face away; I knew then that we were in too far to back out. It was like that

            floating, slow-motion moment before the roller coaster begins its heady, accelerating

            descent. I still have a piece of art that another lover bought for me, a cartoon by one

            J. W. Banks showing two hapless characters in a single-propeller plane that’s

            hurtling earthward, streaming flames: “Oh my God forgive me I’ve

            lieded,” the one in the pilot’s seat confesses aloud. “Mo, I never

            flew one of these things before. I forgot our chute’s and we going to

            crash.” His comrade Mo, to whom this is all clearly news, clutches the sides of

            the cockpit, his mouth popped open in a comical little O?! of

            alarm. It was meant as a rueful joke; we still thought we knew very well that we

            didn’t know what we were doing, what kind of dangerous contraption we’d

            gotten ourselves into. We adored feeling out of control, the intoxication of free fall.

            We didn’t know yet how far down it was.


        Even in the midst of these deliriums, some tiny, invincibly sane part of

            my brain, like the last surviving scholar barricaded in the library of a burning city,

            realized that the intensity of emotion I was experiencing was disproportionate to my

            actual investment in these relationships. I spent a summer racked with loss over a woman

            with whom I’d had only four weekends and a lot of phone calls,

            which we mostly spent listening to each other breathe. I wasted a year of my life

            torturing myself with jealousy and rage over someone I knew I didn’t want to be

            with; what I wanted was not to lose her. That passion took these women as its objects as

            arbitrarily, and as indispensably, as a fetish fixates on an elbow or stiletto or a

            bathtub full of flan. Those emotional cataclysms were not only incommensurate to the

            circumstances but felt much bigger than I was, like a lightning strike channeled through

            a 60-watt bulb. I knew—not that it helped—that this must be some awful

            abreaction, erupting from someplace deeper inside me than I knew I went. I was like a

            luckless hiker blown apart by old unexploded ordnance from a war he’d never even

            heard of. Anyone who’s read Freud or spent time in therapy or just listened to

            call-in radio shows knows that these episodes are reenactments of old infantile

            melodramas, unexorcised abandonments or betrayals. (The imperious fury I felt at these

            breakups was like nothing else I’ve ever experienced in adulthood, but anyone

            who’s heard an infant waking up alone in the night would recognize the howling.)

            The trick, I suppose, is to find someone with a touch of the pathology you require, but

            not so much that it will destroy you. But, as with drinking just enough to feel mellow

            and well-disposed toward the world, but not so much that you end up vomiting in the

            street, this can take some trial and error to calibrate.


        These erotic addictions have only occasionally overlapped with, or

            unexpectedly become, what I’d call love. Love tends to sneak up on me over a

            period of years, and had less the quality of some transfiguring vision than of simple

            recognition, like suddenly seeing the answer to a puzzle that’s been obvious all

            along. Someone shows you the rabbit’s foot she just bought, explaining, “It

            was the last green one,” or simply reaches out and takes your lapel to steady

            herself as the subway decelerates into the station, and you realize: Uh-oh. Even though those breakups and disentanglements hurt, and it may always make me a little sad to see those women, they are the ones I will

            love for life, the ones I’d want to have by my deathbed. The kind of bond I feel

            with the women I’ve fallen so horribly in love with is more involuntary, as

            arbitrary and indissoluble as the one that unites the survivors of some infamous

            disaster. One of my former lovers proposed having T-shirts made as souvenirs for all the

            participants in/casualties of our affair that would read Armageddon

                ’97. She finds this funnier than I do.


        It came as a belated epiphany to me when I learned that the Greeks had

            several different words for the disparate phenomena that in English we indiscriminately

            lump together under the label love. Our inability to

            distinguish between, say, eros (sexual love) and storgé (the love that grows out of friendship) leads to

            more than semantic confusion. Careening through this world with such a crude taxonomical

            guide to human passion is as foolhardy as piloting a plane ignorant of the difference

            between stratus and cumulonimbus,

            knowing only the word cloud.


        I don’t know whether I would trade in those dizzying highs to rid

            myself of the memory of the crashes and wreckage. About the best thing I got out of any

            of those affairs was a really good pie crust recipe. But if anyone were to ask me,

            “Have you ever been in love?” I could at least say, with the same sort of

            rueful pride as a recovering alcoholic who’s asked whether he’s ever been

            known to take a drink: “Oh, yes.” I’ve known kisses so narcotic they

            made my eyes roll back in my head. For a few weeks one winter I walked around feeling

            like I had a miniature sun in my heart. I learned that making out on the subway is one

            of those things, like smoking cigars or riding Jet-Skis, that is obnoxious and repulsive

            when other people do it but incredibly fun when it is you. And there are still songs

            that, whenever I hear them, whatever I’m doing, will send me into a moment’s

            exquisite reverie, like an old injury’s twinge at an oncoming storm. Maybe one

            reason artists seems so susceptible to love affairs is that being in love is one of the

                only times when life is anything like art—when we actually

            feel the way torch songs and arias sound, the way Gene Kelly looks singing in the rain.

            It might all have been worth it if I’d been the only one hurt.

OEBPS/images/common1.jpg





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/f0iii-01.jpg
We Learn
Nothing

Essays and Cartoons

Tim Kreider

EEEEEEEEE
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY NEW DELHI





OEBPS/images/f0006-02.jpg
TWROTE AGREAT VERSIONTOMY |
FRIEND AARON FROM MY HOSPITAL
BED IN CRETE. T BEGAN:

J i o
bl
//w//;j:/%

P
ff;/,_’;’fi//,%/f/

g

PAGES LATER, I FINALLY BROKE
MY OSTENSIBLE NEW'S:
o





OEBPS/images/f0006-01.jpg
THERE'S A CRUCIAL PHASE EARLY IN ING OF A STORY WHEN T
FLUID; IT HASN'T YET COALESCED wro /rs CANONVCAL FOR. YOU' RE
FIXING THE BEST DETALS, ELIDING: CERTAN aa&w@ OluNCowszm‘rAch,
LEARNING HOW/ To STRUCTURE. AND TIME IT FOR EFFECT. YOU'RE sn nwwc
QUT WHAT KD OF STORY IT 1S~ COMIC,0R Rm Ic, ORTRAG

RIGHT BEFORE THEY PUT HE
1 sro»in ™ sw(snwwwnm

HE SORTOF SHLED AND.
SHRUGGED AND SAID,SORE”






OEBPS/images/f0006-03.jpg
T CUSTOM-DESIGNED AVERSION TO TELL MY
MOTHER LONG -DISTANCE ~A MASTERPIECE
N, CAREFULLY CO! smucrzpm
K 'NOOPENING IN WHICH TO PANIC.

2
SHED CALMLY ABSORBED

Ms INFORMATION, GONE BACK TO SLEEP, THEN

WOKE UP A FEW HOURSLATER AND FREAKED O








OEBPS/images/des.jpg







OEBPS/images/f0009-01.jpg










OEBPS/images/f0009-02.jpg
8Y NOW I'VETOLD IT SO MANY TIMES

HARDTO SEPARATE THE STORY rkom THE RZALIT%—
LIKE THOSE CHILDHOOD Mj THAT ARE
NLY R ES OF H






OEBPS/images/f0009-03.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781439198728_cover.jpg
Essays and Cartoons

AP : :
(™ Tim Kreider
Author of Twilight of the Assholes

)
- ,vm,fl’( u)






OEBPS/images/f0008-03.jpg
YEARS I REALIZED THAT
RGO!NG- TO BE DONE TELLING TH!
STDI()’ AS LONG AS I KEPT MEETING PEOPLE
T WOULD ALWAY'S HAYE TO TELL IT AGAIN.






OEBPS/images/f0008-01.jpg
MY TELLING OF THE STORY REACHED ITS MOST PERFECT REFINEMENT THE TIME
I TOLD IT IN FRONT OF My FRIEND ANNIE —~ WHO HAD ALREADY HEARD IT;
AND FAMOUSLLY CARES FOR NO ONE BUT HERSELF —AND IT MADE HER WEEP.

(ANNIE ALSO WEEPS AT THE THEME FROM“THE INCREDIBLE HULK)





OEBPS/images/f0008-02.jpg
EVENTUALLY IT GOT FORMALIZED
AND BORING FOR ME, THE WAY
PERFORMANCE GOES STALE.






OEBPS/images/des2.jpg





OEBPS/images/promo.jpg
Sign Up Here





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0010-04.jpg
(REATE. A WORK OF ART
INSPIRED B HER!

(THE LADIES CANNOT RESIST)





OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg
S T2, 5 P,
SENDEHCEKﬁg{/






OEBPS/images/f0010-02.jpg
"THE HINCKLEY”
SHOOT THE PRESIDENT.

STILLTHE

ONLY PRESIDENT

WORTH SHOOTING.






OEBPS/images/f0010-03.jpg
“PER ASPERA AD AHOR:
PUTON AN ADULT DIAPRR,






OEBPS/images/f0007-01.jpg
T PEVELOPED TWO DIFFERENT VERSIONS: THE LONG VERSION,
WHICH INCLUPED MY OBSESSIVE SEARCH FOR VIETNAM NOVELIST
(GUSTAY HASFORD. WHO'D GONE TO GREECE TO DRINK HIMSELF TO
DEATH—AWHOLE JUNGIAN ODYSSEY INTO PEATH AND REBIRTH!







OEBPS/images/f0007-03.jpg
THE ROLE OF THE GIRL INVOLVED
CHANGED CONSIDERABLY FROM
EARLY DRAFTS, ESPECIALLY AFTER
SHE TRIED TO MOVE IN WITH ME.






OEBPS/images/f0007-02.jpg
.AND THERE WAS THE. SHORT VERSION,
FOR CCASUAL ACQUAINTANCES: JZIST
ORY OF RANDOM VIOLENCE.












OEBPS/images/des1.jpg





