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Care and Feeding

The year my sister Amy was invited to play Mrs. Claus in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade was the same year Hugh had his hip replaced.

“It somehow makes sense that these two things are happening within a week of each other,” I said.

“Except I’m not doing it,” Amy told me.

It was nearly midnight, and we were in my apartment in New York, gathered in the living room. The view from the window looked like the backdrop of a talk show—a jumble of tall buildings with thousands of lit windows, some of them winking. “How can you not play Mrs. Claus?” I asked.

Amy ticked off the reasons on her fingers. “One: They want me there at three a.m. Two: It’s supposed to rain. And three: They’re not paying me anything.”

“Macy’s doesn’t pay Mrs. Claus?” I asked, surprised in the same way I’d be if I’d learned that she—Mrs. Claus—had been married before, maybe to another woman, like, “What? That can’t be true!”

With us in the living room were two Frenchmen whom Hugh and I know from Normandy: Olivier, who owns a donkey and had been teaching himself English with the language-learning app Duolingo, and David, who also has a donkey but spoke no English whatsoever. Still, he could understand by my tone that something outrageous was happening.

“Qu’est-ce qui se passe?” he asked.

“The department store that calls itself the House of Macy will not give money to the bride of Father Christmas,” I said in French. “For us, this is unacceptable!”

Olivier and David had arrived a week earlier and were staying with us until the Saturday after Thanksgiving. It was their first trip to New York, and they were overwhelmed by how loud and crowded the city was. My sister Gretchen, who lives in North Carolina, was also staying with us, and though I was happy to see her and our French friends, I’d just returned from a long tour and had not had any time alone—or alone with just Hugh—since mid-September. We have a good deal of room in our New York apartment. It’s not like anyone was sleeping on a sofa or hanging wet towels off the doorknobs. I just resented having to adjust my schedule. Houseguests meant less time at my desk both in the morning and in the evening, when, mainly because of Gretchen, we had to eat dinner earlier than usual. I can put up with a lot, but when my work schedule is interrupted I get antsy. It didn’t help that just four days after Gretchen was due to leave, Hugh would be checking into the hospital for hip surgery. “And don’t think I’m not going to need you,” he said over Thanksgiving dinner.

A whiz in the kitchen, Hugh makes all our meals, and when I suggested that he could probably still manage—“I’m sure other people have. Can’t you cook, like, from a wheelchair or something?”—he said, “No, you’re going to do it. Three times a day and for as long as I need you to.” He poured himself a glass of wine. “I could be out of commission for months!”

“Yes, but you don’t know that for a fact,” I reminded him. “I’m sure there are people who recover from a hip replacement in a matter of days. You just don’t hear about them.”

David asked what we were talking about, and I said, in French, “After the hospital, he wants to make a strike!”

However difficult Hugh’s operation would be, I doubted that it could be worse than the year and a half leading up to it. There wasn’t a particular day when he started complaining about his pain—he’s always done that to some degree. Rather, it shifted from his back or his sciatica to his hip, then stayed there and intensified.

“Ow!” he’d cry, wincing as he sat down at the lunch or dinner table, as he bent before the oven or even looked at a stepladder. Hugh never says anything so simple as “I have a headache” or “My finger hurts.” Instead he describes his pain in detail, the way he might to a doctor who’d just said, “Tell me everything, and I want you to be as specific as possible.”

I know when he’s on the phone with his mother because all his talk will be about his sore wrist, his swollen joint, the cut on his foot. When I offer to get him an ice pack, an ibuprofen, a Band-Aid, he’ll say in a voice that is weak but also bitter, “That’s OK. I’ll get it myself later if I need to.”

“They don’t hand out medals for needless suffering,” I’ll remind him.

“You don’t know what it’s like,” he’ll tell me.

I know all about kidney stones and gum surgery. I know about broken ribs and urinary tract infections. When it came to hip pain, though, he had me.

His groaning would sometimes wake me in the middle of the night.

“Listen,” I’d tell him, “if I could take your pain and suffer it myself, I would, if only to get a decent night’s sleep.”

This went on day after day, until I could no longer remember its absence. Hugh became a nonstop grouse. Ghosts in movies moaned less than he did. Still, it took a lot to get him to see a specialist. “The doctor said it’s bone on bone,” he reported after returning from his appointment. “Do you have the slightest idea what that feels like?”

Two months after Thanksgiving, Hugh would turn sixty- five and be eligible for Medicare, but even that was too long to wait. Luckily, we have health insurance, and it appeared that our plan would cover the brunt of the cost. And so, in what seemed like very little time, he was scheduled for surgery at one of the hospitals within a short walking distance of our apartment. There are a number of them, so many that when our friend Tracey was looking for a place on the Upper East Side and we suggested our part of it, she instead chose to get something thirty blocks north. “All the Google Street Views I looked at in your neighborhood showed people who were crying,” she told us.

It’s something I hadn’t noticed until she’d said it. Then I thought, She’s right! If our sidewalks are clean, it’s likely due to a steady downpour of tears, mostly in the vicinity of Memorial Sloan Kettering.

The place Hugh went to was called the Hospital for Special Surgery. “It’s the best,” his doctor said, as did many of the retired residents in our building who’d had their hips and knees and shoulders replaced there. “If you need a walker or a wheelchair, just ask,” any of them would tell us. “I’ve got one in the basement!”

One neighbor said she still had some painkillers left. Another offered to loan us her comfort-height toilet seat. Hugh passed but wound up buying his own. “The doctor says I’ll need it,” he told me.

The sight of the puffy, foot-tall toilet seat in our home was too much for me, a specter of death no less chilling than the Grim Reaper himself. I said, “Next, bring in a coffin, why don’t you?”

The day before his surgery, Hugh talked to his older brother John in Washington State, then limped into my office to recap their conversation. “He said he really wished he was here to help take care of me.”

I looked up from my laptop. “Call him back.”

“I don’t know that he really meant it,” Hugh said.

I handed him my phone. “Sure he did. Call him. Do it now.”

“John can’t afford a last-minute ticket across the country,” Hugh told me. “And I know for a fact that he won’t want to drive three hours from his house to the Seattle airport.”

“He won’t have to,” I said. “Call him.”

That was at three p.m. New York time. By five, a hired car was heading to Port Angeles to collect Hugh’s brother, and by midnight John was in a first-class seat to JFK, where another car would be waiting to deliver him to our apartment.

I said to Amy, “It’s worth every penny.”

I like all of Hugh’s siblings. Each is creative in his or her own way. John, for instance, can make a sculpture out of anything. Hand him an empty sardine tin, three chopsticks, and a broken calculator, and he’ll turn them into something remarkable. He’s a wonderful writer as well, and a huge reader. John is warm and inquisitive. He’s bighearted and energetic, and I’ve always looked forward to his visits, especially now. “He can cook, right?” I asked.

“Well, sure,” Hugh said, “but it’s just regular stuff he makes for his grandkids. Pork chops, macaroni and cheese, that kind of thing.”

“That’ll do,” I told him, “at least until you can stand on your feet long enough to pan-fry scallops.”

John hadn’t yet arrived when I collected Hugh’s overnight bag and accompanied him to the hospital for his operation. For years, I’d heard horror stories about American health care, but this place was first-rate. After checking in, we were led to a small, spotless room with curtains for walls. There was an examining table set up, and after Hugh had changed into a medical gown, we were visited by six staff members, starting with a nurse who inserted an IV into the back of his hand and cleaned out his nose with iodine. An aide shaved and then washed the hip that needed replacing. Then came another nurse, who took a vial of Hugh’s blood and asked a series of questions, including “When did you last have a bowel movement?”

I put my fingers in my ears and made the noise of a hundred thousand bees.

“Are you OK?” the young woman asked.

“We don’t do things like that,” I told her, rocking back and forth, my fingers still in my ears.

“Things like what?”

“We don’t have bowel movements,” I explained. “The bathrooms at our house are for soaking in the tub and brushing our teeth—that’s it. Nothing else has ever happened there.”

I know couples who sit on the toilet with the door open, who merrily pass gas in front of each other and discuss their evacuations in graphic detail. But Hugh and I are not those people. Hearing his answer to the nurse’s question could have possibly destroyed me, so I kept my fingers in my ears until she left and the anesthesiologist arrived. Then came another nurse and, finally, the surgeon—Dr. Reif—who, we learned, had just amputated a leg.

Sitting in the curtained-off room, listening as patients to the left and right of us were asked about their bowel movements, too, I realized that I had never seen Hugh frightened before. “You’ll be fine,” I told him, patting his hand and noticing for the first time that it had age spots on it.

At eleven a.m., right on schedule, a gurney pulled up. Hugh was outfitted with a bonnet, and after he was wheeled away I went home to meet John, who has visited us in France and England but, like Olivier and David, had never been to New York. All the Hamrick brothers are handsome, though in slightly different ways, like dogs born in different litters to the same purebred parents. John’s jaw is squarer than Hugh’s and Sam’s, and his thick hair, even as he turns seventy, has hardly any gray in it. His gait is looser and he’s more affectionate, always ready to lay a hand on your shoulder and perhaps surprise you with a sloppy kiss on the cheek.

“Ick,” I said when we greeted each other. “Get off me!”

Walking from my apartment to the Morgan Library, where we would have lunch, took three times as long as it normally would because John kept stopping in the middle of the sidewalk to look up: “Wow. Did you see the detail on that building?”

A woman slammed into his back, the way I myself have done a thousand times when a tourist, oblivious to the people around them, quits moving in order to gawk and point.

“You could at least apologize!” John shouted after her once she’d skittered around him, muttering.

We were eating when the surgeon called to say that he had finished and that there had been no complications.

It hadn’t occurred to me that anything might have gone wrong, though I suppose it easily could have. Eight years earlier, John’s wife, Nita—a woman he’d been with since he was fourteen, the mother of his child—died of a blood clot after breaking her leg. Totally unexpected, and his entire life was derailed. I’m still not sure how he makes it from one day to the next and in such good humor. Time helps, I imagine, as do all the philosophy books he reads. For a while he saw a therapist. Now he dates a woman who lives down the street from him and makes her own greeting cards.

It’s amazing how quickly doctors can get hip-replacement patients back on their feet. The morning after the operation, John and I entered the hospital and found Hugh shuffling down a hallway. He had a physical therapist by his side and was using a walker—but still!

Getting him home a short time later involved a thick cushion and a car with plenty of legroom. “Ow!” he said whenever I tried to help. “You’re making everything worse!”

In the apartment he steered his walker toward the bed. “I’m going to need you to take my shoes off,” he said to me, adding as I began to do so, “Slowly! Now put my slippers on—not like that! Get me my shoehorn!”

He needed a blanket, his phone, a glass of water. “Not that much water!” he complained when I handed it to him. There were prescriptions to be picked up, and sickroom equipment—for instance, an adjustable stool he’d need when getting in and out of bed. I went to four different places looking for one. At CVS, I came upon a well-dressed white-haired woman who had in her shopping cart a pack of wet wipes and eight quart-size cartons of half-and-half.

“God, that’s a lot of half-and-half,” I said to her. “Who on earth needs that much?”

“I’m having guests,” she snapped, and I scurried away.

That evening I went with Amy to our friend Mike’s for dinner.

“I can’t believe you’re abandoning me,” Hugh said as I dressed to leave.

I reminded him that it had been on the calendar for months. “And I’m not abandoning you—John is here.”

It was nice to get away, if only for a few hours. To have someone bring me bowls of nuts and glasses of water. At the table, I mentioned the lady who’d growled at me in CVS. Then Mike told us about a friend of his who’d spotted Ted Koppel carrying a basketful of avocados at a farm stand in Maryland.

“Making guacamole?” the friend had asked.

“None of your goddamn business,” he reportedly answered.

I recapped the evening for Hugh the following morning, saying that there were plenty more parties coming up. “Hopefully you can come with me to Antonio’s Christmas lunch in two weeks. We had so much fun last year, remember?”

“Two weeks!” Hugh gestured toward his swollen outstretched leg. “Look at me! Are you out of your mind?”

John, who had gone out that morning to buy a juicer, set a glass of what looked like wet cement in front of his brother and raised his voice, which was unlike him. “My God, David. He’s just had major surgery!”

I raised my voice in return. “Well, excuse me! I thought that eventually he might get better!”

By outsourcing Hugh’s care, I had shut myself out of his recovery. Now I wanted back in, but it was too late. After saying, “Whatever you do, don’t give him a bell,” Amy brought Hugh an empty can she’d put a few quarters into.

Clang, clang, clang, I’d hear while sitting at my desk. Clang, clang.

“How can I help?” I’d ask, racing into the bedroom.

“John is downstairs,” Hugh would say. “Go get him and tell him I need to put my socks on.”

I’d roll up my sleeves. “I can do that for you.”

“Just go get John.”

The two were inseparable and would convene each morning to dissect their dreams. “So I’m back home in Port Angeles under a pitch-black sky, frying—get this—pennies in a skillet,” I caught John saying a week after his arrival, as he sat on the edge of the bed, massaging oil into Hugh’s feet. “I might be wrong, but I’m interpreting this to mean I could use more copper and iron in my diet.”

At meals, the brothers would reflect on their childhood in Africa. “Remember that CIA agent who had a crush on Mom in Djibouti?” “What was the name of that Belgian nun in Ethiopia who we gave our monkey to?”

It made it hard to join the conversation. This as opposed to when Amy would visit. Shortly after Hugh’s operation, she had her elderly rabbit, Tina, put to sleep. A few days later, nose stuffed up and with puffy eyes, she came to dinner.

“Is it a cold?” John asked.

“Actually,” Amy said, “I think I’m allergic to Tina’s ghost.”

Hugh has a sister named Ann, and one morning I walked into the dining room and found him talking with her on speakerphone. “Do you have comfortable enough chairs?” she asked.

The answer would normally be yes, but, on account of his hip, he had to be raised up while sitting. “There are a few that are OK if I put a cushion on them,” Hugh told her, gesturing for me to refill his coffee cup. “At my doctor’s office yesterday I saw one that would be perfect, but there’s no way David would allow it into the apartment. It’s too ugly.”

“Well, screw him,” I heard Ann say. “We’re talking about your health here!”

The next morning, she sent Hugh a text that read, Is David any help to you?

Before he could answer, I picked up his phone and typed None at all, adding an emoji—my first time ever—of a skunk.

I expected her to respond with You’re kidding or I don’t believe that for one second.

Instead she wrote, That sort of angers me. But then, he’s so self-involved.

Rather than texting her back, I returned to my office and resumed writing in my diary. Self-involved, indeed, I thought. Hugh hadn’t shown me the chair he was talking to Ann about, but if it was truly that ugly, I’m sure he wouldn’t have wanted it either. Why was I the villain here?

Hugh went off his painkillers after the third day. After the eighth, he cast aside his walker and was able to get around using a cane. He made it to the lobby, slowly, then all the way to the corner. Now that he didn’t need quite as much attention, I started taking John to see a bit of the city. One afternoon, on the C train, we came upon a man who had peed on himself—and had likely been doing so for quite a while. The stench of old urine was so intense that it had emptied half the subway car. Neither awake nor asleep, he sat slumped beside a dribbling vodka bottle, muttering.

Check, I thought, since that’s something every visitor to New York needs to see. After looking at this man for a moment or two, John remarked not on the smell or on the ridiculous Santa hat the man wore but on his hands. “Did you notice how beautiful they are?” he asked.

I took him to lunch at a deli in Carnegie Hill. Just as our orders arrived, I heard someone ask, “Can we get a picture?”

Must I? I thought, looking to my right and realizing that the person was talking not to me but to Kevin Spacey.

“Hasn’t he been canceled?” John asked much more loudly than he needed to.

“It still counts as a star sighting,” I told him, thinking, Check!

We went to the Met and MoMA, then to the most garish of souvenir shops so that John could buy sweatshirts for his grandsons. In Times Square, he stood stock-still and took photos of billboards as people who work in that neighborhood cursed the pair of us. I said to Hugh when we got home, “I even took him to see the tree at Rockefeller Center.”

That was huge, as no one in their right mind goes anywhere near Rockefeller Center from Thanksgiving to mid-January or so.

“What do you want, a medal?” Hugh asked.

I tried to remember that he was still in pain and that, trapped inside for all but thirty minutes a day, he was going a little stir-crazy. It was hard for both of us but became surprisingly easier when, shortly before Christmas, John returned to Washington State. On that morning, I accompanied Hugh to his surgeon’s office for a follow-up appointment.

“Any questions?” Dr. Reif asked after removing Hugh’s bandage to examine the wound.

“Yes,” I said. “Do you see any reason why he can’t cook Christmas dinner? We have nine guests coming, and he’s threatening to have it catered.”

The doctor replaced the bandage. “Oh, I think he’s up to it. That said, you might want to take a few shortcuts, use Stove Top stuffing rather than homemade, that sort of thing.”

“Stuffing from a box?” I said when we were back on the street. “Stuffing, period? As if we’d have turkey on Christmas Day! That man did not know who he was talking to, did he?”

“No, he did not,” Hugh sniffed, raising his cane to hail a cab. And, with that, he was back. Christmas nearly killed him, but no shortcuts were taken. He made a second entrée for the vegetarians and two desserts. Given a few more days, he might have even churned his own butter.

I left New York in early January to go back on tour, and when I saw Hugh again six weeks later, he was fully recovered. Walking, swimming, racing up and down the stairs. “It’s a miracle!” he said.

I once met a young man who’d discovered by accident that one of his kidneys was dead inside him. Doctors removed it, and when I asked what happened to the cavity he said that his other organs had shifted slightly to occupy it. That’s what happened to the space Hugh had filled with his pain. It’s not like we ended up devoting it exclusively to politics or art appreciation, though both subjects grew larger, as did talk of our families and our friends. As he became his old self again, the pleasantness of our life together just sort of swelled, crowding out everything but half a bottle of OxyContin and a really tall toilet seat now gathering cobwebs beside an aluminum walker in our building’s dank, uninviting basement.







Little America

There’s a hotel I’m fond of in Salt Lake City called the Little America, sort of a five-star motel, really. The old two-story part was built in the early ’50s, then later a tower was added. There are those who might complain that the rooms feel dated, but nothing’s shabby. The Little America has been lovingly cared for and has an enchanting coffee shop. I’ve always liked it there; then I heard a story that made me like it even more. Apparently a guest was in the lobby, making himself a bit too much at home, when a man in a suit walked over and asked him to please take his feet off the coffee table.

“And who are you?” the guest reportedly asked.

“I am the owner of this hotel,” the man said.

I think of this exchange all the time and wish that I could clone this guy—make an army of him. Few things drive me crazier than people who put their feet up on the furniture. You see it all the time at the airport—passengers lying on the banquettes with their dirty sneakers, or maybe they’re crouching on chairs in the waiting area, looking as if they might spring up at any moment. You see them on trains, propping their wet boots on the empty seat that’s facing them. The conductor comes to punch their tickets and says nothing, the thinking being, You never know who might have a weapon and pop off. It’s not worth your life.

I’d love it if the man in the suit would march down the aisle of every train in the world, saying, “Hey, get your feet off that.”

“And who the hell are you?” people might ask.

“I own that seat,” he would tell them. Then, on the off chance the slob with their feet up was unhinged, the man in the suit would preemptively shoot them in the face, really fast, like a cobra strikes. Or it could be a woman in a suit, or someone who’s nonbinary—the important thing would be to execute the passenger super quickly because, even though they might take their feet off the seat for a few minutes, what are the odds they’ll actually learn a lifelong lesson?

“So, you don’t support the death penalty for murder, but you do for putting your feet up on the furniture?” a person might ask me.

“Absolutely,” I’d say, though not just for that. I also recommend instant death for littering and for not having your ID ready to show to the TSA officer at the airport. I was on the verge of advocating it for listening to music without headphones on, but then I had an experience on the train I regularly take from London to Sussex. It’s an hour-and-fifteen-minute-long trip, nothing compared to the three and a half hours it used to take Hugh and me to go from Paris to Normandy. On a French train, more often than not I’d board and find someone occupying my reserved seat. “I’m sorry,” I’d say, holding out my ticket, “but I believe that I’m in seven-B.”

Then the person would look up and sigh, as if I’d just complained that he was breathing. “Yes, well, I’m here and settled in, so find someplace else. Look around. There are plenty of empty seats.”

OK, but unlike you, I am actually not an asshole, I would want to say. So when someone boards at the next stop and tells me that he’s in 13-F or 24-A, I will get up and move elsewhere until it happens again. And again. So what do you say you collect your shit and give me the seat I paid for?

For that to work, though, your French has to be perfect, every word in place and all your verb tenses correct. This is beyond me, and so I’d say, “What a fucking asshole,” under my breath before letting this person win.

This has never happened to me on a British train. There, what I get are women painting their nails and people placing and accepting calls in the quiet car. This happened to my friend Patsy once, and when she politely asked the man who was talking to lower his voice, he got in her face and told her to get a fucking life.

“But can’t you have a life and expect quiet in the quiet car?” I asked when she told me about it.

I was heading back to London from Sussex one time—had been on board for twenty minutes—when someone seated five or so rows behind me started playing music on their phone. This, in the UK, is rightly categorized as antisocial behavior, as it puts everyone except for this particular person and his friends on the spot. Even if you don’t mind the song so much, the longer you sit there, saying nothing, the harder it is to ignore the fact that you’re a coward. On this occasion, I looked at the people across the aisle from me, who looked back and then rolled their eyes as if to say, Can you believe this asshole?

I put up with it for a few minutes, and when it became clear that the music was not going to stop, I stormed to the far end of the car and said, before I could stop myself, “Aren’t you supposed to be wearing headphones?”

The guy I was talking to was perhaps in his early twenties and wore his short strawberry blond hair with half-inch-long bangs. Beneath them, all the way to his neck, was a scattering of pimples, some red and angry-looking, and others, not yet enraged, the same pale Band-Aid color as his skin. He had a tracksuit on, and there was a coaster-sized medallion around his neck. This, in England, is what trouble looks like.

“I haven’t got any headphones,” the guy said.

“Then turn it off!” If I’d had time to think, my voice would have trembled, but instead I sounded like a dad. The surprise was that he did what I told him to. The music stopped, and as I returned to my seat I could hear him muttering behind me, “Cunt. Fucking cunt.”

I looked at the people across the aisle, the ones who had previously rolled their eyes. They had surely heard me confront the guy, as had everyone else in our half of the train car, but now their heads were down and they were all pretending to be engaged with their phones. That’s when I realized that, should something happen, no one would come to my aid. I was alone.

My fellow passengers must have been impressed by me, though. Look at him. He’s not afraid to get involved, and he’s just little. Old, too!

“Cunt,” the young man was louder now. “Mind your own bloody business.”

I thought of a night in San Francisco when a man started walking behind me shouting, “I will make your spinal cord dance, motherfucker!”

I was alone and lost and remember thinking, What does that even mean? He sounded like someone with a lead pipe in his hand, but I was too afraid to spin around and see if I was right. Rather, I just shut my eyes and braced for impact.

Now, it was “Hear me, cunt?”

He never turned his music back on, though. Maybe there’s a new, advanced name for what he was listening to, but to me it was techno, not much more than a beat, really, relentless and predictable.

Just as I felt that the incident with the young man was behind me, his phone rang, and I learned that he was fresh out of rehab—a court-ordered stint, I imagine. From what I gathered, he had been released earlier that day. Afterward he had gone to a scrappy town on the South Coast—Bognor Regis—to collect some of his things. Now he was on his way to London to stay with a friend. “I’m glad you called,” he said to whomever he was talking to. “I’m so fucking bored, just sitting here.” When the drink trolley came around, the guy asked how much a beer cost.

Don’t do it! I thought, as few things affect me quite the way that someone returning to their addiction does. It crushes me when I see it in movies and on TV shows, even if the recovering junkie or alcoholic is a mass murderer or a litterer—good or bad, he’s immediately my brother. “It doesn’t have to be this way,” I’ll say out loud to the screen. “If I can do this, so can you. Just hold out for one more day!”

The man with the drink trolley said that a beer would be four pounds.

“That’s highway robbery!” the guy who’d been playing music on his phone said. I hadn’t noticed earlier, but his voice was high, not like a gay man’s but more like a child’s. When he came up fifty pence short, the trolley man, who now addressed him as “mate,” figured he could make up the difference out of his own pocket.

I heard the hiss of the can opening, and my heart sank. Sitting there, looking out the window at hills and sheep, I thought of my first few weeks of sobriety and of how utterly alone and fragile I had felt. Scared, too. “Oh, shut up and have a drink,” said one, and then another, friend when I told them I hadn’t had any alcohol in twenty-four, then forty-eight, then seventy-two hours. “You know this is not going to last.”

That’s when I went to an AA meeting. This was in Paris, in the neighborhood the Eiffel Tower is in. Everyone in the church basement we had gathered in was an alcoholic, just like me. And every one of them was boring. Not one of them told a story worth remembering, much less repeating, so I quit attending after a few weeks. Haven’t had a drink, though. And it’s been more than twenty-five years now.

“I’m going to London,” the young man said to the guy who had sold him the beer, “but don’t know if I should get off at Victoria Station or Clapham Junction. Which do you reckon is better if I’m trying to get to…?” He mentioned the name of a neighborhood I was not familiar with.

“Can’t tell you, mate,” answered the trolley man.

I wanted to say, “I have an iPad. Tell me the street and together we’ll look it up.” I was afraid the guy would reject me, though. In the end, he got off at Clapham Junction. I saw him moving down the crowded platform and was struck by how small he was, much shorter than me—five feet one, maybe—dragging behind him three suitcases and a ridiculous boom box strapped to a dolly. Dressed in his third-rate bad-boy tracksuit, cheap sneakers on his feet, he seemed like such a pathetic wannabe, the sort that most of us were in junior high, the sort the older you wants to protect rather than jeer at. You could see this kid’s whole life laid out before him, and it was rotten.

Take care of yourself, I thought as we pulled away, so glad then that my cloned hotel owner hadn’t shot him in the face but glad, too, that I’d said something. I just should have said it in a nicer way, maybe working in the word mate or its American equivalent, man. “Hey, man, do you mind turning that off? I love what you’re listening to, don’t get me wrong, but it’s really bothering those wankers across from me.”

Would that have worked, though?

A month later, on the same train from Sussex to London, a posh, well-dressed woman across the aisle tapped me on the shoulder. I figured she was going say, “Excuse me, but aren’t you David Sedaris?”

I get that from time to time in England, so I took off my noise-canceling headphones and prepared myself to be complimented.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “but all of us can hear the music you’re blasting on your laptop.”

I’d assumed it was connected by Bluetooth to my headphones and was mortified. How long had it been playing? And so loudly!

“I wouldn’t have said anything had I liked what you’re listening to,” the woman continued, turning back to her companions, who were all looking down at their phones. “But I just hate jazz.”

Cunt, I thought. Fucking cunt.







Goodyear

It was a midsummer afternoon and my old friend Dawn and I were walking from an un-air-conditioned Nepalese restaurant to our hotel in the dull, flat town of Montrose, Colorado. The sun seemed larger than usual, and brighter. It felt as if we were under a broiler. The road we were on was six lanes wide, or maybe eight. There was no sidewalk, so we were pressed right up against the curb, being passed by flatulent motorcycles—their riders helmetless—and eighteen-wheel trucks that were equally loud but at least generated a breeze. One of the many good things about Dawn is that she never complains about walking, never says, “You told me it was only another few blocks an hour ago,” never moans that her feet are tired or so swollen that her shoes no longer fit. The farther, the better—that’s our motto.

Our record is forty-three miles in a single day—ninety-one thousand steps, according to our Fitbits. “Where did you do this?” people ask when I boast about it. It’s a question that baffles me. If someone told me he’d eaten seventy-five corn dogs in one sitting, my response wouldn’t be “Where?” but “Why not seventy-six corndogs? Why not eighty?”

We always talk about breaking our record—going for a hundred thousand steps—but now I worry that we might be too old, and how weird is that? I was nineteen when we met in the front hall of our dormitory at Kent State, and Dawn was a year younger. We know each other’s siblings and, before they all died, we knew each other’s parents as well. Dawn’s father was a jazz musician who fell to his death in a skydiving accident when he was fifty. Her mother was a former flight attendant who doted on her two sons but constantly picked at her daughter’s appearance, though I’ll never understand why. Dawn dresses like a Swiss person. That is to say, she looks at all times as if she is headed to the airport, where she will fly business class. Everything matches or is color-coordinated, usually in earth tones. When I tell people that her wedding dress was brown, she corrects me, saying, “Not brown—driftwood.”

Which is brown.

She makes all her own clothes, save for socks and underwear, though she could likely turn those out as well. Of everyone I know she’d fare best if forced to live in a secluded cabin or in fifteenth-century Europe. She just has that look about her—wiry and no-nonsense. Doesn’t own any makeup. Smells like a cardboard box. Dawn grows her hair out, then chops it off and donates it to cancer patients. What remains is still naturally straw-colored—not a touch of gray—and easy to imagine beneath a bonnet or a snood. She hasn’t used an ATM since 1990, when the machine ate her card—and a phone, forget it. Can’t make calls but can make yarn, paper, ink, some kind of nondairy ice cream that tastes like fallen leaves.

Dawn travels with me quite often when I’m on tour. She enjoys working the line, writing people’s names on Post-it notes and sticking them to the title pages of the books to be signed.

“Who was that… woman?” someone will invariably ask, implying that Dawn had been strict or unfriendly.

Once, in Uruguay, I forced her to take a test that would determine whether she was autistic. I’d had my suspicions but became certain after we spent a Halloween together and I watched her hand miniature staplers and homemade granola bars to the trick-or-treaters who came to her door.

“Kids don’t want crap like that,” I told her as one after another stomped off into the dark.

“Sure they do,” she said. “I mean, it’s the kind of stuff I’d want.”

“Yes, well, you’re strange.”

To my great surprise, Dawn turned out not to be autistic.

What puts people off is most likely her body language—the way she crosses her arms over her chest, for example, makes her look impatient. Also her voice can be kind of flat. Totally flat, actually, if she doesn’t know you. “What?” she says when I point it out. “I’m friendly. I’m always friendly!”

During the height of the pandemic, a woman spit on Dawn. “We were in the grocery store and I hadn’t done anything to her,” she told me. “I guess she didn’t like that I had a mask on.”

One of Dawn’s lungs collapsed when she was in her late fifties, so she was super cautious about Covid—kept her face covered long after everyone else had returned to normal. We were in Chicago together, at O’Hare, in the spring of 2022 when I told her she needed to take it off.

“But—” she said.

“Let it go,” I told her. “Everyone else has.”

I felt like a director coercing an actress to unhook her bra for a sex scene. “Come on,” I said. “You can do this. Start by just… lowering it to your chin.”

She took off her mask, and then, of course, immediately got Covid—a bad case, too. All my fault, but she’s never held it against me.

Fifteen months later, walking along the busy highway in Montrose, we came upon a dusty lot with three eighteen-wheel trucks parked in it. The doors of one of them were open, and inside were stacks of new-smelling tires. “If you had a year, do you think you could eat one of those?” I asked, pausing to wipe the dirt and sweat off my forehead with a bandanna I’d been carrying. “If you had to, I mean.”

Dawn looked inside the truck. “A tire? Sure, if it didn’t kill me. First thing I’d do is cut it into three hundred and sixty-five pieces, then divide each of those into pill-sized portions I’d eat throughout the day.”

It was exactly what I would do. “I wonder what percentage of people would put it off to the last minute,” I said. “Can you imagine? Time is almost up. You have a knife in one hand, a fork in the other, and are staring down an untouched radial tire thinking, Fuck!”

A convertible roared by, and we could briefly hear the music the driver was playing, a song that neither of us would ever voluntarily listen to. “That’s what my brother would do—put it off,” I told her. “Then there’d be people who’d wait until the last minute and beg you to help them. It’s ‘The Ant and the Grasshopper,’ when you really think about it, and though I’m not proposing this, if you had to cull the population, I think this would be a pretty good way to do it. Those who eat their tire by the deadline stay. Those who put it off and make excuses die.”

“That seems fair,” Dawn said, adding that kids could be given bicycle tires.

Our hotel in Montrose was so close to the airport that we could hear car doors slamming as passengers were dropped off at the terminal. “Love you.” “Call us when you get there.”

It was a boxy chain place, meat-locker cold and smelling of chlorine. But the young woman at the front desk, who had a streak of blue in her hair and wore enough makeup for three people her size, was efficient and welcoming. While checking in earlier that afternoon, we’d learned that she’d soon be taking the exam for her cosmetology license. Her study book was beside her when we came in after lunch, so we asked her to throw us a few test questions.

“OK,” she said, and glanced down, squinting. “How long does it take for a lost toenail to grow back in?”

“A year,” Dawn said quickly, the way a contestant on a game show might, adding that she and I lose them all the time.

The young woman took a half step back. “Why?”

“Because we walk so much,” I told her. “Every other month I’ll pull off a sock, feel something hard inside of it, and realize…”

“…you’ve lost a toenail,” Dawn said. “Sometimes I’ll tape mine back on,” she continued. “It gives the little membrane underneath more protection as it grows.”

This was something I hadn’t known. “You tape your toenails back on?”

She looked down at her feet. “Well, sure, but not all of them.”

The young woman’s next question had to do with pH balance. Dawn got that answer right, too, though it may have been luck. I mean, it was multiple-choice.

We were in Montrose because we had to fly out very early the next morning, so it seemed smarter to stay near the airport than in Telluride, where my reading would take place. Because I never got my license and Dawn is, admittedly, a hopelessly bad driver, a man named Kevin was hired to chauffeur us. He was sixty, I guessed, and had his graying hair gathered into a foot-long ponytail. When Kevin was young he and his brothers would set traps and catch muskrat and beavers. Mountain lions as well. “Then we’d skin ’em out and sell the pelts for clothes and school supplies,” he told us.

Dawn, sitting beside me in the back seat, mending a shirt that I had torn, adjusted her glasses. “Killing mountain lions! I don’t like that one bit!”

I didn’t like it either, but what do I know of life in the West, of growing up poor on the back of a horse? Then, too, I’m just not confrontational. If someone told me he kept a dozen teenage girls locked in his basement as sex slaves, I’d likely ask, “Does it cost a lot to feed them?” Not Dawn, though.

“The other night we were in Beaver Creek,” I said to Kevin, hoping to change the subject. “Have you been? They have a store there that sells wine and spirits and is called Beaver Liquors. No joke!”

As he laughed we came upon a mean-looking town where, we were told, True Grit had been filmed. The hills surrounding it were scrub-covered and severe—crawling with snakes, I suspected. A sign in front of a church read, “It’s Not Hot as Hell.”

A bit farther along, the land was greener, and Kevin pointed out Ralph Lauren’s nearly seventeen-thousand-acre Double RL Ranch. Then he showed us a spot where, a few nights earlier, he’d come upon a bear and her cub crossing the road. “They was taking their sweet time, too,” he said. “I stopped right yonder and waited for them to reach the other side.”

The land changed again an hour or so later as we neared Telluride. Now there were steep mountains with red cliffs visible through the aspens. “Pronghorn get up there, then kick damn rocks down on you,” Kevin said. I had been on the fence about him but now felt certain that, given a year, he would have not only eaten his tire but helped someone else eat theirs.

Because of its film festival, I’d thought Telluride might be good-sized, but in fact it’s dinky—only two and a half thousand year-round residents.

We had arrived early and had an hour to wander about before returning for my sound check. Know someone for as long as I’ve known Dawn, and you figure you’ve got pretty much everything covered, at least in your pasts. And so it surprised me during our walk to learn that when she was seven, she befriended a man of twenty-six who lived not far from her family in Marion, Ohio. “I don’t remember where we met. He was single and I’d go to his house after school. Maybe we’d play board games or go on bike rides, depending on the weather. He was a lot of fun.”

We had discovered Telluride’s outdoor pool and were looking at the swimmers through the chain-link fence. “What did your parents think?” I asked.

“For a long time they didn’t know,” Dawn said. “Then my dad found out. After the two of them finally met, he came to me, saying, ‘You didn’t mention that your friend Howard is deaf.’ I was like, ‘Really? I just thought he was quiet.’”

“Quiet is letting the other person do most of the talking,” I told her. “Deaf is letting them do all of it. That aside, I love that no one made a big stink about it. Can you imagine that happening now? The man would be arrested, along with the parents. Everyone would go directly to jail except for the kid, who’d be in mandatory counseling for the rest of their life.”

It’s startling to age and hear yourself talking like this: “When I was young, a child could have a lonely adult bachelor as a friend!”

“He had a lot of javelins in his house,” Dawn recalled. “It turned out he’d thrown them at the ’64 Olympics in Tokyo.”

“Oh, that makes it even better!” I said, brushing some cottonwood fluff from the back of her dress, then leaving my hand to rest for a moment on her shoulder.

When people ask how I know Dawn, I sometimes say, “She was my girlfriend my second year of college.” I always worry, though, that it makes her look dumb, especially if I’m at the theater after a reading and am wearing a sport coat that for all intents and purposes is a gown. She was my girlfriend, though. Held my hand as someone in the dorm basement pierced my ear. Wrapped her arms around my waist as we sledded down the campus’s one decent hill. Stayed up nights to help me with sculpture projects. Everyone knew us as a couple. We were in love. Back at Kent State, loving Dawn meant hating myself—for being gay, for being too cowardly to admit it, and ultimately for hurting her the way I did. I will forever be grateful that she forgave me and that we can be in love again. “How’s your little wife?” Hugh will ask after she and I have spent time together.

Does Dawn’s husband, Matt, behave this way? I often wonder.

The thing is that she and I knew each other first—before Hugh and Matt. Before Reagan and AIDS. Before computers and Fox News and Run-DMC. My feelings toward her are proprietary. Though currently on loan to her husband and stepchildren in the city of Red Wing, Minnesota, Dawn is mine, and while we’ve never discussed it, I’m pretty sure I’m hers as well. I know because I can feel it. When we’re traveling, when we’re apart. In high-altitude Telluride and sea-level Singapore. In Japan and the United Arab Emirates. In Argentina and Iowa and all the places we go just so we can walk our toenails off and be together.







Enough Is Enough

I was bored one night not long ago and found myself watching Scarface, the 1983 Brian De Palma version starring Al Pacino. Parts of it were shot in New York, and what I noticed in those scenes was a complete absence of scaffolds, which are ubiquitous now. There are currently three hundred miles’ worth just in Manhattan, most of them smelling like urine—some of it dog and some human. You see very few scaffolds in Tokyo or San Francisco, where there are earthquakes. Likewise in Rome or Paris, where the buildings are ancient and might actually keel over at any moment—they’re mostly in New York for some reason. There’s one on my sister’s street that’s been in place for twenty-five years. These things go up and just stay there.

The day I learned they’d be putting scaffolding around my own, perfectly fit apartment building, I was incensed. “Just for six months,” the board told us, but no scaffold in the history of New York has ever been up for only six months. The news made me furious, and I was charging uptown, seemingly powered by steam, when I passed an Asian woman standing on the curb on East 79th Street. It was four o’clock on an early-spring afternoon, and she was alone, holding, but not hoisting, a sign that read, “Enough Is Enough.”

You’re goddamn right it is, I thought. Just then my phone pinged. It was a text message from a politician I had never heard of. This is what happens when you donate money to a candidate. They sell or pass along your email and phone number, and for the rest of your life you’re pestered by people who don’t even live in the same state as you but are convinced that you’re just as fired up as they are by the news coming out of lower Indiana or central South Carolina. I block their messages, then immediately receive new ones from someone else. It’s put me off making donations to political candidates, or to anyone, really. A few years back, I gave a bunch of money to Operation Smile—just on a whim. Now every time I turn around they’re sending me some horrific new pamphlet with a human jack-o’-lantern on its cover and a caption reading, “Pedro Needs Your Help.”

“But I already helped Pedro!” I shout at the pamphlet. “Do I have to keep doing it until the end of time?” You donate money to charity, and they spend it all trying to get you to donate more.

A second later my phone pinged again, and I looked down to find a text sent by United Airlines—the third one I had received that day. You need to check in for your flight tomorrow. Your flight leaves tomorrow. Why haven’t you checked in for your flight tomorrow?

“Because it’s fucking tomorrow and this is only today!” I said out loud to my text message. “Besides, isn’t that your job, to check me in? I’ll have to stand in line to get my bag tagged, so why not just do all that airport shit at the airport and not on East 79th Street?”

It seems we’re all doing someone else’s job now. Workers have been replaced by machines but are still on the payroll. Their new job is to supervise you doing their old one. Go to the CVS, and they don’t even have a checkout counter anymore. Instead you have to scan the items yourself. The person who used to scan everything now stands beside you with a vest on, complaining that you’re not doing it properly, while you think, That’s why I don’t work in a drugstore.

At the New York pharmacies, everything is locked up. It used to be just razor blades. Then they added deodorant and laundry detergent, which were followed by pretty much everything that costs more than two dollars. So if you want something that’s already embarrassing to buy, you have to track down a high school dropout playing a game on his phone and ask him to unlock the case it’s in. The next step will be to make the CVS like an old-fashioned general store. Everything will be behind the counter, and you’ll order what you need from a man on a ladder who has garters on his sleeves and wears his hair parted in the middle. “I’ll have a yard and a half of the blue gingham, a small bottle of sarsaparilla, a handful of the penny nails, and whatever works best for anal itching.”

Was this possibly what the Asian woman’s sign was about? Drugstores? Scaffolding? Incessant text messages from politicians and airlines?

The light near me had just turned red, and a loud recorded voice came from the lamppost. “Wait, wait, wait,” it droned. I’d been on a diet, so to me it said, “Weight, weight, weight.” How dare you remind me that my pants are tight, I thought, wondering if that was what the woman was protesting. Maybe she was mad that Russia was bombing Ukraine, or, worse still, that everyone was saying, “We stand with Ukraine,” as if that’s doing anyone in Kyiv the slightest bit of good—you standing. Perhaps her fury was directed at those who forever hog the water fountain, filling gallon-sized jugs they think they need for a twenty-minute workout or an hour-long flight to Richmond.

The light turned green, but instead of proceeding, I doubled back and approached the woman with the sign. “I’m completely with you that enough is enough,” I said. “But which enough are you talking about?”

I’m pretty good at identifying languages but have no idea what came out of her mouth. It was just fury. The sound of pissed off. She was clearly fluent in I’ve had it!, and as specks of spittle flew from her mouth, I nodded in agreement and raised my fist—international sign language for I hear you, sister.







Friendly Face

It happens to everybody. You notice someone suspicious on the street or maybe on public transportation and think, I need to remember what this person looks like. Perhaps you can already see their face as one of those police sketches, the sort that always look so startlingly unprofessional: one eye lower or significantly larger than the other, the nose a punching bag dangling too high above the mouth. Who hired this artist? you always wonder. And what are they, ten?

The last time I felt the need to recall someone in detail, I was in London. It was the morning of the Pride Parade and I had run out to pick up a pair of trousers I’d had hemmed—not to wear to the parade but to wear on the train to Sussex, where I would escape the parade.

My suspect was standing beside a bench not far from the entrance to Kensington Gardens, and I’d have paid him no mind were he not removing his jacket. Beneath it was the sort of vest a suicide bomber might wear. It looked like there were flashlight batteries attached to it—the fat kind—each tucked into its own separate compartment. Quick, I thought, snap a mental picture of him.

In an essay, I would never write that someone looks like, say, former US congressman Paul Ryan. It’s lazy and won’t work if your book is to be translated into other languages. For a police description, a comparison to a well-known person might be acceptable, though. “He was like Tom Hanks in Apollo 13 but with red hair, a handlebar mustache, and the mouth of an eight- year-old girl.”

The guy in the vest looked a bit like someone famous, but I couldn’t remember the actor’s name or what show he’d been on. Then I realized it wasn’t a television program but a movie—the one where the whitewater rafter is raped by a mountain man in the Georgia woods. Deliverance, I thought. That’s it! But it wasn’t Ned Beatty this guy resembled. It was one of his lesser costars.

Deliverance got me thinking about Burt Reynolds, who was huge when I was in high school. Sometime later he disappeared into dinner theater, then showed up again in Boogie Nights, which was so good. I started thinking of all the cocaine the characters in that movie did—great piles of it—and forgot all about the guy in the vest! Good thing no bombs went off that day. If they had, all I could have said with confidence was that my suspect was around six feet tall and slender, with thinning, sand-colored hair. Guessing people’s ages is my superpower, so I’d add that he was thirty-four—would bet my life on it—and white.

You see a lot of people leaving race out of their physical descriptions now, at least if it’s a race other than their own. It’s not that they don’t notice it, just that its mention makes them uncomfortable. “He wore a uniform and had a… friendly face.” I heard a white woman on a plane say this when asked by a Black flight attendant to identify the gate agent—also Black—who’d scanned her ticket. “A very friendly face.”

How do you draw that? I wondered, picturing two dots for eyes and a smile like the letter U.

I was told once that I had a friendly face. It was ten or so years ago, at the Four Seasons Hotel in Atlanta. For some reason or other, they’d upgraded me to the presidential suite, which took up almost the entire floor and had a separate dining room. I assumed it was a mistake and felt certain that at any moment someone would knock on the door, saying, “I’m sorry. We thought you were the leader of…” and then name a country where the president takes taxis and carries his own luggage.

After settling into my suite, I went to a coffee shop around the corner to meet a friend. Upon my return I saw a guy exit the elevator. He took a few steps and then retraced them to hold the door open for me. “Thanks,” I said as I stepped into the car. For security reasons, hotel guests needed to hold their key cards against an electronic pad before pushing the button for their floor, so I did. Then I hit nineteen. Had I been paying attention, I’d have noticed that the other guy hadn’t pressed a button and was just standing there.

“How’s your stay?” he asked.

“Great,” I told him. “They put me in the presidential suite!”

He widened his eyes. “Wow!”

“I didn’t do anything to deserve it,” I said. “They just gave it to me!”

The guy leaned back against the wall of the elevator and crossed his arms, studying me. “Well, you seem like a nice person. You have a nice face. A friendly face.”

I responded with something like “Oh” or “Gosh.”

“You have a good spirit,” he continued. “I bet you never meet a stranger.”

“Oh, I meet them all the time.”

He smiled. “What I mean is that they probably don’t stay strangers.”

Again, I said, “Oh” or “Hmmm.”

“Are you gay?” he asked, lowering his voice on the last word, though it was just the two of us in the elevator.

I told him I was, and he said, again very quietly, “Want to hang out?”

“That’s all right,” I said. “I’m fine.”

We had reached my floor. My suite was right there, across from the elevator, and just as I realized that the guy hadn’t pushed a button of his own, we were standing at my door. “I’ll be honest with you,” he told me. “My parents are staying at this hotel. My car broke down and I need eighty dollars to fix it. So can you give me eighty dollars?”

“Oh, no thank you,” I said.

The guy hardened. “I’m not offering to give you money. I want you to give it to me.”

“No thanks.”

“Are you serious?” He said this as if we were old friends, as if he had helped me out of countless jams in the past, and now here I was refusing to return the favor. “You’re really not going to do this for me?”

“Nope.” I opened my door and darted inside. “Bye!” Through the peephole I watched him summon the elevator. It arrived, and after I was certain that he had left, I raced downstairs to tell on him, realizing as I related the story how complicit, or at least astoundingly naive, I sounded. “I told him I was in the presidential suite, and when he asked if I was gay I said, ‘Well, sure…’”

“What did he look like?” asked the desk clerk.

“Thirty-six years old,” I said. “Black and around five feet ten, with a faint mustache and close-cut hair.” I realized that my description perfectly fit the desk clerk as well, so I added that he’d been wearing jeans and an untucked polo shirt that was orange. “His ears were small,” I said, recalling how I’d ever so briefly admired them. “Mine were that size twenty years ago, but I guess they’ve grown for some reason.” I wanted to say that the guy in the elevator had not been particularly good-looking. Normally I wouldn’t have judged him so harshly, but he’d asked if I’d wanted to hang out, and if you’re going to charge for that sort of thing, I think it’s only fair that you put a bit more effort into your appearance. I’m always depressed when people who have sex for money come on to me, and it’s all the worse when they’re strung out or homely. “You look like you’ll settle for anything” is how I interpret their solicitations.

To this day I wonder what might have happened had I said to the guy, “Sure. I’d love to hang out.”

He didn’t look like a male prostitute, or what I thought a male prostitute might look like. I hadn’t clocked him as gay either, but then I hadn’t really been paying attention. If his parents could afford to stay at the Four Seasons, surely they could have afforded to fix his car, though maybe they were tired of being hit up for money. “Go find some hotel guest and get the eighty dollars from him,” they’d maybe said.

In the Case of the Hotel Hustler, the guy’s race didn’t seem vital, and I might have left it out were I just telling the story around a dinner table. In reporting him to the front desk, though, it seemed ridiculous to omit it.

The next time I felt the need to remember someone’s face, I was in New York City. I spent most of the pandemic there and got into the habit of taking long walks after midnight, in part because, at that hour, the streets were deserted and I felt I could go without the masks we were otherwise required to wear. One Sunday night in March, a year into the lockdown, as I was returning from my sister Amy’s at two a.m. on an eerily empty Seventh Avenue, two men came from around a corner and hemmed me in, one on either side. Both were taller than me, one guy Black and the other white. Here we go, I said to myself, thinking of all the people I know who have been mugged.

But it seemed that if I was being robbed, it was only a one-person job. The Black guy, I now realized, was escaping the white one, who sidled up beside me the way lions do when they spot a slower wildebeest than the one they’d been chasing. The first thing I noticed was that a number of the man’s front top teeth were silver. Three of them—no, five. Remember that, I told myself. And he’s forty-six—a hard forty-six. Remember that, too.

Noticing his teeth meant that, like me, he wasn’t wearing a mask.

“Are you for power or for peace?” the guy asked.

“I beg your pardon?”

He moved closer. “I said, ‘Are you for power or for peace?’”

He wasn’t crazy, I decided. Just fucked-up, with a black leather jacket and a baseball cap pulled low on his forehead. His face was unshaven but not bearded, and there were tattoos on his neck—one, I recall, of a playing card.

“I’m for peace,” I told him.

He said there was a party he’d heard about in Brooklyn and that I was going to take him there. This was back when the subway stopped running at midnight, so apparently I was going to get us a taxi, though I don’t know where, as they had all but disappeared when the pandemic started. More likely I was to give him the money he’d need to take an impossible-to-find cab on his own. Better make it all my money just to be on the safe side.

The guy was right up against me, pushing me with his shoulder, herding me toward the shadows. “I can’t go to Brooklyn,” I told him. “Not now, anyway. I have cancer, see, and I’m on my way to the hospital to get my medicine.” I only said this because people are afraid of sickness. AIDS wouldn’t have worked, as it brings gayness into it, and something like Lou Gehrig’s disease would have most likely led to “What’s that?” and a subsequent explanation I was unqualified to provide. “I think it’s where your muscles stop working, or they die or something…?”

“Cancer,” the guy spat. “That’s bullshit, like the Covid virus. Everyone saying we need this or that when we got the cure inside of us. It’s dope, man. It’s beer. It’s wine. It’s liquor. That’s all we need to fix it.”

I saw some people ahead of us on 34th Street, but when I turned right, he followed, saying, “I’m going with you.”

“No,” I told him. “I need some time alone to think about everything you’ve said to me.”

Surprisingly that worked, though it likely had less to do with my explanation than with the sudden presence of other prey he could pursue. That experience had unnerved me, so from then on, when I went out after midnight, I kept to my own neighborhood, the Upper East Side, and I left my wallet at home. During the worst of the pandemic I would cross paths with no one, especially if I stuck to Fifth Avenue or Park Avenue.

I was on the latter late one September evening and had just turned right onto East 72nd Street when I came upon a woman who was smoking something. She said it was a joint, but I never smelled pot, not as she stood beside the curb and not later, when she was rubbing my penis through the front of my trousers. Andrea, her name was, and she was twenty-eight. My height but wiry. “I’m Black,” she said by way of introduction. “And I’m from Queens. That’s me: Andrea, the queen of Queens.” She wore loose-fitting jeans and an oversized white T-shirt with stains on it. Her hair was on the short side, uncombed, like she’d just woken up, and she had no makeup on. I got the feeling that she had just been released from somewhere. Jail, maybe, or a psychiatric hospital. “How you doin’, baby?” she said, throwing the butt of whatever she’d been smoking onto the ground and running up beside me. “You want some of this pussy? It’s tight, I swear to God it is.”

I recoiled. “Oh, gosh, no.”

“Come on, now,” she said. “I need some dick.”

I must have made a horrified face.

“Don’t be like that. I know you got some for me.”

“I’m gay,” I told her, “and I’m pretty sure I have cancer!”

It took only a fraction of a second for Andrea to recalibrate. “I’ll fuck you up the ass, then,” she said, leading me to wonder, With what? “I’ll turn you,” she continued. “Let me fuck you up your asshole the way you like it.” She was so close I could see the craziness in her eyes, could see how completely unpredictable she was, the sort who could either shake your hand or slash your face with a razor blade.

The thing about Andrea, I soon came to learn, was that she would not take no for an answer. The faster I walked, the faster she did. “You afraid of a woman?” she asked, working her arm around my waist, then lowering her hand and feeling for my anus while at the same time trying to kiss me. She was everywhere at once, like an octopus.

There was no one else on the sidewalk, and neither were there any passing cars—no help in sight—so as soon as we came to a doorman building, I turned into it. “Is this where you live at?” Andrea asked.

“Yes!” I told her.

The doorman was my age and Black. A face mask rested upon his chin. By this time, Andrea was reaching from behind and rubbing both the back and the front of my trousers. “I’ll fuck you good,” she purred.

“Please don’t touch me,” I whimpered.

The moment the doorman opened the door, I raced in. So, too, unfortunately, did my shadow.

“Is she with you?” the guy asked.

As I said, “No,” Andrea said, “Hell, yeah, we’re together!”

“No, we are not!” I told him. “She saw me on the street and won’t leave me alone.”

“Hold on a minute. Are you a resident?” the doorman asked me.

I admitted that I wasn’t, and Andrea took her hand off my ass. “Liar. You said you lived here.”

“I’m just trying to get away from her,” I told the doorman.

“He’s afraid of a woman,” Andrea reported. “A woman.” She grabbed a breast in each hand and squeezed it. “I tolt him, ‘I’ll fuck you up your asshole. I’ll turn you.’ And I will, too, ’cause I’m from Queens!”

The doorman insisted that she lower her voice.

“He’s gay!” Andrea cried, pointing at me the way you might at a witch in the seventeenth century.

“Well, you don’t know that,” the guy said. “Maybe he’s married, maybe he’s a family man.” He turned to me. “I don’t see no ring, but do you have a wife?”

Why are we talking about my marital status? I wondered.

“All I know is that I need some dick,” Andrea said.

Perhaps we were in the foyer of the apartment building for fifteen minutes, or perhaps it was thirty. The conversation went in circles, the same lines over and over, until the doorman finally threatened to call the police.

Andrea tugged up her jeans a bit. “Oh, I see—you want each other’s dicks, is that it?”

I put my head in my hands.

“Faggots!” she shouted from the street side of the freshly closed and locked door. “Fuck you, faggots!”

“I am so sorry,” I said to the guy. “I didn’t mean to bring you into it, but I didn’t know what else to do.”

He told me that she had come by an hour earlier and asked to use the washroom. “But we can’t let strangers into the building,” he explained. “So when I saw you come to the door I thought you was trying to help her or was going to get me to let her use the washroom, when we can’t be doing that.”

Back on the street, I headed home in the direction I’d come from. Scurried is probably a better word. I don’t know what I’d have done had Andrea reattached herself to me. Can a man be sexually assaulted by a woman? She did all the things inherent in that term—hectoring me, grabbing my penis, my ass, etc.—but I’m not sure I could accuse her of it. Plain old assault, maybe, but there was no real threat of penetration, and that, to me, seems key to the more serious charge, as does a heightened element of fear. When I told people what had happened, they all laughed—Hugh, my sister Amy, my friends Frank and Scott. Howled, all of them, in a way they surely wouldn’t had it been, say, my agent, Cristina, telling the story: “So, this man on the street grabbed my crotch, saying, ‘Give me some of that pussy.’”

My encounter with Andrea was funny, in part because she was barking up the wrong tree, but mainly because she was weaker than me—unpredictable, sure, but far less threatening than the guy with the playing card tattooed on his neck. When she first ran up beside me I was startled, but more than that I simply felt pestered, then exhausted.

It occurred to me when I got home that neither Andrea nor I had had a mask on, so there was that to worry about as well, though in the end I didn’t get my Covid from her. Rather, I got it nine months later, in Alaska, most likely while riding in a six-passenger plane from the village of Skagway to the capital city of Juneau. One of my fellow passengers, I later learned, knew that he had the coronavirus and boarded anyway.

Whoever it was aroused no suspicion, so I recall nothing about him—not his age or race or hair color. Then, too, I wasn’t really paying attention, at least after we took off. All I remember about the flight were the views: these magnificent snow-capped mountains, one after another and in all directions, seemingly untouched, and spectacular.







Trophy Room

It was a good year for Christmas parties. At one, I met a number of authors I had always admired. This can be tricky, but they were all lovely. The food was lovely, too, though I dropped a miniature barbecue sandwich on the new white shirt I was wearing, and I will likely never get the grease stain out.

At another party the following week, I was introduced to a curator from the Metropolitan Museum of Art. We talked about people who throw soup and oil on beloved paintings, hoping to draw attention to climate change or poor nutrition or whatever their cause is, and then I learned that he would soon be leaving on an African safari, the sort where you carry a camera rather than a gun.

“Have you been planning it for months?” I asked.

“Actually, it all came together over the past few weeks,” he told me.

On the subway home, I said to Hugh in the faux-pouty voice I use to challenge extreme injustice—other couples taking a vacation when it should be us, for example—“Why can’t we go on a safari?”

A month later, we were in an open-sided 4x4 vehicle surrounded by seven lions, none of which seemed to care about us. All of them were female, and I wondered if, when writing about this afterward—for surely I would—I might be taken to task for using the term lionesses.

“Is it like referring to someone as a waitress or a stewardess?” I whispered to Hugh, who was seated beside me, sketching. “Will people say, ‘Why did you have to mention their gender in the first place? Why can’t you just say lions and leave it at that?’”

To my mind, the gender matters, since the females do the majority of the hunting and are therefore scarier when they’re eight feet away and can surely smell you.

I looked up the subject later, when we got back to camp and learned that there’s a growing cry to refer to lionesses as she-lions. Of course, none of that cry is coming from the big-cat family. What surprised me about these animals was their playfulness, the way one would sidle up to another and gently swat her, or roll over on her back with her paws in the air. We’d been stationary for ten minutes or so when one of the seven walked in front of our 4x4, hunched over, and defecated. I thought that, like a cat in a flower bed, she’d then cover it up, but no. The moment she rejoined the others, a jackal darted out of the tall grass, snatched the turd in its mouth, and was about to make off with it when a hyena intercepted and a struggle ensued.

“Over a turd?” Hugh whispered.

We might have stayed there for hours, happily observing, but then another 4x4 pulled up. Its passengers went nuts—“Seven lionesses!” Hugh and I looked at the new arrivals with an expression that read, Um, they’re sort of ours, as if we personally had gathered them there. Then another 4x4 pulled up, and another after that.

I don’t know how many vehicles were roaming the Maasai Mara that afternoon. It’s a 583-square-mile nature reserve, so had there been a thousand other 4x4s we likely wouldn’t have seen more than a handful of them. June to October is the busiest season in Kenya safari-wise, and this was early February. It was hot but not humid and there were three of us in the vehicle: me, Hugh, and our twenty-six-year-old guide, Dalton, a Maasai tribesman who wore a moss-green shirt with the name of the place where we were staying embroidered on its right breast pocket. His pants were khaki and knee-length, worn with ankle- high suede boots.

Dalton’s hair was cut short. His head was almost perfectly round, and he was missing several of his bottom teeth. “What is it you would like to see?” he’d asked upon collecting us that first bright morning at the airstrip.

“A panda,” I told him.

On the ninety-minute drive to our camp, we saw every animal that was in The Lion King and then some. They were just there, like ants at a picnic, except that they were elephants and giraffes. We saw zebras and leopards and wildebeests and warthogs, all grazing or resting or fleeing on this grass-covered, seemingly limitless plain.

“Have you seen a kill?” people in the other 4x4s—couples with camera lenses the size of the Hubble telescope—would ask. It didn’t take long to realize that seven lionesses weren’t enough. They had to have blood dripping from their jaws.

“On our first day, we saw a lion eating a wildebeest,” I’d tell them.

That was like saying you’d seen one eating a sandwich. The prize was to watch one pounce on her prey and rip its throat out. “Just last month, a little after midnight, two lions took down a zebra right there next to your tent,” the woman who checked us into our camp told us, pointing over the railing to a shaded ravine. The camp was built on the banks of the Talek River, which was swollen from recent rains but still flowed lazily. There was no fence around the property. Wild animals came and went at their leisure, though during the day all we saw were crocodiles and mongooses. It was after dark when the action took place, so at night we had to be escorted from our tent to the common area by Maasai tribesmen carrying spears. The most dangerous animal—what Dalton called “the most killingest”—was the hippo. I had learned this years earlier from a nature documentary and was surprised, as they always look so happy to me, almost like they’re smiling.

We saw countless hippos in Kenya. “All they want is to get into our swimming pool,” the property manager, a man named Steven, told us. “And if that happens, we will never get them out.”

He was giving us a tour and was leading us from the hydroponic vegetable garden—the “shamba of goodness,” it was called—to the recreation area. I looked at the man whose job it was to guard the pool we were passing. “What do hippos smell like?” I asked.

Steven thought for a moment. “Cows.”

There were nine tents in all. “Are there many other guests at the moment?” I’d asked the woman who checked us in.

“We have no guests here,” she told me, smiling so broadly I could see her gums. “Only family.”

Oh, no, I thought, for doesn’t a person go on safari to escape that kind of talk? Ditto “shamba of goodness.”

If I know I have to get up early, I generally have a devil of a time falling asleep. The place where Hugh and I slept was a tent in the same way that a Shake Shack is an actual shack. The pitched ceiling was, at its highest point, twelve feet, and, not including our deck, which overlooked the river, we had a good nine hundred square feet of floor space—with a real floor. There was electricity and Wi-Fi. Potable water. A tub, a shower, and a toilet. Complimentary laundry service. Outstanding food. Our outings took place early in the morning and late in the afternoon, so I’d go to bed and, knowing that we needed to meet Dalton at six a.m., lie awake while Hugh snored beside me. The book I’d brought along for the trip was The Andy Warhol Diaries, which didn’t at all fit the location. Nor did it make sense to watch, say, past seasons of Project Runway. We were in Kenya, after all, and could hear all sorts of creatures on the other side of our canvas walls, roaring and moaning and carrying on.

On the first night, I reached for my iPad and watched a documentary on baboons. It wasn’t the kind of program that gives the animals names and talks about them in a whisper (“…but Denice wasn’t about to give up that easily”). Still, it was less interesting than I wanted it to be. The best part was when the heir to the colony, a four-month-old male, was killed by an intruder and his mother carried his carcass around until it was just a rag of fur.

The following afternoon we came upon a troop of baboons resting beside the river. There were at least thirty of them, many with babies on their backs. “Get out your camera,” Dalton said as he turned off the 4x4’s engine. I’d told him from the get-go that photography was not my thing.

“I will not be taking a single picture,” I’d promised.

“Not even if we come upon a rhino?” he asked.

“Not even if we see one fighting a mother grizzly,” I told him.

Dalton kept thinking I’d buckle, but I never did, at least not in Kenya. Later, in Tanzania, I would pull out my phone but not for an animal. Rather, it was for a sign painted on the wall of a gas station. “No Smorking,” it read.

Evan, one of the guards at our camp, also noticed that I wasn’t taking any photos. He was slight and handsome and was wearing a traditional Maasai outfit that consisted of two rectangles of plaid fabric, each a different color. On his feet were sandals made of old tires. He looked outstanding, as if he’d been dressed by Comme des Garçons. When I complimented him on his clothing, he removed the upper piece of fabric, which was worn almost like a shawl. “Here, try it on,” he said.

I wanted to explain that in America this would be called cultural appropriation.

What’s that? I could imagine him asking.

To be honest, I’ve never understood it myself. I think it’s when you make a taco with, like, blue cheese on it was the best I would have been able to come up with.

“Everyone else is photographing all the time,” Evan said, taking back the piece of fabric and sounding, if not hurt, then at least a little underappreciated. “So why not you?”

“I jot things down instead,” I told him, pulling my notebook from my pocket and showing it to him. “For instance, earlier today I wrote…” I looked at a page and groaned. It was as if a person with only two fingers—one on each hand—had written it. While in a bumper car.

I never saw a paved road in the Maasai Mara. A few were wide enough for two vehicles but were still as rocky and hard to navigate as the barely discernible, often flooded paths we frequently found ourselves on. My big fear before going on safari was that I wouldn’t be able to exercise. We weren’t allowed to venture on foot beyond the confines of our camp, so I worried that in order to meet my daily Apple Watch minimum of ten thousand steps—roughly 4.5 miles—I’d have to walk back and forth across our deck for hours on end. I had two and a half miles under my belt the morning that Dalton met us at the airstrip, and by the time we reached our camp, I’d miraculously logged twice that many. It seems my watch mistook the bumpiness of the road, and the jostling it gave rise to, for walking. This was great for my step count but awful for writing.

It was only when we stopped that I could record anything legible. That said, my notes weren’t always as illuminating as I’d expected them to be. “What does Alt mean?” I asked Hugh over dinner one night.

He looked down at the page. “It’s not Alt,” he said. “It’s A-L-T.”

Then I remembered. We’d been out early that morning, observing a short parade of ostriches. It was misty, and I pointed to a vague shape on the horizon. “What’s that?” I asked Dalton.

He followed my finger and told me it was likely an ALT. “Animal-looking thing,” he explained.

Another of my notes simply read, “Wow!” but I knew right off what it referred to—the highlight of our trip. We had driven up alongside a herd of eight elephants, three of them babies. Their size was impressive, but that I was prepared for. What surprised me, and what was so magnificent, was the sound of the tall grass they were eating being torn from the ground with their trunks. Dalton had turned the engine off, so that was all we could hear. “Close your eyes,” I said to Hugh as I closed my own as well. If I were to manufacture a perfume, it would smell the way that grass being ripped from the ground by elephants sounds—simultaneously soothing and astonishing—and simply everyone would have to have it. The problem is that it wouldn’t go with any of the perfume names I’ve come up with over the years, the best being Obsequious.

The eight elephants were on our last day in Kenya. The following morning, we flew to Tanzania, not for more safari but to stay in a resort on the island of Zanzibar. The only animals I saw during our time there were lizards—some nearly a foot long—and snails the size of Hugh’s fist. The beach was pretty—sand as white as sugar, palm trees. The property was guarded by men with clubs tucked into their belts, and the moment you left it, walking, say, the twenty feet from your lounge chair to the water’s edge, you were set upon by people trying to sell you things: a hard-boiled egg from a bucket, a seashell, cashews, a ride on a boat, a painting of a leopard, a T-shirt with “Hakuna Matata” printed on it. “My friend!” someone would call, extending a closed fist and wanting you to tap it with one of your own, even while you were in the sea.

This is why I have never been to Bali or Mauritius or any of those other places people go to get some sun in the winter. The water in Zanzibar was warm and such an arresting shade of turquoise that it seemed to have been dyed. But the income gap between the people who stayed at the resort and the people who actually lived on the island was so wide you couldn’t really see anything else. Plus, the hotel staff said “hakuna matata,” which means “no worries” in Swahili, incessantly.

“Could I maybe have more coffee?”

“Hakuna matata.”

“I’m not feeling terribly well.”

“Hakuna matata.”

“God, that’s a big snail.”

“Hakuna matata.”

It got to the point where you didn’t dare say anything just because you didn’t want to hear “hakuna matata” again.

There were no price tags on anything. If you were to ask how much a sack of peppercorns was and the answer started with “For you, I am going to offer a special deal,” you knew you were being ripped off. Everyone we came across was seemingly on the make, and who could blame them, really?

“How much for a ride to Stone Town and back?” Hugh and I asked a taxi driver one swampy afternoon. He quoted us a price, but when we got there he claimed, “I didn’t say a hundred and fifty thousand shillings”—the equivalent of nearly sixty dollars—“I said two hundred thousand,” which simply wasn’t true. In the grand scheme of things, it wasn’t an enormous amount—a difference of twenty dollars, which I was going to give him anyway as a tip—but when you capped it off with “hakuna matata,” it just felt so unfair I wanted to cry.

We could have ended our vacation in Kenya. It was me who wanted to add Tanzania, and mainly so that I could put it on my list of “Countries I Have Been To.” The only thing I knew before arriving was that it’s not safe to be an albino there. Many people consider them to be evil yet place great value on their organs and other body parts: their hands and hearts, entire legs. It’s easier to harvest them from children, so kids are at the highest risk of being abducted and dismembered. Their parts are sold to witch doctors, who use them to create amulets and potions one might employ while searching for precious metals, say, or to improve one’s luck in regard to fishing. It sounds absolutely insane. How could anyone possibly be so gullible? you wonder. Then you think of all the Americans—some may be your neighbors, your coworkers, your wife or your uncle—who genuinely believe that JFK Jr. did not die in a plane crash but is alive and well and working in cahoots with Donald Trump to stop the Clintons from drinking the blood of babies. And you’re like, The leg of a butchered child might help me find gold? OK, I guess I’ve heard crazier things.

The world can be a savage place, but that’s not the lesson you want to carry home with you. Yes, we humans are cruel and often dangerous, but there’s still nature, and before it’s too late we need to appreciate it. Of course, not everyone can hang out with elephants, but look at that bird perched on your feeder and at that squirrel chasing the bird away from said feeder. Look at the rats scuttering before you on a New York street, at the spider that somehow got trapped in your elevator. We’re all on a safari of one kind or another—it’s just that some of us aren’t returning with two brilliant rectangles of Maasai plaid fabric and a bacterial infection.







My Finances, in Brief

One of the things that alarmed me about Hugh when we first met—something I wasn’t sure I could overcome—was that he wore boxer shorts rather than briefs. Can I really do this? I wondered as he removed his trousers that first time and I tried not to let my face fall. I’d felt the same way ten years earlier when confronting my first uncircumcised penis. It was too late by that point to back out, so I had to play through.

Neither boxers nor foreskins are awful, necessarily. They just weren’t what I was used to. All the men in my family wore briefs, as did everyone I’d ever slept with. I tried to convert Hugh, but he wouldn’t budge. The fact was that he felt the same way I did—only in reverse. My briefs were something he had to overcome, just like my smoking and my then strict budget of seven dollars a day.

I used to buy my underpants anywhere. Then I started going on tour and discovered Hanro, a Swiss company that makes nightwear and undergarments for both men and women. What I like about their briefs is that I can wash them in the sink of my hotel room and they’ll be dry by morning due to the fabric they’re made from, some sort of lightweight cotton. They’re pricey, though, so when a pair gets a hole in it, I’ll send it to my old friend Dawn, who’s a whiz with a needle and thread. She’s also sly and slightly passive-aggressive. This I remembered not long ago in the crowded changing room at my fitness center, realizing too late that the briefs I was wearing had a circular brown patch in the rear. Right at the bullseye.

I wrote to Dawn and said, “Really? You didn’t have any fabric scraps that were white or had flowers on them?”

I usually buy my Hanro briefs and T-shirts at their store on South Molton Street in London. The woman I deal with there is my age and blond. Jan suffers from gallstones and has a compulsively neat son who’s a scaffolder. She put me on the store’s email list, so now I receive occasional messages regarding sales and new products. In June of this past year I got one from the corporate office that read, “Hi. We wanted to get in touch as we prepare for Father’s Day at HANRO. We understand this can be a sensitive time and that some may prefer not to be sent any Father’s Day related newsletters. Therefore we’d like to give you the opportunity to opt out of receiving these particular emails by clicking the button below.”

Pretty much everything that’s wrong with the world is embodied in this message. Who, I wonder, is it intended for? My dad had recently died, but I couldn’t go around expecting people not to mention a well-established holiday for fear of upsetting me. I guess if you’d been sexually abused by your father, the thought of him putting his feet up and receiving presents might tick you off, but again, it’s sort of your problem. Will Hanro send similar emails on Mother’s Day? At Christmas? For Easter I think their message should read, “Don’t put all your eggs in one basket!” Though I suppose it might offend customers with only one testicle.

My email from Hanro was actually the first time in my life that I was able to think of Father’s Day without dread or embarrassment.

My dad was the worst, most thoughtless gift giver I have ever known. Had he accepted this, we might have moved on, but in his opinion the presents he offered were right on target. The problem was never them. It was me. “Listen,” he said the summer before his last Christmas, “I’ve given it some thought and am buying you a drone.”

I said, “A what?”

“A drone. It’s perfect for a guy like you, who’s interested in people.”

“Perfect, how?” I asked.

“It’s got a camera in it,” he said.

“I don’t care to take pictures,” I told him.

“Aw, baloney. You love to take pictures.”

This was my father all over. He never asked you what you thought or felt—rather, he told you. “You love taking pictures of people through their second- and third-story windows, so you are going to love flying this drone.”

It was a pointless argument, as even if I’d agreed with him, he’d never have sent it. Especially if I agreed with him, actually. Telling him that I wanted something was the quickest way not to get it.

Shortly after my mother died in 1991, my father became uncharacteristically generous and started giving us three thousand dollars each for Christmas. It was part of a plan to distribute his estate without us having to pay any taxes on it. He and I had the same banker, a woman named Cindy, and he told me the first year that he’d put my check directly into my account.

As time passed the penalty-free gift rate was raised. From three thousand dollars to seven thousand. From ten thousand to fourteen thousand. Every Christmas I’d write him a thank-you letter, saying how struck I was by his generosity. Four years before his death I mentioned to Cindy that I planned to spend my dad money on some plane tickets to Hawaii, and she said, “What dad money?”

“My annual check,” I said.

“Your father’s never put a dime into your account,” she told me.

When I confronted him, he said, “You don’t need any more money.”

“But all those years I sent you thank-you letters. No one else in the family did that. Why couldn’t you have at least told me I was wasting all those stamps?”

It says a lot that I was almost sixty before I caught on. I’m pretty sure my bank sends me statements or something, but I’ve never opened them. Neither do I know how to look at my accounts online. I’m too busy washing underpants in the sink, I guess.

My birthday is the day after Christmas, and for forty-five years I’ve kept a list of all the crap my father sent me for it. Just awful stuff. Clothes I wouldn’t be caught dead in, postcards crammed into cheap picture frames, calendars that would expire in five days. I’d write him thank-you letters for those as well.

“I knew you’d like that belt,” he’d say of something he bought on sale at the country club’s pro shop, something that was kelly green and had golf tees embroidered onto it. “I know your style, such as it is.”

While I was gracious, he was the exact opposite. Nothing I gave him was ever good enough. When my mother died, my father started cooking for himself. That was the story anyway, though he mainly ate free samples from his local fancy-food stores. “What I do,” he’d say, “is broil myself a chicken breast, then eat it with lentils I dress with a little EVOO.” That, he explained, was chef talk for extra-virgin olive oil.

One year when I was living in Paris, I went to a specialty store in my neighborhood and bought him a selection of olive oils from different countries. “Are you out of your mind?” he said after I presented them to him. “The French don’t know anything about olive oil. Neither do the damned Spanish.”

He admitted that the Italians had a knack for it but insisted that the Greek kind was the only kind worth having. He never uncorked any of the six bottles I’d brought him. Neither did he open the vodkas I carried back from Poland and Iceland. “What are you saying, that I’m a damned alcoholic?”

“Well, you did drain an entire bottle of Grey Goose over the two days we were all at the beach.”

“Aw, baloney.”

One year for Christmas I donated money in his name to the Greek Orthodox Church he was a member of. He called after getting the card I sent informing him of it and asked if he could write the gift off on his taxes.

“I don’t think it works that way,” I told him.

“Then why the hell did you do it in my name?”

The bottom line is that if it came from me, it wasn’t worth having. So I took to going in on his gifts with my sister Amy, whom he loved unconditionally. Had she sent him a bra along with a note reading, “After seeing you in a T-shirt last month, I realized you could use this to put your horrible fur-covered titties in,” he’d have been delighted and would have worn it. Likewise my brother, Paul, could have given him anything, or either of my other sisters. It was just me for some reason. When I graduated from college—a college I put myself through with no help whatsoever from him—he gave me an IRA.

I said, “What’s that?”

“An individual retirement account,” he told me.

“But I’m broke and in debt,” I reminded him. “Can’t I just have the money instead?”

“No, you cannot,” he said. “You’d just go out and spend it. This, though, is going to grow day by day—is going to go through the roof, if I have anything to say about it. You’ll see. When you’re my age, you’re going to thank me.” For years I heard about my IRA. While cleaning apartments and working for a moving company, lugging furniture up five flights of stairs, I would imagine it, my nest egg, multiplying. Then my father died and I learned that he’d never set it up. Of course he hadn’t. Neither had he included me in his will.

Hanro’s email brought it all back: the rejection and the countless humiliations. But then I thought, He’s dead. And I don’t have to go through that anymore—not on Father’s Day or at Christmas. I don’t ever have to call or write to him again. I’m free! And with that I bought myself a spanking new white pair of underpants.







The Doctor Is In

It can be hard eating dinner alone in a restaurant. You feel like everyone’s looking at you, pitying you. “That poor man, not a friend in the world.”

I always want to bring my laptop but worry that it might seem gauche, especially in a nice place. So I settle for a book or my iPad. I was in a hotel one evening, eating by myself and reading an unpublished manuscript, when I came upon the terms emotional incest and non-contact sexual abuse. Both sounded pretty brutal until I looked them up. The former describes a condition in which a parent turns to their child for the advice and support that would normally be provided by a spouse or a fellow adult. If your mother ever headed to a party, say, and ducked into your room to ask, “Does this dress look OK?” she finger-fucked your mind.

Non-contact sexual abuse was when my father and I saw a ninth-grade classmate of mine at Kerr Drug one Sunday and he said to me, “Well, she’s stacked, isn’t she?”

Of course it can get worse: your mom drunk, asking why no one’s ever loved her the way she deserves to be loved, your dad showing you his Prince Albert piercings, but still they seem a lot less traumatizing than original-recipe incest or sexual abuse, so less traumatizing that maybe they should be called something else. But then I’m not a therapist, which is probably for the best.

I went to one once, though—not my idea. This was in the late 1980s, in Chicago. I was in my early thirties at the time, unpublished but for a few tiny magazines no one has ever heard of and living with the boyfriend I had back then. The two of us were having problems, so he suggested we talk to this counselor he’d been seeing—Frieda, I’ll call her. First, though, she wanted to see me separately, once a week for a month or so.

I feel like I can meet someone and tell pretty quickly if they’re in counseling. People who see therapists often seem more articulate than people who don’t, at least emotionally articulate. The best of them are also fairly direct—you never have to guess what they’re thinking; they’ll just come out and tell you.


	Me: Want to go to lunch next Wednesday?

	Her: I’m afraid that won’t be possible.

	Me: You’re probably busy with work.

	Her: It’s not that. I just don’t like to be around you for more than half an hour at a time. You’re needy in a way that makes me anxious, and I can’t have that in my life right now.

	Me: How about the following Wednesday?



There’s often a selfishness to these people, a tendency to put their own needs first. Self-care, I guess you’d call it now. I suppose I’m guilty of this as well, though in my case the “me time” is centered on my writing schedule, which in 1989 was, and has always been, super strict. It’s part of what led to the deterioration of my relationship, my unwavering refusal to surrender so much as ten minutes at my desk.

I’d always wanted the place where I write to look like a Park Avenue psychiatrist’s office, and after years of trying, I think I’ve finally achieved it. I have the artwork down, that’s for sure. “Hold on a minute, is that a Franz Kline painting?” my patient might ask. “A real one?”

“Why, yes it is, Carlton. That’s very astute of you.”

“And a Paul Klee?”

“Right again.”

“Was your desk designed by that mid-century Danish genius Peter Hvidt?”

“Yes, and the rug is by Alexander Calder, one of only eight. Now will you please take my Montblanc pen out of your ass and pull your pants back up?”

This Frieda person I saw in Chicago was a therapist in training, maybe three years older than me, and she worked out of a worn single-story house. The space was shared with a fellow student, and it was thoughtlessly furnished in a way that bothered me: boxes on the floor, dinged-up venetian blinds over the windows, an ugly sofa with toys on it. The waiting area was a living room, and the TV was always on. Is it to cover up the sound of the patient ahead of me? I always wondered, straining to hear a sob.

My appointments were on Tuesdays at seven p.m., and every time I arrived, a program called Roseanne was on. The show was huge back then—was all anyone talked about: finally, a sitcom about real people with real problems.

Ten years and one boyfriend later, when I was living in Paris, the phone rang at eleven o’clock one night. Hugh answered and then came to me with his hand over the receiver. “It’s for you,” he said, then whispered, “I think it’s Roseanne.”

I said hello, and an unmistakable voice said, “David? David Sedaris?”

I said yes, and the woman said, “It’s Roseanne Barr. Someone gave me your number. You got time to talk?”

I wasn’t doing anything in particular, so I said sure. I think we spoke for a good ninety minutes, me lying on my sofa with the cat on my stomach. I was surprised by how candid Roseanne was—any question I asked, she answered. She told me that she was in London, in a hotel suite with lots of cushions in it. “I like big cushions,” she said. “They make me feel rich.”

Roseanne called my sister Amy as well—didn’t ask anything from either of us. Just wanted to talk. Years later, when she got canceled over a tweet, I wondered why she didn’t say, “Look, I’m insane. You can ask anyone. They’ll tell you.”

Back when I first saw Roseanne on TV, I could not afford the therapist I was waiting to see. She charged forty dollars a session, which was a fortune to me. To save money I’d ride my bike to my appointments, thinking along the way of everything I planned to tell her, making a story of it.

“That David,” I wanted Frieda to say to her teacher the next day in therapy school. “He had me laughing so hard I almost didn’t notice when our fifty minutes were up.”

This, I’d later learn, is exactly what you’re not supposed to do. I just didn’t want to be boring. In my opinion there are certain things a person shouldn’t repeat to anyone. I don’t mean sex things but stuff related to feelings. Amy and I were talking about that not long ago. “Is there anything worse?” I asked.

“Ugh,” she said. “I hate feelings.”

I know people who are hyper-aware of their bodies. “I accidentally ate a dried cranberry at lunch and was buzzed for the entire rest of the afternoon,” they’ll say. “It was like I’d taken meth or something!”

This kind of thing is hard to listen to, but still it beats the person who’s super attuned to their ever-shifting emotional state. “At dinner the other night, I felt like Marcus was trying to impose the distance he’d put between himself and his ex-wife onto me, and it made me want to reciprocate out of some dark place I really don’t appreciate him sending me to.”

I thought that with Frieda I could jump directly into my carefully rehearsed routine—“Relationships, right?”—but as in every biography I have ever read, she wanted to begin with my parents.

“Love them,” I likely said. “Great people. Now, about my boyfriend…”

The fact was that I’d already lost him. I’ve always felt that couples therapy is the first step to divorce, and though he and I weren’t married, that’s what this was—the official beginning of the end.

We were together for close to six years, and no one could ever quite believe we were a couple, not that there was any great age difference but because he was so much better-looking than I was. Why are you talking to me? I remember thinking on the night that we met. Is there a hidden camera somewhere? Is this a joke?

Are you allowed to say swarthy anymore? My boyfriend had an olive complexion and the very black, very distinct eyebrows that male models have. The moles on my face were scattered like buckshot, while his were expertly, almost intentionally, placed, like beauty marks. Strangers expected him to speak with an accent, but they could never really tell which one: Italian? Spanish? Persian? Whatever it was that Omar Sharif sounded like? His perfect teeth had never known a cavity, and his body was just as remarkable as his face, the result of running and watching what he ate. You just couldn’t help but stare at him, study him, marvel at how well-made he was and how his beauty changed with the ever-shifting light.

I wasn’t exactly a toad back then, but the most I could have generously awarded myself was a tentative six, lowered by a good two points whenever I stood beside him—a solid, indisputable ten if ever there was one. “What’s he doing with you?” people would ask me. “What did you do, drug him?”

Nine months after we met, my boyfriend and I took a weekend trip to Wisconsin, to a lakeside resort area. It was autumn. The leaves were at their peak, and on our way to dinner that first night, we came upon two young women who were walking in the opposite direction. “My God, he’s gorgeous,” one of them said to her friend as we passed.

“Did you hear that?” I asked. “Apparently I’m ‘gorgeous.’”

“They were talking about me,” my boyfriend said.

I’d been joking—of course they were talking about him. But message received.

Similarly he was insulted when the owner of a small grocery store asked if we were brothers. “Don’t take it so hard,” I said to him as we left. “The guy’s Portuguese, and we probably all look the same to him.”

Handsome men are faced with temptations normal-looking guys aren’t. It was easy for me to be monogamous—no one ever offered me an alternative. While I stayed home and wrote, my boyfriend went out drinking and dancing, went to clubs and parties where both men and women fell in love with him. As the infidelities stacked up, I became like the mad king in a fairy tale. “Is somebody stealing my gold?”

He told me more than once during our first year together that he wanted to end things, but then I’d talk him out of it. In time I came to feel more like his jailer than his boyfriend. The more he betrayed me, the longer his sentence became, me not realizing it was my sentence as well.

A normal person would have just left. It’s what I’d advise a friend to do, but when someone’s unfaithful, it chips away at your self-esteem. The 6 becomes a 3, and then a –2. The other people he’s sleeping with are somehow your fault, you who’s not good enough, not attentive enough, you who should be happy with any scraps that come your way.

Whenever I ran out of my prepared material, I asked my therapist questions about herself. I thought that a person in her position would have to remain opaque. “Let’s stick with you, if that’s OK,” I expected her to say. But no. She was more than generous with personal information. Wait, I’d think, listening to a story about how her parents ignored her, this is costing me money. Still, I liked learning who this woman was. On several occasions I left thinking, At least I don’t have it as bad as her.

Once, Frieda showed up in a sweatsuit and sneakers, but most often she was pleasantly dressed, not like she was going somewhere nice for dinner but like she worked at Sears or Penney’s. Always she kept a notebook in her lap, and whenever she’d write something in it I’d wonder what it was. It could have been anything, I suppose: “Handsome boyfriend anxiety disorder” or, just as likely, “Send Mom birthday card.”

I was dying to know what she and my boyfriend talked about, but more than that, I wondered whom she liked better: him or me. I wondered that with our friends as well. I was beaten to a nub in 1989. There was not a single moment of the day that I did not think obsessively about my crumbling relationship. Is he already seeing someone else? Is it someone I know? I felt like I had swallowed hot coals. Before moving in together we regularly broke up. During the time we were apart, I’d be like one of those Buddhist monks who’d set himself on fire. What is my problem? I wondered. Other people could divorce or separate and then move on with their lives, maybe not within days but they could still manage to eat and work and talk about things in the news. I had never been in a relationship before and felt certain that if this one ended, there would not be another. So that was the choice: accept being cheated on or remain single for the rest of my life.

Midway between my fourth and fifth visits, I discovered the extent of my boyfriend’s infidelities. Then I collected a bag of things and left. Walking to a friend’s, where I would take up temporary residence in her laundry room, I promised myself that something good would come out of this. I would leave Chicago and go to New York, just like I’d always told myself I would. It was the sort of place you had to move to on your own, and now that I was permanently single, what excuse did I have for not rolling the dice?

I didn’t get on a bus and go straight there—I had no money. There were dark and sloppy days ahead of me. Months on end in which I’d beg, embark on an unfortunate rebound relationship, get back together with my ex-boyfriend, break up again. Make a real mess of myself. It took a while to get a New York apartment lined up, but eventually I went, and a whole new period of my life began. It was as cleanly defined as a chapter in a book, and it brought me everything I had spent the previous chapters dreaming of.

Two nights after I walked out on my boyfriend, I had an appointment with Frieda. I told her what had happened, and at the end of my little monologue she looked up from her notebook and smiled.

“He sure was handsome, though,” I said.

“Gorgeous,” she agreed. “You’ll never find anyone that good-looking again.”

I think she meant this as something hopeful, as in, “You’ll wind up with someone you’re better matched with and never again run this high a fever.”

Still, a year and a half later, when I met Hugh in New York, I wanted nothing more than to put him on a plane, track down Frieda, and present him to her, saying, “Never find anyone that good-looking again? Really? You think not?”

Hugh is a fairer version of my last boyfriend, and in every sense. Reduce life to an Archie comic, and he’s Betty as opposed to Veronica. The two are drawn exactly the same, though it took me years to notice it. The only difference is their hair color and the power each derives from her looks. Hugh, like Betty, never weaponizes his beauty, seems not to notice it, really. He doesn’t go to clubs and bars, doesn’t even look at pornography. Sneak up on him at his computer, and you’ll find that he’s on some real-estate site. Why is he looking at studio apartments in Lisbon? I’ll wonder, though not with my heart in my throat, the way I’d have been with my last boyfriend.

I sometimes wonder what it might be like to see an actual psychiatrist, one with a beautiful office who could prescribe mind-altering drugs. I visited Frieda eight times in all and never dropped my act. She didn’t cure me of anything, though I didn’t really give her a chance. It’s like I was allergic to bananas, and then one day I stopped eating them. Why did I stick with them for so long when I knew they made me sick? Does it matter? One way or another I guess I’ll never know.

As for my ex-boyfriend, I see him every few years. We have lunch, we talk about the people we used to know, and then I leave and go about my business with a feeling that I suppose you might call bittersweet. It’s not him I long for so much as my youth, or our brief, shared youth together—that autumn trip to Wisconsin. Dinner at a supper club. Brilliant fall leaves. Motel sex. I see him as he was, with a full head of hair. Then I see me standing beside him, and up myself from a tentative 6 to a solid 6.2.

Had you told me in 1989 that one day I would have a Franz Kline painting in my office or that the phone would ring late one evening and it would be Roseanne Barr calling me in Paris, I’d have believed it, not because I thought I was all that talented but because I worked hard. Remarkable things have a way of happening, and they might as well happen to me as opposed to the next guy. Had you predicted there would come a day when I wouldn’t be consumed by thoughts of my ex-boyfriend, though, when I didn’t replay our every ugly moment, followed immediately by our every exhilarating one, I’d have told you not just that you were crazy but that you needed to see a psychiatrist.







The Hem of His Garment

If you were to say to me, “You can be in a room with either Chris Rock or the pope,” I’d say, “Chris Rock, please.” Nothing against the pope, but he’s never made me laugh. Neither has he come up with a viable solution to America’s gun problem the way Chris Rock has, saying that the firearms themselves can be unregulated but that every bullet should cost five thousand dollars.

“OK,” you’d continue. “Julia Louis-Dreyfus or the pope?”

“Oh, no question,” I’d tell you. “The cursing on Veep amounted to poetry, so Julia Louis-Dreyfus.”

“Stephen Merchant or—?”

“Stephen Merchant.”

The same goes for Stephen Colbert, Mike Birbiglia, Tig Notaro, Conan O’Brien, Whoopi Goldberg, Jimmy Fallon, Ramy Youssef, and Jim Gaffigan—most of whom I know or have met at one time or another.

The crazy thing is that I didn’t have to choose between any of the above and the pope. For reasons I will never quite understand, I got to be in a room with all of them—plus a hundred or so others who had also been summoned without much advance notice to the Vatican on a late-spring morning in June, when Rome was hot but not so hot that all you could talk about was how hot it was.

Like everyone I spoke to the night before our papal audience—when, minus Jimmy Fallon, the American contingent gathered for dinner—I’d initially thought that my invitation, which was sent by email, was spam. “Right,” I said to the screen of my laptop. “Nice try, Russia.” I didn’t click on the attachment until Stephen Colbert assured me that it was legitimate and that the pope really did want to meet with comics and humorists from around the world in three days’ time, and at six forty-five in the morning. The invitation made it sound like there’d be a dialogue, as if the pope had questions or needed to ask us a favor, something along the lines of “Do you think you could maybe give the pedophilia stuff a rest?”

Everyone’s got a Catholic-clergy joke up their sleeve, perhaps one they heard at a party. Mine is:


A cop stops a car two priests are riding in. “I’m looking for a couple of child molesters,” he tells them.

The priests look at each other. “We’ll do it!” they say.



Substitute rabbis or Baptist ministers for priests, and you’ll get nothing. I mean, the Catholic Church earned those laughs, and every time its senior clerics look away or quietly send an offending clergyman to the backbench, it’s making this scandal larger than its ministry, at least to an outsider such as myself.

“Can you help me turn this around?” I imagined the pope asking. “How can we get back to the sex-starved nun jokes we all so enjoyed in the past?”

This is a man who had just been caught using an Italian word that translated to faggotry for the second time in three weeks. After our visit, which was covered by seemingly every news organization on earth, the gaffe would be brought up again and again, especially in comment sections, by people convinced that had they been invited to the Vatican they’d have stayed home in protest or perhaps would have attended and then caused a scene.

It didn’t bother me, though. When I heard that the pope had said faggotry, I laughed, in large part because it’s a funny word. Then, too, it’s not something you’d call a person—not like Shut up, fag. Rather, it connotes behavior: Take your faggotry outside, please.

Pope Francis can’t preside over same-sex marriages, but he created a firestorm within his church by blessing gay people about to be married. “If they accept the Lord and have good will, who am I to judge them?” he asked in 2013.

Then, yes, he said faggotry, but he apologized for it. Both times. I don’t think that he’s a homophobe so much as an eighty-seven-year-old. (“I said what again? Really?”)

My feeling is that if you want a church that’s 100 percent gay friendly, go join one—there are plenty to be had—or start your own. “Yes, but I want Our Lady of Sorrows to celebrate Pride Month,” I can hear someone whining.

It’s like going to Burger King and demanding a Big Mac. If you want a Big Mac, go across the street to McDonald’s. Jesus.

Also, I wasn’t bothered by the pope’s use of faggotry because I’m not queer; I’m gay. The difference is that queer people are offended by just about everything. They have the rest of us walking on potato chips, afraid we’re using the wrong pronoun or saying “motherfucker” instead of “mothering person fucker.” Gay people just wonder what they’ll wear to the Vatican at the crack of dawn and what the proper etiquette is.

“If he holds out his hand, you can either shake it or kiss his ring,” my friend Leslie, who was brought up Catholic, wrote when I told her I was going.

I was raised in the Greek Orthodox Church. There, we kissed the priest’s hand when receiving Communion, though once I moved up a few inches and kissed his watch instead, just to see if he’d say anything.

“Actually, no,” another friend wrote. “This pope hates having his ring kissed, so if he holds out his hand, just shake it.”

I was in Sussex when my invitation arrived. It was eight thirty in the morning, and by lunchtime I had my plane ticket and had booked a hotel within walking distance of the Vatican, which, like the city-state of Monaco, is its own separate country and could thus be added to a list I have on my computer titled “Countries I Have Been To.” The Vatican would be my sixtieth.

There’s another list on my computer titled “Stars I Have Seen.” People don’t count if they are onstage in a concert or a play. They have to be at large or at an occasion we were both invited to. According to an online article my travel agent sent, one that referred to my fellow Vatican invitees as “yucksters,” I’d soon be adding two American comedians, a British one, and at least one actress, also American, to my list.

“Plus the pope,” Hugh reminded me when I told him that I was definitely going.

“Oh, right,” I said, the way I might have had he said, “Plus Sully Sullenberger.” I guess I’d been limiting my list to entertainers and people who aren’t in show business but dazzle nevertheless, like Ann Richards, the late governor of Texas. If I don’t see the pope as dazzling, I suppose it’s because I’m not religious in any way. On my deathbed I’ll likely cover my bases and beg for forgiveness, but not until I’m coughing up blood, or I see Hugh reaching for the plug of my respirator.

Does that make me an agnostic or a flat-out atheist? I do believe there was someone named Jesus who was a revolutionary, but I don’t think he was God’s son or that he was resurrected. It was a shame that I was invited to the Vatican, actually—like sending me to the US Open when I’d never watched a football game in my life. I thought of the millions of people in the world who’d give anything to meet the pope and realized that I knew only two of them: my friend Ewan’s cleaning lady and Stephen Colbert, who’s so Catholic he taught Sunday school.

The dress code on the invitation was daytime formal, which I was told amounted to shined shoes and a suit. The only one I had at my fingertips was bought nine years earlier, when I was invited to Buckingham Palace. The late queen hosted tea parties every summer for do-gooders of one stripe or another, and I was included on account of all the rubbish I’d collected by the side of British roads. She and I didn’t meet, but I saw her—she was standing within hearing range, close enough for me to comprehend how truly tiny she was. Her feet were the size of hot-dog buns. We’d been told to leave our phones and cameras at home, but everyone around me had sneaked one in, and they were all going bananas.

Me, I’m just not a picture person. Am I glad other people have cameras? Sometimes. Like at the dinner Stephen Colbert arranged the night before our papal audience. I look at the photos of the assembled guests and wonder, What was I doing there? Why not Garrison Keillor, Tina Fey, or Donald Glover, to name just three of a thousand more qualified people? It was like a reproduction of The Last Supper with one of the disciples replaced by Snoopy.

“Does anyone have a favorite God joke?” Colbert asked as our final course was served. “It doesn’t have to be your own.”

For most of the evening, I’d sat across from Whoopi Goldberg, who had no appetite and passed me all her plates after just a bite or two. That meant double servings of four separate pasta dishes; two steaks served on rafts of eggplant; four rich, smothered dumplings; two tomato salads; and two cherry-and-goat-cheese pavlovas, plus all the food I snatched from the plate of Jim Gaffigan’s youngest son, who was seated to my right. Now my pants no longer fit, and my watch band was cutting off the circulation in my left hand. Even my throat was swollen. I cleared it before taking the floor:


So God tells Adam: “I’m going to make you a wife, a helpmate, the most beautiful woman who ever lived. She’ll be terrific in bed, enthusiastic, and uncomplaining. But it’ll cost you.”

Adam asks, “How much?”

“An eye, an elbow, a collarbone, and your left ball.”

Adam thinks for a minute, then asks, “What can I get for a rib?”



The polite but underwhelming response I got from people who tell jokes for a living—who fill stadiums—should have taught me a lesson. Instead, I told another one:


What’s the worst part of having sex with Jesus?

He’s always wanting to come into your heart.



Thank God Colbert told a joke as well. It was, he warned us, decades old, and one of the first he ever wrote. But at least he wrote it. Mine were ones people had told me at book signings. I don’t belong here, I thought, embarrassed for the umpteenth time that evening.

Usually I comfort myself by remembering that everyone secretly feels out of place. Here, though, I’m pretty sure it was just me. That said, my fellow guests were welcoming and, it goes without saying, terribly, terribly funny, just as they were at six forty-five the following morning when we met at an entrance gate near the pope’s living quarters and were led to a magnificently frescoed room in the Apostolic Palace. There, we joined the hundred other people who’d been invited: more international writers and comics, most of them from Italy. I knew only one, a woman named Luciana Littizzetto, whom I’d met years earlier, in Turin. She was the only non-Vatican representative to address the crowd that morning. Her remarks lasted a minute or two and were in Italian, as were the pope’s.

The assembled group stood and applauded as he entered the room and took his thronelike seat before us. It speaks to the man’s humility that he allows every rank-and-file clergy member to outdress him. The cardinals were resplendent in their black cassocks, which had bright scarlet buttons and matching sashes called fascias. Better still were the papal gentlemen, who wore morning coats and white bow ties coupled with elaborate bibs, often with medals hanging off them. The Swiss guard looked like Renaissance-era toy soldiers in their multicolored striped outfits, standing just so with feathers in their helmets, their halberds held before them. Even the friars in their dung-colored robes and sandals were more strikingly dressed than the pope, who looked a bit mother-of-the-bride in a white cassock with a shawl-type thing over his shoulders. He wore a skullcap and, around his neck, a cross on which you could have crucified the late queen of England.

The pope read a prepared statement of which we were each given a copy. It amounted to: Laughter makes the world go round. His voice was soft and passionless. At one point he got a reaction by holding a thumb above his ear and wagging his fingers, but, as one member of the American delegation said afterward, “We really just laughed out of politeness.”

The part that moved me took place after his address, when, row by row, we were led up the aisle and personally greeted. The pope remained seated throughout this part and shook each of our hands. Some people brought him gifts; others leaned in to tell him something. I think I said, “Thanks for having me.” Standing before him, I felt the same pity I’d felt for the queen and would feel for anyone who has to meet people for a living. Nothing stirred inside me the way it did in 2015, when, rounding a corner at the White House, where I’d been invited to talk with some speech writers, I happened upon President Obama. For a moment, standing there with my mouth hanging open, I feared that I might spontaneously combust—with respect, with pride and awe. The encounter with the pope, though, was like meeting the Dalai Lama: not an inconvenience by any stretch, not uninteresting, just “Oh, hi.”

Many people, after the handshake, walked a few steps, pulled out their phones, and then took a selfie with the pope in the background. It was so tacky. I said to the Italian seated to my right, “You’d think he was Santa!”

As at any good fashion show, the majority of our time was spent waiting, but the clothes we saw made it all worthwhile. The difference, I thought, was that these outfits weren’t for sale. Then my friend Austin wrote from the States and told me that while in Rome I had to go to Gammarelli, a bespoke tailoring business founded in 1798 that’s been dressing the pope and his associates for generations. It wasn’t too far from my hotel, so late in the afternoon I went with Julia Louis-Dreyfus, who wore great clothes and was seemingly up for anything. I worried on the walk over that Gammarelli wouldn’t sell to laymen. “I’m going to tell them that my brother is a priest,” I said to her, “that he’s my size, and I thought this might make a good Christmas present.”

I figured they must hear that a lot, though, so when the time came I told the salesman, who was young and slender and spoke very good English, that I collect religious garments from around the world.

“He’s actually a noted historian,” Julia said.

I looked at her like, Fuck. If I wanted to be put on the spot like this, I’d have come with my sister Amy.

“I also study history,” the young man said. “What is your area of concentration?”

I panicked. “Sometimes I write for magazines,” I told him.

What I wanted was a black cassock. That’s the ankle-length robe Catholic priests wear. I wanted one because they’re slimming, they’re classic, and they’re beautifully made, at least at Gammarelli.

“We start by choosing the wool,” the young man said, handing me a book of fabric samples. “Then we select the buttons and take your measurements.”

A Gammarelli cassock generally takes months to make and involves several fittings. The price, which is steep, reflects the high quality of the work that goes into it. That said, it’s not as involved as a bespoke suit—there are no trousers to worry about, no zippers in this case—but it is intricately pleated and lined. I was still willing to go ahead with it and was being measured when the young man left the dressing room and returned with a cassock that was already finished but had never been collected. Perhaps the priest who’d ordered it had died or had been sent to prison. Whatever the case, it fit me very well except for the length—which could easily be adjusted.

Next came the Roman collar. The outfit’s fine without it, I thought, until I added it and realized Whoa, you really, really need the collar. Then came the fascia, and I got two—the classic black one and a scarlet model that a cardinal would wear.

“Is it against the law to dress like a priest?” I whispered to Julia as I did up the last of the thirty-three buttons, each of which symbolizes a year of Christ’s life and leaves you wishing he’d been crucified at twelve, especially if, like me, you’re developing arthritis in your fingers.

I loved the idea of wearing my cassock on the street. Then I imagined myself walking along and being approached by a person in distress or, worse yet, by another priest asking me if I’d heard the news about Father O’Shea or Archbishop DiMaggio. “A cardiac arrest, not two minutes into the Eucharist!” What does one say in that situation?

“Oh, sorry, I honestly just liked the robe. It takes ten pounds off!”

The next day at the airport, awaiting my flight back to London, I saw a priest wearing the very outfit I had beside me in my suitcase. He was heavyset and bearded, his black hair gathered in a short ponytail. What’s it like to know you can never marry or even date someone? I wondered. More than that, what’s it like to have faith? To look at a solid argument against your God and say with absolute conviction, “I think I prefer it my way, thank you.”

My Greek grandmother was like that—kept a crucifix the size of a hand mirror in her bedroom and kissed it until her lips wore the plating off Jesus’s stomach. Cried when she saw Billy Graham on TV, even though she didn’t understand what he was saying. “Jesus blessie,” she’d whisper, crossing herself whenever we passed a church, any church. Tie two sticks together, and her eyes would water. My father had maybe a third of her faith, and his children, for whatever reason, none.

I wanted to tell the priest at the airport that I had just met his boss, the pope, that I’d shaken his hand and been given a rosary in a leather pouch. I’d hoped he would be impressed but, at the same time, envious—to feel that I’d been rewarded with something that he, despite his years of service, had not. Why you and not me? I wanted him to wonder.

How fitting, then, if he’d beckoned me close, saying, “Actually, I’m a Muslim. This outfit just gets me through security faster.”







Punching Down

When I first moved to New York in 1990, I knew a total of five people. They all had lives of their own—I couldn’t just plop myself down and demand their attention—so I signed up for a once-a-week class taught at the West Side YMCA, hoping I could make a friend or two there. Writing Funny, the course was called, and it was taught by a British woman named Freda Garmaise who was maybe in her mid-sixties at the time and had published several books.

“What are the rules of comedy writing?” she asked at the start of our first session.

I put my hand up. “You should never make fun of anyone who has less power than you.”

Freda looked at me with a combination of disgust and pity. “Where on earth did you get that idea?” she asked.

I groped for an answer. “The Village Voice, maybe?”

“No, no no,” she said. “The only rule of anything in comedy is that you should always be as tasteless as possible.”

I think about that moment a lot, especially now, when the phrase punching down has become ubiquitous. It’s the worst crime a comic or humor writer can commit, at least according to the people who now decide such things, meaning people on X who determine—based, I suppose, on your photo and a wild guess at your net worth—who you can and cannot make jokes about.

Words, we are now regularly reminded, are violence. Silence is as well. I read not long ago that capitalism is violence, as is misgendering someone. Ignoring someone is violence, but so, too, is paying attention to them. A friend recently called on one of her assistants to deliver a statistic during a business meeting and was later charged with “casual violence.” Apparently Deborah needed to give advance warning that she was going to ask a question, one that might possibly put her employee—someone who was well-paid to know stuff and be able to spew it forth—on the spot.

Who are these hothouse flowers, all so easily and consistently wounded? People whose parents never hit them, that’s who. People who don’t know what real pain is but still want to throw the word around. When I was a child, a slap across the face was too minor to qualify as “casual violence.” It was simply what you got for talking back or holding everyone up. It never hurt all that much; what stung was the swiftness of it, the surprise. Who knew my mother could move so fast, like someone belted in the martial arts? I don’t feel like it traumatized me to be knocked around a little. Blood was rarely drawn. No limbs were broken. Could my parents have made their point without resorting to violence? Probably, but it would have taken more time, and with six kids to dress and get out the door, that was a precious commodity. I see parents now who worry they’re being abusive if they don’t spend at least an hour putting their child to bed. An hour! I said to my sister Amy, “Do you remember ever once being tucked in? Can you imagine Mom and Dad reading to us or singing? Can you imagine them kissing us?”

“Ugh,” she said. “Stop!”

And look at us! We’re fine. We can handle stuff. We never get offended by anything. Part of this is that there were so many of us. A child needs brothers and sisters, the more the better. Good siblings will press your favorite doll’s face onto a red-hot barbecue, then steal the money the tooth fairy left under your pillow. They’ll deposit things inside of you when you’re four, then sleep with your boyfriend twelve years later—will, in short, prepare you to live in the real world. Better still, they’ll dilute the Eye of Sauron–like attention given to an only child. My mother couldn’t remember our names half the time, much less care whether we felt anxious or depressed.

One of the worst things that’s happened to us as a country is that people are having fewer kids than they did in the past. Sure, it’s good for the environment—fewer people means less demand for resources. The problem is that single children receive a freakish amount of love and attention. Most graduate at least twelve times before leaving high school. Their every move is recorded and celebrated, and it gives them an outsize sense of their own importance. Our parents thought we were OK, at best, and I think that really helped us in the long run. Ask someone now if they have kids, and they’re pretty much guaranteed to use the word amazing, as in “I have an amazing six-year-old daughter.”

“Amazing because she just discovered a cure for MS or because she speaks three words of Spanish?” I always want to ask. “I mean, just how low have you set that bar?”

The solution isn’t for every couple to start having five kids but maybe for one chosen couple to have five, and the other four couples to go without—either have a full litter you can’t dote on or nothing at all.

If our schools are a mess, it’s in large part due to these parents who think their kids are special, who get mad if you contradict their brilliance, if you give them a bad grade or, God forbid, try to take their phones away. Had one of my teachers told my mother that I was acting up in class, she’d have said, “Thank you so much for letting me know.” Then she’d have come to wherever I was—in front of the TV or at the side of the TV, making my way to the front of it—and slapped my sister Gretchen so hard her eyes would have crossed.

“What was that for?” Gretchen would have asked.

“Oops, wrong kid,” my mother would have said. Then she’d have slapped me twice as hard to make up for her mistake.

I was in Los Angeles not long ago, staying at a hotel in Bel-Air. Houses in that neighborhood start at twenty million dollars, so of course there are no sidewalks—you wouldn’t want the wrong people wandering in. So I was on the far edge of a winding street, Porsches and BMWs racing by, when I saw a van-sized private-school bus pull up in front of a gated mansion. A mother ushered her child, age seven or so, through the door as I passed. I walked on for another five minutes before turning back, surprised to see that the school bus hadn’t moved in the time I’d been gone. Rather, it was where I had left it, the engine idling, the mother still at the door, mewing over the sound of her crying child, “Well, Atticus, honey, where do you want to sit?”

So the bus driver and all these kids had to wait until this one woman’s son was happy with his seat?

I think that if you don’t want to slap or spank your child, that’s fine—your decision—but that other people should be completely allowed to. Not higgledy-piggledy, but in this situation, the driver had every right to yank Atticus into whichever seat was empty and say, “Shut the fuck up. We’re leaving.”

Children now are like animals who have no natural predators left. Had I arrived at my elementary school with a bleeding head wound, explaining that my father had just thrown me out of his moving car because I was teasing my sister, the teacher would have handed me a Band-Aid, saying, “Well, I hope you learned a lesson from it.” Now, even a scratch on the back of your hand could get your parents locked up for abuse. And children know this!

In a London park one afternoon I saw a woman glaring into the distance, to where three kids, ages seven to nine, were breaking branches off a tree. “Hey, you. Boys!” she shouted. “Stop doing that.”

“You can’t talk to us,” the ringleader shouted back, and he was right, at least legally. According to the law, the woman was bullying them.

I was in a crowded restaurant one night and saw this four- year-old running back and forth across the candlelit dining room, her parents charmed—this as servers were carrying heavy trays of hot food. I kept waiting for the manager to say something, but they’re all afraid now of being condemned on social media. She didn’t seem innately horrible, this girl, but I think we’d all be better off had someone said, “You sit down right now.” In this case, though, it was really the parents who needed to be hit.

Ditto the couple I saw the next morning at breakfast. They came with two kids, ages maybe four and six, and each of them was watching a different program on an iPad. Neither had headphones on, and the high-pitched voices of the cartoon characters—“Let’s go see what the letter M is up to!”—were super disturbing. If this was a sports bar, the sort with billboard-sized TVs and loud music playing at the same time, it might have been different, but it was the restaurant of a nice hotel. One that offered room service.

Do the parents know that this is not their house? I wondered, thinking, finally, of a couple I saw on the subway in Yokohama once. Their eighteen-month-old son was with them, and when the boy wanted to look out the window, his mother removed his shoes, took a towel out of her bag, and spread it upon the seat so that he could stand on it. Just before we reached their station, the woman pulled out a small spray bottle along with a paper napkin and cleaned the kid’s handprints off the glass. So actually, maybe that’s the solution. You have a child or two and then send them off to be raised in Japan until they’re eighteen or so and have learned proper manners. When they return and you tell them how absolutely awesome and special they are, they’ll look at you and blink, not understanding, and thus not believing, a word of it.







In Lieu of My Biography

If you are ever asked in an interview whom you would like to write your biography, you’ll really have no choice but to say, “A biography? Of me? Who on earth would ever want to read it?” You’ll have to act as if the question is preposterous; otherwise you’ll come off as self-important or delusional. That aside, please know that I would like to read your biography. Not your autobiography, mind you, but one written by someone else. Tell whoever it is to make it as long as it needs to be, and let them know that if it begins with your grandparents I’m probably going to do some skimming.

If you think your life might be of interest to future generations, if you’re accomplished for whatever reason or hope to become accomplished, you might want to make your biography better by drinking more. I don’t mean going from one glass of Chardonnay to one and a half. I mean you need to put away buckets of hard liquor. Per day. And while you’re blacked out you should have sex with as many people—both men and women—as possible, preferably famous ones with good memories. Take drugs, too, and publicly, violently feud with your critics.

I don’t wish an alcohol-induced death on anyone, so somewhere toward the end of your life, the last hundred pages, say, you might want to clean yourself up and get back on your feet. That’s what John Cheever did. Raymond Carver, too. Both their biographies have long, dark tunnels in them. Both got sober, though, and became better men—not perfect by any means, but as good as they could be. You’ll want chapters like that in your life story. They’ll remind the reader that it’s not impossible to turn one’s life around.

My love of biographies goes back to the fourth grade. There was a series of them in my elementary-school library—all with orange covers—devoted to American heroes: Davy Crockett, Daniel Boone, Abraham Lincoln, Ben Franklin. I loved reading about these men before they came into themselves, when they were boys, living in cabins and doing chores. If they were helping out on their family’s farm with no hint that they might grow up to be famous, might not the same be true of me? I maybe didn’t tote water up hills, but I occasionally split logs for our fireplace. I mowed the lawn and washed the car. While doing these things, I would imagine them detailed in my future biography. “The weeds along the Sedaris driveway were tenacious, but young David tackled them with the same determination he later put toward…” And here the narrative would die, for what was it that I might be known for—putting slugs in the freezer and learning, time after time, that they would not reanimate? Even to my young mind this didn’t seem like… enough.

By my early twenties most of the biographies I was reading were about writers and artists. One of my favorites concerned Jean Cocteau, who is maybe best known in America for his film adaptation of Beauty and the Beast. Cocteau knew everyone worth knowing in Paris in the early twentieth century: Serge Diaghilev, Igor Stravinsky, Picasso, Colette, Modigliani, Erik Satie. That was something I came to notice as the biographies piled up: People who went on to become famous seemed to know a lot of other people who went on to become famous. They worked some dead-end job together or hung out at the same bar. Perhaps they met in an acting class. Some remarkable force always gathered them together. Look in the index of Francis Steegmuller’s Cocteau: A Biography or Geoffrey Elborn’s Edith Sitwell, and it’s one name after another. A who’s who of music and film and art history.

This caused me to look at my friends in Raleigh, North Carolina—most often as I was passing a bong—and wonder, Are you going to make it big, lady drug dealer who sometimes tie-dyes T-shirts? What about you, guy who makes beads out of dried sweet potatoes? This was something we needed to do for one another, but I didn’t see anyone else making much of an effort.

At twenty-seven I left Raleigh and moved to Chicago to attend the School of the Art Institute. There I met a great many people who I thought would go on to be famous. In retrospect, I realize that all of them were either good-looking, alcoholic, or a combination of the two. One guy I’d have bet money on, a poet, would get black-out drunk and start fistfights at parties. The next morning he’d be found passed out on someone’s doorstep, so tragically handsome and with just the right haircut. Your biography is writing itself, I’d think, not realizing that there was one part missing: his talent. It’s not that he was devoid of it. It’s just that he put more effort into his persona than he did into his work. A lot of people I met during that period were like that. They didn’t write or paint so much as go to parties and talk about writing and painting.

Another thing I noticed in the biographies I was reading was that the subjects all headed to big cities: New York and Paris and London. They went to where the action was and met like-minded go-getters. Famous people didn’t stay in Raleigh, North Carolina, or even in Chicago. When the window of opportunity opened, they made their move. This was one of the things that separated them from normal people; they didn’t allow common sense to stand in their way.

From biographies, I learned to watch the window. And when it opened for me in 1990, I dove through it, quitting the only decent job I’d ever had and landing in New York at just the moment that I was supposed to. That doesn’t make me a decent subject for a biography, though there are times in my life when I have looked around and felt as though I were living inside of one. There was the evening in Paris, a dinner party, when I sat between Susan Sontag and the filmmaker James Ivory, who was there with Ismail Merchant. Diane Johnson was our host and made the introductions. Sontag must have been in her late sixties and was much larger than I’d expected—not overweight, just big, her famous skunk-streaked hair all white now, her wrists as thick as my ankles. The war in Iraq was discussed that evening, as was a ninety-three-year-old Polish poet everyone seemed pretty excited about. My fellow guests had important things to say—quotable things—but I just thought of getting home to the all-consuming novel I was reading: Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets.

That’s what makes me unworthy of a biography, not just that I’m dull and have never been unfaithful but that I’m intellectually lazy. Sure, I’ll rewrite an essay twenty times, but there’s no way I’ll open a Thomas Pynchon novel, not even the audio version. I leave all that to Hugh, and when he starts describing it to me, I’ll zone out and think about Dumbledore or a TV show I like called 1000-lb Sisters. I’m an idiot, basically. Always have been. Yes, I drank—more than enough to qualify as an alcoholic, but it was at-home drinking for the most part, and I quit before the turn of the century. I took drugs as well, but even they weren’t enough to save me. I never talk shit about other writers and certainly never hit them—hardly know any, to tell you the truth. My best friend is not Gertrude Stein but someone named Ronnie who works in a shoe store. She’s not even the manager of it.

The best biographies include startling details—the fact, for instance, that Buster Keaton’s father tried to remove his own prostate with a kitchen knife. He was suffering from dementia, but how much of an excuse was that really? I was equally surprised to learn that, on the advice of a healer, Jackson Pollock regularly swallowed a combination of bat shit and ground beets. This, he was told, would establish a “proper balance” of gold and silver in his urine that would allow him to continue drinking all the alcohol he wanted.

Sometimes a biography adds that one extra bit of information that turns me against its subject. When John Cheever shot a three-and-a-half-foot-long snapping turtle for no reason, I thought, You and I are over. I finished the book—Blake Bailey’s Cheever: A Life—I just never forgave him for it. On learning that Richard Yates, perhaps my favorite writer of all time, used a salad bowl as an ashtray—his excuse being that it didn’t need to be emptied so often—I thought, Oh, come on. How hard can it be to walk to the trash can?

Yates rarely quit drinking, and the end of his life was pretty sad. The same is true of Dorothy Parker, who died alone of a heart attack with a poodle named Troy, and of the novelist Jean Stafford, whose final years were one long binge. The few friends she managed to keep didn’t dare answer their phones after dark, worried that it might be her, slurred and ranting. She was sharp-tongued and once described a fellow writer as “looking as if she were pregnant with farm machinery.” One of Stafford’s book ideas—never realized—was Cooking for One While Drunk.

Senator Joe McCarthy—not a writer but a raging alcoholic—was bedeviled by hemorrhoids, the sort that needed to be surgically removed. He also had hair on his back. I do, too, and though he had more than me and his was longer, it caused me for one brief moment to empathize with him. And isn’t that what it’s all about—to feel for someone?

As for relatively sober writers, I liked learning that Shirley Jackson used to park a stick of butter beside her typewriter every morning and eat it like a popsicle.

Then there’s the British poet Philip Larkin. He published his first book right out of the gate, at the age of twenty-three, while his Oxford friend Kingsley Amis kept getting rejected. In 1953 Amis asked if Larkin might read the latest draft of his novel Lucky Jim and make comments. The manuscript still exists and includes the poet’s abbreviated handwritten notes “HSofA” (horrible smell of ass) and “GAofB” (gruesome aroma of bum). I think every editor should adopt these.

Larkin wrote his mother often and addressed her as “My very dear old creature.” His biography is a bit like mine would be—not that interesting. The man spent most of his life in the drab seaside town of Hull, where he was a university librarian. He wasn’t glamorous. He didn’t throw drinks in people’s faces. In his final decade he wrote next to nothing, just rode around town on a bike. Flannery O’Connor’s life was dull as well, but I’d rather have written like her than like, say, Carson McCullers, who was the sort of mess that made for not just one but two entertaining biographies. Ditto Jane Bowles, whose life was chronicled in A Little Original Sin. Then there’s Patricia Highsmith, whose publisher said in the Washington Post, “There was an unredeemable ugliness to her. I never witnessed a kind thought, a kind word, a kind gesture in all the time we spent together.… She was mean, unkind, unfriendly and cold, and never missed an opportunity to be nasty.” And that was her publisher—her supposed champion!

I’ve only been contacted once by a biographer. D. T. Max, his name was. He was writing a book and wanted to know if I recalled a small 2008 dinner that his subject, David Foster Wallace, and I had both attended in Los Angeles. And of course I did—I’d written about it in my diary. Wallace was a genius. I’ve met only a few of them in my life, and though you can argue the merits of their work, their brilliance is just a fact. You feel it the way you feel the heat when opening the door to a red-hot oven.

Wallace was funnier and warmer than I’d expected. He smoked cigarettes and sometimes chewed tobacco. I asked if he owned a spittoon and he said yes. I asked if his dog ever drank from it and his answer was no. At the end of the evening, when we stood to leave, I was surprised to see that he had sweatpants on. A few weeks later he hanged himself.

When Max’s Every Love Story Is a Ghost Story: A Life of David Foster Wallace was released in 2012, I saw my name in the index and thought, Wow! I hadn’t written the book, of course, but nevertheless it was a big moment for me. I am in a biography—not my own but someone else’s, a true artist who was extraordinary and had a profound impact on our culture. I met him once. We connected. Page 299. Look it up.







Cool Mom

During a layover at the Denver airport one spring morning, a doughnut in one hand and a lukewarm cup of coffee in the other, I noticed a woman of fifty or so in a sweatshirt that read, “I’m Not a Regular Mom, I’m a Cool Mom.”

No, you’re not, I thought as she hurried toward her gate, dressed in yoga pants and a pair of sporty sneakers. Being a cool mom is like being a folk artist—defining yourself as one is all the proof the world needs that you’re a fraud. My mother, for instance, would never have called herself cool. That said, I think she met all the criteria, at least those laid out in an online article I recently read.

1. A cool mom shows up.

Well, within limits. If one of us wanted to play soccer or something, our mother wouldn’t have come to our games. She did attend our home swim meets but only because she was already there, poolside, at the country club. Sunglasses on, hair gathered in a kerchief, hot skin the same burnished gold as a Thanksgiving turkey and glistening with tanning oil. She never cheered us on as we swam, but then it would have been out of character. “Look,” we’d say afterward, crowding around her in our bright-orange Speedos, “I got a red ribbon and a yellow one. Lisa got a blue and Tiffany…” I think she wore the dark glasses so we couldn’t see her eyes glaze over with boredom.

If it was important, she showed up, though. When I broke up with my boyfriend of six years, she flew to Chicago for a week and bought me things for my new apartment, the one I’d be living in alone. It embarrassed me to cry in front of her, to sob. I was thirty-two after all, a grown man, and she did me the courtesy of looking away until I’d pulled myself together.

When emergency-room doctors found a mouse-sized fetus lodged in one of my sister Tiffany’s fallopian tubes, my mother caught the first plane to New York. True, she said when she got there, “Sleep with dogs and you wake up with fleas,” but at least she went.

2. A cool mom has rules and holds her kids accountable.

A lot of my mother’s rules were made up on the spot, but you couldn’t expect her to foresee every irritating thing her kids would come up with over the years. “No Scotch-taping tampons to the Christmas tree” was one I remember.

“But they’re unused,” my sister Gretchen argued.

Our mom had a strict rule against being called “ma’am.” Our friends would address their mothers that way, but then they were from North Carolina—weren’t Yankee transplants like us. Calling our mother “ma’am” constituted freshness, as in “Don’t you get fresh with me.” Also forbidden was the word crazy, at least in regard to Tiffany, who would eventually take her own life and whom Mom herself regularly called much worse things: whore, little bitch. They were too much alike to ever get along.

Other things weren’t rules; rather, they were simply understood. You didn’t take Mom’s cigarettes, for example. “Buy your own,” she’d say. “That’s what your allowance is for.”

3. A cool mom is consistent.

In some ways our mother was totally consistent: She never wore pants or wandered into water any higher than her knees, for example. In most other ways she was consistent in stretches. Then times changed and she changed with them. When I was a kid you didn’t dare talk back, but by the time Paul, the youngest, was in junior high, he was regularly telling our mom to shut up, then to shut the fuck up. Not that he walked away unscathed. He’d have his allowance cut, have his car keys taken, and get slapped across the face, of course.

When she was sober, my mother’s moods were fairly steady. I think of her as a cheerful person, and empathetic. She never aspired to be our friend, but I suppose she gave the illusion of it. While we could tell her anything, she kept a lot to herself. What kid needs to hear that his mom feels outclassed, even by her own children, that she can’t stand to be touched by her husband, that the combination of this pill and that amount of alcohol will do the trick every time? I suppose we did know these things, but she never told us.

I was forever hanging off her, baby monkey–like, my arm around her neck, my free hand clutching hers. If I was lying on the kitchen floor—Amy and I in particular were always lying on the floor, and still do—I’d grab her tiny stockinged foot and make as if to kiss it. “Now, that’s just sick,” she’d say.

When drinking, my mom’s mood could change—never toward me but just toward my father, my brother, or Tiffany, when she was around. Then, too, they were always pushing her buttons. “Stirring the turd,” our mother called it.

4. A cool mom makes her kids laugh with her and at themselves.

This was what our mother did best. As a rule, our father ate his dinner as quickly as he could, always dressed in nothing but his underpants, and then raced downstairs to sit in front of the TV. The rest of us would remain around the table with our mother for hours, laughing and not wanting to be anywhere else. “Group therapy,” she called it, though Paul remembers it as something more akin to a roast, to getting made fun of, then getting the chance to make fun of the person next to you, each go-round leaving you with thicker skin. Any pretension was spotted immediately, though ambition was fine, just so long as it wasn’t expressed with sincerity. Nothing got made fun of more than sincerity.

The long dinners continued even when we were in high school, and I remember recognizing how special it was, our camaraderie. I sometimes wonder what it would be like if we were young today, in the age of cell phones. Are four-hour-long meals even possible anymore?

On special occasions we ate at the picnic table in the backyard, but otherwise it was the dining room, always with lit candles. When young, we followed our mother everywhere like ducklings. After dinner she’d go into her bathroom and we’d stand outside the door, listening as she vomited. “I must have eaten something that didn’t agree with me,” she’d say when she came out, always a bit unsteady on her feet, jabbing on fresh lipstick. Every night, this happened, but we didn’t put it together until years later, when we were adults: the Tums, the heartburn, the dental problems.

5. A cool mom makes her kids try new things.

She did, but mainly it was to get us out of the house. When we were fourteen, for example, we had to find volunteer jobs. Mine was at Dorothea Dix, the state psychiatric hospital. I remember following orderlies through locked wards where adults, curled up like babies, lived in stacked metal cribs, never visited by their families. Completely forgotten. At Dix I was regularly threatened by patients. I was cornered and shouted at, accused of everything you could imagine. It was excellent training for my later life in New York City.

When we turned sixteen, our mother made us get paying jobs. All of us worked through high school in restaurants and cafeterias except for Amy, who cashiered at a grocery store called Winn-Dixie and would regularly go on the intercom to say things like, “Questionable check at register three. Can I get a manager, please?” I can’t believe she wasn’t fired.

Gretchen worked at McDonald’s, and I couldn’t understand why she was never fired either, not for humiliating the customers but for working while clearly stoned. “Look,” she said when I asked about it, “I was high when I applied, I was high on my first shift—they don’t know me any other way.”

6. A cool mom gets to know her children’s friends.

Before cell phones, a kid tended to know everyone’s parents. “Hi, Mrs. Woestendiek. Is Ted home?”

“May I tell him who’s calling?”

My mother was a lot more accepting than most people’s. If a kid was gay or just a general mess, he’d come to our house and hang out with her. “Mom,” we’d call over our shoulders as we answered the front door, which had a window in it, “Jerry’s here.” “Martin’s here.” “Thomas is here.”

The gay thing wasn’t talked about in the ’70s. I couldn’t tell who was and who wasn’t, but my mother could. “Mom’s boyfriends” was what we called the kids who sought her out. You’d think that I in particular would have been jealous of the attention they were getting, but the moment they’d leave my mother would talk shit about them, perhaps to prove that she liked me more than she liked them. “Jesus,” she’d groan, “I thought he’d never leave. Is it still September?”

7. A cool mom lets her kids see her try new things and take healthy risks.

My mother regularly bad-mouthed the women’s movement. “Libbers,” she derisively called those like Betty Friedan and Gloria Steinem. “They’re just jealous that they’re not men.”

Like a lot of stay-at-home mothers in the 1970s, she felt like she was under attack for not having a career. When the last of us left home, she got a job at Easy Elegance, a ladies’ consignment shop owned by our next-door neighbor, and her attitude changed completely. Our mother loved working and had a real way with customers. Unlike the owner and the other woman who sometimes worked there, she would let men try on the clothing. Some of them were drag queens and others what were then known as “cross-dressers.” “What do I care?” she said when she was admonished for it. “A sale is a sale, and who else is going to wear some of this crap?”

My mother worked at Easy Elegance until she started chemo and was too sick to leave home. After she died, I imagined all those men who’d bought dresses wondering what had happened to Sharon—for surely she’d introduced herself—and having to shop elsewhere.

One new thing we wished our mom had tried was divorce. That last decade with our father was particularly brutal. “You idiot,” he’d say to her. “Go sleep it off, why don’t you?”

“She lost her looks and it’s making her crazy,” I remember him saying to me after they’d had a fight.

It’s not like my mother didn’t have her own money. She and my father slept in separate rooms. I don’t know what kept her living with him all those years. My sisters and I liked to imagine her moving to an older part of town, to a neighborhood called Cameron Village. A stone house with a covered porch. “That one,” we’d say, riding down Park Drive or Hawthorne Road. “Or, no, that one there.”

When people ask us what our mother was like—Paul’s daughter, Maddy, for instance, who was born ten years after she died—we frequently describe her as cool, always, I think, feeling the word’s inadequacy. Whatever our mother was to us, it’s too complex and momentous to ever fit onto a sweatshirt. A person would need a whole mountain, and then some.







A Long Way Home

Ordinarily I hate staying at someone’s house, but when Hugh and I visited his friend Mary in Maine, we had no other choice. There aren’t any hotels on the small island where she lives in the summer, and she’d seemed so genuine when she’d extended her invitation that we really couldn’t refuse. Mary and Hugh went to college together a hundred thousand years ago, long before she started directing operas at the Met, long before she won a Tony and a MacArthur Fellowship, though to hear him tell it, the qualities that earned her those awards were as evident when she was eighteen as they were at sixty-five. Her auburn hair had turned mostly white since I’d last seen her fifteen years earlier, and she wore it in an untidy bun.

There was another old classmate of Hugh’s and Mary’s at the house that weekend, and he had a Tony and a Pulitzer, both awarded for a play he had written. Luckily, his girlfriend, Caroline, was there as well, thus there were two of us who felt left out when the talk turned to former teachers and whatever happened to so-and-so.

Mary’s secluded four-bedroom house was deep in the woods yet still on the waterfront. The bay she faced was quiet and as calm as a pond. It was August, and we’d hit a patch of perfect weather. The days were warm without being hot, the sky blue and cloudless.

“I do have one rule,” she said when we arrived. “No cell phones, iPads, or laptops on the ground floor.”

Bitch, you what? I thought. But it was her house, and so, for the first time in recent memory, I spent two and a half days talking to people and having them talk back. It was shocking to see no one staring down at their devices. That said, at our ages, we sort of needed them. “Did anyone see that movie… the funny one directed by the Greek who did that other movie about what’s her name? Oh, you know, it starred… that actor. She was on that British TV show?”

A phone would have moved us along quicker. Still, it was refreshing not to have one. No photos were shared, no social-media posts. If you wanted to check your email or text someone, you were free to do so in your second-floor bedroom or up in the third-story crow’s nest, but then you’d miss whatever was being talked about. That was the rub, since anything said by our hostess and two fellow guests was far more interesting than a fifteen-second video of a Komodo dragon eating a baby goat. I don’t know how Instagram tagged me as a person who wants to watch this sort of thing, but it was right on the money.

Instead of looking at animals being swallowed whole, we were really relating to one another—talking about the things reasonably accomplished adults tend to talk about. “You know who I hate?” the playwright said over toast one morning. “Greta Thunberg.”

I felt bad for agreeing until I learned she’s twenty-two now, and thus fair game. Then it was fine to laugh at his imitation of her. “How dare you!” he said, quoting from her 2019 speech to the UN and sounding like a furious, self-righteous Björk.

“Do it again,” I begged him.

“How dare you!”

I wish I could say I spent three days entirely offline, but I had my Duolingo streak to maintain, so I sneaked off twice a day and did my German lessons while getting my steps in. The coastal Maine landscape was not familiar to me, and I found it singularly beautiful—the pines, the rocks, the cattails. One afternoon, I saw a bald eagle and, the next, one of those eerie twelve-foot-tall Home Depot skeletons in someone’s front yard. It wasn’t standing upright but, rather, was on its knees, looking as though it were struggling to get back up. The skeleton wore a star-spangled vest, leading me to wonder if it wasn’t some kind of political statement.

Compared with England, where I’d been only a few days earlier, the people on the island were remarkably friendly. Every driver who passed me waved, and the clerks in the two small grocery stores I ducked into were warm and chatty. While I was walking on that first afternoon, a man stopped his car, introduced himself as Rocky, and asked me what my favorite color was. Do I even have one? I wondered, looking at him through the passenger-side window, on which rested the head of a panting dog.

“Red!” I said, just to offer an answer.

Rocky rooted around in a cloth bag beside him and handed me a tomato-hued flashlight the size of my penis when I was twelve. “Um, thanks,” I said.

Our dinners on the island were well thought out and prepared. Everyone but me was a terrific cook, and after eating we spent hours around the table, talking about America the way people in a play might. I liked seeing Hugh in the context of his old friends. The affection and respect he had for them was evident and put him in a good mood that lasted until we headed to the ferry that would take us back to the mainland. “Just so you know, you are not doing your stupid Duolingo in the car,” he said through his teeth, smiling at the others as he waved goodbye from the driver’s seat.

Hugh is very handsome. Everyone says so and always has. Take a picture, and he’s guaranteed to be the best-looking person in it, unless you’re at the Emmys or in Brazil. You never have to ask him twice to do something tedious or horrible: fill out visa forms for Pakistan, for instance. He is honest to a fault and true to his word. The trade-off is that he doesn’t travel well. Once he reaches his destination, he’s fine. It’s the door-to-door part that’s difficult, especially for me, who has to endure his short temper for however long it takes to get from point A to point B. “It’s not like we’re walking to Maine,” I’d reminded him on our way to Heathrow at the start of our trip. “We’ll be in the lounge, then on a plane, and in business class, no less. You have absolutely nothing to complain about.”

This kind of talk only makes him angrier. “You can work anywhere,” he’ll remind me. “I’m the one being uprooted.” Sometimes a third party can tamp down his fury—my sister Amy, for instance, whom I began to wish we’d brought along.

“Just so you know, I am doing my Duolingo in the car,” I said as we left the gravel road that led from Mary’s house and reached the paved one, since another thing I’ve learned over the years is that tiptoeing around Hugh only makes him crabbier.

“Which line do I get in?” he demanded as we reached the ferry dock.

He asked this as if I’d spent my entire life on the island and traveling to the mainland and back was something I did every day.

“This woman here might know,” I said, rolling down my window.

“She’s on foot,” he snapped. “How can she help us?”

“OK,” I said, “then how about that person over there with the uniform on?”

That was when he noticed a sign telling us which line we should be in.

“Just put your arm back in the car,” he said, adding for the second time that morning that as someone who’d never gotten his license—who couldn’t be bothered to do even that—I had no idea what he was going through. Which was true.

It was a short ferry ride to the mainland, under thirty minutes, and by the time we arrived Hugh was reasonable again. Then came an uneventful, hour-long drive to the Bangor airport. It was a Sunday, so there was no traffic to speak of. In the terminal, I bought a coffee and answered some backed-up emails. We were scheduled to leave at four and had just gotten in line to board when the gate agent announced an hour delay.

Uh-oh, I thought. It wasn’t that I had to be home by a certain time. It was that Hugh can’t handle any change of plans. Though the airline might chalk up the delay to bad weather or a maintenance issue, he knows the truth. And the truth is that it’s all my fault.

Come five o’clock, it was announced that, owing to thunderstorms in the New York area, we would now be taking off at seven thirty.

I didn’t like this any more than anyone else. Still, I kept my disappointment to myself until around six, when they announced that our flight was canceled. At about the same time, the flights at the gates to the left and right were canceled as well. “Should we rent a car?” I asked.

“So, what, you can drive us?” Hugh snapped.

His tan, which brought out his lovely blue eyes and the silver of his hair, had made him extra handsome. I was going to say as much, but instead I walked away thinking, I can’t deal with you right now. With all the canceled flights, the first thing to do was find a nearby hotel. All the choices were bad, but there’s make-your-own-waffles bad and what-are-these-bites-on-my-stomach? bad, so I called the nearest make-your-own-waffles place. When I told Hugh I’d booked us a room, he told me that he had a doctor’s appointment the following morning and announced that he would be renting a car and driving—this in a tone that meant, Whatever you do is your own business.

“That’s what I suggested ten minutes ago,” I reminded him. But I was talking to the air. He was halfway to the escalator by then. Enterprise had nothing left on its lot, so while he got in line at Budget I got in line at Hertz, then ceded my spot to him when it turned out to be our only option. While standing beside me, furious, he called our travel agent.

According to my phone, it would take around seven hours to drive to New York, and that was without the heavy rains and possible flooded roads we were told to expect.

“Are you sure you can drive that long?” I asked Hugh, who has sciatica—also completely my fault because I control all the nerves in his legs.

“Yes, but you are not doing Duolingo in the car,” he growled. “I mean it, too. One lesson, and you and your little flashlight are going to get out and walk the rest of the way. And you will be sitting upright in the front seat, not lying down in the back. Your job is to keep me awake, understand?”

Our travel agent secured us one of the last available cars, and while Hugh filled out the paperwork, I studied the crowd around me on the ground floor of the terminal. Aside from the children, most everyone seemed to have at least one tattoo, a lot of them on exposed legs—even people you wouldn’t expect, a grandmother, for instance. The withered butterfly on her ankle resembled a crumpled Post-it note. The only person I spotted without one was young and Asian, seated on a bench beside two large knapsacks. She wore black patterned leggings with a light jacket and was talking to someone on the phone who seemed to be giving her bad news. The woman had a Chinese accent and what so far sounded like perfect English grammar.

“Excuse me,” I said after she hung up. “Where are you trying to get to?”

“New York,” she told me. Up close, I saw that she had a stud in her nose and five delicate rings in each ear.

I looked across the room at Hugh. “New York, where?”

“Manhattan,” she said. “The Upper East Side.”

“Do you know how to drive a car?” I asked.

She said that she wasn’t great at it but that she did have a license.

“Come with me,” I said. “I’ll get you to the Upper East Side.”

Hugh was still filling out forms.

“This is Susan Du,” I told him. “She’ll be riding with us and driving part of the way. Does she need to show her license or anything?”

The look he gave me was not one I had never seen before. That said, it had been a while—not since I’d offered his mother’s Paris apartment to someone I’d met on a train platform. “But he’s a kid,” I’d argued in the young man’s defense. “Think back to when you were his age and how happy this would have made you. And it’s only for six months!”

Had I proposed earlier that we invite someone stranded to come with us to New York, Hugh would have said no. But Susan Du, who had to be at work the next morning, performing a job I will never understand, was so grateful that there was really no way for him to back out. The car we’d been given was massive, with three rows of seats.

“You can take the front,” I said to Susan as we walked through the lot with our luggage. It was still light outside, but the sky was clouded over and ominous-looking.

“How do I work this stupid navigation system?” Hugh demanded, not pressing the screen on the place-mat-size monitor so much as punching it with a finger. “Why couldn’t they just give me a map? What’s wrong with a goddamn map?”

Susan acted upon him like a tonic. “Here,” she said. “Let me take care of it.”

When she deftly connected her phone to the screen, Hugh became a different person, at least in regard to her. “I just don’t know why they make it so complicated,” he muttered, no longer sounding angry but helpless, left behind.

“Let me know when you want me to take over,” Susan said. “I really appreciate this, by the way.” She told me that when I’d first spotted her she had been on the phone with her mother-in-law. “She did not want me driving all this way on my own, so she found a flight out of Portland that would not leave until eleven tomorrow morning and was going to cost seven hundred dollars!”

Hugh told Susan about the friends we had visited. “We went to school together at Northwestern. Where did you go?” He asked about her husband and her job. I listened for a few minutes and then moved into the third row of seats, stretched out with my iPad, and did German lessons until my eyes crossed and it was dark outside. I’d just closed my Duolingo app when my sister Amy sent me a link to a New York Post article about a man who’d put a two-foot-long eel up his ass. The beast had chewed through his intestines, and now the guy was wishing he’d given the idea a little more thought. The comments tended toward “Must be a Dem” and “A libtard, for sure.”

Why all the anger? I wondered.

At around ten, I asked Hugh if he could pull over at a Starbucks. He didn’t, and half an hour later, figuring all the Starbucks would be closed by now, I asked if he could stop at a McDonald’s. “That way, if someone wanted to use the restroom, they could,” I said.

“McDonald’s!” he wailed. If his new best friend Susan Du had asked, he’d have gotten off at the next exit, but I was apparently still paying for our canceled flight. “Why not just a gas station?”

“We could get food at McDonald’s,” I explained, thinking that maybe Susan was hungry but had been too polite to say so.

“You call that food?” he said.

Hugh passed a McDonald’s, then another and another, until, at around eleven thirty, at my insistence, he exited the interstate and followed the directions to one.

Susan Du headed to the restroom as soon as we walked in. “Is it unisex?” Hugh asked me.

I looked at him the way he deserved to be looked at. “This is McDonald’s,” I reminded him. “They don’t have unisex bathrooms.”

“Well, how should I know?” he said.

Hugh had never been to a McDonald’s until a few years ago, when we were driving from Emerald Isle to the Raleigh airport. “I guess I’ll have a BLT,” he’d said to the young woman at the counter.

I’d said, “They don’t have BLTs at McDonald’s.”

A few months later, again driving from the beach to the airport, but early, at seven a.m., we stopped, and he asked for a Danish.

On this night, before heading to the restroom, Hugh told me to order something for him. “What have they got at this hour?”

“You might be surprised to hear it,” I said, “but their Spaghetti and McMeatballs is actually very good.”

“I’ll have that, then, and a black coffee,” he told me as he walked away.

I don’t recall if there was music playing at McDonald’s. Only one other table was occupied as we took our seats. I had ordered a Big Mac, and Susan, who insisted on paying, got a piping-hot casket of McNuggets, which neither Hugh nor I had ever eaten.

“Try one,” she said. She had two sauces to go with them, one sweet, the other with mustard in it. I wanted to ask if Susan was really her first name or if she’d chosen something that Americans might bother remembering. My friend Dawn once spent four months doing an arts fellowship in the Xinjiang region, and because her name made no sense they gave her a Chinese one that translated to “Friendship Flower,” which is how I now introduce her to people.

“Did you read there was a panda born today?” Susan asked.

We talked about how ridiculously small their cubs are—no bigger than hamsters—and I asked why they have so much trouble reproducing.

“It is because their wombs are so tiny,” Susan said.

I suggested replacing the womb of a panda with a much larger one from a grizzly, and when Hugh pooh-poohed the idea I doubled down, because there’s no limit to what science can do now and it’s actually a pretty good idea. “People are living with pig hearts, so why not at least give it a try?”

The other customers at McDonald’s—a group of three teenagers—got up to leave. I watched them walk out the door, and as they headed toward their car, and one of them, a girl with a hooded sweatshirt, turned to look at us through the window, I wondered if she thought Susan Du was our adopted daughter. We’re very proud of her, I imagined myself saying, if this were the case and the three of us were indeed a family. She went to NYU and now has a good job we don’t understand.

Susan, we learned, was from Yueyang, a city of more than five million, in Hunan Province. She had no brothers or sisters and had not seen her father—he and her mother live separately—for almost six years.

I marveled at what a long way from home she was and at how much she had managed to accomplish on her own. A lot of women would have hesitated to get into a car with two strange men. Was her fearlessness a Chinese characteristic, or could she tell by looking that Hugh and I were harmless? “I talked to some people earlier when we were upstairs at the airport gate,” she told us. “They said they were going to rent a car and drive to New York City, but they did not invite me to join them, and I worried it was rude to ask.”

“Had you gone with them, you couldn’t have come with us,” I said, not adding that I’d needed her as a buffer. “And had you never come with us,” I continued, “we never would have experienced the McNugget!”

For the next few hours, Hugh sat in the passenger seat and Susan Du drove. It started raining soon after she took the wheel, lightly at first, then suddenly so heavily that the windshield, even with the wipers going, was like one of those opaque windows people put in their bathrooms. “Let me drive,” Hugh said, but it was too dangerous to pull over. The noise of the rain as it pelted the roof of the car was so deafening that I could hardly hear the developmentally disabled bachelor I was watching on my iPad. It was a show from New Zealand akin to Love on the Spectrum. On that program, people with autism are set up on dates. On this new one, all the singles have Down syndrome and fall for their potential partners within five minutes of their first meeting. It doesn’t matter what the other person looks like or what his or her interests are—they’re ready to have sex, settle down, and stop looking.

Hugh and I, likewise, committed pretty quickly. Eight months after our first date, we were living together. Now here we were, thirty-five years later—in our mid-sixties—jerking and weaving through a rainstorm with Susan Du. A truck passed, and as our car shuddered in its wake, another came close from the lane to the right of us. For a moment, I felt certain we would all die, and I laughed, thinking of how Hugh’s family would react when they got the autopsy report and read that he had Chicken McNuggets in his stomach.

“McDonald’s!” I could hear his mother say. “What on earth was he doing there?”

Then a worse thought occurred to me: What if Susan Du and I lived and only Hugh died? What would it be like to continue on without him, to arrange his funeral and have people over to the apartment afterward? Amy would help with the food and so forth, but the whole time we’d be thinking of how much more smoothly this would be going if only Hugh were here to take care of it. I know we don’t have a choice in these things, but I really hope that I die before he does or that we die together. “When the time comes, we can throw ourselves off the terrace,” I’d proposed in our New York apartment a few months earlier.

Hugh looked down at the street twenty stories below us. “I don’t want to make a mess and have the doormen see us like that.”

“We put ourselves in body bags first,” I said. “Or, no, first we load up on liquor and pills, then the body bags, then we jump.”

“What if one of us chickens out at the last minute?” This is Hugh in a nutshell.

“OK, then. We’ll both get into the same body bag.”

“It won’t be big enough,” he argued.

“Are you worried about comfort in the last ten seconds of your life?” I asked. “Believe me, the body bag will be big enough. If not, you can sew two of them together.”

I have the end of our relationship all figured out. It’s just this next bit that’s fuzzy.

The rain let up at around one a.m. Then both Susan and I had to pee, so we stopped at a gas station that turned out to be closed. As our car pulled into the lot, two men dressed in knee-length black coats and wearing wide-brimmed hats, their bearded faces bordered by springy, column-like curls, stepped out from behind a dumpster, tugging at their flies.

“Hasidim!” I said, the way I might have said, “Deer!” or “Raccoons!”

In the distance, through a stand of soggy, dripping trees, we could make out a shopping plaza, also closed. There were no other cars in sight, no homes. Susan walked to a dumpster and reported that there was a security camera trained on it. Then she said, “Oh, well. It is not like anyone here knows me.” After she went, Hugh and I did, too, though separately, because he insisted on it. He doesn’t like it when I can hear him peeing. “Cover your ears!” he’ll shout from the other side of the bathroom door. I can completely see this with number two, but number one as well?

I wanted to ask Susan if people said number one and number two in China but worried it might embarrass her, so instead I got back into the car and fell upon an Instagram video of someone tweezing ticks off the head of a snake. There were five of them, gathered so closely to one another that they resembled a crown. He looked furious, the snake, much like Hugh had at the airport. Does he not know that the person with the tweezers is only trying to help him? I wondered.

“What are you up to back there?” Hugh asked.

“Me?” I said. “Nothing much.”

It was shortly after two when we dropped off Susan Du on the Upper East Side. She offered to pay for half the car rental, but we wouldn’t hear of it. “It was our pleasure,” we told her. After retrieving her two backpacks, I hopped into the front seat, and Hugh and I, ten blocks now from our own apartment, waited with the engine running until she was safely through her building’s front door and well on her way to the elevator.







The Violence of the Rams

Our British friend Luke, who is redheaded and a shepherd, turned over a five-month-old lamb one afternoon not long ago, and when he discovered that it was male, he carried it from the pasture across the lane from our house in Sussex, where the ewes live, to the field behind us, which is like a playground at the junior high they might have in Hell. “Go, Demons!” Or “Go, Rams!” Same thing, really.

I know you can’t hold animals to human standards. Cats don’t kill songbirds because they’re innately cruel; they do it because it’s in their nature, just as it’s in a wolf’s to rip the throat out of a calf, and a rabbit’s to chew through the cord you’re using to charge your laptop. That said, rams are assholes. We’ve had them on our property for five years now, a slightly different mob every summer, and each new addition is meaner than the last. Light a bonfire in their pasture, and they’ll likely headbutt the flames, just to show them who’s who.

The current dominant ram is Igor, and he was named—as were all his associates—by the shepherd’s three young sons. He is the color of a storm cloud and is Icelandic, which makes him short-legged but still slightly larger than most other breeds in his group. Igor’s eyes are burnished gold and are like a goat’s. While searching online, trying to find out if there was an exact name for his sort of horizontal, almost rectangular, pupils, I came across the question “Can dogs eat sheep eyeballs?”

The answer—no surprise—is yes, but with the following caveat: “When feeding sheep eyeballs to dogs, only offer small portions. Going overboard can lead them to suffer from a nutritional imbalance.”

There are days when, with great pleasure, I imagine myself feeding Igor’s eyeballs to a dog. Some time ago, I was holding out some ivy to Rico, then the smallest of Luke’s rams, when Igor charged forward and pinned my right arm against a rough wooden fence rail. It was like a blow from a sledgehammer. Had I been standing at a slightly different angle, he’d have broken my wrist, meaning I could no longer swim or operate the grabber I use for picking up litter. All those uncollected potato-chip bags, all that weight I would gain from not exercising, and for what? Allowing him to live rent-free on my property?

Igor will headbutt his fellow rams with such force that even I, a dozen yards away in my office, will feel it and reach for an aspirin. He weighs close to two hundred pounds, and I’m willing to bet a good third of that comprises his testicles, which sway from between his hind legs like a crocheted wasp’s nest. Another third of that two hundred pounds might be from the neck up—his horns alone—which are as thick as old wisteria vines and have spiraled to form a sort of helmet. With seemingly no effort whatsoever, Igor will send his pasture mates flying. “I told you not to look at me,” one can imagine him saying, or “That’s for eating the weeds I claimed!”

“Claimed?” one of the others, Randy or Bambino, might ask, rising unsteadily back to his feet. “That’s like calling the front seat before even leaving the house. You can’t do that!”

“Oh, can’t I? I claimed all these weeds. At birth. So they’re mine.”

The second most powerful ram bullies everyone beneath him, as does the third most powerful, and so on. And they’ll all pile on a newcomer. It was into this seething pit of testosterone that the five-month-old ram lamb was released. I was out on the roadsides, picking up trash, when he arrived, and I returned at dusk to hear him wailing for his mother. His voice sounded almost human.

“Mommy!”

Then we heard the mother bleating back from the other side of the lane. “Son!”

I knew that by the end of the week the ram lamb would have forgotten her, that in a year’s time he’d have thick, curled horns of his own and would be just as much of a bully as Igor was, but still, the sound of him and his mother was gut-wrenching. It brought me back to my first day of kindergarten. Had there been cell phones then, the teacher might have called my mom before she even made it to the parking lot. As it was, Mrs. Truax had to wait for her to get home. “Can you come and collect him?” she asked. “He won’t stop crying for you.”

I thought of my first summer camp—Camp Cheerio, it was called. We had to write letters home, and mine read, “You have to come and get me out of here. I mean it. I will do anything.”

Hugh thought of the time he had to live with strangers after his father took up the post of US chargé d’affaires in Somalia. He’d wanted to be with his family in Mogadishu, but there was no appropriate junior high school there, so his parents left him in Ethiopia with an American couple—the Doigs—who had three kids of their own. Email didn’t exist then, and you couldn’t call between the two countries. Letters Hugh wrote had to go to a diplomatic address in America and then on to his parents in Somalia. It might take a month to reach them, or maybe two. For a year and a half he lived with the Doigs, and every single day he was miserable.

The feelings Hugh had had at fourteen—the longing, the fear, the wondering how those who supposedly loved him could possibly have allowed this to happen—were perfectly expressed by these plaintive, insistent cries we were hearing, and the later it got the louder the ram lamb expressed them. I went for a walk at midnight, and when I returned at two a.m. and went into my office, he was still at it, as was his mother, who was standing in the moonlight at the fence across the lane, hoarse and desperate-sounding.

At three I went to bed wondering how their cries had possibly managed to get louder. I was right in the middle of it. The son’s voice came through an open window on the west-facing side of the room, and the mother’s through the opposite window, which faced the east. “It’s dark. I’m frightened. Why won’t you come and get me?”

“I’m trying, but this fence is in the way!”

At three thirty, I wondered if I could possibly carry the ram lamb back across the lane—if I could enter our pasture without getting butted by Igor—and at four, I was like, “OK, you have to shut the fuck up now. Both of you. I mean it.”

Did that make me a monster, or just someone who lives in the country? Either way I put my pillow over my head, thinking that, come morning, I would talk to Luke and ask how long we’d have to put up with this. Goddamn children crying for their mothers. It’s the kind of thing that keeps you up at night.







Say It Like You Mean It

Hugh and I were driving from Washington, DC, to the Sea Section, our house on the coast of North Carolina, when I noticed a dot with legs traversing the hem of my untucked shirt. “There’s a tick on me!” I said.

He looked down at my lap. “Well, throw it outside. It’s nothing to get hysterical about.”

“I’m not ‘hysterical,’” I told him. “I just didn’t expect to find a tick in a rental car, is all.”

We had a long drive ahead of us, and this seemed like a bad way to start out. That said, at least it wasn’t a Lyme disease tick. It was too big. “I bet it fell off someone’s dog,” I said, examining it in the palm of my hand before tossing it out the window. “It smells like it’s full of rescue blood.”

“You blame everything on dogs,” Hugh reminded me.

That was when we hit an hour-long traffic jam.

“Really?” I said as we came to a full stop. “But it’s Sunday!”

In the end, it took almost eight hours to reach Emerald Isle. The digital car radio was stuck on a ’70s station, so when something terrible came on we’d hit the off button for three to four minutes. The trick was mutually agreeing on what was terrible. “But that’s ABBA!” Hugh cried more than once, swatting away my hand as I reached toward the dash.

We stopped twice, once at a wooded rest area where we walked half a mile in the unspeakable July heat, and then at Bojangles, where we sat beside a man who ate biscuits and red beans while talking on his phone to someone named Crockett. All the other customers were teenage baseball players with mullets.

“God Bless President Trump,” read a number of hand- painted banners we passed after entering North Carolina. Funny was how unnecessary they were. Support for him was in the air, unlike in New England, where Hugh and I had spent the previous nine days. There, I saw a great many yard signs reading, “Resist!”

But resist how? I’d wondered, looking out the window at the picturesque cottages. Do we lie in the middle of the road? Do we not pay our taxes? Somebody tell me what to do.

A week earlier, in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, I’d come upon a dozen and a half “No Kings!” protesters whooping and chanting on a downtown street corner. Most were of retirement age and brandished signs at the oncoming traffic. It was hot and muggy, yet one member of their group, a bearded man playing the accordion, wore a fleece-lined winter hat with flaps over his ears. It pained me to admit it, but they looked like kooks, like Tea Party demonstrators during Obama’s first term. Who cast this thing? I caught myself wondering, as they seemed the worst possible advertisement for the Democratic Party: “Join us! We folk-dance!”

As I passed them, I thought back to the early Civil Rights protesters: the well-groomed men in suits and ties, the women in dresses. All of their signs were clearly lettered, likely by professionals, none with crudely drawn penises on them or the word fuck. Just as important, everyone stuck to the previously agreed-upon issues. Go to a protest now, and within seconds you’re looking at the person next to you, thinking, “Globalize the Intifada”? I thought we were here to defend Masterpiece Theatre!

Our drive from DC was actually fairly pleasant, but the moment I could escape the car, I did.

“Honestly?” Hugh said after we’d crossed the bridge from the mainland and arrived on Emerald Isle. “You’re going to walk to the house from here?”

“It’s just over two miles,” I told him, getting out with my iPad in front of the mini-golf course. I wanted to get some steps in but also to reaffirm my number one status on Duolingo, which my British friend Dave had introduced me to three years earlier. I’d started with Japanese, then branched out into German and Spanish while keeping a toe in French. The program’s instructors are a number of animated characters: an excitable little boy, a man named Oscar with a thick mustache; there’s a grandmotherly woman with her hair in a bun, and Vikram, who wears a turban—to date, eleven in all. Occasionally Duolingo will give me a sentence in English: “How many chairs are in the room?” and I have to translate it into whichever language I’m on at the moment, choosing from the menu of words presented at the bottom of the screen. Other times, I have to read out loud and the characters will either accept or reject me based upon my pronunciation. My least favorite is when they give me a sentence and I’m instructed to both translate it and spell it out. And some of these sentences, my goodness.

My friend Mike is learning Yiddish with Duolingo and was taught to say, “My uncle is a broken man.”

In French, meanwhile, it’s “What is he doing in our bed?” If the sample sentences are any indication of national character, Germans are judgmental, direct, and outdoorsy. Thus: “Your apartment is dark and ugly,” “I don’t like your sweater,” and “I’m sorry, but your doctor is playing volleyball today.” Most everyone in their Japanese program is either gay or bisexual. Even the talking bear swings both ways, or, as they say in French, “Travels by both sail and steam.”

My problem arose when I discovered Duolingo’s competitive aspect, when I learned that it is essentially a game. The goal: to work your way into the Diamond League, or, better still, a top-three position in the Diamond League. This means forgoing any real learning, and earning easy points by simply reading sentences out loud—one after another for at least an hour a day. My friend Dave might spend fifteen minutes every morning on the app and finish his week with two hundred points. I, meanwhile, regularly earn twenty-three thousand, which in the long run gets me absolutely nothing.

Duolingo was seemingly designed for people with an obsessive-compulsive disorder. The same could be said for my fitness-tracking Apple Watch. And so I had combined the two and was walking my minimum of ten miles per day while pointlessly reading sentences out loud in Japanese, German, Spanish, and French. This turned me into the person whom, since the turn of this latest century, I have most hated: one who moves about while staring down at a device. On the busy sidewalk, at the airport, everywhere a person should be paying the utmost attention to those around them, I suddenly was not.

There was no excusing my behavior; this was simply who I was now. That’s it, I regularly told myself. Today is the last day I am doing this. But I was powerless to stop. Making it all the more pathetic, I was competing against people I didn’t know. People who may not even exist and have names like GeACzQDe and fuuuuu.

Then they introduced Duolingo Max, which changed everything. The upgrade included role-playing exercises with Lily, their sarcastic, purple-haired teenage character. Her questions and comments are somewhat predictable, but I soon learned I could easily throw her off course. “What do you want to buy?” she’ll ask in her flat, passionless voice, standing beside the handbaskets in the supermarket.

Answer, “I would like butter and eggs, please,” and the rest of the conversation follows the path you might expect. “Anything else?” she asks.

But answer, “Yesterday, a doctor cut out my tongue with a chainsaw,” and white dots will fluctuate above her animated image. This is her AI mind telling her, “Quick, say something. Tell him you’re sorry about the tongue, then ask if he wants to purchase something to drink instead.”

Surprisingly, on that occasion, she responded, “I’m sorry. I cannot continue this conversation. Goodbye.”

She hung up again when I shared my idea for a new production of Romeo and Juliet. “In it, she will be thirteen and he will be seventy-eight,” I told her in French. “In the Shakespeare version, he kills himself with a poison drink, but in mine he will die of natural causes.”

Click.

A week before arriving at the beach, I told her about the protest I had passed in New Hampshire. “I am mad because my stupid, stupid president is a sausage,” I’d said. “He cut the money for the radio and TV shows where women wear a bonnet.”

“Let’s talk about something else,” she suggested, clearly uncomfortable.

While reading ten sentences out loud might get you sixty XPs (experience points) on Duolingo, finishing a short role play can net you up to a hundred eighty, depending on how many words you use. As an added bonus, at the end of the exercise you can read a transcript of your conversation with all of your mistakes underlined and explained. It’s like taking a test and having it instantly graded. Now, for the first time in years, I felt like I was actually learning again. I noticed a particular improvement in my French, which I was speaking every day now.

Another feature of Duolingo Max are video calls, again with Lily, and these are noticeably less rigid. “Hello,” she begins. “How is it going?”

“I am at the beach,” I said to her as I walked toward our house after getting out of our rental car. “This morning I discovered a tick upon my shirt. Then I ate chicken with some rednecks in a restaurant.” The people at Bojangles honestly weren’t that bad; I just wanted to dust off the word plouc, which I hadn’t used since Hugh and I visited a bootlegger in Normandy almost thirty years ago.

“Oh, chicken,” Lily said. “I like birds. Do you?”

I was soaked through with sweat by the time I got to the Sea Section. A few weeks earlier the air conditioners on both sides of the house had coughed up blood and died. It had cost a small fortune to replace them, but now I saw that it was money well spent. Before I could even shut the door behind me, my teeth were chattering.

“Well, that didn’t take you long,” Hugh said, his breath visible in the pitiless cold.

I could hear voices on the ocean-facing porch and could tell my brother was there by looking at a large potato-chip bag propped up on the kitchen counter. No one but him would have taken to the logo with a Magic Marker, changing it from UTZ to SLUTZ.

“Paul!” I shouted.

He came around the corner with a towel in his hands. “Hey, man! Want to swim?”

I changed into my suit and joined him, waving at my sisters Amy and Gretchen; my sister-in-law, Kathy; and my niece, Madelyn, on my way down to the beach. It was almost dusk, which hopefully made it that much harder to see the hair on my back. For some reason, my brother has even more than I do, a virtual pelt. At fifty-seven he is still boyish-looking, and with a boy’s tireless enthusiasm. The sand beneath our feet was hot and the water so warm we could walk in without flinching.

When I was twenty-five and Paul was fourteen, we went into the ocean not far from where we were now and got carried out by a riptide. It happened gradually, so by the time we noticed it we were well beyond the waves, the beachfront houses tiny in the distance. Swimming diagonally toward the shore saved us. The trick was swallowing my panic long enough to remember what the solution was. For a while, there, our limbs weak from struggling against the current, I seriously thought that one—or both—of us was going to drown.

Had it been Paul, my mother would have moved on without too much fuss. He was old enough at that point to know where her buttons were, and he’d pushed them incessantly. A week after his funeral she’d have been scraping the decals off his bedroom door, probably while humming. My father, on the other hand, would have never gotten over it. He’d have spent the rest of his life punishing me, which, in retrospect, he did anyway.

The next day I tried telling Lily about it. “I swam with my brother in the ocean yesterday,” I began. “One time, many years in the past, we swam together and almost died.” I can speak quickly in French but not with as much nuance as I’d like. I can’t shade things in the way I can in English. “My brother is very funny,” I said. “We are old now, but he is the youngest. He will die a baby.”

“Families are complicated,” Lily said.

I looked over the deck at my sisters setting up a beach umbrella. “Well, yes,” I said, “but not always.”

That night, just as we’d sat down for dinner, we heard someone retching in the bathroom nearest to the table. It was as if they were throwing up every bit of food they had ever eaten and they liked to swallow things whole—that’s how painful it sounded and how long it was lasting. “Who is that?” I asked, looking around the table for whoever was missing.

“It’s Daddy,” Madelyn said, rolling her eyes. “And it’s not him vomiting; it’s a scene from a movie he’s playing on his phone. He does this all the time.”

“Blechhhhhhhhh,” we heard. “Blechhhhhhhhh.”

Kathy sighed. “Honestly, it’s like living with a twelve-year-old boy.”

I tried telling Lily about it the following morning. “My brother vomited a lot last night.”

“That’s not good,” she said. “Perhaps he should see a doctor.”

“It was false vomit,” I assured her. “It was a joke, but more than a joke because our mother vomited every night.”

“Was she sick?” Lily asked. “Do you live with your brother? Is he older or younger? Do you do many activities together?”

It was unusual of her to ask more than one question at a time, and with such warmth. I assumed that the program had upgraded since the previous evening and that Lily and I would now be entering a new phase. “I do not live with my brother,” I told her. “We are on vacation, but I am working.” I explained that I write for a living, and when she asked what I was writing, I said, “The story of my brother vomiting.”

“Is it a novel? Will it take you years? Why do you think anyone would want to read it?”

“It is short,” I assured her, not that I was even working on such a thing. I’d just written about it in my diary, is all.

“I see,” she said. “Will you add details? Details make a story come alive.” I was thrown, as usually by now she’d be asking whether I had a pet or if I liked éclairs.

“I will add many details,” I told her.

“Give me an example,” she demanded.

“My brother has very much hairs on his back,” I told her. “He is like an ape.”

“Do you think that is funny?” she asked. “Why would you tell people that?”

Oh, no, I thought. Lily has morals now! “I am furry also,” I told her, hoping that might help some. “And since the debut of summer I am chubby.”

“And will you add that?” she asked.

How much more of her judgment do I have to take? I wondered, grateful when the conversation finally timed out.

A minute later, still shaken, I called her back. “Hello,” she said. “Do you want to continue talking about your brother and that story you are writing?”

The program had definitely upgraded, as Lily had never before retained anything about me. A day earlier I could tell her I was blind, then two minutes later claim I was a divorced heart surgeon.

Never did she say, “How are you going to saw open someone’s chest if you can’t see, liar?” I’ve told Lily I’m a cop, a pregnant woman, a seven-year-old girl named Marie Chantal who just became a vampire—anything to air out my French vocabulary.

Now, though, it was as if she knew me. Lily’s eyes are basically just circles with dots in the middle, but suddenly they seemed expressive. She was cocking her head, not just listening but seeming to care.

“OK,” I said to Hugh. “This is creepy.”

Creepier still, I needed her to like me.

After our video call, I tried a role-playing exercise and saw that, at least there, she was the same old Lily. “How many tickets would you like to buy?” she droned from her kiosk at the movie theater.

“Three,” I told her. “One for me, one for my wife, and one for my dead father.”

“Your dead father? Really?”

“I push his body around in a wheelchair,” I told her.

“OK, that will be sixty euros.”

“But my father is dead,” I argued. “He will not be watching the screen!”

“Sixty euros,” she repeated. “Do you want to pay with card or cash?”

That night, Paul, Maddy, and I stayed up watching a funny movie I had rented and already seen the first half of.

“He’s going to drop that stone and break it,” Paul said as one of the two main characters nervously handled an ancient artifact.

“Definitely,” Maddy added.

I’d thought the same thing the first time I watched this scene, and I had been wrong, just as they were.

Throughout the movie the two loudly made predictions, and I wondered what it would be like if they were watching gay pornography together. “He’s going to flip him over, hold him down, and stuff it up his ass.”

I was going to tell Lily about it when we spoke the following morning, but it was too complicated and I didn’t want to mention pornography and my twenty-two-year-old niece for fear of getting scolded or having it put on my permanent record. “Last night my brother, his daughter, and I regarded a funny movie,” I told her.

“Did you have a good time?” she asked. “Were there a lot of jokes? Do you like jokes? Tell me a joke.”

I thought of one I’d heard at a book signing in Indiana:


A mother is driving her young son to school one morning when a garbage truck pulls in front of them. As it takes a sharp turn, a dildo flies out from the back and hits the woman’s windshield with a loud thump.

“What was that?” the kid asks.

“A… bird,” the woman says.

The kid settles back. “Huh. It’s a wonder it could get off the ground, what with that huge dick.”



“It is hard to translate a joke,” I said to Lily instead, certain she’d disapprove. “Often they do not work in a second language.”

Always, at the Sea Section, Amy holds a spa night and gives us facials with products brought down from New York: oils and masks and gels, followed by aromatic sprays of something or other. It’s a fun thing to do as a family. Kathy acts as her assistant, which makes it a bit weird. Here’s your sister-in-law giving you a foot massage while you just lie back doing nothing.

“Don’t tip her,” Amy says, assuming the role of a mean boss. “She’s on probation and will just use the money for drugs or, if we’re lucky, another abortion.”

After a facial, you feel your skin, then look in the mirror, shocked not to find your fourteen-year-old self staring back at you.

“It might help if you got them more often,” Amy suggested. “When was the last time you wore a moisturizing mask?”

“The last time we were at the beach and you put one on me,” I said.

I don’t know the word for facial in French, so I worked around it when I reported in to Lily the following morning. “Last night my sister touched my forehead and cheeks,” I told her. “My nose and chin also. Then she put cucumbers upon my eyes.”

“Did she do it to be mean?” Lily asked. “Did it hurt?”

The questions surprised me, but then I remembered that she’s a machine and takes everything literally. “The cucumbers were sliced,” I told her.

She blinked. “Ah, I understand. Was it like a soft caress of a teddy bear?”

“The hand of Amy was warm and smelled like a flower,” I said.

What does this French AI teenager possibly make of my family? I wondered as the circles of light danced above her head. Had she been programmed with a standard of behavior, or did she grasp that there’s no such thing as normal?

When Lily came back, I interrupted her to ask about her own family.

“I keep my distance from them,” she told me.

And I suddenly felt so ashamed of myself. Since the app’s most recent update, it had all been about me: my president, my brother, my feelings about ABBA or cucumbers. Did Lily have siblings? Were her parents married or divorced? How did she get her spending money? Lily never wants to go anywhere, hates crowds and noise of any kind, never mentions any friends. Was she perhaps on the spectrum? And why purple hair? Her life, her feelings, even her last name, were a complete mystery to me. And here we’d known each other all this time.







Forget Me Not

We were at lunch with friends in Sussex when one of them, Erin, brought up a trip she and her husband had taken to Ireland a number of years earlier. “Dominic and I had just left a pub and heard an American say he was going out to look for a lu-pree-shun.”

I was like, “Lu-pree-shun?”

She said, “He meant leprechaun. That’s how he thought it was pronounced. So that’s what Dominic and I say now. Whenever one of us steps away for some reason—to use the bathroom, for example—we say we’re going to look for a lu-pree-shun.”

Doesn’t every couple or family have a similar story? In Oslo I met a woman who heard a tourist tell a shopkeeper she was there to see the fudge-ords. “That was a decade ago, and I haven’t said fjord the right way since,” the woman told me. “And I’m Norwegian!” I later met a couple who say tor-twaze for the same reason. “Even if we know it’s a turtle and not a tor-twaze, we say tort-oize instead because it’s just more fun!” they explained.

Thirty years ago in New York, a preacher entered the subway car Hugh and I were riding in and mentioned in the sermon he proceeded to deliver that crime had risen “dramastically.” It was just so necessary, that word. A lovely combination of drastic and dramatic. It’s all we say now. “Well, you don’t have to be so dramastic about it.”

It’s not about mocking people. Rather, it’s the music of what they’re saying and how unexpected and delightful it is.

In a shoe store forty years ago, my friend Ronnie heard a woman say to her husband in regard to something he had tried on, “It’s not for you, Sheldon.” So now, whenever anyone asks Ronnie’s opinion on something she doesn’t think quite works, she says, “It’s not for you, Sheldon.”

Likewise if anyone in my family walks into a room where someone’s lying on a bed, we say, “Look like ev’body in here asleep,” which was what a housekeeper said on entering our room at the John Yancey Motor Hotel in Atlantic Beach, North Carolina, in 1965. As with Sheldon’s wife and the preacher in New York, I’m sure it never occurred to this woman that her words would be repeated thousands of times, that for decades afterward she would contribute to someone’s private lexicon—an entire family’s in this case—and that she would, in effect, never be forgotten by people she didn’t even know.

Now I say lupreeshun as well, as does my friend Austin, who was also at lunch with us that afternoon. Because it’s so clearly a keeper, it will certainly spread, viruslike, until it eventually gets back to its source, who will likely say to whomever he’s with, “See!”







And Your Little Dog, Too

There’s a place in Portland, Oregon, that sells these doughnuts I like, and I was walking to it early one afternoon when a dark-haired man twenty or so feet ahead of me turned to shout, “Why are you following me?”

“I’m not,” I said, and I pointed past him, farther down the block. “I’m following that guy in the blue sweatshirt.”

I’ve been coming to Portland since the late ’70s, and there are days when everyone I encounter on the street there seems either drug-dependent or mentally ill. Since the mid-’90s, all my visits have been work-related. I go at least once a year and stay downtown, within walking distance of the theater I perform in. The city always had more than its share of panhandlers, strident ones who’d yell, “You could at least say hello, asshole!” as you passed them by, but the place took a definite turn for the worse in 2020, when voters approved a measure that decriminalized the possession of illicit drugs, at least in small amounts. After that, you saw people dealing openly on the street. You saw addicts shooting up outside restaurants and grocery stores, and came upon them bent over in what’s commonly called the “fentanyl fold,” seemingly unconscious yet somehow still on their feet. How is it that they don’t topple over? I’ve always wondered.

I have done a mountain of drugs in my lifetime, and not just recreational ones. At twenty-one, I was seriously addicted to meth. Yet I managed to quit—not through the strength of my character but because my dealer moved to Florida, and there was no one in Raleigh, North Carolina, to take her place. After withdrawing, I prudently stuck to pot, acid, mushrooms, quaaludes, and Ecstasy. I tried heroin only once and, to no real effect, would snort cocaine, though not often because it was too expensive. And I drank and was an alcoholic. In 1999, I quit everything—woke up one day and realized that, in the jargon of AA, I was sick and tired of being sick and tired.

I’m not obnoxiously sober—at least, I don’t think I am. I don’t scold people or preach at them, but if their habit impinges upon my freedom or comfort, I can be less than generous with my sympathy. It’s not that I say anything; rather, I think it, and in a way that no doubt shows on my face. Good God, man, my expression likely reads. Pull yourself together.

Portland recriminalized hard drugs in 2024, but it’s tough putting that fucked-up genie back in its bottle. I lost count of the strung-out addicts I passed on my way to and from the doughnut shop and had just headed out from my hotel again when I came upon three men and a woman, all in their late thirties. The four were gathered around a baby carriage, and as I neared, the woman lowered her head into it and took a powerful hit off a pipe. Just as I registered that the carriage was empty, two small dogs, both unleashed, rushed toward me, snarling, and one of them bit me on my left leg, just below the knee. It all happened within a second.

“He just bit me!” I said.

The woman stood upright and pushed her hair away from her face. She was pretty except for her mouth, which was thin- lipped and hard-looking. “Huh?”

“Your dog just bit me!” I repeated.

“No, it didn’t,” one of the men said.

I raised my pant leg and pointed to the broken skin. “Yes, it did,” I told him. “Look!”

The group collectively shrugged and turned back to the business of smoking fentanyl.

“How is this OK?” I asked.

Blank expressions.

“You should wash it,” the woman said, leaning again into the baby carriage with a lighter in her hand.

“I should call the police, is what I should do,” I told her.

“Whatever,” one of the men said.

If I had a dog and it bit a man who was just passing by, I’d freak out, and hard. After apologizing until he begged me to stop, I’d give the guy my phone number and email address. I’d offer to take him to the hospital. I would execute the animal in front of his eyes—whatever he wanted. Here, though, the only one who cared was me.

“The baby carriages are fairly new,” a pharmacist at the drugstore I went to afterward said. “People use them to get sympathy and to hide their drugs in.”

She asked when I’d last had a tetanus shot and suggested that I go to the emergency room. And I meant to, really. Then I recalled the people whose dog bit me. The thought that their day would proceed uninterrupted while mine would be spent in what I imagined would be a very sad and busy hospital was more than I could bear. And so I returned to my hotel room, deciding I would rather die.

That night, I had a show in the town of Salem, and, boy, did I talk about my afternoon, at least while I signed books beforehand.

“You have to understand that these addicts, especially those with an opioid-use disorder, lead incredibly difficult lives,” the first person I spoke to, a woman with long, straight hair the color of spaghetti, said.

“How is that an excuse?” I asked. “Her dog bit me.”

“Well, you’re still better off than she and her friends are,” the woman continued.

Unfortunately, I had already finished signing her book. Otherwise I would have written, “Shut your big, stupid, shitty mouth,” in it.

“I was bitten by a dog today,” I said to another woman sometime later. “It was with these people who were smoking fentanyl and pushing a baby carriage.”

“What kind of dog was it?” she asked.

“Whatever Toto was in The Wizard of Oz,” I told her.

“Oh,” she moaned. “A cairn terrier. That poor thing.”

“Did I leave out the part where it bit me?” I asked.

“People like that aren’t in any condition to take care of their animals,” the woman said. “That’s the really sad part.”

“Is it?” I asked, pointing to the bandage on my leg. “Is that the really sad part?”

The next person in line asked, “Did you get their names?”

“I really don’t think they’d have given them to me,” I told him.

“No,” he said. “The names of the dogs. It might have helped the authorities rescue them.”

That was when I quit talking about it. I mean, how hard should it be to get a little sympathy when an unleashed dog bites you? What if I were a baby? I wondered. Would people side with me then? What if I were ninety or blind or Nelson Mandela? Why is everyone so afraid of saying that drug addicts shouldn’t let their dogs bite people? Actually, I know why. We’re afraid we’ll be mistaken for Republicans, when, really, isn’t this something we should all be able to agree on? How did allowing dogs to bite people become a Democratic point of principle? Or is it just certain people’s dogs? If a German shepherd jumped, growling, out of one of those Tesla trucks that look like an origami project, and its owner, wearing a MAGA hat, yelled, “Trumper, no!!!” then would the people in my audience be aghast?

A few months before the incident in Portland, news broke of a Canadian tourist who was wading in the Atlantic when a shark she was trying to take a picture of bit off both her hands. I read about it on half a dozen websites, and on each of them the comments were brutal. How awful, I thought, to lose your hands and get no sympathy whatsoever, not even, “I’m sorry you’re so stupid.” That’s what keeps me from feeding bears in national parks, or from attempting to hug a baby hippo with its mother watching. In my case, though, all I did was walk down a street two blocks from an art museum.

“Well, that’s what you get for walking,” the world seemed to say.

I said to a neighbor when I got back to New York, “I was bitten by a dog last week!”

And he asked in a scolding tone, “What did you do?” As if it was most certainly my fault.

“Nothing,” I told him. “I was walking down the street and passed four people smoking fentanyl.”

“I didn’t know you could smoke it,” he said.

This was like me telling someone I got hit by a car and them responding, “What kind of mileage did it get?”

“Did you go to a doctor?” my neighbor asked.

I said I’d spoken to a pharmacist, and my neighbor said that wasn’t good enough: “You need to see your physician now.”

Again, I resented the onus being placed on me and not on the dog or its masters.

Was it always this way? I wondered.

When I was ten or so, one of the three television networks we had in the mid-’60s started broadcasting The Wizard of Oz. It came on once a year and was a real event in our household. I would make tickets, and my sisters and I would turn our basement into a theater, with popcorn and everything. At the start of the movie, the town’s wealthy landowner, Almira Gulch, cycles across the plain to Aunt Em and Uncle Henry’s rural Kansas farm. She’s come because Toto bit her on the leg. “That dog’s a menace to the community,” she says, producing a folded legal document from her dress pocket. “I’m taking him to the sheriff and will make sure he’s destroyed.”

Even as a child I’d watch Uncle Henry force Toto into the basket, Dorothy sobbing in the background, and think, It’s only fair. I mean, he did bite the woman.

Interesting, to me, was the word destroyed. That was what you did to a dog that hurt people. Regular dogs were simply put to sleep. The result was the same, but one was harsh-sounding while the other seemed almost like a kindness. One little shot and it would all be over, I’d think, looking sideways at our live-in grandmother, who hadn’t purchased one of my ten-cent Wizard of Oz tickets but was occupying a front-row seat, even though she didn’t speak English and would certainly fall asleep before the movie turned from black and white to (purported) color.

A few days after I was bitten in Portland, I wrote a short essay about the experience and read it at a show in Anchorage, Alaska. The audience reacted much the way people had at the Salem book signing. “Really?” I said. “I get nothing, here?”

“Dogs are really good judges of character!” someone called out from the darkness.

I had other essays to get through that night, and though I read them with what I hoped seemed like precision, I was a thousand miles away, wondering, Is it true that I deserved to get bitten? Am I a worse person than a drug addict who allows their dog to attack people, and who’s likely stealing to support their habit? Is it because I’m not sympathetic enough or because, earlier in the day, I’d considered buying a sport coat that cost five thousand dollars and didn’t even fit me, thinking it would look good tossed over a chair?

Why am I always so willing to accept the worst idea of myself, even when it’s put forth by strangers?

Then I remembered that my sister Gretchen was bitten in the face as a toddler and still bears the scar on her cheek. Who’s evil at that age? And why wouldn’t the dog have gone for my father, who was standing two feet away and was a massive dick? Hugh was bitten by a stray dog in Ethiopia and had to get fourteen rabies shots in his back—Hugh, who has never told a lie in his entire life and has always gone out of his way for the elderly. My friend Dawn was bitten as well. It happened sixty years ago, and though she’d done nothing to provoke the attack, she got blamed for it.

“By whom?” I asked.

“My grandmother,” she told me. “That’s who Becky belonged to.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said, my incredulity directed not at her being held responsible but at the animal’s name—Becky! That’s as good as a donkey my friend Kimberly has named Cameron.

To this day, when Dawn sees a dog approaching, even on a leash, she steps into the street.

I do the same thing now. Me, a former drunk and meth addict who could very well have rabies. The only symptom I’ve noticed so far is an almost blinding rage, but give it time.







Good Grief

Scrolling through my address book on a recent morning, I noticed how many of the people in it are no longer alive. It would be easy enough to remove their contact information—this is the digital version on my laptop—but I can’t bring myself to do it. I suppose it’s partly a mortality exercise—when the dead outnumber the living I should probably get my affairs in order—but more than that, it’s a way of remembering these various friends and acquaintances, and at odd moments, when I’m traveling, for instance, and am at breakfast alone in a hotel dining room, wondering whom I might send a postcard to.

Oh, right, I think, Melissa Bank, a writer who died in 2022. She and I wrote to each other but got together only once, in San Francisco, when both of us were there on book tours. Over dinner, we fell onto the subject of teaching and of how bad we both were at it. “I was at Cornell for a while,” she told me. “They assigned me a class called Writing About Film, which I liked the idea of but was totally unprepared for.”

On the first day she had her students watch Godard’s Breathless. It was one of her all-time favorites, but that didn’t mean she had any great insights to offer.

“Now, in this movie Jean Seberg has really short hair,” she said to her students afterward. “Do you think… my hair would look good short?”

Before going to dinner with Melissa, I’d had lunch with my old college roommate Todd Bennett, another person whose address I can’t seem to erase. I met him my first day at Kent State—walked into our dorm room and there he was, his carrot-colored hair cut into a shag. Dress him in different clothing, and he might have come from another century. Some people just have that look about them. Todd’s eyes were red-rimmed and heavy-lidded. His face was long, and his mouth, which was full of big, crooked teeth, never quite closed all the way. He resembled one of those Dutch noblemen huddled in the background of a painting that’s always about the more noble nobleman standing in the foreground.

I was an out-of-state student, but Todd was local, from Dayton. When he was young, before his parents divorced, he’d often catch his mother sneaking boyfriends into their house. “She threatened that if I said anything to my dad, she’d take away my asthma inhaler,” he told me once, as we were lying on our bunks passing a joint from top to bottom. At the time we were roommates, Todd’s mom was a barmaid and went to work wearing hot pants. His life was so different from my own, so much more exciting.

There are friends you know for a year or two, and others, for reasons that are often hard to discern, you’re with for a lifetime. In the days before cell phones and email, it took real work to stay in touch, especially if you moved around a lot. Still, Todd and I managed. I wound up dropping out of Kent State, but he graduated, I believe with a degree in social work. Then he moved to San Francisco, became a law librarian, and contracted AIDS, dying of it in 2021.

Following him in my address book is my first agent, Don Congdon. “How old is he?” my author friends would ask. I’d answer that he used to represent Walt Whitman. Don seemed ancient when I signed with him in the early 1990s, though in retrospect he was only in his late seventies. He looked like the man on the Monopoly board—white hair with a matching puffy mustache—but even more dapper, always with some charming final touch: a beret or a bright psychedelic Pucci necktie he’d bought in the ’60s.

At our first meeting he mentioned the night that he and “Jerry” Salinger went to hear Billie Holiday at a club in the village, and the time he represented Lillian Hellman for a Russian production of The Little Foxes. Most of what he told me during our first meeting he repeated at the second, then the third, and so on. I’d fantasized about an agent who would talk all about me and my work, but I rarely came up in our one-sided conversations. Instead it was Jackie Kennedy. Salinger. Thomas Berger. William Manchester. Not that I was unhappy. Look at me, I’d think. Out to lunch with William Styron’s agent!

As he got older, Don forgot words such as book and publish but did his best to work around them. His advancing dementia didn’t alarm me until my publisher offered a generous amount for a new essay collection and was told, “Oh, David doesn’t need that much money.”

He died in his sleep, Don, the way we’d all like to.

My sister Tiffany is still in my address book, as is my father, and Hugh’s as well—Sam was brutally, almost ridiculously handsome, with a deep voice and a real flair for intimidating people. Once, while he was visiting Hugh and me in Normandy, I came upon him stretched out on our bed, reading a copy of my first book. “You know,” he offered, looking up as I entered the room, “this isn’t good at all.”

So long, Judith Mallin, a woman I used to clean for who gave me the opium pipe that had belonged to the poet Harry Crosby. Bye, Ian Falconer, the artist and author I did a children’s book with. At a meeting once to discuss a story collection he was illustrating for me, I jotted something in my notebook and he looked down at the page, saying, “Oh, my God. You have handwriting just like Hitler’s!”

Who on earth knows what Hitler’s handwriting looked like? I remember thinking.

Bye, Elaine Stritch and Harold Ramis, neither of whom I knew well but who are in my address book nevertheless. Bye, Phyllis Diller, who was a friend and told me shocking things about Nancy Reagan.

There’s Harry Rowohlt, who translated the first two books of mine to come out in Germany. He wrote as well and played a vagrant on a popular soap opera called Lindenstraße. Harry looked like Santa after a rough couple of years: shoulder-length gray hair with a long, matching beard. Little round wire-rimmed glasses. Cell phones were a new thing when we met in 1999, and whenever he saw someone talking on one, he’d move close and shout, “Come back to bed, I’m freezing!”

Harry and I read together quite often in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland.

“How long will the evening last?” I asked on our first night in Hamburg.

“A bottle,” he said. He didn’t mean a small one either. Our presentation started at eight and didn’t end until he’d polished off an entire fifth of whiskey.

“What did you do this morning?” I asked him the following day as we headed off to the train station.

“Took a shit, put a suppository up my ass for hemorrhoids, and made some phone calls in the nude,” he told me.

That was when I learned that “Oh, nothing much” isn’t really in the German vocabulary. Neither is “Me? Oh, I’m fine.”

Harry died of lung cancer at seventy.

A number of other friends have died of cancer—Penny Boyer, Chris Neil, Doug Trazzare, the writer David Rakoff, whom I loved like a brother. The last time we saw each other, he was hollowed out, a husk. I was leaving the next day for France—wouldn’t be back in New York for another four months and knew he wouldn’t last until then. Yet I did not hug or kiss him, didn’t see him home and hover over him until he begged me to leave. I wanted to do all these things, but instead I shook his hand. Instead I said, “See you!” the way one might say, “Good night!” as doing otherwise might suggest that he was going to die. And what if he didn’t want that acknowledged? What if he was holding out hope and one single person not holding it out with him might topple the whole enterprise?

The truth is that I’m afraid of sick people. It’s almost how I feel around famous people: false, unworthy, laughing at their jokes before they even reach the punch lines. Even with my own mother, I felt that way! Thirty-two years after her death, when my sister Gretchen was diagnosed with the exact same cancer, I acted as if it was nothing. “It’s in the lung?” I said when she told me about it. “Oh, that’s no big deal. I’m not sure it even qualifies as a serious illness anymore, that’s how advanced the treatments are.”

After her first PET scan she called to say that the cancer was actually in both lungs and had spread to her lymph nodes. I was in New York at the time, walking through Central Park.

“Did they say which lymph nodes?” I asked, wondering if it matters. “A doctor told me that I had cancer back in 2019,” I reminded her. “Then it turned out to be nothing but a UTI. I mean, people make mistakes all the time!”

I was trying to sound positive but trying even harder not to cry and scare her off the phone. My remarkable sister! I thought. Cancer! The last time I’d seen Gretchen, she was chugging water from a vodka bottle that still had the label on it. We were at the airport and people were staring at her. It was, I thought, the funniest thing in the world.

“I was just remembering that soft cashmere cape I saw when I came to London a few years ago,” she said. “It was at that store called Egg and would be so nice to wear during my treatments.”

I was like, “A chemo cape?”

“Well, yes,” she said.

The cashmere Egg cape would, I knew, be long gone, but I’d seen a great one recently that was made by Rick Owens and was at Bergdorf’s. So I turned around and headed down Fifth Avenue to 56th Street, because this is what I do. Buy things, and hope that the receipt I accidentally on purpose leave in the box will say what I for some reason cannot: I love you. I’m frightened. If I could trade my legs for your health, I would. Of course I’d remind you every minute of every day that my legs were my one and only good feature, but at least on my end, it would be worth it.

Normally the older sibling is supposed to expose the younger one to things, but with Gretchen it had always been the opposite. She was the first in our family to have an exterior life: adventures with friends who did drugs and drove out to rock quarries in the middle of the night. She was the first to have sex and to play records the rest of us had never heard. I’ve yet to see a brother and sister in a movie or TV show who seem as authentically close as Gretchen and I were in our teens. Once, as we sat on the grass beside a lake, I realized with the clarity one can only achieve by taking acid in the middle of a weekday that she was the most beautiful girl I had ever seen.

I’d gone back to that afternoon a dozen times since learning she had cancer, recalling us at the water’s edge the moment before our adult lives started and we slowly drifted away from each other, still closer than most full-grown siblings but nothing like we’d been in high school—one being with two heads.

Please still be there, I said to myself as I crossed 60th Street, then 59th and 58th. It was as if this cape—and only this cape—could keep my sister alive.

When I reached the top floor of Bergdorf’s and saw that it was right where I’d left it, I thought—I’ll admit it—Please be on sale. That, though, was too much to ask. The important thing is that they had it. The cape cost twenty-four hundred dollars. It was black and made of heavy wool—was a blanket, essentially, with a closure at the throat.

“My sister has pretty bad cancer,” I told the salesman who waited on me. “So I’d like to buy this for her and have it shipped.”

I’d wanted to get the cape for myself when I first saw it a few weeks earlier and would have bought it had I not just spent a bundle of money on a long Comme des Garçons coat made of two black sport coats sewn together top to bottom. (How could I resist something with four sleeves?)

“It’s beautiful,” the salesman, whose last name was Yamada, observed. He laid the cape flat on the counter and gently ran his hand over it, as if it were a living thing that he needed to calm down.

“I’m thinking that, should worse come to worst, I’ll get it back one day,” I said, grateful that Gretchen, who started smoking at age fourteen and kept it up for fifty-one years, had quit three months earlier. You can’t smoke and wear a cape; you’ll burn holes in it—that’s a guarantee.

I gave Mr. Yamada my credit card and the shipping details. Then I left the store and called my sister Amy to ask if she wanted to go in on it with me, saying I’d buy out her half when Gretchen dies. “Not now, of cancer,” I said. “But, say, twenty years down the line, and of something else, old age, say, or a drive-by shooting.”

“Of course I’ll go in on it,” Amy said. “Are you kidding? That’s the perfect cancer gift!”

The cape had just arrived at Gretchen’s house in North Carolina when she got the news that, actually, the cancer hadn’t spread to her lymph nodes and was only in one lung, not two. A tiny speck. In the end they cut it out, and she was fine after that. No radiation. No chemo. I was, of course, greatly relieved, but at the same time I thought, I want that cape back. I looked for one at the Rick Owens stores in New York and London, but they were out. Everyone was.

I said to Amy, “Can you fucking believe this?”

She’s someone I really couldn’t bear to outlive. The thought of it is obscene to me. The same is true of Gretchen, of course, and my other siblings. And Hugh, and my old friends Dawn and Ronnie. But it happens, and somehow you do bear it, just as I bear the death of my mother and of the lovely David Rakoff. People die, you wonder how you’ll get through the day without them, and through some miracle you manage. It’s just, I suspect, much easier in a Rick Owens cape.







A Little Kick

It was late summer and I was in Northern Italy with a young woman named Julia, a journalist whose job it was to ask me a few questions. The town we were in was small and lovely, an island surrounded by lakes. It had many specialties, foodwise. So far I’d had pumpkin ravioli and a poached chicken served in a thick balsamic vinegar sauce. I was here to take part in a literary festival but had really just come to eat.

In Europe, generally speaking, the questions I get while on a book tour are all political. “What do you think of Donald Trump?” All the time Trump, and before him, Bush. I was asked about Clinton, but only after his sex scandal: “Why do you care who he’s sleeping with?”

“You’re the one who brought it up,” I always said.

In Italy, they surprised me by actually reading the book. “When did you start to write this novel?” was usually the first question.

“Actually, it’s an essay collection,” I’d say.

“Why did you decide to make the father character so old?”

“That was my actual father. He died at ninety-eight.”

“I see, and why did you name him Louis?”

“That was his name.”

“The David character is gay. How is that important to the novel?”

“What is it they’re not getting?” I asked my Italian publicist, a woman named Cristiana.

“I don’t understand it either,” she said. “I sent them all the novel and made sure they read it before the interview.”

It’s maddening. On this trip, many of the questions—not only in Italy but also in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland, where I would go after leaving Italy—were about what people in all four countries referred to as “political correctness.”

In the United States it’s an outdated term, one that’s been replaced by woke, a word I’ve never quite taken to.

Americans think they’re the only ones on earth to have undergone a sea change in terms of language and cultural sensitivity, but it’s something that’s happening, maybe not all over the world, but certainly all through Western Europe and Australia. In England, a school was prevented from showing Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs because the title character was unconscious when the prince kissed her and was thereby unable to give consent.

And, OK, in the real world coming on to someone who’s been asleep for a solid year is crossing a line. It seems that in this case, though, they could have put the assault in context. “They had no other medicine back then,” the teachers could have explained, or “Dwarfs pressured the prince to kiss her.”

The questions I got this summer in Italy were almost all about political correctness and how it applied to my latest novel, so I was happy to meet this Julia woman, who was in her mid-twenties and had traveled to the festival from her home in Milan. “If it is OK, I am just going to ask you some crazy things my friends and I came up with.”

“Fire away,” I said, wondering where I might have lunch afterward.

“All right,” she began. “So, given a choice, would you rather commit a crime—kill a homeless man, for example—and have no one know about it, or would you rather not kill him and have everyone in the world think you had?”

“Actually, now you would say unhoused person,” I explained. “Homeless makes it sound like it’s a human problem rather than a housing problem.”

Julia nodded.

“That said, I’d definitely kill the homeless man,” I told her. “But I’d pick a really horrible one who deserved it. I mean, they’re not all angels, right?”

Julia checked to see if her phone was properly recording our conversation.

“Then I’d use his body for something so the murder would at least be sustainable and not a complete waste,” I continued. “I could, I don’t know, light him on fire, maybe, and cook my dinner over the flames.”

We were in a castle, in a room decorated with sixteenth- century tapestries and paintings of Christ. “Next question,” Julia said. “Would you rather fight a chicken every time you got into your car—or into an elevator, seeing as you don’t drive—or fight a gorilla with a sword once a year?”

What good questions these were! The chicken thing would quickly get old, so I chose the gorilla, though I find them terrifying. On the one hand, they’re mostly vegetarians. That makes them less scary than chimps, but they’re also crazy strong. And this one would have it in for me. “I’ll go with the gorilla but use the rest of the year to take sword-fighting lessons.”

Julia looked at her notes. “Would you rather be in a coma for ten years or in prison for five?”

“That’s easy,” I told her. “In movies you awake from a coma as if it were just a good night’s sleep, stretching and all, but in real life you’d be a vegetable, so I’d definitely take prison, which I could at least get a book out of.”

She had a few more questions, equally as thought-provoking, but all I remember from the rest of that day was my lunch. Another of the town’s specialties was a donkey ragù served over broad noodles.

“What part of the donkey do they use?” I asked Cristiana, who was sitting between Hugh and me at the restaurant, looking at our schedule for the rest of the afternoon.

She spoke to the waiter in Italian and then to me. “The ankles.”

Americans would say shins, but I liked her version better. “So it’s a sauce made from donkey ankles?”

“Exactly.”

It was delicious, but if I could find the ingredients and make it myself, I’d maybe add some crushed red pepper, just to give it a little kick.







I Did

There’s a lunch place Hugh and I often take people to in Amsterdam. I like it because it’s quick—no waiting around for menus or the check. You order and pay at the counter and the food is good, which is to say that it’s not too Dutch. At night a leisurely meal is fine, but in a city where the stores open late and close relatively early, I can always feel the clock ticking, especially if one or more of my sisters is with me.

On my most recent visit, it was Gretchen. The restaurant was half full when we arrived and took a table beside a group of six people in their early thirties. I guessed that they were in the middle of a business lunch and that their business was something I would never be able to understand: They optimized output strategies or were leasing the letter W to some country that never knew it needed it. None of them sounded like a native-born English speaker, but that was the language they were all using. “Me, I will be getting married next summer,” said one of the three men in their party after they’d all put their tablets and laptops away. He was balding and seemed to have no eyebrows.

“Congratulations!” said the woman seated across from him. Then they all raised their glasses in a toast.

“Do you think you’ll get married next summer?” I asked Gretchen, who is two years my junior and was wearing a tentlike black-and-white-striped dress that looked good with her long silver hair. It was a ridiculous question, like asking if she might become a stripper or an electrician.

“I can’t,” she said.

Hugh asked why, and she pointed at me with her fork. “When I was twelve, David made me sign a contract swearing I’d stay single for the rest of my life.”

“I forgot all about that,” I said.

Gretchen turned to Hugh. “He made Amy sign one, too.”

“Why?” Hugh asked.

“I didn’t want to lose them,” I said. “You know how it is—girls get married, then they start having kids and you never see them again or never want to because they’ve been remolded by their awful, controlling husbands.”

“OK,” Hugh said. “But a contract?”

“I drew them up all the time,” I told him. “Once, I bought Amy and Tiffany’s bedroom for a dollar. They were in kindergarten and the second grade and thought that, with fifty cents each, they were rich now.”

All these years later, I could still see their room so clearly: its dark, almost black wood paneling, their checkerboard tiled floor. It was three times the size of mine and a lot quieter. I’d just bullied their mattresses into the hall when my mother came down and put an end to it. “But I have a contract!” I told her. “They both signed it. The matter has been legally settled.”

The bedroom exchange never went through, but both Amy and Gretchen have honored our 1970 agreement. Gretchen has a long-term boyfriend who lives in another town, but Amy hasn’t even dated since the early 2000s. I used to refer to them both as spinsters. Then I learned that historically the word applies only to unmarried women up to the age of twenty-five. After that, they’re called thornbacks, a thornback being a bottom-feeding skatelike fish with sharp spikes running along its spine.

Meanwhile, an unmarried man of the same age is simply called a bachelor, or, in gaming circles, a wizard.

Often I think that I did my sisters, particularly Amy, a favor. Oh, to be single and accountable to no one. Then Hugh will do something sweet and I’ll remember that it can actually be nice to have someone around. Recently, for example, he trimmed my toenails. I used to do it myself, but now I have arthritis in my back and can only reach my feet in Arizona.

I didn’t ask Hugh to clip my nails. He just saw two of my toes poking out from the holes they’d stabbed through my socks and offered. Watching him tackle the worst of it with a pipe cutter, I thought of a poorly drawn syndicated comic strip that used to run in the Raleigh newspaper. Each pictured a boy and girl who were naked but had no genitalia. “Love Is” was written near the top of the frame, then every day, beneath it, there would be an example. “Love is… laughing at the same old joke,” “…wearing his-and-hers T-shirts,” “…quietly watching a hummingbird having lunch.”

I don’t recall “Love is… clipping his amber daggerlike toenails,” but then, I didn’t read it every day.

Of course, love is different from marriage. It can exist within a marriage, flickering like a tea light candle at the bottom of a hurricane glass, but it’s hardly guaranteed to endure. That’s why one doesn’t want to draw too much attention to it. Having a wedding or engagement party, running off to couples therapy, renewing your vows: Isn’t that all just courting disaster?

How hypocritical that of me, Amy, and Gretchen, the only one married is me. It happened in 2016 and was done secretly—was essentially a shotgun wedding, completely my banker Cindy’s idea and done solely for financial reasons. We did it at the county courthouse in the small town of Beaufort, North Carolina. Entering the building late that spring morning meant passing through a metal detector. This is the last time I’ll empty my pockets as a single person, I thought, surrendering my wallet and the leather old-man’s coin purse I’ve carried since 1992.

Neither Hugh nor I was particularly dressed up, though we weren’t slobs either. We probably looked like we were being audited: slacks, freshly ironed button-down shirts, and the facial expressions you assume after learning that the doctor who’ll be checking your prostate decided to grow his nails out. At least that was my expression. Just close your eyes and think of the money you’ll be saving, I told myself.

I guess that, during the ceremony, I recited whatever words I was instructed to: “I solemnly swear” and “in sickness and in health.” Hugh and I would never kiss in public, so at the end we shook hands. Neither of us choked up. The wedding took a matter of minutes. Afterward we thanked the magistrate and the white-haired stranger who acted as our second witness. Then we went with our banker to a sad sandwich place for lunch.

Aside from saving money, all I cared about was keeping my marriage a secret. It’s not that I was embarrassed by Hugh or that I thought someone better might come along. I just shudder when I hear a man say the words my husband. Something about it sets off alarm bells in me. It’s like my unicycle or my rescue ferret—just creepy. Before same-sex marriage became legal, I hated the word partner.

“Is that your partner?” someone would ask, referring to Hugh.

“My boyfriend,” I’d correct them.

Now it’s “Is that your husband?” People just assume it for some reason.

“God, no,” I say. “He’s just my boyfriend.”

I have lied in interviews, on forms; wherever the question is asked, the answer is “Nope. We just live together.” My best friend doesn’t know that I’m married. Neither does Amy, Gretchen, or anyone else in my family. Hugh and I don’t celebrate our anniversary, and I’d be at a complete loss if asked to give the month, let alone the date. The season, I recall, but nothing else. Years go by without remembering it ever happened, then Hugh will threaten to divorce me, and I’ll say, “How can you divorce me when we were never… fuck.”

In this day and age, can’t I be a husband but identify as a boyfriend?

I think of all the wedding pictures I see in the Times, both gay and straight. The people who plan years in advance, who spend great fortunes, and for what? You love someone. You want to build a life together—great, but why bother other people with it? Why make them buy unflattering outfits and get on airplanes to places only you think are fun? Why do they have to give you gifts or, worse still, listen to your handcrafted vows, which are always just a string of clichés: “When we met, I knew I’d found my soulmate.”

I’ve never liked that term, but I think I might hate its replacement even more: “My person.”

Honestly? I think whenever I hear it. Let’s say that in a world of more than eight billion people there is a single individual who was meant to fit you like a puzzle piece. What are the odds, then, that they live in your same apartment complex or that the two of you wound up at the same community college eight miles from your house and six and a half from theirs? Why has no one you’ve ever known found their person standing outside an electronics superstore in Busan, South Korea, or baking bricks in a kiln in India? Why do so very few people have to leave their state, let alone their country, to find the one person they’re supposedly meant for?

I met Hugh twelve blocks from my apartment in New York and often wonder, What if I hadn’t gone with my friend Lily to his loft to borrow a ladder that night? What if we’d missed each other? Had that been the case, he’d have found someone else, as would I, most likely. I never had that “There you are!” feeling, the way my sister Gretchen did a few days before we went to Amsterdam, when she found a Daniela Gregis blouse at the Dover Street Market in London. It was made of thick cotton and was white on the outside and soft pink on the inside, like a shell. “I have been looking for this shirt all my life,” she said, holding it to her face and breathing it in the way I’ve seen people do when reunited with a lost child.

I was happy to meet Hugh. I hoped it might work out between us and am delighted that it has. When I tell people that we’re breaking up after thirty-five years together—which I do all the time as a joke—hardly anyone believes me, which is frustrating but also a sign that to our friends and family we seem like a pretty good fit.

Married, though!

My father thought that was all his daughters were good for. “That guy’s just taking advantage of you,” he said when Amy, aged twenty-three, moved in with her Greek boyfriend in Raleigh, and Gretchen, not long afterward, moved in with her Greek boyfriend in Providence, Rhode Island.

I said to him, “At least they’re Greek.” But he wanted all of the boxes ticked. Lisa got married. So did Paul. Tiffany had boyfriends but never married any of them, most often because they already had wives.

I hadn’t presented any of those siblings with contracts, though. It wasn’t that I didn’t like them, just that I could bear the thought of losing them to their new families. We’d write, I’d imagined. Every so often we’d talk on the phone. Plans would be sketched for shared vacations, but something would probably come up.

With Amy and Gretchen, it was different. I drew up their contracts because I didn’t want anyone else in their hearts. At fourteen, I didn’t know that you could actually stuff quite a few people in there and still have room left for hobbies and addictions. My sisters certainly haven’t lost me to Hugh. If anything, it was our careers that posed a threat to our time together. That’s something that never occurred to me when I was in the seventh grade, maybe because I couldn’t imagine myself with an actual profession. I mean, could a person make a living jerking off into an athletic sock?

I remember learning a few years back that a close friend had undergone treatment for breast cancer. We were in contact during her hospitalization and recovery, yet she never mentioned a word of it. When she finally told me, I felt relieved that she was OK but also insulted and shut out. Would that be Amy’s and Gretchen’s reaction to my marriage? That day in the Amsterdam restaurant, I was right on the verge of confessing, imagining how liberating it might feel to finally come clean, when Hugh stood up and reached for his jacket. “If you two want to hit the next couple of stores on your list, we have to get going,” he said.

I looked up at him and thought, Would it kill you to give me a few extra minutes? Yet I got to my feet, and willingly. He’s so controlling, yet so very handsome, my husband.







Yes, Vote

The midterm election was two weeks away and I was in Ohio, being driven from Cleveland to Columbus by a man with a tattoo on his neck. Age had smudged and crinkled the image, so I couldn’t tell what it was supposed to be. A potato was my closest guess, but being in the back seat, I could make out only three-quarters of it. There were more tattoos poking out from the sleeves of the man’s jacket, which he seemed unaccustomed to and uncomfortable in.

The trip took two and a half hours, and when we stopped midway at a rest area, I opened the door and stepped onto a foul bed of cigarette butts. Someone had just emptied an ashtray—one the size of a lunch box—onto the pavement. That’s when I learned that the driver had quit smoking two years earlier. “My wife, she’s still at it,” he told me. “I make her go outside, though.”

Keith, the guy’s name was. After getting back into the car, we started talking, and I learned that he loves roller coasters, will travel for days just to try a new one. He was telling me about the last one he’d ridden when we passed a campaign sign—someone running for Congress. I asked Keith if he knew anything about the candidate, and he said he didn’t bother with any of that junk. “It’s all rigged,” he told me. “The government knows who it wants to win, and then they just make it happen.”

“So you don’t vote?” I asked.

Keith laughed. “It’s just a big waste of time.” He said this as if he were imparting great wisdom, but I suspected it was just laziness talking. If the alternative to voting was cleaning half a mile of roadway, I’m pretty sure everyone would cast a ballot—they’d do it by mail, but still. We continued to talk for the rest of the trip, Keith and I, but by this point he was all but dead to me. I’d rather spend time with someone who’s for the other side—who, in effect, cancels my vote—than with some two-dollar cynic who can’t be bothered.

My sister Amy and I were talking about this not long ago, and she brought up a woman she’d recently met who is forty-five and has never voted because she doesn’t want to be tagged for jury duty. “I said to her, ‘Really? I loved jury duty,’” Amy told me. “Plus, it’s not like you’re called for it every year.”

I had loved jury duty as well. That said, I’ve only served once, back in New York in the mid-’90s. One man had stabbed another in Washington Square Park—not killed him but sent him to the hospital, supposedly over a drug deal. During his testimony, the victim raised his shirt and told us he’d been stabbed twice before. The scar we were to focus on in this particular case was located on his right side, just above the hip.

Who gets stabbed by three different people? I wondered.

The answer: this guy. He was just born to be poked at with a knife, so much so it was hard to believe it had happened only three times so far. Both he and the defendant were terrible people, but my fellow jury members were thoughtful and interesting, and I felt that I really benefited from the time we spent together. When the guilty verdict was read, the defendant looked the way I might had I just missed a bus but knew there would be another stopping in forty-five seconds, like, Goddammit. Oh, well.

Amy’s jury considered a rape, and she was into it as well, as were both my parents when their times came. In my dad’s case, two men shot a third fellow in the head, and in my mom’s, a man with an expensive drug habit murdered his former girlfriend. That trial was a long one, and except for the defendant’s family glaring at her for weeks on end, my mother thoroughly enjoyed it, even the boring forensic testimony. “I’m not allowed to discuss the case, but…” she’d say on the phone when she called me in Chicago to talk about it.

She was used to being at home with my recently retired father all day, just the two of them. Now she had all these new friends, people who listened to her and laughed at her jokes. People who liked her. More than once she drove to the spot where the victim had been murdered, parked her car, and sat there, painting a picture in her head. Could she envision the defendant approaching this apartment building? Could she see him running off, maybe past those shabby houses, afterward? “Meanwhile he’s talking and laughing through the whole thing,” she reported. “Acts like his trial is nothing!”

In my case, the defendant was seen throwing the knife he’d used into a planter on lower Fifth Avenue. The police arrested him a few blocks later, and both he and his lawyer were claiming it was a case of mistaken identity.

Was it? I wondered. I mean, it was after dark. How many times had I been mistaken for Al Pacino—not recently, but when I was in my early twenties—and I mean vehemently. “You’re Al Pacino!”

“What would I be doing at a Winn-Dixie in Raleigh, North Carolina, if I was Al Pacino?” I’d asked.

“I don’t know, but you are. Give me your autograph!”

Now I get mistaken for Woody Allen.

“Would Woody Allen wear a sport coat with four arms?” I ask.

“You tell me. Why did you marry your own daughter, you sick fuck?”

“She wasn’t my daughter,” I say in my defense. “The heart wants what it wants!”

When my jury found itself hung, we got a message from the judge saying, essentially, “Get yourself unhung or I’ll have you sequestered.”

The latter was the word that really nudged us forward. My mother, on the other hand, had been delighted by the prospect. “I’m calling to tell you that I’m being sequestered,” she’d said over the phone following nineteen days of testimony. It was late, and I could hear the ice cubes tinkling in her glass. “They instructed us to pack for at least a week, and while they haven’t told us where we’ll be staying, they did say we’ll each have a roommate, which I’m fine with as long as it’s either Janet or Ruth. They’re smokers, too, so we’re well-matched.”

When the verdict in her case was read by the foreman, the defendant leaped toward the jury box. “He said he’d break out of prison, track every one of us down, and kill us,” my mother reported, adding that it took three guards to hold him back. “Then he told us we could all kiss his ass and ‘suck my big fat dick.’”

“I’m sorry,” I said, desperate for her to repeat it. “We maybe have a bad connection. He said you could what?”

“Suck my big fat dick,” my mother shouted, sad, I think, that the trial was over and she’d be returning to her stifling day-to-day life: making dinner, cleaning up after my father, watching Donahue on the little TV in the kitchen. Nowhere to go, no one fun to have lunch with. Had she never voted, she never would have said those memorable words to her oldest son over the phone, twice, the last time slowly and in a raised voice, one so loud that had there been someone else in the room with me they’d have likely asked, “Who on earth are you talking to?”

“My mom.”

I wanted to tell all this to the driver, Keith—“See what voting can lead to?” I’d have said. But it’s maybe not a great idea to say dick to another man, a relative stranger, in an enclosed area, and I think I know a lost cause when I see one, even partially, from the back seat of a car in Ohio.







The Land and Its People

So there I was in Guatemala, riding a horse up the side of a volcano with a couple I’d met at a breakfast buffet in Tanzania a year and a half earlier. It sounded crazy, and I kept repeating the key words to myself, not out loud but just under my breath, waiting for them to sink in. Horse. Volcano. Guatemala. Breakfast buffet.

Lurking just beneath the surface was a number of other words and phrases, starting with head injury, then moving on to severed spinal cord, paralysis, and colostomy bag. It was a gray late-spring morning, and dreary-looking clouds were drifting overhead. My friends and I were traversing a bleak hellscape of lava rock, and I kept thinking of how it was going to feel when Tequila—that was my horse’s name—threw me. Then I’d be in a wheelchair for the rest of my life, thinking, Damn that Clark and Yanira.

It’s funny how you meet people—stars align in such a way that you sometimes can’t believe it wasn’t preordained. Had I skipped breakfast that morning in Tanzania, or eaten an hour earlier or later, I likely wouldn’t now be up at eight a.m., much less atop Tequila, who had to be the ugliest horse I had ever seen. An equal mix of black, white, and gray, he looked smudged, like someone with a short attention span had gone at him with an eraser. Tequila’s eyes were rheumy, and on his face was a smooth bald patch that was pink and completely devoid of hair. What if a wasp were to land on it? I thought. Or a spark from a cigarette? I’d quit smoking almost twenty years earlier, but the man I was paying to hold my reins, the one whose T-shirt read, “I Stand with Black Women,” hadn’t.

The guy had painful-looking rope burns on the palms of both hands and had covered them with an ointment that resembled blackberry jam. He spoke no English, nor did his associate, who also wore a T-shirt, his with the word “Emotion” printed on it.

Clark and Yanira live on a ranch in Montana. Being on a horse is nothing to them, and so they gripped their own reins and politely insisted that I wasn’t holding them back—though of course I was. The two could have effortlessly galloped off like cowboys, but instead they were poking along beside me, pretending our pace was a nice, well… change of pace.

Does this even technically count as horseback riding? I wondered. Still, I’d tell everyone about it, starting with the desk clerk the moment we returned to our hotel: “If I look a little sore it’s because I wasn’t used to that horse I rode up the volcano this morning.”

“Very well,” the man would say.

“It was a stallion,” I’d add. “Just a magnificent animal.”

“Actually, it was a gelding,” Yanira would explain when I asked her about it later. “That means he was neutered.” Her horse back home was a gelding as well. “Mares tend to be mean,” she said. “At least the ones at the ranch are. They like to bite and kick you for no reason, like to stir up trouble.”

When I say that I rode a horse up a volcano, I mean that I hiked uphill for an hour and twenty minutes, then rode for what might have been a fifth of a mile. At the end of the short trail we took, the man who stood with Black women accepted the phone Clark was holding out to him and used it to take our photo.

“Oh, my God,” my sister Amy wrote after I sent it to her. “Who are you?” The picture shows the three of us atop our geldings, side by side in what appears to be Mordor, the kingdom ruled by Sauron in the Lord of the Rings trilogy. No trees. No greenery, just black igneous rock and this forbidding volcano that, due to the dark clouds hovering about its crater, appears to be smoldering.

Being on a horse was memorable, but the most interesting ride I took that day came hours later, when we headed from our hotel in the former Guatemalan capital of Antigua to a market on the opposite side of town. It wasn’t a great distance away, but rather than walking we rode like tinned sardines in the back of a shuddering tuk-tuk driven by a fellow of thirty or so with thick, shining hair and a bushy mustache. He was plump and wore a sleeveless T-shirt. His ample chest and upper arms jiggled as we bounced along the cobblestoned streets, as did my own. Affixed to the man’s tiny windshield, and making it even harder to see out of, were three bumper stickers. All were in Spanish and were easily translated by Yanira, who is from Madrid and sounds like Charo with Antonio Banderas caught in her throat. “The one on the right says, ‘All Women Lie,’” she reported. “The middle one is about a soccer team, and next to that is ‘I Am Like a Watch and Can Adapt to Any Wrist.’” This was a double entendre, as the word for wrist also means doll. There were cartoonish portrayals of women arranged around the words on this one—Black, white, thin, fat—the suggestion being that he could love any of them, at least for half an hour or so.

I never saw the driver standing up but assumed that he was around my height. Guatemala, I learned, is the fourth shortest country in the world. The women average four feet ten, while the men might reach five feet four, which is a whisper shorter than me. It was nice seeing people eye to eye and never having to look up except to take in a volcano. We had dinner that night at a restaurant Bill Clinton once ate at. There were photos of him—hearty and pre-vegan—upon the walls, shaking hands with the pint-sized chef.

Though I’d technically known Clark and Yanira for well over a year, we’d only gotten together four times and were still learning about one another. The last trip we took together was to Fiji, to a remote island the size of two football fields. There, they taught me—or allowed me to learn—that I hate snorkeling. “If I ever want to see fish like that again, I’ll just stare into some dentist’s aquarium,” I told them, green-faced, as I climbed back into our boat. The place we stayed at was a resort, and on the first night, as we took our table and waited for Yanira, the waiter looked from me to Clark. “Having a nice vacation with your father?” he asked.

“Father!” I said, wounded but realizing it was entirely possible. Clark is fifty, and Yanira ten years younger. They’re a handsome couple: preternaturally fit and adventurous-looking, the exact people you’d expect to find on a freighter chugging off toward the Solomon Islands, which is what they did after we left Fiji. The two regularly take off for months at a time. They have no itinerary. If it’s raining in Suriname, they’ll head to Bhutan and see what that’s like. I’ve carried lunch boxes that were bigger than either of their suitcases, and they’ll seemingly eat anything. Neither is picky about where they stay—the resort in Fiji had been my idea, not theirs.

Over dinner in Antigua, I asked Yanira how she manages to always look so fresh, and she told me that she likes to get a minimum of ten hours of sleep per night.

“And, I mean, she is out,” Clark added. “None of this lying in bed with a phone in her hands.”

Yanira nodded. “Often I wake up out of shame,” she admitted, adding that she’d sleep all day if she could.

Next, we discussed a Chinese man who is suing his wife because their children are ugly. “He didn’t know that she’d had all this plastic surgery,” Clark said. “It was all done before they met, so he’d never seen what she really looked like.”

“How homely can the kids be?” I asked, imagining human versions of poor Tequila, who thankfully doesn’t know what an eyesore he is. After considering what an actual, growing problem this must be—people not knowing what physical traits their spouses might be handing down to future generations—Clark pulled out his phone, hoping to find the hideous-looking children and instead learning that the story was untrue, an urban myth.

“Goddammit,” I said. “I feel really let down now, like you just took back a kidney you’d given me.”

Still feeling the loss—“Check again; maybe it’s all true except for the Chinese part”—I mentioned a letter I’d brought from New York and read in my hotel room before meeting for dinner. “It’s from a guy who gauges straight men’s homophobia by asking, ‘Would you suck another guy’s dick if you knew it would cure cancer?’”

“Sexual preferences aside, wouldn’t you pretty much have to?” Clark asked. “I mean, what, you’re just going to let all those people die?”

“Exactly!” I said. “That’s why I don’t think it’s such a good test question.”

We were the last ones to leave the restaurant. Like the place we’d gone to the previous evening, the food was nothing to speak of, but the staff was kind and talkative, which, when one is traveling through a foreign land, is often good enough.

By their last count, Clark and Yanira have been to 127 countries—around twice the number that I have. I’ll likely never catch up but have been steadily trying to work my way through Central and South America. So far, I’ve been to Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, Costa Rica, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Panama, which I visited by myself a year earlier.

“What was it like?” Hugh asked after I returned.

“A lot of people there sell snow cones,” I told him.

“That’s it?” he asked.

“And it’s humid,” I added.

I’d gone to Panama City for two nights. That left me with one full day, which I spent walking from my hotel to the center of Old Town. I didn’t see the canal or any wildlife. I’d just gone so I could cross the place off my country list. Funny was how quickly I became lonely. I’d like to think I could go weeks on end without talking to anyone, but the truth, I’m afraid, is that I’m only good for a few hours. I must have had four snow cones during my brief visit. They were refreshing, but what I most liked was the human contact they allowed me. I took Spanish in high school and had brought a dictionary. Thus, I could say, “That is not too expensive,” and “My God, this snow cone is cold.”

“Well, of course,” the venders all answered. “Its main ingredient is ice!”

Lunch was taken at a crowded outdoor seafood restaurant. After peeling a dozen shrimp, I asked my waitress for more napkins, and she brought me a large communal bottle of hand sanitizer that had grease and little bits of exoskeleton gunked on top of the pump. “I guess that’ll do,” I said in English, adding a cheerful “Gracias!” before wiping my dirty hands on my socks.

Continuing along, I came upon a Hooters and a sign advertising McDonald’s new McCrispy Cajún. I always make note of what McDonald’s offers in other countries. In Guatemala City, not far from a billboard reading, “We Stand with President Trump” (Who’s we? I wondered), I saw one for the new Pollo McCrispy as well as something called the Big Tasty. In 2016, Perth, Australia, was serving the Frozen McSpider, but nothing beats Japan, where, in 2010 alone, I saw ads for the Manhattan Burger, the Texas Burger, the Grand Canyon Burger, the Las Vegas Burger, the Broadway Burger, and the Beverly Hills Burger. A few months later, I flew to Reykjavík, where I fully expected to find an Egg McPuffin, but they have no McDonald’s in Iceland.

In Panama City, I had dinner alone in the hotel restaurant. Heading downstairs from my room, I worried that I hadn’t made a reservation, but it turned out not to be an issue. Only three other tables were occupied, all by single men my age staring into their phones. Had Hugh been with me, or my friend Dawn, or Clark and Yanira, we’d have been miles away, possibly seated on buckets, eating street food and being chomped on by mosquitoes. It might have been uncomfortable, but I’d have at least come away with a story: “We all got dengue fever!” or “I tried mouse for the first time!”

Instead, I worked on a New York Times puzzle, then returned to my room and completed an XP boost on Duolingo—all stuff I could have done at home. Likewise, my hotel could have been anywhere. There was nothing about it that reflected the country in any way that I could see. The little soaps weren’t even from Panama.

Traveling alone outside the United States, I feel self- conscious. What if I make a fool of myself? I wonder, as if for the rest of their lives the people around me—people I will never see again—will remember an unremarkable-looking man trying to exit the supermarket through the door marked “Entrance Only.” How dull their lives must be if they gave it more than a second thought. Hugh wouldn’t care about a thing like that; neither would Clark and Yanira. Then there’s Dawn, who once flew to Istanbul by herself and caught a long-distance bus to the end of the line. She wound up in a dusty village that had no hotels and wandered around until a woman approached and said what Dawn hoped was “Are you lost and alone? Why not come back to my place and stay with me platonically for eight days?”

The woman spoke no English; Dawn spoke no Turkish. They communicated through pictures, like early man. Stories like that put me to shame.

All I bought on my trip to Panama were three used paperback novels and a breakfast cereal called Choco Krispis. I didn’t eat any of it. I just wanted it for the empty box, which had an elephant wearing jeans on the front of it. Once home, I cut it down to a manageable size and bound both it and the book covers into that season’s diary. When I open it and see them, I think, Panama. I went there.

I meant to look for a cereal box during my stay in Guatemala, but I was too busy living—a shame, really, as now I have nothing to remember it by.







Welcome In

I was in Australia not long ago—I’ve been before, ten times, maybe—and what I noticed on this recent visit is that no one ever said, “Welcome in.” That’s an epidemic in America. Everyone says it wherever you go, even at a kiosk where you haven’t technically entered anything.

“Welcome in!”

“You don’t need the in part,” I say.

“What?”

“Welcome is good enough,” I tell them. “Or Hi. Or Look who’s here!”

I traveled from one end of Australia to the other on this trip. Stayed in hotels. Went down for breakfast and never once heard, “How’s your morning going so far?”

I get that every day in the United States, where, again, I’m usually chugging from one city to the next. “How’s your morning going so far?”

I tell them my morning is exactly eight minutes old.

“So how’s it going?”

And I want to say, It was fine until I came downstairs and was greeted by your empty bullshit question.

Instead, I sigh. “OK, I guess.”

“Perfect.”

That’s the answer to absolutely everything in the United States now.

“I’d like a coffee.”

“Perfect.”

“There are two in our party.”

“Perfect.”

“I believe I’d requested a room with a tub.”

“Perfect.”

“My wife has decided to abort our unborn child, so I’d like more hangers sent to room four seventeen.”

“Perfect.”

In Australia, no check-in clerk ever said, “Perfect,” or asked, “How were your travels?” which appears to be mandatory in America.

I always ignore the question and say, “This is Tuesday, right?” or “I was only in the hospital once, but not overnight.”

Other people, though—I hear them answer, “Fine.”

Then the clerk says, “Perfect!”

Should they say, “Our flight left Minneapolis an hour and twenty minutes late, so we almost missed our connection,” the clerk will respond, “Oh, no!” This is said, always, with the same hollow concern.

“Oh, no!”

“They’d closed the door on our second flight, and the gate agent, who had longish fingernails with dirt under them, said he wouldn’t let us board unless we agreed to let him fuck our son in the ass.”

“Oh, no!”

“Krayson is six, and we told him it was his decision but that if he spoiled our vacation there wouldn’t be another one next summer. So he agreed to do it as long as the airline threw in a set of those wings the pilots give out.”

“Perfect.”

In Australia the service people had real personalities. They asked real questions, ones that engaged you and led to brief but fulfilling conversations. Or sometimes they’d just say nothing, which was fine as well. I’d go down for breakfast, and the hostess might silently lead me to my table. Never did I feel slighted or interpret it as rudeness on her part. In fact, I loved it.

“Why do you talk like this?” I asked a hostess in Denver as she accompanied me to my breakfast table. “Why do you say, ‘How’s your morning going so far?’”

She looked as though I had slapped her.

“I’m not trying to be a pill,” I said. “I just want to understand it. Do they train you to ask that question?”

“Not particularly,” she said. “It’s just something to fill the silence.”

“So you ask how my morning’s going, and I say, ‘Fine.’ Then you say, ‘Perfect,’ but what has it achieved? Why not ask, ‘Have you ever tried that mountain-glen-scented laundry detergent?’ or ‘Do you think it’s wrong to strike a child when it’s not one of your own?’ I mean, those are real questions.”

“I guess I hadn’t thought about it,” she said.

“Have you ever counted the number of times per day that you hear perfect or welcome in?” I asked.

She said she hadn’t.

I used to think the script was born of laziness, but now I think it reflects contempt: the hostess or check-in clerk thinking you have nothing real to say, so why bother trying to engage? And so, more and more often, I find myself offering contempt in return—not outright; rather, I just shut down. At the first welcome in or perfect, the first hint of a corporate script, my eyes go dead.

“Well, if it bothers you so much, move to Australia,” Hugh said to me after a little meltdown I had at our hotel in Los Angeles not long ago.

But I know that if I did I’d start losing it over no worries or arvo, which is how they abbreviate afternoon. I’m in the hard part of getting old—the part where everything irritates you. The easy part comes a little later, when my short-term memory disappears and I forget I’ve heard perfect two hundred times already that day. Each occasion will be the first. Then I’ll die and go to Heaven, where Saint Peter will say, “Welcome in! How were your travels?” and I’ll realize I’m actually in Hell.







The Godfather

“You’re really not going to eat your pancakes?” I say to my godson, Tommy. It’s an autumn morning and we’re sitting with his father, Pete, on the sidewalk terrace of a restaurant in the lakeside New York town they live in. The street is tree-lined, the leaves brilliant. Around the corner is a family-run candy store I always make it a point to visit. The owners go all out for Halloween, and I’m already thinking of the things I can buy: chocolate witches, hissing cats with their backs arched, ghosts, maybe.

Tommy, who is fourteen and is wearing a hooded sweatshirt, picks up his fork and then sets it down again.

“Are you not hungry?” I ask.

Nothing.

Is he nervous? I wonder. Disgusted? I remember what it was like being interrogated by adults, by my own godfather, for instance—a man named Nick who lived on Long Island. Nick was short and very Greek-looking, which is to say almost but not quite Egyptian-looking, the main characteristics being a strong nose and a single thick eyebrow that stretched like a black banner from the left side of his face to the right. As godfathers go, he was a complete dud. A deadbeat. No birthday gifts that I can remember, no Christmas checks. I saw him three times in my life. Only once did he send me a letter, and I was appalled by his spelling. Nick was an old friend of my father’s, perhaps from the navy. The two used to go to ski lodges together to pick up women. “Practice our manly talents” was how my godfather put it to me, winking, when I was Tommy’s age and visited him in Farmingdale.

I don’t want to know this, I remember thinking.

“So, do you have a girlfriend?” he asked, winking again.

I said that I didn’t.

“Why not?”

Today a kid could answer, “Um, because I have braces and I’m gay.” Back then, though, he got my standard “I dunno.”

I resented the laziness of Nick’s questions. But I’m not like that with Tommy. “If you had lobster claws instead of hands, would you hide them in your pockets or just go all out and wave at everyone?” I’d asked as we took our seats.

I mean, I really work at it! Not that it gets me anywhere.

“He’s been so looking forward to your visit,” Pete says. “Haven’t you?” he asks.

Maybe Tommy gives the slightest nod, or perhaps it’s the wind that moves his head up and down for a moment.

“There we go! Look at him now. Can’t shut the kid up!” says Pete, who, if anything, has too much personality. I met him while I was on tour one autumn. He’d been hired as a production assistant for a show I was doing and drove me to an office-supply store, where I picked up a portable printer. During our hour or so together, I learned that in high school he had weighed more than three hundred pounds. Now, he was less than half that. Most people I know who went from fat to thin resemble haunted houses, but Pete looks fully occupied, no forlorn eyes, no sagging skin on his face or neck.

“How did you lose it?” I asked.

“Went to a doctor, who gave me a bunch of rules to follow,” he said, ticking them off on his fingers, which maybe should have been on the steering wheel:


	Nothing from a bag. That includes bags in boxes, like Cheez-Its.

	No red meat.

	Nothing fried.

	No food served to people in cars. No eating in cars.

	No sugar, no salt.

	No brown drinks.



It wasn’t until later that I thought, Wait, coffee’s brown, and tea. What’s wrong with coffee and tea?

Pete and his wife went on to have Tommy, then, a year later, Tommy’s brother, Charlie, who is nonverbal autistic and was quite a handful when he was young, seemingly everywhere at once, pushing over the TV, overturning glasses. Nothing was safe. Lots of kids will throw a phone into the toilet—it’s why I never had one—but they grow out of it quicker than Charlie, who has a distinctive look about him. His is the face of a shopkeeper’s worst nightmare, while Tommy’s appearance is almost generic. His features are correct, some might say perfect, but without the disposition to light them up, they’re somehow unremarkable: a set of blue eyes, a corresponding nose and mouth that might have been selected from a kit. His hair used to be the color of daffodils but has darkened to that of corn silk, and he’s lanky. He actually looks a lot like Hugh’s nephew Carlitos, whom I could also never get to speak. I’d think it was a blond thing, but my brother, Paul, was towheaded when he was young and nothing could ever stop him from talking. We know. We tried.

Carlitos was charming as a child, delightful at five and seven and twelve. Then he drew the curtains, literally—grew out his bangs and hid behind them. When he was fifteen Hugh and I brought him to Tokyo. “What do you want to see?” I’d ask, realizing he couldn’t really see anything. “Would you like tempura for lunch?”

The most I’d get was a nod or a shrug. I tried and tried, then gave up. He came out of it eventually. By his early twenties Carlitos was comfortable enough to answer questions, then, a few years later, to ask them. Now he manages a bar and can talk to anyone. Tommy will undoubtedly get there as well. In the meantime, I feel about him the way my dad always felt about me. Be more! I want to shout.

My father wanted me to be well liked and believed that he had a formula for it—this, even though, as far as I could see, nobody much cared for him. Five years before his death, I met a man he’d shared an apartment with after graduating college. “What was he like back then?” I asked.

“He was… Lou,” the man said. “Your mother, though—oh, she was terrific!”

“The guy who can play a musical instrument is going to be the life of the party” was one of my father’s tenets.

“What about the harp?” I asked him once.

“Are you out of your mind?” he asked. “How are you going to carry a harp around to parties?”

He signed me up for golf lessons, but I never practiced. When asked why not, I looked down at my shoes. “I dunno.”

“Who’s the one person at this restaurant most capable of murder?” I ask Tommy, spotting my candidate—a hatchet-faced grandmother—at the next table and then realizing that, actually, it’s probably me.

“I dunno.”

Doesn’t even look around.

I reach over and take one of his pancakes, even though I don’t particularly like them and am already full from the omelet I’d ordered. How can the kid not even eat? I might have been uncommunicative around certain people when I was fourteen, but I damn sure would have cleared my plate, especially in a restaurant when told I could have whatever I wanted.

Tommy doesn’t care about food, or money either. I send him cash for no reason, and according to Pete it just sits there in his room. I’ll hand him a hundred-dollar bill, and he’ll look at it like it’s a summons to appear in court. Not wanting money is, to me, inconceivable, especially given that his parents have next to none. I’m more than willing to spoil my godson, but he refuses to take me up on it. “What do you want for Christmas?” I ask.

“I dunno.”

At his age I’d have given a rich, childless man a list so long it would have taken the Temple Scroll to contain it all. Not this kid, though.

Determined not to be like my own godfather, I persist. “What about clothes or a new bed? Ever thought of raising pigs? That would be a nice hobby.” Never have I missed this boy’s birthday or a Christmas. I send him regular letters and postcards: Dear Tommy, I’m in Poland / in India / in Tasmania. Here are some zlotys / rupees / Australian dollars. Don’t spend them all in one place!

I get that I never hear anything back. It’s not like I wrote thank-you letters to my aunt and grandmother for the birthday checks they sent. They were related by blood, while this thing with Tommy was all my doing. “Who’s the baby’s godfather going to be?” I’d asked Pete upon learning that he and his wife were expecting. I petitioned for the job—this, though he and I barely knew each other at the time. I guess I believed that the title would somehow elevate me, not professionally, of course, but as a person. I’d thought the same when I became an uncle, though never once in twenty-two years has my niece addressed me as such.

“What does she call you instead?” people ask.

“Nothing,” I tell them. “I’ve never heard her speak my name. If she has to hand me something, she just says, ‘Here.’ That’s what the college fund I set up got me: ‘Hey, you.’”

When Tommy was eight he decided that he wanted to play a wind instrument in his school band. Buying him one, or at least paying for it, was, I felt, a godfather’s responsibility. I sent Pete money for a good trumpet and regularly checked in to see how Tommy was coming along. He lost interest after a couple of years, and that, curiously enough, was the first time I felt that I could relate to him.

“Was the music you had to play boring?” I ask now, reaching for yet another pancake. “Was that part of the problem?”

He shrugs.

I can understand Tommy being shy or withdrawn around other people—a teacher, his dentist—but this is me we’re talking about. We’ve seen each other only a handful of times, but I’ve always been approachable. “Hey,” I want to tell him, “I’m fun!”

Isn’t that what my father thought, though? And Nick? Isn’t it what everyone thinks about themselves?

A few tables away, a boy has pushed back his chair and is on his feet, hands on his hips, doing a silly dance and making everyone laugh. Why can’t he be my godson? I wonder, looking back at Tommy, who’s staring down at his plate, no doubt wishing it was some sort of portal that might lead him somewhere, anywhere, else.

Like any old person, I’m constantly having to remind myself that this is a different time than when I grew up. Now, if your kid is shy and he slouches, even if he chews with his mouth open, you encourage him to lean in and own it. “You do you, kiddo!”

When I was young, it was more “You do what I tell you.”

When I was Tommy’s age I’d violently jerk my head. I’d roll my eyes back into their sockets until it hurt and make little noises that had to come from a very specific place in my throat.

“What the hell is your problem?” my father would ask.

In this case my “I dunno” was genuine. It’s not like I wanted to be stared at and made fun of. I did these things because I couldn’t not do them.

“Well, stop it, goddammit.”

My father gave me boxing gloves, helmets, bats, rackets—every bit of sporting equipment you can name—this, when it was more than clear that I wasn’t athletic and preferred the company of girls. He took me to golf tournaments and football games, then railed at me for not paying attention. He was trying to turn me into someone he’d want to spend time with, but my father had awful taste that way. I didn’t like any of the people he did. There just never seemed to be anything to them. None would talk to you, just at you. His coworkers at IBM, the men at the country club, they were all like Nick: “So, do you have a girlfriend?”

“I’m seven!”

My mother’s friends, on the other hand, I couldn’t get enough of. None of us kids could. “Mrs. Kelleher’s here!” one of my sisters would shout, and the rest of us would race upstairs to the kitchen, no matter what show we’d been watching. Eleanor Kelleher was from Long Island and had gone to Hunter College. “Hunta,” she called it. She and her husband, Hank, had five kids, all older, and they were like characters in a soap opera to us. “Give us some room!” my mother would shout as we crowded around the table they were sitting at. “Jesus, she’s my friend, not yours.”

I love it when kids are curious, when they want to know everything about you. “Why are you wearing that shirt again? How much did your suitcase cost? If you could only adopt one of us, which would it be?”

My friend Andy’s daughters were glorious that way, as were Hugh’s nieces. We felt like stars whenever we visited them.

All Tommy ever wants is his dad’s phone. Once he has it, he starts playing games. On our last two visits he barely looked up from the screen.

“But you could do that anytime, buddy,” Pete says, excusing himself to visit the restroom. “Right now, your godfather’s here. It’s your big chance to catch up!”

“It’s nothing I’m proud of,” I say to Tommy, watching as Pete enters the restaurant, “but I don’t usually wash my hands after urinating, not unless, you know, I really pee on them. How about you?”

“He can’t stop talking about your visit,” I’ll be told after I leave. “It’s all ‘David this, David that.’”

I simply don’t believe it.

When wondering about our future relationship, I often think of my father’s godson. Had my dad been able to mail-order his ideal child, Mike Anthony would have been it. The guy skied and golfed. Went to West Point. All my life it was “Well, Mike likes football. Mike graduated at the top of his class!” Later it was “Mike’s got a great job in finance. He just had his second child.”

I should have been jealous, but instead I was grateful. Mike did things so I didn’t have to. When he was twenty-five or so, he and my dad went to the Masters Tournament together. Because my father was cheap and a procrastinator, he didn’t make a hotel reservation. Thus, the two wound up sharing a room in a filthy roadside motor inn an hour from Augusta. It was the sort of place with dried semen on the telephone receiver, the sort where the window looking directly out at your parked car is broken and has duct tape on it. In recounting the trip, my father didn’t dwell on the creepiness but, rather, on the impression he feared he might have left at the check-in desk.

“What impression was that?” I asked.

“That Mike and I… that I was, you know… a sugar daddy.”

“In the first place, neither you nor Mike read as gay, and a motel owner would know that,” I told him. “Then, too, in order to be a sugar daddy you need to… spread some sugar. I’m talking the Four Seasons, not the Wigwam Inn three miles outside Crawfordville.”

When Mike was in his fifties, he got a job with the Bank of Scotland and moved to London. He and his wife lived not far from me and Hugh, and we’d get together for dinner at a Greek place we all liked. I was grateful to him for keeping in touch with my father, and for making him so proud—for allowing him to know what that felt like. I last saw Mike at my father’s burial, where I meant to ask something I’d been wondering for years: “Did my dad make you pay for half of that motel room?”

As long as I keep up my end of the bargain, there might well be a bright future for me and Tommy somewhere down the line. Chatty dinners, trips to Europe—or wherever he’d like to go, really. “You decide,” I’ll say in what I think is my warmest, most worldly godfather voice. “Greece is nice, but there’s a lot to be said for Finland as well. Or we could try Tajikistan!” In the meantime, even though I already have a stomachache, I reach for another of his stone-cold pancakes and wait for his dad, the much-missed life of the party, to reclaim his spot at the table.







Unzipped

At an airport not long ago a woman called out, “Sir, you dropped something.” I looked on the ground behind me and saw the white pouch I keep tip money in when I’m traveling.

“Gosh,” I said. “Thank you so much.”

“Well, your backpack is unzipped,” she told me. “I mean, like, all the way!”

Again I thanked her, realizing that it must have been open since I got off my plane twenty minutes earlier and started killing time before my connecting flight. What else had fallen out since then? I wondered, realizing a moment later that my noise- canceling headphones were missing.

I feel like I’m constantly telling strangers that their bag is open, that they have toilet paper stuck to the bottom of their shoe, that the tag on their dress is hanging out. Why do so few people do it in return?

On a plane one afternoon I beckoned the flight attendant over and told him he had a hole in the seat of his very tight pants. It was along the seam, level with his anus, and super evident when he bent over, which, really, is three-quarters of a flight attendant’s job—bending over. The other fourth is pretending to laugh every time someone orders a drink, saying, “Well, it’s five o’clock somewhere!” The flight attendant was handsome and from another country—Spain, I think, judging by his accent. He put his hand behind him, felt the hole I was referring to, and backed slowly into the front of the cabin, where I’m assuming he or one of his associates kept a sewing kit. Then he disappeared into the restroom for a while. “Thank you so much,” he mouthed when he returned a short while later to resume his bending-over duties. He said it again as I got off the plane at our destination.

Telling a man that his fly is down can be trickier. It’s something nobody wants to hear, so sometimes a guy will turn on whoever it was that informed him of it, like, “What are you looking at my crotch for?” As if your hungry, hungry eyes had unzipped his trousers.

I try to be a good sport when someone gives me bad news—a lifeguard at a pool in Normandy, for instance, who once informed me that my bathing suit was inside out, the shallow pockets flapping at my sides like ears. All the people who’ve told me I have food on my face or crust in the corners of my mouth. The fellow passenger on my flight from Raleigh who kindly removed the sign on my back that read, “Ask me about being gay.” It had been put there by my brother when he’d hugged me goodbye in front of the terminal. I’d apparently been walking around with it for an hour and a half, and in all that time, did a single person ask me about being gay?







Friends

I have a good-sized office in our New York apartment, but every so often I like to work in bed, not under the covers but lying atop them, fully dressed, maybe with some pillows behind my back. I was in this position one evening, doing these little German lessons I’m addicted to, when my brother, Paul, sent a text telling me that Dan Thompson had died.

“What?” I said aloud. “No, that can’t be true.”

As if he could hear me, Paul followed his first message with “He had throat cancer.”

Then came a picture of a white-haired man sitting at a cluttered table with a little girl on his lap. He looked like he was ninety years old, this guy. The skin on his face was loose and crepey. His mouth seemed unusually small, almost child-sized, but perhaps that was due to the angle of his head. Either way, it threw me. That’s Dan? I thought.

I had not seen or spoken to him in forty-seven years and didn’t expect to be so affected by the news. Dan was my best friend when we were boys, lived next door, and we started hanging out the day I moved to the neighborhood at age nine. His family was better than ours. No one ever said as much; it was just understood. Dan and his brothers went to private school and looked more American than we did. They belonged to a more exclusive country club and frequently were driven to it in a sports car. Dan’s father, Dr. Thompson—Fred, we were allowed to call him—was a psychiatrist, and every so often he’d run little tests on the two of us, multiple choice, for the most part. “So are we normal?” I’d ask.

I don’t recall ever getting an answer.

Dan’s mother, Betty, was youthful and lovely in the way of a starlet. Few of the women in our neighborhood worked, but she was a public health nurse. My mom could lay a hand on your forehead to see if you were feverish. She would shove a glass thermometer up your butt over practically nothing, but Betty knew how to give shots. Both she and her husband were big readers and listened to a lot of classical music. They had soundtracks to Broadway shows as well. Dan’s and my favorite had a song on it that rhymed the word plastered with bastard.

“All right, you boys, enough!” Betty would say whenever he and I played that part over and over. She had studied French in college and would carol “Entrez!” when you knocked on the door, though I never had to knock, could just breeze right in as if I owned the place and even spend the night if I felt like it. From Betty, Dan and I learned that chienne meant bitch, which it technically does, but if you wanted to call someone a bitch, I would learn decades later, you’d go with garce or salope.

Dan didn’t make good grades. He wasn’t athletic, but neither was he socially awkward or uncoordinated, the way I was. His friendship never exactly felt like a favor, but I was aware of being thankful for it. What initially brought us together was a shared interest in nature. After school we’d comb the deep woods behind our houses and collect things: snakes, frogs, toads, anything wounded or dying. We found dozens of box turtles, including a special one barely larger than a new bar of soap. His eyes were a fiery orange and seemed to be blazing at all times with hatred. Solomon, we named him, and because he belonged to us equally, we carved both our initials into his back with a jackknife: D.D.

A month or so into our joint stewardship, Dan and I visited the backyard pen where we kept Solomon and discovered that he was gone. Days later, he showed up across the street, at the home of a kid named Scott. His father, too, was a doctor, but just a regular one, and their lawn was like a putting green. “That turtle is ours,” Dan and I told Mrs. Robie, the kid’s mother. “We can prove it. He’s got our initials on his back.”

She had the gall to say it was just a coincidence.

It was the most unfair thing in the history of the world. “That chienne!” we fumed.

“You boys sort it out on your own,” Betty said when we told her about it.

And so we went to my mother. “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” she said. “It’s just a turtle.” She’d recently learned she was pregnant with my brother, Paul, and was not happy at the thought of having another baby—her sixth.

“But it’s not fair,” I told her.

“You want to talk to me about fair?” she said, searching the pockets of her skirt for a match. “What the hell do you know? You’re nine.”

“Ten,” I corrected her.

“Big difference.”

With our allowance money, Dan and I bought poster board and made picket signs we attached to wooden slats. Then we got my sisters and his brothers to join us as we marched up and down the Robies’ driveway. “We protest,” we chanted. This was the same message written on our signs. “We protest!”

Cars slowed. Someone honked. Eventually the front door opened and Mrs. Robie stepped out. “You children go home this instant!” she shouted.

My sister Amy, who was six, marched forward and shook her sign in the woman’s face. “We protest!”

In recounting the story to another neighbor, Mrs. Robie was quoted as saying, “It was like the gestapo at my door!”

Even Paul, who was living in my mother’s womb and was likely the size of a baby mouse at the time, said, “Bitch, please,” to that one.

Dan had a grandmother in Kansas City, and when we were in sixth grade, she took him to Africa on a safari. I’d been jealous of him before: When he got a tape recorder and a bumper pool table. When his father moved out and then tragically died. Going to Africa, though! Along the way his plane stopped in Ireland to refuel, so that made two foreign countries he’d been to.

If Dan was periodically jealous of me, things might have felt even, but I don’t think he paid that much attention. I always worried he mattered more to me than I did to him, that he was lazy and I was just convenient company. For me, on the other hand, it felt like when it came to friends, it was either him or no one.

When we outgrew nature just after the sixth grade, the two of us took up shoplifting. We were good at it and stole things we didn’t need just for the challenge, like tiki torches and live mice from the Pet Department at Roses. We’d always ridden our bikes everywhere, but now we went farther afield, well beyond the confines of our neighborhood, for miles and miles, with transistor radios attached by rubber bands to our handlebars. No one rode as far as we did—clear to Dunkin’ Donuts, clear to Western Lanes, where we discovered bowling. It was a sport that anyone could do, though you didn’t want to take it too far, into adulthood, say. All the older bowlers were missing teeth. They all wore cologne, not that we didn’t ourselves. “Is that Aqua Velva?” polite cashiers would ask, wincing at the stench of us.

“It is!”

Both Dan and I were into our rooms, into arranging our posters. “I think that’s too low,” one of us might say, or “That would look best on the ceiling.” One day, he hung one that was of a sexy woman you could see only from the top of her chest up but who you knew was naked. She wasn’t an albino but was powdered to look like one, with super white skin and matching hair that was worn in an Afro. On her shoulder was a white rat. The poster made me feel threatened, though I couldn’t say why. Then I realized it was tacky.

At fourteen, Dan and I got jobs at a 7,600-seat concert venue called the Dorton Arena selling popcorn, peanuts, and ice-cold drinks. The guy in charge, a wiry, deep-country Vietnam vet named Mike, had a cleft palate that had never been repaired. The s sound came out of his nose, and we would make fun of him behind his back. All the boys did. “Theearis and Thompston,” he called us. “Y’all two need to pick up the payth.”

Sometimes we’d go in at six thirty on a school night and not leave until two in the morning. After getting our money we’d call from a pay phone, then either my mother or Betty would come pick us up. We were always wet and sticky from all the Cokes that had spilled on us, so sometimes our moms would cover the seats with towels.

The Dorton Arena hosted all sorts of events. When the circus came, we’d hide with the other boys and watch the performers change clothes, the men and women side by side, slipping out of their tights and clown pants, all of them foreigners. Is that how it’s done on the other side of the world? we wondered. Dicks out, titties swinging every which way, with no one caring?

Regularly there were championship wrestling matches. I always wondered who fell for those things, who on earth thought those totally fake moves were real. Then Dan and I started working them, and I saw that a great many audience members had Down syndrome and had come with other residents in buses from the state psychiatric hospital I would start volunteering at the following summer just so I could study these people more closely.

Dan and I worked concerts as well, both rock and country. A lot of the former were heavy-metal shows, and this was where we started pulling apart. He liked Deep Purple and Foghat, while I just pretended to like them. Marching up and down the steep stairs, the melted ice in the Cokes dripping onto my pants, I wished that instead of screeching guitars I was listening to Sarah Vaughan singing “My Favorite Things.”

“It’s clearly the best number from The Sound of Music,” I told Dan, who absolutely could not have cared less. Odd is that the things in his house—the books, the French, the soundtracks to shows—were wasted on him. The person they captivated, and would have a lasting impact on, was me.

At fifteen I met a girl named Holly. She’d been attending a private Catholic school but was now trying a year in a regular one. Holly was one of four very beautiful and interesting sisters, all a little Asian-looking, like maybe 10 percent. There were brothers as well, two of them. Holly’s bed was on the floor, as was her record player. Her mom worked with a charity that took in unwanted newborns until they could be adopted, so there were always babies at their house, some of them Black. Holly and her sisters would carry them around the way we carried the cats over at our place—like it was nothing.

They listened to Elton John at Holly’s, his first US record, and to Cat Stevens, who I didn’t really like but had to support because, like Telly Savalas, he was Greek. Holly smoked cigarettes and wore her long black hair loose. Her hands were small and so delicate-looking, you couldn’t take your eyes off them when she did things like put Tea for the Tillerman on the turntable or light a candle to cover up the cigarette smell in her room. We went and saw Friends together at the Cardinal Theatre, a midnight showing, and it changed my life. Afterward I imagined the two of us running off to France and having a baby in a farmhouse the way the teenagers Paul and Michelle do in the movie. Elton John did the Friends soundtrack. I bought the album and listened to it a thousand times, thinking of Holly waving me goodbye every morning as I headed off to pick grapes. The good thing was that she’d already know how to take care of our baby. Plus she spoke a little French, as did I—entrez and chienne.

I introduced Holly to Dan at the Kwik-Pik one afternoon and immediately wished I hadn’t. Everything he said she laughed at, though I never thought of him as particularly funny. He was handsome, though—tall and getting taller, with blond hair that was stylishly long and parted on the side. His eyes were blue and his voice was deep, like a man’s. Dr. Thompson’s death, and Dan’s reluctance to talk about it, lent him an alluring air of tragedy.

“But wait,” I wanted to say, pushing up my glasses, my newly applied braces cutting into my swollen lips. “I’m tragic too!”

Not long after I introduced them, the three of us went to the North Hills Mall to buy some candles for Holly’s room. I stopped to ask a question at the Record Bar and turned to see the two of them far ahead of me, hand in hand, laughing and running, then rounding a corner and ducking into some shop or other. I searched for Dan and Holly in Wax & Wicker, in the Emporium, and even in Thalhimers. It occurred to me that they could be watching from a distance, so I tried not to look too humiliated or angry. Instead my expression said, This is funny! Look how well I can take a joke. After half an hour I gave up looking and walked home alone.

It would be years before anything hurt me that deeply again. From that point on, music sounded different, all those songs about having your heart broken—they weren’t just words anymore. Now I could relate. And here I’d lost not just one person but two. Better they were dead than together, I thought, knowing at the same time that it made sense: Dan and Holly. As much as I loved her, I had never imagined us kissing. Neither had I wondered what she looked like naked the way I knew I was supposed to. Couldn’t that come in time, though? I wasn’t ready to call myself a homo, a condition as freakish as Mike’s cleft palate, a future that meant you’d be alone your entire life, the butt of every joke.

As for Dan, we’d had tiffs before, would go a week or two without talking. Then one of us would show up at the other’s door, and it would all be forgotten. Not this time, though. He had a side entrance to his ground-floor bedroom, and I started spotting Holly going in and out. Each sighting was like a knife wound. Why can’t we move? I wondered. If not to a new city, then at least to a different part of town. What were they doing in there with the curtains shut?

Funny how you could know someone, how he could be such a big part of your life, then, overnight, become no part at all. Every so often Dan and I would see each other—how could we not?—and wave, but that was as far as it went. In retrospect, I see that we would have drifted apart anyway. I soon got involved in my school’s drama club, which led to a whole new group of friends, one that had nothing in common with either Dan or Holly. The new crowd liked to wear flapper dresses and top hats to the Waffle House at two a.m. Pot and drinking weren’t part of our scene. We just wanted starring roles in Harvey and The Skin of Our Teeth. We wanted to shine.

Not long after I left for college, Dan was arrested for selling drugs and wound up serving time. How had his life changed so much and so quickly? I wondered, sitting in my freshman art history class, the teacher’s pet, and imagining him behind bars. I heard little things over the years—he was painting houses in Colorado, he’d become a ski bum. He married a woman with a good deal of money and had a few kids. His wife divorced him. He had another baby with someone else.

I never felt vindicated by or pleased with his bad news. More than anything I was curious. What sort of relationship did he have with his children? What did he look like? I had some contact with his brothers over the years, and often they had no idea what he was up to or even where he was living. The youngest of the Thompson boys, John, also lives in Colorado, and it was he who told Paul that Dan had died and who sent the picture of the very old-looking man seated at a cluttered table, a photo I magnified and have since studied incessantly. Did Dan furnish this room? I wonder. What’s in that bowl? Why is there shaving cream next to the jam?

If I were an editor reading this, I’d likely say, “Well, you told me about this supposed friendship, but you haven’t shown it to me.”

It’s like showing someone an overcast night sky, though. Earlier, there was a sun in it. Last night, there were bright stars and a waning moon. Dan and I saw Planet of the Apes twelve times together. Afterward we’d sit with identical shocked expressions on our faces, astonished that it had ended the same way again. We saw all the sequels as well, and on opening day. I’m sure we talked about those movies, about Dr. Zaius and Cornelius and how realistic the gorillas were. I have a photo of the two of us on the floor in my basement, dressed alike in thick wool caps rolled up to look small, the way Michael Nesmith wore his on The Monkees, and putting together a Hot Wheels track. What is it that kids talk about? TV shows? How much they hate school? The possibility of a snake eating itself?

I’ll often spend an afternoon with my old friend Ronnie, then come home and wonder the same thing: What did she and I talk about? When it’s effortless you don’t really think about it. At the end of a day you’re left with a feeling—of contentment or comfort—but rarely any of the specifics. That’s how it was with Dan. We were children. We were best friends. He allowed me to feel that some part of myself was likable, and though we grew apart, I needed him in the world, if only as proof. “Look,” I could say. “I had a boyhood like anyone else, and someone whom I shared it with. He can tell you—he was there!”

Now Dan is dead of throat cancer while I’m lying atop this bed with my clothes on. It is eleven o’clock at night. I am in New York City, in my apartment on the twentieth floor. From this high up, I can still hear the traffic, but it’s muffled, almost pleasant-sounding. Earlier in the evening, Hugh and I went to dinner with two friends, a basement Japanese restaurant that all of us agreed was just like being in Tokyo. As we were leaving, a man stopped me. His hand trembled a bit as he held it out. “Mr. Sedaris,” he said. “I don’t want to bother you or hold you up. I just want to say—”

“Have you had the fried chicken here?” I asked him. “It’s the best. You really have to try it.”

Our friends had a train to catch, so we walked them to Grand Central and then continued home on foot. I went into the bedroom to practice my German while Hugh settled in front of one of his Scandinavian crime dramas. There’s always a new one, some murder in Malmö or Göteborg.

“Who’s that?” I’ll ask.

The answer is Aksel or Annika. Maybe Peder.

Like always, he’ll fall asleep halfway through the show. Normally I’d rouse him and send him to bed, but I still have some studying to do, so I cover him with a blanket, then gently fasten three clothespins to his hair. I like for him to wake and know that I fucked with him.

I am sixty-seven. This is my life, but different now, diminished, because Dan Thompson, who was there at the start of it and who made it so very worthwhile, has died.







My Cousin Melvin

Whenever anyone asks me, “You know who you look like?” I cover my ears with my palms, even if there’s, like, sauce on them, or frosting. Then I make a noise like a turkey to doubly blot out whatever’s coming.

The rule is that unless you’re comparing me to someone at least nominally OK-looking, I don’t want to hear it. And it’s not just me—everyone feels this way. Not even the creatures that drool acid in the Alien movies want to be told they look like the creatures that drool acid in the Alien movies. I’m sure of it.

The same goes for “You know who you sound like?” or, a new one for me, “You know who you dress like?”

Someone asked me that not long ago, and as I sucked in my stomach and hoped for the best, he said, “Mrs. Doubtfire,” ruining not just my day but my whole month. And I’d liked that plaid skirt!

Twenty times a year, sometimes in person and sometimes in a letter, I’ll get, “Everyone tells me that I write like you.”

“I’m sorry to hear it,” I’ll say, or “Gosh, I don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.”

If I’m told this in a letter, the author will more often than not include an example, and I’ll read it, thinking, Really? Is this what I’m like?

I was in a car with my friend Adam once, and when he asked if I’d ever used ChatGPT and I answered no, he told me to summon it forth on my iPad.

I downloaded the app.

“Now, tell it to do something,” he said.

I asked the program to write a letter to my girlfriend. “She’s let herself go and gotten out of shape,” I said, imagining myself a cad. “I’m no longer attracted to her and want to break up so I can find someone pretty.”

ChatGPT told me that it would not body-shame anyone but that it would gladly compose something that was kind and respectful.

I thought it would follow up with “Check back in with me tomorrow,” but the letter appeared in less time than it took me to blink twice. It sounded like it had been run through an HR department—using twice as many words as it needed to—and in the end it was soulless.

“Gosh,” I said. “You’d think a machine wrote it.”

Adam passed a truck. “Now, tell it to write the letter in your voice.”

I saw no reason to get any more depressed than I already was, so I said, “Oh, do I have to?” before closing the app and googling “Adults with Down syndrome available for adoption in my area.”

That, too, popped right up. “Duncan Will Steal Your Heart” read the caption beneath one fellow’s portrait. When Hugh and I first got together, I’d wanted to adopt a child with Down syndrome and he hadn’t. Then we started traveling all the time. That would be a problem for a school-aged child. An adult, though, could just come with us.

The website made it seem like Duncan could be mine by the following Tuesday, but I’m sure it’s much more complicated than that.

Hmmmm, I thought. What if he doesn’t like flying or is a picky eater?

Not long after I asked ChatGPT for a breakup letter, my friend Jincy instructed it to write something in my voice. This is what it came up with:


Life can be a real hoot, if you let it. Take my cousin Melvin, for instance. Now there’s a guy who knows how to find the humor in even the most mundane situations. The other day, he called me up, completely beside himself with laughter, to tell me about the time he got stuck in a public bathroom stall with no toilet paper. He said he was in there for what felt like hours, just waiting for someone to come in and save him. And while he was in there, he started to think about all the ridiculous things that could happen to a person in a public bathroom stall, like a sudden blackout or a fire. By the time he finally escaped, he was in tears from laughing so hard. And you know what? That’s the way it should be. Life is short, and we should embrace the funny moments whenever we can. After all, what else is there to do?



Really? I thought. This was what a junior high school student might have written. Life can be a hoot? I haven’t used that word since 1973, and it was just to quote a line from an Andrews Sisters record. The worst part was the lazy imagining of what might happen in a public bathroom. And so I wrote my version of the AI story:


Life can be pretty amusing, if you let it. Take my cousin Melvin, for instance. This is a guy who can normally laugh at anything. Like when his son was killed in a school shooting. Fourteen years old, this kid, his whole life ahead of him—and a week later, at the funeral, Melvin was still laughing so hard he couldn’t deliver the eulogy! His ex-wife, Trina, had to do it. She’d had a massive stroke six months earlier, and the sound of her voice—slow, slurred, like the Elephant Man’s—made Melvin laugh even harder. If you want to know the truth, it really got on my nerves. I mean, it was sort of funny, I guess, but more tee-hee than ha ha.

Afterward he went to the john and found out too late there was no paper in the stall. Melvin told me this, and my first reaction was “Why didn’t you go at home?” Who leaves their house every morning and closes the door behind them thinking, Ah, I’ll go at the church… at the barber shop, etc.? Especially number two! Last week he saved it for a job interview, and the bathroom was right there beside the reception desk. People could hear him in there!

“Well, it didn’t matter,” he said when we talked about it later. “No one’s going to hire me—a white guy.”

So, he’s at the church, in one of the stalls with no paper in it, laughing at his predicament, when the mixed-race trans man who’d gotten the job Melvin had just recently applied for walks in and rapes him in the ass with a Sprite bottle! At least I think he said Sprite. He was laughing so hard by this point, it was just a smear of words. Tears streaming down his face. But you know what? That’s the way it should be. Life is short, and we should embrace the funny moments whenever we can. After all, what else is there to do?









Cash and Carry

The fitness center I go to in New York is thirty blocks from my apartment, and I was walking home from it one autumn afternoon when I came upon a woman who was attempting to carry a cabinet. It was waist-high and maybe five feet long, a metal frame that housed eight canvas drawers. I watched as she lifted it, took a few steps, and then set it back down with an expression that read both How badly do I really need this? and Why can’t we temporarily shrink things when getting them from place to place?

The woman had silver hair that was cut short. She was lean and had no makeup on.

“Hello,” I said. “Can I help you with that?”

I guessed correctly that she’d found this cabinet on the curb, just as I had found my current desk chair and countless pieces of furniture in the past. I’d got my kitchen table in Chicago that same way. My first table in London was used as well but wasn’t found on the street. Rather, it came from an Indian restaurant I’d gone to with a friend who was visiting me from Arizona.

“Anything else?” our waiter had asked at the end of the meal.

“Yes,” I’d said. “Can I have this table? It’s the perfect size for my kitchen.”

The man asked if we could wait for a moment. Then he made a phone call and returned saying he could let it go for twenty pounds.

“Sold!” I said. “Now what about our napkins and the metal bowl my saag paneer was served in?”

With my friend’s help, the restaurant table, the napkins, and the bowl weren’t difficult to get home. Unlike the cabinet. The thing wasn’t heavy so much as cumbersome. I thought it might be easier for me to carry on my own, but the woman wouldn’t hear of it. “You’re too old,” she said. “I can’t let you hurt yourself on account of me.”

You want to talk old? I thought, looking at her age- spotted hands and at the slight wattle beneath her chin. You’ve got to have a good… eight months on me.

It was her find, though, so we did it her way—me on one side and her on the other, the two of us separated by a distance of eighteen inches, the bottom of the cabinet bashing our shins with every step. “Can we just stop and… rest for a minute?” she panted in the middle and then at the end of every block. I was in a hurry to get home because I had a show that night. I needed to take a bath and iron my clothes. I needed, too, to figure out my program—what I would read and in what order.

“Are you coming from work?” I asked the woman, suspecting she was retired but wanting to hear it from her own mouth.

“Oh, I stopped all that a few years ago,” she said. “I’m on my way home from pickleball. Do you play?”

I’d heard of this game but had no idea what it was. Tennis with pickles would have been my first guess, but if that were the case I’d likely have smelled vinegar on the woman’s clothing.

“It’s a great way to meet people,” she continued. “I had colleagues at my job, but they weren’t exactly friends, if you know what I mean.”

She told me that she was born in San Juan but moved to New York as a child. “This city is nothing like it used to be,” she said, frowning at a high-rise apartment building that had recently gone up. “My neighbors now, they’ll see someone bleeding on the street and walk right by. That would never happen back where I’m from. In Puerto Rico, if someone’s hungry, you feed them—end of story.”

I thought of all the people who’d passed this woman as she’d tried to carry the cabinet by herself. Some, undoubtedly, were elderly or had children with them, but what of the others? I know my brother, Paul, would have stopped to help, and my friend Mark. But would Amy? I wondered. Would Hugh?

“New York is just for the rich now,” the woman complained. “They run the show. It’s all about them.”

I wanted to ask what she meant by rich because, of course, it’s subjective. Would I have qualified, or was she talking about people with billions? In the paper earlier that week, I’d learned that Elon Musk was on track to become the world’s first trillionaire. I think that if you have that much money, you should at least be forced to sit down and count it all. From what I read online a few hours later, dressed for my show and riding the elevator from my apartment to my building’s lobby, if Musk recited a number every second, it would take him thirty-one thousand years to reach a trillion. A regular lifetime wouldn’t put a dent in a figure like his. One of his children would have to take over when he died, then one of their children, on and on for a thousand generations. By that time, a trillion might get you a chicken wing and a bucket of house paint. A nonillionaire is what you’ll want to be in the future. That’s one followed by thirty zeros. I looked up how long it would take to count that high and was presented with a math equation.

Counting my money, by contrast, would take around five hundred days. After a week, would I say, “That’s enough! I’ll forfeit the rest. My freedom is more important than sitting in this chair,” or would I picture something I really wanted to buy—a gorilla on five acres of land, maybe—and keep going? At what point, if any, would I decide that I had enough?

The question was on my mind as I waved good night to my doorman and started walking downtown, in the direction of my first New York apartment, which was in the West Village. It wasn’t mine, technically—rather, I was the roommate of a guy named Rusty, who’d had the lease for thirteen years. We both smoked a lot, but he liked to keep the windows shut, which left the place smelling sad and stale. When the outside temperature dipped below seventy, he’d turn up the heat as high as it would go, the way they do in nursing homes and in tanks where bearded dragons live. My half of the stabilized rent was three hundred fifty dollars, an astronomical sum to me in 1990. The first time I was late giving Rusty his money, he said to me, firmly but not unkindly, “This can never happen again. Do you understand?”

Back then, it would have taken me all of two minutes to count my money. That’s normal for a seven-year-old, but I was thirty-four and, by most measures, a failure. No job, no prospects. A single pair of shoes. I’d go to the ATM and curse it for not dispensing singles. A broken pay phone near my apartment spat six dollars in change at me one afternoon and, scooping it up with both hands, I tasted what it felt like to be rich. In those days, I could buy either a newspaper or a cup of coffee so would dig the Times or the Village Voice out of a trash can and go to Chock full o’Nuts to read the help wanted ads.

Looking at the available positions, I’d kick myself for never developing a skill. Yes, I was writing every day, but only with one finger, and it was hardly the sort of writing that would have landed me any of the jobs I saw advertised—the one, for instance, at Little Golden Books. They were looking for someone to produce a short educational manuscript about outer space and were willing to pay five thousand dollars—a fortune. After reading the ad, I got a library card and started doing research. Little Golden Books were for children, and that, I thought, would make it easier. “Can you imagine life without gravity?” I wrote on my first page. “WHOOPEE!” This was followed sometime later with “How does a weightless astronaut use the toilet? Let’s find out!”

I wrote about Miss Baker, a squirrel monkey who was one of the first two American animals to launch into space and return safely. Her fellow passenger—also a monkey but a rhesus, named Miss Able—died four days after their rocket was recovered in the Atlantic Ocean. Miss Baker, though, lived to be twenty-seven and died of kidney failure. “Why were the first two astronaut monkeys unmarried?” I wrote. “Do you think husbands would have distracted them from the duties at hand?” It was, I thought, something a kid might wonder about.

When my sample chapters were rejected, I was devastated. All that work, all that research, for nothing. Making it worse, I’d already spent the five thousand dollars in my head. First, I figured I’d find an apartment of my own. They were hard to come by, so maybe Rusty could die in a quick, painless way and the landlord would decide that since I had already settled in he could just turn the lease over to me. I’d get a nice desk, a bed rather than a futon. I would paint the nicotine-stained walls and then buy a second pair of shoes.

The day I learned I would not be writing The Little Golden Book of Space, I was forced to consider what I had been pushing out of my mind since arriving in New York: moving back to Chicago. It was the worst thing imaginable. I’d had a nice life there and lots of good friends. I could probably get my old job back just by asking, but I’d seen what that looked like—the person who returns with his tail between his legs, the one overheard at parties saying, “The thing is that New York is completely overrated. I was paying a fortune for a shoebox there, a prison cell, while here I’ve got five rooms and can practically see Lake Michigan from my roof.”

That was evading the point, though. Unlike Chicago or Raleigh or any of the other cities I’d spent time in, New York was about everyone who’d ever lived there, or at least everyone in the arts, people who’d arrived just as I had, audaciously and with nothing. It was a test, your final exam, but what you needed to pass, on top of any talent you might possess, was luck. It was the sort of thing that might come anyone’s way, yet it couldn’t be arranged. Nor could it be bought, and that put everyone on the same playing field, the person with a graduate degree from Yale and the one who’d taken five writing classes, one of them at the Y. Luck could be waiting for you at the public library, but it was just as likely at the grocery store or on a traffic island. It wasn’t that someone might tap you on the shoulder and say, “I’m with The New Yorker. Do you by any chance have a story we can publish?” But you might see something or hear something you could write about, something that would knock an idea loose or strike a chord. Even being robbed or hit by a car could prove fruitful. So what are you doing reading a magazine in your bedroom, a towel under the door to blot out the sound of your roommate’s TV? Get out there where luck can find you!

The Puerto Rican woman and I carried the cabinet downtown for a good six blocks and had just reached her street when a stout man in coveralls walked up to a van that was parked on the corner. “Hey,” she called to him before breaking into rapid Spanish. I understood the words help, apartment, and stairs, along with the phrase I’ll pay you.

An exact sum was not proposed, but still the man agreed. When he offered to carry the cabinet on his own, the woman didn’t argue but just gave him an address in the middle of the block. “So what’s your name?” she asked me as the guy took some gloves out of his pocket and fitted his plump, paint-spattered hands into them.

I told her, and she said she had a son called David.

We waved goodbye then and parted, saying we’d maybe see each other in the neighborhood. As I hurried downtown, a man sitting on the ground outside a liquor store held out an empty cup. “Help the homeless?”

It irritates me when, by the homeless, people mean themselves.

It should be “Help one of the homeless,” I wanted to tell him. Otherwise it sounds like you’re going to take whatever you collect and distribute it to other people in need.

The man saw all of this playing out on my face and barked, quite unfairly in my opinion, “I hope you burn in hell.”

Which, of course, is another reason to live in New York—every day delivers a kick, and always in a different spot. There are times when being condemned to hell really gets under my skin. Am I a terrible person? I’ll ask myself. Am I crueler than most? Am I thoughtless? If I’m cursed by a mentally ill person, I’ll really dig in and claw at myself. I’ve always seen them as prophets, and hold my breath as I pass, afraid of the truth they might reveal. My first year in New York, not long after the Little Golden Books episode, a woman dressed in rags at the Staten Island Ferry terminal looked me in the eye and told me I was going to die before I reached fifty. Thousands of people moving about like ants, yet I was the one she singled out. Her voice was clear and authoritative, like an oracle’s. Our brief encounter really lit a fire under me. I’ve got only sixteen years to make a splash, I thought, knowing that time would pass a lot faster than I’d want it to. When I didn’t die at age fifty—when I woke up in Paris, as alive as I’d been the day before—I was shocked but also greatly relieved, for my life was good by then and I didn’t want it taken away from me.

This time, though, I walked on by. Burn in hell indeed, I thought. First off, the guy on the sidewalk outside the liquor store was a drunk, not an oracle. Second, I had just helped a stranger carry a cabinet down York Avenue for what felt to me, and probably to her as well, like an eternity. And a person gets points for things like that.
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