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	Monkey Think, Monkey Do

	 

	This summer a young man pulled aside in a bookstore and said he loved how in Fight Club I wrote about waiters tainting food. He asked me to sign a book and said he worked in a five-star restaurant where they monkey with celebrities’ food all the time.

	“Margaret Thatcher,” he said, “has eaten my sperm.” He held up one hand, fingers spread, and said, “At least five times.”

	Writing that book, I knew a movie projectionist who collected single frames from porno movies and made them into slides. When I talked to people about cutting these frames into G-rated family movies, one friend said, “Don’t. People will read that, and they’ll start doing it.”

	Later, when they were shooting the Fight Club movie, some Hollywood big names told me the book hit home because they, themselves, had spliced porno into movies as angry teenage projectionists. People told me about blowing their noses into hamburgers. They told me about changing the bottles of hair dye from box to box in the drug store, blonde into black et cetera, and coming back to see angry wild-dyed people screaming at the store manager. This was the decade of “transgressional novels,” starting early with American Psycho and continuing with Trainspotting and Fight Club. These were novels about bored bad boys who’d try anything to feel alive. Everything people told me, I could sell. 

	On every book tour, people told me how each time they sat in the emergency exit row on an airplane, the whole flight was a struggle not to pop that door open. The air sucked out of the plane, the oxygen masks falling, the screaming chaos and “Mayday, Mayday!” emergency landing, it was all so clear. The door, so begging to be opened.

	The Danish philosopher, Soren Kierkegaard, defines dread as the knowledge of what you must do to prove you’re free, even if it will destroy you. His example is Adam in the Garden of Eden, happy and content until God shows him the Tree of Knowledge and says, “Don’t eat this.” Now, Adam is no longer free. Thee is one rule he can break, he must break to prove his freedom, even if it destroys him. Kierkegaard says the moment we are forbidden to do something, we will do it. It is inevitable.

	Monkey think, monkey do.

	According to Kierkegaard, the person who allows the law to control his life, who says the possible isn’t possible just because it’s illegal, is leading the inauthentic life.

	In Portland, Oregon, where I live, someone is filling tennis balls with hundreds of match heads and taping them shut. They leave the balls on the street for anyone to find, and any kick or throw will make them explode. So far, a man’s lost a foot, a dog, its head.

	Now the graffiti taggers are using acid glass-etching creams to write on shop and car windows. At Tigard High School, a teenage boy takes his shit and wipes it around the walls of the men’s bathrooms. The school knows him only as “The Una-Pooper.” Nobody’s supposed to talk about him because they’re afraid of copycats.

	As Kierkegaard would say, every time we see what’s possible, we make it happen. We make it inevitable. Until Stephen King wrote about high school losers killing their peer groups, school shootings were unknown. But did Carrie and Rage make it inevitable?

	Millions of us paid money to watch the Empire State Building destroyed in Independence Day. Now the Department of Defense has enrolled the best Hollywood creative people to brainstorm terrorist scenarios, including director David Fincher, the man who made the Century City skyline collapse in Fight Club. We want to know every way we might be attacked. So we can be prepared.

	Because of Ted Kaczynski, the Unabomber, you can’t mail a package without going to a post office clerk. Because of people dropping bowling balls onto freeways, we have fences enclosing highway overpasses.

	All of this, reactive. As if we can protect ourselves against everything.

	This summer the man convicted of killing my father said, hey, the state could give him the death penalty, but he and his white supremacist friends had built and buried several anthrax bombs around Spokane, Washington. If the state killed him, someday a backhoe would rupture a buried bomb and tens of thousands would die.

	What’s coming is a million new reasons not to live your life. You can deny your possibility to success and blame it on something else. You can fight against everything—Margaret Thatcher, property owners, the urge to open that door mid-flight, God... everything you pretend keeps you down. You can live Kierkegaard’s inauthentic life. Or you can make what Kierkegaard called your Leap of Faith, where you stop living as a reaction and start living as a force for what you say should be. What’s coming is a million new reasons to go ahead.

	What’s going out is the cathartic transgressional novel, now that we have someone to hate more than each other.

	 

	 

	Extreme Behavior

	 

	A pretty blonde tilts her cowboy hat farther back on her head. This is so she can deep throat a cowboy without her hat brim hitting him in the gut.

	This is on stage, in a crowded bar. Both of them are naked and smeared with chocolate pudding and whipped cream. This, they call the “Co-Ed Body Painting Contest.” The stage is red carpet. The lights, fluorescent. The crowd chants, “We want head! We want head!”

	The cowboy sprays whipped cream in the crack of the blonde’s butt and eats. The blonde masturbates him with a handful of chocolate pudding. Another couple takes the stage and the man licks pudding out of the woman’s shaved crotch. A girl with a brown ponytail in a halter top sucks off a guy with an uncut dick.

	This is while the crowd sings, “You’ve Lost That Loving Feeling.”

	The crowd is packed in, smoking cigars, drinking Rainier Beer, drinking Schmidt’s and Miller, eating deep-fried bull gonads dipped in ranch dressing. This is the Rock Creek Lodge Testicle Festival just getting started. This is some 15 miles south of Missoula, Montana, where this same weekend drag queens from a dozen states meet to crown their Empress. This is why hundreds of Christians have come into town to sit on street corners in lawn chairs, pointing at the drag queens strutting in mini-skirts and the 15,000 leather bikers roaring through town on choppers. The Christians point and shout, “Demon! I can see you demon! You are not hiding!”

	For just this one weekend, the first weekend in September, Missoula is the center of the friggin’ universe.

	At the Rock Creek Lodge, people climb the “Stairway to Heaven,” the outdoor stage, all weekend to do, well... you name it.

	A stone’s throw to the east, trucks go by on Interstate 90, blowing their air horns as the girls on stage hook their legs over the railings and pump their crotches in the air. Half a stone’s throw to the west, the Burlington Northern freight trains slow to get a better look and blow their sirens.

	“I built the stage with 14 steps,” says festival founder Rod Jackson. “It could always be a gallows.” Except that it’s painted red, the stage looks like a gallows.

	During the women’s wet T-shirt contest, the stage surrounded by bikers and college kids and yuppies and truckers, skinny cowboys and rednecks, a blonde in clunky high heels hooks one leg over the stage railing and squats low on her other leg so the crowd can reach up and play with her.

	The crowd chants, “Beaver! Beaver! Beaver!”

	A blonde with short hair grabs the garden hose from the wet T-shirt organizer. She douches with the hose and squats at the edge of the stage, spraying the crowd. Two brunettes suck each other’s wet breasts and French kiss. Another woman leads a German Shepard up on stage. She leans back, pumping her hips as she holds the dog’s mouth between her legs.

	A blonde college girl balances with both feet up on the stage railing and slowly lowers her crotch onto the smiling faces of the contest organizer, Gary “The Hoser ,” while the crowd sings, “London Bridge is Falling Down.”

	In the souvenir shop, naked sunburned people stand in line to buy souvenir T-shirts ($11.95). Men in black Testicle Festival G-strings ($5.95) buy hand-carved dildos called “Montana Wood Peckers” ($15). On the outdoor stage, under the big Montana sun, with the traffic and trains honking, a woman uses a wood pecker on herself.

	Every time a woman squats on stage, a forest of arms comes up, each hand holding an orange disposable camera, and the click of shutters is thick as crickets.

	A disposable camera costs $15.99 here.

	During the “Men’s Bare Chest Contests” the crowd chants “Dick and balls! Dick and balls!” as the drunk bikers and cowboys and college kids from Montana State stand in line to strip onstage and swing their parts over the crowd. A Brad Pitt look-alike pumps his erection in the air. A woman reaches between his legs from behind and masturbates him until he turns suddenly, slapping her in the face with his hard-on.       The woman grabs hold and drags him off the stage.

	The old men sit on logs, drinking beer and throwing rocks at the fiberglass port-potties where the women pee. The men pee anywhere. By now the parking lot is paved with crushed beer cans. 

	Inside the Rock Creek Lodge, women crawl under a life-sized statue of a bull to kiss its scrotum for good luck.

	Away from the main crowd, a trail of men leads back into the field of camp trailers and tents where two women are getting dressed. The two describe themselves as “just a couple of regular girls from White Fish, with regular jobs and everything.” One says, “Did you hear the applause? We won. We definitely won.” A drunk young guy says, “So, what do you win?” And the girl says, “There’s no prize or anything, but we’re the definite winners.”

	 

	 

	Escort

	 

	My first day as an escort, my first “date” had only one leg. He’d gone to a gay bathhouse, to get warm, he told me. Maybe for sex. And he’d fallen asleep in the steam room, too close to the heating element. He’d been unconscious for hours until some one found him. Until the meat of his left thigh was completely and thoroughly cooked. 

	He couldn’t walk, but his mother was coming from Wisconsin to see him, and the hospice needed someone to cart the two of them around to visit the local tourist sights. Go shopping downtown. See the beach. Multnomah Falls. This was all you could do as a volunteer if you weren’t a nurse or a cook or doctor. 

	You were an escort, and this was the place where young people with no insurance went to die. The hospice name, I don’t even remember. It wasn’t on any signs anywhere, and they asked you to be discreet coming and going because the neighbors didn’t know what was going on in the enormous old house on their street, a street with its share of crack houses and drive-by shootings, still nobody wanted to live next door to this: four people dying in the living room, two in the dining room. At least two people lay dying in each upstairs bedroom and there were a lot of bedrooms. At least half these people had AIDS, but the house didn’t discriminate. You could come here and die of anything. 

	The reason I was there was my job. This meant laying on my back on a creeper with a 200-pound class 8 diesel truck driveline laying on my chest and running down between my legs as far as my feet. My job is I had to roll under trucks as they crept down an assembly line, and I installed these drivelines. Twenty-six drivelines every eight hours. Working fast as each truck moved along, pulling me into the huge blazing hot paint ovens just a few feet down the line. 

	My degree in Journalism couldn’t get me more than five dollars an hour. Other guys in the shop had the same degree, and we joked how liberal arts degrees should include welding skills so you’d at least pick up the extra two bucks an hour our shop paid grunts who could weld. Someone invited me to their church, and I was desperate enough to go, and at the church they had a potted ficus they called a Giving Tree, decorated with paper ornaments, each ornament printed with a good deed you could choose. My ornament said: Take a hospice patient on a date. 

	That was their word, “date.” And there was a phone number. 

	I took the man with one leg, then him and his mother, all over the area, to scenic viewpoints, to museums, his wheel chair folded up in the back of my fifteen-year-old Mercury Bobcat. His mother smoking, silent. Her son was thirty years old, and she had two weeks of vacation. At night, I’d take her back to her TravelLodge next to the freeway, and she’d smoke, sitting on the hood of my car, talking about her son already in the past tense. He could play the piano, she said. In school, he earned a degree in music, but ended up demonstrating electric organs in shopping mall stores. 

	These were conversations after we had no emotions left. 

	I was twenty-five years old, and the next day I was back under trucks with maybe three or four hours sleep. Only now my own problems didn’t seem very bad. Just looking at my hands and feet, marveling at the weight I could lift, the way I could shout against the pneumatic roar of the shop, my whole life felt like a miracle instead of a mistake. 

	In two weeks, the mother was gone home. In another three months, her son was gone. Dead, gone. 

	I drove people with cancer to see the ocean for their last time. I drove people with AIDS to the top of Mount Hood so they could see the whole world while there was still time. 

	I sat bedside while the nurse told me what to look for at the moment of death, the gasping and unconscious struggle of someone drowning in their sleep as renal failure filled their lungs with water. The monitor would beep every five or ten seconds as it injected morphine into the patient. The patient’s eyes would roll back, bulging and entirely white. You held their cold hand for hours, until another escort came to the rescue or until it didn’t matter. 

	The mother in Wisconsin sent me an afghan she’d crocheted, purple and red. Another mother or grandmother I’d escorted sent me an afghan in blue, green and white. Another came in red, white and black. Granny squares, zigzag patterns. They piled up at one end of the couch until my housemates asked if we could store them in the attic. 

	Just before he’d died, the woman’s son, the man with one leg, just before he’d lost consciousness, he’d begged me to go into his old apartment. There was a closet full of sex toys. Magazines. Dildos. Leather wear. It was nothing he wanted his mother to find so I promised to throw it all out. So I went there, to the little studio apartment sealed and stale after months empty. Like a crypt, I’d say, but that’s not the right word. It sounds too dramatic. Like cheesy organ music. But in fact, just sad. The sex toys and anal whatnots were just sadder. Orphaned. That’s not the right word either, but it’s the first word that comes to mind. 

	The afghans are still boxed and in my attic. Every Christmas a housemate will go look for ornaments and find the afghans, red and black, green and purple, each one a dead person, a son or daughter or grandchild, and whoever finds them will ask if we can use them on our beds or give them to Goodwill. And every Christmas, I’ll say, No. I can’t say what scares me more, throwing away all these dead children or sleeping with them. 

	Don’t ask me why, I tell people. I refuse to even talk about it. That was all ten years ago. I sold the Bobcat in 1989. I quit being an escort. Maybe because after the man with one leg, after he died, after his sex toys were all garbage bagged, after they were buried in the Dumpster, after the apartment windows were open and the smell of leather and latex and shit was gone, the apartment looked good. The sofa-bed was a tasteful mauve, the walls and carpet, cream. The little kitchen had butcher block counter tops. The bathroom was all white and clean. 

	I sat there in the tasteful silence. I could’ve lived there. 

	Anyone could’ve lived there.

	 

	 

	Freak Speak: The Story Behind Lullaby

	 

	The medical examiner kept the photo covered with a sheet of paper, and he said, “I’ll pull the paper back very slowly.”

	He said, “Tell me to stop when you’ve seen enough.”

	In 1999, the examiner said, my father had been at the top of an outdoor stairway when someone shot him. The bullet entered through his abdomen, bursting the diaphragm as it traveled up into the chest cavity where it collapsed both lungs. This is all evidence stated in court, bits of forensic detail put together after-the-fact by the detectives. After the shot, he dragged himself—or someone dragged him—inside the apartment at the top of the stairway. He lay on the floor next to the woman he’d just taken to a country fair. He must’ve died within a few minutes, the police say, because he was not killed by a gunshot to the back of the neck. What the police called “execution style.” The way the woman was.

	In December 2000, a jury in Moscow, Idaho found Dale Shackleford guilty of both murders. As part of victim’s rights law, the court asked me to make a statement about the extent of my suffering caused by this crime.

	As part of that statement, I had to decide: was I for or against the death sentence.

	This is the story behind the story in Lullaby. The months I talked to people and read and wrote, trying to decide where I stood on capital punishment.

	According to the prosecution, Shackleford returned to the scene of the murders several times, trying to start a fire big enough to mask the evidence. It was only when he broke a window to give the fire some air that the building burned. As the second-floor apartment fell into the first floor, a mattress fell on my father’s body, shielding it so only the legs burned to nothing.

	The photo under the sheet of white paper is what was left under that mattress.

	The lack of soot or smoke in the throats of both victims proves they didn’t burn alive. Another test, for increased carbon monoxide in their blood, would be conclusive, but I didn’t ask about it. You want to quit while you’re still ahead.

	The medical examiners showing me the evidence after the trial is over. I’ve given my statement in court and been cross-examined. Just the two of us looking at the sheet of white paper, we’re in a back office with no windows. The rooms crowded with shelves full of books and bulging file folders. The medical examiner says few families ever want to see more than the first half-inch of an arson victim photo. He slides the paper aside until a sliver of photo shows, very slow, the way you can only see the sun move when it’s either rising or setting on the horizon, and he says, “Tell me when to stop, and I’ll stop.”

	When I reach for the paper, I say, “Just show me.” I say, “I’m sure I’ve seen worse.”

	He lifts the paper, and my first reaction is how my Dad would hate the way they’d wasted a good sheet of plywood, cutting it into an angled, irregular shape to carry his burned body. The body is face down, the legs burned down to stumps. The skin is gone and the muscle is burned black, the muscle sheathes ruptured with red showing underneath. My second reaction is how much it looks like barbecued chicken, crusted black with sauce under the crust.

	A year before this, my sister’s husband had died young, of a stroke while they worked in the garden. At the mortuary, she went into the viewing room, alone. A moment later, she stuck her head out the doorway and whispered, “It’s not him. They’ve made a mistake.” My Mom went in, and the two of them circled the open coffin, squinting and looking, trying to decide. Alive, Gerard had been so funny and bossy and active. It felt silly to cry over this object. 

	Long story short, I’d worked in hospitals. I’d been a crime reporter. I know a dead body is not the person. Looking at the barbecued mess that had been my father, all the drama evaporated.

	Still, did I want the man who did this to die?

	In court, it came out that Shackleford had a life-long history of physically abusing women and children. He’d lived most of his life in mental hospitals and jails. The woman Shackleford had shot point-blank in the neck was his ex-wife. She’d gone into the prison system to teach legal skills, and taught him to be a para-legal. Using these skills he’d learned from his victim, he’d already filed an appeal to his murder convictions. 

	He told the court that he and a group of white supremacists had built and buried anthrax bombs in the Spokane area, and if the state killed him those bombs would eventually explode, killing thousands.

	He told the police that I was harassing him, sending him things in the mail at a time when I didn’t even know his name.

	The prosecution team started calling his kind of grandiose yarn a “Shackle-Freudian” lie.

	But still, did I want this man to die?

	A friend of mine told me Karl Marx’ theory that in order to commit a crime, you must make your victim your enemy. You justify crime after crime by making more people your enemy until you’re left alone. You’re isolated in a world you’ve decided is entirely against you. At that point, Marx said, the only way to bring the criminal back into humanity is to capture and punish him. His punishment becomes his redemption. It’s an act of kindness.

	Another friend, a Buddhist, said how every life requires the death of so many other things. Plants, animals, other people. This is life. Life is death. We can only hope to make the best use of the lives we live at the cost of so many others. He said, a terrible person should not be allowed to continue taking the lives of any other living things.

	With all this on my mind, I finished the final re-write on Lullaby and sent it back to New York by next-day FedEx on September 10th, 2001.

	What had started out as a dark, funny book about witchcraft became a story about the constant power struggle that is life. The struggle between generations. Between people and animals. Between men and women. Rich and poor. Individuals and corporations. Between cultures.

	On a trivial level, the book is about my neighborhood’s struggle to deal with a local woman who opens every window and blasts every sunny day with her record collection. Bagpipes, Chinese opera, you name it. Noise pollution. After some days and weeks of her blaring noise, I could’ve killed her. It got impossible to work at home. So I traveled, writing on the road.

	A month later, the State of Idaho sentenced Dale Shackleford to die.

	While I was on book tour, my neighbor packed her huge stereo and million records and disappeared. 

	I wrote the court, asking if I could witness the execution.

	There, but for the grace of God, go I.

	 

	 

	Navy Submarine

	 

	You go to sea tired. After all the business of scraping and painting the hull, loading provisions, replacing equipment and stocking parts, after you take an advance on your pay and maybe prepay your rent for the three months you won’t be home, after you settle your affairs, you leave “sell” orders with your broker, you say goodbye to your family at the gate of King’s Bay Naval Base, you maybe shave your head because it’s a long time until you see a barber, after all that rushing around the first few days at sea are quiet.

	Inside “the people can,” or “locked in the tube” as submariners call their patrol, it’s a culture of quiet. In the exercise area the free weights are coated in thick black rubber. Between the weight plates of the Universal equipments are red rubber pads. Officers and crew wear tennis shoes, and holding almost everything—from plumbing to the running treadmill, anywhere metal meets metal—are rubber isolators to prevent rattling or drumming. The chairs have a thick rubber cap on each leg. Off watch, you listen to music on headset stereos. The USS Louisiana (SSBN 743) is coated to deaden enemy sonar and stay hidden, but any loud, sharp noise might be heard by someone listening within 25 miles.

	“When you go to the bathroom,” says the Louisiana’s Supply Officer, Lieutenant Patrick Smith, “you need to lower the seat in case the ship makes a funny role. A slamming lid could give us away.”

	“They don’t all go at once,” says the Executive Officer, Lieutenant Commander Pete Hanlon, as he describes what happens if the ship changes depth with toilet seats left open. “You’ll be on the bridge and hear WANG! then WANG! then WANG!, one after another, and you’ll see the captain getting tighter and tighter.”

	At any point, a third of the crew may be asleep. During a patrol the only overhead light in each bunkroom is a small red fluorescent light near the curtained doorway. Almost all you hear is the rush of air in the ventilation system. Each crew bunk area holds nine berths, triple-decker, in a U-shape facing the doorway. Each berth, called a “rack,” has a six-inch-thick foam mattress that may or may not be dented by your alternate on the submarine’s other crews. Two crews alternate taking the Louisiana on patrol, the Gold Crew and the Blue Crew. If the guy who sleeps in your rack while you’re in port weighs 250 pounds and leaves a dent, says Gold Crew Mess Management Specialist Andrew Montroy, then you stuff towels under it. Each berth lifts to reveal a four-inch-deep storage space you call a “coffin locker.” Heavy burgundy curtains close each bunk off from the rest. At the head of each mattress is a reading light and a panel with an outlet and controls for a stereo headset similar to headsets used on passenger airliners. You have four different types of music from a system that plays compact disks brought on board by crews. You have volume and balance controls. You have an air vent. Also at the head of each rack is an oxygen mask.

	“The biggest fear we have on board is fire,” says Lt. Smith. “The reason for that is smoke.”

	In a fire, in narrow passageways full of smoke and without lights, in the pitch darkness, you’ll pull the breathing mask and canvas flash-hood over your face, and you’ll feel the floor for your next breath. On the floor are dark, abrasive patches, square patches and triangular patches. You’ll Braille the floor with your feet until you find a patch. A rectangular patch means an air port you can hook into directly overhead. Triangular patches point to air ports on the wall. You’ll plug into the port, take a breath, shout “air” and then move down the passageway to the next port for your next breath. An outlet coming off the mask lets another crewman hook up to you and breathe. And outlet coming off the mask lets another crewman hook up to you and breathe as you breathe, You shout “air” so nobody is alarmed by the loud hiss of air as you disconnect from a port.

	To make the Louisiana a home, Lt. Smith brings whole-bean Gevalia coffee, a coffee grinder and an espresso machine. Other crewman bring their own towels, they bring photos to tape on the underside of the bunk above theirs. Montroy brings his thirty favorite compact disks. They bring videotapes of life at home. One crewman brings a Scooby Doo pillow case. A lot bring their own quilts or blankets.

	“I call it my security blanket,” says Gold Crew Storekeeper First Class Greg Stone, who also writes a diary he can read to his wife later, while she reads hers to him.

	You go into the water with only the air that’s in the submarine. This same air is cleaned with heated amine that bonds to the carbon dioxide and removes it. To generate new oxygen, you use 1050 amps of electricity to split molecules of demineralized seawater. The carbon dioxide and the hydrogen are centered into the surrounding ocean. You use 3000 pounds of hydraulic pressure to compress onboard garbage into 60-pound, steel-wrapped canisters, about 400 for each patrol, that you jettison.

	You can’t drink alcohol, and you can smoke only in the area near the 12-cylinfer Fairbanks-Morris diesel auxiliary engine, called “The Rock Crusher.” The diesel engine acts as backup to the nuclear power plant, the “Pot-Belly Stove.”

	If you’re a crewman, you sleep as little as six feet away from the 24 Trident missiles that fill the center third of the ship, stored in tubes that run from the bilge up through all four decks. Outside the bunkrooms, the missile tubes are painted shades of orange, lighter orange towards the bow and darker toward the stern, to help crewmen with their depth perception in the 100-foot-long compartment. Mounted near a missile tube is an equipment locker full of video movies and candy for sale by the Rec Club.

	You’re surrounded by colored pipes and valves. Purple means refrigerant. Blue, fresh water. Green, seawater. Orange, hydraulic fluid. Brown , carbon dioxide. White, steam. Tan, low-pressure air.

	According to Hanlon, Smith and Gold Crew Chief of the Boat Ken Biller, depth perception is not a problem despite the fact that you’ll never focus your eyes farther than the length of the center missile compartment. According to a crewman drinking coffee on the mess deck, your first day back in the sunshine you squint and wear sunglasses, and the Navy recommends you not drive a car for your first two days ashore because of possible problems with depth perception.

	Mounted on a couple missile tubes are brass plaques to mark the time and place a missile was test fired. In tube number five, a plaque marks the DASO Launch on Dec. 18, 1997, at 1500 hours. Blue Crew fired their missile. The Navy annually tests its missile systems and related equipment from selected submarines.

	“Once in a while,” Gold Crew Lt. Smith says, referring to the test firing of the Tridents, “a boat is lucky enough to shoot a missile.” Gold Crew has never fired one.

	There are no windows or portholes or cameras mounted outside the hull. Except for the sonar, you are blind in the event you’re ever attacked by a... “...by a giant squid!” Lt. Smith says, completing the thought with raised eyebrows. “So far, that hasn’t happened.” On the sonar, deep underwater, you can listen to the calls of whales and dolphins and porpoise. The clicking racket made by schools of shrimp. These are all noises the crew calls “biologicals.”

	You can go to sea with 720 pounds of coffee, 150 gallons of boxed milk, 900 dozen large eggs, 6000 pounds of flour, 1200 pounds of sugar, 700 pounds of butter, 3500 pounds of potatoes. This is all packed in “Food Modules,” lockers measuring five by five by six-and-a-half feet tall, filled in warehouses ashore and lowered into the ship through a hatch. You go with 600 movie videos, 12 torpedoes, 150 crewmen and 15 officers and 165 “Halfway Boxes.”

	Before departure, the family of each man on board gives Chief of the Boat Ken Biller a shoebox-sized package, and on the night that marks the halfway point in the patrol, called “Halfway Night,” Biller distributes the boxes. Smith’s wife sends photos and beef jerky and a toy motorcycle to remind him of his own cycle on shore. Greg Stone gets a pillow case printed with a photograph of his wife, Kelley. Biller’s wife sends pictures of his dog and his gun collection.

	Also on Halfway Night, you can bid for an officer as they’re auctioned off. The money goes to the Rec Fund, and the auctioned officers work the next watch for the winning bidders. Another Halfway Night tradition is auctioning pies. Each winning bidder gets to call the man of his choice to a chair in front of the whole crew and smack the guy with a pie.

	Everybody on board calls Supply Officer Smith “Chop” because the gold insignia on his collar that are supposed to look like oak leaves look more like pork chops. Chief of the Boat Biller is called COB. Executive Officer Hanlon is called “XO.” A member of the original crew, like Mess Management Specialist Lonnie Becker, is a “Plank Owner.” You don’t watch a movie, you “burn a flick.” A door is a “hatch.” A hat, a “cover.” A missile, a “Boomer.” In the new and politically corrected Navy, the dark blue coveralls crewmen wear while on patrol are no longer called “Poopie Suits.” Crewmen who serve on the mess deck are no longer “Mess Cranks.” Ravioli isn’t “Pillows of Death.” Creamed chipped beef on toast isn’t “Shit on a Shingle.” Not officially. But still, you hear it.

	Hamburgers and cheeseburgers are still “Sliders.” Patties of chicken meat are still “Chicken Wheels.” Bunks are “racks” because of the racks that held hammocks on sailing ships. A bathroom is still a “head,” named after the holes in the bow of those ships. Two holes for the crew, one for the officers, cut in the heaving wave-washed deck above the keel. As XO Hanlon says, “Those guys, they didn’t need toilet paper.”

	Another landmark night during patrol is “Jefe Cafe.” Pronounced hef-AY, and Spanish for “Boss’s Cafe,” on this night the officers cook for the crew. They turn off the lights on the mess deck and wait on the crewmen with chemical glow sticks on the tables instead of candles. There’s even a maitre d’.

	For religion, there are “Lay Leaders,” crewmen who can lead Protestant or Catholic services. At Christmas, sailors string lights in their bunkrooms and put up small folding foil trees. They decorate the officers’ dining room, the Ward Room, with snow flakes and garlands.

	When you go to sea aboard the USS Louisiana, this is your life. Crewmen live on an 18-hour cycle. Six hours per watch. Six hours sleep. And six hours off watch when you can relax, exercise and study PC-based correspondence courses toward an associate’s degree. Every week or so, you sleep an eight-hour “Equalizer.” The average age of crewmen is 27 to 29. From your bunkroom, you go to the head in your shorts or a towel. Otherwise, most sailors wear their coveralls.

	Officers live on a 24-hour cycle. You do not salute officers while out at sea and on patrol.

	“After we’re locked in the tube,” says Lt. Smith, “this is our family, and that’s the way we treat them.”

	Smith points out the framed Pledge of Service on the Mess Deck wall and says, “A guy can have a great day, but if he comes through here to eat and the service is lousy, the food is lousy, the plates aren’t hot, if we don’t provide him with that at-home atmosphere, we can ruin his whole day.”

	Your last few days on patrol, everybody gets “Channel Fever.” You don’t want to sleep. You just want to get home. At this point, there are always movies going, with pizza and snacks out around the clock.

	On shore, the wives and significant others are raffling off the “First Kiss.” All the money from the pies and auctions and raffles goes toward the Crew Party to celebrate coming home.

	And the day the USS Louisiana arrives homes, the families will be on the pier with signs and banners. The Commanding Officer is always the first ashore, to greet the Commodore, but after that...

	The winner of the raffle is announced and that man and that woman, in front of everyone, they kiss. And everyone else cheers.

	 

	 

	The Backlash Backlash Movie

	 

	Sorry guys, but what comes around goes around. After, oh, a lifetime of movies where women are cast as “the girlfriend,” movies where they are undressed quickly by horny male hands, then flop around motel rooms in their underwear; movies where they stand on the sidelines and wince and squirm and get thrown out the door only partially dressed and stand begging in the cold for more clothes; movies where women are shot by men, screamed at, introduced to drugs, and saved by men, well, here’s the inevitable. 

	The backlash backlash movie. 

	Jesus’ Son has the same name as the book, a collection of short stories by Denis Johnson, but if you know the book, you’ll notice some things missing in the movie. 

	Risk. Balance. Balls. 

	In the book, the narrator stays balanced between being attractive and being horrible. The reader is always drawn in by his sensitivity and then instantly repelled by a momentary blurb of truth, one terrible slip where we see behind the narrator’s big brown eyes. In the book, in the abortion clinic, when the narrator is told that his girlfriend is resting, that she’s not dead, he responds, “I kind of wish she was.” 

	In the book, the narrator holds a woman face down on the floor with a gun pressed to her head while she begs and pleads for her children asleep in the next room. The narrator fantasizes about forcing an old woman into an oven until her face bursts into flames. He fantasizes about raping a Mennonite woman in her bathroom, but only if he can wear a mask. He picks fights over pocket change. He dances or dates or does a different woman in almost every story. He almost chokes an effeminate old man he meets in a public library. He steals Social Security checks. He lies to his girlfriend, telling her he’s had a vasectomy so her unborn baby has to be somebody else’s child. 

	The point is, he does things, terrible things—offensive things, and the reader is always being seduced by his sweet insights and vulnerability and then being shocked into realizing that when you love an addict, you love a part-time monster. 

	A funny, pretty, charming monster. 

	The movie is another story. In the movie (starring Billy Crudup and Samantha Morton, directed by Alison Maclean, screenplay by Elizabeth Cuthrell), the narrator sits eating children’s breakfast cereal out of the box while his girlfriend shows him how to shoot up. Later, she saves him from an overdose. 

	In the book, the narrator backs a woman behind an air conditioner, opens her pants and puts his hands inside. In the movie, it’s Morton who pulls Crudup aside, opens her own pants and puts his hands where she wants them. 

	In the movie, the narrator only errs by accident. He’s the big doe-eyed victim, abandoned by Morton twice: first when she leaves him for another man, then when she commits suicide. 

	He weeps intensely after accidentally killing a litter of baby rabbits. His only action, when he punches Samantha Morton in the stomach, seems almost accidental and occurs only after she dances around him, screaming obscenities. 

	Through all this, Crudup cowers. He pulls his head down into his shoulders and sits with his hands squeezed together between his legs in the classic body language of a man wishing he had a vagina. 

	In the book, when he sees a shirtless man and gets an erection, we’re shocked. It’s the last response we’d expect. The character is suddenly deeper than we can ever understand. A realistic person. 

	In the movie, he’s bossed around by female nurses, he’s seduced by Morton, he’s finally redeemed by a crippled Holly Hunter. The fact that a shirtless man makes him spring a boner, well, what’s another emasculation after all that? 

	This isn’t the book. This is the new and improved, loveable, huggable, highly marketable Jesus’ Son. Now, it’s what the movie industry calls a “date flick.” 

	Do not go expecting to see Jack Hotel, the book’s big male character with his shining helmet of blond hair and his olive-green suit. Don’t go expecting to see the Greek bellydancer, or the horny newlywed bride, or the dwarf; all the other women the narrator sleeps with. They’re all written out. 

	What’s here is a nice monogamous love story between two attractive junkies. 

	People who know Denis Johnson say he likes the movie and was very cooperative in the production. Maybe this is why they cast him as the man who wanders into the hospital with a knife stuck up to the hilt in his eye. A knife stuck in him by a woman. 

	If only to see Denis Johnson, yes, you should see this movie. 

	Beyond that, just relax. In the first scene, the narrator admits he has a gun tucked in his pants, but says he’s too afraid to use it. 

	Still, you’ll want to shout: Come on, Billy, take a chance. Whip out your gun. Do it. Do something. 

	 

	 

	LA Times Memoir

	 

	Another waiter has just served me another free meal because I’m “that guy.” I’m the guy who wrote that book. The Fight Club book. Because there’s a scene in the book where a loyal waiter, a member of the fight club cult, serves the narrator free food. Where now in the movie, Edward Norton and Helena Bonham Carter get free food.

	Then a magazine editor, another magazine editor, calls me, angry and ranting because he wants to send a writer to the underground fight club in his area.

	“It’s cool, man,” he says from New York. “You can tell me where. We won’t screw it up.”

	I tell him there’s no such place. There’s no secret society of clubs where guys bash each other and gripe about their empty lives, their hollow careers, their absent fathers. Fight clubs are make-believe. You can’t go there. I made them up.

	“OK,” he’s saying. “Be that way. If you don’t trust us, then to hell with you.” Another pack of letters arrives care of my publisher, from young men telling me they’ve gone to fight clubs in New Jersey and London and Spokane. Telling me about their fathers. In today’s mail are wristwatches, lapel pins and coffee mugs, prizes from the sweepstakes my father enters my siblings and me in every winter.

	Parts of Fight Club have always been true. It’s less a novel than an anthology of my friends’ lives. I do have insomnia and wander with no sleep for weeks, like Jack. Angry waiters I know mess with food. They shave their heads. My friend Alice makes soap. My friend Mike cuts single frames of smut into family features. Every guy I know feels let down by his father. Even my father feels let down by his father.

	But now, more and more, what little was fiction is becoming reality. The night before I mailed the manuscript to an agent in 1995, when it was just a couple hundred sheets of paper, a friend joked that she wanted to meet Brad Pitt.

	I joked that I wanted to leave my job working on diesel trucks all day. Now those pages are a movie starring Pitt and Norton and Bonham Carter, directed by David Fincher. Now I’m unemployed. Twentieth Century Fox let me bring some friends down to the shoot last summer, and every morning we ate at the same cafe in Santa Monica. Every breakfast, we got the same waiter, Charlie, with his movie-star looks and thick hair, until the last morning we were in town. That morning, Charlie walked out of the kitchen with his head shaved. Charlie was in the movie. My friends who’d been anarchist waiters with shaved heads were now being served eggs by a real waiter who was an actor who was playing a fake anarchist waiter with a shaved head.

	It’s that same feeling when you get between two mirrors in the barber shop and you can see your reflection of your reflection of your reflection going off into infinity.

	Now waiters are refusing my money. Editors are grousing. Guys take me aside at bookstore events and beg to know where the local club meets.

	Women ask, quiet and serious, “Is there a club like this for women?”

	A late-night fight club where you can tag some stranger in the crowd and then slug it out until one of you drops. These young women say, “Yeah, I really, really need to go to something like this.”

	A German friend of mine, Carston, learned to speak English in only funny outdated clichés. For him, every party was an “all-singing, all-dancing extravaganza.”

	Now Carston’s clumsy pigeon words are coming out of Pitt’s mouth, 40 feet high, in front of millions of people. My friend Jeff’s trashed ghetto kitchen is re-created in a Hollywood sound stage. The night I went to save my friend Kevin from a Xanax overdose is now Brad rushing to save Helena.

	Everything is funnier in retrospect, funnier and prettier and cooler. You can laugh at anything from far enough away.

	The story is no longer my story. It’s David Fincher’s. The set for Edward Norton’s yuppie condo is a re-creation of an apartment from David’s past. Edward wrote and rewrote his own lines. Brad chipped his teeth and shaved his head. My boss thinks the story is about how he struggles to please his demanding boss. My father thought the story was about his absent father, my grandfather, who killed his wife and himself with a shotgun.

	My father was 4 in 1943 when he hid under a bed as his parents fought, and his 12 brothers and sisters ran into the woods. Then his mother was dead, and his father stamped around the house looking for him, calling for him, still carrying the shotgun.

	My father remembers the boots stamping past the bed and the barrel of the shotgun trailing along near the floor. Then he remembers pouring buckets of sawdust on the bodies, to protect them from wasps and flies.

	The book, and now the movie, is a product of all these people. And, with everything added to it, the Fight Club story becomes stronger, cleaner, not just the record of one life, but of a generation. Not just of a generation, but of men.

	The book is the product of Nora Ephron and Thom Jones and Mark Richard and Joan Didion, Amy Hemple and Bret Ellis and Denis Johnson, because those are the people I read.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	And now most of my old friends, Jeff and Carston and Alice are moved away, gone, married, dead, graduated, back in school, raising children. This summer, someone murdered my father in the mountains of Idaho and burned his body down to a few pounds of bone. The police say they have no real suspects. He was 59.

	The news came on a Friday morning, through my publicist who’d been called by the Latah County sheriff’s office, who’d found me through my publisher on the Internet. The poor publicist called me and said, “This might be some kind of sick joke, but you need to call a detective in Moscow, Idaho.”

	Now here I sit with a table full of food, and you’d think free bento and free fish would taste great, but that’s not always the case.

	I still wander at night.

	All that’s left is a book, and now a movie, a funny, exciting movie. A wild, excellent movie full of dangerous, scary ideas. What for other people will be a whiplash carnival ride, for my friends and me, is a nostalgic scrapbook. A reminder. Amazing, reassuring proof that our anger, our disappointment, our striving and resentment unite us with each other, and now with the world.

	What’s left is proof we can create reality.

	Frieda, the woman who shaved Brad’s head, promised me the hair for my Christmas cards, but then she forgot, so I trimmed a friend’s golden retriever. Another woman, a friend of my father, calls me, frantic. She’s sure the white supremacists killed him, and she wants to “go under deep cover” into their world around Hayden Lake and Butler Lake, Idaho. She wants me to go along and “act as backup.” To “cover her.”

	So my adventures continue. I will go into the Idaho panhandle. Or I will sit at home like the police want, take Zoloft and wait for them to call.

	Or, I don’t know.

	My father was a sweepstakes junkie, and every week small prizes still arrive in the mail. Wristwatches, coffee mugs, golf towels, calendars—never the big prizes, the cars or boats, this is the little stuff. Another friend, Jennifer, just lost her father to cancer, and she gets the same kind of little prizes from contests he entered her in months ago. Necklaces, soup mix, taco sauce and every time one arrives—video games, toothbrushes—her heart breaks.

	Consolation prizes.

	A few nights before my father died, he and I talked long-distance for three hours about a treehouse he’d built my brother and me. We talked about a batch of chickens I’m raising, how to build them a coop, and if the laying box for each hen should have a wire mesh floor.

	And he said, no. A chicken would not poop in its nest.

	We talked about the weather, how cold it was at night. He said how in the woods where he lived, the wild turkeys had just hatched their chicks, and he told me how each tom turkey would open its wings at dusk and gather in all its young. Because they were too large for the hen to protect. To keep them warm.

	I told him no male animal could ever be that nurturing.

	Now my father’s dead, and my hens have their nests.

	And now it seems that both he and I were wrong. 

	 

	 

	American Goth

	 

	It’s almost midnight in Marilyn Manson’s attic. The attic is at the top of a spiral staircase where the skeleton of a seven-foot-tall man, the bones black with age, crouches with his human skull replaced by a ram’s skull. He’s the altar piece from an old Satanic church in Britain, Manson says. Next to the skeleton is the artificial leg a man pulled off himself and gave to Manson after a concert. Manson is at the end of 10 years’ work. It’s a new start. The alpha and the omega for this man who’s worked to become the most despised, the most frightening artist in music. As a coping method. A defense mechanism. Or just out of boredom.

	The walls are red, and as Manson sits on the black carpet, shuffling tarot cards, he says, “It’s hard to read yourself.”

	Somewhere, he says, he’s got the skeleton of a seven-year-old Chinese boy, disassembled and sealed in plastic bags.

	“I think I might make a chandelier out of it,” he says.

	Somewhere is the bottle of absinthe he drinks despite the fear of brain damage.

	Here in the attic are his paintings and the working manuscript for his novel. He brings out the designs for a new deck of tarot cards. It’s him on almost every card. Manson as the Emperor, sitting in a wheelchair with prosthetic legs, clutching a rifle, with the American flag hung upside-down behind him. Manson as the headless Fool, stepping off a cliff with grainy images of Jackie O in her pink suit and a JFK campaign poster in the background.

	“It was a matter of re-interpreting the tarot,” he says. “I replaced the swords with guns. And justice is weighing the Bible against the Brain.”

	He says, “Because each card has so many different symbols, there is a real magic, ritual element to it. When you shuffle, you’re supposed to transfer your energy to the cards. It sounds kind of hokey. It’s not something I do all the time. I like the symbolism much more than the trying to rely on divination.

	“I think a reasonable question would be, ‘What’s next?’” he says, about to deal the cards and begin his reading. “More specific, ‘What’s my next step?’”

	Manson deals his first card: The Hierophant. “The first card that you put down,” Manson says, looking at the upside-down card, “this represents wisdom and forethought, and the fact that I just dealt it upside-down could mean the opposite—like a lack. I could be naïve about something. This card is, right now, my direct influence.”

	The reading takes place shortly after Rose McGowan’s left the house they share in the Hollywood Hills—after Manson and McGowan played with their Boston terriers, Bug and Fester, and examined a catalog with the Halloween costumes she wants to order for the dogs.

	Her car and driver are outside, waiting. She’s catching a red-eye flight to Canada where she’s making a movie with Alan Alda. In the kitchen, a monitor shows views from the different security cameras, and McGowan talks about how different Alan Alda looks, how big his nose is. Manson tells her how, as men grow older, their nose and ears and scrotums keep growing. His mom, a nurse, told him about old men whose balls hung halfway down their legs.

	Manson and McGowan kiss goodbye.

	“Thanks a lot,” she says. “Now when I work with Alan Alda, I’ll be wondering how big his scrotum is.”

	In the attic, Manson deals his second card: The Justice. “This could be referring to my judgment,” he says, “my ability to discern, possibly with friendships or business dealings. Right now I feel a little naïve or unsure about either friendships or business dealings, which does particularly apply to certain circumstances between me and my record company. So that makes every bit of sense.”

	The day before, in the offices of his record label on Santa Monica Boulevard, Manson sits on a black leather sofa, wearing black leather pants, and whenever he shifts, the leather-on-leather makes a deep, growl sound, amazingly similar to his voice.

	“I tried to swim when I was a kid, but I could never deal with the water in my nose. I have a fear of water. I don’t like the ocean. There’s something too infinite about it that I find dangerous.”

	The walls are dark blue and there are no lights on. Manson sits in the dark with the air conditioning blasting, drinking cola and wearing sunglasses.

	“I love pranking people and causing traumas in their life,” he says. “I love to get an answering machine where I can just really go to town. It’ll say, ‘Sue and Jim aren’t home. Please leave a message,’ and I’ll start in: ‘Jim, you’ve got to level with her about this. I can’t live a lie anymore. I love you.’ And I just can’t imagine what kind of fucking trauma this causes, because you know—even if you’re not guilty—you know you sound guilty if you try and get your way in a relationship. You always sound guilty.”

	At home, in the attic of his five-story house, drinking a glass of red wine, Manson deals his third card: The Fool.

	“The third card is to represent my goals,” he says. “The Fool is about to walk off of a cliff, and it’s a good card. It represents embarking on a journey, or taking a big step forward. That could represent the campaign of the record coming out or going on tour now.”

	He says, “I have a fear of crowded rooms. I don’t like being around a lot of people, but I feel very comfortable on stage in front of thousands of people. I think it’s a way of dealing with that.”

	His voice is so deep and soft, it disappears behind the rush of the air conditioning.

	“I am very shy, strangely enough,” he says, “and that’s the irony of being an exhibitionist, being up in front of people. I’m really very shy.

	“I like to sing alone, too. The least amount of people are involved whenever I’m singing. When I’m recording, sometimes I’ll make them hit ‘record’ and leave the room.”

	About touring, he says, “The threat of death makes it all worth living, makes it all exciting. That’s the ultimate relief of boredom. Being right in the middle of it all. I thought, ‘I know that I’m going to have to take things to such an extreme to get my points across that I’m going to start at the bottom and make myself the most despised person. I’m going to represent everything that you’re against and you can’t say anything to hurt me, to make me feel any worse. I only have up to go.’

	“I think that was the most rewarding thing, to feel like there’s nothing you can do to hurt me. Aside from killing me. Because I represent the bottom. I’m the worst that it gets, so you can’t say that I did something that makes me look bad because I’m telling you right now that I’m all of it.

	“If you don’t like my music, I don’t care. It doesn’t really matter to me. If you don’t like what I look like, if you don’t like what I have to say, it’s all part of what I’m asking for. You’re giving me just what I want.”

	Manson deals his fourth card: Death. “The fourth card is your distant past,” he says. “And the Death card most represents transition, and it’s part of what has got you to this, how you are right now. This makes a good deal of sense, regarding the fact that I’ve just gone through such a grand transition that’s taken place over the course of the last 10 years.”

	Sitting in the dark blue room at his record label, he says, “I think that my mom has in some ways that Munchausen Syndrome, when people try and convince you that you’re ill so they can hang on to you longer. Because when I was young, my mom used to always tell me I was allergic to different things that I’m not allergic to. She used to tell me I’m allergic to eggs and fabric softener and all kinds of weird things.”

	His black leather pants flare to cover thick-soled black shoes.

	He says, “I remember that my urethra had grown closed, and they had to put a drill in my dick and drill it out. It was the worst thing that could ever happen to a kid. They told me that after I went through puberty I had to come back and go through it again, but I said ‘No chance. I don’t care what my urine stream is like now. I’m not going back.”

	His mother still keeps his foreskin in a vial.

	“When I was growing up, my dad and I didn’t get along. He was never around, and that’s why I didn’t really talk about him, because I never saw him. He worked all the time. I don’t consider what I do to be work, but I think I’ve inherited his workaholic determinism. I don’t think until I was in my 20s did my dad ever speak to me about being in the Vietnam War. Then he started telling me about people that he’d killed and things that he was involved in with Agent Orange.”

	He says, “My father and I both have some sort of heart disorder, a heart murmur. I was really sick when I was a kid. I had pneumonia four or five times and was always in the hospital, always underweight, scrawny, primed for a beating.”

	Phones ring in the other offices. Four lanes of traffic go by outside.

	“When I was writing the book [his autobiography],” Manson says, “I hadn’t really gotten to the conclusion of how similar I was to my grandfather. Until I got to the end of the book, that hadn’t dawned on me. That, as a kid, I’m looking at him as a monster because he’s got women’s clothing and dildos, and by the end of the story I’ve become far worse than my grandfather was.

	“I don’t think I’ve told anyone this,” he says, “but what I found out over the last year is that my father and my grandfather never got along. My father came back from the Vietnam War and was kind of tossed out on the street and told he had to pay rent. There’s something really dark about that which I never liked. And my father told me last year that he’d found out that that’s not his real father. Which was the strangest thing I’d ever heard, because it started to make sense that maybe he was treated poorly and had this weird relationship. It’s really weird to think that he wasn’t really my grandfather.”

	He says, “I suspect that there’s so much death imagery because as a kid I was always sick and always had sick relatives. There was always a fear of death. There was a fear of the Devil. A fear of the end of the world. The Rapture—which is a Christian myth that doesn’t even exist in the Bible. All of that, I just ended up becoming. I ended up becoming what I was afraid of. That was my way of dealing with it.”

	In the attic, Manson deals his fifth card: The Hanged Man. “The fifth card is more of your recent past,” he says. “It also is meant to mean some sort of change has taken place, in this case it could mean the fact that I’ve become extremely focused and maybe in some ways have neglected friendships and relationships.”

	He says, “I was born in ’69, and that year’s become such a focus for a lot of things, especially this record. Because ’69 was the end of so many things. Everything in culture just changed so much, and I think it was real important that I was born then, too. The fact that Huxley and Kennedy died on the same day. To me, that opened up some kind of schism or gateway to what was going to happen. It all started to show parallels for me. Altamonte was like Woodstock ’99.

	“The house I live in, The Stones lived there when they wrote “Let it Bleed.” I found Cocksucker Blues, an obscure film that they made, and it shows them in my living room writing “Gimme Shelter.” And “Gimme Shelter” was the song that was emblematic of the whole Altamonte tragedy. And then the Manson murders were something I’ve always obsessed over since I was a child. That to me had the same media coverage as Columbine.

	“The thing that always bothered me was,” he says, “this is the exact same thing. Nixon came out and said Charles Manson was guilty during the trial, because Nixon was being blamed for everything that was wrong about the culture.

	“Then the same thing happened with Clinton saying, ‘Why are these kids acting so violent? It must be Marilyn Manson. It must be this movie. It must be this game.’ Then he turns the cheek and sends some bombs overseas to kill a bunch of people. And he’s wondering why kids have bombs and they’re killing people.”

	Manson brings out watercolor paintings he’s done, bright and dark colorful Rorschach-test portraits of McGowan. Paintings he does with, not so much the paints as the murky rinse water he uses to clean his brushes. One shows the grinning heads of Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold impaled on the raised fingers of a peace sign.

	“It turns out that they weren’t fans,” he says. “One Denver reporter did enough research to prove they disliked me because I was too commercial. They were into more underground stuff. It pissed me off that the media took one thing and it just kept snowballing. And it was because I’m an easy target. I look guilty. And I was on tour at the time.”

	He says, “People always ask me, ‘What would you have said to them if you could talk to them?’ and my answer is, ‘Nothing. I would’ve listened.’ That’s the problem. Nobody listened to what they were saying. If you’d listened, you’d have known what was going on.”

	He says, “Strangely, although music is something to listen to, I think music listens back because there’s no judgments. A kid can find something he identifies with. Or an adult. Here’s a place you can go to where there’s no judgments.”

	Manson deals his sixth card: The Star. “This card is the future,” he says. “The Star. This means great success.”

	He says, “For a long time, I never saw myself getting to this point. I never looked beyond this because I thought I was either going to destroy myself or someone was going to kill me in the process. So in some ways I have beaten my dream. And it is scary. It is like starting over, but that’s good because that’s what I needed. I’ve gone back in time in a way, but now I have more ammunition, more knowledge to face the world.”

	He says, “The natural thing for me to do is to be involved in movies, but it really has to be on my terms. I think I feel more suited as a director than an actor, although I like to act. I’m talking to Jodorowsky, the guy who did El Topo and The Holy Mountain. He’s a Chilean director who worked with Dalí. He wrote a script called Able Cain, and it’s a fantastic thing. He’s had it for about 15 years, and he hasn’t wanted to do it, but he contacted me because I was the only person he wanted to work with. And the character is very different from what people know of me, and that’s the only reason I’m interested. Because most people who approach me want me to do different versions of myself. It’s not really a challenge of any sort.”

	Next spring, Manson will publish his first novel, Holy Wood, a narrative covering his first three records. In the attic, he sits on the floor, leaning into the blue light from his laptop and reads the first chapter out loud, a magical, surreal, poetic story, crammed with detail and cut loose from traditional boring fiction.

	He deals his seventh card: The High Priestess. “This,” he says, “I’m not sure about.”

	He deals his eighth card: The World. “The world,” he says, “placed appropriately here represents the environmental or outside things that can prevent you.”

	He says, “I had a great, interesting experience in Dublin. Because it’s very Catholic, I did this performance on the European tour. I had this cross made of TVs that burst into flames, and I came out—I basically was just nude except for leather underwear. I’d painted myself all charred. I came onstage, the cross was on fire, and I saw people in the front row turn around and face the other direction. It was unbelievable. It was the greatest compliment in a performance. They were so offended—and it’s unbelievable to me that someone could be that offended—that they turned around and looked the other way. Hundreds of people.”

	Manson deals his ninth card: The Tower. “The Tower is a very bad card,” he says. “It means destruction, but in the way that this is read, it comes across like I’m going to have to go against pretty much everyone—in a revolutionary way, and there’s going to be some sort of destruction. It will probably be the people who try to get in my way.”

	About his novel, he says, “The whole story, if you take it from the beginning, is parallel to my own, but just told in metaphors and different symbols that I thought other people could draw from. It’s about being innocent and naïve, much like Adam was in Paradise before the fall from grace. And seeing something like Hollywood, which I used as a metaphor to represent what people think is the perfect world, and it’s about wanting—your whole life—to fit into this world that doesn’t think you belong, that doesn’t like you, that beats you down every step of the way, fighting and fighting and fighting, and finally getting there and realizing that now that you’re there, everyone around you are the same people who kept you down in the first place. So you automatically hate everyone around you. You resent them for making you become part of this game you didn’t realize you were buying into. You trade one prison cell for another in some ways.

	“That becomes that revolution,” he says, “to be idealistic enough that you think you can change the world, and what you find is you can’t change anything but yourself.”

	McGowan calls from the airport and promises to call again when her plane lands. In a week Manson will leave for Japan. In a month, he’ll start a world tour in Minneapolis. Next spring, his novel will complete the past decade of his life. And after that, he’ll start again.

	“In some ways it feels like, not a burden, but a weight has been lifted by putting to rest a long-term project,” he says. “It gives me the freedom to go anywhere. I feel a lot like I did when I started the band. I feel that same drive and inspiration, and that same disdain for the world that makes me want to do something that makes people think.

	“The only fear I have left is the fear of not being able to create, of not having inspiration,” Manson says.

	“I may fail, and this may not work, but at least I’m choosing to do it. It’s not something that I’m choosing to do it. It’s not something I’m doing because I’m stuck with it.”

	Manson deals his tenth card: The Sun. The two Boston terriers are curled up, asleep on a black velvet chair.

	He says, “This is the final outcome, the Sun, which represents happiness and accomplishing a great deal.”

	 

	 

	Juliette: The French Way

	 

	“One time,” Juliette Lewis says, “I wanted to get to know someone better by writing down questions for him.” She says, “These questions are more telling about me than anything I could write in a diary.” 

	Juliette says this while sitting on an antique sofa in a rented house in the Hollywood Hill, a very white and vertical, very Getty Museum house—stark modern but full of her antique furniture—a house she’s renting with her husband, Steve Berra, until they can move into their new home near Studio City. She’s holding a hand-written list that she’s just found and reads: “Did you ever stab someone or cut them intentionally with a sharp object?”

	She reads, “Do you like asparagus?”

	She reads, “Do you have a middle name?”

	She drinks chai. She doesn’t watch television. She loves playing cards—“King’s Corner” or “King’s Around the Corner.” She uses that fancy new toilet paper from Cottonelle that feels like you’re using a cashmere sweater. In the basement is Steve’s severed head—a very realistic replica left over from a skateboard video and made by the same team that made Juliette’s pregnant belly for this fall’s The Way of the Gun. From the list, Juliette reads, “Do cats frustrate you as pets or do you admire their independence?”

	Over the past 24 hours, she’s talked about her family, her father Geoffrey Lewis, her career, the Scientology thing, getting married, and writing songs. The songs are important because after years of being scripted, these are her words.

	Juliette’s mother, Glenis Batley says, “OK, this is the great story.”

	This over breakfast in Los Angeles. Glenis drinks lots of coffee and has lots of red hair and is still the lovely woman who once modeled for an old photograph Juliette has framed at home. Glenis says, “I got pregnant, and I was on this incredible diet that was absolutely pure, but I didn’t really want anyone around. I noticed the contractions were five minutes apart, so I called the hospital, and I got this one doctor that I didn’t want, and he said that he’d be there right away. He said, ‘Whatever you do, don’t push.’ So I went and sort of reclined, and along comes the next contraction, and I get this irresistible urge to push, and I think, ‘One little push won’t hurt.’ So she’s born. And she’s very noisy. Anyway, I’m holding this infant, and I nearly drop her, and now she’s really sure that I don’t know what I’m doing so she’s crying. And it’s the first light of morning, and the doves are cooing, and up until then I hadn’t known what her name was... Juliette!”

	She says, “I decided to spell it the French way because the tragedy sucks.”

	From the list, Juliette reads: “Did you ever break a guy’s nose?”

	She reads, “Would you say you won more fights than you’ve lost?”

	In her kitchen, grinding coffee beans, Juliette say, “When I was growing up, what influenced me were all these musicals. Like Fame. That was my dream. If I could have had a school where they just sing and dance. So Fame and Flashdance and Grease. Did you ever see the movie Hair? I was sobbing. That’s a musical that kills me.”

	She says, “I was going to be a singer first. Before being an actress, I was going to sing. And I always thought I’d maybe act on the side. I always thought of musicals. Singing and dancing. I want to sing still, so I wrote songs with a friend who’s a musician.

	“The biggest fun thing is it’s my words.

	“The only break that I got was that my dad had me meet this small agency. Say hello. The big problem for actors starting out is getting the agent. Agents want you to have a SAG card, but you can’t get your SAG card unless you have an agent putting you up for work. It’s a Catch-22. So my dad got me into and agent’s office, but I still had to audition. I did a reading, and they had to see something in me.

	“If you met me when I was younger, I was really quiet. I did a TV show once, and people were asking my agent, ‘Is she OK? She seems really down.’ It was just your typical teenage crap. Just because I don’t smile at everyone and ask them how they’re doing, I have to be sad?”

	From her list, sitting on the antique sofa, Juliette reads, “Was there a time when you were mystified by the workings of your penis?”

	She reads, “Do you look more like your mother of father?”

	The tape recorder goes on and on, listening.

	She says, “Even at eighteen, I’d go, ‘Where is the hidden rule book that says I have to be made up?’ Because they’d have this chair and all this makeup. I was like, ‘Can’t we just take a picture?’ That’s why all my magazines from earlier are not made up, and they’re not raw. They’re in between, and what shaped me is what they called the ‘alternative girl’ or the ‘kookie girl,’ because I couldn’t vamp up at the drop of a hat. “When I was younger, they’d have a rack of clothing I’d never wear. They’d have a makeup person. And I’m supposed to represent myself? It was like this weird thing. I’d always wanted to be like my male predecessors, like Brando or De Niro. You take a man, and you just document him in a picture.

	“What you exude, your sexuality, is just a part of yourself. So a manufactured sex appeal, which includes an open mouth and lip gloss and bright colors, this is the American porn sex appeal which has nothing to do with sex. It’s like blow-up dolls. I could do that. Very easily. It’s not like I can’t. It’s just never been my objective.

	“Now I realize you’re selling things. So you basically become a rack.”

	She reads, “Did you date an older woman who you’d consider an older woman, and what did she teach you?

	“What’s the first image you have of the female body?”

	She asks, “Does the respect factor drop when a woman has breast implants?”

	Juliette says, “I had two dreams about De Niro when I was working with him. I think it was all in anticipation of this scene. Because this in my head was the big scene. In one dream, we were under water and I’d go underwater and we’d glide past each other deliberately, like kids would play in a pool when they like each other. Like a flirtation. But I woke up from that dream and I had a crush on him.

	“In that scene—the little tango dance between our characters—all I knew was he was supposed to walk up to me and then say, ‘Danielle, can I put my arm around you?’ He’s supposed to kiss me in the script, but all Scorsese said was, ‘Bob’s going to do something. Just go with the scene.’

	“Before that scene, I knew we were going to film the kiss part. I had just eaten lunch. It was catfish or something and I was like, ‘Should I rinse my mouth out?’ But I didn’t want to because that would let him know I thought about it. I don’t want to act like I thought about the kiss. You’re damned if you do and damned if you don’t. So I didn’t. I didn’t do mouthwash. And then I get to the set, and Bob is right near me, and I smell mouth wash. And then it dawned on me in that moment I felt like such a little kid because I thought, ‘He’s being professional. He’s being considerate of me. He’s being courteous.’ But by then it was too late to go back to the trailer. I don’t know if I was offensive or not.

	“When you watch it, that’s the first take. We did it twice. He puts the thumb on my lips. It’s very intense because we’re only this far from each other, and I’m looking right at him. He starts to put the thumb in my mouth, and she moves it away. And then he persists, and she allows it. And people after that kept talking about the sexuality and burgeoning sexuality at that age, and I never looked at it that way. I looked at it as before he did the thumb thing he was listening to her, he was validating her in a way that her parents weren’t, and then he did this sexual thing. But what you see in my eyes is, after she sucks the thumb and it gets pulled out, she’s looking at him like, ‘Was that good? Did you like that?’ It’s a pleasing thing.”

	She says, “His thumb was very clean.”

	She reads, “Did you go to sleep-away summer camp? (Because some of my greatest childhood memories are from summer camp.)”

	She reads, “Do you like roller coasters?”

	Steve Berra says, “A long time ago, I was on tour, skateboarding, and I bought Kalifornia at this gas station. I remember trying to imitate a laugh that she did in one of her scenes. It had blown me away. Just this one little laugh the character Adele did. It was so natural and truthful, and I remember trying for ten minutes to laugh however she did it. I didn’t know her. I couldn’t figure out how the hell this person was so good.” A video copy of the movie is playing in their living room, and Juliette laughs, pointing out all the lines she just ad-libbed. 

	Juliette says, “On the page, my little character, Adele, had maybe a sentence here and there in a scene. So I met with Dominic Sena and was really taken with his energy and his vision for the movie. He was very enthusiastic. So basically, he let me create that character. Ninety percent of what I do in that movie, I made up there. That was like a turning point for me, acting-wise, because I had to really come to the table with something, really invent something. To me, my first official character. That little Adele character.”

	She reads, “What do you imagine happens to someone after the body dies? And do you believe that you’re a spirit with a body or just a brain?” Then, “The follow-up question is: How do you explain Mozart writing symphonies at seven? (Because I think that’s a prime example of creative ability being spirit-generated.)”

	Juliette says, “When you have good actors to work with, you guys just sort of create this alternate universe of pretend reality. It’s the unexplainable. I just think it’s magic. It’s pure belief. My security blanket is the camera. I know the camera’s universe. It’s capturing only this much. I have a certain security or certainty that I can execute stuff in that space. It’s the condensed reality of the camera.

	“Sometimes, you want to put in an aside that goes, ‘By the way, audience, it was really three in the morning when we did this scene. It was 30 degrees outside. And I brought you all of this despite all of that.’ It was That Night, a movie I did before Cape Fear had come out. It was this 1962 love story. A guy from the wrong side of the tracks. Very endearing, very sweet. I was supposed to meet him in the middle of the night on a pier in Atlantic City. It was freezing, but it was supposed to be summer. You know, those hot nights. Meanwhile, I’m kind of blue. My lips go, ‘brrrrrrr,’ and they chatter. So I had to hold it so I’m not chattering, plus be in a summer dress. You’d be in your parka until they said, ‘OK, we’re ready for you,’ then you’d take it off and say, ‘Gosh, I’m so in love.’

	“When I worked on From Dusk Till Dawn, the vampire movie, when I worked with George Clooney, he said, ‘Gosh, all my friends keep asking, oooh, so you’re working with Juliette. Is she really psycho? Is she really intense?’ And I’m like the most opposite from intense. Maybe when I was young I was a bit brooding. Maybe I’ll cop to that. My work is actually, really, a light process. I go in and out of it. When the camera’s going, I’m on. When it’s off, I’m off.”

	She says, “When people want to know how you’re able to do what you do, they need to explain it. It helps them if they go, ‘OK so you’re kind of really crazy and that’s how you’re able to be really intense on screen.’ They need an explanation, when my explanation is that it’s magic.”

	From her list, she reads, “Did the female anatomy ever mystify and scare you? (Because it did me, and I’m the owner.)”

	Driving past the Scientology Celebrity Centre, she says, “The whole thing in Scientology, the big motto is: What’s real for you is real for you. So there’s not like a dogma. It’s simply an applied religious philosophy. And there’s little courses, like the “Success Through Communications” course. They have things you can apply to your life, but not like a falsity, like a robot thing. You can see if it works, and if it doesn’t. If it works, it works. It’s something that has helped me a great deal.”

	From the list, she reads, “Have you ever been caught in a natural disaster?”

	She reads, “Did you ever own Birkenstocks?”

	Just outside her bedroom door, looking at a framed poster-sized picture of herself and Woody Harrelson on the cover of Newsweek, Juliette says, “With Natural Born Killers, I’ve appreciated, as time goes by, how that movie is satire, and my character is a caricature, although I filled it with some real human emotion. But to me it’s kind of campy. It’s silly. It’s exaggerated beyond what’s real. I just had to give it some energy, like that whole beginning sequence—“how sexy am I now!”—where she’s yelling. I have a big voice, so I can turn the volume up, but when we’d cut, it felt silly. Everyone thought, ooooh, I must’ve been so disturbed, but I wasn’t. To me it was just very campy, that performance.

	“You could homogenize everything, but you’re still going to have your exploders, you guys who explode. And why is that there? I think since the ‘50s, the increase in psychiatric drugs has turned that into a landslide from what it was. I did research. I actually spoke at some Senate meetings, but that would be a much bigger problem for them to deal with, considering that you have six million kids from six on up on Ritalin. So they don’t even want to look at it. They’d rather just say, ‘Could you guys just please be less violent in the movies.’

	“Here you have the famous Son of Sam guy, the killer, he said why he killed was the dog barking, giving him messages. Was the devil speaking through the dog? OK, so do we lock up all dogs? Because of what that criminal says?”

	From her list, she reads, “What was your favorite expression growing up, or what was it closer to...

	That’s so fresh.

	That’s so bitchin’.

	That’s so wicked.

	That’s so rad.

	Or, that’s so hot.”

	Juliette says, “I don’t think you have to use your past to create in the present. There are different schools of acting where you have an incident that was painful and you match it up to the movie and use it. To me that’s too complicated. I just surrender to the material. I just have to surrender.

	“To me, the three hardest things to do in acting are: One, sobbing, because I so rarely do that in my life. I may well up, but I don’t sob. Laughing hysterically is another, where it says, ‘She can’t stop laughing.’ And the third one is being surprised or being scared, like, ‘Gosh you scared me!’ You have to think backward, like, ‘When I get scared, what happens? Oh, maybe my hands shake after the initial shock. It takes a minute to get your breath back. You work on getting to that place.

	“To sob, I usually use the pressure or the fear that I have to do it, and if I don’t do it, I’ll fail. I fail myself. I’ll fail my director. I’ll fail the movie. People have this faith in me to produce. The frustration that I can’t cry will lead me to tears.”

	She says, “I was doing Natural Born Killers with Oliver Stone, and it was this scene with Woody Harrelson up on a hill, and we’re arguing. And I’d just gotten my period that morning and didn’t sleep very well. I’d gotten about and hour’s sleep, plus the pain of the woman thing, and we’re arguing, and we cut. Woody’s like, ‘You want to do it again? I want to do another take.’ And Oliver’s like, ‘Yeah. How about you, Juliette? You want to do it again?’ And I go, ‘Why? It sucks. What’s the point? I suck. I don’t even know why I’m doing this I’m not going to get any better! It sucks! It’s terrible!’ And they look at me, and Oliver says, he pulls me aside and say, ‘Juliette, nobody wants to hear how you suck. Nobody here cared that you think you suck.’ And from that point, I stopped doing that. It was such a turning point. Such a very good thing he did. He stopped me from catering to that little shit.”

	She reads, “Did you ever fall in love with an animal in a way where you wished you could talk, like be human friends? (Because I would fall in love with my cats and wish that we were the same species so we could relate.)”

	At a party in Westwood, actress and screenwriter Marissa Ribisi watches Juliette and Steve eating chicken and says, “They’re so cute together. They’re like a couple of dudes.”

	Leaving the party, under a full moon, they take fortune cookies and get the same fortune: “Avenues of good fortune are ahead for you.”

	Driving home from the party, Juliette says, “All I thought about for a wedding was to have a view. We were outside on a cliff. It was the first time I saw him in a suit and he was dashing. My view—because I had to walk this little trail that came out of this tunnel, because there was this park, then a tunnel, then this cliff, and as I was getting closer—it was just this silhouette of this man with the sun behind him. It was incredible.” She says, “I kept thinking, ‘Should I have the veil down or veil up? Veil down? Veil up?’ I loved the idea of a veil, because inside it’s like a dream. And that’s what wedding days are like.”

	Steve says, “I didn’t have shoes. All I had time to do was buy a suit, so I didn’t have shoes that would go with it. So I had to borrow my friend’s shoes. We just swapped them on the cliff. For the pictures.”

	The VCR in their living room breaks, so they’re watching Steve’s skateboard videos on the bedroom television, and Juliette says, “When I first saw his skateboarding videos, I welled up in tears. First of all, the music is so beautiful, and he chose the music, the piano. It is so aesthetic to me, his gliding and jumping and defying the physical universe. Because that’s not supposed to be done. You don’t take an object with wheels and jump off a structure. It’s a defiance. It was the first time I was able to be awed by a partner in this way.”

	About her own work, she says, “The thing about The Way of the Gun is I felt there was something pure about it. Because it’s with this company, Artisan, it was left alone. It was left to the filmmaker. So Chris got to make the movie in the way he wanted to make it. Had it been with a big studio, they would’ve put different music. I loved the music, it’s sort of this ‘70s throw-back. A studio would’ve went duh-dun and polluted it with all this noise and cut out some scenes to keep the action.”

	The Way of the Gun will be released in September. Next year, look for Juliette Lewis in Gaudi Afternoon with Lili Taylor, Judy Davis, and Marcia Gay Harden, and Room to Rent, in which she sings and dances as an obsessed Marilyn Monroe impersonator.

	At home, looking at a framed photo of Marilyn Monroe, Juliette says, “People have reduced Marilyn to a sex symbol, but the reason she had so much power is she made people light up. She had a joy. When she’s smiling in a picture, she’s a blend. She’s in a female body, this beautiful woman form, but she has that child love shining through, this kind of child light that makes other people light up, too. I think that’s what’s special about her.

	“There’s a word for it in Scientology. What’s common to children is that they give off how they’re able to uplift, their joy, it’s called Theta. It’s what’s innate to a spirit. So in Scientology, a spirit is called a Thetan, and what a spirit would give off is Theta. It’s what I would call magic.”

	Reading from her list of questions left over from that long-ago romance, she says, “Do you feel that we are all potentially Christlike?”

	She says, “Do you have hope for humanity? And if not, how can you honestly keep on going in the face of that hopelessness?”

	She stresses, “There are no right answers to these.”

	 

	 

	The Story Behind Choke

	 

	Bill was the first man I ever met who called himself a sex addict. This was in a church conference room, on a Thursday night, where a couple dozen men and women sat in plastic chairs around a table stained with poster paint and glue. Bill is a big guy, wearing three layers of plaid flannel shirts, with a big square chin and a booming gruff voice. 

	This is just after Christmas, the first Christmas in almost twenty years that Bill says he didn’t spend with his wife and kids. Instead, he put on a dress and went downtown to an adult bookstore and gave blow jobs all day. 

	This is the world of sexual compulsives. One by one, almost everybody around that table, very ordinary folks, young and old, hip and square, men and woman, they took turns telling about their week’s worth of sex with prostitutes, lingerie models, and strangers. They talked about internet sex, public bathroom sex, and telephone sex. None of these people were anyone you’d look at twice on the street, but their secret lives were amazing. 

	Everybody in my family does something compulsively. My brother exercises. My mother gardens. I write. That’s part of the reason why I was at this meeting.

	This is the rest of the reason: 

	Ten-plus years ago, my brother joked that the best place to meet women was at support groups for sexually irresponsible people. 

	At the time, he was engaged to a beautiful woman. She was funny and charming and looked just like Vanna White. The two of them had met at work, and my brother knew about the support groups because she went to them. They’d almost gotten married, but he’d heard some rumors about what she did while he was gone on business trips. 

	To resolve the issue, before he left for his next trip, he put a voice-activated tape recorded under the bed in his apartment. When he came home, the tape was run all the way through. Rewinding it and listening, he says, was the hardest thing he’s ever done in his life. 

	On the tape, his fiancée was drunk and bringing home guy after guy—to his bed. The second-hardest thing he’s ever done was confronting her with the tape and ending their engagement. 

	Today, he’s married with a beautiful family, married to someone else. 

	He told me this story one summer while we drove to Idaho to help identify a body the police said might be our father. The body was found, shot, next to the body of a woman, in a burned-down garage in the mountains outside Kendrick, Idaho 

	This was the summer of 1999. The summer the Fight Club movie came out. We went to our father’s house in the mountains outside of Spokane, trying to track down some X-rays that showed the two vertebrae fused in Dad’s back after a railroad accident left him disabled. 

	My father’s place in the mountains was beautiful, hundreds of acres, wild turkeys and moose and deer everywhere. On the road up to the house, there was a new sign. It was next to a boulder that lay beside the road. It said, “Kismet Rock.” We had no idea what the sign meant.

	Once at a toga party, I was drinking with a friend, Cindy, and she said, “Let me tell you about my mother. My mother gets married a lot.” It was such a great line I used it in Invisible Monsters. I knew exactly what Cindy meant. 

	Part of visiting my Dad was always meeting his latest girlfriend. Or wife.

	Before my brother and I could find the X-rays, the police called to say the body was Dad’s. They’d used dental records we’d shipped to them earlier.

	At the trial for the man who murdered him, it came out that my father had answered a personal ad placed by a woman whose ex-husband had threatened to kill her and any man that he ever found her with. The title of the personal ad was “Kismet.” My father was one of five men who answered it. He was the one she chose.

	This was the dead woman found beside my father. She and my father had gone to her home to feed some animals before driving to my father’s house where he was going to surprise her with the “Kismet Rock” sign. A sort of landmark named for their new relationship.

	Her ex-husband was waiting and followed them up the driveway. According to the court’s verdict, he killed them and set fire to their bodies in the garage. They’d known each other for less than two months.

	That first support group for sex addicts, I went because I wanted to understand my father. I wanted to know what he dealt with and why his life was girlfriend after girlfriend, wife after wife.

	At the meeting in the church conference room, here were very everyday-looking people, telling stories that even their own spouses didn’t know. I just sat there, and even though everyone was supposed to limit their sharing to a few minutes, we always ran out of time before everyone had to speak. People were so hungry to share their pain.

	Several months after meeting Bill, after his story about blow jobs on Christmas Day, he came to the group upset. The fourth step in the twelve-step process is to keep a record of your addiction, recording all your transgressions, past and present. Bill’s wife had found his notebook. She’d told him she made copies, and—if he didn’t give her the kids, the money, the house, the cars and then move to another state—she was going to give the copies to all his family and coworkers.

	Bill was frantic and his only way out, he told everyone, was to go home and kill her and kill himself.

	He seemed so resolved.

	I kept thinking, This is how it happens. All those newspaper stories about murder/suicides, this is how they happen.

	The group got Bill calmed down. He wept. A few weeks later, he and his wife had resolved to stay married and face his addiction, together.

	During this time, a friend introduced me to a woman. This was at breakfast in a restaurant, and it was funny because her name was Marla. Like Marla Singer in Fight Club. I’d never met a real Marla, and it turned out she’s a therapist who works with sexual compulsives. Piece by piece, the ideas and themes of Choke were coming together.

	I wanted to write about the moment when your addictions no longer hide the truth from you. When your whole life breaks down. That’s the moment when you have to somehow choose what your life is going to be about. Doping yourself with sex or drugs or food, or choosing something like writing, body building, gardening. True, in a way this is trading one compulsive behavior for another, but at least with the new one, you’re choosing it.

	Funny, but all my former junkie friends are either fervent Christians or triathletes. Nothing in half measures.

	As Paige Marshall says in the book, “You have to trade your youth for something.” With Choke I wanted to show someone actively choosing their future, instead of perpetuating their past.

	Here, I want to tell you how lovely and clever my brother’s former fiancée was.

	I want you to know how happy it felt to see Bill resolve to save his marriage.

	I want to tell you how my father spent years with my brother and I, building huge model train sets with papier-mâché mountain ranges and working street lights. We’d go into town, to Bailey’s Toys and Hobbies and buy a new locomotive for our birthdays. We’d glue specks of sand, just so, to create the perfect miniature road bed for our tracks. Yeah, it sounds like compulsive behavior, but it was so sweet.

	Here at the end, I want to thank you, for your time and attention. And thank you for taking a chance with my books. This is the story behind the story.

	

	I’ll shut up now,

	Chuck

	 

	 

	Hope and Glory

	 

	It takes a couple of hours before you notice what’s wrong with everyone. It’s their ears. It’s as if you’ve landed on some planet where almost everybody’s ears are mangled and crushed, melted and shrunken. It’s not the first thing you notice about people, but after you notice it, it’s the only thing you see.

	“To most wrestlers, cauliflower ear is like a tattoo,” says Justin Petersen. “It’s like a status symbol. It’s kind of looked on with pride in the community. It means you’ve put in the time.”

	“That’s just from getting in there and brawling, getting in there and getting your ears rubbed a lot,” says William R. Groves. “What happens is as you rub and rub and rub, the abrasion, the cartilage separates from the skin, and in that separation, blood and fluid fills it up. After a while, it drains out, but the calcium will solidify on the cartilage. A lot of wrestlers see it as a kind of badge of wrestling.”

	Sean Harrington says, “It’s like a stalactite or something. Slowly blood trickles in there and hardens. It gets injured again, and a little more blood trickles in and hardens, and it’s unrecognizable anymore. Some guys definitely feel that way, that it’s a badge of honor.”

	Petersen says, “I had one teammate who, before he’d go to bed, he’d sit there and punch his ears for 10 minutes. He wanted cauliflower ear so bad.”

	“I’ve drained mine a lot,” says Joe Calavitta. “I got syringes, and when they blew up, I kept draining them. They fill up with blood. As long as you keep draining them before the blood hardens, you can keep it down, pretty much. You can get it done by a doctor, but you’d have to go in all the time, so you get your own syringes.”

	Petersen, Harrington, Groves and Calavitta. They’re amateur wrestlers.
      What happens on this page isn’t wrestling, it’s writing. At best, this is a postcard from a hot, dry weekend in Waterloo, Iowa. Where meat comes from. From the North Regional Olympic Trials, the first step where for $20 any man can compete for a chance on the US Olympic wrestling team. The Nationals are over, so are the other regionals. This is the last chance to qualify for the finals.

	These men, some are here to wrestle other high school “Junior” level wrestlers now that the regular season is over. But for some others, ranging in age from 17 to 41, this will be their last shot at the Olympics. As one USA Wrestling official says, “You’re going to see the end of a lot of careers here.”

	Everybody here will tell you about amateur wrestling. It’s the ultimate sport, they’ll tell you. The oldest sport. The purest sport. The toughest sport. It’s a sport under attack from men and woman alike. It’s a dying sport. It’s a cult. It’s a club. It’s a drug. It’s a fraternity. It’s a family. For all of these people, amateur wrestling is a misunderstood sport.

	“You don’t have the cheerleaders running around, confetti falling from the ceiling and Jack Nicholson in the bleachers,” says former college and Army team wrestler Butch Wingett. “You might have a bunch of grizzled old guys who might be farmers or were maybe laid off from the John Deere plant.”

	“Wrestlers are just misjudged a lot,” says Lee Pritts, who wrestles freestyle at 54 kilograms. “It’s actually a classy sport. And a lot of times it’s kinda considered barbaric. It gets a lot of bad publicity.”

	“People don’t give the sport its respect because they think it’s just two guys rolling around,” says three-time NCAA wrestler Tyrone Davis, who competes in Greco-Roman at 130 kilograms. “It’s more than just two guys rolling around. Basically, wrestling’s like life. You got a lot of decisions out there. The mat is your life.”

	When you fly into Waterloo, Iowa, the city looks exactly like the map on its website: flat and cut with freeways. At the Young Arena, near the dry, empty downtown, all day before weigh-ins, wrestlers stop in to ask if there’s a sauna in town. Where’s the scale? The Young Arena is where elderly people go on weekdays to walk around and around the air-conditioned indoor track.

	Wrestlers will lose up to a pound a minute during a seven-minute match. Stories they tell include running in-flight laps back and forth in jetliners despite the crew’s protests. Then doing chin-ups in the jetliner’s galley area. An old trick for high school wrestlers is to ask to go to the bathroom during classes and then doing chin-ups on the toilet stall walls, letting the sharp edge along the top cut calluses into their hands. In 1998, Wingett says, three college wrestlers died of dehydration trying to cut weight while taking the supplement creatine.

	“You get it down to a system,” says Justin Petersen, who at 17 has had his nose broken about 15 times. “You think, ‘I can have this carton of milk, I can have this bagel, and I will have sweated it off by this time of the day, at which time I can have this sip of water and still make weight.’ You have it down exact.”

	Lee Pritts and Mark Strickland, a 76 kilogram freestyle wrestler with “Strick” tattooed on his arm, bring their own stationary bikes to town and are sweating off the weight in room 232 of the Heartland Inn. A third friend, Nick Feldman, is here for moral support and to massage them when their bodies get so dehydrated that their muscles cramp.

	Feldman, a former college wrestler who drove down from Mitchell, South Dakota, says, “Wrestling’s like a club where once you get in, you can’t get out.”

	“When I was in college I cried a lot just because it was so hard, and I was never very good,” says Ken Bigley, 24, who started wrestling in first grade and now coaches at Ohio State University. “I asked myself a lot of times why I did it. It’s like a drug. You get addicted. If I didn’t need it, I wouldn’t be here. You don’t make money. You don’t get any glory. It’s just searching for the high.”

	Sean Harrington says, “I’ve been wrestling so long that I don’t remember what pain was like before wrestling.”

	Says Lee Pritts, 26, a coach at the University of Missouri, “It’s kind of weird. You get in the shower after a tournament and your face is usually banged up from wrestling all day and the water running over it gives you a little burn, but if you take a week off you miss it. You miss the pain. After a week off, you’re ready to go back because you miss the pain.

	The pain is maybe one reason why the stands are almost empty.
      At home, in a jar full of alcohol, junior-level wrestler Mike Engelmann from Spencer, Iowa, keeps a translucent sliver of cartilage that surgeons removed from the meniscus of his knee. It’s his good luck charm. He’s been stitched up nine times. About his nose, Ken Bigley says, “Sometimes it’s pointing left. Sometimes it’s pointing right.”

	A medic in an orange “Sports Injury Center” T-shirt says, “Ringworm is unbelievably common among these guys.” One of the oldest rules, he says, is that wrestlers have to get down and wipe up their own blood with a spray bottle of bleach. “His grandparents will say all the time, ‘This is nuts’,” says software engineer David Rodrigues, here with his 17-year-old son, Chris, a four-time Georgia State champion who placed fifth in the world in the Youth Games in Moscow last year. “There’s been the injuries,” he says, listing them off, “hyper-extended knee, hyper-extended elbow, a slight tear in a back muscle, a broken hand, broken finger, broken toe, sprained knee. But we’ve seen worse. We’ve seen kids carried out on stretchers. Broken collarbones, broken arm, broken leg, broken neck. God forbid, we had a kid in Georgia whose neck was broken. Those are the kind of injuries you pray will never happen, but by the same token, we all understand that’s the nature of the sport.”

	“And my broken tooth,” his son, Chris, says. David Rodrigues explains, “His tooth broke off and it was in the kid’s head, sticking out of the kid’s head.”

	About Chris’ mother, David Rodrigues says, “My wife will only go to a couple tournaments a year, she’ll go to State, and she’ll go to Nationals, but she won’t go to a lot, because she’s afraid of injuries. She doesn’t want to be there when one happens.”

	Chris’ front teeth are bonded now.

	In a few more days, Chris will break his jaw in the Junior world team trials. Timothy O’Rourke, who’s wrestling today for the first time in 19 years, is here without his wife. “She doesn’t want to see me get hurt,” he says.

	For Greco-Roman wrestler Phil Lanzetella, it was his wife who first noticed his injury and saved his life.

	“I was going to Sweden/Norway, and my wife was putting her head to my chest, hugging me,” he says. “I’d just gotten back from the Olympic training center. And she’s about five-three, and she said, ‘Your heart sounds like it’s making a funny sound.’ She said, “You’d better get checked out.” So I went to the emergency room.”

	It was a torn heart valve.

	Lanzetella says, “To make a long story short, I went in on Sunday night and they told me on Tuesday of that next week that I’d need immediate open heart surgery. The only thing they could surmise is that it was from wrestling. One of the top surgeons in the world, the one who did my surgery, said he’d never seen an injury like it in his career. If you tear a valve like that, the analogy is hitting the steering wheel of a car, head-on, at 60 miles an hour.”

	The heart valve was torn in three places—in a V-shape with another tear horizontally across the mid-point of the V—forcing Lanzetella’s hear to pump five times faster than normal to keep up.

	This was in February of 1997. Phil Lanzetella had qualified for the Olympic trials every year since 1980, when he was on top, still a teenager, but already a world-class wrestler, dating Walter Mondale’s daughter and headed for the Olympics in Moscow. The Olympics we boycotted that year. Phil’s options at the time were a mechanical valve, a pig heart valve or a recovered human valve. The recovered valve was the choice that would let him still compete.

	“I didn’t tell my wife. I came home one day and said, ‘Hey, Mel, what do you think about me wrestling?’ and she said, ‘Yeah, okay, if you want to be single.’ But she got used to the idea.”

	They’ve been married 15 years.

	Finally, Melody Lanzetella said, “If you’re going to do this, then you’re going to win.”

	So far, Phil hasn’t. He didn’t make it in the South Regionals. “I took 10th in the Nationals, top eight qualifying, in Las Vegas. In Tulsa ,” he says, “my hotel van broke down, and I missed weigh-ins. I got stuck on the highway. So this is really it. This is it, literally.”

	So for Phil Lanzetella, 37, this is his last shot at the Olympics after decades of training and competition.

	It’s the last shot for Sheldon Kim, 29, from Orange County, California, who works full time as an inventory analyst, and is here with his wife Sasha and their three-year-old Michaela, and who is busy trying to drop two extra pounds in the last half hour before weigh-ins are over.

	It’s the last shot for Trevor Lewis, 33, who has a baby boy due in two weeks and practices two or three times every day as part of the Army’s world class athlete program. It’s the last shot for Michael Jones, 38, of Southfield, Michigan, whose first film project, Revelations: The Movie, is in production.

	Jones says, “My body just can’t go through another four years of wrestling guys like this. Like I say, my knees are starting to buckle. My back is starting to really get to me now. I don’t want to get to around 50 years old and be bent over with a cane.” It’s the last shot for former college wrestler Timothy O’Rourke, 41, who last wrestled in 1980 and says, “I saw something on the internet and thought, ‘What the hell, I’ll give it a shot.’”

	Despite everything at stake, the mood is less like a fighting event than a family reunion.

	“It’s just focusing the energy for the match,” says Ken Bigley. “When we’re on the mat, we want to just beat the piss out of each other, but when we’re off the mat we know what one another’s going through because we’ve been there. As much as you’re enemies on the mat, as hard as you’re going to hit him, once you’re off the mat we’re not violent people—we just like a violent sport.”

	Nick Feldman calls it “elegant violence.”

	During the matches, wrestlers lay around on the edges of the mats and watch. Wearing baggy sweats. They stay together, arms around each other, or locked in practice holds, in the kind of laid-back closeness you see only in men’s fashion advertising anymore. Abercrombie & Fitch or Hilfiger magazine ads. There seems to be nobody demanding “personal space.” No “attitude.”

	Like brothers, they even look alike. Many with broken noses. Cauliflower ears. Most have a kind of pulpy, boiled look from sweating hard and landing on their faces. They’re all muscled like an anatomy chart. Most seem to have heavy brows. 

	“In our wrestling room, we usually have the heat high,” says Mike Engelmann, whose long eyelashes are in contrast to his brow. “What that does is it kind of flushes your body. You sweat all of it out. You drink more and sweat it out again, and it kind of sinks the cheeks and the eyes in, a little bit, and the forehead’s all you’ve got left sticking out there. I kind of like the look, because it shows you’re working hard.”

	On Saturday, despite all the years of preparation, the freestyle tournament is all over, fast.

	Joe Calavitta loses and is out of the Olympics.

	In Junior competition, Justin Petersen wins, and as soon as he’s off the mat he throws up.

	The few people in the stands cheer, Sheldon Kim’s wife, Sasha, saying softly over and over, “Go Shel. Go Shel. Go Shel.”

	“When you’re in there, one-on-one with somebody,” says Timothy O’Rourke, “you can’t even hear what’s going on in the stands.”

	O’Rourke is pinned in five seconds.

	Sheldon Kim loses.

	Trevor Lewis wins his first match, but loses his second. 

	Chris Rodrigues wins his first match.

	Sheldon Kim’s younger brother, Sean, loses to Rodrigues.

	Mark Strickland goes against Sean Harrington, with Lee Pritts coaching from a corner. Losing, Strickland calls a time-out, screaming at Pritts, “I’m going to break his ribs!” His face twisted as if he’s already crying.

	“The toughest guys I know cry after matches because they put so much into it,” Joe Calavitta says.

	Pritts says, “You become so close with a work-out partner that they’re like your own blood, and if they go out and lose a match, lose a big match, then you’ve just had your heart torn out.”

	Strickland loses to Harrington.

	“I hate to see him lose,” Pritts says. “I’ve seen him have so much success, that when he loses, it’s crushing.”

	Pritts wins his match.

	Chris Rodrigues wins his second match.

	Ken Bigley wins his first and second matches, but loses his third.

	Rodrigues loses his third match and is out of the freestyle tournament.

	Sean Harrington and Lee Pritts are going to the Olympic finals in Dallas.

	A medic refuses to say home many muscles are pulled, bones broken, joints dislocated. “All that,” he says, “is highly confidential.”

	And the freestyle tournament is over for another four years.

	The next morning, Sunday, a Marine recruiting Humvee is parked outside the Young Arena, blaring heavy metal rock music from giant speakers as two recruiters in fatigues stand nearby.

	Inside the arena, the mats are laid on top of each other, double-thick, in preparation for the Greco-Roman tournament.

	“A lot of people are scared of Greco,” says Michael Jones. “It took me a lot of years to get into it because I was scared. Because of the throws. You’ve got some serious throws.”

	Phil Lanzetella suits up to wrestle, the scar from his open heart surgery running down the center of his chest. He explains how the third and final heart valve tear probably happened while he was practicing Greco-Roman wrestling with Jeff Green at the Olympic Training Center in 1997.

	“I weighed about 270 and Green’s probably about 260 so we totaled about 530, coming through the air at I don’t know how many miles an hour. Twisting and turning. And we got next to some smaller guys. That space was tight. And they put their hands and feet up,” he says. “We came out of the turn, through the air, and I landed on the guy’s foot.”

	Lanzetella says, “I felt it. I knew what had happened, but I didn’t think much of it. I’d taken worse shots than that.”

	Today, there’s some talk about the darker side of wrestling, how someone snuck a camera into the weigh-ins at the Midlands tournament a few years ago and the best wrestlers in the world ended up naked on the internet. People talk about how amateur wrestlers have been stalked by obsessed fans. Called late at night. Harassed. Killed. “I know there was a lot of talk,” says Butch Wingett. “DuPont was hot for Dave Schultz for a long time.”

	Former college wrestler Joe Valente says, “This sport gets so much disrespect. People think it’s a bunch of homo men trying to feel each other up.” As the Greco-Roman competition starts, there’s no one in the stands. Keith Wilson wins his first match, loses his second, but will still go to the Olympic finals because he qualified in the Nationals.

	Chris Rodrigues wins and will go to the Olympic finals as a Greco-Roman wrestler. The only high school student to qualify.

	With his father after the match, he says, “This is just great. I’m still in high school. I get to go back home and tell all my friends I’m going to the Olympic trials in Dallas.”

	Phil Lanzetella wins his first match 3-0.

	His second match, Phil ties 0-0 in the first period, loses a point to his opponent in the second period and loses in overtime.

	Already the crowd of wrestlers is thin. People are getting out, catching planes. Tomorrow is Monday, and everybody has to be back at work. Sean Harrington as a painting contractor. Tyrone Davis as a water plant operator for the town of Hempstead, New York. Phil Lanzetella as a spokesman for the company who installed his heart valve.

	Lanzetella sits at the far side of the tournament floor while the last consolation matches wrap up. His wrestling shoes sit a few feet away.

	“I got what I deserve,” he says. “I haven’t been training hard enough. I have different priorities now. My wife. My kids. A job.” He says, “Last time these shoes will see action. Maybe I’ll take up golf or something.”

	Sheldon Kim says, “This is probably it for me. I have other priorities. I have my little girl. After this, that’s it for me. I’ve gotten enough out of the sport to know what I’ve accomplished.”

	Wrestlers leaving “the family” to concentrate on their own.

	Now almost no one is here at the Arena.

	Justin Petersen says, “It is a dying sport. I’ve heard some people say that boxing’s a little bit worse, but wrestling’s right there behind it. There’s a lot of colleges dropping their wrestling programs. The high school popularity is going down. It doesn’t have a lot of years left, that’s what people say.”

	In the past 28 years since the law that requires colleges offer equal sports opportunities for men and women, 462 schools have dropped their wrestling programs. Even Olympic champion Kevin Jackson says, “I have a son, and he’s stared to wrestle a little bit, but he does tae kwon do, soccer, basketball, and I really hesitate to push him toward wrestling in any way because it is such hard work for little reward.” Phil Lanzetella has a plane to catch, too.

	“Maybe all this energy can be funneled into monetary gains,” he says. He’s been approached about writing a book. “Now I have the time to reflect and certainly the stories. From 1979 through today. I’ve been through about every aspect. Running for state legislator... going out with Mondale’s daughter when we boycotted the Olympics in ‘80. Being a part of five Olympic teams, that’s never been done before. Yeah, there’s a lot.” 

	He picks up his shoes and says, “I still have to call my wife.”

	“It feels so good when you stop,” says high school wrestling coach Steve Knipp. “It’s such a demanding thing when you’re doing it that when you stop cutting weight and get to eat, you never appreciated food so much in your life. Or when you get to just sit down, you never appreciated that chair so much. Or when you get to take a drink of water, you never appreciated water so much.”

	And now Lanzetella, Harrington, Lewis, Kim, Rodrigues, Jackson, Petersen, all those ears. Davis, Wilson, Bigley, all those stalactite, cauliflower ears are diffused out into the big world where they’ll blend in. Into jobs. Into families. Where they’ll only ever be noticed by other wrestlers.

	Keith Wilson says, “It’s a small family, but everybody knows each other.” And maybe amateur wrestling is dying, but maybe not.

	At the Olympic team finals in Dallas, there were 50,170 paying spectators, and big-money corporate sponsors including Bank of America, AT&T, Chevrolet and Budweiser.

	In Dallas, one wrestler asked to perform a ceremony to mark the last match of his career. In this tradition, the wrestler puts his shoes in the center of the mat and covers them with a handkerchief. With the crowd silent, the wrestler kisses the mat and leaves his shoes behind.

	Sean Harrington says, “I got a friend who used to tell me, ‘If I wrestled, I’d be the best. I know I’d be the best.’ But he never put on the shoes and went out and did it.” He says, “Just the fact that you’ve accomplished, and you’ve set your goals and you went after them, and you never were a ‘woulda, shoulda, coulda.’ You actually did it.”

	No one mentioned in this article made the US Olympic team.

	 

	 

	Enabler

	 

	My three o’clock appointment shows up clutching a yellow bath towel, and around his finger is the white groove where there should be a wedding ring. The second the door’s locked, he tries to give me the cash. He starts to take off his pants. His name is Jones, he tells me. His first name, Mister.

	Guys here for the first time are all the same. I tell him, pay me after. Don’t be in such a rush. Keep all your clothes on. There’s no hurry.

	I tell him my appointment book is full of Mister Joneses, Mister Smiths, John Does, and Bob Whites, so he’d better come up with a better alias. I tell him to lie down on the couch. Close the blinds. Dim the lights.

	I say, shall we get started?

	Even if a guy says he isn’t after sex, I still tell him to bring a towel. You bring a towel. You pay in cash. Don’t ask me to bill you later or bill some insurance company because I just can’t be bothered. You pay me cash, then you file the claim.

	You get only 50 minutes. Guys better know what they want.

	This means the woman, the positions, the setting, the toys. Don’t spring anything fancy on me at the last minute.

	I tell Mister Jones to lie back. Close your eyes.

	Allow all the tension in your face to melt away. Your forehead first, let it go slack. Relax the spot between your eyes. Imagine your forehead smooth and relaxed. Then the muscles around your eyes, smooth and relaxed. Then the muscles around your mouth. Smooth and relaxed.

	Even if guys say they’re just looking to lose some weight, they want sex. If they want to quit smoking. Manage stress. Quit biting their nails. Cure hiccups. Stop drinking. Clear up their skin. Whatever the issue, it’s because they aren’t getting laid. Whatever they say they want, they get sex here and the problem’s solved.

	If I’m a compassionate genius or a slut, you don’t know.

	Sex pretty much cures everything.

	I’m the best therapist in the business, or I’m a whore that accepts Medicare and Medicaid. I don’t like being so slam-bam with my clients, but I never wanted to earn my living this way.

	This kind of session, the sex kind, first happened by accident. A client who wanted to quit smoking, wanted to be regressed to the day he was 11 and took his first puff. So he could remember how bad it tasted. So he could quit by going back and never starting. That was the basic idea.

	In his second session, this client wanted to meet his father, who was dead of lung cancer, just to talk. This is still pretty much normal. People want to meet with famous dead people all the time, for guidance, for advice. It was so real that on his third session, the client wanted to meet Cleopatra.

	To each client, I say, let all the tension drain from your face to your neck, then from your neck to your chest. Relax your shoulders. Allow them to roll back and press into the couch. Imagine a heavy weight pressing your body, settling your head and arms deeper and deeper into the cushions of the couch.

	Relax your arms, your elbows, your hands. Feel the tension trickle down into each finger, then relax and imagine the tension draining out through each fingertip.

	What I do is put him in a trance, hypnotic induction, and guide the experience. He’s not going back in time. None of it is real. What’s most important is he wants this to happen.

	Me, I just give the play-by-play story. The blow-by-blow description. The color commentary. Imagine listening to a baseball game over the radio. Imagine how real it can seem. Now imagine it from inside a heavy, theta-level trance, a deep trance where you hear and smell. You taste and feel. Imagine Cleopatra rolling out of her carpet, naked and perfect and everything you’ve always wanted.

	Imagine Salome. Imagine Marilyn Monroe. If you could go back to any period in history and get with any woman, women who would do everything you could imagine. Incredible women. Famous women.

	The theater of the mind. The bordello of the subconscious.

	That’s how it starts.

	Sure, what I do is hypnosis, but it’s not real past-life regression. It’s more a kind of guided meditation. I tell Mister Jones to focus on the tension in his chest and let it recede. Let it flow down to his waist, his hips, his legs. Imagine water spiraling down a drain. Relax each part of your body, and let the tension flow down to your knees, your shins, your feet.

	Imagine smoke drifting away. Let it diffuse. Watch it vanish. Disappear. Dissolve.

	In my appointment book, next to his name it says Marilyn Monroe, the same as most guys here for their first time. I could live on just doing Marilyn. I could live on just doing Princess Diana.

	To Mister Jones, I say, imagine you’re looking up at a blue sky, and imagine a tiny airplane skywriting the letter Z. Then let the wind erase the letter. Then imagine the plane writing the letter Y. Let the wind erase it. Then the letter X. Erase it. Then the letter W.

	Let the wind erase it.

	All I really do is set the stage. I just introduce men to their ideal. I set them up on a date with their subconscious because nothing is as good as you can imagine it. No one is as beautiful as she is in your head. Nothing is as exciting as your fantasy.

	Here, you have the sex you’ve only dreamt about. I set the stage and make the introductions. The rest of the session, I watch the clock or maybe read a book or do a crossword puzzle. I play solitaire on my computer.

	Here, you’re never disappointed.

	Buried deep in his trance, a guy will lie there and twitch and hump, a dog chasing rabbits in a dream. Every few guys, I get a screamer or a moaner or a groaner. You have to wonder what the people in the office next door must think. Guys in the waiting room hear the fuss, and it drives them wild.

	After the session, a guy will be soaked with sweat, his shirt wet and sticking to him, his pants stained. Some could pour the sweat out of their shoes. They could shake it out of their hair. The couch in my office was Scotchgarded, but it never got a chance to really dry out. Now it’s sealed in a clear plastic slipcover you can just wipe clean.

	Don’t think I haven’t considered some kind of sanitary drape, some big tarp each guy can lie down on and then just throw away, but that would mean assuming that sex was always going to happen. I’d be throwing away even the pretense that I do any other kind of work anymore. It’s so premeditated. So intentional. It’s the difference between manslaughter and murder.

	So guys each have to bring a towel, in their briefcases, in paper bags, in their gym bags with a clean change of clothes. In between clients, I spray around air fresheners. I open windows.

	To Mister Jones, I say, make all the tension in your body collect in your toes, then drain out. All the tension. Imagine your whole body slack. Relaxed. Collapsed. Relaxed. Heavy. Relaxed. Empty. Relaxed.

	Breathe with your stomach instead of your chest. In, and then out.

	In, and then out.

	Breathing in.

	And then out. Smooth and even.

	Your legs are tired and heavy. Your arms are tired and heavy.

	At first, all I did was house cleansings, not any kind of vacuuming and dustings, but spiritual cleansings, exorcisms. The hardest part was getting the people at the Yellow Pages to run my ad under the heading EXORCIST. You go and burn sage. Say the Lord’s Prayer and walk around. Maybe beat a clay drum. Declare the house clean. Clients will pay for just doing that.

	Cold spots, bad smells, eerie feelings—most people don’t need an exorcist. They need a new furnace or a plumber or an interior decorator. The point is, it’s not important what you think. What’s important is that they’re sure they have a problem. Most of those jobs come through real estate agents. In this city, we have a real estate disclosure law, and people will admit to the dumbest faults, not just asbestos and buried oil tanks, but ghosts and poltergeists. Everyone wants more excitement from their life than they’ll ever get. Buyers on the verge of closing, they’ll need a little reassurance about the house. The real estate woman calls, and you put on a little show, and everybody wins.

	They get what they want, plus a good story to tell. An experience.

	Then came fêng shui, and the clients wanted an exorcism and they wanted you to tell them where to put the sofa. They’d ask where the bed need to go to avoid being in the path of cutting chi from the corner of the dresser. Where should they hang mirrors to bounce the flow of chi back upstairs or away from open doors. It turned into that kind of job. This is what you do with a degree in psychology. Just my résumé is proof of reincarnation.

	With Mister Jones, I run through the alphabet backward. I tell him, you are standing in a grassy meadow, but now the clouds will descend, coming lower and lower, settling over you until they’re all around you in a dense fog. A dense, bright fog.

	Imagine standing in a bright, cool fog. The future is to your right side. The past to your left. The fog is cool and wet on your face.

	Turn to your left and keep walking.

	Imagine, I tell Mister Jones, a shape just ahead of you in the fog. Now start walking. Feel the fog start to lift. Feel the sun bright and warm on your shoulders.

	The shape is closer. With every step, the shape is more clear.

	Here, in your mind, you have complete privacy. Here, there is no difference between what is and what could be. You’re not going to catch any disease. Or crab lice. Or break any law. Or settle for any less than the best of everything you can imagine.

	You can do anything you imagine, here.

	I tell each client, breathe in. Then out.

	You can do anyone. Anywhere.

	In. Then out.

	From fêng shui, I went to channeling. Ancient gods, enlightened warriors, dead pets, I’ve faked them all. Channeling led to hypnosis and past-life regression. Regressing people led me here, to nine clients per day at 200 bucks per. To guys in the waiting room all day. To wives calling and leaving messages that go:

	“I know he’s there. I don’t know what he tells you, but he’s married.”

	To wives sitting in cars outside, calling me on car phones to say:

	“Don’t think I don’t know what’s going on up there. I’ve followed him.”

	It’s not as if I started with the idea of summoning up the most powerful women in history to give hand jobs, blow jobs, half-and-half and round-the-world. It just snowballed. The first guy talked. A friend of his called. A friend of the second guy called. At first, they all asked for help to cure something legit. Smoking or chewing tobacco. Spitting in public. Shoplifting. Then they just wanted sex. They wanted Clara Bow and Betsy Ross and the Queen of Sheba.

	And every day I was running down to the library to research the next day’s women: Eleanor Roosevelt, Amelia Earhart, Harriet Beecher Stowe.

	In, and then out.

	Guys called wanting to pork Helen Hayes, Margaret Sanger and Aimee Semple McPherson. They wanted to bone Edith Piaf and Empress Theodora. And at first, it bothered me, how all these guys were obsessed with only dead women. And how they never ask for the same woman twice. And no matter how much detail I put into a session, they only want to pork and bone, slam and bump, shaft, hole, screw, drill, pound, pile drive, core and ride.

	And sometimes a euphemism just isn’t. Sometimes a euphemism is more true than what it’s supposed to hide.

	And this really isn’t about sex.

	These guys mean just what they ask for. They don’t want conversation or costumes or historical accuracy. They want Emily Dickinson naked in high heels with one foot one the floor and the other up on her desk, bent over and running a quill pen up the crack of her butt.

	They pay 200 bucks to find Mary Cassatt wearing a push-up bra.

	It’s not every man who can afford me, so I get the same type again and again. They park their minivans six blocks away and hurry over here, staying near the buildings, each guy dragging his shadow. They stumble in wearing dark glasses, then wait behind open newspapers and magazines until their name is called. Or their alias. If we meet in public, they pretend not to know me. In public, they have wives. In the market, they have kids, in the park, dogs. They have real names.

	They pay with damp $20s and $50s from sopping wet wallets full of sweaty photos, library cards, charge cards, club memberships, licenses, change. Obligations. Responsibility. Reality.

	Imagine, I tell each client, the sun on your skin. Feel the sun get warmer and warmer with each big breath you exhale. The sun bright on your face, your chest, your shoulders.

	Breathe in. Then out.

	In. Then out.

	My return customers, now they all want girl-on-girl shows, they want a two-girl party, Indira Gandhi and Carole Lombard. Margaret Mead and Audrey Hepburn. Repeat client don’t even want to be real themselves. The bald ones ask for full, thick hair. The fat ones ask for muscle. The pale, a tan. After enough sessions, every man will ask for a strutting, foot-long erection.

	So it’s not real past-life regression. And it’s not love. It’s not history, and it’s not reality. It’s television, but it happens in your mind. It’s a broadcast, and I’m the sender.

	It’s not sex, but it feels great to everybody but me. I’m just the tour guide for a wet dream. A hypno lap dancer.

	Each guy keeps his pants on for damage control. Containment. The mess goes miles beyond just peter tracks. And it pays a fortune.

	Mister Jones gets the standard Marilyn experience. He’s rigid on the couch, sweating and mouth breathing. His eyes roll back. His shirt grows dark under the arms. His crotch tents up.

	Here she is, I tell Mister Jones.

	The fog is gone and it’s a shining, hot day. Feel the air on your bare skin, your bare arms and legs. Feel yourself getting warmer with every breath you breathe out. Feel yourself growing longer and thicker. Already you’re harder and heavier, more purple and throbbing than you’ve ever felt.

	My watch says we have about 40 minutes till my next client.

	The fog is gone, Mister Jones, and the shape just in front of you is Marilyn Monroe in a tight satin dress. Golden and smiling, her eyes half closed, her head tilted back. She stands in a field of tiny flowers and lifts her arms, and as you step closer her dress slips to the ground.

	I say, have at her. I say, she’s all yours.

	 

	 

	Massive Attack

	 

	“If everybody jumped off a cliff,” my father used to say, “would you?” This was a few years ago. It was the summer a wild cougar killed a jogger in Sacramento. The summer my doctor wouldn’t give me anabolic steroids.

	A local supermarket used to offer this special deal: if you bought fifty bucks worth of receipts, you could buy a dozen eggs for a dime, so my best friends, Ed and Bill, used to stand in the parking lot asking people for their receipts. Ed and Bill, they ate blocks of frozen egg white, 10-pound blocks they got at a bakery supply house, egg albumin being the most easily assimilated protein. Ed and Bill used to make these road trips to San Diego, then cross the border on foot at Tijuana to buy their steroids, their Dianabol, and smuggle it back. This must’ve been the summer the DEA had other priorities.

	Ed and Bill are not their real names.

	We were road-tripping down through California, and we stopped in Sacramento to visit some friends. At this point the cougar was still running wild. This was the countryside, but not. The wilderness platted into 2.5-acre mini estates. Somewhere was a female cougar with cubs, squeezed in among the soccer moms and swimming pools. This was less of a vacation than a pilgrimage from one Gold’s Gym franchise to the next along the west coast. On the road, we bought water-packed tuna and ate it dry, tossing the empty cans in the back seat. We washed it down with diet soda and farted the length of Interstate 5. 

	Ed and Bill shot the pre-loaded syringes of D-ball, and I did everything else. Arginine, Ornithine, Smilax, DHEA, saw palmetto, selenium, chromium, free-range New Zealand sheep testicle, Vanadyl, orchid extract... At the gym, while my friends bench-pressed three times their weight, pumping up, shredding their clothes from the inside, I’d hover around their giant elbows. “You know,” I’d say, “I think I’m putting on real size with this yohimbe bark tincture.”

	Yeah, that summer.

	The only reason they let me hover was for contrast. It’s the old strategy of choosing ugly bridesmaids so the bride looks better. Mirrors are only the methadone of body-building. You need an audience. There’s that old joke: “How many bodybuilders does it take to screw in a light bulb?” Three: one to screw in the bulb and two to say, “Really, dude, you look massive!” Yeah, that joke. That’s not really a joke.

	The Sacramento people we visited, on our way home from Mexico, we stopped by their house again, and they pulled us inside and locked the doors. They were throwing a barbecue for some friends who’d been away at a men’s retreat. On this retreat, somebody explained, each man was sent out into the desert to wander until he had a revelation. Now while the tiki torches flickered and the propane barbecue smoked, one man stood clutching some kind of shriveled baseball bat. It was the desiccated skeleton of a cactus he’d found on his quest, but it was more. “I realized,” he said, “that this cactus skeleton was me. This was my manhood, abrasive and hard on the outside, but brittle and hollow.” Everybody else around the deck closed their eyes and nodded. Except my friends, who turned the other way with their jaws clenched to keep from laughing. Their huge arms folded across their chests, they elbowed each other and wanted to walk up the road to see some historical rock. The hostess stopped us at the gate and said, “Don’t! Just don’t.” Clutching her wine cooler and looking into the darkness beyond the steam of the whirlpool and the light of the tiki torches, she said a cougar had been prowling around. 

	The cougar had been right up next to their deck, and she showed us in the shrubs, a scattering of short, coarse, blond hair. That year, everywhere we drove, that whole trip, there were already fences and property lines and names on everything. Ed juiced and lifted for a couple more years until he blew out his knees. Bill, until he ruptured a disk in his back.

	It wasn’t until last year when my father died, my doctor finally came across. I lost weight and kept losing weight until he whipped out a prescription and said, “Let’s try you on 30 days of Anadrol.”

	So I jumped off the cliff, too.

	People squinted at me and asked what was different. My arms got a little bigger around, but not that much. More than the size, the feeling was enough. Anadrol is an anabolic steroid, a synthetic derivative of te tosterone. Possible side effects include: testicular atrophy, impotence, chronic priapism, increased or decreased libido, insomnia, and hair loss. One hundred tablets cost eleven-hundred bucks. Insurance does not cover it. But the feeling. Your eyes are popped open and alert. The way women look so good when they’re pregnant, glowing and soft, and so much more female, Anadrol makes you look and feel that much more male. The raging priapism part, that was the first couple weeks. You are nothing but the real estate between your legs. It’s the same as those old illustrations in Alice in Wonderland where she’s eaten the cake marked “eat me” and grown until her arm sticks out the front door. Except it’s not your arm that sticks out, and wearing bicycle pants is totally out of the question. 

	About the third week, the priapism subsided or seemed to spread to my entire body. Weightlifting gets better then sex. A workout becomes an orgy. You’re having orgasms, cramping, hot, rushing orgasms in your delts, your quads, your lats and traps. You forget about that lazy old penis. Who needs it? In a way it’s a peace, an escape from sex. A vacation from libido. You might see a hot woman ant think, “Grrrrrrr,” but your next egg white omelet or set of squats are a lot more attractive.

	I didn’t go into this stupid. This is a kind of weird aside, but a friend in medical schoolmate me a deal that if I introduced her to Brad Pitt, she’d sneak me in to help her dissect some cadavers. She met Brad, and I spent a long night helping her disassemble dead bodies so first-year pre-med students could study them. Our third cadaver was a 60-year-old physician. He had the muscle mass and definition of a man in his twenties, but when we opened his chest, his heart was almost the size of his head. I held his chest open and my friend poured in Formalin until his lungs floated. My friend looked at his freaking big heart, and his equally freaky big dick, and she told me: testosterone. Self administered for years. She showed me the coiled little wires and the pacemaker buried in his chest and told me he had a history of heart attacks.

	About this time, a bodybuilder magazine ran an occasional little feature in its back pages, a catch-up profile about a star bodybuilder from the 1980s. Back then, these stars posed and gave interviews swearing they were blessed with great genetics and determination, they just worked hard and ate well, they never used steroids. They swore. In the update features, these same guys were pale and doughy, battling health problems from diabetes to cancer. And they admitted they had been using steroids.

	I knew all this, and I still jumped off the cliff.

	My father was dead, Ed and Bill were a mess, and I was fast losing faith in tangible shit. Here I’d written a story, a make-believe book, and it was making me more money than any real work I’d ever done. I had about a 30-day window of free time between my book obligations and the opening of the Fight Club movie. Here was a 30-day experiment, an updated Jack London adventure in a little brown bottle. My friends didn’t stop me. They only told me to eat enough protein to make the
investment worthwhile. Still, I didn’t buy the 10-pound blocks of egg white. I never filled my fridge with rows and rows of foil-wrapped boneless, skinless chicken breasts and baked potatoes the way Ed and Bill used to. I just took the little white pills and worked out and one day in the shower, I noticed my nuts were disappearing.

	Okay, I’m sorry. I promised a lot of friends I wouldn’t go here, but this was the turning point. When the old goose eggs shrink to ping-pong balls, then to marbles, then your doctor asks if you want a refill on your Anadrol script, it’s easy to say no. Here you are looking great, bright and alert, pumped and ripped you’re looking more like a man than you ever have, but you’re less of a man where it counts. Besides, the appeal of being a freaky, massive pile of muscle had already started to wane. Sure, at first it would be fun, like owning a rambling Victorian mansion, but after the first couple weeks the constant maintenance would eat up my life. I could never wander very far from a gym. I’d be eating egg protein every hour. All this and the whole project would still collapse some day.

	I jumped off the cliff because it was an adventure.

	And for 30 days I felt complete. But just until the tiny white pills ran out. Temporarily permanent. Complete and independent of everything. Everything except the Anadrol. The woman in Sacramento, hosting that barbecue all those years ago, she’d said, “Those friends of yours, they’re crazy.” Beside the swimming pool, the man cradled the brittle cactus skeleton of his masculinity, the woman still stared at her clumps of bleached “cougar fur.” Pumped and huge in their tanktops, Ed and Bill disappeared, lumbering down the road. Out in the dark was the cougar. Or other cougars. 

	Ed used to wear a T-shirt that said, “Fuck Moderation.”

	The hostess said, “Why do men have to do such stupid things?”

	“As long as America has a frontier,” Thomas Jefferson used to say, “there will be a place for America’s misfits and adventurers.”

	Now Ed and Bill are fat eyesores, but that summer, really dude, they were massive. A good pump, my father, the Anadrol, all that’s left is the intangible story. The legend. And okay, that thing about frontiers, maybe it wasn’t Thomas Jefferson, but you get the idea.

	There will be cougars outside. It’s such a chick thing to think life should just go on forever.

	 

	 

	Origami Lips

	 

	It was Ina who first told me about Brad’s lips, and what he does with them. We’d met Brad this last summer, near Los Angeles, in San Pedro, on six acres of barren concrete with gang-warfare Crip and Blood territory, staked out all around us. It was the set for a movie based on a book I’d written and could barely remember. Just before we arrived, a neighborhood man had been tied to a bus-stop bench there. The set crew found him tied up, shot to death. The crew was building a rotting Victorian mansion for a million dollars.

	All this build-up, this scene-setting, is so I don’t look too stupid. This will only look like it’s about Brad Pitt.

	It was one or two in the morning when Ina and I got there. At the production base camp, movie extras slept in dark lumps, curled up inside their cars. Waiting for their call. When we parked, a security guard explained how we’d have to walk unprotected for the last two blocks to the actual movie-shooting location.

	A pop, then another pop came from the dark neighborhood nearby.

	Drive-by shootings, the guard told us. To get to the set, he said, we needed to keep our heads down and run. Just run, he said. Now. So we ran.

	According to Ina, what Brad does is lick his lips. A lot. According to Ina, this is probably not accidental. According to Ina, Brad has great lips.

	Somewhere along the line my sister sent me a video tape of Oprah Winfrey interviewing Brad, and Ina was pretty much right all over. The first day we met Brad, he ran up with his shirt open, tanned and smiling, and said, “Thank you for the best fucking part of my whole fucking career!”

	That’s about all I remember.

	That, and I wanted to have lips.

	Big lips are everywhere. Fashion models, movie stars. Where I live in Oregon, in a house in the woods, you can ignore a lot of the world, but one day we got a mail-order catalogue and there inside was the Lip Enhancer.

	For this movie, Brad had the caps knocked off his front teeth and chipped, snaggle-toothed caps glued on. He shaved his head. Between takes, the wardrobe people rubbed his clothes in the dust on the ground. And he still looked so good Ina couldn’t put two words together. Girls from the ’hood stood five deep at the barricades two blocks away and chanted his name. 

	I had to get me some of those lips.

	According to the people at International Facial Sculpting, you can get collagen lip injections, but they don’t last. Full collagen lips will run you around $6,880 per year. Plus, collagen tends to move around inside, giving you lumpy lips. Plus, the injection process causes dark bruising and swelling that can last up to a week, with new collagen injections needed every month.

	To be fair, I called five local cosmetic surgeons in Oregon, all of whom do lips, all of whom refused to even discuss the Lip Enhancer. Even when I agreed to pay a $100 consultation fee. Even when I got down and begged.

	Oh, Dr. Linda Mueller, you know who you are.

	The Lip Enhancer cost me $25, plus a couple bucks for shipping, plus the snide tone of the man who took my order. It’s not really marketed to men. We’re supposed to be above all that. Still, the Lip Enhancer is similar to a huge number of penis-enlargement systems you can purchase.

	These are devices you can buy, and use, and write silly essays about and therefore tax deduct; needless to say, several of those systems are now in the mail to me. 

	The key word is suction. Like those penis systems, the Lip Enhancer uses gentle suction to distend your lips. Basically, it’s a two-piece telescoping tube, sealed at one end. You place the open end of the tube against your lips, then pull the sealed end away from you, lengthening the tube. This creates the suction that pulls your lips inside the tube, giving you full, pouty lips in about two minutes.

	In the instructions, the lovely young woman has her lips sucked so far into the clear tube that she looks like a kissing origami fish. It gives some people a big hickey around their mouth. This is just like when you were a kid and you pressed a plastic glass around your mouth and chin and sucked all the air out until you had a huge, dark bruise that looked like the five o’clock shadow of Fred Flintstone or Homer Simpson.

	You should not use the Lip Enhancer if you’re diabetic or have any blood disorder. 

	According to the catalogue, your new big, full, pouty lips will last about six hours.

	This is how Cinderella must’ve felt. 

	There are similar suction systems to give you bigger, more perky nipples.

	In the near future, you can imagine every big evening will begin hours earlier with you getting sucked on by different appliances, each of them making some part of you bigger for a few hours. The whole evening will then be a race to get naked and accomplish some lovin’ before your parts snap back to their original sizes. Yes, there’s even a system for enlarging your testicles. 

	I was visitor number 921 to the Lip Enhancer website. I was visitor number 500,000 to any of the penis-suction sites. Your first week with the Lip Enhancer, you have to condition your lips twice a day. This involves short, gentle sessions of getting your lips sucked. This is less exciting than it sounds. Now I’ve dated thin lips, and I’ve dated thick lips. Me, I have what you’d call combination lips, a large lower lip and pretty much no upper lip. Some cultures scar their faces with knives. Some flatten the heads of their babies with special cradle boards. Some distend their necks with wire coils. All these National Geographic images went through my mind as I sat in my car, my head tilted back at the recommended 45-degree angle, the Lip Enhancer tight around my mouth and my lips sucked into the tube. Beauty is a construct of the culture. A mutually agreed-upon standard. Nobody used to look at George Washington with his wooden teeth, in his powdered wig, and say, “fashion victim.”

	After two minutes—the recommended maximum treatment time—I did not look like Brad. Trying to talk, I pronounced almost all my consonants as Bs, the same vaguely racist way the character with the huge lips used to talk in the old Fat Albert cartoons on Saturday morning.

	“Hey’b, Fab Alberb,” I said to the rearview mirror, “How’b boub dees’b libs?”

	My lips felt raw and swollen, as if I’d eaten barrels of salty popcorn.

	I could see why none of the lovely models in the Lip Enhancer brochures ever smiled.

	I hurried out of the car, still in the window of time before my lips would shrink back to nothing. Back to just the regular, ordinary me. I went to my writer’s workshop, and my friend Tom asked, “Didn’t you used to have a mustache?”

	I tried licking them à la Brad on Oprah.

	My friend Erin leaned close, squinted hard, and asked, “Have you had dental work done today?” 

	I remembered Brad in the dentist’s chair, sitting through the whole pain of getting his caps switched, to glam down his look with new broken teeth. How one day he had to have good teeth, and the next day, breaks and chips. How every switch meant more time under the dentist. More pain.

	It’s funny, but you see yourself in a certain way and any change is hard to understand. It’s hard to say if I looked better or worse. To me it was creepy, like those ads in old comic books where you could send away for “nigger lips” and “Jew noses.” A caricature of something. In this case, a caricature of beauty.

	According to the package enclosures, you can wash the Lip Enhancer with soap and water. According to the website, it makes a great gift. So now it’s washed and wrapped, and Ina’s birthday is October 16th. 

	Somewhere in the mail, in the backs of trucks or the bellies of airplanes, various other suction systems are still headed my way. Tens of thousands are headed for other people. Me, these people, we believe. Something will save us. Deliver us. Make us happy. And sure, you could say this kind of special effect is still OK for an actor. An actor is playing a role. Well, I would say, who isn’t?

	So this wasn’t really about Brad.

	It’s about everybody. 

	 

	 

	Brinksmanship

	 

	In this one bar, you couldn’t set your beer bottle on the table or cockroaches would climb up the label and drown themselves.

	Anytime you set down a beer, you’d have a dead cockroach in your next mouthful. There were Filipino strippers who came out between their sets to shoot pool in string bikinis. For five dollars, they’d pull a plastic chair into the shadows between stacked cases of beer and lap dance you.

	We used to go there because it was near Good Samaritan Hospital.

	We’d visit Alan until his pain medication put him to sleep, then Geoff and I would go drink beer. Geoff, grinding his beer bottle on roach after roach as they ran across our table.

	We’d talk to the strippers. We talked to guys at other tables. We were young, young-ish, late twenties, and one night a waitress asked us, “If you’re already watching dancers in a dive like this, what will you be doing when you’re old men?”

	At the next table was a doctor, an older man who explained a lot of things. He said how the stage was spotlighted with red and black lights because they hid the bruises and needle marks on the dancers. He showed how their fingernails, their hair and eyes told their childhood diseases. Their teeth and skin showed how well they ate. Their breath in your face, the smell of their sweat could tell you how they’d probably die.

	In that bar, the floor, tables, the chairs, everything was sticky. Someone said Madonna went there a lot when she was in Portland filming Body of Evidence, but by then I’d quit going. By then Alan and his cancer were both dead.

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	It’s a story I’ve told before, but I once promised to introduce a friend to Brad Pitt if she’d let me assist in dissecting some medical school cadavers.

	She’d failed pre-med three times already, but her father was a doctor so she just kept going back. She was my age now, middle-aged, the oldest pre-med in her class, and all night we dissected three cadavers so first-year students could examine them the next day.

	Inside each body was a country I’d always heard about but never thought I’d visit. Here was the spleen and the heart and liver. Inside the head were the hypothalamus, the plaques and tangles of Alzheimer’s. Still, I was most amazed by what wasn’t there. These yellow, shaved and leathery bodies were so different than my friend who used her saws and knives. For the first time, I saw that maybe human beings are more than their bodies. That maybe there is a soul.

	The night she met Brad, we walked out of soundstage fifteen on the Fox lot. It was after midnight, and we walked through the dark standing New York sets used in a million productions since they were built for Barbara Streisand in Hello, Dolly. A taxi passed us with New York license plates. Steam rose from fake manhole covers. Now, the sidewalks were full of people in winter coats, carrying shopping bags from Gump’s and Bloomingdale’s. In another minute, someone waved to stop us from walking—us laughing and wearing shorts and T-shirts—into a Christmas episode of NYPD Blue.

	We walked another way, past an open soundstage where spotlighted actors in blue surgical scrubs leaned over an operating table and pretended to save someone’s life. 

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	This other time, I was scrubbing the kitchen floor and pulled a muscle in my side. That’s how it felt at first.

	By then, the doctor from the strip bar was my doctor. For the next three days, I’d go to the urinal and not pee, and by the time I left work and drove to the doctor’s office, the pain had me duck walking. The doctor felt my back and said, “You need to get to the hospital or you’re going to lose this kidney.”

	A few days later, I called him from the bathtub where I’m sitting in a puddle of piss and blood, drinking California champagne and popping Vicodins. On the phone, I tell him, “I passed my stone,” and in my other hand is a nine-millimeter ball of tiny oxalic acid crystals, all of them razor-sharp.

	The next day, I flew to Spokane and accepted an award from the Pacific Northwest Booksellers Association for Fight Club.

	The week after, on the day of my follow-up appointment, someone called to say the doctor was dead. A heart attack in the night, and he died alone on the floor next to his bed. 

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	The black and red lights. The standing sets. The embalmed cadavers. My doctor, my friend, dead on his bedroom floor. I want to believe they’re all just stories now. Our physical bodies, I want to believe that they’re all just props. That life, physical life, is an illusion.

	And I do believe it, but only for a moment at a time. 

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	It’s funny, but the last time I saw my father alive was at my brother-in-law’s funeral. He was young, my brother-in-law, young-ish, in his late thirties, when he had the stroke. The church gave us a menu and said to choose two hymns, a psalm, and three prayers. It was like ordering a Chinese dinner.

	My sister came out of the viewing room, from her private viewing of her husband’s body, and she waved our mother inside, saying, “There’s been a mistake.”

	This thing in the casket, drained and dressed and painted, looked nothing like Gerard. My sister said, “That’s not him.”

	This last time I saw my father, he handed me a blue-striped tie and asked how to tie it. I told him to hold still. With his collar turned, I looped the tie around his neck and started tying it. I told him, “Look up.”

	It was the opposite of the moment when he’d shown me the trick of the rabbit running around the cave and he’d tied my first pair of shoes.

	That was the first time in decades my family had gone to Mass together. 

	 

	*      *      *

	 

	While I’m writing this, my mother calls to say my grandfather’s had a series of strokes. He’s unable to swallow, and his lungs are filling with fluid. A friend, maybe my best friend, calls to say he has lung cancer. My grandfather’s five hours away. My friend’s across town. Me, I have work to do.

	The waitress used to say, “What will you be doing when you’re old men?”

	I used to tell her, “I’ll worry about that when I get there.”

	If I get there.

	I’m writing this piece right on deadline.

	My brother-in-law used to call this behavior “brinksmanship,” the tendency to leave things until the last moment, to imbue them with more drama and stress and appear the hero by racing the clock.

	“Where I was born,” Georgia O’Keefe used to say, “and where and how I have lived is unimportant.”

	She said, “It is what I have done with where I have been that should be of any interest.”

	That’s why I wrote Choke.

	I’m sorry if this all seems a little rushed and desperate.

	It is.

	 

	 

	The View from Smalltown, USA

	 

	The problem is I don’t have a television so I have to visit people. I listen to the radio. Plus, there’s always the phone and e-mails. I had to call a lot of folks. The other problem is that this is Oregon, 2000 miles from the attack. 

	My friend Mike shrugs and says, “So? If people want to live in New York they need to accept the risks.” Another friend, Dan, who clerks at the farmers’ market, says, “It serves us right. How long can we continue to consume the majority of the Earth’s resources?” A farmer comes by, and Dan stops talking. There’s a sign outside in the parking lot. Dan’s rearranged the plastic letters to read: “Pray for peace.” 

	A relative calls to say it’s the Jews trying to make Palestine look bad. My sister calls to say it’s the Bush political machine. “Every time we’re in a depression,” she goes, “what gets us out? A war.” 

	The local mayor comes on the radio every 10 minutes to say no-one has attacked Portland, Oregon, yet. 

	At the park where I walk my dog, a 55-year-old Vietnam veteran tells a group of young men, “It’s war. Yeah, it’s war all right. And we’re going to go over there and kick some camel-jockey butt.” 

	All these young men, all registered for the draft, they try to change the subject. The sun is warm. Our dogs play. The veteran talks about all the women he’s slept with. He tells us he’s a plant expert and gets paid $60 an hour to tell people their gardens suck. He says the government has already dispatched the military to destroy targets. He says we’ll all have to fight in this one, but it will be a glorious war. He says he sleeps with his four dogs and every morning he has to wipe a layer of shed dog hair off his face. 

	After an hour he’s the only one left talking, and it’s all war, war, war. Everyone else has left. 

	On the radio the conservative presenter Rush Limbaugh says Americans need to forget their differences of race, income, sex, religion. “We just need to be happy with what we have,” he says. We need to unite against our common enemy. 

	I ask my neighbor, Linda, if she’s worried about going to war and she says, “Women don’t have to fight in wars.” She says, “We don’t have equal rights so why should we support this country?” 

	My friend Monica says, “I want to go to Mass, but isn’t religion what got us in this mess in the first place?” My mom calls to say, “Well, we could use that federal budget surplus right about now.”

	There are a lot more American flags around, but not on the majority of houses. 

	On television, when I visit friends, we watch the World Trade Center towers crumble again and again. My friend Anuj in New York says, “It wasn’t surreal. It was hyper-real.” 

	On the radio, a local gas station-owner makes a public apology for boosting his gasoline prices to $5 a gallon. My friend Ken in New York says the grocery store shelves are bare. He stood on his roof and watched the disaster, so close he could see the individual panes of glass. 

	On the television there’s only older white men talking. Newscaster Dan Rather reads some really profound Abraham Lincoln quotes between the same few seconds of video, the towers falling, again and again. The same shots of people falling, jumping to their death. At Mike’s house, Romona comes in the room and watches someone falling 70 stories. “I saw that one already,” she tells us. She’s brought take-out Mexican food and we eat it, channel-surfing for new and different video shots, angles, slow-motions. Mostly it’s the same old death shots we’ve seen 100 times before. 

	The local mayor comes on the radio to say no one has attacked Portland, Oregon, yet. 

	My friend Jim sends me an e-mail full of Nostradamus quotes that seem to prove this is the third world war. Still, when I check a volume of his prophecies, each line of the quote has been gleaned from a different place and the whole assembled to have this wild new meaning. 

	A couple of days ago I made a victim’s rights statement in court. This was part of the procedure for sentencing the man convicted of killing my father in 1999. The law allows the defending attorney to cross-examine me, but the convicted man dismissed his attorney so he could question me himself. 

	My father’s killer—a convicted child-molester and rapist, now a multiple murderer—he and I talked back and forth for a half hour. Then I had lunch with a reporter. Then I sat with the coroner and looked at photographs of my father’s dead body, burned beyond recognition. We discussed the angle of the bullet, the contents of my father’s stomach, how long he lived with both lungs punctured. How he was shot in the legs to cripple him first. In the photos both his legs are burned off, and the torso and head rest on a scrap of plywood. 

	I call my sister to tell her how the bullet passed through dad’s diaphragm and his lungs. It missed dad’s heart and stopped against his shoulder blade. Over the phone, I can hear she’s eating something. I ask if she wants to go to the sentencing—the death penalty looks likely—and she says no. Her local kite festival is that same week. 

	At home my doctor tells me this isn’t a good time to come off Zoloft, a prescription drug for stress and depression. He says, “If you don’t like the side-effects, would you try Paxil?” 

	I’ve been on Zoloft for two years. My doctor says people have been on Zoloft for 20 years with no ill effects. 

	My friend Mark says Zoloft has saved his marriage. He used to look at the world and get so angry and frustrated. His wife maintains the erectile dysfunction side-effect is worth the hassle. They’re both very happy now.      

	At dinner, Monica shows me her bottle of Klonopin, an anticonvulsant. “Yeah, it’s addictive,” she says, “but they still prescribe it.” You only take it when you’re actually anxious, but she takes one. She gives me one. We order some wine. Her friend Russ wants a Klonopin, and Monica gives him one.      

	“Percocet [narcotic painkillers] and Valium,” my friend Linda, a nurse, says. “It’s the high everybody wants now.” She describes the vague symptoms of fibromyalgia and says faking is the best way to get an ongoing prescription. 

	On television, the towers fall again and again. The same people cartwheel down through the air. The same voice yells, off-camera, “Oh God! Oh God! Oh God!” 

	In one shot, firemen pick through the rubble near burning wreckage and smashed cars. Behind them a large red digital clock says the current temperature, and Mike says, “That sign’s all messed up. With all those fires, it has to be hotter than 86 degrees.”      

	Dave calls with the address for a new bestiality website. 

	Diana calls from San Francisco, where she’s stranded on her book tour. From the airport she says, “At least Anne Frank never had to tour with her book.” 

	On television, Bart Simpson says about Generation X: “We need a Vietnam to thin out their ranks.” On another Simpsons rerun, Bart watches the Superbowl, saying, “Stadium snipers, where are you?” On the news, the same dark silhouette of a jetliner plows into the second tower. Again and again. The burning fuel billows out. The same plume of yellow smoke rises from the tip of Manhattan. It’s yellow on Mike’s television. Every 10 minutes we see what Dan Rather calls “the fourth explosion.” 

	Monica asks me where I was when the Challenger space shuttle exploded in 1986. I was at work, my first job as a newspaper reporter, on a suburban street, and a strange woman leaned out of her house and shouted the news to me. 

	Neither Monica nor I can remember where we were for the Columbine High School shootings. Or the federal courthouse bombing in Oklahoma. Or the Branch Davidian siege in Waco, Texas. Never mind any killings in Europe or Asia. Mariah Carey’s hotel crack-up. The Bill Clinton blow-job. The OJ Simpson car chase. All those other school shootings. It’s all gone fuzzy.      

	We remember the jokes. 

	“What color were the Challenger traveler Christa McAuliffe’s eyes?”

	“Blue. One blew east, one blew west.” 

	The OJ Simpson/Butcher of Brentwood jokes. 

	On the internet, we watch the school security video of Columbine, the video that police dubbed with popular dance music so more people would watch it. 

	On the radio, Live’s song “Lightning Crashes” has been established as the rock anthem for the “Attack on America.” Monica says, “I hate that line ‘Her placenta falls to the floor,’ but at least it’s not Elton John.” 

	After the last attack on the World Trade Center, in 1993, television producers filmed a low-budget movie here in Portland. It was called Terror in the Towers. They shot it in a warehouse near my friend Suzie’s house, and her family was awake most nights, hearing explosions and the screams of dying actors. 

	Suzie calls to say, “I just hope they don’t film the television movie next to my house this time.”      

	My friend Jonah e-mails me a map he made that shows every house in his neighborhood where they grow oriental poppies in the front yard. He attaches a recipe that uses ginger, lemon juice, crushed ice and poppy seed pods to make an opiate smoothie. He asks, can he use my blender?      

	On television, the towers fall in slow motion. The same crowds of people stand around on the West Side Highway, observing. There’s the same jiggling, chaotic shot taken by some cameraman fleeing the cloud of dust. Watching this, David says, “This is worse than The Blair Witch Project.” 

	Then he asks, “They ever find that intern, Chandra Levy?” 

	Another friend, Cory, calls to ask if I’m going to the Dada Ball, a big-ticket costume rave. I say no. Cory says it’s OK. “The president told everyone not to stop their lives.” She asks if I have any Vicodins left. Behind her I can hear a really good dance mix of that Suzanne Vega child abuse song. 

	At the lumberyard, my friend Larry helps me load wood into my truck. After we’re done, he stands there, silent, leaning against my truck’s tailgate. He just looks at the ground. Finally, he straightens up and wishes me a good day. I tell him to take it easy. If he’s stoned or sad, I don’t know. 

	At Geoff’s house, on television, it’s the same shots of the Pentagon, the towers falling, the field in Pennsylvania. The same burned people are being lifted into ambulances, and Geoff asks if they’ve announced any celebrities who were killed on the hijacked jets.      

	On the radio, Rush Limbaugh says this is the time for a return to traditional values. He wonders out loud, again and again, why the people on the hijacked planes did nothing to save themselves.      

	At the pharmacy, the druggist says that Paxil has a cumulative effect. My fear and anger and confusion, frustration, all this anxiety—the druggist, she says I should feel better in about three weeks. 

	Anuj e-mails from New York that September 11 will be the line of demarcation for Generation X. This will be our opportunity to become heroes. He says everyone should light a candle to show solidarity. He says to forward his e-mail to all my other friends.      

	The local mayor comes on the radio to say no one has attacked Portland, Oregon, yet. Then David e-mails me the address for a sex doll website. It’s where they make the really expensive ones that cost over $1000. 

	 

	 

	Now I Remember

	 

	Item: Twenty-seven boxes of Valentines candy, cost $298. Item: Fourteen talking robotic birds, cost $112.

	As April 15 gets closer and closer, my tax preparer, Mary, keeps calling, asking, “What is this all about?”

	Item: Two nights at the Carson Hilton in Carson, California, February 21, 2001.

	Mary asks, why was I in Carson? The twenty-first is my birthday. What about this trip makes it a business deduction?

	The Valentines candy, the talking birds, the nights in the Carson Hilton, they make me so glad I keep receipts. Otherwise, I’d have no idea. A year later, I have no memory about what these items represent.

	That’s why, the moment I saw Guy Pearce in Memento, I knew finally someone was telling my story. Here was a movie about the predominant art form of our time:

	Note taking.

	All my friends with Palm Pilots and cell phones, they’re always calling themselves and leaving reminders to themselves about what’s about to happen. We leave Post-It notes for ourselves. We go to that shop in the mall, the one where they engrave whatever shit you want on a silver-plated box or a fountain pen, and we get a reminder for every special event that life goes by too fast for us to remember. We buy those picture frames where you record your message on a sound chip. We videotape everything! Oh, and now there’s those digital cameras so we can all e-mail around our photos—this century’s equivalent of the boring vacation slide show. We organize and reorganize. We record and archive.

	I’m not surprised that people like Memento, I’m surprised it didn’t win every Academy Award and then destroy the entire consumer market for recordable compact discs, blank-page books, Dictaphones, DayTimers, and every other prop we use to keep track of our lives.

	My filing system is my fetish. Before I left the Freightliner Corporation, I bought a wall of black steel, four-drawer filing cabinets at the office-surplus price of five bucks each. Now, when the receipts pile up, the letters and contracts and whatnot, I close the binds and put on a compact disc of rain sounds, and file, file, file. I use hanging file folders and special color-coded plastic file labels. I am Guy Pearce without the low body fat and good looks. I’m organizing by date and nature of expense. I’m organizing story ideas and odd facts.

	This summer, a woman in Palouse, Washington told me how rapeseed can be grown as a food or a lubricant. There are two different varieties of the seed. Unfortunately, the lubricant type is poisonous. Because of this, every county in the nation must choose whether it will allow farmers to grow either the food or the lubricant variety of rapeseed. A few of the wrong type seeds in a county, and people could die.

	She also told me how the people bankrolling the seeming-grassroots movement to tear down dams are really the American coal industry—not environmentalist fish huggers and white-water rafters, but coal miners who resent hydro-electric power. She knows because she designs their websites.

	Like the robotic birds, these are interesting facts, but what can I do with them?

	I can file them. Someday, there will come a use for them. The way my father and grandfather lugged home lumber and wrecked cars, anything free or cheap with a potential future use, I now scribble down facts and figures and file them away for a future project.

	Picture Andy Warhol’s townhouse, crowded and stacked with kitsch, cookie jars, and old magazines, and that’s my mind. The files are an annex to my head.

	Books are another annex. The books I write are my overflow retention system for stories I can no longer keep in my recent memory. The books I read are to gather facts for more stories. Right now, I’m looking at a copy of Phaedrus, a fictional conversation between Socrates and a young Athenian named Phaedrus.

	Socrates is trying to convince the young man that speech is better than written communication, or any recorded communication including film. According to Socrates, the god Theuth in ancient Egypt invented numbers and calculation and gambling and geometry and astronomy... and Theuth invented writing. Then he presented his inventions to the great god-king Thamus, asking which of them should be presented to the Egyptian people.

	Thamus ruled that writing was a “pharmakon.” Like the word “drug,” it could be used for good or bad. It could cure or poison.

	According to Thamus, writing would allow humans to extend their memories and share information. But more importantly, writing would allow humans to rely too much on these external means of recording. Our own memories would wither and fail. Our notes and records would replace our minds.

	Worse than that, written information can’t teach, according to Thamus. You can’t question it, and it can’t defend itself when people misunderstand it and misrepresent it. Written communication gives people what Thamus called “the false conceit of knowledge,” a fake certainty that they understand something.

	So, all those video tapes of your childhood, will they really give you a better understanding of yourself? Or will they just shore up whatever faulty memories you have? Can they replace your ability to sit down and ask your family questions? To learn from your grandparents?

	If Thamus were here, I’d tell him that memory itself is a pharmakon.

	Guy Pearce’s happiness is based entirely on his past. He must complete something he can hardly remember. Something that he may even be misremembering because it’s too painful.

	Me and Guy, we’re joined at the hip.

	My two nights in Carson, California, looking at the credit card receipt, I can remember them. Sort of. I was posing for a picture for GQ magazine. They’d originally wanted me to lay in a pile of rubber dildos, but we’d reached a compromise. It was the night of the Grammy awards so every decent hotel room in LA was taken. Another receipt shows it cost me seventy bucks in cab fare just to get to the photo shoot.

	Now I remember.

	The fashion stylist told me how her Chihuahua could suck its own penis. People loved her dog until it ran to the center of every party and started honking its own wiener. This had cleared out more than a few parties at her house. The photographer told me horror stories about photographing Minnie Driver and Jennifer Lopez. 

	Oh, now the memories come flooding back.

	After the photo shoot—where I wore expensive clothes and stood in a movie studio mock-up of an airplane bathroom—a movie producer took me to a beachfront hotel in Santa Monica. The hotel was big and expensive, with a posh bar that looked out at the sun setting over the ocean. It was an hour before the Grammys would start, and beautiful famous people were mingling in evening clothes, having dinner and drinks and calling for their limousines. The sunset, the people, me a little drunk and still wearing my GQ make up, me so professionally art directed, I’d died and gone to Hollywood heaven—until something dropped onto my plate.

	A bobby pin.

	I touched my hair and felt dozens of bobby pins, all of them worked halfway out of the hairsprayed mass of my hair. Here in front of the music aristocracy, I was a drunken Olive Oyl, bristling with pins and dropping them every time I moved my head.

	Funny, but without the receipts, I wouldn’t have remembered any of it.

	That’s what I mean by pharmakon. Don’t bother to write this down.

	 

	 

	Cruising Altitude

	 

	Somewhere north-northeast above Los Angeles, I’m getting sore, so I ask Tracy if she will let up for a minute. This is another lifetime ago.

	With a big hank of white spit looped between my knob and her lower lip, her whole face hot and flushed from choking, still holding my sore dog in her fist, Tracy settles my back on her heels and says how in the Kama Sutra it tells you to make your lips really red by wiping them with sweat from the testicles of a white stallion.

	“For real,” she says.

	Now there’s a weird taste in my mouth and I look hard at her lips, her lips and my dog the same purple color. I say, “You don’t do that stuff, do you?”

	The door handle rattles and we both look, fast, to make sure it’s locked.

	Nothing’s worse than when a little kid opens the door. What’s next worse is when some man throws open the door and doesn’t understand. Even if you’re alone, when a kid opens the door, you have to, fast, cross your legs. Pretend it’s an accident. An adult guy might slam the door, might yell, “Lock it next time, ya moron,” but he’s still the only one blushing.

	After that, what’s worse, Tracy says, is being a woman the Kama Sutra would call an elephant woman. Especially if you’re with what they call a hare man.

	The she says, “I didn’t mean that to sound the way it did.”

	Let’s just say that even if somebody didn’t believe the accident story, I would never get convicted of more than a lousy misdemeanor.

	The wrong person opens the door, and you are in their nightmares all week.

	Your best defense is, unless somebody is on the make, no matter who opens the door and sees you sitting there, they always assume it’s their mistake. Their fault.

	I always did. I used to walk in on women or men riding the toilet on airplanes, trains or Greyhound buses or in those little single-seat unisex restaurant bathrooms. I’d open the door to see some stranger sitting there, some blonde all blue eyes and teeth with a ring through her navel and wearing high heels, with her G-string stretched down between her knees and the rest of her clothes and bra folded on the little counter next to the sink. Every time this happens I would always wonder, why the hell don’t people bother to lock the door?

	As if this ever happens by accident.

	Nothing on the circuit happens by accident. It could be, on the train somewhere between home and work, you’ll open a bathroom door to find some brunette, with her hair pinned up and only her long earrings trembling down alongside her smooth white neck, and she’s just sitting inside with the bottom half of her clothes on the floor. Her blouse open with nothing inside but her hands cupped under each breast, her fingernails, her lips, her nipples are all the same cross between brown and red. Her legs as smooth white as her neck, smooth as a car you could drive 200 miles an hour, and her hair the same brunette all over, and she licks her lips.

	You slam the door and say, “Sorry.”

	And from somewhere deep inside, she says, “Don’t be.”

	And she still doesn’t lock the door. The little sign still saying: Vacant.

	How this happens is, I used to fly round-trip to Los Angeles when I was still in the medical program at UCLA. Six times I opened the door on the same yoga redhead naked from the waist down with her skinny legs pulled up cross-legged on the toilet seat, filing her nails with the scratch pad of a matchbook, as if she’s trying to catch herself on fire, wearing just a silky blouse knotted over her breasts, and six times she looks down at her freckled pink self with the road-crew orange rug around it, then her eyes the same gray as tin metal look up at me, slow, and every time says, “If you don’t mind,” she says, “I’m in here.”

	Six times I slam the door in her face.

	All I can think to say is, “Don’t you speak English?”

	Six times.

	This all takes less than a minute. There isn’t time to think.

	But still it happens more and more often.

	Some other trip, maybe cruising altitude between Los Angeles and Seattle, you’ll open the door on some surfer blond with both of his tanned hands wrapped around a purple dog between his legs, and Mr. Kewl shakes the stringy hairs off his eyes, points his dog, squeezed shiny wet inside a glossy rubber, he points this straight at you and says, “Hey, man, make the time—”

	It gets to be, every time you go to the bathroom, the little sign says Vacant, but it’s always somebody.

	Another woman, two knuckles deep and disappearing into herself.

	A different man, his four inches dancing between his thumb and forefinger, primed and ready to cough up the little white soldiers.

	You begin to wonder, just what do they mean by Vacant.

	Even in an empty bathroom, you find the smell of spermicidal foam. The paper towels are always used up. You’ll see the print of a bare foot on the bathroom mirror, six feet up, near the top of the mirror, the little arched print of a woman’s foot, the five round spots left by her toes, and you’d wonder, what happened here?

	You’ll see a smear of lipstick on the wall, down almost to the floor, and you can only imagine what was going on. There’s the dried white stripes from the last pullout moment when somebody’s dog tossed his white soldiers against the plastic wall.

	Some flights the walls will still be wet to the touch, the mirror fogged. The carpet sticky. The sink drain is sucked full, choked with every color of little curled hair. On the bathroom counter, next to the sink, is the perfect round outline in contraceptive jelly, of where somebody set her diaphragm. Some flights, there are two or three different sizes of perfect round outlines.

	These are the domestic legs of longer flights, transpacific or flights over the pole. Ten- to 16-hour flights. Direct flights, Los Angeles to Paris. Or from anywhere to Sydney.

	My Los Angeles trip number seven, the yoga redhead whips her skirt off the floor and hurries out after me. Still zipping herself up in the back, she trails me all the way to my seat and sits next to me, saying, “If your goal is to hurt my feelings, you could give lessons.”

	She’s got this shining soap opera kind of hairdo, only now her blouse is buttoned with a big floppy bow in the front and everything, pinned down with a big brooch.

	You say it again, “Sorry.”

	This is westbound, somewhere to the north-northwest of Atlanta.

	“Listen,” she says, “I work just too hard to take this kind of shit. You hear me?”

	You say, “I’m sorry.”

	“I’m on the road three weeks out of every month,” she says. “I’m paying for a house I never see, soccer camp for my kids. Just the cost of my dad’s nursing home is incredible. Don’t I deserve something? I’m not bad-looking. The least you can do is not shut the door in my face.

	This is really what she says.

	She ducks down to put her face between me and the magazine. I’m pretending to read. “Don’t make like you don’t know,” she says. “It’s not like the circuit is anything secret.”

	So I say, “What circuit?”

	And she puts a hand over her mouth and sits back.

	She says, “Oh, gosh, I’m so sorry. I just thought—” and reaches up to push the little red stewardess button.

	A flight attendant comes strolling past, and the redhead orders two double bourbons.

	I say, “I hope you’re planning to drink them both.”

	And she says, “Actually, they’re both for you.”

	This would be my first trip on the circuit.

	“Don’t let’s fight,” she says and gives me her cool white hand. “I’m Tracy.”

	A better place this could have happened is a Lockheed Tristar 500 with its strip mall of large bathrooms isolated in the rear of the tourist-class cabin. Spacious. Soundproof. Behind everybody’s back where they can’t see who comes and goes.

	Compared to that, you have to wonder what kind of animal designed the Boeing 747-400 where it seems every bathroom opens onto a seat. For any real discretion, you have to trek to the back to the toilets in the back of the rear tourist cabin. Forget the single lower-level sidewall bathroom in business class unless you want everybody to know what you’ve got going.

	It’s simple.

	If you’re a guy, how it works is you sit in the bathroom with your Uncle Charlie whipped out, you know, the big red panda, and you work him up to parade attention, you know, the full upright position, and then you just wait in your little plastic room and hope for the best.

	Think of it as fishing.

	If you’re Catholic, it’s the same feeling as sitting in a confessional. The waiting, the release, the redemption.

	Think of it as catch-and-release fishing. What people call “sport fishing.”

	The other way it works is, you just open doors until you find something you like. It’s the same as the old game show where whatever door you choose, that’s the prize you take home. It’s the same as the lady and the tiger.

	Behind some doors, it’s somebody expensive back from first class for some slumming, a little cabin-class rough trade. Less chance she’ll meet anybody she knows. Behind other doors, you’ll get some aged beef with his brown tie thrown back over one shoulder, his hairy knees spread against the wall on each side, petting his leathery dead snake and the he says, “Sorry bud, nothing personal.”

	Those times, you’ll be too grossed out even to say, “As if.”

	Or, “In your dreams, buddy.”

	Still, the reward rate is just great enough to keep you pushing your luck.

	The tiny space, the toilet, 200 strangers just a few inches away, it’s so exciting. The lack of room to maneuver, it helps if you’re double-jointed. Use your imagination. Some creativity and a few simple stretching exercises and you can be knock, knock, knocking on heaven’s door. You’ll be amazed at how fast the time flies.

	So, it’s not the great American West or the race to the South Pole or being the first man to walk on the moon. It’s a different kind of space exploration.

	It’s the last frontier to conquer—other people, strangers, the jungle of their arms and legs, hair and skin, the smells and moans that is everybody you haven’t done. The great unknowns. The last forest to devastate. Here’s everything you’ve only imagined.

	You’re Chris Columbus sailing over the horizon.

	You’re the first caveman to risk eating an oyster. Maybe this particular oyster isn’t new, but it’s new to you.

	Suspend in the nowhere, in the halfway 14 hours between Heathrow and Jo’burg, you can have 10 true-life adventures. Twelve if the movie’s bad. More if the flight’s full, less if there’s turbulence. More if you don’t mind a guy’s mouth doing the job, less if you return to your seat during meal service.

	What’s not so great about that first time, when I’m drunk and first getting bounced on by the readhead, by Tracy, what happens is we hit an air pocket. Me gripping the toilet seat, I drop with the place, but Tracy’s blasted off, champagne popping off me with the rubber still inside, hitting the plastic ceiling with her hair. My trigger goes the same instant, and my gob’s suspended in the air, weightless hanging white soldiers in the midway between her still against the ceiling and me still on the can. Then slam, we come back together, her and the rubber, me and my gob, planted back down on me, reassembled pop beads-style, all 100-plus pounds of her.

	After those kinds of good times, it’s a wonder I’m not wearing a truss.

	And Tracy laughs and says, “I love it when that happens.”

	After that, just normal turbulence bounces her hair in my face, her nipples against my mouth. Bounces the pearls around her neck, and the gold chain around my neck. Juggles my dice in their sack, pulled up tight over the empty bowl.

	Here and there, you pick up little tips to improve your performance. Those old French Super Caravelles for example, with their triangular windows and real curtains, they have no first-class toilet, only two in the back of tourist so you’d best not try anything fancy. Your basic Indian tantric position works OK. Both of you standing face-to-face, the woman lifts one leg along the side of your thigh. You go at it the same as in the splitting reed or the classic flanquette. Write your own Kama Sutra. Just make stuff up.

	Go ahead. You know you want to.

	This is assuming the two of you are anywhere close to the same height. Otherwise, I can’t be blamed for what happens.

	And don’t expect to get spoon-fed here. I’m assuming some basic knowledge on your part.

	Even if you’re stuck on a Boeing 757-200, even in the tiny forward toilet you can still manage a modified Chinese position where you’re sitting on the toilet and the woman settles onto you facing away.

	Somewhere north-northeast above Little Rock, “Pompoir,” Tracy tells me, “would make this a snap. It’s when Albanian women just milk you with their constrictor vaginal muscles.”

	They jerk you off with just their insides?

	Tracy says, “Yeah.”

	Albanian women?

	“Yeah.”

	I say, “Do they have an airline?”

	Something else you learn is when a flight attendant comes knocking, you can wrap things up fast with the Florentine method, where the woman grips the man around the base and pulls his skin back, tight, to make it more sensitive. This speeds up the process considerably.

	To slow things down, press hard on the underside at the base of the man. Even if this doesn’t stop the event, the whole mess will back up into his bladder and save you both a lot of cleanup. Experts call this saxonus.

	The redhead and me, in the big rear bathroom of a McDonnell Douglas DC-10 Series 30CF, she shows me the negresse position where she gets her knees up on either side of the sink and I press my open hands on the back of her pale shoulders.

	Her breath fogging the mirror, her face red from being crouched down, Tracy says, “It’s in the Kama Sutra that if the man massages himself with the juice of a pomegranate, pumpkin and cucumber seeds, he’ll swell up and stay huge for six months.”

	This advice has a kind of Cinderella deadline to it.

	She sees the look on my face in the mirror and says, “Cripes, don’t take everything so personally.”

	Somewhere due north above Dallas, I’m trying to work up more spit while she tells me the way to make a woman never leave you is cover her head with nettle thorns and monkey dung.

	And I’m, like, no kidding?

	And if you bathe your wife in buffalo milk and cow bile, any man who uses her will become impotent.

	I say I wouldn’t be surprised.

	If a woman soaks a camel bone in marigold juice and puts the liquid on her eyelashes, any man she looks at will become bewitched. In a pinch, you can use peacock, falcon, or vulture bones.

	“Look it up,” she says. “It’s all in the big book.”

	Somewhere south-southeast above Albuquerque, my face coated thick as with egg white from licking, my cheeks rug-burned from her hair, Tracy says how rams’ testicles boiled in sugared milk will restore your vitality.

	Then she says, “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

	And I thought I was doing pretty good. Considering two double bourbons, and I’ve been on my feet for three hours at this point.

	Somewhere south-southwest of Las Vegas, both of us, our tired legs flu-shaky, she shows me what the Kama Sutra calls browsing. Then, sucking the mango. Then, devouring.

	Struggling together in our tight little wipe-clean plastic room, suspended in a time and place where anything goes, this isn’t bondage, but it’s close.

	Gone are the golden old Lockheed Super Constellations where each port and starboard bathroom was a two-room suite: a dressing room with a separate toilet room behind a door.

	The sweat running down the smooth muscles of her. The two of us bucking together, two perfect machines doing a job we’re designed for. Some minutes, we’re touching with just the sliding part of me and the little edges of her getting raw and pulled out, my shoulders leaning back squared against the plastic wall, the rest of me bucking forward from the waist down. From standing there on the floor, Tracy gets one foot up on the ledge of the sink and leans on her raised knee.

	It’s easier to see ourselves in the mirror, flat and behind glass, a movie, a download, a magazine picture, somebody else, not us, somebody beautiful without a life or a future outside this moment.

	Your best bet on a Boeing 767 is the large center toilet in the rear of the tourist-class cabin. You’re just plumb out of luck on the Concorde, where the toilet compartments are miniscule, but that’s just my opinion. If all’s you’re doing is peeing or doing your contact lenses or toothbrushing, I’m sure they’re roomy enough.

	But if you don’t have any ambition to manage what the Kama Sutra calls the crow or cuissade or anything where you’ll need more than two inches of back-and-forth motion, you’d better hope you get a European Airbus 300/310 with its party-size rear tourist-class toilets. For the same kind of countertop space and legroom, you can’t do better than the two rear toilets in a British Aerospace 111 for plush.

	Somewhere north-northeast above Los Angeles, I’m getting sore so I ask Tracy to let up.

	With a big hank of white spit looped between my knob and her lower lip, her whole face hot and flushed from the choking, Tracy settles back on her heels and says how in the Kama Sutra, it tells you to make your lips really red by wiping them with sweat from the testicles of a white stallion.

	And I say, “Why do you do this?”

	And she says, “What?”

	This.

	And Tracy smiles.

	The people you meet behind unlocked doors are tired of talking about the weather. These are people tired of safety. These people have remodeled too many houses. These are tanned people who’ve given up smoking and white sugar and salt, fat and beer. They’re people who’ve watched their parents and grandparents study and work for a lifetime only to end up losing it all. Spending everything just to stay alive on a feeding tube. Forgetting even how to chew and swallow.

	“My father was a doctor,” Tracy says. “The place where he’s at now, he can’t even remember his own name.”

	These men and women sitting behind unlocked doors know a bigger house is not the answer. Neither is a better spouse, more money, tighter skin.

	“Anything you can acquire,” she says, “is only another thing you’ll lose.”

	The answer is there is no answer.

	For real, this is a way heavy moment.

	“No,” I say and run a finger between her thighs. “I meant this. Why do you shave your bush?”

	“Oh, that,” she says and rolls her eyes, smiling. “It’s so I can wear my G-string panties.”

	While I settle on the toilet, Tracy’s examining the mirror, not seeing herself as much as checking what’s left of her makeup, and with one wet finger wipes away the smudged edge of her lipstick. With her fingers, she rubs away the little bite mark around her nipples. What the Kama Sutra would call scattered clouds.

	Talking to the mirror, she says, “The reason I do the circuit is because, when you think about it, there’s no good reason to do anything.”

	There is no point.

	These are people who don’t want an orgasm as much as they want to forget. Everything. For just two minutes, 10 minutes, 20, a half hour.

	Or maybe when people are treated like cattle, that’s how they act. Or maybe that’s just an excuse. Maybe they’re just bored. It could be that nobody’s made to sit all day in a cramped packing crate full of other people without moving a muscle.

	“We’re healthy, young, awake and alive people,” Tracy says. “When you look at it, which act is more unnatural?”

	She’s putting back on her blouse, rolling her pantyhose back up.

	“Why do I do anything?” she says. “I’m educated enough to talk myself out of any plan. To deconstruct any fantasy. Explain away any goal. I’m so smart I can negate any dream.”

	Me still sitting here naked and tired, the flight crew announces our descent, our approach into the greater Los Angeles area, then the current time and temperature, then information about connecting flights.

	And for a moment, this woman and I just stand and listen, looking up at nothing.

	“I do this, this because it feels good,” she says and buttons her blouse. “Maybe I don’t really know why I do it. In a way, this is why they execute killers. Because once you’ve crossed some lines, you just keep crossing them.”

	Both hands behind her back, zipping up her skirt, she says, “The truth is, I don’t want to know why I do the circuit. I just keep doing it,” she says, “because the minute you give yourself a good reason, you’ll start chipping away at it.”

	She steps back into her shoes and pats her hair on the sides and says, “Please don’t think this was anything special.”

	Unlocking the door, she says, “Relax.” She says, “Some day, everything we just did will look like small potatoes to you.”

	Edging out into the passenger cabin, she says, “Today is just the first time you’ve crossed this particular line.” Leaving me naked and alone, she says, “Don’t forget to lock the door behind me.” Then she laughs and says, “That’s if you want it locked, anymore.”

	 

	 

	E-mail to the Official Site, September 1999

	 

	Good Morning Dennis and Amy,

	

	This is just a quick note to tell you I am no longer a writer. These days, I’m just a small toy that publicists push around all day. With luck, I can ditch my toy status and go back to work soon.

	This morning, we’re all waiting for the last weekend’s ‘numbers’ on the Fight Club movie. Rumored fight clubs seem to be starting around the country. Susan Faludi (author of Backlash and Stiffed) is a fan, telling her audiences, “It was like reading my own book [Stiffed] on speed.” Trent Reznor (Nine Inch Nails) is a fan, no surprise since I wrote most of it with The Downward Spiral blaring in my Walkman.

	All this is happening, and now here’s your amazing site. Thank you. Swamped as I am, this is a much-appreciated personal connection with someone real—the opposite of those bah-zillion flip-glib 3-minute radio ‘interviews’ or the 20-second sound-bites on CNN. Even if we’re just keyboarding back and forth, this lets me feel like a person dealing with a person. I appreciate that more than I can describe.

	The night the movie opened here in Portland, I took 50 friends and they sat, keeping track of all the lines in the movie that each of them had said themselves in real life. Almost all of the book was collected from my peers, and the day I get stuck on a pedestal, disconnected from my friends, is the day I run out of ideas.

	So, blah, blah, blah, send your questions. If you need proof that I’m the real Chuck Palahniuk, I can explain the ending to Survivor (how he does not die).

	 

	All My Best,

	Chuck

	 

	 

	E-mail to the Official Site, March 2000

	 

	Here’s just a quick letter back to explain why I’m so slow.

	First, I’m stoopid. Second, I’m finishing the first draft of Choke. It goes to New York, today.

	I can’t say too much about the people involved in Survivor. It seems like I’ve said too much as it is, and I don’t want to jinx things. Probably not Boyle or Mendes. About David’s next project, I don’t know... He’s talked about doing a black-and-white period movie about the man who co-wrote Citizen Kane, but I guess it’s harder to get funding for a black-and-white movie. I’ve heard a lot about The Sky is Falling, also.

	More stuff I wrote: there was a back page piece in Bikini Review last summer. And a chapter of Choke comes out in the June Playboy. Also, I’ve had several stories in the now-defunct Story magazine. I will miss that magazine. Oh, and there was a puffy piece I did for US magazine last August.

	One very sad piece of news, I got called by somebody representing Trent Reznor and asking if I’d help do the program for the upcoming Nine Inch Nails tour. What’s miserable is I had to say no. Too busy and too close to done. It would be like trying to stop pissing/pooping/cumming mid-process. Not that Choke is excrement... See what I mean about saying too much.

	Actually, Choke’s the best frigging thing I’ve ever done. Gotta go.

	

	Chuck

	 

	 

	E-mail to the Official Site, July 2000

	 

	Damn.
      Dennis and Amy, I am such a totally stupid fuck. The dot-net thing is typical of my life right now. Another typical thing is letting my emails pile up for six weeks while I re-write Choke and do a bunch of magazine articles.

	This is the down-side to doing a new book. You lose all your friends because you don’t have time for them. I’m out of touch with the people at Fox. I have no clean underwear. Still, Choke’s off in New York, and if my editor okays it, then I’ll be very happy.

	Other stuff is, I did a couple articles for Gear magazine (Olympic wrestling/steroids) and an article on living aboard a nuclear sub for Nest. Black Book magazine says they’ll ship me to LA this week to interview Juliette Lewis. The rest of the summer, I plan to travel and write for other magazines.

	(Here’s a hastily written aside: in my article for Nest, the US Navy wanted to ‘fact check’ it for technical details... they ended up removing only two things, the slang terms that sailors use for corned beef and sauerbraten: “baboon ass and donkey dick”... of course, these were the two funniest bits in the article, but we’re talking about national security here... now about the launch codes I found...)

	About Trent Reznor, it was a shock. Neither of us walked a step from the spot where we first shook hands. We just talked and talked. My friends were a little shocked by how personal we got about ourselves, but it was like meeting a brother my parents never told me I had. He’s in Europe, touring in the festivals, but we’ve made plans to get together later and talk about some ideas.

	My only concern is the news about Bill Mechanic, the head of Fox, resigning. I hope that Fight Club wasn’t a coffin nail. News is Murdoch hated the controversy, but his daughter loved the movie. Bill seems like a cool guy, and his wife Carol had me laughing like a crazy person. Maybe this will put a big development cloud over Survivor, maybe not. They did seem pretty excited about Trent doing the scoring. This week, I should hear more.

	The newest news on Survivor is that Jake Paltrow’s pitch was dead-on, and the studio has given him until this fall to write a first draft. As an aside, Rupert Murdoch’s son was overheard at a party recently, telling a Fox executive that he loved Fight Club, within earshot of his father (who reportedly was not thrilled with the movie, although one insider told me that Murdoch screened it, laughed and said, “Make it darker!”).
      As for cast and crew, people at Fox say it’s just too early to name names.

	Choke is 281 pages in manuscript, and the protagonist’s name is Victor Kleine (angry, failed med student, sex addict full of self-loathing), best friend’s name is Denny (self-defeating, masochistic masturbation addict—the anti-Tyler), love interest is named Paige Marshall (altruistic, idealistic doctor). There are several very inflammatory catch-phrases, but I’ll let you see for yourself.

	(Flash: even while I’m writing this my agent just called to say Doubleday’s accepted the re-write, and loved it.)

	As an aside, I’m looking at buying a strange isolated castle in a dark canyon, looming over a rushing river. It’s the lifetime project of a Scotsman, built an hour outside Portland, Oregon, and would make a great writer’s colony. Towers. Balconies. Dungeon. It has a lot of erotic art on the walls and shag rugs and feels a little like the Playboy Mansion Northwest. Some friends and I saw it this last weekend, and who knows... It also feels like the first third of Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House.

	How’s your screen work going?? Teach me the secret to writing screenplays!
      Again, I’m sorry about the dot-net gaff. I remain, the stupid, stupidest:

	

	Chuck

	 

	 

	E-mail to the Official Site, December 2000

	 

	Two days before Christmas, the jury in Moscow, Idaho voted the man accused of killing my Dad guilty on all counts. The second defendant has pleaded guilty, and the third will go to trial in Wallace, Idaho. The sentencing will be in May, after I get a chance to talk to the judge. I’ve always been in favor of the death penalty, but now I don’t know. This new book, Lullaby, is me metaphorically hashing through the moral issue of killing anyone. Maybe that’s why it’s so driven.

	I’m 1/3 done with the first draft for a horror novel, and I can’t remember to wipe my ass. It’s called Lullaby, and it doesn’t leave me time to eat or sleep.

	Plus an outfit called Fire-Proof Films in the UK wants to make Invisible Monsters into a movie. Their demo tape looks great, full of very slick commercials/fashion and surreal high-tech music videos.

	Want some good news? I hung out backstage with Marilyn Manson January 5, here in Portland. It was his birthday, and we sat around his dressing room. He travels with a Fight Club poster that he hangs in each town. And he wants to read the audio book for Survivor. With his deep-deep voice, it would be excellent.

	Oh, and Santa brought me an 8-week-old Boston terrier that’s eaten all the skin off my hands.

	Next week, I’m supposed to be a fake “blind” person during a fake “gallery walking tour for the blind” that’s planned to disrupt the monthly First Thursday gallery party. It’s in such poor taste, how could I say ‘no.’

	Hey, for 1,300 dollars, that guitar should have a vagina and tits. Enjoy your snow. He he he.

	
      Drink’n a beer,

	Chuck

	 

	 

	E-mail to the Official Site, June 2001

	 

	Choke’s now number ten on the New York Times bestseller list (it will appear the week after next), plus it’s on the Wall Street Journal bestseller list (very exclusive list) and the USA Today list, and the San Francisco Chronicle list. Now I have evil media handlers that will hail me away from the mob.

	Nicole Kidman is reading the Survivor screenplay, and Paltrow’s shopping it around to the people he wants to work with.

	Gerry, my editor, says Lullaby is the cleanest draft/idea I’ve had, ever. Trouble is, it’s too scary. He says to tone things down. I reminded him he’s the man who wanted the lipo-soap removed from Fight Club. I’ll send a copy to you when I get one back from a friend (Tammy, she was Fertility in Survivor).

	Hey, can you mention—when people write, can they put their return address clearly on the letter itself. Often the envelope gets trashed by the agency, or it’s unreadable because of handling by the post office. I answer every letter, and it burns me out when the address is gone or smudged to illegible.

	Here’s a nice story, I’ve been sending out all my 20 free contract copies of Choke. Last night, at a gas station, I had a copy in the car. I asked the goth guy who was pumping gas if he read very much. He said, “A little.” I went to give him the copy of Choke, and he went nuts! He ran to his chair and showed me the book he was reading... Invisible Monsters! It was a magic-fucking-moment. I made out both books to him. He was way too happy for a goth.

	E-mail to the Official Site, February 2002

	 

	Hey Dennis,

	 

	Not much to report. I’ve been transcribing taped interviews and going to the gym. Crown Publishing wants to do a series of travel guides so they’re asking authors to each write about the city/area where they live. They’ve asked me for 25,000 words about Portland. Right now, I’m hunting/gathering weird Portland facts, places, stories to make this dark alternative tour of the “Rose City.” I’m not sure when it will publish, but I’ll let you know.

	The Chemical Pink project is slow starting so I’m getting into a new novel, a ghost story unlike any I’ve ever heard of. Even my psychic friends are impressed by the premise, but enough said. Right now, I have to research a half dozen different fields of study. Most recently, I wrote a long essay for an anthology to benefit the Humane Society. It’s an interview with a woman who trains dogs to find dead and missing people. Mostly children. Her stories about the thousands dead in Hurricane Mitch were awful. It will be the darkest piece in the collection, maybe. When the anthology (edited by Ken Foster) publishes, I’m not sure. I don’t think anybody is too sure right now.

	Your Don DeLillo story spooks me a little. What did you think of it?

	Jesse Peyronel is storyboarding Invisible Monsters now and expects to start production this summer. I’m asking them not tell me the actors until things are further along. I don’t want to mislead anybody until there are solid commitments.

	The HBO series is back-burned. The production company said, “Let’s not call it dead. Let’s just stick a pin in it.” I love that—stick a pin in it! And yeah, Jim Uhls and I met Tarantino for a few minutes and talked in a light (ha-ha) way about him directing. He seemed interested in a light (ha-ha) way. He was also blonde.

	We’re still waiting for cover art on Lullaby. Entertainment Weekly gave it a nice mention as an event to watch for in September. Are you working on a film right now? I missed Zoolander, but I’ll get the video.

	 

	Got to go,

	Chuck

	 

	 

	E-mail to the Official Site, August 2002

	 

	Hello Dennis,

	
      I’d like to send an update about how tour has gone—kids slept outside the Ann Arbor Michigan Borders, all night, to get good seats—in Berkeley, a mob of “waiters” with black eyes pelted the audience with dinner rolls—in Chicago, I signed for 5½ hours and an angry black guy got in my face, shouting, “Every generation has to have its Dolph Lundgren...”

	So, I am fucking tired. So much more to tell, but I’m pounding out the re-write on Period Revival for 2003 (names to come, from you), and a re-write on the travel book.

	Plus, I agreed to “make” a present for Fincher’s 40th birthday, this month.
      But—and this is a little task... can you add a link to “BookSense” to the Chuck website? It’s the bookselling organization for independent book stores, and those are the ones I really want to support.

	Anyway, lots of people on the road are asking about you and Our Lady. I’ll read up on the package you sent so I can tell them more.

	
      Thanks,
      Chuck

	 

	 

	Letter to a Fan, July 2000

	 

	Dear Sara,

	

	Thanks for liking the books.

	It makes me laugh (until I pee blood) how Roger Ebert gave Fight Club a thumbs down and condemned it. His was one of the worst reviews. But this spring, he gave the DVD a thumbs up...?!? And raved about it...?!

	I think we all owe David Fincher a big apology, and a nice kiss on the butt.

	Invisible Monsters, jeez, I feel a need to apologize for that one. It just got out of control. I started writing it one night with a bunch of friends at the top of the Space Needle in Seattle. It was the night of the Rodney King verdict, and we could hear the rioters breaking the windows out of Nordstrom’s downtown. Then we went to the Rebar Lounge and stage dove (dived?).

	You haven’t seen sick until you read Choke, due out next April. It’s a funny romantic comedy about compulsive sexual addiction, and the movie studios are already phoning me. Some with their tongues hanging out. Go figure.

	Please, cross your fingers about Trent Reznor and Survivor.

	Okay, Mr. Ebert, pucker up.

	
      Sincerely,

	Chuck Palahniuk
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