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Reader’s Agreement

You agree not to reproduce, replicate, or reprint any of the material in this book without our consent. When reading this book, you agree to give it your undivided attention—that means no pretend half-reading while calling and placing an order for Thai takeout. At the end of each page, you agree to thrust your arms upward and emit a loud, staccato Hey! just like circus performers do at the end of each stunt. You agree that, on any given weekend, there are way too many mattress sales. You agree that while black is technically the absence of color, it makes more sense for it to be all the colors combined, and, likewise, that white should be the peaceful, blank absence of color. As for nonfiction and fiction, you agree those should be switched as well; nonfiction should be the non-true one, and fiction, true. You obviously also agree that playwright should be spelled playwrite. You agree that, yes, it is astounding, the human ability to eat at seemingly inappropriate times, like after a funeral, or at a charity luncheon featuring a Holocaust survivor flown in from Amsterdam. You agree to refrain from complaining on Monday about it being Monday, and acknowledging on Thursday that it is almost Friday. You agree to see for yourself just how perfectly this book cues up with Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon and The Wizard of Oz. You agree—because it is just so sad and ridiculous—to refrain from talking on your cell phone while working out at your health club or walking your child into school. You agree to provide us with your Visa number (please include expiration date) and approval to spend up to five hundred dollars on merchandise from the current Anthropologie catalog. You secretly admit that, yeah, your favorite word is your own name—don’t worry, that’s normal; studies have shown that there is an actual physiological response upon hearing your name, that hearing your name releases some sort of happy hormone. This makes sense: Remember when you were a kid and they did roll call? Didn’t you feel good when they got to your name? “Ava?” “Here!” And even now, when you pass someone in the hall at work, don’t you feel a certain tingle when the colleague says, “Hi, Ava,” instead of just “Hi”? You agree that, yes, we all suffer, perhaps even daily and deeply, but who wants to hear it? You agree that some women look sophisticated wearing a shawl, others foolish.

Yes, I agree to these terms.
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Foreword

I was not abused, abandoned, or locked up as a child. My parents were not alcoholics, nor were they ever divorced or dead. We did not live in poverty, or in misery, or in an exotic country. I am not a misunderstood genius, a former child celebrity, or the child of a celebrity. I am not a drug addict, sex addict, food addict, or recovered anything. If I indeed had a past life, I have no recollection of who I was.

I have not survived against all odds.

I have not lived to tell.

I have not witnessed the extraordinary.

This is my story.

—AMY KROUSE ROSENTHAL, age 39
Chicago
June 2004


Characters



	JASON
	husband



	JUSTIN
	older son



	MILES
	younger son



	PARIS
	daughter



	CHARISE   
	close friend and collaborator




The action all takes place in America at the end of the twentieth century, beginning of the twenty-first.
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World Population

6.16 billion


Top CNN Stories 2000–2005

September 11

Dot-com bubble burst

Enron scandal

Iraq War

Clinton and Lewinsky

Harry Potter

Atkins/Low-Carb

Gay Marriage


Countries in Power

United States

China

Russia

England

Germany

Japan
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To Whom Americans Attribute Power

Movie stars

Rock stars

Sports stars

Rich people

Major political figures


Cost of Living Averages




	
Stamp

Pack of gum

Quart of milk

Gallon of gas

Loaf of bread

Pack of cigarettes

Movie tickets

Hardcover book

Pair of Levi’s



	
37¢

$1.00

$1.80

$1.90

$2.50

$3.80

$9.25

$24.95

$32.00








Confirmed Planets

Mercury

Venus

Earth

Mars

Jupiter

Saturn

Uranus

Neptune

Pluto


Highest-Rated Television Shows

Super Bowl

World Series

NBA Championship

Academy Awards

The Sopranos

American Idol

Reality-television shows


What We Call the Other Driver When Angry

Bitch

Asshole

Fucking bitch

Fucking asshole


Ways We Exercise
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Jogging

Biking

Spin classes

Treadmill

Lifting weights

Pilates

Yoga


Common Signs

Employees Must Wash Hands Before Returning to Work

Not Responsible for Lost or Stolen Property

Please Do Not Throw Sanitary Napkins, Tampons, or

Paper Towels in Toilet

No Parking

Pedestrian Crossing

Beware of Dog

No Soliciting
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Machines We Own

Television

Computer

Cell phone

CD player and iPod

Washing machine and dryer

Dishwasher

Coffeemaker

VCR and DVD player

Video camera

Digital camera

Microwave oven


Popular Kids’ Names

Jacob

Michael

Matthew

Joshua

Christopher

Nicholas

Andrew

Joseph

Daniel

Tyler

Emily

Hannah

Madison

Ashley

Sarah

Alexis

Samantha

Jessica

Taylor

Elizabeth


Childhood Rhymes

Eenie Meenie Miney Moe

Catch a tiger by the toe

If he hollers let him go

Eenie Meenie Miney Moe



I went to a Chinese restaurant

To buy a loaf of bread,

He asked me what my name was

And this is what I said:

Elvis Presley

Girls are sexy

In the bath

Drinking Pepsi

Had a baby

Named her Daisy

Had another one

He was crazy

So this is what I said:

Supersonic idiotic overloaded disconnected bubble butt.



We must

We must

We must increase our bust

The bigger the better

The tighter the sweater

The boys depend on us


Most Popular After-School Activities

Seasonal sports (soccer, football, basketball, baseball)

Karate, Tae Kwon Do

Chess

Dance (ballet, jazz, hip-hop)

Gymnastics

Music lessons (piano, violin, guitar, drums)


Colors of the Rainbow

Red Orange

Yellow

Green

Blue

Indigo

Violet


Colors of the J. Crew Catalog

Orchid

Grape

Pacific

Grass

Ink

Cantaloupe

Oasis Lilac
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Sex

Kissing

Breasts fondling

Manual stimulation

Oral sex

Penetration


Excuses

Kid sick

Working late

Baby-sitter canceled

Car wouldn’t start/in shop

Stuck in traffic

Something came up
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How We Answer the Question “How Are You?”

Good

Fine

Stressed out

Tired

Great

Busy
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What We Take to Feel Better

Advil

Cigarette (tobacco, marijuana)

Glass of wine

A beer

A cocktail

Valium

Prozac


What We Say When We Bang Our Knee on the Corner of the Table, Burn a Hand on a Hot Skillet, or Get Frustrated Trying to Untangle a Computer Cord

Shit!

Fuck!

Fucking shit!

Goddamn it!

Jesus H. Christ!

Numbers and Codes We All Memorize

Phone number and home address

Cell number

Pager number

Fax number

Pin number (cash machine card)

Social Security number

E-mail password

Amazon returning customer password

Home security system code

ID number for voice mail


Acronyms That Are Common But Confusing

NASDAQ (tech stock index)

NASCAR (association for race-car drivers)

ASCAP (society for authors, composers, and publishers)

NAACP (African-American organization)

NAPSTER (online music entity)

NASA (space program)

NETSCAPE (computer browser)

NESCAFÉ (coffee company)


Dialogue as We Pass Coworker in Hall

Hi. How’re you?

Good, thanks, you?



Hey. What’s up?

Not much. You?


Letters in Our Alphabet
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Common Slang

Dude

What up

Yo

Whack

Sweet

Bling-bling

My bad


Most Frequently Used Words

Hi

Bye

Okay

No

Yes
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965
Sei Shonagon born.
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1965
One thousand years later AKR born, Chicago, Illinois.
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1965
Agatha Christie writes the epilogue in her autobiography:

Long walks are off, and alas, bathing in the sea; fillet steaks and apples and raw blackberries (teeth difficulties) and reading fine print. But there is a great deal left. Operas and concerts, and reading, and the enormous pleasure of dropping into bed and going to sleep, and dreams of every variety.… Almost best of all, sitting in the sun—gently drowsy … And there you are again—remembering. “I remember, I remember, the house where I was born.…”
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1966
AKR’s first word:
more.
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1969
From this point on, draws constantly.
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1975
Notices and likes certain signs and phrases.

For example: Billboard for new subdivision going up in her town says GREATEST EARTH ON SHOW. Clicks for her.

They’ve reversed the circus saying, greatest show on earth … cool.

And loves this sign at friend’s pool:

THIS IS OUR OOL.
NOTICE THERE IS NO P IN IT.
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1976, Card to parents
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Twenty-some years later, gets inordinate pleasure out of creating anniversary card for her parents, Paul and Ann:

HAPPY (PAUL AND) ANNIVERSARY
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1976
Discovers Ziggy. Remains an obsession throughout teen years.
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1977
Paints little Lucite box with words Pop’s Corn, fills it with a bit of popcorn, and gives it to Dad on Father’s Day. Father appropriately responds by keeping it on his bureau for the next twenty-five years.
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1978–1990

Links new vocabulary words with the person she first heard use them:

Father: Integrity
Jeff: Nefarious
Peter: Industrious
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1982
English teacher, Mrs. Lowey, instructs class to keep a journal.
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Summer 1984
Gets job at popcorn shop painting decorative tins as gifts.
Boss tells her she is good at coming up with timely, sellable ideas (like painting the phrase Girls Just Want to Have Fun and the Ghostbusters logo) but that her work is messy, poorly painted. She agrees, but doesn’t like the executing, just the idea part of it.
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1985
Tries to write fiction in creative writing class in college. Keeps writing the truth, stuff that actually happened. Teacher says make things up. Ultimately, alters her assignments and is supportive.
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1986
Journal from year in Paris:

I think 90 percent of what/who we are is never really verbally communicated.…

I like to write things down—moments, memories, lists, quotes, thoughts. Compulsively sometimes.

I need to gather all the thoughts that are locked in my head and put them on paper. Will my memory ever fail me? Maybe that’s the precaution I’m taking.
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1986
During summer internship at ad agency, boss gives pivotal three-word critique of her research-related writing:

Express vs. Impress.
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July 9, 1987
From journal:

Mom thinks I’ll be a writer someday.
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1987
Worries about mastering the segue. Is there a kind of writing where each paragraph does not drift fluidly and seamlessly into the next?
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July 20, 1987
Tells manager at Baker’s Square that restaurant’s sign shouldn’t be round.

[image: ]
1988–1997

Lands job as advertising copywriter.
Loves distillation of ideas, concise writing, short attention span compatibility.
Job pretty much a blast.
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Upon meeting for first time, boss Jeff tells her, You don’t look like a writer.
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Sees that the word Levi’s is in the word television …
Tries unsuccessfully to sell campaign around the tagline
Levi’s have always been a part of television with clips of famous
TV characters wearing Levi’s.
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Thinks her client Kraft should do something called
The Krafterschool Special, à la the special after-school movies that aired in the seventies.
Goes nowhere.
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1989
Reads The Day I Became an Autodidact, by Kendall Hailey.
Writes author and receives letter back. Thus begins Pavlovian habit of writing earnest letters to authors whose work has moved her, a fact that embarrasses her later when she comes to think of it.
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Drawn to charts, signage, unusual formats for writing.
Produces items for her own amusement.
Discovers word-oriented artists Barbara Kruger, Jenny Holzer, and later Stephanie Brooks.
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1992
Cocreates Oyster, a very short-lived, very experimental, very ego-driven zine/newspaper.
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1993
Introduced to artist Charise Mericle Harper. Meet every Thursday afternoon from this point on to occasionally collaborate on work, provide mutual sounding board, and much-needed, rose-colored encouragement.
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1993
Takes playwriting workshop with Neo-Futurists theater company founder Greg Allen, whose philosophy resonates with her:

Work must reflect the randomness of life, with its incessant, merciless, almost humorous bombardment of highly contrasting emotions and experiences.
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1995
Discovers writer David Shields in Harper’s Magazine. Crazy about his work. Soon thereafter reads his book Remote. Writes him. They correspond for a time.
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1995
Discovers Paul Auster, whose book The Red Notebook reinforces the beauty and validity of coincidences/serendipity. Writes Auster. Cherishes his simple reply on elegant stationery.
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1996
Records material in ad agency studio with engineer Stump Mahoney.
Sends it off to Ira Glass at This American Life. Receives call one gray Sunday afternoon. Work not right for their show, but he gives her crucial feedback: Work is way too random and scattered. Think about organizing material by subject in some way.
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1996–1997
Writes for Might magazine. Is given joyous free rein to write choppy, random, handwritten, segue-free column.

Later develops similar column with solely parent-focused material for Parenting magazine. Good gig but abruptly ends after a few months when the magazine staff changes in their move from San Francisco to New York.
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1997
Might folds. When she tries to sell her uncategorizable work to local newspaper, editor tells her,

Well, Amy, I’m afraid you’re a Might writer in a Might less world.
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After nearly two years of rejections and dead ends, gets first piece in Utne Reader magazine.
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1997
Almost writes/codirects short piece for MTV, but after initial green light, buzz, and excitement, and telling everyone about it, whole thing falls apart.
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1997
Begins contributing commentaries and listlike pieces to Chicago’s NPR affiliate, WBEZ.
Station receives unusual feedback from listeners, along the lines of

Hey, I can do that. I for sure can do that. I’d like to do that. Can I do that?
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Around this time, reads quote:

You don’t have to necessarily be the best at what you do—there’s always someone better. Instead, be the only one who does what you do.
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1997
Decides to leave advertising.
After a year, she finally gets an agent. He sends out manuscript for The Book of Eleven. Receives wide range of well-crafted rejections.
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1998
Publishes The Book of Eleven.
Well received by press and readers.
Assumes book will be bestseller, thinks that is just how it works.

Sales are educationally underwhelming.
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1998
Finds new home for choppy, random column: Chicago Tribune online magazine. Upon securing this gig, signs up for Internet access.

Writes this column weekly for next four years, though midway through it moves to amused.com.
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1999
Discovers The Pillow Book of Sei Shonagon. From Introduction:

The Pillow Book is the precursor of a typically Japanese genre known as zuihitsu (“occasional writings, random notes”)…. The structural confusion of The Pillow Book is generally regarded as its main stylistic weakness; yet surely part of its charm lies precisely in its rather bizarre, haphazard arrangement in which a list of “awkward things,” for example, is followed by an account of the Emperor’s return from a shrine … and then a short, lyrical description of the dew on a clear autumn morning.

This is tremendously exciting to her. Enlightening. Reassuring.
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1999
Has art show of sorts at local coffeehouse/gallery. Work is conceptually okay, but poorly executed.
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1999
Tries to put together a couple of photo-essay concept books. One idea: Photograph and document the contents of various people’s refrigerators (celebrities and ordinary people alike).

Another: women’s purses.
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Reads Alain de Botton’s book How Proust Can Change Your Life.

Becomes fixated on Proust-themed books and biographies.
A few years later, upon reading third book by Alain de Botton, sends e-mail to him.
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2000
Reads James Thurber for first time.
Particularly drawn to his autobiographical “casuals” for
The New Yorker.
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2000
Publishes second book, about motherhood.
Incorporates charts and an index.

[image: ]

2000–2002
Creates Writers’ Block Party Audio Magazine.
The critical success/commercial failure theme continues.
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2001
Begins compiling all the pieces from weekly columns.

There are no thematic headings;

For organizational purposes, decides to aphabetize material according to first letter of each piece. Soon sees that this could make for an interesting format for a book.

Wonders if she shouldn’t just save all this material for a novel down the road, when she finally gets serious and tackles fiction. People often seem to imply this kind of nonfiction writing she does is only a means to an end, a breezy warm-up for inevitable fictional oeuvre.
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2001
Publishes third book, again about motherhood. Contains longer pieces—essays—a writing form she likes but that she finds reminiscent of school writing assignments.
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2001
Discovers writer Leonard Koren, author of 13 Books and Wabi-Sabi.

Sends e-mail. Kind reply. His wife’s name is Ziggie.
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Spring 2002

Tells Charise about idea of writing not an autobiography exactly, but rather a biography of one’s self, interviewing people in your life as if writing third-person biography.

Charise thinks it sounds cool, and continues to ask about it, though Amy does not do anything with it for a while.
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Late summer vacation reading 2002

Several books seem to come together, making a statement; things begin to gel.
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Spend it all, shoot it, play it, lose it, all right away, every time. Do not hoard what seems good … for another book.… The impulse to save something good for a better place later is the signal to spend it now.

—Annie Dillard, The Writing Life

[image: ]

What stops me from taking myself seriously, even though I’m essentially a serious person, is that I find myself extremely ridiculous—not in the sense of the small-scale ridiculousness of slapstick comedy, but rather in the sense of a ridiculousness that seems intrinsic to human life and that manifests itself in the simplest actions and most ordinary gestures. For example, I can never shave without starting to laugh; it seems so idiotic.

—Flaubert to Louise Colet, as retold in The Art of Travel by Alain de Botton
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“Do you think I can be a writer?”
“I don’t know. Do you like sentences?”

—Conversation between teacher and student, as retold in The Writing Life by Annie Dillard
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To simultaneously strive and let go … don’t be concerned with the fruits of your labor.

—The Heart of Yoga by T. K. V. Desikachar
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Hone your craft, have fun, don’t go for “art.”

—Douglas Adams, The Salmon of Doubt
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Fall 2002

Knows it is time to put a book together, though can’t yet see what it is, what it could be. Her material feels scattered; lacks anchor, structure, and purpose. Sets biography of self/interview idea in motion by contacting several key friends, sending off list of questions via e-mail. Soon realizes this would not work as a book but might be interesting incorporated into a book.
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Further reading helps crystallize:

I called [Bob Dylan]…. I said, “I am totally wigged out and I don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing, and I’ve got a lot of pressure to incorporate what’s going on.” He said, “Go back to your roots. Take out the albums that you loved and play those songs. Get your band together and rehearse those songs, and then you will start writing.” And that’s what I did.

—Sheryl Crow, Rolling Stone, October 31, 2002

[image: ]

But writing with simplicity requires courage, for there is a danger that one will be overlooked, dismissed as simpleminded by those with a tenacious belief that impossible prose is a hallmark of intelligence.

—Alain de Botton, The Consolations of Philosophy
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Many things that I would not care to tell any individual man I tell to the public, and for knowledge of my most secret thoughts, I refer my most loyal friends to a bookseller’s stall.

—Montaigne, as quoted in The Consolations of Philosophy by Alain de Botton
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Montaigne offered so much information on exactly how commonplace and private his own life had been—why he wanted to tell us:
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That he didn’t like apples:
“I am not over fond of any fruit except melons.”





That he had a complex relationship with radishes:
“I first of all found that radishes agreed with me; then they did not; now they do again.”


That he ate too fast:
“In my haste I often bite my tongue and occasionally my fingers.”



—Alain de Botton, The Consolations of Philosophy

[image: ]

I have remembered, I suppose, what I wanted to remember; many ridiculous things for no reason that makes sense. That is the way we human creatures are made.

—Agatha Christie: An Autobiography

[image: ]

Begins fervent exploration of all forms that nonfiction takes, standard formats such as biography, autobiography, interviews, charts, how a private eye would write a character profile, criminal background checks, character analysis, etc.…

[image: ]

This search leads to scrutinizing the ultimate nonfiction entity: the encyclopedia. Needs to study a typical entry.

Grabs one volume randomly from her office, places it on bed to read that night.

Volume E.
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Opens to Einstein’s entry. Finishes Einstein, keeps reading, comes to entry for the word encyclopedia itself. Is immediately intrigued by the history of the encyclopedia, how it evolved, all the different forms it’s taken over the years. It occurs to her in a moment she feels she will remember always but perhaps that is just the drama and delusion kicking in:

I am not writing a memoir (I have no story); I am not writing an autobiography (for who really cares). I am writing a personal encyclopedia, a thorough documentation of an ordinary life in the end of the twentieth century/beginning of the twenty-first. And in fact, while I didn’t know it then, I started this encyclopedia nearly two years ago, when I began gathering my columns/writings and putting them in alphabetical order. And I began it even before that, when I was busy making charts and tables for no apparent reason. And I began it even before that …

[image: ]

As if to lay claim to them, to make sure she is reading it right, begins typing out these revelatory passages from the entry for “Encyclopedia.” Excitedly nods along, yes, yes, yes, as the book becomes more and more and more cemented in her mind, the pieces all finally falling into place.
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“…    to provide in an orderly arrangement the essence of ‘all that is known’ on a subject.”

[image: ]

“Of the various types of reference works, the encyclopedia is the only one that can be termed self-contained. To this end it employs many features that can help in its task, including illustrations, maps, diagrams, charts, and statistical tables.”

[image: ]

“…    constructed like an onion, the different layers enclosing the heart.”
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“Encyclopedias have often reflected fairly accurately the civilization in which they appeared.”
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“All great encyclopedia makers have tried to be truthful and to present a balanced picture of civilization, as they know it, although it is probable that no encyclopedia is totally unbiased.”
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“Cross-references are an essential feature of the modern encyclopedia (system of arrows, or ‘see also,’ or words in small capital letters which indicate where additional info can be found).”

“The problem of the encyclopediast has always been to strike the right mean between too learned and too simplified an approach.”
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November 2002–March 2003

Gets to work on what she now knows is titled Encyclopedia of an Ordinary Life
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Writes, writes.
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March 2003
Completes first draft of Encyclopedia of an Ordinary Life.

Gives to Charise, family, and agent Amy Rennert.
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April/May 2003
Receives valuable feedback from colleagues John Green, Cynthia Kaplan, Tony Rogers, Dena Fischer.
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July 2003
Completes second draft. Sends manuscript to agent.
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August 6, 2003
Reads about Jeffrey Middleton, man who has illustrated new edition of Webster’s Dictionary.

His style would be perfect for Encyclopedia, she thinks.

Tears out article, puts in her book box, just in case, who knows.
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September 19, 2003
A handful of editors receive Encyclopedia of an Ordinary Life manuscript.
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September 23, 2003
First rejection officially comes in.
Here we go.
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September 24, 2003
Agent calls to relay positive message she received from an editor in the middle of night. With news that this editor gets it, gets intention behind book, AKR feels equipped to handle any outcome from here.

[image: ]
Thursday, October 2, 2003

Book goes to auction. Amy Rennert calls back and forth with updates.

Spends afternoon with Charise. At six P.M., on way to pick up son Miles from friend’s house, receives call from Amy Rennert. It’s official.

Crown will be publishing this book. Annik La Farge editor.

Call Jason. Call parents.
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9:30 A.M. EST, October 15, 2003

Amy Rosenthal (no relation) and Amy Rosenthal (no relation), both of New York City, show up at offices of Crown/Random House on AKR’s behalf, bearing purple irises as a thank-you for editor Annik La Farge.

AKR had discovered the two Amy Rosenthals earlier in the month through a simple Google search, and after a couple e-mails and phone conversations explaining performance thank you concept, the women amazingly and generously agreed to participate.
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February 12, 2004
Jeffrey Middleton agrees to illustrate.
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March 1, 2004
Hands in third draft of manuscript.
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April 2004
Book goes into production.
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May 2004
Sales meetings, publicity meetings.

June 7, 2004
Hands in fourth draft of manuscript.
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June 2004/January 2005
Crown people get busy.

Brian Belfiglio, Amy Boorstein, Tina Constable, Lauren Dong, Meg Drislane, Emily Eilertson, Jill Flaxman, Alison Forner, Jenny Frost, Doug Jones, Linda Kaplan, Kristin Kiser, Annik La Farge, Philip Patrick, Dan Rembert, Mario Rojas, Steve Ross, Karin Schulze, Penny Simon, Barbara Sturman, and Elizabeth Van Itallie.
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November 2004
Book goes to printer.

[image: ]

January 2005
Book gets shipped to warehouses and bookstores.
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This moment now

You are here.

X








[pause]
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A

AMY

For a while I wished my name was spelled Aimee; it seemed so much more original, innovative, so chock-full of vowels. I like that my name can spell May and yam. When I was growing up, my parents would sing the old song “Once in Love with Amy.” I always liked when they did that. In my dating years, the song was “Amie,” by Pure Prairie League. Boy: (singing) “Amie / What you wanna do?” I always liked that little serenade as well. The Japanese word amai means the feeling of being cherished and expectation to be loved. The amygdala is the emotional center of the brain. People close to me call me Aim, and that feels affectionate and validating; conversely, I am wary of people I’ve just met who are prematurely chummy and refer to me that way. I’ve been signing my name like this

[image: ]

since the summer after seventh grade, when I invented it at overnight camp sitting on my top bunk.

[image: ]

The amygdala acts as the storehouse of emotional memory. Without the amygdala, life is stripped of personal meaning; all passion depends on it.

[image: ]

School assignment, first grade.

AMY ROSENTHAL

My father-in-law informed me that my married name could produce these two anagrams: Hearty Salmon. Nasty Armhole. I cannot tell you how much I love that.

ANSWERING MACHINE

In most cases, it is more satisfying to get a friend’s answering machine and leave a cheery, tangible trace of your sincere commitment to the friendship than it is to engage in actual conversation.

ANXIOUS, THINGS THAT MAKE ME


Table

[image: ]
TRAIN SCHEDULES
[image: ]

I have to look real close at the columns and small type, and keep double-checking it, as I could be misreading a departure time; a centimeter to the left or right and you’re in the entirely wrong little box/column. Even after I’ve confirmed that there’s an 8:06 leaving Chicago’s Northwestern Station, I’ll pull the crinkly little schedule out of my bag and check one more time. And then, as the final coup de grâce, I’ll turn to some guy waiting on the platform and ask, “You’re waiting for the 8:06, right?”

[image: ]
VENDING MACHINES
[image: ]

Again, I have to double-, triple-check. Okay, it’s A5 for the Bugles. Is that right? A5? I don’t want to read the codes wrong and end up with the Flaming Hot Cheetos. But then, what a relief when the Bugles tumble down. Yes! I knew it was A5!

[image: ]
BIBLIOGRAPHIES
[image: ]

All those commas. Last name of author, comma. First name, comma. Then name of book, underlined. Name of publisher, not underlined. Page numbers, then period. Or is it comma? Writing the paper itself was difficult but manageable. But that bibliography always made my body clench up. To be in that hyperconcentrated mode was nerve-racking. The whole time I’m picturing my teacher reading it, looking for a misplaced comma, eager to tarnish my hard work with red pen marks.

[image: ]
RUNNING INTO SOMEONE
[image: ]

It could be someone I know rather well—an old work colleague, a second cousin—but for some reason I panic and completely blank on their name, and then, at the last possible heart-racing second, the name will come to me.

[image: ]ALLOTTING ENOUGH TIME TO MAKE FLIGHT
[image: ]

I always work backward. Okay, the flight leaves at 11:15, so I should be at the airport at 9:15. That means I should leave the house at 8:30—no, play it safe, could be a lot of traffic, say 8:15. That means I need to get up at 7:30; that gives me 45 minutes to get ready and finish any last-minute packing. As soon as I’ve come to this conclusion, I’ll immediately repeat the whole internal dialogue-calculations, see if I come up with the same time estimates. I’ll do this at least a couple more times the day before I leave, one of the times being that night when I set my alarm clock.



APPROACHERS

People are either approachers or avoiders. Approachers will dart across a crowded room and enthusiastically state the obvious: “Oh, my God. It’s you! We went to camp together! I haven’t seen you since we were ten!” An avoider, in the same situation, would make no effort whatsoever to reconnect. They reason: So we once knew each other. That in and of itself is not interesting. I have no desire to acknowledge that we once, long ago, roasted marshmallows together. It will only be awkward to make small talk, and our shared campfire history is of no consequence. I see you. And you see me. That is enough. And while the avoider chooses not to approach, the approacher really has no conscious choice in the matter; approaching is just what they do.

AS

As self-conscious as rearranging what’s on your coffee table before guests arrive—putting Art Forum and Milan Kundera’s latest novel on top of People magazine and The Berenstain Bears Potty Book.

As specific as a mosquito bite on a pinky toe knuckle.

As startling as coming home from vacation and seeing yourself in your own bathroom mirror and only then realizing just how tan you really are.

As out of place as a heap of snow that remains by a street lamp on a sunny April day long after all the other snow has melted.

[image: ]

AYN RAND

Ayn Rand seems so mysterious, privy, snobby—in a cool way. I’m pretty sure it’s the y.

See also: Letters
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In perfectly
good mood

In the car, at an intersection,
see a pedestrian about to cross
the street. We make eye contact
Imotion them (o go ahead.,

eross the street. The pedestrian
motions. No, yougo. I motion
back, No, yougo— pedestrians have
the right o
trian wants me to go.
go. You want me (0 go so bad,
I'm go

Instant

bad mood

Tn perfectly
good mood

Going about my day. enjoying
life, walking to the kitchen to get
a handful of Wheat Thins. Sud-
denly. stupidly, T bang my knce

on the corner of the cabinet.

Instant
bad mood

In perfectly
good mood

Four people wearing sunglasses
drive by in a convertible. They
are jamming tunes and look cool.

Instant
bad mood
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YAHOO! Mall 27

Froms  TheGoodsisouotcom
Data: Tha, 10 Apr 2003 13:02:20 B0
Subject: Dream

To: masomyrgyahoo.com

Any,

I think you mentioned that other people’s dreans aren’t interesting
you're in them. I agree. But 1 just remembersd having a dream last
Alghe that

T uas perforning my show at night at Schubas, and you were
performing/orchestrating some bly revie that would begin after my show.
I

was & packed house, bench-style seating like you see in movies about
Sld-tine, small-torn theateical events. We wers supposed to Start at
20130,

but you kept fussing with the stage, vhich was behind cuctains, and T
had to

o my show with all of your props in vaiting. ALl I remember is a big
With lots of different outfits on it. I started sbsentmindedly moving
aside and you said, "no no, those have to stay there.” Things were
cunning

Late alteady when we finally had our chance to start getting ready.
Michael,

my director, was so busy schmoozing with the crowd he could not help me
A1) (not a stretch), and I seemed to have misplaced all of my props and
Gevices. It was literally a nightmare. At one point I realized it was
11130

and we had not even bequn the show. T couldn't imagine what time you
ould

stact your show. Oh, and lots of people had brought small children.
hat's

i, X don't remembor any more. You decide the significance.

Tony
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IN THE CITY OF CHICAGO, ILLINOIS
DEPARTMENT OF ADMINISTRATIVE HEARINGS

CITY OF CHICAGO, a Muricipal Corporation,

Peitoner.
. Ticket: 9045105311

Rosenthal,Jason Plate: C367841

Chicago IL

Respondent.

FINDINGS, DECISIONS & ORDERS

On 10/06/2000 you were isued a ticket for:
09641907 __EXP. METER NON-CENTRAL BUSINGSS DISTRICT

5 deeise o his ket you have asertcd tha he s s iopersbe

o malfunctoned through po fault of yours at the
straive Law Offcer s revi

either in person or by mail, by the Ciy of Chicago and you.

‘evidence submited

s the finding of the Aduminisrative Law Officer that the informs
supports  detcrmination that the meter was noperable through ro.

Nt on the ot o the vilaton

Consequently, you are not responsibl for the fine.

ENTERED:  AUDREY WADE 078 0310672001
Adminisrtive Law Officer #  Date

+ This order may be sppesled tothe Circut Courtof Cook Couny.
(Dalley Center 6h 1) within thiry-five days of the order date.
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 From the desk of Amy Krouse Rosenthal o

RE: PARKING TICKET
Desr ity of Chicago/Department of Reveave, and Polce Officr 5. Westbers:

kow you sy there re only 7 groundsfor conesting a Vioation Notie, bt Ljust want
5o be honest with you and sce if the following might also be considered o “temporary §*
ound”

On Friday Octobe 6°, 2000, | wen 1 the Barnes and Nobl on Divrsey. | was there
befor the store even opened. Anothe genlennen end myselfwere here witing fo them
10 open th doors 39 am, bt 1 dda't gt his name. Anyway, L et o by books 0 give
5 it, 25w had many occasions coming up tht caliedfor i

S01BOUGHT:
1. A book to take to my end Ava's house because thy bad invited us to dnner that

night.

2 A book to bring 1o my frend Kay's cockiail paty, which was the next night

(Saturday).

5. A book for my fiend Susi’sbitbday (which ws et dy).

5 A book tha | Knew my friead Lindy wanied, o | was giog 1 see ber e i the

P

5."A ook abous being s3d when you kose your balloon in the sky for ny 3-yearokd

pephew Andrew who hud recetl lost hisballoon. H's OK now.

. Fou mogains for my s T who b s b s sugry (o modisl
. and who. ould be e nbed. His

doctor s named Dr. Hefern, He's iod.

14K buy 8 cp of cofle  he Starbucks café inside- 1 e 1 ceserved that ot besides
b, herestof my purchases were fo ober peope. | rushed aound best | could fnside
and thought | coukd gt everything in e than an bou, Botiom lie: 1 misjudged the
amount o tme i would take. But f igh of the reason for my vist, and that T was only
a couple minutes pat the expied ime, | was wonering f you coud extend to me o
‘smal break, ke good ke kind of g,

L am eocosing a check for the 25 cents  should bave put i the et i the it place,
a0d hope wecan all call i day.

e
2%

Sl

e

photes "
petton
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HATED EVERY
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OF THIS!
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AGE 16
During my lastyear of over-
nightcamp, our cabin picking out
‘matching T-shirts with cabin mates

(s tadition afer our weeklong canoe tsip).

1 had it in my head that gra shirswith red
ron-on letters would look gret. Sanding there.
inthe sore, 1 ssid very ealmly that | vas going to

et thatcolor combo, but it didn't necesarily
mean cveryone el had to. | feltlike vasn't
being bossy about i, jus crtain about that
choicefor me. The whole group did end
ap getting gray/rcd shirts. Was | being.
bosy? Orwas | just being
confidently asertive?

Ace20
David telling me o put
people in il the photos that
Ttookwhile s sbroad junior
yesr. that L might not think so
atthe time, butwhen | got
home,all the tourist st
‘would be dull without

any humans in

Ak 27
L. telling me that you
s bigwords with your
children, and despie the fact
that L was s brand-new mom.
instinetively | kne chat 1 didn't
agree, that wouldn't e lowest-
common-denominator spesk.
thattheir ltle minds could
raduslly sbsorb the gst
ofbigwords.

AcE 25
M. telling me that in
general | alk prety loudly.

AcE 15
My driver's ed teacher.
asking which is safer: driving
close o the other cars on the highway
or keeping your distanc. | guessed the
former, thinking there vas safety in
numbers —my teen world enforced the
roup/clique theory. and | figured it
wasthe ssme with car. Only ater, in
college,did I discover the fasci-
nating concept of individu-
of driving slo.

We were in some kind of sore at
the time, maybe a video sore.
Inever knew I spoke loudly, but
from that point on, whencver
T've heard someone spesking
Toudly. I've wondered if
that's how I sound.
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Mernaw A Meraw B
Clharming Fabudous prano player
Good at Fing-Fong Quite anattractive
Bad speller Rich
Alot of moles e behaved chitdren
Gontent with careen Aggic to chocolite
Optimiseic Gratizg laygh
Car breaks down a lot Nice garden

Menee G
Friends awho adore you

Clhronie insomnia
ook great in shinfy wnderwear
Color-blind
Bitiggual
Motivated
B hisser
Wl live a logg 1

Glloose one. No substitutions please
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The following is an attempt to
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ever Sometimes Often Always

Tean be genuinely happy
for someone else's success

regardless of my own

personal success/failure

status at the moment. S S

Igo out of myway to help

tourists. P .

Iwonder if am going
about it all wrong. [

Thrush my tongue. — =

Ithink of myselfas a
7en of the world. S

Tsay yes when the server
asks me if [would like
pepper on my salad. T

I come to another’s
defense if T feel they are
being treated or spoken
about unfairly. T

Liron my jeans. ST
Ihave been unfaithful. SIT S T
Ibelieve in God. S

Ibelieve in magic. T
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Never Sometimes Often

Always

Iwash new clothes
before I wear them — p— —

1 feel content most of

the time. — [ f—

I return books that I

borrow from friends. N SR N

Ibreak out in a rash

after eating shellfish. e
Tike myself. B

I notice different kinds

of chairs. — — —

Ttell the truth even if it
means hurting someone’s

feelings. T

Ikeep fresh fruit out in

alarge wooden bowl. B

Iworry about being
buried alive. .
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