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Acclaim for David Sedaris’s

Me Talk Pretty One Day
“Blisteringly funny.”

— David Cobb Craig, Peop

“His most sidesplitting work to date. The stories chronicling Sedaris’s time in Paris are painful
funny fish-out-of-water tales about the difficulty of learning the language and the nea
impossibility of translating the culture.… The simple, effortless comic build of these stories had m
howling in the airport, my hands shaking, my eyes glistening with tears
— Sarah Hepola, Austin Chronicle

“Mercy, mercy! David Sedaris is dangerously funny.”
— Susan Salter Reynolds, Los Angeles Times Book Revie
“Hilarious and insightful.… Mr. Sedaris may not talk pretty, but he does write funny.”
— Robert J. Hughes, Wall Street Journal
“Arguably one of the funniest writers working today.… Sedaris’s humor is based on a
writer’s best friend: droll, descriptive storytelling.”
— Anne Stephenson, USA Today

“Pure pleasure.… The pieces that deal with Sedaris’s fumbling efforts to learn French in Paris as
newly installed ‘ex-pat’ are among his funniest ever
— Zoe Rosenfeld, U
“Sedaris’s best vignettes are completely engaging.… He makes you laugh out loud.”
— Jonathan Reynolds, New York Times Book Review

“Hilarious.… Sedaris has the ability to seem constantly surrounded by surreal events and situation
… The book is laugh-out-loud funny, witty, trenchant, and over far too soon
— Chris Barsanti, Boo
“David Sedaris has one of the most shameless, acid, vaulting wits on planet earth.… Each essay is a
delight.”
— Adam F. Kay, Boston Book Review

“A student of American letters and literature would probably herald Sedaris as a modern-day Mar
Twain.… Each chapter is an essay that will put a grin on your face
— Lisa Neff, Chicago Free Pre

“Mr. Sedaris’s peculiar genius lies in his ability to transform the mortification of everyday life into
wildly entertaining art.”
— Daphne Evistar, Christian Science Monito
“Sedaris is funny, smart, and wickedly observant.… Take Me Talk Pretty One Day somewhere wher
you can laugh unabashed, or better, where you can read your favorite parts out loud.”
— Susan Warmbrunn, Colorado Springs Gazette

“What a wonderful storyteller Sedaris is.… His writing embodies the softened bite of Doroth
Parker, the highbrow sarcasm of Fran Lebowitz, and the social commentary of Oscar Wilde
— James Reed, Columbia Missourian

“There is no contemporary writer as reliably funny as David Sedaris. His best humor seems to come
from the same place as — dare I think it? — Mark Twain’s. It’s dark and suffering, extremely causti
skillfully exaggerated, but recognizably true.”
— Marilyn Bailey, Fort Worth Star-Telegram

“Sedaris’s genius lies in transforming strangeness, obsessive voyeurism, and endearingly snotty
observations into wildly entertaining art.”
— Rob Stout, Providence Journ

“David Sedaris is our generation’s James Thurber, Dorothy Parker, Fran Lebowitz, Woody Allen, an
Mark Twain wrapped in a compact package with a pixie’s voice. He’s a treasure to behold.”
— Seth Flicker, Genre

“Sedaris is a master at turning his life experiences into witty vignettes that both entertain an
comment on the human condition
— Gloria Maxwell, Library Journ
“Sedaris catalogs his foibles in a way that, while wildly funny, is also moving.”
— Henry Alford, LA Weekly

“David Sedaris is seriously funny. In Me Talk Pretty One Day he again accomplishes the cliché: He
makes you laugh and he makes you cry. Sometimes both at once.”
— Diana D. Powell, Memphis Commercial Appe

“Sedaris’s irresistibly funny travel essays, reminiscences, and diary entries hit with an almost physic
wallop.… With a sharpshooter’s eye for detail, he writes about his experiences in a way that inspires
shock of recognition. … It may take Sedaris more practice to talk pretty, but he writes gorgeous.”
— Colin Covert, Minneapolis Star Tribun

“A writer who is capable of being not only funny, but touching, even tender, too.… David Sedaris is

part Walter Mitty, part Garry Shandling, part Andy Rooney, with a little bit of Oscar Wilde thrown i
for good measure; a campy commentator on the absurdities of contemporary life.”
— Michiko Kakutani, New York Times

“The poignancy is palpable here… so that we are curled up laughing while we read but also deep
affected by all that hides between the lines.… It’s classic Sedaris, making us laugh, making us car
Making us more human through his humor
— Beth Kephart, Philadelphia Inquire

“Sedaris is Garrison Keillor’s evil twin: like the Minnesota humorist, Sedaris focuses on the icy
patches that mar life’s sidewalk, though the ice in his work is much more slippery and the falls much
more spectacularly funny.”
— Publishers Weekly (starred review

“Sidesplitting.… Me Talk Pretty One Day fits loosely into the tradition pioneered by those literar
wags of an earlier era, like S. J. Perelman and Robert Benchley, who spun their rando
observations into epically loopy fantasias.… Sedaris, too, examines the ridiculousness of thos
around him, but he does it with affectionate curiosity and not a jot of shame about his ow
mischievous weirdness
— Greg Villepique, Salon.co
“David Sedaris has gone to the well of pain and come back repeatedly with heart-tugging tales that
would have readers in tears if they weren’t so busy laughing.”
— Glenda Winders, San Diego Union-Tribune
“Razor-sharp funny.”
— Hal Jacobs, Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“Hilarious.… These stories are gems of wit and intimacy.… Whether you listen to a Sedaris stor
or read one, the effect is blissfully, elegantly funny.… Sedaris uncovers what makes everyday li
amusing enough to keep us living it
— Chris Watson, Santa Cruz Sentin

“It’s all hilarious.… Listen to me: you have got to read David Sedaris. He just might be the funniest
writer in North America.”
— Vue (Edmonton, Canada)
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One

Go Carolina

ANYONE WHO WATCHES EVEN THE SLIGHTEST amount of TV is familiar with the scene: An agent knock

on the door of some seemingly ordinary home or office. The door opens, and the person holding the
knob is asked to identify himself. The agent then says, “I’m going to ask you to come with me.”
They’re always remarkably calm, these agents. If asked “Why do I need to go anywhere with you?
they’ll straighten their shirt cuffs or idly brush stray hairs from the sleeves of their sport coats and
say, “Oh, I think we both know why.”
The suspect then chooses between doing things the hard way and doing things the easy way, and th
scene ends with either gunfire or the gentlemanly application of handcuffs. Occasionally it’s a case o
mistaken identity, but most often the suspect knows exactly why he’s being taken. It seems he’s been
expecting this to happen. The anticipation has ruled his life, and now, finally, the wait is over. You’re
sometimes led to believe that this person is actually relieved, but I’ve never bought it. Though it
probably has its moments, the average day spent in hiding is bound to beat the average day spent in
prison. When it comes time to decide who gets the bottom bunk, I think anyone would agree that
there’s a lot to be said for doing things the hard way.
The agent came for me during a geography lesson. She entered the room and nodded at my fifthgrade teacher, who stood frowning at a map of Europe. What would needle me later was the
realization that this had all been prearranged. My capture had been scheduled to go down at exactly
2:30 on a Thursday afternoon. The agent would be wearing a dung-colored blazer over a red knit
turtleneck, her heels sensibly low in case the suspect should attempt a quick getaway.
“David,” the teacher said, “this is Miss Samson, and she’d like you to go with her now.”
No one else had been called, so why me? I ran down a list of recent crimes, looking for a
conviction that might stick. Setting fire to a reportedly flameproof Halloween costume, stealing a set
of barbecue tongs from an unguarded patio, altering the word hit on a list of rules posted on the
gymnasium door; never did it occur to me that I might be innocent.
“You might want to take your books with you,” the teacher said. “And your jacket. You probably
won’t be back before the bell rings.”
Though she seemed old at the time, the agent was most likely fresh out of college. She walked
beside me and asked what appeared to be an innocent and unrelated question: “So, which do you like
better, State or Carolina?”
She was referring to the athletic rivalry between the Triangle area’s two largest universities. Thos
who cared about such things tended to express their allegiance by wearing either Tar Heel powder
blue, or Wolf Pack red, two colors that managed to look good on no one. The question of team
preference was common in our part of North Carolina, and the answer supposedly spoke volumes
about the kind of person you either were or hoped to become. I had no interest in football or basketba
but had learned it was best to pretend otherwise. If a boy didn’t care for barbecued chicken or potato
chips, people would accept it as a matter of personal taste, saying, “Oh well, I guess it takes all kinds
You could turn up your nose at the president or Coke or even God, but there were names for boys who

didn’t like sports. When the subject came up, I found it best to ask which team my questioner
preferred. Then I’d say, “Really? Me, too!”
Asked by the agent which team I supported, I took my cue from her red turtleneck and told her tha
I was for State. “Definitely State. State all the way.”
It was an answer I would regret for years to come.
“State, did you say?” the agent asked.
“Yes, State. They’re the greatest.”
“I see.” She led me through an unmarked door near the principal’s office, into a small, windowles
room furnished with two facing desks. It was the kind of room where you’d grill someone until they
snapped, the kind frequently painted so as to cover the bloodstains. She gestured toward what was to
become my regular seat, then continued her line of questioning.
“And what exactly are they, State and Carolina?”
“Colleges? Universities?”
She opened a file on her desk, saying, “Yes, you’re right. Your answers are correct, but you’re
saying them incorrectly. You’re telling me that they’re collegeth and univerthitieth, when actually
they’re colleges and universities. You’re giving me a th sound instead of a nice clear s. Can you hear
the distinction between the two different sounds?”
I nodded.
“May I please have an actual answer?”
“Uh-huh.”
“ ‘Uh-huh’ is not a word.”
“Okay.”
“Okay what?”
“Okay,” I said. “Sure, I can hear it.”
“You can hear what, the distinction? The contrast?”
“Yeah, that.”
It was the first battle of my war against the letter s, and I was determined to dig my foxhole before
the sun went down. According to Agent Samson, a “state certified speech therapist,” my s was sibilat
meaning that I lisped. This was not news to me.
“Our goal is to work together until eventually you can speak correctly,” Agent Samson said. She
made a great show of enunciating her own sparkling s’s, and the effect was profoundly irritating. “I’m
trying to help you, but the longer you play these little games the longer this is going to take.”
The woman spoke with a heavy western North Carolina accent, which I used to discredit her
authority. Here was a person for whom the word pen had two syllables. Her people undoubtedly drank
from clay jugs and hollered for Paw when the vittles were ready — so who was she to advise me on
anything? Over the coming years I would find a crack in each of the therapists sent to train what Miss
Samson now defined as my lazy tongue. “That’s its problem,” she said. “It’s just plain lazy.”
My sisters Amy and Gretchen were, at the time, undergoing therapy for their lazy eyes, while my
older sister, Lisa, had been born with a lazy leg that had refused to grow at the same rate as its twin.
She’d worn a corrective brace for the first two years of her life, and wherever she roamed she left a
trail of scratch marks in the soft pine floor. I liked the idea that a part of one’s body might be thought
of as lazy — not thoughtless or hostile, just unwilling to extend itself for the betterment of the team.
My father often accused my mother of having a lazy mind, while she in turn accused him of having a
lazy index finger, unable to dial the phone when he knew damn well he was going to be late.
My therapy sessions were scheduled for every Thursday at 2:30, and with the exception of my

mother, I discussed them with no one. The word therapy suggested a profound failure on my part.
Mental patients had therapy. Normal people did not. I didn’t see my sessions as the sort of thing that
one would want to advertise, but as my teacher liked to say, “I guess it takes all kinds.” Whereas my
goal was to keep it a secret, hers was to inform the entire class. If I got up from my seat at 2:25, she’d
say, “Sit back down, David. You’ve still got five minutes before your speech therapy session.” If I
remained seated until 2:27, she’d say, “David, don’t forget you have a speech therapy session at twothirty.” On the days I was absent, I imagined she addressed the room, saying, “David’s not here today
but if he were, he’d have a speech therapy session at two-thirty.”
My sessions varied from week to week. Sometimes I’d spend the half hour parroting whatever
Agent Samson had to say. We’d occasionally pass the time examining charts on tongue position or
reading childish s-laden texts recounting the adventures of seals or settlers named Sassy or Samuel.
On the worst of days she’d haul out a tape recorder and show me just how much progress I was failin
to make.
“My speech therapist’s name is Miss Chrissy Samson.” She’d hand me the microphone and lean
back with her arms crossed. “Go ahead, say it. I want you to hear what you sound like.”
She was in love with the sound of her own name and seemed to view my speech impediment as a
personal assault. If I wanted to spend the rest of my life as David Thedarith, then so be it. She,
however, was going to be called Miss Chrissy Samson. Had her name included no s’s, she probably
would have bypassed a career in therapy and devoted herself to yanking out healthy molars or
performing unwanted clitoridectomies on the schoolgirls of Africa. Such was her personality.
“Oh, come on,” my mother would say. “I’m sure she’s not that bad. Give her a break. The girl’s
just trying to do her job.”
I was a few minutes early one week and entered the office to find Agent Samson doing her job on
Garth Barclay, a slight, kittenish boy I’d met back in the fourth grade. “You may wait outside in the
hallway until it is your turn,” she told me. A week or two later my session was interrupted by mincing
Steve Bixler, who popped his head in the door and announced that his parents were taking him out of
town for a long weekend, meaning that he would miss his regular Friday session. “Thorry about that,”
he said.
I started keeping watch over the speech therapy door, taking note of who came and went. Had I
seen one popular student leaving the office, I could have believed my mother and viewed my lisp as
the sort of thing that might happen to anyone. Unfortunately, I saw no popular students. Chuck
Coggins, Sam Shelton, Louis Delucca: obviously, there was some connection between a sibilate s and
a complete lack of interest in the State versus Carolina issue.
None of the therapy students were girls. They were all boys like me who kept movie star
scrapbooks and made their own curtains. “You don’t want to be doing that,” the men in our families
would say. “That’s a girl thing.” Baking scones and cupcakes for the school janitors, watching Guidin
Light with our mothers, collecting rose petals for use in a fragrant potpourri: anything worth doing
turned out to be a girl thing. In order to enjoy ourselves, we learned to be duplicitous. Our stacks of
Cosmopolitan were topped with an unread issue of Boy’s Life or Sports Illustrated, and our decoupag
projects were concealed beneath the sporting equipment we never asked for but always received.
When asked what we wanted to be when we grew up, we hid the truth and listed who we wanted to
sleep with when we grew up. “A policeman or a fireman or one of those guys who works with hightension wires.” Symptoms were feigned, and our mothers wrote notes excusing our absences on the
day of the intramural softball tournament. Brian had a stomach virus or Ted suffered from that
twenty-four-hour bug that seemed to be going around.

“One of these days I’m going to have to hang a sign on that door,” Agent Samson used to say. She
was probably thinking along the lines of SPEECH THERAPY LAB, though a more appropriate marker
would have read FUTURE HOMOSEXUALS OF AMERICA. We knocked ourselves out trying to fit in but were
ultimately betrayed by our tongues. At the beginning of the school year, while we were congratulatin
ourselves on successfully passing for normal, Agent Samson was taking names as our assembled
teachers raised their hands, saying, “I’ve got one in my homeroom,” and “There are two in my fourth
period math class.” Were they also able to spot the future drunks and depressives? Did they hope that
by eliminating our lisps, they might set us on a different path, or were they trying to prepare us for
future stage and choral careers?
Miss Samson instructed me, when forming an s, to position the tip of my tongue against the rear o
my top teeth, right up against the gum line. The effect produced a sound not unlike that of a tire
releasing air. It was awkward and strange-sounding, and elicited much more attention than the origin
lisp. I failed to see the hissy s as a solution to the problem and continued to talk normally, at least at
home, where my lazy tongue fell upon equally lazy ears. At school, where every teacher was a
potential spy, I tried to avoid an s sound whenever possible. “Yes,” became “correct,” or a military
“affirmative.” “Please,” became “with your kind permission,” and questions were pleaded rather than
asked. After a few weeks of what she called “endless pestering” and what I called “repeated
badgering,” my mother bought me a pocket thesaurus, which provided me with s-free alternatives to
just about everything. I consulted the book both at home in my room and at the daily learning
academy other people called our school. Agent Samson was not amused when I began referring to her
as an articulation coach, but the majority of my teachers were delighted. “What a nice vocabulary,”
they said. “My goodness, such big words!”
Plurals presented a considerable problem, but I worked around them as best I could; “rivers,” for
example, became either “a river or two” or “many a river.” Possessives were a similar headache, and
was easier to say nothing than to announce that the left-hand and the right-hand glove of Janet had
fallen to the floor. After all the compliments I had received on my improved vocabulary, it seemed
prudent to lie low and keep my mouth shut. I didn’t want anyone thinking I was trying to be a pet of
the teacher.
When I first began my speech therapy, I worried that the Agent Samson plan might work for
everyone but me, that the other boys might strengthen their lazy tongues, turn their lives around, and
leave me stranded. Luckily my fears were never realized. Despite the woman’s best efforts, no one
seemed to make any significant improvement. The only difference was that we were all a little quiete
Thanks to Agent Samson’s tape recorder, I, along with the others, now had a clear sense of what I
actually sounded like. There was the lisp, of course, but more troubling was my voice itself, with its
excitable tone and high, girlish pitch. I’d hear myself ordering lunch in the cafeteria, and the sound
would turn my stomach. How could anyone stand to listen to me? Whereas those around me might
grow up to be lawyers or movie stars, my only option was to take a vow of silence and become a
monk. My former classmates would call the abbey, wondering how I was doing, and the priest would
answer the phone. “You can’t talk to him!” he’d say. “Why, Brother David hasn’t spoken to anyone in
thirty-five years!”
“Oh, relax,” my mother said. “Your voice will change eventually.”
“And what if it doesn’t?”
She shuddered. “Don’t be so morbid.”
It turned out that Agent Samson was something along the lines of a circuit-court speech therapist.
She spent four months at our school and then moved on to another. Our last meeting was held the day

before school let out for Christmas. My classrooms were all decorated, the halls — everything but he
office, which remained as bare as ever. I was expecting a regular half hour of Sassy the seal and was
delighted to find her packing up her tape recorder.
“I thought that this afternoon we might let loose and have a party, you and I. How does that
sound?” She reached into her desk drawer and withdrew a festive tin of cookies. “Here, have one. I
made them myself from scratch and, boy, was it a mess! Do you ever make cookies?”
I lied, saying that no, I never had.
“Well, it’s hard work,” she said. “Especially if you don’t have a mixer.”
It was unlike Agent Samson to speak so casually, and awkward to sit in the hot little room,
pretending to have a normal conversation.
“So,” she said, “what are your plans for the holidays?”
“Well, I usually remain here and, you know, open a gift from my family.”
“Only one?” she asked.
“Maybe eight or ten.”
“Never six or seven?”
“Rarely,” I said.
“And what do you do on December thirty-first, New Year’s Eve?”
“On the final day of the year we take down the pine tree in our living room and eat marine life.”
“You’re pretty good at avoiding those s’s,” she said. “I have to hand it to you, you’re tougher than
most.”
I thought she would continue trying to trip me up, but instead she talked about her own holiday
plans. “It’s pretty hard with my fiancé in Vietnam,” she said. “Last year we went up to see his folks i
Roanoke, but this year I’ll spend Christmas with my grandmother outside of Asheville. My parents
will come, and we’ll all try our best to have a good time. I’ll eat some turkey and go to church, and
then, the next day, a friend and I will drive down to Jacksonville to watch Florida play Tennessee in
the Gator Bowl.”
I couldn’t imagine anything worse than driving down to Florida to watch a football game, but I
pretended to be impressed. “Wow, that ought to be eventful.”
“I was in Memphis last year when NC State whooped Georgia fourteen to seven in the Liberty
Bowl,” she said. “And next year, I don’t care who’s playing, but I want to be sitting front-row center
the Tangerine Bowl. Have you ever been to Orlando? It’s a super fun place. If my future husband can
find a job in his field, we’re hoping to move down there within a year or two. Me living in Florida. I
bet that would make you happy, wouldn’t it?”
I didn’t quite know how to respond. Who was this college bowl fanatic with no mixer and a fiancé
in Vietnam, and why had she taken so long to reveal herself? Here I’d thought of her as a cold-bloode
agent when she was really nothing but a slightly dopey, inexperienced speech teacher. She wasn’t a
bad person, Miss Samson, but her timing was off. She should have acted friendly at the beginning of
the year instead of waiting until now, when all I could do was feel sorry for her.
“I tried my best to work with you and the others, but sometimes a person’s best just isn’t good
enough.” She took another cookie and turned it over in her hands. “I really wanted to prove myself an
make a difference in people’s lives, but it’s hard to do your job when you’re met with so much
resistance. My students don’t like me, and I guess that’s just the way it is. What can I say? As a
speech teacher, I’m a complete failure.”
She moved her hands toward her face, and I worried that she might start to cry. “Hey, look,” I said
“I’m thorry.”

“Ha-ha,” she said. “I got you.” She laughed much more than she needed to and was still at it when
she signed the form recommending me for the following year’s speech therapy program. “Thorry,
indeed. You’ve got some work ahead of you, mister.”
I related the story to my mother, who got a huge kick out of it. “You’ve got to admit that you reall
are a sucker,” she said.
I agreed but, because none of my speech classes ever made a difference, I still prefer to use the
word chump.

Giant Dreams,
Midget Abilities

MY FATHER LOVES JAZZ and has an extensive collection of records and reel-to-reel tapes he used to

enjoy after returning home from work. He might have entered the house in a foul mood, but once he
had his Dexter Gordon and a vodka martini, the stress melted away and everything was “beautiful,
baby, just beautiful.” The instant the needle hit that record, he’d loosen his tie and become something
other than the conservative engineer with a pocketful of IBM pencils embossed with the command
think.
“Man, oh man, will you get a load of the chops on this guy? I saw him once at the Blue Note, and
mean to tell you that he blew me right out of my chair! A talent like that comes around only once in a
lifetime. The guy was an absolute comet, and there I was in the front row. Can you imagine that?”
“Gee,” I’d say, “I bet that was really something.”
Empathy was the wrong tack, as it only seemed to irritate him.
“You don’t know the half of it,” he’d say. “ ‘Really something,’ my butt. You haven’t got a clue.
You could have taken a hatchet and cut the man’s lips right off his face, chopped them off at the
quick, and he still would have played better than anyone else out there. That’s how good he was.”
I’d nod my head, envisioning a pair of glistening lips lying forsaken on the floor of some nightclu
dressing room. The trick was to back slowly toward the hallway, escaping into the kitchen before my
father could yell, “Oh no you don’t. Get back in here. I want you to sit down for a minute and listen. I
mean really listen, to this next number.”
Because it was the music we’d grown up with, I liked to think that my sisters and I had a genuine
appreciation of jazz. We preferred it over the music our friends were listening to, yet nothing we did
or said could convince my father of our devotion. Aside from replaying the tune on your own
instrument, how could you prove you were really listening? It was as if he expected us to change colo
at the end of each selection.
Due to his ear and his almost maniacal sense of discipline, I always thought my father would have
made an excellent musician. He might have studied the saxophone had he not been born to immigran
parents who considered even pot holders an extravagance. They themselves listened only to Greek
music, an oxymoron as far as the rest of the world is concerned. Slam its tail in the door of the milk
truck, and a stray cat could easily yowl out a single certain to top the charts back in Sparta or
Thessaloníki. Jazz was my father’s only form of rebellion. It was forbidden in his home, and he
appreciated it as though it were his own private discovery. As a young man he hid his 78s under the
sofa bed and regularly snuck off to New York City, where he’d haunt the clubs and consort with
Negroes. It was a good life while it lasted. He was in his early forties when the company transferred
our family to North Carolina.
“You expect me to live where?” he’d asked.

The Raleigh winters agreed with him, but he would have gladly traded the temperate climate for a
decent radio station. Since he was limited to his record and tape collection, it became his dream that
his family might fill the musical void by someday forming a jazz combo.
His plan took shape the evening he escorted my sisters Lisa and Gretchen and me to the local state
university to see Dave Brubeck, who was then touring with his sons. The audience roared when the
quartet took the stage, and I leaned back and shut my eyes, pretending the applause was for me. In
order to get that kind of attention, you needed a routine that would knock people’s socks off. I’d been
working on something in private and now began to imagine bringing it to a live audience. The act
consisted of me, dressed in a nice shirt and tie and singing a medley of commercial jingles in the
voice of Billie Holiday, who was one of my father’s favorite singers. For my Raleigh concert I’d
probably open with the number used to promote the town’s oldest shopping center. A quick nod to my
accompanist, and I’d launch into “The Excitement of Cameron Village Will Carry You Away.” The
beauty of my rendition was that it captured both the joy and the sorrow of a visit to Ellisburg’s or J. C
Penney. This would be followed by such crowd pleasers as “Winston Tastes Good Like a Cigarette
Should” and the catchy new Coke commercial, “I’d Like to Teach the World to Sing.”
I was lost in my fantasy, ignoring Dave Brubeck and coming up for air only when my father
elbowed my ribs to ask, “Are you listening to this? These cats are burning the paint right off the
walls!” The other audience members sat calmly, as if in church, while my father snapped his fingers
and bobbed his head low against his chest. People pointed, and when we begged him to sit up and act
normal, he cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted out a request for “ ‘Blue Rondo à la Turk’!”
Driving home from the concert that night, he drummed his palms against the steering wheel,
saying, “Did you hear that? The guy just gets better every day! He’s up there onstage with his kids by
his side, the whole lot of them jamming up a storm. Christ almighty, what I wouldn’t give for a famil
like that. You guys should think of putting an act together.”
My sister Lisa coughed up a mouthful of grapefruit soda.
“No, I mean it,” my father said. “All you need are some lessons and instruments, and I swear to
God, you’d go right through the roof.” We hoped this was just another of his five-minute ideas, but b
the time we reached the house, his eyes were still glowing. “That’s exactly what you need to do,” he
said. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of it sooner.”
The following afternoon he bought a baby grand piano. It was a used model that managed to look
imposing even when positioned on a linoleum-tiled floor. We took turns stabbing at the keys, but as
soon as the novelty wore off, we bolstered it with sofa cushions and turned it into a fort. The piano sa
neglected in the traditional sense until my father signed Gretchen up for a series of lessons. She’d
never expressed any great interest in the thing but was chosen because, at the age of ten, she possesse
what our dad decided were the most artistic fingers. Lisa was assigned the flute, and I returned home
from a Scout meeting one evening to find my instrument leaning against the aquarium in my bedroom
“Hold on to your hat,” my father said, “because here’s that guitar you’ve always wanted.”
Surely he had me confused with someone else. Although I had regularly petitioned for a brandname vacuum cleaner, I’d never said anything about wanting a guitar. Nothing about it appealed to
me, not even on an aesthetic level. I had my room arranged just so, and the instrument did not fit in
with my nautical theme. An anchor, yes. A guitar, no. He wanted me to jam, so I jammed it into my
closet, where it remained until he signed me up for some private lessons offered at a music shop
located on the ground floor of the recently opened North Hills Mall. I fought it as best I could and
feigned illness even as he dropped me off for my first appointment.
“But I’m sick!” I yelled, watching him pull out of the parking lot. “I have a virus, and besides that

I don’t want to play a musical instrument. Don’t you know anything?”
When it finally sank in that he wasn’t coming back, I lugged my guitar into the music store, where
the manager led me to my teacher, a perfectly formed midget named Mister Mancini. I was twelve
years old at the time, small for my age, and it was startling to find myself locked in a windowless
room with a man who barely reached my chest. It seemed wrong that I would be taller than my
teacher, but I kept this to myself, saying only, “My father told me to come here. It was all his idea.”
A fastidious dresser stuck in a small, unfashionable town, Mister Mancini wore clothing I
recognized from the Young Squires department of Hudson Belk. Some nights he favored button-down
shirts with clip-on ties, while other evenings I arrived to find him dressed in flared slacks and snug
turtleneck sweaters, a swag of love beads hanging from his neck. His arms were manly and covered in
coarse dark hair, but his voice was high and strange, as if it had been recorded and was now being
played back at a faster speed.
Not a dwarf, but an honest-to-God midget. My fascination was both evident and unwelcome, and
was nothing he hadn’t been subjected to a million times before. He didn’t shake my hand, just lit a
cigarette and reached for the conch shell he used as an ashtray. Like my father, Mister Mancini
assumed that anyone could learn to play the guitar. He had picked it up during a single summer spent
in what he called “Hotlanta G.A.” This, I knew, was the racy name given to Atlanta, Georgia. “Now
that,” he said, “is one classy place if you know where to go.” He grabbed my guitar and began tuning
it, holding his head close to the strings. “Yes, siree, kid, the girls down on Peachtree are running wild
twenty-four hours a day.”
He mentioned a woman named Beth, saying, “They threw away the mold and shut down the factor
after making that one, you know what I mean?”
I nodded my head, having no idea what he was talking about.
“She wasn’t much of a cook, but hey, I guess that’s why God invented TV dinners.” He laughed at
his little joke and repeated the line about the frozen dinners, as if he would use it later in a comedy
routine. “God made TV dinners, yeah, that’s good.” He told me he’d named his guitar after Beth.
“Now I can’t keep my hands off of her!” he said. “Seriously, though, it helps if you give your
instrument a name. What do you think you’ll call yours?”
“Maybe I’ll call it Oliver,” I said. That was the name of my hamster, and I was used to saying it.
Then again, maybe not.
“Oliver?” Mister Mancini set my guitar on the floor. “Oliver? What the hell kind of name is that?
If you’re going to devote yourself to the guitar, you need to name it after a girl, not a guy.”
“Oh, right,” I said. “Joan. I’ll call it… Joan.”
“So tell me about this Joan,” he said. “Is she something pretty special?”
Joan was the name of one of my cousins, but it seemed unwise to share this information. “Oh
yeah,” I said, “Joan’s really… great. She’s tall and…” I felt self-conscious using the word tall and
struggled to take it back. “She’s small and has brown hair and everything.”
“Is she stacked?”
I’d never noticed my cousin’s breasts and had lately realized that I’d never noticed anyone’s
breasts, not unless, like our housekeeper’s, they were large enough to appear freakish. “Stacked? Wel
sure,” I said. “She’s pretty stacked.” I was afraid he’d ask me for a more detailed description and was
relieved when he crossed the room and removed Beth from her case. He told me that a guitar student
needed plenty of discipline. Talent was great, but time had taught him that talent was also extremely
rare. “I’ve got it,” he said. “But then again, I was born with it. It’s a gift from God, and those of us
who have it are very special people.”

He seemed to know that I was nothing special, just a type, yet another boy whose father had his
head in the clouds.
“Do you have a feel for the guitar? Do you have any idea what this little baby is capable of?”
Without waiting for an answer, he climbed up into his chair and began playing “Light My Fire,”
adding, “This one is for Joan.
“You know that I would be untrue,” he sang. “You know that I would be a liar.” The current hit
version of the song was performed by José Feliciano, a blind man whose plaintive voice served the
lyrics much better than did Jim Morrison, who sang it in what I considered a bossy and conceited ton
of voice. There was José Feliciano, there was Jim Morrison, and then there was Mister Mancini, who
played beautifully but sang “Light My Fire” as if he were a Webelo Scout demanding a match. He
finished his opening number, nodded his head in acknowledgment of my applause, and moved on,
offering up his own unique and unsettling versions of “The Girl from Ipanema” and “Little Green
Apples” while I sat trapped in my seat, my false smile stretched so tight that I lost all feeling in the
lower half of my face.
My fingernails had grown a good three inches by the time he struck his final note and called me
close to point out a few simple chords. Before I left, he handed me half a dozen purple mimeographed
handouts, which we both knew were useless.
Back at the house my mother had my dinner warming in the oven. From the living room came the
aimless whisper of Lisa’s flute. It sounded not unlike the wind whipping through an empty Pepsi can.
Down in the basement either Gretchen was practicing her piano or the cat was chasing a moth across
the keys. My mother responded by turning up the volume on the kitchen TV while my father pushed
back my plate, set Joan in my lap, and instructed me to play.
“Listen to this,” he crowed. “A house full of music! Man, this is beautiful.”
You certainly couldn’t accuse him of being unsupportive. His enthusiasm bordered on mania, yet
still it failed to inspire us. During practice sessions my sisters and I would eat potato chips, scowling
at our hated instruments and speculating on the lives of our music teachers. They were all peculiar in
one way or another, but with a midget, I’d definitely won the my-teacher-is-stranger-than-yours
competition. I wondered where Mister Mancini lived and who he might call in case of an emergency.
Did he stand on a chair in order to shave, or was his home customized to meet his needs? I’d look at
the laundry hamper or beer cooler, thinking that if it came down to it, Mister Mancini could hide just
about anywhere.
Though I thought of him constantly, I grabbed any excuse to avoid my guitar.
“I’ve been doing just what you told me to do,” I’d say at the beginning of each lesson, “but I just
can’t get the hang of it. Maybe my fingers are too shor —… I mean litt —… I mean, maybe I’m just
not coordinated enough.” He’d arrange Joan in my lap, pick up Beth, and tell me to follow along. “Yo
need to believe you’re playing an actual woman,” he’d say. “Just grab her by the neck and make her
holler.”
Mr. Mancini had a singular talent for making me uncomfortable. He forced me to consider things
I’d rather not think about — the sex of my guitar, for instance. If I honestly wanted to put my hands
on a woman, would that automatically mean I could play? Gretchen’s teacher never told her to think
of her piano as a boy. Neither did Lisa’s flute teacher, though in that case the analogy was fairly
obvious. On the off chance that sexual desire was all it took, I steered clear of Lisa’s instrument,
fearing I might be labeled a prodigy. The best solution was to become a singer and leave the
instruments to other people. A song stylist — that was what I wanted to be.
I was at the mall with my mother one afternoon when I spotted Mister Mancini ordering a

hamburger at Scotty’s Chuck Wagon, a fast-food restaurant located a few doors down from the music
shop. He sometimes mentioned having lunch with a salesgirl from Jolly’s Jewelers, “a real looker,”
but on this day he was alone. Mister Mancini had to stand on his tiptoes to ask for his hamburger, and
even then his head failed to reach the counter. The passing adults politely looked away, but their
children were decidedly more vocal. A toddler ambled up on his chubby bowed legs, attempting to
embrace my teacher with ketchup-smeared fingers, while a party of elementary-school students
openly stared in wonder. Even worse was the group of adolescents, boys my own age, who sat gathere
around a large table. “Go back to Oz, munchkin,” one of them said, and his friends shook with
laughter. Tray in hand, Mister Mancini took a seat and pretended not to notice. The boys weren’t
yelling, but anyone could tell that they were making fun of him. “Honestly, Mother,” I said, “do they
have to be such monsters?” Beneath my moral outrage was a strong sense of possessiveness, a fury
that other people were sinking their hooks into my own personal midget. What did they know about
this man? I was the one who lit his cigarettes and listened as he denounced the careers of so-called
pretty boys such as Glen Campbell and Bobby Goldsboro. It was I who had suffered through six
weeks’ worth of lessons and was still struggling to master “Yellow Bird.” If anyone was going to giv
him a hard time, I figured that I should be first in line.
I’d always thought of Mister Mancini as a blowhard, a pocket playboy, but watching him dip his
hamburger into a sad puddle of mayonnaise, I broadened my view and came to see him as a wee
outsider, a misfit whose take-it-or-leave-it attitude had left him all alone. This was a persona I’d been
tinkering with myself: the outcast, the rebel. It occurred to me that, with the exception of the guitar, h
and I actually had quite a bit in common. We were each a man trapped inside a boy’s body. Each of u
was talented in his own way, and we both hated twelve-year-old males, a demographic group second
none in terms of cruelty. All things considered, there was no reason I shouldn’t address him not as a
teacher but as an artistic brother. Maybe then we could drop the pretense of Joan and get down to
work. If things worked out the way I hoped, I’d someday mention in interviews that my accompanist
was both my best friend and a midget.
I wore a tie to my next lesson and this time when asked if I’d practiced, I told the truth, saying in
matter-of-fact tone of voice that no, I hadn’t laid a finger on my guitar since our last get-together. I
told him that Joan was my cousin’s name and that I had no idea how stacked she was.
“That’s okay,” Mister Mancini said. “You can call your guitar whatever you want, just as long as
you practice.”
My voice shaking, I told him that I had absolutely no interest in mastering the guitar. What I reall
wanted was to sing in the voice of Billie Holiday. “Mainly commercials, but not for any banks or car
dealerships, because those are usually choral arrangements.”
The color ebbed from my teacher’s face.
I told him I’d been working up an act and could use a little accompaniment. Did he know the jingl
for the new Sara Lee campaign?
“You want me to do what?” He wasn’t angry, just confused.
I felt certain he was lying when he denied knowing the tune. Doublemint gum, Ritz crackers, the
theme songs for Alka-Seltzer and Kenmore appliances: he claimed ignorance on all counts. I knew
that it was queer to sing in front of someone, but greater than my discomfort was the hope that he
might recognize what I thought of as my great talent, the one musical trick I was able to pull off. I
started in on an a cappella version of the latest Oscar Mayer commercial, hoping he might join in onc
the spirit moved him. It looked bad, I knew, but in order to sustain the proper mood, I needed to
disregard his company and sing the way I did at home alone in my bedroom, my eyes shut tight and

my hands dangling like pointless, empty gloves.
I sang that my bologna had a first name.
I added that my bologna had a second name.
And concluded: Oh, I love to eat it every day
And if you ask me why, I’ll say
Thaaaat Os-carrr May-errr has a way, with B-Oooo-L-Oooo-G-N-A
I reached the end of my tune thinking he might take this as an opportunity to applaud or maybe
even apologize for underestimating me. Mild amusement would have been an acceptable response.
But instead, he held up his hands, as if to stop an advancing car. “Hey, guy,” he said. “You can hold it
right there. I’m not into that scene.”
A scene? What scene? I thought I was being original.
“There were plenty of screwballs like you back in Atlanta, but me, I don’t swing that way — you
got it? This might be your ‘thing’ or whatever, but you can definitely count me out.” He reached for
his conch shell and stubbed out his cigarette. “I mean, come on now. For God’s sake, kid, pull yourse
together.”
I knew then why I’d never before sung in front of anyone, and why I shouldn’t have done it in fron
of Mister Mancini. He’d used the word screwball, but I knew what he really meant. He meant I shoul
have named my guitar Doug or Brian, or better yet, taken up the flute. He meant that if we’re defined
by our desires, I was in for a lifetime of trouble.
The remainder of the hour was spent awkwardly watching the clock as we silently pretended to
tune our guitars.
My father was disappointed when I told him I wouldn’t be returning for any more lessons. “He tol
me not to come back,” I said. “He told me I have the wrong kind of fingers.”
Seeing that it had worked for me, my sisters invented similar stories, and together we announced
that the Sedaris Trio had officially disbanded. Our father offered to find us better teachers, adding tha
if we were unhappy with our instruments, we could trade them in for something more suitable. “The
trumpet or the saxophone, or hey, how about the vibes?” He reached for a Lionel Hampton album,
saying, “I want you to sit down and give this a good listen. Just get a load of this cat and tell me he’s
not an inspiration.”
There was a time when I could listen to such a record and imagine myself as the headline act at
some magnificent New York nightclub, but that’s what fantasies are for: they allow you to skip the
degradation and head straight to the top. I’d done my solo and would now move on to pursue other
equally unsuccessful ways of getting attention. I’d try every art form there was, and with each
disappointment I’d picture Mister Mancini holding his conch shell and saying, “For God’s sake, kid,
pull yourself together.”
We told our father, no, don’t bother playing us any more of your records, but still he persisted.
“I’m telling you that this album is going to change your lives, and if it doesn’t, I’ll give each one of
you a five-dollar bill. What do you think of that?”
It was a tough call — five dollars for listening to a Lionel Hampton record. The offer was
tempting, but even on the off chance he’d actually come through with the money, there would
certainly be strings attached. We looked at one another, my sisters and I, and then we left the room,
ignoring his cry of “Hey, where do you think you’re going? Get back in here and listen.”
We joined our mother at the TV and never looked back. A life in music was his great passion, not
ours, and our lessons had taught us that without the passion, the best one could hope for was an
occasional engagement at some hippie wedding where, if we were lucky, the guests would be too

stoned to realize just how bad we really were. That night, as was his habit, our father fell asleep in
front of the stereo, the record making its pointless, silent rounds as he lay back against the sofa
cushions, dreaming.

Genetic Engineering

MY FATHER ALWAYS STRUCK ME as the sort of man who, under the right circumstances, might have

invented the microwave oven or the transistor radio. You wouldn’t seek him out for advice on a
personal problem, but he’d be the first one you’d call when the dishwasher broke or someone flushed
hairpiece down your toilet. As children, we placed a great deal of faith in his ability but learned to
steer clear while he was working. The experience of watching was ruined, time and time again, by an
interminable explanation of how things were put together. Faced with an exciting question, science
tended to provide the dullest possible answer. Ions might charge the air, but they fell flat when it cam
to charging the imagination — my imagination, anyway. To this day, I prefer to believe that inside
every television there lives a community of versatile, thumb-size actors trained to portray everything
from a thoughtful newscaster to the wife of a millionaire stranded on a desert island. Fickle gnomes
control the weather, and an air conditioner is powered by a team of squirrels, their cheeks packed wit
ice cubes.
Once, while rifling through the toolshed, I came across a poster advertising an IBM computer the
size of a refrigerator. Sitting at the control board was my dad the engineer, years younger, examining
printout no larger than a grocery receipt. When I asked about it, he explained that he had worked with
a team devising a memory chip capable of storing up to fifteen pages’ worth of information. Out cam
the notepad and pencil, and I was trapped for hours as he answered every question except the one I ha
asked: “Were you allowed to wear makeup and run through a variety of different poses, or did they ge
the picture on the first take?”
To me, the greatest mystery of science continues to be that a man could father six children who
shared absolutely none of his interests. We certainly expressed enthusiasm for our mother’s hobbies,
from smoking and napping to the writings of Sidney Sheldon. (Ask my mother how the radio worked
and her answer was simple: “Turn it on and pull out the goddamn antenna.”) I once visited my father’
office, and walked away comforted to find that at least there he had a few people he could talk to.
We’d gone, my sister Amy and I, to settle a bet. She thought that my father’s secretary had a sharp,
protruding chin and long blond hair, while I imagined that the woman might more closely resemble a
tortoise — chinless, with a beaky nose and a loose, sagging neck. The correct answer was somewhere
in between. I was right about the nose and the neck, but Amy won on the chin and the hair color. The
bet had been the sole reason for our visit, and the resulting insufferable tour of Buildings A through D
taught us never again to express an interest in our father’s workplace.
My own scientific curiosity eventually blossomed, but I knew enough to keep my freakish
experiments to myself. When my father discovered my colony of frozen slugs in the basement freeze
I chose not to explain my complex theories of suspended animation. Why was I filling the hamster’s
water beaker with vodka? “Oh, no reason.” If my experiment failed, and the drunken hamster passed
out, I’d just put her in the deep freeze, alongside the slugs. She’d rest on ice for a few months and,
once thawed and fully revived, would remember nothing of her previous life as an alcoholic. I also
took to repairing my own record-player and was astonished by my ingenuity for up to ten minutes at
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