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REFLECTIONS

AUTHOR, AUTHOR?

Life among the shopping carts.

BY DAVID SEDARIS

f anything should be bracketed by

matching bookends, I suppose it's an
author tour. The ones I'd undertaken in
the past began in one independent or
chain store, and ended, a month or
so later, in another. The landscape,
though, has changed since then, and it’s
telling that on this latest tour I started
and finished at a Costco.

The first one I went to was in

| Winston-Salem, North Carolina. I was

spending the weckend with my sister
Lisa, gearing up for six weeks of travel,
when her husband, Bob, expressed
a need for light bulbs. “Anyone game
for a quick ride to Costco?” he asked,
and before he could even find his keys
I was panting, doglike, beside the front
door.

Living in cities, it’s easy to avoid the
big-box superstores. Their merciless
lighting, their stench of rubber and
cheap molded plastic—it's not the way
I normally like to shop. At Costco,
though, I'd found displays of pain re-
lievers: Anacin, Bayer, Tylenol. Eight
major brands were represented. Pills
were paired into single-serving enve-

' lopes, then stapled in rows to a bright

sheet of poster board. It looked like
something you'd see behind the counter

| ata gas station. There the packets might

cost two dollars each, but here the entire

| display—maybe a hundred and fifty

doses—went for just twelve bucks.

At home, I'd buy a bottle of Bufterin
or ibuprofen and leave it at that, but
when I'm on tour it's packets I need—
not for myself but to give as gifts to the

| people who've come to see me. Say it’s

someone’s birthday or anniversary: I al-
ways offer the shampoos and condi-
tioners taken from my hotels. But they
provide only so many, and with a good-
sized crowd you're empty-handed be-

| fore you know it.

Adults get something for special

| occasions, but the bulk of my presents
I go to teen-agers, who qualify by virtue

of their very existence. Real fun is
right at their fingertips, but instead of
taking bong hits in a stolen car, or get-
ting pregnant in a neighbor’s toolshed,
they've come to a bookstore to hear a
middle-aged man read out loud. And
for that they deserve a token of my
gratitude. “Here you are,” T'll say to a
sixteen-year-old. “Put this in your purse
or glove compartment and think of me
the next time you get a hangover.”

For this last tour, my gifts were
pretty paltry. I'd bought eight dozen
safety pins in Greece, and while they
were foreign, they didn’t look much
different from what you could get in
the States. Ditto the German Band-
Aids. So when Bob mentioned Costco
I felt that all my problems had been

solved.

s with every big-box store in

Winston-Salem, it took fifteen
minutes to drive there and another
fifteen minutes to cross the parking
lot. If the building seemed large from
the outside, inside it was twice as big,
the kind of space that has its own
weather. The carts, too, were slightly
oversized, and made me appear even
smaller than I actually am. Pushing
one toward the hardware section, my
brother-in-law and I looked like a pair
of twelve-year-olds, the sort with that
disease that speeds up the aging pro-
cess and leaves them wizened and
tragic.

This store didn’t have the light bulbs
Bob wanted, so we trudged on to the
drug section, which proved equally dis-
appointing. Pain relievers were in ten-
gallon jars rather than packets, and so I
looked around for another gift that
a teen-ager might appreciate. I wanted
something light and individually
wrapped, and settled, finally, upon a
mess of condoms, which came in a box
the size of a cinder block. It was a lot of
protection, but not a lot of weight, and
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Iliked that. “All right,” I said to Bob. “I
think these should do the trick.”

Putting them in the cart, I thought
nothing of it, but a moment later, walk-
ing down the aisle with my fifty-nine-
vear-old brother-in-law, I started feel-
ing patently, almost titanically gay.
Maybe I was imagining things, but it
seemed as if people were staring at us—
people in families, mostly, led by thrifty
and disapproving parents who looked
at what we were buying and narrowed
their eyes in judgment. You homosexu-
als, their faces seemed to say. Is that all
you ever think about?

My brother-in-law is around my
height, with thick graying hair, a
matching mustache, and squarish wire-
rimmed glasses. I'd never imagined
him as gay, much less as my boyfriend,
but now I couldn’t stop. “We've got to
get something else in this cart,” I told
him.

Bob disappeared into the acreage
reserved for produce and returned a
minute later with a four-pound box of
strawberries. This somehow made us
look even gayer. “After anal sex, we like
shortcake!” read the cartoon bubble
now floating over our heads.

“Something else,” I said. “We've got
to get something else.”

Bob, oblivious, looked up at the raf-
ters and thought for a moment. “I guess
I could use some olive oil.”

“Forget it,” I told him, my voice a
bark. “Let’s just pay up and go. Can we
do that, please2”

I'd later wonder what the T.S.A. in-
spectors must have thought. My tour
began, and every few days, upon arriv-
ing in some new city, I'd find a slip of
paper in my suitcase, the kind they
throw in after going through all your
stuff. Five dress shirts, three pairs of
pants, underwear, a dop kit full of Band-
Aids and safety pins, two neckties, and
several hundred rubbers—what sort of
person does the mind cobble together
from these ingredients?

As the weeks passed, my suitcase
grew more and more conventional.
“I've got something for you,” I'd say to
a teen-ager. “It's nothing huge, just a
little something to show I care.”

The kids who went to good schools
would roll their eyes. “I can get those
in the health room,” they told me.

And, in the voice of a person whose

upbringing was so fundamentally dif-
ferent that he might as well have been
raised by shepherds, I would say, “Re-
ally? For free?”

nlike a lot of authors I know,
I enjoy my book tours—Ilove
them, as a matter of fact. That said,
I'm in a fortunate position, and have

been able to eliminate the parts that
don’t agree with me—the picture-tak-
ing, for instance. People all have cam-
eras on their cell phones now, and,
figuring, I guess, that they might as
well aim them at something, they'd ask
me to stand and pose a good thirty
times a night. This wasn’t an incon-
venience so much as an embarrass-
ment. “You can do better than me,” I'd
tell them. And when they insisted that
they really couldn’t I'd feel even worse.
Thus, at readings there’s now a notice
propped atop my book-signing table.

“Sorry,” it announces, “but we don’t
allow photos.”

“If it's their rule, I guess I'll have to
go along with it,” I tell people, sighing,
as if I were really disappointed.

With the picture-taking out of the
way, I'm completely free to enjoy my-
self, which I generally do—and im-
mensely. Every night, after a reading

and a question-and-answer session, T'll
sit and talk to hundreds of strangers.
This fellow, for instance, whom I met
in Toronto. I liked his glasses, and,
after I asked where he had got them, we
fell into the topic of corrective surgery.
“I hear that you have to remain con-
scious during the procedure,” he told
me, “and that when the laser hits its tar-
get you can actually smell your own
eyeball, sizzling.”

I thought about this for days, just as
I thought of the special-ed teacher I
met in Pittsburgh. “You know,” I said,
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