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ALEC BALDWIN DOESN’T LOVE ME was released in 1998. Although I had published more than twenty books before this one, in many ways this felt like my first. It was my first for adult readers. It was my first essay collection. It was my first experience with the world of bookstores and touring and meeting my readers face-to-face.

The book came out at a time when there was still a thriving network of gay bookstores. I recall anxiously phoning store managers and saying, “You’ve never heard of me, but I have a book coming out. Can I come to your store and read?” I expected them to laugh and hang up. But almost without exception, they said yes, and so that spring and summer I found myself criss-crossing the country. I read at stores including A Different Light (New York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco), Glad Day Bookshop (Boston and Toronto), Lambda Rising (Washington, Baltimore, and Norfolk), Outwrite (Atlanta), Faubourg Marigny Books (New Orleans), White Rabbit (Raleigh), Sisters and Brothers (Albuquerque), and A Brother’s Touch (Minneapolis), among many others. And everywhere I went, I was welcomed warmly by the store staff.

Not that the readings were always huge hits. Sometimes I found myself reading only to the store employees. One store totally forgot I was coming, and hastily assembled a few chairs and invited bewildered shoppers to sit down and listen to me ramble for twenty minutes. Regardless, I had a good time. More importantly, I developed relationships with people who would go on to hand sell my book to their customers. They would do the same with my next book, and the next, and in this way I forged the career I have enjoyed ever since.

Sadly, nearly every one of the stores at which I read on the tour for Alec Baldwin Doesn’t Love Me has closed. So have the magazines that profiled me, the newspapers that reviewed the book, and even the publishing house that first released it. The gay literary landscape has changed dramatically, and the experience I had publishing and promoting this book could not happen now.

Much has changed in my own life too, of course. Last year, when the Lambda Literary Foundation awarded me the James Duggins Outstanding Mid-Career Novelists’ Prize, I stood on stage and thought about the first time I’d stood there, accepting the Lambda Literary Award for Humor for Alec Baldwin Doesn’t Love Me, and how much has happened in the intervening years. Since the book was published, I’ve gone on to release more than forty more. I moved from writing mostly essays to writing mostly novels. The nephew who appears in some of the pieces in the book is now in his thirties. Roger, my black Lab who features prominently in several essays, has been gone ten years this summer. I’ve lived in four states and five cities, begun and ended a decade-long relationship, and wondered more than once how so much time could have passed so quickly.

In many ways, this is the book that started it all for me. Not only was it a surprising success on its own, it spawned both a stage production and a musical. It’s the book readers most frequently mention when writing to me. And not surprisingly, the question I am asked most often about this book is whether or not Alec Baldwin has read it and, if so, what he thought of it. Well, I did receive a letter from Alec, hand-written on his personal letterhead. Here’s what he had to say:
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FOR A SHORT time a few years ago, I reviewed porn movies for a now-defunct magazine. Once a month a package would arrive, discreetly wrapped in brown paper, containing five or six new flesh flicks for me to watch and give my opinions of. The pay was almost nonexistent, but I did it anyway, happy to be able to do my part in educating the smut-viewing public about the merits of these fine pieces of cinematic beauty. “Anything for art,” I told my friends when they pretended to be appalled.

Watching these entertaining videos provided more than the occasional moment of pleasure, but after a while I had a disturbing thought: None of the things I saw in the movies ever happened to me. Oh, sure, the men in the films did things that I did. They went to the beach. They went grocery shopping. They took their dogs for walks. But that’s where the similarities ended. When I took my dog for a walk, no handsome man asked me if I needed help burying my bone. When I returned books to the library, the shy man behind the desk didn’t follow me into the periodicals section and show me his Dewey decimal system. It just didn’t happen.

Because I firmly believe that life imitates art, I knew that the filmmakers couldn’t possibly be lying. Surely all across America men were having hours of hot, oily fun with pool boys, pizza delivery men, and neighbors they happened to meet in the hall while wearing nothing but a jock strap. Behind every bush there had to be two guys engaged in carnal knowledge of one another with barely a hint of polite introduction preceding it. Clearly, I was just going about things the wrong way.

I decided that with a little effort my life, too, could be as exciting as a porn movie. Even better, it could actually be a porn movie. All it would take was a little bit of planning and some derring-do. If I just put my mind to it, I would soon be romping from one exciting sexual encounter to another. I anticipated days of endless orgies with beautiful men who fulfilled my every fantasy.

I chose a Friday to begin my new life, since I had deduced from my film watching that on Fridays everyone in North America became incredibly horny and ready for fun. I woke up that morning raring to go, and leapt from my bed in search of the first orgasm of my porn star life. Wearing nothing but my bathrobe, which was strategically left hanging open so that any men I happened to encounter would have easy access, I strolled to the front door and opened it.

Now, I’m sure the paper boy (who of course had just celebrated his eighteenth birthday) didn’t mean to scream as loudly as he did. Still, at such an early hour it was a little unsettling. And certainly there was no need for running away in such an hysterical manner and leaving all of those papers on my lawn. As I shut the door, I made a mental note not to leave a tip at Christmas. In porn films, the paper boy was always most accommodating. To find that mine wasn’t was a bitter disappointment indeed.

I decided I was going to have to take a much more active approach if I was going to be successful at porn stardom. I sat down and made a list of the most popular locations for finding sex, based on the porn films I’d seen. The list went like this (in order of frequency):

1. Apartment complexes in Laguna Hills

2. Beaches on deserted islands

3. Gyms

4. Locker rooms in high schools after football practice

5. Video stores (X-rated sections)

This, as you might well imagine, was not entirely helpful. California was on the other coast. Deserted islands are hard to come by. And high school administrators are not frequently as open minded as one might think. In the end, the gym and video store were the only real possibilities. I decided to try the gym first, since the video store didn’t open until noon, and I was ready for action immediately. Throwing on some shorts, I packed up my bag and left.

The gym at nine o’clock in the morning bore little resemblance to the stud-filled athletic facilities of my porn viewing experiences. Instead of rooms crammed with well-built men wearing tight shorts, no supportive gear whatsoever, and lots of oil, I found myself surrounded by fifty-two middle aged women in floral print leotards and headbands gyrating to Paula Abdul while attempting to get in shape for their daughters’ weddings. It was hardly the stuff of homo fantasy.

Undaunted, I checked out the sauna, which according to porn movies was frequently the site of some vigorous groping. Inside, it was just as misty and hot as the porn films had promised. And hidden within its steamy interior I could see a scantily-clad man reclining on one of the wooden benches. Casually carrying my towel (no one wears them in porn movies), I went in and sat down next to him. To my satisfaction, he was quite a looker. Just my type.

I nodded, and he smiled. In porn movies, this always means, “I want to suck your cock.” So I did what any good porn star would do—I spread my legs and waited for him to pounce.

“Hey,” he said, putting a hand on my waiting thigh. “Have you ever read The Book of Mormon?”

I was out of there in a flash, leaving my towel behind as I hightailed it out onto the street. This was not the way things were supposed to go. I checked my watch—only fifteen minutes until the video store opened. I started walking.

Entering the store, I ducked behind the black curtain separating the adult videos from the rest of the store. To my surprise and joy, a cute college jock type was busily looking at the covers of the boxes. I looked at the one in his hand and, seeing that it featured two men and not a silicone-enhanced, red-lipped woman, congratulated myself on my good luck.

I played it cool, knowing full well that these things had to involve a little bit of play before the kill. I walked a few feet down the row and picked up a tape. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that Mr. Frat Boy was taking quick glances my way. I moved closer, reaching for a tape near him.

“That one isn’t so good,” he said.

He’d taken the bait. “Really?” I said. “Is there one you like better.”

He turned and smiled. “Why? You interested?”

Finally. Sex was imminent. “Maybe,” I said, already ripping his rugby shirt off and sucking on his nipples in my mind.

He looked around to make sure we were alone. “I really like to do it to The Little Mermaid,” he said. “Disney makes me hard as a rock. Especially if you can talk like the crab.”

Clearly, it wasn’t my day. I suddenly remembered somewhere I had to be and excused myself before Jocko could launch into a chorus of “Under the Sea.”

As I walked home, I pondered my plight. I couldn’t understand why it was so hard to get laid. In porn movies, men with brontosaurus-size erections practically fell out of the sky. It was impossible to turn a corner without tripping over a luscious piece of beefcake, rump in the air and ready for fun. But all I seemed able to find were the rejects who never made it past Dropping and Sucking 101.

Back in my own home, I tried to think what Ryan Idol would do in my situation. After a minute, it came to me. I picked up the phone and dialed the cable company.

“Yes,” I said when the weary operator’s voice crackled through. “Something seems to be wrong with my box. It isn’t working. Can you send a guy over?”

Much to my delight, it worked. The operator said a man would be by in about twenty minutes. I hung up, thanking the Porn Gods, who obviously had decided to smile upon me after all. I then raced into my bedroom and set the trap. I grabbed a tape from the pile by the VCR, shoved it in, and hit PLAY. My plan was simple: I would pretend the cable was out. When the technician tried to turn on the television, a porn film would be playing. Then I’d make my move. I’d seen it once in a movie, and it worked brilliantly.

I paced around the apartment until I heard a knock on the door. Still wearing my gym shorts, I opened it. Standing outside was a hunky young stud fair near bursting out of his uniform. I ushered him inside. His shirt had BILL stitched on it.

“Right this way,” I said in what I hoped was a husky voice dripping with innuendo. “I’m not sure what’s wrong.” I led Bill into the bedroom, where he went straight for my cable box. I watched as he turned it on and off, checked the wiring, and did something with a little tool he pulled out of his back pocket. He never once turned the TV on.

“That should do it,” he said, turning to go.

“Wait a minute,” I yelped. “Shouldn’t you check it. I mean, what if it’s not fixed.”

“Oh, it’s fixed,” he said. “Trust me.” He headed for the door.

“No!” I yelled, practically pushing him back into the bedroom. “Please, just check it.”

Bill gave me an odd look as he turned on the television. I held my breath, waiting for a shot of Zack Spears doing what he did best to appear and get the ball rolling, as it were. Instead, what came on was a close-up of Mary Tyler Moore tap-dancing madly in an elevator in Thoroughly Modern Millie. Her big toothy grin spread across my TV where Zack’s hard-as-iron cock should have been thrusting in and out of some lucky orifice.

“Happy?” Bill asked, glaring at me.

Dejected, I nodded. It just was not meant to be. I watched as Bill left the house, pulling the door shut behind him. “You bitch!” I screamed at Mary as I turned the tape off. “Why couldn’t you at least have been a cum shot?”

I was running out of possibilities. It was now mid-afternoon, and I still hadn’t gotten off. I sat down to think, wishing bitterly that I had an outdoor pool to lounge beside naked, a gardener with poor English skills and hours of staying power, or at least a handsome neighbor whose wife just didn’t like to do certain things. But all I had was a faulty sprinkler, a pimply kid who raked up the leaves once every October, and old Mrs. Krumbach, who complained ceaselessly about her joints. The stuff of wet dreams, my life was not.

Then I had an idea. I’d once seen a movie in which a young man had engaged in a stimulating encounter with another man in the men’s room at the local mall. Surely I could do that, too. I hustled out the door to the local Galleria. Then it was but a quick turn past the Sunglass Hut to the rest room. I threw open the door and commenced scouting out my lucky partner.

There were a couple of possible candidates lined up at the urinals along one wall. I picked the one who seemed the most porn-like (he had on work boots, which I was convinced was a sign) and squeezed in next to him. As I unzipped, I tried to remember what the actor in the movie had done. I casually looked over at my neighbor and smiled slightly.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey,” he said, smiling back.

I had no idea what to do next. I couldn’t for the life of me remember how it had been done in the movie. I reached inside my fly so I could at least pee and pretend to be doing something. But there was no fly. As I scratched around frantically inside my jeans, I realized that in my haste to leave the gym earlier in the day I’d put my boxers on backwards.

Mortified, I tried to find a way to free myself from my underwear. My waiting partner watched as I ran my hand around inside my pants, looking for a way out. I looked at him and tried to manage a lighthearted chuckle. Hoping to distract him, I winked seductively.

My contact tumbled out of my eye and fluttered gently into the urinal, where it swirled around in the water, bobbing over the fluorescent pink disinfectant tablet like an inner tube. I squinted, trying to locate it while simultaneously attempting to rearrange my boxers from the outside. With only one good eye, it was proving difficult.

Finally, I managed to pull the waistband of my boxers down. Even though my contact was way past rescuing, I decided that I could see well enough for my thrilling encounter to continue. I looked at the guy next to me.

Unfortunately, he was gone, and in his place was a burly mall guard. He took one look at my half closed eye and the rapidly-deflating erection in my hand and frowned.

Now, in the movies, security personnel are notoriously horny and ready for all kinds of fun. I was disheartened to discover that in real life, this is seldom the case. Noting the look in the man’s eyes, and sensing that somehow trying to explain things to him would probably not help matters any, I beat a hasty retreat from the bathroom. Using my good eye, I managed to make it home, where I collapsed onto the couch.

My day had not gone at all well, and I blamed it all on porn movies. They had promised me a fun-filled existence of sexual freedom, but they had lied. Grabbing an empty box, I moved through the house, gathering up all of the tapes I could find. When the box was full, I taped it shut and hauled it out to the curb. Dusting off my hands, I went back inside and slammed the door shut on the world of randy men and their empty promises. It was time to come back to reality. Picking up a copy of Pretty Woman, I slipped it into the VCR and sat down.

Now there, I thought happily, is something I can believe in.
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MY NAME IS Michael F., and I am a Marthaholic.

That’s right, I am addicted to Martha Stewart, Goddess of the Art of Living Beautifully. It started innocently enough. I would catch a glimpse of Martha’s television show as I was flipping channels. She would be briskly dipping French toast into batter speckled with cinnamon, or deftly winding sage leaves into a cunning wreath. I could do that, I thought, and I did. It was easy. It made my life a little brighter.

Things went on in this way for a couple of months. I was satisfied by the occasional fix of Martha’s helpful hints and her winning smile. Like a freshly-baked muffin brimming with ripe blueberries, my encounters with her left me feeling content and happy. But then I found that these small Martha doses just didn’t do it for me anymore. I looked at my perfectly poached salmon reclining on its bed of blanched endive, at the cheerful stencils dancing merrily along the edges of my walls, and I wanted more.

So, I subscribed to Martha Stewart Living, the magazine devoted to my guru and her ways. Each month I had delivered to my mailbox a new installment of the Gospel According to Martha. What a joy it was to rip off the protective plastic bag and stroke the glossy pages with trembling hands before delving into the mysteries awaiting me inside that only She could reveal.

With Martha’s guidance, I whipped up lemon tarts so light and fluffy they floated out the window. I learned how to refinish and install the clawfoot bathtub I’d always wanted. I tossed together a kitchen herb garden in no time and discovered everything there was to know about Fiestaware, which I began to collect with abandon.

Soon editors began to phone, frenzied when promised manuscripts failed to arrive. “It’s almost done,” I’d lie, cutting out gingerbread men with my free hand. Worried friends left pleading messages that went unanswered as I experimented with making my own lavender-scented soaps or made plans for constructing a charming Italianate grotto in the back yard. Finally, I unplugged the phone.

Free to immerse myself entirely in Martha’s spell, I devoted my every waking moment to her. I copied her personal calendar (helpfully provided in each issue of the magazine), making sure that on the day Martha was ridding her gutters of fall leaves, so was I. On Martha’s birthday, I built a chicken coop in celebration. I pictured Martha pruning her apple trees, the stray hairs of her carefree bob clinging to her slightly damp brow, and wished for an orchard of my own.

Things finally came to a head the night of my annual Christmas party, which I went forward with only because it was an opportunity to celebrate all things Martha. The handmade invitations, addressed in my finest calligraphy, had gone out two weeks earlier. The fudge was finished, all eighteen kinds individually wrapped in glistening cellophane boxes and decorated with found objects. Presents, all of them handmade according to Martha’s own specifications, sat under the tree. And, oh, the tree. How it sparkled with the ornaments I’d spun from glass and carved from wood into fantastic shapes. The tiny hand-dipped candles twinkled as I sat sipping my mulled wine and waited for the guests to arrive.

By midnight, when no one had come, it hit me. After months of scorning my friends for the company of Martha, they had abandoned me. I looked at the dilled shrimp and plum pudding languishing untouched on the gaily laid table and wept. I was alone on Christmas Eve, and even the spirit of Martha couldn’t save me from my despair. I needed professional help.

The next day, after a fitful night spent tossing and turning on the crisp linen sheets that graced my antique sleigh bed, I plugged the phone back in and called the mental health clinic. “Help me,” I sobbed when someone picked up. “I can’t take it any more.”

Much to my surprise, the young woman on the other end quickly referred me to a local chapter of M.A.—Martha Anonymous. It was held at a nearby address, and there was to be a meeting that afternoon. Knowing that I needed help to break my Martha addiction, I went.

The room was full. Men and women of all ages sat in folding chairs in front of a podium. Some chatted quietly among themselves. Others sat, hands neatly folded, looking at the floor as though they were picturing in their minds exactly how it would look sanded and refinished in knotty Carolina pine.

A cheerful woman approached me. “Hi,” she said. “My name is Anne, and I’m a Marthaholic. Is this your first meeting?”

I nodded. She seemed normal enough. I wondered what her addiction had cost her.

“Thanks for coming,” she said. “Have a cookie.”

My eyes widened in terror. A cookie! Wasn’t that exactly what a Marthaholic would want? I pictured slim fingers of chocolate, delicately beaded with candied violets, or perhaps the thinnest of butter wafers dusted with a scrim of vanilla sugar.

Anne sensed my alarm. “Don’t worry,” she said reassuringly. “They’re Oreos.”

I sat down, sipping reluctantly from a styrofoam cup of bland instant coffee, and Anne began to tell me her story. “It started with the Good Things,” she said. “I made little labels for my kids’ clothes, covered old shoes with shells and painted them gold, wove ribbon into the edges of my pillowcases. Then it got worse. Soon I was making peach pie kits for people I barely knew. I emptied the kids’ college accounts to pay for terra cotta planters. I wore gloves so no one could see the marks on my fingers from pushing cloves into orange pomanders. It was sad.”

“But you’re okay now?” I asked hopefully.

“Oh, no,” Anne said gently. “Once a Marthaholic, always a Marthaholic. I still can’t walk past a yard sale without breaking into a sweat. But don’t worry, we can help.”

That afternoon I heard story after story of people whose lives had been devastated by Martha. People who, like me, had been brought to ruin by her promise of enchanted living—losing lovers, jobs, and friends in the process. From them I gained the courage to face my problem, and Anne became my sponsor. We started with the First Step. “I am powerless against Martha,” I would repeat to myself every morning as I ate plain cornflakes from a plastic bowl, resisting the craving to improve it with fresh berries and honey from the hive I’d installed out back.

It was hard, but I was determined. Out went all the back issues of Martha Stewart Living. I emptied my closets of potpourri, the kitchen drawers of arcane Japanese cooking utensils. I ate store-bought baked goods, gagging on their mass-produced taste. Arugula became a forbidden word in my home.

Slowly, my system rid itself of Martha’s insidious poison. I no longer felt the need to marble every bare inch of wall space. I found that I could indeed eat vegetables that were not grilled over mesquite and doused in raspberry vinegar. After several months of daily phone calls with Anne, I was even able to part with the collection of animal-inspired egg cups I’d collected in my heyday.

I am still not completely cured. Marthaholics never are. I still sometimes pine for a perfectly-trained grape arbor, and some mornings I think I won’t be able to get out of bed without a day of transplanting pearl onions or creating whimsical picture frames from antique ribbon to look forward to. Holidays are the hardest. But I persevere.

Besides, the other night I was watching PBS, and discovered Norm Abrams and The New Yankee Workshop. Watching Norm turn ordinary pieces of lumber into beautiful pieces of furniture, I couldn’t help but think that the grotto would look so nice with a Shaker table in it.
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I DID SOMETHING recently that made me realize how far I’ve fallen. I became an Adult Education Student.

Time was when I looked upon people who partook of adult education classes as a sort of hopeless breed of, well, completely pathetic losers with nothing else to do but make feeble attempts at learning French or spend six weeks sculpting unidentifiable objects from clay. In my mind, they were all forty-somethings named Bernice or George, wore ill-fitting clothes, and smelled faintly of onions. Suddenly keenly aware that they were never going to become ballerinas or stock car drivers, they would do the next best thing—take a twelve-week seminar on writing a screenplay, which would concern either a lonely housewife trying to fulfill her dreams or a high school baseball star who finds himself twenty years later still employed at the gas station he once saw as a job to tide him over while waiting for major league clubs to come calling. Seven weeks into the course, stuck at a crucial point in the script’s plotting, both Bernice and George would fail to return to class.

But then the catalog came from the local Adult Education Center. At first I tossed it aside derisively, annoyed that I had even been included on a list of people who might have the slightest interest in exploring their dream lives through yoga or attending a series of six mini-lectures on wines of the world. I wasn’t yet thirty. I’d written a dozen successful books. I was, I thought, far to busy living my dreams to go about analyzing them.

A few days later, however, I reached an impassable point in the novel I was working on. Taking a break from it, I sat down and began leafing through the catalog. I thought that seeing what I would become if I failed to finish my book would spur me right through my temporary block. Just looking at the number of So-You-Want-To-Get-Published courses would put the fear of Adult Ed into me and get me back to work.

And at first, it did. I shuddered at the pages listing Italian Conversation I for Beginners and Fun With German sections I, II, and III with Mathilde Von Rottgutten, native speaker and author of Germany: Playground of the Blonds. I whizzed through the seventeen pages of dance classes (Brazilian, Thai, and two stepping open to singles) and on past Quilting a Winning Baby Pillow, Knitting for Left Handers, and Tai-Chi as Stress Relief.

Where I got stuck was in the cooking section. Now, I love to cook, and I’m pretty good at it. But there are a lot of things I’d like to know how to do that I just have never found the time to learn. Perhaps the pressure of writing full-time finally got to me, but for some reason, a cooking class suddenly seemed potentially amusing, even useful. I pictured myself whipping up fantastic dinners for all of my witty friends, where we would sit around contentedly eating and saying very funny things that would have everyone rolling on the floor.

The trick was to select the perfect class. There were some real losers—French Toast for Cereal Eaters, Bran New Day, and Salad Round-Up, for example. But tucked among the Barbecue Blowouts and Melon Manias were some things that actually appealed to me. I could hardly believe it as I scanned the listings and found several classes that didn’t make me wince. I made a list.

I finally decided on Sushi!. Not only was it exotic, but the Zen-like title, complete with festive exclamation point, reassured me that I would have fun while learning how to create something I’d always wanted to be able to do. As I picked up the phone to make my reservation, I imagined myself deftly handling sharp knives and obscure culinary apparatus as I sliced up a lovely piece of fish into works of art and served it to amazed acquaintances. Besides, it only met for one night.

I did not, of course, tell anyone that I had sunk to the depths of Adult Education. Most of my friends are still talking about those Ph.D.s they insist are forthcoming, or working diligently towards their Masters degrees in folklore or ancient Incan burial rituals. Even their children take ballet and attend postmodern poetry seminars on a regular basis. To admit to signing up for a continuing ed class would be cause for endless torment. So I kept it to myself.

As the day of my class neared, I found myself growing fearful. What if it turned out to be awful? Did going mean I’d joined the ranks of those who, like my parents, spent their evenings searching for the best fish fry? Worse, what if I couldn’t do it? I almost didn’t go. But go I did, and my exploration into the world of ongoing learning almost ended at the door. When I walked into the lobby I was greeted by the sounds of music. Bad music. Very bad music. It was, I saw by the sign on the wall, a performance of the second level mandolin class. All thirty-eight of them were sitting on cheerful blue cushions, joyously picking their mandolins and singing “Leaving on a Jet Plane” in several different keys. It was my worst nightmare come true. I suppose I should have just been thankful it wasn’t the first level class.

I would have turned around and fled, but an elderly woman grabbed me and hauled me inside. Apparently, this was her job, and she was very good at it. Try as I might, I couldn’t pry her wizened little fingers away from my collar. “Now what class are you here for, dear?” she asked, grinning at me over her bifocals.

“Sushi,” I whispered, afraid someone might overhear me.

The woman picked through a box of index cards. She found the one for my class, checked my name off, and handed me a nametag.

“Fill this out with your name and class and wear it at all times,” she said. “We like to be friendly around here.”

I did not feel at all friendly, but being rather intimidated by matronly women wearing running shoes and Clinton/Gore T-shirts, I obliged. I peeled off the back and stuck the MIKE/SUSHI badge to my chest. The woman smiled again.

“Good,” she said. “Now go right through that door. Your class is in the third room on the right.”

I waded through the sea of warbling mandolin players and pushed open the door. Thankful to be free of the awful singing, I started down the hall. It reminded me of being in third grade, where everything is painted the same peculiar shade of green and trying to find home room produces waves of nausea. I found what I thought was the right door and went in. A group of thirteen people stared at me. I glanced at the nearest nametag. ELISE/PAST LIFE REGRESSION it read. I excused myself. I have enough trouble with this life.

Eventually I found the correct room and went in. Sitting around a table were seven other people sporting badges with their names on them—TREVOR/SUSHI, MITZI/SUSHI, SHANIQUA/SUSHI, and so on. I took a seat next to SASHA/SUSHI because I liked the sound of it. Sasha, like almost everyone else in the room except myself and ELIZABETH/SUSHI, who looked to be about sixteen and appeared to be sporting a hat of her own design, was at least sixty-seven years old. She had an enormous quantity of white hair, which she wore in two long braids.

“Hi,” I said, remembering that I was supposed to be friendly. “I like your necklace.” Sasha was wearing a peculiar-looking piece around her neck.

“Thanks,” she said brightly. “I made it in my last class—Body As Art. It’s a replica of my vagina in bronze.”

I stared at her, not knowing what one was supposed to say when forced to comment on a new acquaintance’s privates. She looked so hopeful, like my dog when he’s actually fetched the stick and wants my praise. “Well,” I said finally. “It’s certainly shiny.”

Sasha beamed. “I love adult ed, don’t you?”

“This is my first class,” I said.

“A virgin!” Sasha yelped, a little more loudly than I would have liked. The other students looked over at me. I waved tentatively, still trying to be friendly, as I thought about strangling Sasha with her vagina.

Thankfully, I was saved by the arrival of the instructor. I was a little bit surprised to see that he was about as Japanese as I am—which is not at all—and was sporting a Red Sox T-shirt and Bermuda shorts. “Good evening,” he said. “My name is Morty Rosenblum, and I’m your instructor.”

I raised my hand. “Are you a sushi chef?” I asked.

Morty gave me a withering look. “No,” he said. “But I spent time in Japan as an exchange student.”

While I was immediately dubious, this answer seemed to satisfy the other students, all of whom nodded and smiled at Morty and at one another. We then went around the table and introduced ourselves while Morty spent a lot of time shuffling some papers back and forth. As I’d expected, everyone else in the class had taken at least three other continuing ed courses, sometimes more than once. ELIZABETH/SUSHI had taken Motorcycle Repair and Maintenance six times.

After these pleasantries, the class began in earnest. Things seemed to pick up as Morty introduced us to the various different pieces of equipment we would need to make flawless sushi. We passed around a makisu (bamboo rolling mat), kijakushi (rice paddle), hashi (chopsticks), and other intriguing items, the names of which Morty read from a piece of paper, and which I wrote on the back of an envelope I found in my backpack. The other students diligently wrote everything down in little notebooks.

We then were instructed in the centuries-old art of making sushi rice. Apparently, in Japan the making of sushi rice is a sacred event, second only to the making of Godzilla movies in its attention to detail. It involves heating the rice to exact temperatures, adding just the right amount of vinegar, turning it frequently with a specially-designed kijakushi handed down from generation
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