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    Introduction


    Is there a secret to happiness? I don’t know how or why anyone would keep it a secret. It seems rather cruel, really. If I knew it, I couldn’t go to Target without stopping at customer service just inside the door, grabbing the microphone and shouting it, to release everyone in the entire place from their misery, and that’s without even getting as far as the housewares section or women’s lingerie, not to mention Haiti. Have you been to a bank lately? How could anyone holding the secret to happiness be so steely cold as to not give it away after seeing the faces of people in a bank?


    They say ignorance is bliss. I’m living proof that this is not true. Some people think money is the key. I used to have more money than I have now, though, and in fact, I was much less happy. Still, that only tells us that I might not have had enough.


    We often wish one another happiness but only for brief periods of time: Happy Birthday or Happy New Year. I think most of us view happiness as an occasional lucky break from some form of drudgery that we’ve come to expect. So we would not presume to send along a Happy Birthweek card. That would seem like greedy overreach. Even the question “Are you happy now?” is only asked sarcastically.


    Happiness is the trickiest of all of the emotions. It is elusive. If you crack an egg into a bowl and a small bit of eggshell gets in there, it slips away at every approach of your finger, but if you don’t bother looking for it and just cook it up, you’re likely to chomp down on it without even trying. Happiness is like a rogue piece of eggshell, I’ll bet. I just don’t know. If I did, I’d run up to the snooty street north of where I live and yell, “Put the yoga mat down; it’s not the answer,” to all of the people getting out of their BMWs. It could be yoga, though. I hope not. I’ve never enjoyed putting my foot in my ear.


    Unfortunately, not only is happiness the most elusive of the emotions, it also has the shortest shelf life. It vaporizes. Most of us have found momentary happiness here and there, but no one that I know of has figured out how to make it last. No one has discovered the Viagra for happiness.


    When I was young, I don’t know how many times I sang that song with the words “If you’re happy and you know it, clap your hands” and clapped as loudly as I could, never really reflecting on whether or not I was actually happy. I simply enjoyed the clapping and the subsequent foot stomping, jumping, and the fill-in-your-own-action-here that the song calls for. Maybe happiness can be achieved just by proclaiming it. Or by clapping. I don’t know. It’s a secret.


    Where could it be? Is it deceptively simple? Is it on a bumper sticker? Did The Thinker go stiff just before he could explain it? Does it melt at a certain temperature? Can you buy it? Must you suffer for it before or after? It had better not be one of those rip-off answers as in The Wizard of Oz: “You always had the power.” If Glinda knew that, she should have said so earlier. The Good Witch of the North had a cruel streak.


    We Americans are given constitutional permission to pursue happiness, but I can’t say that I’ve ever done so consciously. Don’t get me wrong. I’ve certainly done things that I have enjoyed in the moment—I have a Ping-Pong table—but I never planned on maintaining some level of happiness as a goal. I have often feared that if I were ever really happy I wouldn’t get a parking space for a long time. I’ve come to a place in my life, though, where I think it’s time to risk parking far away and walking.


    I live in Santa Monica, California. I am an American. I am a single working mother with three children, twelve cats, a German shepherd mix dog, a bearded dragon lizard, a lop-eared bunny, and one ant left from my ant farm. I have been a stand-up comic for over thirty years. Based on current life expectancy, I am middle aged.


    Now, I, Paula Poundstone, being of soundish mind, pledge to devote myself to the totally unscientific study of the search for human happiness and to record my findings here in this book for the benefit of mankind, naturally, but mostly for you, the reader. I know I’m not the first to document such an endeavor. People have tried to unlock the secrets of happiness both before and after the advent of the Happy Meal. I can’t help hoping, though, that it is through these particular pages that you find a bit of yours.

  


  
    THE


    GET FIT


    EXPERIMENT


    Conditions


    I am not the sort who worries a lot about my looks. I notice, I just don’t worry a lot about it. I color my hair only because HBO wanted me to, and that was just to get the service. I am about five feet seven inches tall, and I have played with gaining and losing the same several pounds for most of my adult life. I certainly wouldn’t mind being beautiful, but if it takes more than a few minutes a day, forget it.


    Hypothesis


    I’d often heard that being physically fit, however, could be a key to happiness and so it is where I began my study.


    Variable


    There is a little storefront studio down the street from my house in Santa Monica with a sign in the window advertising self-defense and taekwondo. One day, after getting my kids off to school, I walked down and signed up for some classes.


    Field Notes


    My back started to hurt about an hour before my first-ever professional physical activity training. I kind of hobbled in. There were two women just wrapping up their taekwondo lesson. They were taking high twisting leaps and yelling, “Hyah!” before teaching a big padded cylinder what for.


    Mr. Victor King was the instructor. He did a rapid pretend assault on these women, and they successfully deflected his blows, following up with a series of elbows to an inch before his nose, and knees to an inch before his groin. They looked pretty advanced; they must have been learning to almost hit someone for quite a while. As a driver, I’m a natural at that. I was really intimidated watching them do it with hands and feet, though.


    I harbor a fantasy that since I don’t like sex and therefore never seek it, perform it, look for it, dream about it, dress for it, hint about it, or purchase products that are sold by suggesting that if you own this thing you’ll get more of it, there must be some other unknown, untapped skill in life for which I have a gift. Deep down I was hoping that, especially because I’d be an unlikely candidate, I’d do a kick or two and this Mr. King guy would say, “Whoa, I thought you said you had no prior training.”


    “That’s right,” I’d reply.


    “Well, Ms. Poundstone, is it? Normally I start my students off at a beginner level, but I’m going to ask if you’ll teach with me. I simply can’t believe that you haven’t kicked the stuffing out of a padded thing before.”


    Instead, he got me started with some calisthenics, and Kleenex kept dropping out of my sweatshirt pocket as I staggered around the floor mats. I have terrible allergies. I can’t go anywhere without Kleenex. If I were defending myself from an attacker, I’d need Kleenex. My allergies are so bad I can’t watch The Bee Movie.


    Mr. King told me to do ten wind sprints across the small gym. This was a private lesson so when my breasts began to make a flappy noise, it was tough to pretend that I was not the source. I tried wrapping my biceps around them as I ran, which made me run like a really slow T. Rex with flapping breasts and a lung condition.


    After doing ten wind sprints across his small workout space, my breathing was labored enough to begin with the actual training. I executed the side kick that Mr. King showed me. My fantasy was instantly dashed. If his face registered impressed at all, the expression was quickly erased by the time I finished picking up my Kleenex, which fell with every kick.


    Although I was practically incapacitated after the wind sprints and side kicks, I jumped rope. I did squats and crunches. I punched a large padded cylinder. I leaned on a wall and lifted my right leg a bunch of times. I leaned on a wall and lifted my left leg a bunch of times. I leaned on a wall while Mr. King lifted my legs at angles that hips weren’t designed for.


    Qualitative Observation #1


    Happiness may be overrated.


    Procedure


    After I was done, I dragged myself to a chair and filled in my calendar with as many classes as I could. I paid for two packages of twenty-one sessions each, for science.


    Qualitative Observation #2


    The door to the taekwondo studio seemed much heavier on the way out.


    Procedure


    I walked the few blocks home, past the bars where the sidewalk becomes increasingly gum strewn, past the knitting store, the inexplicable breast-feeding store where they must actually sell Lord knows what, and turned the corner at the Jack in the Box, where I instinctively look down to avoid the minefield of to-go ketchups that litter the way. I was achy and tired but feeling pretty satisfied with myself. The real test was, of course, back in my regular life.


    Constants


    I keep a brisk pace at home. I sift litter boxes about three times a day. Imagine needing something else to be happy? The litter boxes alone are the envy of all who see them.


    Because I am a stand-up comic, I travel hither and yon to tell my little jokes. I kill in yon but generally have a hard time selling tickets in hither. I have stacks and stacks of notebooks and loose papers on which I’ve quickly jotted down “inklings,” which is the infant stagedevelopmentally even before “ideas”of a piece of material I think might be funny onstage. Not surprisingly, that’s some of what I do. I love that part. If I could do that most of the time, it would be the perfect job. Unfortunately, it is not enough to just tell jokes. You have to have an audience to tell them to. That’s the hard part. Much of my job is self-promotion, which I loathe.


    I am a road dog. Not every weekend, but many, I am away performing in theaters around the country. During the rest of the week, I do interviews for radio, local television, and periodicals that cover those theaters, in order to let potential ticket buyers know where I’ll be. I’ve been doing this for years and I still just suck at it. Because I often work on the East Coast but live on the West Coast, and morning drive-time radio has the most listeners, my radio interviews usually occur over the phone at 5:00 a.m. on morning shows like The Lawn Mower and the Monster in the Madhouse.


    Maybe one in ten of these interviews goes well. The whole idea is to give the listening audience a little blast of humor that will hopefully be fun but also might encourage them to come out to see me. I try to say something funny. It rarely happens. I don’t have a clue how long the interview is going to be, and I almost never have any chemistry with the hosts. They never seem to know when I’ve hit the punch line.


    “Thanks for joining The Lawn Mower and the Monster here in the Madhouse this morning. We’ve got a special treat for you now. We have comedienne Paula Poundstone on the line with us. Paula, thanks for getting up so early.”


    “No problem. I was up already.”


    “What time is it in California?”


    “It’s five a.m.”


    “What are you doing up at five a.m.?”


    “I have three kids, and this year I”


    “That’s great! Paula’s gonna be at the Plaza Theater this Saturday night. You should go down and check her out. Thanks for being with us, Paula.”


    Surely such exchanges work like a magnet on those audience members who spend their entertainment dollars exclusively on early risers.


    The radio station usually calls me. So after a couple of these experiences, I’ve learned my lesson. I take control of the interview right away. The phone rings, and I jump right in.


    “Hi, Paula, this is the Camel and the Cowboy calling from FM 108.6.”


    “Hi, guys, I was just working on a school project for my kid. I have three school-aged kids, and this year I have a new system. I just do their homework. We fight less. They get more sleep. My printer is almost never broken, and their grades are better. My daughter Toshia had to read Of Mice and Men and do a project. I made a mobile for her, using real rabbit fur and scented condoms. It’s museum quality.”


    “Oh, wow, that’s great. Stand by, we’re gonna be on the air here in just a second.”


    The most important work I do all day is, of course, taking care of my kids. Parenting is often like a jigsaw puzzle to me. Sometimes the pieces go together with ease and other times I’m trying to bang together a piece of sky with what is clearly the top part of the olive picker’s feet. I’m not always as good at it as I would like to be, but I get up every day and give it everything I’ve got.


    Uncontrolled Variables


    Although I did gain some weight while each of my children developed in the womb, all three of them are adopted. Toshia, my oldest, was four when she came to me. She has a great sense of humor, loves to laugh, and has become a voracious reader. She is the strongest person I have ever known, and when she decides to lead with that, she’ll be hell on wheels. Toshia has cerebral palsy. It mostly affects her legs and balance. At the time when we were lucky enough for her to become my daughterand my daughter Alley’s sisterToshia used a walker to get around. As a result of weekly appointments with a physical therapist, daily exercise sessions on the plus side of an hour, twice-a-day stretching, and a ton of walking practice on top of that, she learned to walk with crutches. Then, by the fifth grade, Toshia did away with crutches altogether. I did the insisting, the coaching, and the hammer dropping, but Toshia did the work. She still wears plastic braces that go from her feet to her calves, and walks with a funky gait, but she is a powerhouse.


    The hardest thing about raising Toshia has been fighting for the rest of the world to have high expectations of her. When she is older, I am pretty certain she will wish she had more often tried to convince people that she could instead of allowing people to assume that she couldn’t. So far, however, how do I say it nicely? She fakes a lot.


    For whatever “Toshia reason,” she doesn’t often let people know what she is capable of. She allows only brief, rare glimpses of her true abilities. I’ve often thought I should have her filmed by the crew from National Geographic or those Discovery Channel guys who got the footage of penguins stealing. I wish I had had them with me one morning during the summer after her third-grade year when she went to Tumbleweed Day Camp. We arrived late on her first day. The kids in her group were already at the ropes course, so I walked her over there. They were only doing the section of the ropes course on which the climber, in a harness and on belay, ascends a very tall telephone pole, using the traditional spikes hammered into the sides, then at maybe twenty feet up, walks across a single rope stretched from that pole to another, while holding on to a parallel rope mounted about five or six feet above.


    Toshia and I took a seat below to watch a camper already up on the pole. Some of the kids had been there the week before and already knew one another. They watched and shouted encouragement to the climber, who stood, terrified, about to step from the pole to the rope. The young girl inched along, looking kind of pale, as various “You can do its” made their way to her ears. It took several minutes and a few dead stops before she shakily came to the end of the rope and was lowered down to scattered laconic applause.


    I wanted to see how Toshia would handle this, so I asked the counselor if she could go next, and I’m so glad I did. The other kids had yet to even be introduced to Toshia, and it was hot and dusty there so they weren’t paying much attention by the time she teetered over to be harnessed up. After the safety ropes were drawn through the correct carabiners, Toshia grabbed shoulder-level spikes on each side of the climbing pole and, looking down, slowly raised one knee, at the end of which a foot dangled about, near the first spike she might step on. Her sneakered foot bounced, slipped, and skittered around the step. It was like watching someone try to pick up a plush toy with the hanging claw in an arcade game. She lowered her foot back to the ground and tried the other the same way. Then I could swear I saw a switch flip on in her head. She looked up, grabbed a higher spike with her one hand, and pulled herself up the pole, one spike at a time, without stepping with her feet at all, until she got to the top. One young boy camper below, who had been quite disinterested, sat up, flicked his friend with the back of his hand to get his attention, and said, “You’ve gotta see this.” And it was a sight to see.


    Once she was at the top, Toshia grabbed the overhead rope and stepped out onto the lower one, with no fear and not a moment’s hesitation, just like it was our living-room floor and not a rope twenty feet in the air. She sidestepped across in a matter of seconds. This remains the single greatest athletic feat I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen Roger Federer’s backward shot, every one of Michael Phelps’s Olympic-winning swims, and several Cirque du Soleil shows. I regret that I have no film nor any proof of my daughter’s achievement, but I would recommend that you look up “penguin stealing” on YouTube.


    My son, Thomas E, was a newborn when I got to pick him up at the hospital, pop him into a plastic baby carrier, and bring him into our family. He was in the fourth grade when I first tried taekwondo.


    Thomas E’s curly head houses quite a brain. He is smart, impulsive, and wild. Though, even with a top-notch vocabulary, he probably says far less of what he’s really thinking than is healthy for either of us. That may be, in part, because I rarely shut up. He is funny and has bursts of empathy well beyond his years. He worked his way up the gymnastics ladder of levels for several years and can do some amazing moves, but he gravitates to art, which for a guy who is such a live wire always astonishes me.


    Thomas E has always saved most of his unholy terror behavior for me. With most everyone else, he generally aims to please. I suppose, really, it’s admirable. He does his best not to bother the outside world with that which bothers him. He just stores it up for me. There are days when I pull up to the school, open the door to the van, call out, “Hi, honey,” and the Tasmanian devil hurls in a backpack. I could swear sometimes I hear a fight bell.


    My middle child, Alley, was the first of the three kids to come to me. She was three weeks old when I first took her in my arms. When I began the Get Fit experiment, she was in the eighth grade. She mostly does what she is supposed to do. She is the least like me of any of my children. The rest of us are in awe of her. She does her homework. We can’t really figure her out. Once, in an effort to reach out to her, Thomas E explained to her that the reason I always know she has homework is that she writes it down. I thought it was quite moving in a screwed-up Poundstone sort of a way.


    Alley started playing the violin in the fourth grade. The Santa Monica school district has a kick-ass music program. She has been in all of her school’s orchestras; she is a crack violin player with a highly trained ear for music. Often when I sing a song, she’ll say, “Mom, that’s not how it goes.” I quickly respond, “I’m singing a different song.”


    She successfully juggles a full schedule of many interests. Like Thomas E, she has painstakingly mastered spectacular gymnastics maneuvers in every event to work her way up many levels. In addition to being an excellent student, she’s an animal lover and volunteers at the animal shelter. She’s also the unofficial “family keeper.” Alley is the first to ask if we’ll all play a game, watch our home movies, or listen to the radio plays we made when they were little (complete with improvised commercials).


    Field Notes


    The morning of my second taekwondo class was upon me and I was looking forward to it. So when I woke up, found a little brown thing on my blanket, picked it up, and realized it was cat feces, I didn’t overreact, although I don’t know that one can under those circumstances. I just took solace in the fact that if I could figure out which cat it was, my mourning period at its eventual passing had now been shortened by at least a day. Perhaps it was the famed endorphin boost from yesterday’s arduous workout that buoyed me through the trauma of holding cat poop between my fingers at 7:05 a.m. If so, no amount of muscle strain was too much to endure.


    After getting my kids off to school with as few repetitions of “When we’re late, it’s helpful to move our hands and feet quickly” as I could keep myself from shouting, I loaded up my calendar and soda bag and headed to taekwondo and self-defense class in search of happiness.


    Variables


    Mr. King is a short, energetic, muscular black man from an island country. I forget which one. He speaks with a strong accent, in short, clipped bursts.


    Environment


    His studio is a clean, open space, with a fresh paint job on the wall behind a row of folding chairs. One walks into the storefront business along a four-foot-wide strip of wood laminate flooring. Most of the rest of the large room is covered in enormous blue mats. The tenets of taekwondo (respect, strength, integrity, fashion sense) are painted on the wall in large letters.


    Field Notes


    On the first day, Mr. King explained to me that one traditionally bows before stepping out onto the mat. It’s part of the taekwondo ritual and I tried to abide by it, but I have a terrible memory. Plus, I drink a lot of soda and had to keep running on and off the mat to use the bathroom. I never knew whether if I had already run onto the mat I was supposed to go back and bow, and if so, was I one bow behind? Did I now need to bow twice? I didn’t want to be disrespectful, but I’m not much of a bower. Ask anybody. Anyway, eventually I gave up on bowing altogether and Mr. King never said anything. He even stopped bowing while I was there, but it may be that he made up for it by bobbing up and down like a wind-up toy to catch up as soon as I was out of the room.


    Again, the workout was grueling. Honestly, I could turn in after the jumping jacks and wind sprints, but Mr. King said that was just the warm-up.


    We worked a lot on the side kick, in which you lean your upper body to the right while bending your left knee toward your chest until, when you kick it out, you look like a T with a long top. I often fell over in the delivery of my side kick, which he said was wrong. I think maybe my head is unusually heavy, providing the wrong counterbalance, but I deferred to him because he is the expert, and because, remember, during my stretch, I face the wall, holding a bar, and he holds my leg up, forcing it beyond its capacity. So it’s not a good idea to piss him off.


    Analysis


    After the hour, I implored my unwilling legs to carry me home to chop the apple and lettuce that Daisy, my bearded dragon, would topple from his dish into his sand instead of eating. I hoped my dog Cal would sense that I was incapable of any more walking.


    Qualitative Observation #3


    There was no part of me that didn’t hurt.


    Analysis


    They say it’s important for the family to eat together to keep kids off drugs. I’m not sure what “they” are basing that on, though. Our family eats together, and although I don’t succumb to it, I for one almost always feel like doing drugs after we dine.


    Tonight over dinner, I made the mistake of asking, “Who put the Frosted Flakes box with only three flakes that appear to have had the frosting licked off back in the cabinet? I picked up the box, and Tony the Tiger said, “They’re go-o-o-ne!”


    Thomas E: I didn’t.


    Toshia: Not me.


    Alley: Not me.


    Me: Come on, you guys. What’s the big deal? Why would you lie about this? It’s not like you’ve ever suffered some cruel punishment for anything, let alone for mishandling the Frosted Flakes box.


    (Silence)


    Me: Well, it didn’t put itself in there. One of you must have done it.


    Thomas E: No, someone else could have brought it over.


    Me: Thomas, could you please put the remaining disfigured flakes in the mulch container, put the liner bag in the trash, and put the box in the recycle?


    Thomas E: Why me? Someone else could have brought it in.


    Me: Thomas, this is a much longer conversation than I meant to have about a cereal box. Just do it!


    Qualitative Observation #4


    You have to be able to execute a good side kick to remain calm while conducting a Frosted Flakes interrogation.


    Field Notes


    Today I did sixty crunches in two sets of thirty, and thirty-six push-ups in three sets of twelve, the kind with the twisty handles “as seen on TV,” but not on my toesI did them on my knees, the wussy kind. Mr. King said that on Monday he was going to have me do one push-up not on my knees but the toe kind. I did assume the push-up position on my toes, without the twisty things, for one minute, and my entire body trembled like a just-bathed kitten. I think Mr. King is in for a disappointing Monday. I hope he has some plans of his own to lift his spirits.


    Quantitative Observation #1


    I did 150 rope jumps today. I ran out of rhymes after the first 50.


    Analysis


    Thomas E wanted to play on the computer after school, and when I told him he couldn’t, his reaction measured 5.0 on the Richter scale. Yet I felt pretty good all day.


    Last night, just as I was stepping out of the shower to towel off, Alley came into the bathroom with paper and pen and asked me to sign a letter telling the teacher that our internet wasn’t working so she could not complete her science homework. I said, “Can’t I sign it when I’m not naked?”


    And she said, “Why?”


    I think her point was that her teacher wouldn’t know that I had signed the paper naked, but that was not my point.


    Sometimes when I talk to my kids, I feel like their brains are little safes and my words are hundreds of unmarked keys hanging from a giant key ring in my head. I just have to find the right key at the right moment to unlock their safes and make sense to them.


    I spend a lot of time turning that imaginary key ring around and around trying to find how to inspire Toshia. I talk to her about reaching for her dreams and taking the risk to try things in life that will help her find out what fills her up and makes time seem precious. I tell her how capable she is, that she is an important member of our family and has much to offer the world.


    Either my lectures aren’t as eloquent as I imagine them to be or she’s not an auditory learner, because my eldest doesn’t exactly have the fire in the belly. I gave a real rouser a couple of days ago, and then I asked, “What do you want for yourself?”


    She said, “A big house.”


    I said, “You realize Mom can’t afford a big house, right?”


    “Right.”


    “Okay, well, that’s an okay goal. Nothing wrong with that.” I plodded forward, slowly taking that key out, wishing I could find a way to mark it to remind myself not to try that one again, and then rotating the key ring, continuing the search for the perfect fit. “What else? What do you think would fill you up? What would make you happy?” I continued, straining to uncover the virtue of her innermost desire.


    “A Van Gogh,” she said.


    Jingle, jingle went the keys. This one won’t even fit partway into the keyhole, let alone turn in the lock. I began to crack. “Do you know a Van Gogh would cost millions?”


    She said, “Uh-huh,” but left her jaw somewhat slack, not with awe but rather to show me that she just wasn’t going to put out the energy it takes to close her mouth.


    “Toshia, you don’t even write down your assignments,” I said, throwing the whole key ring down in frustration and grabbing a crowbar. “You refuse to learn to spell the name of your street, and sometimes I have to remind you to swallow your food. You know what? You’re not going to get a Van Gogh, and by the way, the big house isn’t looking likely either.”


    Quantitative Observation #2


    I meant to measure myself before starting my taekwondo classes to get fit. I realize it is basic science to have a baseline before you change the variable, but I just didn’t get around to it before. Now that I am exercising, I’ve got more energy for that kind of thing. Once I’d taken eight killer one-hour classes over a period of fourteen days, I bought a tape measure, which I think certainly showed initiative, but it’s the retractable kind and I hurt myself when the metal end struck me, zipping back in. I took a week to recover and I’m still a little skittish around the thing.


    Anyway, my waist is 30½ inches, my hips are 38 inches, and my thighs, well, I only measured my right thigh. I’m assuming its girth is commensurate with my left. My right thigh, and I assume, my left, is 57 centimeters. I used metric because it’s more European, and my thighs hope to travel for pleasure someday.


    Field Notes


    There’s a lot of left and right in this taekwondo stuff. There’s this exercise called a form, where you do a right punch, a double step, a left punch, a right front kick, a right low block, a left punch, a right muscle block, a right side kick, and a whole bunch of other stuff, but after jumping rope two hundred times, I can’t tell right from left without pretending to eat. I’m counting on slow attackers, so I can use my imaginary fork before each move.


    Mr. King has lost confidence in the toe push-ups, by the way. There’s been nary a word about it for days. I think he realized he couldn’t take the disappointment. I did some more knee push-ups with the Ronco twisty hand things. He said to do thirteen, and by eight my arms were quaking, my face was about to pop, I was grunting with each push, and only my left arm, I think, could go straight. “You’re supposed to come up straight,” he corrected.


    I’m not Jack LaLanne, but I know what a push-up looks like. I’m weak, not stupid.


    Analysis


    I still can’t detect a consistent measurable increase in my happiness necessarily, but I’m exhausted. I went to Volunteer Appreciation Day Breakfast at Thomas E’s elementary school before I went to my class today. That could have wiped me out. It was in the auditorium, which was festooned in an island theme. Attendees (community members and parents of students from every grade) each received a plastic bottle containing a message written by members of the third-grade class pretending to be pirates.


    A third-grade teacher addressed us over a microphone, which she had to keep checking by saying “test, test,” something they do way too much of in the schools now, to tell us about the writing project. She explained that the first batch of letters her class had written had to be thrown out because they were “inappropriate.” On their first pass, the third graders had written violent and sexual messages. The ones we would find in our plastic bottles now were a sanitized version. “Hi, I’m a pirate. There’s nothing more I can say.”


    I don’t know who decided that pirates were charming characters. They are lawless thieves with funny hats and boats that used to belong to someone else. Next year’s theme may be big banks, and the third graders will write notes as if they were white-collar criminals. “Hi, I’m still trading derivatives. Thanks for the bailout!”


    The truth is, I was pretty drained before I even arrived at the pirate fest. There’s an Apple advertisement on a billboard along our drive to school. Thomas E. never misses it, and today, as always, it prompted him to ask if he could have a laptop. I always say no. And he’ll say, “Why?” And I’ll say, “Because I’m not Thurston Howell and you’re not Lovey.” It’s often a downhill slide after that.


    By the way, I don’t allow my children to watch television, so he doesn’t know exactly who Thurston Howell and Lovey are, but they’re such great names, you can kind of figure it out without ever having seen them. Because Thomas E has never watched television, I have often plagiarized from that rich source for stories while walking. Many are the times I delighted him with the tale of the man who was walking down the street, concentrating on the peanut butter he was eating, only to smack straight into the similarly distracted bloke coming in the other direction, eating chocolate. I allowed him to believe I made up that story myself and I know he sometimes searches my room for my Pulitzer Prize.


    Field Notes


    My last two taekwondo classes started early. I couldn’t follow the simplest of verbal instructions. I barely crawled from task to task. In class #10 I jumped rope two hundred times, twice. In class #11 I jumped rope three hundred times, and that, by the way, was in a row. I lost my rhythm and whacked my toes with the rope so many times I destroyed my dream of foot modeling. Mr. King’s gym has a big window facing Santa Monica’s main street. People often glance in while strolling by, but today they averted their eyes as though they saw someone taking a beating they were powerless to prevent.


    Quantitative Observation #3


    I’m down to 142 pounds. No one else seems to be able to tell, though, and I’d feel silly carrying the scale around with me. Besides, I hardly talk to anyone except the kids’ teachers, and I don’t know how to casually work my weigh-in into a parent-teacher conference without appearing self-centered.


    “Thomas E is failing math. He’s bright, but he works carelessly.”


    “Really? What do you say we measure my thighs.”


    Analysis


    It’s tough to tell if my happiness has increased. I will say that while doing push-ups I don’t worry about the state of the world so much. It’s hard to be concerned about war in the Middle East while you can’t breathe. I might enjoy asthma.


    So, am I happier? Part of the problem is that we as a species have never come up with a standard form of measure for happiness: teaspoons, volume, decibels, maybe something akin to a blood alcohol level. Maybe a small amount of happiness could be a “hep,” after my old cat Hepcat. I like that: a hep of happiness, and if you’re lucky enough to amass four of those, you’ve got yourself a whole “balou” of happiness. That’s a lot. And, yes, I did have a cat named Balou.


    I had to rush home after my class to check on my dog. I’m spending a lot of time with my big cat-eating dog, because he is sick. I got him years ago, when I drank. Yes, to my undying shame, I had a drinking problem. In my defense: cats are enablers. In fact, I was drunk when I got my dog, Cal. He was a crazy cat chaser early on. Eventually the cats schooled him, but he still gets a craving for one now and then. Otherwise he is a great dog. He is energetic and excitable, but sweet. He even sings when I play the harmonica. We’ve had a symbiotic relationship. I used to walk him, because he needed to be walked, when I felt like never going out of the house again. It always made me feel better.


    Cal hasn’t cared about food for a while. I figured he had just eaten an infected cat, but the vet showed me his x-ray and there it was, a tumor the size of a football. It’s crushing his stomach. He hasn’t done one crunch and he lost ten pounds.


    I go to the vet a fair amount because I have so many pets, but I don’t generally return with the same pet over and over again. When an animal gets sick in my house, it means they might die. I take great care of them. I love them. I clean their waste, feed them, pet them, throw balls, and drag strings for them, but there is a beginning, a middle, and an end to a life. Americans don’t do well with that.


    There is a protocol in the vet waiting room. It is socially proper to look into the plastic pet carrier of the other waiting pet owners and, no matter what you see, exclaim, “Isn’t that beautiful.” It’s just what you do. I’ve got to tell you, though, I’ve now seen the same people waiting in the waiting room at the vet, with the same animals over and over again. I looked into one cat carrier. Fluffy was not doing well. I’m not even certain Fluffy was still alive. His rear legs had been replaced with wheels. They must have run out of money because they used a bent coat hanger for one of the front legs. They had replaced Fluffy’s fur with carpet scraps, and Fluffy’s owner sprayed Fluffy with a plant mister every few minutes to keep his nose moist. Death is sad, but life does not go on forever. You’ve got to chase the string while you can.


    Field Notes


    I’m pretty sure I heard a tearing sound in my knee during a stretch today, but Mr. King didn’t seem troubled by it at all.


    I must be getting stronger and faster in my punching. The big padded cylinder seemed to fear me today. I’d be frozen in my tracks if a person came at me on the street, but I pity the couch that attacks me.


    Uncontrolled Variables


    The last few days have called into question the meaning of life. I visited Walter Reed Army Hospital on Saturday. I talked to five soldiers and their emotionally ravaged wives, parents, siblings, and children. I had no idea what to say, but I said it for about twenty minutes with each soldier. I maintained my composure by dipping into at least a small supply of the heps of happiness I had earned from “getting fit,” like borrowing from the tens column when
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