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				EVERY DAY IS AN ATHEIST HOLIDAY

				Joy to the world, the Lord is come!

				Let earth receive her King;

				Let every heart prepare Him room,

				And heav’n and nature sing,

				And heav’n and nature sing,

				And heav’n, and heav’n, and nature sing.

				Joy to the earth, the Savior reigns!

				Let men their songs employ;

				While fields and floods, rocks, hills, and plains

				Repeat the sounding joy,

				Repeat the sounding joy,

				Repeat, repeat, the sounding joy.

				No more let sins and sorrows grow,

				Nor thorns infest the ground;

				He comes to make his Blessings flow

				Far as the curse is found,

				Far as the curse is found,

				Far as, far as, the curse is found.

				He rules the world with truth and grace,

				And makes the nations prove

				The glories of His righteousness,

				And wonders of His love,

				And wonders of His love,

				And wonders, and wonders, of His love.

				LYRICS BY ISAAC WATTS

				THIS IS NOT A HALF-ASSED XMAS SONG. It’s not at all secular Coca-Cola Christmas. This is authentic Christmas jive. The music was either adapted from a song by Handel or ripped off from part of his Messiah. The melody descends right down the major scale on its way to hell, but lands firmly on the saved tonic. When the Sex Pistols’s music descended directly down the scale, the lyrics were “No future,” and those clever boys go back up and start down again a few times until they land on the tonic with “for you.” I’m not going to get too programmatic with “Joy to the World.” It is a descending scale, but it’s major and confident and root landing makes it safe and jubilant. The music is consonant with joy in the world.

				But it’s not about joy in the world. It’s about joy to the world, and there is a world of difference there. I’ve read the Bible and I’ve listened carefully to all of the popular Christmas carols. I enjoy listening to lyrics. I’ve listened to the “Theme from Shaft” a lot and it’s an almost perfect song. It’s recorded with a full orchestra including two wah-wah guitars. Yes, two wah-wahs. You know that the brown-chicken-brown-chicken-brown-chicken part is wah-wah, but the other guitar is wah-wah too. If Beethoven were writing today, he wouldn’t consider an ensemble without two wah-wah guitars to be a proper orchestra.

				Isaac Hayes puts that quadruple wah orchestra to use to get the perfect classy, funky, sexy sound. He gives us a few measures of hi-hat for nothing, and the vocal doesn’t even start until we’re knocking on two minutes. The lyrics start out just right with rhetorical questions that are still answered with “Shaft.” It’s lush and inspiring and then . . . it turns into an Italian air show as the wings come off with one sloppy line. “He’s a complicated man, but no one understands him but his woman.” What? “He’s a complicated man BUT no one understands him but his woman?” Why is the first “but” in that line? How the fuck does that conjunction introduce something contrasting or contrary to what has already been stated? Huh? Are we to believe that complicated men are usually understood by most everyone other than their women? The word should not be “but.” “He’s a complicated man, AND no one understands him but his woman” is not very good either. The only being understood by his woman doesn’t really add information. I guess you could try “He’s a complicated man THEREFORE no one understand him but his woman,” or “He’s a complicated man ERGO no one understands him but his woman,” but those seem a little precious and double the syllables. “Consequently” is way too long—you don’t want a four-syllable word in pop music unless you’ve got the triple single syllable double negative of “can’t get no” to take the curse off your “satisfaction.” “Consequently” is also not exactly the right word. His complication doesn’t directly cause the lack of understanding; they’re really one and the same. It’s just restating the idea to me, which is what’s so wrong with the “but.” “Thus,” “hence” or even “so” would make sense if Isaac needed one syllable there, but I don’t feel the need. I would use nothing. “He’s a complicated man. No one understands him but his woman.” That’s fine, one but, one woman, no woman no cry—very Bob Marley. Do a full stop after “complicated man” and it will strengthen the idea; just let it hang there. Then right into “No one understands him but his woman.” Great.

				Just when I’m confused by why a complicated man would normally be understood by people other than his woman, Mr. Hayes throws me another curve. I would have let this one slide by if the sandpaper of his “but” hadn’t sensitized my song safecracking fingertips. For most of the song, the excellent backup singers (one of them Telma Hopkins from Tony Orlando and Dawn—and Tony isn’t a private dick who is a sex machine to all the chicks and that’s damn right) answer Isaac with “Shaft” and then one “shut your mouth” after Isaac almost says “motherfucker.” Hayes explains that he was just talking about Shaft and they affirm that they can dig it, and I’m sure they can, even post–Dawn Telma.

				The only other time they depart from just singing the surname “Shaft” is after my hated line with that confusing “but.” Right after that line, they add his given name before his surname and sing, “John Shaft” (no one mentions Shaft’s middle name, which I’ve heard is “Troy”). This means the full line with background becomes, “He’s a complicated man, but no one understands him but his woman, John Shaft.” Once you hear the chorus response of “John Shaft” as an appositive to “his woman,” it’s hard to ever disconnect it again. It certainly makes sense that a complicated African-American man could have a woman named John. Maybe transgendered, or a butch nickname, or named by the Man as some sort of weird racial commentary. What do I know? To me it would be a fine place for them to sing “Mrs. Shaft,” or if that’s not what the people want, maybe “Ms. Shaft,” although if you’re fighting the Man, you might not want to adopt your husband’s name at all. That’s a different generation’s battle and that brings us to my buddy Richie Rich’s suggestion that the line be “He’s a complicated man—no one understands him but his mother, Mrs. Shaft.” The meter fits and it makes sense on every front. If he really is that complicated, it seems like even his woman, John Shaft, might have trouble understanding him, but his mom, Mrs. Shaft, would certainly understand her sex machine son.

				I’ve carried on publicly about Shaft almost as much as I’ve carried on about “Frosty the Snowman.” When the remake or reimagining or re-cashing-in of Shaft came out with the groovy leather coat, I was very excited that Isaac Hayes was redoing the song. I figured that Isaac was going to address my little quibbles and finally perfect the song. I attended the opening night and listened carefully, and there it was: “He’s a complicated man, BUT no one understands him but his woman, John Shaft.” What the f—?

				Watch your mouth?

				I’m just talking about word usage!

				I don’t remember anything else from the movie. Right before Isaac died, someone called my radio show and said that Isaac had done a version on some situation comedy where he sang it my way. They played it over the phone, but I can’t find it. I don’t know how high on Isaac’s bucket list pleasing me with his lyrics was, so maybe it was a prank.

				Now for “Joy to the World” with a very complicated savior who’s an anti-sex machine to all the Catholic chicks: this is a Christmas song that every American Christian I’ve ever heard about is fine with. They can dig it. Right on! They’re protective of this song. When Charlie Sheen sang a parody of it on Two and a Half Men, “Joy to the world, I’m getting laid,” there was a big hoopla from a couple people calling themselves “leagues” and “associations” but who were really writing with crayons, bitter and alone in their garages. They complained that this was a song about the birth of Jesus, and it was being parodied as a “Joy to Fornication.” Well, at least there is some joy in fornication; there sure ain’t none in “Joy to the World.”

				The lyrics are not about the birth of Jesus. This is not “Away in the Manger” or (as children always sing it) “We Three Kings of Orientare.” This is not about the birth of Jesus. This is about “Jesus 2, the Return—Electric Boogaloo.” It was written by Isaac Watts (See? The same first name as the composer of “Theme from Shaft,” and you thought it was a random digression—fuck you), and is based on the 98th Psalm, and is all about Jesus’ triumphant return to Earth at the end of times. The big Christian “Told ya so!” So, where is the joy? There really isn’t any joy now, here on Earth, not in this world, is there? Not in this song.

				No more let sins and sorrows grow,

				Nor thorns infest the ground

				If you think I love discussing the lyrics of “Theme from Shaft,” that’s nothing compared with how excited I am to segue into the saying “The exception proves the rule.” Oh man, feel how hard I am! I know you’re reading a book, so we’re time traveling, but if you ever bump into me after a show or on the street or something, you just ask me to talk about “The exception proves the rule,” and then reach down, grab my crotch, and feel how hard I am. I get as hard about “The exception proves the rule” as I get limp with the misuse of “begs the question” or Phil Collins.

				I hope no one reading this book thinks that “The exception proves the rule” means that if you have an exception, it means the rule is true. That’s just bugnutty. I had it explained to me as “The exception tests the rule.” Also not true. The exception does not test the rule—it disproves the rule. In its proper use, “The exception proves the rule” is a legal concept, and it’s important. If you were to say to me, “No, you can’t fuck me in the ass on Saturdays,” that implies there’s a rule that says I can fuck you in the ass on some other day or days. The example usually given is parking signs. If a parking sign says you can’t fuck it in the ass on alternate sides of the street from three to four p.m. on weekdays, it means you can fuck it in the ass all other times. You wouldn’t need an exception if there weren’t a rule. If you sign a lease that says you’re not allowed to have any loud parties on weeknights, that means you can have loud parties on weekends. It doesn’t matter—you’ll be out in the parking space with that slutty parking sign most nights anyway.

				Every good thing in “Joy to the World” is an exception that proves the rule. The joy itself is after the lord is come. Before the lord is come, no joy. Before the lord is come, before the end times, it’s all thorns and sorrow. Even when the lord comes, he makes the nations prove his righteousness and what’s that going to entail? If the rest of the Bible is any indication, and Jesus never negated anything in the Old Testament, it probably means genocide.

				“Joy to the World” is one big exception to the rule of pain and suffering on Earth before our lord and savior comes back. The thing about religious holidays is that they aren’t about how good and happy life is. Far from it. Religious holidays are about how bad life was, or how good the way distant future or even the afterlife is going to be. The “Joy to the World” is going to come at the end times. Jesus was born in a manger, and his heavenly father forced his horrible tortured death so that anyone who believed in him would experience joy either after they died or right when everyone else was going to die and suffer. It’s not joy in the world, it’s joy to the world, and that joy gets here in the future. Way in the future . . . like never is way in the future.

				They say this cat, Jesus, is a bad mother . . .

				Shut your mouth.

				But I’m just talking about Jesus. In his booklet, there’s little joy in this life. The Prince of Peace is not a barrel of laughs. I’ve read the New Testament; there isn’t much stop and smell the roses. There isn’t much playing with those groovy little Cars toys on the iPad with your son. There isn’t much joy in this life at all. There’s lots of “forsake your family and come with me.” There’s a lot about getting your reward in the afterlife.

				You don’t have to go to the Bible for this POV; just stay with the Christmas carols that flood the ears of Christians, Jews, Muslims, Scientologists, and atheists alike for about a quarter of the year—where is the fucking joy in this life? “O Little Town of Bethlehem” is all “in this world of sin” up in your face. “Silent Night” is full of quaking shepherds reminded that heaven is far away and it’s just the dawn of redeeming grace. “Away in a Manger” gives us “Bless all the dear children in Thy tender care and take us to heaven and live with Thee there.” You’ve got to go way back to Lou Reed and the Velvet Underground’s “Sweet Jane” to get more dismal than that, but in Lou’s case it’s some evil mothers (Shut your mouth!) who are saying “Life is just to die.” Even the rock-and-roll animal on heroin is tame compared with that buzzkill lord Jesus Christ. “O Holy Night” sings of the thrill of hope, but no joy right now. “O, Come All Ye Faithful” just commands that we fall on our knees and adore him, not that he’s going to do jackshit for us. I’m not cherry-picking, or in this case, pit-picking; they’re all like this. “The First Noel” talks about how hard the wise men worked to find him and then fell to their knees. “The Dreidel Song” is about playing with a top—it’s seasonal—but it’s not a religious song. Gaiety is not the backbone of Jewish holidays.

				Christmas carols are full of North Korea shit. Our highest incarnation of the revolutionary comradely love must be praised, but where is the joy? It’s just around the corner and we’re starving.

				In Alice in Wonderland, Lewis Carroll invents the idea of the un-birthday. If we celebrated those we’d have 365 more (in a leap year) un-birthdays than birthdays. Atheists have always had the corner on un-holidays. Christmas, Easter, Good Friday, Ramadan, Rosh Hashanah, the day Tom Cruise had sex with a woman are all holidays in some religion, but they’re never a celebration of life. The joy is the exception that proves the rule. It’s the celebration of a joy that we don’t have.

				The word “holiday” comes from “holy day” and holy means “exalted and worthy of complete devotion.” By that definition, all days are holy. Life is holy. Atheists have joy every day of the year, every holy day. We have the wonder and glory of life. We have joy in the world before the lord is come. We’re not going for the promise of life after death; we’re celebrating life before death. The smiles of children. The screaming, the bitching, the horrific whining of one’s own children. The glory of giving or receiving a blow job. Sunsets, rock and roll, bebop, Jell-O, stinky cheese, and offensive jokes.

				For atheists, everything in the world is enough and every day is holy. Every day is an atheist holiday. It’s a day that we’re alive.

			

		

	
		
			
				SOMETIMES A SHEET IS NOT JUST A GHOST

				I LIKE THE FEW CHRISTIANS WHO STILL HATE HALLOWEEN because they think it’s a pagan holiday. It shows a commitment to history that mirrors my wife’s dislike of Xmas. To me both holidays are pretty secular. Halloween in the USA is just a big money day for retailers. It’s a chance to sell more superhero shit and let women be slutty and men dress like women and . . . be slutty. It’s a slutty fucking holiday.

				My wife and I used to go to Halloween fetish balls (why do fetish people have such big balls? Because so many of them like to dance). We never officially decided to not to go to them anymore; we just haven’t been in a while. We aren’t worried, as we should be, about embarrassing our children. We just stopped going because our children wake up early in the morning.

				The last fetish ball we went to was on the Halloween right after the only Houdini Halloween séance we ever went to. Every year, Sid Radner, the big Houdini expert, used to honor Houdini’s wishes and have a Halloween séance to see if Houdini could come back from the dead. Now Sid is dead, and I guess they still do the séances in hopes that Sid can help Houdini fulfill his promise in case they’re both stuck somewhere in the afterlife.

				Houdini said repeatedly that if anyone could come back from the dead, he would. No matter what the cost to his everlasting soul, Houdini would come back and bring the proof to the living. Believers took this to mean that Houdini believed in life after death. Atheists, or at least this atheist, took it to mean, “If there’s a fucking snowball in hell, I’ll be the one to fill it with gravel and throw it at god’s ass.” I don’t know for sure whether Houdini believed in an afterlife, but just to be clear, I don’t.

				Sid invited Penn & Teller to the séance, and I took Emily along (I could have said I took my wife, but I don’t remember whether we were married then). We would get to be part of the jive séance and we were going to have a chance to meet Dorothy Young. Ms. Young was the last living person who toured with Houdini. She was seventeen when she started on the road with him as an assistant. She got the job after she danced a Charleston during the audition. Dorothy died in 2011 at 103 years old. I’m so glad I got to meet her. We also met George Hardeen, Houdini’s brother’s grandson. The second half of Houdini’s career was spent busting phony spiritualists (redundant). He would send his crew in disguised, or if he could get a good enough disguise, he would sneak in himself. They would watch the séance, figure out the tricks, and explain how it was done in his show in the same town that night. Houdini was a motherfucker. Some other folks were there, but none with as much of a direct connection to Houdini. Houdini was very straitlaced and uptight about sex. One of the reasons that some of the spiritualists drove Houdini full-on bugnutty was that they did really sexy stuff. Spiritualists were way beyond Halloween slutty. Some of them would do their séances in see-through robes that were left wide open in the front and the “ectoplasm,” gooey manifestations from the other world, came out of their pussies. The sitters would reach in and feel. Yup. No kidding. I certainly could make this shit up, but I’m not. The pure sluttiness of this religion made Harry way uptight. For me, well, it could have made me a believer for a night.

				Old Gregor Mendel, the father of modern genetics, may have cheated some of his genetic pea work to make it a little too perfect, but even though we got no evidence of life after death in that séance, we got a lot of anecdotal evidence for genetics. As we milled around, waiting to see if we could contact Harry in the afterworld (much less likely than Godot showing up) and chatted with the other sitters, there was George, the closest living relative to Houdini. George looked a lot like the busts of Great-uncle Houdini that I have all around my home, known as the Slammer.

				Why do I have busts of Houdini all over my house? James Randi is my hero. James Randi is the modern Houdini except better. Okay, Houdini was born in Budapest and Randi was born in Canada and Randi never got quite as famous, but Randi does the busting of psychics, faith healers, mind readers and other assholes better than Houdini. Maybe Randi is able to bust a little more bullshit because he’s able to smell it from Houdini’s giant shoulders. If it weren’t for Randi, there would be no Penn & Teller. Randi taught us that you could spend your life studying how to lie and use that to tell the truth. That’s our goal. Teller and I were down visiting Randi in Florida at the James Randi Educational Foundation, and as he was giving us a tour of the library he showed us his bust of Houdini, in a sealed case. Randi bragged that this was the only bust in existence. It was a copy of the original bust from the Houdini museum in Niagara Falls. Randi had sneakily made a copy of it and then the Houdini museum burned down (Randi’s alibi checks out). Randi was so proud of this unique bust that we had to fuck with him. After Randi went home that night, Teller and I went through the Yellow Pages at our hotel (this was a long time ago) and found someone in South Florida who did plaster casting (Cindy, the plaster caster of rock star cocks—you can get Hendrix for a couple thousand bucks—was too far north). Later that night (or very, very early the next morning), we broke into the James Randi Educational Foundation, broke into the case and got our hired plaster casters to spend all night making an exact cast of Randi’s soon-to-be-not-unique Houdini bust. We were so scared we’d fuck up Randi’s priceless artwork by bringing in strangers to handle it, but . . . we had to fuck with him. We stayed up all night getting the cast perfect.

				Morning broke, we ushered out our hired guns, cleaned up, put the bust back in the case, sealed everything up, and met Randi for breakfast. We mentioned nothing. Randi didn’t notice we hadn’t slept—we were tired from 1986 through the end of the century anyway. Teller and I got the cast secretly shipped back to Vegas and had copies made. A few years later when Randi visited us, both our houses were filled with exact copies of his unique bust. We had dozens of them all over. We didn’t say a word about them, waiting for Randi to notice. Randi never said a word. I couldn’t wait for him to ask where we got them so I could say, “Oh, those old things? They’re nothing special, you can buy them at any cheap-shit shop.” But Randi never asked. He never said a word about the busts. Never. You don’t fuck with Shady, ’cause Shady will fucking kill you. I will never beat Randi at anything.

				George Hardeen looked just like that bust of Houdini, straitlaced like his great-uncle. George had no date. George was standing alone, wearing a suit and tie. He spoke of the legal work he was doing with his charity for Native Americans. He is a good man. He would have been offended if a spiritualist had stripped naked and shot ectoplasm out of her pussy. Not me. I come from different stock.

				Houdini didn’t show up at the séance. Emily and I left the Houdini séance and went directly to our last fetish party to date. It seemed that the slutty dead spiritualists were more likely to show up and spew their ectoplasm at the fetish ball than Houdini was to show up at the séance, but neither happened.

				Shortly after that, and not directly related to that fetish party, we had children. In the years before children seize the Halloween slutty, the holiday is all about candy, superheroes, kitty cats, and princesses. There’s a picture that news stories sometimes use for Penn & Teller where Teller is smiling like a Vegas headliner and I’m wearing kitty-cat ears and painted-on whiskers. It was taken at a red carpet at the opening of Criss Angel’s Vegas dance show. I didn’t want to go, I wanted to continue trick-or-treating with my family, but my job was to go to this press opening. I kept my kitty-cat outfit on in protest of Criss and to show solidarity with my family. Because of the pictures taken that night, some people think Teller works with the drummer from Kiss.

				I liked that our family were all kitty cats. I liked that we just drew on whiskers and had little kitty-ear headbands. I liked that our whole family matched. I love dressing alike. I like it in the Penn & Teller show and I love it in families. Our children are different sexes and eleven months apart. If we had had twins of the same sex, child services would have me in custody, because unless restrained, I would force my twins to dress alike. I want our whole family to dress alike. When I went to London once, I brought back matching hats for my whole family, but I couldn’t get us all to wear them at the same time. Before I was married, after any steady girlfriend had bugged me enough to take a vacation with her, I would fly us to Hawaii, have a big fight and leave her there while I came home and got back to work. It’s a good way to break up—it’s over, she’s in Hawaii, and I’m working. Everyone is happy. Before I started the fight and got ready to split, I would always buy myself a Hawaiian shirt and my girlfriend a matching sexy muumuu (I’ve had girlfriends who could look sexy even in a muumuu) and try to get her to wear it out with me so we’d be matching. I love matching Hawaiian tourist clothes on couples. I go to Disneyland and Disney World mostly to watch my children have fun. The only other enjoyment I get is seeing the foreign tourist families all dressed alike. Fuck, I love that.

				The kitty-cat year was the only year that I got my way. After that the children wanted different costumes for Halloween. The next year, my daughter, Mox, wanted to be a princess. I was on some stupid anti-commercialization-of-Halloween jag (“Let’s put the Christ back in Halloween?” What was I thinking?) and my son, Zz, and I agreed we would be simple ghosts. We would just wear sheets. I had some sort of Peanuts cartoon image in mind—just take a sheet, cut holes in it for the eyes and you had a ghost outfit. Because I’m a rich asshole, I didn’t even take old sheets. I bought a new little and a big sheet, and I made us matching Halloween costumes. Even though it was just cutting four holes in two sheets I was really proud. This was going to be a real old-fashioned homemade Halloween for my son and me. I was excited about going trick-or-treating and matching my little boy.

				At this time, I had affected the wearing of a kind of straw fedora. In my head, I looked like Sinatra; in the mirror I looked like Junior Samples from Hee Haw. (Don’t you fucking knock Hee Haw. I know for a fact Bob Dylan watched it, and those Hee Haw Honeys had some serious hayracks.) What could be better? I’d just cut holes in a sheet for my eyes, put on my straw fedora, and we’d be handmade ghosts. None of this costume shop commercial jive.

				That Halloween morning, I got up stupid early. When you get off work at about midnight, drive home, unwind, read a bit in the bathtub and doze off gently at about four a.m., that seven-thirty a.m. alarm comes quicker than a nineteen-year-old at his first fetish ball. I was tired, but I had promised I would go to the kids’ school and read a Halloween story to my daughter’s class. I was to be the “Mystery Reader.” The idea was that a student’s mom or dad would go in costume and read a story, and then there would be the joyous revelation that the Mystery Reader was one of their parents. I was very excited. I was sure my distinctive and street-damaged carny voice would give me away, and I anticipated watching Mox figure it out through the eyeholes of my sheet.

				My children go to a bullshit fancy-ass MILF/DILF uniform private school, and I arrived at the desk. “I’m the Mystery Reader today.” I was wearing my straw hat, but no costume.

				“That’s great—do you have a mask?”

				“Nope, I have better than that.” I was proud. “I made my own costume, and I made one for my son too.” I indicated the sheet in my hand.

				“Okay, well, put it on before you go into the class. You don’t want your little girl to recognize you.”

				I took off my hat, put the sheet over my head, lined up my eyeholes, and put my hat back on. The idea of a ghost wearing a Sinatra hat thrilled me. I was a ghost with a hat. Work boots, jeans, a sheet and a straw hat. I was ready to go.

				The receptionist gasped. She was horrified. I was going to say, Hey, it’s not really a ghost. It’s just me, Moxie’s dad! But her reaction wasn’t right. She wasn’t afraid of a ghost. And it wasn’t fear she was feeling; it was shock and disgust. She hated my ghost costume: what was up?

				Behind the receptionist’s desk was a reflective window. Through the sheet’s eyeholes, I could see myself in costume. I had shown up at my child’s school dressed as a member of the Ku Klux Klan. Granted, my sheet didn’t have the perfectly hateful pointy pope top, but . . . I was wearing my hat. My straw hat, so there could have been a point there.

				I pulled the sheet off. I had no idea what to say. Just then, my daughter’s teacher came out, dressed as a cute little bumblebee. She hadn’t chosen any international symbols of hate for her Halloween costume. She was not a bee with a swastika on her chest. The sheet was off by the time she saw me, so she could tell that I was Penn, not a KKK member. The cute bee beckoned me, “You all set? The children are very excited for their Mystery Reader. Mox has no idea it’s you. This is going to be great. Do you have your costume?”

				“Yes, I’m gonna be a ghost. I’m a ghost. It’s a sheet with eyes cut out, I’m a ghost.”

				“Great. C’mon.”

				My blood ran cold. I was so embarrassed and guilty. I didn’t know what to do. “But . . . When a guy my size puts on a sheet . . . I don’t look only like a ghost . . . It’s a sheet, I look kind of like . . . Well, I’m wearing a sheet.”

				“You’ll be fine, the children are excited.” She didn’t get it.

				“I look kind of, you know, KKK.”

				“What do you mean?”

				I put on my sheet and hat and looked out the eyeholes.

				“Oh my god!” She covered her mouth. The teachers at this fancy-ass school are not supposed to use the lord’s name in vain, even though that’s the only way one can use any lord’s name.

				“What do I do?” I thought maybe she’d have a cuddly, non-racist bear costume for a 6'7'', 300-pound man in her crafts closet.

				“The children are waiting for you. You need to come in . . . But why did you wear that to school? That’s not funny.”

				“I’m a ghost.”

				“Well, just come in, I guess.”

				I followed her in. The children saw me and got very excited. I sat down and read some Disney jive about Mickey’s not-scary Halloween or something. I had to pull the sheet against my face to see the print through the eyeholes. One of the teachers reluctantly snapped a picture of me reading. I was so embarrassed by looking like a KKK member that I was sweating through the sheet. My stomach was in knots. My breath was heating up my face under the sheet. I was able to feel my blood in my face. I was blushing, which the KKK says is one of the signs of white superiority. In the Bible, Adam is able to show shame by the blood in his face, and white supremacists latch onto that. I sure was feeling shame, but there was no superiority in it.

				Then I looked out and saw Moxie. My daughter had started to recognize the husky scratchy slightly too-high voice of her daddy. She was beaming. She was thrilled about Mickey, and about Halloween and about her daddy, who was never up this early in the morning, reading a story to her whole class. She squealed, “That’s my daddy, the Mystery Reader is my daddy.”

				My blood went back to being evenly distributed. I took the hat and the sheet off and Mox ran into my arms and I held her. I held her and laughed and cried a little. I laughed because I loved her so much and I cried because I loved her so much. I laughed because she didn’t know anything about the KKK, so I was okay. I cried with relief and joy because these children and I had an African-American president. Then I laughed a little more because I’m such an asshole, and I cried a little more because I love my daughter so much it hurts and I hope everyone gets to feel that kind of blood in their faces.

				In my head while writing this: “Alabama”—Neil Young

				[image: ]

			

		

	
		
			
				CANADIAN THANKSGIVING

				CANADIAN THANKSGIVING IS ON A DIFFERENT DAY than Thanksgiving in the United States, so I’ll just write a lot of Canadian jokes in this chapter. It’s okay for me to make fun of Canadians, because my people are from Newfoundland (rhymes with “understand”), and that means if I make jokes about how stupid Newfies are, it’s okay. After she read Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, my mom claimed that we had some aboriginal American relatives, and some TV show recently did some genealogy research in our family background and proved she might have been telling the truth. She wasn’t really telling the truth; she was telling a lie that, unbeknownst to her, might be true. So, I can make aboriginal American jokes after the Canadian jokes.

				My dad told me that I have at least one African-American ancestor. I’m a pretty direct descendant of Captain Cook, who brought syphilis to Hawaii and gave the English the name “limeys.” Statistically, the long line of sailors must have brought in most other nationalities I can think of and some I can’t. My dad worked at a Jewish school. Ethnic jokes are a wide-open territory for me.

				I had a mom, I have a wife and daughter, and those are only some of the women I really care about. I’ve been in many situations in my lifetime, and you wouldn’t have to be Rick Santorum to consider some of them gay and perverted. Gender and sexually leaning jokes are wide open for me. Insult comics will use the defense that he or she is offensive to everyone and therefore not offensive at all. Equal opportunity offensiveness is the old-fashioned spin. Sam Kinison and Howard Stern often explained they were just saying what others were thinking. They were honest, and that excuses all. Lenny Bruce’s genius was carried on by George Carlin, and they both used words considered offensive as just part of their vocabulary. That sure didn’t work for Michael Richards, but Dick Gregory talked about getting over African-American slurs, and then another genius, Richard Pryor, used those slurs when he talked about not using those slurs in a casual, fun way.

				Paul Provenza and I did a movie called The Aristocrats that looked into transgressive humor, and let a hundred comics be as funny and shocking as they could, as each of them told the same dirty joke. They all fascinated me, and Provenza’s direction really turned it into a study of what offensive comedy could mean—the craft, joy, and intellectual content of that kind of humor. I learned a lot watching all of those brilliant minds explore what “offensive” is.

				I was going to start with Canadians and build on the ethnic humor from there, but I’ve changed my mind. I’m feeling just the opposite. Bob Dylan wrote about a totally different subject (I take Bob out of context the way people take religious writing out of context): “Either I’m too sensitive or else I’m getting soft.” I believe both are true about me. I cry all the time and everything affects me now.

				I read Sarah Silverman’s book and was really moved by her discomfort when someone from some eighties band “complimented” her on doing the best race jokes. It’s crystal clear with every breath Sarah takes that she is not a racist. Her offensive material is a comment on racism from inside her character. Her character is a stupid bigot; Sarah isn’t. It’s making fun of racists.

				My good friend Emery Emery’s favorite joke is about the fellow with a harelip going into a bar. He orders a drink speaking with his speech impediment and the bartender answers with the same speech impediment. The protagonist gets angry, thinking the bartender is making fun of him. The bartender assures the patron that the bartender himself has a harelip, and they chat a bit, sharing that fact. Another fellow walks into the bar and orders a drink and the bartender answers the new guy without any trace of a speech impediment. The fellow with the harelip is angry and calls the bartender out on his cruel mocking of the harelip. The bartender replies, with the impediment in place, that he was making fun of the other guy. That’s the world Sarah Silverman lives in. She is constantly making fun of people who might not know they themselves are the brunt of her joke.

				I have no doubt that Sarah and all the other comics who explore these areas have their hearts in the right place. I watched Bobcat Goldthwait do a wonderful hunk in his live act years ago. He asked people if they had noticed that there were no offensive words or jokes in his act (we’re not talking obscenity here; no one reading this book would consider those words offensive). He explained that he used all those words and made all those jokes with his friends in his private life. With people who knew him, loved him, trusted him and understood him, he would make racial and gender jokes, but he couldn’t risk doing it publicly and being misunderstood. What if some bigots were to not know what side he was on and co-opt his jokes for racist purposes? It was too much of a gamble for the Bobcat to take.

				The Penn & Teller show hasn’t as much as one racial or sexual mention anywhere in the full evening. Not even a double entendre. An alien watching our show would not be able to tell there were any religions, races or sexes on planet Earth. Like Bobcat, I am always worried about being misunderstood. The bad guys can misunderstand the joke, or even worse, the party you’re pretending to attack can misunderstand and be really hurt. Those are big dangers.

				I remember the rush I used to get when I would joke in a way that could be considered offensive right in the face of the person who might be offended and ultimately got a big laugh. I grew up in Greenfield, Massachusetts, a town where most of us had the same ethnic background. I listened to Lenny Bruce and I read Paul Krassner, Abbie Hoffman and Screw magazine. I wanted so much to be Jewish. I wanted to be an atheist from a Jewish background. I also wanted to be gay. I wanted to be part of the New York City pictured in my mind. Lenny said that all people who lived in the city were Jewish and all those who lived in the country were goys, and I wanted to be Jewish. I wanted to be able to make ethnic jokes. As soon as I got out of Greenfield, all my friends were Jewish, gay or both. That was showbiz to me. I remember the thrill the first time I called a gay man that I loved a “faggot.” I had never used the word as an insult. I had never used that word to hurt, and when I used it sarcastically to make someone I loved laugh—when I played the part of a homophobic asshole, and my dear friend laughed—I loved the feeling of being in the inner circle. I loved that I could use something that was dangerous and painful in a way that would be understood and accepted by an outsider. It was even a bigger deal for me because of how I look. I’m enormous. I have met people who just assume I was a bully and a jock when I was young (gone to seed, you know, maybe I wasn’t always fat). In my school days, I was the one being beat up for being an outsider, but . . . I sure don’t look it. The word “big” goes before “bully” as comfortably as it does before “dumb.” And a big dumb bully is what I’ve always looked like. You should see me without my glasses.

				That feeling of using offensive terms with the people those terms were made to hurt and getting away with it was addictive. I never used any of those terms in hate. If you cut me off in traffic, I’m not very likely to notice, but if I do, and I know no one is listening, I’ll say, “Oh fuck,” or if I’m really upset, I’ll say, “Oh, man,” like Swiper on Dora, the Explorer (two words which do not rhyme, you stupid little motherfuckers!). My mom and dad never swore and never used any offensive ethic or sexual putdowns. Not once. Never. The only power those words have to me is a broad cultural power. I’m sure I heard horrible painful words in my hometown, but not often and not in my home either. I learned the slurs against Jews from Lenny Bruce. I learned African-American hate speech from Richard Pryor. All my knowledge of racism was meta. None of those words were part of my formative years. I learned everything about offensive language within the context of the arts. It wasn’t real to me.

				There were no anti-gay comments from my family either, but the insults were common in my school, and many of them were used against me. I may look like a ex-jock bully now, but back then this embarrassingly dated haircut, a little eye makeup, and a love of the arts got me beat up quite a bit. Word got out that I wouldn’t fight back because I was a stupid pacifist, and then it’s wicked fun to beat up a big guy. An average guy looks really brave beating up a big guy. I heard those anti-gay slurs, but I never used them outside comedy.

				I was raised in a time when feminism was so strong that I still pause before I use the word “girl” referring to my six-year-old daughter. I don’t use the word “lady” ever except as part of a compound word with “bug.” All the “bitch,” “whore,” “slut” stuff is either done jokingly or is used in that postmodern pro-porn feminist way. I’m the exact right age to be very careful about all of that.

				When I got out of Greenfield, I loved being around people who looked and sounded like people who were in my books and on my record player. To prove that I was accepted, I would use the hateful words and have my friends look in my eyes. They would know I didn’t really feel that way and laugh. I believed it was taking away the power of the words. It was my “Yankee Doodle” moment. I felt I was helping to redefine those words.

				The Penn & Teller organization is just maggoty with people from Jewish backgrounds (atheist now), and we’ve got gays coming out our ass, so to speak. We have people of Irish and Italian descent and, yup, we’ve had a Canadian or two. People tend to work with us for a long time, so there’s not much turnover. Most everyone has worked with us at least ten years, and a bunch have been working with us for over twenty years. We’re a close-knit group that looks a little bit like America, or at least parts of it.

				I don’t think there is an obscenity that hasn’t been said by and to every one of our co-workers. We’re all comfortable with each other and we all trust each other. Anything said in anger is said sincerely, honestly and quietly. There’s not a lot of yelling around us unless it’s a joke.

				We do joke. And the jokes are sincerely Sarah Silverman. There isn’t one iota of real hate behind any of it—at one point I got sick of it.

				Several years ago, I was sitting around with two of my closest friends: rob pike from Google (then at Bell Labs) and Lawrence O’Donnell from MSNBC (then producer and writer on The West Wing). I did a show called Bullshit! so y’all know how much I can swear, but unless you know rob and LOD, you don’t think of them as using a lot of obscenity.
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