“When You Are Engulfed With Flames” by David Sedaris


A hilarious collection of stories and essays, on top of the Boston Globe and The

 New York Times best-seller lists. Sedaris fearlessly describes growing up with a wacky 

family, “afraid of everything and everyone”. He wears his Halloween hobo costume 

during his High School years, including 3” red platform shoes despite his father’s 

criticism that “you’re a mess”.  Keeping his sexual orientation to himself until he is

20 years old, Sedaris attends Princeton, where he is majoring in “patricide and 

matricide”. After years of drinking, smoking pot and cigarettes, and menial part-time 

jobs, he meets Hugh, his life partner. Thus starts a 25- year travel odessy around the 

world during which he worries that 9,125 days have passed and he and Hugh have

become an “aging monogamous couple”.


When Sedaris finally decides to stop drinking and smoking, he and Hugh decide 

to spend 3 months in Tokyo where he struggles to learn Japanese and is amused by the

booklet in his hotel entitled “Best Knowledge of Disaster Damage Prevention and Favors

 to Ask of You: When you check in hotel room; When you find a fire; and When you are 

engulfed with flames”. Now a non-smoker, Sedaris returns home and picks up trash 

everywhere he goes, remembering his Greek grandmother who threw all her cans, bottles, 

tissues and medicine bottles out the car window. The only thing he can’t pick up are

discarded cigarette butts, afraid that he will “remember, with clarity, just how good a

cigarette would taste right now.”

