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Dear Jane & Frank,

Hi from a beautiful, blue-sky, 94(F day in sunny Scottsdale. The monsoon is officially over. Not that there was much in the way of rain anyway this year. In fact it has been so dry that animals which normally live in the desert (the Pima Indian Reservation which borders this development) have come in to live amongst the houses. The first incling I got of this was when I realized my plants were dying. Closer inspection revealed that the automated water reticulation system that keeps my attention to gardening to a bare minimum had been gnawed through in several places. The likely culprits are the jackrabbits that are evident in some numbers in the evening. I’m not sure why they would normally live in the desert even with rain, but they are here with us now.

About one week later I received an e-mail from the Stonegate management to let everyone know that a bobcat was now on site, presumably following the rabbits. We were advised to “make lots of noise” (in permitted contravention of the neighborhood regulations) to scare it off. Also small pets were not to be let out at night. However, it’s now escalated somewhat. Yesterday, we were notified that, quite apart from the bobcat, a mountain lion (aka cougar, panther, or puma) had been seen on several occasions in Stonegate this weekend. As it is a holiday weekend, there is not much that can be done immediately. However, this is one seriously dangerous piece of wildlife. It grows to 8 feet and about 150 pounds. More importantly, it hunts both day and night and will attack humans. We are now advised not to let children out alone, and if confronted, to stand tall, make noise, and not run. If it attacks, the advice is to fight back! Rather disarmingly, the advice concludes that there are known cases of successful escape by virtue of fighting back. The begged question, of course, is the implication that these are the exception rather than the rule. Suffice to say I shall be walking to the pool via the paved streets and not the washes.

Which brings me to another piece of fauna trivia. Actually it’s rodent trivia. The citizens of Palermo are reported to be demonstrating over a shower of mice that is occurring in their city. Mice have lived in the old city since it was built and have developed a technique of moving from building to building by jumping over the balconies. However, times are good in Sicily, and both human and rodent diet has improved. The poor obese mice now cannot make the distance in their travels from building to building, and so plummet to earth – in a number of cases onto the heads of the citizenry. Not sure which is more alarming – one cougar, or a downpour of mice…

Talking of Italy, I am attending the Frankfurt Book Fair yet again this year in October. But there are only so many fascinating things to do from Frankfurt and I think I have exhausted them all. So I have decided to take a side trip to Rome which I have never visited (having seen much of the rest of Italy both north and south). My ticket from the USA is into Frankfurt and out of Rome, but I did not think there would be any problem in getting from the former to the latter. In physical terms there isn’t, just as long as you have more money than sense. A fare of about $450 one way (and bizarrely $350 return) is the best direct fare available. Lufthansa must be making heaps of money. So it was “Internet to the rescue”. A fairly short drive to Brussels will get me a much cheaper hotel room and a one way Brussels-Rome of $90 on Virgin Express (Branson strikes again). All of this was accomplished on the internet in about an hour. I can remember the time when it would have taken days with a travel agent, even if we could have reached a successful outcome.

I see that I mentioned I was finally looking for a world mobile phone when I wrote my last family letter. Well, I finally found one which actually does work seemlessly almost everywhere. It operates on the European GSM system but is adjusted so it will function in the USA as well (which of course has several different technologies). To my amazement, I arrived in Sydney, turned it on, and immediately received a signal. Anyone calling my US number (1-480-703-2448) will get me wherever I am. This resulted in a few 2am Sydney-time wrong numbers so I have taken to turning it off when asleep, but it’s still extremely useful. This is especially so in Sydney where everyone I know has a cell phone and I can call them locally to discover they are somewhere down the street from me. In fact I’ve noticed a growing trend here in the US of wives (or husbands) glued to a cell phone walking the supermarket aisles saying things like “do you want the fat free or the fat-reduced beer”. What did we do before these devices arrived? They say that the next step with the e-mail and web-equipped phones will be a locating mechanism which will result in your phone chirping as you walk past M&S to notify you they have a special on socks if you’d care to step inside. Rather worse than being pestered to buy in a bazaar, I’d say…

I was in Sydney at the beginning of July and again in August. In fact I returned to Phoenix, and within 2 weeks was back in Sydney. All this travel was with the aim of regaining my Premier frequent traveller status with United Airlines for another year. Doing two trips to Sydney in two months is not as stupid as it sounds and the booking agent at United told me people do this all the time. In a nutshell, an exceptionally cheap fare from the US to Australia earned me enough miles to get me this elevated status. The benefit of that is that I can transfer unlimited mileage points from my credit card to my flier account. As I charge much of the business to that card, it translates to points to buy 2 business class return trips to Sydney free every year. So I think there was logic in it… The net effect, though, was to see plenty of second-class movies (though I did enjoy Erin Brokovich) and to mess up my back. But United took pity on me on my return and upgraded me to Business even on my puny economy fare, so all was not too bad. I also seem to meet interesting people in business class. This time, they were both computer people. He (I’ll use the impolite American “he-she”) had been in Alice Springs for a month maintaining some software “of interest to the US government”. So it was probably one of the listening stations the US maintains thereabouts. She was a market developer for a loss-making public internet company (actually ‘loss-making’ is tautologous in connection with the phrase ‘public internet company’). Lots of interesting conversations…

My own little venture here potters on. Until two weeks ago, I was earning enough to live but not get rich. I remind myself on these occasions that few others not in retirement can enjoy my typical day:
Got up at about 8:30. Switched on all three computers and set two of them to doing things on their own. Collected my heaps of e-mail. Got to work answering dumb customer questions. I wish I could afford to employ someone else to do this but the business isn't big enough. Also looked at our order levels (still OK), and made preliminary plans to put more product on the site. All this was accomplished while drinking some really good coffee and watching the world news on BBC America, followed by smooth jazz on the radio. This all took me from about 9 until 12:30. Then decided to take advantage of the clear skies. Went out back and got hot sunbathing. Read a bit of the latest Tanenbaum novel (NYC crime). Now to the gym. 40 minutes of hard work and trying to take care of my back, followed by a spa. Then went on to my favorite after-gym place. Mostly due to the light food which is all I normally want after a workout. Had a seared tuna starter with black pepper crust and a ginger-plum sauce plus a Dos Equis which is the Mexican equivalent of lager. Back home and the pool. Did a bit more work from 5pm to 8pm and then made a Caesar salad with some grilled chicken. Glass of wine and I was made. Now 10:30 and am finishing things off for the day...
But this is a strange business to be in. One day, you are wondering if it will ever change (for good or ill), and the next another major search engine has picked you up (not just by chance but because we spend a lot of time submitting pages to be listed in those engines), and your sales are up 70%. This happened last Saturday and I cross my fingers that it will last. It certainly makes me feel more comfortable and results in little by way of extra costs. But this is a whole new business tool, so expecting gradual increases or decreases is no longer the norm. Of course, most of my public competitors are still losing disgusting amounts of money. Many have ceased trading and there is now an interesting debate developing on the ownership of the customer information they have collected (including credit card data). Toys.com tried to sell all this data as an asset and are currently on hold while the inevitable legal actions proceed through the courts. Just yesterday, Amazon announced that they were unilaterally changing their privacy rules to give them ownership of all data any customer has ever given them. Apparently you cannot even tell them you gave them the information when the rules were different and have your data removed. I expect some interesting developments on this.

I enjoyed being in Sydney these last two visits, partly because I treated the city more as a tourist would. But I cannot stay there for too long as the search engine submissions I just mentioned are so hard to do from anywhere outside the USA. This said, I shall be back in Sydney for a month in November/December. I hope that the Olympics brouhaha will have subsided by then and just left the city with lots of public works projects and new hotels and restaurants (some of which will doubtless not survive on the local customer-base alone). I still await news of Sydney on American television and will be interested to see the interpretations of Australia and Australians served up here. The only things I have heard so far are that:
‘Look Left’ has been stenciled at major pedestrian crossings for the benefit of Europeans and Americans.
The closing ceremony will have the largest ever collection of drag queens at any Olympic event…
The Greek government has (again) protested the design of the Olympic medals which feature the Colliseum (the designer in 1910 or thereabouts was an Italian).

Another benefit of being my own boss is that I can avoid the public holiday crush. Tomorrow is Labor Day (one of America’s rare public holidays) and so many people have taken the long weekend to travel. In contrast I go to Las Vegas tomorrow and check in when everyone has checked out. The hotel rates make this a ‘no-brainer’ as they say. I will save news of Vegas until the next letter but I do know that the new Aladdin resort has opened on the ruins of the 1960’s one demolished about a year ago. It takes some liberties with the tale, taking everywhere from North Africa, through the Middle East to the Indian subcontinent under its wing. But that’s Vegas for you!

I will close with more news of technological developments. The lads at MIT are now having a look at the kitchen. Although they would love to create a self-cleaning one, they are instead turning to making gadgets intelligent. Put a small bar code label on the bottom of your coffee mug, put it under your espresso machine, and it will know you like yours as a double latte with extra foam. Put a frozen croissant in the microwave and it will speak to you in its finest French accent to tell you how long it will take to prepare. Put in a Danish and it will switch accents to a reasonable impersonation of the Swedish chef. I’m not sure whether rather high-powered doctorates could be put to better use, but they have 8 major sponsors for this work so far. Says something about capitalism.

Talking of which, I just discovered, due to two disasters that the top jobs in British Airways and in Ford are both held by expatriate Australians.

Finally, to make you nod off, I will turn to the Presidential campaigns here. Well, to keep it very brief, I will simply relate that some are now perpetrating a Spoonerism on the candidates and referring to them as Bore and Gush, which is both clever and, broadly, accurate – at least in my perception. I suppose I would play safe if I lived here and vote for Gore, though I’m always nervous of someone who seems so squeaky clean.

I do hope you are all fit and well, and that my travels (perhaps on a free ticket) will bring me to London in the not too distant future.

