




[image: Cover image: Broken by Jenny Lawson]











Broken


(in the best possible way)


......................


Jenny Lawson


 


 


 


 


[image: Picador logo]









Dedicated to my husband, without whom this book would not exist. Mainly because he would not quit yelling at me to stop binge-watching Netflix and get some fucking work done.


But also because he’s funnier than I am in person, gives me incredible material, and loves me even when I don’t always love myself. Thanks, mister.










Jenny Lawson, Full-Grown Mammal: An Introduction


You probably just picked up this book thinking, What the shit is this all about? And frankly I’m right there with you. Honestly, I just got here myself. By the time you read this it will be an actual, fully formed, and probably horribly offensive book, but at the moment I’m writing this it’s just a bunch of sentences, paralyzing anxiety, and a lot of angst. Some people write a book a week, but I’m achingly slow and filled with self-doubt and writer’s block, so by the time you read this I will have gone through years of “WRITING IS SO LONELY AND I HATE EVERYTHING AND EVERYONE.” I will have gone through the writing period when I tell my husband that real writers write drunk and edit sober, and then later the editing period when I tell him I have edited this notion and have to write drunk and also edit drunk, and even the period where I just lock myself in a room and force myself to write and it’s glorious and beautiful until I wake up the next day and realize it’s garbage and delete everything.


You, on the other hand, will only see the finished product. Shiny and edited and pasted together with the tears of copy editors whom I have sent to an early grave and/or multiple bars. Will it be worth it? No damn idea. But I can’t stop, because writers write always. Not well, necessarily. But they write. And you are a reader. So you read. (Unless you are listening to the audiobook, in which case, I guess you are a hearer? Is that right? That seems like the wrong word but I can’t think of the correct one right now. But I bet you’re a great hearer, even if that word doesn’t exist.) I don’t even know you and I can tell you’re special. Mostly because everyone seems special to me. Granted, some of that is because I have avoidant personality disorder and imposter syndrome, which automatically makes me think everyone in the world is better than me, and some of it is because you’re still reading this (or hearering it) even though it’s pretty obvious that I’m stalling because I’m not sure what to write about; I appreciate that and I owe you a drink.


(OH! “LISTENING TO.” Those are the words I was looking for. Not “hearering.” Although I sort of like the melody of the word “hearering” now, so let’s keep it.)


This whole introduction is a pretty good indication of the baffling wordsmithery that you can expect here, and that’s a good thing because 1) now you’ve been warned, so you can’t blame me if you hate this book, and 2) you’re going to feel so much better about yourself in comparison.


I’m not just saying that to flatter you. Truly. I have managed to fuck shit up in shockingly impressive ways and still be considered a fairly acceptable person. In some ways I’ve actually made it my living. And because I’m so good at being publicly terrible, other people feel comfortable telling me about how awful they are at being an adult, and then I try to top them with a “Oh, you think that’s bad? Let me tell you how I tried to rescue a decapitated human head from my work,” and then they’re like, “Nah. HOLD MY BEER,” and in the end I end up with a new best friend because how could you not love a person who couldn’t understand where those terrible farting noises were coming from on the bus but then she realized that they were the noises of the dog toy in her purse that she was leaning on and everyone looked at her and so she ended up shaking a rubber foot at them while yelling, “I’M NOT FARTING. IT’S MY DOG’S FOOT.” Answer: You can’t. YOU LOVE THEM. Hard.


It’s weird because we often try to present our fake, shiny, happy selves to others and make sure we’re not wearing too-obvious pajamas at the grocery store, but really, who wants to see that level of fraud? No one. What we really want is to know we’re not alone in our terribleness. We want to appreciate the failure that makes us perfectly us and wonderfully relatable to every other person out there who is also pretending that they have their shit together and didn’t just eat that onion ring that fell on the floor. Human foibles are what make us us, and the art of mortification is what brings us all together.


A lot of people read my books because they love to laugh about all the terrible things you maybe shouldn’t laugh at. I hope you find this book just as funny, but there’s some really serious and raw stuff in here too, mostly related to my battles with mental illness. If I could choose the themes of my life, I assure you this book would be all about my successful otter rescue and how I became a sexy vampire who isn’t allergic to dairy. But we don’t get to pick who we are. I am still as broken as I was before, but with better stories and a little more insight into just how fucked up I am.


Even the title for this introduction comes from a conversation I had with a friend where we tried to win “worst at adulting.” I pointed out that I could barely even be human and that at most I was just a full-grown mammal. But then I remembered that the thing that makes you a mammal is laying live young instead of eggs and lactating, but I couldn’t even lactate properly. But then I remembered that men don’t lay live young and they’re still mammals, and I thought maybe I needed to consult a science book because I’d fucked up the definition, or that maybe it was another situation where men just get a pass because of that whole “I own a penis” thing, and then my friend was like, “I don’t think you’re supposed to say that you ‘lay’ live young,” and I was like, “Yeah. Poor phrasing on my part. But in my defense, I can’t even mammal correctly,” and she refused to accept that and insisted that I recognize my accomplishments. “You are Jenny Lawson, full-grown mammal!” she said encouragingly and with confidence, and I said, “I think you just came up with my next book title,” and she was like, “I think you could do better,” but GUESS WHAT? I CAN’T AND NOW I FEEL BAD AGAIN.


But fuck that. Fuck feeling bad about eating floor onion rings. Fuck the shame that comes from wearing your clothes to bed so you’re technically never (or always) in your pajamas. Fuck the people who make you feel bad for glorifying the odd behavior and questionable decisions that make you who you are. Those things are perfectly acceptable.


Be good. Be kind. Love each other. Fuck everything else. The only thing that matters is how you feel and how you’ve made others feel. And I feel okay (for the moment), and I make others feel okay by being a barometer of awkwardness and self-doubt.


I am Jenny Lawson, full-grown mammal.


And I am ready to begin.










I Already Forgot I Wrote This


I don’t remember the first time I noticed I was losing my memory. This sounds like a joke but I only laughed when I read it again and realized how ridiculous it sounds. Extremely ridiculous, but to many of you who are nodding in agreement at what you just read, it’s also extremely true. Also, now I’ll have to remind half of you why you were nodding, and it’s because I was talking about memory loss. And if you looked back at the first sentence to verify that that’s what you were agreeing with because you didn’t trust that that’s what we were talking about, then you already know my pain.


I can blame some of this on my ADD, which gives me the attention level of a kitten on cocaine. One minute I’m having a brilliant thought (like wondering if flat-chested women ever get that sweaty underboob smell even if they don’t have underboob), and then I suddenly find myself standing in front of an open refrigerator and thinking, Why am I here? But not like Why am I here, and what is the purpose of life? More like Why am I in the kitchen? How did I get here? Why is there milk in this fridge if I’m lactose intolerant? WHOSE HOUSE IS THIS? And then I remember that other people live with me, and that they probably bought the milk, but then I think, Does milk always look that color? How do I know if it’s gone bad? and then I look for the expiration date on the jug and it says it’s “good through November” but it doesn’t have a year so I don’t know if it’s November of this year or last year so I end up standing there at the fridge in confusion, holding the milk in my hand, wondering if it’s either very fresh or completely poisonous, and then Victor walks in and says, “Close the damn fridge. And why are you holding the milk? You don’t even drink milk,” and I say, “What year is this?” and he looks at me as if I’ve lost my mind. Probably because he doesn’t realize that I’m really asking what year the milk is from, not what year we’re currently living in. Except then I start to wonder what year it is because I’ve gotten that wrong before. Then he gives me one of those concerned, irritated looks, but mostly because I’m letting all the cold air out of the refrigerator and less because he thinks I figured out time travel and I’m Jenny from the future who just returned from some sort of time loop where I killed someone who was worse than Hitler but who you don’t know about because I killed him (which would be my first thought if someone asked me what year it was because I give people the benefit of the doubt, Victor). And also a little because he thinks I’m losing my mind. Mostly the fridge thing though, because he’s used to the latter. If I’m being honest though, that confused irritation is probably one of the most stable parts of our relationship, and I think if I suddenly started to make sense now he’d suspect I’d been abducted by aliens.


Which—now that I think about it—I might have been, because the alien theory would account for all this missing time I’ve lost. It would explain all the times I find myself in the closet thinking, Why am I here and who bought all these shoes? Or panickedly telling Victor that I can’t find my phone while I’m actually talking to him on it. Victor says it wouldn’t explain that last part, but you don’t know what aliens do, Victor. They’re unpredictable. Probably. I don’t really remember. WHICH PROVES MY POINT.


Or! Maybe I’m a bunch of me’s all living in different time dimensions and slipping forward and back, either with too much information to sound sane or missing vital information I should totally have.


It’s not just small things I’ve forgotten. When I was younger I worried that my memory lapses were a sign I was blacking out terrible things and that one day I’d remember the terrible things that had been done to me in cults I’d obviously forgotten about and may have even started myself, but it’s not that. I just have holes in my memory. I have forgotten entire vacations. I’ve forgotten countries I say I’d like to see, and then Victor will pull out pictures that show me in them. I remember the photograph. I remember the chicken running around in the background and the fact that Victor was trying to find the Spanish word for butter but called it something else. But everything outside of that picture is fog. And this is why I write. Because my mind is tricksy and unpredictable, and without pictures and stories and constant remembrances sometimes things slip away. And I slip away with them. I wonder where I go. Is there a part of me left behind forever on deserted beaches Victor insists I’ve slept on? Is another me forever seeing the moments of my life I seem to have forgotten?


It’s not all bad. There are some perks to having a poor memory. I am eternally telling Victor that I found a great documentary we should watch about serial killers, only for him to stare at me in disbelief and remind me that we just watched it six months ago. Then I’ll tell him he’s insane and I’ll watch it, angrily, as I’m certain he’s just saying that because he wants to watch NASCAR, but then halfway through something will seem familiar and I’ll realize he’s right. Then six months later I’ll tell him about a great documentary on serial killers I recorded for us and he’ll stare at me and tell me that not only have I seen it multiple times, we’ve argued about whether I’ve seen it, and then I look at him like he’s gone insane because I DEFINITELY have not seen this documentary and so I say, “YOU CAN JUST SAY YOU DON’T WANT TO WATCH IT. YOU DON’T HAVE TO GASLIGHT ME,” but then I watch it again and at that same place I remember that I have seen it before and I also remember that this was the same place in the film I remembered I’d seen it before the last time I forgot that I’d watched it. And then I’m forced to tell Victor that he might be right, but I still finish it because I don’t remember how it ends. And that’s nice because I always have something new to watch.


It’s the same with books. Even the ones I’ve read over and over are new to me toward the end. I can never remember if the butler did it or if Alice will escape Wonderland. I thought I was a big fan of Agatha Christie but it turns out I just read Murder on the Orient Express over and over, and each time I was a little disappointed in her because I usually figured out who did it before the end, but probably just because I’d read the same story a thousand times. It’s worse when I use an e-reader because I try to buy books and my e-reader is like, “You already own that, dumbass,” and I’m like, “Nuh-uh,” and then it downloads and I see that I’ve highlighted parts of the book that I would totally highlight if it was me and read strange notes I’ve written in the pages. Some people might find this unsettling, and in some ways it is, but it’s also sort of nice to always have a new book that I discuss with my book club (who is basically all of the me’s who’ve read the book before and left weird notes in the edges). That sounds insane, but my book club is awesome and is possibly the largest group of people I encounter (even if all of them are me’s that I’ve forgotten). They’re very entertaining though, and when I read their notes I’ll cry out, “YES! I AGREE SO MUCH! . . . I THOUGHT IT WAS JUST ME.” And I guess that makes sense because it is just me, since I’m the one who wrote them, but still, it’s reassuring, and after I forget that I’ve read a book multiple times it provides a much-needed comfort.


There are advantages to having a spotty memory, the biggest being that it has kept me married for more than twenty years. I’ll have fights with Victor and I’ll be very angry over something terrible he’s done, but it’s not unusual for me to forget what it was we were fighting about while still fighting, which makes it very hard to win even though I know I’m right and that he should just trust me and apologize and maybe buy me a ferret. Victor remembers every word, so I’m forever reminding myself to buy a tape recorder to record the fight so I can stop and refresh myself, but I never remember to do that, and in fact as I’m writing this I just remembered that tape recorders probably don’t even exist anymore as I haven’t seen one in twenty years. And then I remembered that my last tape recorder was replaced by my CD Walkman that I used when I used to remember to exercise, except the CD player was sort of janky and wouldn’t play unless it was held flat, so I’d power-walk through my neighborhood holding out the CD player with both hands in front of me like I was in a very big hurry to present a small waffle iron to someone just around the corner. And now I just forgot what I was writing about and had to go back to remember that I was writing about forgetting what I was fighting with Victor about, and now I’m mad at Victor because technically he started all of this.


These arguments with Victor usually end with my yelling, “YOU KNOW I HAVE A HOLE IN MY HEAD THAT THINGS FALL OUT OF SO JUST BECAUSE I CAN’T TELL YOU WHY YOU’RE WRONG, THAT DOESN’T MEAN YOU’RE NOT WRONG.” Victor will say, “You are impossible to argue with,” and I agree, but mostly because I’m pretty sure he knows he’s wrong too. I wouldn’t be mad if he hadn’t done something awful to begin with, and it’s even worse that I’m not able to remember the fight. Basically I think I should have a golf handicap but in fighting, but Victor says that doesn’t exist and then I just give up.


In fact, I suspect I’ve divorced Victor several times but every time I tried to pack up the car to leave he threw his suitcases in the car and said, “I can’t believe you agreed to go to [insert name of beach I’ve already forgotten here],” and I was probably like, “I—wait, what?” and he was all, “Don’t pretend you’ve forgotten again. You agreed to [insert thing I have pictures of but don’t remember] but we’re gonna have a blast!” And then I doubt my sanity again, because why would I pack dishes to go to the beach? And then Victor would be like, “Yeah, you’re weird,” and I’d shrug, and then we’d go on an unexpected vacation I’d immediately forget instead of getting divorced. Basically the secret to a long-lasting marriage is memory loss and well-meaning lies and beach margaritas.


It’s gotten a bit worse as I’ve gotten older, possibly as a side effect of the drugs I take to manage my anxiety, or just an effect of growing older, or maybe just my brain becoming as lazy as the rest of me. It doesn’t often bother me but it is unsettling how people who read my blog or books will sometimes remind me of things I’ve done but have forgotten. Or they’ll ask me to inscribe a quote in their book and I’ll say, “Oh, that’s so lovely. Who wrote that?” and they’ll look at me for a moment to see if I’m joking and then say, “You. You wrote that.” And I did. Or another me did. One of us did, and I suppose that’s what matters, even when it’s unsettling. If it stays like this forever I’ll be okay with it, because I usually forget it’s an issue and there are pleasant surprises that pop up when I’ve forgotten I bought something for myself or suddenly find something important that I forgot even existed. But it’s still a bit scary.


Dementia runs in my family very strongly. My doctors don’t think I have it, yet, but if I live long enough I’ll probably get it. My grandmother has it. I remember her joking about getting it when her parents dealt with it. My mother jokes about it now and I do too, because you either laugh or you cry. Mostly we do both. We pray that if it comes for us, it comes in the way it has so far for my grandmother, who is still as bright and happy as ever even if she can’t grasp who you are. She reads the same first chapter of a Stephen King novel every week and talks about how much she likes it. Then she forgets she read it and starts over, enjoying it anew each time. It’s a bright spot to a horrible and frightening disease, and a reminder that our time is limited and that our minds are fragile and wonderful and unreliable things. Maybe for some of us more than others.


I’ve seen family lose themselves and felt the sadness as they look at me without recognition, but I’ve also seen them later remember everything perfectly. It’s all there. Just locked away. For safekeeping perhaps. It’s a comforting thought that I can already relate to myself. I have a hole in my head where I fall through. It’s all in that hole, I suspect. It’s real. It’s true. It’s locked away in a treasure box. Just because I don’t remember, it doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. And if one day I look at you and don’t remember who you are or how much you mean to me, know that your importance is still as real then as it is now. Know that you are locked away someplace safe. Know that the me who loved you is still sitting on that beach, forever feeling the sunlight. And know that I’m okay with not having that memory right now, because the me that holds it tight is keeping it safe and uncorrupted and glorious. And she loves you. And I do too.


Remember that.


For me.










Six Times I’ve Lost My Shoes While Wearing Them: A List that Shouldn’t Exist


If you are a normal person you probably looked at that title and thought, It’s not actually possible to lose your shoes while wearing them, but I have proven this wrong so many times that I have to assume it’s a very common problem that everyone is just too afraid to talk about, and I’m going to be the super-brave person to admit that it has happened to me. So many times.


I lose things a lot but usually in relatable ways, like when I can’t find my glasses because they’re on my face, or when I’m looking for my vodka and it’s already in my stomach, or that time when I couldn’t find my cell phone so I called it with the house phone (which no one, including me, knows the number to and is solely used to call lost cell phones). Unfortunately I’d turned the ringer off, but I could hear my cell phone buzzing near me, although it was really muffled, and I was searching all over my office but it was nowhere, so I hunched down to listen to see if it was in the desk drawer but it sounded like it was coming from even lower than that, so I crawled under my desk and it was louder but there was nothing there but carpet, and I was feeling around and put my ear to the ground like I was Gordie in Stand by Me listening for oncoming trains and my cell phone was like, “THE CALL IS COMING FROM INSIDE THE HOUSE. LITERALLY,” because I could feel the vibrations coming up from the floor. And I’ll admit that I am somewhat irresponsible, but it takes a special kind of careless to somehow leave an entire house on top of your phone, and I was both baffled and also a little impressed with myself. I told Victor that my phone was trapped under the house and that probably we were having an active haunting because only a ghost could have done this and she had obviously put my phone under the floorboards to lead me to her corpse, but he insisted that was impossible, so I calmly explained, “I HAVE POKÉMON GO ON THAT PHONE AND I JUST CAUGHT A PERFECT SNORLAX AND I WILL PRY UP THESE FLOORBOARDS WITH A CROWBAR IF NECESSARY,” and he didn’t entirely believe me because I don’t think we own a crowbar and also I don’t have any upper-body strength, but then I was like, “What if I just start a small, controlled fire . . .?” and suddenly he was down on the floor with me glaring at me and telling me that there was no way that my phone was under the floorboards because we didn’t live in a horror movie, but then he grudgingly put his ear on the floor and was all, “Huh,” which is Victor-speak for “Oh my God, once again I am totally wrong, my delicate pumpkin flower.”


But then he paused and was like, “You’re probably sitting on it. Get up.” And I backed away to show him that there was nothing under me and I was like, “Way to blame the victim, dude,” but then he pointed out that the floor wasn’t buzzing anymore and that’s when I realized that the buzzing sound was following me and I was like, “THE CALL IS COMING FROM INSIDE ME,” and that sounds sexual but it’s not because, turns out that it was in my dress pocket the whole time, which was sort of a relief but also a little disappointing because now we’ll never know if there are corpses in the crawl space.


But this is not that story. This is about actually losing shoes while wearing them, which sounds crazy but happens a lot. I think technically it’s my foot’s fault, because my right foot is slightly bigger than my left, so I’m always wearing a shoe that’s slightly too large on my left foot, and to make it worse I have rheumatoid arthritis, which means that my feet sometimes swell up several sizes (like the Grinch’s heart if his heart were in my foot), and then my shoes are all stretched out when my feet shrink back to normal, causing what I refer to as “the Drunken Cinderella Effect” or what Victor calls “At-This-Point-I-Think-You’re-Doing-This-On-Purpose.” And while I do prefer to be barefoot, I do not like to be wearing just one shoe, because then you’re lopsided and it feels like you have accidental temporary polio. (No one gives themselves polio on purpose, Victor.)


Still, he can’t understand how it keeps happening, so I’m going to explain it here so you’ll understand what’s going on when you meet me and I’m maybe just wearing one shoe.


ONE


I was walking out of a crowded elevator into the lobby of an intimidating hipster hotel on the way to a book signing, but in the rush to get out of the crowded elevator I accidentally stepped out of my left shoe, and I immediately knew what had happened because the lobby floor was freezing on my now-naked foot, but I couldn’t get back in because the elevator had refilled with people and I was too afraid to push my way in and get my shoe, and so I just watched my shoe take a ride in an elevator without me. And I stood in the lobby with one shoe on as people waiting for tables at the fancy bar stared at me while I feverishly hit the elevator button to get the elevator to return, but it was one of those hotels with four elevators and all the wrong elevators kept coming, and other people waiting for the elevator would gesture for me to get in since I was obviously in a hurry (and also probably insane), but I just explained, “Wrong elevator,” which was probably confusing for everyone since all the elevators were going up. I considered explaining what had happened but I was afraid I would get arrested for public intoxication and then I’d have to explain that I wasn’t even drunk, and that’s almost more embarrassing, because losing your shoe while very drunk is pretty understandable but losing it while mostly sober is just careless and mortifying.


And then the right elevator came BUT MY SHOE WASN’T IN IT and I was a bit flabbergasted because who steals one shoe? It wasn’t even a good shoe. And I only bring one pair of shoes with me on trips because I’m a light packer, so I couldn’t go buy another pair, because most shoe stores require you to be wearing shoes when you enter (which is a terrible vicious cycle), so I just stood there in the lobby as I realized how fucked I was and finally I had to go to security with one shoe on and say, “I think I need to file a police report. Your elevator ate my shoe.” But then the security guy called on his walkie-talkie for help and another security guy loudly responded, “Hang on. Is it a black size eight and a half with a Dr. Scholl’s insert?” And I was like, “YES. THAT IS MY LOST CHILD. And also, you don’t have to point out my level of shoe trashiness, asshole.” But I didn’t say the last part because he was right and I was just happy to know that Thelma (I call all my left shoes Thelmas; the right ones are Louises) was found and wasn’t being used to plant footprints and frame me for a murder.


Apparently someone had called security to report the wayward shoe. I guess they’d kept the elevator stopped while they made sure it wasn’t a bomb or maybe investigated how some trashy Cinderella had made it as far as the elevator. Then the security guard brought my shoe down to me and I gave him two dollars because I don’t know how much you’re supposed to tip for your own shoe, and I vowed to never walk out of my shoes in an elevator ever again, and I never did until I totally did it again one week later.


TWO


I walked out of the exact same shoe while exiting the San Antonio airport parking garage elevator, and I got so flustered that I knocked my suitcase over, so I couldn’t make it back in before it went back up. Luckily I was wearing a long dress, so I just pulled my foot up like a flamingo so it looked like I only had one leg. And it was fine, except this young couple with way too many scarves for Texas lightly sneered at me when I almost fell over (because I’m bad at balancing on one foot). I stared at them pointedly for being the kind of assholes who would judge a one-footed woman and I felt very self-righteous until I reminded myself that I wasn’t actually one-footed and was just pretending to have lost a leg to hide the fact that my shoe was currently riding an elevator unsupervised. And then when I got my shoe back I ended up standing in security behind the scarfy couple, who looked at each other in confusion as they tried to decide if I had a twin or had simply grown a new leg like a starfish.


THREE


I was at a bookstore and I wanted to ask if they had any of my books that I could sign, but it makes me very nervous to talk to people and that gives me fight-or-flight. (Note: Fight-or-flight syndrome is what a lot of people with anxiety deal with during stress. My choices seem to be to either shank the person who is making me scared or get rid of all my fluids so I can run faster. I choose peeing over stabbing. You’re welcome.) So I took the elevator to the bathroom, but when I ran out of the elevator I . . . honestly, do I even need to explain what happened at this point? Basically elevators Patty Hearst my shoes, and it’s a problem. And again the second elevator came and I was like, “NOT YOU. I WANT THE OTHER ONE,” and now there were two women standing beside me, and they looked at my one bare foot and I was like, “Go ahead,” and pointed at the elevator I’d just called, but they were like, “Oh, you first,” and I was like, “Oh, I’m not going up. I’m just waiting for a shoe.” And they stared at me and I was like, “Not like a date or anything. It’s not Grindr for feet. I just got my shoe stolen by this elevator,” and the ladies were like, “You know what? We’ll take the stairs.” And then another couple walked up and I didn’t want to explain again so I just got in the elevator with them and stared stoically at the ceiling and tried to pretend that it was an avant-garde fashion choice to just wear one shoe, but when I got off the elevator I found that the right elevator was now back downstairs and my shoe was basically joyriding. So I hit the button to call the elevator again and finally the right one came, except that when everyone exited my shoe was gone. Again.


So I went to the front desk and said, “This is going to sound weird, but I’m looking for a shoe,” and the girl was like, “This is a bookstore?” and I explained that I wasn’t there to buy a shoe, I was looking for the lost-and-found to see if someone had turned in a shoe because their elevator ate mine. She asked, “What does it look like?” and that seemed weird, because exactly how many single shoes stolen by elevators are turned in to their lost-and-found? I pointed at the shoe I was still wearing and said, “It looks like this, except there’s not a foot in it.” And she stared at me and I added, “Because I’m not wearing it. Not that I leave shoes with human feet in your store. That would be inappropriate.” And then another clerk brought me my shoe and that’s why I can never go back to that bookstore.


FOUR


Same year. Different shoe. I was walking into the bathroom of a restaurant and I sort of tripped and my left shoe flew off my foot and skidded across the floor under three stalls and hit a woman in the ankle. And the lady in the first stall yelled, “WAS THAT A SNAKE?” which seems weird because I don’t know how you’d confuse a shoe with a snake, but then the first two ladies were like, “A SNAKE?” and put their feet up just in case, and the lady in the last stall was like, “. . . Did someone just throw a shoe at me?” If I had been thinking straight I would have said that I threw my shoe at the snake and been lauded as a hero, but instead I panicked and ran out of the bathroom with one shoe on and told Victor that we had to leave immediately because I’d just accidentally kicked someone who was pooping. “Why would you do that?” he asked. I considered explaining the meaning of the word “accidentally” to Victor but I was too freaked out, so instead I said, “I JUST KICKED SOMEONE WITH THE GHOST OF MY FOOT AND NOW WE HAVE TO LEAVE.” Victor refused to go because he’d just ordered, so I hid my bare foot with my purse until the bathroom emptied out, and when I went in my lone shoe was sitting on the sink and looking not nearly as ashamed of itself as it should have been.



FIVE



I was running through the mall parking lot during a thunderstorm and I stepped into an ankle-deep stream of water and one shoe filled with water and flopped off and was whisked into the storm drain and now it lives with the alligators and clowns.


SIX


I was at the movies and went to flush the toilet but recently someone had told me that I should always flush the toilet with my foot because that way you don’t have to touch the handle. Frankly, I didn’t even have a problem touching the handle until I found out that everyone else was flushing with their foot, because that means you’re all scraping the bottom of your gross shoe that you’re wearing in a public toilet on the handle. So basically now I have to flush with my foot too because you people are troublemakers. Unfortunately, because I was new at it (and because my movie theater now has a bar), I lost my balance and fell into the wall and that’s when my shoe hit the toilet seat AND FELL INTO THE TOILET.


Toilet water splashed on my dress.


I wanted to set myself on fire.


I yelled, “SHIT,” and the lady in the stall next to me hesitantly asked, “Is everything okay?” and I said (a little too loudly), “EVERYTHING’S FINE. NOTHING IS IN THE TOILET.” Which is a weird thing to say in a bathroom because the very reason you go into the stall is to leave stuff in the toilet, but I’m used to leaving pee rather than articles of clothing so I wasn’t really my best self. I stood there, balancing on one foot because I didn’t want to put my naked foot down in a public bathroom, as I stared at my shoe at the bottom of the toilet and realized this was going to be one of those moments I would remember forever.


I did not pull my shoe out of the toilet because I think that’s how you get cholera, but I did leave all my cash (almost $4 and a half-used Starbucks gift card) on the toilet tank as an apology to whoever did. And then I made a new shoe out of paper napkins and some rubber bands I had in my purse, walked out to my car with what little dignity I had left, drove home, put on a new pair of shoes, drove back, and pretended like nothing had happened. When Victor asked why I’d missed so much of the movie I stared at the screen and just said, “Diarrhea,” because no one ever questions diarrhea and it was easier than saying, “The toilet ate my shoe because I do all the things wrong.”


SEVEN


I don’t have a seven yet, but I suspect I will by the end of the week, so I’ll just leave this here.


And yes, it’s a little mortifying admitting to all of these moments, but the good thing is that whenever I see those lone shoes on the side of the road maybe now I’ll say, “Oh, someone else knows my struggle,” and I’ll feel a little warm inside. And then Victor will say, “Hang on. Is that one of your shoes?” which is offensive because not all stray lost shoes are mine. You should be grateful, because now whenever you see a lost shoe on the highway you can think of me instead of worrying that UFOs or serial killers or UFO serial killers are abducting people.* YOU’RE WELCOME, WORLD.










And Then I Bought Condoms for My Dog


Last week when I was at the pet store they were pushing a giant display of dog shoes. I immediately felt guilty for not realizing this was even a thing my dog needed. Dorothy Barker is a papillon whose feet are the size of Pixy Stix, so I was pretty sure that none of the dog shoes would stay on her feet. The clerk suggested I try these waterproof, disposable rubber dog boots, but I’m pretty sure he was just trying to sell me a sack of outrageously expensive deflated balloons.


[image: Start of image description, A packet of waterproof dog boots manufactured by the company Pawz. The apple-green rubber boots are advertised as disposable and reusable and retail at $17.99. The boots are labelled as size tiny, and fit paws up to 1 inch., end of image description]


I did the math and it came out to like a dollar per paw, which meant I would be paying four dollars just to let my dog wear balloons on her feet. And I thought to myself, Is this a test? Is this how they see if buying a dog has made you lose your damn mind? Is it like when you buy tiny $100 shoes for newborn babies whose feet never touch the ground? Because I never fell for that shit either.


So then I was like, Fuck this, I’m crafty. I’ll just make my own damn dog boots. And I probably would have but Dorothy Barker is tiny, so all of Hailey’s water balloons were huge on her feet and she just walked right out of them. So I went to the drugstore and the clerk asked if he could help and I said, “Yeah. I’m looking for tiny condoms. Like toddler-sized tiny.” And he was like, “Uh . . .,” and I quickly explained, “I mean, not for me. Obviously,” and he laughed in semi-relief and I said, “They’re for my dog.”


And then he stopped laughing.


“They’re not for her penis,” I said. “She’s a girl dog. She doesn’t even have a penis. I need condoms for her hands.” And he looked at me weird but probably just because I said my dog has “hands” instead of “paws” and maybe because he thought my dog was into fisting. Which she’s not, because I don’t even think dogs do that. “Not for fisting,” I added.


The clerk looked at me like he wasn’t sure if I was fabricating a dog to cover up my demand for tiny condoms, so I clarified. “They don’t even need to be penis condoms. What about those finger condoms?” and he said he wasn’t familiar with the concept so I was like, “Well, you’ve obviously never worked in food services,” and then he looked even more uncomfortable.


I explained that finger condoms are what you put over your finger if you have a cut so you don’t get salt in your wound or blood in the food, and he was like, “OH! You mean finger cots!” and I said, “No. Not at all,” but then he pulled them out and turns out finger condoms are called finger cots, which doesn’t make any sense because I pointed out that a cot is a shitty bed whereas finger condoms are more like tiny waterproof sleeping bags. He didn’t respond, and I realized that I didn’t even know what size finger condom Dorothy Barker would need and they came in boxes of 1,000, and the last thing I needed was 996 tiny, unusable condoms that were too big for my dog, so I asked if I could bring my dog in to try them on and he said he’d have to check with his manager. I suggested that they sell finger/dog condoms because they could offer them much cheaper than the pet store and he looked baffled, which I get because finger/dog condoms are probably something better marketed on Etsy. Then I decided to stop talking because this was the same drugstore I picked up my drugs from and I thought it was better to perhaps not give them another reason to not fill my mental health meds. (Although possibly this all might make them fill them quicker. Hard to say really.)


Then I went home and told Victor that I was going to make a fortune selling finger condoms to dogs on Etsy, and he said that dogs don’t have fingers and that I wasn’t allowed to go back to the drugstore again alone. I explained about the waterproof rubber dog boots and Victor was like, “Aren’t dogs’ feet already waterproof? Why is there a market for this?” and then I was like, “Shit. You’re totally right,” and that’s how Victor ruined the only business plan I’ve ever had.


It’s probably for the best though, because I suspect in the Texas heat the condoms would just melt to the sidewalk and I don’t want to end up in court after someone’s dog gets stuck to the sidewalk because I didn’t thoroughly test its condom. Regardless, I’m sort of stuck in research-and-development hell regarding dog condoms, so in the end I decided to just let Dorothy Barker go barefoot—or maybe Scotchgard her.


But it turns out that my concern for Dorothy Barker’s feet was misplaced. Because last night she couldn’t sleep and tried to go out to pee at least ten times. So today I took her to the vet and the vet was like, “Your dog has a urinary tract infection and canine vaginitis.” I knew what the first one was but the second one was new to me, so the vet was like, “Her cooter’s all borked up. That’ll be three hundred dollars.”


Then she said, “I’m giving y’all some medicated wipes. You’ll need to clean your dog’s vagina four times a day,” which seems excessive because frankly I don’t even clean my vagina that often.


But then I got home and Dottie refused to let me near her lady garden and I was running after her yelling, “LET ME WIPE YOU,” but she growled and hid under the table and I was like, “YOUR VAGINA IS A GROUP EFFORT, DOG,” and then she tried to bite me and I was like, “LOOK, I’M NOT TRYING TO SHAME YOU. I ASSURE YOU THIS IS ALL PERFECTLY NATURAL FOR A WOMAN,” and then Victor came out of his office and yelled about how hard I made it to be professional on conference calls and I was like, “Don’t blame me. Blame your dog’s vagina,” and then he was like, “Welp, see you later.”


I finally decided that it might be easier to wipe the dog’s hoo-hoo if it didn’t have so much fur on it, so I went to Target. They didn’t have clippers for dogs, but they did have a ton of trimmers for men’s grooming and that seemed close enough. I was overwhelmed by the selection and didn’t know which one to choose. The lady stocking the trimmers asked if I needed help. I explained that I was looking for the best way to shave my dog’s vagina and she was like, “Oh.” I explained that it was for medical reasons, not recreation, but she still looked disturbed, and then I realized that maybe she’s one of those people who is very pedantic about the term “vagina” meaning the tube part of the lady garden (and honestly it would be weird to shave inside a dog’s vagina), so I corrected myself and said, “My dog’s vulva, I mean. Obviously. You know what I mean.” But it started to seem like she really didn’t at all, so I grabbed the cheapest clippers with the ear-hair attachment because it seemed like if it was safe for ears it was probably safe for dog vaginas.


Unfortunately, Dottie didn’t understand that I was just trying to help and she got freaked out by the clippers and kept running from me, so I had to wrap a towel around her head so that we didn’t have to make eye contact and share our mutual shame (which is probably the same way I’d want to get a bikini wax if I’m being honest). She calmed down a little, but I was holding her like a burrito in one hand and the clippers in another hand and she got squirmy and I accidentally cut a giant hunk of fur off of her tail and now it looks like she tried to cut her own bangs, if her bangs were on her ass.


Then Victor yelled at me for breaking the dog but she was already broken before I started shaving her, Victor, and I have the doctor bill to prove it. Technically she seemed pretty happy to have a freshly shaven vagina, and she ran around the house feeling the breeze on her downstairs apartment and showing it off to anyone who would look.


My point here is that I manage to mortify myself enough on my own, so I don’t really need a dog helping me out. She’s very lucky that she’s adorable, because I didn’t even want a dog and now I’m spending my days fitting her with condoms and grooming her broken lady garden, and at this point I want a trophy. But just a basic one that says I’m a good person. Not one specifically for excellence in dog genitals.


No one wants that.


Probably.










Rainbow Fire


I have struggled with anxiety for as long as I can remember. When I was young I thought it would pass as I got older, and when I was older I thought it would pass when I was successful, and when I was successful I thought that it was hopeless because even when everything was going right I was still wrong.


I think I was six the first time I got stuck.


I remember hiding in my toy box when I was little, pushing out the toys on the bedroom floor and closing the lid over me to hide from the strangely unnerving and irrational fear I didn’t have the words to explain. Sometimes I’d just stay a minute and sometimes I’d stay so long that the dark became colorful blurs that danced in front of my eyes. It was a safe place for me, until I got stuck. Not stuck like you might imagine, like the time my little sister sat on top of the lid to mess with me. That was fine, actually, because it felt weirdly safer—like I had a tiny bouncer doing security. The first time I got stuck, though, it was scarier because the thing trapping me inside the box was me.


I listened to my heart pound in my ears as my mom called for me. It was time for day care, as my mom had to work. I knew that when I crawled out of the toy box I’d have to go to that place that all the other kids seemed to like but that sent me into a vomity crying panic as soon as my mom left my sight. Nothing truly terrible happened at day care. I just panicked at every moment and cried myself sick with worry that I wouldn’t see my family again, that I’d get lost, that my sister would run into traffic . . . crazy things that seemed so real to me. My mom called for me again. I knew I’d get in trouble for not coming but I couldn’t move. I was paralyzed with dread. I knew it was crazy but I couldn’t open that lid.


But my mother could. When she opened it the light hurt my eyes, making me realize how long I’d been hiding. I wasn’t ready. Emotionally or physically. My mom carried me to the car and did everything she could to help me, but soon my anxiety wore on her as much as it did on me. She’d be called by the day care dozens of times, because I had cried myself sick, because I’d locked myself in the bathroom, because I refused to take off my coat since if I left it on I could pretend she’d be back any minute. Eventually she quit and got a job at my school as a cafeteria lady so that she would have the same hours I had. She never said it was because of me, but I think we all knew it was. I would have liked to say, “It’s okay. I can do this,” but the truth was that I couldn’t.


The anxiety attacks never really went away. They would get better and worse throughout my life, with no real rhyme or reason. Over the years I’d hide in bathrooms and closets and books. And mostly in myself. It was a lonely place to be, but safe. Except when I got stuck. When the fear of leaving the bathroom would be so severe that I’d miss my next class or meeting because I couldn’t make myself leave. When the fear of lifting my eyes out of a book made me pretend that I didn’t hear classmates who tried to get my attention and then made fun of me for ignoring them. When I fell so far into my own head that I couldn’t see how to get out of it.
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