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To Whom It May Concern…

I thought I should write this just in case I ever accidentally kill my mother on purpose.

Charles Whitman did this, before he climbed the tower at the University of Texas in Austin and shot all of those people. He wrote a letter, to whoever found it after his death, because he had a feeling he was about to kill his mother and then a whole bunch of other people for good measure.

I’m not as positive as Whitman was. In fact, I think he ended his letter with “P.S.: By the way, I’m pretty sure there’s a gigantic tumor pressing against my brain.” (Which there was.)

I wanted to write all of this down just in case somehow something horrible happens to my mother. This is for if the coroner says, “It looks like she fell down the stairs. Three times.” If the cops all look at each other with stern concern because they know this was a case of accidental matricide (a second- or third-degree offense, I’m sure), this will be something tangible in my defense.

And no, this isn’t a confirmation of premeditation. This is anti-premeditation. A preretraction. A remnant from before I went crazy, before I do all of the things the little voice in my head tells me to do. I don’t mean “little voice” like Whitman’s tumor voice, either. This is the little voice that says, “This isn’t how your life is supposed to be! Now go shake your mother!”

Just in case. You understand.

Your honor. Kind jury. Dear reader. Whoever it is holding this book, wondering what the hell happened to that nice girl Belinda Bernstein. The one with the pretty brown hair and the big, blue eyes. Just in case I have to run away to Mexico after accidentally feeding my mother rat poison.

I’m not going to do it. I’m totally not going to do it.

I’m writing this all down, though.

Just. In. Case.







 



Exhibit A.

“Hello?”

“Hi, honey, it’s just your mom.”

This is how my mother starts all of our phone conversations. Actually, I knew it was her long before I said hello. I can tell by the ring. It has a certain need to it.

“Hi, Ma.”

“You sound busy.”

She always says this no matter how I sound. It’s so I can say, “No, I’m not busy.”

I hear her suck on her front teeth. “I never know what time it is over there.”

“I’m three hours back.” I once made the mistake of joking that Los Angeles was “in the past” compared to Virginia, and Mom’s understanding of time shattered forever. “What’s up?”

“Are you sure you’ve got time?” she asks.

“I do.”

“You’re not busy?”

I was microwaving a bag of popcorn, ready to watch the entire fourth season of Mr. Show on DVD yet again. I was busy according to my own terms, but maybe not by anyone else’s.

“What’s going on?”

“I think I have chlamydia.”

That can’t have been what she said. I must have misheard. Bad connection. Terrible reception. Ear infection. Temporary mental retardation. Any and all other explanations are preferable to the possibility that my mother has just told me she has contracted a sexually transmitted disease.

“What? Ma, what?” I’m yelling like I’m actually in the past now, holding a giant horn to my ear while screaming into the machine hardwired to the wall. Operator! Give me Poughkeepsie 5–472!

“Boobs? Are you alone?”

That’s my nickname. It’s short for “Benny Boobenstein,” which is what she started calling me when my chest arrived at thirteen. I know; it’s fucking hilarious.

And the answer to her question is, of course, “Yes.” This is Mom fishing for info on my personal life without coming right out and asking, “Are you dating someone yet?” I swear, sometimes she calls the house and holds the receiver up to a ticking clock. I cannot seem to get through to my mother that I have no desire to get married anytime soon.

I know you’re thinking, “She just asked three words. ‘Are you alone?’ It’s a simple question, Benny. I might ask you that myself if I called to discuss chlamydia.” But you’re new, and you don’t know my mother never says three words without five different intentions behind them. You’ll see.

Now Mom’s saying, “I have this thmurmur?”

She mumbles. She does this a lot. It also often sounds like she’s falling, or putting the phone down midsentence. It’s as if she gives up, right in the middle of the conversation, the phone too heavy to continue. Or maybe she gets bored with me.

Actually, I think Mom gets distracted. She’s probably still talking, but she’s remembered she needs to take some clothes out of the dryer. So she’s still talking to me, but from down the hall. She hates that I won’t let her put me on the speakerphone.

“Chlamydia? Isn’t that how you say it?” She sounds it out, like English is a second language. “Chlam…clam…clam-mid?”

“Hold on, Ma.” I put the phone between my knees and glance at the smirking faces from the DVD on my coffee table. Bob and David seem to be taking great joy in my suffering. I take a breath and put the phone back to my ear.

“Boobs?” she says. I wonder how many times she said that while I put her on hold. I clearly indicated I was going to put the phone down. Why does that not mean anything to her? Why does she have to call out my name like I’ve abandoned her?

“Ma. I need you to repeat what you just said you had.”

“Chlamydia?”

“Now I need you to never say that again.” With the heel of my free hand I rub my eyes, one after another. I have to figure this out. There’s an explanation for all of this. Perhaps she’s finally entered dementia. Is that how you say it? Do you “enter” dementia, or do you “come down” with dementia, or is it more of a “hit with” kind of thing?

Mom’s succumbed to dementia.

“I hate bothering you, honey,” she says. She goes into the martyr thing pretty easily. “I know you’re busy. I’m sorry.”

“You’re not bothering me, Ma.” Not if my mother’s vagina is in peril. Holy fucking shit, I have to think about my mother’s vagina. There aren’t enough curse words to handle this current situation.

I haven’t had to think about this place since I left it, since that eviction notice was tacked to the inside of the womb and the tongs pulled me out of there. Mom said I was stubborn—not only was I a week late, she was in labor for thirty-six hours. So long, in fact, that Dad had gone to work. Even my grandparents missed showtime, assuming if I had taken a day and a half, a few hours more weren’t going to make a difference. They were at a Denny’s, eating breakfast. Gramma wanted to name me after her eggs Benedict, even after she found out I was a girl. Mom had the good sense to name me Belinda. Gramma was stubborn, though, and called me Benny. It stuck. A girl named Benny. Crazy families sure know how to jack up a girl’s name, don’t they?

I’m Belinda “Benny” Boobenstein Bernstein. Sometimes I’m simply known as “Boobs.” Clearly I’m going to kill someone someday. It’s just a matter of time before I snap, and everyone will understand.

“I didn’t know what else to do,” Mom says, referring, I suppose, to her calling me for medical advice.

“Did you ask Jami?” That’s my younger sister, who currently lives with my mother in a Grey Gardens way. Neither of them has ever seen the documentary, and I hope, for their sake, it stays that way. I don’t want them picking up any tips on how to let a hundred cats live in their home.

If my mother mumbles, Jami shouts. She’s the opposite of me in many ways. Jami’s favorite things include tattoos, cigarettes, and boys who have stood in front of courtrooms pleading “Guilty.”

“It doesn’t itch,” Mom says.

“What doesn’t?” I ask, already dreading the answer.

“The bumps. On my legs.”

“And the bumps are from that thing you said you had?”

“I don’t know. Didn’t you say you had it, too?”

“No!” I don’t care that I sound insulted at having some-thing in common with my mother. This isn’t something I’d like to bond over, and I can’t believe she thinks I’m the one to call when bumps appear. “When did I say that? No!”

“From your…last…boyfriend.”

Okay, here’s where it’d be so easy to say to Mom that there is no way she has chlamydia, because I’m pretty sure you can’t get it without having sex with someone who has chlamydia. I’d like it to be easy as pie to say, “Ma, you can’t have it.” But the truth is I can’t say that, and it’s the fact that I can’t say it that I hate more than anything on earth.

My father died three years ago. This means my mom is now “entertaining gentlemen.” This is how she puts it. It sounds like she’s dancing in front of a row of horny men, pulling her clothes off to the sound of a three-piece jazz band.

My mom? Oh, she’s a “Gentlemen Entertainer.” Yes, it’s a real job. She makes her own hours.

She is entertaining gentlemen because legally, morally, and spiritually she’s supposed to be “out there” searching for other men who could make her happy. I can’t stop using quotation marks when I talk about it because I’d like to keep as much distance as possible from my mother’s love life. Unfortunately, my mom doesn’t have the same desire. She’d rather have me create her a MySpace page, and then help define the parameters of her sexual interests. I say this only because last year that’s exactly what happened. And that’s the first time I ever hung up the phone in the middle of a conversation with my mother. And no, I still don’t feel guilty about it.

My father died of cancer. There’s a long story I don’t have to tell, because you get this one word, cancer, and everybody can picture it—the hospital visits, the chemo, the sound of machines counting down the moments you have left with the person who brought you into this world (even if he was behind a desk at a mortgage company at the time of my arrival). He died of cancer, and he died rather quickly. They had airplane tickets to see Paris for the first time. It was going to be their thirtieth anniversary present to each other. You know how people say, “We’ll always have Paris”? Well, my parents won’t. As far as I’m concerned, I won’t either. Paris is every missed dream, every broken promise. You only have Paris when you didn’t get what you actually wanted. That’s when people say, “We’ll always have Paris.” When it’s over. When everything is ruined.







 



An Interlude. A Tangent, If You Will, Since My Mom’s Still Talking about Her Infected Girl Parts.

Ever have someone say they’ll wait for you? And I mean this in the emotional, “We’ll always have Paris,” kind of way. Has someone ever looked you in the eye and said, “I’ll wait for you”?

Don’t let it happen. Right there, right when it’s said, you should take his or her hand and reply, “Don’t.”

Waiting for someone is impossible. It can’t be done. It’s nobody’s fault, but eventually the waiting stops. One has to, in order to save face. There might be a spectacular, last minute, desperate attempt right before the supposed waiting period starts or ends where someone makes a grand gesture, probably at an airport before a plane takes off. Well, really that stopped once we weren’t allowed to run to the gate anymore. So many grand gestures never happen now that we can’t get past the loading zone. On one hand, it’s sad, but it’s keeping a lot of people from making assholes out of themselves in front of the Cinnabon.

My point is: the waiting won’t last. It can’t. I’ve tried. This is why I’m giving you this advice, even though we barely know each other. I’m sure you’re a nice person, and I bet all kinds of people like you. I don’t want anyone to think you’re a dick. So allow me to share my wisdom. I don’t know much, but what I know is all yours. Hey, maybe one day you’ll say:

“Belinda Bernstein may have killed her mother accidentally on purpose, but she also kept me from pining for Chris Harrison for another month. That guy was never going to love me back.”

When someone’s waiting on you, it creates a certain amount of resentment. Why should someone have to wait on another person? Wait for what? To be good enough? To be better than all the other options in the world? To be literally the last opportunity?

Waiting on someone, for someone, drives you crazy because all you can do is (a) think of all the things you’d be doing together if you weren’t waiting; (b) think of all the things you should be doing with your time instead of waiting; and (c) listen to every song that plays on the radio and assume it’s being sung just for you.

It’s (c) that did me in. When I was waiting for a certain man to realize that we belonged together and he was the one person who made me happy and I didn’t want to really live my life without him, there were many minutes, hours, days, weeks when I was alone and stuck with option (c). This is when you hear a dumb-ass song like Samantha Mumba’s “Gotta Tell You,” with the chorus: “Don’t wanna love you if you don’t love me / Don’t wanna need you when you won’t need me too.” Normally, you wouldn’t even notice. You’d probably absentmindedly change the radio station while changing lanes. But if you’re waiting on someone, your brain works very differently. The wrong synapses fire, and you find yourself thinking, “I have to find a way that he can hear this song. I wonder if it’s on iTunes.”

I shouldn’t know a single lyric to a single Samantha Mumba song. But that day I ended up listening to the song all the way through, and then I Googled the lyrics, and then I cried all night while I cleaned out my bedroom closet. I had to clean, because it’s the only thing that effectively disguises what I was actually doing, which was waiting.

It makes you go crazy. Waiting for someone to love you, to come to you and only you, to choose you like you’ve already chosen, is the most degrading, debasing, demoralizing…and yet, sweet, sweet pain there is. It’s as humbling as it is humiliating. But yes, there is a sweet side. You know what’ll happen when the choice is made and you’re finally together. You know that’s when your heart starts beating for real. That’s what you think, anyway. That’s what you keep telling yourself.

But listen to me. It doesn’t happen. You wait, and eventually you realize you’ve been wasting your time. You lost time making yourself available to something that was never going to happen. You’re a sucker and you’re the one who did it to yourself.

So. No waiting. I used to be the girl who would wait. When my mom’s done talking about her chlamydia, I’ll tell you exactly when I realized that not only is love not worth waiting on, about 99 percent of the time, it’s probably not really love anyway.







 



Back to the C Word.

“No, I never had chlamydia,” I say to Mom, trying to remain calm and patient. At least, in voice.

“When the doctor told me I had this before, I called you. You said you had it, too.”

“What do you mean, you had this before?”

“Remember when I was going out with Ward, the one who worked with computers? We came back from that trip to Atlantic City and I told you how my hips were sore from—”

Here’s what my brain does right now to deal with this situation. In order to let her finish this sentence, my head fills with this sound:

BEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!

But when I listen again, she’s saying, “Maybe it’s herpes. The rash is starting at my knees, but it’s getting closer to…other parts. It’s moving up. Toward my—

BEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!

After my small blackout, Mom finishes with, “…and the rash is a bunch of little blisters.”

“You have blisters on your thighs, but they started at your knees?”

“Yes.”

“So why do you think this is a sexually transmitted disease?”

“Well, what else could it be?” Her voice gets really high here, indignant, like I’m insinuating she doesn’t have a fantastic sex life.

“Seeing as how most people don’t have sex with their knees, I’d say the chances of it being an STD are pretty slim.”

“What did you tell me I had last time? Wasn’t it an STD?”

“Are you talking about the UTI?”

I don’t want to bring this particular horrible memory up again, but it is still preferable to the one we’re creating right now. About a year ago Mom called at eight in the morning to mumble something about peeing blood, and if I’d know anything about that. I said, “Drink some cranberry juice, go to the doctor, and pee after sex.” And then I hung up. The damage had been done, though. I didn’t have sex for three weeks after that. I just kept imagining Mom with her cranberry juice and my spine would curl in agony.

Not that I’d be having lots of sex, anyway. Since Mom’s busy discussing thigh pustules, I’ll use this blackout to tell you that I don’t have a steady boyfriend now, and I haven’t had one in a little while. They don’t stick. And by that I mean they don’t stick around. Or I don’t stick around. Really, the entire dating thing has been exhausting. I’m just going to go ahead and blame my mom for this one, too. I’ve got a dead dad and a germy mother. Who wants to take on this hottie?

“I guess it’s not a UTI,” Mom says, sounding a little too disappointed.

“Have you gone to a doctor yet?”

She makes this scoffing sound, as if I’ve asked if she’s planning on shooting porn this weekend. “Now, how am I going to talk to a doctor about this?” she asks.

“Preferably in a voice low enough so that I don’t have to hear it anymore.”

“Benny, you’re smart. Get on the Internet and tell me what’s going on with my Aunt Doris.”

“Jesus, Ma. If you’re old enough to get it sick, you’re old enough to call it by its real name.”

“I’m not saying that V word.”

“You said ‘chlamydia’ just fine.”

This is officially the weirdest conversation I’ve ever had with my mother.

“Don’t start, Benny.”

“Ma, did you have sex with someone who has chlamydia?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

“It’s not like I’m going to ask him.”

“Why not?”

“Girls don’t ask boys questions like this.”

My mother is fifty-three.

“I want you to get off the phone, call the doctor, and go see him today. You tell him what you’ve told me, because he went to school for a very long time to accurately tell you what he thinks about weird bumps.”

Mom sighs. “Fine. I thought you’d be mffwffwa.”

“I’d be what?”

“HELPFUL.”

It’s possible Mom mumbles on purpose so when I make her repeat herself she can yell the word she’s pissed about.

“I love you, Ma.”

“I love you, too, Boobs.”

“Now go get your skanky ass to a doctor.”







 



A Disclaimer.

I don’t really have fantasies of killing my mother. I love her more than anyone in the world. She is a fantastic woman.

Here’s how fantastic: she has saved no fewer than four lives in this world. Four different people would not be alive if it weren’t for my mother’s bravery and skill.

A man once had a heart attack on the highway, and his truck swerved across three lanes of traffic before smashing through a fence and rolling to a stop in the parking lot where my mother was loading groceries into her car. She ran over to the truck, crawled into the driver’s seat, and performed CPR until the paramedics arrived. He would have died if she hadn’t been standing there. If she’d been standing three feet to the left, he would have killed her.

When I was about ten and my sister was seven we had a big family vacation, staying at a bunch of hotels as we drove along the coast of California. (By the way, Mom claims this trip is one of the reasons I now live three thousand miles away and curses this vacation constantly. “I never should have taken you at such an impressionable age,” she says.) At one particular hotel they had a small pool. Jami and I were bobbing along the deep end, playing Dolphin—a game where we’d try to flip into the air as high as possible, pretending to catch fish and eat them. We were too busy attempting somersaults to notice a blond toddler slip into the water behind us. She had wandered away from her mother, who had turned around to drape her towel over a lawn chair. That’s how quickly the little girl slipped into the water without a splash. But Mom saw. She dove in, got the kid, and brought her to the surface before the little girl had even a moment to realize she was breathing water. My mother is a hero.

The other two lives she’s responsible for? Mine and Jami’s. We wouldn’t be here without her, and while I never forget it, Mom sometimes acts like it was no big deal at all to create us from inside of her body and unleash us on this world. I think it’s the most amazing, selfless thing anybody has ever done for me. There’s no way I could ever thank her.

So I really hope I don’t accidentally kill her.

I don’t know what compels her to call me and ask for this advice, opening up this kind of dialogue. I know this isn’t normal. There aren’t movies where a mother turns to her adult daughter and says, “Can we talk about chlamydia?” Maybe my mother doesn’t have enough friends. I don’t either, so I can’t judge. But I would love to find a way to make her think differently enough about me that she doesn’t try to girl-bond over sex. I don’t ask to have her treat me like a daughter all that often, but I think here I have every right to be creeped out.

She needs a great girlfriend. I wonder if I can make her a MySpace page for that instead.







 



Okay. So Back to Me.

I moved to Los Angeles almost four years ago because Brian, my boyfriend at the time, wanted to. We were living in Chapel Hill and I was working at a software company. Marketing. It was my job to set up trade booths for conventions. I ordered giant banners, created pamphlets, sorted name tags. Yeah, it was really smart stuff. Totally using my art history degree to the fullest. Sometimes I’d have to lie down from thinking all those really deep thoughts about PowerPoint presentations.

I thought it would be incredibly romantic to drop everything and move across the country to be with my struggling actor boyfriend. We were young and full of hope. I could already see his Oscar acceptance speech. I’d be stunning in a tight, red gown designed by someone whose name I couldn’t accurately pronounce. Tears would be streaming down my face as Brian looked at me from the podium, wrap-it-up music fighting for supremacy as he shouted, “But all of this is because my wife, Belinda, never stopped believing in me! She is the greatest lady who has ever lived! I love you, Boobs!”

It’s true; I never stopped believing in him, even six months after we moved here, when every cell in my body was sure he was cheating on me with a girl from his improv class. I believed every excuse he gave me when he didn’t have enough money to pay the electric bill, when he pawned our CDs to pay for an audition workshop, when he borrowed my cell phone and never returned it. When he cried at night, telling me he wanted so badly to be able to propose, to give me a ring he was proud of and pay for the wedding of our dreams—I wanted to believe him so much my toes would ache from clenching them in hope. But in the end, I couldn’t believe hard enough. In the end, I knew he was just acting.

Then. Then I got stupid. I waited for someone.

I met Kevin at a friend’s birthday party. We were both freezing in a courtyard, shuffled off to the side. We started talking, and didn’t leave each other for the next two weeks. We had so much in common it was like I’d found part of my own body, something I didn’t even know I’d been missing. Kevin had a similar background, also had an art history degree, and his CD collection looked exactly like mine.

The problem was Kevin wasn’t living in Los Angeles. He was just in town from New York for a few months, working on a project. And Kevin really liked his life in New York. Having already moved across the country for one boy, I knew I didn’t want to do it again for another. Instead I thought I’d handle this maturely.

I threw a small tantrum, and afterward I told Kevin that I’d be here when he was smart enough to realize we belonged together.

I can’t really tell you how I knew this. But I did. When I looked at Kevin, I saw my future. Every time he made me laugh, part of me clicked into place. But I wasn’t going to give myself up for him. That’s what happened with Brian, and why he walked all over me. With Kevin, I wanted to be equal. I wanted him to come to me like I’d come to him. I could already picture him calling me from New York, telling me he was miserable, that any distance from me was the worst pain he’d ever felt.

I semistalked him over the Internet, sending him approximately three hundred emails a minute. Or so. I didn’t count. But let’s just say there wasn’t a way he could write back to me as often as I wrote to him. I had a desk job; he had something that resembled a life.

To his credit, Kevin waited until we were sitting across from each other again to tell me that it wasn’t going to work out. In the end, he didn’t miss me enough. He didn’t say that, not exactly. But that’s what it means. I thought he needed me more than he did. I don’t know where he is now. I don’t even look him up, even in my most depressing moments in the middle of the night when I’m drunk and alone with the Internet. I failed at making someone love me like I loved him, and I don’t need a reminder that life goes on for other people. I don’t want to think of anyone surviving me.

What I’ve figured out after Kevin and Brian is that I’ve never really been in love. Not real love. Not true love. You can be in love with someone, but if it’s not returned, then it can’t be true love. I refuse to think that real love makes you miserable all the time. If love is supposed to be this painful and difficult, why would people get married, choosing to feel this way forever? There must be a different kind of love, one I haven’t felt yet, when someone looks at you just like you’re looking at him and you don’t have to say anything. You just know. It’s got to be rewarding and fun, because the only love I’ve ever known has always ended up kicking me in the ass.

Does this make me a cynic or a romantic? Both, I guess. I believe in love, I just don’t believe it’s happened to me. And a small confession here: I don’t see it happening for me anytime soon. Not until I’m way older, with some idea of who I am. Lately all I’ve been able to figure out is who I’m not.

So. Me. I live alone, in an apartment in Hollywood. I’ve just turned twenty-seven, an age that comes with absolutely no pressure or responsibility, which I enjoy. I’m not in “The Business,” or “The Industry,” as so many people around here are. While I enjoy the fact that Los Angeles lets me live in a weird dream world where celebrities are sometimes buying groceries in line with me (Hello, cute concierge from Gilmore Girls), I don’t want to have anything to do with being rich and/or famous. It makes me, in many ways, the famous one among my group of friends. They think my life is like a blissful vacation, free from the daily rejection and self-doubt their world surrounds them in. It also makes them think I’m small-town, even though I’m in the exact same freaky metropolis they live in. I have to watch what I eat and work out just as often as they do. The only difference is I don’t lose a guest spot on some prime-time soap if I’m a little bloated.

A typical example of a night out with my friends consists of us meeting at a restaurant walking distance from my house, but I still take my car and park with the valet. We will say we’re meeting at 8:00, but the first person shows up at 8:10. Everybody hugs, and the boys kiss the girls on the cheeks. First we compliment each other’s looks, because it’s really important to some of them to be told how pretty they are. Then we order a bottle of wine, before we’ve even cracked the menu. I listen to my friends—both boys and girls—dissect the menu like they’re reading the paper, discussing both the price and caloric count of each item, cross-referencing each fact with a complaint about either a lack of money or a lack of a job. They then all order the most expensive item on the menu, the one that has the least amount of food. I listen to their stories of auditions and near brushes with fame, or at the very least, a chance at a few hours of employment.

While I’m happy that I don’t have the slightest desire to do what they do, I can’t get all high and mighty. What I do to pay the bills is just as depressing as a fifteen-second audition for an unattainable role.

I work at a travel agency, which means my job is very annoying, and not just because seventeen times a week I send someone to Paris. I also send them to Morocco, London, Sydney, and Tokyo. Every day I put someone on a dream trip, to places far away and beautiful, while I sit in the same cramped, leaky, mildew-streaked office on Ventura Boulevard. My dreams do not lie in the travel agency world. My dreams have sort of run dry. I thought by now I’d be working at a gallery, scouring the country for new talent to break into the art world. But when I got out of school, I needed money to live. It would have been easier to learn how to construct a gallery with my own hands than to land a job in one. Then I went to Los Angeles, hoping the atmosphere would be inspiring. Instead, it was overwhelming. Everybody here is supposedly creating something, but usually it’s really crappy. And if everybody I know is creating something crappy, then chances are I’m doing something crappy, too. I’m no genius, and I don’t have the ambition it takes to be mediocre. It’s much easier to stop. Eventually I was disappointing myself enough that my brain decided it’d be best to lay low for a while. Take some time off. Wait this part of my life out. I have put myself on hold.

I know. Wah. I live in a beautiful city where it’s eighty degrees and sunny every day. I’m completely employed and healthy. I have my own apartment. I own a car. I even have money in savings because Dad had a great life insurance policy and left a very detailed, very balanced will. There is nothing for me to complain about. I know that.

Then why do I have this horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach that I’m missing out on something amazing? What’s making me search crowds at movie theaters, wondering if I’m supposed to bump into someone? How come I get anxious when I’m down to the last page of the book I’m reading, upset that I’ll be finished and have to find something new to occupy my time? I get hooked into the strangest things, and obsess over the smallest distractions.

Here’s my latest, and I can’t stop myself from doing it. I search for personal meaning in the music playing over the loudspeaker at my local supermarket. I’m not even waiting on someone, so I don’t have the excuse, but the practice appears to have stuck.

I don’t like grocery shopping because it always takes much longer than I think buying food should. My list will have items that seem very logical when I write them down, but in order to fetch the items on the page, from eggs to milk to toilet paper, I have to run a haphazard maze across the store. Inevitably I forget an item or two because I didn’t turn down the cereal aisle, or no longer had the energy to wind all the way back to produce. So to keep myself Zen about the entire shopping experience, I find myself sucked into the music they play over the loudspeaker.

I don’t know if this is strictly an Albertsons thing, but the music they play—a collection I’d call NOW That’s What I Call Inoffensive!—is a mix of some of the cheesiest, sappiest, most banal songs that seem to all live deep inside my brain, somewhere near my cerebellum. I am convinced that someone’s playing DJ whenever I walk into Albertsons, and all the songs are tiny little messages just for me, like a fortune-teller flipping tarot cards as I push my cart toward the produce section.

Yesterday I went into the store with a list of ten items. I can’t remember anything I had to buy, but I remember the songs, because I walked into the store thinking about my last nonboyfriend, Ted. He’s a guy I saw for two weeks, until he told me he needed me to tell him I was in love, or he no longer wanted to continue seeing me, because “at his age” it was time either to find someone willing to be his wife, or move on. What kind of girlie breakup is that? He dumped me because I wasn’t needy enough. I’d feel bad, except I was trying to figure out how to make that be our last date, anyway. He never washed the sheets on his bed, listened to Tori Amos unapologetically, and called me “Benicita.” You do not get to nickname me if you’ve known me for less than a month.

So, check out what DJ Supermarket had in store for me.

Song one: John Waite’s “Missing You.” The lyric is actually, “I ain’t missing you at all,” but it’s a song about long distance love. I don’t have a long distance love. I’m not removed from anybody. So I took the lyrics at face value, because I ain’t missing nobody. And just in case you’re wondering if I’m in some kind of denial, let me reiterate: I ain’t missing Ted at all.

The next song was Jane Child’s “Don’t Wanna Fall in Love.” See? One song leads to the next. Another song about someone trying to avoid falling in love. This would have been way more painful if there was someone I was trying to avoid. When the song doesn’t match my mood, I wonder if it’s because I’m supposed to be thinking about something else. If the music wants me to think about love lost, or love never had, is that because I’ve moved my life in the wrong direction? Yeah, I know that’s a bit extreme, but my imagination goes into hyperdrive when I’m bored. When I’m stuck in a doctor’s office, waiting on an appointment, I’m able to convince myself that I’m the last person on the planet and everyone else has turned into zombies. I try to figure out where I’m going to live and what people I’d need to resurrect to help fight the zombies with me. The problem is after casting the two Johns (McCain and Depp), I start getting distracted with mental tangents.

I need to keep myself entertained in the Baby and Pet aisle, since I’ve neither at home depending on me. All I have is my brain to keep me company, and apparently my brain likes making the entire world revolve around me. This means my life has a soundtrack of sorts, and when I’m at the store, everybody is an extra in the “Benny Goes Shopping” scene.

I tried to will the songs into what I’d rather think about, get some girl-power up in the place, and was soon rewarded with En Vogue’s “My Lovin’ (You’re Never Gonna Get It),” which made me shake my booty in a rather embarrassing, yet uncontrollable way as I shimmied down the paper products aisle.

I was still rocking as the loudspeaker changed to Irene Cara’s “Flashdance (What a Feelin’),” which is just a weakness. The song is fantastic and I couldn’t help but sing along until I got busted by a boy staring at me from the magazine section. I had no defense, no comeback, nothing to say for myself other than, “I grew up in the eighties.” He didn’t say anything. Just slowly nodded. His hair was dark, short, and pushed forward, close to his head. A hint of a goatee outlined his mouth. He wore the hipster uniform: a faded red T-shirt advertising a candy from when we were kids and jeans seemingly dangling from his boxer shorts.

Right on cue, DJ Supermarket kicked into The Clash’s “Lost in the Supermarket.”

Nice work, Mr. DJ.

I was staring at this guy who just saw me wiggle my butt and the music around us sounded like we were living in a movie trailer and I really had to say something soon or there was no saving myself.

That’s when he raised his hand and pointed at the ceiling. “Good song,” he said.

“Very good song,” I agreed. I took the moment to turn around and make somewhat of a graceful exit.

I was almost at my car when I heard from behind me, “Hey.”

I turned to see hipster boy. He was still holding his basket of groceries. I pointed at them. “You’re stealing,” I said.

He looked down and laughed. “I guess so.”

We stared at each other for a second. He’s cute. I noticed tattoos peeking underneath the sleeves of his T-shirt.

So, here’s where I knew I had a choice. I could ask him his name, give him mine, and we could start the song and dance that would inevitably end—most likely, badly. He was cute enough that it would probably screw up my heart for a couple of days. Ultimately, it wouldn’t be worth it. I’d be better off heading home, cooking myself a bowl of pasta, and popping in that DVD.

So I said, “Bye.”

He nodded, turned, and headed back into the store.

I got into the car and turned the key. The radio blasted Billy Ocean’s “Get Outta My Dreams, Get Into My Car.”

See, the DJ always gets the last laugh.







 



Exhibit B. My Voice Mail.

MESSAGE ONE.

“Hello, honey. It’s just your mom. I went to the doctor, like you said. Mmffawma. Poison oak. Can you believe that? Of all things. I guess I got it when I was cleaning out those branches in the backyard because your sister wasn’t going to help me. What? No, I’m on the phone. Honey, I’m on the phone. Mmmfwma. Yes, with your sister. Jami says hi, Boobs. Get off the counter. I just washed that. I don’t care how clean your butt is. I don’t know. What? Mmffwama. Make it yourself. The dog wants out. The dog wants out. The dog. The dog. The—why is there a knife in my china cabinet? Why would you put a steak knife in my china cabinet, Jami? No, that is not funny. Do you hear something ringing? Is that my cell phone? I can’t remember where I put…Jami! Can you hear where my cell phone is ringing! Jami! OH, JESUS! Ow. I dropped the knife. Ow. Dammit. Dammit. Well, I guess I cut myself. I’ll call you back, honey.”

MESSAGE TWO.

“MMMFFEwwwwwwmmmmmmahhhhhhh. Hmmmmm. Dr. Marcus said go to room three. Please walk down the FFFWmmmmm. Sssscrrruuuuum. Mmmmmm. Schicki—Oh, my phone’s on.”

MESSAGE THREE.

“Hi, honey. It’s just your mom. Bit of a crazy day. Got some stitches, but I’m all right. Did I tell you I have poison oak? The doctor gave me some cream. So you were right, I didn’t have chlamydia. I knew I could have just called you. Fifty dollars to have a doctor tell me to buy some calamine lotion. And your sister put a knife in my china cabinet because she thought that would be funny for some reason, and I dropped it and it fell on my toe. I’m okay, but my toe has some stitches. I miss you, honey. I wish you could come visit. Hope you’re doing well and not working too hard. I love you. Okay, I’m going to hang up now. I love you. Miss you. I love you. Bye, honey.”

 

You’re beginning to understand why I live three thousand miles away from my mother, aren’t you?

I haven’t seen Mom or Jami in almost a year. I visit them on holidays, and that’s about it. They don’t come out here, either. They think of Los Angeles as Earthquake City, and are positive the day they move a single limb into this town the whole place will fall into rubble.

I used to go home often. I would drive up from North Carolina for the weekend because Dad had invited me. He’d find concerts or festivals, events he’d clip and mail to me from one of his weird hobby magazines or the newspaper. The clippings would be circled in green marker, as if there was any way I’d think he meant for me to read the other side, the half a coupon and sales ad for Macy’s. We called our weekends together “Faughters Days,” because while they were father/daughter events, we’d also end up getting into a fight at some point during the weekend. It’d be over things we needed to vent about in person, like my finances, or childhood stuff that I was finally old enough to bring up with some kind of bravery. It remains the healthiest relationship I’ve had with a man, and I really miss that. I always knew where I stood with Dad, even when he was mad at me. No matter what, he was always proud of me.

Except. And there’s always an except, isn’t there? With a girl like me, there’s inevitably the time you find out what goes in the blank after the words Father Issues. So here’s mine:

The only thing Dad never said in all the time I had with him before he was gone was that I was beautiful.

And the bitch of it is, he was right.







 



Quick Confession.

Over the past year I have lost over fifty pounds. This isn’t something I’m proud of. While I’m really happy that I learned about portion control and conditioned my body to where I can run five miles and not puke, I don’t like telling people the number of pounds I’ve lost. It makes people do two things.

First they look me over, head to toe, and say, “Really?” It’s a tone that implies, “And you decided to stop losing weight right there?”
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