
[image: Cover Page of Agony and Eloquence]


  Letters

  from

  My Sister

  on life, love and hair removal

  Eve Lederman

  and

  Faye Lederman

  [image: img]

  Skyhorse Publishing


  Copyright © 2014 by Eve Lederman and Faye Lederman

  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

  Cover design by watch

  Cover photo credit watch

  Print ISBN: 978-1-62914-765-9

  Ebook ISBN: 978-1-63220-021-1

  Printed in the United States of America


  Dedicated to

  Bubby Cohen

  For her legacy of laughter


  “Every blade of grass has an angel that watches over it and whispers, ‘Grow, grow.’”

  —The Talmud


  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

  From Eve:

  Thank you to Richard Lally, who fortified me with truffles and believed in me all along; Steve Harris, my agent and the best speed date ever; Holly Rubino, our editor extraordinaire, who goes the extra mile; Jane Glazer, for cherishing my first letters; Joe Ruzzi, who listened to my stories and mesmerized me with his own; Prachee Pathak, a vibrant source of energy and inspiration; Susan Schwarz, my first publisher and mentor; Rosemary for her incomparable wisdom and eternal “smize”; Cheryl B., for sitting on my side of the table; Zayde Cohen, who knew how to tell a story; Carol G., for a new beginning; and Mom, Dad and the rest of the Lederman clan for providing an endless source of entertainment and psychoanalysis.

  From Faye:

  To Gordon, who knew how to deliver a punchline. To Adi, who post-dates the adventures in this book but can someday read about her mother’s antics. To Jeremy, whose quick wit and unexpected turns of phrase remind me regularly why I fell for him. To my grandparents, whose humorous approach to life’s challenges, small and large, allowed them to weather stormy waters calmly. To my parents who also used humor at unexpected times to get through the rough patches. To my close women friends who have listened to and laughed at my stories and shared their own. And thanks to the professors who patiently taught me about writing and storytelling— Carl Smith, Julia Stern, Adam Hochschild and Jon Else.


  PROLOGUE

  Eve

  Faye and I go back a long way, about twenty years ago, when she was born and I was forced to share a room with our brother, Jeffrey, who today is a very successful, high-powered attorney and has ordered me under the threat of libel to inform all readers and friends that he does not smell, a ruthless and completely false accusation I made throughout his formative years.

  Faye and I grew up in upstate New York and were raised on kishkes and poopeks by a Jewish mother who used to buy the entire tongue pickled from the butcher and plop the whole organ down on the table. It was like a fucking autopsy. I tend to blame all my foibles and fears on my loving mother, who traumatized me with that tongue . . . though I do have fond memories of playing charades, lounging on the porch, and participating in our family’s traditional tickling fights, which always ended with one of us needing an ice pack after we got kicked in the face or slammed into the coffee table.

  Though Faye and I were close as kids, it wasn’t until I took her to Puerto Rico for her college spring break that we truly bonded as adults. I’ll never forget when she turned to me in the bathroom of our dingy, dilapidated motel and said, toothbrush in hand, “So. Vaginal orgasms. Discuss.” I think that was the moment when I officially went from big sister to best friend.

  During that year we shared our struggles and became each other’s role model as we talked about careers and relationships and reassured ourselves that we weren’t alone in our search for the ultimate man (a big, buff, stupid, kind, sensitive feminist), the ideal job, or the perfect hair removal method. We were independent but not quite adult, pursuing careers but not yet “career women.” We worried about clothes and makeup, but still expected to be taken seriously; wanted boyfriends but yearned for female role models; and we learned to face our challenges head-on, hoping to emerge as strong and sensitive, smart and sexy, feisty yet feminine. Even though Faye and I lived apart, we grew closer together, and an unbreakable bond emerged as our lives unfolded.
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  Faye

  Eve continually knocked me over while I was learning to walk. She says she was preparing me to stand on my own two feet, readying me for life’s challenges, teaching me to persist in the face of adversity. Though that doesn’t explain why she’d hold me down and drool on me.

  Since she is six years older and wiser, I looked to my big sister for advice and approval on everything from boys to clothes while growing up in the daunting world of 1990s fashion. For me, our adult relationship officially began when I spent a summer working in New York City and moved into her apartment to sleep on the foldout couch. When my boyfriend from college came to visit, she let us have the place to ourselves and told me to “run around naked all you want.”

  I approached my senior year with trepidation and ensuing dread of joining the cold, harsh world. I debated roughing it in the Peace Corps or surviving the ranks of Andersen Consulting, and I wasn’t sure which was scarier—living in a third world country or wearing a suit and pumps.

  Our correspondence began with a simple letter not unlike any other that one sister might write to another—a letter about a bad job interview or a bad hair day, seeking comfort from hundreds of miles away. One letter plus its response became two, two turned into four, and soon we accumulated over a hundred letters encompassing my senior year in college and Eve’s path to establish a career in New York City. She related her hilarious urban escapades and, through her writing, helped to quell my fears while confronting some of her own. More importantly, she gave me permission to laugh at myself as we shared each other’s adventures and struggled to make sense of our lives.


  Part One

  

  September–

  December


  Dear Faye,

  Yesterday I played softball in Central Park with a team of the whiniest, wimpiest men I’ve ever seen willing to submit themselves to public humiliation. They were probably too busy kibitzing when God was handing out the gene for hand-eye coordination. I’m surprised they can even feed themselves. Second base was wearing a bright pink shirt, tall white socks and women’s Reebok walking shoes. When I threw the ball to him from third it made a resounding thunk as it bounced off his chest. Other guys also used parts of their bodies, like their faces, to try to catch the ball. There was one decent hitter although he had arthritic knees—the only person I’ve ever seen smack the ball over the center fielder’s head and still get thrown out at first. I probably shouldn’t be so hard on them. In this age of breaking down biases, it’s unfair to confine men to these rigid and narrow definitions of stereotypically acceptable behavior. So they can’t play sports. I’m sure they can bake one hell of a bundt cake.

  We went out for a few beers after the game and I hit it off with one of the outfielders (he’s rather cute, in a bald kind of way), so we took off on our own to get some pizza and then came back to my place to hang out. One thing leads to another and suddenly I’m in a panic because I realize he is now even more uncoordinated than he was on the field. It’s not a good sign if you have an uncontrollable urge to blurt out “could you stop—that’s really annoying” while making out with a guy. We were snuggling on my couch and as I turned my head to lie back on the pillow I feel this gale force wind shoot down my ear canal. Who the hell blows in someone’s ear anymore?

  I should have realized that things did not get off to a good start from the beginning, when he went to his car to change after the game and I heard this flip-flop noise approach me from behind. I looked down to see that boyfriend is wearing plastic thongs on our first date, and we are not going to the beach. I’m sorry, but I do not want to see a man’s hairy toes until we are emotionally involved, and especially not after they spent four hours in a pair of cleats.

  So now I’m all worried because there was some mutual groping going on and I’ve got to let this guy down easy (these nonathletic types can be very sensitive). I called him a few days later to say that I just can’t commit to dating a guy in Queens, which would require three subway transfers. Before I could break it to him gently, he tells me that he’s involved in another “situation” (presumably with a hairy-toed female) and he can’t get involved in something else right now because he’s starting up a new business and really has to concentrate his energy on that. Can you believe I got dumped by a man with an ex-wife, a kid and a wardrobe that includes plastic shoes? And why do I wind up with these lost souls who are always involved in one venture or another because they can’t commit to a real job? Is there a personal ad out there with my name on it that reads “Intelligent, attractive female seeks hairy-toed self-starter”? The man’s got nothing going for him but I want him to want me, and since he doesn’t, naturally I want him more than ever.
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  Dear Eve,

  I also have a date with a freak this weekend. I hate to admit it, but it’s probably not off to a very good start if I feel the need to refer to him in this manner. I was supposed to call Jacob this week to make skating plans. I was going to call him Sunday night but I was too busy, then Monday night I was out and Tuesday I called late. I think I finally understand the power men have when they are the ones doing the calling and women are waiting on the other end. I’ve spent my whole life waiting for men—waiting for them to call, waiting for them to mature and catch up to me, to stop looking down my shirt and start paying attention to my mind. I grew up thinking that if I just sit by the phone and wait, my prince will come. Mom made us think that all we had to do was turn our sunny faces to the window and he would magically appear, like the jingle of an ice cream truck. A guy that stirred up your insides like a cheap hot dog on a sizzling summer day, when we were too young and foolish to know the difference between heartache and heartburn.

  Jacob and I met while building a house for Habitat for Humanity, and we rollerbladed back together from the site; it was so romantic with all the buses rushing by and blowing exhaust in our faces while I kept tripping in potholes. He invited me to a group skate on campus, which sounds really fun. What does one wear on a skating date? My best spandex? A little makeup or the natural sweaty look? Okay, so maybe it’s not a date if there are two hundred other people present. Only thing is it may be a bunch of crazy, avid bladers whose idea of fun is to skate through traffic at breakneck speed. I knew it was a bad sign when he asked me how many miles I do a day. I’m a dead woman. If I’m crawling along in the back of the pack and he races ahead without me, there’s no second date. If, on the other hand, he throws me on his back and skates me home, we have potential.

  Last night I was working on my film paper and after two paragraphs decided that I absolutely must remove my upper lip hair. That very moment. I couldn’t analyze another camera angle until I was mustache free, so I ran into the bathroom and my roommate Debbie was there. Now this is a process that needs to be done alone, as you have to stuff your nostrils with Kleenex to keep from inhaling the odor and losing consciousness, but I didn’t care—I got out the Nair and went to it. But we got to talking and then I went back to my paper, and all of a sudden I realized that I had no clue how long this toxic stuff had been on my skin. I rushed into the bathroom and removed it immediately. All the hair came off, along with a couple layers of skin, so all day I had this little red rash on my upper lip. That’ll teach me to mix hair removal and paper writing.
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  Dear Faye,

  I’ve given up on depilatories and am on a crusade to find the “Tweezerman.” (My eyebrow stylist says it’s supposed to have superior plucking capability.) Last night at midnight I started madly calling pharmacies, and I get this sales clerk with a thick Indian accent who asks me to describe the Tweezerman because they have a whole aisle of hair removal tools. He tells me he’ll go check and I’m picturing this turbaned man frantically running up and down the store aisles in search of my tweezers; needless to say he never got back to me. Anyway, the next day I found my implement on the Tweezerman home page. This is definitely the site for anyone with a plucking obsession. “We aim to tweeze,” they say, and there are tweezers galore—all shapes and sizes, as well as a pair of 18-karat gold-plated tweezers complete with velvet pouch for the serious collector. The simple stainless steel model I was looking for is $25, but the CPH (cost per hair) comes out to much less than salon work, so I think I’m going to make the investment. The website says that it’s an award-winning tweezers and “the gripping surface is so perfect you could tweeze in the dark.” I also get free lifetime sharpening, according to Betty, the sharpening manager at Tweezerman headquarters.

  So what compels a man to take his last $500 and invent a tweezers, other than the dream of creating a society of smooth women? Seems as though Dal LaMagna, aka Tweezerman, has a long history of eccentric entrepreneurship. He managed a rock group, developed a drive-in disco and a psychedelic lighting business, marketed a male contraceptive, and produced a religious documentary. And this was after he dropped out of divinity school. In between his many jobs he also found time to sunbathe naked on an unfinished wooden deck, and soon after the Tweezerman was born.

  I went out with this Nick character who I met at the gym and I think I like him—he paid for everything, and he doesn’t need a Green Card, unlike most of my dates. I envision a strict win-win situation here. In all my years of dating, would you believe I still made the mistake of ordering the pasta and broccoli dish? Throughout the whole dinner I kept giving him these wide, toothless, gummy grins until I could escape to the bathroom for a broccoli check, where I was certain I’d find an entire stalk lodged between my two front teeth. However, I must say it was refreshing to actually have someone buy me a real meal—appetizer, entrée, the works. The most I usually get from my dates is “You gonna have fries with that?”

  There was a lot of that awkward first-date gawking at each other across the table where he said “What?” and I responded “What?!” and he says, “Nothing.” To fill in those long gaps between our monosyllabic conversation we talked a lot about working out, when we work out, how often we work out, the benefits of a cotton lycra weave. I said I really enjoy the monotony of the treadmill; he said he can’t run unless he’s chasing somebody. This guy is so primal.

  Friday night I wound up seeing Charlie the Actor; we had met in the gym pool, but we were both wearing goggles, ear plugs and caps, so our first conversation was a bit constrained. I haven’t seen him that often because it’s tough to break into his schedule between all the yoga and crystals and self-help touchy-feely growing-learning shit. But I’ve actually gone out with him twice this past week and that’s more than he’s seen his therapist, so we may be on to something. I perused his bookcase and I’m actually a little worried that the guy is a bit screwy. Here’s a hint: if a man has a book on his shelf called Tranquility Without Pills, run in the other direction (although I suppose Tranquility With Pills would also be troubling). Plus, there was also a time when we were kissing and in the heat of the moment I moaned “Tell me what you want to do to me,” and he responded in therapyspeak, “Well, what do you want me to want to do to you?”

  I just don’t know how to handle a guy when I really like him. Should I play hard to get and let Nick chase me down like a wild boar? Or do I go on a Core Energetics retreat with Charlie and unfold my life energy to him, “bringing me in contact with the original pulsation of life while helping me to connect with the intention of my being and address the direction of my life’s journey,” according to the brochure. This weekend he’s going to a “Let Go and Live” seminar which I’m not attending because personally I prefer to hold on and die.

  I often turn to my older friend Marie for advice since she’s been married three times. She’s a very conservative, conventional woman who dresses like a librarian and happens to be an editor for Penthouse. It’s interesting to note that her job hasn’t altered her worldview. Like Mom, she is adamant that I sit and wait for the man to call; however, in the same breath she tells me about the column she’s writing on anal adventures. Don’t let a guy know you’re interested, but here’s the best lubricant to use when you do . . .
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  Dear Eve,

  Speaking of men, which we always are, I’m considering whether or not to slip my number to this guy who’s in the library right now. He tried talking to me while I was in the stacks researching books for my senior thesis, so I sort of nodded and turned back because he has a dorky haircut. Then, when I turned around to take a second look, I noticed these huge bicep muscles bursting through his T-shirt that were ultimately attached to the dorky haircut. Perhaps if I can just get past this obsession with hair, I could compromise enough to get some nice muscles. I guess the note should say something like “Sorry I ignored you. I thought you were a dork but apparently you work out quite often. Call me.”

  This guy proves my theory that men pay more attention to you if you wear nice clothes and makeup. I just can’t handle this lipstick thing, though. It’s not just unnatural but completely uncomfortable. Whenever I wear it I walk around with pursed lips trying not to smudge it on anything. It’s as if putting on lipstick makes my mouth a magnet not only for my own hair but for dirt, fuzz, you name it. I get home and look in the mirror and there are sticks and dead leaves and assorted litter sticking to my lips. Why don’t the women in the L’Oreal commercials ever have this problem?

  OK, the decision is made. No note for biceps man. From behind he looks a little too much like a primate, with these severely sloping shoulders. Where are all the great men, Eve? I think some crazy woman has kidnapped all the wonderful men in the world and locked them up in her closet on some remote Caribbean island. I’m sure all three of them are screaming desperately to get out.
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  Dear Faye,

  The good news: I moved everything into my new apartment on the Upper East Side and even bought a sofa. The bad news: The movers who carried my sofa in (well, it never actually made it in through the doorway) told me that my ceiling is about to collapse and I could be crushed by a huge concrete slab at any moment. I’ve survived three New York City apartments complete with roach attacks, red ant invasions, moth cocoons, and a man across the street shrieking, “Falafel, two dollars” throughout the night, so what’s a boulder or two. I’m ready to pack my bags and move into a highly controlled nursing home environment.

  I saved on a realtor’s fee by plastering the city with signs offering $500 for a tip on an apartment. I got a ton of calls and only a couple of them were from freaks . . . like the unsavory character in the cool apartment on Central Park West who told me he was an ex-porn star from Riverdale. As I’m looking at the bathroom he closes the door behind me and says, “Don’t worry, I’m not going to kill you like in that shower scene.”

  I couldn’t afford movers either so my friend Jerry from New Jersey drove in to help. As we’re packing the car he decides that it would be a good idea for me to get in the backseat and he’ll pack around me. Somehow I end up this contorted position with my feet pressed against the roof and my butt wedged between the two headrests, which I’m not sure is a real good look for me.

  The apartment is a real one-bedroom, and the bathroom is not in the hallway or in the kitchen although the shower is that old-fashioned kind where the sprayer is positioned over the width of the tub and you have to be a contortionist just to shave your legs. I also have a doorman—he sleeps on the ground at the bottom of the basement stairs.

  I just built a platform for my bed—I bought all the lumber myself and carried it up three flights of stairs, which was a near-death experience. I didn’t realize that the wood was unfinished, so I hoisted it up while I was carrying it and this sliver went through my glove straight into the center of my hand. Then I had a series of mishaps with the drill which I won’t go into, but needless to say the bed is in one piece and I slept on it last night without being impaled by a two-by-four.

  The rest of the place is slowly shaping up. I decided to redo my kitchen floor and went up to Spanish Harlem because they have the cheapest stick-on linoleum. It’s been this horrible series of hell trips carrying fifty pounds of tile in my backpack, changing trains three times, walking home from the subway during a rainstorm, and enduring the local catcalls: “Hey, Mamasita. Come here, Mommy.” Sometimes supplemented by the always enticing pick-up line: “I need a green card, Mommy.” I just can’t see Martha Stewart going through this.

  Naturally I bought too much tile, though I don’t know why I’m even worried about redoing my floor when the doorknob came off in my hand yesterday and I couldn’t get back into the apartment, my window panes are about to fall out, and it’s snowing into my living room. I suppose I can make a bonfire with the extra tile to keep warm.

  I’m excited to finally have my own place without roommates, but the financial commitment is scary given that my job situation is so sporadic and I don’t know what kind of freelance writing or editing gig I’ll find from month to month. I’m trying to save money in small ways; for instance, I whittled down my electricity to one bulb which I carry from room to room, and I also do a lot of wash in the sink to save on expenses. Actually it’s wok laundry because I don’t have a stopper in the sink, and yes, I do refrain from telling dinner guests that I washed ten pairs of underwear in it before making the stir-fry. I wonder if that’s what they mean by Chinese laundry. It does save money but it’s also impairing my social life since it takes jeans five days to dry. But it will all be worth it to finally have my privacy. I want to acquire house things like place mats, even though I still eat over the sink. I want to put my feet up on my couch when I get one that fits through the door. And I want all the messages from bill collectors to be for me.

  I’ve been desperately trying to break my habit of furnishing my apartment with miscellaneous items from the garbage. Yesterday I found a bent magazine rack and a perfectly good wicker shelf (OK, it had a peculiar odor to it, kind of like cat pee), but today I hit the jackpot—an oriental rug lying on top of three trash cans. I brought it home and spent an hour grooming and picking at it. Tomorrow I’m steam cleaning. The thing is I actually really like my hardwood floors, but I just can’t pass up a nice piece of garbage. I think it’s a sickness and it’s holding me back from dating a rich and famous man. I can just see it now . . . we’re about to get into his limo after an evening of dining and dancing when a piece of good garbage catches my eye and I lunge into a pile of trash.
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  Dear Eve,

  I miss you and want to come visit you in your new pad so we can sit and eat ramen together on the floor. By the way, do you have to pay for heat? This is becoming an issue in our off-campus apartment because Amy likes to crank it up. Debbie and I figure we’d rather be cold than poor, though she warms herself next to the eighty or so lamps she has running in her room.

  We’re supposed to go buy groceries tomorrow, and I don’t think we can put it off any longer. Last night I was almost forced to cook the bulgur that’s been on my shelf for six months. My haircut was postponed yesterday so I spent the hour browsing in a nearby grocery store. I like to get everything at once to feel as if I have a lot of food, so I just wandered around ogling and drooling through the aisles.

  Speaking of food, is it ethical, according to the rules of roommating, to throw out food that doesn’t belong to you but which you suspect is the cause of the nauseating smell emanating from the fridge? There’s a bowl of pasta that’s been in there way too long, but it’s not green and hairy yet so I feel bad disposing of it. Also, is there a moratorium on dirty dishes left in the kitchen sink? I mean, I feel that at some point I am justified in removing them and placing them in the offending party’s room. I guess these are all signs that I’m feeling ready to leave college and move into my own place. While I’ll miss the comfort and companionship of roommates, if I ever wash another person’s dirty dish she’s going to lose the teeth that ate off that plate. Plus I want to be able to decorate the apartment my way, even if that is with good trash salvaged from the street (you’ve taught me well, sister).

  So my roller date was not a huge success because there was something drastically wrong with one of my blades. My front wheel kept sticking and I was constantly on the verge of tripping. Just as we reach a hill I notice that one wheel is totally loose, the bolt missing. Suddenly I am in a pack of fifty skaters, and I hear people yelling from behind “Climb the mountain! Move!” So I’m climbing with all my might, trying not to touch my front wheel to the ground repeating my own personal mantra: “I must not fall. I must not fall.” This guy behind me trips not once but twice and grabs onto me both times. Sorry, but a mere apology is not sufficient when you almost drag someone down a ninety-degree hill in darkness with two hundred people behind you. This poor guy fell right in the middle of the crowd and people barely stopped to yank him back to his feet. I thought it was going to be one of those tramplings like at a rock concert.

  Jacob seems like a real sweetie, the little I saw of him during our brief interactions:

  7:45 We meet at Union Square and all his friends show up, several of whom are women, and he’s brought another woman’s skates for her. What was he doing with those? I’m convinced they’re dating, and I start searching the crowd for other cute guys. He asks me to carry his iPod in my backpack. I’ve decided to keep it if he has a girlfriend.

  8:00 The crowd is off. Jacob is nowhere in sight. I start up a conversation with Sasha, a friend of his who is a very nice woman but a very slow skater. She drags me to the back of the pack.

  8:30 First break. Jacob offers me water, asks how I like the event. As I’m beginning to answer, the crowd takes off and he races away. One of our more substantive conversations.

  9:15 Break number two. I offer him the rest of his water. He says no thanks, he had a cramp the last stretch and complains that his right skate is about to decapitate his toe. OK, so he’s not an intellectual, but he does look very very good in that white T-shirt.

  9:40 Break number three. Jacob looks at my skate and declares that I’ve lost a bolt. He tries to finagle one from one of the guides but no dice. He says I should get it repaired and come back next week. “Date” number two? I said I was going to keep his iPod as an excuse to see him again. He says I don’t need an excuse, and then the crowd takes off again and he rolls off into the night. I head home, walking in the wrong direction, in a romantic stupor.
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  Dear Faye,

  I like to feel as if I have a lot of food too, and I actually would if I hadn’t given in to my pre-terror attack binge. There have been warnings about bombs in Times Square so I thought I’d stock up on some essentials to avoid having to brave the radioactivity for a cookie. Mind you, I never have more than a bottle of ketchup and half a tomato in the house; I don’t even know how to plan more than one meal ahead. So I’m wandering the grocery and end up buying four potatoes, some prepared cans of soup, two tins of tuna, one onion, and a devil’s food cake with marshmallow icing. That should get me right through a nuclear holocaust.

  I’ll never forget the grocery on the evening of September 11. Every cake, cookie and container of ice cream was gone. No Twinkies, not even a package of those gross puffy pastries with the neon orange icing. I even saw two women wrestling over the last dented carton of generic mint chip ice cream, the one that’s been in the freezer since last summer and has a layer of ice on top like shoe polish. I have to give Mom credit for stockpiling canned goods in the basement for the past twenty years. She was way ahead of the game. So I get home and there’s this cheesy TV movie on and the next thing I know I’ve plowed through most of the cake. How pathetic—I can’t even save my comfort food for an actual bombing.

  I went out for dinner last night on a blind date and it was pleasant enough, but afterwards he wanted to go somewhere else for dessert. I just don’t think first dates should last longer than two hours—it’s too much conversational pressure. Feed me and I’m out of there. So we went to a café and ordered some fruit and by this point the conversation was at a lull. He informed me that he had pretty much covered everything about his life in the past two hours (which doesn’t bode well for a lifetime of stimulating conversation). Oh, and did I mention that he’s an accountant? Which wouldn’t be horrible except for the fact that he’s known that he wanted to be an accountant since he was five. No wavering. Because the dialogue had stalled, I proceeded to take a bite of strawberry . . . when a mouse darted in front of us and I totally freaked out. Josh, however, said, “Oh, I don’t really mind mice so much. It’s their fecal matter that bothers me.” I was stunned. I have never heard anyone use the word fecal on a first date. After I got over my initial shock, though, I realized, hey, this qualifies as bathroom humor . . . I just might get along with this guy. And from that point on the conversation was great. He told me about his co-workers’ bathroom habits, I shared farting jokes. I might be able to bring this boy home after all.
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  Dear Eve,

  Sounds like a keeper to me. By the way, you can mark today down on your calendar as the Great Toilet Paper Heist. I went to the seminary library, which is generally quieter than the main one on campus, and they just happen to always have a well-stocked toilet paper shelf. Actually, I was there a few days ago and I was going for the steal when a janitor appeared. But today there were four perfectly wrapped rolls just waiting for the dunk shot into my knapsack. I realize that I left the poor seminary students with only half a roll for the rest of the weekend, but I rationalized that 1) we need it more in my apartment and 2) seminary students don’t pee all that often because they’re too busy praying to God. So, can you top a four-roll steal?

  Had my first consulting interview with a campus recruiter today. Of course it was pouring rain, so I had to bike there carrying my suit and change and put on my makeup in the school office where I was typing up my application, and then lock my stuff in their computer room and walk to the building where my interview was and dry off my shoes and stockings and fix my hair. I’m not sure I want a real job badly enough to go through this again.

  When I finally get there, the “greeter” accosts me and proceeds to chatter incessantly. Then she tells me that this is just a brief initial interview and that the behavioral interview that I stayed up all night preparing for is not till the second round. All I wanted to do was sit quietly and look at my notes for the real interviewer who mattered. And to top it off the greeter was a cutesy little southern woman with this blond hair and bouncy-as-hell personality. I don’t think I can work at a firm where they employ blondes.

  [image: image]

  Dear Faye,

  I just had a really strange home-office interview for an editorial position with a website. The woman was on the phone when I arrived, and she yelled to me from the bedroom to make myself at home and grab something from the fridge, which made me rather wary. If I took food, I’d have to look for a plate, find a fork, and search for a napkin. Scrounging around someone’s kitchen does not seem like a great way to kick off a meeting. Then again, I could just eat some of her leftovers out of a container over the sink and wipe my mouth on my sleeve like I do at home, figuring she may as well get to know the real me. I wondered what she would do if she walked in and found me drinking straight out of her juice carton. I mean, she did say “make yourself at home,” so I should at least earn some points for following direction.

  I decided not to eat and just sit quietly on the couch; however, there was a dog in the living room the size of a small horse, and as soon as I took off my hat it lunged for it. We broke into a vicious tug of war and I was trying to sternly whisper, so as not to alert the woman in the other room, “Stop! Stop it! Sit!” I was frantically searching for somewhere to put the hat out of reach and settled for hiding it behind me on the couch. The dog, however, was not about to be fooled. It backed up for moment, leading me to believe that it was giving up when it was really taking a running start, then jumped and pinned me down. I was now completely horizontal on the sofa and the dog had made it its mission in life to retrieve my hat. The hairy mammoth was looming over me and its stringy, slobbery drool had dripped down the front of my blouse. I was completely helpless, splayed out, prostrate on the sofa . . . at which point the interviewer walked in to greet me.

  I almost had to wonder if this was some kind of test situation, like a behavioral interview, to see how I solve problems or respond to stress. But the woman sat down on the floor barefoot and wearing shorts, and I don’t think she had any premeditated techniques designed to delve into my psyche. In fact, the atmosphere was so casual I had to hold myself back from slipping off my shoes myself and picking at the callus on my big toe. Needless to say, I didn’t get the job.

  I think I finally understand why I steal toilet paper, and it’s only taken me five years of therapy to figure it out. After so many years of self-exploration, I am a little disappointed that this was the only meaningful connection I made between my childhood experiences and my current behavior.

  Like you, it started back in college when money was tight, but I found my behavior persisting into adulthood: I’d take toilet paper from businesses, movie theaters, attempting to convince myself that perhaps I was some kind of twisted environmentalist, refusing to pay for a product which furthers deforestation. But my habit continued even after I discovered “Forest Green”— recycled toilet paper made out of office memos and corrugated cardboard. (Not exactly squeezable Charmin, but there is something satisfying about wiping oneself with a former top secret Pentagon memo.) Anyway, after months of hypnosis, role playing, and beating on a drum to get in touch with my inner child, I recalled that growing up, even though I had the privilege of having my own bathroom, Mom would never give me a new roll of toilet paper. Instead, she always stocked my bathroom with several nearly finished rolls used down to the last ten or so squares. That’s because Dad had a profound paranoia about running out of toilet paper in a moment of need, so he would take out the roll and replace it before it was fully finished (this to me is a desperate call for therapy). I was the lucky recipient of the last ten squares, and as a result I have never felt like I deserved a full roll in life.
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