
[image: Cover: I Miss You When I Blink, by Mary Laura Philpott]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: I Miss You When I Blink, by Mary Laura Philpott, Atria]



For John

For my parents

For WC and MG


We know, we know, we belong to ya

We know you threw your arms around us

In the hopes we wouldn’t change

But we had to change some

You know, to belong to you

—The Decemberists,

“The Singer Addresses His Audience”



I Miss You When I Blink


It’s the perfect sentence, but I didn’t write it. My six-year-old did.

I was sitting at the desk in my home office, on a copywriting deadline for a client in the luggage industry, wrestling with a paragraph about suitcases. I leaned forward, as if putting my face closer to the computer could help the words on the screen make garment bags sound exciting. My little boy lay on his belly on the rug, “working” to pass the time until our promised walk to the park. He murmured to himself as he scribbled with a yellow pencil stub on one of my notepads.

“. . . and I miss you when I blink . . .” he said.

It stopped me mid-thought. “Say that again?”

“I miss you when I blink,” he answered, and looked up, pleased to have caught my attention. He turned back to his notepad, chattering on with his rhyme (I miss you in the sink . . . I miss you in a skating rink . . .). When he ripped off the page and tossed it aside, I picked it up and pinned it to the bulletin board on my office wall.

I turned those words over in my mind while I folded laundry that afternoon. I thought about them while I brushed my teeth that evening. I repeated them to myself as I lay awake in bed. I said them out loud as I sat in traffic the next day. I miss you when I blink. I thought, How cute.



Over the next several months, I saw the note on the wall every time I walked into my office, and the phrase lodged itself in my head like a song lyric. I played with the words when I had writer’s block, tossing them about like a squishy stress ball. It would make a great title for a sappy love poem, I thought, one where the poet can’t stand to lose sight of his lover even for a split second. Or an album of goodbye songs, dedicated to a time or place that’s disappeared. Maybe a country ballad about a lost hound dog. The one that got away. Anyone could be the “you.”

It was a few years later when it occurred to me: You could even say it to yourself.



We all keep certain phrases handy in our minds—hanging on hooks just inside the door where we can grab them like a raincoat, for easy access. Not mantras exactly, but go-to choruses that state how things are, that give structure to the chaos and help life make a little more sense.

A friend of mine uses “not my circus, not my monkeys” a lot. It helps her ignore her instinct to get involved in things that aren’t her business, and it also makes her remember that people have all sorts of reasons for the things they do, many of which she’ll never understand. It’s useful for both behavior modification and acceptance.

“No one’s getting out of here alive” is one of mine. I find it motivational and comforting. I say it to myself when I’m marching along on the elliptical machine, because it reminds me that there absolutely will come an end to my time on earth, and if I want to push it off as far into the distance as I can, I need to get my heart strong and work off the sugar I consume every day. I say it to myself when I’m trying to calm down and deal with a jerk, because it helps me put things in perspective. We’re all going to die, and would I really die with more points if I took this person down, or should I have some empathy and grace and let our differences go?

Over time, “I miss you when I blink” became another one of these phrases. It helps me live in the moment. It slows me down and makes me absorb each instant instead of rushing, because I know already how much I miss things that happened in the past—how they’re right there behind my eyelids but also gone forever. When my now-teenage son is doing something very teenage son and I’m having to ask him for the eighth time in one evening to pick up his inside-out pants from the bathroom floor, “I miss you when I blink” helps me be more patient. He was six just a second ago. He’ll grow up and leave me in another second. “I miss you when I blink.” It captures the depths of my love. Could he have meant all this when he was little and scribbling, or was he just trying to rhyme with “sink”?

There’s no way he could have known.



So he also couldn’t have realized how perfectly “I miss you when I blink” captures that universal adult experience: the identity crisis. But there it is.

The old stereotypical identity crisis happens in midlife, to a man, and it features a twenty-five-year-old dental hygienist and a pricey sports car with an engine that sounds like a helicopter. The new stereotypical identity crisis happens to a woman, often when she’s turning forty, and it involves either a lengthy stay in Tuscany (ideally in a picturesque cottage) or a very long hike (maybe the trail to Machu Picchu? preferably with a large backpack). But the “I miss you when I blink” kind of identity crisis, that’s something else. Something under the radar, much more common.

For so many people I know, there is no one big midlife smashup; there’s a recurring sense of having met an impasse, a need to turn around and not only change course, but change the way you are. It can happen anytime and many times. As we leave school and enter the real world, as we move in and out of friendships and romances, as we reckon with professional choices and future plans, and sure, when we hit midlife, but earlier and later, too.

I think this repeated need for recalibration happens partly because so many ways of being are pitched to us—particularly to women—as either-or choices: You can have a career or a family; be a domestic goddess who cans her own strawberry jam or a train wreck who flaunts the wine in her coffee mug; wear a blazer and tote a bullet journal or stick pencils in your messy bun and wipe paint on your jeans. Pious or profane. One thing or the other. Even whether or not you buy into those dichotomies seems to be an either-or proposition: You believe in “having it all” or you believe “having it all” is outdated bunk. Pick a way.

And it’s true that at any given second, a person is doing one thing or another. I can swallow a bite of toast right now or I can whistle the theme song from House of Cards. I can’t do both at the exact same moment or I’ll choke. But our lives aren’t one suspended moment, a single either-or choice; they’re a string of moments, a string of choices. Going from one moment to the next is not always a comfortable process. Sometimes it hurts, like when you realize your child no longer needs you to be his daily sidekick, and you have to adjust to a new role in his life. Sometimes it’s a comedy of errors, like when you decide you’re ready for a fresh start and you buy a whole wardrobe of pants and blouses that seem sleek and smart in the dressing room but in the light of day make you look like you’re about to give a PowerPoint presentation on a golf course. Sometimes you know one phase of life is ending—you’ve outgrown a relationship or reached the end of a long project—but you don’t know what the next step is supposed to be. You feel sure you can’t go forward and you can’t go back and you absolutely, positively cannot stand still one minute longer, all of which is insanely frustrating.

That’s what small identity shifts look like in everyday lives. Not the stereotypes.

The kind of crucial points in life I’m talking about are the ones that often go unseen, that most of us would feel embarrassed to call crises. They’re the ones a friend might talk about while sitting on your front steps in the dark at midnight after a dinner party, stalling because she doesn’t want to go home. Or because she hates her job. Or she’s scared something’s wrong with her kid or her spouse. Or she just saw one of her notebooks from college in a drawer, and she feels so detached from the person who wrote those brilliant notes about Virginia Woolf, and she’s worried that smart twenty-year-old has disappeared and she’ll never get her back, but she thinks she might want to try. She misses herself when she blinks.



I miss you when I blink. I have felt it so many times in my life, at points where I didn’t really know who I was anymore, where I felt that when I closed my eyes, I could feel myself gone.



I still have that scrap of paper my son wrote on all those years ago, before I had any clue that what he was writing would become my touchstone. I didn’t know then what a versatile refrain it would become.

I use it all the time. When I feel pressure to do the one exactly right thing—which I feel all the time because I am a human and a perfectionist—I remember all the selves I simultaneously have been, am, and will be. I miss you when I blink means I know all my selves are here with me, and I know we can do this. Saying it to myself is like a coach pushing a player out onto the field and saying, “You’ve got it. Just do what we practiced.” It’s like a parent placing a hand on the shoulder of an almost-grown child heading out the door to the prom, saying, “Remember who you are.”

Sometimes I think, Dammit, I will never be fifteen or twenty-five or thirty-five again. Those lives I’ve lived are over. And I get a little wistful, thinking I might like to get some of that time back. But then I remember my twenty-one-year-old self sitting in my cubicle at my first job out of college, feeling utterly confused and wishing she could disappear, and I think, Hey, young-me, it gets better. I swear. Worse sometimes, but also better.

And when I have anxiety attacks about the future—What if right now is the happiest I will ever be and I’m not appreciating it enough? Will I reach the end of my days having never lived in France or made enough people happy or learned everything there is to know about outer space or being able to do a split? Am I eating enough anti-oxidants? What will I be doing in ten years? In twenty?—I say I miss you when I blink to myself, and it means, Get a grip. Don’t panic. To figure out where to go next, look at where you came from. If you got here, you can get to the next thing.

Sometimes, in moments of memory or daydream, I feel the different iterations of myself pass by each other, as if right-now-me crosses paths with past-me or imaginary-me or even future-me in the hallways of my mind. “I miss you when I blink,” one says. “I’m right here,” says the other, and reaches out a hand.
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Everything to Be Happy About


I was born without a sense of direction.

All babies are, I guess. But like wisdom teeth that never break through, my internal compass just didn’t come in.

Once, after a delayed flight home from one of my first business trips, I trudged out of the Atlanta airport terminal at 2 a.m. and couldn’t find my car in the parking lot. It wasn’t where I left it, I was sure. Had it been stolen? I wandered around under flickering yellow lights, dragging my bags along the asphalt, breaking down into self-pitying sobs as if I’d been left behind on Mars by my fellow astronauts.

I walked up the up ramp, then found myself at a dead end at the top of the lot. So I turned around and followed the down ramps until I ended up in the basement, standing in front of a blank concrete slab. What kind of Hotel fucking California was this? In a panic, I retraced my steps and went back to where I’d started. The backs of my heels chafed and burned under the leather of my black pumps, so appropriate for sitting in a conference room and so ill-suited for half an hour of airport laps. I’d covered the whole lot twice and not passed my car. I would never get home. I was stuck.

I called and woke up John, my husband of just two months, and begged him to come get me.

“You’re fine,” he reassured me. “By the time I could get there, you’ll find it.”

I didn’t find it. I found, instead, the airport security trailer. I knocked on the door, hoping this scene wouldn’t become the beginning of the investigative journalism piece about my grisly death. A gray-haired guard wearing a navy uniform greeted me with a set of keys in his hand. He took his time walking to a truck with orange lights on top—tired and unimpressed by my lostness, as if he did this a few times every night—and I followed him, climbing into the front seat of a truck cab that smelled like corn chips and motor oil. We rode together from level to level, lot to lot, I with my face turned to the hot parking-lot air and my arm out the window, clicking the button on my automatic key.

After about ten minutes I heard a beep-beep and saw a flash of headlights. There was my car, waiting in a spot that didn’t look familiar at all. I had to have passed it earlier. How had I missed it?

When I got home, John asked, “What happened?”

“I got trapped,” I said. “But I escaped.”



As turned around as I got in that parking lot, I get twice as confused driving on actual roads. I hate it when people give directions like, “Drive south for two miles,” or, “Go east on the highway.” How the hell do people know which way south and east are?

I need landmarks. If I have to get from point A to point D, I need to know what points B and C look like. Turn left at the red light just before the giant pothole. Veer right at the big billboard with a chicken on it. Stop when you get to the building with the bright blue roof. That’s why now, whenever I’m in an unfamiliar parking lot, I take a photo of my spot and keep taking photos the whole way into the building so I can find my way back along the breadcrumbs I leave for myself: There’s the Coke machine; there’s the green EXIT sign; there’s the revolving door. I drive with a robotic voice narrating my turns, my destination always plugged into a map app, even at home in my own city. I really can’t overstate how much the iPhone has changed my life.



Fifteen years after that parking lot episode, I got lost again.



I didn’t want to tell anyone I was unhappy, because it didn’t make sense.

There was plenty of love and time to go around for our family, enough money for groceries and gas and the mortgage and even unexpected things like exploding water heaters and tree limbs through the roof. I had my health, my youth. I was not yet forty. I was not dying of an insidious cancer, and I had not accidentally gotten hooked on meth, like those soccer moms I saw on the news. My husband and children and parents were all alive and well.

And plenty was going right. Truly, if I picked different snapshots from this time in my life, they’d add up to a picture of perfection. I was still, sometimes, having fun. I did things with my family and friends. I worked. I posted cute pictures of my dogs online. Those are the moments people could see.



But then there were moments most people didn’t see. Ask anyone who has lived through depression, and chances are at least some of them will tell you it was the most unlikely thing—that they had everything to be happy about. But even the people who have no terrible, obvious burden to carry can find themselves staggering under the weight of a dull, constant dread. It doesn’t add up, but it’s true.

Everything around me was as I’d designed it: There was the house we bought because it had the right number of bedrooms and a backyard flat enough for a swing set. There were the booster seats I meticulously researched and purchased—for our own children to ride in, plus the neighbor kids we carpooled with every day. I drove them to the elementary school we chose for its small classes and robust arts program and active parent association, for which I could volunteer on committees where the other parents might just be so inspired by my helpfulness that they’d write me thank-you notes in honor of my commitment and reliability. The house and the car seats and the school were part of the life we decided to live in the middle of Atlanta, the part of the city with the highest traffic, highest taxes, and highest crime, but also the highest density of culture and friends and activity. John and I agreed: We’d rather stab ourselves in the eyes than live in the suburbs. We were glad to pay more for less space in the name of authenticity. Screw the strip malls.

There was the basement I turned into an office, where I did my job as a freelance writer and cartoonist. This twelve-by-fifteen-foot space had a little desk and a discarded dining-turned-writing chair and a tiny patch of rug thrown over the concrete floor to make it feel warmer and less like an underground bunker. The walls were exposed brick, and over the desk, light shone through a single window. No one else was using the room. I had laid claim to it because I felt the lack of a place that was mine, where no one could drop their socks or trash or half-empty cups, where I could leave out a stack of paper and not come back in an hour to find a crayon line drawn across every page. To make people laugh, I called it my “lady cave,” which, instead of sounding cool, like “man cave,” sounded like a coy euphemism for “vagina.” But it was an ideal space for writing and drawing, occupations I chose because they allowed me to do what I love—fit ideas into word puzzles, doodle animals, and help people communicate more clearly. I had a schedule that was under my own control. All of this was under my own control, in fact, because I decided it all.

So why did I feel like I couldn’t wake up from a classic anxiety dream in which I was stuck in traffic, watching the minutes tick by on a clock, knowing with certain dread that I was late, but not remembering where I was supposed to be going or how to get there?



I made all the turns that led me to where I ended up, feeling broken and low despite all the luck and support that should have made me feel safe and happy and secure.

Most of those decisions were right in the moment when I made them. Well, some were terribly wrong. (See: the enormous SUV I purchased after my second child was born, then drove for a decade despite the fact that I couldn’t park it and regularly crashed it into obstacles and other cars.) But mostly I made what I really believed were good choices. Even if you deliberately choose to do a “wrong” thing, you’re choosing it, which means you’ve picked it as the right thing to do.

Still. You can stand by your past decisions even if they took you to a present where you don’t belong anymore.

You can find yourself at a time when, no matter how many things you’ve done right—really, truly right in the moment when you did them—you feel like something is wrong. No, everything is wrong. This feeling will defy logic, which will make you nuts because you love logic! You believe in cause and effect, hard work that pays off, wise choices that reap rewards. Early to bed, early to rise, rinse with cold water, choose brown rice, save your money, wear sunscreen, don’t lick water fountains, floss. These are not just things you believe; they’re things you do because that’s the deal: Do what’s right, and you’ll be glad in the end! If X, then Y.

But you’re not glad. X, but not Y. The to-do list was supposed to get smaller and smaller as you checked off everything you meant to do and approached the finish line of bona fide adulthood. Instead, you got to the end of the list and didn’t feel like you’d arrived anywhere. You felt more disoriented than ever.

I did, anyway.



I knew what to do when I felt lost: Find help. So I started seeing a therapist.

One morning, she leaned forward from her chair to where I sat cross-legged on a sofa and asked, “Can you pinpoint when you stopped feeling happy?”

“I . . .” I looked down at my lap.

I felt embarrassed because here I was in a psychiatric session that cost real money, using up daylight hours, trying to find out if my brain was defective, parsing my own happiness history as if it was something that mattered in the world. I was a cliché: first-world problems. I felt ashamed.

But she had a point. Maybe if I could figure out what situations made me feel not like this, I could find a path out of this state, and I could find it before my misery caused anyone else unhappiness. I started thinking, I don’t belong here anymore. I have to get out. Now.

To find the path, I studied what other people did. I read books for guidance. How do other people get happy again? Run away was a common narrative. Leave it all behind. I read memoir after memoir by people who burned down one life and started another. Scorch the earth and be reborn as someone new. I could use that map if I wanted to. Maybe I should disappear into a crowded street on the other side of the world! Maybe I should change my name and climb a mountain! I researched tents. I put my hair in two braids and wrapped a bandana around my forehead: Does this look outdoorsy? And then I remembered, wait—I can’t lift my carry-on bag into the overhead bin on a plane, much less haul a pack on my back all day. I’m not that person. Nor am I the other people whose life stories I devoured: the young woman who escaped a kidnapper’s underground lair, the man who left a cult, or any of the many bold and exceptional individuals who chronicled their change of name, change of gender, change of everything in the search for who they really are.

I’m just a person.

It wouldn’t be fair for me to say, “I’m just an average person,” or “an ordinary” person, because I am also a lucky person. I was raised in a loving home and grew up to have another loving home, and I do not suffer from the dire physical, financial, or situational disadvantages that so many people struggle under.

But being fortunate doesn’t mean you won’t reach a certain point in life—many points, actually—and panic. It doesn’t mean you don’t periodically wonder how you got where you are and if there’s any way to get out.

I tried to imagine myself an action-movie hero, tossing a match over my shoulder and walking off in slow motion as an explosion bloomed behind me. The problem is that if you toss a match like that, you can’t control what it burns, and there was so much in my life I didn’t want to burn down.

Surely, that wasn’t the only alternative to the status quo. It couldn’t be just this one-or-the-other choice. But if these weren’t my only two options—stay miserable or blow it all up—then . . . what?

I was going to have to draw my own damned map.
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The Perfect Murder Weapon


I have lost so much sleep trying to figure out where to hide bodies.

Killers on television are always tossing their victims into shallow woodland graves or dumping them into rivers where hikers and fishermen will come across them the next day. If the perps are a little smarter, they try to cover their tracks by throwing acid all over everything or setting a fire. But they always leave something behind—a hair, a clothing fiber, a footprint. If you want to make someone disappear, you’ve got to think things through. Murder is no occasion for shoddy preparation. It’s not like packing for a trip and then realizing, Whoops! Forgot my underwear! If you Whoops! Forgot my glove! back at the scene, you’re toast.

Bad guys on TV also like to choose weapons that can be traced: a bullet from a specific gun, a knife with a telltale blade pattern, poison that leaves a chemical residue. Are they trying to get arrested? Do they not even want to do a good job? You’d think this would be a situation where somebody would take the time to check their work.



This line of thinking is why I’ve decided to quit watching crime shows and police procedurals before bedtime.

Every time I do, I stay awake for hours walking through the crime, planning how I’d have done it better, what weapon I’d have chosen. Not because I have plans to kill anyone—no, no, I’m the kind of person who rescues earthworms from sidewalks when the sun comes out after a rainstorm—but because I can’t see a problem without trying to solve it. Even problems I don’t have, problems that couldn’t possibly have less to do with me, like how to pull off a well-organized, shipshape, evidence-free murder.



My name is Mary Laura, and I am addicted to getting things right.



All of us have some prevalent personality trait, no matter what other qualities we possess. There’s always one ingredient that flavors everything else about us. The cilantro, if you will.

For me, it’s my type A nature. I became aware of this label as a preteen, when a sixth-grade science teacher walked past my tidy desk and remarked offhandedly, “You’re a little type A, aren’t you?” I took note of her comment, keen to think she meant I was an A student. Over time, as I heard it more and more, I came to realize that being “type A” doesn’t mean you’re a grade A human being—it means you have a certain set of high-strung tendencies.

Back in the 1950s, a couple of cardiologists named Meyer Friedman and Ray Rosenman coined the term to describe people who were extraordinarily driven by work, more ambitious, competitive, and time-focused than most other people. They theorized that type A people, unlike their more naturally relaxed type B counterparts, had a higher risk of heart disease. (As it turned out, they were partially right. Research eventually proved a link between heart attacks and high levels of unreleased stress, and as all of us type A people can tell you, unreleased stress is what we have pulsing through our veins.) Nowadays the term is thrown around casually to mean anyone who’s a stickler for timeliness, someone who fixates on perfection. In search of that perfection, some type A folks see other people as competitors in everything they do. Others (like me) compete constantly with themselves, always trying to beat their own personal best. Type A people also crave information, so that we can always be ready with the right answer in any scenario.

Thus my need to know how to plan the perfect murder.



When you know your own tendencies, you can come up with workarounds to navigate daily life with fewer pitfalls. For example, I love reading magazines, but I’ve learned to save them for when I’m traveling. If I’m already stuck in an airport, it’s not as much of a time loss when I blow an hour poring over pieces like “Nine Tips for a Stronger Golf Swing” and “Three Signs Your Cat May Be Depressed,” which I shouldn’t be reading anyway, because I don’t golf or have a cat. Do I suspect someone’s going to walk into a crowd and yell, “Help! My drives aren’t making it down the fairway, and it’s making my cat sad. What should I do?” and I’ll be the one with the knowledge to save the day? I don’t know. But that folly is best left for time that’s already wasted.



I scrutinize minutiae as if I’m preparing for a test, and to me, everything in life is a test. Fill in the blank: The right job is _____. The right way to be a friend is _____. The right parenting style is _____. The right way to handle anxiety over whether or not I’m right about everything is _____.

This need to succeed comes out in silly ways—like when I take part in little private contests throughout the day, just so I can pat myself on the back: When I turn the page in a book, I give myself a split second to guess the first word on the next page. I also pretend there’s an app in my bathroom mirror that’s scoring me on how symmetrically I apply eyeliner to both eyes. I’ve done this stuff for as long as I can remember. As a kid, I ate my way around a plate as if someone might stop the clock any second and judge me based on how evenly I’d consumed the different food groups in my meal. (Three bites of egg, three bites of bagel, three bites of strawberry.) Teenage-me imagined I was being filmed in my closet, giving an interview about my organizational skills; I won imaginary prizes for keeping my shoes so neat. Dial back to any point on my timeline, and there I am, a contestant in a game show no one else can see.

I’m making it sound like being this way is fun, like it’s a hilarious quirk, but to be clear: It’s also miserable. I hate that I can’t relax. I wish I didn’t have a to-do list in my peripheral vision at all times.

It’s an exhausting way to live, but try as I might, I can’t turn it off. My brain seeks tasks to check off, i’s to dot and t’s to cross (not to mention x’s to slash, e’s to loop, and z’s to zag), the way a sort-of-but-not-really reformed smoker sucks in a deep lungful of nicotine when walking past a crowd of smokers outside a bar. Like any high-functioning addict, I have learned to sneak a hit wherever I can. When the pediatrician gives me my kids’ growth charts, I look for the percentages first. When the water meter guy handed me a report with our latest meter reading, I scanned it for a score and asked, “Is this good?” I can sustain a buzz for hours after anyone tells me that something I’ve done was “the best”—even if it’s just a colleague at the bookstore where I work saying, “Hey, Mary Laura, you’re the best at changing the toilet paper roll in the employee bathroom.” Bam. Better than a shot of tequila.

Vacations are difficult to settle into when you’re like this. A good day for me ends with completing something, looking at that thing all nice and finished, and letting a sense of accomplishment flood my nervous system. Ahhhhh, that’s better. It soothes my mind and brings me peace—and peace is what vacation is supposed to be all about, right? But whip out a laptop at the pool, and people go nuts. Workaholic, they call you. OCD. Control freak. On my fortieth-birthday beach trip, I hid in a cabana bathroom to finish edits on an article I was working on. There was no way I could enjoy a margarita until the assignment was complete.

I hear people talk about how fun it is to “do nothing” when they’re off work, and I think, I want to do nothing, too. “Nothing” sounds wonderful. So I study how to be unstudied. I watch how laid-back people act and try to mimic it. I toss my purse on the floor and fling my arm breezily over the side of a chair, like I’m so relaxed I don’t even care where my limbs or belongings land. Sometimes I can almost convince myself I feel it.

Luckily, one of my responsibilities at the bookstore is reading manuscripts of forthcoming books. That means that on vacation I can imitate relaxing while I’m actually working. All I have to do is lean back in my beach lounger and point to my stack of books and say, “Behold this leisurely reading I’m doing while casually wearing a sarong, free of all cares and work-related thoughts,” when in fact I’m thinking, Four books in three days. Yessss.

If success came in snortable form, I’d sniff it up each nostril and rub the residue on my gums.



People like me—people who don’t just enjoy being right, but need to be right—are often described as ballbusters, as if all we want in the world is to make everyone’s lives harder. As if we take some pleasure in grinding our gears over every little problem in the world. Let me speak for my people and say, no, it’s not that. I don’t want to make anyone’s life more difficult.

And I don’t mean to come across as impatient, but I do like to be on time. I sense the ticking of an invisible stopwatch in everything I do, because life’s to-do list never seems to get shorter, which means the only hope for feeling some sense of progress is to get through it without delay. My senior yearbook quote was, “Dost thou love life? Then do not squander time, for that is the stuff life is made of,” by Benjamin Franklin. (So, so cool next to everyone else’s Prince lyrics.)

It’s Mr. Franklin’s philosophy I always have in mind whenever people I have plans with are running late. I used to text them:

Are you coming?

Need me to pick you up?

Reservation in five mins.

Should I call and change it?

I sent a string of texts like this to a friend once. Then I noticed that after her leaving soon response to my first message, she had stopped answering. She pulled into my driveway to pick me up (for another friend’s birthday dinner, for which we were now half an hour late), and when I opened the passenger door, she snapped, “I know.”

She backed out of my driveway, looking in the rearview mirror, refusing to make eye contact with me. We sat silently side by side for the ride, and when we arrived at the restaurant, she leapt from the car as if being freed from a broken elevator, hustling over to where our other friends stood leisurely chatting near the door. No one had told the hostess our party was late. No one had checked to see if the table was still available. Why was she so happy to see these irresponsible friends who didn’t even care about making sure our dinner plan didn’t fall apart? I was the one who’d tried to help her be on time. I was the one who’d tried to make everything right. And now she was mad at me!

I’d been freaking out because our plans had gone off the rails and I wanted to fix them. And yes, also because lateness makes me insane. But I realized as my friend gave an exasperated sigh and handed me a drink from the bar—an act I recognized in that moment as one of forgiveness—that she’d been more irritated by my prodding than she was frustrated by our scrambled plans or sorry about being late. I had made her feel rushed and belittled. When we were finally seated, another half hour later, the glow of our tabletop candlelight camouflaged how red my face had flushed with embarrassment.

I resolved, silently, to be less terrible next time.

Shortly thereafter, I started training myself not to text every hurry-up-where-are-you that popped into my head, thereby making me seem more relaxed. It’s a front, but it preserves friendships.

I don’t want people to feel I’m judging them. I don’t want to be perceived as hostile, although I know that I sometimes am. But I’m not hostile like a crazy person punching strangers on a subway platform. I’m just hostile like a crazy person who wants to gouge her eyes out when she sees grammatical errors on billboards. LOWEST PRICE’S—I can hardly stand it.

My mind seeks the tidiness of a question answered. An agenda complete. A box checked. That’s what harmony feels like in my brain. Wasted time and wrong answers disrupt that harmony like an off-key instrument making a dissonant clang in a musician’s ears.

I’m not a monster. I just want everything to be perfect. Is that so much to ask?



(It’s an icicle, by the way. The perfect murder weapon. It melts—no fingerprints!)

[image: Image]



Wonder Woman


People blame their parents for their flaws and eccentricities all the time. In interviews, in therapy, in memoirs, they enumerate the many ways their mothers fucked them up. It seems we can’t discuss the way we are without assigning some responsibility to the generation before. Anyone can do it.



Chapel Hill, North Carolina. I was in first grade. My mother picked me up from school in our family Buick, as always. My dad, still in the early years of his medical career, was off working at the hospital most of the time, so the role of daily caretaker fell to her, as it did with most mothers then. She had been a schoolteacher before we were born—me, then my brother—and once she had us, she stayed home and we became her tiny class of two. When we were little, she was the one human being we saw most. She was our guide to how the world worked, not to mention our food source, our referee, our correctional officer, our chief entertainer—the de facto center of our universe.

That afternoon, I unloaded my Wonder Woman book bag onto the vinyl bench seat of our car and showed my mother the stack of papers we’d all been sent home with, a list of words printed on each page. Easy ones like love, candy, bike, and harder ones like breath, power, and understand. That week there was to be a spelling contest, winnowing the class down to the best spellers, ultimately crowning a champion.

Later that evening and every night that week, after my brother had been put to bed, she sat at one end of our green chenille sofa and I sat at the other as she called out two pages’ worth of words for me to spell aloud. I flailed around on the cushions, impatient, wanting to get down and read a book. “Why two?” I whined. “The teacher said one page a day.” My mom—in the same matter-of-fact tone she used for important edicts such as Stay out of the street; Eat your fruit; Go back and brush those teeth again, they’re still yellow—said, “Always do more than expected. That’s how you win.”

That’s how you win.

By the time the spelling bee started on Monday, I was ready. I moved on to the next round and did it all again on Tuesday, then Wednesday, then Thursday. When Friday came, sure enough, I clinched that contest. I don’t remember if I got a medal or whether the other kids high-fived me, but I can vividly remember—as if she were standing in front of me right now—my mother’s beaming face. She raised her eyebrows and nodded as she broke into a smile. She was proud of me, and I was the Wonder Woman of spelling.

Had the term existed back then, my mom probably would have been deemed a tiger mother. She taught my brother and me to read when each of us were three, starting us out with Hop on Pop and Go, Dog, Go! In second grade, she offered me a Rubik’s Cube if I could ace my multiplication tables before the class deadline. In middle school, she woke us up every weekday at 5:45 a.m. to practice our piano. She never used cruelty—we weren’t chained in a cellar practicing fractions, although our protests may have sounded like we were. But through repeated practice, she made it clear that we were not fully prepared until we were overprepared, and that the desired goal, the only goal, was an A. Nobody makes a B in this house.

It was a simple rule—“work first, play later”—and it taught me that the natural order of things was to study hard, achieve your goal and receive the approval of your loved ones, and then (but not a minute before) relax.

We weren’t a family who held hands during the blessing or told each other we loved each other out loud, but the look on my mother’s face when I showed her an A+ said, “I love you.”

Good grades gave me evidence that, at least until the next test, I was secure in my place as a preferred person in my house and in my school and—probably, why not?—in the world. Naturally it stood to reason that the opposite was true as well. I remember the times I didn’t make good grades. There was a decimals test in fourth grade. After we got it back, everyone had to get it signed. I held it out to my mom, searching her face for a reaction as she put her signature on the page right next to the dreaded 80, feeling in my gut the absence of her smile. It was the absence of the ground beneath my feet. I may not have grasped decimals perfectly, but I could do this reverse calculation: If an A means You are loved and you belong here, then anything less than an A must mean You are not and you don’t.

When you internalize what you believe to be someone else’s opinion of you, it becomes your opinion of you.

I came to rely on grades for my regular jolt of self-esteem. It’s a miracle I didn’t end up with a back injury from bringing all my books home every night in case I realized I needed to complete an extra assignment in something. It became my routine, one that lasted well past middle school into high school and even college, long after the days of bringing grades home for a signature: Study my ass off, panic that my run of luck was over and I’d fail, then get my grades back. The validation would rush to my head, a perfect high. Each hit set chaos into order. Every check mark, every gold star, confirmed it: I succeed, therefore I am.
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