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1.


I’ve done the thing where I’m awake but I haven’t yet opened my eyes. I’m in that twilight haze where I know I’m not asleep but I can’t move a muscle. I’ve only got a second or two left before the panic will set in that I’ve somehow slept myself into becoming a paraplegic, that during the night I wrestled in some kind of nightmare that caused me to twist in horror, snapping my own neck, dooming me to an eternity of immobility.

Naturally, this will then trigger a second wave of fear. If I have separated my head from the rest of my body there’s no real way that I can let anyone know this has happened. I will have to remain useless and numb, stuck in this position until someone figures out I’ve gone missing. I fear that it won’t be a matter of hours, but perhaps days or weeks before anyone truly notices. My office mate, Jonathan, will eventually get bored with this unexpected man-holiday and will finally ask someone if I died.

But first, there’s this special just-up time, when I can’t move and I can barely think, when everything is perfect. I’m half in the real world but still able to clutch on to whatever dream I’m reluctant to depart. That makes this person I am—this Charlotte Goodman, age thirty, a skinny brunette with absolutely no singing voice and a deep aversion to paper cuts—nothing more than a concept. I’m not a real person and I don’t have to be. Yet.

The dream I just fell from was gloriously mundane. I was sitting in seat 16A of a Continental flight somehow headed to a Starbucks, where I was to pick up a DVD for Sandra Bullock. This was supposed to be important. I was sitting next to a college frat boy who was singing the words to . . .

No, wait. I was sitting next to a sorority girl who was talking about her boyfriend who was the lead singer for . . .

No.

Damn. Nothing. It’s gone.

Eyes open.

Morning, Sunshine.

Matthew used to say that every morning. It was a sarcastic dig at how terrible I am for the first hour before I get three good cups of coffee into me. It’s not new—back in high school my parents would sometimes find an excuse to leave the house rather than wake me up early. They became avid churchgoers just to avoid my morning wrath. I know it’s not right to hate everything before nine in the morning, but I don’t understand how everybody acts like it’s okay to be up at that hour. If we all got together and took a stand, we could all sleep in and force mornings to become a time for sleep and sleep only.

An early riser, Matthew would be well into his day, coffee brewed, having sometimes already gone for a run, taken a shower, and eaten breakfast before I waddled into the room, half-asleep, half-dressed, usually with only one eye open.

“Shh,” he’d say, cradling my face with one hand. “Half of Charlotte is still asleep. Right Eye needs more dreaming.”

And he’d whisper, pretending to tiptoe around the right side of me, the one that could wake up with a roar. “Shh. Right Eye is such an angel when she’s sleeping.”

This was before we were married, when there wasn’t a question as to whether we were supposed to be together. Now I hear Matthew say, “Morning, Sunshine,” even though he isn’t here to say the words.

I’ve had to come to accept the fact that every morning my eyes will eventually open. I will wake up, and then I will have to get out of this bed. I’ll brush my teeth, take a shower, put on clothes, and do all of the things almost everybody else seems to be able to do every single day no matter what is happening to them. I used to be one of those people, the normal ones who would make coffee and go to their jobs and joke with their friends and be productive members of society. Not anymore. At least not now.

Now I’ve had to develop a few defense mechanisms, tricks to accomplish a real-life calendar day without too many setbacks. Since I began employing these tactics, I have a 75 percent chance of making it to the next time I’m in this glorious bed without a full-on breakdown. Yes, there are still crying jags and the occasional panic attack. And sure, one time I kind of lost my shit at a Ruby Tuesday. But in my defense, that waitress knew what she had done.

Defense Mechanism Number 1 is crucial and happens every morning without fail, right here in this bed. Before I leave the safety of my crisp, white sheets and the soft, warm comfort of my purple flannel duvet, before I head out into that harsh, cruel society known as Los Angeles, California—home of the beautiful and the clinical—I make a plan.

This plan is important. It is the plan of the day. It doesn’t take long, but I have found without The Plan, horrible things can happen. I’m likely to end up sitting on a curb beside a taco truck on Sunset Boulevard, crying over a carne asada burrito, wondering where my marriage went. It doesn’t matter how much pain I’m in, I still have an awareness that people can see me, and I couldn’t take knowing that to someone I’d just become the Weeping Burrito Girl.

The Plan keeps me from tangents. It keeps me from having to just float out there. Ironically, I learned this from Matthew. He liked planning, order.

Likes. I have to stop talking about him as if he’s dead. He’s still here. Just not here.

I hope he’s not dead. First of all, that’s going to look really suspicious. And second, I’m not really sure how I would be supposed to act at the funeral of my estranged husband. Would everyone think that I was secretly enjoying myself? Of course they’d think that, deep in the evilest parts of their hearts. Who wouldn’t?

Look, as far as I know, today, right now, Matthew is alive. And if he’s not, I had nothing to do with it.

Okay, so I’ve definitely decided I need to figure out what I’m going to do about my marriage before my husband dies.

I suck in my cheeks and tilt my head back on my pillow, trying to stretch out my face. For the past two weeks, I’ve been waking up with a feeling that someone has slammed a hammer into my skull. It has gotten worse every night, and this morning it hurts to open my mouth even the slightest bit. I wonder how long I can go without talking to anybody. Could I make it through an entire day, even if I left the apartment? That sounds like such a glorious luxury, being a mute. How wonderful not to have to keep answering the worst question on the planet: How are you holding up?

I lurch myself up and over until I’m in a seated position. I make my feet touch the floor as I decide on the plan for today.

Okay. Leave the bedroom. Make coffee. Write email that you will be late for the office. Do not check your email to see if Matthew wrote. Go to Dr. Benson’s office for this jaw pain. Go to work. Come home and hide.

Once The Plan is firmly in place, Defense Mechanism Number 2 will often be itching to take over.

Defense Mechanism Number 2 is a little more complicated. It took a while for me to be comfortable with it, and I’ve pretty much sworn myself to secrecy about it. If anyone else learned about Defense Mechanism Number 2, I would be put in the rather vulnerable position of having said person possibly think I was unhinged. Certifiable. But when I tried suppressing Defense Mechanism Number 2 I learned that it’s not really up to me. I mean, it’s me, but it’s not me.

Sometimes, for no other reason than to get through This Hour Right Now, I have no choice but to pull myself out and narrate my own life, to myself, in the third person. I know it’s me, but somehow, this way, it can also not be me, and that makes it so much easier to deal. That’s Defense Mechanism Number 2.

So, look. I sleep, I drink, and sometimes a male voice in my head tells me what’s happening to me. Perfectly understandable, considering.

In my head he sounds like a dad. Not my dad, but someone’s dad. Half folksy, half serious, a man who’s already lived a life and knows that this one I’m in is just going through a rough patch, nothing more. He kind of sounds like Craig T. Nelson. Well, really he sounds like John Goodman. This is probably because when I was a kid I told a bunch of my friends at school that I was related to the dad on Roseanne, and if they didn’t believe me they could just check out our last names, which were exactly the same.

So when things get rough, when I don’t know what’s going to happen, when The Plan can’t protect me, I let Uncle John do the talking. I let him go on in his stomach-stuffed voice like I’m tucked into bed waiting for one last story before I close my eyes, and soon everything’s going to be okay.

Sometimes I even start to believe him.



2.


Charlotte Goodman lets the voice in her head take over as she swallows three ibuprofen with her second cup of coffee. She sits down to her laptop with the intention of sending an email that says she won’t make it to the office until close to lunch. At some point Charlotte will send that email, but not until she takes a quick, masochistic glance for a name in her inbox she has absolutely forbidden herself from checking for.

It is the name of one Matthew Price, a man who is her legal spouse. This means he is her husband. For now. And the last thing she should be doing is waiting for him to write. She shouldn’t wake up in the morning hoping that this time there’s communication from him. It is getting rather embarrassing how Charlotte wakes up every morning with new hope that somehow she will know without a shadow of a doubt that he wants her and needs her. So right now, Charlotte shouldn’t be looking for Matthew’s name. In fact, the whole point of having The Plan was to follow it, and one of the items on today’s plan was not doing what she’s now doing.

Charlotte quickly scans the names in her inbox, squinting the entire time. This way it doesn’t count. She didn’t look right at it. She barely registered the names that were there. She didn’t even take the time to delete the spam.

So why does Charlotte continue to search for a name she actively tries to avoid? Our beloved heroine would love to know the answer to that question herself. She’s tried all manner of ways to break her addiction to information on Matthew’s whereabouts.

This has much to do with why Charlotte has been popping anti-inflammatory medication for breakfast. It is also why she is currently letting the caller trying to reach her on her cell phone go to voice mail. Charlotte knows the only person who calls at this hour is her mother, a woman whom Charlotte is unable to deal with at this particular time, or that particular time, or any particular or unparticular time.

Charlotte feels the need to think to herself at this point that the narration of her life by John Goodman most likely doesn’t sound like the actual John Goodman, but it’s how the voice feels inside her that’s important.

Charlotte isn’t sure whom she’s trying to placate when she makes mental excuses for her own strange behavior. She supposes it’s not unlike how people check behind them after they stumble, in case someone saw them almost fall, so that everybody silently recognizes that the one who tripped had something tangible to blame, and isn’t just bad at walking.

The narration of Charlotte Goodman’s life is important for times like now, when she’s driving across the city to Dr. Benson’s office. Sometimes she wishes she could montage the boring, mundane parts of her life when she’s alone with her thoughts. Skip ahead to the next part and get the day over with in a matter of forty-seven minutes. To be honest, Charlotte doesn’t prefer spending time with people; it’s just that they make the minutes pass faster than when she’s on her own. Other people are distractions.

Roughly an hour after Charlotte has swallowed those ibuprofen, she’s in Dr. Benson’s cramped office. This is where she no longer needs her narrator.

Dr. Benson has his hands on either side of my face, pressing my temples, threatening to cause a cerebral cave-in. Standing inches from my head, he’s staring me down like he can see through my skin. Like he’s scanning my insides with robot laser eyes. The intensity of his gaze has caused me to stop breathing, worried that even a single exhalation could cause the results to be skewed.

Toned, tan, thin, with the kind of face on which you have to actually go searching for a physical flaw, Dr. Benson’s exactly what one imagines a Beverly Hills doctor would be. While I find it very comforting to have my health observed by a perfect example of The Human Body, it’s still amusing that someone would bother to get a medical degree when he’s already successful at resembling a Hollywood actor. What a decision Dr. Benson must have had to make at one point in his life. “Do I make a lot of money saving lives with these hands, or do I make a lot of money pretending to save lives with this face?”

I force myself to detach from the hypnotic pull of Dr. Benson’s apparently well-calibrated ocular diagnostic tool and focus instead on my file folder, which is tucked underneath his arm, jammed dangerously close to the dampness at his pit. For a moment I consider reaching out to snatch the folder to safety.

“TMJ,” Dr. Benson concludes, breaking the silence in the room.

The disappointment in my sigh is unmistakable, but it’s nice to finally breathe again. “Really?”

“TMJ,” he repeats, with a distant tone in his voice, as if TMJ is a girl he used to know who doesn’t come around anymore, one who never knew how much he loved her.

For the briefest of moments, I do worry what people are going to say when they find out my jaw pain is due to something associated with excessive gum chewers and those who give blow jobs. Anybody who knows me knows I didn’t get it from either. At least not recently. But that doesn’t stop me from being offended when Dr. Benson concludes: “You must be grinding your teeth in your sleep.”

I rub my left temple for what must be the hundredth time this morning, still hoping to find a way to crush the pain. “I’ve never been told I grind my teeth,” I say.

The doctor sits in a nearby chair. He grips his pen like a toddler holds a crayon, as if he’s pretending to write words into my sweaty file. “Well, does your husband notice?” he asks. “Did he say anything about the noise waking him?”

Every time this happens, I feel like I’m breaking the news of a death. “Matthew and I . . . We aren’t together right now.”

Dr. Benson briefly looks up and glances at my left hand, to confirm. Like this is the secret test only he’s smart enough to conduct. He points at my wedding ring with his pen, and even though I knew he was going to see it, I still cover my hand, feeling like I’ve been caught lying.

“We’re still . . . trying to figure things out,” I continue, wondering why I need to give him any explanation at all. “It’s complicated.” I stare at my shoes and kick my feet, knowing I’m way too old for this childlike gesture to be endearing. I silently count the grommets in my tennis shoes, hoping it makes me look lost in thought.

Dr. Benson runs a hand through his healthy hair, then rests the back of his perfect right hand against his flawless lips. He closes my folder and shoves it back against his ribs, deep into his armpit. “You’ll want to get a mouth guard to use at night,” he says.

I know vanity shouldn’t come into play when you’re a woman who goes to bed every night alone. But I still have no desire to look like a hockey player when I’m in my pajamas. What if there’s a fire in my apartment building and I run outside and everyone sees me in protective gear? What if one day I get my most recent favorite wish and I do actually die in my sleep? With my luck I’ll get that wish by suffocating on my mouth guard, and I will become famous for having the most awkward accidental death of all time.

“How long have you been separated?” Dr. Benson asks, laser eyes beaming straight toward my wedding band. I get hopeful for a second, thinking that maybe his “oculoscope” will decide my jaw pain is related to my emotional pain. Then I’d be diagnosed with a devastatingly romantic condition, and I could call Matthew to whimper, “Please don’t worry about me. It’s just . . . the doctor said if we don’t work things out . . . I might die.”

Then I’d quickly hang up with an air of mystery; perhaps I’d faint and fall perfectly to the floor, and now it would be up to Matthew to jolt into action.

Unless he didn’t jolt. Unless he let me die.

“We’ve been going through problems for a little while,” I say. “Living separately for about three months.”

All the euphemisms used for a marriage torn apart are lousy. The only reason I even try to use gentler words is because most people seem to immediately take some kind of responsibility for my situation. They seem to want to grab guilt from my heart by the handful.

But in this case, Dr. Benson isn’t taking any responsibility for my pain. He gives a little grunt, nodding. I’m not sure if that means he’s been through this before or if he’s just seen it a million times and he no longer cares. Most likely it’s the latter, and for him hearing someone describe a divorce is about as rare as hearing someone complaining about a sore throat. We could run some tests, but usually with this kind of thing it’s best to just wait and see.

Dr. Benson stands, finished with the consultation. I’m just about to thank him for his time when he adds one last prescription.

“You should think about getting a therapist.”

Diagnosis: Charlotte Goodman has a broken head, inside and out.
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It wasn’t when Matthew declared he no longer wanted to be my husband that I started losing my mind. It hurt, absolutely, like a train slamming through me, circling back only to slam me again. It wasn’t even how he did it, which must go down in history as one of the clumsiest breakups ever.

It was six months ago. He had brought home Chinese food, and we were in the kitchen, dropping noodles into bowls, when he said, “I think I’m going to move out.”

I laughed, knocking into him, briefly resting my head near the top of his shoulder. The soft fibers of his blue T-shirt rubbed against my cheek. “Jeez, so you forgot the hot mustard,” I said. “I’m not kicking you out. This time.”

He was motionless, holding a paper container over a bowl from our wedding registry, noodles and marriage in mid-drop, when he said, “No, I mean: I’m moving out.”

I saw his words written out in front of my eyes, complete with punctuation.

No

comma

I mean

colon

I’m moving out

period

An announcement. Meaning it wasn’t spontaneous. After the colon, there’s information. I had thought my night was going to consist of Chinese food and backlogged television programming. New information. COLON.

I was being left.

“What are you talking about—‘moving out’?” I asked.

He started arranging everything on the counter, aligning objects at right angles, all of his attention directed at the white origami boxes of chow mein and tofu. Someone who didn’t understand my husband’s obsessive-compulsive disorder like I did might have thought he was being flippant. How can a man announce he’s moving out and then immediately dive into what appears to be a rather serious scientific experiment to determine exactly how far from the edge of the counter the packets of soy sauce should be? But in truth, his distraction was crucial information. His obsession over the placing of objects, the need for control over the things that couldn’t control themselves, was tattling on him. I knew that no matter how rehearsed and cool he appeared to be on the outside, inside he was freaking out.

Finally he said, “I don’t think this is going to work.”

And then he lowered his hand onto the counter, splaying it from wrist to fingertips, like a wave, a presentation.

I placed my hand on top of his, letting him know I knew what the outstretched fingers meant. A signal that inside he’d just said something the way he wanted to say it.

What I’d just done was so absurd I had to laugh. Matthew was the one leaving me, but yet I was trying to make him feel better, wanting to ease his inner turmoil by letting him know I understood the secret language his body used to speak to me. I should have been screaming with fury, on a rampage, but instead I was taking time to communicate with both sides of Matthew, the two parts of his brain—the half that used his mouth to make words that didn’t match the situation, and the half that used his body to make movements that didn’t match the situation.

I made myself scoff, trying to get angry. “You’re breaking up with me?” I asked. None of this felt real.

“I should have said something earlier,” he mumbled, sliding his hand out from under mine, holding it against his stomach protectively. “Things haven’t felt right since—”

“You can’t break up with your wife.” I went back to the Chinese food, needing my own sense of order. I clenched a wad of noodles between two chopsticks and tried to toss them into a bowl, but they slid out of my grip, splashing me in sticky brown sauce.

“I’m sorry,” Matthew said.

I kept attacking the noodles with those useless sticks, stabbing a meal I wasn’t going to eat. “No, it’s too late,” I said. “We got married. End of story.”

“I thought I could get through what I was feeling. But I still feel it.”

“Feel what?”

“I don’t know.”

This is when I learned that chopsticks most definitely do not look cool when you throw them for dramatic effect. They flipped uncontrollably like I’d finished a wicked mini drum solo, one bouncing back to hit me square in the face. I knew it looked hilarious. That’s why I knew it was bad when Matthew ignored it. It was the one moment when maybe everything could have eased up. If he’d laughed, we could have taken a breath, taken a step back. But he was determined. Rehearsed. He said, “Please just understand that I’m sorry and I’ll do everything I can to get this over with quickly.”

This. Over with. I was a this. He wanted nothing instead of this.

“Can’t we talk about it? Don’t I get to be a part of this decision?”

He left the kitchen and kept walking, grabbing his keys and wallet from the coffee table. Just as he reached the front door, his hand on the knob, I said the only thing I could come up with at that moment that I knew would hurt him.

“You’re really going to leave instead of staying here to talk about it like a real man?”

I thought it would get him fighting, keep him in the room a bit longer, just so I could fully grasp what was happening. It didn’t work, and my husband of five months walked right out the door with a slam. I didn’t hear from him for a week after that. He called only to let me know that he was staying somewhere, and he was fine, and he didn’t want me to worry.

I guess it happens every day, probably much like that every day. Probably the other people don’t end up smacking themselves in the face with chopsticks, but maybe they have similar awkward moments. That would make me feel better, I think, to know there are people other than me who can’t have a dramatic moment without a comedic twist. I can’t be the only one who trips, spills, flops, and drops through all of her most important moments.

I was still getting used to calling him my husband. My wedding gown was still hanging in my closet. I couldn’t get over the feeling that he would walk back through the door with that grin of his that took over half of his face, shaking his head, saying, “I can’t believe you fell for that!”

Instead, what happened was one month later Matthew came back from what turned out to be a motel hideaway to announce that he’d changed his mind. He did want to be my husband after all.

Ta-da! Who wants cake?

I’m sure this is when “good wives” are supposed to leap into the arms of their spouses, covering them with kisses and gratitude. The woman has been deemed worthy, and that means the marriage will never, ever suffer any more strife. How lucky, friends would say, to have such a big test early on in the relationship. How common, family members would say, to have the relationship strained in its early years. How fantastic that we survived it, and of course Matthew would never really leave, and, “Are we back on for Game Night on Thursday? Yay!”

And at first I did celebrate. Who wouldn’t be relieved to find out she wasn’t being abandoned after all? I think it lasted about as long as a weekend. Two days of snuggling and nice dinners in restaurants as familiar to us as the feeling of our fingers intertwined. After that, I supposed we were expected to just go back to normal, but I didn’t know what normal was. In my defense, I didn’t know things weren’t normal to begin with. Following that logic, at any moment I could be left again.

Matthew didn’t want to talk about what had made him leave. He said only that it had been a mistake, and that he was sorry. Over and over again he said that, like he’d read somewhere that it was the way to fix what he’d done. That’s what I got for marrying a lawyer. He knew how to answer only the questions that would get him off easy. My cross-examinations were a complete failure.

“Did you stop loving me?”

“No. I’m sorry.”

The words were real. They were what people were supposed to say. But out of his mouth they seemed remorseless, mechanical. Computations devised to soothe me. It was like picking a fight with an ATM: you get only so many responses.

“NO. I’M SORRY.”

“Did you want someone else?”

“I AM HERE NOW. THAT IS NOT IMPORTANT.”

“Do you think you might change your mind again?”

“I WANT TO BE HERE. LET’S LOOK FORWARD. WOULD YOU LIKE AN ACCOUNT BALANCE?”

At night Matthew would be happily snoring beside me, but I’d be spinning with panic, my eyes raw like sandpaper from staring at the ceiling, as I wondered why, why, why.

Why did he go? And why did he come back?

The only way I can sufficiently explain what happened next is to say that I cracked. I cracked right in half.

Yes, he wants me.

No, he doesn’t.

I felt both of those thoughts, and I felt them both equally. Relief and anger. Security and panic.

He wants you now.

Yeah, but he didn’t.

One night I couldn’t take the wondering anymore. He was asleep next to me, happy like everything was fine, and all I knew was that somehow it wasn’t. “Hey,” I said, pushing him to the point of an actual shove. It wasn’t nice, but I wasn’t completely in control of myself.

He rolled toward me, opening a groggy eye. “You okay?” he asked. “Bad dream?”

I could have curled up into the crook of his arm, snuggled my cheek against his warm skin, and thanked him for being there for me when I needed him. Thanked him again for coming home to me. I could have slid my foot between his calves and called him my Snugglebutt. I could have rewarded him for coming home, for being in my bed again. For making it our bed again. I could have chosen to make this moment a loving one.

But I was cracked, so I couldn’t do that. Instead, I said, “This is the bad dream.”

A side effect of being cracked is that you say lines that would get cut from even the cheesiest of films.

“What do you mean?”

“Matthew.” I had to say his name even though he was the only other person in the room because again, I was living a cliché. “Matthew, did you come back for me or for you?”

When living a cliché, always make sure to repeat a person’s name at the beginning of every question.

Under the cover of darkness he thought I couldn’t see him think through all the possible answers, his eyebrows furrowed as he feverishly narrowed down the possible responses, searching for exactly the right thing to say at this hour, in this situation.

“I came back for us,” was what he landed on. The right answer on paper, as long as that piece of paper was from the cheesy movie script being written in my head.

I wished I hadn’t asked, because the answer didn’t ultimately matter. I was the one who had to be able to live with it. And Matthew didn’t realize, couldn’t realize, that when he had come back, he’d created an invisible monster that grew inside me. Like those little gummy toys that get larger from adding water, I’d swallowed a tiny dinosaur. It mixed with my stomach juices, poisoned by anxiety, frustration, unanswered questions, and abandonment, and now a T. rex was roaring inside me, ready to burst.

For the next couple of weeks, everything Matthew did drove me crazy. The most innocuous act could set me off on a mental tirade. He could flush a toilet, and my cracked brain would rant, “That man has the nerve to just come waltzing back here and flush that toilet like he didn’t just dump me a few weeks ago?”

I’m pretty sure my head was involuntarily bobbing on every fifth word that went through my mind. I must have looked like a pigeon, swiveling my neck around, wobbling and weaving with indignation.

“As if I were someone you could just leave without warning and then come back here and just ask me if I wanted to eat Chinese for dinner tonight? Like we can ever have Chinese again when the last time we tried to eat it you walked out on me? Like anything will ever be normal again? As if I’m someone you just ask questions of and then wait for an answer—as if I have answers instead of a thousand questions? Like: where did you go/who did you see/did you sleep with someone/did you sleep with someone and decide you’d rather sleep with me?”

That’s another thing. Once Matthew left me, I imagined he did everything he could do while being away from me. It didn’t matter if he told me the truth or not. In my mind, there were women. Lots of women. Naked, glistening, horny, dirty women who did everything I didn’t want done to me. These hot women would cook for him and then beg him to do illegal activities on them, all of them. Giant hordes of whores and skanks wiggling all over Matthew. That’s what I saw. And for some reason, I saw this happening in Cairo. Everything’s hot and beige and cannot be duplicated by me. I am nothing compared to what Matthew could have Out There. I will never be as good as Hot Sex in Egypt. I know that, but now he must know that, too.

So why had he come back? There had to be a catch. Trying to figure it out was ripping me apart. If he couldn’t get everything he wanted from me, then what was it he was getting from me that he couldn’t get anywhere else? What did I do for him that even the dirtiest of girls was saying, “Oh, hell, no” to? Maybe I needed to be more like one of those Cairo orgy girls. Make some boundaries that didn’t involve sex acts.

Sometimes I marvel at what the female body can endure. We can create life, giving our bodies up to grow another human being, one who takes things from us we need, like vitamins and nutrients. We become a host, a vessel of life-giving blood and shelter, only to be torn practically apart by the childbirth process. Afterward, we are never the same. Our bodies change, stretched and worn, scarred. We can never go back to the person we were before we were two.

My body might not have just gone through the miracle of life, but grief can create the same internal split. Sometimes you can be hurt so deeply, so badly, that there’s another thing that lives inside you, beside you. A monster of anger, of regret. One that breathes and grows and feels.

And so, about a month after Matthew had come back home, I left.

People have asked why I didn’t fight to stay in the house. I couldn’t. I was leaving. Not for a day or two during which I could hang out in a hotel, ordering from room service and reading magazines until I’d decided to go back to domesticated life. Not long enough to have the lady version of the pornfest I imagined Matthew had had. I knew that I was getting out of there for a while, possibly forever. Once I felt I couldn’t live there anymore, it was as if I’d accidentally seen the last page of a novel. I knew what was coming. I had to go.

I knew it would be hell on everyone. I thought about all of the people who had been involved in the uniting of our lives—everybody from our families, to the attendees at our wedding, to the country’s legal system. Everybody was going to have to make a change in how they saw me, how they treated me. Or at the very least, where they went to visit me. I couldn’t live in the house-minus-Matthew again. It had been too hard the first time.

I was angry. I was sad. I was cracked. And for some reason I knew without a doubt that I needed exactly what I had just gone through hating: isolation.



4.


Next item on today’s plan: get to work.

My job is the most monotonous, unenviable, lame, boring job in the entire world.

I love it.

I love it so much, I wish I could kiss it. I would take it out at night and get it really drunk and whisper in its ear, “You stupid, stupid waste of my life. Oh, how I need you. Never leave me, you soul-sucking zombie factory.”

I’m a technical writer for a software company. This means I help create entries for the Knowledge Base, our web-based tech support. When I was happier, in the year or so I worked here back when my life wasn’t broken, this place was the source of all my misery. I would drive to this fist-size building with my stomach clenched in knots, unsure how I was going to make it through the next eight to ten hours. I knew if I remembered I was a real person, one with flesh and blood and a beating heart, sitting in this puke-green shoebox of an office with no other function than to write words that described how computers worked, I might have driven straight into a tree.

These days, the fact that my job doesn’t really need me to be an active participant in it—and actually goes better when I have exactly zero emotions or original thoughts—helps me to live the majority of my life in an intentional coma, an encouraged numbness that requires absolutely nothing from me other than to keep my fingers moving.

Another thing I love about my work is that there’s one right way to do it. There’s no wondering, no questions to ponder. My job is to provide answers in a clear and precise manner. When I’m really in the zone with my writing it doesn’t even feel like it’s me typing the words. I become a machine, a word producer. A human manual. I am a collection of answers.

I do have one emotion when it comes to work: sympathy for my office mate, Jonathan. Being in the unlucky position of having his desk exactly three feet behind mine, he’s had to deal with my personal issues for a long time. Proximity has forced him to overhear every phone call, every deep sigh, every tear that has plopped onto my desk. He knew when I had spent the entire day crafting an email to Matthew instead of working on copy. He heard me break down when I called my realtor to ask how exactly I would go about getting my name off my own deed. He pretended not to notice the time I broke down sobbing at my desk after someone wandered past our office whistling INXS’s “Never Tear Us Apart.”

The first time I apologized for my behavior was the only time he allowed it. “I’ve been through this before, Charlotte,” he said. He’s on his second marriage—one that he says “looks to be sticking.” I haven’t met her, but from the picture on Jonathan’s desk, she seems fake. I don’t mean that as an insult, I mean she looks like Jonathan designed her. He ordered up the pretty, skinny, blonde with the white teeth, pill-free sweaters, and arms-that-never-flap. Even her name is too much. Cassandra. Who’s named that, honestly? Not even Cassie or Cass. She’s so pretty that people still call her by her full name. Cassandra. People call me Char. Like someone who’s been scorched.

Actually, people around here have apparently taken to calling me The Ghost. That’s what Jonathan told me the other day. Frankly, I think that’s a better name for the tiny girl down the hall with the sullen face who always dresses like she’s just come back from a funeral. Francesca is her name. Which, come to think of it, is exactly what you’d call the tiny Goth girl down the hall with the sullen face and funereal clothes. She gets to keep her name, too. The gorgeous and the pseudo-tragic, they get to own their elaborate, fancy full names. Not me. Jonathan said even sad-faced Francesca calls me The Ghost. That can’t be good. When you’re bumming out people who spend all day intentionally trying to look sad, you must look pretty damn pathetic.

•   •   •

As soon as I remember that my mother called this morning, I try to forget it. For a fraction of a second it starts to work. I almost rewrite the morning away, changing it into a completely different experience. This morning I got up, jumped out of bed, went to the gym . . . and then on my way to work I saved a child from being hit by a car. Something fantastically honorable and noble like that, something that would either excuse or erase the fact that the truth is I’m the kind of girl who lets her mother’s phone call go to voice mail and then completely forgets about it for the next three or four hours.

I can’t rewrite the truth away. I have to check my voice mail.

I do it with my eyes closed, as this somehow shelters me from harm. Because it’s not just a phone message from my mother. It is a reminder that no matter how much of a victim I might try to play sometimes, there’s no escaping the fact that I am a terrible person.

Charlotte Goodman is a terrible person. Only a terrible person would leave her husband and not tell her mother about it. That’s right. Charlotte Goodman’s own mother doesn’t know that her daughter is probably about to get a divorce. Worse than that, Charlotte is the kind of rotten daughter who will lie to her mother, to her face, and act like she still lives in the house where she hasn’t been in months.

In her defense, the only person possibly more terrible than Charlotte Goodman is Elaine Goodman, the woman who raised her. This is because Elaine has two emotional settings: none and all.

When Charlotte didn’t make the high school cheerleading team, Elaine got rid of Charlotte’s beloved dog, Shoelace, blaming the pet as a distraction from her daughter’s future.

For most mothers, a daughter’s engagement is cause for celebration. Not so with Elaine Goodman. When her daughter got engaged, Elaine’s first reaction was to say, “Oh, thank God. I truly feared the only time you’d ever say ‘I do’ was when someone asked, ‘Do you want more potato chips?’ ”

Charlotte was only five when her mother told her she’d grow up to be an awkward-looking woman, as years ago her father got her then-pregnant mother drunk and took her on a roller coaster, hoping to get rid of the baby.

One of those stories isn’t true, but I don’t want to say which one my narrator made up. The answer won’t be flattering, and besides, this way I don’t have to dwell on the two terrible stories that are completely true. Otherwise my daily plan will have to include “Find a Way To Sue Your Mother for Emotional Trauma.”

It isn’t that we don’t love each other, my mother and I. It’s more like we try to keep our love for each other a secret. We never hug. We don’t say “I love you.” We do tell each other when we’re disappointed in each other, because that’s important. Criticism makes you a better person for other people. Plus, if you find a couple of hours when you have less disappointment in each other than usual, you can note the banner day in your relationship.

This is why I haven’t told my mother about my marriage. I don’t think I’m prepared to handle the criticism. I figure as long as I keep Mom in the Emotional Zero zone, everything should be okay. We will both pretend that neither of us has any real thoughts or feelings about anything. Like we always do. We will discuss the weather, other people’s problems, anything interesting we got in the mail, and—if things get really crazy—one will tell the other about a newfound breakfast place where you can get a phenomenal glass of freshly squeezed grapefruit juice.
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