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Prologue

 

I a m somewhere in between Arizona’s state line and my destination. I am hardly conscious of where I am, much less where I am going. I am lying on the side of an abandoned road in the gravel next to the car, with my arm slashed from a broken Pabst beer bottle, and I’m waiting to die. I am hoping I pass out before the buzzards come to claim me. I am holding Petey in my arms. I need to bleed. I need to let this poison out.

You know how people, I don’t know, talk show guests, I guess, say that you see your life flash before you when you die? I believe it happens to some people maybe, but all I am seeing are moments from benign eighties sitcoms. That part where Gary Coleman from Diff’rent Strokes is getting measured at the doctor’s and Mr. Drummond tells him he’s only going to grow a few more inches the rest of his life. Yep. That one. Elizabeth Berkley pre-Showgirls days in Saved by the Bell, hooked on over-the-counter No-Doz dancing around her room, screaming, “I’m a maniac! I’m a maniac!” Is it kosher to laugh when you’re supposed to be giving up the ghost? Because that is some seriously funny shit. Oh yeah. And Spuds McKenzie. Remember him? That ugly dog with the alcohol problem who represented some beer company? Only I would have Spuds McKenzie at my suicide. I never win.

Okay, I need to get a grip. I have no idea where I really am or why I am here, but I have so far decided that living is no longer the most convenient option and that a broken beer bottle dragged across the wrist will absolve me of this shit-infested septic hole that has become my life. What was so bad? Why am I so fucked-up? Why can’t I just get up and get back in the car and drive to the nearest mental health facility and explain to them that I am having a really bad day?

It’s not like I got up one morning and thought, Gee, I’m just not as challenged as I would like to be. I think I will develop some major fears and paranoia coupled with the worst run of luck imaginable, sprinkled with low self-esteem, depression … ooh! Ooh! And addiction, too! Sweet! That should give me something to do!

I think that whoever came up with the idea of karma should eat shit. That should be their karmic debt to pay for promising idiotic people that somehow, someway, someday, they will get theirs. I’m getting mine and everyone else’s. I don’t have a pen to leave a note and I have absolutely no idea what my last words should be or who would even read them. And I think I’m losing too much blood to make my suicide soliloquy what I always imagined it would be. Only I could screw up dying. Leave it to me.

Top Ten Most Irresistibly Sexual Songs


	“I Want to Touch You”—Catherine Wheel: Does this song even need an explanation?

	“The Dogs of Lust”—The The: I once read that the lead singer of The The turned up the heat in the studio to like a million degrees to simulate, I dunno, being in heat or what have you, and Johnny Marr was frickin’ dying in there, playing his guitar over and over but once you hear this, it’s all worth it. Sex should be served hot, sweaty, and dirty. So should sexy music.

	“Gentleman”—Afghan Whigs: This song completely represents every single guy who somehow gets away with obnoxiously walking around like he’s a god, which I loathe, and also somehow manages to make me believe it. Cocky guys can be fun … for a night.

	“Stuck on You”—Failure: The video for this song was like a James Bond movie but with gymnasts instead of Pussy a Lot or whatever the fuck her name was. When I saw Failure play this live, my very first desire was to find a trampoline close by and show off my impressive tumbling abilities. Flexibility is sexy. Both literal flexibility and figurative, as well, now that I think about it.

	“Physical”—Nine Inch Nails: When Adam Ant, whom I adored as a very young stereophile, played this song, it was kind of creepy, S&M humorous-type music. It just made me laugh like his song “Strip” did. It seemed like a cartoon for sex. But when Nine Inch Nails covered this song, I was about nineteen when I heard it, and I wanted to jump out of my skin. If this version had been first, I would have been much younger when I “left Virginia” as the cherry-poppin’ saying goes.

	“Machine Gun”—Slowdive: I want, just once, to be in an intimate moment and have no concerns about what I look like, what he thinks of me, what I’m doing there, what I will say in the morning, what he’ll tell his friends, what I’ll tell myself if he never calls me again, what he’ll pretend to want from me, what he’ll think about my inability to control my noise level when I am in the act of enjoyable sexual activities, how I might romanticize the moment for the rest of my life, how I might regret the act once it is done, how he might think my body moves out of tempo, how I might not like his tempo, how there might be absolutely no good reason why I should be there with him at all except that this song happens to be on and it makes me lose all defenses. I want, one day, to turn some music on, turn the lights down low, and truly lose control with someone. This one song almost makes me feel like maybe someday I could.

	“Stars ’N Stripes”—Grant Lee Buffalo: I think the lyrics of this song somehow mix a nice sexual encounter with a protest against swastikas and hate crimes or something, but it doesn’t matter. The voice, the rhythm, the video-camera innuendo make it perfect. Perversion is completely subjective anyway. That must be the favorite phrase of perverts like me.

	“Summertime Rolls”—Jane’s Addiction: Yeah, the Ecstasy reference is obvious, but I just like the idea of actually being sober with someone and having such a nice sensation that I feel like I’m on drugs. I bet this is really about oral sex. It has to be.

	“So Real”—Jeff Buckley: I don’t have to explain what ninety percent of female Jeff Buckley fans probably did alone in their rooms to this song. It’s a given.

	“Good Morning”—the Dandy Warhols: I want someone to growl sweet things to me like this. He could be saying anything as long as it comes out like a snarl. Every girl dreams about a bad boy with a good side. I dream about a bad boy with a good side … who can maybe play guitar.








PART 1

The Game of Life and How to Play It
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The Rules

I’m in a Rite Aid in the Valley and Peter Cetera is playing. I am singing along while I’m in line buying exactly three postcards, a bottle of Evian, a lighter, some butter, and a metal-barreled round hairbrush. And I know the fucking words to “The Glory of Love.” Every single one of them. Okay, so Karate Kid II was overrated. But Peter Cetera was a genius in a bad Eighties bomber jacket, singing the theme song. I saw Cetera once at a carnival. His wife looks like you would think Peter Cetera’s wife would look. Like a bleached-blonde California silicone-enhanced ditz twenty years his junior. But, bless you, Peter, for “The Glory of Love.” It’s just the kind of bad radio song I need to relate to right now. Not quite as respectable as Billy Joel, not quite as horrific as Michael Bolton.

There’s this pudgy black-haired little girl at the Good Humor Ice Cream stand inside the pharmacy who is yelling at the acne-covered Latino ice cream man because she wanted the other kind of fudge ripple in her three-scoop cone. She has the air of a forty-five-year-old CEO in New York City who has been jilted by a cabby. She is maybe seven years old. This California girl is jaded beyond repair. My turn comes up in line.

“A pack of Marlboro Lights and a pack of Marlboro Ultra-lights, please.”

I gave myself away right there. No one says please in the Valley. Or thank you. Unless it’s in a sarcastic tone when the coffee is two minutes late and they want the head of the server. You got me. I’m not from here. But I need the Ultralights. I need something to separate myself from him, pretend that I’m not on the same path of self-destruction. Pretend that I care just one percent more about my blackened lungs to buy the “lightest” version of lung cancer available. David wants the Lights, to show that he isn’t totally hard-core anything. Wishy-washy. Fucking Libras do it to me every time.

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-four.”

“Can I see some ID?”

I get carded to this day, and I am now twenty-four, five days ago. I feel like I’m seventy half the time, so being mistaken for someone less than eighteen has gotten old by now. Once I show the counter girl my ID, and the two old bitches behind me have sighed their L.A. sigh that everyone has learned in the Valley, she lets me go. I sort of shimmy out of the pharmacy, feeling very proud of accomplishing something. He’ll be so happy. David will see that I care enough to help him smoke himself to death.

I’m walking and trying to light a cigarette at the same time and traffic here is like a game of fucking Frogger. Dodge the cars, watch for bullets. I am getting a buzz from one puff of my Ultralight cigarette and I have to put it out. All my bright ideas make me sick. As I head over past the 7-Eleven, I’m thinking of what else is on my internal list of things to do to be a good person today, and I’m overwhelmed. But I got his cigarettes. I got the butter. Now I can bake for him. He will love my cookies. If he loves my cookies, he will love me. If he loves me, I am worthy.

I open the gate to the little white duplex on the little dead end street, and tiptoe to his door. I can hear the TV blaring. I can hear the stereo’s sound effects from the video game he’s been engrossed in for the last few months. He won’t even notice I was gone. So now I must tiptoe inside. He can’t notice when I’m there, he has to notice when I’m gone. These are the rules I have made up for David to need me. If I’m noisy, he will want me to leave. If I break something, he’s better off without me. If he says the house is too small, it means that I am too big. I take up too much space. I need to figure out how to shrink myself. I need to become like rice paper, like origami, so he can fold me up and put me in his pocket until he’s ready to unfold me again.

When I shut the door behind me, David glances up from his game.

“Hiya, sweetie.”

“Hi, baby.”

“How was your run?”

“Uh, okay.”

I dodge cords and clothes on the floor and hand him his pack of cigarettes. He still hasn’t really looked up from his game.

“Thanks, hon.”

“Sure.”

I shuffle papers, open and close drawers, try to seem like I have something to do while he’s busy saving his universe there on the computer. I look over at the bottle of Cuervo on top of the fridge. I can’t start drinking yet. It’s only five. He’ll think I’m an alcoholic. And I am so not an alcoholic. I never drink at home. I only drink when I’m on vacation, or when I’m bored or when I’m depressed. My dad is the alcoholic. I’m just … young. But God, I need a drink. I need to relax. I need to stop feeling like David doesn’t want me here, like he doesn’t like me, like he’s just humoring me. I have to stop asking stupid questions like, “What’s your favorite color?” and “What’s your mother’s sign?” I have to stop being young. I have to get jaded. I have to be cynical. I have to stop speaking. I have to be invisible. He likes things that don’t really exist.

“What’s wrong?”

He knows I’m a basket case, but I am this way because of so many things. I have a right to be uneven right now. It’s my father’s sickness, it’s David’s disinterest, it’s that I’m twenty-four and I still haven’t really figured out if I want to live or not. It’s my tendency to choose the wrong times to talk. It’s that with David, it’s never a good time to talk. It’s that I love this bastard so much I am becoming everyone I ever hated just to be nearer to him. It’s that he doesn’t want me near him anymore. It’s that I just want this one thing to be okay. It’s that it never will. It’s your fault, David. I am a mess because you won’t let me clean us up. You would rather remain on the floor, spilled, tracked over, something that would have made a nice conversation piece, a thing of beauty, if someone had allowed it to. You would rather be broken glass in my feet than the looking glass I peer into every day. It’s that you don’t care what’s wrong, David. I try to hold back the tears as I look up from the twice-cleaned countertop.

“It’s my dad.”

David doesn’t look up from his game.

“What about him?”

“He’s not getting better.”

Silence. No, I take that back. Not silence. There is a happy techno sound coming out of the stereo, because he is winning his video game. David’s character is fairly powerful by now, and he has all these spells he casts on his opponents and each spell has a specific sound to it. And this sound means that he gained something. A weapon, money, a slave, whatever. Life is good. David is happy. He looks up triumphantly. Uncomfortably.

“That sucks.”

I try to fold into smaller pieces when he looks at me, so the space around me looks bigger. So he doesn’t think I take up much room at all. I suddenly want to be like the treadmill you can fold up and put under the bed.

“Yeah. He’s basically … dying.”

David gives me a blank look and turns back to kill some more creatures. I tiptoe to the bathroom and shut the door. Turn on the bath. And start to sob. How can I ever compete with an immortal character? Why do I want to? Why is it necessary for me to find the one person in the world who wants to die alone and try to force him to change his mind? This is my brand of attention. I need this attention most.

Top Ten Reasons I Cannot Leave David


	He needs me.

	I think I need him.

	I am in love with him.

	I have to make him love me again.

	He is too fucked up to find someone to be with him now, and I won’t let him die alone.

	I am too jaded for dating around anymore and I hate dates and I hate guys paying for dinners and expecting pussy in return and I might as well settle down now.

	We have great sex. Did I say great? It’s fucking amazing.

	We have really good sex. It counts for two. It’s that good.

	We are both very shy and very bruised from love and we both don’t trust people so we might as well be distrustful and miserable together.

	We have a lot in common. Like cooking. And music. And books. And sex.
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Life After God

I’m on the phone with my friend Karen. I’m trying to get to the bottom of my relationship with David, again. She is already sick of my obsessing, again. She is telling me to move on, again. She is telling me to dump him, again. I am giving her another blow by blow of an exchange we’ve had, again. She’s annoyed, again.

“Tyler, you had a life before David, didn’t you? Get it back!”

“What did we used to talk about, Karen?”

“What do you mean?”

“On the phone. What did we discuss before David?”

“God, this is so sad. I can’t remember.”

“Karen, I just can’t figure out what I did before I met him. I can distinctly remember buying a book of One Hundred Card Games for One.”

“Tyler, that should say enough right there. That purchase speaks volumes. You can’t go on with life and forget this guy until you actually get a life.”

“Well … it’s not like I don’t have things going on. Dad is struck with this thing, this horrible disease that he got because he had a fuckload of fun in his twenties and thirties … and hell, in his forties. His liver is eating itself. His liver is being eaten away. And all I can think about is: What do I do if David never speaks to me again? What will I do with my life?”

“Tyler, get a grip. Who the hell does he think he is? He’s a loser. He has no job. The guy doesn’t give a shit about you. And I’m not saying that to be mean. I’m just saying …”

“But you don’t understand, Karen. He’s so talented. Fucking unbelievable. He toured with everyone who was anyone in the early nineties.”

“Tyler! Key words here, hon: ‘anyone who was anyone.’ So he opened for some bands forever ago. Whatever happened to the Screaming Trees? And Soul Asylum? And where are the Smashing Pumpkins now? And does anyone care where they are? I think I saw that Darcy chick from the Pumpkins vee-jaying on MTV last night. Or was she the one who got arrested for accepting heroin delivered to her doorstep via FedEx?”

“No, that was one of the chicks from the Breeders, I think. And don’t knock the Pumpkins. Or the Breeders. Show some respect.”

“What are we talking about?”

“Karen, he’s just depressed. He thinks all the good times have been had already.”

“Well, shit, you’ve had the worst life I know of, but you don’t treat him like dirt.”

“He doesn’t treat me like dirt. Do I really have the worst life you know of?”

“Yes. Congratulations. So when was the last time David actually asked you a question?”

“Like what?”

“Like ‘how are you?’”

“Uh … I don’t know.”

“Has he ever asked how you are?”

“Yes, he used to.”

“Before you went there to be with him. Before you were a real thing there in his house. Before he had to actually deal with you even when he didn’t want to.”

“Karen, this isn’t helping.”

“No, Tyler, this is true. He was awesome to you before you schlepped out there to live out your big fantasy. Because you were a fantasy. You were long-distance lovers. So David created you in his head to be exactly what he wanted you to be. He designed your profile just like he does on that computer game of his. He decided what your smile was like. He decided how much you liked to talk, how often, at what pitch. He decided when he wanted to fuck your brains out, and you didn’t ask for more or less because he was fucking his hand along to his image of you. He could turn you off whenever he wanted. With the flick of a switch. And then when you went to be with him, you asked for something he couldn’t give you. A little bit of his life. A little piece of his space. He loved the idea of being with his fantasy of you. And you came and ruined the whole thing by being human.”

“Karen, you can make it seem as small as you want. But I know that he loved me. For a little while.”

“Okay, fine. Whatever. Maybe he loved you. But obviously he knows that he can’t deal with that now.”

“Well, neither can I. I can’t deal with the fact that he would rather curl up and die alone than be with me. I can’t deal with the fact that he doesn’t think to open car doors for me, that he pulls all my covers off in the middle of the night, that he gets annoyed when I want to talk about stuff.”

“You can’t deal with being treated like a dog.”

“No, I just want him to want me. And don’t you dare start singing Cheap Trick.”

“Tyler, how did you end up with this guy again?”

“He was just sort of … an accident. A friend of a friend introduced us one time when I was in L.A. We just instantly knew we were right for each other.”

“Ty, do you know how fucked up all of this is?”

“It wasn’t fucked up then. It was like an old-fashioned mail order bride kinda thing…. Letters and phone calls and presents and yearning from a long distance … it was romantic. Well, sort, of. And anyway, I am fucked up, remember?”

“Oh, yeah. I keep forgetting. So anyway, we were talking about me now.”

“We were?”

“No, Tyler, that’s my point. We’re always talking about this lately.”

“Karen?”

“Yeah, what?”

“Do you think my dad will see me get married?”

“Oh, God, Tyler. I dunno.”

“Maybe I just want to cling to David because I want my dad to see me get married.”

“Sweetie, there is no way in hell David is ever going to marry anybody. He is incapable. You are trying to find any excuse to understand why you are in love with a passive-aggressive unavailable guy. It’s not because your dad is sick. It’s because you are.”

“Thanks, Karen.”

“Anytime. Tyler?”

“Yeah?”

“What do you really want?”

“I want someone to ask me how I am and really mean it. I want someone to really care what the answer is.”

“That’s not much to ask.”

“Yeah, I know. Oh, hey, Karen, I think I know what I want to do with my life.”

“Go ahead.”

“Airline hostess.”

“Let me guess … to be able to take off to California and see David again, right?”

“No! Well, I guess, yeah.”

“See? You’re sick. You need help.”

“I miss David.”

“I miss you before David.”

“Good night.”

“Hey, Ty?”

“Yeah?”

“How are you? Are you okay?”

“Karen, if you were only a man, things would be so perfect.”

Top Ten Reasons

I Let Guys Treat Me Like Shit


	Low self-esteem. This is the excuse everyone uses, though.

	Dad treated Mom like shit. Once again, not very original, that one.

	They treat me like a princess at first, showering me with compliments and promises and then about two days after they see that they have me hook, line, and sinker, they start with their asshole act and I’ve already fallen in love with the prince they once were.

	I expect guys to treat me like shit. It’s become this dance I do where I’m constantly whispering under my breath, “Okay, when will this one fuck me over?” And when you have a bad attitude, bad things happen.

	I have never finished a whole Deepak Chopra book, and I have this superstition that if I did, all of a sudden, everything would go like some Persian Rumi love story. The problem is that I still can’t manage to get through a whole book without going, “Bite me, Deepak.”

	I’ve always seen guys who are really nice to girls all the time as either pathetic, or liars who are guilty of a multitude of sins and are just being nice to cover up. I have dated losers, guys who have no jobs, who have no communication abilities whatsoever, who have told me straight-faced they would never care about me, guys who ignore basic hygiene or common courtesies, who cannot keep their dicks in their pants, who won’t ever remove their dicks from their pants, and more. But I refuse to date a pathetic guy who lives for my every desire.

	I am codependent. That is my first language, and even when I’m in a foreign country such as a nice guy who has no major addictions, when I get comfortable, I begin speaking my native tongue and I turn him into a passive-aggressive slob or an addict of some sort.

	You know what? Strike that last one from the record. Fuck them. I don’t turn them into anything. They’re that way already. That still doesn’t mean I’m any good at choosing playmates.

	I like Aimee Mann’s music too much to have a normal, happy life.

	At least they realize that I exist. If I don’t let guys treat me like shit, I won’t be involved with the ones I like on any level because they are not capable of being friends with me, and they are not capable of treating girls well unless the girl treats them like shit, and I can’t do that. When I meet one of these types, like David, I know immediately. They’re like this offer of oxygen in a room where everyone has learned to breathe recycled, dirty, boring artificial air. And I know they are bad for me before I ever speak to them, but I also know that I need them. Even if only for one uninterrupted hour. I need their brand of attention.
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Does Your Daughter Pet?

David is watching me come out of the bathroom, dressed all in white. I am subconsciously trying to be his virginal protector, I’m sure. But it feels like I’m trying too hard. I am wearing eyelet. I am wearing ballet slippers. Or what appear to be ballet slippers. They make me feel shorter than I am. David is tall, and I like the feeling of him being taller, of having to reach up to put my arms around him. I like his wider girth. But I don’t like feeling short, even though I do want to be smaller, to stay out of his way. I want to be long and thin and wispy, like a reed or a willow branch. I want to sway in the wind and fit in the corner. I want David to notice that I’ve soaked in a bath of lavender and jasmine oil, so that his hands will glide over me.

I lie on the bed and stare at the ceiling. I want to forget about Dad. I want to forget that David really doesn’t want me here anymore. I want to forget that this is another one of my failures. It’s all my fault and I just want to forget.

“Drink some tequila,” was David’s suggestion on how to cheer up. But I know that if I took a shot right now he would look at me like I was a lush. God, I probably am a lush. It’s five o’clock again and I want to be drunk. Blissfully drunk. Dead drunk. I don’t care, just drunk. I never understood before what Dad saw in drinking. All those years, I thought he must be crazy, absorbing the liquid until he stumbled around, in a half daze, saying half-important things. Drinking always just made me sick before. And then I learned how to do it. Sort of like learning how to live in a relationship that will never work. You pretend you don’t need it, you pretend you can go on without it, you pretend that it is just what’s good right now, and that right now is all that matters. The olive in the bottom of your glass. The one compliment, “You look pretty.” Gin and tonics won’t say “I love you” and neither will he. But they will help you keep busy. Worrying. Do I drink too much? Do I care too much? Am I going crazy? Am I giving away that I really am this drunk, this in love?
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