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For The Terribles.






I’ve never been a natural, all I do is try, try, try.

—TAYLOR SWIFT, “MIRRORBALL”








Before We Begin

When my son was two years old, he would greet new children at the park by saying, “I’m Ralphie! My dad is dead!” The children tended not to care very much about Ralph’s deceased father, but any parent or caregiver around them would freeze, trying to will their faces to project an air of inquisitiveness rather than anguish.

“Yes!” I’d say. “That’s correct!” And the two of us would go about our business, which meant me standing at the bottom of a slide Ralph would never go down, while he stood at the top and made sure every other kid got a turn. Some days I might offer an insincere apology to the person whose day seemed to be ruined by the facts of Ralph’s and my life, and some days I might even offer up the tidbits I could sense they were craving: How did he die? How old was he? Did he deserve it?

If you’re craving those same tidbits, I don’t blame you. And the answers are: Brain Cancer. Thirty-five. And no, not even a little bit. Ralph’s limited vocabulary and sense of social norms had freed him from the tyranny of conversational niceties and allowed him to state the facts, however awful they be. Soon enough, I knew, he would learn to lie like the rest of us: by omission, by wrapping the unruly threads of his life tight, or trimming them off entirely. He will learn that the best way to keep people comfortable is to hide your own discomfort or deny it entirely. He will learn to fake it until he makes it, to betray himself in a million ways, just like his mother.

I don’t know when I learned that “fine” was the correct answer to “how are you?” but nobody ever had to explicitly tell me that “well, I’m teetering on the edge of a nervous breakdown” is definitely not the answer your colleague is looking for while you pass each other in the hallways between your many overlapping meetings. It doesn’t take a psychology degree to understand that some things are just more pleasant than others, and that as comfort-seeking mammals with disposable income we are attracted to the pleasant, the easy.

And yes, we know that “life is hard,” but we also really want it to be hard in ways that are manageable and more inconvenient than difficult. We want our setbacks to be setting us up for comebacks, and more than anything, we want to be able to alchemize our pain into something shiny and good: a lesson learned, a warning sign for others. Our suffering is just a vehicle for our self-improvement.

Ha.

“Good Vibes Only” makes a cute saying for a mug, but a pretty ominous interpersonal standard. My bookshelves and credit card statements will tell you that I’ve tried my best to smooth all my rough edges, to master my own mind and attract the kind of life I want. Depending on the aperture, it might look like I’ve done it: I have a handsome (second) husband named Matthew and a blended family of four children, and our holiday cards (which arrive after the holidays) are printed on thick cardstock and sometimes feature professional photos. But a family can only blend when other family units have fallen apart, and five out of six of the people smiling at you from that card are still sorting through the residual trauma of what was lost before this was gained.

I don’t put that on the back of the card, but maybe I should. The vibes out here are a mixed bag, and mostly out of our control, like the economic forces that determine who can pay their rent and who lives in an encampment on the side of the freeway, or the random multiplication of cells that showed up as a brain tumor in my first husband’s handsome head.

I don’t want to live in a world where the only vibes are bad, but I cannot stay for long in a room where the only vibes allowed are the pleasant ones, either. I was a child who lay in bed crying about pain I hadn’t yet experienced—like the deaths of my very alive parents, who were doing the New York Times crossword puzzle in bed down the hall—and a teenager who read Carson McCullers. I was also a child who delighted in physical comedy and fantasized about growing up to marry Chris Farley (may he Rest in Peace). I grew up to be an adult whose job is to speak to strangers about the hardest things they’ve been through, to help them tell the truth about their own discomfort so that other strangers can learn to be comfortable with the discomfort of others in the comfort of wherever they listen to podcasts. And I also grew up to be an adult with an abiding passion for early aughts reality television, a die-hard Swiftie, and the kind of person who—regrettably—ends phone calls by saying “smell ya later.”

I have always been the saddest happy person I know (or maybe the happiest sad person I know), the middle part of a Venn diagram that I’d caption The Life of The Party Pooper.

There are plenty of books out there promising you a better version of your life, books where the author uses their own narrow personal experiences to offer universal advice to the reader. Those books sell very well, and most of them are on my bookshelves. But this book is for people who cannot help but put a little sprinkle of sadness on their happiest memories, or who know that life is short and still fill those waking hours with long-held grudges against former colleagues whose names they cannot recall. I welcome and respect all of your vibes. Here are some of mine.






1 It Hurts to Be Beautiful


The woman standing in front of me with a syringe has a question. She is holding an iPad opened to a PDF document informing me about the risks of this procedure, and I’ve scrolled through it to get to the small box that declares “I understand the risks,” which I click without hesitation, swiping my finger across the screen to approximate my signature.

I’m proudly middle-aged, though that seems to rile up anyone older than me. I’ve spent nights in hospital beds and afternoons in chemo infusion rooms. Surrounded by the sick, I have felt a new appreciation for my healthy body: the miracle of my two lungs and my countless cells, every piece of me working in harmony together to sustain this life of mine. Aging is a gift, the goal of everything my body does for me, thanklessly, day and night. I want to experience aging in all its fullness. I do not, however, want to look it. I feel a slight pinch, experience a bit of redness, and in two weeks I see those lines relax and disappear.

Is this:


	
1. Self-care

	
2. A submission to patriarchal beauty standards that require women to cling to their youth

	
3. An exercise in futility

	
4. All of the above

	
5. None of the above





I came of age in what may be the tackiest era of female beauty: the late 1990s and early 2000s. The turn of that century brought major enhancements in the accentuation of femininity, and a celebration of the effort. The Playboy to Prime Time pipeline was filled with silicone: Pamela Anderson’s breast implants bouncing slowly and dramatically in her tiny red bathing suit during the opening credits of Baywatch, Jenny McCarthy’s chest pulling against her baby tees on Singled Out. I wasn’t allowed to watch either of these things, but I learned how to turn off the TV the moment my parents hit the garage door opener, sprinting up the stairs and into my bed with an open book as if I’d whiled away the after-school hours getting lost in American History instead of soaking in the much sexier American Present. I was built like a two-by-four and dressed like an extra in The Mighty Ducks, but I knew beauty when I saw it. It was in a bottle of bleach and boobs that looked like overfilled water balloons. It was in my mother, who barely wore makeup when I was a child other than the silver tubes of Clinique lipstick she kept in every bag and tucked into the glove compartment of her car: a sheer, berry purple that made her naturally thick lips look like candy. Mom let her hair air-dry into soft waves and clipped it back. Her hands were long and elegant, and her nails almost always unpainted. Her best accessories were her royal-blue eyes, framed in giant, jewel-toned glasses. Her own mother—who had once been young and lithe and smooth—was now completely shapeless, a sexless pile of bones and organs coated in a thin layer of tissue paper–skin. Her face looked as though my own mother’s had been wadded up and left at the bottom of a pile of damp laundry, her ice-blue eyes peering through drooped eyelids and her teeth stained by years of coffee and cigarettes and red wine. She wore free men’s T-shirts with ankle-length skirts printed with loud florals and stained with the clay she shaped into bowls and pitchers in the shed behind her cabin.

For me, there was no competition between this kind of beauty and the kind I saw on television and in magazines, no hierarchy or value attached to them. But there is one, of course, and it whiplashes us between standards: the “natural” beauty whose appeal is so innate she doesn’t need any assistance… and those that are fakes, facsimiles. Effort is dismissed as artifice, but I’ve always seen it as an art to be able to transform yourself so fully. Natural beauty is a gift bestowed on a few whose features fall within the fickle standards of the time, but even natural beauty requires some effort. I have spent hundreds of dollars on a brand of beauty products modeled exclusively by poreless teens that promises a “natural dewiness” that my own skin can no longer produce. Celebrities will claim that their beauty secrets are simply sleep and water and “good nutrition,” without mentioning the thousands of dollars they’ve spent on laser treatments and hair removal and hair extensions and a full-time glam squad. Even when it is their job to look good, they feel compelled to pretend it just happens, erasing the hours and the dollars it took to create the look that normals will attempt to re-create in the aisles of Target.

Taylor Swift wrote “I’ve never been a natural, all I do is try, try, try.” And while I do not think she was talking about injectables, I hear in her lyrics the pressure to exude effortlessness. To openly strive and reach—to show your work, whether it is seeking higher office or flaunting your obvious plastic surgery—is to be distrusted, to be false. To not try at all—to let your armpit hair grow down to your waist or your skin wrinkle like a raisin, to let your body stay soft and squishy after a baby—is also suspect. There’s no good way to be a woman.

I felt an almost instant sense of shame after my first injection, and every one thereafter. When complimented on my appearance, do I disclose that I’ve cheated? Have I cheated? Where did I cross the line between effortless natural beauty and effortful deception? Was it when I fought the natural darkening of my blond hair with a head full of platinum highlights in ninth grade? When I baked in tanning booths after signing a waiver acknowledging that yes, a high-wattage light bulb might cause cancer? Was it when I sat in poorly ventilated nail salons while my technician wore an N95 mask and coated the keratin that grows from my fingertips in various forms of pigmented chemicals? Was the line crossed when I had small false eyelashes glued to my own, or when I purchased long strands of human hair in thick wefts stitched into my own locks? Was it when I struggled into underwear that eliminated the slight bulge of my lower intestine and uterus so that skirts would sit smoothly on my curveless body?



At five years old, my cousin Lillian and I were given the gift of a lifetime: a few dollars apiece to spend at the mall in my small town, a glamorous building that had a fountain, an escalator, and a Claire’s. Claire’s was—is, maybe still—the closest thing that young girls have to a dream store. As an adult, you may find your peace of mind wandering the aisles of Target or Sephora, or by snatching up your most coveted items at the Nordstrom sale. But as a little girl in the late 1980s with five dollars burning a hole in your pocket, there was no better place to shop than Claire’s, a small box of a store packed from floor to ceiling with various accessories designed to thrill and excite: small post earrings with peace signs, puffy headbands covered in sequins, a fanny pack? All this and more awaited Lillian and me on the other end of a twenty-minute ride in the way back of my mother’s Volvo.

Like many little girls, Lillian and I were desperate to be mistaken for twins. Mistaken is the wrong word, because we were constantly trying to con people into thinking we were twins, saying natural things like “Hey, twin? Where is Mom?” while eyeing the strangers around us like, Yeah, did you hear that? We are twins, and prepared to counter any questions like “Why don’t you look alike?” with snappy comebacks like “Ever heard of fraternal twins separated at birth, you half-wit?” It goes without saying (although of course we say it repeatedly while sitting in what is essentially the trunk of the car) that we’ll need whatever we buy on this day to be matching, and after testing my mother’s patience by begging her to let us get our ears pierced by an untrained sixteen-year-old girl in rural Minnesota, we decided on matching pairs of red enamel heart earrings with a screw-on back.

These are our first and only accessories, and we act as though they are precious diamonds, not a metal that we are probably allergic to. We take turns trying to clamp each other’s little earlobes in between the two small pads, cranking them closer together. “Tighter!” we scream at each other. “It might fall off!” We study our faces in my family’s hall mirror, our earlobes throbbing with the pressure.

“Do your ears hurt?” I ask Lillian, trying not to cry.

“A little,” she lies. “But it hurts to be beautiful!”

Now, our pain was meaningful and holy. If this was the cost of beauty, we were happy to pay it, baby! We had the rest of the afternoon to spend however we wanted to, which was constantly touching our ears to make sure the earrings were still there and tightening them until my mom noticed our earlobes were purple and unscrewed them in a panic, wondering aloud if we might have killed the flesh altogether by cutting off the blood supply. Lillian and I cried not from the threat of possible disfigurement but from the pain of losing our most beautiful feature.



It hurts to be beautiful, and it hurts to lose your beauty, too. I read Nora Ephron’s I Feel Bad About My Neck before I had a single wrinkle, and yet I knew exactly why she felt bad about her skin loosening, hanging, signaling to the world that she was no longer young. My own beauty has always felt like an avocado: not ripe, not ripe, not ripe… and on its way to rotting in the blink of an eye. I spent the better part of my adolescent and teenage years waiting to be desired, desperate to be perceived as beautiful. The first time I experienced what I would now call street harassment was on a family trip to New York City, where a man walked next to me for a block, asking for my number while my oblivious family strolled on ahead. I was thrilled. I wrote about it in my journal, noting that he called me “beautiful” and ignoring the fact that he was at least a decade older than me and invading my personal space. Even when I responded with a middle finger, every honk of a horn or shout from a car was also a small shot of affirmation: I was beautiful, not because of my wit or my intellect, but because an unwashed man in a Nissan Altima shouted it from his car window at a stoplight.



Dolly Parton is one of the most talented songwriters in history, a philanthropist whose investment in COVID-19 research hastened the arrival of a vaccine that your high school friend who now sells essential oils is convinced also contains a microchip. She’s universally beloved and the subject of podcasts and books and a fanbase that nearly deifies her. Her famous quips, like “It takes a lot of time and money to look this cheap, honey!”1 or her confession that she modeled her look after the “town tramp,” seem to put her ahead of the joke, but the jokes kept coming, seemingly intent on chipping away at her serious accomplishments by amplifying her obsession with something as trivial as her looks. Interviewers including Oprah and Barbara Walters seemed intent on forcing her to justify them, with Walters telling her in 1977, “You don’t have to look like this.”

Of course she doesn’t! And neither do I!



But I like it. I like that my own artifice and effort also allow a certain level of laziness: the eyelashes I wore for a year had me waking up looking like a Disney princess, the Dysport really does make my skin look better even without makeup, and the extensions I wore for a year gave me full, voluminous hair without spending hours styling and piling on products. My deep emotional well is not drained by the shallow pursuit of beauty, and maybe it is even accentuated by it. I’m highly aware that everything is temporary: my life will end, my extensions will loosen, and the neurotoxins will wear off.

I intended to limit my injections to Dysport, some “natural” smoothing and relaxing—maintenance, really—but the woman with the syringe has a pitch for me: Have I thought about dermal filler? I have not, so she explains that with just a few syringes we can fill in my hollow cheeks and weak chin and accentuate the jawline that has slid into my neck over the past year or so. I’m not just intrigued but excited, and tell her to go for it. Fifteen incredibly painful minutes later, she holds a mirror up to my face. Aside from the red welts indicating where the needles have punctured my skin, I don’t really see a difference, but I’m assured that in a few weeks, when the filler settles, I’ll call and thank her. Instead, electric bolts of pain shoot from my chin up to my still-numb lower lip, which is raw from being accidentally bitten with every meal. I ice it, swallow ibuprofen, and try to stay off Google until the weekend is over and I feel comfortable calling to report my symptoms. Yes, I’m experiencing an unintended form of facial paralysis, but I also don’t want to ruin anyone’s weekend, ya know?

I return to be injected with another substance that will undo all that was done a few days before, dissolving the filler and relieving the pressure on a nerve that isn’t pleased about being crowded with a foreign substance. But weeks later, I am still biting my numb lower lip every time I eat, spicing up every meal and snack with a hint of my own blood. The nerve will take time to heal itself, to bring proper feeling and functionality back to my face.

Matthew makes a light joke one night, after I’ve howled in pain at my incisor piercing my inner lip yet again.

“The free version of your face worked fine, didn’t it?”

I laugh, not because his joke is any good, but because the joke’s on him: he’s never known a free version of my face; he only thinks he has. Without this filler, my cheeks will go wherever they want to, I suppose. My jawline will have to be accentuated the old-fashioned way, by layers of contouring makeup and good lighting.

And if I don’t regain all the feeling in my lower lip, oh well. I understood the risks.


	
1 Dolly Parton, Dolly: My Life and Other Unfinished Business (New York: HarperCollins, 1994).








2 Hello, Me


It took three rapid COVID tests, forty text messages, and three PayPal transfers to get my friends and me together for a weekend away. A working weekend away, and not even a weekend but a Wednesday and Thursday, because the home rental was half the price during midweek. Still, we arrived at our temporary home on the outskirts of Joshua Tree, California, with laptops and sweat suits and edibles, prepared to finish the project we’d started an entire year before. Writing as a group is a special kind of magic. Only one person can actually write at a time, so we took turns typing while the other two attempted to be useful. I’m the best typist, but Brandy is the funnier of the three of us, so Jess and I sat impotently at the kitchen table as she tapped away at her keyboard, eating candy and the occasional edible. We took sporadic breaks to sit outside like lizards soaking up the desert sun under SPF 80 and wide-brim sun hats, because in our late thirties, both our egg count and our skin elasticity have taken a nosedive.

“Isn’t it funny,” Brandy said, her legs dangling from the egg chair that only her four-foot-eleven frame could comfortably fit into, “that we’ll never be the kind of women that are, like, classy?” Jess and I—both in oversized T-shirts and bodies that are over five foot ten—blinked.

“Think about it,” Brandy said wistfully. “We’ll never be a Cate Blanchett or a Kerry Washington. Just… think about it.”

I wanted to protest, but I was interrupted by the flash of a memory: me, just weeks before, folding all six of my J.Crew wool pencil skirts—yellow, green, blue, pink, red, and black—and lovingly donating them to the local thrift shop. Two of them still had the tags on them, though I know I’d worn them before. Would an elegant woman repeatedly wear clothing that still had the tags attached? I had fully intended to be an elegant woman in pencil skirts, even though my height made walking in a narrow band of fabric absolutely comical, and my creative job made dressing up entirely unnecessary, even before a global pandemic relegated me to a home “office” in my closet. I’d tried to at least look the part sometimes, but always ended up feeling like I was the world’s most boring cosplayer, struggling to sit with my knees together and keeping my arms down to conceal the rings of sweat soaking through my top. Still, I hadn’t considered that I would never be elegant. It felt like a possibility I was just delaying until I had a job as an evening news anchor or could comfortably describe myself as a philanthropist. I looked at myself a little more objectively: my unwashed hair was pinned back from my face, hanging in greasy waves. My sweatpants had sprouted a small hole at the knee. I was wearing… crocs. With socks. My car, parked just a few yards away, was coated with white crust from the grackles who had taken over the ficus tree next to our driveway and asserted their dominance over me and my sensible sedan. I’d meant to take it for a wash, but I hadn’t.

“Shit,” Jess whispered, sniffing her armpits, “you’re right.”

We sat there in stoned silence for hours, possibly minutes, imagining the versions of ourselves that would never be.

I dipped briefly into a world where I’m told, “You look just like Carolyn Bessette-Kennedy” so many times that it’s embarrassing. A world where all my children’s first names are last names, types of trees, or small towns my family settled many generations ago (this has to be a fantasy because my Irish immigrant ancestors landed originally in a town called Lake City, Minnesota, which has absolutely no name potential). In my fantasy, my family has vacationed on the same private island off the coast of Maine for generations, and even though I look like a model (again, embarrassing!), I’m also quite outdoorsy. I probably eat oysters and own candlesticks.

The fantasy fell apart quickly, like all the IKEA beds I’ve assembled myself after kind of sort of checking the instructions. I would never master a chignon—neither the hairstyle nor the pronunciation—I would not be a woman of mystery and grace but the same Nora whose children’s impression of her is a heavy eye roll and a “You gotta be shitting me.” Perhaps a part of me—the part who gave up her pencil skirts—had known this already. But what about the other parts of me? The versions of Nora who had ordered magnetic eyelashes, imagining herself to be the kind of woman who could go full glam on a Tuesday, or who had stacked up piles of books by Pema Chödrön, certain she could become quieter, more considerate, less reactive. Were they just as impossible as the Elegant Nora? What about the Nora who went to Burning Man and spent all ten days trying to not see all the old penises that were flapping around everywhere she looked under the guise of “performance art”? I’d jettisoned her—and the boyfriend who’d convinced her that trip fell under the definition of “vacation”—but wasn’t she tucked inside me somewhere?

At thirty-seven, I hesitate to refer to myself as aging, but I am. I’ve reached an age where I can recall an event that feels fresh to me—say, attending Burning Man, or being dropped on my ass in front of my friend’s entire wedding reception when an enthusiastic groomsman thought he could scoop all six feet of me into his arms—and realize I’m discussing an event that took place a full decade ago. I’m at an age where my own children describe the formative rom-coms of my early adulthood—Runaway Bride, The Object of My Affection—as vintage rom-coms. Vintage! I’d assumed I was going through my midlife crisis at age thirty-one, which was the halfway point of my own father’s life span, but I think that year of accepting and obsessing over my own mortality was just a normal byproduct of grief. What I’m experiencing now is not about death at all but the rapid passing of life itself, illustrated with frequent and jarring realizations that what has been will never be again. Julia Roberts will not hold the same cultural significance for my own children as she did for me, and my daughter will in no way understand the sexual appeal of Richard Gere.

“Life is just going too fast,” my second grader wept during one very difficult bedtime. His little brother had just turned four, and while the cake and ice cream were still coursing through his bloodstream, so too was the realization that his brother was getting older. “Soon I’ll be eight! And then I’ll be ten! And then I’ll be a grown-up and you’ll be dead!” I wanted to say, “If you’re lucky, I’ll be dead when you’re a grown-up,” but I caught myself and instead just wiped the fat tears from his cheeks. After several minutes of emotional spiraling, he fell asleep, no doubt dreaming about his impending adulthood, which was already slipping through his fingers.



It is ageism to believe that we are running out a clock, that once our youth is behind us, so are the best years of our lives. My youth was personally unremarkable, and I spent a great deal of it stuck in my own sad head. And it is also realistic to accept that our future possibilities are limited, not just by the passing of time but by the decisions and commitments we’ve made through time. Brandy was right; we will not be elegant women. I will not be a person who builds an expansive country home to summer in with her young children, because my children are already pretty big, and we don’t have “summer as a verb” kind of money. Even if we did, I just don’t think I have it in me to care about two different houses at once! Just as I will not be skipping off to Paris for three weeks of unencumbered writing time, because my husband is great but not that great, and again, the whole money thing. Nor will I own a closet of cream and earth-tone classics that can be mixed and matched to create a wardrobe that makes people wonder, “Has she just never spilled a cup of coffee while trying to carry all of her belongings from the house to the car in one trip?”

The future ahead of me is not boundless, and never was. Every choice I made eliminated other versions of myself. I wonder often when, specifically, these possible futures evaporated. Was it the moment I placed my hands on either side of a tapped keg, kicking into an assisted handstand while a guy named Brett or maybe Brad placed the nozzle in my mouth and released a stream of Natural Light while a crowd of drunken teenagers counted the seconds (thirty-seven—not to brag!). Maybe she disappeared when I was just fifteen years old, lying on a sanitized recliner in a tattoo shop as a gruff man with a face tattoo shoved a needle through the top of my navel so I could have the same belly jewelry as Britney Spears, a hot-pink gem sitting at the center of my perfectly tanned midriff. Or perhaps it is far less interesting; not a choice at all but the result of my own DNA and upbringing, a combination of nature and nurture that had predetermined who I would be and revealed her year by year, shedding facades like a Russian nesting doll until all that was left was a small nugget of my essential self. An essential self who showers at most every other day and tells her children that toast that falls to the ground butter side up is still perfectly edible even though she cannot remember ever washing the kitchen floor.

Elegant Nora is no big loss, but there are other Noras who are worth my wistfulness, who I sense hanging around in my peripheral vision from time to time, urging me to look their way. Like this one: I am twenty-six years old, standing in line for the Tilt-A-Whirl at a fall festival held by a local parish. Not my childhood parish but the church and school that my ex-boyfriend attended. We broke up several years ago, and I spent our years apart trying on other versions of myself. Those were the years where I got a tattoo (edgy!) and did some drugs (cool!) and went to Burning Man and tried to break the mold of a Midwestern Girl Who Dated the Same Boy from High School for Nearly Ten Years. I had sex in terrible apartments with men who really didn’t deserve to be inside of me, and then I moved back home to my parents’ house in Minneapolis.

At night, I’d lie in bed trying not to think about what I’d done or not done with my life. My ex-boyfriend had moved back to Minneapolis to live in his parents’ house and had gone to graduate school, which I only knew because we’d gotten back in touch. He’d called to ask if I wanted to go to the fair with him and his niece, a little blond girl who was born just before our breakup. It’s a crisp October day in Minnesota; the exact right temperature to wear a fall jacket over a good sweater, drink hot apple cider, and step into patches of sunshine when the chill gets to you. His niece is wedged between us while the rickety metal cart tips back and forth, turning the church parking lot into a blur of colors. On the safety rail is his hand, so familiar to me, reaching over. Maybe he’s just bracing himself, or maybe he’s hoping that I will take it, that I will step into a different future with him and the next time we’re on a shoddily constructed joyride that should really come with a personal safety waiver, it will be our own little blond girl between us, that we’ll agree to be the versions of ourselves who shop at Lands’ End and drive carpool and send our kids to the same schools our parents had sent us to. I don’t take his hand.

I am a wife, but not his wife. A mother, but not to his children. I shop at Lands’ End and I am not ashamed of it; I can highly recommend their turtlenecks for their style and durability and for a structurally sound neck that maintains its position right under your chin without strangling you. Was it that hand—the one not taken—that got me here, high as a kite in the California desert, further procrastinating my work, or some other, subtler moment that cannibalized that Nora so this one could exist? In an alternate universe, am I wearing pencil skirt suits and speaking in an even, measured voice, the sunlight hitting my unbelievable cheekbones?

Is Cate Blanchett out there, stoned, thinking about how she’ll never be me?
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