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All of the names and identifying characteristics of the people who appear in this book have been changed to protect the good, the bad, and the ugly. So if you think you see yourself in the pages, please be assured that you are almost certainly wrong. These are my stories and this is how I remember them.
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My parents. Seriously, who spells their kid’s name “Jenni” with an adorable i? I guess they never expected me to be a doctor.

Anyone who thinks I really named my kids Gomer and Adolpha. Their real names are actually worse.

That one guy who sits in the middle of Starbucks yelling into his stupid Bluetooth about a bullshit quarterly report. We all hope you choke on your latte.

Extreme couponers who hold up the checkout line over thirty frickin’ cents. I’m mostly pissed off because I always forget my coupons at home.

People who treat their pets like children. No further explanation needed.

Anyone who feels the need to bling her washer and dryer. I blame Pinterest for this shit.

The guy in front of me at McDonald’s the other day who asked, “What’s good here?” Even the guy behind the counter didn’t know how to answer.

Humblebraggers. If you have something to brag about, then just own it.

Anyone who names their kid after a Kardashian or a Twilight character. Trust me, no one believes that you just “thought up” the name North on your own.

Moms who tell me my life would be so much easier if I implemented “systems.” Oh, fuck you.

People who tell me not to swear so much. Oh, fuck you, too.

People who think this book might be about them. Don’t be so vain. You’re not the only asshat I know.
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Believe it or not, I’m happily married to a guy who doesn’t mind the fact that I’ve never set foot in a CrossFit class and that I own “good” Crocs and “bad” Crocs. He overlooks my unfortunate shoe choice and I don’t mind that he follows me through the house flipping off lights to save money or gets his hair cut only when he has a coupon.

I know right about now you’re feeling some twinges of jealousy. You’re thinking to yourself: “That sounds like a match made in heaven!” or “How do I catch a guy like that?” Well, let me tell you how we met.

In 1996 or so, I bought my first home computer. It was some sort of IBM product. If I was some weird computer nerd, I would be able to tell you all about the ROM and RAM this machine had. All I know is that it was black when every other model was off-white. When I was perusing models with the sales guy who was blathering on and on about what it could do, all I could think was how much better the black would look in my home office than the ugly off-white. I’m that kind of nerd.

I needed a computer because I was going to write a novel, you see. Ha! I’m still stuck on the first sentence: It was a dark and stormy night….

I got the computer home and unpacked it and found that it included a disk, or was it a disc? I can’t remember. Anyway, it was for a free trial of America Online. Remember AOL? I’m sure the Internet had been around for years at that point, but I’d been at school in Bumblefuck, Iowa, where I barely had phone service, let alone Internet, and as I stated above, I was not a computer nerd (just a regular nerd), so I didn’t know what the hell AOL was exactly. I read the description and decided I should try it. For someone like me, who really couldn’t comprehend the Internet, it sounded like the perfect introduction.

I hooked up my computer, plugged it into a phone jack, and went online for the first time. These were the days of dial-up, so I’d log in and send AOL off to find an open line, and then I’d have time to get some dinner, put on my jammies, and maybe even throw in a load of laundry before I’d hear: “You’ve got mail!”

AOL was so smart. Even the first time I logged in I had mail. It was just a welcome letter from them, but it was still mail and I loved to hear that voice announce every time I logged on. It was like crack for me. I was hooked. So long, social life!

Ha! As if I really had a social life to lose! In those days, I was living on my own and working at a shitty job. Most of my friends were married at that point and I didn’t feel like being a third wheel. My life was pretty much: get up, go to work, come home, watch whatever crappy show was on TV (this was before DVRs, so you had to watch whatever was on plus the commercials—it totally sucked balls), and go to bed. Get up the next day and repeat.

I quickly discovered that many people went on AOL to “chat.” There were tons of chat rooms to choose from based on your interests. Everything from dog grooming to knitting to S&M. You could also search through profiles to see who was online and send them an instant message (IM) to see if they wanted to chat privately.

For the first few weeks I would jump around from one chat room to another. Every time you entered a chat room somebody would IM you with “a/s/l?” That’s douchebag-speak for age/sex/location. The hard-core douchebags would add “What are you wearing?” to the list. The annoying thing was, all of this information was in my profile (except my attire), but those dipshits were too lazy to look. It just seemed so show-us-your-tits to me. Ugh.

As soon as I’d enter a chat room, I’d get bombarded with IMs asking me my age and location. I was very popular, and I couldn’t figure out why, because this had never been the case in the outside world. I’d reply, and then half the time the next question was: “What are you wearing?” I didn’t know enough to lie, so I’d reply: “Sweatpants.” My chat partner would go silent. Not the answer they were hoping for I guess.

I tried a local chat room a couple of times. Supposedly everyone in that room lives in the same city, and you go there mostly to hook up with local strangers. It creeped me out, because I didn’t like the idea of “running into” someone I might actually know. I could just see my neighbor IMing me, “a/s/l/naked?” The guys in the local rooms also put a lot of pressure on you to meet IRL (in real life), so I tended to stay away.

I liked hanging out in the twentysomethings room, which was full of, well, twentysomething people from all over the world. Most of the people in there were cool and they never asked me if I was naked or if I wanted to meet IRL. I spent many evenings chatting/typing with people.

One night I entered the twentysomethings chat room and I received an IM from a guy who asked my name and age. Ugh. Can’t you read? I thought. But instead I told him, “Jen, 24.” I waited for “What are you wearing?” but it didn’t come. Instead we had a really normal conversation. Well, as normal as a conversation can be when you’re typing to a stranger halfway across the country. He told me his name was Ebenezer. He was a year older than me and lived in Queens, New York, and had just graduated from NYU’s film school. We chatted about movies and current events and made each other laugh. A lot. He was really funny and dry. Sometimes humor is hard to convey when you can’t hear the tone, but I totally got his sense of humor.

He especially made me laugh when he asked about my screen name.


Ebenezer: Tell me about your name.

Jen: My name? I dunno. My parents gave it to me.

Ebenezer: No. Not your real name. Your screen name. It’s … interesting.

Jen: It is?

Ebenezer: Yes. I’m curious about it. How did you come up with it?

Jen: Well, I’m a writer, you know.

Ebenezer: Yes. You mentioned that.

Jen: And names are very important to writers. They give them a lot of thought.

Ebenezer: Did you give your screen name a lot of thought?

Jen: Of course! (I didn’t want to tell him, but I thought my screen name was extremely witty. I had worked very hard on coming up with an excellent screen name.)

Ebenezer: So, how did you think of it?

Jen: Well, I used my name: Jen. Duh.

Ebenezer: Duh.

Jen: And then I incorporated my [at that time] favorite book: Douglas Coupland’s Generation X. Remember, I told you I think he’s a genius and totally the voice of our generation. He just gets us. Y’know? (On a side note, I just Googled Douglas Coupland to make sure I was spelling his name correctly, and holy hell! He is an old man. Am I that old? Shit. We are so damn old, Generation X!)

Ebenezer: Yes, yes. Maybe one of these days I’ll finally read that book.

Jen: OK, so I took Jen and Generation X and I wanted my screen name to be JenX. Get it?

Ebenezer: I think so. Is it like Malcolm X?

Jen: Nooo, silly!

Ebenezer: LOL. J/K.

Jen: I’m Jen. I’m Generation X. I’m JenX.

Ebenezer: OK, but that’s not your screen name.

Jen: No. Because AOL said JenX was already taken, so they offered me Jenexxx. I was disappointed I was late to the name game, but then I decided AOL’s suggestion was perfect.



Go ahead, laugh at me. I know you can see what I did there—even if I couldn’t. I’ve told you numerous times I’m an idiot.


Ebenezer: So instead of JenX, you took Jenexxx. You don’t see that those two names are different?

Jen: What do you mean? They’re both just variations of the same name.

Ebenezer: They’re not. One is VERY different.

Jen: I don’t understand.

Ebenezer: Jen X or Jene XXX.

Jen: OH SHIT!

Ebenezer: Ahhh. Now you see it.

Jen: Now I see why you wanted to talk to me!

Ebenezer: At first, yes. Kind of. But then you were funny and I liked talking to you.

Jen: Aren’t you going to ask me what I’m wearing?

Ebenezer: I assume sweatpants.



The next day I logged on and I heard “You’ve got mail!” It was an email from Ebenezer telling me he had enjoyed our talk and he hoped we could chat again soon. I wrote back. I don’t remember what I wrote. I probably said something like, “I’m not that stupid usually and I’m not a porn star, either, so if you think we’re going to have cybersex, you’re crazy.” And I’m sure he responded with, “Seriously, don’t flatter yourself. No one even mentioned cybersex. What is your damage?” This started an email exchange, and when we’d see each other online we’d chat.

He became my “friend,” if you can say that about someone you’ve never met. I didn’t even know what he looked like. His screen name was Ebenezer11423, and for the longest time I imagined he was a nice Jewish boy from NYU. It wasn’t until after countless emails back and forth that while we were IMing one day, he casually mentioned he was Chinese.


Jenexxx: Wait. You’re Chinese?

Ebenezer11423: Yup. You got a problem with that?

Jenexxx: No. I just didn’t know you were Chinese.

Ebenezer11423: I didn’t realize it was a big deal. I didn’t think it was a big deal that you’re white. You are white, right?

Jenexxx: Yes, I’m white. It’s not a big deal. I just imagined you were, too.

Ebenezer11423: Why?

Jenexxx: I don’t know. I guess I went with the straight-up stereotype: Queens, NYU film school, and a Hebrew name. My mind didn’t immediately go to Chinese guy.

Ebenezer11423: Is this going to be a problem?

Jenexxx: Relax. Of course it’s not a problem. But just so you know, I am totally not attracted to Chinese guys, so we definitely won’t ever have cybersex.

Ebenezer11423: Hey, not to worry. I’m not attracted to girls in sweatpants, so it’s all good.



I found myself looking forward to hearing from Ebenezer and chatting with him. We talked a lot about our shitty jobs and our dreams of one day being paid for our creativity.

There was never any pressure to meet because he lived in New York and I lived in Kansas. It was a perfect pen pal situation.

Until December. When I was growing up in New Jersey, my parents would always take me and my brother, C.B., into New York City to see the Christmas lights. We hadn’t been back in several years, and that year they decided to make a family trip.

At first I thought, Ugh, a trip with my parents? I’m twenty-four years old—I should not be going on a trip with my parents and my twenty-year-old brother! But then my parents sweetened the deal. They offered to pay and take me to a Broadway play. I am a total sucker for Les Misérables—you really can’t see it too many times—so of course I agreed to go.

I debated whether to tell Ebenezer that I was going to visit New York City. I really liked being pen pals and I didn’t want to ruin it all by meeting. But then again, how stupid was it to visit his city and not call? It seemed so odd. Were we friends or not?

I decided to tell him I was coming for a long weekend and we should meet for coffee.

He freaked out. His exact words were:


Ebenezer11423: If you think I’m taking you out on a date, you’re crazy.

Jenexxx: Whoa. Easy, killer. Who said I wanted to go on a date with you?

Ebenezer11423: I know you. You just go out with guys so you can get a free meal.

Jenexxx: Relax. Nobody said anything about a date. All I said was we’ve been emailing each other for months, I’m finally going to be in your city, and wouldn’t it be nice to meet for coffee so we can put a face with the emails?

Ebenezer11423: I’ll think about it and let you know.

Jenexxx: Never mind. Forget I asked. Don’t do me any favors.



I was mortified and pissed off all at the same time. Who did this guy think he was? No one had said anything about a date. Everyone knows coffee is not a date. What a fucking asshole! We didn’t chat again for a few more days. Finally, I received an email from him laying out the ground rules for our meeting:


Jen,

I have to work on Friday, but I can come to your hotel at 6 pm. Since 6 pm is kind of late for coffee and I’ll be hungry, we should meet for dinner. We’ll go someplace fun and unique to NYC. A place I’m sure you don’t have in Kansas. It’s called TGI Fridays.

We can go to dinner—you’ll need to bring money and pay for your own meal because this is NOT A DATE and I’m pretty busy that night, so don’t think I’m going to take you on a tour of Manhattan or anything like that. I’m NOT a tour guide. If you’re cool or whatever we could go get some ice cream or something after, but if you’re boring I’ll warn you there is a new episode of Homicide on that night and I’m not going to miss it if you’re boring, so I’ll just leave.

If you want to go, let me know. Here’s my pager number.




Ebenezer



To this day I am completely amazed I went to dinner with this yahoo. Either there had to be divine intervention or I was desperate to have potato skins without my parents. I still haven’t decided which it was. All I know is, I was glad Ebenezer was willing to give up his Homicide night, because I wouldn’t have given up my tickets to see Les Mis and I would never have gone to dinner with him and his life would be so boring now.

I wish I would have replied with the following:


Dear Ebenezer,

Where do I begin? TGI Fridays? Are you for real? You’re absolutely right. This is NOT a date. Especially if you are taking me to TGI Fridays. Are they so popular in New York City that you are delusional enough to think this is fine dining? Mozzarella sticks and wings are some of the best fare they have to offer. Plus, you do know that’s a chain restaurant, right? There is one right down the street from my house. While I do live in Kansas, I don’t live in a sod house, so believe it or not, I have been to this classy establishment you mentioned and I’m not impressed. It is neither “fun” nor “unique.”

Honestly, I think dinner is a bit too much. That’s why I suggested coffee. Because it can be done in 15 minutes. And if I think YOU’RE boring I won’t have to sit through an entire meal with you AND spend nine bucks.

And why do you have a pager? Are you a drug dealer?

Sincerely,

Jen



Instead I replied with:


E—Don’t be such an asshole and don’t overthink it. You’re right, it’s not a date, so just relax and stop being such an idiot. You’re embarrassing yourself. Six will work for me and I’m sure I’ll have you home in plenty of time for Homicide. J



The day of our non-date, I finally told my parents what I was doing. “You’re meeting a man from the Internet?” my mom asked.

“Oh God, you are so desperate, aren’t you?” C.B. laughed.

“Shut up, C.B. You have to go and get your picture taken on Santa’s lap by yourself,” I sneered.

“What? Is that true, Mom? We’re doing that tonight?”

“Shush, C.B. I told you at breakfast that was on the agenda for tonight. Don’t worry about that now. It will be fun. Let’s talk about Jenni and this boyfriend of hers.”

“He’s not my boyfriend. We’re just friends online.”

“Does he know what you look like?” my dad asked.

“Kind of. I sent him a picture once. But it was kind of old. It was from college.”

“Have you seen a picture of him?” my mom asked.

“Well …” Shit. I hadn’t. I started to think of all the reasons he’d given me for not sending a picture: his camera was broken, he didn’t have a scanner, he never takes pictures, he didn’t have a stamp to mail me a picture from college … I was getting catfished, before catfishing was a thing. “No. But it doesn’t matter what he looks like. It’s. Not. A. Date.”

“Well, how will you recognize him?” Mom asked.

“He’s meeting me here in the hotel lobby. He’s going to wear a dark green Kenneth Cole jacket so I’ll be able to recognize him.”

“Okay,” my dad said, “let’s just break this down. You’re going to dinner—dutch—at TGI Fridays with a Chinese guy from Queens named Ebenezer who has a pager and will be wearing a dark green Kenneth Cole jacket and will meet you in the lobby at six o’clock tonight?”

“Yes, that sounds right.”

“And you swear you’re not desperate?” C.B. cackled.

“Go put on your nice Christmas sweater, C.B. The one that matches Mommy’s! You’re going to look adorable on Santa’s lap. I hope they buy the picture so Mom can put it in with her Christmas letter this year.”

“Well, if you’re not desperate, Jenni, then can you tell us why you’re meeting this stranger?” my mom inquired.

“I don’t know. He’s just someone I like to talk to. He listens to me and he laughs at me and he makes me laugh. He’s fun. I just thought it would be cool to finally meet and put a face with the words. Maybe it’s desperate, but it’s better than waiting on line at Macy’s for three hours to see a perv in a Santa suit!”

“Okay, okay. We’re just a little worried. Girls end up dead from meeting men online. I saw it on Dateline,” Mom said.

“I’m pretty sure he’s not going to kill me. If anything, I think he’s going to stand me up.”

“Why would you think that?” my dad wondered.

“I dunno. ’Cause he’s kind of a jerk.”

“Wow. He sounds like a keeper!” crowed C.B.

“Hey! Let me know how the romantic horse-drawn carriage ride through Central Park goes, C.B. You know Mom and Dad will snuggle you in between them, right?”

“We’re doing that tonight, too?”

“I bet you wish you had a ‘keeper’ to meet now, don’t you, C.B.?”

“You’re a grown woman. We can’t stop you, but at least leave us his pager number and whatever description you have of him,” my dad said.

Dad got the safety issues out of the way so that Mom could focus on the important task at hand: “What are you wearing tonight?”

Yeah, so this is the part of the story that gets a bit embarrassing (as if it hasn’t already been embarrassing). I wore overalls to our non-date. There were several factors that went into picking out my ensemble for that night. It was partly a “fuck you” to Ebenezer for being such an asshole and making me feel like shit by emphasizing a bajillion times that we weren’t going on a date. As far as I was concerned, he didn’t deserve a nicer outfit. It was partly an ironic thing. I thought it was funny that the girl from Kansas would wear overalls. It was exactly what a snooty New Yorker would expect a Kansan to wear. It was subtle and deep all at the same time. And it was partly a comfort thing. I do enjoy TGI Fridays’s potato skins, and overalls are the perfect pants when you’ve got a potato-skin food baby to hide.

I should have known that night as soon as I saw Ebenezer in my hotel lobby that I was in trouble. Damn, I thought. He’s really cute. Who would have thought? Shit, maybe overalls were the wrong choice. Eh, fuck it. It’s not a date!

If I knew then that I would eventually end up marrying this man, I might have paid closer attention to some of the hints to his personality traits that would one day drive me batshit crazy. For instance, I might have noticed that he was huffing and puffing from running twenty blocks uptown because he was too stingy to pay for subway fare. (Cheap bastard.) When I commented that his green jacket made it easy to find him, he bragged that he’d had that jacket since high school and had no intention of ever buying another one until he could afford a North Face, which wasn’t really that expensive when you consider it as an investment for when he scaled Mt. Everest someday. (Cheap bastard mixed with label-whoreish ways and visions of grandeur.) The biggest warning, however, came during dinner. “I live with my parents,” he stated proudly.

“What? You never told me that.”

“It didn’t come up.”

“Because you’re twenty-five. I didn’t think it needed to ‘come up.’ I just assumed you lived on your own.”

“Well, you know what they say about people who assume …”

“So, when will you move out?”

“I don’t know. What’s the rush? There’s no rent, plenty of food, and my mom does my laundry.”

“Ugh. Your mom still does your laundry? Can’t you at least do your own laundry?”

“Why? She enjoys it.”

“She doesn’t enjoy it, you asshole.”

“Whatever. Hey, check’s here. Do you have exact change? I want to put it on my credit card so I can get the points toward my North Face.”

After dinner Ebenezer offered to show me the sights of Manhattan. “I thought you weren’t a tour guide,” I teased him.

“I have a few places I could show you.”

We walked around the city and he shyly took my hand, while at the same time he checked out the rack of some bimbo who walked by us. Yeah, like a full-on fucking head turn. I about broke his hand. “What? I’ve just never seen boobs that big on an Asian chick before,” he said. “Do you think they were real?”

“I should get back,” I said. I didn’t want to buy my own dinner or compete with skanks with big boobs. I didn’t care how much he made me laugh or how much fun we had together; it was disrespectful and I was tired of his assholey ways.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because you’re being a dick. I don’t even know why I came. I worked so hard to make this happen when you clearly did not care. So, I’m done. You’re off the hook. You don’t even need to walk me back to my hotel. I can get there on my own.”

“Hold on,” he said. “I’m sorry. I was just nervous, I think. I’m having fun with you and I want you to stay. I have something I want to show you. Will you hang out a little longer?”

“What do you want to show me?”

“It’s a special place to me. It’s close by. Come on.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me toward Central Park.

At close to midnight.

As we walked deeper into the park, I finally asked, “Where are we going?” I tried not to let him know I was getting a bit nervous. My gut was telling me to knee him in the crotch and run.

“I told you I just finished shooting my first feature-length film, right?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I want to show you where I filmed my favorite scene in the movie. It’s just a little farther.”

Finally we stopped on the path. “We’re here,” he said.

“I can’t see anything,” I said.

“Well, right through those weeds and stuff is the pond. The pond is my favorite spot in the whole park. Let’s get closer—you can hear frogs.”

All I could think was, Are you fucking kidding me? You want me to get closer to the pond? Shit, I am going to end up on Dateline. (I just want to go on the record right here that if my daughter ever does something this stupid, I’ll kill her myself.)

“I’ve heard frogs before. I’m from Kansas,” I said.

“Yeah, but the water is so pretty in the moonlight. Come on.” He tugged on my hand.

Red flags, flashing alarms, code blue—all of it was going off in my head.

“Stop it!” I yelled. “Let go of me!”

“What’s wrong, Jen?” Ebenezer asked, genuinely confused.

“You can’t kill me! I won’t go down without a fight, and if I can’t stop you, I’ll at least hurt you!”

“Holy shit, what is your problem? Why would you think I want to kill you? You’re insane!”

“I’m insane? You’re a stranger who brought me to the middle of a deserted park in the dead of the night, and you keep pushing me toward a pond so I can ‘hear frogs’? I’m about ready to scratch out your eyes.”

Ebenezer took five steps back from me. “Okay, settle down,” he said holding up his hands in surrender.

“I want to leave. Now,” I hissed.

“Okay. Let’s go.”

We walked in silence for a bit until my heartbeat slowed down and I determined Ebenezer was not going to kill me and dump my body in the pond. (By the way, this would be the first of many, many times I was convinced the Hubs was trying to kill me. In his defense, I bring out that instinct in many people, so he’s forgiven.)

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“It’s fine. I didn’t think that one through. I just wanted to share that place with you. Want some ice cream?”

“Yes, please!” Because ice cream always solves everything.

When he dropped me off at the hotel that night, he didn’t even try to kiss me. I was positive he was still thinking about the fact that I’d threatened to scratch his eyes out less than an hour before. A little while later he called my hotel room.

“Hello?” I whispered, trying not to wake up C.B., who was in the next bed.

“What are you wearing?” he asked.

“Fuck you,” I said. “Pajama overalls.”

He laughed. “I had fun tonight.”

“Me too,” I admitted.

“I’ve got a problem, though.”

“What’s the matter?” I asked him.

“I’m woozy,” he said.

“Well then, sit down! Put your head between your knees—”

“Hey, dummy, I’m woozy, because of you. You made me woozy tonight. I knew this was going to happen if we met.”

“Oh,” I said stupidly. I had no idea how to respond. All of my life boys and men have played games with me. I’ve always had to guess: Does he like like me or does he just like me? Is he flirting with me or is he being nice? I’d never had anyone be so frank about his feelings. “That’s nice,” I said, like an idiot.

“Yes. It is nice. So … you want to talk about Star Wars some more?”

Yes! Finally a topic I knew how to handle! “Okay.”

After we’d spent an hour whispering on the phone, C.B. sat up, threw a pillow at me, and yelled, “You’re an adorable Ewok and he’s Luke Skywalker! Darth Vader is awesome and Leia is overrated! Fine. Whatever. Just please go to bed, you psycho!”

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Ebenezer said.

And we hung up.

We’ve been together ever since, because I saw right through his gruff, dorky exterior and realized I’d be a complete fool to let this guy go. After all, there aren’t too many men out there willing to put up with my brand of crazy.

Fifteen years later I know now that Ebenezer was afraid to meet me and that’s why he was such an asshole. Don’t get me wrong—he is a very blunt person with hardly any filter and couldn’t tell a white lie if his life depended upon it (never ask this man if your butt looks big unless you can take the truth). He had a crush on me and knew I didn’t feel the same way. He thought it was ridiculous to even meet, because it would just confirm his feelings and then he’d be stuck pining for a girl who lived in Kansas.

So there you have it: the most romantic love story you’ve ever heard. Basically we were two weirdos (future crazy cat lady Jen and parents’-basement-dweller Ebenezer) who found love chatting online in the Wild West days of the Internet when most people were creepers looking for cybersex.

For many years we were kind of ashamed to admit how we met, and whenever people would ask us, we’d always say, “A mutual friend.”

We just never said our mutual friend was AOL.
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