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A NOTE FROM THE EDITORS

Between the hours of 10:00 A.M. and 11:59 P.M. on November 24, 2005, the inbox of 20by20essays@randomhouse.com was inundated with more than one thousand e-mails. Was it spam? A virus? Were people finally responding to our Match.com profile? No, we still couldn’t find a date or a good deal on Viagra. It was simply the deadline for the Twentysomething Essays by Twentysomething Writers contest, and as it turned out, nearly everyone—two thirds of the total contestants—had waited until literally the last minute to submit.

According to our colleagues, this meant we were a generation of procrastinators, too busy blogging about our recently diagnosed ADHD or watching the first season of The OC on DVD to get our act together and turn something in ahead of time; the contest had run for a full six months, after all. And they had a point. But the more we thought about it, the more we realized that this procrastination wasn’t necessarily a generational fault but rather an indication of how today’s world works. In an era of text messaging, online shopping, and movies on demand, why would anyone do anything more than a day or two in advance? It’s not that we’re lazy or bratty or glib; it’s just that we’re fast. We know how to access all kinds of information, and we have absolute confidence in the tools at our disposal.

In fact, it was precisely because of this technological immediacy that the contest attracted such a large, wide-ranging pool of writers. When we first launched our website, we had two listings on Google; the next week, fifty; as of this writing, we’re at 1,130. Though at first we were concerned that certain groups or types of twentysomethings might dominate the collection—it would be a problem if everyone was from Albuquerque or played the lute or worked at Petco—we were bowled over by the breadth and depth of the submissions we received. We heard from prison inmates, soldiers, production assistants, corporate-ladder climbers, pastry chefs. And not only were the writers themselves diverse, but each also offered a new way of thinking about a given subject. Is ethnicity tantamount to identity or is it a barrier to overcome? Should we be planning careers and families or living moment to moment? How do we negotiate our roles as both someone’s child and someone’s parent? Do we approach God with skepticism or trust? To what extent can we effect political change? What’s funny? What’s not? How can we make art that’s new, and do we even want to?

Because of this diversity, we had trouble discerning overarching themes in these essays. It seemed almost audacious to make any blanket statements about a generation that so consistently asserts its volatility, but we’re nothing if not audacious, so we gave it a shot. We began by doing what any incredibly anal person confronted with an overwhelming amount of information would do: we pigeonholed. Having narrowed the field down to one hundred essays, we subdivided the finalists and slapped on tidy little labels—Ethnic Identity; Cubicle Culture; Born-Again Agnosticism; Indie/Underground/Post-Trip-Hop/Pre-Grunge Revival; Deep, Philosophical, Possibly Drug-Enhanced Ruminations on Life; and, of course, Sex. Lots and lots of sex. Some of the categories, like Gay Issues and Women’s Studies, even started to sound like 200-level liberal arts courses.

But ultimately our well-intentioned bigotry was for naught. For example, early on we relegated a piece about a Web-radio obsession to the Technology section. As we moved through the rest of the submissions, though, we saw that it could just as easily have worked under the heading Pop Culture or Career (the author listens to her favorite station to get her through the workday) or Family (she fondly remembers her father’s addiction to NPR). And this kept happening. No single essay, it seemed, fit snugly into a single category. It was as if we were stuck using a Microsoft Outlook approach in a Gmail world. (For those not familiar with the difference, Outlook only allows you to sort each e-mail into a single folder, while the exceedingly brilliant people at Google figured out that you could cross-reference messages by an unlimited number of distinct labels.) Maybe it was just the sleep deprivation talking, but everything seemed to be about, well, everything. We didn’t know whether to jump for joy or weep in a corner.

The problem was that such “everything-ness” seemed to spoil any claims of twentysomething solidarity. Our generation has often been accused of political apathy, of lacking the unity of ideology and purpose that the Boomers—our parents—were so famous for. According to popular opinion, we are all supposed to be deeply polarized by the Red/Blue divide. Which side we land on, we are told, should dictate who we vote for, what we wear, how we feel about NASCAR. But, in reality, the spectrum is much wider and more colorful. We are not apathetic; we’ve simply learned to make more subtle distinctions. Because of the Gmail Effect, we can each adopt a multitude of personas that ebb and flow depending on context. And this, in our humble opinion, is very cool.

A friend of ours once commented that there isn’t a twentysomething out there, home-schooled hermits and bow-tied Republicans aside, who doesn’t love The Daily Show with Jon Stewart. And that was even before the Crossfire appearance. So, if we are such a diverse, nuanced generation, why is it that a late-night comedy show on cable TV has become our universal point of reference? Sure, the fart jokes and celebrity interviews don’t hurt, but ultimately we watch because Stewart and company have come to reflect our core values: a new brand of humor that recognizes that reality is itself a punch line, a categorically skeptical point of view, and a genuine engagement with the world around us. And these values are what enable us to make informed decisions and keep up hope in legitimately troubled times (e.g., recent elections, natural disasters, the Nick and Jessica debacle, etc.).

The writers in this book recognize the problems, big and not-so-big, that our generation faces. With hope, intelligence, irreverence, and urgency, they show that we are not to be taken lightly (but not too seriously, either), that we’re finally ready to sit at the proverbial Grownups’ Table. Like the twentysomethings who have come before us, we’ve slogged through the absurdities of postadolescence/pre-adulthood and are prepared for anything the world might throw at us—except, God forbid, turning thirty.
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You know about how I ended up in L.A., how I was drowning in that postcollegiate soup into which middle-class white kids with arty leanings often slip the summer after senior year. I had no particular plans for any particular thing, and suddenly nobody was grading me on the still life of a pear I painted or my paper on the postfeminist ramifications of the film Alien: Resurrection. You mean nobody is going to seek me out and give me a job rendering fruit in cheap oils on Tuesdays and Thursdays from twelve-thirty to four? Weird.

It had been six months since I’d stopped taking the little pink pills that had evened out my moods and the old ugly feelings were beginning to rumble again. With the summer getting late and no school to go back to, Martha and I figured we’d leave Ohio and drive around the country awhile, eat Fritos in the car and drink beer in weird bars in Kansas. It was hot and rainy, and by the time we got to Vegas and tried to scrape together blackjack money in the parking lot of the Sahara the adventure was turning grim. I’d lost my voice from yelling over the noise of the passing road and Martha wanted to keep moving west, as she was heartsick about this guitar player in Los Angeles, California.

California.

I grew up smack in the middle of God’s Great Ohio, writing stupid poems in Five-Star notebooks, struggling against imagined adversity and promising to make an artist of myself in New York City as soon as the opportunity arose. Twenty-two years in the Middle West, land of sweaters and heavy silence and three-way chili; California barely existed except as the place the stars lived and loved, the place where skinny people had tans and white teeth and cellular telephones. We stood in the parking lot of the Sahara and looked west over 250 miles of desert and thought, Here we go.

When we arrived in that golden state, after we had left the horror of the freeway behind us, California smelled like flowers. Nothing as domestic as a tulip or a marigold—these are wild and twisting animals in Seussian shapes, red and purple like a gorgeous bruise. Asters and snapdragons and birds-of-paradise push through the fences in the suburbs of L.A., and in the mountains it is wildflowers, lupine and verbena low to the ground, blooming in crazy colors for no one at all. Even the junk flowers—the lush fireweed and the elegant cow parsnip! Stretched-out palm trees in neatly spaced rows look over the neatly stuccoed houses on street after street after street, no big deal, they’re just there and that’s just how it goes. Strange and magnificent! The middle of September came and classes started up in the Middle West and I stayed in California and got a job.

The first thing you see when you walk into Paramount Studios is a giant cyclorama on the side of a soundstage, a wide blue sky with wild white clouds rolling along the top of it. To the north, above the studio walls, are the Hollywood Hills, and perched atop them is the Hollywood sign, just as white and absurd as you imagine, and beyond that the washed-out SoCal sky reaches blue-brown and constant in every direction, and welcome to L.A. While the leaves turned on the oaks back home, those palm trees didn’t bat an eyelash, just kept smiling down on me in my little Ford Escort, zooming off to my new job at Paramount in the morning and zooming back after dark. My job was an internship and it paid $250 a week regardless of hours worked, maybe enough to scrape on back home, but I quickly found out it’s a joke out here and don’t forget they’re doing you a favor because this is how people get a foot in the door.

I worked in a basement, and all day the stars and the big-leaguers trod above my head in what were once Lucille Ball’s mahogany offices. On my first day they showed me a roomful of magazines and newspapers, heaps of them, ten copies of every periodical that had, in the past three years, borne mention of Tom Cruise, whose career it was now my job to document in an oversize scrapbook. My tools in this endeavor were a paper cutter and a can of spray adhesive, the fumes of which, by the middle of the day, left me glassy-eyed and floating three inches off the floor of the unventilated basement. And oh, the glamour! Stoned on Super 77, I would pet the dog from Frasier when my lunch break and his pee break coincided. The klieg lights came out and they filmed an episode of the UPN’s Girlfriends on the lawn outside my basement. Did I not exchange words (he: “Windy enough for you?,” me: “Yes.”) with Quantum Leap’s Scott Bakula? This was my first job out of college, and that lot with its fake streets and fake sky was probably the realest thing to come my way.

I took to California like a duck to water. November came and went, and I didn’t even unpack my scarf. The Christmas decorations went up and faded in the sun—Santa and his reindeer smiling down on the open convertibles putting down Wilshire in Beverly Hills. I went to the beach after New Year’s and called my little brother, snowbound in Ann Arbor, Michigan. “I’m wearing a tank top!” I told him. “Hear that? That’s the ocean!” Wooshhh, it said, rushing in. Shhhh, back out again. Then a moment of quiet. Wooshhh. Shhhh. Quiet. Wooshhh.

Back at home, we were hurled through the year by climatic changes too swift and cruel to ignore. Summer ticked hot into fall, which cooled into winter, which dragged into spring, and we alternately brought out the sweaters and packed up the umbrellas and dug through the drawer for the swimsuit that had one more year in it. Talking about the weather gets a bad reputation, but when the weather is your temperamental husband and you hardly know one day to the next if he’s going to love you right or insult your casserole and try to kill you in an electrical storm—well, that’s something you want to mull over with your girlfriends. I had spent the winter of my freshman year of college in Chicago with the covers of my extra-long twin bed tucked under my chin, staring horrified out the window at the snow that fell and fell and continued to fall. Out of my parents’ nest, the winters had been long and mean, far removed from the snowsuited Christmases of my youth, when I was ferried about in a minivan, feet touching snow only when it was time to play in it. This new California January was a marvel.

June first of that year, I woke up and changed the calendar and thought, Summer? What happened to winter, where was the spring? Seasons in California are gentle and mysterious suggestions that usher the willing through the year, but for the willful or the oblivious they hardly exist. Before I knew it, I was twenty-three and my first year in California had passed in a haze of sunshine and strip-mall trips to the all-night taco stand down the street. I was suddenly tan. Tan! In Ohio the sun hides for months at a time and then attacks in a savage burst of heat and humidity, and when I wasn’t bundled up against the winter I spent my childhood either knee-deep in SPF 60 or crisped red and blistery like a lizard cooked too long in the sun. Now I looked in the mirror and I was from California.

I had a new blond driver’s license that made my residency official, but the terms of my emigration reached deeper. Every morning I woke up, opened the screen door onto my balcony and saw sunshine, and thought, Yes. I am on a vacation life, and my vacation life is a good one. All those feelings of loneliness and upset that I had lugged around since adolescence were melting like butter and zipping up into the ozone, leaving me light and laughing and tan with no unpleasant side effects. With those low thoughts gone, I felt other things slipping away as well, though I only half knew what they were. All I knew was that I wasn’t sad anymore—I was in California.

My second year in L.A. passed much like the first: evenly, pleasantly, marked by beach trips and concerts and beautiful days, the stretches of beautiful days broken by spectacular ones. I parted ways with Paramount and started working three jobs: Venice, Beverly Hills, Encino. Los Angeles is 465 square miles of freeways, and depending on the weather and the time of day, they can be the best or worst thing that has ever happened to you. Live in L.A. long enough, and you will come to navigate them like a sailor catching sea currents: the 101 to the 110 to the 10 to the 405. Hit them right, late at night mostly, with the stars out and a warm breeze through four open windows, hit them at one A.M. with Led Zeppelin or something equally triumphant blasting on the tinny speakers of your little Ford Escort and you will dream of missing your exit and burning into the desert until you run out of gas money or highway, whichever comes first. But the unfortunate daylight hours on the unfortunate weekday? Hang your head, traveler, for the Lord does not hear your implorations. Nothing is crueler than the inexplicable two-thirty jam on the 405, a strip of steaming asphalt set between the unforgiving walls of a canyon from which there is no escape once you have entered it. Stuck in the sun, air conditioner broken, you sit immobile behind a belching yellow school bus, and the only things moving in ten lanes of traffic are the motorcycles whizzing past like drunk mosquitoes.

The lemons and oranges ripened and fell from the fruit trees, and I waltzed into a dreamy job at a girls’ high school that offered a respectable salary for a few hours of work on the green and Catholic campus four days a week. In California, high schools are not cinder-block boxes where they seal you up at eight and spit you back out at three blinking at the sunlight. Los Angeles high schools are breezy outdoor places, and when they let you outside between classes you find well-manicured lawns spotted with hydrangea and lilacs. The biggest perk of my job was that it brought many idle hours, hours I used for napping and trying to cook tofu in my sunny kitchen and improving my tan hiking in the hills above my apartment, for thinking about painting my bedroom and pushing my hair down on my forehead to see what I would look like with bangs. I set my alarm for eight just to enjoy the empty mornings, one after another, desultory and mine.

My drive to and from the school came to include that wild road Sunset Boulevard, an exercise in extremes running as it does from the high street numbers and high fences where beat-down Mexican men hustle star maps to hapless tourists, to the less fashionable guts of Hollywood fifteen miles east. You’ll know you’re getting there when the gas stations become less and less respectable, and finally, you get to ’exaco, from which the T was pried in a fit of desperation or independent spirit. ’exaco doesn’t usually have gas; they’re in the used-tire game. In between these two places is the Strip, neon and terrible, looming billboards and nowhere to park for two miles of nude advertisements, some leering in print and some gyrating on giant screens that send weaker motorists careening into one another.

It was on this drive, with its yawning blind curves and occasional mountain views, that I began to feel a feeling that third year, coming home every day at six. What a funny feeling, I thought, and turned up the radio and made some phone calls and came home and tried to hush my brain with a few glasses of wine. One morning my alarm went off at eight and I could hardly catch my breath, crushed as I was beneath the weight of the impending morning. The minutes yawned ahead of me, hollow and accusatory, and by nine A.M. I wanted it to be bedtime. I carried a dead thing with me—I couldn’t figure out what it was or where it had come from, but I knew that it was dead. Before long I was clutching the steering wheel of my little Ford Escort and weeping into the beautiful wide curves of Sunset Boulevard, trudging into my apartment after work and lying down on the floor to eat a loaf of wheat bread while watching Buffy the Vampire Slayer, seasons one through seven, screened in quick and desperate succession from January through April.

I should have stayed happy. Nothing had changed. The sun shone on my apartment, I had money, I had a tan, I had a friend with an apartment on the beach, and there we would sit on warm nights and watch the Ferris wheel turn on the Santa Monica Pier. The school offered me a raise and a promotion, and I lay down on the floor of my living room and wept. All signs pointed to my happiness, but where was it? Sunny day after sunny day I would wake to the smell of hibiscus and throw open the screen door to my balcony and feel that thing heavy and black in my gut, ruining endless summer and rotting in the flower beds. By the time I drove home from work, the Sunset Strip was a grotesquerie, two miles of pornographic traffic to be endured in order to get back home to my television. I was doing nothing.

That’s it, I was doing nothing.

I came to this conclusion on a Saturday afternoon in May, lying prone on my couch, staring at the wall, eating peanut butter out of the jar with a spoon (to my credit, it was organic). My dead thing and I sat up and looked at our beautiful apartment. I looked up through the skylight at the beautiful sun and I realized: This is the life. California is paradise. I could live in California and be content forever, there among the hills and the honeysuckle, but I hadn’t earned it. I had shuffled through an exorbitantly priced liberal arts education with slightly less effort than I had devoted to games of Frisbee football, and then followed the path of least resistance into adulthood. I was a jerk, and my life was beautiful and easy, and I was never going to do anything but roll around in the flowers and feel like I had screwed up.

When I moved to California, I stopped writing stupid poems in Five-Star notebooks and started taking walks in the sun. But listen, I like walking in the sun, and there’s nothing wrong with that course of events—there was only something wrong with me. All through high school, all through college, some midwestern thing in me was growing and feeding on ice storms and leaf pollen and three-way chili. It made me bite my nails and it made me sad when it rained and it made me stay up nights wondering where it was all heading, and when I went west I shut it down. Hey there, painful thing. Chill out and listen to the surf for a few years. So there we sat: Wooshhh. Shhhh. Quiet. Wooshhh.

When summer came, I quit my job at the school and packed all my worldly possessions into my little Ford Escort and I zoomed back over the mountains and across the prairie and all the way to New York City, where I had once dreamed of being a very serious and tortured artist. A few months have passed here now, and I am broke and sick and my apartment has mice and no windows in the living room. I’m pasty and haggard and I eat pizza for dinner almost every night, pizza and beer, but that thing has woken up and is moving around in me again, pushing me toward something, and it is working, it is growing and aching. Some nights I come home to Brooklyn on the train in time to catch the last moments of sunset throwing wild colors up in the cold sky, and maybe it’s because the days are so gray, but every time I see it, it is spectacular, as if there is an economy of beauty here, and no sunset will be wasted.

Now comes the tricky part, the part where ends get tied up and a life lesson is spun. I can say cold weather makes you work harder and crappy apartments aren’t good places to hole up and watch 144 episodes of Buffy the Vampire Slayer. I can say follow your dreams and work hard in school. But New York is hard and foul-smelling, and the weather is turning terrible in unpredictable ways. There are no flowers in midtown. Tall buildings shut out the sun; I have to wear heels to work. Sometimes I miss California so much my eyes get hot, and I remember how it feels to lie down in February on a hilltop covered, covered in golden violets, golden violets and sunshine, and I know that once I get my act together I will be back there, grown up, finally deserving of happiness.
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By order of the resident assistant, I made the appointment with the therapist following a fairly major war with my next-door neighbor in the dorm, an altercation involving her assertion that Growing Pains reigned supreme over all the eighties sitcoms of the land. I kicked her wall and put my foot through her prized possession, a Whopper banner swiped from the flagpole of a Burger King, because everybody knows that Family Ties just absolutely rocked, at least until the extraordinarily slappable extra child, Andy, showed up.

“I think I need help with stress management,” I said to the therapist. I was perched on the edge of a lavender chair crammed hard with foam and embroidery. It was aggressively comforting, this chair.

A manila file folder marked with my name was open on the psychologist’s lap. “I see you’ve been in therapy before,” she said.

That would be my freshman year of high school, when I first became strongly convinced that if I did not touch a doorknob with both hands upon entering or exiting a room, the world would implode in dramatic and fully horrible fashion.

“Yes,” I said. I had not told anyone that such matters were my chief concern most days, as I was fully aware they were well within the realm of the totally ridiculous.

“Also,” said the woman before me with my mental health history spread on her knees, “you seem to have had certain excessive…anxieties…concerning use of the Internet?”

That, I hadn’t quite been able to hide. When you are fourteen and you make furtive attempts to double back to the pew your family was sitting in so you can scrub away the fingerprints, thus leaving no record of your active Catholicism because you are privately terrified that the Ku Klux Klan is after you, people tend to form the conclusion that There Is a Problem.

Activities such as these sprang from the day I posted a gentle rant to an electronic religious discussion group, in which I’d announced to the whole entire Internet that I was Catholic and that, in my very humble opinion, liturgical dance was the worst thing ever and that it made me want to injure people with blunt and heavy objects.

Making this pronouncement, I decided with a terrifying and completely unwarranted urgency less than a week after I’d typed it, was not the brightest thing I had ever done. It was bottomlessly stupid; it was stupid, and it was going to get me killed. The Klan! They hate Catholics, they kill Catholics, and where better to find Catholics than a public forum? Oh God, maybe they set up the discussion for the sole purpose of finding some! And there were other people…just who, I didn’t know, but they were out there and they hated Catholics and they were going to kick my ass.

And the liturgical dancers…oh God…I’d insulted the liturgical dancers of the earth. They were going to find me, me and my family. Right now they were taking a break from choreographing “Crown Him with Many Crowns” to call out a hit on me, their vaunted and public enemy. Why didn’t I just keep my mouth shut? Why hadn’t I just endured their “Nearer My God to Thee” kicklines in silence? I had angered them, belittled their cherished way of life, and any second now a gauze-wrapped grenade was going to come sailing through the window. Oh God oh God oh God oh God.

I stayed away from the Internet after that, and not long after came the day when my mother walked into my room with some laundry to find me breaking open a floppy disk, slicing apart its filmy guts with a pair of desk scissors. She stared at me, a stack of bras in one hand, a pile of Umbro shorts in the other.

“Isn’t that,” she said, “where the computer saves all the stories and essays you’ve been writing?”

I glanced down at the torn-away disk label marked with my name—I was going to tear that up next, in very tiny bits, and scatter them in a variety of trash bags throughout the house, over a course of many trash collection days, so that no one could piece them together and trace me to it—and looked back up at her, scissors poised.

She twisted her hands in one of my bra straps. “Why are you doing that?”

“I don’t know,” I said finally, unable to break her heart and let on that I had gone altogether round the bend and was terrified of the frantic electrons that were the Internet, where there was no way to tear up anything you wrote, where God and all His revenge-bent liturgical dancers could find you. Two days later, I was in another version of where I am now—in a therapist’s office, in the grips of a chair decorated in Modern American Hotel Lobby, where, for the duration of my high school career, I participated in circular conversations concerning whether or not I was breast-fed, the monotony of which was occasionally sprinkled with moments when the therapist wanted to know, by the way and just out of simple curiosity, if I ever heard voices belonging to famous people or the Devil or God instructing me to, say, shoot the president.

“Well,” I said now by way of explanation, “you know.”

The therapist closed my file. I settled in and prepared to be casually asked whether I held regular conversations with the Lord of Darkness.

Instead she was eyeing my hands. “You have dry skin,” she said.

“I wasn’t breast-fed,” I said, nodding.

“Dry skin on your hands and nowhere else,” she pointed out. “They’re chapped almost raw.”

“You know what?” I said, rising. “I have a class.”

“It’s almost as if,” she continued, examining her ballpoint pen, “you’ve been washing them with some fairly strong soap. Pretty often, actually.”

Oh dear.

“It’s okay if you do,” she said.

Ohhhhhhhhhhhh…

“Do you have a lot of unwanted thoughts and worries, Mary Beth?”

“I’m having some right now.” I bent down to retrieve my backpack.

“Are those fears over events you intellectually know aren’t likely to happen, but you can’t stop worrying anyway? And do you feel you need to check and arrange things a lot to relieve the worry—not just leaving the curling iron on, but more out-of-the-ordinary things, like rereading pages in a book over and over, avoiding certain numbers….”

I sat down again. “Three!” I said. “And six!”

“It sounds like you might have obsessive-compulsive disorder.”

“And I’m afraid that if I sit in a chair that a guy’s been sitting in, I will become pregnant!”

“Let’s make another appointment so I can administer a screening test.”

“I’m afraid I’ll catch AIDS from library books!”

“Okay, well, maybe we can skip the screening test.”

         

When one has obsessive-compulsive disorder, insufficient amounts of the neurotransmitter serotonin prevent proper communication between one’s orbital cortex and basal ganglia, resulting in unwanted obsessive thoughts, even though the patient is fully cognizant of the inappropriate and nonsensical nature. To sum: The brain is on a constant short circuit and therefore shits a brick. You don’t die from OCD. You just wish you would.

Patients can tackle the symptoms of it—the liturgical-dancer panic, the frantic mental urgings to run for the bathroom sink—with behavioral therapy, which involves extensive and intense work on retraining one’s brain by forcing oneself to face, even encounter, those aspects of life that one most fears. When the therapist suggested this—she encouraged me to, for instance, wear my boyfriend’s boxer shorts for a day without washing them first—I communicated that I’d really rather not by way of throwing up in her floral trash can.

The other course of action is to ingest staggering amounts of government-regulated, mind-altering substances. I was all for this.

The Luvox, the “serotonin reuptake inhibitor”—they could have called it Warmed-Over String-Bean Vomit, for all I cared, as long as it curbed the overwhelming urge to carry my own toilet paper into public restrooms because God only knew what kind of AIDS-riddled microbes lurked within the tire-size rolls—tamed the OCD to a manageable if irritating mosquito whine. Life as a Luvox-sedated obsessive-compulsive is like arising each morning with a slightly pulled calf muscle: You can run, walk, stretch, and kick perfectly well, but not without an eternally twinging reminder, a tiny pinprick of fear. There is always sewage in the serotonin canal.

The OCD flows through my family like a Purell-purchasing version of the Force: My great-grandmother had it. My grandmother had it. I have it. But I also have the gift of receiving a diagnosis in an era when personal problems are quite the thing, as evidenced when my girlhood hero, Mary Lou Retton, told the world that she has an overactive bladder, easily the most important celebrity endorsement of a bodily dysfunction since Jerry Mathers bravely denounced psoriasis. So far, those of us with OCD have netted only former Double Dare host Marc Summers, but as awareness increases, we might be able to score us someone on the level of a Loni Anderson or—dare we dream—a Bob Barker.

         

Everyday life is a soapy film coating seas of panic and second-guessing. We seek constant reassurance from those without OCD that our fears are groundless, thus unwittingly sweeping friends and family members into the sticky, clawing net.

And I’m one of the lucky ones. Some OCD patients, unresponsive to treatment or just plain unaware that there exists a name and a lot of slanty Latin words for what they’re feeling and thinking and doing, spend hours before the mirror, parting their hair just…exactly…right. Others feel forced to hoard mail, sit on every single piece of it, hundreds and hundreds of little Ed McMahons smiling out from beneath the kitchen table, in between piles of 1987 Peoples, peering up from behind the television set. There are those compelled to count objects—windowpanes, words, songs on the radio—to a certain number for a certain number of times. Many can’t stop tearing out their own hair. Sometimes an OCD patient cannot leave a room without holding a certain word or phrase in his mind. Mothers double over in the fear that they will somehow harm their children; children erase holes in their math homework, frantic that they haven’t printed out their numbers in precisely the proper fashion.

Me, I just spend an inordinate amount of time worrying that, virgin status notwithstanding, I will come down either pregnant or HIV-positive. So: a Hannity & Colmes session between me and my serotonin…holding myself a delicate distance from a gentleman’s crotch…these are simple things, really.

Try telling that, however, to the gentleman. The experts have informed me that such fears are quite prevalent among OCD patients who have grown up steeped in Catholicism, a religion that kind of frowns upon premarital sex; but if that’s really the case, we would have popped up with a Saint Simon of the Antibacterial Soap a long, long time ago.

As I began dating more and more, and the Luvox-pumped serotonin levels went up and up, I wasn’t sure if I felt uncomfortable with the nonsex I was having because of the obsessing and compulsing in my head or because of the Blessed Virgin statue on my windowsill. On dates I would toss my hair and lean forward with wide eyes and feign enchantment over butchered acoustical versions of “Gloria”; then I’d return to the dorm, stare up at the stained ceiling, and anxiously await my period. My other friends, when they had pregnancy scares, at least had the preliminary fun of the thing.

Every time I fumbled through a darkened dorm room in search of my underwire bra, I had to sort it out like dirty laundry: Did I feel cascades of unease after I sat up on the couch because I was afraid that HIV had somehow magically leaped into my bloodstream, or because if an anvil came crashing down upon me through the ceiling, it meant big-time hell for me?

By the end of my college career, I had it pretty well figured out—when I felt like a slut as I was dropped off, it was the Catholicism; when I merely felt like shooting up a horse tranquilizer, it was the OCD. On a good night I felt only one or the other.

         

I’ve been through four boyfriends and two therapists since I was diagnosed, and the only ones not currently eyeing me from a distance of at least seven states are the therapists.

The first boyfriend, to his everlasting credit, broke up with me because he was an idiot and a child and was feeling, and I quote, “trapped” after I insisted that he remove the pictures of his ex-girlfriend from his walls. Obsessive-compulsive disorder, whatever—just don’t come between him and the woman who’d asked for a restraining order.

The second boyfriend, a little worse. When I explained the condition to him, he had no problem with it as long as his wang was satisfyingly chunged, and when I told him I felt uncomfortable or frightened, he tended to become very, very concerned with how incredibly frustrating all this was for him personally. “I just…I just need some time to come to terms with this,” he said once after I asked him to stop, tears spilling down my face. He then turned his face toward the wall.

I sent that one packing after he shipped me an anniversary present—we celebrated it in late February—with a card reading “Happy Anniversary to a Great Couple!” and a bag of Valentine’s Day candy with the 50-percent-off tag still dangling.

         

The most earnest one lasted all of seven months. He did his best, God bless him—came to a therapy session with me, looked up the Obsessive-Compulsive Foundation on the Internet—but the problem with him wasn’t so much the number of women he’d been with before he began dating me (nine) or the fact that, as a non-Catholic, he’d never experienced the faith-based restrictions I faced (nine!); it was more that he’d never been in a relationship with a heavily medicated lady before, even though, to be honest, the only OCD skin off his nose (nine), other than the fact that one of us had to have her underwear on at all times and was afraid to sit on certain spots of the bed, was to periodically endure the offhand question “So you did test negative, right? …right?” (Nine!) And so all of a sudden here was this poor fellow in a relationship with a woman who drew her knees to her chest in paroxysms of panic every now and again (NINE!) after definitely not having sex, so I should not have been too horribly shocked when the word came via e-mail one early morning: “I’ve come to the conclusion,” he wrote, “that OCD is not something I could spend the rest of my life with.”

After I read this, I sat on the floor and cried a whole lot, and then I took myself for a wee-small-hours drive, at the end of which, the odometer, I could not help but notice, stood at 33,033 miles.

         

For all this, however, for all the Luvox and the neurons and the occasional field trips to the fetal position, most people don’t know that I have OCD until I tell them about it; one of the main symptoms of OCD is that its patients rarely exhibit any. We know that crabs cannot be transmitted via Blockbuster rentals; we are fully aware that no misfortune shall befall us should we become the sixth person in line rather than the fourth or seventh or twenty-eighth; and for the most part, the dishes get washed and the TPS report gets faxed without anyone knowing that our neurons fear otherwise. Much as the fears loom and snarl on the inside, nearly as bad is the fear that somebody else will know they are there.

I could be sitting right smack next to you in a movie theater, in the pincers of an OCD attack, terrified more than anyone has ever been, and the only sound you will hear, the only sight you will see, is Tom Hanks before you delivering a soliloquy to a volleyball, a thing bad enough all on its own.

For we are actors, consummate and professional actors, we members of the OCD Guild. There should be a separate Oscar ceremony each and every year specifically for obsessive-compulsives. “And the award for Best Excuse upon Getting Caught Backing In and Out of a Doorway Seventeen Times goes to…” “The nominees for Outstanding Adeptness at Covering Up the Fact That One Is Counting the Number of Syllables in the Sentence One Is Currently Speaking are…”

“Think of the most scared you’ve ever felt,” I’ll say to people who ask me about it. “It feels like that, only all the time, every single second of every single day.” People will cock their heads and conjure up the top of the roller coaster or the day Dad found out about the dent on the Wrangler.

If you’re missing a leg, people get that, it’s right there, they’re not going to ask you to help move the couch. Where OCD is concerned, where the absurd meets cover-ups of Watergate dimensions, it’s not so self-explanatory. Go ahead, give it a shot: “I’d love to play tennis, Alan, but I can’t serve game point because I have a strong aversion to the number three.”

It’s simpler with women, with friends, with men who repulse me sexually, because once the bottle of wine is half gone and the other party has slipped me a secret of his own, it’s not a far leap to slur, “Did I ever tell you that I can’t let myself inhale if someone’s talking about AIDS, that I’ll, like, hold my breath for, like, ever because I toooooootally freak out that if I breathe in while someone’s even talking about it, then I’m afraid that means I’ll get it? Iddn’t that fucked up?” I have no problem broaching the subject under these circumstances, for if the other party freaks and bolts, I can watch him walk away without wondering whether I have just truthed myself right out of a potential groom.

At what point does one inform a budding love interest that one has qualms turning a page in a magazine if the last word of the last paragraph is “death” or “baby” or “positive” or “wrong”? First date? Second? After he’s seen you without makeup? Before or after the check? “I’ll have the surf and turf, and by the way, in the rare event this evening that your pubic area should brush mine and I run shrieking for the shower, don’t take it personally.” I feel an obligation to run some sort of public service disclaimer, a PG-13 warning that She’s Got Issues; and I feel I need to lay it all out for each potential suitor before he starts building up feelings of the for-life variety. It would not be sporting of me to allow the Serotonin Express to mow him sideways after he has been so foolish.

         

Sometimes with OCD there are only fear and the fetal position, no washing or checking or counting, just plain old ordinary terror that comes and goes as it pleases. Here, I’ll use an example we can all recognize:

“Hello, I’m anthrax, and I’ll be your OCD trigger today. Worried yet?…worried yet?…worried yet?…No? What about that box you opened the other day, with the address labels you ordered from New Jersey—you really aren’t sure which post office that came through, are you? How about now?…No white powder, but then again there doesn’t necessarily have to be any, you know…Oh, there you go! That’s a lovely panic attack, right in the middle of the Cheers rerun, very nice. Good girl! Good girl: Get up, look at the labels, think about tossing them out, wash your hands, can’t be too careful! Lookit, I’ll allow you to watch the first twenty minutes of Skating with Celebrities in relative peace, then I’ll come back and check on you, okay? I’ll see ya…. In the meantime—oh dear, is that a headache coming on? Sore throat? Oh, doesn’t matter, you know that by the time the symptoms come on, it’s too late anyway, you’re dead. Wash your hands!”

This happens every now and again, when real-life worries and normal-people stresses ooze out of the basal ganglia in the form of some truly fer-weird mental experience. It sucks when this comes to pass, because the OCD, it does this on purpose, digs deep into your psyche, submarines down through sugar-cookie recipes and the brand of socks that don’t crunch up when I run and how Colorado smells in the morning; and then it roots out the diamonds, the good stuff, the things that mean the most, and it clamps on and it contaminates.

Months ago, as my thesis deadline closed in, I began to shift uneasily and look over my shoulder every time I prayed the Rosary, suddenly and for no reason at all fearing an apparition from the Virgin Mary, somehow convinced that such an appearance would signal the end of the world. (The OCD is overfond of fretting about the apocalypse, apparently unaware that its arrival would neatly counteract all of the other calamities it usually shrieks about.)

Here was a powerful religious figure whom I normally enjoyed hanging out with, prayer-wise, and the fear spread to going to Communion and then Mass itself. I swept every Mary statue in the house into a box and hid it behind the Christmas decorations, the gold-painted halos and the tiny white hands clinking together as I fled from room to room, beside myself at my feebleness in the face of such illogic: Like the boyfriend who sent me on my way once he realized that his discomfort with the OCD was greater than his love for me, I was shoving away someone I loved and leaned on because I was afraid.

At such times I wish very hard that I had done less learning and more drinking in college, that I had developed the ability to drain large amounts of liquor without having to toss it right back up at the bar. Nights, wandering the blazing house in fear of the Virgin Mary (I felt quieter with the lights on somehow, protected by the blazing glow of the GE bulbs), I would pause before my father’s liquor cabinet, arrested by the rows of see-through Scotch and dark, engulfing Jack, square and sturdy in the bottle. The thick phantom sensations of the two times I have been full-blown drunk would slide into my bloodstream and extremities. Anesthetized, dead: It would be so nice, I’d think, running a palm over the decanter lids, to be numb, and hurling. But the Luvox doesn’t work as well with alcohol in the system, makes you sleepy, and so I’d keep pacing, next room, next worry-go-round.

         

These phases never last long; they level out, once medications are adjusted and exercise is attended to, and I sink back into the blissful state of normality—to bitch, without impunity, about the mere existence of Jessica Simpson! The sublime joy of going to my dead-end job every morning! Normal is lovely; the grind is a salve. Those of us with OCD live for the days when the counting is unconscious and the flashes of discomfort exist as a mere itch on the anklebone; when the battery-acid fear is far off on the horizon somewhere, and the house may be exited without tossing all the matchbooks in the bathtub first.

That is why, in the aftermath of September 11, I watched with equal parts pity and dark amusement as the nation had a bout of the serotonin grippers. What’s this, don’t you feel safe in everyday life anymore? Do you fear that the calm Delta fabric print of the seat back in front of you is the last sight you’ll ever see? Are you slathering yourself with Germ-X every time you page through the Lands’ End catalog? Longing to go about your day worried only that your TiVo commands were set correctly? Pull up a chair and have a Luvox: You’ve just taken your first step into a freakier world, young Skywalker.

Normal people, people in Nebraska and Delaware and Utah with no prescriptions to fill, were forced to redefine bravery as they beheld cranes lifting entire fire engines from the smoking hole in the concrete that was once the World Trade Center. To me, a person whose most frightening, thick-scariest task was to log on to the Internet so I could close my online account during my liturgical-dancer phase, anyone who ran at danger, on purpose, was a god. Army guys and fire chiefs and police officers—my God, imagine the mean people who must hate them. How do they get up in the morning? Terrorists…death threats…smallpox…poison in the water supply…that was small potatoes, that was amateur hour. I panicked over microorganisms in my juice box way before Tom Brokaw ever did, man, eons and ages before Newsweek deemed it fashionable to fling oneself hysterical over baby powder on the bathroom floor.

         

So, the whole Mary thing.

The Our Lady of Lourdes statue and the Rosaries, they continue to reside with the Tinker Bell Christmas stocking and the Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer CD. I go to Mass, but I’m typing this quickly, nervous clicks on the keyboard, because the topic gives me the d.t.’s. We continue in a nodding, proper Protestant relationship, the Virgin and I, and probably will until the next fun topic screams down the brain pike.

And…that’s it?

That’s never it. That’s OCD: The nice ribbons and sharp paper edges are gone, frayed out of existence by fear and flinching and sorrow.

But what if…

And how about…

That is how OCD goes, and that is what the life is like: the endless march, the daytime drama with no final episode, on and on with predictable camera angles and ridiculous plots and new actors taking over the same character as the rest of the townsfolk pretend not to notice. Fear, adjust, fear again: The needle skips, the gramophone gets a kick, and the dance, it goes on…never as a waltz, though…in that dance, you count by threes.
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The curtains are the color of blueberries. It’s difficult not to notice them. They sway hypnotically with the warm air rushing into the bus, and because it is hot, all eyes are on the undersize windows. The air cycles in, pushing the curtains back and forth in a game of tug-of-war. It’s as if the curtains sense the nearby turmoil, and through their constant shifting, they help the wind communicate with us. This breeze will be the last gentle thing to hit your face. Swoosh. There’s nothing gentle about war. Swoosh.

We are in Kuwait and it’s hot—miserably hot. At four o’clock this morning, we moved from a cramped tent in Camp Wolf, just outside Kuwait City, to a cramped bus headed for Camp New York, one of several U.S. military posts scattered throughout the Kuwaiti desert.

Sweat drips from our brows, splashing onto the seats in front of us, our chins, our weapons, our Battle Dress Uniforms. This is my first big sweat during the deployment and certainly not my last.

Jones looks exhausted. His head, like everyone else’s, is covered with a shell of Kevlar, and he rests it on the seat in front of him. His weapon points awkwardly toward his boots. At nineteen, he is the youngest member of our company. I can only imagine the things running through his mind: Why Iraq? What’s happening back home? What if I need to kill a man? What if I’m killed? How does my mustache look?

My father has a mustache. For as long as I can remember, he’s had one, a row of straight dark hairs piled on top of one another like lumber. When I was a kid, he’d come in from outside—the cold midwestern wind blowing another snowstorm across the Dakotas—and there’d be ice hanging in shiny, clear strands below his nose, coating the bristly hairs. In the basement, as he removed his snow boots and the plastic bread bags that kept his feet dry, my father would slowly warm, sitting on that green vinyl chair placed awkward amid the furnace, deep freeze, tools, and other amenities that cluttered the unfinished basement. My brother and I would watch from the stairs as the ice on his mustache thawed and the slick, dark slash of hair under his nose reappeared. We wondered when our own lumber piles of hair would sprout.

Like many young boys, I wanted to be like my father. I wanted a mustache. However, I often romanticized my mustache, thinning it out and curling it, like Peter Sellers’s ’stache in the Pink Panther series, or growing it dark and thick, letting it sag like Wyatt Earp’s.

Every now and then, as if he wanted to create this huge surprise, my father would shave it off, paying little regard to what people said. My mother thought it made him look younger. But for me, it made him look strange, deformed or deranged. It seemed as if his mustache had walked right off his face, leaving a blurry substitute for the thick hairs that had complemented his rugged appearance. My father’s mustache was like a crooked nose or dimpled chin—strangely alluring and somehow oddly appropriate.

         

I have no idea which direction we are headed. I don’t even know if we are still in Kuwait. This is what I do know: We are on a well-paved highway; there is garbage everywhere; and we all look like wet seals, drenched in sweat, with long, confused faces. Not only do the few people we see along the road look unpleasant, unhappy, and sad, but everyone on this tiny bus senses the misery and lets it consume them.

My face is damp from sweat, my eyes are stinging. My head hurts from the helmet, and my muscles ache from traveling. Yet my ass hurts the most. The half-inch cheap cushion between me and the iron seat provides little relief.

The blueberry curtains are proving to be more harmful than helpful. They get in the way of the air, but if we pull them aside, the Kuwait sun comes down on us with a vengeance. So we just sweat.

Kuwait is all sand. The country, with the occasional clump of trees or cluster of gray, windowless homes, looks like nothing more than a giant sandbox. In fact, that’s what we’ve begun calling it—the Sandbox. We first heard the term from some sergeant in Fort Carson before flying over, yet we refused to believe it. He’d say, “When you’re over in the Sandbox, you’ll understand the importance of cleanliness” or “You better clean your gas mask daily, because once you’re in the Sandbox, that thing will fill up in seconds. And if your gas mask is full of sand, it’s going to be hard fitting your head in.”

This sandbox is nothing like the sandbox I had when I was a kid. My parents created three sandboxes on our farm—one for my brother, one for my sister, and one for me. Each was made out of an old tractor tire and positioned throughout our farmstead. Thinking back, I realize that playing in my childhood sandbox—making those roads and cities, filling up my Tonka dump truck with load after load of sand, or creating houses out of packed wet sand in the shape of a bucket or a cup—was simply preparation for what I was going to do over here.

I turn away from the window and the endless desert. The bus is loud. Not from talking but from driving down the road, windows wide open and the old Marcopolo engine coughing up years of sand as it goes along. We are quiet. Rainman sits next to me, his hands cupped in his lap, his forehead dripping, and his expression blank. He stares at his boots. We sit in the back, on the long seat that stretches across the entire bus. The seat is raised slightly, and Rainman’s in the middle, as if at the head of a grand table, staring at his boots, which stick out into the aisle.

“We were just at an airport. Why couldn’t we have taken a helicopter there?” he says without looking up. His cheeks are flushed, and there are bags drooping under his eyes. Anyone could gather from his face that we’ve been traveling for three days.

“You forget. This is the army,” I say.

“Well, it would have been a hell of a lot quicker than this shit. Where the hell are we?”

I scan the rest of the bus, looking for an answer. Martin is reading a magazine—Newsweek—which he brought with him from the States. Beaming on the cover is Jessica Lynch. When I heard the story of her capture, I stored it in the back of my head, along with thoughts about home, friends, and family. Stories like that only make heading to war more painful, and pushing them out of your mind is the best solution.

Roach and King are both asleep, resting on their rucksacks, piled like bags of coal next to them. Roach is softly snoring. Viv is anxious or has to pee, I can’t tell which. He keeps shifting around in his seat, alternately looking out the window and watching the rest of us. The curtains don’t seem to have
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