Hunger Pangs

" Abu, I can't believe I said Susan's name to Laura."


" I can't believe the paramedics were able to remove all those dinner rolls from your anus," Abu answers back. 


“ I know,” I say. “ Getting the ninth one out was really difficult. It kept crumbling apart. It’s not like you see in the cartoons where they just press your ass cheeks together and they all come hurtling across the room like a really neat billiard shot. They had to go in there with some tweezers, which, quite frankly, they could have at least warmed up first. I swear you needed a Kelvin thermometer to measure the temperature of that thing.”


“ I hate to switch topics,” says Abu as he looks at me through the rearview mirror, “ but could you make sure you’re sitting entirely on the plastic bags I laid out for you. The health inspector has already given me two “No anal bleeding on the seats” warnings this month alone. A third one and I’m shut down.”


“ You could have at least taken your groceries out of the bags before laying them down for me. I haven’t been this uncomfortable in a car since I was a kid and had to sit on the lap of my old family uncle that no one likes to talk about anymore. Besides, what does one human being need with that many cans of creamed corn? There must be like twelve cans in there. ”


I shift uncomfortably in the seat until the cans settle into a more ergonomically pleasing configuration.  I stare outside the window of Abu's cab as we pass a schoolyard. It brings back memories of childhood - the laughing, the running, the really lazy kids using chalk body outlines as hopscotch boards. I lean back and lay my head on the seat, staring up at the roof of the cab. I notice some fresh dents in the roof. “ Have you been raising your eyebrow again?”


“ Yeah. I picked up Janeane Garofalo as a fare and was trying to impress her by being acerbic. I think I just succeeded in scaring her. She sprayed me with mace and ran out of the cab blowing one of those help whistles.”


“ I wouldn’t take it personally, “ I say.  “ She was probably just trying to get out of paying cab fare.  I read in the paper that she pulled that same stunt at a Denny’s last week.”


“ Well, it wasn’t too bad.  She left behind a half-eaten Egg McMuffin that I sold for $150 dollars on E-bay.  Well, I sold most of it. I kept a little piece to add to my collection of things that have celebrity saliva on them.  It’s in a jar right next to the retainer the Urkel kid left in my cab last July.”


“ Is he still bothering you to get the retainer back?”


“ Yeah,” says Abu. “ The last three Fridays he’s hidden in my garbage cans and attacked me when I took out the trash. Last Friday I wore the retainer and smiled at him just to piss him off.”


“ I think you need to find a new hobby.”


“ What I need is a date.  I wish I weren’t so repulsive to women.  I blame God for making me so fat. It doesn’t seem fair. I mean, I get on my knees and say my prayers every night. Well, I say my prayers every night anyway. At my weight, that whole getting down on bended knees thing just ain’t happening. Especially not after that time I got put on the local news after  I hurt my back during prayer and had to be lowered from the window because the paramedics weren’t strong enough to carry me down the stairs. It was especially bad when the cable lowering me snapped and three ambulance workers had to go on disability leave after I fell on them. Americans are just so cruel to people who are overweight. They treat fat people like they’re some diseased mad cows. I can’t even begin to describe all the vicious mail and phone calls I got from people who had nothing better to do with their day than to take time out to ridicule me on how grossly overweight I was. I even had people who camped outside my door and screamed that I was a fat tub of lard and pelted me with Twinkies and Ding Dongs every time I left the apartment.”


“ Yeah, I remember how tough that was on you,” I say. “ Who knew your grandparents could be so mean?”    


“ I was so stressed out that I put on another 30 pounds when I got out of the hospital. I mean, what was I supposed to do? Let all those Twinkies and Ding Dongs go to waste? After all of that, you’d think God would owe me one. And it’s not like I’m being greedy and asking to have a bodybuilder physique.  I just want to be able to do a sit-up without farting.”


“ Listen, you’ve lost 250 pounds since then. All you need is a little self-confidence. I should set you up with my friend Thelma.  I’m meeting her for lunch later in about ten minutes.  I could subtly bring up the subject and gauge her interest.”


“ Please, you have all the subtlety of a glaucoma test.  Just come out and ask her. And be brutally honest about me.  There’s nothing more disheartening than going on blind dates and seeing their faces sink when they get a good peek at what I actually look like.  They always get this scrunched up look on their faces like they just touched something gross while retrieving a pen that fell between the cushions of their couch.  Tell Thelma I’m overweight, bald and am stuck in a nowhere job.  Tell her everything.  Except maybe for that mole on my back with all the hairs growing out of it. I don’t want to freak her out until I know she loves me.”


“ I thought you had the mole removed.”


“ I did, but it just keeps growing back. It’s like one of those trick birthday candles that you can’t blow out. You know what.  Just tell her about the mole. I want you to make me sound really bad.  In fact, make me seem even worse than I am.  For once I want a woman to be pleasantly surprised when she first meets me.”  


" I don’t know why I’m even encouraging you to date.  Women are so emotionally draining. I can’t deal with all these break-ups. It would be fine if I could see the break-up coming and had a chance to mentally prepare myself, but they just flare up out of nowhere.  Like two summers ago, Laura and I went to visit her parents at their summer house in the country.  I have this weird thing where I can’t sleep in my girlfriend’s bed when her parents are in the same exact house.  It just creeps me.  And Laura broke up with me because I insisted on sleeping in the guest bedroom.”


“ Yeah, but wasn’t that where her Swedish cousin Lola was staying?”


“ I promised Laura I would be good. I wish I understood women better.  They’re like one of those massive Lego sets - you see what the final product should be on the box cover, but can never figure out how to put the pieces together to match that picture.  You should have seen Laura’s face when I accidentally said Susan’s name.  It wasn’t angry; it was just hurt.  I can deal with angry - but hurt is much tougher.  You always think of yourself as being a good person and then you see how much capacity you have to hurt someone else.  It makes you re-think a lot of things.”  



" Have you tried calling Laura since it happened?" asks Abu.


" Yeah, but I keep getting Laura’s answering machine."


" I didn't know Laura had an answering machine."


" She’s usually against answering machines. She only brings it out during break-ups when she wants to hear what I have to say, but doesn’t actually want to talk to me. Sometimes I can tell that she’s just making that beeping sound with her mouth to try to fool me," I reply. " I don't know what to do. I've done everything I can think of. I even sent her a pot of her favorite soup. I made it from scratch, rushed it over so it would still be hot and she poured it right down the drain."


" That's a shame," says Abu.


" I know. It was even worse for her landlord who happened to be fixing her sink at the time."


“ That didn’t really happen.”


“ O.K. It didn’t,” I admit.


“ Then why did you say it?”


“ I don’t know. When I get upset I often go into my automatic Three’s Company shtick. Just yesterday I got hit by a swinging door at least five times.”


" So, why did you say Susan's name? Do you still care about her?" asks Abu. 


" I don't know. This is all too complicated. Me, Susan, Laura and Mark. You know what they say: Two's company, three's a crowd and four's when the neighbors start calling the police because the bed is squeaking too loudly."


" Go slowly,” says Abu as the cab stops in front of Thelma’s office building.  “ If you make a choice now without exploring all possibilities, you'll regret it for the rest of your life.  You can’t be in a relationship with Laura if you’re always wondering what might have happened with Susan. Your stop is here.  Remember to put in a bad word for me with Thelma."

*****************************************************************


I sit in the waiting room of Thelma’s office.  I need to go to the bathroom, but I decide to wait until after Thelma and I get to the restaurant. Thelma’s bathroom has had this unbearable stench ever since she started group therapy sessions for bulimics. It’s a sour, tangy smell - the way an aluminum can recycling bin begins to smell if you don’t rinse the cans out properly before insertion. And I’m not saying that my bathroom is much better. I know my bathroom has a odd smell too, but it’s my own smell so somehow it just seems cleaner to me.


I’ve always wanted to sit in on a group therapy session for bulimics ever since I found out Laura suffered from the disorder. I remember the night I found out. One evening Laura went into the bathroom to put in her diaphragm. Watching women put in their diaphragms has always been a fetish of mine. I’m not sure why really. So after about a minute, I walked into the bathroom and there she was - vomiting into the toilet. And that just totally took me by surprise because usually my dates don’t throw up until after we’ve had sex.


I couldn’t understand why Laura would do that to herself. I understand the desire to lose weight. Many of my friends in college were always on diets. Although I must say, their diets usually consisted of watching Grease 2 until their stomachs began to feel queasy. But, why would someone choose bulimia? Why not just choose a less repulsive eating disorder like anorexia or eating foods with olestra? Bulimia seems like so much work. With bulimia, first you have to eat and then you have to throw up. With anorexia, you can just sit back and do nothing. Why not eliminate those middle steps and use the extra time for something fun - like Parcheesi. 


I’m not sure why, but women with eating disorders have always fallen for me.  Maybe it has something to do with the “ I brake for skinny chicks!” bumper sticker I have on my car.  Laura is the fifth one that I’ve dated.  Well, technically the sixth - but two of them were so skinny that I only count them as one person.  It’s hard for me to deal with sometimes.  Eating disorders run in my family. I suspect that my mom suffers from anorexia.  No one ever talks about it, but I’ve seen signs for as long as I can remember. During breast feeding, the only thing I could get out of her was skim milk.  My dad always told us she was just visiting relatives whenever she collapsed and had to be hospitalized.  Mom visited relatives a lot when I was growing up.  I always knew when she was becoming dangerously skinny and would soon have to go to the hospital.  Her veins would become so visible, trying to burst out of her skin like a new mountain range trying to push through the earth’s crust.  When I was little I would see my mom look so sickly and pale and I thought she would die like those old drunk driving commercials where the person turned into a skeleton right before the car crashed.  I always thought that would be a horrible way to die.  I hope I never die watching old drunk driving commercials.  


Laura and I broke up shortly after the bathroom incident. That was break-up number four. Given my mom’s experience with the disorder, I tried to be understanding, but anytime I saw Laura’s tongue coming at me, all I could think about was what was just on it. Her tongue repulsed me. It was like when you were younger and would always let the dog lick your face until one day you looked out the window and saw the dog eating its own excrement. Whenever Laura moved in for a kiss, I found myself quickly turning my head so her lips would land on my cheek. Eventually she caught on and tried to adjust her head motion to meet my lips. I had to undergo a series of complicated head bobs to juke her out. She once tried to kiss me while we were at an auction and I ended up accidentally buying three cars that formerly belonged to drug dealers. And - I might add - they weren’t very nice drug dealers either. I learned that if you want to stay on the good side of drug dealers, never take their cars away from them. You should also never tap them on the shoulder and then pretend it wasn’t you as a gag. They hate that. 


After the auction, the drug dealers constantly made threatening phone calls and threw bricks through the livingroom window to get their cars back. Luckily I had written down my parents’ address and phone number on the auction forms instead of my own or I might have become really frightened. 


I still worry about Laura at times. She says she’s fine, but I wonder whether you can completely recover from something like bulimia. It’s like the first time someone breaks your heart. You may get to a point where it doesn’t interfere with your life, but you never really get over it. I still worry about a relapse. Sometimes I’ll notice Laura standing naked in front of the mirror, just staring at her body - poring over every ounce of flesh to find flaws. And I always try to tell Laura that the grocery store is never going to be able to catch shoplifters if she keeps hogging the security mirror, but she doesn’t listen. She just stands there naked, clutching her six pack of Tab, and stares. Sometimes it just scares me, you know. I don’t know if I’ll be strong enough to be there when she needs me and I hate that about myself.


I look at my watch. Thelma is running really late. I notice the secretary keeps looking over at me. I hate when Thelma hires temps. They always look like they’re dying to know why you’re here. But it’s improper to ask. It’s like asking someone what their ethnicity is. So the secretary keeps making furtive glances over the top of the magazine in which she hasn’t turned the page in the last half-hour. And somehow I don’t think Highlights For Children magazine is absorbing enough to spend half an hour on the same page. Not even on those puzzles where you try to find the hidden objects in the picture. 


I just know the secretary thinks I’m one of Thelma’s therapy patients. I used to tell the temps that I was just a friend of Thelma’s - that I wasn’t like one of the crazy people in the office waiting for Thelma’s advice. But, Thelma asked me to stop doing that.  Thelma said she would be mortified if anyone knew we were friends.  


I wish Thelma would hurry. I need lunch. I know that whole “helping others” stuff is important, but I am really, really hungry. I can’t think about anything but food. Well, maybe a little about sex - but, still mostly food. My stomach starts to growl embarrassingly loud so I wrinkle a magazine page to cover up the sound. The lady in the next chair glares at me - just because I wrinkled the magazine she had in her hands. I’m not sure if she’s angry because I disrupted her reading or because I committed sacrilege by putting wrinkles in a photo of Joan Rivers. I miss the old Joan Rivers face. The “Can We Talk” comedy bit just seems kinda sad when her face is so tight that she can barely get her lips apart.


I take a pack of Tic-Tacs out of my pocket. I just bought them fifteen minutes ago, but there are only two left. I should know better than to buy orange Tic-Tacs. I just eat them too fast. Instead of the plastic container, I should just start buying orange Tic-Tacs in nickel bags. The last two Tic-Tacs are stuck to the lid of the container. I shake the container aggressively, but they refuse to fall. I try inserting my pinkie into the small rectangular opening in the lid, but it doesn’t fit. It’s times like this that I always curse myself for getting those collagen implants to make my fingers look less skinny. I take my fingernail and use it to scratch a groove in the Tic Tac label and remove the lid to consume the last two Tic Tacs.


I ask the secretary how much longer Thelma is going to be and she merely apologizes again because Thelma’s group session for psychics with pre-traumatic stress disorder is running late. It seems as if the psychics can predict everything except when their session is up. The door to Thelma’s office finally opens. It only opens a crack and I see one of the psychics. I can tell it’s a psychic because she’s wearing a bandana and hoop earrings like the real psychics at the shore always wear. The psychic partially leans her face out the door - the way a person opens a door when they’re trying to get their Sunday paper from the porch without having anyone else see them in their underwear. I was always embarrassed when my father did that. My father was extremely cheap and would always get a hard on as he checked to see if the Sunday coupons were enclosed with the paper. My father was frequently arrested for public indecency, but luckily that stopped after the neighborhood supermarket stopped offering triple coupon day. 


The office door finally opens completely and the psychics rush out like moviegoers who accidentally walked into a showing of Chevy Chase’s latest film. I haven’t seen a group of people leave a room so fast since the time my mom thought it would be fun to serve Chex Mix as an hors d’oeuvre at a fancy dinner party. As they pass by I notice the psychics are all wearing the same “Don’t hate me because I’m psychic” T-shirt.


I try not to look at the psychics. They make me really nervous. One psychic always gives me the evil eye as she walks past. Thelma says I’m just imagining things, but I know that look. It’s the same look Laura gives me whenever I ask her to go get me a soda after we have sex. I don’t know what Laura’s problem is. It’s not like she’s the one who has to do all the work.


“So,” Thelma says after the last of the psychics leave. “Where do you want to go for lunch?”


“ We should go somewhere close,” I say. “ My lunch hour is almost over.”


“ You don’t have a job. Your entire day is one big lunch hour.”


“ I know,” I say. “ But I like to limit the eating part of my day to exactly one hour. It makes me feel more productive.”


“ I don’t want to eat close by,” says Thelma. “ There’s no good restaurants around here. I wish they would open up at least one restaurant in this area that doesn’t give you a plastic spork to eat your meal with.”


“ O.K. Fine. But you’d better hope that I programmed my VCR correctly. If I miss my soaps because you’re too hoity to eat food served by people in hair nets, I’m going to be mad.”


“ I’ll take that chance,” says Thelma as we continue to walk down the street. 


At the stoplight, we turn left onto a small side street. Cobblestones line the streets and I listen to the sound of our shoes clacking reassuredly upon the surface as we walk. The cobblestones remind me of the path I used to take to school when I was younger. My friends and I used to play marbles every day on that path until a street gang beat us up and claimed the turf. I can still see the pocketknife they held up to my throat. I still remember the intense anger I felt every time I walked by that same exact spot and saw those same exact gang members playing with MY marbles.


“ So, how’s everything going with you?” asks Thelma as we continue to walk.


“ Laura and I broke up again, ” I say.


“ You guys got back together?” 


“ You know, it happened so fast, I’m not really sure anymore.”


“ Dare I even ask why you broke up again?” says Thelma.


“ I said another girl’s name as I was telling Laura I loved her. And I know that’s not a particularly good thing to do, but is it really so awful? It’s like accidentally spitting on someone while having a conversation. Sure it’s unpleasant, but no harm was intended.”


“ It’s among the absolute worse things a person can do in a relationship,” says Thelma. “It’s right behind forgetting to remove your tampon before having sex in the shower.”


“ That is so disgusting. Laura did that once. I’m kissing her breasts and I look down and there’s this soggy, red, little clump by my feet. So much for those things being extra-absorbent.”


“ I think you’re missing the point - which I’m sure is a phrase Laura says quite often during sex. Listen, when you’re with a woman, she should be the only one on your mind. When you’re telling a woman you love her, when you’re getting married, when you’re having sex - these are all times when you should do everything in your power not to blurt out another woman’s name.”


“ During sex? Who can control verbiage during sex? Sex isn’t for thinking. No one in the world would ever get laid if they stopped to think whether it was really a good idea. Sex is all about passion. Things just blurt out. People shouldn’t be held accountable for things they say during sex. I hate when someone says they love me during sex and I accidentally say it back and then they try to hold me to it. That shouldn’t count. I shouldn’t be held to that I love you. It’s like when I was a kid and my mom would make me promise not to put her in a nursing home when she got older as she held my Christmas gifts in her hand and threatened to give them to the orphans.”


“ I’m sorry, I’m not buying it. During sex with Laura you should be thinking only Laura,” says Thelma. “ The only other female name you’re allowed to say out loud during sex is God.”


We reach a street corner and wait for the light to change. Two people start to cross the street and everyone starts to follow them before realizing the light hasn’t changed yet and traffic is still coming. People quickly retreat back to the curb. It’s so sad that our lives have been reduced to a game of Frogger. I’ll have to be more careful in the future. At the very least, I shouldn’t blindly follow two people who look like their only shot at success in life is to try to get hit by a car and collect the insurance money. The crowd again waits for the light to change, feeling envious of the people who successfully made it across to the other side of the street, thinking of all the things we could have done with that extra 15 seconds had we only made it across.


I feel a drop of water on my face. I pause momentarily while debating whether it’s rain or whether I just imagined it. I wait for two more confirmation droplets before deciding on rain. I should have known it was going to rain today. I just got my hair done today and I didn’t bring an umbrella. Plus, there were also those weather reports and darkened skies to give it away.


“ How much further is it to the restaurant?” I ask Thelma.   “ It’s about to rain.”


“ What do you mean how much farther?” says Thelma. “ I was following you.”


“ No, I was following you.”


“ Didn’t this happen to us the last three lunches? I think there’s a restaurant around the corner. It just got a good review in the paper,” says Thelma as we walk briskly to beat the rain.


When we arrive at the restaurant, we notice a line out the door. 


“ I hate going to restaurants that just get good reviews,” I say. “ They’re always so crowded. This line must be at least an hour long. I don’t think I can wait that long. I’m so starving. My stomach is growling loud enough to set off seismographs and freak out every geologist in the city.”


“ Well, just go in and ask how long the wait is,” says Thelma


“ Why do I always have to ask?”


“ I don’t know. I just hate asking stuff like that.”


“ Didn’t I have to call for pizza last time?” I say.


“ No, you dialed the phone and then handed it to me and made me talk to the guy,” says Thelma. “ So, it’s your turn.”


“ Fine,” I say as I go into the restaurant and quickly then return to Thelma. 


“ Good news,” I say. “ There’s no wait. That’s just the line for the women’s bathroom.”


As we are led to our table Thelma asks, “ Why are you walking so weird today?”


We are seated and take our napkins and place them in our laps. I wait for the hostess to leave and tell Thelma the dinner rolls up the anus story.


“ Ah, yes,” says Thelma. “ It’s that age-old ‘Boy meets girl.  Boy has elective surgery’ story that you always read about.  So, whose name did you say out loud during sex with Laura?” asks Thelma. “ Does Laura have anything to be worried about?”


“ My friend Mark is dating this woman who I knew back in high school. I think Mark really likes her. Which means Susan and I will be together a lot. But, Susan and I argue incessantly.”


“ Would it kill you to be nice to Susan?” asks Thelma.


“ If by kill you mean the abrupt cessation of life, then no. If you mean the slow incremental death that would result from keeping my true feelings in until the bile ate away at the walls of my heart, then yes.”


“ I meant the first one.”


" It’s not that simple,” I say. “ I don’t think I’ve ever really gotten over Susan. You know when you break up and there’s a huge, nasty argument and it hurts like hell at first, but eventually you accept it. There’s a finality to it all. Susan and I - we never had that ending. We never had that point where we realized that things just couldn’t work out. We just got lost somewhere along the way.”


“ What about Laura?”


“ It’s not like my feelings for Laura have changed. I still love Laura. She’s my soulmate. Laura sees me in a way that no one  else does.”


“And what way is that? Interesting?”


“ Do you think it’s possible to fall in love with two women at the same time? I’m excited when I’m around Laura. I love being with her. But I feel the same around Susan. I get these odd feelings that I can't even begin to control."


" Just take your hands out of your pockets and they'll go away," answers Thelma.


“ You know, could you at least pretend to have sympathy for my situation.”


“ I’m sorry,” says Thelma. “ I don’t have sympathy for your problem. But, I do have empathy for your situation.”


“What’s the difference?”


“It means I understand your pain but I just don’t care. My ex-husband tried to use that excuse to explain why he was married to four women at the same time. He said that it really wasn’t his fault because he truly loved us all. But you know what, it doesn’t hurt any less. Think of Laura, here. Think about her for a change. You do things like this every time you and Laura get closer together. Every time you are about to work things out, you find some reason to pull away. Why are you afraid of intimacy?”


“ It’s not me. Laura is the one who has a problem with intimacy in our relationship. She’s the one who keeps insisting on having some. I’m all for intimacy... as long as I don’t have to spend a lot of time with the same person. Sometimes Laura really smothers me. She wants to be involved in every single aspect of my life.  And it’s not Laura specifically - I just can’t deal with being around anyone 24 hours a day.  If it were possible, I wouldn’t hang around myself so often.”


“ That’s the thing about relationships,” says Thelma. “ That which does not completely suffocate you, will only make you stronger. I’m not saying that couples have to do everything together, but you have to let your partner in a little. And don’t deny you have a problem with intimacy. All of your friends agree that you have problems with intimacy.”


“ I don’t think that’s fair of them to say. I’ve never let my friends get close enough to me to be so certain.  Besides, talk about the blind leading the afraid of intimacy. You’re the last person who should be lecturing on intimacy, Thelma. You haven’t had a real date since your divorce. That’s two whole years, my friend.”


“ That’s not true,” says Thelma. “ I dated Robert for about a month last October.”


“ He doesn’t count. He was, like what, 72 years old or something. When he went to the gym he sweated embalming fluid.  He didn’t even have his own teeth.”


“ They were his own teeth.”


“ Just because he completed his monthly dental payments, that doesn’t mean they count as his own teeth.”


“ He wasn’t as old as you make him out to be.”


“ He would make a carbon dating machine scream No Mas!”


“ Let’s just change the subject,” says Thelma.  “ You’re the absolute last person I want to lecture me on relationships.”


“ Fine,” I say despite knowing that I’m not ready to let the subject drop.  But, I remain silent for a few seconds to show that I at least tried to respect her request. “ And, you know, it’s not fair to compare this Susan thing to your marriage. I’m sorry you got hurt by your husband and I’m sorry you got screwed over by your husband, but our situations are not the same.”


“ Why? Because it’s not cheating if you haven’t had sex with Susan yet?  I asked you to drop the topic.  Just because you watch Oprah doesn’t make you the relationship advice guru.  As far as I’m concerned you can take Venus and Mars and shove them both up your ass - if you still don’t have dinner roll remnants blocking the chute.”


We sit in an awkward silence. One of those silences where you both know you’ve gone too far yet still can’t bring yourself to be the first one to apologize.  We sit across the table, staring at each other and refusing to utter a word - which proves rather frustrating for the waitress who has been trying to take our order for the last fifteen minutes. But neither of us will budge. We figure we have at least 5 more minutes before the manager comes over and tries to kick us out.


Thelma and I have a bizarre relationship. After her divorce, Thelma had a stretch where she began to drink heavily. I should have known there was a problem when Thelma started asking the bartenders to leave out the little umbrellas because she thought they sucked up some of the tequila. We’ve had some rough times in our friendship. I’ve often thought of ending it, but deep down, I know I could never abandon Thelma. We've been through too much together. Besides, she has my home address and I fear arson. Again. Thelma never apologized for that incident, but she didn’t have to. To me, true friendship means never having to say I’m sorry I burned your house down on purpose. I know it was a rough time for her and that she would have burned her own place down if it weren’t for the fact that she has much nicer stuff than me. 


Still, I remember the way things were. Late night crisis calls, a shoulder to cry on, gingerly strolls through the park with her therapy groups to force feed anorexic pigeons... I guess I keep coming back hoping a little part of Thelma will return - even if it is just a small piece of her old self, like her left breast.


Thelma used to be happily married, but she and her husband divorced after Thelma discovered he was already married to three very buxom waitresses. Her husband was an actor. Well, he wasn't a real actor. He just played one on TV. Thelma once showed me a picture of herself and his other wives that she clipped out of one of those national tabloid magazines. Not one of the reputable ones like The Star and The National Enquirer, but one of the cheaper ones that feature alien abductions (the jaundiced aliens with the heads that are too large for their bodies that look suspiciously like the kid on Leave It To Beaver after he became a teenager) and bizarre weight loss rituals (I lost 30 pounds eating only the white seeds in watermelons and watching Solid Gold reruns for two days straight!) from people who, quite frankly, still look like they could stand to lose a few more pounds. 


Thelma’s picture was a candid shot of her berating a cameraman who was trying to take a candid shot of her. The other wives were standing in front of their respective restaurants. They had their names sewn on the front of their uniforms. Their large breasts made it difficult to read their names because it caused the letters to be very spaced apart. Plus the photos were kind of fuzzy and it was difficult to tell what was an "o" and what was a nipple. Her husband ran off with the car, their life savings, and her entire Facts of Life videotape library. Even the special introductory tape featuring Tootie bloopers that isn't available in stores. Even after that, I think Thelma would have taken him back. She never said it, but you could tell. 


It must be hard getting a divorce. I read somewhere that the odds of a divorced woman getting remarried are 35 to 1 - or 500 to 1 if her first name is Enid. After the divorce, Thelma had a stretch where she just turned violent. I remember falling asleep while talking to Thelma one time. When I awakened, I found a chalk outline drawn around me. Thelma was wearing evil clown makeup. I'm not sure what bothered me more. The fact that Thelma was veering towards the edge of insanity or the fact that when she drew the chalk outline, Thelma made my feet really, really big. I could live with the mentally unstable part, but there’s no need to be insulting about it. And then there was the St. Mary’s church incident during their annual fundraiser for children with abnormally bad hairdos. Thelma was offering free counseling for children who had Jeri Curl mishaps and just snapped. Most of us keep praying that Sister Mary Margaret will recover quickly. Especially since she was chosen as this year's centerfold for St. Mary’s annual swimsuit calendar. 


I remember when Thelma and I first met. I was dating the lady in the office right across the hall. She was a gynecologist with the unfortunate name of Ivana Hyman. Her parents always swore that it never occurred to them that people might make puns out of the name, but I think their arguments were rather suspect given that a year later they named her sister Intact. I dated Ivana for over a year. Finally we broke up. It was long and drawn out over a period of two weeks. Ivana would only tell me one letter of the sentence each day. I never understood why Ivana and I broke up. She said it was because I was an annoying, selfish, egotistical, greasy-skinned, mean-spirited, unromantic, shallow misanthrope. But that couldn’t possibly be the true reason. I don’t have greasy skin.  


And Ivana walked out of my life. I sat in a trance for a long time, clinging to some desperate hope that she would return. I sat there lost, confused - day after day, week after week, but I never saw Ivana again. Which was sort of strange seeing that I was in her office. After the breakup, I was devastated. I spent days just sitting in a chair staring at a blank wall, my eyes glazed over in pain. Or maybe that was high school geometry. I frequently get women and geometry confused. I think it’s because they both evoke my fear of triangular shaped things.


That’s when I met Thelma. I was sitting in the hallway outside of Ivana’s office, sobbing and playing Hungry, Hungry Hippos by myself. I was playing Solitaire for awhile, but I got tired of people peeking over my shoulder and telling me what cards I should play. I remember how Thelma came up to me and placed her hand gently on my shoulder as she explained to me that I looked really creepy and she would call security if I didn’t vacate the premises immediately. 


I look over at Thelma. I finally break down and say something. “ I would never have sex with Susan, you know. I wouldn’t do that to Mark. He and Susan go well together. Even if Mark wasn’t my best friend, I wouldn’t screw up two people who go well together. It’s a personal policy. I never get in the way of a happy relationship - unless of course it’s my own. But, I don’t know why I have such strong feelings towards Susan. I hate her. I am constantly angered by her. And I’m so entirely turned on by her. It’s like one giant game. A clash to see who is in control. All our fighting just energizes me. I can't take my eyes off of her. And it’s not just because I need to be on guard against potential physical assaults. Although that certainly is a large part of it.”


“ For once in your life you need to make a decision,” says Thelma. “ You can’t just keep coasting through your life.”


“No, that’s about the only advantage of having your life constantly go downhill. You can coast forever.” 


“ Forget about this Susan person,” says Thelma. “ You know what they say about a bird in the hand?”


“ That it’ll peck your eyes out if it catches you with your old highschool sweetheart.”


“ Exactly. Just put Susan out of your mind and concentrate on Laura.”


“ You know it’s not that simple, Thelma. I still feel something for Susan.  I’m not sure what it is, but I feel something.  I know I should just forget about her, but knowing what is right and doing what is right are two different things.”


“ I know. Giving advice is a lot easier than following advice. That’s why I became a therapist.  By the way, you were right about me needing to get back into the dating scene.  ”


“ I should set you up with my friend Abu.”


“ Well, what’s he like?” asks Thelma. “ Is he the proverbial tall, dark and handsome?”


“ It depends on how you define tall, dark and handsome.”


“ I define them as being tall, dark and handsome.”


“ Well, he used to be dark, but he had a bleaching accident back in the 70's while trying to get his teeth to look as white as Farrah Fawcett’s. Does that count?”


“ What about the tall and handsome part?”


“ He used to be dark.”


“ Is he at least a nice guy?” asks Thelma.


“ He incredibly sweet.”


“ How so? Does he do charity work or anything - that’s very important to me. And doing charity work as a part of probation doesn’t count.”


“ I’m assuming he does charity work. He agreed to go out with you.”


“ I’m trusting you on this one. And don’t think that I don’t know that the only reason you’re setting us up is that we’re the only two single friends you have. But, I suppose there aren’t throngs of men beating down the door to my apartment.”


“ Oh, sure there are, Thelma. Of course, they’re all trying to get out of your apartment.”


“ Just finish looking at your menu so we can order.”


“ Could you just order me whatever you’re getting?” I ask.  “ I need to make a phone call and want to go somewhere a little more private.  I’m going to tell her I love her.”


“ Laura or Susan?”


“ I’m not certain yet,” I say as I walk away from the table.  “ I figure the right answer will come to me when I get ready to dial.”


I walk towards the bathrooms and stare at the doors.  It’s one of those restaurants that don’t actually write the words Men or Women on the bathroom door, but instead put cutesy pictures whose ambiguity only serves to confuse me.  I stand there with three other patrons trying to figure it out until a passing waiter points us to the correct bathroom.  I stand by the sink and take my cell phone out of my pocket, wiping bits of crumpled Kleenex and pocket lint from the leather case.  I hit the speed dial button and listen as the phone rings three times and just when I expect an answering machine to come on I hear the phone pick up.

    
“ I love you more than I’ve ever loved another person,” I blurt out.  “ Will you marry me?”
