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A novel by Brian Henneberg
Jared
   The second time I stumbled upon her was on You tube. It was 3 am one Tuesday night, and as usual I couldn’t sleep because my job consists of sitting on a chair for eight hours a day staring at computer hardware, and exercise is….well boring. I was browsing through endless pointless blog entry videos from ordinary people trying to feel alive, trying to bee seen, trying to feel important by posting videos on You tube, talking about their cats, reading shitty poems aloud, playing crappy cover songs on their un-tuned guitars or rambling on about their failed love lives. All of a sudden, there she was. Amanda. I recognized her immediately even though I hadn’t seen her since she was nine, and even then it was only in a picture. I went down into the basement of my rented condo and found my stack of “things I never use but won’t throw out” boxes that we all seem to have. For some reason, not even clear to myself, I took the boxes with me when I moved over here. I dug through old report cards and love letters, pretty rocks from various beaches, dead currencies like Lira and Deutschmark from my oh-so elucidating back packing adventure through Europe ten years ago, forgotten cd’s with alternative acts like Green Jelly and Aphex twin and I found an old bottle I picked up on Venice Beach eight years ago. The bottle that contained my little crackled picture of Amanda and her letter to the world. I had cut the bottle in half with a dull knife to get the note and picture out, and then I’d duct-taped it back together and kept it on my nightstand for a couple of years to remind me of the unspoiled anti-cynical way in which only a child can look at the world.
   Amanda had changed. In the little note, written on a sheet of My Little Pony notepaper that had stuck to the inside of the bottle message I found on Venice Beach, Amanda was a dreamer. I had never encountered a person so full of hope and with such great expectations towards life and what wonders could occur in it. She was going to be in marketing; in the advertising business. Don’t ask me how a nine year old girl comes up with dreams like that but the she did. She was going to use her creative soul to sell diapers and cars via the best commercials the world had ever seen. And then she had enclosed this picture of herself holding a homemade Coke commercial featuring the words: Coke – it’s an orgasm of taste in your mouth. She’d apparently thrown hundreds of bottles like the one I found in the ocean from the pier at Santa Barbara Harbor, hoping one of them would be found by some big-shot marketing guy who would then call her and offer her, a nine year old girl from Winnemucca NV, a job in advertising.
   The Amanda I now saw was…depressing, but in a humorous way. She was now 17 and was wearing a tad too much black eyeliner and she was oozing with intelligent irony. She was chain smoking and was rambling on about how she was going to die from this cold she had just caught. She was reciting her last will and testament in a way that made pictures of a comedian standing on a stage in space, holding Earth at an arm’s length with a sour look on his face as thought Earth was a bag of doggy droppings, appear in my head. I decided to post a video response, just as I had written her a letter when I found her bottle message eight years ago. I’m not much of a fatalist, but there are 6,645,043,258 people in the world at this point (thank you Google) and stumbling into the same person twice in two so very strange ways must mean something. At least a small juvenile “I insist on the world being a magical place” part of my otherwise so cynical brain likes to think so. I don’t know if she remembers me, probably not, but I’ll let you know if she responds to my response. Love you Amy. 

Jared.

Amy

   Hey Jared

   Sounds like you’re having a blast over there in good old Europe. Watching shit on You tube at 3 in the morning….I told you not to move over there. Just think Jared: you could have been watching Geico commercials, Full House reruns and endless police videos with me back here in CA right now, had you not decided to be such a cosmopolitan! Anyway, what tags should I search for to find the video of You tube girl? I’d love to see it. 

   Not much going on here. Deirdre, my friend from high school, the one with the boob-job gone bad, let me in on a little secret, a theory she has been trying out at Club Anthony Saturday nights. You know how she was afraid that her, now Frankenstein boobs would keep her from ever having sex again? Well it turns out she is getting laid even more now. The secret? She reveals just enough cleavage for guys to notice that something is terribly wrong. For some reason this intrigues them. They must, for some reason you might be able to understand, see these one of a kind freak tits. She is bringing guys home by the dozen, scoring merely on her Ripley’s Believe it or Not boobs. So unfair! You are a strange and complicated gender Jared.
Let me know how it goes with You tube girl
Love Amy
Jared

   So Amanda responded to my video. I’m not going to tell you what tags to search for, because then it will be easy to track down my video, and I don’t want people I know seeing the media-whore side of me. I’ll reserve that side for my fellow online wanna-be celebrity friends. But anyway, she responded:
Amanda

   Jared you old weirdo. Why are you surfing for videos of seventeen year old girls at 3 am? What kind of pervert are you? Ha ha. Well, never mind, I’m a pervert too, so it’s okay. I do remember you actually. Only two people responded to my 111 Coke bottles of hope that I spent two weeks of my summer vacation, eight years ago, making, before I threw them in the ocean at Santa Barbara, right after the guided bus tour with my parents that took us past Oprah’s house. I guess those shithead Greenpeace environmentalists down at Marina del Rey fished ‘em out of the ocean, before anyone had a chance to make my advertising dreams come true. 
   I still have the letter you wrote me (I scanned it with my HP Deskjet F370 for you to read, just to remind you of how big an idiot you were):

Hello Amanda

I found your bottle message. I think it was a very nice commercial you’d made. I can see that you are very skilled and very creative, and I promise you that if I ever get a foot inside in the advertising business, I will recommend you. Right now though, I’m going to school, studying to be a computer engineer, but who knows if I will one day end up in advertising. As you wrote: Life is full of opportunities. 
Love Jared

   Well weren’t you a little John Gray life coach kind of guy Jared....Jesus. What were you thinking giving me false hopes like that? How old were you back then…22? You should have known better. I’m only seventeen now Jared and I already know better. You should have bombed my dreams like a B52 bombing Baghdad to hell, and spared me the future disillusion. Life’s a bitch Jared and you know it. Why else would you be posting depressing videos on You tube in the middle of the night trying to contact a girl almost half your age because you remembered her from a childish bottle message you found a decade ago? Maybe your life is even sadder than mine. Tell me about it Jared. What the hell are you up to in life?   
Jared
   Do you have a secret, something huge and self-defining? Something you would never tell anyone about? I’ve got this theory that if you do, you feel alone in the world. Secrets make you feel like you are a stranger to most people. Secrets make you feel as though you are trapped inside a glass box. Even your spouse, even your kids, even your parents become strangers and it’s the saddest thing. When you realize that your soul mate has become a stranger, there is nothing left to do but leave. Leave everything behind. Skeletons in the closet make a great fertilizer for growing loneliness. It’s a depressing tree, and it grows with every bone you hide.  
   This is me Amanda. You are right. I am sad. But please don’t tell anyone. It’s a secret…
   What am I up to in life? Well, right now, I live in Denmark, a small country just north of Germany (Google map it). I’ll tell you why I moved here later, I don’t feel like talking about it right now. It’s…complicated. Denmark is…rainy, and nothing like I pictured it. I moved here four months ago, and I’m basically spending all my time working and binge drinking. I’m in the computer business. Boring shit, but it pays the bills. Have you ever been to Solvang? If you haven’t, try this link:  http://www.solvangca.com/1/photo/index.html 
   It’s this little so-called replica Denmark; “a little piece of Denmark in California” as locals like to call it. It’s located about 100 miles north east of Los Angeles. I went there with my parents a long time ago and was absolutely thrilled by its magic and laid-back old time feel, like a coziness themed Theme park, and when I needed to move four months ago, I decided to relocate to the real thing. Boy was I disappointed. I am so going to mail the mayor of Solvang and ask him to click Update! Denmark might have looked like Solvang 150 years ago, but now it’s just this kind of unidentifiable John Doe-ish place with office buildings, farmland, newly renovated villas from the 70’s, rain, bicycles, franchise chains and shopping opportunities. But at least getting hammered is a big thing over here, so I’m alright.  
Amy

   You have got to admit it Jared, You tube girl has a point. You do come off as a freaking weirdo. And little miss sunshine…well, she seems like a grunge chick that got to the party a decade and a half too late, Jesus, I didn’t think that kind of weltschmertz-attitude still inhabited members of the youth of 2008. We used to carry Walkmen, be all analog, read books and listen to Meat Loaf and Tina Turner. Kids nowadays have got iPod’s, internet and American Idol, how can you be all world-weary and depressed in 2008? 
   The big news back here in Palmdale is that Deirdre Ronson, Miss Ripley’s Believe it or Not tits is pregnant. Surprise surprise, the girl uses “safe periods” and luck as birth control. The father is either Wayne, a pimpled Christian 17 year old boy who works at Arby’s; Jason, one of the many “I’ve got to see those freak tits”-guys she dragged home from Club Anthony a couple of weeks ago, or, get this, her cousin Brad, a 42 year old married lawyer from Richfield UT. Anyway, whoever it is, she gave them all genital warts, so things are dandy in the old Ronson family.

   Deirdre getting pregnant got me thinking about the concept of having children. I’m 28 Jared, and I’m not feeling kids, if you know what I mean. Most of my girlfriends already have children, and the ones that don’t, get all broody when there is even the slightest thing reminding them of children: a diaper commercial, a Happy Meal, a puppy. Children leave me cold. Does that make me weird Jared? Is there something wrong with me? I’m not a career maniac and it’s too late to be a pop star, so what am I going to do with my life if I’m not going to have children? Be a cat lady? Knit? I don’t even like cats Jared and I can’t knit! I’m 28 and everyone I know is either nesting or trying to act 19. I should have just married you Jared. Let’s make a pact: if neither of us has found our soul mate by the time we are 35, we will marry each other and do the whole soccer mom, dad fixing the lawn mower in the garage suburban thing. What do you say Jared, deal?  
Amanda

   Jared. Look. The last email I received from you started out great. But then you started getting all technical on me and I lost interest. If I’m going to be an online pen pal of yours, you are going to have to open up to me. You needed to move? What does that mean? It’s complicated? Please Jared, Avril Lavigne is complicated, get over it. If you’re not going to show me your soul I will phase you out of my life like a pedophile uncle. Are you afraid to tell me your secrets? It’s easier to tell a stranger you know, so go ahead and use me. Take this opportunity that dropped into your lap. Go crazy and spill you guts. Here, I’ll go first:

   My love life is…non-existent. I don’t do love. Love is such an unfathomable concept to me, like bulimia and online-gaming. I just don’t get it. Everyone I meet is either boring, annoying, nauseatingly sweet or just trying to fuck me. Love is...a romantic fantasy that Shakespeare made up in the 16th century and when it was later abandoned Hollywood decided to adopt it. Instead I get by on Oreo’s, cigarettes, daydreams and pathos. 

   As you know, my dream is to be in advertising. My current job is actually in advertising but I’m on the bottom of the food chain. Actually I’m more under the food chain than I am actually in it. I’m doing telemarketing which is though, one step up from my last job as a human billboard, walking around in downtown Winnemucca, wearing a cardboard sign that said: “Joe’s tires – just a skid mark off Main Street”. I’m making no money whatsoever as I’m on commission, but at least I’ve got my little toe inside the door in the advertising business.
   What else? Well I don’t sleep, at least not at night. I’m more or less your average suburban vampire type-ish girl, who never seems to fall asleep, but for some reason always wakes up at 2 p.m. I usually get either manic or depressed at night, which is great, ‘cause it fuels my artistic vein and keeps me creative. Hope to hear from you soon. 

   Amanda 
Jared

   Okay Amanda, you want to see my soul? 

   It’s like she hits me in the stomach every time I see her. My lungs all of a sudden feel so small and I start breathing like an asthmatic the second her scent hits my nostrils. And it’s not just her perfume. The perfume that can knock out champion boxers, it’s not just that. It’s the way her breath smells. Like home; erotic; her breath smells like love, like calmness, like soul mate. The way her lips move when she speaks. The way her touch makes me feel so alive and so loved. I lose my mind, I mentally collapse like a rag doll and she has no idea. I’m a junkie. Her pheromones hit my receptors and send me to heaven. I never want to leave her. I squeeze her tightly and never want to let go. My guts are screaming to the sky, begging for death to come quickly. Hit me with a lightning right now! Before reality wakes me up and tells me to go home. 

   But there is no way out of it. I let her go. I kiss her gently on the forehead and feel happiness leaving me like air seeping from a flat tire. It seems like it is always raining when I leave her, even though we’re in California. I go home in the darkness and lie on the bed, but I don’t cry. I’m beyond crying, I’m just…empty, and cold. 

   Why I needed to move? I’ll tell you. 

   This one night I was over at her place, and we were watching Pinky and Brain reruns on TV as usual. It was our Thursday night hang out time ritual, and we were spooning on the couch, with cold pizza and way too much candy on the coffee table. I was in heaven. We had done this many times before, but this particular night at new feeling hit me like lightning from a clear blue sky. I realized that this was it! This was as close as we were ever going to get. Sure we were friends and there were still good times to be had, but we had peaked, I could feel it. I would never mean more to her than I did at that very moment, and one day she would meet someone, someone new who would be more interesting, more fun, more everything, and I would get sidetracked. I realized that as time progressed I could only become less interesting and less important to her, and my heart felt like a lump of lead. 

   That night, when I said goodbye to her, I held her tighter and more desperately than ever before. I touched her cheek one last time and kissed her forehead. When I got home I sat down on the floor and stared into the darkness for hours as if in a state of chock. I felt like a star collapsing. My body felt so heavy and cold, like I was being sucked into a black hole. I knew it was the end. The end of me and Amy and the romance I had solely imagined would one day flourish. I knew myself well enough to know that I wouldn’t be able to handle the future decline in importance, so I decided to pull out and protect myself in advance. The next day I started packing. 
Amanda

   Now we’re talking Jared. I have no idea who you are writing about, but I’m feeling it, loving it. You intrigue me Jared. I am hooked on your story. Who is Amy? And why couldn’t you be with her? It’s so sad! Fill me in!

   I’m sorry, I know I’m getting all technical on your ass now, but I’ve got to know the details Jared. All I’m up to these days is chain smoking and feeding the ducklings that for some reason keep shoving up on by back porch. I need this hopeless romance to fill my days.  
Jared
   I don’t love enough. It is not enough to be enough. God I am so spoiled. I should be so thankful. I’ve got someone; someone who actually gives a rats ass about me; someone who is good for me; someone who doesn’t fuck around; someone I can actually stand to be around. People give me a glimpse of their realities, the desperation, the fear of never finding him or her that flows through their veins 24 hours a day like a depressing drug, all the frogs you kiss, all the blanks you fuck, the defeats, the hopes that fill like hot air balloons and get shot down every time, the guy or girl you meet who makes you feel so special and loved, who makes you think you have finally found the one, the guy or girl who seems to be really into you, only to dump you two weeks later for someone whose face, novelty and Diesel shirt you know you cannot match. 
   When you are playing the dating game, you’ve got to be able to comprehend the fact that at one point or another you are going to get dumped for no other reason than the fact that Mr. new guy has better hair, and your fate is sealed by a jar of Dax-wax. It is so depressing out there. Your skin must be so thick. It’s body and face, it’s how cool you are, it’s how willing you are to put out, it’s emptiness and façade and how new and interesting you are. Why fuck the same person twice? Been there done that. It’s brutal.
   You can be a really nice person; you can treat women like goddesses; you can be honest, hard working and sweet; you can be fucking Mother Teresa for all I care and you are still nothing more than interior in a club Friday night if you’re not physically attractive. You’ll get more action if you were a bar stool. Amazing people have been devaluated and succeeded by young girls with pretty faces, push up bra’s and miniskirts and guys with way too much hair gel and a distant model-look in their eyes. Trying to find Mr. Right in a club is like trying to find anything of nutritional value in an M&M’s store: a carrot, a cucumber, a tangerine, anything that’ll keep your body from turning into a lump of pale meat and saturated fat. It’s not possible. And should you be so lucky to stumble upon a freshly peeled grape fruit, you wouldn’t want it anyway. Who goes to a chocolate store and comes home with a grape fruit….you want the goddamn chocolate like everybody else! Fuck grape fruits. And fuck Mother Teresa.
   And then I’m sitting here, with my little princess in front of me grousing that I don’t love like they do in the movies. I should be ashamed of myself.
   This was a diary-entry I made a couple of weeks before I broke up with my girlfriend Veronica. The day I broke up with her, was also the day I decided to move to Denmark and leave Amy and the rest of my life behind.
Veronica
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