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            To Joanna and Maureen

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            The country did not want cryhards or diehards: it wanted tryhards and workhards—and if they moved forward in that spirit,
               animated by that temper, free from all bitterness [ . . . ] they might hope [ . . . ] to accomplish something.
            

            Sir Gordon Hewart, 1st Viscount Hewart, quoted in The Times of London on January 21, 1922. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, this is the first printed use of the word “tryhard.”
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            Author’s Note

         
         This is a work of nonfiction. The events and experiences detailed herein are all true and have been faithfully rendered as
            I have remembered them, to the best of my ability. Some names, identities, and circumstances have been changed in order to
            protect the integrity and/or privacy of the various individuals involved.
         

         
         Though conversations come from my keen recollection of them, they are not written to represent word-for-word documentation;
            rather, I've retold them in a way that evokes the real feeling and meaning of what was said, in keeping with the true essence
            of the mood and spirit of the event.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Introduction

         
         I live to work. I believe I am not alone. I believe I am an extreme variation on a type. If you picked up this book, a book
            purposefully, luringly titled Tryhard: A Cautionary Tale of Clocking In and Spinning Out, my guess is we share this type. Moth to flame. We work to acquire the target, always slightly beyond reach. For me that’s
            the stability of owning a home. For you, it could be something else, something less tangible. But you and me, we’re clawing
            toward our targets together.
         

         
         I am, as of this typing, an executive producer at a storied news organization you’ve likely heard of. I’ve been the producer
            behind many podcasts you’ve potentially listened to and many, many others you likely haven’t. I’ve managed multimillion-dollar
            budgets. I’ve worked with celebrities. I was technically a record executive. I regularly speak onstage. I’ve been on television.
         

         
         By almost any external measure, I’ve had success—in radio and, more successfully, in podcasting. An attainably successful
            career that could count as lightly aspirational to you, dear reader.
         

         
         But if you ask me if I’m successful, I’ll point you to the times I’ve made a fool of myself. Openly trying is, in and of itself,
            embarrassing. This book is a mid-lifetime of trying. I’ve done the trials to see the errors. And, as you’ll read in this book,
            there are many errors. None of which will stop me from forging ahead to try to meet my goal.
         

         
         Last year, to up my game, I invested in a Pavlok. The Pavlok company states that its electronic device, which looks like a
            first-generation Fitbit, is meant to help users break bad habits. My bad habit is sleeping too soundly. The Pavlok lives on
            my wrist and, at 5:30 a.m. every day, shoots 340 volts of electricity into my body. It feels like I’m being rhythmically burned
            by three cigarettes on my inner wrist. I use this instead of an alarm clock, which cannot compete with my REM, no matter how
            loud or bright it’s set.
         

         
         The Pavlok’s burning shocks won’t stop until I run out of my bed and to my refrigerator to scan a QR code. No mercy. My cats—Hector,
            Lulu, and Pruney—run alongside me, knowing that my bolting means soup’s on. Recently I developed arm sores from the Pavlok’s
            electrodes. This is not the Pavlok’s fault. This is my body’s fault because it cannot stop sleeping.
         

         
         But I am a thirty-eight-year-old elder millennial who lives to work, so it is worth it.

         
         My husband, Danny, and my daughter, Joanna, sleep on.

         
         My aim, upon rising, is to clock work hours. But I am not a perfect person. I fritter away at least a half hour playing a
            time-management game wherein I serve cakes to a series of increasingly angry cartoon pixels. This game makes me actively angry.
            I get worked up. The game is basically a facsimile of a manic restaurant job. Every day I shock myself awake at 5:30 a.m.
            to work a stressful fake job before I start my stressful real job.
         

         
         But that is not a contradiction for those who live to work. I think you understand.

         
         Before I begin the work I am paid to do each morning—that is, to produce podcasts for a corporation you’ve likely heard of—I
            glue a miniaturized chandelier or carton of milk or strip of velvet wallpaper into my daughter’s dollhouse. The dollhouse,
            which I researched for at least forty hours before purchase, is a stand-in for the house I cannot afford to give my family.
            It is a place to glue the stable, material items I can bear the cost of only in miniature, in pretend, because the real ones are still out of reach.
         

         
         It is after all this—and a bit of parenting—that I finally look at my Apple Watch, which I wear on my left hand to avoid the Pavlok sores on my right, and realize that I am very, very late for work. I grab my bag and throw on my coat. I run through the leafy streets in Ditmas Park, Brooklyn, hoping that my train will defy physics and make an hour trip in just twenty-five minutes. 

         
         I’m doing what I’ve always done: getting to where I want, faster than humanly possible.

         
         There are drawbacks to this approach.

         
         There are reasons for its extremity.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Job 1
My First Job

         
         In December 1996 there was a crackle in the air across the entirety of American suburbia. An excitable nervousness, primarily
            emanating from packs of prepubescent teen boys. That’s a powerful, clammy mass to enliven. It was nearly Christmas, and every
            one of these spiritually undulating children wanted the same gift: the newly released Nintendo 64 game console.
         

         
         I was feeling the crackle, the excitement, the anxiety, while standing with my mother in line at the recently erected Einstein
            Bros. Bagels in our small town. We rarely spent time together at all. Even though she was almost constantly at home, she was
            defiantly elsewhere from where I was, from where my brothers were. I hoped she was closing the distance over bagels.
         

         
         Nine-year-old me made it out to be a ladies’ lunch. I showered. I wore my best overalls. I made sure the car was warmed up before she got into it, to drive us to Einstein Bros. The warm crackle of the attention, finally, of my distant yet always present mother. 

         
         “You see that guy at the end? The one wrapping the sandwiches,” she said.

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “He’s got one long pinky nail. That’s a coke nail.”

         
         “Coke?”

         
         “Cocaine! Jesus,” she said, grabbing the two sandwiches from Mr. Coke Nail. Noted.

         
         I expected that she’d want to eat the sandwiches in her car, a black Nissan with fabric seats, the engine running to keep
            the heat on and to provide a quick escape if she saw someone she knew out the window. She didn’t like to be out in public
            for reasons I didn’t then understand. As I went for the store’s door, she took the sandwiches to a table in the center of
            the restaurant. A table where we would sit together, alone, in public, for the first time that I could remember.
         

         
         As we unwrapped our bagels, I could tell that something was off. Her hands weren’t shaking, and her voice was loose—not slurring,
            but nearly. Her jaw floating rather than set.
         

         
         In that moment I kicked myself. My calculations were wrong. She was drinking again, or she never stopped. I had let my hope
            get the better of what I knew, deep down, to be true.
         

         
         The trajectory of an alcoholic is almost impossible to chart. Trust me. I spent ten years trying to do it. I kept literal tabs on my mom’s drinking by tracking its ups and downs, by day of the week, via a five-point scale, in what I called “The Chart.” At the end of my day, I’d sit at my desk and track how drunk she seemed that day, with graph paper, a pencil, and a ruler, on a scale of 1 through 5. 

         
         
            	Wednesday, less drinking, less screaming: 2.

            	Thursday, more drinking, more screaming: 4.

            	Friday, never stopped drinking, intense screaming: 5.

            	Etc.

         

         [image: A hand-drawn line graph on lined paper, drawn in marker. The y-axis is labeled 1 to 5. The x-axis is labeled by days of the week (M, Tu, W, T, F, Sa, Su). For each day, a corresponding star is drawn, with a line connecting the stars to form the graph. Monday and Tuesday are at “1,” Wednesday is at “2,” Thursday is at “4,” and Friday through Sunday are at “5.”]
         
         
         This is like the Saffir–Simpson scale, the hurricane-wind categorization system—a similarity you can dial up or down as you like. And, like a hurricane, Category 5 presents the most immediate danger. But Category 3 can still linger over a warm body of water for days and eventually wipe an entire town out when it makes landfall. 

         
         I’d concluded that Sundays were the worst days by far, as both my parents would’ve been drinking consistently for two days
            by then. By 3:00 p.m. on Sundays, they’d grown fed up with their situation, their families, themselves.
         

         
         Prior to Coke Nail Bagel Lunch, there’d been a streak of Level 1 “A-okay” days, as I wrote them in The Chart, over the course
            of my two-week winter break. I took my mother’s invitation to lunch as a sign that she was potentially moving through something.
            That she’d show up, both physically and presently, for me. This was what I always wanted. What I needed more than anything
            in the world. What I worked for.
         

         
         As she ate the bagel sloppily, the drunken energy that would often turn to anger and rage had taken on a different tone. It
            turned conspiratorial. I guess when you begin a lunch date with your nine-year-old daughter talking about cocaine, any topic
            is on the table. And since it was so rare to sit together like this, I knew, even at the time, that I would remember whatever
            was said for the rest of my life. This transcended the rules of The Chart.
         

         
         “We’re getting him the Nintendo,” my mom said, with disgust.

         
         “Brian?” My twin brother, one of the prepubescent cracklers who’d been lobbying for an N64 since the fall. My older brother
            would also benefit from this acquisition.
         

         
         “Yeah. He doesn’t know it, so don’t tell him.”

         
         “Okay, I won’t. Why did you and Dad say he couldn’t have it?”

         
         “We can’t afford it. He doesn’t deserve it.”

         
         There was cream cheese all over her mouth and now on the sleeve of her sweater—and not a small amount, a full glop.

         
         So, you’re nine years old, sitting at a table in a bagel chain with your mom, who is drunk, and who will soon be driving.
            She’s disheveled and angry at my twin brother for unknown reasons. He’s getting the prize of Christmas 1996 but will be told
            he doesn’t deserve it. You’re excited to know a secret from your mother, someone who seems to trade exclusively in secrets.
            You’re excited for your brother—and, let’s be real, for yourself—for the N64. You’ve discovered the existence of something
            called cocaine having to do with long fingernails. Your graph of your mother’s drinking needs new categorization for this
            type of drunken activity—this pseudo-friendship drunken outing. There’s a lot of new data to incorporate.
         

         
         Though, I could tell my mom was a regular-old Level 3 drunk by the time she finished eating. By then she was complaining about
            my dad in terms a daughter shouldn’t hear. I was uncomfortable, but, at the same time, I felt that light from her, the attention.
            It was painful but it was there: the warm, rough, dirty coat suddenly put onto a freezing child.
         

         
         I also knew, from when the police officers visited Girl Scout Troop 217, that you should never get into a car with a drunk driver. But what if that drunk driver is your mother? The police officer didn’t cover that one. More calculations. This conversation, and many similar conversations like it, went something like this: 

         
         “Should we walk home? It’s nice out,” I asked.

         
         “No, Laura, it’s snowing.”

         
         “What if we went to the Starbucks?”

         
         “No, I want to go home and watch TV.”

         
         “I have to . . . go to the library,” I said.

         
         “So, you’re not going to get in the car with me, your mother who just bought you lunch and spent time with you?” she said,
            with disgust.
         

         
         “No, I’ve got to go to the library to study.”

         
         “Ungrateful bitch.”

         
         I knew with that last remark she was at a Level 4. I watched her swerve away alone.

         
         On that day, and on many others after, I made the decision to save myself over my mother’s self. Or, that’s how it felt. How
            it still sometimes feels.
         

         
         It’s no surprise that my adult work, as producer of radio and then podcasts, became trying to control the uncontrollable. Trying to predict situations as best I could before they happened. An interview prepped. A script written. A caller screened. Checking the literal and figurative temperature of a room. All of that work, my work now, started with The Chart, which required all of those same skills. Keeping The Chart, to try to predict and care for my mother in the ways she would tolerate, was my original job. And, damn, if it wasn’t hard to quit. 

         
         And an unabashed tryhard was born.

         
         

         I have read my fair share of business books. Your #Girlbosses, your Leans Ins, your executive-suite-or-bust manifestos. I gravitated toward them in my twenties, and they shaped my early thinking on
            career and identity. For a time, on this planet, no one was more invested in annual reviews, key-performance indicators, and
            “executive presence” than I was. The books in the genre spoke to my worldview and life plan: to inhabit a series of jobs that
            controlled the uncontrollable . . . forever.
         

         
         Now, after approximately twenty-eight years of worship at the altar of workplace excellence, as I lurch into my late thirties,
            I’m interested in detangling the hornet’s nest of misplaced motives that got me to this moment and helping others do the same.
         

         
         This book is an assemblage of the jobs I’ve held and my relentless but always virtuous attempts to vanquish them. It is filled
            with lessons learned—and ignored—on the off chance you’ll see one worth heeding.
         

         
         

         The overall job I’ve inhabited most successfully and longest: professional podcast and radio producer.

         
         When did I know I wanted to be a professional podcast and radio producer? Around sixth grade, when I began working at the Glencoe Public Library, where I spent so much time that, once I aged out of the summer reading contest (which I won five summers in a row), they offered me a job to keep me busy. It was there that I somehow learned about the radio program This American Life on WBEZ and became hooked.
         

         
         
            
               [image: A black and white photo of the author as a young girl, wearing a straw hat with a flower, overalls, and a white t-shirt. She is standing in front of a large globe and smiling at the camera.]A photo from one of my summer reading championship wins. Taken by the dearly departed children’s librarian Mrs. Hauser.
               
               
            

         
         If anyone asked, WBEZ was where I wanted to work. This answer remains constant, to some degree, today.

         
         Why was a child so taken with public radio? A medium traditionally for the mid-to-upper-level age group, the intellectual commuter? The stories I heard on This American Life allowed me to escape to a version of adulthood that made sense to me. One different from the chaotic way my parents moved
            through their lives. Most of the stories had personable characters and a beginning, a middle, a surprise, and a tidy ending.
            What I most sought out in life.
         

         
         I burned episodes of This American Life onto CDs and listened to them on my portable CD player while shelving books in the children’s library. Barely older than
            the kids checking out the books, I felt like a spry ghost haunting those stacks. While shelving S’s for Sachar, Scieszka, Smith, I’d get to Stine, as in R. L., and think to myself: Why would all these kids want to read scary stories of frightened children, just to become frightened children themselves? Even then my imagination couldn’t take that extra input. I had a live-action version at home. So, I self-soothed myself with
            radio stories of thirtysomethings finding small, funny bits of closure.
         

         
         Good radio producers, I would learn in time, must always take the temperature of any room they’re in. They must look around
            corners to plan for any potential problems that may cause the work to go awry.
         

         
         For example, say you’re booking an interview guest about presidential hair. To be ready for anything, you must listen to other interviews this guest has done on the topic, so your host doesn’t lob questions already asked and answered. You must find out if this so-called presidential hair expert had a previous beat and how that old beat relates now. Is there any evidence—in online discourse, or via in-person gossip—that the host potentially hates this guest, or vice versa? And most bedeviling of all: voice! Is the guest a mumbler, a whisperer, a speed-talker who makes no sense? Will they be game for certain conversational detours or choke if taken off-road? Can you whack through the red tape of publicists and/or managers and get that guest on the phone before the booking for a test run? 

         
         Prep calls save producers’ lives.

         
         When I started making my own radio stories, I dutifully asked guests the standard “check the levels on the mic” question:
            What did you eat for breakfast? This to tease out possible sound and voice issues. As the years have gone by and I’ve gotten
            savvier, I’ve changed the prompt: “Tell me the story of when you’ve most embarrassed yourself at work.” This accomplishes
            a few things: It elicits responses that cause the sound meters to really move (harsh intakes of breath, often a “Woo-boy”).
            It also catches interviewees off guard, forcing them to sink into themselves and give a better interview.
         

         
         In these ways, I’ve been professionally training as a producer since I was conscious.

         
         

         Smash cut to twenty-five years since cocaine nail–gate, and right now, at this very moment, I’m leaning over my kitchen countertop, late for work, and reading emails on my phone. Email parkour. I’m furious about getting uninvited from a meeting. So upset that the various biometric devices I wear (an Apple Watch and an Oura Ring) have pushed notifications to my phone to the effect of You good?

         
         Joanna, my daughter, three and a half years old, looks on. “Mommy workin’,” is what she says to Danny, my husband, as she
            returns to organizing papers into a stack on her tiny desk. Mommy is, indeed, working.
         

         
         This meeting I’m fuming about is intended for everyone in the building who shares my title. It’s part of a series of meetings
            having to do with larger network strategy. Since I began at this company, I’ve been invited and then uninvited from all the
            executive producer meetings—the only executive producer in the organization to hold this distinction. Yes, I am bragging.
         

         
         How can I control the uncontrollable from the sidelines, I ask you?!

         
         How can you, fellow tryhard?

         
         My husband knows how easily agitated this sort of org-chart hijack can get me. I feel spiritually neutered. My therapist is
            hip to it, too. And my biometric recording devices sure as hell have me pegged. A more regulated person might not be so upset
            about getting uninvited from meetings, particularly in work cultures that are so dominated by them. But, when you’re kept
            out of the loop, you’re kept from doing the work you’re trying with all your might to do.
         

         
         In my defense, my agitation is quiet to the outside observer. Perhaps some light huffing and puffing. A scrunch of the nose and mouth, eyes turning to beads, like a squirrel eager for its next nut. Inside, I am on fire. But a slight isn’t actually required to achieve this fire. If I’m being honest, this fire has been with me every day of my life. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Job 2
I Am the Executive

         
         
            Willingness to serve is not enough; you must know how to do the job well, even in an emergency.

            Girl Scout Handbook (1947 edition)
            

         

         I met all of my friends, from second grade through high school, via the Girl Scouts. Girl Scout Troop 217, to be exact. Scouting
            was my first outside-of-home job. The other troop members were my first colleagues.
         

         
         As I remember it, after the first half-day of second grade, the troop leaders held an informational meeting for aspiring Brownies in a recreation room attached to a bone-dry ice-skating rink. The only requirements? The willingness to work as a team and to pay two dollars a month for juice and crackers. The Scouts met weekly. We earned badges together. We cleaned up trash and went on nature walks. We earned badges separately. (I spent months working on my presentation to get the weather badge. It involved a poster board and securing signed photos of two of Chicago’s local meteorologists. One of whom, Tom Skilling, has a brother, Jeffrey Skilling, who was deeply embroiled in the Enron scandal. I thank Tom Skilling for his generosity during that trying time.) 

         
         The Scouts’ work anchored me. And the troop’s leaders, the moms of my Scout friends, saved me. I glommed on to those moms
            (spiritually, if not physically—I’m not a hugger) when mine wasn’t available.
         

         
         In the most literal sense they fed, housed, and occasionally clothed me. They also put up with my early tryhard tendencies.

         
         A scene from 1997: It’s 7:30 a.m., and I’m ten years old. I have just walked upstairs to see my favorite sight: a mom sitting
            alone with a cup of coffee. It’s just me and the Mom. She’s a sitting duck with her Folgers, listening to one of those white
            laminate nineties kitchen TVs quietly in the background. She’s not quite awake. But I am. And the Mom is not my mom. That
            is my favorite type of mom. The previous night was a sleepover. Likely I forced the group to work overtime on a particular
            badge procurement—probably having to do with recycling, because that’s all I recall talking about in 1997—and it went long,
            and I slept in this poor, tired woman’s finished basement with the rest of Troop 217.
         

         
         I’m the first one to bed and the first one up. And, because of this, I get to do my second favorite thing after ruthlessly gobbling down the Bagel Bites she bought with her hard-earned money: I get a tête-à-tête with the Mom at her breakfast nook, whether she wants to or not. 

         
         When you’re a kid who has been forced to grow up quickly, through traumatic or regular reasons, or because you were born with
            something that others call an “old soul,” which simply means you seem tired and sad most of the time, you may have spent much
            of your childhood more comfortably talking with adults than with other kids. I was one of those kids—those adult wannabees,
            with an old soul and an intense nature—and Peggy, the Mom currently in my crosshairs, was familiar with my need to gab.
         

         
         Peggy is wearing a purple housedress and a look of warmth as I bound toward her. An adult, all mine, in the early-morning
            hours! The bubbling freshness of my endless questions are meant to spark a rollicking conversation: “What’s the weather like
            today?” “Do you know what the barometric pressure is?” “How often do you mow your lawn?” “How do you feel about Hillary Clinton?”
            “Has your hair always looked that way?” I’ve never been giddier. From my vantage, now, as a tired mom myself, the pressure
            was on for poor Peggy. How to entertain this bubbly pit of need?
         

         
         But then Peggy asks a question I’ll never forget: “Do you know what you said to everyone last night?”

         
         Do I know what I said to everyone last night? No, Peggy, I do not. And now I am very quiet.

         
         “You fell asleep before everyone else,” Peggy says.

         
         I know that. I am proud of that. What’s your point, Peggy?

         
         “And then you shot up and yelled ‘I AM THE EXECUTIVE!’ ”

         
         The horror starts sinking in.

         
         “The girls came to get me to make sure you were okay. But we figured you were just sleep talking.”

         
         I am quiet after that. Which is probably what Peggy was aiming for. Check and mate, Peggy.

         
         

         I can explain. Around the time I met the Scouts, in 1995, I started watching a lot of Murphy Brown while doing homework. The lead, Candice Bergen’s character, became an obsession. An owner of a desk, at the center of a team,
            determined to rev up her career at a national television network after a personal and professional fall?! No man to depend
            on, no child (in the early seasons) to care for? Murphy was the epitome of power to my young brain.
         

         
         I’ve recently rewatched the first episodes and now realize that the premise of the series is that Murphy Brown is a recovering
            alcoholic who has recently completed a stint in rehab and is trying to make her comeback in network news. Relevant to me on
            several levels today, sure. But I didn’t put the pieces together then.
         

         
         My interpretation of Murphy was as pure heroine. I’d push my nana’s old yellow desk to the center of my bedroom and force my twin brother to dictate memos, bring me things from other parts of the house (an orange, a hat, a calculator), and yell at the employee I/Murphy Brown despised. If I was met with any pushback, I’d remind my twin brother: “I am the executive!” 

         
         I brought this energy to the Girl Scouts. I brought it to Peggy’s house. I leaked it in the middle of the night.

         
         As I rewatch Murphy Brown now, I realize that her nemesis was, in fact, the executive producer of the show, Murphy Brown’s boss. As, technically, an
            executive producer at a television network today, I have since become my own nemesis. But middle-age does that to us all,
            doesn’t it?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Job 3
Tracy Flick

         
         
            I wasn’t the president. I wasn’t even the principal of Green Meadow High School.

            Tracy Flick, from Tom Perrotta’s Tracy Flick Can’t Win

         

         Lesson: Never do a job half-assed, even if you’ve got half the resources everyone else has.

         
         Throughout my childhood I was lucky to attend well-funded public schools full of high achievers. I was one of those kids who
            volunteered to read the morning announcements over the loudspeakers: My weather reports were a hit in fourth grade. My friends
            and I collected extracurricular activities like others collected Pokémon.
         

         
         School became my second outside-the-house job.

         
         When a friend of my brother’s informed me in junior high that grades “don’t matter” until high school, I remember thinking the boy needed his head examined. 

         
         As someone who was regularly reminded of her permanent record—as in, if I were to say anything about my parents to anyone it would result in my going to “military school” and ruin my
            “permanent record”—I understood the real game.
         

         
         Junior high school became high school. The class of 120 kids who knew one another’s names and parents and, often, home phone
            numbers by heart, suddenly became a class of one thousand students, many hell-bent on competing with one another for college
            placement from their first step into the school.
         

         
         This achievement culture grew in lockstep with the wealth around me. My neighbors were rich and getting richer. They had pools,
            summer sleepaway camps, family vacations, circular driveways on which they could drive their SUVs in endless circles (why
            back up when you can just keep on driving forward?). They had ACT tutors, Land Rovers, and their very own braces. Oh how I
            envied their braces. I dreamed of attaching thick rubber bands to both sides of my upper and lower jaws and crying tears of
            joy every night.
         

         
         The village where I grew up—Glencoe, Illinois—and the surrounding towns, were favorite settings for John Hughes, the writer
            and director who most accurately captured the wealth and ease of the northern Chicago suburbs in the 1980s. See: The Breakfast Club, Home Alone, Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, Sixteen Candles.
         

         
         The high school where The Breakfast Club’s five delinquents served their time? That’s Glenbrook North High School, a school that my high school played in basketball.
            The famous Home Alone house? That was within spitting distance of my village’s orthodontist. The house was recently sold for 5.5 million dollars.
            A true steal. The scene in Ferris Bueller’s Day Off where Ferris and Sloane attempt to talk Cameron off a literal stone ledge when Cameron discovers the additional mileage he
            put on his dad’s Ferrari? That was filmed at the Glencoe beach, just blocks from the library where I toiled in high school.
            The final scenes of Sixteen Candles were filmed at the Glencoe Union Church, whose shadow I was under while avoiding playing softball during the summers (most
            memorably, my Tamagotchi died while I was in the outfield on one of those hot days; I hope the Holy Ghost remains with the
            dearly departed).
         

         
         The 2020 census ranked Glencoe as one of the top twenty wealthiest communities in the United States. My parents bought our
            house in 1984, before Glencoe became ritzy. You could hear the Metra commuter train from my bedroom, rolling at regular intervals
            into downtown Chicago. Just thinking of that rumble, the regularity, the sound of the horns as the safety gates lowered on
            Harbor Street, lowers my blood pressure.
         

         
         Being so close to these kids’ wealth and stability was confusing when I was younger.

         
         “Aren’t you the girl who ate all our food?” said a friend’s older brother to me, on installment two of two playdates, an Eggo waffle hanging halfway out of my mouth. 

         
         Yes, I was the girl who ate many—though, not all, I will say to this day—of their snacks at the first playdate. Because I
            was hungry and I didn’t have a snack of my own.
         

         
         This brief snack inquisition was the moment I realized that what they had was not mine. And, what I had wasn’t theirs. But,
            in time, I learned there were ways to get what I wanted.
         

         
         School. And. Work.

         
         From the start of high school, I piled on the hardest classes and picked up extracurricular activities like my lint roller
            now picks up cat hair. I was on Peer Jury, the local snitch committee, where the Girl Scouts (now hormonal) and I sentenced
            our peers to community service for doing slightly illegal things. I volunteered for Safe Ride, working the phones in the basement
            of a church once a month, speaking to drunken kids leaving parties who needed a safe ride back home. Imagine the gossip! I
            founded the Claymation Club. I was the editor in chief of the yearbook. I wrote a weekly column for the newspaper. I was voted
            “Most Likely to Edit The New York Times,” a job no one would ever or should ever give me. All of this was in an effort to, yes, strengthen my eventual college application
            but also to stay the hell away from the increasing instability of the Mayer lair.
         

         
         I found creative ways to invent more time for all of it. I took early-bird classes that started at 6:30 a.m. I’d stand in a blizzard waiting for the 5:55 a.m. Pace Bus 213 in layers of clothing I’d outgrown and which my parents could not afford to replace, my arms sticking out slightly to the sides like a penguin, raised by the many layers of fabric. 

         
         And, often, I overcommitted and had to dig myself out of holes.

         
         Like that C- in freshman honors English.

         
         It didn’t seem to matter that I read every book twice. That I finished my papers ahead of time. My gritted-teeth effort was
            getting me nowhere. I was reading The Odyssey for class—the Sirens!—when my teacher, Mr
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