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Praise for You’re Embarrassing Yourself:

‘With cackle-worthy humour and absolute ease, Akhavan shares her deeply honest stories of culture and identity, modern sexuality and what it is to be an artist. I laughed, I cried and then I laughed again’

LENA DUNHAM

‘Akhavan is that rare thing: both painfully honest and likable. The writing is smart and funny … reminds me of the best of Nora Ephron’

Guardian

‘Desiree Akhavan’s memoir is a hilariously raw, relatable, and – dare I even say – sexy recounting of an awkward girl’s journey to finding her way as an adult, and ultimately, an artist. In other words – a perfect book’

JESSI KLEIN, author of I’ll Show Myself Out

‘Your new favourite writer’

Image

‘Addictively honest, and cool without leaving anyone out, this book offers a hand and a laugh to readers who have gone through some of the same things that Desiree Akhavan did – which, let’s be honest, is most of us’

CASEY WILSON, author of The Wreckage of My Presence

‘Each of these essays feels like a satisfying night out with your most funny, sexy and self-deprecating friend. Together, they add up to a moving account of self-acceptance that gives us each permission to take it all a little less seriously’

ANNA SALE, author of Let’s Talk About Hard Things

‘Akhavan gets real. Like, really real. So real that if I’d experienced some of the stuff she speaks on in this memoir, I’d take it to my grave real’

Book Riot

‘An utterly charming, hilarious coming-of-art story, full to the brim with cringe and heart’

MELISSA FEBOS, author of Body Work and Girlhood

‘Equal parts a growing-up survival guide and a confessional about never having grown up at all, this title is sure to captivate readers looking for a fresh and authentic voice’

Booklist

‘A readably funny and candid memoir’

Kirkus Reviews

‘Full of heart, thrumming with profundity and laugh-out-loud hilarious, You’re Embarrassing Yourself marks Desiree Akhavan as a blazing literary talent. Come for the gossip and cringe; stay for the moving portraits of familial loyalty, queerness, art making, and the many ways we find ourselves home’

T. KIRA MADDEN, author of Long Live the Tribe of Fatherless Girls
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Introduction

OR

How Did I Get Like This?

There was a time before shame.

A time of Pogs, Tamagotchis, and the Macarena. When birthday party invites were a given, books came with charm necklaces, and whoever was in your class was automatically a friend. Our moms would handle the admin of our social lives, and every so often I’d find myself in an exotic living room, staging a music video to something off Jagged Little Pill, and it 100 percent did not matter that there was no camera to record it, because dancing with scarves while lip-synching to Alanis Morissette for an audience of your friend’s little brother was the pinnacle of the creative process. This was back when we were smart enough to know that art was meant to be created and then immediately forgotten, like an Etch A Sketch or the hundreds of origami paper cranes a music teacher insisted we fold for some altruistic reason I never quite grasped. These were the golden years of girlhood. Then puberty hit, Clueless came out, and everything got shitty.

Suddenly pens needed feather tails or they were for losers. It was 1995. Earlier that year, the O. J. Simpson trial steamrolled over my summer soap opera viewing schedule of All My Children at one, followed by One Life to Live at two. Every day I’d cross all my fingers and silently pray that ABC would resume its regularly scheduled programming, and every day the trial dragged on with no end in sight. I should have known my whole world was about to turn sinister.

The weekend before the first day of fifth grade, Jessica King invited me over for a slumber party. We were about to be in the same class, but we’d never met before. I had no idea why she chose to invite me, but I knew she was popular and that it was an honor. Yet I didn’t even labor over the decision: I immediately told my mom to decline because the sleepover was the same night I was scheduled to perform “Hot Cross Buns” on the recorder with my theater day camp at the Tappan Zee High School auditorium, and it was a commitment I took way too seriously.

How could I have known the decision to choose “Hot Cross Buns” over that sleepover would be fatal? I thought life would be full of unsolicited slumber party invites. I still wonder what kind of person I’d have become if I’d chosen differently. To be fair, there’s a pretty good chance they would’ve gotten a whiff of my penchant for Tracey Ullman–style impressions and hated me anyway, but what if they hadn’t? What if I’d gone and they’d found my various accents “quirky” and endearing in the vein of Kate Winslet’s potato people figurines in Eternal Sunshine? What if I’d gone and it cemented my place among what was about to become The Most Popular Clique at School? That sleepover was where they formed their union. With Jessica King as their leader, that group of eleven-year-old girls became the definition of cool. If I’d been accepted as one of them from the start, it would have changed fifth grade. Sixth grade too. Maybe even my whole life?

But I didn’t go. I chose “Hot Cross Buns.”

That year, The Most Popular Clique at School started playing Clueless as a recess game. How do you play the Paramount Pictures smash hit and cultural phenomenon Clueless as a recess game? I have no idea, because when I asked if I could join in, I was told that I would need to interview, which struck me as strange since even Min-ji Shin, the new girl who’d just arrived in America and didn’t speak English, was given the role of Summer, no questions asked. But I kept my mouth shut and scheduled an interview.

The next morning, I pulled my hair up into a high ponytail and brought down two long wisps at the front (which I decided would henceforth be my “signature look”). I borrowed my mom’s Ann Taylor sleeveless turtleneck, paired it with a plaid miniskirt, and thought, Damn, girl, well played, when I saw my reflection in the school bus window. For the interview, I sat before a tribunal of Jessica and her posse as they addressed me with an air of authority only a group of yellow-haired white girls with trust funds could muster at the age of eleven, and by the time recess was over I was confident I’d nailed it. I floated through the rest of the afternoon with the smug self-satisfaction of a girl with recess plans locked down for the rest of the year.

I was waiting to board the bus home when I was informed that my application for Clueless: The Recess Game had been denied. Again, I saw my reflection in the bus window. The wisps of hair framing my face looked stringy and stupid. Who was I fooling in my too-tight plaid miniskirt that I’d had to hold my breath in to button? I was ten going on eleven and already my mom’s clothes were too small. I hadn’t felt self-conscious about it up until that moment.

That was the day my pace slowed and everyone else’s progressed. As we got older and my classmates threw parties and developed Adderall dependencies, I spent the majority of my time alone, watching TV and giving pretend E! interviews about my life as the latest cast member of Dawson’s Creek (and Joshua Jackson’s girlfriend).

That year marked the origin of my shame. It was when I became cognizant of my hooked Iranian nose, my towering height, and the folds of flesh jutting out over my waistband. It was also the year I wrote my first script: a comedy sketch show called Friday Night Live that featured an ad for a product called “Vomlet: The Omelet Made of Vomit!”

When I pitched the idea for this book, I was having a moment. I’d just released my first film, Appropriate Behavior, and when it premiered, I received more attention and praise than I’d thought possible for a girl like me. This led me to believe that life was split between two phases: an ugly duckling period, followed by a swan rest-of-your-life. I assumed that everything I’d faced up until that point had been the price of admission, and that I was finally the swan I’d always hoped lay dormant beneath my old nose and about forty pounds of baby fat. I decided to write a book that could serve as a guide for misfits: I overcame the worst things that happened to me, and so can you! But then swan life soured, and I still had this book to write on how I’d “made it.”

They say, “You’ll grow out of it,” but you might not. Yes, you’ll eventually grow into something new, maybe even something spectacular, but if you’re anything like me, you’ll always clutch the moniker “loser” close to your heart. At first it’ll feel like a handicap, but eventually it’ll transform into a superpower, because being on the outside offers up the best vantage point from which to observe and skewer. Now, almost a decade after I began writing this book, I see it as an artifact of who I was and who I became from nineteen to thirty-nine, as I inched my way into adulthood by making every mistake possible.

Seventeen magazine had a column called “Traumarama” that brought me a lot of joy in the ’90s. Girls wrote in their most embarrassing stories anonymously: “The boy I have a crush on mistook my tampon string for a loose thread on my swimsuit and pulled it out at a pool party!” “I was home alone, out of clean clothes, and heading to the laundry machine naked when I ran into my dad and three of his co-workers!” During my teens, that column was the only thing I could relate to. Sometimes it feels as if my years on earth have been a compilation of one Traumarama after another: humiliating, a bit disgusting, and actually pretty funny if you take a step back.

These essays are my ode to Traumarama; they recount the most cringe-inducing moments of my life—the ones that formed me. I wrote it for the ugly, the unfuckable, the horny, the insatiable, the foreign, the misfits, the rejects, the outcasts, and the losers. The ones who talk too much, want too much, love too hard and too fast. Who lay all their cards on the table. Who eat their feelings or fuck their feelings, or eat and fuck their feelings until they’re good and spent. Who lived their youths dripping with shame but never allowed that shame to silence them. Here are the stories of how I became a beast, a cutter, a bulimic, a homo, a filmmaker, a slut, an egomaniac, a woman.

[image: Start of image description, A photograph of Desiree as a young girl. She is smiling, wearing a patterned dress with collar and sleeves. She stands in front of a tree., end of image description]




What I Wish I’d Known at Ten


• After the age of twenty-five nobody will ever ask where you went to college.

• One day Mimi Wright will wear the short-sleeve black-and-white-striped mock-neck bodysuit, jeans, and hoodie you both saw and appreciated on the mannequin at The Limited. Do not give in to the temptation to wear that exact same outfit to school the very next day. It will not bond the two of you so that from now on you’ll coordinate outfits like twins, and it will result in her never speaking to you again.

• One day, not as soon, Laura Stark will orchestrate it so that all the girls start coughing as soon as you sit to eat lunch with them. They will cough and cough until you get the hint and leave. This will be no great loss. I repeat, NO GREAT LOSS.

• Your face and shape will shift and morph and sometimes scare you, but eventually settle into something you’ll be able to live with by the time you turn thirty.

• Forget about that article you read in JUMP magazine about the girl in Missouri who, at seventeen, went from flat to double D’s overnight. These are your tits for life.






The Beast

Remember HotorNot.com? It was one of the most highly trafficked websites of the early aughts. The name pretty much says it all. People uploaded photos of themselves, and users would vote: hot or not. Back then, we had a huge Dell desktop that lived in my brother Ardavan’s room, and before I could even touch it I’d have to hassle my mom to get off the phone to free up the line. Then came the process of logging on to the internet, which had a soundscape that, to this day, elicits a Pavlovian response of making my heart race in anticipation. At the time, the very existence of the internet was surreal and a bit exhilarating. I chose to use my first precious hours with it doomscrolling HotorNot. I was there to train my eye, and as I did a pattern emerged: skinny symmetrical white girls in bikinis = hot, the rest of us = not.

When I was fourteen, someone created a website where you could vote for the hottest girl at my school. I went to an elite New York City private school that took itself so seriously that when you were asked where you went to school, you’d watch yourself stiffen with a pseudo-humble Maybe you’ve heard of it? People in New York knew about Horace Mann. It was both famous and infamous, and I couldn’t decide if I should be proud or horrified.

To explain why Horace Mann was what it was, I need to set the scene. New York City sells itself as a haven for weirdos: inclusive and radical. It’s not. You have to be a certain kind of hot, rich, and successful to play—the rest of us are just extras. It’s a city built on hierarchies with a small town’s penchant for gossip. People make the pilgrimage to New York because they believe, deep in their bones, that they might be the very best at something. In turn, the city remains in a constant state of flux, perpetually measuring exactly who and what is “the best.” There’s always a best neighborhood, a best handbag, a best restaurant, a best play, and so of course the schools were measured up against one another and it was agreed by many that Horace Mann was the best of the best. Or at least that’s what our parents told themselves to justify the exorbitant tuition fees.

The students didn’t just live on Park Avenue; they lived in penthouses on Park Avenue, where the elevator doors open up into the living room. Many parents fell into the category of “New York famous,” which means profiled in the Times, but nobody outside the Citarella delivery zone has ever heard of you. Renée Fleming famous. It was shockingly overpriced, shockingly elite, shocking for about forty-seven other reasons, like the molestation of teen boys by an Austrian choir conductor who’d strut through the halls like he was Mick Jagger.

My parents put every cent they had into sending my brother and me to the best. They even took out a third mortgage on their house to make it happen. Having moved to America from Iran not knowing much about the country, the people, or the rules, they were confident that the strongest advantage they could offer was to send us to the same school as the children of the richest and most powerful, so we could mingle with them and then morph into exemplary American versions of ourselves. It’s a strategy that worked for my brother, Ardavan, who was academically gifted and disciplined. I don’t know if he mingled with the spawn of the New York elite socially, but he definitely excelled among them and adopted a sense of rigid perfection that continues to elude me. From Horace Mann he went on to Columbia University, then the University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine, and is currently one of the country’s leading pediatric urological surgeons.

I was never sure if I’d be able to return on that investment. For me, unlike my brother, Horace Mann didn’t make sense. It was a place for future investment bankers, doctors, lawyers, politicians, and trophy wives. Your currency lay in being the richest, the smartest, and (duh) the hottest, which of course is true of every school, but we were all high off our own farts, so of course we would go and make our own version of HotorNot.

I say “we,” but I shouldn’t. It wasn’t just that I didn’t belong. “Not belonging” is too passive. You can not belong and still function in a place. I was a different species from the rest of them. At fourteen, I had exactly one friend: Nina Klein, a high-strung, straight-A parent pleaser and competitive gymnast who taught me that grapes have ten calories apiece. Every day we’d eat lunch in the girls’ locker room so we’d be early for gym. You know, the way cool kids do.

I knew I wouldn’t be on the Hottest Girls at Horace Mann website, but that didn’t stop me from checking it every time I was within twenty feet of a computer. Knowing you’re not part of the conversation doesn’t stop you from wanting to eavesdrop and then mold yourself in the image of those who are, obsessing over every detail of their face, body, and wardrobe, scanning to see what you can copy in the hope of dragging yourself a little closer to the heart of it. I felt compelled to track who was winning the Hottest Girls at Horace Mann as if it were the presidential primary.

One day I got an email from an address I didn’t recognize. Inside was a link and nothing else. The link led me to a site with the header “The Ugliest Girls at Horace Mann.” The layout was exactly like its sister site, only next to the names were adorable nicknames like “the Slut,” “the Bitch,” “Butterface.” Most of the girls listed were actually pretty popular and conventionally hot, so I got the sense the site was an inside joke made to settle a vendetta. But then I saw my own name. Next to it, “the Beast.”

I knew I was going to be on that site the minute I saw “Ugliest.” I knew it instinctively, the way I knew liver would taste mealy, like an overripe tomato, before it ever touched my tongue. My name earned a whopping forty-two votes, while the others had two or three each. There’s no way the creators had a vendetta to settle with me. Eating lunch alone with Nina Klein in the girls’ locker room meant sidestepping vendettas. It was undeniable: I was the only person on the list who’d made it there because she was legitimately ugly. Not a bitch; a beast.

You know when something bad happens, worse than your worst nightmare, and the pure drama of it fills you with a weird sense of satisfaction? Satisfaction laced in endorphins. There was something almost euphoric about the sheer intensity of seeing my name on that website.

I felt starstruck, knowing I was watching a seminal life moment take shape before my eyes, as I refreshed the page every thirty seconds to watch my votes go up. Starstruck plus nostalgic for the life I’d been living an hour earlier, before I’d gotten the email. I’d always had a suspicion, but now I had empirical proof: I was the Ugliest.

I’d started to get the sense I might be ugly around eleven, when adults began offering up unsolicited hair, diet, exercise, and plastic surgery advice. It was about that time that I learned what “hot” was, and how it seemed to be the price of admission if you were a girl. Any woman who didn’t classify as hot was automatically relegated to being the butt of the joke. Or at least that’s what I’d gleaned from Howard Stern, who spoke on the matter for ninety minutes straight each morning, blasting through the bus speakers on the way to school.

But it wasn’t just Howard; it’s in my blood. Iranians are spectacularly superficial. Presentation is everything. We subscribe to a “more is more” aesthetic: full face of makeup to go to the grocery store. We’re serving baroque, air-kisses on both cheeks, grass-is-greener-on-my-side realness. You can’t drive home from a party without going through a full breakdown of who got fat and who got old, like Mom and Dad are Joan Rivers’s Fashion Police and you’re their backseat studio audience.

Should I just go ahead and blame my mom? Sure, why not? She’s naturally thin and small boned with a tiny waist and big eyes, and I don’t look anything like her. Actually, that’s not true: I inherited her flat chest. Growing up, people felt compelled to tell me how beautiful she was with a mixture of awe and shock, as if her hotness was a party trick I’d managed to pull off. Then they’d follow up with “You know you look exactly like your dad?” They’re right. I’m a carbon copy: thick in the middle with a long forehead and feet so big I have to ask if they carry size 11 before I fully enter the store. The fat that should have gone to my tits and my ass accumulated in my stomach, which has been the focus of 80 percent of all my brain activity since 1996.

Nobody said a word about the site at school the next day, but from the moment I was crowned the Beast, my whole world shifted. Every room transformed into a hierarchy of hotness. They say beauty’s only skin-deep, as if what doesn’t make it to your face and ass gets redirected to your heart, but I sometimes wonder if it’s not the ugly who have the cruelest takedowns of their own ugliness (plus everyone else’s). Becoming the Beast made me superficial. Decades passed, and even though I eventually grew into my forehead, lost weight, and did two stints of Accutane, I still couldn’t pass a reflective surface without stealing a glance to catch what was staring back: woman or beast?

I developed a permanent suspicion that the way I looked was fucking me over and that I was operating at a deficit from the moment I entered a room. I was the Beast for so long that even once I crawled my way to something different, I couldn’t decide what I’d become without looking to strangers for answers.

I’d do it late at night. In my most pathetic hours.

When I was drunk on sleepy.

When even though I knew the rule of being a functional human is NO SCREENS IN THE BEDROOM, I went ahead and turned one into my pacifier.

When I’d gone down a clickbait spiral of YouTube clips from “Plus Size Bride Finds Dress of Her Dreams” to “5 Spices That Healed My Gut” to “Low Cost Scandinavia Inspired Tiny House Tour,” each video hitting like empty calories that go straight from your eyes to your subconscious without even tasting.

When I knew that if I couldn’t sleep, I should be reading or journaling or yin-yoga-ing, but I’d have rather gnawed my arm off than pressed play on the guided meditation app my three most aspirational friends called “life changing.”

When it felt like my brain had been scooped out until I was all rind, no melon—

That was when I would google myself.

Some of the photos were the ideal version of me: well-lit and just the right angle, eye contact, and subtle smile that comes more from the heart than the teeth. Others were like looking into a funhouse mirror, like the time a heavy-handed makeup artist convinced me we were channeling Bowie, or when a botched bob made me look like an ambiguously ethnic Shirley Temple. In some photos, I looked straight-up deranged, like a series from the hospitality lounge at the Indie Spirit Awards, where I felt so bad for the intern tasked with asking celebrities to pose for Breyers ice cream that I agreed to be photographed presenting a gallon of rocky road in an evening gown like an off-brand Deal or No Deal girl.

[image: Start of image description, A photograph of Desiree wearing glasses and a sleeveless dress, holding a tub of Breyers Gelato in front of a display with stacked containers. A Breyers Gelato sign is visible in the background., end of image description]

When you’re cobbling together a sense of identity through your Google search results, the praise, love, and accolades slide right off like eggs on Teflon, but when you find the criticism, it’s like a stranger’s homed in on the truth of you. Or at least that’s how it felt when I found a long thread on my IMDb profile, back when each one had its own message board, debating whether or not I was born male.

Being mistaken for trans wasn’t the insult; it was the masculinity they pinpointed that scared the shit out of me. “She looks like a man to me too,” I read over and over.

[image: Start of image description, Online forum discussion about Desiree’s appearance and gender identity., end of image description]

They’re not wrong. I’m not particularly feminine: I have big hands, the kind of hands you can’t find gloves for in the women’s department. Big hands, big feet, and a strong jaw, broad shoulders, flat chest, and no delicate features whatsoever. What’s strange is that when I made the film that prompted those IMDb comments, my perspective on all those features shifted. Making work I was proud of transformed me into someone I liked the look of. I didn’t need to be delicate or feminine to be a great leader. In fact, my big hands, big feet, strong jaw, and broad shoulders lent me an air of authority. I looked like a leader. And, for the first time in my life, I felt genuinely beautiful. But the feeling slipped through my fingers during the press and photos and reviews that followed the making of that film. It was like I’d put myself up on HotorNot for anyone to judge.

Fortunately, there’s a real joy to aging while gay. It’s made me realize that Howard Stern and HotorNot and all those other voices rattling around my thirteen-year-old brain were irrelevant. They made it seem like the only way to be a woman who had power and fun was to be Pam Anderson in the ’90s. But how could that be true if the moments when I’m at my greatest are when I’m in my Carhartts, staring into a monitor with no eyes on me at all? The tragedy isn’t that I was the Ugliest Girl at Horace Mann, but that I never saw the site for what it was: a group of teen boys desperately trying to pull focus from their own mediocrity.

The HotorNot definition of beauty is a construct that’s constantly shifting. I know this because I’ve watched it morph from a pencil-thin Kate Moss to an athletic Gabrielle Reece, to a slim thick Kim Kardashian, to whatever it’ll become now that everyone’s having their butt and hip implants removed. And even though I know all this, and say all this, and believe it to be true, the truth beneath that truth is that being voted the Ugliest Girl at Horace Mann shaped me and everything that was to come. I took the title and ran with it, repeating it to myself like a mantra: I am the ugliest. The Ugliest. The Ugliest.

I don’t google myself late at night looking for answers anymore. There are no answers to be found in the hands of strangers on the internet. I can continue to tell myself the story of who I am through the eyes of high school bullies, or I can allow myself the simple pleasure of having my own opinion. I’m not for everyone, but perhaps nobody should be for everyone. I am the Beast: tall and thick and loud and strong and hungry and a little bit hairy. What a waste that I allowed myself to believe that was anything short of a gift.
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