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For me







Consider the subtleness of the sea; how its most dreaded creatures glide under water, unapparent for the most part, and treacherously hidden beneath the loveliest tints of azure. Consider also the devilish brilliance and beauty of many of its most remorseless tribes, as the dainty embellished shape of many species of sharks. Consider, once more, the universal cannibalism of the sea; all whose creatures prey upon each other, carrying on eternal war since the world began.

Consider all this; and then turn to the green, gentle, and most docile earth; consider them both, the sea and the land; and do you not find a strange analogy to something in yourself? For as this appalling ocean surrounds the verdant land, so in the soul of man there lies one insular Tahiti, full of peace and joy, but encompassed by all the horrors of the half-known life. God keep thee! Push not off from that isle, thou canst never return!

—Herman Melville, Moby-Dick







You know what, Brodfard? Maybe I’m just an art critic from Darien, Connecticut. But I resent when you made fun of me saying I liked pizza. Pizza is really yummy for me. And there’s no pizza at this party. So having said that, now I can say goodbye.

—An art critic from Darien, Connecticut, Wet Hot American Summer: Ten Years Later






[image: A map of America featuring various locations marked with humorous annotations, including route notes such as places where the person cried, ate a spicy chicken sandwich, saw a cat, saw a frog, and got hit on.]







Part One

HOME BODY







Alarm

JULY 2, 2021

I was snoring on the green velvet living room couch, Carrots the cat purring on my chest, when a caustic beeping woke me.

It sounded like a twentieth-century alarm clock, not an iPhone—an old-fashioned, analog, gritty kind of beep. The time was 6:52 a.m. Sam and Kirsten were still asleep upstairs, and I didn’t want to wake them. As I searched for the source of the noise, it changed to a slow beep for a while, then switched back to fast beeping. Did Kirsten set an alarm because she wanted to get up and say goodbye to me, but then she accidentally left her phone down here? It had to be a phone. There was a little pouch on the dining room table. I looked in there, but it was just Sam’s wallet. No beeping phone. There was an iPad on the table. Maybe Kirsten’s alarm was going through the iPad? No, not that either.

I noticed a small cardboard box tossed in with the previous day’s mail. It was addressed to Kirsten and the return address said, simply, Good Stuff, and an address in Minneapolis. That seemed like good news, because a murderer wouldn’t put a return address, would they? The beeping was definitely coming from inside the box.

Okay, I thought, it’s a bomb. Sam had been getting death threats because she worked on And Just Like That, the Sex and the City reboot. It was not impossible that a crazed Sex and the City fan mailed Sam a bomb because they didn’t like how Miranda was treating Steve.

If there was a bomb in that box, I thought, because of Miranda Hobbes’s queer awakening, and I just let the house blow up with two of my favorite people and four of my favorite cats inside, I’d be really upset. So I gingerly picked up the bomb, took it outside, and set it on the front step. Certainly a bomb can’t penetrate a residential front door! I was a hero! Eat your heart out, Richard Jewell!!! I went back inside.

Satisfied with the morning’s counterterrorism operation, I started on my chores, packing and organizing to get on the road. I had to leave Kalamazoo by 8:30 if I was going to make it all the way to Duluth before sunset. After about an hour, I peeked my nose around the door and found that the beeping had stopped.

Kirsten came downstairs.

“I found a bomb,” I said. “I put it outside.”

“You found a bomb and you put it outside?”

“Yeah.”

Kirsten went out on the porch, then came back in, laughing and carrying the bomb. She grabbed some scissors and opened the deadly parcel (“NOOOOOOOOO!!!”—me, tackling her). Inside was an alarm clock. Kirsten’s teenage son, Gordie, had been sleeping through his phone alarm, so she’d ordered an old, loud, vintage alarm clock on eBay and the seller had mailed it still set and with batteries in it.

It wasn’t the first time I thought something was a bomb when it was actually a chance to wake up.







A Vroom of One’s Own

I was holding my dog’s face in my hands and singing the Beach Boys’ “Kokomo” to comfort him after his neuter surgery, when I felt the first stirrings of mutiny. It’s not fair, I thought. Women don’t get to just go to Kokomo and live in a hammock and leave their worries behind and drink mai tais and become leathery beach men. Women don’t get to have midlife crises. We get “nervous breakdowns” and it’s not sexy and we can’t even go lie down, because the countertops are sticky, and if we don’t wipe them, then what will happen—some teenager comes along and does it with a PAPER TOWEL?! Not in my casa, hermano!

I was in the autumn of my own yet-undiagnosed midlife crisis, and I was so tired. It had been a hard couple of years. COVID, other stuff. On this particular morning, I’d woken up worrying about the dog, and the money, and my husband’s upcoming trip, and whether my mom was mad at me, and the fact that my braces had worn a hole in my left cheek, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d woken up not worrying about someone else, not staring down the barrel of a bunch of shit that I had to deal with. For one day, I wanted to know what it felt like to open my eyes in the morning with an oasis in my chest and do whatever I wanted. Even as a child, I was a worrier. Even in my teenage years, my mind dragged heavy with dread. Now I was so worn down and twisted up, I wanted to disappear. Or, barring the constraints of space-time, the next best thing: I wanted to run away.

“I wish I could get in the car and drive all the way to Kokomo,” I told the dog, who gazed back at me with an expression that said, unmistakably, “I have no idea what’s going on. Where are my nuts???”

Then I thought: Wait, why can’t I? Where are MY nuts?

People hate the Beach Boys’ “Kokomo” because it’s “stupid” and “bad” and songwriter Mike Love is “a MAGA asshole” who “kicked Brian Wilson out of the Beach Boys” and allegedly maybe according to the National Enquirer “refused to pay for his own daughter’s cancer treatment and then she died.” However, counterpoint: “Kokomo” is good!!!!!! I don’t have to think that Mike Love’s personality is good to think that “Kokomo” is a funky little number that gets me groovin’!

As a fictional-map fetishist,1 I am helpless before a list of magical islands where people are falling in love and defying a little bit of gravity. Someone wants to take me to Aruba AND Jamaica AND Bermuda AND Bahama AND they think I’m a pretty mama??? Now we’re cookin’ with gas! I first heard “Kokomo” in 1993, when I was eleven years old, courtesy of the Muppets, and it imprinted on me for life. I don’t want to get too deep into high-level neuroscience, but let’s just say the spider librarian who indexes my brain spun a gossamer thread from “Kokomo” straight to the concept of adventure itself. For me, “Kokomo” always held a powerful—how do you say—Montserrat mystique? “Kokomo” represented everything exciting, beautiful, and mysterious that might happen to me in the vast unknown future.

So there I was, at a crisis point, clinically fed up, singing to the dog, and the song seemed to offer a prescription for just that moment: If you need to get away from it all, you simply MUST get down to Kokomo immediately, baby girl!

This idea—driving to Kokomo—stuck in my craw and all the Waterpiks in the world (I had three) couldn’t dislodge it. You know that moment when you’re driving to work and you see your exit coming up and you look at the horizon and you think, What if I just kept driving? I wanted to do it for real, to swim in that feeling, to take my body into my own hands and move it as far away from home as I could, physically, mile by mile, alone. For the first time in a long time, I was hungry to see what was out there. I wanted to steer. I wanted to be free. I wanted to catch a glimpse!

How long would it take to drive to the Florida Keys and back? Two weeks? I mapped it. At least a month. I can’t be gone for a whole month. What about all the stuff I take care of? Who will turn the thermostat down at night and make sure all the lights are turned off except for the one light that I leave on so burglars know someone is home?

But also, I thought… I don’t have a real job. I don’t have little kids. I have a tiny bit of money left (ha ha, not enough!) from my last book and the third season of Shrill. In truth, the only thing stopping me was that long ago I’d convinced myself I had no interest in adventure because I was an agoraphobic wreck from being a fat woman in public. At some point, I’d decided that I was an indoor person, a vicarious person, that my exploration was over, that the door was shut and only home was safe.

Usually, safe means alive. But sometimes safe can mean dead. Dead as in still. Dead as in dark. Dead as in no longer growing.

It had occurred to me lately that perhaps I was dead. Was I dead?

I brought the idea to my husband, Ahamefule. A month… on the road… solo… Kokomo and back. I was sure he’d say he was too busy. The dog needed too many walks. Aham had his own life—he wasn’t just an accessory to mine. But to my surprise, he took me by the hands.

“In ten years together, you’ve never once expressed any interest in doing anything by yourself,” he said. “I’ve been waiting for you to ask me something like this. You’re actually not allowed to not go.”

Holy shit, I thought. It’s happening. Hose off that double-wide hammock, Jimmy Buffett! Mama’s comin’!

Giddy, I sat down to make my itinerary. The song says, “Off the Florida Keys / there’s a place called Kokomo,” which seemed like a good place to start, so I googled “Kokomo Florida Keys.” I got a bunch of links to the lyrics of the song “Kokomo.” Hmm. Suspicious. I googled, “Where is Kokomo from the Beach Boys song located?”

Google: “Although the song depicts Kokomo as a place off the Florida Keys, there really is no Kokomo in South Florida.”

W

H

A

T

??????????

J’EXQUEEZE MOI?

Kokomo isn’t a real place????? Kokomo isn’t a real place. Of course it’s not. Why would it be? I learned about it from a singing frog. Of course the big destination of my symbolic road trip, the capital of not having to deal with shit for one precious fucking moment, is fictional. Was happiness fictional too? Sometimes, lately, it felt like it.

But I wasn’t going to let Mike Love, the worst Beach Boy, ruin this midlife crisis for me. Driving to the Florida Keys would be just as good as driving to Kokomo, I reckoned—better, even, since they exist. I wasn’t too sure what the Florida Keys were, but soon learned that they are a coral and mangrove archipelago stretching toward Cuba from the southern tip of Florida, connected by something called the Overseas Highway, a series of reality-straining bridges hovering for miles over the open ocean, seemingly devised by dastardly murder-inventor Jigsaw from Saw. Sounded perfect for my purposes! I was hankering to get a little dastardly myself.

There was just one last thing to figure out. I couldn’t leave Aham without a car for a month, and I couldn’t afford to pay for a month of hotel rooms on top of a rental car and gas. Plus, some deep, unknowable instinct told me that to really get this growing done, I needed dirt, grime, sweat, exposure, back pain, bug bites, and the kind of scouring discomfort that only living outside can provide. Seeking comfort above all else was what had gotten me into this meltdown. If I had to rent a car anyway, let it be a van. I would drive to Key West in a van, and I would sleep in the van, and I would be afraid, but I would do it anyway. I would be uncomfortable, and I would heal.

Footnote

1. I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it forever: You could write a book about donkey mucus, and if it has a map of a fake country in the front, I will spend $10,000 on a first edition.







Adult Braces

The pain was on both sides—an electric stab if I bit down on certain molars. Chewing had become a series of jump scares. Is this fun-size Milky Way going to send a bolt of lightning straight to my bunghole? What about this one? In the summer of 2020, reduced to nibbling in the front like a little weasel, I ran to my cool Gen X rock and roll dentist, Dr. Nikole, and begged for help.

I never used to have dental anxiety. My childhood dentist was lanky and twinkly eyed with a soft-spoken Scandinavian Zen that reminded me of my family in the old country. The dentist’s spitfire wife ran the office and would give me little toys and gossip with my mom. I remember my dad always reassuring me, as an endorsement of this dentist’s gentleness, “He has never hurt me.” It wasn’t that reassuring! Did some dentists HURT YOU? What the fuck?! But I did trust my dentist, and it was true, he never hurt me at all. I also never had a cavity (until my early twenties, when I suddenly had a bunch1), and my dentist said I had the most “perfect teeth” he had ever seen. He said it all the time. Perfect teeth. Wow, such beautiful, perfect teeth.

He probably said that to lots of kids, to be nice, but at the time, I imagined that it really made my dentist’s day when he saw these chompers on the agenda. Like when a piano player gets to play the finest Steinway concert grand.

I wasn’t the kind of girl who heard “perfect” a lot as an assessment of her body, so I clung to it. Not just good teeth but perfect ones. No braces needed for this perfect tooth model. No retainer, no headgear, not me! They just came out like this! Must have something to do with my perfect skull and beautiful soul! PLEASE KISS ME, JUST ANY BOY PLEASE PLEASE KISS ME I AM BEGGING YOU.

My dentist retired when I was in my twenties and he was in his eighties. I looked up his obituary while writing this and discovered he only just died in 2024, at age 107. Another patient in the comments on his memorial page called him an “iconic dentist.” Amen, brother!

Extremely un-iconically, some random fucking guy took over his practice. Not having the first clue how to pick out a new dentist, as my family had been dentisted upon by the same man since the Nixon administration, I stayed. The first time I had to get a filling from the new guy, Dr. Glover, he drilled my tooth without fully anesthetizing it, didn’t believe me when I gasped that it wasn’t numb, and then told me I was being “hysterical” (literally!) when I started sobbing. He drilled my sensate pulp while I struggled to keep my panic attack as still as possible. He drilled until he was done.

A few months later, Aham and I were stopped at a light downtown near our dental office, and a dirty and disheveled man crossed the street in front of us talking to himself and swearing and arguing with no one. In our family, we call that “having a hard time.” And this guy having a hard time? OUR FUCKING DENTIST. Not some dentist we once knew, but our present-day, actively practicing dentist. Not who you hope to see having a hard time in Westlake Park! (Also, later, when I first went to see Dr. Nikole, she looked at that guy’s treatment plan and said he seemed to have marked teeth for drilling where there were no cavities! I was rudely being dental-tortured by a demon2 befouling Dr. Childhood Dentist’s sacred space!!!)

So anyway, I didn’t used to have dental trauma and anxiety, but now I do, and that’s why I sought out Dr. Nikole. She listens to me (!!!!!) and gives me gases and lets me play my little audiobooks and prescribes me Ativan for bigger procedures, and if you’re still being drilled by a man, have you considered a woman? It’s 2026! Fire all men from all jobs!

When I told her my teeth were hurting, Dr. Nikole looked at my x-rays and discovered that my molars had a bunch of big cracks in them. I was like, “Great! Sounds like an easy fix! Gorilla-glue those bad boys up so I can be on my milky way!” And she said no—that’s actually not how cracked teeth work. You just kind of have to have them until they get so bad that you need a crown or your tooth crumbles into dust and blows away. Sorry!

The reason my teeth were all cracked, she explained, was that I had developed what’s called a crossbite. That’s where your jaw shifts (from, say, stress-clenching and misery-grinding in one’s sleep) and your molars no longer fit together snugly like LEGO bricks; they clack together violently like twelve otters smashing twelve clams on twelve rocks. The only solution for this, she said, was orthodonture.

Adult braces.

Me???????? But I literally have the greatest natural mouth of all time! Check those x-rays again, lady! You must have gotten them mixed up with A DOG.

But of course, the problem was real, and of course, I was going to fix it, seeing as the alternative was a not-particularly-appealing two-phase plan consisting of Phase One: Operation Pain and Phase Two: Operation No Teeth Anymore. I made an appointment with the orthodontist she recommended.

Orthodontists are the plastic surgeons of dentists, and I don’t mean in terms of what they do—although I suppose there is a parallel—I mean in terms of vibes. My orthodontists, a married couple straight outta Melrose Place, run a braces empire stretching across the greater Seattle area. Their office is spangled with framed glossy magazine covers (from, idk, Mouth Magazine??) in which they pose like TOOTH ROYALTY, shiny hair and shark bites and power suits and erotic chemistry and $$$$$$$ energy. My braces cost around $7,000 with a minimum of $1,500 down. The place is always packed, with the barreling, angry efficiency of a trading floor. You feel not so much like a customer as a product on an assembly line.

I arrived and was swept into a chair, where one of their assistants assessed my situation at breakneck speed without saying hi or hello, ma’am or how are you or don’t worry this won’t hurt a bit. He was, weirdly, French, and my fatty alarm told me instantly that this guy did not j’adore fat people. He strode over to the 360-degree x-ray machine—me jogging to keep up—and, without saying a word or even making eye contact, stuck a plastic bit in my mouth to position my head like a cart horse. He then switched on the machine, which went WHIIIIRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR and started attacking me!

Excusez-moi! Excusez-moi! Hold vos chevaux, monsieur!!!!!! ARRÊTÉ! CREVÈ!!!

This machine is like a huge gyroscope where you stand in the middle, and metal arms whirl around your head and shoulders and pump you full of beams so they can make a copy of your head. I don’t know how to convey the magnitude, but it’s scary! It is an industrial machine. It is inexorable. You cannot stop it. It could easily break your bones if you stuck an arm out at the wrong time. And this Frenchman had just tossed me in there without a fair warning or, as far as I could tell, recalibrating the machine that was used all day every day on the bodies of little, tiny kids. And I am a big, large woman!

The machine began its business and whacked me about the shoulders with its metal arms. I was paying $7,000 to be attacked by a robot. I said, “This is hitting my shoulders!” and he said, “Hold still, please,” and I said, “PLEASE, MONSIEUR, IT’S HITTING MY BODY,” and he said, “[EXASPERATED SIGH] Drop your shoulders.” The shoulders—at least in les États-Unis—are attached to the body in a frustratingly permanent way. These bad boys were already as low as they could go. But François didn’t care—he ran the machine till it was done and let it whack me over and over and luckily it didn’t hurt too much or permanently disfigure me and I guess that’s the best fat people can expect from the French!

Then we STEEPLECHASED back to the chair and François glued my brackets on with the reckless abandon of a Double Dare contestant, adding: “You will want to stick to soft foods for ze first few weeks. Like… [looking me up and down] per’aps salades.” Famously, the softest of all foods!

And then he was gone. They drop-kicked me out the door to make room for the next 150 kids they had lined up that day (150 × $7,000 = $1,050,000???????). And then I had adult braces.

I’ve always had a shaky relationship with self-confidence, and in my callow twenties, I was a real bitch about adult braces. Not like I publicly bullied people who had them or anything, but I remember thinking that I absolutely, under no circumstances, could ever subject myself to anything that humiliating. Which is so condescending! Filing someone else’s state under “humiliating” implies that they have something to be humiliated about, whether they feel humiliated by it or not. It’s exactly what people do to me for being fat. This is no excuse, but every accusation is a confession, and at the time, I felt very much like an overgrown, sexless child that everyone was laughing at. I’m sorry!

So maybe it was karmically appropriate—a real Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle moment—that, rounding the corner into forty, I wound up getting braces myself. And not an elegant, gossamer Invisalign tray, either. Full metal train tracks, welded on. Because if there’s one thing I’m even more certain of than my own ugliness, it’s my incompetence and low moral fiber. There was no fucking chance in Leopold II of Belgium’s red hell that I was going to keep an Invisalign tray in twenty-three hours a day, because unfortunately, I loooooooove low-stakes cheating. I love to treat myself to the indulgent thing instead of powering through the hard thing. And it’s not like Invisalign is cheaper than the metal guys! I’d still be out $7,000, and my teeth would still be fucked. No thanks! Strap ’em on me, John Henry!

This was early COVID, so we were deep in Mask Culture. There wasn’t even a vaccine yet. Everyone told me the same thing: It wasn’t a bad time to get adult braces, as times to get adult braces go. But society didn’t seem to understand that there was no good time for Lindy West to get adult braces. I was hanging on to sanity by a thread and these thirty-two little STRAIGHT WHITE MEN (all teeth are boys) had conspired to take away the one thing that wasn’t wrong with me—my “perfect teeth.” I hated it and I cried.

Now, “I’m embawassed to get adult bwaces” is America’s #1 Next Top Champagne Problem to be sure. The actually bad version of this story would be me not being able to afford adult braces and all my teeth cracking in half and falling out. I am indescribably fortunate to have been able to save my teeth, and I have to acknowledge that many people literally cannot do the things necessary to break out of harmful cycles, because they have to work and they have to take care of kids and they are just so tired, not to mention structurally held back by our “free” country. Unfortunately, I don’t exactly have an answer to the evils of capitalism. I’m sorry again as usual!

It would take a year before I had enough perspective to see the metaphor. We think of our teeth as something fixed in place, a part of the skull, crooked or straight, but they’re not. Our teeth are floating, each loose and alone in tissue, and we can shift and change them if we want to, bring them closer together or push them apart, if we’re willing to move through the pain of it, if we’re willing to be a little vulnerable, to look a little childish.

For many years, I thought my life was fixed in place, painful but immovable. I felt as though I had turned to stone, still and helpless, both physically and emotionally, slowly cracking while the world glided on without me. I took pride in my ability to weather any amount of discomfort to preserve the familiar and avoid humiliation. But I am not stone. I deserve more than endurance. I deserve pleasure and the good and the new.

Not perfect teeth but teeth free enough to move.

Footnotes

1. I read that kissing a new person can trigger cavities because their mouth biome corrupts your mouth biome, and come to think of it, this was around the time I started kissing regularly! Should have saved myself for marriage!

2. Dr. Glover… DRGOVEL… RG DEVOL… RAGE DEVIL!!!!!!!!!!!







Mid Wife Crisis

I was an hour into recording the audiobook of The Witches Are Coming, my second collection of essays, when I got a message from a stranger (a fan, how embarrassing) informing me that they had seen my husband kissing a woman who was not me at a bar.

I stepped outside, pressed my body against my hot car, and called Ahamefule. He was silent for ten heartbeats. Then he said, “I think maybe we want different things.”

I told the audio engineer that I had a family emergency and left. On the drive home, over the phone, Aham said, “You know that I am a polyamorous person,” and I hung up in a rage, even though he was right, I did know that, and then I called back and pretended I’d lost signal in the tunnel. He believed me.

It was September 2019, and I had only been home, reunited with him, for one day. I’d spent the previous six months alone in New York City and then Portland, Oregon, writing and shooting the second season of Shrill, the TV show based on my memoir. For that first month in New York, I’d also been finishing The Witches Are Coming at night after working in the Shrill writers’ room all day. I was renting a room in a mansion in Brooklyn and making enough money to take a cab to work in Manhattan if I overslept. It was the realization of every wild dream I’d ever had, and it was the worst fucking month of my life. And I didn’t even know that back in the Pacific Northwest, at an artists’ residency by the sea, my husband was falling in love with someone new, a tiny, beautiful bird.

Or maybe I did know. Awake or asleep, a nasty shape whispered from my guts: You’re so patient, you’re so kind, you’re the glue, he does whatever he wants while you work yourself to death in a strange city, he would never [image: ] now, or now, or now, not after this sacrifice, or that, or this, he would be a horrible person if he ever even thought about [image: ]. Even if I couldn’t finish the sentence, I think I knew.

In The Witches Are Coming, I opened a chapter called “The World Is Good and Worth Fighting For” with an ode to Aham: “My best friend, vibrating with ideas and brilliantly talented, a talent once in a generation and on the brink of everyone knowing it, wise and principled, who is so annoying, who can lift a piano, who can lift me.” I went on to describe a “quiet sort of dawn ritual” we’d developed: “He is sensitive in the morning, so I am careful not to talk about bills until after 10:00 a.m.… we lie in bed for as long as we can and we talk about only good stuff.”

All of that is true. But what I omitted was that we’d only developed that “ritual” to mitigate a toxic pattern we’d been stuck in for years: I’d wake up anxious, I’d vomit my anxiety on Aham, he’d snap at me for triggering his anxiety, I’d feel alone and unsupported, I’d stare at him with tears in my eyes until he had a panic attack, he’d zone out for the rest of the day and not listen to a word I said. We didn’t implement the “only good stuff in the morning” policy to be cute—we did it because we needed therapy.

The day after I found out Aham had a secret girlfriend, I had to go back into the studio and record that chapter, make it permanent in my own voice, speak it into a microphone while a strange man gave me feedback on my diction. Only now, I could see it for what it was: an optical illusion, a conjurer’s trick, an inversion, a photo negative, a prayer, a plaster cast for a life that didn’t exist.

I didn’t write about how often I screamed alone in the car, how erased I felt by marriage itself, yet how terrified I was of losing him. I boasted that we fought “once per year,” but I didn’t confess that it was only because both of us bottled up our grievances, because we’d never figured out how to communicate about anything hard. When things did crack open, he’d get angry, and I’d grovel. He’d walk out to clear his head, and I’d follow him down the street barefoot, begging him to come back and just tell me everything was fine. Eventually he’d cave and tell me everything was fine, even if he didn’t feel fine at all. I didn’t write that we both felt misunderstood, and we were both defensive and it wasn’t getting better.

The truth is, I fell apart long before I got that phone call at the recording studio. The shift happened imperceptibly, in the two years after Shrill the book came out. I stopped wanting to work. I wrote less and less. I never answered emails. I let professional relationships slip away. I fumbled opportunities. I alienated my colleagues. I stopped seeing my friends. I was afraid to go outside, because I had become a public figure, at least in Seattle. I had no privacy. People noticed me, watched me, stopped me, told me their secrets, cried. Sometimes I’d find anonymous comments online from people who claimed to be in my inner circle, saying that everyone around me secretly hated me, affirming my paranoia. I ate obsessively, just to feel some sort of tangible, reliable pleasure. I was in perpetual physical pain. I stopped moving my body. I couldn’t walk. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t imagine how I could be loved, but I also thought it was Aham’s responsibility to fix me. I spent too much money. I was depressed, but I was also heightened—a frightened rabbit, my anxiety spinning at an earsplitting frequency all day and all night. Fear supplanted fun, joy, hope, spontaneity, self. I was an insatiable black hole of validation and reassurance. And that was before the other woman.

Aham was exhausted, resentful, and at a loss for how to bring me back. And the whole time I was getting emails and DMs and shouts on the street, every day, from strangers who needed to tell me how much my confidence and self-love inspired them, made happiness seem possible for them for the first time in their lives. How much they loved our love.



[image: ]





My life with Aham started out a mess. It was the first few weeks of 2011. He had just gotten divorced, but I fell in love right away. I pushed him. He wanted it—if there’s one impressive/excruciating thing about Aham, it’s that he doesn’t do anything he doesn’t want to do—but I know I pushed too hard, even as he was begging me not to. We moved in together and to another state within a year, a stupid, selfish move that hurt our families and took me away from my father in the last months of his life. It was too soon and I wanted it too much and we never got our rhythm back. A month after we moved, Aham broke up with me.

When I think back on that time, I see a blueprint for all the chaos that was to come—all of my frailties in their purest form, not just untreated but unidentified. No. Not unidentified but inverted, disguised as their opposites. I thought these were virtues: obsessive, all-consuming love; desperation; agony; erasing myself to let him shine; martyring myself to earn his love; relinquishing all boundaries. My experiences with men never taught me love; they taught me manipulation and how to survive on the bare minimum.

Once, in my early twenties, I asked my big sister for advice about how to stop fixating on micro-interactions with emotionally unavailable men. She suggested I print out a picture of Jeff Spicoli from Fast Times at Ridgemont High, laminate it, and keep it in my wallet as a kind of anti-neediness totem. Would Spicoli care if some loser didn’t text him back? No! Would Spicoli cry at the coffee shop because he was getting mixed signals from the barista? Never. Spicoli is something more than man—an earth elemental, unflappable as gravity. He is Tom Bombadil; Pippi Longstocking; Captain Ahab’s uncanny harpooneer, Fedallah. If ever I found myself consumed by my feelings, I was to take out my Spicoli totem and feel the Spicoli flow through me. In retrospect, I wish she’d advised me to, I don’t know, “have standards for how people treat you,” but that’s okay. I wasn’t ready. She was meeting me where I was at.

Aham really showed up when my dad died. We got back together and stayed. I acknowledged in Shrill that “couples getting back together” was rare and possibly unhealthy, but, I wrote, “the only explanation I can offer is that we weren’t the same people in Relationship: Part Deux as we were in Relationship: The Phantom Menace.” And that’s true. I certainly wasn’t the same. The death of a parent ages you. But what I didn’t share in Shrill was that a key stipulation of our reunion—insisted upon by Aham—was nonmonogamy.

Aham always knew he wanted an unconventional relationship structure; I still felt safe in the tightness of jealousy. I’m not politically conservative, but I am reserved. I like tradition, rituals, patterns, feeling like a stitch in a great weave of grandparents and great-grandparents, pairs loving each other in the same format again and again. (Which, of course, can’t be true—I’m sure plenty of them were philanderers or chaotic, horny freaks—but it’s not like my great-great-grandmother Bertha Brostowicz had a TikTok about her polycule. Absent documentation, we can burden our ancestors with whatever projections we like.) My Norwegian side has a family tree going back to the 1300s. Why shouldn’t I deserve the same patterns of love as everyone else?

At the time, being cool about polyamory felt like a growing imperative in progressive circles. It made me defensive, particularly coming from thin people. Are you saying there’s something different about me—some reason why I, specifically, should be obliged to seek alternative lifestyles? Mightn’t I be happier as a lesbian separatist, or a polyamorous burlesque dancer, or an anarchic cat woman? Maybe so, but that seemed beside the point. The point was WHY SHOULD I? Why not you? YOU go be alternative! I wanted to be a teenage girl having her first kiss and her first boyfriend and her first heartbreak like everyone else, all the things I missed out on the first time around. I wanted to be someone’s burning obsession. I had no interest in reinventing the wheel—I was still trying for my driver’s license.

I wanted what “normal” people had because I was not allowed to have it. Stigma stole even this from me: my right to imagine what kind of life I wanted, without the poisoned lure of what I couldn’t have. Monogamous heterosexual true love had always been withheld, so that’s what I chased. I wasn’t naive; I was furious. I had something to avenge. I craved that precious thing I’d been denied for so long while all my friends and enemies dated and married and had babies and divorced. So when I found it, even with that inconvenient caveat, I binged it.

The day Aham and I got back together,1 in early 2012, we talked for hours. I cried for most of it. In broaching nonmonogamy, Aham said that he wasn’t seeing anyone else, and this wasn’t about me—it was just a fundamental part of his ethos. He believed that monogamy was, at its root, a system of ownership. I had to admit that perhaps I didn’t feel it as keenly, as a white person. Aham loved me more than anyone else he had ever met in his life, I was the most special person in the world and the first best friend he’d ever had, but this was not negotiable. He would not lie to me or anyone else about it, and he was prepared to break his own heart now rather than watch us decay and collapse later.

I stood at this crossroads: spend the rest of my life without Aham (impossible), or agree to a polyamorous relationship (also impossible).

We talked more. I cried more. Eventually, I got Aham to reassure me that he wasn’t planning on running out to collect other wives. He wanted me. But he also needed to stay true to himself. It wasn’t healthy to put my needs ahead of his own. Yes, it is, I thought. I do it all the time. Love is making yourself disappear.

I let myself believe this meant the nonmonogamy was symbolic. In my recollection, we negotiated down to one central tenet: Life is long, we can’t see the future, but we love each other enough that if anything happens, it won’t be a deal-breaker. The cultural taboo against cheating had never resonated with me anyway. Why was that the one thing that no one is allowed to forgive? I also extrapolated, because it’s what I wanted to be true, that any extramarital funny business would be in the form of a one-night stand, quick and emotionally meaningless. I told Aham: nobody we knew, nobody in Seattle, nobody who was going to try to ruin our lives. Aham was a touring musician—the logistics seemed easy enough. Just do it on the road, bud! I requested not to be told about any such encounters. Why did I need to know? Maybe I’d even have a dalliance of my own! Just kidding, ha ha! I knew I wouldn’t, because I was better than him.

I surveyed the crossroads again, and now the choice looked different: spend the rest of my life without Aham (impossible), or agree to theoretical polyamory that may or may not ever be acted upon (less impossible!).

This new option allowed me some illusion of control: There was a chance that Aham would never act on his polyamorous desires if I never gave him a reason to. If I could be the greatest wife of all time, forever, One Wife to Rule Them All, then maybe I would never have to have the nonmonogamy conversation ever again.

Still raw from grief, I needed my home back, and Aham was my home. People are allowed to want what they want. I told myself that I had years to adjust to the idea of nonmonogamy, or, even better, years to make myself enough for him, years to talk him out of it. Aham expressed fear (correctly) that I was only telling him what he wanted to hear because I loved him so much. He needed me to understand, really understand, that he was serious about this—he didn’t want to hurt me. Yeah, yeah, yeah, sure. No problem. I promised that I would stretch and grow and be brave.

Reader, that is not what I did. I shrank into fear and calcified. I honestly don’t know if I was being deceitful or delusional when I made that promise, but I used those years not as an opportunity to open up but instead to shackle Aham with guilt. I martyred myself spectacularly in order to hoard emotional currency that I could spend to prevent Aham from ever saying the word polyamory to me again. My nervous system fritzed if he even brought it up in the abstract, about other people, which he did a lot.


Me: Ooh, did you hear about [new celebrity cheating scandal]?

Him: We don’t know what kind of arrangement they had in their marriage.

Me: (Wishes this man would be dissolved by acid rain.)



This went on for years. I was an animal, running on instinct, but subconsciously, everything I did fed into one grand strategy—if I pay for this expense, if I shoulder this responsibility, if I don’t complain about this irritation, if I subsume myself into him, then he will look like the biggest asshole of all time if he hurts me. Because I’m just a soft baby angel who everyone loves! Time didn’t unspool behind me like a ribbon; it coiled snakelike into a pile, a haystack, a mountain, immovable, never out of sight. Instinctive but tactical. A bank of personal misery that I could leverage against Aham’s freedom. A prison that kept me safe.

Another neat trick that I absolutely nailed: We weren’t open about our secret nonmonogamy contract. Nobody knew! Maybe I mentioned it once in a while, to a cool friend in a cool way, like, “Oh yeah, we’re technically nonmonogamous but just because monogamy is so patriarchal” (SUCH a cool thing to say), with the implication that we loved each other too much to act on it, unlike all those other polyamorous people who wouldn’t know love if Cupid himself split their tiny top hat with an arrow. I felt safe in the knowledge that if Aham ever did manage to tunnel his way out of my fortress of guilt and get laid—without my knowledge, because I had asked not to be told—all anyone in our lives would see was the old story of a selfish man cheating on his beleaguered, beloved, self-sacrificing, fat wife.

Which is exactly what happened.

Yay, question mark?

I won, question mark?

Cultural scripts tell us that




Footnote
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