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            A Note from Paul

         
         The following is all true; while some names have been changed to protect me and others, the events and experiences detailed
            herein have been faithfully rendered to the best of my ability as I have remembered them. But also know that I’m not Marilu
            Henner; I don’t have a photographic memory to recall the exact details of each day, and honestly, that seems to be a bit of
            a burden.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Introduction
The Collector

         
         I like to collect things. I started when I was a kid, with Star Wars action figures all neatly placed in my Darth Vader carrying case, their accessories in a side compartment so they wouldn’t get lost (they always did). Then, it grew: cassette tapes (also with the proper portable carrying case), comic books (bagged and boarded), Garbage Pail Kids and NBA Hoops basketball cards (neatly organized in binders with plastic sleeves), movie souvenir cups from fast-food restaurants (if you could collect them all, I did), and VHS tapes, CDs, laser discs, and DVDs (always alphabetized and displayed for all to see). In addition to these store-bought items, I found myself collecting mementos from meaningful moments in my life: a stack of rubber-banded, faded, and ripped movie theater tickets; matchbooks from hotels and restaurants; notes passed in class; birthday and report cards; journals filled with detailed recollections of movies I had seen. No matter where I go or what I do, I collect a little piece of the experience and preserve it, so I’ll never forget it. 

         
         As a child, I’d prominently display these objects around my bedroom. If I had put a velvet rope on stanchions in front of
            my door, you would have felt like you were in one of those historical homes that let you see back into the past, which was
            actually the present. I had inadvertently created a Smithsonian exhibit of me. I guess if I were smarter, like Sherlock Holmes,
            these mementos would all be in my mental palace, but what fun is that? I gotta show off my stuff. 
         

         
         Now, as I grow older, my bookcases and dresser tops are less crowded, but that instinct to collect stays strong. Whenever
            I have something I want to remember, a memento goes in a small, clear Sterilite six-quart stackable latching container. When
            one is full, I store it in the garage and buy another. These boxes, which have traveled with me from dorm rooms to apartments
            and houses like precious heirlooms, are filled with things that bring out so many different emotions. I laugh touching the
            playbill for Martin Lawrence’s You So Crazy Tour, thinking about how my dad got us last-minute tickets to see my favorite
            comedian at the time (we assumed the material would be like his TV show but quickly realized we were in for a very different
            night when Martin opened talking about how many girls wanted to fuck him and how many girls he was fucking; I learned a lot
            that night). I cringe just looking at a journal I wrote while going through a breakup, which is so raw and embarrassing that
            I avert my eyes at the sight of the cover.
         

         
         As I’ve grown older, I’ve also spent time going through the belongings of people I loved after they passed, finding their “boxes” (which, frankly, are not as well organized as mine). While I might not really understand exactly what I’m looking at, I know that the items were important to these people, and I pocket an item or two to put into one of my own boxes because it makes me feel closer to them. I know that kinda sounds like grave robbing, but give me the benefit of the doubt on this one. Sometimes I hope that my kids and grandkids, when they are older, might go through my boxes to learn about me. 

         
         But the thing is, will a string of Mardi Gras beads mean anything to anyone but me? Nothing is labeled. No one will know that
            I got the beads during an insane melee that happened post–Super Bowl in a small New Orleans bar after Channing Tatum got “served”
            by another patron in the bar and then the two of them did an impromptu dance-off. I didn’t even realize that dance battles
            happened in the real world (clearly, I didn’t go to musical theater school). For me, as a huge Step Up fan, watching Channing and his challenger was like watching Step Up 3D in actual 3D and with smells (good smells, but smells nonetheless).
         

         
         Sometimes it feels like I’m essentially re-creating the ending of Raiders of the Lost Ark—boxes and boxes organized and stored, each full of stories but with no one to tell them. I clearly want people to know me. What’s holding me back from telling these stories? Over the course of the past decade, some anecdotes about my childhood have come out in articles, podcasts, and talk shows, and the response frequently is “You should write a book.” But I’ve always hesitated, because I knew that if I was going to, I’d need to tell the full story—something I wasn’t sure I was ready for. You want a funny anecdote, I have it. But really exposing the truth behind
            those anecdotes is something I’m anxious about doing. These are stories that only a handful of people actually know. So for
            the first time, I’m opening my boxes up and putting my collection of stories on display for all to see. I think some of them
            might surprise you as much as they surprised me. 
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part 1
The Old Testament

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            I Found a Fire

         
         Confession: I’m an arsonist.

         
         I guess, technically, I was more of a firestarter, kind of like Drew Barrymore in Firestarter, but with a way less convoluted backstory.
         

         
         When I was in the fifth grade, I almost accidentally burned a family resort to the ground, just because I didn’t want to ride
            a horse—but let’s not get ahead of ourselves.
         

         
         I was the only child of divorced parents, and when I was seven years old, my mom got remarried, to my stepdad, Hunter. He was completely different from my dad. He was twice divorced with multiple kids, a commercial truck driver for a local supermarket chain who wore cowboy boots, raised quail, and owned horses and guns. Lots and lots of guns. While not physically imposing, he carried himself with the energy of a person who was looking for a fight or just got finished with one. The knife on his cowboy belt only reinforced the image that this was someone you didn’t want to fuck with. The first time I felt that energy directed at me was when I told him I didn’t want to call him Dad but would prefer to call him by his name, Hunter. This was largely because my real dad was very much a part of my daily life, and honestly it felt weird to be told to call this other man, whom I barely knew, Dad. However, instead of accepting my decision with grace—he was already a father to his own kids, after all—Hunter stormed out of the room in anger and then proceeded to not speak to me and to ignore my presence like I was a ghost. I lasted about a week; I finally broke when he locked me out of the house in my pajamas and wouldn’t let me in from the freezing cold until I said, “Dad, let me in.” When I finally did, the door opened, and that was when I began to learn the delicate dance I needed to do around
            Hunter. I had to play by his rules to get what I needed.
         

         
         At times, he could be gregarious, silly, and loving—then, as quickly as you could snap your fingers, he could become vindictive,
            mean, and violent. Once, during a game of Monopoly that he’d been losing, he landed on one of my properties. I looked down
            at my deed to see how much I was owed, but he locked eyes with me. “Do you really want to charge me?”
         

         
         It was an odd question. Of course I wanted to charge him, that was the game. “Yes!” I laughed as I pointed to the rent owed.
         

         
         But he gave me another warning: “Think about what you’re doing.”

         
         All of a sudden, the energy shifted. Something much bigger was happening, but I didn’t get it. As he held eye contact with
            me, I proudly told him that the rent was $375. Within an instant, he reached across the table, grabbed my neck, and started
            choking me. “I said, do you want to charge me!?”
         

         
         I shook my head, gasping for air. “No.”

         
         He released me. I fell back to my seat, struggling to breathe, while he grabbed the dice and rolled for his next turn. That
            was it. We were back in the game.
         

         
         Moments like this came as quickly as they went in our house. They were never acknowledged, never apologized for, and never
            seemed to have consequences, making me wonder whether they had even happened at all.
         

         
         Hunter’s three children from his previous marriages—Jennifer, Krista, and Hunter Jr.—came in and out of our lives. Hunter
            Jr. was an adult, and I didn’t meet him until he moved in next door a few years after my mom married Hunter. Jennifer and
            Krista were teenagers who lived with their mother and would occasionally spend some of their weekends at my mom’s house when
            I was at my dad’s. Then, one day Jennifer moved in, for reasons never fully explained. All of a sudden, I went from being
            an only child to having a big sister, and she was cool. She always sported very heavy purple eyeliner, she loved bands like The Who and
            Led Zeppelin, she had a boyfriend, and she wore a jean jacket with patches and buttons I didn’t understand (but as a collector
            myself, I appreciated it). But our age difference was large: she was in high school, and I was only in the fourth grade. Since
            I spent my weekends with my dad, we wound up being weekday siblings, and our time together was limited. She didn’t take the
            bus to school with me, her door was often closed, and she came home from work after I was asleep, but whenever we had time
            together, it was great. We’d talk about our crushes, go on walks, and during the holidays we’d sneak around the house to find
            hidden Christmas gifts.
         

         
         Jennifer and I did go on two “family” vacations together. We once visited the Trapp Family Lodge, which I assumed was where The Sound of Music took place. (I only found out years later that the von Trapps weren’t from Vermont and Hitler never made his way up the Eastern
            Seaboard of the United States.) Usually the places we visited were geared toward adults, and the kids were funneled off to
            their own activities. But the vacation we took to the Rocking Horse Ranch when I was in fourth grade was billed as a perfect
            merger of both experiences.
         

         
         Rocking Horse Ranch in Highland, New York, was a “dude ranch”—a place where city slickers went to get out of their urban lives,
            like a family-themed Club Med. Rocking Horse Ranch offered a wide variety of horse-related activities: you could go horseback
            riding, watch a horseshoeing demonstration, take a barn tour to see the horses in their “natural” habitat, or play a game
            of horseshoes with comically large inflatable horseshoes. This place was a goddamn nightmare. I don’t have anything against
            horses, but at the time, my family home on Long Island had a barn with three horses in our backyard, so vacationing where
            the number one attraction was horseback riding didn’t really seem like a vacation. Now you might be thinking, Paul, you had three horses; you can’t just gloss over that—were you rich? And the answer is no! I honestly don’t know where they came from. I was told our family friend gave us first dibs on horses that were about to be put down, but as I type that, it feels like total horseshit (pun intended). I was a kid; I didn’t ask too many questions. I just accepted the reality I was given—which, you will see, is a recurring theme in this book. I also never asked why, on a residential block, it was okay to corral the horses in our front yard and house them in a makeshift barn in the backyard at night. It feels like that should have broken a lot of zoning laws. But more on that in a bit. 

         
         When my family arrived at Rocking Horse Ranch, we were shown to two adjoining cabins that shared a porch—one for Jennifer
            and me and the other for Hunter and my mom. This was early on in their relationship, and it seemed like things were going
            well. It was a “honeymoon period,” and I remember being grossed out by the amount of PDA they engaged in. I think part of
            the fun of a family-inclusive resort for parents is that they can drop off their kids at some activity, knowing they can’t
            escape the property line, and the adults can then “get it on,” which is exactly what I think my mom and Hunter were there
            to do. As a matter of fact, I don’t want to think too much about that. Let’s just move on. 
         

         
         I was excited that Jennifer and I would be spending all our time together, something I was really longing for.

         
         In addition to horseback riding, each day at the ranch was packed with physically demanding kid-friendly activities: climbing,
            archery, swimming. I know that sounds like a dream to most people, but I wasn’t super athletic. I was a kid who found reasons
            to opt out of gym class, and now I was forced to participate in a twelve-hour gym class that spanned multiple days. Since
            I was younger, I had to do the activities, and the only one I wanted to do, archery, I couldn’t participate in because I wasn’t old enough. Jennifer,
            on the other hand, was older and given the choice to do whatever she wanted, which was escape into the woods with her Walkman®,
            listening to bootleg Pete Townshend concerts and smoking cigarettes. But here I was, plopped into a group of kids I didn’t
            know, doing things I could do but didn’t like to do at home.
         

         
         After the first two days, I begged my mom and Hunter not to make me participate in another day of leisurely horse rides and awkward snack breaks. We made a deal: I could skip out of the mandatory “fun” activities as long as I didn’t bother the adults all day—until 5:00 p.m.! I think they were trying to call my bluff. But I took the challenge with reckless abandon.
         

         
         As the sun rose the next morning, a smile crossed my face. I had nothing to do. The world was my oyster, as long as I didn’t
            leave the property. As an only child, I was used to keeping myself occupied for hours on end. Making a snack became a cooking
            show for no one. I never did chores; instead I became a character hired to do my chores and would boss myself around. I talked
            a lot to people who weren’t there and also to myself—anything to break up the silence of being all alone in my house. When
            I did just play, I’d improvise movies of my own creation and act out all the characters. Since I was a kid who grew up on
            action movies—the ones with troubled cops whose personal lives were a complete mess and who had multiple vices but were damn
            good at their jobs—I created my own, Lance Hanson, a disgraced cop in his mid-forties: every kid’s dream. Lance was always
            being called back to the force for one more case. Whenever I was alone, the movie would start right from where it had ended
            the last time I played. 
         

         
         That first free day on the ranch, I was back to being Lance, on a big case. To outside observers, it probably just looked like I was wandering aimlessly around talking to myself, which I was. Little did they know that the three-foot-wide dry creek bed behind our cabin was going to be the scene of an epic battle. In my mind it was the East River, and Lance was trying to stop a mad bomber (Is there any other kind?) from blowing up the Roosevelt Island Tram. As I tried to talk down the bomber (also played by me), I leaped back and forth across the ravine in a heated war of words, but talking wasn’t working. This bomber had one thing on his mind: carnage! Lance was having a hard time in his personal life; he’d started smoking again. Luckily, I knew where Jennifer had hidden her stash. I grabbed a cigarette from the pack hidden behind her bed, plus a pack of Rocking Horse Ranch matches from the room’s ashtray; I love a prop. 

         
         I put the cigarette in my mouth and lit it. (I know it sounds like I was smoking, but I swear it was for the part.) I puffed
            on my cigarette and the scene began. 
         

         
         
            EXT. Roosevelt Island Tram—Night

        
         
            Kasmarek and Hanson stand across from each other on top of the tram.

         

          

         
            Kasmarek

            (vaguely European accent)

            Well, if it isn’t Lance Hanson. I 
thought they put you out to pasture 
for killing all those kids.

             

            Lance

            It wasn’t my fault! That bus 
had no brakes.

             

            Kasmarek

            Funny, neither does this tram. It’s 
an express . . . to hell.

             

            Lance

            You can’t do this!

             

            Kasmarek

            How do you say, yes, I can!

         

          

         The scene needed more tension, so I decided to rachet up the drama.

         
          

         
            Female Voice

            Lance? Is that you?

             

            Lance

            Diane?

             

            Boy’s Voice

            Daddy?!

         

          

         That’s right, Lance’s ex-wife, Diane, and child were on the tram, and I played all four roles simultaneously.

          

        
         
            Lance

            (to Kasmarek)

            You sonofabitch.

         

         
            
               
               
                  
                     
                        
                           	
                              
                                 Lance’s Ex-Wife 

                                 Lance! Help us.

                              

                           
                           
                           	
                              
                                 Son

                                 Daddy! Help us.

                              

                           
                           
                        

                        
                        
                           
                         
                           
                        
                     
                     
                  

                  
               

               
            

         
          

         
            Kasmarek

            I wish I had a camera. I love family 
reunions.

             

            Lance

            (to his ex-wife and child)

            Diane, just calm down.

             

            Kasmarek

            She left you because you weren’t around, 
and now she’ll die because you are. 
How poetic.

             

            Lance

            I have a poem for you. Roses are 
red. Violets are blue. If you blow 
up me, I blow up . . . You!
            

            Lance throws his cigarette at Kasmarek. He catches on fire and falls off the tram.

         

          

         I was so into the scene, writhing around in pain as Kasmarek, that I didn’t realize that I had thrown a lit cigarette into
            a patch of brush.
         

          

         
            Kasmarek

            No! No! How ironic! I light the 
fuse but now I am the fuse.

         

          

         I continued the scene and mimed climbing down into the tram and reuniting with my ex-wife and my son.

          

         
            Son

            Daddy!

             

            Lance

            (to Son)

            Let’s go get some ice cream.

             

            Diane

            I love you, Lance.

            They passionately kiss. 

            
            (Note: I acted out this kiss and it was sexy.)

         

         
          

         
         Happy with my performances, I moved on to do something else only to see that a small fire had started where the cigarette
            had landed, and was spreading, quickly.
         

         
         I tried to stomp it out—which didn’t work. I’d never really seen anything like this before. My heart started racing. I stared
            as the flames grew. I would have said “Fuck!” at this moment, but it was a rating issue; I always wanted to make my fantasy
            movies PG so kids like me could see them.
         

         
         Back to the fire—I didn’t know what to do. I knew all about stop, drop, and roll, but that’s only good when you are on fire. No one ever tells you how to put a fire out. So I did the only thing I could think of: I ran inside the cabin
            to get . . . a cup of water.
         

         
         When I reached the room, Jennifer was back, sitting on the bed. I was out of breath and freaked out, but when I saw her, I tried to act calm. 

         
         “What’s up?” I asked.

         
         “Um, nothing,” she responded. “What did you do today?”

         
         “Nothing. Just walked around.”

         
         “Wanna watch MTV with me?” she asked.

         
         “Sure, but first, I’m, uh, just thirsty. I’m going to get some water.”

         
         I ran to the bathroom and grabbed a cup—a cup that was so small it was more like a thimble. But I filled it with water and
            ran back outside, where the fire was spreading. Every second it was getting closer to the cabin. But no worries, I was going
            to put a stop to it! I threw my dollop of water onto the fiery blaze.
         

         
         Nothing happened. I needed a new plan, but unfortunately I didn’t have one. So I ran back inside, past a fire alarm I could
            have easily pulled, to get more water. When I reentered the room, I tried to act casual as Jennifer intently watched MTV.
         

         
         “Do you like this song?” she asked.

         
         “Is that the song from Family Ties?”
         

         
         “Mike and the Mechanics.”

         
         “No, Billy Vera.”

         
         “I think it’s Mike and the Mechanics.”

         
         As we debated, I suddenly remembered—water!
         

         
         “I’m thirsty!” I said again, grabbing two bathroom cups this time and running outside.

         
         By the time I returned to the blaze, the fire had spread to the cabin’s back wall. I tossed water into the blaze—and still nothing! Now I was in a full-on panic.
         

         
         But if something doesn’t work twice, it will definitely work a third time . . . I raced back inside.
            But this time, Jennifer stopped me.
         

         
         Noticing my red face and very heavy breathing, she knew that something was up. “What are you doing?”

         
         As she rose to ask the question, she stood directly in front of the back cabin window, where the flames now had risen so much
            that they silhouetted her body.
         

         
         I pointed outside. She turned, and I watched the look of shock register on her face.

         
         I shouted, “There’s a fire, and I didn’t start it!” (That is definitely what an innocent person would have said.)

         
         We ran outside to find the blaze creeping up the back wall of the cabin. We stood there, frozen, too young to know how to
            deal with this. I blurted out again, “I didn’t do it! I just found it.”
         

         
         “Go get your mom,” Jennifer said. I didn’t move, just repeated my alibi. This time she yelled: “Get help!!”
         

         
         I started to run—and then froze. I looked at my watch, then at Jennifer. “But it’s not five o’clock!”
         

         
         “Who cares?!” she roared as she ran back into our cabin to get more water.
         

         
         I ran to my mom’s room and banged on the door; no one answered. I banged again. Still no answer. I kept furiously knocking
            until, through the door, I heard “Yes?” It was my mom’s voice, but she sounded weird—different. I didn’t really take that
            in, just shouted, “The cabin is on fire!”
         

         
         Mom opened the door. She was in a bathrobe, and there was caviar and a bottle of champagne on the bed behind her. Clearly I was interrupting some afternoon delight. Again, I don’t want to think about this. 

         
         Seeing me standing there, her face fell. “What?!”
         

         
         “I found a fire, and it won’t go out!”

         
         “I found a fire” seemed to be the best tactic. It put me in a heroic position, making me essentially a human Lassie. All I
            knew was that I couldn’t go down for this. The punishment for this crime would be huge.
         

         
         Mom and Hunter ran out in their bathrobes to witness the flames racing up the entire back wall and roof of the cabin. Smoke
            was billowing as other guests started to come out of their rooms. I’m sure most of them thought there was some sort of impromptu
            family s’mores event happening.
         

         
         I kept broadcasting my lie to whoever would listen until a Rocking Horse Ranch representative rode up on horseback, of course.
            Oh, they loved their horses. He told us that they had called the fire department and we all needed to stand back. More and more people kept arriving on
            the scene to stare at this blaze I’d started.
         

         
         “What happened?” someone asked. At that point, my hope was to fade away into the background of the chaos.

         
         Then my mom announced, “He found it! He found a fire.”

         
         Jennifer nudged me and tried to pull me back into our room, but a Rocking Horse employee told me to wait—he had some questions.

         
         Damn! I was the criminal and the witness. This was going to be tough. Thankfully I had a lot of experience playing two roles.

         
         The fire truck appeared, and firefighters got to work hosing down the back of the cabin. The flames went out quickly; the
            damage appeared to be only cosmetic. The lead firefighter approached me and asked me to follow him. I walked about fifty feet
            away from my mom and Hunter. The firefighters sat me on their truck and circled me, blocking my view of everything past them.
            Luckily, I had conducted and been subjected to many interrogations as Lance and other assorted criminals, so I knew how to
            act, or so I thought. I stood tall, but being surrounded by a bunch of actually tall men firing questions at me really made
            me feel smaller than ever. I knew I had done all of this, and if they found out, I was going to jail.
         

         
         As a child, the idea of going to jail was very real for me. In the short time I’d spent with Hunter, he had often attached
            the threat of jail to the smallest things: “If you don’t hang up your coat, you’ll go to jail.” Or “If you don’t wash your
            plate in the sink, you’re going to jail.” He said it so frequently, presenting it as an eventuality rather than a possibility,
            that I was convinced there was a jail for kids who misbehaved. But to make matters worse, Hunter didn’t stop at telling me
            I would be going to jail; he would explain what would happen to me when I was there. He would describe how not only would
            I be locked away from my friends and family, but I would also be raped on a daily basis. Yes, raped. I didn’t even know what
            sex was as an eight-year-old, let alone rape. My mind created these vivid pictures that weren’t unlike rape, but at that age,
            the idea was even more horrifying, because I couldn’t truly comprehend it. If I could go to jail for not picking up my coat,
            starting a fire was way worse; that definitely was a crime.
         

         
         I was done for, moments away from going to jail and being raped for the rest of my life. I was scared, and so there was only one thing to do: keep lying and commit even harder to my lie.
         

         
         The firefighters kept pressing about what I’d seen, and I kept repeating the same story: “I was wandering around out back,
            and I found a fire.” I knew I needed to give them more. So I started suggesting ways it could have started.
         

         
         “Maybe the sun was so bright it bounced off the windows, and it worked like a magnifying glass.” Hmm, no takers on that one. Then I went with what I knew: “Or maybe someone threw a cigarette out here.”
         

         
         The cigarette theory caught the firefighters’ interest, so I offered to look around the crime scene for any evidence I could
            find. I searched frantically until I found a piece of a cigarette filter right where the fire had started. “I found it,” I
            said, running over to the firefighters. “Someone was smoking. They must have accidentally started the fire.”
         

         
         Notice I used “accidentally” because even though I was blaming a fictional person, I didn’t want anyone to go to jail and
            get raped.
         

         
         One of the firefighters approached me and asked, plainly, “Did you start this fire?”

         
         The conviction in his voice sent me into momentary shock. I stumbled and bumbled. “No, what?! . . . I found it.”

         
         He looked at me again. “Empty your pockets.”

         
         I did, and I pulled out the matches from the hotel. He knew he had me. “Was it your cigarette? Were you smoking out here?”

         
         I was insulted by the accusation. “No. I don’t smoke.” Little did he know the actual truth of why I had the cigarette was
            way more embarrassing.
         

         
         He still didn’t believe me. “Just tell us the truth. You don’t want to have to leave early and go home, do you?”

         
         I mean, the answer was “Yes! I do want to go home!” But I stood firm and told the biggest lie of the day: “No, I love it here.
            I swear I found it.”
         

         
         We stared at each other. I don’t know if he bought it, but I wasn’t going to change my story. I held firm. Then, from somewhere
            behind me, I heard Jennifer say, “He couldn’t have started it. He was watching TV with me.”
         

         
         Instant alibi. I was saved! The firefighter knew he was deadlocked. He looked to the ground and shook his head as he whispered
            under his breath, “Just be careful.” And he walked off.
         

         
         Jennifer put her arm around me and gave me a big smile. My big sister had saved me! We never talked about what had actually
            happened or what was going through her mind in that moment as she stepped in and protected me. Decades later, as a parent
            of two sons who are often at each other’s throats, I’ve noticed how, when stuff gets real, they have each other’s back. As
            an only child, I didn’t know how much I had craved that—the support and protection that comes from a sibling. And as my life
            at home with Hunter grew more and more fraught in the years that followed, this protection was something I really needed.
            Unfortunately, Jennifer stayed with us for only about nine months, but in that short period of time I had a sibling—one who
            saved me from being horribly raped in jail. For that, I’m forever grateful.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The Box

         
         Early in my relationship with my wife, June, we were watching the movie Cool Hand Luke. If you haven’t seen it, all you need to know for our purposes is that it’s about a bunch of men on a prison chain gang under
            the thumb of an excessively cruel warden who, whenever they make the slightest mistake, sends them to spend a “night in the
            box”—a small, dark room with little air and hardly any space to move. After a night in the box, the men come out looking utterly
            destroyed. So when I said matter-of-factly, “It doesn’t seem that bad,” June grabbed the remote, paused the movie, and looked
            at me with concern in her eyes.
         

         
         “What? You’re joking, right?”
         

         
         The moment hung in the air and I had a choice: I could lie or just double down. I doubled down. “I mean it kinda looks . . .
            peaceful.”
         

         
         June turned again, almost in slow motion, and looked at me like I was an alien. “Peaceful??”
         

         
         “Yeah, I mean it’s kinda relaxing,” I said. “Can’t go anywhere. Can’t do anything. Just you and your thoughts.”

         
         “So you want to be tortured?”

         
         “No!” I replied, “I mean, I’m not thinking about it that way—it just seems like a nice chance to take a break from the world.”

         
         June gave me a stare that I’ve come to know too well: she looks at me suspect—trying to determine whether or not I’ve been
            replaced by some sort of alien who is just wearing a Paul suit or I’m pranking her on a hidden-camera show (something I had
            to promise her in our wedding vows that I would never do). “This is too upsetting to me. I can’t talk about this anymore,”
            she said as she got up to leave the room.
         

         
         In a last-ditch attempt to prove I was normal, I tossed out, “I’d make it nice! I’d bring crosswords and an iPad.” It didn’t
            help my case.
         

         
         But this is nothing new. Ever since I was a kid, I’ve loved to hide. While some kids dreamed of walking into their closet
            and finding Narnia, I was happy to just go into my closet and be in darkness. Silence and space were my own magical land.
         

         
         I think this fascination started with my childhood bed. It was on a platform, and underneath were two bookcases and two long drawers. I once noticed that the back wall of one of the bookcases was loose, so I started pushing on it until it completely detached. When the flimsy piece of cardboard hit the floor on the other side, I saw there was a whole world back there—I mean, technically it was just an empty space under my bed, but this was the biggest discovery of my young life. I had found a secret passage, a doorway to the unknown. I crawled through the bookcase shelf and into this new space. It became my kid cave, my after-hours club, my pied-à-terre. I spent hours there with books, flashlights, and a handful of toys. Then one day it was over—not because anyone told me I couldn’t hang out there anymore, but because I had grown too big to fit through the bookcase hole. I was unceremoniously evicted from my own Narnia, due to the size of my hips. I didn’t want to let this place go, so since that day I’ve continued trying to re-create the safety and solace of that space wherever I can. 

         
         While other kids’ favorite games were baseball and soccer, mine was hide-and-seek. And I would really hide—like, a What if zombies were out there trying to kill me? level of hiding. If I could get under the floorboards, I would. This commitment always created issues with my friends, because
            I wouldn’t come out until I was found. What started as a fun game often devolved into irritated friends begging me to stop
            and reveal myself, which then would lead to pissed-off parents having to join the search, all while I chilled out, silently
            having the time of my life behind a dresser or in the attic with a box over my body. I never got why everyone was so bent
            out of shape until I realized that they had been searching for the better part of an hour and the only person it was fun for
            was me. This was my sport and I was a pro at it, but little did I know my skill at hiding would almost cause an international
            incident. 
         

         
         Public schools in my neighborhood were rough: my friend’s brother was stabbed through the hand with a pencil in third grade. So my parents enrolled me in this small private school on Long Island that seemed to cater to wealthy European and Asian families who were in the country for short periods of time on business and, oddly, the rest of the students were local middle-class kids. So, when you were invited to a birthday party, you really never knew what you were going to get. Would it be a mobile petting zoo and bespoke cupcakes or pin the tail on the donkey and a sheet cake from the local supermarket? But I should have known something was up when my friend Elena’s third-grade birthday invitation specified “formal attire.” Elena’s party was unlike any I had ever been to; she lived in a giant mansion on the water, and a large yacht was moored to the side of the house. 

         
         Here’s what I didn’t know: Elena’s father was the bodyguard for [name redacted], a pretty notorious dictator. But even though the dictator was in [country name redacted], Elena’s family lived on Long Island. We had to get past an armed security checkpoint to get to her house, which was like
            a royal palace. A waiter told us to “follow the cake” to the main room. I didn’t know a cake could leave the table but this
            one did. The cake was built like a staircase; part of it traveled down a tiered table the way a wedding dress train trails
            behind a bride, and we followed it into the main room.
         

         
         The party was an all-out affair—bigger than I could have imagined—with clowns, magicians, balloon artists, and karaoke; the yacht had a dance floor! It was overwhelming. So instead of partaking in all the sanctioned activities, I suggested my favorite game, hide-and-seek. The rest of the kids jumped at it. Elena and I partnered up; she knew the house, and I knew dark places. We made the perfect team. We raced through the house, which felt like it went on for miles. She finally picked a bedroom that didn’t have a bed. When I asked where the bed was, she informed me the room was a closet. Wow! We turned off the lights and lay down on two empty shelves, waiting for someone to find us. Occasionally, we thought we heard
            someone, but no one ever came. This was a perfect hiding spot.
         

         
         It had been over an hour when we heard footsteps approach the door. We both tried not to laugh but giggled as we covered ourselves
            with towels. We heard a hand on the doorknob, which we had locked; they tried again, and bam! The door flew open with
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