
“Keep in mind that I’m an artist, and I’m sensitive about my shit.”

—ERYKAH BADU


Chapter One

Much Ado About Imposter Syndrome

Mark and I had found ourselves in that familiar territory of trying to find something to talk about during one of our least favorite activities; sitting in traffic on the Long Island Expressway. (Still unsure about the placement of the semicolon, and so are you.)

We were coming home from a holiday weekend on Long Island. And what long weekend would be complete without snarling standstills on the LIE on the way back to New York City to suck the three days of fun—and by fun I mean shitty weather at the beach—right out of you?

In case you’re wondering, “Long Island” is how entertainment-industry types and those with enough money and good fortune refer to the Hamptons because it allegedly sounds more relatable and less asshole-ish than, say, Southampton. Even though, everyone knows you’re not sitting in traffic to go to Levittown.

As we grew increasingly hypnotized by the parade of red brake lights that greeted our gaze as soon as we pulled out of our neighborhood on Long Island, we also grew increasingly passive-aggressive in our mindless chatter.

We huffed. We puffed. We wondered where exactly all these people in the other cars were going, though obviously they were also returning to The City just like us.

We/I wondered aloud if we should have left earlier, like say, after lunch.

We/he wondered if lunch would have happened sooner had I not insisted on taking a double Soul Cycle class.

We/I reminded him that I had taken a double class with the instructor Trammel Logan, and Trammel hardly ever taught out here, and a Trammel double is like an anybody else quadruple, and in the grand scheme of things it was ninety minutes, far shorter than the twelve hours he spent riding his “actual” bike this weekend.

And so forth and so on it went, following our usual patterns, checking off our usual boxes.

Waiting until dinnertime on Sunday night to leave, assuring we spent the maximum amount of bumper-to-bumper SUV time as possible.

Check.

Waiting until we had no choice but to stop at the McDonald’s drive-through so we could feed our kids dinner, as Waze declared our Sunday night commute would take no less than three and a half hours.

Check.

Me reminding Mark of how many other food options we would’ve had at the VERY superior Jersey shore.

Check.

Mark hissing out something about funnel cake not being dinner.

Check.

Me prattling off a list of women I knew, none of whom had jobs to get to in the morning, FYI, who were taking helicopters back to the city to shorten their commutes.

Check.

Mark reminding me that every single person I had just named was an asshole.

Check.

And a miserable person, helicopter or no helicopter.

Check.

And then asking if I would prefer being married to their husbands.

Checkmate.

Me reminding Mark that just because one complains about the Sunday evening gridlock does not mean one wants to be married to some miserable asshole’s more miserable husband.

Then, he threw down my least favorite gauntlet and exclaimed that I had three healthy kids and a husband who loved me, and I should be grateful.

Now, why do you suppose a girl can’t have three healthy kids, a loving husband, AND a shorter commute? I’m so tired of my healthy kids being thrown in my face as a way to make me yield!

So, I decided to punish him for this infraction. I gave him the silent treatment for at least an hour, or as Waze told us, four feet.

It was there, in that deafening silence that I achieved clarity. It suddenly occurred to me that I wasn’t punishing Mark with my silence, but rather rewarding him with it.

Mark LOVES when I’m silent.

But just as I was about to end my self-imposed gag order, Mark beat me to it and uttered my second least favorite phrase. I suppose it was his rudimentary form of small talk, short on content, and actual words, placing all the conversational burden on my shoulders, or mouth as it were.

“So . . . what else?” he asked, while scratching the back of his head, which told me two things.

Number one: He didn’t want an answer to “so what else?” And two: He was just using idle chatter to try and keep himself awake. A move he had clearly stolen from my talk show playbook. He suppressed a yawn because apparently the triple espresso he drank before we got on the road is never going to kick in for the rest of our lives together.

“Would you like me to drive?” I offered, knowing full well he would say no, but maybe would accept later on if he really started feeling it.

“No, thank you, baby doll, but maybe later on if I really start feeling it,” he said as I mouthed the words along with him, still hypnotized by the parade of red lights. He then took my hand, and, using it like a puppet or a head scratcher, began to rub his head.

I wondered if it felt different or better to use my hand, like when someone else shampoos your hair. I shampoo my own hair almost every day and feel absolutely nothing. But place my head in a salon sink and let any random stranger wash my hair, and I want to bequeath them everything I own in my will.

But because Mark robbed me of the opportunity of breaking the silence first, I’d semirecommitted to the silent treatment, and refused to ask him if it felt better with my disengaged-inanimate hand being raked across his mink-like hair.

I turned on the radio in time to hear the end of “Deja Vu” by Beyoncé featuring Jay-Z. As the song faded, I wondered if Jay-Z and Beyoncé ever sat in traffic. I wondered if Jay-Z ever used Beyonce’s hand as a head scratcher. I wondered what songs they listened to on the radio. My mind tends to wander in moments of extreme frustration/boredom.

“HAVE YOU GUYS EVER HEARD OF IMPOSTER SYNDROME?” Lola screamed from the back seat of our SUV. She was watching a movie playing on the screens in the back of the car, wearing headphones with the volume on full blast.

Mark and I both jumped out of our skin with the unexpected noise explosion.

“Turn the volume down, turn it down!” I screamed back, while gesturing for her to take off her headphones since she clearly couldn’t hear me. Lola and Joaquin were both watching something that Joaquin found extremely funny. He was giggling in his booster seat. Michael, who was reading a comic book instead of watching the movie, answered Lola’s question.

“Imposter syndrome is when you don’t believe you’re good at something other people think you’re good at. Or like when you don’t believe you can do the things you’re supposed to do. Or something like that. Right? Mom, is that right?” I listened to Michael’s definition rather spellbound. “Mom? Right?” I didn’t answer because I honestly had no idea. I had never heard that phrase before, much less that there was a syndrome, but there was no way I was about to admit that in front of those kids, who would no doubt use it against me at a later date. I was certainly concerned, however, and prayed the syndrome wasn’t contagious and something they could pick up in school and bring home to us.

I turned to Sleeping Beauty to see if he might weigh in. “Babe? Anything to add?” Mark’s eyes darted from the rearview mirror, to me, to the road, back to the mirror.

“Um, yeah, buddy. That’s it. It’s very common. It’s basically feeling like a phony. I feel that way at work all the time. Walking onto a new set or working with new actors and a new director . . . I always feel like they’re going to figure out that I shouldn’t be there.” I stared at Mark, shocked by his revelation on the LIE. The SUV lurched forward another six feet, almost as if to concur.

“Yeah, me too. Sometimes in math class, when everyone is answering the questions, I have no idea what’s going on,” Michael added enthusiastically, then Lola screamed, “SAME!” Mark and I side-eyed each other, fully preparing to blame our kid’s mathematical deficiencies on the other’s side of the family. Joaquin howled from the back seat, “Impossibledom!” What on earth were they watching?

The kids seemed to be satisfied with Mark’s answer and went back to the movie. Michael put away his comic book and donned his own pair of headphones to join the feature presentation, already in progress. I glanced back to take in the serenity of an unforced sibling simpatico. My three littles, enraptured by the movie, no doubt starring either Hillary Duff or Lindsay Lohan. Their wide eyes glued to the individual video monitors that pulled down from the ceiling of the SUV and came standard with the model. I suppose I should have been telling them to turn off the screens and read a book? Although, I’m always extremely nauseated reading in a car, so maybe I shouldn’t have. Still, I felt like a bad mother for not making them engage in some game of “name the states and capitals.”

I felt like an even worse mom for letting Joaquin watch the same movie as his siblings, or any movie for that matter. I was certain I made Michael wait until he was older to have TV time, although I can’t really say for sure. The only thing I’m certain about is that Mark has never had these internal conflicts or ever felt guilty about anything.

We had been in traffic for so long the movie ended, prompting the kids to ask for another. They debated about which DVD should come after The Parent Trap. (Lohan, I knew it!)

Of course, my friends who have young kids presently have no idea how we did it. They think we were primitive with the level of technology we had available to distract our children. Their kids don’t have to agree on a movie, they have separate devices with separate screens for separate viewing. They bring their devices into the restaurant and sit quietly enraptured by Peppa Pig or Paw Patrol, whatever those are. Maybe they have a point. Mark and I didn’t get to sit down and eat together in a restaurant for at least six years. When our kids were young, we would take turns walking them around outside the restaurant when they got bored. There were no iPads to whip out and plop on the table. There was no Xbox or EarPods or iPhone on the plane. We just hoped whatever movie the airline was showing would be family friendly, meaning not too violent. But at least we had the SUV and those miraculous pull-down video screens and a bag full of McDinner for when we were stuck in four hours of traffic on the LIE. And before you judge: you’ve done it, too. (Miraculous use of the colon, I’m assuming placed by my editor.)

What I want to know is, how did our parents do it? When we were snarled in traffic on the Garden State Parkway, we just sat there. We didn’t cry, or else my father would come back there and “Give us something to cry about, Goddammit.” There were no gadgets to occupy our minds. There wasn’t a movie theater in the back of the car. Sure, we had the Eagles’ Their Greatest Hits 8-track tape, which played on a loop, so at least we had music, but we certainly didn’t have personal arcades in our laps. Fortunately, my parents also had me at the ready, willing, and able to insert myself, literally, between their two front seats. Delicately yet precariously perched on the center console. Diligently and relentlessly asking my mom and dad if we were, in fact, “there yet.” And being one of the foremost self-declared authorities on traffic jams, always helpfully pointing out other, lesser used “lanes” as a way to circumvent the congestion. Dad, never one to relinquish the power of the driver’s seat, especially to an eight-year-old, swiftly barked something about the “hazard lane,” and batted me away, discarding me to the back seat of my parents’ black 1974 Pontiac Bonneville. Relegating me to the place usually reserved for children. Fortunately for all of us, my folks found those pesky safety belts that suddenly came standard with all Pontiac cars unsightly, referring to them as “eyesores,” and pushed them deep down into the farthest crevices of the plum velour interior. Apparently Mom’s fear of You Know What* applied to safety belts as well.

The lack of child safety apparatus allowed for my efficient and immediate return to the commander’s deck, or center console. It was from there, on high, I silently forged a path to the Jersey Shore—Ocean City, New Jersey, to be precise; Gillian’s Wonderland Pier to be even more precise. I would stop at nothing to get a slice from Mack and Manco’s Pizza, and a Bob’s lemonade. Using nothing more than my telekinetic abilities, common with most children of the 1970s, to move the cars in front of us out of the way. I especially focused on the cars with Pennsylvania license plates, because they were the worst drivers. (Everyone says so behind your backs PA drivers, so get over it!)

I would imagine I was in an X-wing starfighter, like Luke Skywalker, blasting off at light speed, leaving all those Pennsylvania drivers clogging every lane in my dust. Darth Vader, following close behind in his Bonneville, enraged that I had used the force to escape the back seat yet again.

I glanced down at Waze and noticed it sneakily added twenty additional minutes to our commute when we weren’t looking. “We could have been to Bermuda twice by now,” I said to the dashboard, wondering if Jay and Bey ever went to Bermuda.

“I think the kids might need math tutors,” Mark responded, instead of acknowledging that we could have, in fact, been back and forth to Bermuda by now.

“Yeah, I’ll ask around tomorrow, assuming we’ll be home by tomorrow,” I said, because the passive-aggressiveness is strong in this one. But then I needed clarification on that earlier discussion.

“Babe, you know that syndrome you were talking about with the kids. What’s it called again?” Mark glanced at me, probably shocked that I stopped suggesting alternative routes . . . to Bermuda.

“Imposter syndrome?” he asked.

“Correct. That. Is that a real thing?” I was dubious that there could have been some kind of mental or emotional syndrome I hadn’t already diagnosed myself with, so I had to assume that it was some trendy new thing.

“Of course, it’s a real thing. Don’t you ever feel that way? Like you’re going to be found out? That they’re going to figure out that you’re not capable? That they’re going to find out that you don’t deserve the job?” I was startled by his serious tone, and intrigued by who “they” were, but I had no idea what he meant.

“No. I mean no, never. I usually feel overly capable, if anything. When I first started working on the soap, I had no idea what I was doing, and I was the worst actor, but I had no feelings of inadequacy whatsoever. I just knew I would figure it out on the fly. I think learning from experience is the best and most efficient way to learn. I know that if someone showed me how, I could land a plane. Or fly one. And not to bring it up again, but I could certainly fly a helicopter. I believe that I have an untapped ability to paint. Houses, yes, but also frescos, and probably some contemporary shit, too. I mean, look, I know I never have painted, but I’ve watched that Bob Ross show on PBS, and I got it. After every Winter Olympics, I’m reminded that I could definitely become a competitive figure skater. I remember as a very young child teaching myself to ice skate right there in the living room of my parents’ house. Back then my routine had a high degree of difficulty due to the thick, plush green carpet impeding my compulsory moves. Don’t get me wrong, I know I’m not going to win a gold for Team USA immediately, but if I put my mind to it and found the right trainer, I could be a competitor.”

Mark was now staring at me like I had suggested we have another baby.

“Have you ever ice-skated on actual ice?” he asked incredulously.

“No, of course not, but you’re missing the point. I know I could if I tried. I think. Don’t you remember when we watched the Olympics last winter? How fast did I learn Sasha Cohen’s routine?” Now Mark snapped his head so swiftly, the SUV swerved ever so slightly into the right lane, causing the usual outsized reaction only a New Yorker could muster; the guy in the Volvo next to us laid on the horn with all the gusto of a person whose car was stuck in the path of an oncoming train. I gave him a thumbs-up with my middle thumb.

Mark was now sputtering, “Routine? What routine? You moved all the furniture in the living room and slid around the hardwood floor in your socks screaming, ‘Triple cow’!” Proof I was dealing with an amateur.

“First of all, it’s called a triple salchow, and any pro athlete will tell you that it’s way harder to do in socks. I could barely get off my edges to complete my spins!”

It appeared that Mark was finally beginning to blow his stack. “WHAT EDGES? You were in socks on the floor. You didn’t spin! You just kept saying the word ‘triple’! Saying the word ‘triple’ and actually spinning three times in the air are two different things!” DUH.

“That’s why I said I needed to hire a proper coach. That’s the point! Same with the Summer Olympics. My floor routine would definitely be way more competitive if I had proper coaching.”

The traffic finally started to move. I looked for signs of an accident but found none, which should have been a relief, but after a four-hour road crawl, at least give me a discarded shattered taillight or a police flare or something! Come on LIE.

“Floor routine? A Physique 57 class is not a floor routine.” Apparently Mark wasn’t finished discarding my accomplishments, but I ignored his slight.

“The point is, I believe that if I see something, I can do that thing. Ride a bull. Lasso a calf. Barrel race . . .”

I realized, of course, I was looking at a billboard advertising a rodeo coming to Madison Square Garden at the entrance of the Midtown Tunnel. Right underneath it was the billboard for Cellino & Barnes, the infamous New York City injury attorneys, “800-888-8888. Don’t wait, call 8!” “I could have just as easily been an attorney, not in the legal sense of course, but practically. I’ve been sued and won, and if that doesn’t make me an attorney, then nothing will. I’ve read countless court filings. I’ve taken legal action against the tabloids, if you recall. I’ve read enough legal nonsense to know that NDAs never hold up in court, and handwriting experts are bullshit. I’ve also watched a shit-ton of Court TV. I could be a great pro hac vice if we ever make the move to LA.”

Now Mark was laughing, “Except you didn’t go to law school so you’d be a no hac vice.” He could try to kill my dreams with his fancy talk about legality all he wanted. Any good theoretical attorney will tell you, laws were made to bend.

“You’ll at least grant me that I’m for all practical purposes a doctor. The amount of well-baby visits and throat cultures and ear infections and emergency room visits I’ve attended? I’m a pediatrician. I’m certainly a homeopath.” As we headed downtown to SoHo, Mark stopped at the first of 800 red lights, to cap off our four-and-a-half-hour commute. He looked at me and sighed. “No. You are not a doctor. But you are a mom, so I’d say you are, medically speaking, extremely capable.” Ah, even the smallest victory is still a win!

“So, circling back to you Mark. It makes me sad that you ever feel like you’re an imposter. I’m not sure how someone who works in the industry as much as you do can possibly feel like a phony. Although, if you think about it, that’s the entire job of an actor. You are always embodying other people, so it would make sense that you might feel odd at the start of a new project. It’s a very vulnerable position to be in. Right? I bet most actors feel the same way.”

Mark yawned loudly, shaking his head in disagreement, too exhausted to realize I had just cured his feelings of inadequacy. “I should’ve studied psychology. But I guess I don’t need to, since I am, as it turns out, a therapist. But that’s more of a hobby.”

How could one of us be so lacking in self-confidence, while the other seemed riddled with it. “I wonder who came up with the term ‘imposter syndrome’?” I said more rhetorically, than as an actual question.

“No idea.” Mark yawned back.

“I wonder if they have a name for what I have. I wonder if there’s a word for someone who believes they can do anything and everything. A person who only needs to see it once, then can essentially do it. Whatever it is. Do you think they have a word for that?”

I looked to Mark, his face awash in the red glow from the stop lights of Nolita.

“I think what you have is called asshole syndrome.”

Addendum:

Mark believes the term “imposter syndrome” was introduced by someone other than Lola, and disputes some of the order of events in this chapter. He also insists there was in fact an accident on the LIE that evening. Mark also has a hard time recalling where he places his wallet and keys on a daily basis, so who are you going to believe?

A second addendum:

I realized over the course of writing this book that I do in fact have imposter syndrome. I actually have the textbook definition of it.

Im·pos·ter · syn·drome

NOUN

The persistent inability to believe that one’s success has been legitimately achieved as a result of one’s own efforts or skills. Doubting one’s own abilities, leading to one feeling like a fraud.

Writing this book has caused me to have imposter syndrome. I suppose it just took something this emotionally revealing to cause it.


Chapter Two

The Garden State

I was born and raised in the Garden State. South Jersey, to be exact.

Yes, there’s a North and a South Jersey. Just like the Carolinas, only minus all the blessings of the hearts and Cracker Barrels. Just like the Dakotas, minus all the snow and “you betchas.”

Okay fine, I suppose, technically, we are one state. But we have two very separate vibes in New Jersey.

What’s the difference between the two parts of this fine state? Well, first of all, we keep it simple in the South. We are from South Jersey. The northerners tend to say they are from Northern New Jersey. Well, ooh la la, Northern New Jersey! You must be from Bergen County—that one just across the bridge from New York City. Fawncy. Insert martini emoji.

I don’t think any resident of the Garden State would dispute that there is a North and a South. The one caveat being nobody can decide or pinpoint the dividing line between our two imaginary states. Over the years I have heard of several petitions to officially divide this already tiny state in two. As far as I can decipher and based on my own childhood experiences, Trenton is the dividing line. If my dad, who is from Camden, has to travel to Trenton, he says he’s going up north. My girlfriend Gretchen Randolph, who lives in Franklin Lakes, would say she is going to Trenton in South Jersey. See what I mean? Trenton is the de facto Jersey Mason-Dixon Line, at least in these pages.

As far as other differences?

Well, we in South Jersey have the best tomatoes, corn, peaches, hoagies, and custard. (That’s heroes, and soft serve ice cream, for those of you not from South Jersey.) In fact, my father can grow heirloom tomatoes on any fence anywhere with nothing but seeds, water, and dirt. However, we just call them tomatoes, because heirloom tomatoes are tomatoes for people who shop in Whole Foods.

We are the home of Hammonton, South Jersey, aka THE BLUEBERRY CAPITAL OF THE WORLD! Thank you very much. We also have Philadelphia as our backyard. Northern New Jersey has oil refineries and 30 percent higher taxes, so naturally they think they’re better than everyone else.

I suppose they also have that obnoxious banner that stretches across the overpass outside the Lincoln Tunnel, in Union, that screams, “WELCOME TO NORTHERN NEW JERSEY, EMBROIDERY CAPITAL OF THE WORLD SINCE 1872.” I mean, what are they overcompensating for? How is embroidery trumping BLUEBERRIES? I just said, we are THE BLUEBERRY CAPITAL OF THE WORLD, but you don’t see us crowing about it. Well, I mean, I just did, but keep in mind, the publishers are paying me by the word.

They say the people of North Jersey curse more than the gentle folks of South Jersey. That is simply impossible for me to believe, so on this one, I’d say it is most definitely a draw. As a matter of fact, the state, in its entirety, loves a good four-letter moment, or series of moments. The shared usage of colorful language, for both of the Jerseys is what, I believe, has kept our delicate union together. Perhaps we are all descendants of pirates? However, the South Jersey accent is so—how shall I put this—unique, that I’d go so far as to say that some people might not actually realize they are being cursed at by someone from South Jersey when it actually occurs.

I have to thank Mare of Easttown for shedding a light on the South Jersey accent. Even though the show was set in Pennsylvania, lots of places have this regional accent. I call it “Delaware Valley–ese.” Delaware, Philly, South Jersey, you get the idea. Most films and television shows botch it completely, either having the characters sound like they’re from Brooklyn or with a strange Southern twang. Mare of Easttown is the closest to the real thing I’ve ever heard, and I gotta say, it filled me with great pride every time I watched, or at least both times I watched.

Both North and South Jersey have water ice, only in South Jersey it’s pronounced “wooder oice.” Both places have phones, only in South Jersey it’s pronounced “phewns.” Most of the residents in the area live in homes, only in South Jersey it’s pronounced “hewms.” Most citizens of the state love a good bagel, only in South Jersey it’s pronounced “beggle.” I’m told I still pronounce it that way, but I honestly don’t hear it. That’s the other thing about the accent, nobody who has it hears it. So, don’t bother crowing to your friend from South Jersey if you’re reading this, because they won’t know what the hack you’re talking about.

Maybe the battle between the Jerseys has nothing to do with the North and the South, and more to do with the statewide identity crisis. New Jersey is one tiny state wedged between two mega, historical metropolises. The people of the North identify with, or wish they were, New Yorkers. The people of the South all think they are Rocky Balboa, and are, therefore, from Philadelphia. These two big cities suck up all the air and all the history and all the attention. Jersey just sits there, like the awkward third wheel, hoping that those other two bullies won’t notice them enough to kick them off the lunch table.

And why shouldn’t New Jersey have an identity crisis? We don’t even have our own sports teams! What do we do in the fall if we want to go to a football game? We, in South Jersey, root for the Philadelphia Eagles (pronounced: “Philedalphieh Iggles”). While, upstate New Jersey, naturally has a choice of two, count them, two New York football teams. Which, by the way, play their games in New Jersey. Greedy bastards. New Jersey can’t have a single football team, but New York gets two?

There’s no baseball team in New Jersey, either. We’ve learned to be satisfied to root, root, root for the other states’ home team. Yep, South Jersey has the Phillies, which, there is no way for me to type that pronunciation, so maybe just listen to the audiobook. And North Jersey has, yet again, two teams to root for based out of New York. At least those jokers play in New York City.

We did once have a basketball team. Maybe you’ve heard of them? The New Jersey Nets? Yep, they play in Brooklyn now, because, evidently, New York has a small penis, and needs two basketball teams as well. So, North Jersey, once again, has their pick of teams. South Jersey gets the Philadelphia 76ers. They are way cooler anyway. I know what you’re probably NOT thinking. What about the Jersey Devils? What about them? That’s hockey. What, are we supposed to be thrilled that they threw us a bone with Canada’s favorite sport? And by the way, South Jersey roots for the Philadelphia Flyers, and North Jersey roots for the New York Rangers or the Islanders, so I’m not sure who is rooting for the Devils.

This is why Jersey can’t have nice things, I suppose.

What we, as a state, need to do, or should at least try to do, is focus on our similarities. We need to focus on our shared passions and try to bridge the divide between the North and the South. Our love of the Jersey Shore and amusement parks. Our love of boisterous conversations and heated disagreements. Our love of lifelong grudges that we take to the grave. Our love of family-style dining at any and all restaurants, and, of course, our love of funnel cakes. And forget what you’ve heard about the bonobo apes in the Congo, because the humans from New Jersey invented food-based conflict resolution. Got into a fight with your sister? Go over for some cake and coffee (pronounced: “cakencoffee”) to work it out. Got into a fight with the lady at the dry cleaner? Bring her an Entenmann’s (pronounced: “bringeranentenmanns”) so she doesn’t ruin all your dad’s shirts. Got into an argument with the choir director at church? Bring her a Frappuccino (pronounced: “bringerafrap”) so she sings nice at your grampa’s memorial service. Got into a fight with the Little League coach? Well, fuck him, cause he always lets his own kid bat cleanup, and his own kid sucks. This behavior is statewide. And effective. Trust.

When people from New Jersey see one another out of state, they cannot help but congregate together, and talk about how much better everything is in New Jersey. North Jersey, South Jersey, it doesn’t matter. Jersey pride is strong and endures multiple time zone changes.

I’VE MET PEOPLE FROM NEW JERSEY IN ITALY, FRANCE, GREECE, Canada, Bahamas, Croatia, Corsica, UK, Nevis, Turks and Caicos, Mexico and, of course, Florida, the New Jersey of the actual South.

The conversation usually goes like this, and is always screamed, at a decibel level not usually employed in the foreign country in question: “Hey, yo! Kelly Ripa, WE’RE FROM JERSEY! WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING HERE?” (As if I only live inside the television set?) Then, again screaming, “WHAT DO YOU THINK OF ROME? CAUSE, I’LL TELL YOU WHAT, THE PIZZA AIN’T AS GOOD AS SAL’S, AM I RIGHT?” This is usually when I suggest we keep our voices down inside the Sistine Chapel. That suggestion always results in another five-decibel increase in volume. “YOU KNOW I’M RIGHT. SAL’S ALL THE WAY.” Then, while pulling a total stranger unusually close inside the Sistine Chapel, I will whisper, “I’m more of a Mack and Manco person myself.” Right away, I regret my confession. (Oh GOD, I am heartily sorry for having offended THEE . . . ).

“EHHHOHHHHH! MACK WENT TO JAIL! DIDN’TCHA KNOW? IT’S CALLED MANCO AND MANCO NOW! DID YOU HEAR THAT HUN? KELLY RIPA LIKES MACK AND MANCO PIZZA BETTER THAN SAL’S! I TOLD HER THAT MACK WENT TO JAIL, AND IT’S JUST MANCO AND MANCO NOW!”

“KELLY FREAKIN’ RIPA! I KNEW THAT WAS YOU WHEN I SAW MARK! [Suddenly whispering] We didn’t want to bother him. We know he’s on vacation. WE’RE FROM NEW JERSEY, TOO! COULD YOU BELIEVE THIS? WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE?”

What I wanted to say was, “What am I doing here? I’m trying to find an escape hatch!” But what I whispered was, “Can you believe it? Here we are!”

Then, “NO HUN, MANCO ALSO WENT TO JAIL, I THINK TAX FRAUD, SO NOW IT’S JUST PLAIN MANCO. CAN I GETTA PICTURE?” (I detest all my sins because of thy just punishments . . . )

It’s then that Vatican security comes over and aggressively shushes us. Being quieted down by Vatican security is a uniquely humiliating experience because you know God knows, you know? I need to act fast. This is going to sound like a humble brag, and I don’t mean it to, but I’ve learned how to apologize in four languages, including English, for this very reason. “Mi dispiace,” I say effortlessly, because I spend an inordinate amount of time apologizing in Italy.

We took a vacation to Nice, France, once, back in 2011. I remember specifically, because Hurricane Irene was expected to make landfall in New York City on the day we took off. We were the last flight out before the airports were shut down. The storm hit South Jersey and the barrier islands around Atlantic City particularly hard, but Irene was downgraded to a tropical storm by the time she reached New York.

We arrived at our hotel late in the evening, and I quickly called my family back home in New Jersey to make sure they were safe, and thank God, they were. Then we turned on CNN to see how our beloved, adopted home city was fairing. We didn’t see much coverage about the storm in New York, as it was upstaged by even more hot air. There, on a loop, was New Jersey’s then governor Chris Christie’s press conference. In characteristic Jersey bombastic bluster he was yelling at people to “STAY THE HELL OFF THE BEACH!” As we drifted off to sleep, our first night in the South of France, we were lulled into slumber with the dulcet tones of Governor Christie’s dire warnings. Ooh la la! The next morning, we woke to the bright, blazing, crystal blue skies and seas. The New Jersey governor was still shouting at us in our beds. We dragged our severely jet-lagged children down to the hotel restaurant to have a late breakfast, because we are Americans, therefore, we cannot skip a buffet.

As I perused the endless line of French fare with the kids, trying to figure out what was an actual yogurt, while also searching to bring Mark back something buttery and flaky, I heard an unmistakable language, in an unbelievable volume.

“YO, KEL! KEL!” Kel? The familiar? Was it possible someone I knew was at this hotel in Nice? The question gave me pause, then, “KELLY RIPA!” Nope. There’s no way I knew this person, so I kept perusing, and pretended I didn’t speak English. Unfortunately, my honest children exposed my charade. “Mommy, the man is calling you.” Thanks, guys.

“KELLY RIPA! I’M FROM JERSEY, TOO! WHAT IN THE WORLD ARE YOU DOING HERE? CAN YOU BELIEVE THEY CALL THIS A BUFFET? WHERE’S THE TAYLOR PORK ROLL? HEY, DID YOU SEE YOUR GOVERNOR ON TV LAST NIGHT? YELLIN’ AT EVERYONE TO STAY THE HELL OFF THE BEACH?”

Wait, why is he my governor? I haven’t lived in New Jersey since 1989! “Yep, I sure did. Saw it on the news,” I whispered, while still assembling a platter for Mark and the kids like the badass multitasker I am. As expected, my whisper led to an increase in his volume by 25 percent, “IS THAT WHY YOU’RE HERE? CAUSE THE BEACHES ARE CLOSED?”

I couldn’t help it. “Don’t we all hop on a flight to the South of France the minute the Jersey Shore is closed? You got me.”

See what I mean? How could I possibly think that the beaches in the South of France might offer something more beautiful than the beaches of New Jersey? Only in the cases of natural disasters. Don’t get me wrong, I love the Jersey Shore as much as Snooki and JWOWW. But that morning, I just wanted to feed my hungry kids a Go-GURT.

Not too long ago, we were with most of the family in Greece, for a summer vacation. I’m talking, in-laws, nieces, kids, everyone. We heard about this hidden and idyllic spot, on a very remote Ionian island, where the locals go to watch the sunset. This area is famous for their sunsets, not just because of their beauty, but also, for their duration. During the summer season, I believe it takes almost two hours to fully experience the sun’s vanishing, and even then, the colors in the sky linger like an after show, as if painted by Zeus himself. Streaks of pinks, blues, and oranges painted across the infinite sky, mirrored precisely, on the turquoise and quiescent waters. The area itself was in the middle of a tiny hamlet. Only fifty people live in this particular village year-round. It is accessible by either water taxi to a cab then a short climb, or by a treacherous hike to the short climb. I thought it would be wise to take the taxi, so naturally, we hiked. We were off to an inauspicious start when our small rental boat crashed on some rocks. We smashed onto the rocky beach, with as much noise and havoc as possible, assuring everyone knew the American tourists had arrived. I, naturally, saw this as a sign that the Greek gods were trying to warn us against hiking, however, my own Mexican god of obstinance, Mark, would not be daunted. Nor would any of his kids, or nieces, give up the chance to climb the side of a cliff, in search of a sunny vista and an ice cream. Up we climbed, sometimes on all fours, as the earth beneath us shifted. We climbed up granite, stone, and shifting pebbles. There was only one path, so people had to pass one another going up, as well as coming down. There were many signs written in Greek along the way, which probably warned us to turn back and save ourselves, but since none of us read Greek, it was literally Greek to us. And before you ask, no, there was no Wi-Fi, so I couldn’t Duo Lingo or Babble it.

After about a forty-minute climb, in what felt like high noon heat, we arrived at the base of the little village. It was 7:30 p.m. We were hot and thirsty, but otherwise alive, so I couldn’t blame Mark for forcing me to fall to my death as I had planned. As we began to walk the final hill, toward the sunset viewing area, and hopefully toward a bar so we could buy some water, I heard something. A sound so familiar, but it couldn’t be. I quickly realized that I was suffering from extreme dehydration.

Maybe it’s just goats, I thought to myself. But then one of the goats started screaming, “HOLY SHIT! THAT’S MARK CONSUELOS, HEY! WE’RE FROM NEW JERSEY!” I decided I was clearly hallucinating as goats don’t speak Jersey. I kept climbing, past a three table taverna, and once again, heard that uniquely deafening volume. “KELLY RIPA! HOOOOO! HOLD UP, SISTER. I ALREADY YELLED AT MARK, BUT I DON’T THINK HE HEARD ME!” What I should have said was, “Babe, they can hear you on Mount Olympus,” but I held it in, just in case I really was hallucinating. There was an ancient stone wall separating us, but the woman from the taverna stood up and thrusted her camera toward her husband, who said, “KELLY RIPA. YOU GOTTA TAKE A PICTURE WITH DAWN. WE’RE FROM NEW JERSEY! WE SAW MARK, AND SHE WAS YELLIN’ AT HIM, BUT I DON’T THINK HE HEARD US.”

It was in this moment I began to wonder if they would let me have a sip of their drinks. “YEA, I REALLY WANTED MARK’S PICTURE, BUT YOU’RE FINE, TOO. WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE?” I should have said, “Oh I’m here in case Mark can’t hear whoever wants his picture,” but what I actually said was, “What part of Jersey are you from?” This question seemed to silence them, which made me consider if they were Garden State imposters. And by the way, who pretends to be from New Jersey? “WE USED TO LIVE IN JERSEY CITY, BUT WE LIVE IN FLORIDA NOW. MOVED TWENTY YEARS AGO.” I should have known.

We took our picture, Dawn and me, when it suddenly dawned on me. Ha! Maybe the reason people from New Jersey find one another, all over the globe, is because we have a certain confidence. Or maybe it’s our no-nonsense, tell it like it is, directness. A toughness, yes, but also a warmness toward others that’s unmatched. It didn’t matter to the couple in Italy, or the guy in Nice, or Dawn at the taverna, if I was from South or North Jersey. All that mattered to them was that we were all from the same place. A place with better pork roll, and better pizza, than almost anywhere. We had all come from a place that is much maligned, but arguably better than everywhere else. Or at least we have better produce, and malls, and embroidery, and nobody can take that away from us. Sure, sometimes we have short fuses and loud voices and sound like we are Mare from Easttown. But we’re not from Easttown. We’re from New Jersey. The Garden State. The greatest state on earth.
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