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I’m not a bit changed—not really. I’m only just pruned down and branched out. The real me—back here—is just the same.

—Anne Shirley, from Anne of Green Gables by Lucy Maud Montgomery 

When we mourn our losses we also mourn, for better or for worse, ourselves. As we were. As we are no longer. As we will one day not be at all.

—Joan Didion, The Year of 
Magical Thinking

Hey, I thought you’d gotten over that. It’s been, what? Two months?

—Lilly Moscovitz on the death of Mia Thermopolis’s dad in The Princess Diaries


How to use this ebook

On compatible devices, you can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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Introduction

Whenever I made a definitive statement about my feelings, an ex of mine used to say, “And you are allowed to change your mind!”

This wasn’t just comforting, but wildly freeing. I could change my mind about anything and everything, whenever I wanted, without explanation or justification? What a concept! I was reborn! All thanks to this gorgeous creature who told me it was okay for my feelings to shift gears at any moment. (And yes, she did dump me. Practice what you preach!)

Since I was a kid, I have been impatient to figure out who I am. So impatient that I think I just decided who I was. The combination of my stifling religious upbringing and my ­mother’s premature death made me feel like I didn’t have time to discover myself. If there was any possibility that a) a vengeful (but somehow still forgiving?) God was up there judging me and b) I too might die at thirty-four, then I couldn’t afford to lose a single second—I needed to be perfect now. My thinking was painfully black-and-white; my morals were (in my opinion) unimpeachable. I was convinced my perfectionism made me smarter and better than my more free-spirited peers, when really I just envied their ability to take chances and make mistakes. I carried this philosophy well into adulthood. There is nothing more tragic and annoying than a child trying to be “mature for their age.” Except, perhaps, a thirty-two-year-old trying to be “wise beyond her years.”

There’s a line in the Florence + the Machine song “Sympathy Magic” that goes, “I no longer try to be good / It didn’t keep me safe.” For a long time, I thought being “good” (whatever the hell that means) would keep me safe when really, it just kept me stunted. I was trying so hard to become not who I was, but who I was supposed to be. Someone wise and mature, fully-fledged and finally worthy. But true wisdom is accepting how little you know, and real maturity is becoming as flexible as possible. (Emotionally, not physically. Real maturity also means needing to stretch way more.)

Who you are isn’t some level you reach in life. You will never become that fantasy, final version of yourself because you are constantly experiencing new things that push you in different directions. In the last ten years, I have rebooted my whole system countless times. I thought I would graduate college and become a teacher. I dropped out to pursue stand-up comedy. I thought I’d get married. I called off an engagement. I thought I had anxiety that could be cured by the right exercise regimen and green smoothie recipe. I got diagnosed with bipolar II. I thought I would never come out as queer. I fell in love with a woman. I thought I could digest dairy. I cannot.

I’ve learned a lot while writing this book. (Mainly that what you think is 1,000 words is almost always only 263.) I have come to conclusion after conclusion, each one as flimsy as the last, just as I have my entire life. I’ve gone back and forth on whether I should even be doing this right now. I mean, I decided to write it after getting dumped. Is that how my first book should enter this world? As a rebound? But also, whatever, fuck you, this is my process!

My point is: You cannot hold me to anything I say in this book. (I almost called it My Ass Is Covered.) Hopefully it will help anyone else struggling to make sense of themselves feel a little less alone. Whoever you are and however you feel, you are allowed to change your mind.

(Unless you’re currently dating me. You stay put.)







What Will Never Change

Having a dead mom isn’t all bad. You know exactly what to save in a fire: the box of her journals, her well-loved copy of A Wrinkle in Time, and every photo anyone ever took of her. You always have a showstopping answer when someone at a party asks, “If you could have dinner with anyone, living or dead, who would it be?” Every fictional character anyone cares about has at least one dead parent, so you’re in good company there. Sharing a big, traumatic event from childhood is a great way to create unearned intimacy quickly (I’m not saying this is healthy, just effective!), and conversely, withholding it can keep people at arm’s length. Anybody who does not know that your mother is dead does not really know you and therefore, can only hurt you so much. And it’s nice to have a few grounding, fixed details about yourself. Your favorite movie is never set in stone, you can never be totally sure what your favorite color is, but this one gruesome fact about you is so important, so permanent—­it’s almost comforting. You are motherless. This, at least, will never change.

The people who created us are often a mystery, either by accident or by design. Lots of people know their still-alive parents as well as I know my long-expired mother. Your mom is distant, mine is dead. In both our cases, we have trouble accessing certain information about them and, by extension, ourselves. But it is different. Your file cabinet may be locked, but mine is at the bottom of the ocean.

There’s this old picture of my mom (although in this picture she’s not my mom yet, just Angela) taken on a disposable camera, of her sitting in an airport. She spreads her legs wide, leans back, and rests one finger on her temple, staring down the lens. Her expression is tired but playful, feigning annoyance. Behind her is the Delta Air Lines help desk, which is my preferred airline (not because of this photo—that would be crazy—I just have their credit card). She’s wearing white, worn-in sneakers and a baggy, gray crewneck sweatshirt. Her hair is longer and thicker than mine has ever been. There’s no date on the front or back, but I can tell she’s in college. Her left hand is hidden, so I can’t see if she’s engaged to my dad yet, but I don’t think she is. When I look at this picture, I see a beautiful young woman who could have gone anywhere or done anything with the too-few years she had left, but instead she had me.

I don’t think my mom felt as though she gave anything up (and I’ve asked the people who would know). She wanted to have kids. She wanted to marry my dad. She fell for him hard after seeing him in a college production of Bye Bye Birdie as (who else?) Conrad Birdie. In a group photo of her entire dorm floor, my mom held up a sign that said eric is a stone fox, knowing it would end up in the yearbook. They hadn’t even met yet. Can you imagine having the balls to do something like that? Angela’s friends from college talk about how things just happened for her, how lucky and magnetic she was. Maybe this was the universe’s way of front-loading her life. When wonderful things happen to me now, impossible things like my entire career, I wonder if God (or Whoever) is doing the same to me: Go ahead and give her the VIP ­treatment—she won’t be here long.

For years after she died, I would ask my dad, “Am I anything like Mom?” He always responded the same way.

“No, you’re like me. You look like me, you sound like me. You write, like her. She was a good writer, you got that. But otherwise, no. You’re like your dad.”

Angela kept a journal from the time she was in elementary school, almost like she knew what would happen to her someday. Thirteen years ago, my little sister, Drea, found a box of them in my grandparents’ attic. The earliest diary entry was written in the third grade, the last when she was twenty-­five and on the brink of motherhood. Her college journal is focused on three things: my father, her sins, and writing (in that order).



Finding those diaries was like finding a box of pure gold. My three siblings and I immediately opened whichever notebook most closely corresponded to our current ages at the time. Drea was thirteen, my brother June was fifteen, Brinn was seven­teen, and I was nineteen. I studied her twenty-­three-year-old entries, searching for similarities between us. My hand­writing changes a little based on how exhausted and stressed I am, just like hers. She was on the speech and debate team, just like me. Speech to Entertain 8-10 min comedy, she scribbles in a margin. Close enough, I think.

In her journals she is mostly writing about church and college and marriage—all institutions I failed at or abandoned, based on how you look at it. Recently, I came across an entry where she talks about how tired she still feels after a break from school. “For some reason, the Christmas break didn’t refresh us like we all expected . . . maybe we didn’t realize just how tired we were—just plain, deep-down worn out, and two weeks just couldn’t patch that kind of weariness up.” I was emotional reading it. Yes! Finally, some common ground! I too am often just plain, deep-down worn out! I hadn’t been that excited since I found a high school picture in which you can see a dash of acne on her chin, and touched my own chin pimples with newfound affection.

I do feel sort of creepy reading her old diaries and emails now. There’s a real power imbalance. I’m older than she is in them and I know what happens next. I catch myself whispering to her from the future. September 1988 . . . you’re going to be a mom in five years. May 2001 . . . you’re only going to experience every season one more time. 

*

I don’t know who I would be if my mother were still alive. I don’t know who she would be. And because I barely got to know who she was, she became this perfect, mythical character in my mind. This impossible standard to hold myself up to forever. For many years, I wanted to be her. If she had survived, I would have spent my childhood comparing myself to her anyway, but I might have been able to adopt more of her attributes if I’d been given the chance to study her up close. When it became apparent that I would never be a tall, gorgeous extrovert, I just wanted to be someone she would’ve liked. To this day, I am still just out here trying to impress her. And so much of what I have to say that’s of any value is about, or related to, losing her. I have fed and clothed and housed myself with money I made talking about my mother or saying  things I think would’ve made her laugh. The better my life gets, the greater her sacrifice becomes.

The deep, secret reason I get onstage every night is because I don’t want to waste her gifts. Both of my parents had dreams they didn’t let themselves pursue. My dad, a true performer with a beautiful voice and great comedic timing, should have been an entertainer. My mom, a brilliant wordsmith dripping with wit and charm, should have been a writer. They both had far more talent than I do. I consider myself the leftover scraps, which I have gathered and used to create a life they never had. I cannot sing or seduce or sparkle. But I can twinkle and reflect. If I can’t be irresistible, I’ll settle for relatable.

This book is not about my mother, but she is the most important character. Because I can’t write about myself without writing about her—who she was, who she might have been, and the stinging lack of her I have lived with for the past twenty­-four years. My entire life has been a reaction to her death. Every opinion I have, every decision I have made, and every version of myself that I have been, can be traced back to this one gargantuan loss. It rocked me. My brain cracked and splintered. I became someone new. The moment she left this earth, my mind began to change.







Obsessive-Compulsive Christianity

When the church prays for someone who ultimately dies, there is a real scramble to save the narrative. The PR strategy is reworked. The company line changes. My mom fought cancer for a couple of years before she finally lost, a week before I started fourth grade. There was a lot of talk about how much better off she was now.

“You know, we asked God to heal her and she IS healed,” I remember someone saying, desperate to make sure we didn’t feel ignored by the Lord. “He just . . . took her home instead of healing her down here. And now she’s perfect.”

This was confusing for an eight-year-old.

Everyone kept saying my mom was in heaven, but I wasn’t so sure. My doubts scared me. Was I a bad Christian? Fear meant you didn’t really believe. Anxiety implied you didn’t trust God. I used to repeat the same prayers relentlessly, for hours every night, as if casting protective spells around the house. I begged Jesus to come into my heart, save my soul, watch over my family, and cast out Satan. I imagined an irritated God rubbing His throbbing temples, listening to my repetitive prayers like a song He couldn’t get out of His head. I didn’t have faith, I had OCD. And no wonder! After all, God might have let my mother live if we had just been a little more specific about WHERE He should heal her. I had no idea God required exact coordinates to perform miracles.

Maybe I couldn’t picture her perfectly healed because I saw her completely dead. I remember the day she died, sneaking into my parents’ room, climbing onto their bed, and attempting to close her slack mouth and half-open eyes and finding I couldn’t. Her face was like an advent calendar at the end of December.

I don’t know if it was good for me exactly, but I’m glad I saw my mom’s body. Otherwise, I might have had a harder time accepting that she was really gone. I would’ve spent the rest of my childhood waiting for God to send me an envelope with her thumb in it.

*

Growing up, I had this small, pocket-size book of Bible verses organized by topic: verses to read when you are scared, doubting, sad, happy, and so on. Prescriptions for your soul. The spine was permanently cracked to the Verses for When You Are Anxious section.



“Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding” (Proverbs 3:5). Translation: Trust God. You are stupid. (This is a classic for a reason.)

“Give your burdens to the Lord, and He will take care of you. He will not permit the godly to slip and fall” (Psalm 55:22). Translation: If you’re a good boy or girl (and those are the only options), God will take care of you. If you do slip and fall, well . . . maybe you weren’t godly enough.

“Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God” (Philippians 4:6). Translation: Submit your forms and God will look into it, but you should be grateful you’re alive and going through something, so make sure to sign off with a Thank You.

“Have I not commanded you? Be strong and of good courage; do not be afraid, nor be dismayed, for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go” (Joshua 1:9). Translation: Bitch, what did I say? Stop being scared, I’m right here and I’m awesome.

*

Church as a kid was all theater and magic. Church as a teen was judgment and fear. Church as an adult was just underwhelming.

Sunday school focused on the stories, the adventures, the lessons. It was puppet shows and making friends and arts and crafts. Climbing on a playground built to look like an ark (a very dark setting for freeze tag).

Youth group focused mainly on saving our friends from damnation and ourselves for marriage. Salesmanship should have been the emphasis. Tell us how to make celibacy and early Sunday mornings sexy! These are tough sells! Orgasms feel good and weekends are short—the threat of hell is not strong enough! Getting saved is so much better than saving people. Nobody’s tried saving me in a minute and, honestly, I sort of miss it. It’s like getting catcalled. It’s annoying until one day you realize, hey—it’s been a while! If you want to feel pretty as an atheist, go to church and let people know you’re “just checking it out.” Christians look at a lone atheist like a fly ball—they’ll all try to catch ya.

Main Sanctuary (or Big Church, as we called it when we were kids) focused on topics like faith, marriage, and expansion. For a couple of years, every third sermon our pastor gave was some version of “So God has been speaking to me this week . . . and He says . . . we need a new building. Please open your Bibles and your checkbooks.”

I do have a lot of respect for good pastors. It’s a tough job. Whenever someone says they “love the Bible” I want to say, “No, you love reading, rules, and affirmations.” I have a hard time believing anyone is entertained by the Bible. There are some good stories in there for sure, but they’re usually ruined by all the preachiness and misogyny. If you do find the Bible entertaining, then it is your duty to become a minister or pastor or at the very least lead a very large Bible study, so that you may translate for the rest of us. It’s a real skill, sifting through all those names and places, picking out the good stuff, finding hidden gems we might have missed or new angles we hadn’t thought of. Give us the deep cuts! We all know the same stories because those are the most memorable, interesting, and ­palatable—the ones that inspire coloring book pages and TV show titles. Over the last few thousand years, the cream (much like our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ) has risen to the top.

*

We attended church on Sundays, but we went to public school Monday through Friday. Enemy territory, as far as my father was concerned. If we learned something at school he didn’t agree with, he accused our teachers of brainwashing us:

“Of course they said that, they’re all Democrats! You spend more time with your teachers per week than you do with us, that’s the only reason you think they’re right. That’s why we don’t let you miss church.”

At school, I felt stupid for not knowing more. At home, I was ridiculed for believing what I had learned at school. Educating yourself feels impossible when you don’t know what’s real. I was told not to trust my teachers, not to trust myself—the only thing I could trust was the Bible. But as far as I could tell, the Bible had a lot of problematic shit in it, and nobody would admit it. Just once, I wanted someone to say, “Okay, yeah, that’s obviously nuts, don’t listen to that part.” But nobody dared, because this was the Word of God.

*

When I started performing in comedy clubs at eighteen, I began drifting away from Christianity, no longer convinced of the church’s tenets. My dad’s argument was the same: “You are surrounded by atheists and alcoholics and homosexuals, of course you think it’s okay! Hollywood is disgusting, it’s changing you.” And it was. I was meeting lots of different people—people who had not grown up the way I did, people who had never believed in Jesus at all. Turns out not EVERY­ONE had a deep, scary voice in their head claiming to be the Lord. I was shocked. There are atheists who are also good people? You could believe in an afterlife without believing in Jesus? You could watch The Prince of Egypt without being a Christian? Are there any perks to this at all?!

I didn’t want to stop being a Christian, I just wasn’t one. It didn’t feel like a decision I made or something in my control. I wished God would just prove to me that He was real. But I guess I don’t appreciate being told to perform on command either. Maybe being asked to “give me a sign, Lord!” is His version of “tell me a joke, then!”

Once you leave the church, even your kindest family members will see you differently. I was so scared to tell my grandma I wasn’t a Christian anymore.

“I’m so sorry, I’m just not,” I sobbed. “I really want to be, but I’m just not and I don’t want to lose you all.”

She pulled me into a hug. “I love you no matter what, you know that.”

“But you think I’m going to hell.”

She went quiet. After a moment, she said helplessly, “Well . . . I don’t know what to say to that.”

My mom’s side of the family is made up entirely of Christians. Christians who still love and accept my siblings and me—­four agnostic queers. My mom’s younger sister and her husband had a kid every time my parents did, then one more at the end for good measure. My uncle was a pastor, my aunt played in the worship band, and together they helped plant and grow churches. It was very difficult to be around them after our mom died, at least for me. Not because they weren’t wonderful—they are. But because it was like peering through a window at a warm room while you shivered outside. We grew up alongside this alternate reality. Five brilliant kids being raised by my mother’s best friend and a godly man who spoke to them like equals, rather than disappointments. My cousins were all so supported and impressive. They were big readers, good dancers, and true believers. They had a family group chat that included their parents. They were friends hanging out, not comrades clinging to one another whispering “safety in numbers.” And I wonder if, had I grown up in that house, I would’ve stayed in the church too.

*

In my opinion, most people become (or remain) a Christian for one of two reasons: It makes them feel safe, or it makes them feel superior. The people who want to feel safe, I have no problem with. Life is scary and hard and whatever brings you an ounce of comfort, hold on tight. There are the people who want to feel better, and then there are the people who want to feel better than YOU. They enjoy looking down on the unsaved with pity, like rich snobs with vacation homes who think you don’t work hard enough. “We’re so disappointed that we won’t be seeing you in heaven this summer!” They want to be the right thing, rather than do the right thing.

Cool Christians do exist. There are Christians who donate their money freely and swear easily. There are pastors who will officiate your gay wedding. There are religious folks who will look you in the eye, shrug, and say, “Yeah, I get it. The Bible isn’t a textbook.” My friend Dustin is the first person to tell you the Bible is poetry, not hard fact. My uncle once told me he wants his kids to explore their doubts. Not everyone will meet your agnosticism with condescension and dismissal. My deeply religious friends don’t demonize my sexual preferences and, in turn, I try not to say “goddamn” around them, out of respect. (Imagine if every time someone stubbed their toe they shouted, “Fuck your dad!”) And hey, even I can admit there are some bangers in the Bible. For example, “To whom much has been given, much will be required” (Luke 12:48). This one is so good Spider-Man stole it from Jesus.

I don’t know what happens when we die. I’m not even sure what I’d like to happen. Reincarnation gets more appealing as I get older. I don’t have regrets, but I’d like another go. Good game, best two out of three? The only thing I’m sure about is that I don’t know and I never will. And I don’t want to spend my very short life trying to answer the unanswerable. On most days, I believe in Something Else, Something Good, not the frightening, God-shaped thing I was handed as a child. And when I panic about the inevitability of death and its unknowable consequences, I still think of my favorite verse: Matthew 6:34: “Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.”







Sister Sitter Parent Problem

The way I feel about my siblings is difficult to put into words. Describing it to people feels like trying to paint a sunset I saw on vacation. That’s so beautiful! they say. No, no, it isn’t right, I insist. You don’t understand. You just had to be there. The bigness of my love for them cannot be captured, quantified, or measured. It overwhelms me daily. I can’t look right at it.

I know they feel the same bigness, but I wonder what it’s like to feel that bigness without the responsibility. Oldest children will understand. If one of my younger siblings got into a car crash, three hundred miles away, on a trip I didn’t know they took, because of a deer I’ve never met—I would make it my fault. I should have known they were going and stopped them. I should have gone with them. I should have checked the car. I should have become a mechanic, so I knew how to check the car. I should have been there and jumped into the road screaming at them to swerve. I should have moved to the state they crashed in three years ago, taken up hunting, and killed that deer before it ever got the chance to cross paths with my family.

There is no rest for the eldest.

*

Our mom died in August 2002 and our dad married our stepmom the following June—a turnaround so quick I had no time to resent it. Our lives changed overnight. My dad relocated us to Southern California, switched professions—abandoning a decade of teaching music to high schoolers in favor of selling houses to military couples—and became business partners with his new wife.

My mom had been the stay-at-home kind. All of my friends’ moms were the stay-at-home kind. My stepmother wasn’t. She was an impressive career woman—a high-powered real estate agent who worked in the same office as our paternal grandmother and now our father. She and my dad made their own hours, but they worked all day, every day, including weekends. They hired someone to watch us on weekday afternoons, but every Saturday and Sunday we were left home alone for hours at a time, instructed not to answer the door for anyone or go outside for any reason.

“Someone could just pick you up, throw you in their car, and we would never see you again,” they’d say.



Hard to argue with that.

Weekends were awful for me. I was ten and suddenly felt responsible for the safety and well-being of an eight-, six-, and four-year-old. The fear was constant and all-consuming, almost unbearable. More than once, I became convinced somebody was in the house—or on their way to the house, at that moment, to break in and hurt us. I would hide the four of us in Drea and June’s closet, because it was big enough for all of us to sit comfortably and their bedroom door was the only one that locked, and tell them we were playing a game. The game was easy; we just had to be very quiet. Like hide-and-seek, except nobody is looking for us and your sister is losing it! Fun, right?! Luckily, they don’t feel scarred by this and see the humor of four now openly queer adults hiding in a literal closet as repressed, religious children.

Once, I told a friend’s mother how scared I was of something happening to my siblings on my watch. She called my dad and said she was worried about me. I paid for it dearly. It was then I learned that talking to adults about what went on at home was not an option. I was on my own.

*

When somebody tells you you’re “SO mature for your age,” what they’re really saying is “I would like to do or say something that is objectively not appropriate for someone at your stage of development, so by the power vested in me as an Adult, I now pronounce you an Old Soul.” This then frees them up to let their guard down and be their authentic, questionable selves in your presence. When I was younger, the people telling me I was mature for my age weren’t sleazy older men—they were our nannies.

Over the course of my childhood, we had eleven nannies. I hesitate to use the word nanny
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