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Dedication
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This comic was written, drawn, rewritten

and redrawn, shared, agonized over, and given life

at the MacDowell Colony. My love and gratitude

to this wonderful place and everyone in it.




Epigraph
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In surrealism, as in dreams and cartoons,

things turn into other things without any preamble.

—David Salle
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What, me worry?

—Alfred E. Neuman
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The first thing I’m ever afraid of is this statue in my grandparents’ house.
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I’ve always been creative with my fears.

Whenever we visit, I take a quick glance into the living room to confirm that the statue that terrifies me is in its proper place.
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She always is.

Until, one day, my parents figure out I’ve been hiding from her.

The next time we go to my grandparents’:
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I know she’s still under there, but for now she’s neutralized.

[image: image]

And for now that’s enough.
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Another early fear is Madeleine L’Engle’s A Wrinkle in Time.
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My nightmares are original stories my subconscious writes about the Man with Red Eyes, eerie fan fiction.
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My dad teaches me that if you have a nightmare, you wake up and turn your pillow over, and when you go back to sleep you’ll have a different dream.
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This comforts me.

As an extra precaution, when I go back to sleep I hide myself completely under the comforter. That way nothing and nobody will find me.
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In the morning my dad tapes a piece of brown paper over the cover of A Wrinkle in Time.
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Then he hides it and doesn’t tell me where.

I’m safe again for now.

When my parents go out, I stay awake in bed imagining every terrible way they could die.
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I can’t fall asleep until I hear the sound of the garage door opening.

I tell my mom that when I close my eyes I see pictures in my head.
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When I’m in control of these pictures, it’s the thing I like to do best.

I’ve been seeing a child development specialist named Mary. I don’t know it at the time, but my mom has hired her to prepare me for my parents’ divorce. Mary is, in fact, the one to break the news to me.
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Cracks form in my world, little gaps between what should be and what is.

The cracks make me furious. Everything makes me furious.

If the terms of my reality are negotiable, well, I will be rigid.

Things need to BE a certain way.
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The cereal in my bowl doesn’t match the way it looks on the box. . . .
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I watch The Parent Trap, and I learn that if I’m mean enough to my dad’s dates, they’ll go away and he’ll realize he belongs with my mom.
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It never turns out like it did in the movie.

I don’t know what happens when my world splits open, and I never want to find out.
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When I close my eyes, I see the world I want.

I imagine a machine that can turn the things in my head into reality.
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I draw things the way they SHOULD be.
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I am aggressive on playdates.
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I’ll never forget this T-shirt my friend’s mom gave to me as a “gift.”

I meet with Mary in a group of other boys.
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Our common denominator is all of our parents can — and do — spend money sending us to a children’s group therapist.

Mary asks each of us to write a story. We’re supposed to think of some deficient quality in ourselves, and then give that quality to a fictional character.
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I write my magnum opus, “The Very Bossy Duck.”

I get lost in this story. I send Quacky on adventures. I draw him in MS paint. I forget that I’m supposed to be working on myself and focus on my character design.
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In the bed I share with my little brother in my dad’s new apartment, I toss and turn. And in the mornings:
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I can’t sleep. I don’t like the bed. I don’t want to be in this apartment. The world as it presently exists keeps making me furious.

Now when I’m feeling this way I work on Quacky.
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Finally, I control the machine that turns my thoughts into reality.

I get into screaming matches with my stepfather.
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He wins because he’s louder.

I study his face like I’m drawing him.
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After these fights I cry loudly in my room. I want to be left alone. I also want him to hear me and come in and apologize.
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I try to remember the way I’m feeling, and commit to never making someone else feel this way.
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I have this recurring nightmare.
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In my waking life, I look for anything I can control. I fixate on my body, which looks nothing like the bodies in the comics I read.

I put myself on a no-carb diet. I do one hundred sit-ups a day, and I run on the treadmill for hours until I’m drenched in sweat. I start reading workout magazines.
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I disappoint myself.
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My dad finds the magazines.
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I’m thirteen, and I’ve never kissed anyone, so I don’t have much to go on.
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It terrifies me that there are questions about my identity that only I can answer.

I go away to summer camp and hate it. I abstain from camp activities; I’m what you’d call an “indoor kid.”
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With too much unsupervised alone time, I develop an idea of a perfectly balanced universe, where doing good things is proportionally rewarded, and bad things are punished. I develop a one-on-one dialogue with God.

[image: image]

When I get home, I’m fixated on picking up every piece of trash I see on the ground.
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What a little weirdo I am.
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I visit New York with my mom.
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I don’t know why I’m doing that, and I don’t know how to stop.
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Suddenly, I’m afraid to shake hands with people. I wash my hands all the time. Often I’ll finish washing and start again. My knuckles crack and bleed.
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“Dirty” turns into “contaminated,” a feeling that’s more abstract and more insidious. Something just feels wrong, and that something clings to me all day. The only safe spot is the shower. I start taking four showers a day.
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Every time I go to the bathroom I am contaminated and need to shower. This means I hold my piss all day at school.
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I’m uncomfortable, and I’m ashamed.

I’m a teenager.
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