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Dedication

I dedicate this book to everyone who helped create its contents in any way, including the assholes.

To my kids, who are the funniest, deepest, rowdiest ingrates around, and to my husband, who gave them to me and participates equally in their care while being my biggest ally.

To my extended family for no dull moments.

To my siblings for always shooting me a look of solidarity from across the room right when I am about to lose my mind.

To my mom for teaching me how to find the humor in everything and anything, which has saved my life a million times.

To my dad for supporting me always and also for remembering all the details.

Beckie, Jen, Kate, Maneli, who have listened to me process every thought and feeling I’ve ever had.

To everyone who loves me and is invested in my happiness in any way, I love you and thank you.





Introduction

My life is a sitcom. I mean, I know everyone’s life is, but mine is literally. The TV show Roseanne was based on my family. All nine years of the original show were content-mined from actual events in the lives of the five of us. My dad, Bill, was the inspiration for Dan. My mom played Roseanne Conner, a prime time–friendly version of herself. Becky and Darlene were amalgams of my sister, Jessica, and myself. D.J. was based on my little brother, Jake. Jackie was based on my mom’s sister Geraldine.

The set was decorated much like our childhood home, minus the thick thatch of seventies carpet that would have stopped the camera dollies in their tracks. The overall look of it, though, half hand-me-downs and half thrift store finds, was dead-on. The pantry was full of the processed junk of the eighties. The fridge was covered in kids’ drawings layered over National Lampoon cartoons and was full of Velveeta cheese and other nonvegetable products. There were dishes in the sink and laundry piling up on top of the washer.

As the seasons went on and what was actually happening in our lives was increasingly rated R, a lot of things were left out, and by the end of the series, it looked like a parallel-reality version of what would have happened to us had the show never existed. Roseanne and Dan stayed married. Becky never asked for a coffin as a bed or bought meth. No paparazzi hid in the bushes of the Lanford Lunch Box awaiting Roseanne’s shift to be over so they could pounce on her and her boyfriend. No illegitimate children were found via private detective. Roseanne and Jackie never had a falling-out. D.J. never crashed the Jeep he got for his Bar Mitzvah, and Darlene was never in a mental hospital.

My mom, who was the show’s creator and a head writer, attempted to close that divide in the last season by doing something bold and controversial. She had Roseanne win the lottery, which allowed her to talk about how people behave around money and success. Then, once everyone had gotten used to the new direction of Roseanne’s life, she pulled the rug out from under the audience and revealed that Roseanne Conner had invented this new reality from whole cloth, that she had in fact been writing the previous twenty-one episodes in order to cope with Dan’s death. It was a confession of sorts, that her happy marriage to Dan had no Disney ending, and that her writing had taken liberties with her real life, which was far more tragic. I loved that storyline. I loved that ending. It was perfect, although there is no way the show’s fan base could understand the importance of it.

But I saw those episodes only much later. Only a few episodes of the show had aired before my own story took me further and further from the world of the Conners. I found myself in various institutions and placement programs separate from my family.

I resented Parallel Jenny’s simple life. I couldn’t watch the show without feeling angry, and then I couldn’t watch it because TV was not allowed in reform school. I didn’t see anything beyond the second season until I was twenty-four and a married housewife with a kid of my own, stuck at home and able to catch the reruns airing seemingly nonstop on Nickelodeon. It still made me sad sometimes to think about what I had missed, but I had a life I wanted now and my pain was dull enough that I could enjoy the truly excellent joke writing. I made an effort to catch up.

I could relate to Dan and Roseanne now more than I could to Darlene, and that freaked me out. I would have a conversation with my husband, Jeff, and then I would hear it almost verbatim from the other room, but in my mom’s voice. Imagine what that does to a Jewish daughter’s fear of turning into her mother.

I noted the similarities of the early seasons and my childhood, and I also noted the differences, which forced me to look back at the past that I had been ecstatic to leave behind.

Neither Becky nor Darlene had to manage a public life because of their mother’s fame. There were no crash diets as they didn’t struggle with their weight. They lived at home through their teen years, and when they sneaked boys into their house, the boys got to stay and become a part of the family. They suffered no PTSD or mental illness in the form of anxiety disorders. Neither of them had been indoctrinated into a cult, OD’d, or spent a year or more in a private mental health facility. They were lightweight, PG versions of us with no complicated backstories. Must be nice.





1.

Most of My Dolls Had Polio

The obstetrician was stuck in Memorial Day traffic, and the nurses in my mom’s hospital room demanded that she wait for him before pushing. Thankfully, listening to the instructions is not her forte, and so she pushed. I shot out just as the doctor rushed in. He caught me inches from the floor. The cord was around my neck, and I was seconds away from brain damage. My family loves to insinuate that maybe I didn’t escape that fate.

From the moment I bungee-jumped out of my mom’s uterus, I was ready to have kids of my own. I had already done the hard work of growing a couple ovaries full of eggs, and I was on my way to start hunting for a sperm donor. As I grew to be a toddler and beyond, this single-minded compulsion to procreate was embarrassing in our second-wave feminist circle. It was obviously a result of programming—if not programming by society, then by genetics or cellular memory. Either way, I wasn’t strong enough to overcome it. I was born a breeder.

My not-yet-famous mom, Roseanne Barr, her radical sister, Geraldine (whom we called Beanie), and all the friends they were making in their feminist bookstore collective (a group of “womyn” who gathered to support one another’s exodus from the patriarchy), worked hard to make sure I knew I had choices. They would see me struggling to change one of my doll’s diapers and say, “You know, you don’t have to do that. You can go read a book or play guitar or drive a truck! Be a doctor! Anything you want!” That was a big thing in the seventies, people telling kids they could be anything they wanted. When I was first asked what I wanted to be, I said, “A shopping center! And a cow!” My bitch of a sister, Jessica, who answered that same question with “an archaeologist and a parapsychologist,” loved to poke my side fat and say, “At least you attained one of those goals.”

I would act excited to try these other things my mom and her friends spoke of just to shake them off my trail, and then I’d slink away to force-feed applesauce to a doll I’d modified with a utility knife to have an open mouth. This was before we could afford the fancy dolls that were meant to be fed. When I’d squeeze my babies’ cheeks to open their lips, their heads were often full of rotten food and mold. No matter. My love was unconditional.

My mom and Beanie were challenging the programming they were exposed to back in Salt Lake City, where they had grown up in the sixties watching women have upward of ten kids for their Lord. As the only Jews in their Mormon neighborhood, they were outsiders, which is a prerequisite for noticing oppressive systems at play. From their unique perspective, they were able to question why things were the way they were, instead of just blindly falling into line. Thus began their rebellious journey into destroying these systems.

While my mom and aunt and their like-minded pals sat around talking about their part in the return of the Divine Feminine in the basement of the bookstore, I was upstairs playing in the aisles with my babies, trailing after Jessica, who was thirteen months older than me, as she searched the shelves for Nancy Drews she hadn’t read yet. The store had regular used books, along with lots and lots about alternative subjects. It had works by Mary Daly, the lesbian theologian; how-to Wicca books; the inspirational series Seth Speaks; and A Course in Miracles. There was a section on mysticism and Kabbalah, and books about the Akashic records. There were zines and booklets with back-page ads for mail-order witchcraft kits featuring a black-and-white photocopy of an amulet, a mostly illegible text description, a PO box address, and an amount of cash to send along with a self-addressed, stamped envelope. You had to do a lot of work back then to put a spell on someone.

I would pick up a book here and there, especially if it seemed like it might contain some sexy stuff, but mostly I just played house. I loved hanging out with my dolls, not necessarily because I loved dolls but because I loved the maternal way I felt playing with them. The problem with loving to play with dolls is that everyone defaults to buying them for you as gifts. Eventually you end up with a special shelf full of creepy porcelain sprites in bonnets that you have to turn around before you go to sleep at night. Just don’t forget to turn them back around in the morning and apologize.

The first doll I remember getting as a gift was Mattel’s Drowsy doll. She was different because she didn’t drink a bottle or wet herself. Her sole purpose was to sleep. You were supposed to tuck her in bed after supplying her requested water, story, and kisses. She had a body like Yogi Bear inside the poorly structured pink polka-dotted onesie that was the only skin holding in her stuffing guts. She was soft like a pillow, but when you hugged her you could feel a hard little heart inside her that, when you pulled a string, would make her whine for things incessantly. She’d say “Mommy, kiss me good night,” and “I wanna ’nother drink of water,” a strange request from someone with no mouth or urethra. She had tiny, monochromatic plastic hands sticking out the onesie cuffs, and a huge blushing head that was connected to her body via an electrical tie beneath the fabric. Her face was molded and painted in such a way as to make her look half-asleep, but the sculptors missed the mark and she looked more like a drunk aunt at Passover who was about to tell you a sexually revealing story about your uncle. Her hair was “real” rooted hair, but they had skimped where they could. When you ran your hand back over her humongous forehead, you could see the alternating rows of smooth baldness and too-big holes with clumps of polyester strings geysering out. It was like a blighted cornfield in an agricultural collapse and was styled into the same humiliating one-length bob that every kid had at the time.

Even though you had to pull the string to make her talk, you were always a smidge irritated by, and resigned to, the fact that she was bothering you again.

This level of resignation was my true goal in life. I would watch the women around me in awe as they scheduled their kids’ after-school activities, planned their meals, shopped, cleaned toilets, curated closets, stacked the mail in a certain place, worked outside the home, challenged the patriarchy, multitasked, handled every aspect of menial day-to-day life, and didn’t flinch.

I knew I was the kind of person who could hardly stand up without feeling overwhelmed. I would crumble underneath that pressure. The idea of being in charge of another human being seemed godlike, and to do that calmly without fear? To gracefully handle so much with no self-congratulatory attitude? To just be? Wow. How does one even attain that high a level of spirituality?

Drowsy doll made me feel the way I imagined the moms I admired and envied must feel. She was my favorite. She was also the first doll I remember getting new.

Most of our toys were scavenged by my dad, who had developed a skill for finding discarded treasures during his time working as a trash collector for the city’s sanitation department, a job he reluctantly took after he and my mom found out they were pregnant with Jessica and needed something more stable than the basic retail jobs they had been working. They were living in a small trailer and figured it was time to start moving toward a brighter future: one with a home that didn’t have an axle.

My dad had originally applied to work at the post office, but there were no open positions, so he put his name on a waiting list and took this gig in the meantime. He grew to hate the sanitation job, not because he came home stinking like a dumpster and had to disrobe before coming into the trailer, not because it was viewed as low status, and not because sometimes he’d notice a dead pet being pulled into the crusher as he dumped the cans in. He hated it because his boss had intentionally not called him off a shift the day Jessica was born. My dad had missed the birth of his first child and wasn’t able to be there as a birth partner for my mom, something they were both dead set on, despite the fact that both sets of grandparents told them dads aren’t supposed to be in the room or “see that.” And all because his boss didn’t want to be inconvenienced with finding someone to cover the rest of his shift. My dad was furious and wanted to quit, but there were now medical bills to pay and then my mom got pregnant with me just a few months later, so holding on to a job became even more important. It wasn’t until a few months before I was born in May 1976 that he finally received a call that a position was available at the post office.

My parents had been living in a trailer when Jessica was born. It was the second trailer my parents owned. The first one exploded from a gas leak and would’ve killed them both had they not been out of town. They moved into an apartment as soon as my dad had job security, and I was born there. By the time my younger brother, Jake, came two years later, they had purchased their first home—a five-hundred-square-foot bungalow in Lakewood across from a chop shop. My favorite memories of that little house were crawling through a hole in the wall that went into my parents’ closet and the time my dad mowed the six-foot-tall grass by driving our ’73 Ford station wagon over it.

After a couple years, my parents had collected enough equity to trade up to a bigger house with a basement in a better area.

My parents were hippies who despite themselves had fallen into the American dream of capitalism: ladder-climbing, equity, property values, and trading up. This helped reinforce some oppressive gender roles: Dad with his blue-collar job sorting mail for sometimes sixteen hours a day, and Mom tending to three toddlers, at one point all in diapers at the same time. If she wasn’t cooking and cleaning, she was breaking up fights between Jessica and me and craving time to be creative. She was also desperately trying to reconcile her naturally contrarian character with this safe, suburban life.

We may have been climbing the ladder, but we were still on the lower rungs. We could afford name-brand foods now, but we couldn’t afford to spill them. We still had to make all our frivolous unneeded purchases, like toys, from other people’s lawns. I always went for the dolls, of course, lined up in a row with their naked, twisted bodies topped with ratted hair. I didn’t mind that they were wounded and in need of a little extra care. I was just the person to nurse them back to health.

Most of my dolls had polio. Some had sickle cell anemia. Some had mystery illnesses that hadn’t been discovered yet. They had homemade prosthetics, stitches, eye patches, etc. Any ailment I’d ever heard of made an appearance in their medical charts at some point. I read any health-related information I could get my hands on. That’s how I was able to diagnose them so accurately.

The terminally ill were hooked up to my radio for life support, the speaker wires plucked from their input and rerouted into soft nylon elbows. The little bouncing lights that flickered as sound came through the speakers monitored their heart rates and oxygen levels.

I remember my mom getting frustrated with me once because she was trying to take me and my two siblings on a walk and I was holding everyone back helping my poor injured baby walk on his homemade pencil crutches—a slow recovery, but he was doing so much better since the accident. This was the first time he had tried to use his legs, and it was exhausting for him. My family had no patience or empathy for my disabled son, and I wanted to protect him from their comments, like “Hurry up, goddamnit!” and “You’re gonna get hit by a car, get out of the crosswalk!” I feared he’d lose his motivation to beat this thing if he was subjected to this kind of discouragement, so I was forced to carry him, his humiliation apparent on his face. We avoided talking and making eye contact for the rest of the walk, and when we got home, he got back into bed and never tried to walk again.

I really loved human babies, but they were harder to come by, so dolls sufficed. When a real baby was near, I hovered, volunteering to do any required nurturing tasks. I’m naturally good at kids. I have been told countless times that “my baby doesn’t like anyone, but she likes you.” I have been called a baby-whisperer and, more rudely, a baby-hog. I was the designated sitter at every family get-together. I worked at my bubbe’s in-home day care, drawn to the kids who needed the most attention, like Negan, who had to have goat milk in a bottle three times a day. I would happily change diapers and wipe dripping noses while Jessica sat in the corner reading books and saying things like, “I refuse to be near anyone who can’t talk and is covered in snot and smells like ketchup.”

When I was four, I potty trained my two-year-old brother, Jake, when our mom was at her wits’ end with him. He had spent the entire first eighteen months of his life in a baby swing and didn’t know you were supposed to do things by yourself. I was sick of smelling shit as he’d breeze by with a load in his pants, and I was tired of repeatedly being scolded for eating all of his reward chocolate.

Knowing that Jake was the kind of kid who wouldn’t walk five feet to a toilet when he could just bear down on the spot, I took his potty chair into the living room and put it right in front of the TV, where he spent most of his time craning his neck up at He-Man. Then I sat next to him, giving him cup after cup of water, asking every five minutes, “Do you have to pee? What about now?”

He said no, no, no, and then, finally . . . yes.

“Okay. Take your diaper off and sit down and pee in the potty. You can keep watching He-Man.” Because this involved virtually no effort on his part, he was potty trained that very day.

Around the same time, Jake still hadn’t uttered a full sentence. Then one day he toddled into the kitchen and opened his mouth. “Mom, when is Dad coming home from work?”

My mom’s jaw hit the floor. All her months and months of worry that he had developmental delays, her trips to a speech therapist, her constant watching him for signs of growth . . .

“Did you hear that?! He talked!”

“He talks to me all the time,” I said, shrugging. He just wasn’t a chatty kid, or as we discovered years later in therapy, he just couldn’t get a word in edgewise.

Jake wasn’t opinionated about much, but he hated my dolls. Or more accurately, he feared for his life in their presence: the stitched-up babies; the naked, defaced Barbies with their huge tits that I sanded off to better suit the proportions of their hips, their long blond hair cut short and the leftover clumps colored black with markers. I’d paint their faces, melt their noses, and try to flatten their feet. I was going for a natural, realistic look, but they always ended up like one of Frankenstein’s monsters.

Part of the reason they were so horrifying to Jake was that I kept my dolls in the dark, chilly basement of our house. This was a typical Colorado basement. Half-finished, wet, and constantly flooded, it smelled like the interior of a washing machine drain hose. The floor was concrete and cold, the windows were buried halfway below the grass of the backyard, and any paint on the walls was blistering from the moisture that leaked in, while the laundry room and water heater hissed and gulped like a couple of ghosts. In middle America, you can tell a person’s station by how finished their basement is. Is it just framing and dirt? Poverty level. Concrete floor and cement board walls with no paint? Working class. Drywall? Blue collar. Paint? You’re about to sell your house and move to a better neighborhood.

Before we renovated it, our basement was an alternate universe. It was magical and mysterious to me, like one of the cold moist caves in the Bible where mystics hid to channel texts. It was a safe zone. We waited out a tornado down there once, the windows cracked to relieve the pressure in the room and the corded rotary phone pulled as far as the wire would go toward the corner where we were huddled, waiting for my dad to call us to let us know he was coming home from work. We sat there for hours expecting the roof to fly off.

When we weren’t hiding from acts of God, my siblings and I would draw stick men having sex on the exposed drywall (we were encouraged to express ourselves freely down here) or play a game where we would slide around in the algae-coated puddles of the inevitable winter flooding until we fell on our asses. We would then change out of our wet clothes into dry ones and do it again. We’d bring stacks of clean clothes from the laundry area next door. We played this game until we had no changes left. My dad did most of the laundry and also worked full-time, so you can imagine how much he appreciated that.

My mom and dad had talked about having five kids, but once Jake was born, Mom immediately had her tubes tied. Nothing like three kids to cure a desire for five. Since she wouldn’t be breeding anymore, she could have her body back. She went on a crash diet that consisted of just one ice-cream cone and one doughnut a day, and one long walk, until she reached her goal weight of one hundred pounds. Because of her weight loss, she tied all her fat clothes up in black trash bags and put them in the basement. A year or two later, all her skinny clothes would be tied in black trash bags while the fat clothes went back into circulation. This was a never-ending cycle. Jessica and I would try on the various eccentric outfits she had collected from thrift stores: muumuus, sequins, vintage dresses, pieces of fabric she’d tie around other pieces of fabric that she’d wear as a toga. Sometimes we would throw on a feather boa and nothing else and go ride our Big Wheels around the neighborhood.

My dad had found a large couch in the trash and put it in the basement, trying to give the room a homey feel. He had a work table against the wall with all his renovation supplies and tools on it, most that he had stabbed himself clumsily with at some point while making us homemade Christmas gifts when we couldn’t afford to buy new. My dad was very good at turning limitations into opportunities to be creative. My favorite was when he bought an old suitcase for each of us kids from Goodwill, screwed a piece of finished wood on, and burned our first names into in cursive. It was an art desk I could keep my supplies inside: my half crayons augmented with my mom’s Mary Kay cosmetics that she tried to sell for extra income before I found and ruined her stash of products by using them as oil pastels for my art. I still have the wooden board somewhere, but the suitcase was loved apart.

Once the renovation was underway and a spare bedroom was added in the basement, the youngest of my mom’s siblings, fifteen-year-old Stephanie, came to live with us for a while. Sometime around then, Beanie moved in, too. Only their brother Ben, the third of the four kids, remained in Salt Lake City.

Steph stayed in the bedroom and hardly came out. When she did, she was wearing too-big scrubs rolled at the waist and ankles. She would come upstairs, microwave some eggs, eat them with ketchup, and then say, “There goes the phone!” which would always ring a few seconds later, and then retreat back to her lair.

Before my aunts arrived to act as live-in babysitters, my mom used to drive us ninety minutes to my dad’s parents’ house in Colorado Springs so that she could get anything done without us at her heels. Their house had been my dad’s home growing up, and I loved going to stay with them. My grandparents were down-to-earth, steadfast, stubborn, loving, patient rocks, both Taurus, like my dad, and being at their place was totally different from life at home. It was quiet and uneventful.

We visited them probably once a month when I was little. We called my grandpa Papa Woody (say it aloud—it wasn’t the greatest idea for a nickname). He would come home from work, take off his work clothes, and lie in his recliner chair in his undershirt and pants, and my grandma would bring him a glass of instant Lipton tea with ice cubes that he would sip while he watched TV. My grandma would finish making dinner, always some version of red meat and potatoes. She’d get fancy and make a casserole occasionally out of canned foods. I’d crawl onto my grandpa’s lap and curl up on his chest and lie there listening to the ice cubes hit the side of the glass, the gulping, the gurgling of the tea hitting his empty stomach while he waited for his dinner to be ready. I felt safe here, not like I was protected from the darkness outside, but like darkness didn’t even exist. Their house was a whole other dimension.

My grandparents had been married almost fifty years. They’d mumble passive-aggressively at each other occasionally, but they were a team. My grandma was a typical American housewife of the fifties and followed most of the expected protocols of being subservient to men, doctors, and God but would make exceptions when she felt strongly about something. She had to try pretty hard to get pregnant with my dad, and then nine years later with my uncle. She had to have emergency C-sections for both, which was rare at the time. Even rarer was breastfeeding your kid. The doctors’ first order of business was to tell a woman she’d be malnourishing her baby if she attempted to feed him her own milk. My grandma rolled her eyes and nursed both her babies. She knew when not to listen, and that was a quality I greatly admired.

My grandma was the only person I would let untangle my giant dreadlock. I had curly, fine hair that would rat up in the back of my head as I slept, and I would scream like a Ringwraith if anyone other than my grandma touched it. She would sit with me for an hour and gently pick through every knot, never raking or pulling it. She’d sing to me and tell me stories as she’d brush. She was patient and gentle and knew how to engage me.

She and Papa Woody were Lutherans. She became more and more involved in her church as I was growing up and was concerned for my salvation. She tried to talk my mom into baptizing us, but my mom was not raising infidels and Jews didn’t require such things. Afraid I would go to hell, my grandma licked my forehead with her holy spit when no one was looking and said a prayer. My mom found out somehow and was livid, but eventually had to let it go since the only other childcare option was to lock us outside.

All moms did this in the seventies, and we loved it. We’d ride our bikes to the local park, cruising downhill at deadly speeds straight into intersections, or prank drivers with a stuffed cat we’d throw in the road as they passed. We’d sneak through the bushes trying to see inside the neighborhood’s token Creepy House, run away from that one preteen boy who’d shoot you with BBs if you made eye contact with him, and tease the teens making out in their cars. We’d sneak onto the empty school campus and swing higher than we were allowed to during the week. We’d go through each other’s garages looking for items to decorate our staged child weddings with. I married my across-the-street neighbor Keith (my first kiss) in a modest ceremony beneath our crabapple tree, while his big sister Melissa acted as bridesmaid and Jessica, of course, officiated. One day, Melissa asked me if I wanted to make some money, and when I said yes, she punched me in the mouth and told me to “put those teeth under a pillow and wait for the tooth fairy.” Fucking in-laws.

Aside from being half-naked and feral, we were also being raised part atheist, part Jewish, and part Wiccan, with a touch of paganism and voodoo thrown in. All these roads led to the same destination: mysticism. Mysticism has always been the only spiritual belief system that makes sense to me, as it marries all of science, quantum mechanics, the supernatural, ancient alien theory, auras, souls, reincarnation, palmistry, and astrology with ethical and practical applications. Mysticism is essentially: Everything is energy. Energy can’t be created or destroyed, only transmuted. Your Higher Self is the one in charge of transmuting that energy, though, and it doesn’t give a shit about nice cars or money.

Because of our beliefs, we didn’t fit in. Okay, it was one reason we didn’t fit in. We were also the only Jews, the only fat people, and the only ones who decorated for Halloween in such an alarming way that the neighborhood kids refused to come to our door for candy and fled crying. We were the only ones home on Sunday mornings. We were pretty much the Munsters, which was my favorite show, for obvious reasons. My sister would chant spells in Melissa’s front yard after we’d get in a fight with her. We could be seen burying crystals in the dirt outside, and moon worshipping. Some nights, our mom would take us out to lie on the lawn and gaze at the stars. She would teach us to “cloudbust” using only intent. She would point and say, “Here comes a shooting star.” Then one would shoot right across the path she’d traced with her finger. We would talk about metaphysics in ways that kids can understand and also in ways they can’t, but do anyway.

It was during one of these stargazing sessions, when I was about five, that I “downloaded” (suspend your disbelief, aka fuck off. I don’t like it, either) the information that my mom was going to be famous, that our lives were about to be upended and disrupted. We wouldn’t be here in this tiny neighborhood for long. This was made even stranger by the fact that my mom hadn’t yet started pursuing a career, though she had been working part-time as a window dresser at a local clothing boutique. A change was coming. It was going to be a violent roller coaster, and if I wanted to survive, I had better just put my arms up and scream.

I didn’t know how to process this experience. How was I supposed to go to school now? How was I supposed to care about growing mealworms and solving math equations? I was going to have to tuck this experience away like a weird recurring dream that just becomes part of your subconscious, the kind where any attempt to bring it into the light of reality makes it fade and lose all clarity. Some ideas get clearer when you examine them, but the most important ones do the opposite. They wriggle out from under the microscope lens and disappear. Nobody believes they were ever even there. Not even you, who saw them with your own eyes.

What do you do with that? You try to use those same mind-over-matter techniques that control clouds to make boys like you, to manifest cakes out of thin air, to lose ten pounds overnight without effort, to win two gumballs with one quarter from the machine. You pretend nothing means what you know it means. You eat everything in sight to keep yourself too heavy to float into the ether. You fixate on the things you can control. You go to school, do your homework, take a lot of baths, put your dolls on life support, and wait.

My parents were fighting a lot. My mom’s sisters were living with us at the time and had made it their mission to upgrade my dad’s wokeness level. As a kid, my dad had been a bit of a reactionary and had handed out to his elementary school classmates pamphlets from the John Birch Society identifying which Hollywood actors were sympathetic to communist causes in order to warn his fellow students. It was printed in pink ink, my dad remembers, since they were called “Pinkos.”

But by nature, he was progressive, and by the time he married my mom his sympathies were more with the actors than the Birchers, but he still needed to do the work of deprogramming himself from the beliefs he had been raised with. Intellectually, he wanted to help dismantle oppressive systems, but they were also benefiting him, so there was a conflict of interest. I believe he was afraid my mom would outgrow him, so he unconsciously tried to keep her from growing at all. He doubled down on his Man role, staying out late after work drinking Coors Lights with his post office buddies and talking about ladies’ butts, while my mom stayed home growing more and more restless. Eventually, for sanity’s sake, she took a job as a cocktail waitress at Bennigan’s, an Irish pub–themed chain restaurant known for the “flair” management asked its staff to wear. It was at this job that she started cracking everyone up with her quips and wit, and her new sense of independence seemed to be straining the marriage even more.

My mom and dad were still trying to make their relationship work for us kids’ sake, though. They took advantage of Beanie living with us and had her babysit while they went on dates. One night, they ended up at a comedy open-mic event and were in awe of the performances. They had an awakening that this was what they were both meant to do. That night, my mom added her name to the sign-up list for the next open-mic night. She and my dad and Beanie workshopped jokes all week until she had an act. At the same time my dad was working on his own act and finding places to get some time onstage.

But while my dad’s jokes were mostly shock humor, my mom’s jokes were mostly self-deprecating commentary on her own body. One was about her breasts being “real American”—red, white, and blue. Red from rashes, white from a lack of sun, and blue from her visible veins. The crowd loved it.

She got a great reaction at the open mic and was able to get time at the Comedy Works, the number one local comedy club. She was trying to come to terms with her recent weight loss and the way people, especially men, treated her differently according to her size. She made jokes about her body, but she was skinny and hot, and no one could process a skinny hot woman saying self-deprecating things about her body. They didn’t know if they were supposed to want to fuck her or not. She was confusing them. Most men just defaulted to telling her how she could make them want to fuck her more. She didn’t love this reaction and was verbal about it, throwing sharp words at them like daggers. Though some of them loved this, most couldn’t take it, and she didn’t last long because, as the club owner told her, she was “too angry.”

She ended up mostly working in an alternative club her friend and local icon Lannie Garrett performed and emceed at, as well as doing sets at other clubs and gay bars that had a variety of entertainers, not just comedians, and could handle her rage. She refined her act at these venues until she could successfully couch her anger in nonthreatening jokes. It helped that she was also gaining her lost weight back, making her less threatening to men.

Her sisters eventually moved out. Stephanie went back to Utah to finish high school, and Beanie moved in with her girlfriend, Haddie. Haddie had a grandson my age named Dwight, so we would go over to play with him. I loved her house. It was warm and comfortable and messy and full of aunties, like ours. Haddie’s daughter, Dwight’s mom, would sit naked, never breaking eye contact with the TV and, except for modestly covering the nipples on her long breasts with three fingers for a couple of seconds while you walked through the room, wouldn’t acknowledge you at all.

Now that my aunties were rehomed, the basement bedroom was empty and became Mom’s office. It had a small closet and a built-in desk with shelves, all of which were filled with napkins and scraps of paper from various bars and comedy clubs and bookstores, where she did her actual workshopping of jokes. She didn’t really spend time down there, it was just a place to store the notes. I would grab handfuls of them and lay them out on the desk to try to understand their obviously adult content: “Men think the vagina uterus is a tracking device,” and the like.

When I was seven, I asked for this room to be my own, since Jessica and I were sharing a bedroom upstairs and this arrangement was reaching a breaking point, although not due to me. Jake had wiped a booger on Jessica’s wall and she flipped out and demanded a bubble of space that no one could enter. I was her roommate and I had to go. I get it. I still peed the bed sometimes, and I had no sense of fashion. I told on her when she snuck out her window to go buy candy. I did weird things like climb to the top shelf in the closet and chew on shank bones left over from dinner. She was a control freak, and I was a Jack Russell terrier.

We fought constantly. Jessica was a thirteen-month-old baby when my parents brought me home from the hospital, though the physical limitations of her age didn’t stop her from constantly trying to kill me. She’d pinch me and push me and test what PSI was needed to pop my skull. Her intellectual constraints, having a vocabulary of five words, made it hard to express the jealousy she felt at the shift of attention from her to me. I had basically just strolled in, ripped the teat out of her mouth, and sunk into my mom’s warm, loving arms, all while making extended eye contact with her. I didn’t displace her on purpose, but she didn’t know that.

Though we were essentially the same age, we were very different. Jessica was quiet and broody, intelligent and introverted, cautious but brave. She loved to read books and test limits. When she was told no, she would quietly just go do the thing anyway. When I was told no, I would scream (like the being-murdered kind) and yell and not back down. I was overly sensitive and very, very stubborn. I was also social and extroverted. I loved playing house and drawing while Jessica read her books and studied to be an archaeologist/parapsychologist.

I liked the basement partly because it was outside of Jessica’s influence. I had grown used to having her tell me what to do and think. In the basement, I could finally hear my own thoughts and pursue my own interests, and now that I was able to develop into an individual, it was time to get weird. I was having conversations with myself about philosophical ideas and God, which would turn into daydreams where I’d be at a podium trying to explain the meaning of being human as if I were an alien journalist stuck on Earth reporting back to my people at a press conference. Whatever daydreams were not about being some kind of space reporter were about humping boys and eating cake. I had very elaborate fantasies involving both, so I needed my privacy. I could be a Baby Artist–Alien Journalist–Cake Slut in peace down there, plus I could pee my bed, take the sheets straight to the washer in the next room, and no one would have to know.

Thankfully, I finally quit peeing the bed shortly after moving rooms. Everyone had been sure it was some kind of Freudian problem, acting out, or personality disorder. Now they know that bladders just mature later in some people. Thanks, science, for once again waiting until I’ve suffered to come out with evidence that vindicates me. After my first solid week of not wetting the bed, I got to pick out a gift. My mom took me to the local superstore and I picked, you guessed it, a doll. I chose him for his realistic, pained expression. He had a crying face that, in hindsight, looked like Kuato from Total Recall. I brought him home and I loved him along with my other underdog babies. I was proud of my son, whom I named Toby, and when my dad got home from work that night I wrapped him in a blanket and presented him to his grandfather. My dad audibly gasped at seeing Toby’s wrinkled, contorted face and shouted “That is the ugliest doll I have ever seen!” I cried for two days. My dad apologized, but the damage was done and, not long after that, Toby was struck with a debilitating autoimmune disease.

After Louie Anderson and Dennis Miller saw my mom performing at Lannie’s club, they told her to look them up when she came to Los Angeles. Louie helped my mom get a Monday night showcase at the Comedy Store on Hollywood Boulevard in Los Angeles. This was a big deal since being offered a spot there meant she had finally mastered her delivery. She was told that if she ever wanted to really “make it,” she needed to move permanently to LA.

So she did.

She packed up a few of her things and left within the month. She would go ahead of us, and if everything worked out, she would find a house and we would join her then. If it didn’t, she’d come back to Denver and keep trying. Our dad would have to care for us and continue to work while she was gone. He didn’t want to quit his job at the post office until he knew there was a future elsewhere. For the last few months of the school year, we were what was known as latchkey kids: kids with single working parents or two working parents who got home from school before their parents got home from work. Latchkey kids were generally pitied. They were considered victims of the times, the times being when moms were allowed to leave the house and pursue a career and the poor kids were given a door key on a cord to wear around their necks (hence the name).

Jessica wore our key because she was the oldest, but under her shirt, so we wouldn’t be targeted by predators. She’d wait for Jake and me by the school gate, and we’d all walk home together. In the two hours a day we were alone, many chemicals were mixed, matches played with, snack foods invented, like peanut butter microwaved and rolled into bite-size balls that were then rolled in sugar. Sugar was eaten off spoons, drawers gone through, makeup abused. Butterfingers were stolen from our dad’s work lunch stash. Somehow, we managed to survive and gain only a few pounds.

When school was over, my mom sent for us. She wanted us to spend our summer break with her. Those few months were the longest we had been away from her, and we all really missed one another.

My dad loaded up our Mazda hatchback with everything we would need for the summer, and we kids were crammed strategically into the leftover space so that Jessica and I couldn’t reach each other’s hair or faces. Because of the limited room, we were each allowed to bring only one toy. It was like Sophie’s choice to pick one favorite doll, but at the last minute I chose the handmade knock-off Cabbage Patch my mom had bought when we couldn’t afford real ones. Her name was Goldie. She looked enough like a real Cabbage Patch, except her head was cloth instead of plastic and she was obviously missing the Xavier Roberts signature on her butt, though she did have a very nicely sewn authentic crack. She had yarn hair in two pigtails, which distinguished her from Jessica’s doll, Roxy, who had her yarn hair in a single high ponytail. Jessica never played with dolls, so Roxy looked newer than Goldie, who was a shade of filth seen only in pirate movies. Jessica wanted to bring her whole book collection but had to pare it down to just a few Sweet Valley Highs, and there was no room for Roxy. I was devastated that the sisters were to be forcibly separated, and I screamed and wailed inconsolably until I was allowed to bring her, too. Jake quietly pocketed two metal Transformer toys and wedged into the car, and Beanie drove us out to Santa Monica, where we’d all live in a one-bedroom apartment my mom’s friend from the Denver comedy clubs had sublet to us.

It was just a fun vacation for us, but for my mom it was something much bigger. She had known since she was a toddler that she was destined for something great, and that path was being laid out right before her eyes, one plank at a time. These were not some slow-traveling, transient, king-of-the-road-type train tracks, though. They were the roller-coaster kind.
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Hi, Fat!

We were the only kids in that Santa Monica apartment complex where we were subletting. Jessica, just eight, stayed inside reading. I don’t even remember her presence in this phase of our lives; she was suddenly invisible. I missed her. I missed my dad and grandparents. I missed my school, the yard, our terrible neighbors. Jake would get bored with my doll playing and would sit quietly in his own world repeatedly changing his little yellow Transformer from a Volkswagen Bug into a robot.

Jessica didn’t ever want to play with dolls no matter how many times I tried to trick her into it, but I was able to rope Jake in by occasionally letting our knock-off Cabbage Patch kids, Roxy and Goldie, play out a war/soldier scenario. Without other kids to play with, I spent most of my time sitting on the concrete stairs that led from the first-floor apartment to the busy street below. As far as people watching goes, it was five stars.

The area we were in was still, at the time, an affordable beach town. It was populated mostly by older people who had retired to small, manageable square footages once their kids were out of the house or a spouse had died, or young, fit types who were constantly cruising for a sweaty fuck under the guise of a workout. I would watch people in tight Lycra bodysuits halfway up their asses jog by. Some casually sauntered along with a boom box on their shoulder blasting their own personal soundtrack. There were a lot of cyclists, too. These were either triathlete types or people with DUIs, and it was very easy to tell the difference. The people who drove by were either young, coked-up professionals with underage actresses in the passenger seat, families from the Midwest doing the Disneyland vacation thing, or production assistants trying to balance twenty coffees on their laps in their Honda Civics.

I was in awe of Los Angeles. The unfamiliar birdsong, the Santa Ana winds, the snails that left trails over the evergreen ivy bushes outside every apartment block, and then, later, their empty shells. The street-smart wildlife: squirrels that waited until the absolute last second before getting out of the way of your car tire, crows that intentionally dropped food in the crosswalks for cars to run over and crack open, feral cats that lived outside every convenience store and didn’t even acknowledge your drive-by petting. The smell of the sea-level sun and the low cloud of fossil fuel that hung at my ankles.

The culture was completely unlike suburban white Denver, where the neighbors would lock their doors when my parents’ Black friends came over or would sit at their windows staring as we played with the Black kids out front.

No two people looked alike here. It seemed as though one representative from every village on Earth had moved to Los Angeles to share their customs with one another. There was a sense of solidarity in difference, and I felt like I fit in here in ways I didn’t know were possible. I could’ve easily blended in wearing only a feather boa here. We weren’t freaks anymore.

We jumped right in and spent our days exploring the apartment complex, the streets outside of it, and the beaches nearby. We tried to decode the graffiti on every wall and decipher the rantings of the mentally ill homeless people who seemed to be everywhere. There was a thin line between them and the eccentric artists who were choosing to be transient to be closer to whatever god they were exploring at that moment. It would take me years to figure out that there was no figuring out where that line was.

The days were hot and humid, making the smog from the endless cars stick to everything. Over the course of the summer, Roxy’s and Goldie’s beige Lycra faces turned gray. They smelled of asphalt, sweat, and ocean—like everything else here—one exception being the very rich in their cartoonishly expensive cars. They smelled like ambergris. There was nothing more glamorous in the eighties than slathering yourself in the waste of a giant sea creature. These people cruised past, always looking straight ahead through their mirrored Wayfarer Ray-Bans. They wore animal prints and clown makeup. Their hair ratted out of the top of their convertibles. For a population so enslaved to their images, there was also a deep sense of freedom in the air, the freedom of anything being possible at any moment.

I first met Max while sitting on the stairs watching the world cruise by. He was an eighty-year-old Jewish man with a little waddle. He walked past me daily, and I always smiled at him and then looked down at my feet as a sign of respect, pretending not to notice he was winded and struggling to climb the few small stairs. He always smiled back, then looked away to show that he was not going to shame me for sticking out like a sore chubby thumb, for seeming lonely, for playing barefoot with a dirty doll all day, for having no friends and seemingly no parents. One morning when he was walking by, instead of our usual silent exchange, he said, “Hi, Dimples.”

“I don’t have dimples.” I figured this was a grandpa joke and the punch line was coming. I hoped it wasn’t about my weight.

“You do! They’re in the creases of your cheeks! Look!”

He pulled out a compact mirror from inside his baggy pocket and handed it to me. I opened it and looked. I could see his face in the mirror behind me, smiling and pointing, and I broke eye contact with him and looked at my own face.

“Smile.”

I did the Pentland smile, a forced and fake grin that basically looks like a toddler shitting its diaper. We’ve ruined countless family and school photos with it, but it’s compulsive, we can’t help it.

“Not that kind of smile.” He grimaced.

Max was blunt. A kind old man, kind enough to tell the truth. Being made fun of gently like that always makes me laugh, and I did.

“There! See them now, Dimples?”

I did! I had dimples! I never knew. I laughed and closed the compact to hand back to him. I had never seen them. How can I have a face that has things I don’t know about it? I was truly flabbergasted. He thought it was funny that I was so shocked. He said, “See you later, Dimples,” and started up the stairs again. I told him he forgot his mirror and he told me to keep it and make sure every day that my dimples were still there. For the next two months he brought me daily gifts from his walks. Once, he gave me three red balloons that were bobbing around like a drunken Cerberus. They were printed with the name of the local used-car lot, and their ribbons were shredded by whatever means he had used to rip them away from their intended signpost.

“These were not easy to get, Dimples,” he said, and handed them to me as he walked past my place on the stairs and disappeared into his apartment. This continued all summer until I went back to Denver and never saw him again. I would like him to know that I still love him and think about these small gestures of kindness during lonely times.

I spent my days on those apartment stairs and my nights in the greenroom at the Comedy Store, being babysat by whichever comic was on after my mom. There was a small opening in the wall from which you could look out and see the stage below, and we would lean through and watch our mom making everyone laugh. We were proud of her and proud to be hers.

We loved the kitchen staff there, who would let us have endless sodas and snacks. Everyone looked out for us, but in a cynical, coked-up-comic sort of way. Beanie would head down to the audience and watch my mom perform so she could properly critique her for next time. We’d stay in the greenroom long enough for Beanie to know we were safe, then sneak down to the kitchen for our soda and snacks. It was during one of these performances that a scout for Johnny Carson saw my mom’s act. He immediately approached her afterward and invited her on the show.

She was overwhelmed and shocked, but mostly elated. She was watching the ocean for a perfect wave to surf, and this one was the most promising yet. All the things she wanted and had been trying for were starting to unfold. She needed to buckle down without distraction, so she had our dad come get us and drive us back to Denver in time for school to start. We weren’t going to be in the audience for this one. We would have to watch her Carson appearance on TV like everyone else.

My dad is a meticulous planner and had our road trip back to Denver mapped out by the hour. We would leave Los Angeles early Friday morning and stop in Salt Lake City, where my mom’s parents, Bubbe Helen and Grandpa Jerry, lived. My dad had flawlessly orchestrated our arrival so that we could eat dinner, watch my mom’s first-ever appearance on The Tonight Show, sleep, fill up on love and sugar (which for my bubbe were the same thing), and then head back to Denver to do all our school shopping Sunday and start the new year Monday.

We arrived at Bubbe’s right on schedule, which, with three young kids, is usually an impossible feat, but my dad was so good at planning that he had made allowances both for bathroom trips and to pull over to threaten Jessica and me into submission. The living room was already crowded with family and friends. The kids sat cross-legged on the shag carpeting while everyone else brought chairs from the large dining room table. My grandpa took the most comfortable chair in the place because, after all, he was the man of the house. My bubbe took up the rear of the room so she could nervously go in and out of the kitchen, grabbing snacks to tuck into the slackened jaws of family who were too entranced by the TV to fight her. Once, she even gave a dog diabetes.

We turned the TV on and waited for the show to start. We sat through Johnny Carson’s introduction, all of us nervous for my mom. Finally, there she was, appearing from behind those iconic curtains. She walked to her mark, stopped, looked around at the crowd, and opened her mouth.

“Oh, hi. I’ve been married for thirteen years and lemme tell you it’s a thrill to be out of the house . . .”

She’d practiced these jokes at home, her voice bouncing around the acoustics of our little kitchen. But now her delivery was organized and perfected. Coming through the speakers of a modern television, she sounded . . . different, like when you first hear yourself on a recording and refuse to believe that voice is yours.

Watching her giggle at her own jokes made me giddy. Seeing her on a screen and hearing the audience’s laughter made me realize that my mom was not just my mom, but a separate, individual entity. Before this, she was “Mom,” “honey,” “sis,” “Rosie,” or “Mrs. Pentland.” This was the first time I had heard her called “Roseanne Barr.” My parents had agreed that it was smart to use her maiden name instead of her married name to protect our privacy.

Her set was only about three minutes long. After she was done, Carson called her over to the desk, a prestigious invitation bestowed upon only a handful of debut comics, but my mom panicked and ran offstage.

We turned off the TV and the whole room sighed with relief (including the couch), as the adults started milling about, weighing in on what they had just witnessed.

“She did great!” my bubbe said, but because this was her daughter, and everything her kids did was great, we waited to hear what everyone else thought.

“She killed!” my dad said, starting to use the comedy-club-speak he was picking up.

As everyone competed to be the one to perfectly tear apart and explain what they’d seen, I noticed the language in the room change from “She did great,” to “I would’ve done it this way . . .” It was the beginning of a time when family and friends—people we’d known all our lives—would suddenly begin to look at us differently, like a bunch of office workers greeting the news of a colleague’s promotion with gritted smiles and barely concealed envy. I felt an unnamable tingle in my stomach. The premonition on the lawn was coming true, and I wasn’t ready.

The rest of the road trip felt strange. I vacillated between wanting to scream out the window to passing cars that my mom was famous and pining for my old simple life when my mom would blast Pat Benatar and dance in our little living room while my dad was working at the post office. I did my best to find the positivity and joy in the situation, and to figure out how to use it to my advantage. I pictured myself telling my new classmates about my summer in Los Angeles with the dangerous riffraff on the streets, the neighbors who gave you a new gift every day, the ocean, evenings hanging out in a comedy club and drinking endless Diet Cokes, and all the dirty jokes I got to hear.

When we got to Kmart, the school supply section had been picked clean, and my dad did his best to throw together three backpacks full of Number 2 pencils, erasers, rulers, crayons, and glue. We stopped at King Soopers on the way home and bought every processed thing they had for a week of meals. Our diets weren’t great to begin with since we were the children and grandchildren of postwar families who lived on leftover bunker cans and Great Depression food substitutes. Healthy meant fed. It didn’t matter if the calories you consumed were from vegetables or ambrosia salad (don’t google it), as long as you ate three meals a day. And now, with my dad single parenting, any nods toward healthy eating went out the window.

All the clothes at Kmart had been picked clean, too. Everyone had already bought their new outfits to wear the first day back to school (the second day back, everyone looked like shit again), and there was nothing left for my second-grade debut. I would once again have to put together an ensemble from hand-me-downs mixed with whatever from the previous year that still fit.

My adventurous summer had made my return to Denver feel nostalgic, and I thought back to my first day of kindergarten two years ago, when I had brushed down my numerous cowlicks and put on my favorite brown dress with the white lacy trim my mom had made me from scraps and a curtain. When Jessica had attended kindergarten a year ahead of me, I had spent every morning watching her disappear into the big mysterious world inside the school grounds. She’d reappear later in the day with colored drawings and origami animals and glitter-covered holiday crafts we were too poor to make at home with our broken crayons and dried-up glue sticks. I couldn’t wait to go, too.

I vividly remember the feeling of walking into the classroom for my first day and seeing the endless shelves full of things to do above a whole town of playhouses and soft things to sit on while reading. As a kid, nothing is your size. You’re always accommodating the world, but in kindergarten the tiny tables and chairs and safety scissors accommodate you. What an amazing turn of events! There’s also no smell like a kindergarten classroom: leaky lunch boxes and year-old pee in the carpets; rubber cement and disinfectant; sweaty running shoes mixed with the teaching assistant’s Avon perfume; fresh paper and old library books; orange Dial liquid soap and general, comforting filth. It was heavenly. We even had our own separate playground just for our class so we didn’t have to fight other grades to get a turn on the swings.

It was on that jungle gym that I noticed a boy named Matt staring at me. Matt had a face like he’d Scotch-taped the tip of his nose to his forehead, taking his upper lip with it. He already had his adult front teeth, which fully bucked out in the cold Denver air. As the weeks went by, Matt seemed to be paying more and more attention to me and doing everything he could to be near me during recess. This made me uncomfortable because I was finally enjoying some autonomy outside of my loud house and overbearing family. I was “kindergarten Jenny” now, a woman of the world. I didn’t want my newfound freedoms encroached upon by anyone, especially a boy.

Suddenly, I couldn’t lose myself in a game of playing house, because I was aware of being watched. My response was to stick my tongue out and roll my eyes, or kick at him when he dared walk past me on the swings. This only made him more ardent, which made me more combative. In the last week of kindergarten, he had tried to kiss me and I screamed, “Ewwwwwwww! You’re disgusting!” so everyone in class would hear, and he was so embarrassed that he cried. I felt bad for the way I acted, but I had to save face and pretend I didn’t care.

Starting first grade, I would be forced to wake to the cruel reality of life. I had assumed the year would be like kindergarten, but with better art supplies and cooler books. Maybe the dolls would be made of china, not plastic. The scissors would have sharp tips. The glue would be the dangerous-smelling, good kind. The paper might be canvas! I was excited to get to the next phase of crafts. I couldn’t wait. But here’s the thing: kindergarten is the catfish grade. It is a trick to get you to put your name on a register somewhere so the US census can keep track of you. It is entrapment, indoctrination into barely survivable indentured servitude to prepare you for your lifelong unpaid internship as a cog in the machine. In first grade, there are no more free juice boxes. No napping among friends. No more gentle sweet talk in your ear. No one telling you that your scrawls are beautiful because art is subjective. No crayons. No glue. No tiny tables. The books have no pictures in them. There are a lot of numbers in the math books where illustrated animals used to be: 2 + 2 = 4 instead of cute cat and cute cat make . . . double cute cats. I loved school, but this was not school. It was something new and horrifying.

But I still had Matt. I continued to catch him staring at me, but he didn’t approach me anymore. Strangely, I missed him but was too ashamed to talk to him after the way I had treated him. We became mostly indifferent to each other, or so I thought, and first grade ended without any resolution. Maybe next year we would reconcile and could be friends.

I had spent that summer thinking about Matt’s longing gaze while playing make-believe in the Santa Monica apartment, and started having feelings for the version of him I’d invented to be my husband. As summer came to an end, I realized I couldn’t wait to see him again.

With this anticipation in mind, I found last year’s wardrobe staples and tried them on in different combinations to create a perfect second-grade outfit. The strange thing was, all my clothes had apparently shrunk in the dry basement heat over the summer. Things that had comfortably fit me just months ago were now very rudely pulling against my arms and thighs. The zipper on my favorite orange corduroy pants stopped halfway up then groaned and stumbled backward tooth by tooth. The weirdest part was they hadn’t shrunk in length at all. Maybe I would learn about this scientific anomaly this year. I might not know who to blame yet, but it most certainly was not me or my extremely bad diet. I chose an ensemble that mostly fit and was ready to meet my fate.

I walked into school and scanned the crowd for familiar faces, and even though I saw plenty, everything felt so different after the summer’s experiences.

And then I saw Matt. He looked older, maybe even handsome. His facial feature ratio had evened out, too, with his front two teeth no longer as prominent now that other adult teeth flanked them. He was wearing new clothes and had clearly showered. His hair had grown longer and now fell in his eyes a little when he looked down at his paper as he aced all his math problems. The tables had definitely turned. Now it was me who couldn’t stop looking at Matt, willing him to return my gaze.

What did a girl have to do to get some goddamn eye contact around here?

I lived in a home very open about sexuality and had always been told I might fall in love with a girl or a boy or no one at all. I could get married, but better yet, I could stay single. I could have kids either way. Or not. There was no pressure or expectation of cis heterosexuality, yet here I was, dying for male attention. What a waste.

As soon as I could walk my mom had had to buy a leash to keep me from wandering off with literally any old man I saw. I would get excited at the sight of gray hair, pointing and yelling, “Ol’ man! Ol’ man!” Then I’d toddle
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