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FOREWORD


by Sarah Silverman





When I first selected myself to write the foreword for my book, I was flattered, and deeply moved. It is not every day that someone is asked to write the foreword for such a highly anticipated book by a major publisher. There was a time in my life that I would not have trusted myself with a responsibility like this. The foreword sets the tone for the entire book, and I might well have said, “Sarah, you’re not smart enough to handle this.” I would have taken the safer route, and just asked someone other than myself to write it. To trust myself this much, to think so highly of my own literary skills, is a testament to just how far I’ve come—both personally and professionally. Personally, because I’m finally in a place where I can really look up to myself, and professionally, because I’m now able to see what a coup getting me to write my foreword really is.


Not everyone agrees that I should be writing this thing. Take, for example, the people at Harper Collins.* They’re staunchly opposed to it. Old media traditionalists that they are, they seem to be stuck on the idea that a foreword should be written by someone other than the author. They even went so far as to claim that the very point of a foreword is to have someone else writing about the author. Here’s an excerpt of an e-mail chain between my editor and me regarding the issue. 




From: David Hirshey




 





To: Sarah Silverman


Date: July 2, 2009


Re: Foreword




    





Hi Sarah—


Can we talk about the foreword? I really don’t think it makes any sense for you to write it yourself.




    





Stay Jewish,


David




 





On July 3, 2009, Sarah Silverman wrote:




    





You are dumb and smell fartish.




    





Best wishes,


Sarah







From: David Hirshey




 





To: Sarah


Date: July 3, 2009


Subject: Re: Foreword




    





Dear Sarah:


I’m sorry that our last discussion regarding the foreword issue was upsetting to you. If you perceived a lack of sympathy, or any recalcitrance on our part, it is because your suggestion took us a bit by surprise. No one in our history—and we researched this—has ever proposed that they write the foreword to their own memoir. It’s a complete contradiction in logic.




    





Best,


David





In other words, I guess he’s saying that if it was me writing, it would not really be a true “foreword,” it would simply be the start of the book, thus making the book effectively foreword-less. I would argue that, if this book is foreword-less, how can you be reading this at this very moment? That said, if you aren’t reading this, I can’t blame you, since I’ve said literally nothing so far.




* * *





Now, then.


I have known Sarah (me) for thirty-nine years. I have watched her grow from a flat-chested, gawky little blastocyst into a full-grown woman with big naturals and a major career. Her contributions have ranged from telling offensive racial jokes in dingy comedy clubs to playing a decisive role in getting the first person of color elected president. She has peed on mattresses up and down the Northeast Corridor and has used the topic of human excrement to vault her from obscurity into the global fame she enjoys today. Her life has been an inspiration, and I look foreword (!!!) to seeing what she does next. With her tremendous reserves of talent, Sarah just might cure AIDS, or at least cause it in deserving people like those genocidal dinks in Darfur. She might become the first Jewish president, or win the NASCAR award if something like that exists, or start some kind of movement. Or stop some movement that’s especially annoying. Like those people who denounce circumcision and insist on ruining penises across the globe. I guess the effort to stop a movement could be called a “Removement.” That’s a horrible joke. The first thing Sarah should do with her powers is to put a stop to jokes like that. Sarah is the embodiment of possibility and promise. I love her.


Wow. Now, that’s a foreword. Egg on your face much, HarperCollins?


Okay, I just read this over and I have to be honest—I’m maybe coming off a touch insecure. A hair overcompensate-y. Maybe it’s because I don’t want to accept the hard truth about my precious book, which is that you are most likely going to be reading this, my freshman literary effort, while making a bowel movement. There’s one birthing its way out of you at this very moment, isn’t there? It’s okay. In fact, I’m happy for you, and I’m honored that you’ve chosen to bring me into this very private and vulnerable part of your life. For all you know, I’m making one as I write this, except that I can tell you with all certainty that I don’t do that. Ever. My asshole is as clean as a whistle. (Whistles are traditionally filled with gym-teacher saliva and women-who-fear-they-might-get-raped spit. So, yeah, that’s the level of clean. You can see this is not a bragging thing …)


I’m not a literary genius. I’m not Dostoyevsky, whoever that is—I’m pretty sure I just made that name up. I’m only thirty-nine years old, with most of my final two years of show business still ahead of me. I was not an orphan. I have never blown anyone for coke or let other people do coke off any part of my body. I have never struggled with addiction and I was never molested. Tragically, my life has only been moderately fucked up. I’m not writing this book to share wisdom or to inspire people. I’m writing this book because I am a famous comedian, which is how it works now. If you’re famous, you get to write a book, and not the other way around, so the next Dave Eggers better get a TV show or kill someone or something.


But I will say that my life has been interesting and often outright hilarious, so if you take it just one poop at a time, I think you’ll find the journey worthwhile.


I will give you the same advice about your poop that I give myself while writing this very book: Don’t push.


Now wipe thoroughly, wash your hands—boil them if you have to—and I’ll see you back here tomorrow morning after your cigarette and coffee.




    





Love,


Sarah




* Publisher of the initial US edition.




















CURSED FROM


THE START





My Life Started by Exploding Out of My Father’s Balls, and You Wonder Why I Work Blue


Like most children, I learned to swear from a parent. But most children learn to swear by mimicking moments when a parent loses self-control. That is typically followed by the parent stressing that such words are bad and shouldn’t be repeated outside the home. When I was three years old, I learned to swear from my father, but he taught me with every intention to do so. It was like he was teaching a “cursing as a second language” course for one.


“Bitch! Bastard! Damn! Shit!” I proclaimed with joy, if not necessarily wit, in the middle of Boys’ Market in Manchester, New Hampshire. Random shoppers stopped in the aisle, and watched me with delight—or at least curiosity—as I regurgitated this mantra. Dad stood by with genuine pride, beaming through the mock surprise on his face.
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Dad and me circa 1975. I believe we were laughing at a comment I made about how his nipple is reminiscent of Van Gogh’s Starry Night. 








My guess is that when something is so easy, so greatly rewarded, and bears so few negative consequences, it’s a recipe for addiction. From that moment on, everything I did was in search of that rush. So I guess I’m saying that I’m, in most ways, my father’s fault. He filled my mother’s vagina with the filthy semen that consisted of me, then filled my head with even more filth.




* * *





When I was four I sat coloring a piece of typing paper during a dinner party at my Nana and Papa’s house in Concord. It was a white ranch house perched on a hill with long concrete steps leading up to the front door. The living room had bright turquoise carpeting under a long white couch. A blue-and-white candy-filled bowl rested on a thick-glass coffee table. Nana, a fashionable woman in her late fifties, who rocked hot pink lipstick under a swirly mane of salt-and-pepper cotton candy, came out of the kitchen carrying a tray of her famous brownies.


“Sarah, Nana made brownies for you!” she beamed in the third person.


I looked up from my drawing, glanced over to my father, who gave me the nod, then turned to Nana.


“Shove ’em up your ass,” I said.


The tide of the guests’ laughter quickly swept away any anger Nana had toward Dad. She had to smile. Remembering this very early time makes me nostalgic for the days when naked obscenity was enough for a laugh, and didn’t need any kind of crafted punch line to accompany it. It was good to be four.


It strikes me that, in this story of a little girl telling her loving grandmother to shove baked goods up her ass, I might come across as a monster. But allow me to place this anecdote in a cultural context: It was the 1970s. Countless friends of mine who grew up in that decade tell stories of their parents giving them liquor, or pot, or buying them Playboy magazines, or letting their boyfriends sleep over at very young ages. Or having “key parties” and orgies while they believed their children were upstairs sleeping. Like oversexualized retarded adults, the 1970s had the distinction of being both naive and inappropriate. For a naive and inappropriate girl to be born from it, it’s really not so crazy.


What I said to my grandmother yielded a strange kind of glory, and I basked in it. The reactions were verbally disapproving, but there was an unmistakable encouragement under it all. No meant yes.


He Farts in the Face of Strangers


My father, Donald Silverman, is a black-haired, dark-skinned Jew who walks exactly like Bill Cosby dances. A little bounce with each step, elbows bent with hands dangling at the wrists on either side of his chest. When you see him approach, you might think, “A ridiculous man is walking toward me.” And you’d be right.


My dad is pretty much fearless, which makes him a natural showman and public speaker. He’s always the one asked to make a toast or a speech. But a perceived fearlessness can sometimes be mistaken for what is actually gall. This is clearly exemplified by my father’s willingness to steal all his material. He would lift bits from comedians, songs, sitcoms—anywhere—then tweak them to fit and claim them as his own. He once spoke at the Bar Mitzvah of his friend’s son David.




“Today, David, I find in being Jewish a thing of beauty, a joy, a strength, a cup of gladness, a Jewish kingdom as wonderful as any other. Accept in full the sweetness of your Jewishness. David, be brave. Keep freedom in the family and do what you can to make the world a better place. Now may the Constitution of the United States go with you, the Declaration of Independence stand by you, the Bill of Rights protect you. And may your own dreams be your only boundaries henceforth now and forever. Amen.”





Tears. Not a dry eye in the house. People flocked to Dad to tell him how moving and brilliant his words were. Evidently, they had never seen the play Purlie Victorious by Ossie Davis, because that’s where those words were first heard. On Broadway. Other than changing all the instances of “black” to “Jew,” my father stole the passage pretty much word for word.




* * *





My dad was born in Boston, Massachusetts, before moving to New Hampshire where his family settled. His Boston accent is as thick as a stack of ten lobsters and he is almost entirely impossible to understand. My sisters and I became adept at translating what he said into English. Caaah was “car,” shaht was “short,” etc. This was a good system, though one that occasionally backfired, causing us to say “parker” or “sofer” in places where he actually was pronouncing something accurately, like, “Get your parka off the sofa.” My father says fuckin’ the way people say, “like” or “totally.” He might say it in anger like the rest of the world, but what makes him special is he evokes it in everyday talk. “I had such a fuckin’ great time.” “I’m such a fuckin’ lucky daddy.” Or, referring to his favorite HBO series, “Is that Ahliss [Arli$$, the HBO classic] fuckin’ wild o’ah what?”


Happily, Dad found a career that perfectly suited his personality. He owned a store called Crazy Sophie’s Factory Outlet. Much like a certain “Eddie” of legend, who perceived the unlikely connection between psychiatric disorder and retail sales volume, Dad did his own radio ads as “Crazy Donald.” They were highly spirited—and like everything else that came from his mouth, unintelligible—pitches which went something like,




“When I see the prices at the mawl I just want to vawmit. Hi. I’m Crazy Donald, Crazy Sophie’s husband.”





Dad would list all the brands of jeans he had in his store—brands I’ve never since heard of, like Unicorn. At the end he would say either,




“So, spend you-ah time at the mawl, spend you-ah money at Crazy Sophie’s!”





or:




“So if you cay-ah enough to buy the very best—but yo-uah too CHEAP, come to Crazy Sophie’s!”





In fact, Dad was not Crazy Sophie’s husband. Sophie did not exist. He invented her. He wanted a woman’s name because he was selling women’s clothes. Dad’s mother, my Nana, Rose, yelled at him after he named the store, insisting, “You named the store after my friend Sophie Moskowitz, and she will be very insulted!” Dad insisted, “I did not name the sto-ah aftah Sophie Moskowitz. If I named the sto-ah aftah Sophie Moskowitz, I would have named it Ugly Sophie’s.” Classic.




* * *





When my father first came home from college, he sat my grandparents down to tell them some very serious news. They followed him quizzically into the living room, and from the bantam couch stared up at their nervous, pacing son.


“I’m gay,” he announced.


They sat stunned for a moment, and just as his mother started to cry he said,


“Just kidding. I smoke.”


Genius.




* * *





The neighbor’s dog was repeatedly shitting in our yard. For a common problem like that, there’s a sensible solution: to drop by the neighbor’s house and ask, “Would you mind curbing your dog?”


But Dad didn’t say a word to the neighbors. Instead, he got up in the middle of the night, gingerly maneuvered the feces onto a piece of cardboard—careful not to disturb its signature shape—tiptoed to the neighbor’s driveway, and transferred it onto the pavement just below the driver’s-side door of our neighbor’s car. It was worth it to him to be nearer to this canine excrement than one would ever need to be, in exchange for the possibility that our neighbor would step in his own dog’s shit on his way to work.




* * *





My parents were enjoying hot fudge sundaes at an ice cream parlor called Rumpelmayer’s in New York City. A man at the adjacent table was smoking. Since my mother was eight months pregnant (with my eldest sister, Susie), my father asked him if he’d put out his cigarette.


“Fuck off,” the man suggested.


My father kept his eyes trained on the man as he instructed my mother to go wait by the front door. He then sidled up to him as close as he could, lifted his leg, and twisted as he sang, “Puff on this,” which was followed by the most putrid blast of human gas known to man at that time, and was not exceeded until the late ’80s by the great violinist Yo-Yo Ma.


The Reason I Am not


Completely Retarded


My mother, Beth Ann, is fair-skinned with green-blue eyes, soft brown hair, and a God-given nose most Jews would pay thousands for. She speaks beautifully and with great passion for proper grammar and pronunciation. Books—real books by fancy book writers—are read with pen in hand to correct typos and grammar mishaps—and she finds them. She’s a real-life Diane Chambers. She didn’t care if we said “fuck” or “shit” as long as it was with crisp diction and perfect pronunciation.
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My mother, Beth Ann, in 1977








When we were kids she marched up to the counter of our local movie theater to complain that the voice on the recording (this is way before Moviefone) was so garbled she couldn’t make out what movies were playing. The guy just shrugged and said, “You wanna do it?” A star was born.


Mom would take me to the tiny room where the popcorn was stored. There were gigantic bags of pre-popped, yellowed, and packaged popcorn, taken out in increments and placed in the popcorn machine out front to simulate freshness (and also be heated by a lightbulb). The popcorn room was where she would tape the recording of the week’s movies, and here, she quietly put her values into practice. Giving such care to each word, her beautiful voice was clear and articulate with just a hint of whisper—like a Connecticut-born Julie Andrews. She expected from herself what she would expect from anyone: perfection. And she did those recordings over and over until she achieved it.


“Thank you for calling Bedford Mall Cinemas 1, 2, 3, and 4, where all bargain matinees are only two dollars Monday through Saturday. Now playing, Ordinary People, directed by Robert Redford! …”


Instead of a cash payment, we were all allowed to go to the movies for free, plus one, anytime we wanted.


In May of 1964, my mother-to-be (at this point she’s borne only my eldest sister, Susie) got on the game show Concentration, with Hugh Downs. She won the first two games, then came back the next day and won two more. When she repeated her success on day three she automatically became a contestant in that fall’s “Challenge of Champions.”


She remembers winning some SCUBA gear and that Hugh Downs asked her smugly if she knew that SCUBA was an acronym and what the letters stood for. She immediately answered, “Self-Contained Underwater Breathing Apparatus?” To which, according to my mother, he blanched and said a very small, “Yes.” She said she didn’t even know she knew that information until it came out of her mouth. She was twenty-three.


Among the stuff she won was:




a Triumph Spitfire sports car


a dozen leather handbags (all of them yellow)


a twenty-foot speedboat


a twenty-seven-foot “party barge”


two outboard motors for the boats


a mink stole


100 pounds of coffee


a dozen pairs of men’s pants


20 pairs of men’s shoes


a suite of living room furniture (some of which, forty-five years later, can still be found in the house I grew up in—a bachelor’s chest on my stepfather’s side of the bed, two maple end tables, and a large hassock in the living room)





and




a cruise to Bermuda





Other than those pieces of furniture and the fancy cruise, my parents sold the prizes for cash and with it bought their first house, in Manchester, New Hampshire. Since my mother was pregnant with kid number two, they decided to wait until a few months after the baby was born to take the cruise.


The First Time I Bombed


My parents’ second child, Jeffrey Michael Silverman, was born on February 9, 1965.


That May, Donald and Beth Ann went to New York City to take their cruise to Bermuda, after which they returned to New York to spend the weekend at the World’s Fair in Flushing, with their friends Ellie and Harry Bluestein before heading home to New Hampshire. Susie, who had just turned two, was staying with my mother’s parents in Connecticut, and the baby, Jeffrey, was in Concord with my father’s parents (Nana and Papa), Rose and Max. When they arrived at their hotel near the fairgrounds in Flushing, my father called his parents to check on Jeffrey.


My mother heard my father say, “Gone? What do you mean, ‘gone’? Where is he?”


She walked over to him, “What’s going on?”


He listened a few moments longer, then collapsed into tears, which curled into wails of despair. Jeffrey was dead.


Donald and Beth Ann arrived at the Concord house, where many friends had gathered around weeping, inconsolable Rose and Max. When Max looked up and saw my parents, he cried out, “How can you forgive me?”


My parents were told that Jeffrey had been crying a lot during the night and that Papa was the one to keep checking on him, since Nana was hard of hearing and couldn’t hear him cry. In the morning Papa got up and went to look in on the baby. He got to the crib and didn’t see him. He called to Nana, saying, “Rose, where’s the baby?” Then they both found him, down in one corner of the port-a-crib. The metal support frame had slipped off its peg, allowing a little narrow space between the mattress and the bottom rail of the crib. My parents were told that he had strangled in that space.


Any concept of closure, if it existed in the ’60s at all, was a notion invented by hippie fruits. My parents’ friends cleaned up any sign of Jeffrey’s existence by the time they got home. He was imagined.




* * *





In 1976 I was five and cute as a really hairy button. My eldest sister, Susie, was twelve. She was fair with very long dark brown hair and big brown sad eyes reflecting a heartbreaking need for love—by any means necessary.
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Sweet Susie








When I was three she would babysit me and say, “If I drink this orange juice I’m gonna turn into a monster!”


I’d cry, “Susie no!” But she drank the juice anyway, went into the closet where the washer-dryer was, put a brown suede ski mask on her head, and came back out, monstrafied.


“RAAAAARGH!! The only way I’ll turn back to Susie is if you hug me!!!”


Terrified, I ran in a burst toward the monster, hugging her, eyes clenched.


Susie once pulled a steak knife out of the silverware drawer, turned to me, and mused, “It’s so weird, like, I could kill you right now. Like, I wouldn’t, but I could. I could just take your life …” One way to interpret this is that it foretold her eventual future as a rabbi. At age fourteen, here she was, already pondering the biggest issues of the human condition—life, death, morality, and the choices we must make. An alternate interpretation is that living with me eventually causes one to contemplate murder. But I’m feeling the former explanation is the right one, as it is a scientific certainty that I’m pretty adorable.




* * *








[image: ]

Laura, a.k.a. “Mowgli”








Laura was in the middle. She was eleven. A tomboy, she looked just like Mowgli from The Jungle Book.


She had olive skin with bright green almond-shaped eyes, and dimples on either side of her perfect smile. A lot went on inside her, which she mostly kept to herself. She was popular, smart, and could play any instrument she picked up without a single lesson.




* * *





We moved from Manchester, the biggest city in New Hampshire, to Bedford, New Hampshire—a small town of about twelve thousand people. We lived on a big lot of land—an old farm with a big barn where we would spend our summer days playing. One afternoon, Susie sat us down and told us the story of our brother, Jeffrey. She spoke with the measure and drama of a campfire ghost story. It was chilling and shocking and tragic, but mostly it was exciting, as most ghost stories are. And like only the best ones, it lived in the front of my mind for a long time after.




* * *





At this point I was on a tear with the zingers—killing with my parents and sisters, strangers in markets—just being five and saying, “I love tampons!” or any shocking non sequitur was rewarded with “Oh my gods” through frenzied laughter. The approval made me dance uncontrollably like Snoopy. The feeling of pride made my arms itch. It fed this tyrant in me that just wanted more more more push push push. So when Nana picked us up to go to Weeks’ Restaurant for lunch, as she did every Sunday, we got into her big boat, a dark blue Cadillac Seville with a beige leather interior, filled with the odor of stale cigarettes—a smell I loved because it meant “Nana.” As all grandkids are to grandmas, we were her world. Before starting the car she bellowed, “Everyone put their seat belts on!” and without a beat I said …


(… oh this is going to be GREAT …)


“Yeah—put yer seat belts on—you don’t wanna end up like Jeffrey!”


Crickets. No one was even breathing. Susie and Laura looked at me with wide, angry eyes. And after several excruciating seconds, Nana broke the silence with an explosion of sobs.


Four words swam in my head—the most grown-up arrangement so far in my five years: What have I done?

















THE BEDWETTER





Pee Is for “Party”


On August 16, 1977, Elvis Presley saved my life.


The previous afternoon, I played with my six-year-old peers in Heather Peters’s backyard. Heather was a towheaded, Aryan dream of perfection. She had one of those pageant moms who resolved that her daughter would be the princess she herself never was. Every other week, Mrs. Peters set Heather’s long blond hair in hot curlers, and sent her to school in tight Shirley Temple banana curls. Heather despised this constant humiliation, but I’m sure she understood, as any first grader would, that having your head vandalized is a small price if it can ease Mommy’s emptiness. Plus, her father built her this really awesome, gigantic jungle gym.


I was blissfully helping myself to pizza and cake, and to the backyard jungle gym, when Heather asked me where my sleeping bag was. Heather explained—because I had somehow missed, or perhaps willfully ignored—that this party was a sleepover. Fuck me, this is a sleepover?


It’s helpful to mention, at this point, that I was—and would be for many years to come—a chronic bedwetter. The word “sleepover” to a six-year-old bedwetter has roughly the same impact of, say, “liver cancer” to a forty-year-old alcoholic. The moment the word is spoken, gruesome images of your near-future flood your mind. At least with liver cancer, people gather at your bedside instead of run from it.


I had one reliable means of escaping these situations. I’d explain that I needed my mother’s permission to spend the night. I’d call her from somewhere with sufficient privacy, then rejoin my friend with the bad news that my mom wouldn’t let me sleep over. But Heather eagerly stood right next to me as I called Mom. Like a hostage with a gun at her temple, I put on an act to satisfy my captor. I “pleaded” with Mom to let me stay over, and, not detecting my insincerity, she granted permission. “Of course, Sweetie. Have fun.”


I won’t offer much advice in this book, but here’s one tip to bedwetters or parents of bedwetters out there: have a code word or phrase. So if your child calls and says, for example, “Your package from Zappos is on its way,” or “The man from Moldova wants more lemons,” or just “fuzzy dice,” you’ll know that your child is in danger of pissing herself in someone’s house, and you should order her to come home at once.


I hung up the phone, turned to Heather, and harnessed the momentum of my plummeting heart to sling it upward into a joyous, “She said yes!!” It was settled. I would be sleeping in the same living room as Heather and about eight other girls. By this age, I’d peed myself on numerous sleepovers, but here was a chance to do it with a substantial audience.


The anxiety of the impending night took over. I felt like a zombie. Like a paralyzed person in a mobile person’s body, going through the motions of a child at play. I didn’t bring my own pajamas or linens, so Mrs. Peters provided me a sleeping bag and a pair of Heather’s way-too-sexy-for-a-six-year-old pajamas. They were harem-girl bottoms with a short cropped matching top. The anxiety of being in Heather’s stuff was stress-gravy on an already terror-filled plate.


As the other girls drifted into their sweet little dreams, I pinched myself awake, constantly testing my bladder. “Do I need to go again? I’ll stay up to go one more time …” Of course, if you battle against sleep this ferociously, when it finally conquers you, it takes you down hard.


The next morning, I’m the first to wake up. I am warm—which is a trick on people like me. I can stay in denial, lying perfectly still in the warmth, or test it, by moving just the tiniest bit. I venture, rocking my body just slightly to the right. Ice-cold air whooshes along my body and I freeze, heartbroken. I lay, motionless, in panic and urine, for what seems like hours before the other girls start to wake up. I do the only thing a terrified zombie can do: I pretend it didn’t happen. I get up with the other girls, take off my PJs like the other girls, and change into my clothes. They are so lucky to be able to move through life so effortlessly. I know at six how lucky they are—they probably still don’t know.


Mrs. Peters walks into the room, and before she can say anything, steps right onto the pile of my sexy urine-soaked pajamas. My heart stops as I watch her face burn red like a Disney villainess.


“WHO DID THIS!?!?!” she screams, with a look so scary—like when someone’s eyes go wide but with no innocence in them. Just pure fury.


I stand there, quietly enduring the world’s youngest heart attack, wishing for my fear to somehow transport me. Am I supposed to answer? Is the onus actually on six-year-old me to fill this silence?


And that’s when it happens—Mr. Peters comes in and grabs his wife,


“Elvis Presley died!!!”


The news of the King’s death overtook Mrs. Peters, and I was spared. Somehow I got home without the other kids knowing what had happened.


What kind of person reacts to a child’s wet pajamas with rage and not compassion? I guess the kind of person who would force hot curlers biweekly on a first grader’s head.


Put banana curls on your own head, cunt.


Pee Is for “Partner”


I met Julie Blenkinsop in kindergarten. She had yellow hair and was almost always sucking on her middle two fingers. Her parents were from England. Julie’s name was really Julia, but that shit wasn’t gonna fly in New Hampshire. Somewhere there’s some kind of Ellis Island in New Hampshire (probably in Concord, near the two New Hampshire Liquor stores that taunt each other from across the highway), where they look at your name and say,


“Julia?? What ah you, a fuckin’ princess? No, youah Julie. If you don’t like that you can be Shelly, Dawna, Heathah, o’ah Pam.”


The first time Julie slept over at my house, her mother came in to talk privately with mine. When she left, my mother looked at me and smiled. Apparently, Julie had a problem with wetting the bed, and Mrs. Blenkinsop wanted my mother to walk her to the bathroom at some point in the night. This was the greatest news I had gotten in my entire tiny, hairy life. I had my very own partner in shame.


I had no doubt that my chronic bedwetting would be the darkest, most disgrace-filled secret of my life. Only now I had Julie to share it with. Sweet, lovely, finger-sucking, allergy-ridden, rigorously-rubbing-her-nose-with-the-palm-of-her-hand-in-a-circle, Julie.


You Are Getting Very Sleep Pee


At eight years old, my urine showed no promise of abandoning its nightly march out of my urethra and onto my mattress. New Hampshire was running out of clean sheets.


My parents sent me to a hypnotist named Dr. Grimm. Hypnosis was pretty new-agey for New Hampshire, but Julie had been going, and my parents were getting desperate. I had been to doctors before, but all they could offer was a diagnosis of enuresis—meaning my bladder was too small. I was tiny for my age, and with enuresis, there was no medical cure but to grow.


Dr. Grimm was a small bearded man with the kind of gentle voice that sounded suspiciously cultivated. I’d sit on his couch and he’d tell me to close my eyes, and imagine the scenario he described:


“You’re walking through a forest and it’s peaceful. There are leaves on the ground making a path for you, and you follow it. The sun warms your back. You hear a breeze tapping the leaves of the trees just before you feel it on your face. You can also hear the birds calling to each other on the branches above you, and from a distance, flowing water. You follow the path to a clearing …”


What the fuck is a clearing? I’m eight.


“… As you come to the clearing you see a stream. You walk to the stream and sit on a rock, welcoming the sun’s light …”


I was not a cynical person. I was genuinely open to the idea of hypnosis. But as he spoke in his affected gentle voice, I could only pretend to be falling under his spell. It was less therapy than experimental theater, with two actors performing a play for no one. I was trying to imagine his path and his forest and whatever a fucking clearing might be, but instead my mind raced, and focused on anything else—the room I was in, the fake calmness in his voice, his beard, the fact that he had a penis and balls. Does doody get on his balls when he poops? Do boys wipe from front to back like girls do? And if so, where does their front start? He can’t see what I’m thinking, can he? STREAM! CLEARING! FOREST! DOODY ON HIS BALLS—NO! FUCK! STOP!


Was it my responsibility to let him know his treatment wasn’t working? Or was it his to see it? He probably did see it, which is weird to think about—that two people can sit in a small room for an hour, fully aware that they are wasting each other’s time, but neither will acknowledge it. Anyway, it was back to the piss-and-shame factory that was my bedroom. But at least I had Julie.


Losing Julie


By the end of seventh grade Julie stopped sucking on her fingers, blossomed into a beautiful young woman, and outgrew her enuresis. This all pleasantly coincided with Sarah Wildman’s decision to make Julie her new best friend. Sarah Wildman: the most popular girl in school, an effortlessly cool, natural beauty. And all in one day, after eight years of sisterhood, Julie traded up.


This move was not a shallow, heartless, or calculating one. It was a healthy progression for her. In our relationship, I had always been sort of the leader, the alpha female. One day, Julie and I were at our lockers, and though I don’t remember what I said to her exactly, her response was, “I’m not going to be bossed around by you anymore!” I was stunned. She was dumping me.


I couldn’t even justify being mad. Even then I knew she deserved to hang with the cool crowd. The kind of crowd that wakes up on bone-dry sheets.


While Trying to Prevent My Suicide, My Father Introduces Me to the Concept of Suicide


Unlike Julie, I did not blossom. I didn’t grow at all. I was as small in eighth grade as I was in third. Girls were getting tits and periods, and I had seemingly plateaued, elementary-sized. My parents worried, but I also think there was something about me being so small that felt right to us. My dad would always say, “Keep passing the open windows.” I didn’t know what he meant until he explained that in John Irving’s Hotel New Hampshire, there’s a girl in it who never grows. She becomes a revered novelist but eventually kills herself by jumping out a window. Until then I had never thought of open windows as the opportunities for suicide they truly are.


The following fall was my freshman year of high school. Since Bedford didn’t have a high school, I had to take the bus to the big city of Manchester. Manchester High School West was a giant school with thousands of students. I got lost every single day. I didn’t know anyone, except for an occasional Bedford kid peppered among the masses. And, you know how there’s this giant discrepancy between ninth and twelfth grade?—I mean, Jesus Christ, there were guys with beards. There was a fucking smoking patio.


I remember one day getting off the bus when Julie, now only a casual friend, spotted me and came over to say hi. She laughed, “Remember how we used to go to that hypnotist for bedwetting? How hilarious was that!?” I laughed and agreed. It was hilarious—though not quite as hilarious as the fact that I was still going to Dr. Grimm. That I was still spending my nights and mornings wishing this humiliating hobby of mine would stop. Not as hilarious as that.


Summer Camp: 


The Second Worst Kind of Camp for Jews


I realized I was going to be a bedwetter for the rest of my life. I supposed maybe someday this nightmare would end, but even so, you’re always an alcoholic, right? Even if you’re living dry?


To still be a bedwetter in high school, to have a condition this deeply entrenched, is a pretty serious problem for a child. And to be factually accurate, not every measure my parents took to address the issue was the best one. But to be fair, they were doing what they thought was right. They were loving parents who did the best they could.


One of the biggest—and I would guess most common—mistakes parents make is to transfer their own childhood shit onto their kids. Whatever their joys and agonies were growing up, they assume will be exactly the same for their children, and they let it guide their parenting. I can see the same dumb instincts in myself. When I first started hanging out with my old boyfriend’s kids, I found it depressing because I would just look at them and think of how miserable they must be, and how totally alone they must feel. To me, that’s what childhood meant. But the truth was they were fine. Happy-go-lucky, even.


When they were kids, my parents were both unhappy during the school year. Both were Jews going to strict and highly religious Protestant schools in New England, which, in the 1950s, was very much not a blast. In fact, they describe their experiences as “Dickensian.” But in the summer Mom and Dad both flourished. They were popular and thrived at their Jewish sleepaway camps, where Dad was hilarious and Mom was a star athlete.


And so, from six years old on, I was sent to sleepaway camp every summer. If you recall from several pages ago the terror I experienced in just one sleepover—now multiply that into a month’s worth of nights.


It’s not like my parents didn’t consider that—they gave my counselors special instructions to walk me to the bathroom in the middle of the night. And let me tell you, the thought of a sixteen-year-old kid knowing my problem was oh so comforting. Summer camp—salvation to both my mom and dad—was, for me, a camp-fiery hell. My teeth were bigger than my face, I was coated in hair, and I smelled like pee. Of course, most events in life are about context. Had my parents instead sent me to live in the Baboon Reserve at the Bronx Zoo, I would have been happy and confident, judging the others for flinging poo, and feeling downright aristocratic.


First there was Camp Conastan. I was six and terrified and knew no one. Laura was there too but she was eleven and I never saw her. I cried every day and wet the bed every night. I would wake up, take off my wet clothes, put them in my hamper bag, and make my cot up like nothing ever happened.


When I was nine it was Camp Huckins. Same scenario, though I made some friends and was great at softball, soccer, and basketball, which gave me some confidence. I was the clown of my bunk, but still, I was sleeping in dried-pee sheets every night, so don’t worry about me getting too cocky. I learned to make my bed perfectly after being yelled at in front of the whole bunk by my counselor, Ellen. She said that my hospital corners were shitty (I’m paraphrasing), and as she ripped my bedding apart for me to redo it, a fresh wet circle presented itself in all its glory for the bunk to see. My bunkmates were slack-jawed. Good going, Ellen, you fucking asshole.


When I was eleven I went to a camp called Forevergreen. It was a full eight-week Jewish camp—which was not salvation for me like it was for my parents. I didn’t find life in Christian New Hampshire to be a nightmare. I wasn’t ostracized for being different (other than being called “gorilla arms”). It was the ’80s, not the ’50s. This Jewy summer camp wasn’t salvation; it was culture shock. Most all the girls had gone there every summer since first grade—they all knew each other, they were all friends.





[image: ]

Keeping a stiff upper lip at Camp Forevergreen











My counselor was the daughter of the people who owned the camp. Her name was Rachel and she was beautiful and blonde (one of those charmed vanilla Jews) and, uncharacteristically for a girl with those characteristics, angry. Superfucking angry. She clearly hated us, hated life, and did not want to be bothered. The perfect candidate to care for children separated from their families for an extended period of time. And who better to be privy to my painful secret, and to be at my side during my nightly marches of shame to the bathroom. She was openly grossed out and annoyed by me.
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