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This book is dedicated to all the women who’ve ever been told that they’re Too Much. Maybe you’re too loud, too crass, too open, too bawdy. You overshare too often, say too many bad words, you’re too weird, or too emotional.


To the women who, in their quiet moments, still think back on their social interactions and wonder if they really are too much, if they should feel embarrassed, or ashamed.


You are fucking incredible. You are my people. Don’t you dare dilute yourselves to make yourselves more palatable. You are all heart and fire.











Playlist





Could Have Been Me—The Struts


Shelter from the Storm—Bob Dylan


Song 6—George Ezra


It’s Called Freefall—Rainbow Kitten Surprise


100 Bad Days—AJR


Take A Chance On Me—ABBA


For Me, It’s You—Lo Moon


Wait—JP Cooper


Fool’s Gold—One Direction


Run—Taylor Swift ft Ed Sheeran (Taylor’s version)


Stone—Alessia Cara, Sebastian Kole


Crowded Places—Banks


The Sound—The 1975


Home—Edward Sharpe & The Magnetic Zeroes


There She Goes—The La’s


Only Love Can Hurt Like This—Paloma Faith


Alone—Jessie Ware


Never Let You Go—Third Eye Blind


Simply the Best (Acoustic)—Ben Haynes


Rainbow—Kacey Musgraves


Stand By Me—Ben E. King


Don’t Worry Baby—The Brook & The Bluff


Just a Cloud Away—Pharrell Williams











Author’s Note





This story felt like an important one for me to write. It was partially inspired by what it felt like to write my first book and have it be out in the world, what it feels like to create anything for anyone else’s consumption.


When you put something into the world for others to judge, especially when you hope to entertain and elicit some kind of feeling from them, you know, logically, that it won’t be “for” everyone. Creating something that does connect to someone, though, is an absolutely irreplaceable feeling. It’s an addictive feeling. Writing somehow made me feel more myself than ever before, while simultaneously making me more deeply self-conscious than ever before. It was this rush of joy that was often swiftly followed by a dark downhill tumble into Imposter Syndrome.


So, in this particularly low period, I utilized one of my go-to mental health tools; I reached for a way to laugh. When I have blue periods (notice I said blue, not depressed) in life, one of my favorite things to do is to watch stand-up comedy. I put funny stuff in my face. I allow myself to sit in the feelings and acknowledge them, and then I do something good for me: I laugh. Don’t get me wrong, I do the other, less sexy work to keep my mental health in check, too, but partner it with finding a laugh. Because I can tell you this: The last thing I feel like doing when I am feeling low is a mental checklist of my blessings and telling myself that I’m being ungrateful, or that I’m wrong for feeling bad. It only leads to me feeling worse about myself. So instead, I have often found that comedy can be a truly healthy coping mechanism for me.


Comedy has educated me, has helped me see a new perspective on many things in my life. Comedy can be so profound.


That being said, something touched me deeply one day when I realized that often, the comedians in our lives, not just the ones on stages, are the ones who are privately struggling the most. It really clicked for me that you should never dismiss a person who is willing to lay a piece of themselves before you, in any art form, even if it’s just to make you laugh.


When I received a message on my personal Instagram from a random woman telling me that I should be ashamed to have written such trash, especially when I have two little girls who will undoubtedly grow up to be as foul as me, I knew I needed to write Farley. I set aside 30k+ words in another book and started to write this one.


I wanted to write a woman who has a “foul” mouth, who tells sex stories to the public, who is loud and obnoxious and willing to be self-deprecating and even makes a living out of it. I wanted to write a character that makes silly, stupid jokes, but is deceptively brilliant, driven, and feels deeply.


I wanted to show her softer side.


Because even the most sarcastic, irreverent people in your life have intensely sensitive sides, as well. Trust me on that.


I wanted to write a man who saw all of this and accepted every bit of her, who still struggled with his own mental health, but was deeply self-aware and just as loving.


While the characters in this book work in comedy for a living, I as a writer don’t fool myself into thinking that I can write an entire stand-up set. So, this story is probably the least ‘done-for-laughs’ that I’ve written so far, and a few of the stand-up specific jokes told are inspired by certain comedians who helped me in some low periods. Of course, I was sure to still make the jokes my own, but I refuse to not at least acknowledge inspiration and give credit where it’s due.


BUT, most importantly, the characters in this story have safe harbor in each other, so we see their sensitive sides more than anything else, and it is not entirely comedy-focused.


Content Warnings for this story:


-Death of a loved one is mentioned in two scenarios, with the deaths happening off page.


-Strong language


-Sexually explicit content


-A toxic parent/absentee parent


Just like I won’t claim to be a comedian, I’ll also never claim to be an expert at mental health. I recognize that my blue periods are not the same as someone else’s true medical depression, and I would never seek to advise anyone on how they should handle that, nor would I expect them to solve it with some funny Netflix specials. But this is my homage to a tool that happened to greatly help me.


Lastly, to anyone who decides to take time out of their day to create something for someone else … What you do matters. Even if it’s silly memes or videos or dances or jokes, or pictures of books with reviews. Even if you don’t see a dime from it, just know that it likely brightened someone’s day.











One







“You’re only given a little spark of madness. You mustn’t lose it.”


—Robin Williams








FARLEY


The diarrhea joke splatters.


The bit was a gamble, I knew this, as most comedians do. Sometimes you are absolutely certain a bit is going to kill, and instead it dies a slow, lackluster death: the equivalent of a whoopee cushion blowing around the room. And then there are some bits that you think are just fillers, setups for some epic call-back to come later, and those are the ones that deliver. I have learned this from experience, but I still falter at the crowd’s response, just slightly, before pressing on.


I suppose drawing an insightful comparison between the fruits of a misguided dairy binge and the works of Jackson Pollock was quite possibly Too Much. The only laughs I get are generally uncomfortable ones, some heads rear back and some eyes close, shuddering. This is why I’ve prepared another self-deprecating piece to segue into, this one a little more “Oh, that poor funny girl, that’s just sad. But look! She’s joking about it, so it’s okay for me to laugh. Yes, I’m laughing because I can laugh at her. This is what I paid for.” It is also one of those bits that’s based very closely on my personal truth, so … yeah, those ones tend to murder.


The shitty (haha) joke is quickly forgotten, and I’m back to being a conductor in my masterpiece. It’s a symphony of laughter around me that I stir and tickle and prod. I work one side of the room with my sad, weird, awkwardness. I spin a tale about some delightfully aloof (nonexistent) men I’ve dated and the ill-begotten adventures of my sex life, before my yarn gives way to an impression that has me lemur-walking to the other side of the stage, coaxing the room into a legato of laughter.


It’s beautiful, glorious, overwhelming; it’s warm and it fills me, fuels me. I feel like a spark that’s been begging for tinder, and this room is one of those old-timey blowers that puffs and fans me until I’m ablaze.


With each crescendo I think I might really make it, I am f-u-n-n-y.


The applause is magnanimous. And then it’s over.


It crashes.


I fizzle out.


Each step I take toward the side stage has me sliding down from an adrenaline mountain, and it’s jarring and dreadful.


The only thing that helps—my emergency pickaxe into the side of that mountain—is Meyer’s face. Everything around him is in disarray. The sound techs are wiping tears from their eyes. The MC is bent over with her legs crossed tightly around each other, presumably so she doesn’t piddle. Meyer, however, is as solid and stoic as ever. His arms are crossed, hands tucked into his arm pits with his thumbs out. He manages to lift those thumbs toward me in salute; roaring adulation coming from him. His mouth is an underscore across his face, his brow is as furrowed as ever.


Meyer’s steadfast grumpiness is my tether. It lassos me, pulls me back into my own body and into the present rather than in my head where I’m always formulating a comeback or measuring and feeding a crowd. He’s not my rock, he’s my hammock. He holds and cocoons me in the shade on a summer day. Not that he’s actually aware of this.


He’s also my manager. My manager, who, incidentally, has also become my closest friend since he came into my life three years ago. Though, in reality, he’s been a figure in my life for a bit longer. Not sure if he’s entirely aware of that, either, or how much he even truly likes me back, but that’s neither here nor there.


He likes to pretend that I annoy him endlessly, but I’ve caught the corners of those lips turning up, on occasion. I get him every single time I do the bit about that guy back in college. The one that slung my knees up to my temples like I was some sort of human sleeping bag he was trying to roll up—insert enthusiastic charades display of this act—and, after approximately sixty seconds of uninspired thrusting, that guy yell-whispered in my ear, “I WANT YOU TO ORGASM” to which I terrifyingly responded, “OKAY?!”, with a thumbs up. I then proceeded to do whatever the opposite is of orgasm, as well as prayed to the heavens that I would not let a fart out onto this man and risk this being turned into his funny story.


There are only a handful of occasions on which I’ve been able to get Meyer to crack his best, fullest smile, typically accompanied by a single-syllabled laugh. It’s a smile and sound that Rocks. My. World. It has teeth and dimples and crinkled, jovial eyes. The first time I saw it, I audibly gasped before he zapped it away, practically vacuuming it off his face. The date was marked on my calendar and will live on in infamy.


There’s just something that feels elevated about making another comedian laugh—especially one who was as good and as sharp as Meyer was. As I suspect he still could be. He was big for a while there. He’d been featured on a TV special that showcased a great group of up-and-coming comedians and had even opened for some huge names. His comedy was the kind that cut deceptively deep. His delivery was just a degree away from monotone—almost bored, irreverent, but always surprising. The sort of comedy that hit right away, but the more you went over it in your head, the funnier it still became. He didn’t require animated facial expressions or anything in the way of physical comedy, and rarely uttered a curse, which only made them more effective when he did. Each bit always flowed seamlessly into the next, like he was telling you one long story.


It was quite the opposite of my brand, come to think of it.


“I told you that joke was shitty,” he says with mirth in his icy blue eyes as I turn off my mic and earpiece.


“Did you just make a joke about a joke, Meyer?” His only response is an eye roll as he turns to keep walking with me.


“Where’s Hazel?” I ask, searching around for his daughter.


“Marissa took her tonight. She was supposed to write an essay but didn’t.”


“An essay at ten years old? Jesus, what kind of school do you have her in? I’m on her side.”


He sighs tiredly, rolling his eyes some more. “The kind with the best programs and teachers available for Deaf students. The very expensive kind. The kind that I’d like to be able to continue to afford, so let’s perhaps avoid the fecal matters in the future.”


“Nice. Also, you’re saying I should include more of that “Awful Offal” in my set, so she can go back to hanging with us all the time?” I ask, including the headline from the last, most negative review I received. “And, as I’ve told you repeatedly, Meyer, hot girls have tummy troubles.”


“I think I’ve reached my limit on the judgment I can take for having a child at a comedy show featuring you giving a QVC worthy presentation on your sex toy collection, Jonesy.” He refrains from addressing the last bit.


“That bit is a long-winded public service announcement. I’m using my platform wisely.”


“I’ve been threatened with CPS twice.”


“Only before you explained that she couldn’t actually hear anything I was saying.” I hold my hands up in placation.


“Which, as you’ll recall, only had them judging harder.” And I can’t help the genuine laugh that tumbles out of me when he says this, because Hazel loves it. She loves to be in a room of laughter despite the lack of sound. And I think that’s why I fell in love with her, because she can feel it, can feel that energy around her and is just as addicted to it as I am.


She’s also entirely oblivious to any of the complications it causes her father, and he intends to keep it that way, which is maybe why I’m a bit in love with him, too.


“You think me being judged is funny?” he smirks and quirks an eyebrow at me.


“Well, no, but when you get the hang of it…” I shrug, and his expression deepens. We both know the judgment that comes with this line of work, the risks you take with certain material. And while I always strive to push the envelope on social commentary, I refuse to do it at the expense of someone else’s humanity. I’d rather tell shitty fart jokes and make fun of myself than be an asshole in the name of being edgy.


But, while I feel like my career is gaining traction, I’m not quite big-time enough to avoid being sucked into the vortex of reading the comments online. This week’s Imposter Syndrome is sponsored by one that said, “I don’t care if she is mildly hot when she actually speaks like a human being. I can’t stand this obnoxious woman. She complains about the audacity of men, yet (if the shit she blithers on about is any indication) I’d bet money that she has a body count higher than her IQ. This bitch is a train wreck, and if she didn’t dance around or scream like a banshee, nothing she said would even be remotely funny.”


Before you ask, yes, the commenter’s name was Chad and yes, his profile was a photo menagerie of him in dudebro trucker hats—hiding what is undoubtedly a receding hairline—holding all the flavors of Monster energy drinks and wearing white Oakley’s backwards on his head. Obviously.


But did I look up what a body count was on Urban Dictionary thanks to Chad? Yes, yes, I did. I’d always assumed that the term was some weird new way of referencing weight. Not so, my dudes.


Then I spiraled into wondering if anyone had ever asked me what my body count was and how I’d answered. Meyer assured me I had not, at least not that he was aware of. And he’s basically aware of everything when it comes to me.


I take in the hard lines of his profile now. How the man has time for the gym, I’ll never know, but it’s clear that he does. Along with whatever super soldier serum he’s microdosing, he’s also grown so much grayer since I first met him. The stubble around his jawline is peppered with it, and where it was lightly scattered in the hairline surrounding his ears before, it’s now flowing throughout. He’s thirty-five, so ten years my senior, but he’s only just beginning to look it.


It occurs to me that maybe this is because of me. Because of this life I’ve dragged him back into. Being a single dad, with a Deaf daughter and one (adorable-slash-exhausting) comedic client to manage, combined with the hours and the travel that go alongside it … Well, it must take a toll.


“Do you regret taking me on?” I ask before I can think twice about it.


He stops, head turning to me quickly with a confused pout—as opposed to his normal, simply-just-existing perma-frown. My brain backpedals immediately, and to my own horror, my hand reaches up and pokes him between the eyebrows, into the crease there with a boop.


“Because that’s too bad if you do. You have all the TV subscriptions and know all of my passwords and I’m too attached at this point … Hey, Bob!” I beeline when I see Bob, my favorite security guard. “Looking good, man. Jesus, I swear you have less and less neck each time I see you.” I give his bulging biceps a quick squeeze. “Pretty soon you’ll only have your personality to blame when women reject you.”


“You know your set’s over, right?” Bob chuckles at me. “Besides, I’m only trying to keep up with Meyer here.”


But before I can come up with a snarky response and engage in our standard back-and-forth, Meyer’s hand grips my elbow, and I jolt. We spend a large percentage of our lives together, but I take care to avoid too much casual touching when it comes to him. Twice in one night might be a record.


“Farley.” I look up at him and then follow his eyes … Holy. Balls.


Kara Wu is here.


At my show.


The show that just killed.


She’s smiling in my direction.


My favorite comedienne, one of the most famous in the country—who has written for wildly successful shows and has hosted Saturday Night Live—is here and she is smiling in my direction.


So, naturally, I do the thing. The thing that no cool girl ever does.


I look around to see who she is smiling at.


I close my eyes and sigh through my nose when I realize what I’ve done, steel myself, and turn back to her with a shaky smile.


When she is in my immediate proximity, I double back my gaze up to Meyer and check that I’m not hallucinating. He just tilts a close-lipped grin down at me, a mildly entertained look in his eyes.


I tear my eyes away and turn back to Kara Wu, still smiling expectantly. I also vaguely register Bob in my peripheral, silently laughing and pulling up his phone to snap a photo.


“Farley?” Kara Wu says.


“Kara Wu?” I squeak. It comes out like an accusation.


She laughs. “Just Kara is “ne. Fucking great show.” Ohmygod, I love her. A mom who doesn’t pull her punches with the language in her set and obviously not in regular life, either. Gritty, real, raunchy, and naturally hilarious. I want her to be my friend. I would follow her around and slice grapes for her kids, I would talk on the phone to her, I would … I don’t know, the talking on the phone thing short-circuited my brain.


Meyer elbows me but speaks on our behalf while I continue my brain reboot. “Kara. It’s been a few years, but I met you awhile back.” He reaches out to shake her hand.


“Oh, I remember you, alright. Back from when I was touring with Marshall. I wouldn’t forget your face.” She looks up at him through her lashes with an appreciative grin. Can’t blame her, he is a sight worthy of the appreciation. Tall, muscular, perfectly weathered with that salty brown hair and beard. The boy-next-door turned into a devastating man. But, when she maintains her grip on his hand a little too long, a “are of possessiveness runs through me and forces me through my hard reset.


“Thank you. I cannot believe you’re here,” I say and punch out my own hand for her to take.


“Well, believe it. I’ve had you on my radar for a while now, which brings me to this.” She gestures for someone to come over. “This is my manager, Clay. Clay, Meyer, you guys talk. I’m going to have a chat with Farley over here.” Oh, God. Okay. It’s happening. This is happening.


We walk away a few paces before she turns to me. “I’m just going to lay my cards on the table, here. I want you to open for us on our tour.”


Don’t burst into violently happy tears, Fee. Don’t. Not yet, at least. “Open. For you. For you, and—”


“For me and for Shauna Cooper. We love you, and while there are a few others in the running, you’d be our first pick. I just wanted to feel some things out with you first.”


Steely determination crawls through me, my heart hammering in my ears. That’s my spot. “What do I need to do?”


“Well, to be frank, there’s nothing really that you can do in a work aspect. Your sets speak for themselves. You’re our first pick because we want the sharpest comedy from start to finish. Not to mention on paper, you’d be the perfect addition to round us out. We have good representation between us in terms of age, sexuality, and ethnicity, and we’re not afraid of being dirty. You bring the quirk, I bring the mom factor, Shauna brings the take on the political-social climate. But we’re still an all-female comedy tour, and this is still a primarily male lead faction of the entertainment industry. And I want it to blow this shit out of the water, Farley. I want all the hype for this. We need to have a killer PR run before this thing starts, which means we need to garner some media attention. Hence, this conversation.”


“Okay. I’m okay with that. I’m totally on board.” I love the sound of that. The number of Netflix specials featuring men versus female comedians is staggering. I am vibrating with excitement and motivation.


“It also means interviews, potentially, and unfortunately, people getting invested in your personal life—a definite. People tend to be more invested in female comedians when they feel like they know, or get, where the jokes are being developed.”


Okay … I don’t love the sound of that …


“I’m not proud of it, but if it gains a bigger following for this and gets us the exposure we deserve, I’m not above a little healthy exploitation.”


“I get it. I do,” I say, but don’t mask the wary tone to my voice.


“We have an idea. Well, I have an idea, at least.”


“Okay…”


“Well, you’re young, cute, and nothing garners attention quite like other people’s love lives.”


I freeze in panic, my tongue swelling in my mouth as I grimace and huff out a laugh, suspecting the direction this is headed for.


“I would just prefer that part of my real life to stay somewhat private,” I lie. I don’t need to explain that what I share on stage is different.


“Understandable. But, even if we don’t stoke the flame of publicity beforehand, you do understand that it would be a natural byproduct of taking this on? I have SNL booked two months from now, plus Shauna has a movie coming out, and will be photographed at every one of Tyson’s games until the tour starts…” Right. Shauna Cooper is dating Tyson Callahan, star something for the something-somethings of a sport. I don’t care who she dates. I care deeply for her comedy, though …


But that’s just it, isn’t it? I have an investment in her after years of watching her and looking up to her. And yet even I still know that who she dates is newsworthy and has probably drawn more people to look her up.


“My … dating life. It’s not actually existent,” I admit.


She laughs quickly before smoothing it away. “Oh believe me, I know. I figured that. Not that you seem undateable or anything. I just know how it is when you’re starting out.” She smiles warmly before blowing out a breath. “Would you object to being photographed with a celebrity faux-beau? Let some speculative gossip happen?”


“Oh my god, that’s a thing? Celebrities really fake attachments for publicity?”


She curls an eyebrow my way. Oops, she did not like the judgment implied in that tone.


“They do. Most people are willing to do a lot of mildly uncomfortable things when it comes to furthering their ambitions.”


Touché.


My eyes clash with Meyer’s from across the room, and I’m transported back to months ago when we were working through the material that’s in my current set. We stayed up for hours, him helping me work through a bit about the bleakness of Tinder, about how being in stand-up always hinders dating …


“Why do you think it is, though, Meyer? For real. Why do I get ghosted when men find out I’m in comedy?” I asked him, genuinely wondering. Hazel’s head laid in my lap, dozing softly.


“I’m not sure. It seems cliché, but I think men, especially the ones who want to think that they themselves are funny, are intimidated by funny women. Probably because they don’t want to risk being source material.”


“Well, how interesting. Men are afraid of women being funnier than them, and women are afraid of, oh, I don’t know, being oppressed, beaten, raped, or killed by men. But look out! Funny chick here might follow you down an alley and make you chuckle without consent!”


“I think you just found your punchline.” He smiled, a megawatt thing that deepened the creases around his eyes and brought my attention to the ones that bracketed his mouth. New ones that I’d never noticed before. A laugh escaped.


“Oh my god,” I said with unfiltered awe before I could even think to stop myself. And, immediately, the smile was gone. He didn’t break eye contact, though. A muscle in his jaw rippled.


“Anyone who is pathetic enough to let you being funny—or your career—get in the way of being with you doesn’t deserve you, Fee.”


Kara’s words pluck at my brain in the present, and I remember, “You said you had an idea?”


She looks at her manager and Meyer, waving them over. “I do.”














Two





38 MONTHS AGO




“Before you judge a man, walk a mile in his shoes. After that who cares? He’s a mile away, and you’ve got his shoes.”


—Billy Connolly








MEYER


I’ve stood alone on a stage, sweating under blinding lights, talking about genitalia, politicians, and ‘your mom’, in front of a thousand people before, and I still don’t think I’ve ever been this nervous.


I wipe my palms on my jeans as I look around at a table full of seven-year-old girls staring blankly back at me. It’s the first birthday party I’ve ever thrown for Hazel, and so far, I am patently not crushing it. “I’m going to go call and check on the pizzas.” I tell them, and I sign it as well as speak it, since her friend Olive is not Deaf.


I walk over to the bar where Lance is throwing me a sympathetic look. “I know, I know. I’m improvising here,” I say.


“I seem to recall you being a bit more entertaining when it came to improv.” He chuckles as I school my face into a baleful glare. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you need. Which doesn’t look like it’ll be more than fifteen minutes anyway, but open mic doesn’t start until eight,” he says.


“Just like old times with the heckling, huh?” I sigh. “Thank you again. I didn’t think I needed a contingency plan for rain in August.”


All Hazel wanted to do was have a few of her new school friends join her at the water park for her birthday. Simple enough. She’s at a new school; an excellent school with a bunch of other Deaf students like her, along with many other multilingual kids who know ASL.


She was so excited to have enough friends to warrant a real celebration, and I wanted to make this perfect for her. I did the necessary prep work with the other moms, ensuring they all felt comfortable with their girls under my watch, and I reserved a cabana thing with pizza, cake, ice cream … Hazel wanted to make ‘favors’ after attending another L.A. kid’s birthday last year—I know, I know, I am groaning at myself here, too. So, after the fever dream that was a foray into the land of Pinterest, we made bags for the girls that contained: sunscreen, goggles, mermaid printed hair ties, and a plethora of snacks that “fit the theme.” Licorice pool noodles, shark gummies submerged in homemade blue jello cups, seaweed chips … Never did I think—back when I was in my early twenties and being passed a joint backstage at a Dave Chapelle show—that my life would one day involve squeezing melted chocolate onto a Nutter Butter to make it look like a flip flop, but alas, here we are. And most days I love it here.


But then a freak storm came through Los Angeles. A storm that has been crouching and pissing all over us for three days straight. The disappointment on Hazel’s face when she woke up this morning gutted me. I launched into action mode, made calls to bowling alleys and the local indoor mini golf courses, came up completely empty. Seems it’s the one day of the year that they’re at capacity. I checked with our condo complex about reserving their activity center, but it’s also booked. I even offered a Disneyland day in a fit of desperation, but Hazel’s face crumpled.


“Too many lines on a Saturday, Dad,” she’d signed. “And you hate Disneyland.”


“I don’t hate it. And today’s your day, Hazel.” I signed back with as much forced levity as I could.


“I just wanted to swim and go on the water slides with my friends. We’ve been talking about it all week.”


“Don’t worry, birthday girl. We’re going to have the best day. Let’s go get your friends.”





Instead of giving her the best day, I am sinking in something that feels eerily similar to stage fright. I cannot think of what to do.


I’d called Lance, the owner of the comedy club that I first started gigging at—where my pre-writing comedy career was born—and asked if we could come here. I’ve got a pizza order and cupcakes on the way, but it’s not like I can play music and give them a dance party.


“Lance. I am panicking here,” I plead.


Lance looks taken aback. “Meyer, all I know is comedy, music, and drinks. Why don’t you give them a little stand-up show or something?”


“With what material, man?” Everything I’ve written since Hazel was born has been for TV shows and scripts. My old material from my stand-up days is not appropriate, nor is it the stuff that a seven-year-old would consider the pinnacle of humor, anyway. Not to mention, any material I do have would have to be combed through and tweaked so that I could make it less “Hearing Funny” and more “Deaf Funny.”


So much of stand-up is in the delivery and inflection, even when it’s subtle. The dips and tones added to voices are what make a C level joke funnier. Take that away, and the jokes had better be sharp if they’re going to be funny in ASL. Plus, the girls definitely wouldn’t get (or care about) my nuanced take on the adult single world, which is what my writing and collaboration have been focused on lately.


I turn on the stool when I feel a tap on my shoulder.


“Can we open our favor bags and have the snacks now, Dad? Or do we have to wait until after pizza?” Hazel asks.


“Go ahead, sweetheart. Pizza will be here soon.”


She smiles and nods, a good sport as always, but I don’t miss the hint of sadness in her expression.


“Fuck,” I hiss, before I remember myself, and Olive whips her head my way. Shit. “Sorry, Olive.”


“Don’t worry. I won’t tell my mom,” She says out loud.





The door to the club flies open. Bright gray light streams in and silhouettes a figure in the doorway, the sound of the pouring rain hits the room in a rush.


“Damn it, I thought I locked that.” Lance growls. “Jones! The answer, for the millionth time, is NO!” he bellows.


The figure—Jones, presumably—lets the door slam closed behind her before she straightens and stomps over to us.


“Lance. You old fuckwad! Give me my job back or at LEAST let me do my set tonight!”


“Hey. I have kids here,” I say to the girl—woman—on instinct. Her hair is flattened to her head, dripping water everywhere, like she’s just stood in the rain and let it wash over her for hours.


“You have kids at a bar in the middle of the day?” she says to me, scrunching up her nose. “Sounds like a well-placed F bomb is likely to be the least of their troubles.” She whips back over to Lance. “Lance, I apologized. But customers were leaving because everyone else that night tanked. You should be pleased. Tickled, even! I made this place good money that night.”


“You abandoned the bar to do a set, Farley.”


“One: Because you kept denying me my spot or scheduling me on open mic night instead of letting me have it off like I continuously asked for. And two: Everyone else was dying up there. When I got up, the laughs were so loud that people started piling in from the streets. It was standing room only in this place! Even without the booze people were laughing, Lance. Give me my spot tonight.” She throws me a look that clearly states “the hell you looking at” before she turns back to Lance. Then, with a blink, she jerks her head back to me, some of her sopping wet hair splattering across her chin in the movement.


“Oh, shit. I know you.”


“You do?”


“You’re Meyer Harrigan.” Amber eyes grow bigger, and her dark brows shoot up.


“How do you know me?” I shake my head, confused. She’s too young to recognize me, surely.


“I saw you. A couple of times! Okay, fine, not really. But, I have watched every stand-up set you’ve done that’s available on YouTube probably a thousand times.”


I grunt an acknowledgment, unsure how else to reply.


“Help me convince him I deserve my spot tonight,” she demands, leaning in eagerly.


“Uh, no?” It’s like there’s a hummingbird in my face, wings beating so rapidly the movement is a blur; it’s beak needle-like and jabbing at me. The urge to figuratively swat it away is strong.


She looks me up and down, studying my face for something before she glances over my shoulder.


“You don’t seem like a drunk or a deadbeat,” she says.


“That’s nice. You very much do seem like you might be on … something.”


She shakes that off with an eye roll. “If you’re not a drunk or a deadbeat, why do you have these kids at a bar for a birthday party?” The party hats I picked up on the way must’ve clued her in.


“It’s a comedy club, not a bar.”


She smiles wickedly. “Funny, you’d think it was just a bar with the shit this guy keeps giving me over closing it down for a few minutes to focus on the whole comedy thing.” She stabs a thumb towards Lance.


I look over at him and snort. Fell into that one.


Lance reddens, but appears resigned as he mutters to his inventory clipboard. I catch movement in my peripheral and spin to see the girl approaching Hazel’s table.


“You guys could at least put some music on for them or something.”


“Hey. No—” Shit, what was her name? “Jones. Stop.”


Her steps stutter a bit when she gets over there, pausing as she looks at the side of Daisy’s head, noticing her cochlear.


“How you girls doing today?” Jones asks then, as well as signs, and I suck in a gasp. Each girl sits up in their seat, instantly a little brighter. None respond.


“Whose birthday is it here?” she asks, and signs perfectly again.


Hazel raises her hand. “And how old are you today?” she signs as she speaks.


“Seven,” Hazel replies.


“Seven?! What the hell are you guys doing sitting in here instead of out celebrating being seven?! Seven puddle jumps, now!”


They’re all smiling at her, looking a little awestruck. “My dad won’t like me jumping in puddles,” Hazel says with a laugh.


Jones glances around, not overselling it, but making it appear like she’s searching. She lifts her hands with a smile and signs, “I don’t hear him complaining, do you?” and all four of them burst out in laughs.


Good God. The woman hit them with a hearing joke, within a minute of meeting them, completely unafraid.


Needless to say, we all head to the alley out back, and jump in gigantic puddles while the rain pours down, until we are soaked to the bone.


When we head inside for hot pizza, Hazel says, “I guess I still got to splash around with my friends today after all.” She beams up at me.


Hazel had her first cold when she was just a few weeks old. Suffice it to say she was pissed about it. She’d screamed and cried endlessly—great big tears that only led to her being stuffier. I was terrified, alone, and utterly clueless. So, like any good twenty-six-year-old man, I called my mom. “Mom, I don’t know if I can do this.”


“You can, Meyer. Keep her elevated. Let her drink as much as she wants, whenever she wants … and have you tried a bath? If the rest of the cord has fallen off all the way, you can try a bath.”


I checked her belly, peeling her off of me just enough to see. I couldn’t set her down long enough to dress her without her screaming, since my clumsy, shaking hands made the process last way too long. Even diaper changes required bracing.


I drove out and bought her a baby bath, as she screamed the entire way to, in, and from the store. The moment I set her in it, against the little bouncy chair, her eyes went wide, and her lips pursed. She hiccuped, and kicked her legs, splashing, finally happy.


She’s always been a water baby.





“Did I hear Lance call you Farley earlier?” I say to Jones when Haze goes back to the table with her friends.


“You did. It’s my name.”


“Your name is Farley? You some scion descendant of a comedy dynasty or something?”


She laughs bitterly. “Nope. Just a family name. The only family I have left hates this,” she gestures to the club, her finger whipping around in a circle.


She pivots on a heel and goes back to the girls, naturally taking them through what feels like a set that was designed for them, without the unnecessary theatrics behind it. She doesn’t stand up, doesn’t use a mic (which is good since it would be pointless in ASL), just makes it feel like conversation over pizza, but has them all giggling and snorting uncontrollably. She pokes plenty of fun at me, at Lance. She jumps up and leaves for a second before running back in and presenting something to Hazel. As she takes it in her palms, Farley signs, “It’s a tattoo. Now you can say you got a tattoo for your birthday.”


I feel my eyebrows pinch together. “No tattoos!” I call. Farley ignores me, and since Hazel isn’t facing me, she’s not privy to my objections. Farley looks at me and grins, eyes twinkling even from a distance.


As her hair dries, I notice that it’s got quite a bit of red in it.


She brings Hazel to the sink at the bar and applies the temporary tattoo on the back of her hand, while I look on, trying to settle the strange feelings muddling in my chest.


Hazel runs over to show the other girls, the tattoo making her smile and flourish her hands as she signs. The manner that she holds her hands and twirls them makes something heavy catch in my throat. She clearly feels proud, and pretty … Even more special for the way that she communicates in this moment. I’m actually jealous that I didn’t think to do it first.


Farley finds a bowl of cherries behind the bar and starts eating them one by one.


“I think this party is a hit after all,” she says.


“Thank you.” I clear my throat. “You saved it. I’ll, um—I’ll make sure Lance gives you your mic time tonight.”


She frowns and sets down the bowl of cherries. “I didn’t do any of this just to make you do that.”


“I know. But now I’m genuinely curious. I’ll come back and watch your set later.”


She eyes me suspiciously, chewing, before her face breaks into a huge smile.


She extends a hand for me to shake. “I’ve got a funny feeling this is the start of something great.”














Three





NOW




I always wanted to be somebody, but now I realize I should have been more specific.”


—Lily Tomlin








FARLEY


“A beer,” I announce in a panic to the waiter.


“A beer, Jones? You’ve never ordered a beer in your life,” Meyer says, exasperated.


I’m so worked up that I can’t seem to think of any other drink in existence, though.


“Miss, what kind of beer?” the waiter asks, patiently.


“Oh. Alcoholic, please.”


“Jesus, please excuse her. She’ll take whatever sugary lemon drop thing you serve,” Meyer says. The waiter nods and scurries away. I grimace when Meyer squints at me.


“You mind telling me what’s got you so spooked? I’ll remind you that the last time you drank some of my beer you said it tasted like something that was fermented inside of a belly button,” he says with thinly veiled worry.


“Alright.” I sigh. “I guess it’s only fair to prepare you before Kara and Clay get here.” I take a few breaths and spot our waiter returning with our drinks. “Oh, good. One sec.”


Mine hits the table, and I promptly toss it back.


When I reach for Meyer’s beer next, he lays his palm over mine, gently flattening it to the table to stop me.


“Jones, whatever it is, it’s okay. If they’re offering you something that requires you leaving … me … or whatever, and you want to take it … Don’t feel bad about it. Whatever it is, I promise you, I’ll support it.”


He doesn’t meet my eyes, though. Just keeps his gaze fixed on our hands.


“They want us to date,” I blurt, and now his eyes snap up to mine. The band that keeps his expression tightly wound appears to have snapped, his eyes wide and searching.


“For PR. Kara wants me to go on tour and open for her and Shauna Cooper, but they want us to beef up some publicity beforehand. Kara has SNL, and Shauna is dating the sports ball guy.”


“The three-time Super Bowl champion, Fee.”


“Yep, that one.”


My breathing becomes audible, and Meyer seems to suddenly realize that his hand still lays over mine, a moment before he snaps it back.


“Why would they think that anyone would be interested in us? We’re already together all the time,” he asks.


“Well, I gather that it’s you who’s the real allure. Just like when we got all those comments on Instagram from people assuming you were writing my jokes,” I say and his face pinches, remembering. “Before I took the one picture of the two of us down, of course. And I imagine that curiosity will grow when they announce the tour and their opener. Your name attached to mine … publicly … will be good, and I guess they want to play off that. I—I don’t really know how it will all play out, Meyer, honestly. Kara barely told me the idea before she asked us to meet here.”


“She doesn’t think I’m too old for you?” he sneers, his lip curling. It’s a gut-punch.


“Ten years is hardly scandalous, Meyer.” Maybe he thinks I act too young for him.


His only response is a snort. His expression grows furious.


“You don’t have to do this,” I whisper.


His frown only grows in intensity. “Neither do you, Fee.”


I want to curl in on myself, noting the apparent disgust on his face. He is disgusted that I would ask him to do this with me.


“Fee. You don’t have to do this because your talent speaks for itself. It should be enough. I’m fucking pissed that anyone would insinuate otherwise.”


Oh.


Kara and Clay arrive then, sliding into the booth with the smooth confidence that comes with knowing you’re expected, knowing you’re important. The waiter immediately pops over and takes their drink order. He sure is quick and attentive, I observe. And then, over his shoulder, I notice two other waiters hovering by the bar, one of them raising his phone to snap a picture of us.


“So, did Farley give you an overview on what I presented her with?” Kara asks Meyer, before she takes off her bright red frames and begins cleaning them on her Biggie Smalls t-shirt.


“She did,” he says, jaw rolling.


“And?” she asks.


“And I think it sounds like pandering bullshit. We both know she is good and that you want her. She doesn’t need to do this. And frankly, I think it’s beneath you to even ask her to.”


I jerk back at the deadly tone he’s taken. While I can appreciate the protectiveness and the strong moral stance he’s taking, I reject the judgment implied. If it helps us achieve the hype we undoubtedly deserve, then who is he to judge us?


I have my reasons for my initial hesitation, but half the battle in this field is getting your name out there, gaining a following. And unfortunately, women still have extra hills to climb when it comes to stand-up. He’s a man. How dare he hold me to some arbitrary code when he’s got no clue?


Publicity stunts, as a rule, aren’t limited to women, either. I may not have been privy to the fact that these stunts might include pairing up for show, but I do know that, at least. Plenty of men do it without catching an ounce of flack for it. It’s business.


“Who are the other options you’re considering for me?” I ask, before Kara can respond, or leave.


She turns her glare away from Meyer at the same time I feel his turn on me. “There are plenty. In fact, there are three I confirmed on the way here that would be up for it, so I’m willing to leave that up to you. There are two of Tyson’s teammates who could use a bit of PR to help secure some brand deals and such. The comedian angle is enticing, though, and I happen to know that Declan Crowe is looking for some positive attention.”


Meyer shakes his head. “You mean folks don’t respond positively to heroin and slapping around your girlfriend?” he seethes.


“Allegedly,” Clay corrects.


“I’ll do it. One of the sports ball guys, though,” I say before Meyer can explode.


“Perfect. We’ll get plenty of public appearances in that way through football season before the tour starts in spring. Some group photos could be cute and cozy, too,” Kara declares with a smile.


“Just hold on one fucking second here. I want to understand what the thinking behind suggesting me, now, was in the first place,” Meyer chimes in.


“Clay?” Kara prompts.


Clay nods, prepared. “Well, to be honest, you’re a bit of an enigma. You disappeared right as you peaked. People in the business know you’re still actively writing and managing Farley now, but there’s a general curiosity around you when it comes to the public. Once we announce that she’s going on tour with us, and start testing out material at smaller venues, she’s going to be in the limelight anyway. It would stir up that curiosity more to have you publicly acknowledged by her side. Especially when people connect some of the material,” Clay declares.


“If we agree, I’d want outlined specific events and to know when we’re going to be photographed. No one just randomly following us around. I have a daughter,” Meyer says, pointing a finger on the table with finality.


Guilt flares through me, hot and sour, at the mention of Hazel. “Meyer, I’ll just date a footballer. Really, it’s fine.”


He only glares at me harder. “Is that what you want?” His nostrils flick out and his eyes dart between mine.


“Well, no, obviously I think it would be easier for you, and I just … you know, based on semantics alone, but…”


“I’ll do it,” he says, more to Kara than to me.


“Clay and I can work with Shauna and her manager to get together a schedule and a list,” Kara replies, after a cursory glance my way.


Meyer nods, and we all shake hands when we emerge from the booth.


In true comic form, since we are unable to handle things with seriousness for any stretch of time, Kara breaks up the silence with a joke.


“Honestly, I tell jokes about my son’s baby boners and licking my husband’s ass hole. So, I exploit the hell out of them. Don’t feel bad about putting on a little show. We’re going to have the best fucking time, I promise.”





I beat Meyer to his car so that I can avoid him opening my door for me, but, with my typical subtle grace, I fling the door too hard and myself along with it. He steadies me from behind with his palms on my arms, his breath puffing out against my hair before he lets me go and stomps around to the driver’s side.


It’s after ten PM, but it’s a Saturday night and the L.A. traffic behaves accordingly. We sit in baited silence, crawling along the freeway for twenty minutes—and probably just as many yards—before I cave.


“Meyer, I’m sorry. But listen, you really don’t need to do this if you don’t want to. I don’t want to burden you with me any more than I already do.”


He responds with a scoff.


“What?! I’m telling you that you’re off the hook!” I say.


“I’m not playing into your bullshit, Fee. You’re not a burden and you damn well know it. I agreed to do this, so I am doing it. Your success is my success, too, and I want you to have this.”


“Then why are you so angry about it? I’m wondering if I should start to get offended.”


“Well, wouldn’t that be something? I can’t even imagine it. You, offended?”


“Meyer.”


“Jones.”


“Just tell me what’s going through your head. Please.”


He sighs and hazards a glance my way. “What if you meet someone? I worry that you already spend all your time with Hazel and me as it is. You’re young, beautiful, and clearly have a bright future ahead of you.”


My brain does me a solid and decides not to process him calling me beautiful, for now. Traditionally sweet compliments outside of my work make me want to break out in hives. “I am on the verge of officially making it, Meyer. Of positioning myself to do whatever I want in this business. It would be the wrong time for me to meet someone, anyway. Not to mention, I love spending my time with you guys, and you damn well know that.” I also just love you, but you don’t need to know that. Ever. “Also, can you stop acting like you’re ancient, grandpa? For fuck’s sake, Meyer. You’re a catch, too, and I don’t see you doing anything about it.”


“Why would I when I have a hot twenty-something clinging to my side all the time?”


I scoff, repeatedly, lamely, scrounging to respond.


“Jesus, Jones. Listen to yourself. You can’t even handle when I pretend flirt with you. How are we supposed to date? You don’t think they’re going to expect us to be flirtatious, at least? Affectionate, even?”


Oh, God.


“I didn’t know you were testing me!”


“Well, if we’re doing this, you’re going to have to commit to the bit here, Jonesy. It’s already October, so my guess is that they’ll expect this little dog and pony show to begin as early as November if the tour is going to start in March.”


“Oh, I’ll commit to the bit so hard, don’t you fucking worry.” I feel my anger growing now, even though I can’t pinpoint why. I’ve conquered too much to get to this point, mastered too much doubt to make it here. Only a little left to go. The least I can do is pretend to date the man I’m probably in love with but keep at arms length because of the combination of my emotional stuntedness and my respect for our friendship.


“Good, you better, because so am I,” he shakes his head.


“So hard,” I confirm.


“Oh, you don’t even know how hard, Jones,” he says deeply, slowly, deliciously.


My mouth falls open as heat floods my face, and I turn to him. I can just make out his satisfied smile in the darkened car, the lights from the surrounding traffic and the city reflecting and throwing their colors on his face.


He catches my expression and starts to laugh. Actual rumbling, continuous laughter.


I’m momentarily suspended between shock and indignation before his laugh catches on and I start up, too.


When it dies down, he reaches across the console and grabs my hand. “We’re going to be fine, Fee. You deserve to be on that tour and for it to be big. We’ll be fine. Let’s just … be careful around Hazel, though. I don’t—I don’t want to get her hopes up or confuse her.”


The warmth from his hand travels up my arm, through my chest and the rest of me. This makes four times in one night now. And how pathetic is it that I am counting? That my heart feels like it’s one of those speed bags being rapidly pummeled just by glimpsing this flirty side.


There’s been a maybe, before. A few nights here and there where his guard was down and friendly remarks felt heated. One particular drunken night in Vegas that still makes its rounds in my dreams. I can’t—don’t—trust that it wasn’t just me reading into things, though. That it wasn’t just emotions amplified by drinks and a clumsy tumble that pressed us close … He’d been such a wreck that night. I shift mental gears away from the memories.


“I’d never, ever do anything to even risk hurting her in any way, Meyer. I promise. And if this gets to be … too much … we’ll stop it. Without question. Deal?”


“Deal.”


He takes his hand back, and it takes every ounce of self-preservation in my soul not to grab it back and remind him how committed I am to this bit.





He wakes me up when we pull into the garage at his house. “Jones. We’re home.”


“Hmm? G’Alright. Thnsfertheride,” I slur through a yawn.


“Guest bedroom is set. Marissa got you the bath stuff you like,” he grumbles.


“Nah, I’m fine. I’ll get home and out of your hair,” I reply, forcing the words out clearly and stretching my eyelids open.


“Don’t be weird about it, Fee.”


“Yeah, okay,” I concede.


We head in, as quietly as we can since Marissa, Myer’s all-encompassing, worth-every-penny help, is asleep in her designated room over in the same wing as Hazel. I head to the hallway on the opposite side of the house where the master and guest suite are found.


I’m hyper-aware of our steps being in time with each other, of the heat coming off his body as we walk side by side, until we approach the split and need to part ways.


“‘Night, My.”


“Goodnight, Fee.”
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