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All the world is made of faith, and trust, and pixie dust.


—Peter Pan
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by Debby Ryan


When my friend and yours, Arden Myrin, asked me to write the foreword to her book, I cried in her passenger seat. And then we went and got tacos. Arden has told me so many wild stories from her life, each one more hilarious and bizarre than the last, that I figured I must have heard them all by now. Not true. This book is filled with even more new gems than I could have expected. If I didn’t know Arden, I probably wouldn’t believe a lot of what’s in these pages. But it’s too specific, too bananas, and too canonically Arden to be made up.


I’ve never known such a gorgeous tornado of a soul, with an even larger hurricane swirling in different forms around her life. I can’t tell whether Arden has a distinctly funny perspective or she just attracts ridiculous things. I consider hangouts with Arden my Ab Day because the laughter is always sidesplitting. It’s also a sort of therapy because the conversation is self-aware and challenges me to think about things in new ways.


I’ve spent a lot of time in Arden’s passenger seat. Spending time with Arden really makes you start to see the funny in everything. In the time it takes to get to and from a shitty taco joint, we have usually started forty different conversations and finished four. We’ve been stared at by strangers and disturbed the peace; I’ve been blindsided by the iron fist of wisdom in the velvet glove of laughter. That’s Arden. I’m excited this book exists so that you can get to know her as I have.


When I arranged a private twerkout class in a Hasidic rec center, I never could’ve imagined it would be the place where my friend would hear some of the worst news of her life. Arden and I had been getting closer, and in many ways she had scooped me into her passenger seat, and I’ve watched her follow her path.


That day, I got in the driver’s seat and came to care about Arden on our trip to Grief Island in a way I’d never anticipated. Arden’s sense of humor courses through her and is present in every way. The absurd nature of her personality lets you know why she is the way she is. I’ve been told that God doesn’t waste pain, and I have seen firsthand the beauty and comedy Arden was able to find even during the shadows of tragedy.


Arden has taught me that it’s okay to feel like you’re way too much and not enough at the same time. She’s taught me how to identify the things you come by honestly. She’s held my hand and taught me to listen for the difference between my little monster voices and the ones that actually want to help me. She’s showed me how to turn my damage into superpowers and take the control back from the unproductive things. (She didn’t teach me not to date the drummer.)


I’ve learned, by watching Arden navigate heartbreak, that my biggest fear could come true, but that I could still put myself back together. I’ve learned about the power of holding my own and allowing myself to have a delayed reaction. I’ve seen the importance of play (of spending time with people who make me feel good) and tacos.


Arden’s mom, JJ, whom you’ll come to know through Arden’s book, nicknamed me The Pistol. And pistol see pistol. You see, the special thing about the difficult timing of this story is that you can find fingerprints from JJ’s jazz hands in the big lessons. You’ll learn to protect your magic and to start building your own boat. You’ll realize that if you look for them, you will see fireflies.


I hope you enjoy this book and love the journey. It’s a whole riot; it’s hard to believe and impossible to doubt. Go on the ride and don’t be a drip.
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It all started with my grandparents, the founding members of the Hasty Decisions Club. On January 26, 1937, in Philadelphia, a young businessman named Lars Myrin met a woman named Helen Latta. He thought she was pretty and fun; she thought he was rich. One day later they got married in Elkton, Maryland, because you didn’t need a blood test to get hitched in Maryland. Five kids and five grandchildren later, my grandparents were married until the day they died, so it kind of worked out.


My parents, Janet and Willy, not only joined the Hasty Decisions Club, they bumped it up a notch: they married on a dare, and they weren’t even dating. It’s as if some Rubenesque, nonmusical Keith Richards decided to play marital chicken with Doris Day with one-too-many rosés in her.


Willy Myrin met Janet Olsen when they were coworkers on Wall Street. Willy was a party boy—think John Belushi but not as healthy. He was the second of five children, the wild child who gave himself nicotine poisoning when he snuck behind a shed and smoked an entire pack of Camels Unfiltered—in the third grade.
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The happy newlyweds.








Janet Olsen didn’t stand a chance against that bad boy. The cute girl in the office on Wall Street, Janet wore white gloves to work and would take the Long Island Rail Road into Manhattan every day from her parents’ Leave It to Beaver–style household in Queens. She was the adorable secretary with great gams whose boss would chase her around the desk every day, Mad Men style. A practical girl, Janet nonetheless enjoyed a party and was up for a good time. She found that and much more in Willy Myrin.


The dare came about one night when Janet and Willy were having a few too many cocktails with coworkers after a day at the office and were trying to figure out how to wrangle the maximum amount of vacation time out of their employer. All employees got two weeks off a year, but if you went on a honeymoon you got an extra two weeks. My father then did the kind of math that only a drunk accountant could come up with: he offered to marry my mom so they could get the full four-week vacation. He would pay for them to go to South America for a month, and then they would come back to the States and get the marriage annulled. Keep in mind, they had never even kissed or been on a date with each other. Double-dog dare.


I am not surprised that my dad got married on a dare, but I am totally stunned that Janet did. Why did she do it? No one could fully understand her reasoning, but I think it was a perfect storm of factors. Having recently been dumped by her college boyfriend, Janet’s guard was down, and at twenty-two she was worried she was becoming an old maid. (Oh, how times have changed.)


Another unquantifiable thing was that my dad was wild and could be very fun. Let’s be honest, it can be hard to resist a bad boy. It was also a snowy, magical New York City night. Janet took the leap. She accepted his dare. My parents couldn’t find a Bible to swear on, so they swore on a cookbook. The next day, my mom called my dad and raised the ante. She told him she would do it, but that if they got married she didn’t want to get their marriage annulled. Checkmate.


Six weeks later they married at a country club in Long Island, my mother borrowing the wedding dress from her best friend Arden (my namesake). At the wedding, Willy’s brother Bertie tried to persuade my father to jump out the dormer window in the men’s bathroom, that it wasn’t too late to escape. But Willy stuck to his dare. White as a ghost and sweating buckets, he stumbled down the aisle. Janet officially became a Myrin—pronounced “Marine” as in “The Few, The Proud, The Marines,” but without the honor or the duty. (It’s a drunk, Swedish Viking name—don’t ask me.)
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Janet and Willy at the scene of the crime.








After they got back from a whirlwind honeymoon, Willy told Janet that he would only live in one of two places: Manhattan or Little Compton, Rhode Island, where he had spent summers as a kid. Janet rolled the dice and chose the road less traveled—Little Compton—which has nothing in common with the California Compton. While the California Compton has produced such cultural heavyweights as N.W.A, Kendrick Lamar, Dr. Dre, The Game, and the album and film Straight Outta Compton, Little Compton’s most famous resident is Poe the Crow, a bird that was on house arrest for stealing people’s mail.


In a tiny country farm town, there is a real live-and-let-live quality to life. In other words, you can get really weird and set up your own independent nation on your property and no one will even question it. That’s how Janet and Willy made a home governed by their own unique set of rules for life.


One year later my brother, Alarik (no relation to the Visigoth Alaric), was born, followed by moi, three and a half years later. I was born in the middle of a blizzard. When Willy came to meet me for the first time at the hospital (no dads in the delivery room for Janet Myrin!), he did not come bearing flowers. Instead, he came with what every good woman who has just pushed out a seven-pound, seven-ounce butterball turkey really craves—a twelve pack of Drake’s Devil Dogs.
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Janet and her ginger baby, yours truly.








Upon meeting me, Willy declared: “She’s not a blonde, she’s a redhead. I’ve never met a redheaded woman I trusted!”


And so began my wild ride with the Myrin family. Did my parents seem like an odd fit for each other? Sure, but my brother and I just figured they fell in love at work like many couples do. We didn’t find out about the dare until it slipped out one day when we were teenagers.


My brother, having never had a girlfriend in his life, came home from his freshman year in college with his first lady—an “older woman” (she was twenty), who was a soprano with perfect pitch. She would wince when I sang, plugging her ears. (Didn’t she realize that I was secretly Mariah Carey?) They would go off to camps where they would practice square dancing and learn to sing madrigals while men in tights played on the mandolin. Alarik was glassy eyed from having sex for the first time. Who was this witchy woman, and what had she done with my big brother? But her arrival was crucial to explaining a key part of who I was. She was chatting with my mother one day when we were all in the car.


“Janet, how did you and Willy get engaged?”


“Oh, it was stupid. We married on a dare.”


And that’s when it all came out. We’d had no idea.


My brother freaked. “I’m sorry. WHAT?!!?”


But to me, it was the moment of enlightenment. Ahhh…


that explains everything! We didn’t live like a normal family because we didn’t start out like a normal family. I am the result of not one, but two hasty decisions. And it was those hasty decisions that were the foundation for a unique set of life rules that could only have come about when these two people went off the grid with their lifestyle choices.


Growing up in my house was fun, warm, and inspiring but also confusing. The one constant was that most conventional rules were ignored. Marital courtship, bedtime (we were a house filled with night prowlers who stayed up into the wee hours even when I was in the fifth grade), pants (my dad wore nothing but boxers), the food pyramid (he ate nothing but cake), social norms (my mom would take me and my brother to school at ten a.m. because she felt like it wasn’t fair to her night owl offspring to make them get up so early), and so on.


While it was a wild tale, my unusual upbringing gave me a unique set of tools—my mom encouraged creativity, shooting for the stars, making things, and being scrappy. From my mom, I learned that if I stayed true to myself, protected what was unique about me, and worked hard enough, wonderful things would be in store. I wouldn’t have the life I have today if I didn’t have Janet Myrin for a mom. But from my dad, I felt as if something was fundamentally wrong with me, and it has taken me many years to believe that nothing could be further from the truth. I also lacked basic skills—things like how to have a healthy relationship or how to set a boundary. Both seemed like a foreign language that I did not speak.


On top of this, all these questions kept popping into my head. What does being an adult even mean? What do normal people do on Sunday afternoons? Do people really pick up their phone when it rings?? NO WAY. How do you date someone who actually lives in the same city as you do? (I’ve always preferred a sex-piration date when it came to romance—Only in town for six days? Let’s fall in love!) Do people really wake up well rested at 7 a.m., ready to “take on the day,” without hitting the snooze button thirteen times? Most important, how do you start to believe that you are enough? (Well, first, you’ve got to get out into the world and start exploring.)


You see, when you grow up in a farm town like Little Compton, Rhode Island, which boasts a general store, no stoplights, and back in the day (rumor had it) an illiterate chief of police, you either thrive by getting handy, learn how to build a barn and live off the land, or you retreat into a fantasy universe in which you are a sophisticated, elegant, foxy, comedy superstar, and then you get the hell out of there two minutes after you turn eighteen. As I am not to be trusted with a hammer and have no need for a barn, I went the latter route. Make no mistake: there was nothing wrong with my town (it is actually the most magical small town); it was just not New York City or Hollywood or London—or even Schenectady.


I had a few things working against me in the sophisticated, elegant, foxy, comedy superstar department: (1) I had a red bowl cut and looked like Barb from Stranger Things and (2) I had no connections in the comedy world beyond farmer Mike, who once told me that I was “a real wack-a-do.” Thanks, Mike.


I moved to New York and then to Los Angeles and tried to set up my adult life. While my work life was going great, it quickly became very clear that I had no clue how to actually have an adult life. I had no idea how to navigate the ins and outs as a fully grown human with the parental road map I’d been given. I mean, I didn’t even know my way around LA! Damn you, Thomas Guide!1
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Good thing the Demogorgon didn’t eat me on the end of a diving board!








As I brought joy and creativity to my work life, I went about learning how to tackle the personal side of adulthood myself. I studied people, I made mistakes, I asked a lot of questions, and in the end, I actually put together a functioning toolbox that has helped me navigate life, work, dating, and, much to my surprise, marrying someone.


Here is everything I wish my younger self knew, and how I came to know it, usually in some embarrassing, funny fashion. Let’s face it: no one gets life tools without some humiliation. Maybe some of my foibles can help a gal or guy coming after me from making the same mistakes. Shout-out to Little Compton!! Woot Woot!
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Footnote


1. Believe it or not, there was once actually a thick, horrible book of maps to find your way around Los Angeles. It was about 7,000 pages long and consisted of a confusing series of grids, numbers, and letters. Needless to say, I did not make it very far.
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Shake Your Moneymaker
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Do you feel like the God of Genetics robbed you in the foxiness department? Do images of influencers running around the Mediterranean in bikinis make you feel bad about yourself? It’s not about what Mother Nature gave you. It’s about what you do with what you’ve got. Shake it, don’t break it, honey!


At the age of five, I was not what I appeared. On the surface, I looked like Ron Weasley from Harry Potter. “What a nice young man!” people would often exclaim after meeting me at our general store. What little girl doesn’t dream of being called a “nice young man” surrounded by dusty cans of creamed corn?


Well, the joke was on them! Beneath the surface of this “nice young man” beat the heart of a hot, down-and-dirty… stripper. I was like that girl in the ’80s movie Angel2—“High school honor student by day. Hollywood hooker by night.” But in my case it was more like Arden—“Kindergartener by day. Exotic dancer by night.”
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No need for a bike helmet when you have a helmet of ginger hair.








Don’t let the fact that you look like a male wizard stop your commitment to dancing nude in public. I stripped. A lot. I was unstoppable. Believe me, people tried. In fact, everyone tried. Except my dad. Not that Willy was one of those creepy, why-isn’t-he-in-jail kind of dads; he just wasn’t really paying much attention to his child-rearing duties. He really stuck to the idea that because my mom was the one who wanted me and my brother, we were her responsibility.


I think my obsession with stripping began out of boredom—and because I was surrounded by a sea of handsome women in wool plaid. Sure, those hardy ladies could clear twelve acres of brush with their bare hands, but where did the razzle-dazzle come in? I first saw a stripper type on TV. No, it wasn’t on cable—our town didn’t get cable until, like, two days ago.


My childhood was a hodgepodge of typical ’80s movies and TV shows combined with films from the 1930s. We had a channel that played old movies, and I saw a black-and-white movie with the Ziegfeld Girls3 in it. They were vaudevillian, they had gigantic fans made out of feathers, they only wore tassels, and they were electric!! How could ladies so glamorous exist?!! Why didn’t my mom dress like that? Why didn’t everyone dress like that? Why would anyone ever choose to wear corduroy and turtlenecks when you could show cleavage and wear hot pants made of sequins and fringe?


Clearly, it was my calling to bring the erotic arts to the locals. Little Compton, Rhode Island, needed me. My mom moved to the booming metropolis of Little Compton from New York so her kids could “learn to make their own fun.” You don’t have to tell me twice! You know what’s fun? Wiggling around in your underpants is fun. You know what’s not fun? Slacks. Just because no one—and I mean no one—was buying what I was selling didn’t mean my confidence had been rattled. I was determined to be Gypsy Rose Lee4 for the frightened, unpaying kindergarten set. If at first you don’t succeed, strip, strip again!


I grew up in a world of boys—I had a brother, five male cousins, three families of fake cousins (who were the offspring of my parent’s former coworkers, with three boys each), and only one measly girl cousin, who didn’t count because she lived in Wyoming. That’s fifteen boys and one Wyoming girl. WTF?? The upshot of thirty tiny testicles was that as a burgeoning stripper I had a lot of victims to choose from. The downside is that I was pinned down countless times, had spit dripped down and sucked up near my face, was locked in closets with spiders thrown on me, and was forced to play Star Wars more times than I can count.


My favorite targets were my brother’s friends. Who can blame me? A house full of pasty, tiny boys dressed as R2-D2 was too much for my young heart to bear. Sadly, I had a lot of competition. My skinny brother rocking his Coke-bottle glasses and his motley crew of droids would be in his room for what seemed like days on end with the blinds drawn, rolling their multi-sided dice, playing Dungeons & Dragons. When they did venture into the D&D-free zone, they could barely handle daylight, never mind appreciate the sight of my five-year-old body wiggling around in my lollipop pants. But oh, how I tried.


I would attempt to outwit them and greet them at the front door rocking my new moves. If they didn’t see me coming, they couldn’t run as fast.


“Greetings, Jason. Is that a new cape you’re wearing? I see you brought your fanciest lightsaber. Perhaps you didn’t notice I have no clothes on.”


Nothing.


It was as if he had been greeted at the door by a chair. Which leads me to my most important tip on stripping: just because people don’t want to see you with your clothes off doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t flaunt it anyway. Perseverance commands success! BUT ASK FIRST, YA FILTHY ANIMALS!!! GET PERMISSION!


This tiny, naked Ron Weasley waited for my brother’s friends behind trees in our yard, near the town jungle gym, and outside the dugout at their little league. You never know when you are going to get the opportunity to free yourself from the confines of your clothing. If you feel moved to strip and wiggle, by all means, rock it! Who cares if your body’s not perfect, desired, or developed? Big deal! My stripping knew no boundaries. I stripped on playgrounds, in kitchens, at the pinewood derby, at my brother’s Webelos troop, and at school. I was like a nude guerilla artist.


I wish I could say taking my show on the road was a smash hit. Sadly, the usual reaction was puzzlement, disinterest, and fear. My outfits didn’t help. With my boy’s bowl cut from Tommy the barber on the top and my brother’s hand-me-down Wranglers on the bottom, I didn’t exactly have the razzle-dazzle of a Ziegfeld girl. I begged my mother to dress me like Trixie, the daughter of the school bus driver, who was allowed to wear hot pink disco dresses and high heels. In first grade. But oddly, Janet Myrin wouldn’t budge. Prude.


If I couldn’t improve my outfits, I could at least work on my moves! Convinced my lack of training was causing people to overlook my obvious natural born talent, I decided to follow the age-old adage: How do you dance nude at Carnegie Hall? Practice, practice, practice.


I needed to work on my craft. As there was no local pole-dancing class for children, I was forced to squeeze my way into a tap dancing class in the basement of the local Catholic church. I wasn’t Catholic and hadn’t been raised with any religion in my family, but clearly I was being called by some kind of higher power—it was fate! God wouldn’t give me this gift if he couldn’t help me deliver the goods, right?


What better place to learn to move sensually than in the pea green linoleum tiled, Pine-Sol scented, wood-paneled community room of a Catholic church, surrounded by children in pink leotards and thick beige tights? The class was run by a stern woman named Mrs. DeMello, who had the most amazing, thick Rhode Island accent. She would scream at us as we practiced our kick ball changes: “One, two, three, foe-wah! One, two, three, foe-wah! Get your bum-bums movin’!”


Oh, I got my bum-bum movin’ all right, just not at the same time as my feet. I had a hard time counting out a beat. I didn’t want to plan out my moves to a counted measure; I just wanted to be free. Don’t rein me in! I thought of myself as a gyrating jazz artist, my pelvis being my instrument. I decided to let my freak flag fly. While the other girls were tapping away to “On the Good Ship Lollipop,” I began moving, pumping, and grinding up and down the green linoleum of that basement—I was hot shit. One, two, pump, grind, three, wiggle, FOE-WAH! Get your crotch movin’! Oh my god, I was getting it!


Lost in reverie, I felt like I was actually helping Mrs. DeMello, that I was her unpaid apprentice. Surely even the sternest Rhode Islander could recognize something special in me and that something divine was moving through my body. I heard my name being called.


“Ah-den! Ah-den!”


Was she cheering me on?


“Cool yo-ah jets, Ah-den! Do I have ta call yo-ah mutha?!”


No, she was not cheering. Apparently, my freestyle crotch dancing was “distracting” and “out of control.” That night I went home and begged my mom to let me quit, just as I had quit Brownies, washing my hair, and 4H. Janet pulled no punches.


“You know who quits? Drips quit. Girls like Bethany up the street who still sucks her thumb quits.”


Them there’s fightin’ words. I didn’t mind being called a drip, but being called an elementary school thumb-sucker is where I drew the line. I continued to drag myself in a pouty haze to the church basement, hopelessly convinced that I was getting further and further from my stripping career. I was starting to feel like my calling in life was slipping away from me. Until one day, Mrs. DeMello pulled out the costume catalog for the recitals.


Hallelujah! My drill sergeant had become my most unlikely guardian angel. Mrs. DeMello’s costume catalog was like a treasure trove of inappropriately foxy outfits for tiny girls, including Naughty Little Bo Peep, Sexy Moulin Rouge Girl, and Coy Country Maid. Heaven! You name it, she had it. I found myself eager to sign up for ballet, tap, and modern jazz dancing just to get my paws on more bedazzled clothing. I decided on Naughty Shepherdess, figuring it would fit in with the locals. It was fabulous—hot pink satin, with clip-on curls for my hair, complete with a crook (the rounded cane I would need to tap dance corral my imaginary sheep, obviously). Finally, I had sequins, tassels, and feathers in my life.


Clearly, this was the sign I needed to plan something big. I mulled on performing an elaborate burlesque routine for my brother’s Cub Scout troop. My mom was the den mother, and I loved getting to accompany them on their group outings. So many boys! My best chance for something exciting would be when we all went to Battleship Cove, the world’s largest naval ship museum in Fall River, Massachusetts. The Scouts would have nowhere to run once the show got started—they literally would be my own little captive audience. With my mom in charge I easily squeezed my way into a day of “learning about America.” Once we were safely underwater, I could remove my thick winter outerwear and my brother’s hand-me-down dungarees and I would give Battleship Cove an exhibit unlike any they’d ever had before. Surely a memorial would be erected in my honor. But oh no—Battleship Cove was not the place for stripping down.


On that day, we went through the battleship. No big deal. Lots of gray metal. Whatever. The Cub Scouts and I passed through the main work area, then into the tiny dining hall, and through to the hospital quarantine area, with lots of old military dummies lying on the cots. I sat in a fighter jet, pretended to fire old torpedoes, looked at Japanese motorboats, and admired helicopters. Blah, blah, blah. Torture! I had to suffer through a tour of naval history but was so happy to be with so many of my older brother’s friends. I wanted to appear cool and poised. All the boys were excited to go down into the sub, so I happily followed.


We climbed down into the tiny undersea quarters of an old World War II sub tethered to a dock. I have never been so enclosed, so far from air, or so disoriented. However, “nowhere to run” meant we were all trapped.


I wish I could have shouted: “Hello boys!! All of this history is making me patriotic! And what is more American than a good old-fashioned strip show?!”


Instead, I had a raging panic attack deep underwater in the submarine. My heart started to race to the point I thought it was going to explode. I was short of breath, and I was fighting back tears as I clutched my mother’s arm. That day, I learned that I am claustrophobic. Big time.


I am not proud to report that, stuck in a submarine, I totally lost my shit. I was not a sexy shepherdess—I was more like a deranged mental patient who needs to be ejected from the U-boat if everyone else were to have a chance to survive. Pro tip: get to know your phobias before you disrobe.


My mother had to take me to the dock and sit with me until I calmed down. Any street cred I had with Cub Scout Troop 67 was officially gone. Although you might think my public naval shaming would have been enough to deter me from trying to strip again, like any great unrecognized artist, my setback fueled me forward. I was desperate. People started avoiding me. I would panic and strip for anyone. It was getting ugly. A stripper-vention finally arrived at a desperate hour while I was nude, chasing my babysitter down a large rock at the beach.


“Kevin!! I haven’t even busted out my gyrating finale yet—where are you going?? Come back!!!”


I heard my horrified mother, who had caught me in the act, say, “Arden! Arden! Just stop it. You don’t see Grandma stripping, do you?”


I didn’t really get her logic, but even as a child I knew I did not want to see a nude eighty-year-old Helen Myrin. But part of me really wishes I had—maybe it would have made my stripper obsession seem genetic. I guess Grandma Myrin wasn’t touched by the body electric5 like I was.


You might be wondering what dark hidden feelings my desire to strip was expressing. I’ve thought a lot about this, and I can honestly say NONE. ZERO. It was probably the most joyful and free I have ever been in my body. All I wanted to be was a Ziegfeld Girl, and I hadn’t learned yet that I was supposed to be ashamed of my body. Hell, my adult self wishes I had half of this young lady’s freedom and pizzazz getting undressed now as I had then. I’m working on it.
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Footnotes


2. Look it up! This movie EXISTED!! It was dirty, it was mainstream, and it was EVERYWHERE!!!


3. The Ziegfeld Girls were showgirls from the turn of the twentieth century who wore elaborate costumes. Even though it was the 1980s, I was watching TV with content created in 1932.


4. This was a popular stripper on whom the musical Gypsy was based, not to be confused with Gypsy Rose Blanchard, who murdered her Munchausen-syndrome-by-proxy mother.


5. At the height of my stripping mania, I was also obsessed with the very adult movie Fame, which I watched all the time on a well-worn Beta copy at the age of seven. Aside from the fun drug use and sexcapades, the climax of the movie is a real tearjerker of a song called “I Sing the Body Electric.” Look it up! It is EVERYTHING!!!!!
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The Cake Diet
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Fuck Atkins! The Keto Diet? To hell with it! Why force yourself to nibble on seeds and rice cakes when you can have your cake and eat it, too? You can be tankini ready by summer if you follow the Cake Diet!


My father, Willy Myrin, had an intricate system for losing weight that involved getting your body so hooked on round, bakery birthday cakes that you actually lost weight when you switched to eating only plain old sheet cakes. The logic behind this system was complex but hinged on the fact that there is less icing per slice on a sheet cake than on a regular round birthday cake. Genius.


Let’s just take a beat here and let me explain a few things. The Myrin family has a pretty compulsive genetic makeup. In all honestly, forms of addiction run rampant through the family tree. But not just your standard drinking and smoking compulsions. We can get addicted to anything. I have eaten the same breakfast every day for fifteen years and became so addicted to Candy Crush on my phone that within three days of downloading it I developed carpal tunnel and spent $78 on “boosters.”


My brother has his own addictions—he’s addicted to gadgets, watches, telescopes, you name it. Alarik has purchased so many telescopes that he hasn’t used, he should really consider setting up his own observatory. You’ve got the scopes, bro! Just do it!


But back to my dad and his Cake Diet. Does his system work? You bet! Willy cut an amazing figure. He was a grown man who was shaped like a baby. It was impossible to meet him and not want to shove him into a onesie and carry him around. Being without a child myself, I often contemplated putting my dad in a BabyBjörn and wearing him to my high school reunion.


“What an adorable baby you have! Should infants really be gnawing on sirloin?”


Don’t knock being shaped like a baby. It has its advantages. My father was wildly buoyant. Throw him in a body of water and that guy could float like a blowup toy. Exhibit A:
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No, that is not a floaty toy. That is a certified public accountant.








Summertime meant body surfing season for Willy Myrin. He could take full naps out at sea. I have never seen anything like it. He could actually cross his feet and put his hands behind his head and nod off in the middle of the ocean like a large, retirement-age sea otter. You better believe that if I had ever been on a boat that capsized with him, I would have let all the other passengers grab the life jackets, because nothing floated better than Willy. I could have surfed on him like a human boogie board and been cozy and warm until we reached safety.


My dad weighed himself every morning to keep tabs on how awesome his numbers were doing. Contrary to all reason, the inventor of the Cake Diet was so obsessed with his weight that when my mom moved his rusty, gigantic hospital scale out into the shed, he actually started running nude across the lawn every morning to compulsively check his weight and detail how his Cake Diet was working. That is the kind of commitment you need to be free in your body! Morning, neighbors! Nothing says rise and shine like a baby-shaped accountant with dangly old-man balls traipsing across the lawn to hide in the shed for a few minutes.


“Nothing to see here! Keep it moving, people!”


If you don’t weigh yourself round the clock, how will you truly know if that third helping of the Fourth of July “God Bless America!” sheet cake was the thing that finally made you lose those pesky five pounds?


You were always taking your life into your hands when you went into the Myrin family fridge. My dad had a two-decade-long habit of making bologna sandwiches and “aging” them on top of the fridge for a day or two. This aging process produces a result that is similar to toasting a sandwich, but instead of your lunch being crusty from coming straight out of the toaster, it is crusty with age and mold. That toasty, crusty sandwich was not bought at a Quiznos—it was made in 1992.


Willy also had an old food collection, much like a foodie aficionado might have different vintages of wine or cheese in the home. Some chocolate Santas had been in our house since 1983. “This is a great vintage in Russell Stover’s St. Nicks—1994 was a wonderful year. The chocolate had a hint of caramel in it.” Don’t be afraid to collect food. It is way cheaper than collecting Fabergé eggs and a lot less douchey!


There are many Willy Myrin–tested ways to lose weight, and he was incredibly loyal to each method. He basically ate one food item for breakfast, lunch, and dinner for months on end. Then, without rhyme or reason, he would jump ship and move on to the next homemade diet that struck his fancy. Food products he tested eating exclusively for months on end included Nibs; Oreos (regular, Double Stuf, and Golden Double Stuf); industrial-size, teddy bear–shaped containers of Teddy Grahams; hard pretzels; fat-free American cheese slices (you don’t want it to be bad for you); fat-free bologna (see fat-free American cheese slices); mugs of Lipton tea prepared with skim milk and fourteen Splenda packets (see two previous entries); mint M&M’s; black-and-white cookies; and Oysterettes crackers dipped in the three main food groups—shrimp cocktail sauce, peanut butter, and Cheez Whiz (you know, for protein).


If none of the food offerings are your cup of tea, do not despair. Calories don’t count when you eat standing up. Because of this—and the fact that my brother and I are disgusting dining companions—my father refused to eat with the family. Instead, Big Willy hovered around the table like a hungry seagull, and you never knew when his greedy little hands were going to dive bomb and steal the food off your plate. According to Willy, the calories in other people’s food also do not count, and taste better.


To this day I eat defensively—I finish a meal in thirty seconds or less. This comes from years of guarding my food from the Red Baron hovering over my shoulder, waiting to attack and scoop up my mashed potatoes with his thumb and dirty pointer finger. (Oh yes, his hands were dirty. Recently, my brother and I realized that our father never washed his hands.) Yum yum! Also, you are much more likely to get away with stealing someone’s food if you are already standing.


I recommend test-driving the eating-off-other-people’s-plates technique with your own family before you invite friends over for a dinner party. Odd as it may seem, some people don’t like it when you put your dirty fingers in their spaghetti. Go figure! My friend Sheryle once almost stabbed Willy’s hand with a fork when he made a move for her piece of angel food cake.


If you must entertain friends, make sure that your guests are comfortable by making your home and dining area as inviting as possible. According to Willy, nothing sets the scene and impresses your friends at a dinner party like a television blaring tabloid entertainment news programs like The Insider, TMZ, or Extra two feet from your dining table.


The Myrins even upped the ante and tested out four different televisions playing four different channels from four different rooms during mealtime. Ooh-la-la! How European! Who wants to make boring chitchat about the arts or current events when you can make fun of Mario Lopez in the kitchen and guess the secret celebrity having a birthday on Entertainment Tonight in the dining room? “Happy birthday to Katherine Heigl, who today turns twenty-nine… again!”


A few summers ago, my mother decided to throw a barbecue for our neighbors. With the threat of having to dine without Harvey Levin talking at us and us having to actually make conversation with other humans al fresco, Big Willy saved the day with a special battery-powered TV he bought just for the occasion. Thank GOD! I can’t imagine what I would have talked about with anyone if there hadn’t been a news story about Gigi Hadid’s latest bikini wax blaring from the new TV on the lawn.


Another one of Willy’s weight loss theories was: “A movie a day keeps the belly away.”


Yes, Willy went to a matinee every single day. Oh, he loved the flicks, but mostly he discovered that if you go to the movies, that’s two hours when you won’t be near a kitchen. Additionally, you will be the envy of all your friends because you will have seen everything—and I mean EVERYTHING! Because of his commitment to looking fly in his pants, my dad saw all the Twilight movies (he was Team Jacob, FYI: “Boy, that shape-shifter has a nice torso!”). Guess who was at opening day of Spice World? Yep, your favorite man baby. Hannah Montana: The Movie too low brow for my father? I think not.


“Hey—I think she’s hot!”


“She’s a child,” I responded.


“So? She’s still hot!”


Touché, my friend, touché. You name it, he saw it.


But the most extreme form of dieting happened over the holidays one year. I found an old hammer left out on my parents’ kitchen counter. It immediately struck me as odd, because no one in my family is handy at all. I come from a proud line of draft dodgers and gentleman farmers. Since I had no memory of the handyman coming by, I put the hammer back in the tool kit and went on with my day. Hours later I heard Willy screaming, “Who moved my cookie hammer?! Goddammit—WHERE IS MY COOKIE HAMMER??!” It slowly dawned on me that the cookie hammer he was referring to was the gigantic, rusty hammer I had put away earlier.


I had heard of the Cookie Diet but was mind boggled at what the hammer could be used for. Apparently, building on the success of his experiments with aging sandwiches, Willy had thrown desserts into the mix. He was buying snickerdoodles the size of dinner plates from the local ice cream parlor and “aging” them until they were rock hard. His theory was that you can’t eat cookies as fast if there is no way to actually bite into them!


Enter the Cookie Hammer. You just smash the cookie with a hammer to break off a piece, and enjoy said piece by dunking it into hot tea (with fourteen packets of Splenda in it) and sucking it down. Why hadn’t anyone thought of this sooner? It’s only a matter of time before Big Willy Myrin’s Cake Diet and Cookie Hammer sweep Hollywood! If you see Mrs. Hailey Bieber with a cookie in her hand and hammer in her purse, just know that she has caught the fever!


This leads me to the fashionistas among my readers. If you absolutely need to have accessories as a fun part of your makeover, and carrying a hammer isn’t your thing, fret not! Willy Myrin owned and carried around a personal soda cooler since 1978. The same cooler. It was sort of a fun man purse/refrigerator for the gentleman on the go. It held six sodas and a spot for a round ice pack. My mother sewed numerous carrying covers for it over the years, to keep it fresh and jaunty. For those of you making your own cooler cover at home, she found that denim is the sportiest and sturdiest of all the covers. Think of it as a fun Bermuda bag for sodas. You can make covers to go with all your outfits!


My father brought his trusty purse-cooler to weddings, bars, restaurants, funerals, you name it! My mother tried to talk him out of bringing it to my wedding, as in: “I’m sure the caterer will serve Diet Coke, since Arden paid for the Diet Coke bar for you.” Nope! My wedding was not serving his Diet Coke! Every man for himself! You don’t want to owe anyone anything. Ever.


At my wedding, Willy also shoved a can of Diet Coke into each of his jacket pockets and carried a portable bendy straw to consume his drinks. Willy was quite a clotheshorse and paid top dollar for a finely tailored jacket or suit. All the Myrins are the proud inheritors of a very specific build—we have the longest torsos and shortest inseams in all the land. To this day, I do not fit in a one-piece bathing suit. I am five feet four inches tall, of which five feet two inches is my torso. We are like a pack of human Corgi dogs. Just picture a Corgi in a custom-made cashmere sport coat with a six-pack of TaB shoved into each pocket. I bet designers were delighted to see their latest fashions stretched to the ground with twenty-four ounces of soda shoved into each pocket like liquid saddlebags. I smell a fashion trend!!! Watch out, Marc Jacobs!
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Willy’s soda man purse.








Being an avid convertible driver caused some problems for Willy, as he always drove with a fresh can of Caffeine-Free Diet Coke with a bendy straw in it. The second he hit the open road with the top down, soda in hand, the straw went flying out of the can and usually landed in his lap, leaving a gigantic brown wet stain on his crotch. So it’s actually a stroke of genius that he arrived at social events with his own refreshments, as a host may find a man with a big wet crotch stain not to be the ultimate dining companion.


When the cooler was on its last legs in 2006, Willy refused to replace it. Instead, he hired Walter, a Little Compton architect and boat builder, to rebuild the cooler from the inside out. Walter was the perfect expert to perform major surgery on Willy’s true love, because the cooler was composed of fiberglass and the boat-builder side of Walter was used to working with that material. I wonder if when he graduated from architecture school Walter imagined he would be working on such an illustrious commission as building a home for cans of TaB.
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