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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO MY MUTTI, who, through her love, first taught me how to ask















Foreword



by Brené Brown


A decade or so ago in Boston, Amanda performed on the street as a human statue—a white-faced, eight-foot-tall bride statue to be exact. From a distance, you could have watched a passerby stop to put money in the hat in front of her crate and then smile as Amanda looked that person lovingly in the eye and handed over a flower from her bouquet. I would’ve been harder to spot. I would have been the person finding the widest path possible to avoid the human statue. It’s not that I don’t throw my share of dollars into the busking hats—I do. It’s just that I like to stay at a safe distance, then, as inconspicuously as possible, put my money in and make a beeline for anonymity. I would have gone to great lengths to avoid making eye contact with a statue. I didn’t want a flower; I wanted to be unnoticed.


From a distance, Amanda Palmer and I have nothing in common. While she’s crowdsurfing in Berlin wearing nothing but her red ukulele and combat boots, or plotting to overthrow the music industry, I’m likely driving a carpool, collecting data, or, if it’s Sunday, maybe even sitting in church.


But this book is not about seeing people from safe distances—that seductive place where most of us live, hide, and run to for what we think is emotional safety. The Art of Asking is a book about cultivating trust and getting as close as possible to love, vulnerability, and connection. Uncomfortably close. Dangerously close. Beautifully close. And uncomfortably close is exactly where we need to be if we want to transform this culture of scarcity and fundamental distrust.


Distance is a liar. It distorts the way we see ourselves and the way we understand each other. Very few writers can awaken us to that reality like Amanda. Her life and her career have been a study in intimacy and connection. Her lab is her love affair with her art, her community, and the people with whom she shares her life.


I spent most of my life trying to create a safe distance between me and anything that felt uncertain and anyone who could possibly hurt me. But like Amanda, I have learned that the best way to find light in the darkness is not by pushing people away but by falling straight into them.


As it turns out, Amanda and I aren’t different at all. Not when you look close up—which is ultimately the only looking that matters when it comes to connection.


Family, research, church—these are the places I show up to with wild abandon and feel connected in my life. These are the places I turn to in order to crowdsource what I need: love, connection, and faith. And now, because of Amanda, when I’m weary or scared or need something from my communities, I ask. I’m not great at it, but I do it. And you know what I love more than anything about Amanda? Her honesty. She’s not always great at asking either. She struggles like the rest of us. And it’s in her stories of struggling to show up and be vulnerable that I most clearly see myself, my fight, and our shared humanity.


This book is a gift being offered to us by an uninhibited artist, a courageous innovator, a hardscrabble shitstarter—a woman who has the finely tuned and hard-fought ability to see into the parts of our humanity that need to be seen the most. Take the flower.
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WHO’S GOT A TAMPON? I JUST GOT MY PERIOD, I will announce loudly to nobody in particular in a women’s bathroom in a San Francisco restaurant, or to a co-ed dressing room of a music festival in Prague, or to the unsuspecting gatherers in a kitchen at a party in Sydney, Munich, or Cincinnati.


Invariably, across the world, I have seen and heard the rustling of female hands through backpacks and purses, until the triumphant moment when a stranger fishes one out with a kind smile. No money is ever exchanged. The unspoken universal understanding is:


Today, it is my turn to take the tampon.


Tomorrow, it shall be yours.


There is a constant, karmic tampon circle. It also exists, I’ve found, with Kleenex, cigarettes, and ballpoint pens.


I’ve often wondered: are there women who are just TOO embarrassed to ask? Women who would rather just roll up a huge wad of toilet paper into their underwear rather than dare to ask a room full of strangers for a favor? There must be. But not me. Hell no. I am totally not afraid to ask. For anything.


I am SHAMELESS.


I think.
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I’m thirty-eight. I started my first band, The Dresden Dolls, when I was twenty-five, and didn’t put out my first major-label record until I was twenty-eight, which is, in the eyes of the traditional music industry, a geriatric age at which to debut.


For the past thirteen years or so, I’ve toured constantly, rarely sleeping in the same place for more than a few nights, playing music for people nonstop, in almost every situation imaginable. Clubs, bars, theaters, sports arenas, festivals, from CBGB in New York to the Sydney Opera House. I’ve played entire evenings with my own hometown’s world-renowned orchestra at Boston Symphony Hall. I’ve met and sometimes toured with my idols—Cyndi Lauper, Trent Reznor from Nine Inch Nails, David Bowie, “Weird Al” Yankovic, Peter from Peter, Paul and Mary. I’ve written, played, and sung hundreds of songs in recording studios all over the world.


I’m glad I started on the late side. It gave me time to have a real life, and a long span of years in which I had to creatively figure out how to pay my rent every month. I spent my late teens and my twenties juggling dozens of jobs, but I mostly worked as a living statue: a street performer standing in the middle of the sidewalk dressed as a white-faced bride. (You’ve seen us statue folk, yes? You’ve probably wondered who we are in Real Life. Greetings. We’re Real.)


Being a statue was a job in which I embodied the pure, physical manifestation of asking: I spent five years perched motionless on a milk crate with a hat at my feet, waiting for passersby to drop in a dollar in exchange for a moment of human connection.


But I also explored other enlightening forms of employment in my early twenties: I was an ice cream and coffee barista working for $9.50 an hour (plus tips); an unlicensed massage therapist working out of my college dorm room (no happy endings, $35 per hour); a naming and branding consultant for dot-com companies ($2,000 per list of domain-cleared names); a playwright and director (usually unpaid: in fact, I usually lost my own money, buying props); a waitress in a German beer garden (about 75 deutsche marks a night, with tips); a vendor of clothes recycled from thrift shops and resold to my college campus center (I could make $50 a day); an assistant in a picture-framing shop ($14 per hour); an actress in experimental films (paid in joy, wine, and pizza); a nude drawing/painting model for art schools ($12 to $18 per hour); an organizer and hostess of donation-only underground salons (paid enough money to cover the liquor and event space); a clothes-check girl for illegal sex-fetish loft parties ($100 per party), and, through that job, a sewing assistant for a bespoke leather-handcuff manufacturer ($20 per hour); a stripper (about $50 per hour, but it really depended on the night); and—briefly—a dominatrix ($350 per hour—but there were, obviously, very necessary clothing and accessory expenses).


Every single one of these jobs taught me about human vulnerability.


Mostly, I learned a lot about asking.


Almost every important human encounter boils down to the act, and the art, of asking.


Asking is, in itself, the fundamental building block of any relationship. Constantly and usually indirectly, often wordlessly, we ask each other—our bosses, our spouses, our friends, our employees—in order to build and maintain our relationships with one another.


Will you help me?


Can I trust you?


Are you going to screw me over?


Are you suuuure I can trust you?


And so often, underneath it all, these questions originate in our basic, human longing to know:


Do you love me?
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In 2012, I was invited to give a talk at the TED conference, which was daunting; I’m not a professional speaker. Having battled my way—very publicly—out of my major-label recording contract a few years earlier, I had decided that I’d look to my fans to make my next album through Kickstarter, a crowdfunding platform that had recently opened up the doors for thousands of other creators to finance their work with the direct backing of their supporters. My Kickstarter backers had spent a collective $1.2 million to preorder and pay for my latest full-band album, Theatre Is Evil, making it the biggest music project in crowdfunding history.


Crowdfunding, for the uninitiated, is a way to raise money for ventures (creative, tech, personal, and otherwise) by asking individuals (the Crowd) to contribute to one large online pool of capital (the Funding). Sites like Kickstarter, Indiegogo, and GoFundMe have cropped up all over the world to ease the transaction between those asking for help and those answering that call, and to make that transaction as practical as possible.


Like any new transactional tool, though, it’s gotten complicated. It’s become an online Wild West as artists and creators of all stripes try to navigate the weird new waters of exchanging money for art. The very existence of crowdfunding has presented us all with a deeper set of underlying questions:


How do we ask each other for help?


When can we ask?


Who’s allowed to ask?


My Kickstarter was dramatically successful: my backers—almost twenty-five thousand of them—had been following my personal story for years. They were thrilled to be able to aid and abet my independence from a label. However, besides the breathless calls from reporters who’d never heard of me (not surprising since I’d never had an inch of ink in Rolling Stone) asking about why all these people helped me, I was surprised by some of the negative reactions to its success. As I launched my campaign, I walked right into a wider cultural debate that was already raging about whether crowdfunding should be allowed at all; some critics were dismissing it out of hand as a crass form of “digital panhandling.”


Apparently, it was distasteful to ask. I was targeted as the worst offender for a lot of reasons: because I’d already been promoted by a major label, because I had a famous husband, because I was a flaming narcissist.


Things went from dark to darker in the months after my Kickstarter as I set off to tour the world with my band and put out my usual call to local volunteer musicians who might want to join us onstage for a few songs. We were a tight community, and I’d been doing things like that for years. I was lambasted in the press.


My crowdfunding success, plus the attention it drew, led TED to invite me, a relatively unknown indie rock musician, to talk for twelve minutes on a stage usually reserved for top scientists, inventors, and educators. Trying to figure out exactly what to say and how to say it was—to put it mildly—scary as shit.


I considered writing a twelve-minute performance-art opera, featuring ukulele and piano, dramatizing my entire life from The Womb to The Kickstarter. Fortunately, I decided against that and opted for a straightforward explanation of my experience as a street performer, my crowdfunding success and the ensuing backlash, and how I saw an undeniable connection between the two.


As I was writing it, I aimed my TED talk at a narrow slice of my social circle: my awkward, embarrassed musician friends. Crowdfunding was getting many of them excited but anxious. I’d been helping a lot of friends out with their own Kickstarter campaigns, and chatting with them about their experiences at local bars, at parties, in backstage dressing rooms before shows. I wanted to address a fundamental topic that had been troubling me: To tell my artist friends that it was okay to ask. It was okay to ask for money, and it was okay to ask for help.


Lots of my friends had already successfully used crowdfunding to make new works possible: albums, film projects, newfangled instruments, art-party barges made of recycled garbage—things that never would have existed without this new way of sharing and exchanging energy. But many of them were also struggling with it. I’d been watching.


Each online crowdfunding pitch features a video in which the creator explains their mission and delivers their appeal. I found myself cringing at the parade of crowdfunding videos in which my friends looked (or avoided looking) into the camera, stammering, Okay, heh heh, it’s AWKWARD TIME! Hi, everybody, um, here we go. Oh my god. We are so, so sorry to be asking, this is so embarrassing, but…please help us fund our album, because…


I wanted to tell my friends it was not only unnecessary to act shame-ridden and apologetic, it was counterproductive.


I wanted to tell them that in truth, many people enthusiastically loved helping artists. That this wasn’t a one-sided game. That working artists and their supportive audiences are two necessary parts in a complex ecosystem. That shame pollutes an environment of asking and giving that thrives on trust and openness. I was hoping I could give them some sort of cosmic, universal permission to stop over-apologizing, stop fretting, stop justifying, and for god’s sake…just ASK.
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I prepared for more than a month, pacing in the basement of a rented house and running my TED talk script past dozens of friends and family members, trying to condense everything I had to say into twelve minutes. Then I flew to Long Beach, California, took a deep breath, delivered the talk, and received a standing ovation. A few minutes after I got off the stage, a woman came up to me in the lobby of the conference center and introduced herself.


I was still in a daze. The talk had taken so much brain space to deliver, and I finally had my head back to myself.


I’m the speaker coach here, she began.


I froze. My talk was supposed to have been exactly twelve minutes. I’d paused a few times, and lost my place, and I’d gone well over thirteen. Oh shit, I thought. TED is going to fire me. I mean, they couldn’t really fire me. The deed was done. But still. I shook her hand.


Hi! I’m really, really sorry I went so over the time limit. Really sorry. I got totally thrown. Was it okay, though? Did I TED well? Am I fired?


No, silly, you’re not fired. Not at all. Your talk… And she couldn’t go on. Her eyes welled up.


I stood there, baffled. Why was the TED speaker coach looking as if she was going to cry at me?


Your talk made me realize something I’ve been battling with for years. I’m also an artist, a playwright. I have so many people willing to help me, and all I have to do is…but I can’t…I haven’t been able to…


Ask?


Exactly. To ask. So simple. Your talk unlocked something really profound for me. Why the hell do we find it so hard to ask, especially if others are so willing to give? So, thank you. Thank you so much. Such a gift you gave.


I gave her a hug.


And she was just the first.


Two days later, the talk was posted to the TED site and YouTube. Within a day it had 100,000 views. Then a million. Then, a year later, eight million. It wasn’t the view counts that astounded me: it was the stories that came with them, whether in online comments or from people who would stop me in the street and ask to share a moment, not because they knew my music, but because they recognized me from seeing the talk online.


The nurses, the newspaper editors, the chemical engineers, the yoga teachers, and the truck drivers who felt like I’d been speaking straight to them. The architects and the nonprofit coordinators and the freelance photographers who told me that they’d “always had a hard time asking.” A lot of them held me, hugged me, thanked me, cried.


My talk had resonated way beyond its intended audience of sheepish indie rockers who found it impossible to ask for five bucks on Kickstarter without putting a bag over their heads.


I held everybody’s hands, listened to their stories. The small-business owners, solar-panel designers, school librarians, wedding planners, foreign-aid workers…


One thing was clear: these people weren’t scared musicians. They were just…a bunch of people.


I’d apparently hit a nerve. But WHAT nerve, exactly?


I didn’t have a truly good answer for that until I thought back to Neil’s house, to the night before our wedding party.
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A few years before this all happened, I met Neil Gaiman.


Neil’s famous, for a writer. He’s famous for an anyone.


For years, Neil and I had chased each other around the globe in the cracks of our schedules, me on the Endless Road of Rock and Roll, him on the parallel road of Touring Writer, falling in love diagonally and at varying speed, before finally eloping in our friends’ living room because we couldn’t handle the stress of a giant wedding.


We didn’t want to disrespect our families, though, so we promised them that we would throw a big, official family wedding party a few months later. We decided to do it in the UK, where the bulk of them live. (Neil is British, and so are a lot of my cousins.) Furthermore, the setting was magic: Neil owned a house on a teeny island in Scotland, which was coincidentally the birthplace of my maternal grandmother. It is a windswept, breathtaking-but-desolate grassy rock from which my ancestors fled in poverty-stricken terror in the early 1900s, seeking a brighter, less-breathtaking-but-less-desolate future overseas in the promising neighborhoods of the Bronx.


The night before the wedding party, Neil and I bedded down early to get a full night’s sleep, anticipating an epic day of party organizing, eating, drinking, and nervously introducing two hundred family members to one another. Neil’s three grown-up kids were staying in the house with us, along with Neil’s mother and an assortment of Gaiman relatives. They were all snuggled away in their beds across the hall, up the stairs, a few stray young cousins roughing it in tents on the back lawn.


And on the second floor of the house, while Neil slept beside me, I was having a full-blown panic attack.


Somewhere down there I suppose I was freaking out about getting married, full stop. It was feeling very real all of sudden, with all the family around. What was I doing? Who was this guy?


But mostly, I was freaking out about money.


My Kickstarter was about to launch and I was pretty confident it would bring in plenty of cash—I’d crunched the numbers—but I wasn’t on tour, I was in northern Scotland, throwing a wedding party and putting a new band together, earning nothing. I’d just had a talk with my accountant, who had informed me that I wasn’t going to have enough money to cover my office staff, band, road crew, and regular monthly expenses unless I dropped everything and went back on the road immediately—or unless I took out a loan to bridge the gap for a few months before the Kickstarter and new touring checks arrived.


This wasn’t an unfamiliar situation. To the recurring dismay of my managers, I’d already spent most of my adult life putting all of my business profits straight back into the next recording or art project once I had recovered my costs. In the course of my rocking-and-rolling career, I’d been rich, poor, and in-between…and never paid much attention to the running tally as long as I wasn’t flat broke, which occasionally happened due to an unforeseen tax bill or the unexpected tanking of a touring show. And that was never the end of the world: I’d borrow money to get through a tight spot from friends or family and promptly pay it back when the next check came in.


I was an expert at riding that line and asking for help when I needed it, and, far from feeling ashamed of it, I prided myself on my spotless interpersonal credit history. I also took comfort in the fact that a lot of my musician friends (and business friends, for that matter) went through similar cycles of feast and famine. In short, it always worked out.


Only this time, there was a different problem. The problem was that Neil wanted to loan me the money.


And I wouldn’t take the help.


We were married.


And I still couldn’t take it.


Everybody thought I was weird not to take it.


But I still couldn’t take it.


I’d been earning my own salary as a working musician for over a decade, had my own dedicated employees and office, paid my own bills, could get out of any bind on my own, and had always been financially independent from any person I was sleeping with. Not only that, I was celebrated for being an unshaven feminist icon, a DIY queen, the one who loudly left her label and started her own business. The idea of people seeing me taking help from my husband was…cringe-y. But I dealt, using humor. Neil would usually pick up the tab at nice restaurants, and we’d simply make light of it.


Totally fine with me, I’d joke. You’re richer.


Then I’d make sure to pay for breakfast and the cab fare to the airport the next morning. It gave me a deep sense of comfort knowing that even if we shared some expenses here and there, I didn’t need his money.


I knew the current gap I had to cover was a small one, I knew I was about to release my giant new crowdfunded record, I knew I was due to go back on tour, and everything logically dictated that this nice guy—to whom I was married—could loan me the money. And it was no big deal.


But I just. Couldn’t. Do. It.


I’d chatted about this with Alina and Josh over coffee a few weeks before the wedding party. They were true intimates I’d gone to high school with, at whose own wedding I’d been the best man (our mutual friend Eugene had been the maid of honor) and we’d been sharing our personal dramas for years, usually while I was crashing on ever-nicer couches in their apartments as they moved from Hoboken to Brooklyn to Manhattan. We were taking turns bouncing their newborn baby, Zoe, on our laps, I had just told them that I didn’t want to use any of Neil’s money to cover my upcoming cash shortage, and they were looking at me like I was an idiot.


But that’s so weird, Alina said. She’s a songwriter and a published author. My situation wasn’t foreign to her. You guys are married.


So what? I squirmed. I just don’t feel comfortable doing it. I don’t know. Maybe I’m too afraid that my friends will judge me.


But, Amanda…we’re your friends, Alina pointed out, and we think you’re crazy.


Josh, the tenured philosophy professor, nodded in agreement, then looked at me with his typically furrowed brow.


How long do you think you’ll keep it this way? Forever? Like, you’ll be married for fifty years but you’ll just never mix your incomes?


I didn’t have an answer for that.
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Neil wasn’t the type to attach strings, or play games, but it was my deepest fear that I’d be somehow beholden, indebted to him.


This was a new feeling, this panic, or rather, an old one: I hadn’t felt this freaked out since I was a teenager battling constant existential crises. But now my head was a vortex of questions: How could I possibly take money from Neil? What would people think? Would he hold it over my head? Maybe I should just put this album off another year and tour? What would I do with the band I just hired? What about my staff? How would they deal? Why can’t I just handle this gracefully? Why am I freaking out?


I left the bed after an entire night of tossing and fretting. I went into the bathroom and turned on the light.


What is WRONG with you? I asked the puffy-eyed, snot-leaking, deranged person that was staring back at me from the mirror.


I dunno, she answered. But this is not good. I was scaring myself. What was happening to me? Was I crazy?


It was six a.m., the sun was just beginning to rise, and the sheep were baa-ing mournfully. We had to be awake at eight to drive to the wedding party.


I went back to bed and crawled into Neil’s armpit. He was out cold, and snoring. I looked at him. I loved this man so much. We’d been together for over two years and I’d learned to trust him completely—trust him not to hurt me, not to judge me. But something still felt stuck shut, like a door that should open but just doesn’t budge. I tossed my body to the other side of the bed and tried to sleep, but the cyclone of thoughts didn’t stop. You have to take his help. You can’t take his help. You have to take his help. And then I started to bawl, feeling completely out of control and foolish. I was tired of crying alone, I guess, and ready to talk.


Darling, what’s wrong?


He’s British. He calls me darling.


I…I’m freaking out.


I can see that. Is it the money thing? He put his arms around me.


I don’t know what I’m going to do for these next few months, I snorfled. I think I should put off making the record if I can’t afford to pay everyone right now. I’ll just tour for the next year and forget about the Kickstarter until…I don’t know, I can probably borrow the money from someone else to get through the next few months…maybe I can…


Why someone else? he interrupted quietly. Amanda…we’re married.


So what?


So just get over it and borrow the money from me. Or TAKE the money from me. Why else did we get married? You’d do the same thing for me if I were in an in-between spot. Wouldn’t you?


Of course I would.


So, what is HAPPENING? I’d much rather you let me cover you for a few months than see you in this state, it’s getting disturbing. All you have to do is ASK me. I married you. I love you. I want to HELP. You won’t let me help you.


I’m sorry. This is so weird—I’ve dealt with this shit so many times and it’s never bothered me like this. It’s crazy. I feel crazy. Neil, am I crazy?


You’re not crazy, darling.


He held me. I did feel crazy. I couldn’t rid myself of this one pounding, irritating thought, reverberating through my head like a bitter riddle, an impossible logic puzzle that I just couldn’t shake off or solve.


I was an adult, for Christ’s sake.


Who’d taken money from random people, on the street, for years.


Who openly preached the gospel of crowdfunding, community, help, asking, and random, delightful generosity.


Who could ask any stranger in the world—with a loud, brave laugh—for a tampon.


Why couldn’t I ask my own husband for help?
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We ask each other, daily, for little things: A quarter for the parking meter. An empty chair in a café. A lighter. A lift across town. And we must all, at one point or another, ask for the more difficult things: A promotion. An introduction to a friend. An introduction to a book. A loan. An STD test. A kidney.


If I learned anything from the surprising resonance of my TED talk, it was this:


Everybody struggles with asking.


From what I’ve seen, it isn’t so much the act of asking that paralyzes us—it’s what lies beneath: the fear of being vulnerable, the fear of rejection, the fear of looking needy or weak. The fear of being seen as a burdensome member of the community instead of a productive one.


It points, fundamentally, to our separation from one another.


American culture in particular has instilled in us the bizarre notion that to ask for help amounts to an admission of failure. But some of the most powerful, successful, admired people in the world seem, to me, to have something in common: they ask constantly, creatively, compassionately, and gracefully.


And to be sure: when you ask, there’s always the possibility of a no on the other side of the request. If we don’t allow for that no, we’re not actually asking, we’re either begging or demanding. But it is the fear of the no that keeps so many of our mouths sewn tightly shut.


Often it is our own sense that we are undeserving of help that has immobilized us. Whether it’s in the arts, at work, or in our relationships, we often resist asking not only because we’re afraid of rejection but also because we don’t even think we deserve what we’re asking for. We have to truly believe in the validity of what we’re asking for—which can be incredibly hard work and requires a tightrope walk above the doom-valley of arrogance and entitlement. And even after finding that balance, how we ask, and how we receive the answer—allowing, even embracing, the no—is just as important as finding that feeling of valid-ness.


When you examine the genesis of great works of art, successful start-ups, and revolutionary shifts in politics, you can always trace back a history of monetary and nonmonetary exchange, the hidden patrons and underlying favors. We may love the modern myth of Steve Jobs slaving away in his parents’ garage to create the first Apple computer, but the biopic doesn’t tackle the potentially awkward scene in which—probably over a macrobiotic meatloaf dinner—Steve had to ask his parents for the garage. All we know is that his parents said yes. And now we have iPhones. Every artist and entrepreneur I know has a story of a mentor, teacher, or unsung patron who loaned them money, space, or some kind of strange, ass-saving resource. Whatever it took.


I don’t think I’ve perfected the art of asking, not by a long shot, but I can see now that I’ve been an unknowing apprentice of the art for ages—and what a long, strange trip it’s been.


It started in earnest the day I painted myself white, put on a wedding gown, took a deep breath, and, clutching a fistful of flowers, climbed up onto a milk crate in the middle of Harvard Square.














You may have a memory of when you first, as a child, started connecting the dots of the world. Perhaps outside on a cold-spring-day school field trip, mud on your shoes, mentally straying from the given tasks at hand, as you began to find patterns and connections where you didn’t notice them before. You may remember being excited by your discoveries, and maybe you held them up proudly to the other kids, saying:


did you ever notice that this looks like this?


the shapes on this leaf look like the cracks in this puddle of ice


which look like the veins on the back of my hand


which look like the hairs stuck to the back of her sweater…


Collecting the dots. Then connecting them. And then sharing the connections with those around you. This is how a creative human works. Collecting, connecting, sharing.


All artists work in different mediums, but they also differ when it comes to those three departments. Some artists love the act of collecting. We might call this experiencing, or emotionally and intellectually processing the world around us: the ingredients—the puddles of ice, the sweater—that go into the poetic metaphor. Or the wider and longer-term collection: the time it takes to fall in and out of love, so that you can describe it in song, or the time it takes a painter to gaze at a landscape before deciding to capture it on canvas. Or the nearly three years Thoreau needed to live simply on the side of a pond, watching sunrises and sunsets through the seasons, before he could give Walden to the world.


Some artists devote more time to connecting the dots they’ve already collected: think of a sculptor who hammers away for a year on a single statue, a novelist who works five years to perfect a story, or a musician who spends a decade composing a single symphony—connecting the dots to attain the perfect piece of art. Thoreau himself needed another three years after his time in the cabin to distill and connect his experiences into the most beautiful and direct writing possible.


Like most stage performers, I’ve always been most passionate about the final phase: the sharing. There are lots of ways to share. Writers share when someone else reads or listens to their words in a book, a blog, a tweet. Painters share by hanging their work, or by sliding the sketchbook to a friend across the coffee-shop table. Stage performers also collect and connect (in the form of experiencing, writing, creating, and rehearsing), but there is a different kind of joy in that moment of human-to-human transmission: from you to the eyes and ears of an audience, whether fireside at a party or on a stage in front of thousands. I’m a sharing addict. But no matter the scale or setting, one truth remains: the act of sharing, especially when you’re starting out, is fucking difficult.


There’s always a moment of extreme bravery involved in this question:


…will you look?


It starts when you’re little. Back in the field: the veins of the leaf looked like your hand, and you said it, out loud, to the kids walking next to you.


You may have seen the lights go on in their eyes, as you shared your discovery—Whoa, you’re right! Cool—and felt the first joys of sharing with an audience. Or you may have been laughed at by your friends and scolded by the teacher, who explained, patiently:


Today isn’t “looking for patterns” day.


This is not the time for that.


This is the time to get back in line, to fill in your worksheet, to answer the correct questions.


But your urge was to connect the dots and share, because that, not the worksheet, is what interested you.


This impulse to connect the dots—and to share what you’ve connected—is the urge that makes you an artist. If you’re using words or symbols to connect the dots, whether you’re a “professional artist” or not, you are an artistic force in the world.


When artists work well, they connect people to themselves, and they stitch people to one another, through this shared experience of discovering a connection that wasn’t visible before.


Have you ever noticed that this looks like this?


And with the same delight that we took as children in seeing a face in a cloud, grown-up artists draw the lines between the bigger dots of grown-up life: sex, love, vanity, violence, illness, death.


Art pries us open. A violent character in a film reflects us like a dark mirror; the shades of a painting cause us to look up into the sky, seeing new colors; we finally weep for a dead friend when we hear that long-lost song we both loved come unexpectedly over the radio waves.


I never feel more inspired than when watching another artist explode their passionate craft into the world—most of my best songs were written in the wake of seeing other artists bleed their hearts onto the page or the stage.


Artists connect the dots—we don’t need to interpret the lines between them. We just draw them and then present our connections to the world as a gift, to be taken or left. This IS the artistic act, and it’s done every day by many people who don’t even think to call themselves artists.


Then again, some people are crazy enough to think they can make a living at it.
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THE PERFECT FIT



I could make a dress


A robe fit for a prince


I could clothe a continent


But I can’t sew a stitch






I can paint my face


And stand very very still


It’s not very practical


But it still pays the bills






I can’t change my name


But I could be your type


I can dance and win at games


Like backgammon and Life






I used to be the smart one


Sharp as a tack


Funny how that skipping years ahead


Has held me back






I used to be the bright one


Top in my class


Funny what they give you when you


Just learn how to ask






I can write a song


But I can’t sing in key


I can play piano


But I never learned to read






I can’t trap a mouse


But I can pet a cat


No, I’m really serious!


I’m really very good at that






I can’t fix a car


But I can fix a flat


I could fix a lot of things


But I’d rather not get into that






I used to be the bright one


Smart as a whip


Funny how you slip so far when


Teachers don’t keep track of it






I used to be the tight one


The perfect fit


Funny how those compliments can


Make you feel so full of it






I can shuffle, cut, and deal


But I can’t draw a hand


I can’t draw a lot of things


I hope you understand


I’m not exceptionally shy


But I’ve never had a man


That I could look straight in the eye


And tell my secret plans






I can take a vow


And I can wear a ring


And I can make you promises but


They won’t mean a thing






Can’t you just do it for me, I’ll pay you well


Fuck, I’ll pay you anything if you could end this






Can’t you just fix it for me, it’s gone berserk,


Fuck, I’ll give you anything if


You can make the damn thing work






Can’t you just fix it for me, I’ll pay you well,


Fuck, I’ll pay you anything


If you can end this


Hello, I love you won’t you tell me your name?


Hello, I’m good for nothing






will you


love


me


just


the


same






—from The Dresden Dolls, 2003

















I was twenty-two, I’d just graduated from college, and I really, really didn’t want to get a job.


Don’t get me wrong: I wasn’t lazy. I wanted to work. But I had no desire to get a JOB job.


Growing up as an über-emotional teenage songwriter and theater nerd, I faced a bewildering and bottomless chasm between what I wanted to become—a Real Artist—and how one actually, well…becomed it. Though I worshipped daily at the altar of MTV, I didn’t know any famous musicians, so I couldn’t ask them how they had becomed. I didn’t even know any non-famous musicians. All the adults I’d ever encountered—my parents, my friends’ parents—all had “grown-up” jobs: mysterious, complicated, white-collar jobs, jobs in tall buildings, jobs that involved computers, jobs about which I understood absolutely nothing and in which I had no interest.


When people asked me What I Wanted To Be When I Grew Up, I’d lie and try to just give them the most impressive answer I could think of: A lawyer! A doctor! An architect! An astronaut! A veterinarian! (I liked my cat. I figured I qualified.)


The truth just sounded too stupid. I wanted to be a Rock Star. Not a pop star. A ROCK STAR. An artistic one, a cool one. Like Prince. Like Janis Joplin. Like Patti Smith. Like the dudes in The Cure. The ones who looked like they Lived Their Art. I loved playing the piano, I loved writing songs, and I knew that if I had any choice in the matter, THAT’S the job I wanted.


But I had no clue how anybody got such a job, or what being a wage-earning artist meant in practical terms. I’d barely caught a glimpse of a working artist in his or her natural habitat until I attended my first rock concert at the age of eleven and saw that Cyndi Lauper was a real person. Until that moment, I had been suspicious that Cyndi Lauper, Prince, and Madonna were, in fact, being convincingly played by actors.


Furthermore, the liberal arts education that my parents had generously broken their backs to be able to afford, because they considered it a crucial necessity for “survival in the real world,” had done a shocking amount of nothing to prepare me for the cold truth of my chosen career path.


Not that college was all impractical theory or wasted time, and I harbor no regrets. I learned how to hand-develop my own film in a darkroom. I learned the basics of theatrical lighting design. I studied Chaucer, John Cage, postmodern performance art, post-WWII German experimental filmmakers and Post-Apocalyptic/Eschatological Beliefs Throughout A Variety Of World Religions And Fictional Genres. I even learned—not in the classroom, of course—how to construct a potato cannon that could shoot as far as 250 feet (the distance to the rival dorm across the street) using a long piece of PVC piping, and a bottle of Aqua Net extra-hold hairspray. (And a potato.)


I also learned over those four years that a diet of hummus, cookies, and cereal makes you fat, that it’s impossible to tap a keg unless it’s been properly chilled, and that DJ-ing a college radio show from three to five in the morning doesn’t expand your social circle one iota. And that heroin kills people.


But I did not learn how to be a rock star, or, for that matter, an employable, wage-earning bohemian; Wesleyan University did not offer any practical courses in that department. And there didn’t seem to be anybody hanging around that I could ask.


Now I was done, I had the degree, I’d made my family happy. And after enrolling, panicking, and quickly withdrawing from a full-ride scholarship to get my master’s degree in “anything I wanted” at Heidelberg University (I’d figured out, by that point, that academia was making me miserable, and drunk), I flew home to Boston from Germany with two giant suitcases and no real plan about how to Start My Real Life.


I considered my situation:


I knew I wanted to be a musician.


I knew I didn’t want a Real Job.


I knew I had to pay for food and a place to live.


I took a barista job, rented a room in a dilapidated share house in Somerville, Massachusetts, and decided I’d be a statue.
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Toscanini’s Ice Cream, where I worked as a sorbet-scooping espresso puller along with a motley bunch of twentysomethings, was a local operation with three Cambridge locations owned and lovingly managed by an incredible guy named Gus Rancatore. A humble press quote permanently etched into the front window of the store read:


“THE BEST ICE CREAM IN THE WORLD”—THE NEW YORK TIMES.


The baristas were assured four shifts a week at $9.50 an hour plus tips, which was enough to live on, and everyone who worked there ate a lot of ice cream, which was free to the employees.


My expenses included rent ($350 a month), food other than ice cream (I could survive on about $100 a month), and the extras: cigarettes, beer, records, bike repairs, and occasionally, clothes. I’d never had expensive taste and bought most of my wardrobe at the dollar-a-pound section of a used clothing store in Cambridge called The Garment District, which is where I found The Dress.


Building the statue was easy: I poked around the vintage shops trying to spot an inspiring, long-sleeved, high-necked, monochromatic costume fit for a statue, and found an antique bridal gown that fit the bill and cost only $29. PERFECT, I thought. I’d be a bride. All white. Easy. Sorrowful. Mysterious. Coy. Compelling. WISTFUL! How could anyone hate a bride?


I also bought some white face paint, a full-length lace veil, and a pair of long, white opera gloves. Then I went to the wig shop and completed my ensemble with a black Bettie-Page-style bob. I bought a glass vase from a thrift shop and spray-painted it white on the sidewalk outside of my apartment.


I started the next day.


I decided it would be perfect to hand out flowers as little tokens of gratitude, but I didn’t know exactly how many I would need. I certainly wasn’t going to buy flowers when they were growing freely all up and down the Charles River—I had spent the last of my savings on the getup and was pretty much broke.


So I took an hour-long amble along the banks of the river that flowed gracefully alongside the Harvard dorms, feeling very entrepreneurial, resourceful, and bohemian, picking any flower with an actual blossom that looked presentable until I had about fifty. I harvested three stray milk crates from an alleyway, ducked into the employees-only bathroom in the basement of Toscanini’s, and donned my costume.


Then, heart slamming, I ventured into the main intersection of Harvard Square. Please picture this moment: I was walking on a standard city sidewalk, on a hot summer day, in a bridal gown with my face painted white, carrying three milk crates, wearing a black wig and clompy, black German combat boots. I got stares.


I selected a relatively well-trafficked spot on the brick sidewalk in front of the subway station, arranged my milk crates in a pyramid, covered the crate-pedestal with a spare white skirt, clambered atop, straightened my back, raised my spray-painted vase full of wildflowers in the air, and…stood still.
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The first few moments up there were terrifying.


I felt stupid, actually.


Vulnerable. Silly.


It was lucky that I was covered in white face paint—my face burned bright red beneath it for the first ten minutes, I could feel it.


The sheer absurdity of what I was doing was not lost on me.


You’re painted white and standing on a box.


You’re painted white and standing on a box.


You are painted white and you are STANDING ON A BOX.


You are so full of shit.


My mantra of masochism broke the minute the first few people curiously wandered up to me. A small crowd formed at a respectful distance and a five-year-old boy approached me, wide-eyed. Into the empty hat at my feet, he cautiously placed the dollar his mother had given him.


I jerked my arms alive, as if in shock, dramatically hovered my hand above my white-painted vase, gazed at him, then selected and silently handed him one of the flowers.


He shrieked with delight.


It worked.


Then somebody else put a dollar in.


Then another.


Then another.


At the end of an hour, the bouquet of flowers was gone.


I climbed down. I schlepped my crates back to Toscanini’s, stashed them furtively in the basement, said hi to my co-workers, slipped behind the counter to make myself an iced coffee with a scoop of free hazelnut ice cream, and sat down at one of the little metal tables outside the shop to count my hat. There was some loose change, but mostly bills. Someone had thrown in a five.


I had made $38 in an hour. On a good tip day at the store, I made $75. In six hours.


I washed my face in the bathroom and walked back to the center of the Square, with the wad of dollar bills in my pocket.


Right at the intersection of Mass Ave and JFK Street, it hit me. I stopped short, stunned by the realization of what had just happened:


I can do this as a job.


I can do this every day that it’s warm and not rainy.


If I just made thirty-eight dollars in an hour, I can work three hours and make about a hundred dollars in a day.


I don’t have to scoop ice cream anymore.


I can make my own schedule.


I don’t have to have a boss.


Nobody can ever fire me.


I WILL NEVER HAVE TO HAVE A REAL JOB AGAIN.


And technically?


I never really did.
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I had dipped my toe into the living statuary experience before, albeit briefly. While drinking seriously, studying casually, and waitressing part-time at a beer garden (free beer!) during a year abroad in a sleepy little German town called Regensburg, I’d decided to try supplementing my income with a beta-version of The Bride: a trippy, white-faced, wheel-of-fortune ballerina statue I named Princess Roulette. I stood frozen in the center of a chalk pie chart I drew in the cobblestoned town square. I’d divided it up into eight sections, each with its own little prop or basket, and I’d wait for a stranger to place a coin in my hat, at which point I’d close my eyes, spin in a circle, and land with a jerk, pointing at a random space. I’d then mechanically proffer up a small gift (an exotic coin, a candy, an antique key), unless, of course, I’d landed in one of the “suicide” spots, in which case I mimed a clownish mini-tragedy, killing myself with a variety of prop weapons. I would spin, stop, open my eyes, trudge slowly over to the waiting bottle of poison while looking incredibly somber, wipe an imaginary tear from my eye, pick up the bottle, drink its invisible contents, and then fall to the cobblestones, gagging and twitching. (I also had a toy gun.) Once I had achieved full corpse pose, I would hope for applause, get up, dust off my glittery tutu, and jauntily return to my frozen position in the center.


It was whimsical but grisly, sort of Harold and Maude meets Marcel Marceau. The Germans didn’t quite know how to react.


One landing spot was neither gift nor suicide: it was the “tea set,” which was supposed to be a jackpot of sorts. If I landed there, I’d grab the hand of my victim, whom I would wordlessly invite to sit on the ground to enjoy an imaginary cup of mime-tea using a vintage collection of cracked cups and saucers I’d bought at a flea market. I assumed that this activity would be utterly thrilling to every passerby. I was sorely disappointed by the fact that not every German took me up on my theatrical offer to enjoy a cup of mime-tea. What gave?


It never occurred to me that staging my own comic suicide with different props in the middle of a small-town plaza and inviting strangers to sit on the ground probably wasn’t the most effective way to win the hearts and deutsche marks of Bavarian families out on their Sunday strolls.


Princess Roulette quickly taught me a lot about the practicalities and economics of being a living statue/performance artist, and a little bit about Germans. The biggest takeaways:




1- It is not profitable to give someone a Thing that cost you two deutsche marks if the person you are giving it to only gives you fifty pfennigs.


2- If you are Performing an Action in exchange for Money, and each Action takes two minutes, and obnoxious eight-year-old Bavarian boys are putting ten-pfennig coins in your basket one after the other while people with real deutsche marks look on with amusement, you are not Maximizing your Performance Time.


3- Germans wearing nice clothes do not like to sit on the ground.





Although I performed as Princess Roulette only four or five times, I quickly learned that the relationship between a street performer and the street audience is a delicate one, one that adheres to a different contract than the one that exists between the stage performer and the ticket-buying audience. There’s a much greater element of risk and trust on both sides.


I learned this the hard way on my very first day, when a friendly-looking man in his thirties walked by with his toddler daughter. Parents out on walks with their curious children are a godsend to street performers; they take great pleasure in supplying their kids with hat money and watching as their offspring experience a spontaneous, magical, and fully supervised interaction-with-a-stranger.


This one, however, went a bit pear-shaped. The dad put a coin into my hat and I began spinning. As I opened my eyes, I saw that the little girl had wandered over to one of my roulette baskets and had helped herself to a huge handful of my gift candy. Upon seeing this, I was at a loss. This child was stealing my candy. I had never anticipated this problem. After considering, briefly, what the correct action was for my character, I looked the little three-year-old girl straight in the eye and, breaking my mime-silence, pretended to cry. Quietly, but committedly, I emitted a high-pitched, but measured, anguished whine of agony over the loss of my candy.


This was not the correct thing to do.


The little girl proceeded to burst into ACTUAL tears and let forth her own (far less measured) wail, and for a split second, our collective, pack-like moan of anguish in that little town square in Germany sounded like some kind of epic, Wagnerian cry of broken, senseless human loss and suffering…


WHY??


I stood frozen, in shock, as the horrified father scooped his emotionally assaulted daughter into his arms and flashed me that universally heartbreaking glare that says, WHAT HAVE YOU DONE TO MY CHILD?


I felt really guilty, like I’d scarred this child for life and drained the joy out of any future trust-based interactions she might have with any street performers, actors, mimes, or human beings.


I also felt—and this was a new emotion—like a bad artist.


In that moment, something seismic shifted. I’d been viewing my role on the street as a performance artist who would share the gift of her weird, arty impulses with the amenable public. I’d grown up an experimental theater kid, writing, directing, and acting in my own surreal and morbid plays on school stages. I wasn’t an entertainer—I was making art, dammit. And though I wasn’t afraid to disturb people, I never wanted to hurt them.


This interaction made me realize that working in The Street wasn’t like working in the theater. The Street is different: nobody’s buying a ticket, nobody’s choosing to be there. On the street, artists succeed or fail by virtue of their raw ability to create a show in unexpected circumstances, to thoroughly entertain an audience that did not expect to be one, and to make random people care for a few minutes. The passersby are trusting you to give them something valuable in exchange for their time and attention, and (possibly) their dollars. Something skilled, unexpected, delightful, impressive, something moving. With few exceptions, they’re not giving you a dollar to confront and disturb them.


That dad and his little girl didn’t want theater.


They didn’t want to be provoked.


They wanted to be entertained.


But they also wanted something more. They wanted connection.


It dawned on me, standing there in my white face paint and tutu, that I was effectively working in a service position: A strange combination of court jester, cocktail hostess, and minister. A strange, coin-operated jukebox of basic, kind, human encounters.
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I learned a lesson on my first day of Bride-ing: standing on a plastic milk crate becomes REALLY uncomfortable after a few minutes as you sink slowly into the middle. It’s hell on your knees.


I would stand with my combat-boot-clad feet locked in place for half an hour, until the position became intolerable and I had to move. I would wait until I was between crowds, and then imperceptibly shift my weight from foot to foot, finding a new part of the crate to stand on. A few days later, I figured out that I could solve this problem by capping the milk crate with a square of hard plywood.


In my mute, frozen state, time and space took on a fascinating new quality, measured from one liberated movement to another, and I created an internal spoken dialogue with the world around me. I figured that if I said things loud enough in my head, the message would shoot out through my eyes.


Hi.


I’d blink my eyes a bit, and regard my new human friend, while they regarded me.


As they dropped money in my hat, I would lock my eyes onto theirs, and think:


Thank you.


*blink*


Here. Take a flower.


*blink*


And if I was in a particularly good mood:


I love you.


*blink*
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What I hadn’t anticipated was the sudden, powerful encounters with people—especially lonely people who looked like they hadn’t connected with anyone in ages. I was amazed by the intimate moments of prolonged eye contact happening on the busy city sidewalk as traffic whizzed by, as sirens blared, as street vendors hawked their wares and activists thrust flyers at every passerby, as bedraggled transients tried to sell the local homeless community newspaper to rushing commuters…where more than a second or two of a direct, silent gaze between strangers is usually verboten.


My eyes would say:


Thank you. I see you.


And their eyes would say:


Nobody ever sees me.


Thank you.
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Late one night at a yoga retreat a few years ago, a teacher asked a group of us to try to remember the first instance in our childhoods when we noticed that things were, for lack of a more clinical term, “not okay.” My answer was so quick to come and so deeply revealing that it made me laugh out loud. It is, in fact, my earliest intact memory. I was three.


There was a tall wooden staircase in our home, and one day I toppled all the way from the second floor to the first. I sharply remember that Am I going to die? slow-motion panic as I tumbled head over heels in a bouncing, cartoon blur. I was uninjured, but the fall had been traumatizing, and I ran, weeping and discombobulated, into the kitchen to recount the epic incident to my family.


Here’s what I remember.1 The kitchen was full of people: my mother, probably my stepfather, maybe my three older siblings, maybe some other random adults.


And none of them believed me.


They thought I was making it up. Trying to get attention. Exaggerating. Dramatizing.


And there I was, thirty-two years old, at a yoga retreat, desperately trying to find myself, and realizing that everything I’d been doing in my life, artistically, could be summed up like this:


PLEASE BELIEVE ME. I’M REAL. NO REALLY, IT HAPPENED. IT HURT.


And I sat there and laughed and laughed.


And cried. And laughed. At myself.


It was so embarrassing.


I laughed thinking about all the ridiculous stunts I’d pulled as an introverted, angry, punk teenager, dressing like an outlandish freak but being too insecure and afraid to talk to anybody. I laughed thinking about myself as an antisocial college senior who plonked her naked-and-covered-in-stage-blood body onto different spots around campus pretending to be dead as part of her postmodern performance art thesis, attempting to elicit some sort of reaction from the other students.


PLEASE. BELIEVE ME. I’M REAL. IT HURTS.


I laughed at the canon of heart-wrenching piano songs I’d written as a teenager, which added up to one screaming, pounding, screaming, pounding manifesto with a single, unified theme:


PLEASE. BELIEVE ME. I’M REAL.


I laughed thinking about the hundreds of hours I’d spent standing on a box, gazing silently and wistfully at passersby, handing them flowers in exchange for money. I laughed thinking about working in strip clubs during that same period, gyrating to Nick Cave and staring into the eyes of lonely, drunken strangers, challenging them to look into my soul instead of my crotch:


PLEASE. BELIEVE ME. I’M REAL.


I laughed thinking about all the nights I’d howled on concert hall stages, screaming those same old teenage songs at the top of my lungs, as aggressively and honestly and believably as I possibly could, to the point that I lost my voice almost every single night for a year and had to get surgery to cut away the rough, red nodes that had grown on my vocal cords as a result of too much yelling:


PLEASE. BELIEVE ME.


I laughed thinking about every single artist I knew—every writer, every actor, every filmmaker, every crazed motherfucker who had decided to forgo a life of predictable income, upward mobility, and simple tax returns, and instead pursued a life in which they made their living trying to somehow turn their dot-connecting brains inside out and show the results to the world—and how, maybe, it all boiled down to one thing:


BELIEVE ME.


Believe me.


I’m real.
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Here’s the thing: all of us come from some place of wanting to be seen, understood, accepted, connected.


Every single one of us wants to be believed.


Artists are often just…louder about it.
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At that same yoga retreat, we stood and faced each other in pairs, really looking at each other from a close distance. We were told to simply BE with the other person, maintaining eye contact, with no social gestures like laughing, smiling, or winking to put ourselves at ease.


Grown women and men cried. Really and truly sobbed.


When we were finished with the exercise, we talked about how it had felt. The thread echoed again and again: many people had never felt so seen by another person. Seen without walls, without judgment.…just seen, acknowledged, accepted. The experience was—for so many—painfully rare.
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Even cynical people got caught up in the romance of The Bride. People have a Thing with Brides.


I suppose I banked on this when I bought the dress. Who could hate a BRIDE?


There’s something magical, pure, beautiful. The virgin. The holy. The hopeful. Whatever.


I spent a lot of time on that box enjoying the irony of the fact that I was a bride for a living, stuck in this dress, while philosophically I knew I didn’t want to get married. Ever.


All my parents, stepparents, and exes-of-stepparents, the whole lot of them, looked crazy to me. Why keep getting married and divorced, people? Why not just DATE?


I would not make their mistake. Even if I was in love.


I wanted to be free. Unfettered.


Marriage always looked like hell to me.
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When a stranger put money into the hat, I would try to emanate an immense amount of gratitude for this savior who had momentarily freed me from my frozen pose. I wouldn’t look at the donor immediately. I would be coy. I would look at the sky. I would look at the crowd. I would look at the street. I would look at my vase. And then, once I had selected the perfect flower with as much graceful fluidity as possible, I would finally gaze at my new friend, never smiling with my mouth but always with my eyes, and lean my body forward ever so slightly, holding out the flower delicately clutched between my thumb and forefinger.


This always reminded me of the act of communion: that small, quiet moment when the priest proffers the wafer, intimately instructing you to ingest the body of Christ. (I was pretty bored in church as a kid, but I always loved that ritual. I also liked the singing bits.)


So, a dollar into the hat. I would gaze lovingly at my new human friend, my head filling up with a little silent monologue that sounded something like this:


The body of Christ, the cup of salvation.


Regard this holy flower, human friend.


Take it, it’s for you. A gift from my heart.


Oh, you want a picture? Okay! We can take a picture.


I’ll just hold this flower and wait while your girlfriend gets out her camera.


The body of Christ, the cup of salvation. The flower of patience.


Oh. I see your girlfriend’s camera batteries are dead.


Now your other friend is getting his camera out.


This is all fine. Because I am the picture of Zen and in the moment.


The body of Christ, the cup of salvation, the flower of forgiveness.


So come to me, human friend! Nuzzle into the folds of my white gown, we will pose together. With love.


Oh, new human friend, your friend with the camera is drunk, isn’t he?


May he find peace. May he find solace. May he find the shutter button.


Okay. Now you finally have your picture and you have high-fived your drunken friend.


Now please take this flower I have been holding out to you. My sacrament.


The body of Christ, the cup of salvation, the flower of oneness and joy and…


HEY.


Why are you walking away?


I have a flower for you!


A gift! A holy token of love!


The body of Christ!!


TAKE THE FUCKING FLOWER.


For real, dude…you don’t want my flower?


Jesus okay fine.


As he walked away, I would hang my head in sorrowful shame for all that was wrong with the world.


And if I was, by my own estimation, nailing my job, everybody watching this interaction on the sidewalk would shout after the dude, as he walked away with his drunk friend and girlfriend:


HEY! HEY YOU!! SHE’S GOT A FLOWER FOR YOU!!! TAKE THE FLOWER!!!!


The dude would usually bend to the peer pressure and come back to take it. But not always.


Sometimes I just had to let him go.


Girls, for the record, almost always took the flower. The ones who refused? Sometimes they seemed to think they were doing me a favor by rejecting the flower, gesturing:


No, no! I couldn’t possibly! Keep it for someone else!


But they didn’t understand that they were breaking my heart. Gifting them my flower—my holy little token—was what made me feel like an artist, someone with something to offer, instead of a charity case.


Over the years, though, I got used to it, and instead of taking it personally, I began to understand:


Sometimes people just don’t want the flower.


Sometimes you have to let them walk away.
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Joshua Bell, a world-class violinist, teamed up with the Washington Post for a social experiment in which he played his $3.5 million Stradivarius one morning in the L’Enfant Plaza subway station in Washington, DC. During his performance, which ran about forty-five minutes, seven people stopped to listen for a minute or more, twenty-seven contributed money, and he made a total of $32 (not counting the $20 thrown in his hat by the one woman who recognized him). More than a thousand people had walked by him without stopping.


In the aftermath, it was easy for many people to shake their heads at the perceived shame of it all: how could music so valuable—some of these same people might be paying as much as $150 a ticket to watch him play the same program at the local symphony hall the following night—become so worthless on the street?


But if you watch the hidden camera footage of the stunt, and note the time of day (morning rush hour) and the demographics (busy government employees on their way to work), it starts to make more sense. Those mindless barbarians who had no idea what they were witnessing were commuters on their way to work who couldn’t afford to stop at that exact moment to appreciate art. Certain art hungers for context. We can’t blame these passersby; we can simply applaud and feel gratitude for the few people who slowed and cocked their heads, heard the voice of god speaking via Bach speaking via Josh Bell’s Stradivarius, and feel joy and hope that a few folks actually threw in a dollar or two.


As for me, it took a few months of hardcore statue work to really find my footing and develop this sense of deep gratitude for the sliver of the population, however small, that was willing to tune their head frequencies to the Art Channel for a moment, interrupting their march to work.


That ongoing sense of appreciation shaped my constitution in a fundamental way. I didn’t just feel a fleeting sense of thanks for each generous person who stopped; I had been hammered into a gratitude-shaped vessel and would never take for granted those willing to slow down and connect.


[image: image]


There is a certain sense of indiscriminate gratitude that is essential to hone if you’re going to survive in the arts. You can’t really afford to be choosy about your audience, nor about how they wish to repay you for your art. In cash? In help? In kindness?


Each of these currencies possesses a distinct value. Dita Von Teese, a star in the contemporary burlesque scene, once recounted something she’d learned in her early days stripping in LA. Her colleagues—bleach-blond dancers with fake tans, Brazilian wax jobs, and neon bikinis—would strip bare naked for an audience of fifty guys in the club and be tipped a dollar by each guy. Dita would take the stage wearing satin gloves, a corset, and a tutu, and do a sultry striptease down to her underwear, confounding the crowd. And then, though forty-nine guys would ignore her, one would tip her fifty dollars.


That man, Dita said, was her audience.


This is exactly what I learned standing on the box, then while playing in bars in my first band, and, later, when I turned to crowdfunding. It was essential to feel thankful for the few who stopped to watch or listen, instead of wasting energy on resenting the majority who passed me by.


Feeling gratitude was a skill I honed on the street and dragged along with me into the music industry. I never aimed to please everyone who walked by, or everyone listening to the radio. All I needed was…some people. Enough people. Enough to make it worth coming back the next day, enough people to help me make rent and put food on the table. Enough so I could keep making art.
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It is an interesting thing, a white-painted face. It’s a historically rich signifier, the onion layer of clown-white cream covering the skin like a paper-thin mask, a universal invitation from one human being to another that says:


Staring at my face and making eye contact is acceptable and encouraged.


Only now do I realize why it made so much sense to keep the white face paint as I transitioned from being a statue to being in a rock band. Our Weimar-cabaret-inspired makeup was a signature of The Dresden Dolls. Often mocked (especially by the other plaid-clad indie Boston bands who referred to us as “the gay mime band”), often misunderstood (by the journalists who asked what our alter egos, à la Ziggy Stardust or Alice Cooper, were supposed to “represent”), and often seen reproduced on the faces of our hardcore fans as a symbol of solidarity, the white face paint functioned as a freak flag.


I liked giving permission to people to look at my face. Not so much because I wanted them to LOOK AT ME LOOK AT ME LOOK AT ME, but because I wanted them to feel invited to meet my gaze and share a moment. And I knew the game worked. I knew that, having invited them into my face like a host invites a guest into a kitchen, I would be equally invited to look back into theirs. Then we could see each other. And in that place lies the magic.


I see you.


BELIEVE ME.


Ask any great actor: sometimes the mask is the tool that lets you get at the truth.
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There is something about silence.


One night in a candlelit restaurant in San Francisco, shortly after we got married, I asked Neil if we could just write each other notes during the whole meal. In real time, like texting, but with pens and paper.


The waiter thought we were slightly strange, but by the end of the meal we’d shared a degree of intimate information that we probably wouldn’t have if we’d just been sitting there chatting. And we could illustrate our points with pie charts and cartoons. And we really enjoyed our food, because we weren’t literally talking through it.


The couple next to us asked what we were doing, and when we told them, they ordered a pad of paper and two pens from the waiter.
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One of the things I loved best about The Bride was how, though she was silent, she could make it possible for people to talk to one another.


I was a ready-made conversation piece. And nothing delighted me more than to see people with nothing in common chatting about The Bride the way they’d chat about an ambulance pulling up, or a flash thunderstorm.


Excuse me, is that a person?


Dude, is that a real person?


Wow, is that a real statue?


Oh, look! What does he do when you give him money?


There are ingredients that create safe space for communion. It would make me absolutely beam with joy when I saw strangers giving each other money, saying:


Wait, hey! Take this dollar, put it in his hat! You gotta see this! That’s a real person!


It gave me faith in humanity. Even if they thought I was in drag.
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Anthony was my best friend.


I’ve been trying, since I was a kid, to explain to people exactly WHAT he was to me when I was growing up. He wasn’t quite my guru, wasn’t quite my parent, wasn’t quite my teacher.


I usually attempted to describe him by mumbling something that included the word “mentor,” but I mostly found myself satisfied with this run-on portrait: Anthony met me when I was nine and taught me everything I know about love and knows me better than anybody and we still talk almost every single day even if I’m touring in Japan.


He loved telling the story of one of our first interactions, soon after he moved in next door to my parents’ house on the quiet road where I grew up in Lexington, Massachusetts.


It was a winter night, after a big snowfall in our little suburban neighborhood, and he and his wife, Laura, were throwing a dinner party. I ambled across my lawn over to his and started pelting their window with snowballs. I thought it was funny. He did, too, sort of.


He came to the door.


I want a snowball fight, I said.


I can’t, he said. But I’ll get you back later.


And he returned to the dinner party, back into the warmth and fire and wine of the adult world behind him.


Then, according to the story, I returned about twenty minutes later, and started pelting their giant picture window with snowballs a second time.


He came to the door again.


What the hell?


You said you’d get me later, I said. I’m here to get gotten.


Amanda, it’s been twenty minutes, he said. I meant later…like…tomorrow.


I don’t actually remember this happening, but I know the story by heart, because he’s told it so many times. I also don’t remember the first time I hugged him, but he tells that story, too.


I was thirteen, and our relationship had evolved from occasional next-door-neighbor snowball enemies to full-on pals. He claims we were standing in his driveway and something had happened that merited An Actual Hug.


But we had never hugged, and I was, according to him, interested in the idea, but I wasn’t used to hugging. So I leaned my body against his, he says, like a slowly falling pine tree, letting my head rest on his chest while the rest of my body kept a terrified distance.


Anthony and Laura didn’t have children, and I was gradually spiritually adopted. Anthony was a professional therapist, and a good listener. I desperately needed someone to listen. And once I’d unloaded all my teenage pain on him, he knew the way to win my trust. He never told me what to do.


Instead, he told me stories.


Stories about his life, stories about Zen masters, stories about his grandfather.


Here’s one of my favorites.




A farmer is sitting on his porch in a chair, hanging out.


A friend walks up to the porch to say hello, and hears an awful yelping, squealing sound coming from inside the house.


“What’s that terrifyin’ sound?” asks the friend.


“It’s my dog,” said the farmer. “He’s sittin’ on a nail.”


“Why doesn’t he just sit up and get off it?” asks the friend.


The farmer deliberates on this and replies:


“Doesn’t hurt enough yet.”





Through the years, Anthony would tell me this one whenever I was suffering from particularly bad bouts of self-destructiveness. Those were pre-cell-phone days, and I used to call him from the dorm, from my squalid sublets, from boyfriends’ apartments, and collect from pay phones all over Europe the year I backpacked and studied abroad. I’d leave messages that filled his answering machine and mail him typewritten letters that were too long to stuff into an envelope without bursting the seams.


WHY DO I KEEP DOING THESE THINGS TO MYSELF? I’d ask him, moaning about my latest killer hangover, brush with death, lost wallet, or on-again-off-again relationship with the latest drug-abusing (but really good-looking) boyfriend.


I could hear him smiling through the phone.


Ah, beauty. Doesn’t hurt enough yet.
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I’ve had a problem feeling real all my life.


I didn’t know until recently how absolutely universal that feeling is. For a long time, I thought I was alone. Psychologists have a term for it: imposter syndrome. But before I knew that phrase existed, I coined my own: The Fraud Police.


The Fraud Police are the imaginary, terrifying force of “real” grown-ups who you believe—at some subconscious level—are going to come knocking on your door in the middle of the night, saying:


We’ve been watching you, and we have evidence that you have NO IDEA WHAT YOU’RE DOING. You stand accused of the crime of completely winging it, you are guilty of making shit up as you go along, you do not actually deserve your job, we are taking everything away and we are TELLING EVERYBODY.


I mentioned The Fraud Police during a commencement speech I recently gave at an arts college, and I asked the adults in the room, including the faculty, to raise their hands if they’d ever had this feeling. I don’t think a single hand stayed down.


People working in the arts engage in street combat with The Fraud Police on a daily basis, because much of our work is new and not readily or conventionally categorized. When you’re an artist, nobody ever tells you or hits you with the magic wand of legitimacy. You have to hit your own head with your own handmade wand. And you feel stupid doing it.


There’s no “correct path” to becoming a real artist. You might think you’ll gain legitimacy by going to art school, getting published, getting signed to a record label. But it’s all bullshit, and it’s all in your head. You’re an artist when you say you are. And you’re a good artist when you make somebody else experience or feel something deep or unexpected.


When you’ve “made it” in academia, you become a tenured professor. It’s official. Most of the time, though, “outside” appointment and approval (Congratulations! You’re an official Professor/CEO/President/etc.) in any field doesn’t necessarily silence The Fraud Police. In fact, outside approval can make The Fraud Police louder: it’s more like fighting them in high court instead of in a back alley with your fists. Along with all the layers of official titles and responsibilities come even deeper, scarier layers of oh fuck they’re gonna find me out.


I can imagine a seasoned brain surgeon, in the moment before that first incision, having that teeny moment where she thinks:


For real? I dropped my cell phone in a puddle this morning, couldn’t find my keys, can’t hold down a relationship, and here I am clutching a sharp knife about to cut someone’s head open. And they could die. Who is letting me do this? This is BULLSHIT.


Everybody out there is winging it to some degree, of this we can be pretty sure.


In both the art and the business worlds, the difference between the amateurs and the professionals is simple:


The professionals know they’re winging it.


The amateurs pretend they’re not.
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On an average day, working two bouquets of flowers, I could make over a hundred dollars. Sometimes more, sometimes less, but it was certainly more than the $9.50 an hour I was earning at Toscanini’s.


The consistency of the income really did amaze me. If the weather held, I could count on making about $40 to $50 an hour from random people walking by and making random decisions to give me a random amount of money.


How was it possible that it was so predictable? That’s a question for the economists, I suppose. When I asked my Twitter followers about this, and the statisticians started weighing in about entropic probabilistic synchronicity, I gave up and settled on a simpler theory:


Given the opportunity, some small consistent portion of the population will happily pay for art.
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Sometimes, up on the box, I would fall in love with people. Pretty often, come to think of it. It was easy, given how safe and swaddled I was up there in my cloud of pretty, white, untouchable stillness. No commitment. Just this, just now, just us.


Occasionally one of the more broken-looking homeless people of Harvard Square would approach me, drop a dollar in, and I would offer my flower. We’d look at each other, and sometimes their faces would crumple and tears would appear.


Hi.


I see you there.


I can’t believe you just gave me a dollar.


You probably need it more than me.


I’ve been watching you circle the plaza all day asking people for money and I hope to god you know that you and I are, in this moment, exactly the same.


I never felt guilty about those dollars, though, because there was such a beauty and humanity in the fact that these homeless people were, right along with the rich tourists, stopping to connect with me. They saw value in what I was doing. They saw the power and necessity of the human connection.


Was it fair? I don’t know. It felt fair.


There was something conspiratorial about it; their money felt symbolically valuable to me in a way that made me swell with pride—they approved of me, and their approval somehow meant more to me than anybody else’s.
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