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For Dan


Thanks for loving me




AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Hi, and thanks for buying/borrowing/downloading my book. Seriously. I appreciate it. Now, the stories you are about to read in this book are mostly true comedic portrayals of my youth to the best of my memory. They are written for entertainment purposes and with the kindest of intentions. I’ve tried to keep things as accurate as possible as I remember them. I must point out that I have indulged in a few too many dirty martinis as an adult, which may have affected the way I remember things. Maybe I went to school with you and you remember something differently. That’s fine by me. However, most likely if I went to school with you, you won’t remember any of this stuff anyway because you’ve moved on with your life and are not concerned in the least with my petty tales of growing up too tall.


While I have condensed or rearranged some time-lines for clarity, and created a few composite characters so the reader’s head doesn’t explode keeping track of all the faces from my youth, I’ve done my absolute best to keep things real. I’ve changed names and identifying characteristics of almost everyone in these tales. (Unless, of course, the person asked for his or her real name to be used because they, like me, seek attention wherever they can get it. I understand.) So if you’re reading this book and you think a character is actually you, congrats! You really made an impression! (Or not, maybe it isn’t you. What, do you think the world revolves around you? Come on!)


Lastly, I wasn’t one of those spazzy kids walking around with a recording device at all times (though I did keep extensive cat journals detailing the hardships of being a tall teen in the hopes that I’d one day be discovered for the genius diarist I was). Some dialogue is simulated as to what was probably said in the moment. Also, I’m a comedian. So although these stories are true and this all happened, I have gone for the laugh here and there. Forgive me. It’s my job . . . really, it is. When I fill out forms at the doctor’s office, under “Occupation” I put “Comedian,” so you know I mean business. My hope is that you will laugh at my horrendous teen years and feel better about yours. Okay, I think that’s it. Enjoy the book. I loved writing it a lot more than I loved going through all these changes. And I hope after you read this, whatever rough memories you have of adolescence will be a little funnier in hindsight.
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Introduction



I had a regrettable physical condition when I was a child. It was not a debilitating illness or missing limb or anything particularly life threatening, but it was life affecting, sure. I was tall. And I mean, really tall: five foot six midway through fourth grade. Picture a giant, gawky child, a kid in every sense of the word, inhabiting an adult’s body, but unlike in the movie Big, I couldn’t blend in to save my life. There are some tall girls who glide through rooms with elegance, every article of clothing hanging just so on their perfectly proportioned bodies. These are the girls who have thin wrists with dainty bracelets, perfect posture, and a stylish selection of scarves. Then there are the athletic tall girls, the ones whose big feet seem to accent their toned and tan legs. These are the tall girls who look hot while running cross-country and whose naturally pin-straight hair always looks impeccable even after a three-hour volleyball match.


Then, there are the rest of us. Olive Oyl, Mackenzie Phillips, and “Big” Ethel Muggs (Jughead’s tall and ugly stalker from the Archie comic books) all fall into this category. And me. We’re the tall girls who are always tripping over our own feet, who never look normal in any size clothing, and who are constantly screaming “Wo-oah!” as we grab the tablecloth in a desperate attempt to break our fall and take the entire dining room table down with us. Chances are you know one of us, or are one of us, or sympathize with us. We’re a delightful bunch, and have all had our fair share of teasing.


And now, on top of being gigantic in the height category (I eventually capped at five-foot-ten after a half inch more growth after I started college), I am about to have a baby. Because weight-gain-wise I haven’t turned completely into a sweaty hippopotamus, I wishfully and unrealistically assumed that meant the baby was going to be a dainty little six or seven-pounder wearing tiny, clean, white newborn onesies and gliding out into the world in a virtually painless forty-five-minute labor. That was until I went to the doctor the other day. The second the sonogram began, he exclaimed in his former-beach-bum California accent, “Woah . . . this baby’s got a huge head!” Before I could declare my concern that something was wrong, he guided the machine down my belly farther and continued, “Which is directly in proportion to its huuuge body! This is gonna be a big one.”


Of course it’s gonna be a “big one.” How could I have possibly thought, even for just one day, that anything associated with me could be petite? I was in the seven-pound range when I was born, making me “average.” This was the first and last time my size was average. Average is all I have ever wanted to be. By the time I was eighteen months old I was in the ninetieth percentile for height. By age two I was in the ninety-ninth percentile . . . and I stayed there for the next sixteen years.


Look, I’m well aware that there are much worse physical attributes than being tall. And if you’re good at volleyball or basketball, or pretty enough to model, then being a tall girl at a young age is actually an asset! But if you’re like me, uncoordinated and incapable of taking a decent photo, let alone looking anything but gawky while walking, then being tall is just a waste. It’s a gift left unopened on Christmas morning, sitting there collecting dust, only to be shoved in a closet and opened years later by an unappreciative adult who just doesn’t get what is so cool about a hot-pink Tamagotchi.


I compiled this larger story of how I came to grips with my size and all the bumps along the way mostly onstage. A few years ago, my hilarious, accomplished, and articulate friend Jim O’Grady emailed me a few hours before we were both on a storytelling show together. He wrote, “I’m switching to stories about growing up sensitive and artistic in the suburbs of New Jersey. Because that’s never been done before.” He was right. I was telling the same story in different ways over and over again. I couldn’t believe how many separate stories I had about being this gawky teenage girl. But when I compiled them together, it made sense as to how I ended up here. Here: about to give birth to a giant baby, albeit now in Los Angeles instead of the Garden State.


To avoid becoming the size of a full-fledged hippopotamus, I’ve been doing a lot of walking (insert your very own “who walks in L.A.?” joke here). With too-small feet (only a size 8½) to hold up my too-tall body, and now a pregnant belly, I have wiped out publicly countless times. In fact, I wipe out only when I’m in public. The worst is when I get up, exaggeratedly going through all the motions of finding out just what it was that offset my balance. Was it a crack in the sidewalk? A large rock? A fallen branch from a nearby palm tree? No . . . it was nothing. It’s always nothing at all that has made me fall, splattered on the sidewalk with shopkeepers and local customers all gazing out store windows to make sure I haven’t killed my unborn child with my sheer lack of basic balance. The worst that has happened is permanent scarring on my knees from falling in exactly the same way repeatedly. And by the way, I thought I was supposed to get boobs out of this. Isn’t that the exchange? You carry a child for over nine months, feel like crap, gain a bunch of weight, but have huge knockers? Why am I still packing a rack the size of Shelley Duvall’s? Pregnancy is starting to feel a lot like middle school . . . always waiting for boobs.


I’m hoping that if this baby is a boy, he will be thought of as strong and mighty and will be picked first in gym class and will be fought over by admiring girls who want to be his prom date. But if it’s a girl, I fear that she too will have an “extra-long awkward phase” and be forced to be funny to overcompensate for her garish size. We shall soon see.


But for now, let’s get started on some stories of “growing up sensitive and artistic (and may I add tall) in the suburbs of New Jersey.” Away we go.
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CHAPTER 1:


The Jersey Girls


At a time when other kids were obsessing over Sweet Valley High books and Lisa Frank Trapper Keepers, and the teen idols were Debbie Gibson and Tiffany, two pop stars who performed in shopping malls, I had a couple of distinct role models of my own: Penny Marshall and Carol Burnett. I too was tall, gawky, and hunched over due to my early-onset scoliosis. When compared with my BFF and business partner, Amanda, I too was the “funny one” (a nice way of saying the “not pretty one”). I’d watched every single Laverne & Shirley and Carol Burnett Show rerun by the time I was eight, sitting on the peach living room carpet I was (and still am) allergic to. I even asked my mom to buy me an M brooch, in the same style of the L that Laverne had sewn onto all her sweaters. I wore it to school every day in hopes of starting a brooch trend, which sadly never caught on. My favorite Laverne & Shirley episode was season 6, episode 113, when Laverne and Shirley finally escape their impending doom of living in Milwaukee and working in Shotz Brewery forever. In this pinnacle turn of events titled “Not Quite New York,” the girls pack up everything they have and move across the country to Hollywood to become movie stars. When the twenty-five minutes were up, my mom was weeping at the end of an era. I however felt invigorated, ready to get cracking on my quest to avoid a boring fate. I was going on to bigger and better things than suburban New Jersey had to offer. You wouldn’t find me working at the local Fotomat on weekdays, bowling with divorced softball coaches on Friday and Saturday nights. I, too, was going to amount to something. I had a hard-core addiction to tall, funny ladies with bad posture and continued to watch these shows religiously in hopes that some of their confidence would rub off on me.


Even though Laverne was hunched over and funny-looking with a wardrobe resembling an old spinster’s, Lenny of Lenny & Squiggy was still so madly in love with her he had to gnaw on his own palm to calm himself down. And Carol Burnett got to kiss all sorts of hot guys, like Harvey Korman and Lyle Waggoner, because she was funny and on TV. Laverne and Carol Burnett were comfortable in their own skins. I was not. There was no way I could rock those pocketed ’70s Bob Mackie pantsuits in the same powerful way that Carol did. Whenever I tried Carol’s trademark tugging-at-the-ear send-off in the mirror, I looked as if I were removing wax buildup. Carol Burnett looked cool . . . I did not.


I grew six inches in fourth grade, ending the year at five-foot-six. Which means I started the year already five feet tall. I was essentially a giant child. In our class picture that year, while all the other kids stood on a riser, I had to stand on the floor in order to be the same height as everyone else, including my teacher.


Towards the beginning of fourth grade I brought in a photo of my family vacation to the Southwest. It was a photo of a huge mountain with my very tall older brother and me looking miniscule standing below it. My father, Bob, a Bronx-born academic, told me it symbolized how small we were in comparison to the hugeness of Earth. I liked it because it was the only photo in which I actually looked tiny. I stood before my class in my first-day-of-school outfit, a hot-pink patterned button-down paired with hot-pink wooden button earrings on my newly pierced ears, and proudly displayed the photograph in its painted gold frame. Pretending I came up with them on my own, I used my father’s words to explain to the class, “So as you can see, me and my brother are, like, really small in comparison to the hugeness that is Earth. Any questions?”


Carl, a newcomer to the class, raised his hand. “Um, this is more of a comment, but it’s impossible for you to look small. I mean even next to a mountain, you’re still the tallest girl in the class. In the whole school, I think, as far as I can see.” Humiliated, I looked at my mousy teacher for support. She smiled back at me in a way that I could tell was insincere because her eyes were frowning. She was probably exhausted from mal-nourishment. If I had to hear one more time about how she had recently lost sixty pounds, I was going to fake a “family emergency” and leave school early that day. All I ever saw her eat was sugar-free cookies hidden in her desk drawer. She didn’t care that someone was embarrassing me. She was dreaming of Boston creams. She looked at me as if to say, You’re huge, Margot, what do you want me to do about it? Those are the facts. Have I told you I recently lost sixty pounds?


That pretty much set the tone for the rest of the year. I realized I would have to accept forever being the type of girl on the lower half of a chicken fight. I certainly wasn’t ever going to get a piggyback ride from any of my friends’ dads; that option expired around age five. I would have loved to have been petite and cute like Paula Abdul, spending my time tap-dancing beside a cartoon cat or telling the world I was “Forever Your Girl.” But that wasn’t the path my family’s genetics had mapped out for me. I was on my way to being a woman, albeit about eight years too early. So knowing that I was certainly not “Forever Your Girl,” or even forever a girl, I decided to make the best of it.


Before my growth spurt I really excelled at gymnastics. Not in an uneven-bars, backbend-on-a-balance-beam kind of way, but in a double-jointed, can-put-my-legs-behind-my-head-easily-to-make-a-human-pretzeland-impress-kids-before-class kind of way. My extra-bendy body made me a real force to be reckoned with on the extra-bouncy gymnasium floor. After I reached the size of an above-average grown woman by age eleven, my future as a gymnast was clearly about as realistic as my future as a horse jockey. Then I became useless in P.E. class, picked last every time even though one would think I was the strongest. Somehow my long legs that bent backward like a flamingo’s made me run more slowly than the short, chubby kids always chosen before me. Plus the lack of left-handed equipment—you’d think the school could invest in just one left-handed baseball glove—made me a real train wreck out on the field.


No matter where I was, some grown-up would always make me feel as if I were doing something wrong just by existing in this body. I was once removed from the monkey bars by a middle-aged recess monitor with a big butt who told me that my shirt rode up too much and boys would get the wrong idea. It wasn’t my fault my extremely long and rapidly growing torso made it impossible for my shirts to fit me properly for longer than a month. And believe me, the boys weren’t getting the wrong idea; they were all a foot shorter than I and terrified of my Lee Relaxed Fit Extra-Long Riders. At this point I wasn’t quite sure what “the wrong idea” even meant. To me, the “wrong idea” was to accuse a little kid of trying to seduce a playground of prepubescent boys just by existing in her body. It seemed that many adults were uncomfortable with a girl my size playing with all the other kids who still could be described as “cute.” Just because I was growing at a faster rate did not mean that I was now a sex-crazed teenager. I was still a kid, but the adults projected early sexualization on me, as they couldn’t wrap their heads around how else to treat this girl/lady they were encountering.


 My band teacher, Mr. Fervor, was one of the worst. He treated me differently than my BFF Amanda, who was allowed to share a chair with him when assigned the coveted job of sheet-music-page-turner. When it was my turn, I squeezed myself down next to Mr. Fervor and he quickly got up. “Uhh, hey, Margot, hey, uhh, I think you should pull up your own chair. I don’t want any of the kids here to think the wrong thing.” Again with the wrong thing? I was humiliated. Did Mr. Fervor actually think my fourth-grade classmates would suspect us of having an affair? Don’t flatter yourself, Mr. Fervor. At that age, Fred Savage was more my type.


Meanwhile I was taller than my teacher and was held to a more mature standard than my smaller classmates. If they cried in class over teasing or a grade, they were just kids being kids, and were sympathized with accordingly. If I cried, I looked like a blubbering grown woman in a homemade skirt set.


My parents tried their best to be compassionate, reminding their friends not to make weird comments about how huge I was every single time they saw me. I didn’t want to be reminded how gigantic I was by aging hippies, so I appreciated that my folks often created a diversion. What I did want was teenage boys to pick me up the way slutty girls were in Mötley Crüe videos. But I was ignored by teenage boys, who were much more interested in fully developed teenage girls, who were in their prime in late-’80s hair-metal Jersey.


Pretty quickly I began to detest school, where I always felt like a giant loser. My grades were fine, but even in academia my body rebelled against me. I’m left-handed, and despite the lot of genius lefties—Ben Franklin, Julius Caesar, Carol Burnett—I was frequently accosted about my messy handwriting. The fact that my left hand smeared every letter as soon as I wrote it was compounded by the fact that I took an artistic license with the alphabet. To me the alphabet was boring and I wanted to spice it up a bit by adding my own spin on certain letters. I’m sure no one would have questioned famous lefty Henry Ford if his g’s flared out a little too much. Instead, I was tested for dyslexia about once a year.


[image: ] In my free time I fantasized about being a glamorous, exciting, older woman like my British grandmother, a five-foot-eleven grand old dame who lived in an apartment on the Upper East Side, sold Cartier silver, and drank gin martinis with dinner every night. I even hoarded candy cigarettes in my bedroom and practiced smoking them in my grandmother’s hand-me-down 1970s pink marabou negligee whenever I couldn’t sleep. Sure, I was well beyond the age when playing dress-up was appropriate. But childhood had seemingly come to a screeching halt for me when I shot up past all my classmates and most of my teachers, so I occasionally caught up on kids’ stuff when no one was looking. “Look, dahling,” I’d say, a white powdered sugar cigarette dangling from my red-stained lip, “I’d love to stop by tonight, but I’ve already had eight gin and vodka martinis, and I’m ready to call it a night. I already have on my negligee.”


Perhaps a leaning toward fantasy ran in the family. I had caught my older brother, Greg, and his friends digging through my dress-up drawers on more than one occasion. He would have elaborate wrestling matches with his buddies in full costume and wigs. Wrestling was huge at the time, so huge that GLOW (Gorgeous Ladies of Wrestling) was created to keep up with the demand. Perhaps my brother and his friends were loosely inspired by some of these “gorgeous ladies.” My brother’s wrestling matches were a perfect combination of drag show meets Ultimate Fighting Championship and I loved when he would stage them. I admired how much they all committed to their characters. One of the most memorable matches was Surfer Dude (my brother) versus Russian Babushka Lady (his friend). In the midst of the match, his friend’s mom called to tell him he was late for dinner. Scared of getting in trouble, but still in full costume, the friend ran out the door in a floor-length gown and Russian fur hat, borrowed my brother’s banana-seat bike, and pedaled off into the distance. Although I was concerned about getting two of my best dress-up items back, I did enjoy imagining the friend showing up for dinner looking like a sweaty, overdressed Russian madam in a schmata. Just the thought of him eating his Hamburger Helper in full drag made me proud of my brother’s choices in friends.


My mother, Pam, was obsessed with British culture, and seemed to observe as many British traditions as the Queen herself. By the time I was seven, I had learned to fake an allergy to Yorkshire pudding, believing, like most kids, that pudding should be made of chocolate or banana—certainly not beef. My mother served me tea in a bone china teacup every morning before school, along with a marmalade-drenched biscuit that seemed to be made entirely of sesame seeds. Even though she was born in Pittsburgh, her mother was born in England, so I understood the allegiance. Still, the constant bragging about how her mother won the “Cutest Baby” award on the boat from England to America, despite my grandmother being almost five years old at the time, needed to stop.


My mom oozed with confidence. Being tall ran in her family, and because she had also had an early growth spurt, she had perspective on my situation. She knew this time would pass and someday I would be proud of my size. She was convinced that being tall eventually would be an enviable quality and that my “girl, you’ll be a woman (a little too) soon” stage was simply temporary and that good times lay ahead. Mom was five-foot-nine and proud of it, constantly having “height contests” when friends or family came over, just so she could win. Everyone would groan as she would line us all up in descending order and then say, “Oh, looks like I’m at the top again!” She was ever eager to place her cousins back to back, whipping out her tape measure to settle a dispute. In these instances I watched from the sidelines, knowing that given the direction I was headed, I would be the undisputed winner in no time at all. With a five-foot-eleven grandmother, a six-foot-tall father, and a five-foot-ten great-aunt, my mom was always excited to hold the height contests when those particular family members were not in attendance. She wasn’t a competitive person, unless it came to things that really didn’t matter. It did bother me that my mother seemed to have blocked out her awkward stage or perhaps had never really had one despite her early-onset uberheight. A cheerleader in high school because “there were just no other sports offered to girls during that time,” my mother counterbalanced her extreme height with athleticism, making it an asset rather than a curse.


[image: ] When I was eleven years old, I was diagnosed with scoliosis during a routine test at school (which was much less embarrassing than the time both Amanda and I were diagnosed with lice—Amanda had the good idea to tell everyone we had “fevers” to explain why we were being forcefully removed from class). I really wasn’t surprised. It seemed impossible that I could grow this fast and not have some sort of medical problem along with it. I was glad it was a seemingly minor case, and I didn’t have to wear one of those embarrassing back braces in addition to my mother’s homemade blouses.


I found my monthly visits to the scoliosis specialists to be a complete waste of time, but Mom almost seemed to enjoy them. While the nurses would measure me, comment on how unusually tall I was, then run their hands along my S-shaped spine, my mother loved to tell them proudly that height ran in the family. Then, some young doctor right out of General Hospital would guide my mother’s hands over my spine, asking her, “There, do you feel it? That’s where it curves. That’s what we have to look out for.” I don’t think she actually felt the curve, but she sure felt that hunky doctor holding her hands.


Every time we left, the receptionist would say, “We don’t need to see Margot for another few months.”


My mother would respond, “How about two weeks?”


Years later I understood that my unnecessarily frequent visits to the scoliosis doctors were simply my mom’s version of Playgirl magazines. She could glance from afar at the accomplished, unattainable beauties and then innocently walk away as if nothing had happened. I finally figured it out when a hot dark-haired doctor finally looked her right in the eye and said, “Really, Mrs. Leitman, she’s fine. The S in her spine has not increased at all over the years. There is absolutely no reason at all to come back here.”


As we got in the car my mom smirked to me, “Well, I wouldn’t say ‘no reason at all.’”


Considering I spent most evenings rereading Bop magazines in bed and fantasizing about various stars from the rotating T.G.I.F. sitcom lineup on ABC, it was nice to know I wasn’t alone.


My brother was also tall, but in a good way. Unlike me he was coordinated and good at sports. Also, being tall at a young age looked good on a boy and went especially well with his wiry hair and fully formed teeth that would require no braces. As he was four grades ahead of me, we were never in the same school at the same time. His friends liked to taunt me by pronouncing my name backward—“Tog-ram”— and were all eccentric, studious types like him. Greg always had perfect grades, which infuriated me, as he seemed to spend the majority of his time re-creating iconic films and books on a borrowed camcorder. My parents never invested in a family video camera because they claimed they wanted to “live in the moment.” I believe it’s because they wanted minimal evidence that their daughter ever looked like a towering young Scandinavian villain with mosquito-bite boobs. Or they figured they could save some money by pretending they didn’t realize that Greg had not returned that camcorder to his wealthier friend. The one time I asked my mom about it, after Greg had the camcorder in his possession for over a year and had used it incessantly, she said, “If Greg’s friend wants it back, all he has to do is ask.”


Meanwhile Greg was very busy with his moviemaking career. By the time I was nine I had played “Connie” in Greg’s re-creation of The Godfather (Parts 1 and 2; I was not cast in Part 3, much to my dismay) and was “hired” as production assistant on his video re-creation of the epic poem Beowulf. Being demoted from actress to PA proved my point that no one wanted this unfortunate stage of my looks on record. Even my own brother would rather use a marionette than me, a live person, to play the female roles in Beowulf.


Instead of clamoring to fit in with my brother’s staff of film-loving friends, I turned to my longtime best friend, Amanda. Amanda had a much younger brother we could boss around, and I liked that dynamic a lot better. She was the other half of my amateur pop duo, “the Jersey Girls”—so named because we lived in New Jersey and we were girls. This wasn’t Short Hills/Cherry Hill type of Jersey—this was Central Jersey, bordering on the Jersey Shore. Ours was a town where an old drunk pimp named Squirrel strolled up and down Main Street every day, overly tan Italian Americans snapped gum and flexed their muscles on the boardwalk, and cool teenage girls used zinc oxide as a lipstick. Denim cutoffs were the epitome of style for men, usually accented by a ponytail and a stained white T-shirt. Many people commuted to New York City for work, including my father, as the majority of local opportunities were limited to teaching in the public schools, landscaping, or bartending at one of the bars in this small town. We all lived in the shadow of the great and powerful Jon Bon Jovi, who used the local water tower in the cover art of his latest album, aptly titled New Jersey. It seemed a lot of Bon Jovi’s songs were written about the everyday people in our area. The first verse of “Livin’ on a Prayer” seemed as if it were about our local “Tommy and Gina.” With some minor changes. In our town it would go something like this:


       Lisa used to work as a stripper
Now she’s a waitress where she serves pork ribs to truckers
To truckers
Kevin mows lawns all day
He cries ’cause he’s sunburned
Lisa whispers, Baby it’s okay . . .
I’ve got aloe.
She says you’ve gotta save up to get that next tattoo
It doesn’t make a difference if it’s black and white or color
We’ve got each other and we don’t need no others
To get through the day


Inspired by the local legends, Amanda and I spent most of our afternoons locking ourselves in her room and rerecording our demo on her Fisher-Price tape recorder. Amanda was very pretty, normal-size, and terribly naughty. She was tan even in the depths of winter, while I sported a pale, gaunt look even in the throes of summer. I was capable only of burning or freckling, never achieving a golden tan like Amanda’s beautiful skin could. Her hair was naturally straight, whereas mine was big, and not in a fun Jersey-in-the-’80s kind of way, but more of an old-spinster-gussied-up-for-the-widowers-at-temple kind of way. At times my mother had ironed it like they did in the ’60s, but I never let her finish the job, as I would panic mid-iron. Being eleven years old and having a steaming hot iron directly next to one’s skull can be a terrifying experience. Even my mother’s utterances of “Beauty must suffer pain” did not make it any easier. My hair was much more cut out for crimping.


I really needed Amanda by my side to get a record deal; she’d be the face, but I’d be the talent—there was a reason Laverne needed Shirley after all. And if our demo sold, there was still time to cash in on the Debbie Gibson phase and begin touring the world wearing funky hats.


Among our roster of original songs so far were “In Love with a Star” (written about Growing Pains heartthrob Kirk Cameron). It had a great hook:


       Chances are . . . I’m in love with a star


We also wrote “I Don’t Even Know What Love Means,” which counteracted the main message of “In Love with a Star.” With the less brilliant lyrics:


       You want me to tell you I love you
But I don’t even know what love means


After Laverne & Shirley season 6, episode 113 “Not Quite New York,” I was inspired by the girls’ tenacity and realized I needed to kick my songwriting up a notch. One afternoon, alone in my bedroom, suddenly the lyrics just began flowing out of me.


       And I’d be thinking of you
Oh I just can’t bear it but I know it’s true
And you’ d be thinking of me
Oh I know it I know it I can see
And we’ d be singing this same song
Oh I know it I know it but I wish I wasn’t wrong
Listen boy and listen well
I don’t want them to know so don’t tell
Because I am thinking of you
Oh I just can’t bear it but I know it’s true.


This was good. Much better than Chances are . . . I’m in love with a star. I was on to something with these incredible lyrics. They were vague yet specific. I could imagine a girl listening to this soon-to-be-hit on her Walkman and substituting either a cute boy from class or teen heart-throb Michael J. Fox for whom she was “thinking of.” This song had no limits. But I was more of a writer than a musician, and I wasn’t sure how to go about setting it to a tune.


The pressure was too much to bear. I had to impress Amanda, and I had to be a star. So I did the unthinkable: I stole the melody from Wham!’s “Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go.” I loved George Michael so much. I loved his album Faith, even if it was inappropriately sexual for a girl my age. I loved his butt, and I loved that he wrote a song called “I Want Your Sex,” which caused my mom to blush and then change the channel every time it came on the radio even though I knew she loved it, too. A few years had passed since “Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go” set the world on fire, inspiring thousands of pale teens to don knock-off “Choose Life” T-shirts. I figured everyone in my hometown had moved on to Bon Jovi, and no one would remember poor old Wham!


It worked like a charm. A few days later, when I premiered the song in Amanda’s bedroom, she thought it was pure genius.


“Margs, we should totally take this to Mr. Fervor, he’s super connected in the music industry.”


Perfect. This was a great opportunity to prove to our band teacher that I wasn’t just some oversize fourth-grade deadbeat who had switched from flute, to clarinet, to sitting in the audience taking notes during band class. He’d be amazed by my songwriting talent. He might call me a prodigy. And then he’d put me in touch with some of his Hollywood connections.


Amanda and I stayed after in band class the next day and showed Mr. Fervor our brilliant opus, handwritten on Mead loose-leaf paper.


“You girls wrote this all by yourselves?” asked Mr. Fervor.


We both nodded. I fought the urge to call Amanda out for taking co-credit for a song I had both slaved over and stolen.


“Well, do you want to sing it for me, then?” he asked.


Amanda and I enthusiastically nodded. I counted off, “One, two, three, four,” the way I’d heard Bruce Springsteen do on the many, many live concert albums my parents owned.


Amanda and I proudly sang “Thinking of You” to the tune of “Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go” a capella. I twirled the hot-pink jelly bracelets on my wrists to distract myself from the fear of being found out. We finished the song, took a pregnant pause, and waited for Mr. Fervor’s response. Then we hit the jackpot.


“Well, girls, I’d love to work with you. How’d you like to perform this song in the school and community assemblies? I’d be happy to play the accompaniment. Sound good? Sound cool, girls?” Mr. Fervor always spoke as if he were at a beat poetry slam. Amanda and I nodded furiously. “Oh and, girls, or ‘Jersey Girls,’ should I say, a song this good is sure to get stolen. Believe me, I’d look into copyrighting this puppy.” Mr. Fervor had clearly been through some ups and downs in his music career, leading him to err on the side of caution.


Amanda and I left Mr. Fervor and began to jump up and down, screaming as soon as we were out of the room. A record deal was a mere assembly away! That afternoon, I followed Mr. Fervor’s advice, and with my mom’s help, sent the song off to the Copyright Office to claim my legal ownership of a song stolen from Wham! My mom seemed super knowledgeable in the art of copyrighting something, most likely because, as she had told me countless times, it was her father who had come up with the original formula for sugarless gum at the candy factory he had worked in. But because he didn’t properly take ownership of the formula, it went to the company and we never saw a dime of the Trident/Extra/Carefree empire. She also told me repeatedly that he came up with the formula for chlorophyll gum, what Clorets were made from. My mom was the last remaining chewer of Clorets gum and was solely responsible for keeping them in business. That being said, she was extra supportive in making sure I got what was rightfully mine from this song . . . that Wham! actually wrote.


I was officially on my way to massive success as a pop star. I couldn’t wait for that assembly, and I hoped a big agent in the crowd would see beyond my awkwardness to the musical prodigy lying within. Then my life would really begin. Maybe in my tear-out photos in Bop magazine I wouldn’t look so tall. As long as I wasn’t always standing right next to Amanda, I was sure they could fudge it so I looked normal size.


I also had a secret backup plan on the off chance there were no big-time Hollywood agents in the audience of the Lloyd Road Elementary School. I had learned from watching Madonna interviews that getting no attention is worse than negative attention. So, the next best thing to getting discovered as a musical prodigy would be to get caught publicly for stealing the song. A part of me secretly hoped my teacher would stand up and say, “Everyone hold your furious applause. The Jersey Girls have clearly ripped this song off from Wham! Call the police! And thank you, yes, I have lost weight. Sixty pounds to be exact.” Then I would be whisked off stage in handcuffs screaming “Get me a lawyer!” The options—record deal or arrest—seemed equally appealing to me. I’d end up forever labeled a bad girl or a genius. Either way, I’d come out on top.


The day of the assembly arrived. While Amanda and I waited in the wings of the auditorium, I peeked out to see who was in the audience. All I could see were my schoolmates and teachers, no recognizable showbiz types. No men in top hats or guys with big mustaches. No ladies in mink stoles holding clipboards to take notes on the talent of Central Jersey. I didn’t have much time to get nervous or think about the ramifications of getting caught stealing from Wham! There was barely any time before Mr. Fervor proudly said, “Please welcome the Jersey Girls!” and Amanda and I took the stage to moderate applause. Mr. Fervor began playing the piano with all the enthusiasm of a coked-up Elton John performing “Bennie and the Jets.” Amanda sang through her nose, and I faked that I could sing the best I could, wondering if any of these pimple-faced squirts would have the guts to point out that I was a fraud.


We finished the song and everyone clapped politely. No one seemed all that impressed. No one stopped in the hall to tell us we were child prodigies. No one offered us a recording career. No one even accused us of stealing the song from Wham! All we received was the same polite applause that the little boy who had done the recorder solo had gotten.


The school assembly was kid stuff, I reassured myself. We’d get our real shot at the parent/town assembly that night.


I warmed up all afternoon, doing vocal exercises in my bedroom I had learned from Miss Piggy. I stuck out my flat chest and squealed, “mee mee mee,” just as I had seen her do in the latest Muppet movie. Miss Piggy was also an exciting and glamorous woman like my grandmother, even though she was a pig and a puppet. And she tamed that big blonde mane of hers in a way I longed to master.


That night at the town assembly, once again Amanda and I waited in the wings. I knew this was a huge risk—it was highly likely someone out there would recognize the song. What had started as a simple few words on loose-leaf paper had now turned into a live concert event in front of every single person I had ever met. What’s worse, I had now copyrighted a Wham! song as my own and was taking innocent Mr. Fervor and my best friend Amanda down with me.


With the fear of the devil in me, Amanda and I hit the stage and rocked the night away. We did all the moves I carefully choreographed—step, touch, sway, repeat—with a precision unmatched in any of our tedious rehearsals. Amanda again sang through her nose while I tried to sing on key. I was extra careful not to let the step, touch, sway, repeat mess me up while I tried to remember the lyrics I had penned privately in my bedroom. The refrain was the easiest, as it was the most blatant rip-off of “Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go.” Thankfully, we made it through disaster-free, and that stupid kid with the recorder didn’t steal too much of the spotlight. Amanda and I lingered a little too long bowing to the crowd, savoring the high of nailing it.


Then we looked out into the adoring crowd. Not so adoring. Once again no one seemed all that impressed. No one seemed to notice that the melody was stolen. I looked out at my mother, expecting to find her weeping with joy over the discovery of her daughter’s innate musical talent. There she was, head towering several inches over the other big-haired women, clapping politely, her eyes dryer than I had ever seen them in my life. Apparently Laverne’s sojourn to L.A. in season 6, episode 113 “Not Quite New York” was more moving than her daughter’s big solo in front of the whole town. I stared at her extra long to see if she was bragging to others, saying, “That’s my daughter, the tall gifted one.” Not a word. Meanwhile my father hadn’t gotten out of work in time to make it, and my brother hadn’t come. No one seemed to care about my big moment.


Amanda and I lingered a little longer on stage till the clapping faded into silence. Finally, we untriumphantly departed.


After the concert, we all went to Friendly’s, where I got my usual, the clown sundae with the cone on top made to look like a clown hat. I pushed my spoon into it thinking, This isn’t a clown, it’s just an upside-down ice-cream cone. The thrill is gone. Amanda and I ate our sundaes and didn’t speak of the George Michael–size elephant in the room—but I knew she knew I stole the song. That night, lying in bed smoking one of my Stallion brand candy cigarettes, I wondered if our usual Friendly’s waitress had ever wanted something more; she looked even more tired than usual.


A few days later I mailed a cassette copy of this potential #1 hit to the Kirk Cameron mailing address I had ripped out of Bop magazine. I’m still waiting for his reply.
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CHAPTER 2:


A Very Tiny Grown-up


After the assembly turned into a nonstarter, Amanda and I spent the next year practicing our dance routine to Chaka Khan’s “I Feel for You,” which consisted mostly of homoerotic grinding mixed with a few kick ball changes. By sixth grade, all our activities seemed to have developed a new undertone of sexuality. I believe one of our songs at that stage actually had the lyrics I want you inside of me. One day, when Chaka Khan was boring us, we caught a commercial for a phone-dating service and Amanda sweet-talked me into placing an ad. I pretty much did everything Amanda said, because her mom had the good snacks like Devil Dogs and Fruit Roll-Ups, and I didn’t want to be banished back to the land of cheese and raisins where I came from. But I instantly saw a second reason to get excited about our ad: Maybe I would meet an older man who would understand me and my giant-child predicament, the way Amanda never could, and possibly be able to look into my eyes without the assistance of a stepstool.


For this particular dating service, you had to first call and leave a voicemail version of your “profile” for potential suitors. Then you could listen to other people’s profiles and leave messages for them. After a while, if you really liked the person, you could leave your home phone number, and the potential mate would call, and then you’d go on a date and do dirty things that I had thus far practiced only on my Fred Savage poster.


I was pretty calm about the whole thing; it was only a voicemail, and I had about a dozen or so opportunities to get out if I wanted, considering all the steps until an actual date. So, first, we created my profile.


I used my interpretation of a “sexy” voice (based entirely on women I saw during an awkward viewing of the James Bond film Octopussy with my parents). I didn’t fully understand the plot of Octopussy—there was a lot of hullabaloo over a Fabergé egg. This seemed ridiculous, as my grandmother had fancy eggs like that lying all around her New York City high-rise and no one seemed to want to kill her over them. But Octopussy’s voice was sexy in a Kathleen Turner kind of way, and so I used her as inspiration and recorded this audio profile:


Hello. My name is Margot. I like to have fun. I’m five-foot-six, weigh about 115 pounds, and have blue eyes, blonde hair, and freckles. I’m an aspiring singer currently recording my demo with my writing partner. I love to dance, and right now my favorite song is Chaka Khan’s “I Feel for You.” So if you feel for me, leave me a message.


It was sheer brilliance, and completely true. I didn’t lie about being twelve years old; I just left it out. Amanda was really impressed. She insisted we move right on to hearing the guys’ profiles and leaving messages for them. We probably gave the equivalent of a Match.com “wink” to about sixteen men, ranging from twenty-five to thirty-one.


A few called back and left replies. One guy’s message stood out above the rest. He had a nerdy, nasal voice, but he sounded friendly:


Hi, my name is Paul; I’m a thirty-year-old bank teller who lives by the shore. I enjoy surfing or just lying on the beach. I’m five feet tall, so if you think good things come in small packages, leave me a message.


I felt an instant connection to him. Paul was a tiny grown-up and I was a giant child. I felt that we could meet in the middle somewhere, and for just one second I could feel normal. Perhaps if Paul and I got married, our children would have a good shot at being average height and avoid the bizarre woman/child phase I was going through. Paul would understand me the way only a thirty-year-old undersize man could. Plus he was really good at puns, which I appreciated.


Amanda related to my quest for fun—for her, this was a perfect diversion from watching her mother sprinkle glitter on Styrofoam for the Bat Mitzvah centerpiece business she ran out of their garage. But she couldn’t really understand how meaningful this could be for me—to meet a man of my own kind, weirdly heighted and treated differently for it.


In just two days, I went through all the appropriate steps with “good things come in small packages” Paul. I left him my profile; he liked it and then left me a personal message in my box. Apparently, Paul also had an affinity for Chaka Khan. I left him a message in my Octopussy voice and he left one in return. This went on for about a week (all charged to Amanda’s mom’s phone bill). Then Paul left me this message:
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