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This book is dedicated to all the people who feel alone in the world, and to my loyal viewers—I never could have made it without you.



Introduction

Hello there, everyone! Well, I suppose it’s just you! Hello there, you. Welcome to my first book. If you aren’t familiar with me already, my name is Joey Graceffa. I’m twenty-four years old, and I make a living posting videos online. (Don’t worry, they’re the classy kind =P.) Whether you are a casual viewer or one of my devoted psychopaths, good to see ya again. Anyway, this is the story of my life so far. I get that it’s kind of odd for someone my age to be writing a memoir, but I feel some responsibility to help inspire and comfort anyone out there who is facing challenges similar to those that I went through. There’s a saying I like to live by: It’s not about where you start but how you finish. I think it’s important to take your experiences and grow from them rather than become a victim of your circumstances. Nothing productive comes from that mind-set.

While writing this book, I learned a lot more about myself, and as hard as it was to relive many moments that I wish could stay buried in my head, in the end it’s therapeutic for me to release this information into the world.

I have kept a giant part of my life hidden for many reasons, and in this book I’m finally going to let it all hang out while giving you a deeper glimpse into all the crazy experiences that have gotten me to where I am today. If there is one thing I hope you and all my other readers can take away from my story, it is to know you’re not alone. As much as you feel that no one in the world knows what you’re going through, chances are you’re wrong. (If you’re an alien reading this, I’m sorry. No one here can relate to you.) But for real, I can’t tell you how many times I felt so alone growing up and kept all of my feelings inside. It was not healthy. In no way am I trying to complain about my life, though. I accept that I had a different upbringing than most other people have, but it’s made me into the man I am today and I wouldn’t change a thing. So without further damn ado, here’s everything that’s happened so far “In Real Life.”



Chapter 1


Josephina, the Friendless Dunce

I wish I could remember if the lead paint chips that I ate as a child were satisfying to my curious, bored one-and-a half-year-old self. Maybe they tasted so good that swallowing them was worth the torture they caused all the way through high school.

Somehow I doubt it. The way my mom tells it, we were living in an old apartment complex in my hometown of Marlborough, Massachusetts, a small city about forty-five minutes outside Boston best known for literally nothing. Well, that’s not exactly true. A lot of shoes were manufactured there for soldiers during the Civil War. I also used to think that the cigarettes were named after the town, but I was wrong.

Anyway, my parents hadn’t divorced yet (that fun news wouldn’t come until one year later), so at the time, it was my mom, my dad, my older sister Nicole, and me living at home. We had an enclosed back porch that we used as our playroom, and I’d sit in front of the windows, doing my fat wobbly toddler thing, pushing around colored blocks and Fisher Price Little People. The paint on the sills was peeling and chipped, and since the windows were often open, the breeze would blow flakes of paint onto my toys. My mom isn’t sure how many weeks I’d been ingesting the poison, but when she finally walked in and found me going to town on a bunch of little white flecks, she snatched me up and rushed me to the doctor to get tested for lead poisoning.

A normal nontoxic amount of lead in a child’s system is under 10 micrograms. According to my blood test, I had 59 micrograms! Math isn’t my strong suit (thank you, paint chips), but I’m pretty sure that’s almost SIX TIMES the recommended maximum. The doctors weren’t really sure how it was going to affect me, but the big fear was that I would have brain damage. In truth, I’m lucky that I didn’t end up with anything more severe than a learning disability, though that’s not how it would feel while I was dealing with its repercussions for the next twenty years of my life.

From the start of preschool, I had a hard time acquiring basic skills like reading and simple math. My mother had me tested, and the results qualified me for special education classes. I didn’t fully understand what that meant for the first couple of years of elementary school. At a certain point each day, I’d leave my regular class to go to another one, and I knew that it was a different sort of program, because the other students in it acted differently from the ones in my regular classes. This one—we called it SPED (special education) for short—was mostly made up of a lot of really hyper kids with ADHD (that’s attention deficit hyperactivity disorder), troublemakers, and a few kids with Down syndrome. Looking back, I find it highly strange that the school just lumped everyone with learning difficulties into one class, regardless of their specific educational needs. But the material was taught much more slowly than in the regular class, and it was easier for me to understand.

Though none of us were fully aware of the reason we were together, all of us special education kids were friends. I grew especially close to a girl named Taylor who had mild ADHD. One day while playing tag during recess, I told her that she reminded me of a mouse, and she got really offended. But I’d called her that because she was small, and her pretty yellow hair reminded me of Pipsy the Mouse from my favorite video game at the time, Diddy Kong Racing. She quickly forgave me once I explained myself, and we started becoming friends.

While we probably had fewer challenges than the other kids in the class, we were still pretty different from our regular classmates. One day we saw a kid in the hallway who had a broken leg, and he was swinging himself around on crutches. We thought it looked cool and fun, like he was some sort of robot acrobat, so after school, we rushed over to Taylor’s house, where there was a trampoline. We spent the entire rest of the day leaping as high as we could and then aiming to land at the edge so we’d fall off and break our legs and get to have crutches too. Luckily for us, her dad eventually came home and made us stop before we could do any permanent damage.

It wasn’t until around third grade that I started to realize other kids at school made fun of the special education program. That was about the time that I got really good at sneaking down the hallway to get to my classes, and I thought no one knew that I went to them.

But in fifth grade, the truth came out, and that’s when the bullying really began. One day, class was over and we were lined up at the door waiting for the bell to ring. A kid named Kevin suddenly called out to me. “Hey, Joey, you getting ready to go to SPED with the other retards?”

I blushed a deep red. “No. What are you even talking about?”

“Come on, everyone knows,” he said. The bell rang, and we all filed out into the hallway. “Look,” he said, pointing to a fellow SPED classmate who was on her way to class—a girl named Jackie with Down syndrome. “You can walk Jackie there!” Jackie looked over at me, waiting to see if I would join her.

To this day, I’m ashamed of my response. “I don’t even know that girl,” I said and took off in the opposite direction. I ended up hiding in an alcove under a stairwell until well after the bell rang, just to make sure no one saw me going to the wing of the school where our classes were held.

In school, most kids want nothing more than to fit in. I hated the idea that my peers thought less of me because I was considered “stupid.” It was embarrassing. But, really, I was my own toughest critic. I cared so much about what other people thought that it began to influence the way I thought about myself. I began to believe that I was less of a person because I had a disability. I knew that I had to change something because of the effect SPED had on my self-esteem, but it would be years before I was able to do anything about it. For the time being, I just made sure to go out of my way to take a really complicated route to get to class, trying my hardest to keep that part of my life secret.

But it was too late. Other kids knew, and I was ostracized more and more. In the cafeteria, I usually sat with a small group of girls, and whenever I’d make my way to their table, all the boys would taunt me, calling me a girl. In fact, the girls I hung around with could be just as brutal as the boys. Sometimes, out of nowhere, they would all gang up on me and tell me to go sit somewhere else. They’d sing along to the tune of “It’s Raining Men,” but use the words, “It’s raining guts, hallelujah! It’s raining Joey’s guts, amen!” The lines between the chorus were all about how my different insides and body parts would splat and explode all over the ground.

It sounds like a truly bizarre way to tease someone, I know. But it cut like a knife (much like the one from their song that freed my guts from my belly).

Although I was the girls’ punching bag, sometimes they wouldn’t want to deal with me at all and would just silently wave me away when I tried to sit with them. On one such humiliating day, I decided to lick my wounds by seeking out a frozen treat. The cafeteria had recently gotten an ice-cream vending machine, and it was considered a pretty big deal because most of the desserts you could order from the machine were pricey for the average elementary school student. After being rejected by the girls, I wanted to pretend that I was above them, so I haughtily marched up to the machine like I was the richest kid in school. I used the sixty cents I’d scrounged out of the bottom of my bag earlier that day to buy the cheapest item available—a cherry Popsicle. I turned to face the cafeteria as if I didn’t have a care in the world, proudly unwrapped it, and took my first lick. My tongue immediately froze to it, just like that scene from A Christmas Story when the kid licks the flagpole.

I tried to remove my tongue discreetly at first while pretending to enjoy the Popsicle. I wiggled the bastard around in little circles, but it wouldn’t budge and started to burn my tongue badly. I turned to face the wall and tugged on it hard, all the while keeping a side eye on the cafeteria to make sure no one saw what was happening. Too late. I heard someone start to laugh hysterically, and I slowly turned around to face the crowd, where everyone suddenly exploded with laughter and pointed at me. By the time a teacher finally came over to lead me away to the nurse’s office so she could pour warm water over my tongue, I wanted to die.

The girls laughed the loudest at me that day, but while they could be terrible, I still tried to hang out with them because they seemed like a safer alternative than the boys. I was already becoming sensitive about people reacting to the way I behaved. I understood that I acted in a way that was considered feminine, but I didn’t know how else to act. It was simply who I was. I’d been teased about it my whole life, especially by my cousins, who would call me Josephina every time they caught me trying on girls’ dress-up clothes and playing with dolls when I’d visit their house. As much as I hated the nickname, I couldn’t help it. I didn’t want to play with those lame building blocks and plastic cars. Girl toys were much more fun.

My dad couldn’t stand my disinterest in traditionally male activities, and would buy me things like basketballs or Wiffle Ball Bats for my birthday. He was always trying to forbid me from hanging out with girls and sometimes even sneered and said that I sounded gay when I talked. He pestered me to play sports my entire life, but they never interested me at all. I was terrified of getting hit in the face and breaking my nose.

But one day I watched a girls’ soccer game after school with Taylor, and the players made it look like fun. It was just a lot of running around and kicking, which I felt that I could handle. I remember that I was riding in my dad’s car when I told him that I wanted to join a soccer team, and I swear he almost drove off the road with excitement.

He signed me up for a team that wasn’t officially affiliated with our school, so I was playing with a bunch of kids I didn’t know. I was awful, but no one teased me about it to my face. The next season my dad ended up coaching, and even though I was still a terrible player, I felt safe because I knew no one would dare make fun of me with him there. Plus, my dad was really supportive and always cheered me on, even when I was making rookie mistakes like accidentally kicking the ball toward our own goal net instead of the opposing team’s. Oopsie.

Our goalie wasn’t exactly nice to me, but he wasn’t mean either, which made him a buddy in my mind. He was a short, chubby blond kid named Alex and the only other kid on the team who went to the same school as me. He was a band geek who played the trumpet—not one of the popular kids—so I never felt intimidated by him, even though we didn’t really talk much when we were at school. But he would usually at least say hi to me, which is more than I could say for most of the other kids.

One day during gym class, all the boys were separated from the girls for a game, and a bunch of the cool guys started to gang up on me. Michael, tall and broad shouldered, led the pack.

“You have no friends, you loser,” he said.

“I do too!” was my big, brave, and totally unconvincing response.

“Yeah?” he sneered. “Name one.”

Alex was in our class, and I pointed at him. “Alex is my friend!” Okay, maybe we weren’t close, but it seemed like a safe enough bet.

“No, I’m not!” he yelled, looking mortified that I’d called him out. All the boys went Ooooooooh and pointed at me and laughed.

“Burn!” Michael said, cackling.

Alex and I never talked at practice after that, and my reputation as a friendless loser was officially cemented. I might as well have worn a name tag that said as much. But it was really hammered home one day in health class when we learned how to do CPR. Everyone was supposed to partner up with someone else to learn the technique. These forced divides were what I dreaded most in school because no one ever wanted to pair up with me. There were an odd number of kids in the class, and as usual I was left standing alone.

“Okay,” the teacher said. “One of you will have to be a group of three. Who wants Joey in their group?”

Not a single kid raised a hand. Some of them coughed and looked away; others snickered right in my face. I remember looking out at all of them and thinking, Not a single person here wants to learn how to save me if I was dying. LITERALLY DYING—not even the girls who sometimes let me sit with them at lunch (although that was probably to be expected since they already took such pleasure in imagining my death). The teacher must have quickly realized how humiliating the situation was for me, and she forced two kids to let me join them. They were not happy about it, let me tell you.

I knew that my perceived femininity was one reason that kids didn’t like me. Still, I mostly equated my unpopularity to the fact that I was in special ed. But in sixth grade, my SPED teacher, Ms. Diesel, started noticing that I was doing better than everyone else on my assignments. She began to spend extra time with me, helping me figure out math and reading comprehension problems. Toward the end of the year, she took me into the seventh-grade English teacher’s class and had me read out loud for her. She thought I did a great job, so I took a math placement test and aced that too. The school decided that I was proficient enough to join all of the regular classes, and I finally started to feel that I was normal.


How to Deal with Bullies

There have probably been millions of words written about the best way to deal with bullies, but I don’t think there is any one right answer. Every situation is different. Someone calling you a loser in the cafeteria is different from, say, getting the crap beaten out of you after school. I think that the thing to do is use your best judgment. If you can throw a clever insult right back, then by all means do it—as long as you don’t think it’s going to cause more damage down the road. Most bullies are cowards and are acting out from their own insecurities. A good example is guys who call other kids a “fag.” The most homophobic dudes at school are probably just freaked out because they had a hot dream about their best friend and have no clue that it’s totally normal human behavior to experience a little bisexuality from time to time. If you feel that you are in physical danger, then be sure to tell a parent or teacher, but if not, then there’s something to be said for learning how to stick up for yourself and letting lame name-calling roll off your back. In the end, it will just make you a stronger person and better prepared for the real world because, trust me, there are a lot of grown-up bullies out there too.

Be Friends with the SPED Kids!

And not just SPED kids, but anyone in your school who is physically or mentally different. By ignoring them, you’re denying yourself a chance to make a new friend. You’re also missing out on an opportunity to see the world through someone else’s eyes, which is a cool thing to experience. Even something as simple as saying “hi” or giving someone a high five in the hallway can make a person feel special or important. Often you need to be the one to make the first move, because the person might be too shy or intimidated to reach out. Don’t be scared. You won’t regret it. And besides, what have you got to lose?





Chapter 2


My Hero

I’ve always worshiped my older sister, Nicole. She’s one of my closest friends in the world, but it hasn’t always been that way. Before I was born, she was the only child—the golden-haired daughter who was used to getting all of the attention. Then I came along, and suddenly she had to compete for affection.

There’s an old family story that my dad likes to tell. Neither of us remembers the incident, so who knows if it’s true, but supposedly when I was a year old and she was six, she was pushing me on one of those baby-proof swings, and she unlatched it and pushed me so hard that I flew right off. I wasn’t seriously injured, but it wasn’t exactly a great start to our friendship.

As I got a little older and became more of a person (rather than an endless series of dirty diapers), she still didn’t like me very much, but I was obsessed with her. I thought she was the coolest, prettiest, most stylish, and smartest girl in the world, and I was crushed whenever she acted mean or decided that she didn’t have time for me.

Still, for a stretch of years, we were both old enough to play the same sorts of imaginary games. When I was five and Nicole was ten, we both became infatuated with the movie A Little Princess, which is based on a book about a little girl trapped at a boarding school with a cruel headmistress. We made up a game that we called Miss Minchin, after the villain in the story. The entire game consisted of our locking ourselves in the bathroom and pretending that Miss Minchin was forcing us to scrub it from top to bottom. I’m not sure why we thought that was fun, but my mom definitely approved of it. What can I say? We were weirdos. But I was happy just being on Nicole’s radar for however long the game lasted.

We shared a bedroom for years, and I’d often wake up from a nightmare, tiptoe over to her bed, and crawl in with her. One night, she woke up as I was trying to scurry under her covers. She sat up.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m scared,” I said. “Can I sleep with you?”

“What are you scared of?”

“The dark.”

I heard her sigh. “You need to get over that,” she said. “It’s stupid. Go to the bathroom. Then you can sleep with me.”

For some reason I took this to mean that she wanted me to go and stand in the bathroom with the lights out in order to face my fear of the dark. So I did. I stood there, shadows moving around me, convinced that a big hairy monster was hiding behind the shower curtain. I closed my eyes and counted to one hundred before scooting back to our bedroom as fast as I could.

“Okay,” I said, tapping her on the shoulder. “I’m back.”

“Did you pee?” she asked.

“No, I didn’t have to,” I said, confused.

“Fine, you can still sleep with me, but you’d better not wet the bed.”

It was only then I realized she couldn’t care less about me facing my fears. She just wanted to make sure she woke up with dry sheets. But she’d unknowingly done me a favor. Standing there in the dark that night, I may have been terrified, but I had made myself stay in there, knowing that I would be rewarded if I did. The experience taught me that if I could keep my wits together through the scary moments in life, things would usually turn out just fine. I went to sleep that night feeling stronger and more confident, relaxed by the sense that everything would be just fine. And then I peed the bed. (Just kidding!)

We moved around a lot when I was little. In fact, we never stayed in the same place for more than two years, a pattern that oddly (or not) has remained true throughout my entire life so far. My mother shared joint custody with my dad after the divorce when I was two years old, so Nicole and I spent every other weekend at his house. Dad was a ladies’ man with a groovy seventies moustache. He was popular in town, and every few months he’d land a new girlfriend. Nicole and I grew really close to each one, so we were always bummed out to arrive and find a pretty stranger sitting in the living room, smiling nervously at the prospect of meeting us. But we’d get over the disappointment fast, knowing that we were about to make a new friend.

At Dad’s house, Nicole and I shared a bed with him when we were younger. My sleeping arrangements at Mom’s weren’t ideal either. She didn’t make a lot of money as a hairdresser at the local salon, and in one of the apartments that we lived in with her, I didn’t even have a bed—just a mattress on the floor. I felt insecure about it, because every kid I knew had an actual bed to sleep in. Nicole knew how I felt, so one day she gathered a bunch of bins and chests from all the different rooms and put them under the mattress to lift it off the floor, creating the illusion of an actual bed frame. I was so grateful, even if it was a little wobbly.

Because of our financial issues, toys were scarce. One year for Christmas, our mom even had to take us to the local church to get presents and food for dinner. There weren’t many donations, and we each went home with a second-hand jacket. This lack of toys meant that Nicole and I had to keep relying heavily on our imaginations for fun. When we visited our father, we spent hours in the woods behind his house, exploring what all the neighborhood kids called the “murder barn,” an abandoned house where someone had supposedly been killed years and years before. It was creepy—pretty much what you’d expect from a place called the freaking murder barn—and the walls were practically crumbling. We made up stupid dares, like challenging each other to see who could spend the longest amount of time inside alone, and we always made friendly conversation with the spiders running everywhere, so they would become our buddies and not bite us. Then we’d creep through the forest together like little wood nymphs, pretending that we were on safari and on the hunt for lions and tigers. Our father, a carpenter, always had huge sheets of plywood and metal that we’d drag into the woods and use to build little forts for our games of house.

Nicole could get bossy though, and really mean out of nowhere. One minute we’d be happily pretending to be a mother and son living alone in a forest, and the next second she’d be screaming at me for saying the wrong thing and screwing up the game.

She’d also try and get me in trouble sometimes. I remember one day when we were playing in our room and out of nowhere she goes, “Come on, Joey, say fuck.”

I told her, “No way. That’s a bad word,” but she persisted: “It’s okay. It’s just us here alone. Trust me, it’s funny!”

Of course I trusted her. She was my super-awesome big sister, and so I timidly whispered the word.

“MOM!” Nicole immediately screamed. “Joey’s swearing!”

Mom burst into the room. “What’s going on here?”

“Joey said the F-word.”

“No I didn’t,” I stammered. “I said . . . um . . . fire truck.” But it was too late.

“Stay right there, young man,” Mom said and marched off to the kitchen while Nicole smirked devilishly from her bed. Mom reappeared with a bottle of Tabasco sauce. “Stick out your tongue.”

“No,” I wailed. “That stuff burns!”

“Yes it does, and it serves you right. Now stick out your tongue.”

I closed my eyes and did what she said, crying out as I felt the taste spread like a fire in my mouth. When Mom left the room, I started bawling with my head buried under my pillows.

“Joey?” I heard Nicole whisper.

“Go away!”

“Here, this will help.” She rolled me over gently and handed me a glass of water. I took a sip and felt cool relief. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I feel awful.”

And so I forgave her, as I always did, because for the most part, we were a team. I wouldn’t tell on her if I caught her doing things like sneaking out of the house to play when she was grounded, and in exchange I got to hang out with her and her friends when they came over. But she did have a temper and could randomly even become violent. One day when I was in the third grade, she shoved me down the stairs, totally unprovoked. It was terrifying, and I howled with fear and pain as I hit the floor. I remember looking up and seeing her at the top of the stairs, an expression of horror on her face, as if she couldn’t actually believe what she had just done. Our stepfather went ballistic, threatening to send her away to a juvenile detention center.

From then on, Nicole never physically harmed me in any way, but she still bossed me around or, worse, outright ignored me. When she was yelling at me, it meant I was in her sphere of consciousness, so I knew that I mattered. The silent treatment really sucked because I thought it meant that she didn’t even care enough about me to bother yelling. The more she pushed me away, the more I wanted to be close to her. All I wanted was her acceptance.

I had another ally in the house, though: my stepfather, Bob. My mom married him when I was in first grade. He’s a computer engineer and has always been kind to Nicole and me. When he first started coming around the house, I called him the Chinese man because he always brought us Chinese food. And a few years later, he brought something even better into the house: my dog. The reason we got a pet was that Bob was convinced that we needed a guard dog after his wallet went missing (never mind that it turned out he’d just left it by the grill out back). We went to a pet store at the mall (this was way before I understood the importance of rescuing dogs from shelters), and he let me choose an Australian shepherd with different shades of brown fur, like Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup ice cream. I named her Bailey, and she became my constant companion. I would tie her leash to my little Razor scooter and she would pull me through the neighborhood. We played a game where I’d build little forts around myself with cardboard boxes and no entrance, and she’d then tear down the walls, tail wagging furiously, to be by my side. She slept with me every night and licked my face whenever I was feeling sad.

I really loved Bob (and still do!), not just for bringing Bailey into my life but for the attention and affection he showered on me. He moved us from the janky apartment we were living in to a big white house with a huge yard and a trampoline. It was perfect, like something straight out of a feel-good family TV show. Bob took us on vacations too, to places like Disney World and the Caribbean. He cared about all of us deeply. But when Nicole became a teenager, she fought with him and my mother constantly, the way most teenagers do. Her arguments with my mother got so bad that she ended up moving out of our house and in with my dad when I was in the eighth grade. Whenever I saw her at my dad’s house every other weekend, she always had the best clothes, listened to the coolest music, and had tons of friends around. I was jealous, because, of course, my own social life was seriously lacking.

The year I started high school is when everything really changed with Nicole and me. She was a senior that year, so my parents arranged for her to come and pick me up every morning to drive me to school. On the first day, she screeched to a stop in front of my mom’s house and I ran out to meet her.

“Here you go,” she said, handing me a toasted bagel with cream cheese and some orange juice. She turned up her stereo and blasted techno music the whole way to school while I munched on my breakfast. When we cruised into the parking lot together, everyone stared, and I felt like the coolest kid alive. She even walked me to my first class. I didn’t have a single friend, though, and when lunchtime came, I entered the cafeteria and nervously surveyed the crowd. It was like a high school movie cliché: every table was filled with different cliques. Jocks, nerds, emo kids, and druggies all sat huddled together like different tribes. I didn’t fit in anywhere, and there weren’t even any available seats. I cautiously approached a table of Hispanic girls, hoping they’d squeeze over to make room for me, but they just looked at me as if I was a crazy person when I asked if I could sit with them. Just then, one of my sister’s friends, Ashley, walked by, and I asked her if she’d seen Nicole anywhere.

“Yeah, she’s way over there in the back,” she said. I craned my neck and saw Nicole and all of her popular, beautiful friends waving me toward them. I felt that all eyes were on me as I, a lowly eighth grader, crossed the cafeteria to sit with the most gorgeous group of girls in school. I adored Nicole at that moment. She could easily have ignored me, the way so many siblings do when they attend the same school. But she reached out and made my first day shine. For the rest of the year, she picked me up every morning and had breakfast waiting for me in the car. Her friends all adopted me as their pet little brother and always said hi in the hallway. I think their protection really helped me avoid a lot of bullying that first year—at least when they were around. I did get bullied in the gym locker room by upperclassmen. Before school started, I was terrified of the idea of having to shower with other people. That never ended up happening because it wasn’t required, but even when I was fully clothed, the upperclassmen took turns picking on me. Sometimes it was because my clothes reeked of my mother’s cigarette smoke (DISGUSTING—don’t ever smoke, please!), or sometimes they’d laugh about my hair, which, now that I think about it, they had every right to considering I bleached my bangs blond. (So nineties!) But it wasn’t just the bleached tips: I used gel to make my bangs stick up straight into the air. They’d ask what I used to achieve that effect, but faster than I could say, “Paul Mitchell Sculpting Gel,” they’d call me a fag and say it was probably semen from another guy. I guess they’d watched There’s Something about Mary a few too many times, but I was so clueless at the time that I didn’t even really know what the word semen meant. I’d just laugh it off, even though I could tell from their undertone that it wasn’t meant to be funny.

Even my sister was teased by her guy friends about how feminine I looked and acted. They always asked her if I was gay. She would stick up for me and tell them I wasn’t, but one day she took me aside at school and told me I should start walking around with more boys because people were starting to talk. I didn’t have any guy friends, though, so from then on, I began to feel extremely self-conscious about the people I was seen with. Sometimes I’d lurk behind a big group of guys I didn’t know while walking down the hall just to make it seem that I was part of their gang. High school can be a scary place and I wanted to make sure I was protected (I felt like one of those tiny fishes that stick close to the side of a big shark).

It wasn’t just the kids at school who were wondering if I was gay, though. One day after school, I walked into the kitchen to find Nicole and my mom sitting at the table. Mom asked me to sit down with them. Apparently Nicole had told her that I was being teased at school, and Mom straight out asked me: “Joey, are you gay?”

It was clear from the tone of her voice that there would be no judgments, no matter what the answer. She wasn’t being confrontational at all, just gently supportive.

“No,” I scoffed. “Of course not. I like girls.”

The two of them exchanged glances as I got up and went to my room, and the subject wasn’t brought up again.

As I grew older, Nicole always supported me in every decision I made, especially when it came to following my YouTube dreams. Today she lives in Boston, and we see each other a few times a year. We talk on the phone constantly. She’s one of my biggest cheerleaders, and I don’t think I’d be where I am today if she hadn’t had my back. I love you, Nicole, even if you did push me down the stairs like a homicidal maniac.


Ten Reasons to Be Friends with Your Sibling(s)

1. You never know when you’ll need someone to bring you toilet paper.

2. They will cover for you if you break something.

3. They will help you come up with an alibi if you break curfew.

4. You get a lifetime of inside jokes that no one else will understand.

5. They can help you break into new social circles at school.

6. You can trust them way more than your friends to be honest with you about your creative work.

7. They provide entertainment when you get stuck at boring relatives’ houses.

8. No one else will ever understand just how crazy your parents actually are.

9. Once you’re both adults, they will always have your back, no matter what happens.

10. There’s a chance you will need a kidney donor someday.

A Few More Weird Games I Used to Play with Nicole

Courthouse: I would pretend to be a judge and my sister would plead different cases in front of me. I loved using my mom’s wooden meat mallet as a gavel!

Manhunt: This is basically hide-and-seek with our cousins, but everyone who gets found joins the seeker and it becomes a big mob tracking you down, so it’s much scarier.

Runaway orphans: Nicole and I would pretend our parents were dead, and to avoid being placed in a foster home, we’d pack up tote bags full of snacks and bottles of water and go off to live on our own in the woods.

And, last but not least: OMG THE FLOOR IS LAVA!!!

How to Approach Strangers in the Cafeteria

Don’t freak out if you don’t have a place to sit. Approach a table and ask if anyone is sitting at an empty seat. If you get rejected, move on and try again. Don’t get discouraged if people are rude. Just keep trying, and no matter what, don’t be afraid to sit by yourself. It can actually help cultivate an air of intrigue! People will think you’re the brooding, mysterious type. The main goal here is to not end up eating alone in a toilet stall. If all else fails, sit with the SPED kids. They will always welcome you!

Why Your Own Imagination Is Better Than Your iPad

Playing inside your brain lets you develop your creative mind and manufacture fun out of thin air. Plus, your imagination is never going to run out of battery power. If there’s some sort of energy apocalypse, you won’t ever get bored.





Chapter 3


Warrior Mother

The first word that comes to mind when I think of my mother is warrior. My earliest memories of her are as a struggling single mom, working long hours cutting hair at a local salon, while still always being there for Nicole and me. Mom was the one who taught us to use our imaginations to have fun instead of relying on expensive toys, and it was Mom who taught me how to be a storyteller.

I have many memories of her being the most caring and loving person in the world, and she could always make me laugh. I loved dancing with her most. She would blast songs by her favorite band, Journey, and throw me up on her hip and boogie around the room. She also knew how much of a sweet tooth my sister and I had, so each night, she would make us frappes (scoops of ice cream, milk poured on top, and then it’s all mashed up with a spoon) in our favorite cups—plastic beach souvenir tumblers with sand and seashells encased in their clear plastic bottoms.

Mom’s number-one priority was taking care of us, and she did a ton with what little she had. She made sure we were happy and loved. She might ground me for a week but later that same day would come into my room and tell me that I could go hang out with my friends after all. (My dad was strict and very quick to punish me if I did something wrong.) She was the best mom in the world!

One of my favorite activities with her was going grocery shopping. We had our little routine down pat: first, we stopped by the dairy section where she’d grab me a free sample of cheese. Then she’d send me off on little errands like picking out the cereal, and on my way back to her, I’d visit the flower section and charm the florist into giving me a single rose. I’d then sneak a cookie from the bakery and surprise her with both of them as a gift. But more often than not, we’d finally get to the checkout counter only to have my mother’s credit card get declined. She’d laugh nervously and ask them to run it again, making up some excuse like that she’d just made a payment. The truth was that we were broke. I don’t think there’s anything more embarrassing than leaving a store empty-handed after an hour of shopping. I hated that feeling.
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