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This book is dedicated to my friends, both men and women. I don’t need to name names. As Ice-T said in his song “M.V.P.S.”: “Too many to name. Y’all right here in the studio, so why I’ma name ya? Y’all know I ain’t even got to tell y’all, y’all are players.”

You’ve all kept me sane when at times it felt like things would never get better. You have the best senses of humor—once you’ve comforted me—you’ll make fun of me. I trust you all implicitly. Our love is unconditional.

This book is dedicated to my family as well. Mom and Dad, please don’t read this one. Just know that yes I got paid for it and that is all that matters. And if I was paying attention correctly at church as a kid, Jesus hung out with prostitutes, so really, nothing in this book can’t be forgiven. But just in case. Maybe just rewatch those videos of my preteen dance numbers instead of reading this book.

And lastly, this book is dedicated to anyone who is misunderstood because romantic relationships elude them. Being “normal” seems not meant for you in this lifetime. People who crave intimacy but settle for less. People who fall hard. People who want love but are afraid of being loved back. I. Hear. Ya.


INTRODUCTION

Ugh, my parents are going to read this.

I know that I’m forty years old (and even older by the time this book is in your hands), and I shouldn’t care. Just be a grown-up and don’t be afraid to speak your truth, Jen! And you know, funny person Bob Odenkirk once said that people should make their art, whatever it is, “as though their parents were dead.” Why am I starting this book with sentiments about dead parents? Look, you know what I mean (or he means). My parents will have to handle the information in this book in their own way, whether it’s calling to yell at me or just bursting into tears at the sight of me next Thanksgiving. They created another human being and that human being went on to live her own life, make her own mistakes, have her own sex, and oh, God. It’s not just my parents. YOU’RE going to read this.

For a stand-up comedian who talks about her life onstage, I’m weirdly, fiercely private. (By the way, I’ve also tried to respect the privacy of some people I’ve written about in this book by giving them aliases, including my sister Gail, who insisted that I call her Violet—not because she has anything to hide but she always wished that was her name.) I’m so afraid of being judged. And yet, I won’t even know if you’re judging me because you’re reading this and I’m not there. I can’t see your looks of disapproval.

Here’s the thing: I’ve never talked publicly about my secret on-again, off-again Friend With Benefits of twenty years. My ex-husband has no idea that while we were still married, I almost embarked on an affair with a new man I felt emotionally bonded to. (A different guy from Mr. Friends With Benefits.) It’s new to me to reveal that, yeah, I get really lonely sometimes and I think of myself as the surrogate girlfriend for my male friends who date twenty-six-year-olds but come to me for conversation. Oh, God, please don’t pity me. It’s worse than judgment.

I really want you to know how much I’ve learned from my less than perfect experiences. I hope I don’t make it seem like this short-lived boyfriend I had was just some idiot with abs—he also had a really great design aesthetic! And I promise, I really, really do not have hep C. (You’ll read about that . . .) My editor said I don’t need to include a picture of the lab paperwork. And if you know anyone in Dublin, please, again, apologize that I called their city a “bunch of cunts”—and I can’t believe that I just wrote “cunt” in my intro, to a book. This thing could be in a library someday.

So why did I write all of this down, then? Because Simon & Schuster paid me to? Partly. But I begged them to. I wanted to write this book. I think that people, not just women, will relate. I know I’m not Ernest Hemingway, although I do agree with him that my only regret in life is probably going to be that I did not “drink more wine.” (I’m not totally positive that Hemingway actually said that but according to some drink coasters I purchased at a museum gift shop he did. The quote is printed right on them.) My job isn’t to win Pulitzer Prizes and stuff like that, but to provide a voice in your head, other than your own, that sounds like you. My voice is here to say, “Hey, I have those same thoughts and do those same stupid things and am generally awesome despite what people might think about my lifestyle choices.” And I’m also here for your voyeuristic pleasure. I’m happy to show you what it’s like for a single-and-not-so-good-at-the-mingle woman of forty.

The thing is, the other stories that make up who I am—devoted friend and family member—just aren’t that funny. This is supposed to be a funny book written by a funny person. I’m not going to tell the story of how I stayed home one Friday night to do laundry and return e-mails. There’s no funny story about how much I love my best girlfriends and how many times we got misty-eyed over a bottle of a blended wine and Trader Joe’s Camembert Cheese and Cranberry Sauce Fillo Bites about how lucky we are to have one another. Or my male friends who are like the brothers I never had. The kind of guys I can text late at night and they listen to me instead of sending me pictures of their dicks.

There’s nothing funny about the fact that about seven months after my divorce, I met Jake. I was afraid that getting involved so quickly after a marriage ended wasn’t smart. I felt that I should play it safe, keep my options open, see other people. I wouldn’t commit. Eventually, because I decided to stay open to every other possibility but a committed future with him, after two years he told me that he had to end our “friendship.” I spent a year of my life not speaking with him. Luckily, I had this book to write.

Since then we’ve both had relationships, careers ups and downs, and lots of therapy. We put our past resentments to rest and now—we have an actual, normal, friend-ship, not some ambiguous, co-dependent bowl of crap. Things always change if we let them. We don’t have to be freaked out by change, says the woman who is freaked out by all kinds of change—including pennies. Seriously, Congress, ban them.

There’s nothing funny about the fact that I mention “Fish N Chips” and cheese often in this book, but over the two years it took to finish, I renounced my pescatarian ways and went back to being a full vegan. I just couldn’t ignore the fact that red meat was easy to give up—I never liked it. But the dairy and fish industries are just as bad for the environment. See? I can see you not laughing. I can feel you not laughing at my plant-based existence.

There’s nothing funny about the time that my dad hit his head, his brain swelled up, and he could have died but for the quick decisions of my family members who still live near him and surgeons who saved his life. I flew to Boston to be by his side before the operation and after. He couldn’t speak and there was nothing behind his eyes except a childlike fear. We used to go to Disney World every year together so I bought him a Mickey Mouse stuffed animal at the airport. He loves Mickey. But see, that isn’t funny. It’s sad. I guess the one funny part was when his mean, lazy nurse was loudly placing a phone order to Dunkin’ Donuts instead of changing his bedpan and I went over to her, in what I call my Mark Wahlberg moment, and whispered in a thick Boston accent, “Yah gettin’ some cahffee fah yahself? That’s nice. My fathah needs his fahckin’ bedpan changed. Now.”

My mother was mortified that the daughter she had been bragging about, the one from television, just put on a fake Boston accent and then called the nurse an asshole. That’s a little funny, I guess.

But this book also isn’t about me being a hero or a shero. This book is about what a confused jackass I can be, have been, and will continue to be—though hopefully the ways in which I am a jackass will keep changing—just to keep things interesting. For example, did you know this is not my first book? It’s not. That one was a New York Times Best Seller called I Can Barely Take Care of Myself: Tales From a Happy Life Without Kids.

While I was writing I Can Barely Take Care of Myself (and do you mind if I call it ICBTCOM? Thanks. It’s a lot to type.), my life was going crazy. I was going through a divorce—one that my husband and I mutually wanted but still, it was sticky and legal-y and cost-y. I had promised I wouldn’t write any details about it in my book such as, “I was crawling out of my skin being married,” and would instead focus on the crazy, uninformed things that people say to childfree people like me. As it turns out, that really is enough material for a book of its own.

This book is about what happened next in life. Which was just more . . . life. Finally getting divorced (it’s been a couple of years and I think it’s okay to admit that I really was crawling out of my skin being married), living alone again, having boyfriends, continuing to avoid children, having breakups, traveling alone, turning forty, and getting some gray pubic hair.

My divorce blew up life as I knew it, and I saw all of the pieces of me fall back to Earth and spent two years putting them back into place. I mean “blew up” in a positive way, not like an asteroid that came to Earth and took out my family farm that wasn’t insured. This blowup was more like a fuse box exploding. I was left in the dark for a while. Had to rely on others to help me figure out where I could find the light again. And I had to finally buy my very own toolbox—even if it was a pink one called “Just For Her.”

People tilt their head with concern when I tell them that at age thirty I met someone, dated him for four years, was engaged for another year, and married for almost two years, but that at age thirty-seven, it ended in divorce. Which is just a legal term for “No one has farted in my bed in two years.” There’s no need to pity me.

Having been married and now having married friends, I’m familiar with the sentiment, usually worn as a badge of honor by spouses, that: “Marriage is hard. We work at it. After our fight last night we decided we need to start communicating better.” And those of us who aren’t married nod in support. Sometimes I feel like there is no badge of honor for the divorced or the single. That if we admit to being lonely, or feeling like a failure sometimes, or wanting someone there while we take our morning vitamins in case we choke, we’ll be bombarded with, “See? You should pair up with someone. You can’t go through life like this!”

Yeah, guess what? Life is work. I’m majorly under construction right now. I hate admitting to that. I feel like I’m a chewed-up area of road and everyone is staring at the yellow caution tape that surrounds me wondering, Why is she taking so long to fix?

Newly divorced and happy, my friendships came back to life and my relationship with my family improved. As my mother said, “I don’t know what it is, Jennifah, but you look younger this year than you did last year. You seem to have less baggage.” (Mom, are you calling my ex-husband “baggage”?)

I spent most of my life trying to fit in—whether it was lying to the rich girls at school that my parents’ house had three bathrooms when in fact we had only one tiny bathroom adjacent to our kitchen, or lying to my friends when they all got their first menstrual periods within a few months of each other and I told them I’d had it since age twelve. I didn’t even want to fit in to make myself comfortable—I wanted to fit in to make everyone else comfortable. Don’t worry, my little codependent brain thought, you can still talk to me. I’m just like you! I even wore a tampon before I started getting my period just to trick myself that I hadn’t totally lied to my friends.

Growing up, I always felt like I was looking over my classmates’ shoulders—not to cheat, but just to make sure I was getting the answers right. Whatever it was, I wanted to be doing it just like everyone else. I got so concerned with doing my life “right” that I assumed my own instincts sucked and learned not to give in to them. And I think that’s what most adults do too, except that instead of looking at their neighbor’s math test, they are looking at their neighbor’s house, and spouse, and kids, and car, and thinking, Oh shit, I’m not doing it right!

The first time I went to therapy was over ten years ago; I said to my shrink, “I don’t relate to anyone my age. All they do is wonder when they’re going to settle down. Who cares?” Then I proceeded to pay her every week to talk about how I was beginning to worry about when I was going to get my life together. I started to care—based on what other people wanted.

The thing is, I don’t relate to most people my age. I’m not some forty-year-old married woman spending my nights drinking chardonnay and pretending to like Rihanna music. I’m not a cougar hanging out at dive bars, doing shots, and hoping to attract the attention of some twenty-five-year-old ukulele player/artisanal cheese store clerk. (Although I have made out with two twentysomething men in the last few years. I’m done now. I promise. I’m not going to end up like Madonna, where people wonder if the boys in my Instagram photos are my backup dancers/lovers or adopted sons.)

I’m not a woman who stopped at forty and realized that she never pursued her dreams. I’ve always pursued my dreams and my career is where I want it, although I’m also happy to admit when I want more. I’m single but I’m in love with me. It sounds defensive and corny, and I know that most people already know that they’re supposed to love themselves, but I don’t think I always really got what that meant. I grew up in the suburbs of Boston. There was no talk of loving oneself. If you did, someone would get in your face and say, “What? You think yah so fahkin’ great or somethin’?” Yeah. I guess I finally do think I’m so fahkin’ great . . . or something.

I have pecked and poked away at writing this book on airplanes, in hotel rooms, and in coffee shops heading to, away from, and in the following cities: Atlanta, Austin, Boston, Buffalo, Chapel Hill, Charlotte, Chicago, Cleveland, Dallas, Denver, Dublin, Eugene, Grand Rapids, Halifax, Indianapolis, Kansas City, Las Vegas, Los Angeles, Lund, Madison, Melbourne, Miami, Minneapolis, Nashville, New Orleans, Oklahoma City, Omaha, Palm Springs, Philadelphia, Phoenix, San Francisco, St. Louis, St. Paul, Stockholm, Tacoma, Toronto, Tuscon, Vancouver, Washington, DC, West Palm Beach, and Winnipeg, and I’ve been putting the finishing touches on it in every coffee shop in New York City. I abandoned sunshine and swimming pools in Los Angeles to go live in New York for a few months of winter. Why? On one silly level because I lived in Brooklyn for four years back in 1998 to 2002 and I found it poetic that twelve years later I was back writing my second book and not having to temp for a crazy stockbroker who used to throw his phone at me—his landline. Ouch.

It had been a long time since I’d asked myself, Where would I like to be right now? and not Where do I have to be right now? It’s been over a decade for me on the West Coast and there’s something about never having to check the weather before you walk outside that makes you soft. I don’t feel like comedians should get too comfortable. The other day on the subway there was an empty seat at rush hour. There was some water pooling right under the seat—probably the result of some melted slush from someone’s snow boots before me. I sat down, my boots just centimeters from the unknown moisture. An expressionless older man sat across from me. He pointed at the water. He looked at me and said, “Honey, that some urine right there.” It made me laugh. When I was just twenty-four that would have undone me. Urine? How dare urine be on the subway? How dare anything not be perfect, including that guy’s grammar? My life already isn’t perfect and now I have to contend with reality? Other people’s bodily fluids? But now—even though I quickly changed seats—I pondered, Who am I to not see some urine once in a while?

Also, Bill told me that I should go to New York City. Oh, Bill is a palm reader in New Orleans. He’s about seventy-five years old; his white skin clashes with his oil-black, not-very-secure toupee. Bill is also mostly deaf and very effeminate—very stereotypically gay with dashes of Southern gentleman and RuPaul.

I was vintage dress shopping on Chartres Street in the French Quarter when the woman selling me the dress told me that she thought I seemed like I had some questions. I said, “No. I don’t. It fits perfectly and I’m ready to buy it.” She leaned in. “No. Not questions about the dress. Bigger questions.” She told me that her friend Bill could help. I looked around the store thinking that maybe Bill was hiding behind a shoe rack. She walked me outside and pointed me to the place next door, a shop that sold incense, candles, tarot cards, palm readings, and hope—false and otherwise.

I’m not naive. I know that Bill and Dress Shop Woman probably have a little mutual agreement. She sends him women who seem to be seeking more than a dress and his readings probably end with, “I don’t know if I see a husband in your future but I see a beautiful pair of vintage earrings, honey.”

I walked into the voodoo shop and asked for Bill. The woman behind the counter shouted his name multiple times as Bill and his bad ear continued to peer out the window. Finally, Bill turned around and fanned himself with his hand. “My goodness, I thought I sensed someone there.” I followed Bill to a back room. (Yes, of course there were hanging beads that I had to push aside.)

Bill held my hand and gave me the full report in his Creole-esque drawl. He gasped. “Oh, honey, your life line? It don’t stop, girl. This thing goes into your wrist. Your life is lonnnnng.” He seemed burdened by this. He perked up. “Long is good. If you like it long. Some people can’t handle it when it’s too long.” I wasn’t sure if we were still talking about life.

He stopped examining the lines in my hand and instead just held on tight. He pressed a button on an old-fashioned tape recorder, as though he were going to interrogate me at the county jail in 1984. He said, “With your permission, we will make a recording of this. You can play this back when you need a reminder of what we talked about.” I haven’t played the tape since, and not just because I can’t get my hands on a tape recorder (though oddly I still have a pair of underwear from 1990).

He held my hand and said, “You can do anything. You’re free. Now, do you like where you live?” I told Bill—even though I didn’t think I should be the one talking during my palm reading—that I was experiencing a little bit of a Los Angeles malaise. “So go somewhere,” he said. Very reasonable. Then he gave an obligatory glance at my palm and said, “I see you living in London.” I told Bill that I missed New York. He said, “Okay, so go to New York. Honey, we don’t always have to do what our palms say. We have free will. New York City isn’t for everybody but if it’s for you, go. My God, some people need that fast pace. And some people like it given to them nice and slow.” I still wasn’t sure if he was still talking about life.

Okay, so Bill probably isn’t psychic, but he was really good at repeating back to me what I already said. But what I’m saying here is, I learned a lot of lessons these past few years. I’ll hold in my heart that even though I have no answers, life is imperfect and funny and sometimes you think something is just water but then you find out that some urine right there. But that’s okay. We can step over the urine. We have free will.
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THERAPIST, MAY I?

Women marry men hoping they will change. Men marry women hoping they will not. So each is inevitably disappointed.

—ALBERT EINSTEIN

In the spring of 2011, Matt, my husband of less than two years, and I were sitting in an overpriced-and-not-covered-by-insurance couples therapist’s office in Beverly Hills. Even deciding who to choose as a psychologist had been the subject of a few bickering sessions as we each wanted to make sure that we were going to get absolutely fair treatment.

“We can’t go to the therapist that your therapist recommended, Jen, because your therapist told you that she’s also writing a script in her spare time. Does she say things like, ‘You’ll have to make changes to your Act Three of life’? Her judgment can’t be trusted!”

“Well, your therapist took you on a walk to CVS one day so that he could run errands during your session! Are we going to end up at a marriage counselor who specializes in picking up dry cleaning?”

So, we mutually decided to go out of network and pay out of pocket. Three hundred and fifty dollars per hour (technically per “fifty minutes”) to sit in a room with a woman we knew nothing about—except that she had a PhD and possibly an eating disorder. She had six Venti cups of Starbucks on her desk and even her skin seemed too thin. We sought her expertise in relationships but deep down we were looking for permission from someone other than ourselves to end our marriage.

During the planning of a wedding there are more than enough people willing to hover around or crawl up your ass to give unsolicited advice or ask endless questions. Mothers-in-law call with requests like, “Is it okay if I invite my best friends Charles and Linda from my college days? I know they don’t know either you or Matt and I’m actually not sure if they’re still alive, I’ll have to check. But if they are alive, they’ll be really proud.” Friends call to ask you where you’re registered because they lost the wedding invitation. Other married friends e-mail you links upon links to places that they honeymooned that you’ll absolutely love. “Don’t forget to get up early for the pineapple pancakes and you have to go on the whale watch even though the waters are so choppy you’ll leave a blazing trail of fruit chunks over the side of the boat.”

But when you’re the first of your group to get a divorce, nobody with any experience is around to offer any guidance.

After listening to us describe a typical week together as a married couple, Dr. Boney-Venti concluded that Matt and I were more like roommates than husband and wife. This made sense. What was so maddening about feeling like I had fallen out of love was that I hadn’t fallen out of every kind of love. I didn’t hate Matt. When I walked in the door and saw him on the couch I was always so comforted and happy. He was my best friend. We talked to each other all day long. I ran everything by him. He ran everything by me. He was so easy to be around. I truly loved him. He was family. But that was the problem. He felt like my brother. And the one time I didn’t feel like having my “family” around was when I was in bed at night. It felt so strange and schizophrenic to care for and love a man so much but not exactly want to share a mattress anymore. I started going to bed earlier and earlier just to read—which sounds relaxing but that shouldn’t be the life of a thirty-seven-year-old woman living in Los Angeles. I know people who are dead who don’t even retire to their rooms at eight thirty to read.

Matt revealed to Skeletor, PhD, that sometimes he felt like I didn’t even like him as a person. He felt picked on. The way I made comments about his ill-fitting pants or why can’t he walk more quietly to the bathroom in the middle of the night? He was right. I did nitpick, but I never thought it hurt him. I never thought about it at all and that made me feel shitty. How much had I not thought about him? And for how long?

Dr. Ann O. Rexia turned her attention to me. What did I want from Matt that I wasn’t getting? I said that we don’t have fun together. Sometimes I think he just tolerates me, but doesn’t truly get me.

HOLD ME CLOSER . . . FAN DANCER

Matt and I spent Fourth of July 2008 away from the loud, overcrowded fireworks display at Venice Beach or any parties that could involve errant bottle rockets and subsequent missing fingers. We opted for a quiet outdoor dinner at the home of our friends Margaret and Andrew. Six couples sat around emptying six bottles of wine. It was unusually humid and Andrew brought out an industrial-size fan. We tried to eat corn on the cob while all of our hair blew in our faces. We looked like the Saturday Night Live spoof version of a Victoria’s Secret Angels push-up bra photo shoot. That’s when I got an idea and shouted out, “We should fan dance!”

I had just remembered an acting teacher I had in college who encouraged us to runway walk in class to help make us less self-conscious. One time she said, “You girls can’t break through in an acting scene if you can’t love yourselves!” She plugged in a boom box and shouted with love, “Now walk! Walk sexy! Walk funny! Just walk to the music!” She hit play and the sounds of Salt-N-Pepa’s “Shoop” filled the room. Even though I have suffered actual real chemical depression fixed only by lots of therapy and Prozac, when I need a pick-me-up, fake modeling in my room to pop hits of the 1990s is a good quick fix.

I stumbled to my purse to find my iPod and scrolled to Madonna’s “Express Yourself.” Even my guy friends—who didn’t get the full effect of long hair whipping around their confident shoulders—got into the spirit and let their shirts billow in the breeze as they did their best to fan dance.

What you need is a big strong hand to lift you to your higher ground

Make you feel like a queen on a throne

Matt sat at the table making origami with his napkin. I grabbed his arm. “Come on, Matt! Fan dancing!”

“That’s okay. You dance. I’ll watch.”

That was our thing. Matt sat out what I enjoyed and just watched. We did our own thing. In fact, we really had no-thing that we did together, except arrive and leave in the same car and . . . be engaged. But I didn’t know then that if you’re going to have a husband—it’s best to find one who wants to fan dance with you.

I jumped in with everyone else taking turns pretending to model, striking poses until it was too much for us—it turns out that drunk people plus high winds and long hair near fan blades is just as dumb as drunk people setting off fireworks. As Margaret and I cleared the dishes, she said to me, “It’s great that you are so comfortable with who you are that you don’t need your husband to join in and fan dance. He really seems to admire and appreciate who you are and accept you.”

I knew so little then about what makes marriage work that I accepted what Margaret said without pushing myself to think, I don’t want to be accepted; like I’m a cancer diagnosis or the fact that 1 percent of the population has all of the world’s wealth. I want to be joined.

You shouldn’t get married just because you don’t want to die alone. You should get married because you don’t want to go through life alone. I work for a living onstage. I don’t want a passive audience in real life. I want someone up there with me. I want someone to push me out of the way and say, “This is my fan dance, bee-yotch!” I mean, I guess I could always marry a gay man. But that wouldn’t be fair to him.

Anyway, back in our psychologist’s office, Dr. Bones told me that lots of couples feel this way. Many couples don’t have everything in common but they find things that they like to do together. The way I see it, this is not a solution. This is the problem. Married people who want you to stay in their cult or therapists who want your money next week will always encourage people on the brink of divorce to stay together. They say things like, “All marriages are like this. It takes work.” But some couples don’t just not have the same hobbies; they don’t have the same values, goals, and, ultimately, respect for who the other person is. Most people don’t look that closely under their own hoods. They wait until the engine feels like it’s falling apart and all the amateur mechanics in their lives just assure them that all they need is an oil change. The unhappily married people know that that’s the wrong diagnosis. They know that their muffler is about to fall out and cause a hugely embarrassing incident in the driveway. They don’t need an oil change. Or a hobby. They need a divorce.

The only person who looked me in the eye and told me the truth back then was an elderly Armenian jeweler who runs a shop on Ventura Boulevard in Studio City, California. I don’t remember his name or the name of his store. But I remember how his pupils bore through my soul—or maybe it was just that weird big magnifying glass he had over his left eye.

I’d gone to him because for months the finger I wore my wedding ring on was insanely itchy. I’d tried everything: topical Benadryl, cleaning my rings nightly, and scratching my finger like a meth addict. The skin was raw and constantly peeling. I knew that Matt didn’t cheap out and he thought he bought me a real solid white-gold ring but I wondered if maybe the person who sold it to him was some kind of scam artist who only claimed it was real gold.

I didn’t want to hurt Matt so I didn’t mention that I was having doubts about the realness of the ring, but one Saturday morning I snuck off to What’s-His-Name’s Jewelry Shop. I asked the old man to please test the rings and let me know if they were authentic. I left them for the week, telling Matt that I was having them professionally shined. In those seven days, my finger cleared up and my skin no longer looked like shredded cheese. That’s all the proof I needed that something was indeed wrong with the wedding band. I went back to Can’t-Remember-His-Name’s Shop and showed him my finger. “Look! All better! So, what did you find with the ring? At least we have the receipt and we can go back to this shady ring salesman and tell him the con is up!”

The elderly man handed me back the ring. He said, “It is a hundred percent real. There is nothing that should cause allergy in that ring.” I stood quietly, probably looking confused because he continued, “Miss Jen, it is not my business but I am very much into how our emotions cause our wellness and our sickness. And if I may be so frank, I don’t think the ring is the problem. I think it’s you. You don’t want to wear that ring anymore. Anyway. No charge.”

That Armenian jeweler was absolutely right. I didn’t want to wear that ring or what it symbolized anymore. This jeweler had more insight into me after five minutes in his shop than any therapist could with five years on their couch. The old man would probably make a terrible therapist because his greatest joy seemed to be dispensing advice without charging—that, and he could never tell clients that their time was up because every clock in his shop was broken.
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IT’S A FAMILY AFFAIR (BUT WHY DOES IT HAVE TO BE?)

Happiness is having a large, loving, caring, close-knit family in another city.

—GEORGE BURNS

Let’s talk about this preexisting condition called Family. We’re not working on farms anymore—there’s no need to stick around your old hometown and have your family as your “best friends.” I would totally get married again if someone really needed me to, but I would never want to go through another wedding—a wedding that involves, literally, everyone and their brother attending. What’s romantic about making out with someone in front of your uncles? I think the sexiest man in the world is the guy who could approach me at a bar and say, “Hi, I’m an orphan.”

I was always very uncomfortable with the concept of having a mother-in-law. No woman ever says to herself, Well, I’ve met the man I want to spend the rest of my life with. But you know what else I need? I’m going to need a sixty-five-year-old woman to come along as sort of a package deal. I want her to insist on going to Target with me and getting oddly competitive during adult yoga class at her local YMCA during the Christmas Eve day class.

If the mother-in-law isn’t a total judgmental nightmare, then she’s the overenthusiastic type. It’s a way of controlling her destiny as she feels that the cycle of life is continuing and her son doesn’t need her anymore. Wanting to bond over pinot grigio brands (but just one glass!) is a mother-in-law’s way of saying, “He may enter your vagina but he EXITED MINE and without ME there would be no HIM and whether you like it or not that very fact makes me ever present in this threesome you never asked for. Cheers!”

My mother-in-law loved me from the moment she met me. It didn’t feel right. It felt like she was just in love with the concept of having a daughter-in-law. She didn’t really know me. I was convinced if she really knew me she would hate me.

I know I sound so ungrateful by complaining that my mother-in-law liked me too much. My friend Shannon would say, “You’re lucky. My mother-in-law never knew that her own son was an atheist because he was afraid to tell her. And now that we’re getting married by a justice of the peace she thinks I turned her son against God. Like I have that kind of power! Or I’m some Antichrist. If I had any power, I would turn him against her but SO FAR MY SPELLS HAVE NOT WORKED.”

I’m like a cat—except that I have no desire to drag my tongue across fur of any kind or eat wet food that smells like a rotting ocean floor without a spoon. The way in which I’m like a cat is in its early and final years. I’m either very skittish and run from people who want to get on a snuggling-and-patting level with me the moment they lay eyes on me for the first time—or I’m like a cat who has weeks left to live . . . when I feel overwhelmed I want to hide under a porch and hiss at anyone who tries to get close to me. My mother-in-law would call me more often than my own mother did to tell me that she missed me. I always wanted to say, Miss me? You didn’t even know that I existed for the first fifty-nine years of your life!

Whenever I gave in to a request to hang out with her or talk to her, it seemed to keep her satisfied for a while—until she got bored of holding the ball in her mouth and would nudge me to start playing catch again. Her inner dog was too overwhelming for my inner cat. I finally had to acquiesce to allowing her to Skype with me once in a while so that I didn’t seem like a total bitch. I always thought during our Skype sessions (which consisted of a four-minute delay as two women who barely knew each other just said “Hi” and waved), Someone is going to have to whip a boob out for this to get interesting.

But of course my mother-in-law is not to blame for anything going wrong in my marriage. I’m the last person to tell you what to do when getting married, having a ceremony, or combining families, but I can tell you what NOT to do.

SOME ADMITTEDLY FUCKED-UP BUT HONEST ADVICE FOR COUPLES BEFORE, DURING, AND AFTER THEIR WEDDING

1. When registering for gifts don’t become an asshole. Don’t monitor the Crate & Barrel website and get mad at your friend Susan because she only bought ten out of the twelve nut bowls. “But there are twelve kinds of nuts and they need their own bowl!” Let it go. This is about love, not nuts. What a couple does with their nuts in their own home is not Susan’s problem.

2. When you are picking out items to put on your registry—just remind yourself that it’s okay to take part in this ritual but don’t think you have to become someone you’re not. I registered for a gravy boat. I’m a vegetarian. But I thought, A home needs a gravy boat. Why? Who said that? You don’t need fine china if you know you’ll never use it—except once, ironically, when you and your spouse order pizza.

3. If it’s your wedding day and you have explosive diarrhea but you haven’t eaten anything, find your friend who is the most in love with her husband. Take her into the bathroom. Apologize for the smell. And ask her, “Did you have explosive diarrhea on your wedding day?” If she says no, please consider that these aren’t the good kind of nerves but rather your body trying to tell you that you don’t want to get married.

4. If you ignored the explosive diarrhea and are now walking down the aisle and you’re crying but you think it might be because you’re scared and upset, consider turning around and taking a moment outside to collect your thoughts or maybe take up smoking.

5. If you make it all the way to the altar and during your mother’s reading of some poem that you picked out for her to read you just start thinking, Oh my God. I’ll never kiss another man again, ask yourself if you’re just freaking yourself out or if that really bothers you. If it bothers you—run.

6. If you are at the altar thinking, I can’t run. That is rude, don’t worry about manners. It’s harder to get divorced than it is to run away down the aisle. And you’re giving everyone in that room a story to tell for the rest of their lives.

7. If you’re at the altar thinking, I can’t run. What will my family say? ask yourself, When I’m home deciding whether or not to buy a new couch, or whether to get Chinese or Thai takeout do I call up my cousin Sheila and ask what she thinks?

8. If you are the disc jockey at your own wedding because you found the idea of making a mix “fun”—maybe you should just throw a cocktail party sometime instead of legally binding yourself to another person.

9. If you are happy that you decided to go through with your wedding, have sex with your spouse that night. In fact, go in a broom closet and hike up that dress, or pull down those pants, and go for it. Do not fall into the trap that modern couples fall into, telling themselves, “We’ve had sex before. It’s not like we’re losing our virginity tonight.” No. Have sex that night. You will always look back on it and think it’s weird that you decided to drink together until five a.m. instead. Your friends thought it was weird too.

10. Lastly, be grateful that your friends and family came to your wedding and bought you presents but don’t be afraid of your basic instinct to say, “FUCK BRUNCH.” Family will pressure you to attend a “morning after” brunch as a way to—I don’t even know what. Keep the party going? Get closure on the events of the day before? Make a married couple spend time with their families and some mini-quiche first thing in the morning? And sober to boot? Go tie some cans on your car, write “Just Married” on the windows, and get going on your honeymoon. And as for your friends and family, as Marie Antoinette said, “Let them eat brunch.”
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WHOMP! THERE IT IS.

Guilt: the gift that keeps on giving.

—ERMA BOMBECK

The thing is—before seeing a marriage counselor or a ring doctor in the spring of 2011, I had completely lost my sex drive after the first year of my marriage. Up until then, every relationship I had ever been in started with can’t-live-without-his-scent, animal attraction, sex. It was an instinct I felt with all of my ex-boyfriends. Underneath the love, friendship, and trust was this constant feeling of I want to climb up on you.

Matt was the first boyfriend who didn’t elicit this instinct from me. He was also the first boyfriend who caused me absolutely no anxiety. I had convinced myself that this non-spark we had was a sign of our maturity. He balanced me out. I should marry this balancing act. Then I learned later, with lots of therapy, that only people who feel unstable feel that they need balancing out, and that should never be a lover or boyfriend or husband’s job—because to put it in heady psychology terms, that just ain’t sexy.

I blamed myself for my lack of sex drive that year. I thought that I was on the wrong birth control pill. Maybe my natural hormones weren’t reacting well to the synthetic hormones—like ex-wives who don’t want to see their kids’ hot new stepmoms at the soccer game. I got off of the Pill. Doing so immediately caused such lousy cystic acne that I had to wear turtlenecks in the summertime and act like I was just really into French film. I thought that maybe I was depressed. I saw my doctor and got on Wellbutrin, which at least had the added effect of not making me want to smoke a cigarette. (I had taken to smoking cigarettes whenever I started to feel stressed about not being horny.) The Wellbutrin made my heart race so fast that even if I did end up having sex it would have thrown me into cardiac arrest. I got off of the Wellbutrin. I had all kinds of things tested, like my thyroid. I even hoped there was some kind of flashlight that a gynecologist could shine up into my vagina and see if there were any cobwebs up in that thing making it impossible to feel alive.

The one thing I didn’t think about doing was talking to my husband about it. I was too ashamed. I wasn’t that great at marriage. We talked a lot. But we didn’t communicate well. I was so closed off from my feelings. I was also apprehensive about starting that conversation and possibly hearing my husband say that maybe he just wasn’t that slayed by me anymore. Some people say that women are more sexually active in their late thirties, while others say that’s just a myth. All I knew is that I didn’t feel like me. I didn’t even have a crush on Robert Downey Jr. anymore. He was always the man of my dreams during his pre–heroin arrest years and new sobriety years. I took a few years off from crushing on RDJ when things started looking bleak for him. I didn’t think I could be with someone who doesn’t come home at night because he’s so high he walked into a stranger’s house and passed out in the spare bedroom. And I hated the haircut he had in prison. I would not have stood by him through that. I need something to run my fingers through during a conjugal visit.

But what I’m saying is, it freaked me out—like a generator kicking on after the main power goes out—when I met Kevin in January 2011, about a year and a half into my marriage. I was in New York City to tape an episode of a stand-up TV show for Comedy Central. A bunch of comedians from Los Angeles were flown to NYC for the taping. Matt didn’t come with me. I loved New York and he was never that big on it. My sister Violet took a train in from Boston to see the taping and (mostly) to crash in my fancy hotel room. She has insomnia, but for some reason hotel beds lull her into a womblike slumber.

My comedian friend Brian brought his friend, native New Yorker Kevin, to the taping. We all had drinks after. More comedians filled the bar. My sister talked to people and this Kevin stranger and I ended up talking just to each other. He said to me, “You seem like someone I would want to know. I’m glad you ended up sitting next to me.” Whomp! Something happened in my stomach that reverberated into my heart. This was clearly the first sign of a rare cardiac disease that had thus far gone undetected. It all started to make sense now. I had to come to New York City from my home in Los Angeles to tape a quick spot on a stand-up comedy show for Comedy Central. But, I started to fantasize, the real reason I was in New York was so that when my heart condition made itself known I could be within walking distance of some of the finest hospitals and research centers. With my sense of humor and no fear of public speaking, I imagined I would become the spokeswoman for this unknown Whomping Disease and talk to auditoriums full of people about the importance of early detection and reassure them that while there’s no cure for a case of the Whomps and the way they titillate a heart—there is a way to live with hope.

It’s a story I predicted I would tell for years. “It seems so silly but coming to New York City in January of 2011 to be on television didn’t save my career but it saved my life!” I would have to give up stand-up comedy, something I’m sure I would find unfulfilling anyway once I began my role as health ambassador. I would need to give up a life of telling jokes to drunks in order to be taken seriously enough to appeal to Congress often, imploring them to spend less money on senseless wars and more money finding a cure for us afflicted with the Whomps.

Whomp! Whomp! Whomp! It happened again. I grabbed my heart. Kevin grabbed my shoulder. “Are you okay?” When his hand touched my shoulder there was a ricochet effect. I realized that this wasn’t some incurable disease—it was worse. I was maybe attracted to Kevin.

It’s not that Kevin was even my type or that I consciously felt like pawing him but his energy—something about him—made me feel . . . all of those things I hadn’t felt in years. Or maybe my hormones just kicked back in after all of the acupuncture treatments and Kevin just happened to be there.

He asked me for my number because he figured we could “kick around” the next day in New York City with our mutual friend. I love kicking around! Whatever that was! I wasn’t going to be in town the next day. My flight left at eight in the morning. But hey, why ruin a fun night with a new friend with the truth? I instinctively gave him my e-mail address instead of my phone number. He never made a move on me. My sister made a move on me as she hip-checked me, sliding into the booth. She said to Kevin, “I had to get my little sister. Sometimes she needs to be told to go to bed!”

As we put on our flannel pajamas and hopped onto the king-size hotel room mattress—as though it were night one of living our Grey Gardens lifestyle—my sister said, “Were you flirting with that guy?”

I tried to explain to my older sister, who lives on a farm and raises horses, that in the big city of New York and in the cosmopolitan world of comedy, men and women stay out at all hours of the night together because they are artists—not because they are flirting.

I laid my head on the goose down pillows that I’m normally allergic to except when I’m drunk. I prepared myself mentally for the worse-than-news-of-a-dead-relative feeling I was going to receive via a phone call in three hours—the wake-up call from the front desk. Once the lights were out and all was quiet on the bedroom front, my sister, lying on her side with her back to me, got in the last word. “Besides. He’s not your type.”

What did my sister know about my type? I stewed while sitting on a Virgin America plane back to Los Angeles listening to the soft sounds of their oddly soothing club music and appreciating the soft purple lights that didn’t challenge my dehydrated, hungover eyeballs. I watched out the window as the baggage handlers loaded suitcases into the bottom of the plane. I actually spotted my suitcase. For a childfree person like myself, it almost evokes in me a maternal feeling. “Be gentle with her, she has breakables inside, and a wobbly wheel!”

I immediately regretted having checked a bag, knowing that waiting for it to come down the chute at baggage claim in L.A. could add as much as an extra twenty minutes to my travel experience. Twenty minutes I could spend nursing my hangover in my bed. I mean our bed. The bed that I shared with my husband. I glanced at my wedding and engagement rings. I talked in my head to my sister. Yeah. I know I’m married. I love my husband and I’m looking forward to our Sunday-night dinner at home tonight. I will even tell him about the new friend I met.

I reflected that even though I was not interested in Kevin, he actually was exactly one of my former types: a skinny, messy-haired guy who wears all black. He was the 2.0 version of the type of guy I had hankerings for in high school and maybe he’d graduated from flushing algebra books down the toilet in the boys’ room and now just wanders around parties in leather pants, full of life and wanting to make friends for a night. My husband’s job required him to work and travel long hours. He had to dress comfortably. I couldn’t ask someone who sits in front of a computer straining his back and eyes to sit there like David Bowie in vinyl pants and some kind of androgynous frilly blouse.

But hey, opposites attract, right? I’m sure I wasn’t Matt’s perfect type either. If Matt was just a friend and I had to hook him up with the perfect woman, I’d have picked a tall, lanky girl with long dyed red hair, tattoos, seriously needed but ironically horn-rimmed prescription eyeglasses, and hands that can’t stay manicured because she’s a bass player or the type who sews and glues a lot of cool art-type things to sell on Etsy. I’m more like the young version of the older women I want to grow into—sort of a Joan Rivers/Iris Apfel-type mixed in with a little bit of a Led Zeppelin groupie meets aging-disco-queen thing. Matt often seemed to distance himself from me when we walked down the street and I was in one of my sequined jackets. In theory, he supported my fashion choices. He said he found it hilarious that since he’d met me when I was only thirty, I was already embracing a midlife flair with many faux fur coats.
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