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To all my people (family, friends, twelve-step programs, comedians).


Thank you for not kicking me out. I’ll see you at the potluck.











cult (kŭlt) n. 1. A social group defined by its unusual philosophical beliefs.













INTRODUCTION Sure, I’ll Join Your Cult



I love being asked to join, so much so that I will say yes to an invitation without knowing exactly what I have agreed to. When I was in my late twenties, a fellow production secretary at Nickelodeon Animation Studio whom I will call “Tina” told me about an event she was attending at the Hollywood Roosevelt hotel and asked me to accompany her. “OF COURSE, TINA!” Tina had been going through some difficulties that involved muffled weeping in the bathroom. I wanted to support and hoped there might be food. (There was not.)


Tina seemed very excited about this whole evening, and when I met her in the five-hundred-seat conference room packed to the gills, it felt like a good way to spend a Tuesday night. A few different speakers got up and talked about how they had once been pathetic and now—thanks to Heartbouncers—they were vigorous and empowered! Awesome! I applauded and whooped! Good for them!


After the speechifying, we were encouraged to stand up and share openly about our personal sorrows (why we were all there that night). Several people stood, verklempt, detailing varying degrees of failure and tragedy in life. As the event was taking place in LA, there was no shortage of people available for dramatic public speaking off the cuff.


I thought, “Great!” I mean, a little irresponsible, because there didn’t seem to be any therapeutic professionals available, but what the hell? Everybody seemed hyped and happy. Did I stand up and freestyle prose? No. Not for lack of desire, but I had already been getting all my monologuing out at open mics and twelve-step support groups. And these sad-sack recruits seemed like they had never told anyone anything personal—that, to them, talking to a big group about private issues was a revelatory breakthrough. I thought I’d be generous and “give my time back to the room.”


After two hours of Moth workshop–style storytelling and boxes of Kleenex passed, they set us up with a Heartbouncers rep on our own for what I thought might be an unlicensed free coaching sesh.




HEARTBOUNCERS REP: Are you ready to meet your potential?


ME: Yeah!


HR: Let’s sign you up for the weekend workshop!


ME: Okay!


HR: We take credit cards or cash!


ME: Oh! I don’t have any money! At all!


HR: What are you afraid of?


ME: Fulfilling my potential?


HR: Do you know anyone who might have the money to support you in becoming your best self?


ME: No! No one at all!





I explained to the Heartbouncers rep that I was already in a cult that forbade me from spending money I didn’t have (more on that later). I really wanted to go. I did. Who doesn’t want to have guaranteed greatness in life for only $1,500 and a weekend at a Courtyard by Marriott in Glendora? The Heartbouncers rep didn’t want to let me leave. She pleaded with me not to “self-sabotage” my life like I “always do.” I felt for her. It’s hard to watch someone make mistakes. I told her gently but sternly it was not her fault what happened to me once I left this ballroom. I gave her both eyeballs to let her know that she’d done her very best to save me from myself.


As I tried to get up and grab my purse to leave, my pal Tina joined in encouraging me to sign up (I believe she got a rebate if one of her marks “hit”). And so I did what I did when escaping many relationships at the time: I got up abruptly and wordlessly ran away. I genuinely—at pace—jog-sprinted out of the hotel back to my 1988 Toyota Corolla I’d parked on the dark streets of Hollywood and drove to a 7-Eleven for a pack of hot peanuts, thereby manifesting several dreams on my vision board at that time in the process. (I love Runner’s World magazine and always have a few roughly torn-out images of a 10K participant—though I myself have yet to run such a race.)


Even though Heartbouncers didn’t take, I am very fond of suddenly adopting a new set of ideals in order to receive welcome from any rigid group of weirdos. If these people wanted a piece of me so badly, I must have been okay. (I am not okay.)





I have always been drawn to strange and ritualistic groups. In the same way that my mom proselytized about the Bible and the Hilton, I will tell anyone about the already-well-known For Dummies book series—the step-by-step guides filled with graphic icons, cartoons, and easy-to-skim-for-the-info-that-you’re-really-looking-for tables of contents. And as tribute I’ve included some helpful iconography throughout:


ICONOGRAPHY USED IN THIS BOOK




[image: Image]


The section following will be in TRIGGER FONT (Bold Comic Sans) so you know where the creepy stuff is located. If you don’t like me personally, change all fonts in this book with your own pen to Bold Comic Sans.


[image: Image]


OLD MATERIAL ALERT. Yes, I make some of the same jokes that I have made live onstage, and yes, that is a real letdown. I am also disappointed. Let’s feel that together!


[image: Image]


ANY BREAKING OF TWELVE-STEP CULT RULES OF ANONYMITY. I’ll also try to footnote any backlash from a “higher power” I’ve received for having revealed publicly my membership in several specific twelve-step groups. Nothing says safe like a secret society!


[image: Image]


RECIPES!


[image: Image]


FINANCIAL INFORMATION YOU DIDN’T ASK FOR. Sharing the numbers is a part of the money cult (Debtors Anonymous) and goddammit, my compulsive need to overshare is not going to be silenced.





Though I will not label myself “dumb,” I’m open to being called a “Dummie™.” As I get older, I get much Dummer™—I mumble, I shake, I close my eyes when I speak, trying to remember the definition of words like “dearth.” Along with the formatting, I like the For Dummies series because it’s a good idea to look up how to do things before you give it a whirl. And from all the mental health Instagram feeds I follow, I note that it is imperative to ask for help (from where this help is to come can be a little more vague).


I have never written a book before. The book you’re reading here is the nonfiction equivalent of a stand-up comedian who has done one open mic but will now perform an hourlong comedy special, improvising off drunk crowd suggestions. (It’s not going to win a Pulitzer.)


I have Deep Space Nine respect for the writers of mental health memoirs. I have read a lot of them. I’ve read and reread Mary Karr’s Lit, William Styron’s Darkness Visible, Elyn Saks’s The Center Cannot Hold, Kay Redfield Jamison’s Night Falls Fast, Madness by Marya Hornbacher, and, of course, genius Daniel Smith’s masterpiece on anxiety, Monkey Mind. (Full disclosure: Daniel Smith is one of the freelance editors I hired to help me with this book, as is Ashley Ray, writer-gorgeous-polyamorous-bisexual-podcaster-comic at www.theashleyray.com.)


In an effort to write this book, I went back to my favorite source for assistance: a used For Dummies title. Or, more specifically, a two-dollar, fairly battered 2018 edition of Memoir Writing for Dummies. According to MWFD, “a memoir needs an overarching story of the character (oneself) wanting something and everything they do to go about getting it.”


What have I wanted?


To be someone else entirely. Someone who loves to live.


How have I gone about getting that?


By participating in CULTS!


And by reading self-help books that (temporarily) “CHANGE MY LIFE”!


I have an ongoing joke with my therapist friend Marketa Velehradska (www.marketavtherapy.com) where I’ll announce to her: “Guess what! There’s this new book [or article, or podcast, or documentary about Mardi Gras bead factories in China] and it has CHANGED MY LIFE.” This is common in LA. Most people here are in the midst of having a product or service CHANGE THEIR LIFE! Have you tried MAGIC WANDS!?? THE ENERGY HEALER IN MANHATTAN BEACH WHO ONLY ACCEPTS ZELLE? Wasp’s milk? Having a baby at sixty?


Joining cults and reading self-help books are both symptoms of a kind of desperation. And, in fact, this is an uneven story about one person, specifically a white fifty-two-year-old comic (me/she/her) living in Altadena, California, and how I have kept going when I didn’t really want to.


If you have any mentals, you probably know what I mean. I’m not suicidal, but I’m also not particularly psyched. If I’ve had my first can of Diet Coke plus a nitro cold brew coffee, I get some work done. That is, I make my bed. (I didn’t make my bed today.) I know, mostly from pro-life billboards, that LIFE IS A GIFT. (And I like to call antiabortion clinics and have them take the time to prove it to me.) Now that I’m on the right meds, I sort of get it. There is something fun about being at a new or old place with or without other people. But I want to err on the conservative side in promoting the magic of gratitude. (An oft-suggested idea by twelve-steppers is to “write a gratitude list,” which can be helpful as a reframe, but it’s not, etc.)


Bottom line: this is comedic. I do not know what I’m talking about. And full disclaimer: cults, books, books about cults, and comedy are no replacement for meds. Medicine is the best medicine. I’ll tell you more about my drug experiences later—of which the last mixture of chemicals has worked out “okay.” I don’t believe any psychiatric care is optimal—I’ve had a share of shit, shaming experiences involving mental health treatment from free and expensive institutions. Don’t feel bad if you can’t find the “right” practitioner or med mix. What I have now is a psychiatric nurse I can text, and his name is Mike. He’s pleasant from what I can tell and always refills my scripts within twenty-four hours, which is more than I can say for any psychiatrist I’ve ever had. The meds I am on make me sleepy and shaky, and my tum-tum is rounder. If it helps to know that a millionaire (my hub and I have three million in assets if you include our house) has not found the best ANYTHING for mentals, know that I am that millionaire.


And in fact, I received this book deal because of my popularity as a comedian. That doesn’t mean that you have ever heard of me. I’ve been performing what I call stand-up for thirty years and I’ve done a bunch of other stuff. According to my IMDb, 99 percent of it is voice-over. This makes sense, since I am at my most comfortable alone in a chilly booth with soundproof walls between myself and other human beings.





I was told I can’t include an entire IMDb listing in my book. I guess it’s not what Faulkner meant when he said, “Don’t be a ‘writer,’ but instead be writing.” So I’ll try to explain why one person gets a book deal over another: I had a TV show for two seasons on Netflix, very loosely based on my life. I have acted by acting in acting roles, one of which was Emmy-nominated! I won Best Club Comic at the American Comedy Awards (?) (a money-laundering scheme, as so much of entertainment is). That same year, Bill Cosby was honored as a legend and in a tracksuit lectured the comedians gathered on the importance of Being Funny No Matter What in the humorless, retrospectively aggro manner of an unregistered sex offender. But my professional writing experience, aside from my own stand-up material, consists of two short essays for the New York Times and one for McSweeney’s. Not enough, right?


In my defense—and I am always (adorably?) trying to protect myself—compulsively telling everybody everything may be a big part of the reason I have an audience. As far as I can tell, full disclosure is a CASH COW.


I am like the pathetic stump the grown-up boy sits on at the end of The Giving Tree. But instead of a quiet place to rest, I provide you with my splintered, discomfiting need to reveal all my thoughts and flaws—which is either radical honesty or narcissistic showboating. It depends on whom you ask (and don’t ask my sister). My husband, Scott, points out that in oversharing, I have sometimes misjudged my audience.I


But if I can be grandstandingly open about something taboo, maybe someone else might feel a little less isolated by knowing my own sad story (and have a few laughs)? And isn’t that a useful service to provide? (I ask? Needily?) I have received so much help from others bravely sharing the pariah-ready deets of their lives: Brooke Shields (postpartum intrusive-thought OCD), Naomi Judd (bankruptcy), comedian Richard Lewis (Cookie Monster bulimia—that’s the kind of bulimia where you chew your food for a long time… and then spit it out. I tried this type of bulimia. It took self-control I do not have. I guess I’m a swallowing gal!).


And speaking of comedians who have yalped out about health issues: Jonathan Winters (now dead) was open about his bipolar diagnosis way back in the 1960s. And then, years later, in the eighties, he was helpful to me! I had just gotten out of the psych ward for the first time. I told everyone I met at the time that “I jez got-oot o da psych wod!” (That’s freshly medicated for: “I just got out of the psych ward.”) The owner of our local coffee shop, Anja, was upbeat but confused by my new daily greeting (though it may be why she occasionally gives me free coffee). I hadn’t found the right medication and felt frighteningly “off.” I had a complete loss of confidence in doing anything. Words were… Not? Come? To… geh??! into sentences properly and my hands tremored like a jackhammer. My friend Dan P. asked me to lunch. I arrived at the cafe and said what I was saying to everyone at the time:


“I jez got-oot o da psych wod!”


Dan said, “Let’s call Jonathan WINTERS! Let’s call him right now! I’m good friends with Jonathan Winters! He’s been to the psych ward! He’ll know what to do!”




ME: NO, oh, oh no, agh!





But Dan was already talking to him and tossed the phone into my two-handed Parkinson’s carry.




Comedy Legend Jonathan Winters: Hello?


ME: Tenk oo.


CLJW: You’re welcome.


ME: I—mnmnm?


CLJW: You got a good shrink?


ME: Uh-humph.


CLJW: Well, then, you just keep going, kid.


ME: Tenk oo vey mush.





YOU JUST KEEP GOING, KID. That’s great advice!—if not really the only advice you can give anyone under any and all circumstances. And I have kept going. Now I’m writing this book and doing what I do best, which is brazenly going on and on and on about myself. The book is roughly organized with some educational photos and easy recipes that take only a minute of wavering focus. As well as clarifying financial details that will probably only confuse and irritate, but will help me to feel as if I said it ALL, in a scentless, foot-long fecal rope, clearing the bowel.


For example:


[image: Emoji: Money bag] This is how much I was paid for doing this book so far and it will be blacked out on being published but just ask me and I’ll tell you in person:


Three years ago, I was given $XK to start.


I gave that entire $XK to editors to help me along the way because I cannot do things without someone watching me like a hawk.


If this book ever gets published—and we don’t know if it will—I will get another $XK.


And if the book ever gets made into a softcover, I will get another $XK.


My takeaway—after taxes, commissions, and editorial costs—will amount to about $XK over the course of six years. Good to know! (I did not quit my day job as a comedian.)





Full disclosure: THIS book is NOT going to have a clear chronicle of trauma, healing, victory. It’s going to be more like a series of emotional sudoku puzzles that I grow tired of trying to solve and a third of the way through start a new one, hoping the next one is easier. I haven’t figured it out. I don’t relate well to stories where people have found some sparkling new reality at the end of the memoir. Sometimes memoirists have to write a second memoir to amend their initial new reality to a new, NEW reality of what’s now really real for them. And I am NOT writing a second book. Unless of course anyone at all offers me money.




RIGOROUS HONESTY ABOUT LYING


Whenever someone gets caught for saying they were on the seventieth floor of the World Trade Center on September 11 when in fact they were returning a blouse at Strawberry in Midtown, I always feel compassion and a twinge of anxiety. I punch up history. Or rather, I describe events and then add “elements” to make the narrative pop. This is called lying like a Ruggable.


I want to place blame on my mother, who always had very polite workarounds (fabrications) she told over the phone for not doing things at church (a place where you’re not supposed to do a lot of lying).


MARILYN: [dramatic sigh] Listen, I’m sorry. We just can’t. We already have a “dinner” that night. And it’s just crazy with Halloween coming up because Maria wants to go as an eel. [That dinner consisted of frozen fish sticks around the glowing TV with my mother eating a tart Granny Smith sliced in fourteen pieces while on the phone with her pal Maren Hustad, and I was going to Halloween as I always do, as a “jogger.”]


My sister also adds a bit of zing to reality: “Then I said to the waiter, ‘We’re not vegan, we’re just weird!’ And he gave US a tip!” Her husband, Mark, will sometimes almost inaudibly interrupt her stories with, “That didn’t happen.” Oh well. I was riveted!


This tendency to punch up the truth may also come from Bamford family dinners. In order to get the attention of a crowd of three Bamfords in the ’70s/’80s, you had to close big. And if you’re the youngest and are not having a lot of life experiences, forget holding court. My sister headlined most meals, with my mom as the gregarious emcee, and my dad featured with Dr. Pimple Popper–style derm stories of explosive boils and phantom itches. I was allowed a short guest set. My dad would set the egg timer for three minutes—like any good showroom runner—and that’s when I got more than a hundred seconds to grab my audience with some fifth-grade perspectives. Dinosaur graves, volcanic ash, boys who hit me—I kept it tight. I would get to speak without outside comment for three glorious minutes—preparing me for later episodes of Byron Allen’s Comics Unleashed, which was like doing stand-up in a support-group-like setting sitting down and STILL PAYS ME GENEROUS RESIDUALS. Byron Allen is a comic’s friend as well as a billionaire. Much respect.


This storytelling technique of adding things in and removing parts can be called “craft” or, if you’re a stickler/lawyer/good person, trickery, false testimony, perjury. In performance, I like to recount the story of my mom visiting her oncologist for the last time, right after surviving a deadly pleural effusion and deciding on hospice. Leaving the appointment, she said joyfully: “I lost four pounds!!”


Did I leave out some parts of the conversation? Yes. One of the reasons she wanted to stop treatment was because of being puffed up with IV fluids. When my mom said, “I lost four pounds!” she was also celebrating being out of the hospital and not uncomfortably swelled up with water and attached to machines. You might say, Well, that makes it different. She just wanted to feel more comfortable. Yes, you’re right. I should be stopped.


But, look, there is truth that my mom has always been weight-focused and she did express satisfaction about reaching goal weight in the year before she died. I DID tell her that even if a coffin is tight around the hips, eventually it fits! She told me not to use that in my act. But the joke’s on me: She got herself cremated and now she’s just a POUND! She can wear ANYTHING! [image: Emoji: Recycle bin]


Here’s another close-to-truth-yet-still-a-lie lie. In a joke, I say that I have tried to commit suicide. And it is true that I did, when I was ten years old, ingest a bottle of Tums in order to cause damage. (All that happened was I got sent to Christian therapy and had good bone growth.) So it’s true, but it’s laughable. And in more recent years, I have hoarded meds and looked up ways to die painlessly on Google. But have I made a serious attempt? No. Have I ever put a razor to my wrist lengthwise in the bathtub? No, but again, as a ten-year-old—I DID slather my lower arms with ketchup and lie in the front hall of the house with a butter knife in my hand until my parents found me and asked me to take a shower and shampoo the residual tomato paste product out of the carpet.


I’m not sure how much of this anxiety about what the truth is comes from my OCD scrupulosity and what is related to the actual standards of journalism, but just take everything I say with three to one thousand grains of pink Himalayan sea salt.








HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This is not doctrine. Disagree from the margins in jumbo Sharpie. Flick through each page with maple syrup and artificial spray butter on your fingers. Skip ahead to the last page to leave a full, sticky handprint. Tear off pages, yell out in refusal while skimming. DO NOT READ THE WHOLE THING. I certainly haven’t. Take in the parts that interest you—the verbs, the spooky photos, the stirring numbers. Memorize only this page inside your local independent bookstore while sitting on the floor. Put it back in the sports section and buy Shoe Dog by Phil Knight instead. Then, quickly trade Shoe Dog for the trashed Gideon Bible in the Little Free Library right outside of the bookstore. Next, toss God’s Word in your backyard compost heap. Remember how much you like podcasts.







BEYOND THIS BOOK


You’ve done more than enough.







WHERE TO GO FROM HERE


Fall asleep face-first in a plated Slurpee, drift off into unconsciousness, follow your feelgood (™ my sister, life coach, and shaman, Sarah Bamford Seidelmann, www.followyourfeelgood.com).







	
I. I once attempted a joke about eating my boogers (joyfully) and it split the room into part gag reflex, part rage, and so I dropped this hot-button issue from rotation. I hope a booger-eating memoir will be out on the market soon, but I don’t have that kind of courage, despite the savory, convenient, and budget-conscious snacking delights in my face that I dig into daily. PLEASE DON’T TELL ANYONE. HA-HA!













PART I My Indoctrination: The Cult of Family











1. Getting Current: What Life Is Like Now


Just so you know I mean it when I say that things are not at all on their way to perfect, I will describe for you a recent day that my husband and I had together. We are still developing a mission statement, business plan, and uniform for our cult of two. It seems to be: “CHUNK!,” $1,500 a month on Grubhub for pizza/taco parties, and handmade puffy-paint T-shirts.


And calm yourself: We are still alive at the end of this story. And we are getting tons of outside twelve-step cult help (Recovering Couples Anonymous! [image: Emoji: Lightning strike] as well as individual therapy, couples therapy, and psychiatry).





It’s Thursday, and Scott and I get up at 11 a.m. Our daily schedule includes ten hours of sleep and a two-hour afternoon nap. It is also the middle of the Covid pandemic so there may be some light depression keeping us affixed to our California king–size mattress. I like a lack of structure, but Covid has been a lot of sloshing around. I have this list of goals posted in my closet:



[image: Image]



Did it go through the wash? Yes. Do I actually do this stuff? Of course not. This is from 2020. I forgot about this list posted in the closet for a whole year. I made this list after a 9.6-ounce can of Starbucks nitro cold brew with a mini cappuccino Clif Bar chaser. I was cracked!


Back to Thursday: I’m irritable. I haven’t exercised in a few days, so I feel “fat,” which I understand to be a part of my 1980s white-woman heritage. It is stupid and useless, as “fat,” of course, is not a feeling. It isn’t conversation, as my dear friend and barn-burning powerhouse of comedy Jackie Kashian (of Conan, HBO’s 2 Dope Queens, the Jackie and Laurie Show podcast, and the Dork Forest podcast) says. And I am not fat. I am norm on the low side. I am five foot six and 133 pounds. What I may be feeling is “fail.” My Debtors Anonymous sponsor, Bernice, just dumped me. I was working the steps of Debtors Anonymous [image: Emoji: Lightning strike] on time management.


I seem to have a polychronic understanding of time based on relationships and the tides that really bums out my manager, the great Bruce Smith. I call him, running late on a weekly basis on days when I only have ONE JOB THAT DAY. So, with Bernice, as you might predict, I screwed up and missed several scheduled calls. It is because I can’t stop being late or confusing times in my work and personal life that I was trying to change via “step work.” (The steps, FYI, are kind of like a Catholic confession but with peer support, hazy spiritual-type language, behavior modification, and understanding laffs.) After I missed the third appointment we had made, Bernice decided that my admitted poor time management not only wasted her time but also hurt her feelings. Therefore, a seventy-five-year-old Glendale woman who had spent several hours of her final years on earth listening to me and my bunk was compelled to break up with me by text.




Hi Maria—I’m not able to continue with step work nor to schedule calls or PRGs [Pressure Relief Groups]—always happy to receive outreach calls and will respond as I can. As always, all the best with your book and all else!





EEWWW-NEEEEW. I was (embarrassingly) surprised, as I hadn’t totally realized how much my flakiness affected people. I apologized for my inexcusable conduct. And then I asked Bernice—just for clarity, so I could confirm it was me being an asshole—what was the reason she would no longer be available. It’s important to be interested in why people are done with you! (And it’s also okay if they don’t answer. At that point, leave people you’ve hurt ALONE.) But Bernice kindly responded:




Maria!! So nice to hear from you! You were/are lovely—I just felt like there were one too many times I went out of my way to make myself available, rearrange my schedule, etc., and then for whatever reason you couldn’t show up. Or you’d call, I’d interrupt my work to call back immediately, and you wouldn’t pick up. So just a dif way of communicating. When we met for step work you were always super prompt and prepared and respectful of my time and the work, which I so appreciated! I hope our paths cross again and I am always here if you want to chat—hope you and Scott are well and Happy Thanksgiving [image: Emoji: Chipmunk] [image: Emoji: Sweet potato]





So there you have it, complete with seasonal emoticons: I am a real asswipe. I now have a new Debtors Anonymous sponsor, Dez, with whom I was totally up-front about the noise I pulled with Bernice, and I am now limiting myself to just calling Dez “in the moment.” With no plans or expectations for return calls. Like a drunk with a calendar, I can’t seem to handle having one appointment, like a lady. Now, back to our loving couple:


Scott and I drive to Café de Leche. I am, as I said, feeling angry at myself. We get very strong coffee. We walk to the park near the cafe to find a Covid-safe outdoors spot where we can sit, but the Mexican restaurant next door is blasting one song, “Feliz Navidad,” over and over and over again to discourage people from loitering, even though that is exactly what parks are for: to loiter in. I understand that they don’t want the unhoused good people of Los Angeles to dwell and drop guano in the park, but LA doesn’t have many places for unhoused people to dwell and drop guano—and what better place to dwell and drop than a park?


Just know that this part of the story may be creepy to people who have had mentals or thought the way I do, and I will list the suicide hotline at the end like a responsible mental health advocate, even though I myself find that precaution to be slightly condescending. Don’t we all know what the fucking number is at this point? I’m depressed, I’m not a moron. TEXT “HOME” TO 741741. [image: Emoji: Recycle bin] Or dial 988.


[image: Emoji: Stop sign] We walk back to the car in an effort to go to the other nearby park with less stereo. I think at this point, Scott would agree he’s on edge—for reasons of his own that may have to do with being on the mood-disorder spectrum. Scott is driving. He makes a sharp turn up the hill to the other park. He asks me to look for the OTHER park on my phone. And because I think I know where the park is from memory, I don’t look for the park on my phone. I am looking at my phone, but I am watching a video. With the sudden movement uphill, I accidentally dump my coffee in my lap and onto the seat of our new-to-us 2015 Toyota RAV4 Hybrid. I make a noise that sounds like “owp.” It’s a big mess. I start to cry. Scott is pissed because instead of looking for the park, I had been watching a video on Instagram of a rescued beaver who makes dams of decorative pillows in his new suburban home.


Scott is too upset to continue with the Second Park Plan. He three-point pivots our fully stained vehicle back to our house. When we arrive home, he closes himself in the garage studio and listens to records. I go back to my office, sob-heaving to myself, staring out a window, as I have thousands of times since the age of nine, and dredge up all of the things that, in my mind, make me an unwanted person. My friends don’t like me. My family hates me. I’m somehow responsible for the death of my mother, or at least for the fact that she suffered. I’m untrustworthy. I’m self-centered. A seventy-five-year-old writer and Debtors Anonymous sponsor hath forsook me. I focus on whatever confirms that I should be crying and that it’s really best if I’m obliterated. I once told a fellow comic about this hobby of longing for death and they said, “Why don’t you just do it?” Comedians can be like that. “Kill myself, you mean?” And yes, because the comedian is a skilled jokesmith, that is exactly what they mean. Ha-ha! I see what they are getting at. They’re tired of hearing about this project and they just want me to Make It Happen! But, unfortunately (?), suicidal urges have always been more like fantasy football to me, an avocation done on weekends.


Feeling sorry for myself, I then take out my laptop to google the medications I have in the house plus “overdose.” According to Google, none of the medications I have are supereffective in suicide attempts. All of the medical journal entries I read are about how they quickly were able to save the patient from these kinds of ODs. After a few minutes of halfhearted, haphazard research, I don’t take action toward harming myself.


What I do instead is I cry and cry and cry and cry and then go make a Guy Fieri–size sandwich with a Sara Lee everything bagel, turkey, cheese, and veganaise. I eat it in bed while reading the New York Times Book Review and I fall asleep covered in preserved crumbs. When I wake up, Scott is sitting by the pool. Yes, we have a pool. And we both are dreaming of our demise. Nobody wants to hear it. As my hysterically funny friend Jackie Kashian put it, “You can only complain laterally,” or, don’t go on and on about your mental illness while also mentioning your pool. If it helps you feel less resentful, the pool isn’t heated and is filled with dying bees, pine needles, and stinging ants. I have also peed in it several times over the three years we’ve lived here, and now you are one of the few people who knows that besides every other person I’ve told.


From an LA smog- and grime-covered gray plastic lounge seat, Scott makes a grackle noise that we use to cry out to each other from different ends of our seventy-year-old ranch home filled with spiders (and, as we will soon find out, RATS! They will thunder inside the walls of our home for years before we can pay to have them relocated).


“AAAA… AACK,” he says.


“AAAAA… AACK,” I respond.


We apologize to each other—Scott for getting so upset and not going to the park, me for being on my phone and not helping us get to the park. And because we’re supposed to tell each other this stuff, I own up about my googling OD instructions.


Scott responds, “Yeah, me too. I thought about borrowing one of Mike’s guns. You should have asked me about how to OD. You just drink alcohol with Xanax. We have both.”


And we laugh. I had totally forgotten about the Xanax! Hahaha! A handshake agreement is made that—at least for today—neither of us will kill ourself. (Don’t worry! We have a safety-plan agreement we got from the National Suicide Prevention Hotline clamped in a magnetic Chip Clip and hung on our refrigerator, witnessed and notarized by Carol Grisham, MFT, of Pasadena, California, who takes all insurance but may retire soon. [image: Emoji: Recycle bin] So make your appointments NOW.) And FYI, I’m not a real candidate for suicide: statistically, it’s people who’ve had one real attempt, mostly men—which, as I write this, I realize is the exact description of Scott.





The story above might not bode well for us. It is quite possibly very, very bad. I know that. Scott knows that. The Grish, our therapist (Carol Grisham, MFT, Pasadena), knows that. But many times, due to my own actions, personality, diagnosis—whatever you want to call it—things have not been “all good.”


But feeling ashamed and not telling anyone about it has NEVER HELPED. My hope is that by telling people about all this stuff, maybe others will relate. And then I won’t feel alone? And yes, of course, I’ll call my psychiatric nurse, Matt. Though he just changed insurances and I need to find somebody else. And Scott will call his therapist and his psychiatrist. And yes, we will call Deda and Jim from our Recovering Couples Anonymous meeting we’ve been attending and they will laugh. Deda will say, “Are you trying to scare each other?” Yes, yes we are! We thought it might help! And yes, twelve-steppers, we are “WORKING THE STEPS of the program,” you sanctimonious church basement carps! We are on step four, if you must know.


I’d like to blame the above morning episode on myself or my poor diet or the city of Los Angeles or something about how and who I am that might be solved, but let’s just call it a Thursday.










[image: Emoji: Jar] FREE COFFEE




	Get to know every single barista/o in your local coffee shop. That’s Emma, Jason, Helen, Anjara, Brooklyn, and Jeremy! And because there’s high turnover, now it’s Angela, Jeremiah, Lupe, Jason, and Carmela! Oops—now Amber, Kat, Jonny, and Jason! Learn the names of their pets. Ask about their cat, Stanley. Like and repost their self-made music videos of ballet dancing while high. Give them your address and the code to get into your house to use the pool.


	After two to seven months of this, forget to pay. That’s twelve ounces of your favorite coffee beverage gratis!


	Become CONSUMED WITH GUILT. You just STOLE five-dollars-plus out of the pocket of a small, family-owned business in your own neighborhood! Anja, the owner, will find out and you will be BANNED.


	Within twenty-four hours, send ten dollars via Venmo to Anja.


	REPEAT THIS PROCESS FOR DECADES.













2. Diagnos-YES! Why I need so badly to belong somewhere: because there’s something really wrong with me!



[image: Emoji: Stop sign] Somewhere between nine and eleven years old—I’m terrible with dates—after many sleepless nights, I pad-pad-padded in my Lanz flannel nightgown down to my parents’ bedroom. My dad must have been in his study, because I remember only my mom there, in her Protestant white linen nightgown that she would wear to bed. She sat reading in bed with her legs bent-splayed, with no underwear. BLECH. You couldn’t see anything, but just knowing was enough for me to feel very anxsh. That is because for the past year—as a nine-to-eleven-year-old—I had been tormented by the obsession and fear that I was a violent sexual-deviant-molester-genocidal-monster disguised as a sixth grader with a lopsided dimple and a Dorothy Hamill haircut. I hadn’t slept for months. It is hard to lose consciousness when you’re clenching your face and fists to prevent yourself from killing your family. I don’t know why police have never told sociopaths that you can wince and sit on your hands in order to physically prevent yourself from mayhem. Anyhoo, I wasn’t feeling well. I was beginning to pull away from my family (and friends) out of a fear that I would tit-touch-knife them. The only relief was suicidal ideation. But that night, I dared to tell my mom a smidge of what had been going on in my head.


How did this intrusive-thought OCD start? It was around the same time my sister started giving me titty twisters and calling me a freak. In response to this treatment, I feared I was going to grab at my sister or give her a titty twister in return. Then I started feeling ANXSH that I was going to give my mother a titty twister. The unwanted image would pop into my brain and I’d feel sick and scared. I’d try to get the distressing idea to go away, which as anyone who has ever tried not to think of something (gel pens, your ex’s lack of internet presence, emu farming) knows, it only made me think about it more. Before long, these repetitive obsessive cringes developed into the revulsion that I would attack and twist and slice off or lick or otherwise molest the boobs of my sister and my mother or any other female I encountered. Then I’d clench my fists and my face to make the thoughts go away, but the alarming visions kept coming. Over and over again, all day, every day, I’d sit on my hands and tightly squeeze my nine-to-eleven-year-old fists and flat little butt cheeks. Through this method, I disabled my tiny arms from mammary-maiming every chesty cunt in my eyeline.


How far did these thoughts go? The answer is: not very. Nothing really happens beyond the undesired, offensive slideshow in my own mind. There’s the obsession with the unwanted thought, and then the compulsion or ritualized behavior, which (momentarily) stops the obsession. For example, you pass an old man on the street and for whatever reason you notice his butt. If you’re normal, you just think, “Oh, that was a butt. A boo-tay.” And you go on to your next thought that involves your own butt or your job title or what kind of car you’d drive off a cliff. But if you have OCD, after “BUTT THOUGHT” you think something along the lines of, “OH CHRIST! I SAW A PERSON AND THEN I THOUGHT OF THEIR BUTT AND THAT’S REALLY WRONG!!!!! I MUST NOT EVER THINK THAT THOUGHT AGAIN! NO BUTTS! NO BUTTS!”


You now can’t stop thinking about the idea that you thought of someone’s butt, and so the butt thought keeps coming back, as does the thought that you shouldn’t be thinking about butts and trying to rid your brain of old-man-butt thoughts. The compulsion is whatever you do to try to get the thought out of your head—so that can be avoidance (of butts or old men with butts), or rituals you make up, like, “I’ll walk a hundred steps backward and that will make the butt thought ‘neutral’ ” (whereupon the butt thought comes up again and you’ve got to take another hundred steps backward). Which for a while might actually be fun until you trip and fall back on your own butt.


I’d stop the thoughts by avoiding human interaction as much as possible. If it was unavoidable, I would do a combo stomach crunch/buttock pinch, hoping no one would “see” the ghastly Guernica inside my head.


But after about a year of this with no letup, I told my mom.


I didn’t say, succinctly, “I’m worried I’m going to hack and chop off your 32Bs and then put my little fifth-grade hand up your tweedledee,” or, “I can’t let you or Sarah touch me because then I’d lose control and behead and suckle your pink tiddlywinks and wedge your furry horse hoof.” In that case, I’m sure she would have freaked out a bit more. I was a tad more vague.


“Mom. I can’t sleep. I’m afraid I’m going to hurt everyone at night.”


My mom was a type A stay-at-home mom. In addition to caring for the two of us, she was extremely well-coiffed and belonged to two book groups, something called a “birthday” group (where you have monthly lunches for ongoing birthdays), and a Bible-study group. At the same time, she was attending grad school for a social-work degree, was a deacon in the church, volunteered at a women’s domestic violence center, and kept our house looking like the Westin, with lots of pure white linens at the ready. She had a slew of friends, a full dance card, and a lifetime membership at WeightWatchers.


All of which is to say, by the time I got to her bedroom that night, Marilyn had probably downed a couple of pots of coffee and run out of calories for the day. Although typically empathetic to any new problem brought to her by the family’s Resident Weeper (me), she probably wasn’t operating on all cylinders when she responded to my concerns:


“Oh, honey, it’s okay if you’re gay.”


It was 1980. I was nine to eleven years old. I wasn’t clear what being gay meant. But I assumed it was worse than being a matri-sporicidal debreasting pedo-maniacal pervert. She sounded a little freaked out, but it could have been the dehydration caused by her abuse of sugar-free chocolate Alba shakes.


“It’s okay. Go back to bed,” she said.


I went back to bed. And because I was the crier of my family, I cried. At first, I felt some lightness from finally having told someone about the oddball things I’d been thinking—thoughts I coded in my red plaid quilted diary under “The Fears.” At least I had tried. Then I cried in a way that I have done many times since, filled with self-pity and yearning for unconsciousness. I thought that I must be an unfathomable outlier (as we all thought we were prior to the internet). I probably shouldn’t tell anyone else about these fearful thoughts again if I wanted to continue being invited to be a member of society. And I didn’t tell anyone. Until I was thirty-five. And now again, at fifty-two, in this book!




DO YOU HAVE OCD? Questionnaire by Maria B.
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