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To Mom and Dad:


Thanks for fucking me up just the right amount.
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HEY, MILLENNIALS! YOU NEVER thought for one second that this world wasn’t meant for you to use, to exhaust, to squeeze the juices out of, did you? Your whole life you’ve been given the privilege to fuck up, to phone in the most important moments, to sleepwalk your way to your college diploma, and throw love away like a crumpled gum wrapper. Everyone is responsible for your vague anxieties, relationship ADD, lack of direction, and crippling fear of intimacy. Everyone is responsible for you but you. So take a bow and give thanks to everything that has made our generation possible. Give thanks to the Internet, texting, Skype, Snapchat, Vine, Instagram, Grindr, and Tinder for making face-to-face communication obsolete and terrifying. Give thanks to the loneliness that radiates from a bright computer screen and the sour surprise that comes from having hundreds of Facebook friends and not a single person to go to dinner with. Give thanks to your parents, who wanted to give you more, more, more. They showered you with affirmations and praise since their own parents never did it for them. Being a baby boomer meant that when they fell and scraped their knees, they found the Band-Aids on their own. It meant that they could disappear with their friends for hours without having to check in with dear old Mom. If our parents present their love to us in HD, our parents’ parents decided to go in a more lo-fi direction.


Some people believe that part of being a parent is being able to give their child what they never had, and if that’s the case, this is what the baby boomers must’ve lacked: Parents who acted as a pair of helicopters, hovering over their children every second of every day. Parents who poked, prodded, and engaged in the careful use of “I” statements when upset. Parents who not only bought Neosporin for you but practically lathered you in it from head to toe. The definition of what it means to be a good mom or dad has changed, and now we’re all paying a special price for it one way or the other. By trying to shield their children from the messiness of life, our parents have created a generation that is bound to step in all of the dog shit.


Even if your parents took a more hands-off approach to raising you, you still could find other ways to be acknowledged. Ever since you signed up for that free trial of AOL with a dial-up modem in elementary school, you’ve been encouraged to share every brain fart, every hangover, every boring Saturday afternoon, so you do it! You share! Your latest tweet / status update, “Beautiful weather today. Going to eat a tuna sandwich. YUM,” received six “likes” from borderline strangers, which means that people really do want to know what you’re thinking all the time. They might not know it consciously but deep down they crave it. It’s like a drug. HIT ME. HIT ME WITH YOUR COMMENTARY ABOUT THE WEATHER AND LOVE FOR TUNA SANDWICHES, PLEASE. I NEED IT.


You’re special because whenever you date someone, you get to list yourself as “in a relationship” on Facebook. Showing your friends and acquaintances that you’ve finished first in the rat race for love is like giving yourself a virtual hand job, and every time a frenemy stalks your page and sees that you’re taken, a little bit of your cum gets in their eye.


You’re special because you have so many awards. You participated in a slew of extracurricular activities, and after each one came to an end, you were bestowed a meaningless superlative like “Most Spirited” or “Best Sense of Humor on the Kickball Team.” Everyone got an award—it was the original version of No Child Left Behind—but yours held a greater weight than all the others. Afterward, you’d run home and place your new award next to your kindergarten diploma and a trophy you received for having the best ant farm in the second grade and then just sit back and smile, knowing that you were on the right track to success. Because the person who wins “Best Sense of Humor on the Kickball Team” doesn’t become a fuckup. No, sir! They become astronauts, politicians, or, at the very least, a manager of a Sport Chalet. This was a sign that you were destined to do big things. Think about it. If you aren’t going to be successful, who the hell is?


You’re special because you have a blog. You’re special because your father used to carry you to bed whenever you fell asleep on long car rides. You’re special because your ex once made you a mixtape. You’re special because you saw an Olsen twin at a concert once and she told you she liked your shoes. You’re special because you get five OkCupid messages a day. You’re special because an overweight balding man took your picture at a party and put it on his website. You’re special because 212 people are following you on Twitter and you’re only following 126. You’re special because you did really well on the SATs and one of your teachers called you precocious. You’re special because you grew up believing you could do anything you wanted and couldn’t imagine thinking any other way. You’re special because there are TV shows about you and your friends and because the New York Times won’t stop publishing essays about twentysomethings. You’re special because everyone is paying attention to your generation, wondering what kind of mark you’ll make, and you like feeling noticed.


I know why you’re special: because I’m special, too. In fact, if you looked up Millennial in the Urban Dictionary, you’d probably see a heavily filtered selfie of me. I’ve dipped my fingers in every cliché twentysomething pot imaginable. Helicopter parents who are obsessed with my every move? Check. A constant need for validation on the Internet? Check. An on-trend addiction to prescription pills? Sadly, check. I dated all the rotten boys, took all the internships that led to nowhere, drank all the wine, and swallowed all the drugs. I treated my life like it was a grand experiment, and then I had the audacity to be surprised when everything blew up in my face. Pretty dumb, right? Well, that’s probably because, on top of being a typical young psycho, I’m retarded. No, really. I am. I was born with mild cerebral palsy (or, as I like to call it, cerebral lolzy), which means I walk with a limp and have little sprinklings of brain damage. So I’m not only special in the delicate snowflake kind of way, I’m also “riding the short bus” special! But despite my disability, I really am just like you. I’m someone who’s trying to stop binging on poisonous penis and pad Thai delivery and learn how to actually, you know, love myself. It’s not easy! Millennials have been told repeatedly that we’re a giant failure of a generation and, unsurprisingly, many of us have started to believe it. But if you look back on history, you’ll notice that every generation has been scrutinized and stereotyped—paging slacker Generation X and Reality Bites—so try not to sweat the criticism! Tell your insecurities to GTFO and just accept that our legacy might be a little un-chic. Once you do that, you can stop worrying about being the person the world expects you to be and start figuring out who it is you actually are. It may seem like an overwhelming journey, but I’ll be right there with you. And if sharing any of my mistakes makes you feel less insane and alone, then I guess I don’t regret anything I’ve done. Actually, that’s not true. I regret running into oncoming traffic and getting hit by a car. But more on that later.
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IN ORDER TO UNDERSTAND why you are the way you are, you must go back to the beginning and take a long, hard look at your family.


This is my family. This is where I come from.


My older sister, Allison (who, in her early twenties, renamed herself “Allisun,” because you can do those kinds of things now and no one will even bat an eyelash), is a free-spirited vegan who is part of a small community of Hula-Hoopers in Brooklyn. (They call themselves “Hoopers,” and they perform dances at Burning Man–like festivals. Some of them actually Hula-Hoop for a living.) “There’s nothing cooler than being a Hooper,” my sister told me one night while Hula-Hooping for me in her bedroom. She was using a hoop that had LED lights and retails for $360. “We’re taking over!”


Although our five-year age gap prevented us from spending too much time together growing up, I do recall her being a part of some milestones in my life—the most important of which being the very first time my father learned that I might be gay. I was fourteen years old and still very much in the closet, but after my sister spent a semester at a liberal arts college, she came home one morning for Christmas break, took one look at me, and said, “You know you’re gay, right?”


“No, I’m not!” I screamed at her, cleaning the dust off my Billie Holiday record and carefully putting it back in its case.


“It’s okay, Ryan! Just be yourself!”


“Um, hello? I am myself. I don’t think it’s humanly possible to be anyone but me.”


My father then walked into the room, rubbing the sleep from his eyes, and asked us what the hell was going on.


“Nothing, Dad.”


“I’m telling Ryan that it’s okay to be gay.”


“Ryan’s gay?” His face turned ghost white. Visions of his youngest son vogueing to Madonna and having anal sex danced in his head.


“No, I’m not. I promise!”


“Would it mean anything if he was?” my sister huffed. “I mean, I’m bisexual.”


“You’re what?”


“Yep.” She smiled defiantly. “I have a girlfriend named Sky.”


“Wait a second; I thought you had a boyfriend named John.”


“I do. It’s called being in a polyamorous relationship, Dad. Haven’t you heard of it?”


“Oh Jesus. What is this bullshit? I’m going back to bed.”


My father is a giant liberal teddy bear, but it’s obvious that he comes from a very different generation than ours. When he decided to have kids, I don’t think he even considered the possibility of having a bisexual polyamorous daughter and a gay son with a disability. We are modern as fuck.


My older brother, Sean, is also a textbook Millennial, but instead of changing his name and dating five people at the same time, he decided to take advantage of the invention of the Internet by making a porn website. When he was nineteen years old, Sean was broke and lived in a dilapidated apartment in Skid Row, a less than desirable part of LA, with limited career options. Then, in a moment of sheer desperation, he started a website that catered to his strengths, which happen to be finding the most disgusting pornos on the Web and editing them into disturbingly funny viral videos. His website is like Funny or Die but with homeless people fornicating in motel rooms set to a Björk song. It’s absolutely disgusting, but in four years, he’s managed to become a twentysomething millionaire. Welcome to America, babe!


And then, of course, there’s me—the baby of the family and the most Millennial of them all. In the last few years, I’ve managed to make a career out of writing about being a hot mess, which is great but also not so great because I really would like to be stable at some point. Here I am, a person in my late twenties, and sometimes it feels like I’m so far from having my shit together. And I mean that literally. I do not even have my own feces together.


Allow me to explain. Recently, my mom, sister, and I decided to go to Montreal so we could eat bagels and create new painful memories together. I love going on vacation, even when it’s with my family. The only downside is that I get severely constipated. When I was in the fifth grade, my brother and I went on a school camping trip to Big Basin for five days, and by the end of it, I hadn’t taken a single shit. When we got home, my brother and I raced to the bathroom, and after we both finished doing our business, my brother looked at me and went, “Jesus. You didn’t poop the entire time, either?”


Nothing’s changed since then. It took three days and one unsavory experience of eating the disgusting Canadian delicacy poutine for my body to finally be like, “Okay, I feel safe enough to go number two now. Let’s go!” As I raced to our rented apartment three blocks away from the restaurant, my mom and sister trailed behind me, stopping to take pictures of things white people like to immortalize on vacation, like street art, trees, and sidewalks. I was in the throes of pooping by the time they got back, and instead of leaving me to it, my mom knocked on the bathroom door.


“Ryan, are you okay?”


“I’m fine,” I replied, my voice strained. “Be out in a minute.”


That was a lie. The second I heard this poop smack the toilet water, I knew I was in deep shit. I got up and took a long breath before looking at my creation. It was huge. There was no chance in hell this sucker was going to make it down on its own, but against my better judgment, I decided to flush it anyway. You know when a poop is so big it doesn’t even move? That’s what this one did. It stayed exactly where it was, practically giving me the middle finger. Panicked, I muttered under my breath, “Holy fuck.”


“What’s going on in there?” my mom yelled through the door.


“Nothing, Mom. Just go away!”


“I’m coming in!” I scrambled to put my pants back on. When she entered the bathroom, she plugged her nose and screamed at me, “WHAT IN THE HELL DID YOU DO?”


“I clogged the toilet, but it’s fine! I’ll just use the plunger.”


I looked. There was no plunger.


“Uh-oh.”


My mom let out an exasperated sigh and made her way over to the toilet. She then took one look at the damage and said in all seriousness, “Honey, I didn’t even know it was possible to have a poop that big.” Part of me was flattered because it sounded like a compliment.


A few moments passed before my mom snapped into problem-solving mode and found some gloves underneath the sink.


“What are you doing?”


“There’s no way that’s going to go down. I need to take parts of your poop and put it in a trash bag.”


“WHAT?” I exclaimed. “No, Mom—please don’t do this. There must be an easier way.”


“There isn’t!”


“Well, at least let me do it!”


“No; now move over!”


There’s really no way to accurately explain how it feels as a twenty-six-year-old when you see your mother grab pieces of your poop and put it in a trash bag. Look, I am realistic about my goals as a human being. I know that growth doesn’t happen overnight and that everyone’s definition of what it means to be an adult is different. But by now I really thought my mom would have nothing to do with my poop. After all those years of providing shelter and cooking and caring for me, the least I could do for her is take care of my own literal shit.


But I can’t do that. I can’t do anything. My mom and dad raised three children, each one more special than the last, and this is what they’ve ended up with: a rich pornographer, a polyamorous Hula-Hooper, and a constipated mess. And although my family feels unique, I know we’re not. In fact, I would put money on it and say that most of your parents would scoop up your shit out of a toilet if they had to. That’s just the way things work now. This is what happens when you’re a part of a generation that’s raised by parents who don’t want you to ever know struggle: you get a bunch of people in their twenties who never bothered to figure out how to live.
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Most people my age were born under joyous circumstances: surrounded by family in the delivery room, someone gleefully capturing the birth with a video camera while everyone else crowds around the elated mother as she greets this blob of flesh for the first time. My birth, on the other hand, was an American Horror Story. The second I came out of my mother’s vagina, I was blue and my brain was dying from lack of oxygen. The doctors told my parents that they had no way to predict the extent of my mental and physical impairments. There was no celebratory cake, no tender kisses—just pure “what the fuck just happened to our lives?” panic.


For the first few years, my parents lived in constant agony, not knowing if I was going to end up a total vegetable, let alone what other problems I was going to have. I didn’t start walking until I was almost four years old, but apparently I’ve always been verbal. “You’d talk to anyone,” my mom tells me. “You wouldn’t shut up. It was hard to find it annoying, though, because it meant that your brain was actually working!” Gee, if you think about it, cerebral palsy is an ironclad defense for being a pest. “Mom and Dad, you need to put up with me because I could’ve been the human equivalent of a blank page!”


I wish I could say I was an easygoing, disabled butterfly who understood all the hardships my parents faced in raising a child with cerebral palsy, but I wasn’t. In fact, I tortured them. They just made it so easy for me—especially my mom. “Ryan, let me wipe your face. Ryan, let me tie your shoes. Ryan, let me climb into your lungs and breathe for you because the thought of you having to do anything at all brings me such great pain.” My entire generation was put under the care of a bunch of adults who would gladly frame their child’s first solid bowel movement and shower them with accolades any time they didn’t scream “FUCK YOU!” in their faces, so obviously the natural inclination was doubled when my mom gave birth to a kid who actually needed her permanent attention. I was fucked! She was fucked! My two siblings, who had been the king and queen of the castle until my high-maintenance ass showed up, were fucked!


Fearing that my mother and I were going to turn into a modern version of Grey Gardens, my father took it upon himself to become the anti–helicopter parent. With my mom, I always found a way out of doing something I didn’t want to do, but my dad’s bullshit detector was indestructible. He was immune to my manipulation and made sure I couldn’t get away with anything, no matter how hard I protested or made my limp more pronounced. But whenever my dad laid down the law, my mother would try to lift it immediately. Take chores, for example. I’m pretty spastic, so sometimes when I would do something like use a broom at seven years old, I’d make an even bigger mess than there was to begin with. Instead of letting me just give up on it like everyone else would, my father would make sure I learned how to do it right—that is, until my mother would come waltzing in.


“What is this, Dennis?” my mom would bark, her face melting into a pool of sympathy as she saw me hopelessly trying to clean up something I had spilled on the floor.


“I’m teaching him how to use a broom, Karen!” my father would yell back. “He doesn’t know how. Can you believe it?”


“Mommy,” I would whimper, “I can’t do it. It’s too hard, and Dad won’t let me go until it’s finished.”


“Did you hear that, Dennis? He can’t do it! Now stop making him feel bad and let him go!”


“Yes, he can. He can’t just walk away from everything without trying,” he’d yell. “Ryan, focus on the broom!”


“Ryan, come to me!” she’d beckon, her arms outstretched. I’d move toward her.


“Don’t even think about it, mister! Get back here right now.”


“Don’t listen to Daddy. Come to me!”


Sometimes my father would win and successfully force me to finish the chore. Sometimes he’d lose. No matter the outcome, though, my parents would end up furious at each other. Would you be surprised if I told you they filed for divorce when I was eight? No, of course you wouldn’t, because everyone’s parents are divorced now. Save for the occasional memory of my parents fighting over me, I don’t even really remember mine being together. All I know is our family was in trouble before they’d split—we’d filed for bankruptcy and our house was in foreclosure. It was a place we were never able to afford, nestled in the hills of suburbia with a deck in the backyard that overlooked a sprawling barranca. We moved there because my sister was getting teased in our old neighborhood and my parents wanted to live somewhere she could make friends. It may seem like an extreme reaction to bullying, but this is a normal thing to do now. A child gets teased by her neighbor, so her parents sell the house and move into one they can’t pay for. Duh.


I love my mom and dad, though. So much. My mom, in particular, was just born to be a mom. She’s that good. Even though I’ve been financially independent from my parents for years, my mom and I share a bank account so she can write my checks and make sure my bills get paid on time. She also handles my taxes and deals with any issues I have with my health insurance. I tell myself that I let her do these things because it makes her feel needed, but I’m also just a spoiled brat who’s used to having things done for him. And you’d think with all this codependency I would be calling my mom 24/7, but I’m not. In fact, when we do talk, the conversation usually goes something like this:


“Hi, honey,” my mom coos into the phone. “What are you doing?”


“Nothing,” I say curtly. “Actually, I’m, uh, really busy. What’s up?”


“Oh, just doing some housework. So today I was at the post office and this annoying woman was in front of me with a package, and you wouldn’t believe—”


“Mom, I have to go. Sorry.”


“What? Why?”


“I’m swamped with work,” I tell her. I’m actually Googling pictures of Kirsten Dunst and Jake Gyllenhaal from when they were a couple in the early 2000s.


“You can’t even talk to me for a second?”


“Uh, no.”


Then she starts to sound sad and then I get annoyed that she’s sad and the conversation ends on a sour note. Then the strangest thing happens. I become racked with guilt and immediately want to call her back to say, “Oh my God, Mom. I love you so much. I’m sorry for that last conversation. Please finish your story about the woman in the post office. I must know how it ends!”


How does one go from feeling complete annoyance to overwhelming obsession in the click of a dial tone? A lot of my friends also have the same kind of contradictory relationship with their parents. We’re obsessed and can’t live without them. We’re so happy that we have perspective now and can apologize for how badly we treated them when we were teenagers. But, oh my God, they’re calling me and I just can’t deal with hearing their voice right now. I really was just looking forward to having an easy day with no drama, you know? Love them so much, though. I hope they still keep calling me so I can ignore it and feel loved! My mother is my lifeline and I love her a scary amount, but sometimes when I talk to her, I can’t help but feel like it’s going at the pace of a Sofia Coppola movie.


Ironically, my father—the one who always held back from me when I was younger—is now my best friend. We go on vacations together. We hold hands when we walk down the street. In fact, I call him more than he calls me. So the moral of the parenting story seems to be that if you create a distance with your child, they’ll grow up wanting your approval and become enamored with you. However, if you do everything for them and love them more than anyone else possibly could, they’re going to ignore your phone calls. WTF?
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Shortly before my parents announced that they were getting divorced, they combined forces one last time to drop a bombshell on me.


“Ryan, you need to have surgery. Major surgery.”


“What do you mean?” I screamed at them. “Am I going to die?”


“No, honey,” my mom said. “You aren’t going to die.”


“Well, Karen, it is an intense operation . . .”


“Dennis, stop!” My mom turned to me. “You need to have an Achilles tendon–lengthening surgery.”


“And a femoral derotational osteotomy.”


“What does that mean?”


“It means you’re going to have to be in a wheelchair for three months, sweetie.”


“Three months in a wheelchair? I can’t!”


“Honey, you have no choice,” my mom said. “I’m sorry.”


“Oh, also kiddo, you’re going to have to be in a full-body cast for two weeks,” my father said.


Oh my God. This is the secret life of the mildly disabled child. We play in the sandbox, we have friends at school, and then we tell everyone, “BRB. Gotta go be in a full-body cast for a bit. Have a great summer!” I hated it. When you’re older, you actively look for ways to stand out. If I got into a body cast today for two weeks, I would just laugh, take ten thousand pictures of it on Instagram, and watch the “likes” rack up. But when you’re seven years old, the differences are your undoing. We’re conditioned to ignore the things that make us ourselves and want nothing more than to disappear into a sea of bland and trendy clothing labels.


My time in a full-body cast was spent in my bedroom with the blinds drawn and channeling Jimmy Stewart in Rear Window, but I still had to go back to school in a wheelchair. Luckily, my parents had spent every last dime of their money on enrolling me in a small Episcopalian school where the average class size was fifteen, just so I could have closer relationships with my peers and minimize the risk of dealing with assholes. I went to St. Paul’s in Ventura, California, from preschool to eighth grade and grew up with my classmates. We became a tight dysfunctional family, and even though we were occasionally rude to one another, no one made fun of me for my disability. Well, except this one time a girl ridiculed me for drooling on her during art class, but her own sister had cerebral palsy, so her taunts must’ve been coming from a place of dark insecurity, right?


Still, I dreaded going back to school in a wheelchair. I had no problem with being the special retarded son at home, but at St. Paul’s, I wanted to be like everybody else. I had spent so much of my time making sure that my life with cerebral palsy didn’t bleed into my life at school. Miraculously it worked! If I made people laugh, I could distract them from the fact that I was wearing leg braces and ran like Forrest Gump. But after school, I was confronted with the reality of my body’s limitations. Physical therapy, endless doctor appointments, painful stretches when I got home—these were things I wanted to keep hidden from my friends, because once they knew all of the weird daily routines I had to go through, I was worried they would actually pity me. Pity doesn’t buy friendship. Pity gets you uninvited to every birthday party past the fifth grade.


On the first day of school, I came squeaking up the wheelchair ramp the school had installed just for me and realized pretty quickly that most seven-year-olds are obsessed with things they don’t understand. They treated my wheelchair like it was a foreign spaceship and fought over who got to push me to recess. When we got to the playground, they spun me around in circles and popped wheelies. I was delighted by all the attention because it meant my friends still liked me! They really, really liked me! When I finally got out of the wheelchair, a classmate assumed the role of a physical therapist and helped me relearn how to walk on the playground. The goal was to be able to reach the wall at the end of the playground without using my walker, and I actually did it! I made it to the wall, and everyone in my class—all fifteen of them—started clapping and cheering for me. Isn’t that such a touching scene? Being nice as a kid is no easy feat. Their brains haven’t fully developed yet, so they say all kinds of fucked-up shit to you like, “Why are you fat? Why is your face weird? Why are you so annoying?” My classmates at St. Paul’s deserve medals for not behaving like little monsters toward me.


For high school, I went to a brand-new magnet school called Foothill Tech that might as well have been called Special Snowflake High. It was a place specifically designed for nerds and people with lots of feelings. The administration banned sports, choosing instead to highlight academic achievements, which meant that instead of going to a pep rally to root for an upcoming sports game, we had events called Renaissance Rallies where we gave awards to people on the honor roll. The students were smart. Sure, most of them had severe cystic acne, were socially inept, and suffered from involuntary erections during AP Calculus, but they were popular misfits—the antibully, if you will. When I started high school, I was a closeted gay guy with a limp who wore different-colored pairs of shoes. Anywhere else, I would’ve had a bull’s-eye attached to my forehead, but at Foothill Tech I was just another freak. In fact, I was better than a freak. I was cool. No one was going to fuck with me. In the history of my four years at Foothill Tech, there was only one recorded fight on campus, and it was over a zip disc.
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