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PRAISE FOR Cancer Moon


“Tico has put her heart and soul into crafting a delightful and thought-provoking memoir, filled with candid and humorous storytelling . . . a refreshing perspective on the challenges and triumphs of young adulthood in a strong voice with a clear attitude. The structure, organized by the cycles of the moon, added an intriguing layer of symbolism and resonance to Tico’s narrative, mirroring the ebb and flow of life’s experiences. Cancer Moon is sure to leave readers feeling inspired and empowered to embrace their own journey with humor, self-compassion, and authenticity.”


—Reader’s Favorite, Five Stars


“Jenna Tico has a way with words! From page one, I was pulled into the river of her words and swept along with the current of her captivating storytelling. What a fabulous piece of work!”


—Britta Bushnell, PhD author of Transformed by Birth


“Fun, witty, hilarious and refreshing! Jenna Tico has a way of transforming seemingly everyday events in extraordinary and insightful ways. Cancer Moon is a diverting, surefire cure for boredom and a welcome balm for the ridiculous, embarrassing and completely absurd moments in life.”


—Qin Sun Stubis, author of award-winning historical memoir Once Our Lives: Life, Death, and Love in the Middle Kingdom


“Jenna Tico’s book perfectly captures the humiliating, exhilarating, and painful experience of surviving your twenties. Her writing is relatable, poetic, nuanced . . . if you’ve been twenty, if you’re going to be twenty, if you never want to remember being twenty, this book is for you.”


—Zoë Schiffer, author of Extremely Hardcore: Inside Elon Musk’s Twitter


“In contrast to many women’s memoirs reflecting on life experiences, Cancer Moon offers a supercharged atmosphere with its engrossing foray into action, reaction, and transformation. Sexual explorations, attitudes and ironies, and especially candid, revealing insights about relationships and personal growth permeate an evolutionary story filled with vivid encounters with all kinds of people.”


—D. Donovan, senior reviewer, Midwest Book Review


“In Cancer Moon, we get an up-close-and-personal glimpse into Tico’s life. She astutely alternates between first- and second-person dialogue with keen observational skills and a self-deprecating sense of humor.”


—Diana Raab, PhD, author of Hummingbird: Messages from My Ancestors and Writing for Bliss


“This unique cocktail of memoir, self-help, and essays offers a captivating and bitingly comic journey through a California coming-of-age . . . Her crack comic timing and eye for the killer detail never come at the expense of hard-won wisdom . . . Tico’s form is bold, as Cancer Moon mixes straight-ahead memoir with pages of intimate blank verse that dig deep into ideas and feelings . . . Rousing, bold, funny story of growing into one’s power.”


—BookLife Review, Editor’s Pick


“An astute cultural observer, Jenna Tico makes the deeply personal universal. With a distinctive, lapel-grabbing voice all her own and just-right details, she takes you on a ride of memoir.”


—Andrea Jarrell, author of I’m the One Who Got Away


“In Cancer Moon, Jenna Tico offers a vulnerable yet cheeky portrayal of the tumultuous twenties, marked by escapades and chaotic relationships. Tico’s compelling prose pulls you into a whirlwind of emotions, breaking your heart only to mend it anew with each chapter. Whether it’s with laughter or reflection, Cancer Moon will resonate deeply with anyone who’s ever navigated the unpredictable waters of young adulthood.”


—Ginelle Testa, author of Make a Home Out of You


“The Moon in its astrological home of Cancer feels emotion more deeply, searching for balance, security, comfort, and relationship. Emotions can linger long after the events that caused them. Jenna Tico recounts life experiences in her twenties that will make any reader feel and reflect on events in their own life that evoked similar emotions.”


—Alicia Blando, MD, author of Open For Interpretation: A Doctor’s Journey Into Astrology
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For the ones who feel it all.









Born with the moon in Cancer, give her a name she will answer to.


—Joni Mitchell


Through dangers untold and hardships unnumbered, I have fought my way here . . . to take back the child you have stolen, for my will is as strong as yours and my kingdom as great. You have no power over me!


—Jennifer Connelly, Labyrinth (1986)


Jenna, you’re a lot of car.


—Isabel Nelson, senior year of high school













INTRODUCTION





Come Sit in the Palm of My Hand


And take a rest for a while. It’s been a long life getting here, which I know, because I am here too. Take a beat. Try and relax. Or don’t try, and see what happens.


Don’t get too caught up in what any of this means, or whether I’ve exaggerated, or if I’ve changed the names of those involved. Because I have and also haven’t. I don’t know if this is poetry or prose, in the same way I don’t know if I’m old or young. Do you?


Life is nuanced, truly, and stranger than anything I could invent here in these pages, so I haven’t bothered. Instead, I’ve tried to be kind; to myself, mostly, and to the memories committed here to word. What follows represents the years of my life between twenty and thirty. I was on my way to becoming a partner, a mother, and a decent human being, with something resembling self-esteem, but not at all there yet. People (who are these people? I’d like to meet them, and maybe accidentally-on-purpose spill hot coffee on their shoes) often describe the twenties as the “best years of your life,” but I found them to be a bit like doing a cartwheel on top of a moving vehicle, while also trying to suck in my stomach and wondering if it’s too late to take Plan B. I also spent most of that decade being told I was too much, or pining after stunted unavailable men, or trying not to cry on public transportation, when it even existed. I live in Southern California, so I more often tried not to cry while riding a borrowed bicycle or coasting my 1,000-year-old Toyota Camry down a hill on $5 worth of gas.


For me, the twenties represented phases of the moon: the only constant being change and the amount of light visible. At the start, I waned—shrinking away from the person I’d constructed to survive childhood and launching straight into an ego death, or whatever you want to call the time when we feel the compulsive need to cut our own bangs and bang people who make us feel shitty about ourselves.1 After that ran its course, I went fully dark—at least to the naked eye—in the shadow of partners who had not tackled their pain and, in my survival, became new. Then I grew: and I don’t want to give anything away, but a big part of that growth had to do with finally being cool with the women in my genetic line. I stopped blaming others, and claimed my life. Before long (but what felt like a gazillion years) I was full: of joy, reflection, sometimes crap, sometimes myself, and then eventually another whole human being. That human being is almost in preschool now, and we are both very sleepy. (Okay, mostly me.)


I have always been one with big feelings. In 2000, I was the only one in the whole fifth-grade class who voted for Ralph Nader in the mock Presidential election, simply because I intuitively felt he needed more love.2 As a teen, I invited my friend Nate to the King of Hearts dance, a Sadie Hawkins-esque experiment interesting in principle but utterly stupid in implementation (much like high school). I made this choice despite my better judgment and despite the quite obvious fact Nate loved my friend, Elena. But wait—he listened to Death Cab for Cutie! Once, while reading a vulnerable poem in front of my English class, I watched as a solitary tear slipped from his eye and tracked down his cheek. Soulmates!!! After the dance, and after watching pathetically on as Nate and Elena danced to “Get Low” for three hours straight, I was wracked with angst, if not surprise. While sitting on the steps, my best friend, Isabel—already an anthropologist of my moods—placed her arm around my shoulders.


“Why?” I asked her, a solitary tear slipping from my eye. “Is there something wrong with me?”


She paused, before finally answering. “There’s nothing wrong with you. He just can’t handle you. Jenna . . . you’re a lot of car.”


It took approximately fifteen years, many more tears, and many more moons to recognize that Isabel had given me the best compliment of my life.


I’ve always been a lot of car. Astrologically speaking, I’m a Cancer moon, and only just realized not everyone ugly cries at the opening notes of The Lion King. I spent much of my early adulthood trying (in vain) to hide my sensitivity, which resulted in bubbling up and mass explosion all over whomever happened to meet me in the 2010s. I could say I regret nothing, and that is probably true. But, I also know more now and have more love for the squishy parts of myself living under the rock. They are important, too.


Making sense of my experience in retrospect—usually late in the night—was an essential part of the treacherous and beautiful terrain of growing up; of falling in love and getting ghosted, sometimes in the same day; of finally saying NO to men who kissed me in the dark but “oopsie, have a girlfriend!”; of pulling above the waterline of emotionally abusive relationships and ultimately meeting my life’s true partner, who is now my husband. He looks good in almost EVERY SHADE OF YELLOW, which doesn’t make sense, and is almost impossible to freak out (believe me, I’ve tried). And that kid I mentioned, who is almost in preschool—we made him together. Pretty cool, right?


Life is nuanced. I collected these pieces, many written in my early twenties, and decided not to fuck with them too much. I accept them as they are, not for what I wish they were. I kept many in the present tense, because the woman who wrote each one is still alive within me—and she is a gift. Even when I no longer agree with what she has to say, the woman who believed she had to keep an eyelash curler in the pocket of her pajamas (for the morning after, obvs) is as real as the one who sits here now, barely willing to use a hairbrush.


I remember her.


Anything more current I’ve managed to get out by freeing myself from the tragic myth of perfectionism, by engineering an escape hatch from the Desire to Sound Important™ and bribing myself with Oreos at odd hours of the day. Recently, I also had to subject my toddler to 10,000 hours of Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood so that I could hide in the closet and proofread. I also had to admit, at thirty-two, it is probably too late for me to become a child prodigy. What a fucking relief.


It might be too late for you, too, and that’s okay. It’s not too late for any of us, though, when it comes to making art out of what we have learned. You are exactly on time to your life. I am happy you are here. It makes sense and also not at all.


Take a rest. I believe the best years of our lives are the ones still ahead or perhaps (squee!) right where we are—having learned enough about ourselves to laugh at the fallout, to wear comfortable shoes, and stop sending questionable texts after 11:00 p.m.


It is so, so vulnerable to love this much. Loving takes a lot of courage.


Courage requires a lot of rest.


You’re doing it.


Keep going.







	1. Maybe you never did that? If so, good for you. No, seriously. Do a TED talk.



	2. This inspired a kid named Max to harass me for the remainder of the year, saying “Jenna! Nader ONE” while holding up a solitary index finger and laughing maniacally. Naturally, I pledged to marry him.



















PART I:

Waning


















Cabo is the New Cabo







THURSDAY


I’m sitting on the toilet in a stranger’s house, surrounded by bottles of corroded nail polish, and wondering if it’s too late to say I’m allergic to boats. I snap a selfie, black leggings around my ankles, and send the photo to my boyfriend: “If I die on this trip, remember me like this. And take care of the cat.”


I get up, smoothing a panty liner into king-sized underpants, and lather my hands with TJ Maxx soap. Somewhere, a tiny part of me remembers: I CHOSE to be here. I even squirreled away twenty-dollar bills into an envelope marked “healthy risks!!” like a delusional vision board junkie; just waiting to use that hard-earned cash to be miserable in a bathroom on the way to be miserable on a houseboat in Lake Havasu, Arizona. In case you haven’t tried before, Google searching “Lake Havasu” brings up a series of photos featuring the cast of Deliverance in ill-fitting bikinis; as the cursor blinks, “Lake+Havasu+Nipple+Tassels” auto fills as the next logical thing to type. Which I did not need my computer to store. Its already doomed algorithm now consists of Lake Havasu, WebMD (“Tiny mark on forehead skin cancer or pimple”; “How old is too old to get pimples”; “Can you die from a UTI”) and vacation rentals in Crete—for my vision board, obviously. I may be delusional, but I’m not stupid.


I emerge into the kitchen to find a wilting, three-foot, inflatable penis adorning the counter, propped lovingly amongst a pile of dilapidated pornographic playing cards. Through the creased images, I can make out a smattering of boners—all shades, from milky white to caramel colored! DIVERSITY!—attached to hairless man-boys who lean awkwardly against fences and piles of hay; who sometimes sprawl on blankets that should have borne a picnic, as if to say, Hey girl, I just happened to be here. Oh what, this erection? I haven’t seen that thing since the last time I masturbated under a pile of old t-shirts. But since it’s here. . . .


Above the boners, a string of crooked letters reads “LET’S GET NAUTI” over a dim spread of olive pizza and warm Prosecco. My stepsister’s voice breaks through the din of reggae music. “Wait—this is a nautical theme?” she shouts, clutching an alcoholic seltzer.


It is 3:30 p.m., and we are about to leave for a three-day bachelorette party. My stepsister, Kate, is thirty-five years old, with an intolerance for bullshit that has eliminated virtually all potential life partners until now. She has lived the past ten of her adult years in San Diego, slowly ascending from tequila brunches to Farmer’s Market Sundays; her now-fiancée, John, is a nurse. Vegetarian. Knows how to play poker and would probably brake for an opossum to cross the road. He asked her father for permission to marry Kate and works graveyard shifts when he needs to.


Kate and John kissed with tongue for the first time on Fourth of July five years ago, probably drinking American beer; and he is currently on his way over to deliver a cardboard box of whatever store-brand alcohol the Bachelorette Overlords have decided will get us drunk in the van, on our way to spend an entire weekend getting drunk on a lake.


John, a seasoned handler at this point, is fresh off of his own bachelor party, wherein he and four friends fled to the mountains and nibbled on psychedelic mushrooms for two days before returning home safely, with almost no one puking in the woods. Their mayhem was just enough to skirt the edge, but not too much. Never too much. Just enough to be different, maybe, than the ones who got strippers in Reno.


“Kate—DUH, yes,” squeals one of the blondes. Cassie. “I can’t believe you just asked that. You guys—I can’t believe she just asked that!”


Maybe you already know this? But as I found out, bachelorette parties are a thinly veiled excuse for the bride’s unmarried pals to micromanage their closest friends for one entire weekend while getting as hammered as possible. And yes, some people do it differently; but those people do NOT follow Cassie on Instagram, so who cares about them anyway?


Cassie has painstakingly organized each detail of Kate’s party, from the matching black bathing suits we all have to wear (“Because won’t it look SO CUTE if we’re all wearing black, and the bride is wearing white? You guys, won’t it? WON’T IT?”), to the tiny bags of plasticky swag waiting for us on the counter, fighting against the sagging pornography for the title of Most Depressing Thing Ever.


Two weeks prior, I had responded to the email about the BLACK BIKINIS, SO CUTE! with something along the lines of: “Great! I’ll be the one in the oversized onesie, showing nothing but the small oval of my face.” I waited, smug, for the branch of friendship—Aren’t we so ridiculous? Isn’t life so ridiculous?—to extend across cyberspace but was met instead with a lot of silence and several private responses of, “My friend has a black bikini. Want me to see if you can borrow it?” and “I hear they have super cheap ones at Target.”


The swag is chapstick, sunscreen, Advil. Heart-shaped sunglasses in Easter Egg colors. I open my bag, pop an apple-flavored Jolly Rancher into my mouth, and try to remember what Kate said as we ate what I now refer to as the Last Supper on our way to meet the rest of the girls. “They just don’t get your sense of humor,” she laughed, her dimples practically singing as she tapped her hands on the wheel. “It’ll get better.”


It doesn’t.


I want to drink something, anything, to fit in; but beer makes me gassy, and the seltzer smells like eggs. I pick up a red Solo cup. Water?


No. Vodka.


“Everyone look out, Rilo is here!” Cassie’s sister, Jules, is sitting in the corner. On a good day, Jules weighs one hundred pounds; today, she is probably ninety-five, just over five feet tall, and holding a bong that is easily six. Next to her, another friend—Lauren—balances a can of beer on the lip of her knee, maneuvering a breast pump with the other. She’d be over with the others, talking and smoking, but she needs to stay plugged into the wall.


“Oh—RILO!” she exclaims, greeting the woman who has just walked into the room. Rilo, graciously accepting a shot of something that might be Listerine, places a platter next to the now completely deflated boner.


“Behold—Kate’s brownie!” she presents, proudly.


Lifting the cover off, the gaggle lets out a collective shriek. The brownie is in the shape of yet another penis, crusted with chocolate frosting, looking somewhat diseased, and just waiting to be devoured.
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“Ok, so what I’m saying is that you don’t just have to go to Mexico to party. Where we’re going is—like—a party epicenter. I’m just saying—Lake Havasu is what’s up. Lake Havasu is the new Cabo.”


We’re two hours into a six-hour ride from San Diego to the town outside Lake Havasu, where we have rented four rooms in a Quality Inn that—from the website—looks like the site of at least several crystal-meth-related murders.


In the weeks leading up to the trip communication was impeccable; but now that we are actually inside the van, with an actual human being hitting the gas pedal (“THANK YOU, DANIELLE! OUR DESIGNATED DRIVER! WE LOVE YOU, DANIELLE!!”) and a dozen others crammed in, it is clear there is no one in charge. It is anarchy.


One woman sits in the middle, drinking Chardonnay straight from the bottle, trying to dredge up embarrassing memories of Kate. At least three are talking about breastfeeding, and the others are passing around a six pack of Smirnoff Ice, letting pistachio shells fall to the floor mats as they dig through their bags for cell phones, lipstick, gum.


We’ve already stopped twice; once for peeing on the side of the road and once for “pumping and dumping,” where the tipsy mothers of adorably Instagrammed newborns take a moment to commiserate about nipple chafing. The rest of us peruse a Casino convenience store for beer and two-for-one bags of Fritos. We get back in the car, some already needing to pee again, and resume our drive straight into the mouth of hell.


“Just think of the BEST memory you have of Kate,” slurs a voice from the back. I think to myself. The time our parents told us they were getting married, and I made myself cry, just because I knew I had their attention and I wanted them to know how terribly dramatic this all was.


Kate had been sitting in the corner, sucking on the tip of a bitten down nail, staring at me with that teenage slit-eye that is at once isolating and thrilling. The corners of her mouth twitched up into a smile, knowing, and I suddenly got it: sisters. A sister who once detailed the entire plot of Coyote Ugly from start to finish, even though I didn’t really know what sex was yet. Who taught by example what it meant to say “BUH-BYE” to an endless parade of Maybes; or any man who made her feel anything less than smart, capable, wanted. She is able to jump on the bed and sing any lyric from Destiny’s Child, and also a lifeguard who is able to rescue a flailing civilian from drowning in a pool. Strong. Beautiful. Both.


I look down at my phone. My boyfriend has finally texted me back: Brutal, he offers, like a man who has never had to watch someone pump breast milk in a Texaco. Hang in there! I love you. I feel the familiar coil of belonging shoot up through my stomach, yet pause on something colder, harder: Most of these women are married, I think. Why does that automatically mean that they’ve won?


“I’m thinking of the time we blacked out on the party bus and had to jump off the roof the next morning and almost died. Kate! Do you remember? And then we went and got mimosas.”


I stare out the window of the moving vehicle I now share with twelve of the most dangerous humans who have ever walked the earth. We finally arrive at the motel, settling into our respective rooms; my new roommate, who loves me with a fierce adoration that can only be produced by off-brand liquor, clutches at my arm with nails longer than her nose. “All I’m saying is she may be my sister-in-law . . .” thick, gravelly, Jersey accent, dramatic pause for emphasis, “but I wouldn’t spit on her if she was on fire.”


A knock at the door and Cassie arrives in a cloud of Tommy Girl perfume, wearing a shirt that could double as a piñata blindfold for a very small child. “Anyone wanna go out?”


It’s 12:30 a.m. in Arizona. The closest source of entertainment is a 7-11, and it’s four miles away. I locate my earplugs. The night is young.
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To prepare for the trip, I asked my friends point-blank: “Does anyone know of a book that makes you forget where you are the entire time you’re reading it?”


So on the second day of Bachelorette Bonanza, I emerge from the hotel room clutching an Irish detective novel—one wary eye open, like a squirrel skidding across a power line—and go into the hotel lobby, which also doubles as the dining room and entertainment center. Tiffany, my Jersey roommate, argues with the concierge/janitor/head chef/CEO about our room charges, and the rest of the crew—bedraggled, but wearing mascara—sit around a linoleum table, discussing true crime.


“All I’m saying is I’m surprised everyone in the ’70s wasn’t a serial killer.” Amanda looks up at the television, a dribble of low-fat milk escaping from her mouth. “It was just so easy. Ted Bundy was in the, like, triple digits or something.”


The rest of the crew nods in solemn, hung-over agreement. Cassie begins counting off heads like a deranged carpool mom and beckons for each of us to get into the van. We arrive at the dock nearly two hours, one winding road, and three sing-a-longs of “What’s Up” by 4 Non Blondes later; as we stream out of the car, a motley crew of bra adjustments and sunglass selfies, she gathers us close for the lowdown.


“So,” Cassie whispers. “The deal is, the boat technically is only supposed to host ten—and there are thirteen of us. So we have to keep things . . . on the down-low.”


“WHAT,” Rilo retorts, doubling a scrunchie around her cascade of black hair, drowning out the chatter of concern over available bathroom mirrors. “Are you telling me that some of us don’t have places to sleep?”


“You can sleep on the roof,” Cassie replies, eyeing two men sauntering across the parking lot to meet us. “It’ll be super beautiful, under the stars and shit.”


“I’ll sleep on the roof,” I volunteer, imagining the alternative as something akin to taking a red-eye flight with an infant. A drunk infant. “I don’t mind.”


“But didn’t you tell us not to bring blankets?” Annie speaks up from the back of the crowd, lowering her sunglasses to assess the lineup of houseboats bobbing like sad corks against the rock wall. “Because they would take up too much room in the van?”


“Well . . . yes,” Cassie replies, voice low. “But we’ll figure something out. Dana brought an air mattress. And I have a super-warm hoodie you can borrow.”


The concern over Mattress Gate is short-lived, as most people are still too hungover to process the concept of personal space, and the men—who have now identified themselves as our captains—have arrived. Now, I’m not a sailor. The one time I accompanied a friend to Catalina Island, I fell asleep on the deck and spent the rest of the week nursing a horrendous sunburn on my inner thigh. That said, I have a hard time believing any human would assess the two men in front of us and exclaim with conviction: “Yes! I trust these child-men with the precious cargo of my life and to operate heavy machinery upon a large body of water.”


The first man, just clearing five-foot-three, immediately identifies himself as a water-skier. One eye is glued shut in what could be leftover sleep granules, but could also be pink eye. The other, nearly his opposite in stature—over six feet tall, probably 140 pounds—has dirt-blond hair pulled into a greasy ponytail, looks very excited to graduate high school one day, and smells of rancid fast food. His wrinkled T-shirt spells out “I Heart Motorboating” in white block letters. I recall the morning’s conversation about serial killers and feel my stomach pang in a tragic combination of pity and terror.


Cassie addresses the group. “Shall we get onboard? And decide who is going to go to the store to get supplies?”


Fast forward about twenty-five minutes, after thirteen educated women attempt the near-impossible task of deciding on a grocery list. I watch as the elementary-school teacher in the bunch, now two Tecates deep, takes a show of hands for each preferred type of alcohol.


“I have four people for vodka, ten for beer, six for hard cider, and—Annie! Annie, you’ve raised your hand for every single one!”


“What?” Annie asks, tugging a curl in one hand. “I like variety.”


Meanwhile, the token attorney speaks up from the crowd. “Just get me six bottles of Chardonnay. If anyone else wants wine, get it separately.”


Thirty minutes later, I’m walking down the freezing-cold aisles of an Arizona grocery store. “Boxed pizza, ham slices, coffee, salsa . . .” Tiffany pushes the cart with one hand, using the other as an at-the-ready camera, should the perfect moment arise.


“I’m getting tequila,” Dana enters, clutching a bottle of expensive Añejo to her chest. “No one raised their hand for tequila. I’m going to sip it throughout the weekend.”


We nod in agreement and my cell phone buzzes. “Hello?” I answer, praying it is a good friend who found herself surprisingly close to Arizona. With a private jet.


“Hi!” Kate’s voice, rising against a background of cackling laughter and Kendrick Lamar. “Hey—while you’re at the store, can you also get Band-Aids?”


“Bitch, who is bleeding already?” Tiffany grabs the phone, jabbing at the speakerphone button.


“It’s no big deal. Cassie just cut her hand open, and it won’t stop bleeding. Speaking of bleeding—can you grab tampons?”


Several hundred dollars and approximately fifty plastic bags later, we are loading our kill into the back of the van. “It’s a good thing we are in Arizona,” Dana mutters, eyeing the pile of reusable bags we brought but failed to use. “They don’t care about the environment here.” I stare at the canvas bags stagnating in the trunk. Much like my hopes for the weekend; useful, but left behind. Neglected in favor of convenience.
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It’s worth noting that even on my best day, I am a hot-and-cold socializer. Some days I am the center of the circle: I will choose the song on the jukebox, this sequined shirt has never looked better, I have the funniest story, I will have another glass. Other days my tragic Irish-American streak takes over, and I’d rather go on a brooding walk uphill in the snow than speak to even one more human being.


In this moment, and most that followed, I planted myself firmly in the latter; bags of other people’s booze slung from each arm, uterus cramping, shoulders already an alarming shade of pink. Everyone already has someone to laugh with. Everyone already has an inside joke. Everyone seems to enjoy the sensation of picking too-small bathing suits out of their butt cracks, cracking open pissy beer, and arguing about Ariana Grande.


I, on the other hand, am more concerned with adjusting the crooked “Let’s Get Nauti” sign hanging—annoyingly askew—over the main window than I am with hearing another high-stakes update of Real Housewives. I pop a Dramamine, and my stomach churns in obligatory concern.


We begin unloading groceries. “Have a beer,” Cassie instructs, exploding the deli supplies onto the counter in a colorful pile of turkey flesh and iceberg lettuce. The women descend upon the wreckage in a way that can only be described as carnal, and I walk to the lip of the boat.


Over the course of the trip, I will come to realize I am the only one concerned with preparing food; later on, after the boat has crashed into our first destination with such violence my sunglasses fly off my face (“that’s NORMAL,” teenage-captain informs us, picking at a zit on his chin), I timidly broach the subject of dinner. We intended to use the barbecue that night; but the sun, delightfully and ominously pink, is slipping beneath the horizon. The bugs are starting to come out.


I walk over to shore, where Chardonnay Attorney—in nothing but a bikini—teeters along the rocky coast. “I’m gathering firewood,” she informs me, though neither one of us knows what for. In a flash, I imagine the entire coastline erupting in flame and think of how we will always be known as the ones who destroyed the New Cabo; I cry as I cling to my inflatable mattress, the one thing I’ve been promised, and hope my bleeding vagina doesn’t attract any freshwater sharks or evil spirits or whatever other horrific shit has chosen this lake as its obvious and permanent home.


The fantasy pops, and I step back onto the boat; much to my surprise and relief, I see that Jules has opened the grill. She has that look—the one that people get when they have achieved the perfect combination of marijuana and alcohol to eliminate normal movement—and holds half an onion in one hand. In the other, half a lemon. As I get closer, I see she is rubbing them—obsessively, slowly, like one might pet an elderly cat—onto the grill in order to clean it.


“Does that work?” I ask, watching intently as the lemon juice squirts into her cleavage, but the grill continues its astonishing resemblance to the underwater Titanic.


“Don’t worry,” she says. “My hubby is a chef.” He is a bartender.


She attempts a gloppy wink, and the other eye closes as well. I assume this will not only be the night I survive a great fire but also consume raw meat that has been briefly transformed by rusted, lemony metal.


In the space of thirty minutes, dinner is over. The women plunge into the piles of unevenly-cooked meat and Wonder Bread buns and occasionally ask important questions: Is this vegan? Did you get me the pickles I wanted? Do you want to do another shot?


Out of the chaos, Cassie emerges into the living room holding a cell phone in one hand and an Apple TV remote in the other. “Ladies,” she purrs, “it’s that point in the evening where we get to find out just how well the groom knows our bride.” Cackles, shouting ensues. Annie is still passed out on the pleather couch, where she has been since 3:00 p.m.


“Jules—cue the video!”


Kate, meanwhile—who is drunk enough to be shouting, but not too drunk to mistake what is happening for anything good—yells for our attention. “LADIES,” she asks, pulling a crocheted cover-up over her freckled shoulders. “Is this what I think it is?”


Oh, it is: the Lord of the Flies shit these women instigate each time one of them gets married. Months prior, Jules’s husband had gotten Kate’s soon-to-be-groom blisteringly drunk, asking him a series of questions that—if answered correctly—would determine whether they are Meant. To. Be. No one really discusses what will happen if he gets the questions wrong. Jules stumbles to start the video, immediately hits pause, and clears her throat.


“Ahem. Kate, we will ask you a question, and then see if your answer matches John’s. So—what is your favorite book?”


Nervous chatter. “That’s easy,” Kate replies, adjusting her captain’s hat. Did I mention she has a captain’s hat?


“Anyone who knows me knows I don’t have a favorite book. I have a million favorite books. I honestly could never pick.”


Jules hits PLAY. A tiny, pixelated John takes up the screen, face ruddy from drink.


“That’s easy,” John replies to the same question. “Kate’s favorite book is A Wrinkle in Time.” Arms fold, mouth curls up into a smile.


There is a brief pause, and the women erupt into laughter.


“WHAT,” Kate squeals. “I mean . . . I read it. Once. In middle school. Jesus, that was stupid.”


The rest is a blur. Meaning: the rest of the questions are answered in similar fashion—John, confident as a quarterback, answering one-thousand percent wrong—with Kate taking a shot each time he misses. The group gets louder, bits of burger flying from their hands as they squeal and high five. Around midnight, New Jersey Tiffany emerges from one of the dens, her caramel skin creased from sleep, and rubs the crumbled mascara from her cheek. She observes the carnage. “What are we drinking?”
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“Jesus, Cassie, lower your voice. Doesn’t your head hurt?”


“No,” Cassie answers, peeling a sequined bikini from between her butt cheeks. “I told you. I don’t get hung-over.”


At the start of the trip, if you’d asked me what my most embarrassing outfit would be, I’d have said the turtleneck-and-cargo-short combo was a shoe-in. No one else brought anything with sleeves, let alone utility pockets and an emergency book light. Fast forward two days: I am sitting on the jutted-out balcony of the houseboat, sun-screened legs mashed into the tanned skin of at least four other women, and realizing that this is it. The black bathing suit photoshoot.


Kate is in the front, still a little drunk, with her captain’s hat proudly askew. To the left, the forgotten porno playing cards sit rotting beneath a fine layer of overnight mist, sunscreen, and spilled beer. Out of the sea of bikinis, breasts, and strategic patches of crochet, I look down at the massive black one-piece I borrowed from my aunt; serving the dual function of sheltering my near-translucent skin and transporting me back to the unmistakable feeling of seventh grade. Back then, I not only had the wrong body, friends, and favorite movies. I also had the wrong sweatshirt.


I smile anyway, squinting against the unflinching Arizona sun as our child-captain teeters on a rock on the other side of the bow. Earlier that day, when most people still resembled half-drunk wooden soldiers—limbs stiff as they sifted through the massacre of cans, hoping for a flat Red Bull—we began our first official cruise over the lake. And at this point, I will admit, my heart softened. The thick panoply of rocks bracketing the sides of Lake Havasu sat red and proud, shifting colors as the sun moved and sprouting tufts of cacti and birdsong in unexpected pockets, like happy secrets.


I stared out over the water and accepted a cup of something carbonated and alcoholic and began chatting with some of the women about their children, homes, jobs. I saw cracks in the veneer of what I had previously labeled as impenetrable and even began to appreciate our personalized plastic tumblers. I haven’t had anything plastic with my name on it since the fifth grade, and even then it was just a cubby, and even then I knew I was supposed to feel too old for that sort of thing. Suddenly, Lauren popped her head up over the staircase, bursting my reverie.


“Hey! The boys are playing video games. You seem like the most responsible person. Do you know how to dock a boat?”


Forty minutes later, we are here: thighs sticking to the hot, plastic, upstairs deck, waiting for someone to snap a group photo. The boat did in fact get docked, though not at my hand; I watched in terrified silence as Amber, a bottle deep in Chard, leapt toward the sand with a rope in her hand, resembling a tiny, shocked spider monkey.


“She was actually a professional wakeboarder at one point,” Danielle told me, leaning over the railing. “I know; I was surprised too.”


We sit next to each other now, Danielle and I, waiting for the photo spectacle to be over. I have grown fond of her over the course of our two conversations and found solace in the fact she also appears to require things like hand soap, and toast.


She was recently married after being in a relationship with the same man, her now-husband, for ten years; I look at the tiny row of garnets shimmering on her left ring finger and do not consider what it might have been like for her—just a year prior—to have still been the person without the ring. Without the “in.” Without the anchor to cast down at the end of a long day, letting her know that at least—though the boat is bobbing and littered with strays—there’s something hitting the ground below. Something to hold on to when you wake in the night, and, in the temporary crazy that sleep creates, you have forgotten where you are.


The captain, who has an iPhone in each hand and at least two tucked under his chin, is desperately trying to please the angry, photogenic mob. “Just turn it a little to the left—no, not like that, no—horizontal! Horizontal, Kevin.”


“You can tell he doesn’t have a girlfriend,” Cassie scoffs, flipping her curtain of blond hair over the opposite shoulder. “Because he hasn’t been trained.”


We go on like this for half an hour. The only thing that really compares is the pain of having prom photos taken: a dozen teenagers in line like lambs for the slaughter, wilted pink roses adorning tiny wrists as they balance dead-fish hands upon the hips of the person in front of them. All turned to the same side, identical orthodontized smiles, worrying about what part of their baby fat is still sticking out of the place where they shoved it into spandex. This was just like that, only worse, because at least back then I didn’t have pubic hair showing. I grin for the camera, my giant safari hat just barely clearing the teeth of the woman behind me.


“It’s all for me,” Kate says, looking back at her legion of Heathers. “All of it.”
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There comes a point where one has to wonder how they have survived this long. The lot of them, bikinied and blitzed out of their minds, are also the most entertaining, honest, and disturbingly well-read women to ever enter a room. They feed children out of their bodies and make six figures at work and have definitely, at least once, changed a tire. But the thing is, when thirty-somethings are finally given a weekend away from their toddlers, they almost immediately become toddlers themselves.


For starters, they leave their drinks everywhere. Before the sun dipped beneath the horizon on Saturday night, taking with it the last light of sanity, I had already collected twenty half-drunk Modelos from the rim of the boat. I poured the flat, salty remnants into the haunted lake, watching as the women went on to crack open can after can—taking approximately four sips—and then leaving them behind in search of something (was it tortilla chips? Or underwear?) in the brand-new, magical other room, where they also encounter new, shiny, unopened cans, ripe for the picking. If they were on a playground, it would be a juice box, and they would ditch the still-full carton to run and play; letting it wilt under its sad, chewed upon straw until inevitably getting thrown away by a stranger. I was that stranger.


Next: they love inflatables. The more colorful, the better. They need strict supervision in the water at all times. Luckily, Kate loved this; as a former lifeguard, who is also prone to reaching the point of drunkenness where she considers herself to be invincible, she took it upon herself to monitor the others. That is, until she was inebriated enough to try to swim to the nonexistent buoys, leaving the rest of the children to die in their neon-pink flamingos and sparkly inner tubes.


They fall asleep on random surfaces. They can’t find their shoes. They forget what they were saying mid-sentence, and then ask you to remind them of that thing—“What was it called? What was that thing called, the one I like?”—until you remind them, which prompts them to find somewhere else to latch all of their attention. “Look over here! Watch me while I do this! Can you see me? WATCH! I love this song!”


I jot this down, noticing—quite objectively—one of the women bears a striking resemblance to a four-year-old I used to nanny, right down to the zealous fascination she gives to the microwave instructions on a Hot Pocket. Closing my notebook, I look to my left, where Annie is once again slumped into the pleather couch. Reaching between the seat cushions, she pulls out a handful of baby carrots covered in Ranch dressing.


“Huh,” she mutters, placing them on her plate.


Later, I remove a tiny, sweaty pizza from the oven, and have to use a wooden spoon to bat Tiffany away from the counter long enough to slice through the blackened crust. “For the last time, Tiffany, you don’t get any pizza unless you use your nice words,” I scold her, panting.


“Bitch, just give me that pizza.”
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The rest happens in snapshots. There is the image of Kate dumping a handful of Now-and-Laters into her captain’s hat, tossing them into the open mouths of her adoring friends as Rihanna pounds out of the Bluetooth speakers; tinny sound reverberating off the hard, desert rocks engulfing us. There is Tiffany, left breast pouring happily out of her bikini, chain-smoking American Spirits with her legs propped up on the rim of the Jacuzzi; eyes slunk down with drink, voice husking out the vivid details of her own wedding night.


There is me, scrambling up the sandy shore toward a pocket of cacti, watching the sun nestle beneath the horizon and waving to my new friend—which one is it? Is she really my friend? Is this what friends do?—as I bring my knees up to my chest, chilly and still too afraid to be sure. There is Rilo, pulling at the frayed edge of the captain’s t-shirt, pursing her lips an inch from his face; because it is late, she is single, and there are no other males on this boat. Finally there is Amber, still doing her spider-monkey scramble, searching for a deck of “get-to-know-you” cards they brought to answer about Kate. Who is currently downstairs, stomping each individual syllable of “Hot in Herre” into the buckling yacht floor.
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