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This book is for my mother.

“When there’s nothing left to burn, you have to set yourself on fire.”

YOUR EX-LOVER IS DEAD (STARS)



ALL OF THE LIGHTS

(Kanye West)

Once, a (former) guy friend of mine, who happens to be gorgeous and famous and all of the things, said this to me: “You know, I think people would consider you really beautiful, if only you didn’t talk so much. Your personality is just a lot. Don’t get me wrong, I love you, but I think people get distracted by that.”

My clear reaction should have been, “Ewww. Go fuck yourself.”

But for so long, even with my strong personality, telling a man to fuck off wasn’t easy for me to do. Instead, I would just nod and laugh and agree, “Hahaha. Yeah,” and then swallow whatever insult and seethe later.

During my twenty years working as an actress, there were times I even went along with being mildly bullied on set, not wanting to make a big deal out of something. I was a girl who could work within the incredibly sexist system that was set up, a girl who could take it. Men love a woman who laughs at the joke, especially if the joke is at her expense.

“She’s so cool. She just gets it.”

As outspoken and sure of myself as I’ve always imagined myself to be, it was hard to find my voice in Hollywood. Or it seemed pointless. That no matter what, I was working in a boys’ club and that’s just the way things were. Don’t you want to work?

There was the on-set painter on a show who casually told me he’d found sexy pictures of me online and that they’d really kept him company the night before.

“Hahaha. Okay!”

I’m not gonna get that guy fired, right? Also, this seems insane (or maybe it doesn’t), but there have been more than a few dudes on sets who’ve told me they jacked off to me. Thank you?

Or the actor who loudly proclaimed, “I’m gonna get them to write us a sex scene so I can really get in there and see what it’s like.”

“Hahahaha. Whatever.”

Or the head of casting who told me the only way I was ever going to get movie roles was if I did a Maxim shoot.

So I did. It didn’t help.

Or listening to Harvey Weinstein tell me what model he was currently having a relationship with, obviously not knowing the full extent of his depravity and horribleness. (I have the odd distinction of him not trying anything with me, I think weirdly because he met me and my husband, Marc, together and really liked Marc and thought we were friends or something?! Who fucking knows how a psychopath’s brain works.) As he would casually objectify whatever woman it was, tell me that he fucked her, I would nod and mumble, “Oh. Cool. She’s beautiful.”

And then I would try to lose him as fast as I could.

Here’s the thing: It’s not easy to be a woman in this business. There will always be jokes about your body. There will always be guys who steal your best ideas and pass them off as their own. There will always be actors who push you to the ground. There will always be networks that ask you to lose weight. There will always be jobs you will not get based on your looks.

And the men will continue to support one another and show up for one another and hire one another, but if you want to stick around, girl, you’d better be damn sure you smile when they ask and wear a low-cut top to your network test and lose the fucking weight and let them take credit for your words, because you are expendable.

At some point, I started not to care if I was expendable. It was beginning to wear on me, the things I watched some of my friends go through in order to get where they wanted to be in their careers, the things I’d put up with and witnessed myself. But also life. Life is exhausting and it never gets easier. For anyone.

Two years ago, I was working on a web series for Jenny Mollen. Her friend Tom Lenk was showing me Instagram stories, which had just launched. I had done Snapchat a little, because my friend Kelly Oxford was into it and I liked the filters, but honestly, Instagram stories seemed kind of lame to me.

“I don’t get it. Why would they do this if Snapchat exists? Is anyone even gonna watch this shit?”

“I don’t know,” said Tom. “But look, you have way more followers on Insta than on Snapchat, so probably more people will watch these. You can also just do both?”

“Tom. Who has the fucking time?”

Turns out . . . me. I did. I had the fucking time. I wasn’t really working as an actress. After Vice Principals, I sold a show to HBO with Danny McBride’s Rough House Pictures producing. We were in the middle of developing that, so I was sort of holding off on other TV jobs until we could see where it was going.

Other than that, I was working with some friends, thinking maybe I would finally try to write another movie script. But mostly, I was just hanging out. I was meeting people for lunch. I started working out every day as a way to handle my anxiety. I was doing some surrogate stuff for Hillary Clinton, and also volunteering at one of my favorite charities, working with underserved kids who were struggling with mental illness. And then I was a mom. I am a mom.

At night, after the kids were asleep, I would go downstairs and turn on the TV and wait until Marc came down, so we could watch some show and go to bed. Routine marriage stuff. But then Tom introduced me to this thing. Instagram stories. And there was something appealing about it. I could talk about my day. Or what was going on in my house. Or the episode of Friends that was on. Or my life. Were people watching? I didn’t really care. It was like a diary. Or a confessional on a reality show. Me, starring me.

But then people did start watching, in a way that was truly unexpected. And they were responding to my honesty and openness, which I completely hadn’t anticipated. I just didn’t know how to be any other way at this point in my life. I was done trying to put on a face, done trying to be something that I thought someone else wanted me to be. I was too tired.

Besides, I’ve always liked telling stories, real or imaginary.

And there are things that happen to me that only happen to me. Like almost getting murdered in an Uber that may actually have not been an Uber. Or going to the Golden Globes as Michelle Williams’s date and then getting locked out of my house in the rain at three in the morning, drunk and increasingly panicked. Or witnessing raccoons having insane, horrible-sounding raccoon sex on my balcony. Or having a front-row seat to the craziest Oscars mix-up in history. And that’s only been in the last two years of Instagram stories!

And in between all that, I work out every morning, I make mac and cheese for my kids, I forget their favorite stuffed animals in Hawaii and start a transpacific search party, I cry when my TV pilot doesn’t get picked up by NBC, I go see bands play, I hang out with my best friends, I have anxiety attacks and eat nachos and drink margaritas and go on vacation and live my life and live my life and live my life and live my life. For me. For you. To entertain you. To be seen. It’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted.
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FANTASTIC VOYAGE

(Lakeside)

My therapist, Bethany Rosenblum, says that everyone has one defining story. The story that basically sums up who they are and why they are the way they are.

I mean, personally, I feel like I have half a dozen of these defining stories. But if I go all the way back, back to when I was preverbal, there’s a story that sums up how I’ve always seen myself. The fact that I don’t actually remember it might seem problematic. But I think it’s the perfect story because I don’t remember it.

Look, I’ll be the first to admit I can be a terrible witness to my own history. I think most of us probably are. I mean, certainly there are facts that exist. Like if you were in a particular city at a particular time in your life. Or if you went to college. Or if you were on that TV show. But other bits and pieces are totally dependent on what you choose to focus on. Remember when James Frey wrote that book and then everyone was so fucking mad that he made up parts of it? And then he had to go on Oprah and look her in the eye and admit that maybe some things had been exaggerated for dramatic purposes? That is literally my worst nightmare—to be judged by Oprah.

But see, I am a dramatic human. I always have been. And I come from a fairly long line of dramatic humans and storytellers. And part of being a good storyteller is knowing which parts need to be embellished a bit, and which details need to be lost completely. I was recently recounting a story (which you will read later in the book, hopefully. Unless you give up on me. Don’t, though. I’m worth it, I promise. I mean, I think I am.) Anyway, I was recounting a story to my husband, Marc, and as I was telling it—or retelling it, as the case may be, since this is one of “my stories”—I revealed something new. Marc has heard this particular story at least a million times over the course of our twelve-year relationship, and somehow I had never included these new details. Details that maybe change some of the intention.

All this is to say, I’m telling you these stories, my stories, as I remember them. As I see them. As they have affected me. But that’s not to say it’s the whole truth or even what the full story would be if you were to track down the star witnesses to my life and line them up and ask their impressions of said stories.

Here’s something: Occasionally in my life, it’s possible I may have been a bit more of a glass-half-empty kind of girl. That might seem incongruous to the persona I’ve cultivated via social media and interviews—I understand and recognize that. But even though I can sometimes be a bit of a Debbie Downer, I am a performer. I live to make sure everyone is happy and having a good time. Sometimes that means pushing my own feelings and anxieties to the side and putting on a good show. And sometimes it means that the way I remember things happening isn’t exactly the way other people remember the same events. Look, I’m going to try to be as honest with you as I can be. But it’s obviously my truth. Not my mom’s or my sister’s or my friends’ or my ex-boyfriends’ or my husband’s truth. Mine.

So anyway. This defining story. The one I can’t possibly remember because I was two. It’s the story my mother also chooses as the defining story to explain who I am. Except her takeaway and mine are a bit different. To Barbara Philipps, the story has been used over the years to illustrate just how headstrong and willful I was as a child. “Oh, that Busy! There was just no controlling her! Have you ever heard about the time she decided to take a walk around the block??! No?! Well. Let me tell you!”

So! From my birth to age six, my family lived in Oak Park, Illinois, a suburb of Chicago. Both my parents grew up there. In fact, they had met as high school students at Oak Park High and began dating when they were just sixteen. They didn’t go to prom together, because, as my mother puts it, “your dad wanted to go with a big-boobed cheerleader.” My mom went with her theater friend Steve. Anyway, I don’t remember much from that time, but I’ve seen pictures and Oak Park is beautiful. It all looks super Americana, and from my mother’s various stories I know it was the kind of place where there were block parties in the summer and sledding in the winter and all the kids walked to school together and knew the crossing guard’s name.

So, the story!

Apparently, when I was two or three, there were a bunch of neighborhood kids playing on our block, and at some point, my mom noticed I was missing.

“Wait, Mom,” I always say at this point. “How did you notice I was missing?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “Just, at some point, you weren’t there.”

“So how long was I gone for?”

“I’m not sure, Busy. But that’s what you were like. This was before we installed the high locks on our doors. It was a different time. If you were in the house playing somewhere, I wasn’t always watching you. I was doing dishes or laundry. And if you decided you wanted to do something, you would do it. There was no stopping you.”

“Even at two?”

“Even at two! Even at one! Still! It’s who you are!”

“Okay. So then what?”

“Well, I gathered all the neighborhood kids and said, ‘Busy is missing,’ and they all got on their bikes and Big Wheels and went up and down the street calling your name, and I was apoplectic! I called the police! There was no sign of you.”

“That’s crazy.”

“It was crazy! But that’s just what you were like. It’s like the time I took you shopping to Carson’s, and you know I didn’t like that mall where Carson’s was—”

(I don’t even know what Carson’s is, by the way. I’m assuming it’s some sort of department store from the early ’80s.)

“—and one second you were with me and then you were just gone and I couldn’t find you and we called mall security. My heart was racing and then this very nice saleswoman said sweetly, ‘I think I’ve found her.’ And there you were! In the middle of a rack of clothes, sitting alone, happy as can be, looking up at all the clothes around you! But I just about had a heart attack!”

“Oh. I actually think I remember looking up at the clothes. But I must have been really little.”

“You were!!”

“Wait. So my walk around the block?”

“Yes! I was also terrified because there was a construction site on the street behind us and I was afraid you had fallen in—”

(This is also fucking crazy to me. I mean, can you imagine? Like, there’s some construction site on the street behind ours and there I was, just inches away from falling into a ditch and becoming the next Baby Jessica!)

“—but just as the police van pulls up we could see you coming around the corner in your diaper. And there was a woman on a bike behind you.”

“Who was this woman?!?”

“Oh. A nice lady. Well, I guess she lived on the corner of the street you had turned down and she was on her porch having her tea and saw this little thing toddling by and thought, ‘This doesn’t look right.’ So she got her bike out and just slowly followed behind you to see where you were going and make sure you didn’t hurt yourself.”

“That’s weird. If I saw a toddler walking down the street alone in a diaper I’d probably do more than just quietly follow behind on my bike, you know?”

“She was just trying to make sure you were okay, Busy. But that’s how you’ve always been. You and Jessie from across the street used to plan out how to run away to the park on your Etch A Sketch. And you always had some sort of black eye or bruise. There was just no stopping you!”

“It’s a theme.”

“Well, it is a theme, Elizabeth.”

(Sometimes, my mom calls me Elizabeth, which is my given name. But she only uses it in order to emphasize a point. Or when I’m annoying her. Or both.)

“You just aced out in your nudes and there was no stopping you!”

I need you to take a moment to truly appreciate how insane a phrase like “aced out in your nudes” is. It never occurred to me that other people’s parents didn’t talk the way mine did. My parents one hundred percent made up weird phrases like “aced out in her nudes” and sold them to me and my older sister like they were things normal people said and generally understood. There are other misunderstandings from my childhood that I’m not sure were actually my parents’ fault. Like, until about seven years ago, I was convinced fl. oz. (as in fluid ounces) stood for “floor ounces”—which I weirdly thought was a unit of measurement?? I still don’t have any idea where I got that.

Anyway, I was recently telling my friend Piera the walk-around-the-block story and we decided maybe that should be the thing I get tattooed on myself, if I ever get a tattoo. “Aced out in her nudes” is totally my “Nevertheless, she persisted.”

So that’s the story, more or less. The police left. The lady on the bike rode home. My parents installed high locks on the door. And I continued getting lost or injuring myself until I figured out not to do it. But to my parents, and probably my older sister, Leigh Ann, that’s just who I was. And the story became a humorous anecdote to illustrate my personality.

Unstoppable. Headstrong. Defiant.

And I probably am all of those things. But when I look at who I was then and who I’ve become, I think it might be a little deeper.

Look, I’m a mom now and I get it. It’s fucking hard to parent two little girls. We have a full-time nanny and it’s still not easy for me. When I was a kid, my dad worked and my mom didn’t have any help. I know it was a different time; especially in a neighborhood like that, where everyone kind of looked out for each other. But when I think about two-year-old me, walking around the block in a diaper, a toddler who had been left alone long enough to “ace out in my nudes” and make it all the way around the corner before anyone noticed I was missing . . . well, it just makes me a little sad, I guess?

It’s funny that “FOMO” has become a thing people say. But my feeling left out and left alone obviously has some deep roots. It’s real and it hurts, if you’re someone who has always felt left out. Which I have. It’s a recurring theme in my life.

In my immediate family, I’ve always felt different. I’ve certainly always looked different. My mom and dad and sister all have dark hair and dark eyes, and here I showed up, this little blond-haired, blue-eyed weirdo. I remember hating when my mom would laugh and shrug and say, “I guess she must be the milkman’s baby!” But also, like most of the weird things my mom would say, she would then immediately and kind of seriously say, “No . . . actually, Busy looks just like Joe’s sister and my mother.” (And I do look exactly like them, so take that, milkman!)

•   •   •

People (in the world, not People-mag-dot-com, which is my favorite online publication but also the source of so much agitation for me because they insist on posting horrible stories about children being murdered) have often made a point of how loyal I seem to be as a friend. And it’s true. I’m one of those people who will friend you for life, if you’ll have me. But that’s in part due to my own fear of being left out.

I remember in fifth grade when all the girls turned against me in classic mean-girl puberty style. Girls who had been my best friends since I’d moved to Arizona were suddenly so mean to me that some days, on the playground at lunch, Noah Guttell and Seth Kasselman would take pity and let me hang with them on the bleachers while they talked about the Beatles. One morning, after my friends had been particularly cruel the day before, I was sobbing in my bed, not wanting to go to school, and my mom let me play hooky. She took me to the movies to see The Little Mermaid instead, which is one of the saddest/happiest memories of my life. I’ll never forget sitting there in the dark, eating popcorn and watching my favorite Disney movie ever with my mom in the middle of the day when I should have been at school. In that moment, I felt like she fundamentally understood me, like she knew how best to take care of me.

Really, I think acting was the thing I clung to because I was a part of something. And also, it meant that I got the attention of the people I so desperately wanted to see me, for at least thirty to forty-five minutes every few months, when I would perform in whatever weird play or showcase I was currently doing. Plus, I was good at it. People always tell me I’m lucky to have known what I wanted to do since I was eight years old, but honestly, I think there’s a piece of me that felt like it was all I could do because it’s the only time I really ever feel like I’m a part of things. Because the girl who’s the lead in the school play can’t be left out, right? You would think.

But it’s funny, because with acting—the thing I’m best at, the thing where I feel I belong the most—I still feel left out all the time. Somehow, I’ve managed to choose the absolute hardest profession for someone who tends to feel forgotten and worries about not being seen. I’ve had so many days in the past twenty years where I just want to stay in bed crying until my mom shows up to take me to see The Little Mermaid in the middle of the day.

But in all my therapy over the years and all my talking to friends and all my social media–ing, I’ve determined that just about everyone feels left out; it just comes down to how you handle it. I haven’t handled it the best, historically speaking. But I’m trying to get better. And truthfully, isn’t there something incredible about the fact that we all feel left out? Shouldn’t that somehow make us all feel a little less alone??

Maybe I do need to change the way I see two-year-old me. Maybe I need to start looking at it more the way my mother does. But the facts remain. When I was two, I took a walk around the block. What’s up for grabs is what it means to you. It’s like a litmus test: Do you see a sad, left-alone baby wandering the streets, or a determined little kid who wanted to see the world and decided to ace out in her nudes and make it happen for herself?

I guess it really just depends who you ask.
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SMELLS LIKE TEEN SPIRIT

(Nirvana)

There’s no denying I was never one of the popular kids in school. I know that a lot of people who have gone on to become successful in whatever field they chose tend to have this same narrative. And I don’t want to be one of those annoying good-looking people who’s like, “I swear I was such a nerd, guys!” Also, I totally appreciate that sometimes people feel like outsiders even when they’re the head cheerleader, or whatever. But, come on . . . be honest! You were still the head fucking cheerleader, you know?!

It’s similar to when super-skinny actresses insist they just eat whatever they want! I mean . . . ! I used to fall for that, but now I know better. Yes. You can totally eat whatever you want. As long as it’s literally like three bites of that thing and then you stop. I remember a friend of mine recounting a date he went on with an actress (she’s famous, guys) and he was initially impressed when she ordered the fried chicken. But then she proceeded to pick the fried part off and eat like three bites of white meat before she declared how full she was. Those are fake eaters, my friends. And they are everywhere in my town.

Anyway, the point is, my friends and I were not exactly the head cheerleaders. Not that head cheerleaders even exist in elementary school. They don’t. Unless maybe if you live in Texas. But you get it. We weren’t necessarily nerds, but we for sure weren’t considered popular. The popular girls did things like have coed parties and kiss their boyfriends in sixth grade and wear Esprit and big earrings and read Sweet Valley High. We played games like Store for the Stars, where we would take “business meetings” (which consisted of ordering iced teas and bread baskets at Buster’s, a local bistro we could ride our bikes to), and we read the Baby-Sitters Club (way less cool) and the only boys we were friends with had no interest in kissing any of us.

My very best friend was Emily Bronkesh-Buchbinder. Our family moved into our rental house in Scottsdale in August 1985, and little Emily came around the corner with pigtails and a plate of brownies and that was it. We’re the same age (she’s actually like eight months older than me), but when we were in third grade, she skipped ahead a year. But we still spent most days playing Pound Puppies at each other’s houses or riding our bikes around the neighborhood after school. That is, when she wasn’t taking her “college classes” at Arizona State University. Emily was the smartest kid I knew (she’s still one of the smartest people I know), and she was in some sort of after-school program a few days a week at ASU. But of course she made sure everyone thought she was taking actual college classes with college-age kids.

I had crushes, but nothing requited. None of my friends did, either. By middle school, the popular kids were all dating and “going out,” but my friends and I were content to just hang out with each other, listening to Boyz II Men or watching Pretty Woman for the millionth time. Then seventh grade rolled around, which meant school dances. There were a few every year, held in the school gymnasium, with the eighth graders participating too. Mostly, my friends and I hung around the edges together. None of us really danced with any boys, and I would just goofily do the running man to make Rachel laugh.

Ever since second grade, Rachel Davidson had been my school best friend (Emily BB didn’t count, since she was a grade above—she was my best friend in real life). Rachel was for sure the leader of our group, the queen bee of a hive no one really paid attention to. She was the one who was always egging the rest of us on to do mischievous things. But I loved to make her laugh. She was such a good audience. I can still see her, doubled over in laughter, her hands covering her mouth, tears in her eyes as I did something stupid, like tie my shoelaces to Brandy Payton’s and run down the storm wash only to end up rolling and almost breaking our legs. I would do insane voices and characters on the playground at her request. As far as I was concerned, Rachel was the coolest.

Anyway, the Valentine’s Day dance in seventh grade was coming up, and for some reason, it kind of felt like a big deal. It was all anyone could talk about, and there were student government posters up all over campus encouraging us to get our tickets. I can’t remember what boy I had a crush on at that point. Maybe John Randall, who was Mormon and therefore seemed mysterious and exotic to me? In any case, my girlfriends and I were so excited, and we decided we would ask our moms if we could wear some makeup to the dance. I knew it wouldn’t be a big deal for Rachel. Her mom was incredibly stylish, which meant of course she’d let her wear makeup. But it was a bigger deal for me.

My sister is four years older than me, so she was already a junior in high school when I was in seventh grade. Leigh Ann and I were (and are) very different. She was somewhat of a tomboy. She went to an all-girls Catholic high school and seemingly had zero interest in things like makeup or cool hairstyles or wearing heels. Meanwhile, I would spend my free time watching Beverly Hills, 90210 or Saved by the Bell and then use my mom’s makeup to try to replicate the actresses’ looks. I would spend hours in front of the little mirror at her vanity, trying all her different products and using her perfumes. And then I’d use her Pond’s cold cream and wipe it off my face, like I’d seen on Designing Women, one of my favorite TV shows. (I watched a lot of TV.) (Still do!)

My mom was fine with me playing with her makeup in the house, but she thought it was inappropriate for young girls to wear makeup out of the house. My parents were the type who had those weird age rules that in retrospect seem so arbitrary—like I couldn’t get my ears pierced until I was twelve, I couldn’t get contacts until eighth grade (why eighth grade? I had to wear glasses forever!), and I wasn’t supposed to wear makeup until high school. HIGH SCHOOL! Like two years after seventh grade.

Anyway, I was nervous to ask my mom, and at first, as I had suspected, she said no.

“Elizabeth. No. You don’t need any makeup,” she said. “You’re beautiful as you are!”

“But maybe just mascara? And lip gloss??”

“I don’t know, Biz. Your dad won’t like it.”

“He doesn’t even need to know! Come on! Mascara and lip gloss?!”

My mom sighed. “I’ll ask your father.”

I have a feeling she didn’t ever ask him. I’m pretty sure my mom did whatever she wanted or thought was right and then later informed him what was happening. For his part, my dad generally thought that whatever she decided—especially in matters pertaining to girlhood—was probably the right call. So it was settled. I won. Mascara and lip gloss it was.

The day of the dance arrived. At school, everyone was discussing what they were wearing, who they wanted to ask to dance, who they wanted to hopefully try to kiss. I was personally excited about two things. One: the mascara and lip gloss. Two: Emily was going to let me borrow her amazing brand-new purple Guess jeans to wear with the super-intense patterned blue-and-purple shirt my mom had bought at Price Club but had somehow convinced me was cool.

Emily and I got ready together at her house. I cannot explain to you the layers of mascara I used on my poor little eyelashes. The fact that I could even open my eyes was a miracle. My mom had, for some reason, decided to be super rad before the dance and bought me my own blue mascara at the drugstore. That, combined with my Lip Smackers strawberry lip gloss and Emily’s purple jeans . . . well! I don’t think I need to tell you that I was really feeling myself.

Emily’s mom dropped us off with our signed permission slips, and my mom was to pick us up at ten on the dot. Already there were kids streaming into the gym. As soon as we got inside, Emily headed to the right, closer to the speakers, which was where the eighth graders typically hung out. I very quickly found Rachel and our other seventh-grade friends on the left side of the gym, near the bathrooms and the snack table.

We must have gone to the bathroom at least seven times to look at ourselves with our “makeup” on and reapply our lip glosses and adjust our outfits and our hair—not that it mattered much, since the lights in the gym were turned off and there were only a few ambient pink-and-red lights and a disco ball.

We danced a little in our group and ate a few cookies. And then, just as I was starting to feel a little restless with my group of friends, the DJ switched it up from the usual pop R&B and put on Nirvana’s hit single “Smells like Teen Spirit.”

Now. I need to explain something about pop culture here. This was February 1992. Earlier that school year, in the fall of 1991, Nirvana’s “Smells like Teen Spirit” debuted on the radio and MTV. Most kids were still listening to pop music like P.M. Dawn, Paula Abdul, EMF, R.E.M., and Michael Jackson but that video was everything. This was before the internet, so trends and music had a tendency to trickle in a bit slower. I mean, if you were a normal kid, you really had to rely mostly on MTV and regular radio. The cool high school kids, like Rachel’s older brother, were already totally into Nirvana and Red Hot Chili Peppers. Not my sister, though. She was really into George Michael and Color Me Badd. But in middle school, there was just a small faction of kids starting to get into grunge, mostly some cooler-than-average eighth-grade boys.

So the DJ put on “Smells like Teen Spirit.” Most of the older kids went nuts, since they all could at least identify it was something considered cool, and truthfully, it’s a fucking catchy song, even if you’re just a suburban kid in Arizona. But when the song ended, something truly weird happened. The DJ put it on again. And then again. And again. It was as if he just hit repeat and went outside to smoke or something. Well, this made the cool eighth-grade boys get really hyped up . . . on Nirvana and hormones and fruit punch and cookies and as-yet-unidentified white male privilege. They started a mosh pit, something I’m sure none of them had ever really been in before but had only seen on TV. You know, like in the “Smells like Teen Spirit” video.

I wanted a better look. Did I want to be a part of it? I don’t know, truthfully. I can’t for certain tell you what provoked me to move from the safety of the seventh-grade side of the dance, where I’d been trying to make Rachel laugh and looking for John Randall. I know what I said. I said, “I’m gonna go see if I can find Emily.”

But that was a lie. I knew it then and I’m telling you now. I wasn’t going to find Emily. I wanted to see what the fuck those boys were doing. What that anger and aggression and music was all about. So I made my way in the dark over to the eighth-grade side of the gym.

Even now, I can see it like it’s a movie. In slow motion. The music distorted. The lights flashing on my little baby-fat twelve-year-old face, full of mascara and too-shiny lip gloss. I want to tell seventh-grade me not to go. I want to tell seventh-grade me to stay in the comfort of my friends. There’s nothing to see with those boys. There never will be.

But there’s no time for that, because it wasn’t in slow motion. One minute I was on the edge of the mosh pit, and the next I was in the middle of it. It happened so fast I didn’t even know why I was on the ground. I just knew I couldn’t get up. I couldn’t get up off the ground. Just like that, my left leg didn’t work. And fuck did it hurt! The searing hot pain combined with the blaring music made me panicky as oblivious kids stomped over and around me. I looked up for help. There was no one who could see me. It was just a swirl of sweaty bodies in the dark. I tried scooting backward a little on my butt, but the pain in my leg was too intense.

That’s when I started to cry. Hard. The song ended, thank God . . . and then it fucking started again. And there I was, sobbing on the ground, these horrible boys all around me, unsure of what had happened or why I couldn’t move, in so much pain I assumed my leg was shattered, but I honestly had no idea. I couldn’t even see. I put my arms around my head, tried to curl up as much as I could, and just cried. I had no idea how or when this would ever end.

Then, all of a sudden, I heard a girl’s voice.

“Hey! Are you okay????”

I looked up to see Lauren Ellis, an eighth grader, shouting over the music. She was short but superstrong, the kind of cheerleader who could do backflips up and down the football field. I literally couldn’t even talk at this point. I just shook my head no. She crouched down next to me.

“WHAT’S GOING ON?” she yelled. “CAN YOU MOVE??”

I shook my head again, through sobs. She looked around.

“OKAY! I’M GONNA PICK YOU UP.”

I shook my head again. I was in too much pain. I just wanted her to leave me there to die. That seemed way more reasonable.

“YES,” she said firmly, and with that, little Lauren Ellis scooped me up and started screaming at people to get out of the way. She carried me, cradled like a baby, to the edge of the gym and set me down gently on the floor next to the bleachers.

“OKAY, LISTEN. I HAVE TO FIND A TEACHER OR SOMETHING. DON’T WORRY. I’LL BE RIGHT BACK!”

This time I cried out, “NO!”

I’ve been injured a few times in my life, like in a way that required ambulances and hospitals, and I know now that when I’ve been in one of those situations, when my body is going into shock, the person who comes to save me becomes very important. I just want that person to stay with me. It’s helpful to have something consistent to focus on. (This is also true of giving birth with no pain drugs but that is much later in this book.)

“YOU’RE GONNA BE FINE! I’LL BE RIGHT BACK!”

And with that, Lauren Ellis disappeared into the darkness. A small circle of kids started to awkwardly form around me. The saddest group of kids at the dance. The ones who had been standing at the sides. And here I was now, in the middle of everything, mascara pouring down my face in sheets, pooling under my chin and dripping onto my patterned silk shirt that was now also stained with sweat.

A kid stepped forward and yelled, “WHAT’S YOUR NAME?”

Oh, God. I shook my head. I needed someone I knew.

“DO YOU KNOW EMILY BRONKESH-BUCHBINDER?” I asked one of them. “CAN YOU FIND HER FOR ME PLEASE??”

She nodded and ran off just as a teacher finally showed up with a walkie-talkie. He was trying to assess the situation and figure out what was happening. All the while, “Smells like Teen Spirit” continued to play on repeat. Again. And again. And again.

Truthfully, this is where things get a little fuzzy. Emily showed up with her eighth-grade friends, concerned but also maybe a little wary of being identified with the injured seventh grader on the ground. Then the school nurse and one of the administrators arrived. Someone had the DJ turn the music down, then off all together, to the jeers of not only the moshing boys but also most of the student body population. Then the lights came on, garish bright fluorescent gymnasium light, illuminating me in the middle of a growing circle of kids. Rachel pushed her way to the front.

“OH MY GOD!” she cried. “What happened? We didn’t know where you went, and then someone said you were on the ground—”

Just then, another teacher pushed through along with four or five paramedics, snapping their gloves on, rolling a gurney behind them. One paramedic took charge, a ridiculously good-looking dude who was probably only like ten years older than us. Of course.

“Okay. Everyone! Out of the way. BACK UP BACK UP. GIVE HER SOME SPACE!”

I didn’t need space. I needed to disappear altogether. Forever. They kneeled down next to me and started taking my vitals, asking me my name and what happened. I told them I wasn’t sure. I couldn’t move my leg. I was in so much pain.

“Okay. I’m gonna need to get these jeans off of you so we can have a look, okay?”

I looked around in absolute horror. But before I could say anything, a female paramedic was using a pair of medical scissors to cut up the side of my jeans, past my knee, to my thigh, and was about to keep going when I screamed:

“WAIT! THESE ARE EMILY’S JEANS! YOU CAN’T RUIN THEM!”

The female paramedic looked at me sympathetically, nodded, and stopped cutting.

“Okay,” she said. “You’re going to need to get them off at the hospital, though, and I’m not sure how you’ll do that without cutting them. Your knee is badly dislocated.”

Then the hot paramedic said something dumb to try to get me to laugh. I did, but only to please him. I wanted to die. They secured my leg in a foam brace and loaded me onto the gurney. As they started to wheel me out, past literally every single kid I went to school with, my mom showed up with some teachers by her side. She was, as she likes to always say, apoplectic.

I wouldn’t call what my mom was wearing her pajamas, necessarily; it was more like a leisure suit, a soft purple velour tracksuit that she liked to watch TV in, which she had purchased at Price Club, obvi. Let’s just say it wasn’t the best thing for your mom to show up wearing to your school dance.

“Good Lord, Elizabeth!” she said, her eyes filled with worry. “What happened?! Are you okay?”

The hot paramedic knew how to handle this situation.

“She’s going to be fine,” he assured her. “It looks like she dislocated her knee. We don’t think she hit her head, but they’ll take a better look at her at the hospital.”

When we got outside, I saw multiple fire trucks and three or four ambulances. I have no idea what the 911 call was like. Maybe they just said there had been an accident at a middle school dance and the fire department was prepared for mass casualties? This was years before school shootings became a thing. (Ugh, that sentence is so upsetting. “Before school shootings became a thing.” Horrifying.) It was a chaotic scene, and teachers were trying to herd kids back into the gym. As they wheeled me past, I put my face in my hands, overwhelmed by pain and the sheer humiliation of being carted out of my school dance on a stretcher, my mom in her tracksuit yelling at some administrator as she tried to keep up.

This is what I got for wanting to know what was going on, for wanting to be a part of things, for wanting more. I got my fucking ass kicked. It’s too bad I didn’t realize the life lesson I was being handed. Because maybe, possibly, it would have saved me from even more pain in the years to come.

But at the time, it wasn’t a lesson. It was just the worst thing that could have possibly happened to seventh-grade me. My mom met me at the hospital, along with my sister and my dad. My sister could be such a bitch sometimes, but with tears in her eyes, I could tell even her heart hurt for me in that moment.

Do you know how they reset a dislocated knee? Two doctors (or med students or nurses, I don’t know) just yank your leg out straight as hard as they can while a third slams your kneecap back into place. It’s disgusting and kind of violent and it hurts like hell, but as soon as it’s over, you have immediate relief. It took a while to get to that point, though, because they had to x-ray my leg and make sure I hadn’t broken anything and didn’t need emergency surgery. When it was all over, the doctors put me in a temporary knee brace, handed me crutches, and gave my parents instructions to follow up with an orthopedist the next week.

I didn’t go back to school that Monday. Or the Monday after that. Or the Monday after that one. It took me about three weeks before I was able to face it. My parents didn’t press the issue. Emily picked up my assignments and brought them to me every day. I talked with Rachel and my other friends on the phone after school (I had my own line, guys, NBD). My mom turned Emily’s purple jeans into jean shorts and Emily even generously said she liked them better that way.

When I did get back to school, it wasn’t as terrible as I’d imagined. A few kids snickered when I hobbled by. There were stares and whispers, and one day some kids threw balled-up paper at me. I learned to handle my newfound infamy by keeping my head down and shutting it out almost completely. That is, until Scott Bell approached me one day in between classes.

Scott Bell was the worst. A Tracy Flick, if Tracy Flick had been a lanky boy who was obsessed with student government and randomly really good at calligraphy. I had no idea why he was walking up to me.

“Hey, Busy,” he said. “Listen. I think you should know that if your parents decide to sue the school over your accident, we won’t be able to have any more school dances. Ever. That’s what Mr. Bataglia said in our student government meeting and I just thought you should know. Just because you fell down doesn’t mean our whole school should be punished, you know?”

I stared at him. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

And I really didn’t. I hadn’t heard any discussion of my parents suing the school over my humiliation. They’re not exactly litigious people, although my mother does like to bring up all the times she should have sued people.

“Yeah. Well, just make sure they don’t. ’Cause, like, everyone would know it’s because of you.”

I realize this exchange sounds so fucking arch—like how could some seventh grader even be that horrible? But it’s true. The worst part about that kid (who by the way, never got any better through high school) is that he actually lives in Southern California, and our paths have crossed a few times. About fifteen years ago, I ran into him at some cheesy sports bar in L.A. I was on Dawson’s Creek at the time. He was drunk, and very flamboyantly came up to me saying, “Look at you! You’re just all that now, aren’t you?!”

Weirdly, my takeaway from that run-in was that he was gay and had come out of the closet, and I concocted this whole story in my head about how that was why he was so intolerable in school, because he was repressing who he truly was. I mean, he was really into calligraphy! Of course he was gay!

A few months after running into him, I was having a general meeting at a production company when one of the executive assistants poked her head in and said, “I just wanted to say hi and introduce myself. I’m friends with a bunch of your friends from high school!”

“Oh really? Who?” I already knew this wasn’t true, since the girls I’d ended up friends with in high school all still lived in Arizona, with the exception of Emily BB, who was my roommate in L.A. by this point.

“Taylor Goldfarb and Nikki Eliot and Scott Bell!”

“Oh! Yeah! I mean, I for sure know those guys. We weren’t really friends, though. I actually just ran into Scott. I’m so glad he’s out of the closet and everything—that’s so great!”

The air was sucked right out of the room. I knew I’d fucked up immediately. Her face fell and then she very tersely said, “Oh. Ummm. No. Scott’s not gay. He’s my fiancée.”

I tried my best to laugh it off and back up what I’d said, but the damage was done. I’ve now heard from multiple people that he has it out for me. Oh well. Do your best, Scott Bell. You were always a fucking cunt.

Anyway, after my run-in with Scott, I confronted my mom that night in tears.

“No,” she said. “I never talked to the school about getting a lawyer. But we did talk about there needing be something put in place for these dances. The fact that there were no teachers or administrators around to stop those horrible boys is unacceptable—”

“Mom! Please! If you do anything or say ANYTHING they’re gonna cancel the school dances forever and it will be because of me!”

“Oh, honey, don’t be ridiculous. It will be because the administration wasn’t doing their job. That’s not your fault.”

“Mom! No!”

“Okay, okay. Calm down, sweetie. I promise.”

I’m not sure if she ever talked to the school about it again, but it must’ve been dropped, because Scott Bell left me alone and the year-end dance went off without a hitch—not that I was there. My knee brace came off and I had to do some physical therapy, but it wasn’t so bad in the end. It was actually kind of fun to go to a weird tiny office in a strip mall and do exercises and ice my knee with a bunch of septuagenarians who were recovering from hip surgery.

As seventh grade came to a close, bar and bat mitzvah season started to get going and I was relieved by all the invitations I got, and the fact that the boys who went to Hebrew schools knew nothing of my humiliation at the Valentine’s dance. I went with my friends, and we stuck to the edges of the crowd, and talked about which boys we thought were cute, and took a million silly photos in the photo booths.

And in case you’re wondering, I avoided the mosh pits.
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MY SISTER

(The Juliana Hatfield Three)

One of my mom’s famous stories about my birth has to do with her beloved poodle, Pierre.

“He took one look at you in your bassinet and KEELED OVER AND DIED! HE JUST SAID, ‘NOPE! NOT GONNA DEAL WITH THAT! I’M OUTTA HERE!’ ”

Obviously, I know that isn’t exactly true. I mean, a dog doesn’t look at a baby and just decide to kick it. In truth, the poodle was like fifteen years old when I was born and I think my mom had basically kept him on life support for the months leading up to my birth. Plus, the fact is, Pierre was put down: he didn’t just die naturally of disgust at the whole prospect of my birth. And I believe he was put to sleep a few months after I was born anyway. So, yet another one of my mom’s favorite go-tos is a total fabrication for dramatic effect. Which I knew on some level as a kid. But the feeling I got whenever she told it to people was that I had killed her favorite thing on earth when I was born.

I mean . . . the stories about Pierre the wonder dog! Did you know that when my mom made beef stroganoff, she would give Pierre his helping and he would “SPIT THOSE PEAS RIGHT OUT AND LINE THEM UP ON THE PLATE WITH HIS NOSE! CAN YOU IMAGINE??!”?

And did you know that Pierre was “SUCH a GENTLEMAN, he JUST LOVED wearing his little tuxedo!” that my mom sewed for him? Many times I wondered if she ever loved me or my sister as much as she loved that dog.
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