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For Harper, Emerson and Beckett,

May every year be a Year of Yes. May you inherit a future that no longer requires you to be an F.O.D. And if it is the future and that hasn’t happened yet, go ahead and start the revolution. Mommy says you can.

and

For Delorse,

For giving me permission to start my own private revolution. And for saying yes to showing up every single time I’ve called your name. You are the F.O.D. within the family—the five of us who came behind you thank you for creating our second chances.


The need for change bulldozed a road down the center of my mind.

—MAYA ANGELOU

If you want crappy things to stop happening to you, then stop accepting crap and demand something more.

—CRISTINA YANG, GREY’S ANATOMY



Hello

I’m Old and I Like to Lie (A Disclaimer of Sorts)

I’m a liar.

And I don’t care who knows it.

I make stuff up all the time.

Before you start speculating about my character and my sanity . . . let me explain myself. I make stuff up because I have to. It’s not just something I like to do. I mean, I do like to do it. I thoroughly enjoy making stuff up. Fingers-crossed-behind-my-back flights of fancy make my motor run, shake my groove thing, turn me on.

I do like to make stuff up.

I love it.

It’s also kind of ingrained in me. My brain? My brain naturally just leans in the direction of half truths; my brain turns toward fiction. Like a flower to the sun. Like writing with my right hand. Fabrication is like a bad habit that feels good, easy to pick up, hard to quit. Spinning tall tales, knitting yarns made of stories, is my dirty little vice. And I like it.

But it’s not just a bad habit. I need to do it. I have to do it.

It turns out that making stuff up?

Is a job.

For real.

Seriously.

The very thing that had me on my knees in church during recess reciting the rosary for one nun or another at St. Mary’s Catholic School in Park Forest, Illinois, is an actual honest-to-Jesus-Mary-and-Joseph job.

“Don’t tell anyone, but my Mom? She escaped from Russia. She was engaged to this guy, Vladimir—she had to leave the love of her life behind and everything. It’s so sad. And now she has to pretend she’s a totally regular American or we could all be killed. Of course I speak Russian. Dah. What? She’s black Russian, stupid. Like white Russian. But black Russian. Anyway, it doesn’t matter what kind of Russian, we can never go there ever, she’s a dead woman over there now. For trying to assassinate Leonid Brezhnev. What do you mean why? Don’t you know anything? To stop nuclear winter. To save America. Duh.”

You’d think I’d get extra credit for knowing who Leonid Brezhnev was. You’d think I’d get bonus points for reading up on Russian politics. You’d think someone would thank me for educating my fellow ten-year-olds about the Cold War.

Knees. Church. Nuns. Rosary.

I can recite the rosary in my sleep. I have recited the rosary in my sleep.

Making stuff up is responsible for that. Making stuff up is responsible for everything—everything I’ve done, everything I am, everything I have. Without the tales, the fiction, the stories I’ve spun, it is highly likely that right now, today, I’d be a very quiet librarian in Ohio.

Instead, the figments of my imagination altered whatever downward path the nuns at school expected my life to take.

The stuff I made up carried me from the small bedroom I shared with my sister Sandie in the suburbs of Chicago to an Ivy League dorm room in the hills of New Hampshire, and then it took me all the way to Hollywood.

My destiny rides squarely on the back of my imagination.

The sinful stories that earned me prayer as penance during recess are the same stories that now allow me to buy a bottle of wine plus a steak at the grocery store and not worry about the price. Being able to buy wine and steak and not think about the price is very important to me. It was a goal. Because when I was a struggling graduate student in film school, I often had no money. And so I often had to choose between wine and things like toilet paper. Steak did not even enter into the equation.

It was wine or toilet paper.

Wine.

Or.

Toilet paper.

The toilet paper did not always win.

Did I just see you give me a look? Was that . . . did you just judge me?

No. You are not about to come up into this book and judge me.

That is not how we are going to start off this journey. We are gonna ease on down the road. We’re in this book together, my friend. So let she who is without wine cast the first stone. Otherwise . . .

Sometimes the toilet paper does not win.

Sometimes a broke woman needs the red wine more.

So you’ll have to cut me some slack if I’m unapologetic about my love for the magic of a little bit of fibbing and invention.

Because I make stuff up for a living.

Imagining is now my job. I write television shows. I make up characters. I create whole worlds in my head. I add words to the lexicon of daily conversation—maybe you talk about your vajayjay and tell your friend that someone at work got Poped because of my shows. I birth babies, I end lives. I dance it out. I wear the white hat. I operate. I gladiate. I exonerate. I spin yarns and tell tall tales and sit around the campfire. I wrap myself in fiction. Fiction is my job. Fiction is it. Fiction is everything. Fiction is my jam.

Yes, I’m a liar.

But now I’m a professional liar.

Grey’s Anatomy was my first real job in television. Having a show I created be my first real TV job meant that I knew nothing about working in TV when I began running my own show. I asked every TV writer I bumped into what this job was like, what being in charge of a season of a network television drama was like. I got loads of great advice, most of which made clear that every show was a very different, specific experience. With one exception: every single writer I met likened writing for television to one thing—laying track for an oncoming speeding train.

The story is the track and you gotta keep laying it down because of the train. That train is production. You keep writing, you keep laying track down, no matter what, because the train of production is coming toward you—no matter what. Every eight days, the crew needs to begin to prepare a new episode—find locations, build sets, design costumes, find props, plan shots. And every eight days after that, the crew needs to film a new episode. Every eight days. Eight days to prep. Eight days to shoot. Eight days, eight days, eight days, eight days. Which means every eight days, that crew needs a brand-new script. And my job is to damn well provide them with one. Every. Eight. Days. That train of production is a’coming. Every eight days that crew on that soundstage better have something to shoot. Because the worst thing you can do is halt or derail production and cost the studio hundreds of thousands of dollars while everyone waits. That is how you go from being a TV writer to being a failed TV writer.

So I learned to lay track quickly. Artfully. Creatively. But as fast as freaking lightning.

Lay some fiction on it.

Smooth some story into that gap.

Nail some imagination around those edges.

I always feel the heat of the speeding train on the backs of my thighs, on the heels of my feet, on my shoulder blades and elbows, on the seat of my pants as it threatens to run me down. But I don’t step back and let the cool wind hit my face as I watch the train speed by. I never step back. Not because I can’t. Because I don’t want to. That is not the gig. And for me, there is no better gig on the face of the earth. The adrenaline, the rush, the . . . I call it the hum. There’s a hum that happens inside my head when I hit a certain writing rhythm, a certain speed. When laying track goes from feeling like climbing a mountain on my hands and knees to feeling like flying effortlessly through the air. Like breaking the sound barrier. Everything inside me just shifts. I break the writing barrier. And the feeling of laying track changes, transforms, shifts from exertion into exultation.

I’ve gotten good at it, the making stuff up.

I could lie in the Olympics.

But there’s another problem.

I am old.

Not shake-my-fist-and-holler-if-you-run-across-my-lawn old. And not revered-wrinkled-elder old. I’m not old on the outside. I mean, on the outside, I look good.

I look young.

I don’t look old and probably never will. Seriously. I will never age. Not because I am a vampire or anything.

I will never age because I am my mother’s child.

My mother? Looks incredible. At most, on a bad day, she looks like a slightly worried twenty-five-year-old who maybe partied a little too hard last night. I mean, the woman is nearing . . . she won’t like it if I tell you. So let’s just put it this way: my mother has six children, seventeen grandchildren and eight great-grandchildren. When I see her, I like to tell her that she is “keeping it tight.” Mainly because it appalls her. Also because it makes her laugh. Mostly because we all know it’s true. But secretly I say it because it’s something of a relief to me—I know I’ve got that face to look forward to.

The women in my family? We’ve won the genetic lottery.

You think I’m kidding?

I’m not kidding.

When I get older, I will stand in line along with the rest of the women on my mother’s side of the family and enjoy the benefits that come with cashing in that winning ticket. Because we didn’t just win that lottery, we won the Powerball, baby. All six numbers—even the big red one.

My aunts, my cousins, my sisters . . . you should see us all standing around looking like toddlers in tiaras. We women, we descendants of my grandmother Rosie Lee? We look damn good. Our black don’t crack—for real. As my sister Sandie and I like to remind each other, “We will always be the hottest women in the old folks’ home.”

And that is the thing that is so bittersweet and sad. Because my brain.

My brain. Oh, my brain.

My brain, she is old.

Really old.

Gumming-her-food old.

So, yes. Yes, I will be one of the two hottest women residing at the Sunset Senior Citizens Center for Old Folks Who Don’t Want to Live Like Grey Gardens.

But while I most certainly will be a belle of that senior ball, I will not remember that I ever thought being hot in an old folks’ home was a fun thing to be.

I may have won the genetic lottery on the outside, but on the inside . . .

We are choosing between wine and toilet paper up in here, okay?

My memory sucks.

It’s subtle. Perhaps if I didn’t spend my entire day needing to express myself, needing to pull words out of my head, I’d have never noticed it. But I do. So I did. Maybe if my first TV show hadn’t been a medical show that sent me screaming to a doctor with hypochondriacal certainties of tumors and diseases every time I sneezed, I would shrug it off as lack of sleep. But it was. So I can’t.

Names are forgotten, details of one event are switched with another, a crazy story I am sure was told by one friend was actually told by someone else. The insides of my brain are a fading photograph, stories and images drifting away to places unknown. Leaving patches of nothingness where a name or an event or a location should be.

Anyone who has watched Grey’s Anatomy knows that I am obsessed with curing Alzheimer’s. Anyone who knows me even vaguely knows that my greatest fear is getting Alzheimer’s.

So I’m absolutely sure I have it. I’m sure I have Alzheimer’s. So sure that I take my crappy memory and my shrieking hypochondria to the doctor.

I don’t have Alzheimer’s.

Yet.

(Thank you, universe. You are pretty and smart. So pretty and so smart.)

I don’t have Alzheimer’s.

I’m just old.

Pour one out for my youth.

Time is simply not my friend. My memory is ever-so-slowly being replaced by blank spaces. The details of my life are disappearing. The paintings are being stolen off the walls of my brain.

It’s exhausting. And confusing. And sometimes funny. And often sad.

But.

I make stuff up for a living. Been doing it all my life. So.

Without ever committing to a plan, without ever actively trying, without even realizing it is going to happen, the storyteller inside me steps forward and solves the problem. My inner liar leaps in to take over my brain and begins to spin the yarns. Begins to just . . . fill in the blank spaces. To paint over the nothingness. To close the gaps and connect the dots.

To lay track for the train.

The train that is a’coming no matter what.

Because that’s the gig, baby.

Putting fiction on it is where it is at.

Which leaves me with a conundrum.

This book is not fiction. It’s not about characters that I made up. It doesn’t take place at Seattle Grace or Pope & Associates. It’s about me. It takes place in reality. It’s supposed to be just the facts.

Which means I can’t embellish. I can’t add a little here or there. I can’t put a bit of sparkly ribbon or a handful of glitter on it. I can’t create a better ending or insert a more exciting twist. I can’t just say screw it and go for the good story and say a rosary later.

I can’t make stuff up. I need to tell you the truth. All I have to work with is the truth. But it’s my truth. And therein lies the problem.

You get that, right?

So. This is my disclaimer, I suppose.

Is every single solitary word of this book true?

I hope so.

I think so.

I believe so.

But how in the hell would I remember if it wasn’t?

I’m old.

I like to make stuff up.

Okay. It’s possible. There could be some track in here. I could have laid track for the train all up in these pages. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t try to. I don’t think I did. But it’s possible.

I’ll say this. This is the truth I remember. The truth as I know it. As much as an old liar can know. I’m doing my best. And so if I didn’t get every detail correct, well . . .

. . . once more for the cheap seats, everybody . . .

I’m old.

And I like to lie.



Prologue

Full Frontal

When it was first suggested to me that I write about this year, my first instinct was to say no.

Writing about myself feels a lot like I have just decided to stand up on a table in a very proper restaurant, raise my dress and show everyone that I’m not wearing panties.

That is to say, it feels shocking.

It puts the bits of me that I usually keep to myself on display.

Naughty bits.

Secret bits.

See, I am an introvert. Deep. To the bone. My marrow is introvert marrow. My snot is introvert snot. Every cell in my body screams continuously at me with every word I type that writing this book is an unnatural act.

A lady never shows her soul outside the boudoir.

Showing you a bit of full-frontal me makes me nervous and twitchy, like I have a rash in an unfortunate place. It makes me breathe really hard in a weird panicked dog–sounding way. It makes me laugh inappropriately in public spaces whenever I think about people reading it.

Writing this book makes me uncomfortable.

And that, dear reader, is the point. It’s the whole thing. Which is why I am writing it anyway. Despite the twitching and the laughing and the breathing.

Being too comfortable is what started all of this in the first place.

Well, being too comfortable plus hearing six startling words.

Plus turkey.
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NO

“You never say yes to anything.”

Six startling words.

That’s the beginning. That’s the origin of it all. My sister Delorse said six startling words and changed everything. She said six words and now, as I write this, I have become a different person.

“You never say yes to anything.”

She didn’t even say the six startling words. She muttered them, really. Her lips barely moving, her eyes fixed intently on the large knife in her hands as she was dicing vegetables at a furious pace, trying to beat the clock.

yesyesyes

It’s November 28, 2013.

Thanksgiving Day morning. So obviously, the stakes are high.

Thanksgiving and Christmas have always been my mother’s domain. She has ruled our family holidays with flawless perfection. Food always delicious, flowers always fresh, colors coordinated. Everything perfect.

Last year, my mother announced that she was tired of doing all the work. Yes, she made it look effortless—that did not mean it was effortless. So, still reigning supreme, my mother declared she was abdicating her throne.

Now, this morning, is Delorse’s first time stepping up to wear the crown.

This has made my sister intense and dangerous.

She doesn’t even bother glancing up at me when she mutters the words. There is no time. Hungry family and friends will bear down on us in less than three hours. We have not even reached the turkey-basting segment of the cooking process. So unless my sister can kill me, cook me and serve me with stuffing, gravy and cranberry sauce, I am not getting her full attention right now.

“You never say yes to anything.”

Delorse is the eldest child in our family. I am the youngest. Twelve years separate us; that age gap is filled by our brothers and sisters—Elnora, James, Tony and Sandie. With so many siblings between us, growing up, it was easy to feel as though the two of us existed in the same solar system but never visited each other’s planets. After all, Delorse was heading off to college as I was entering kindergarten. I have vague childhood memories of her—Delorse cornrowing my hair way too tightly, giving me a braid headache; Delorse teaching my older brothers and sisters how to do a brand-new dance called The Bump; Delorse walking down the aisle at her wedding, my sister Sandie and me behind her holding up the train of her gown, our father at her side. As a child, she was the role model of the kind of woman I was supposed to grow up to be. As an adult, she’s one of my best friends. Most of the important memories of my grown-up life include her. So I suppose it is fitting that she is here now, muttering these words at me. It is fitting that right now she’s the one both telling me who I am supposed to grow up to be and standing at the center of what will become one of the most important memories of my life.

And this moment is important.

She doesn’t know it. I don’t know it. Not right now. Right now this moment doesn’t feel important at all. Right now, this feels like Thanksgiving morning and she’s tired.

She got up before dawn to call and remind me to take the twenty-one-pound turkey out of the refrigerator to settle. Then she drove the four blocks from her house to mine in order to do all the cooking for our big family dinner. It’s not quite eleven a.m. but she’s already been at it for hours. Chopping, stirring, seasoning. She’s working really hard.

And I have been watching her.

It’s not as bad as it sounds.

I’m not doing nothing.

I’m not useless.

I’ve been handing her things when she asks. Also, I have my three-month-old daughter strapped to my chest in a baby sling and my one-and-a-half-year-old daughter on my hip. I’ve combed my eleven-year-old’s hair, turned off the TV show she was watching and forced a book into the child’s hands.

And we’re talking. My sister and I. We’re talking. Catching up on all the things we have missed since, well . . . yesterday or maybe the day before.

Okay. Fine. I’m talking.

I’m talking. She’s cooking. I’m talking and talking and talking. I have a lot to tell her. I’m listing for her all of the invitations that I’ve received in the last week or so. Someone wants me to speak at this conference and someone invited me to go to that fancy party and I’ve been asked to travel to such-and-such country to meet that king or to be on a certain talk show. I list ten or eleven invitations I received. I tell her about all of them in detail.

I will admit to you right now that I toss in a few extra juicy bits, spin a few tales, lay some track. I’m purposely boasting a little bit—I am trying to get a reaction out of my big sister. I want her to be impressed. I want her to think I’m cool.

Look, I was raised in a great family. My parents and siblings have many wonderful qualities. They are universally pretty and smart. And like I said, they all look like fetuses. But the members of my immediate family all share one hugely disgusting criminal flaw.

They do not give a crap about my job.

At all.

None of ’em.

Not a one.

They are frankly disturbed that anyone would be impressed by me. For any reason. People behaving toward me as though I might be vaguely interesting bewilders them deeply. They stare at one another, baffled, whenever someone treats me as anything other than what they know me to be—their deeply dorky, overly verbal, baby sister.

Hollywood is a bizarre place. It’s easy to lose touch with reality here. But nothing keeps a person grounded like a host of siblings who, when someone requests your autograph, ask in a truly horrified tone, “Her? Shonda’s autograph? Are you sure? Shonda? No wait, really, Shonda? Shonda RHIMES? Why?”

It’s super rude. And yet . . . think of how many bloated egos would be saved if everyone had five older brothers and sisters. They love me. A lot. But they are not gonna stand for any celebrity VIP crap from the kid in Coke-bottle glasses they all saw throw up alphabet soup all over the back porch and then slip face-first in the vomit chunks.

Which is why right now I’m verbally tap-dancing around the room, shaking it like I’m competing for a mirror-ball trophy. I’m trying to get my sister to show any sign of being impressed, a glimmer that she might think I’m remotely cool. Trying to get a reaction from these people I’m related to, well, it has almost become a game for me. A game I believe that one day I will win.

But not today. My sister doesn’t even bother to blink in my direction. Instead, impatient, possibly tired and likely sick of the sound of my voice going on and on about my list of fancy invitations, she cuts me off.

“Are you going to do any of these things?”

I pause. A little taken aback.

“Huh?” That’s what I say. “Huh?”

“These events. These parties, conferences, talk shows. Did you say yes to any of them?”

I stand there for a moment. Silent. Confused.

What is she talking about? Say yes?

“Well. No, I mean . . . no,” I stammer, “I can’t say . . . obviously I said no. I mean, I’m busy.”

Delorse keeps her head down. Keeps chopping.

Later, when I think about it, I will realize she was probably not even listening to me. She was probably thinking about whether or not she had enough cheddar grated for the mac and cheese she had to make next. Or deciding how many pies to bake. Or wondering how she was going to get out of cooking Thanksgiving dinner next year. But in the moment, I don’t get that. In the moment, my sister keeping her head down? It MEANS something. In the moment, my sister keeping her head down feels purposeful.

Deep.

Challenging.

Rude.

I have to defend myself. How do I defend myself? What do I—

At that exact moment (and this is so fortuitous I decide the universe loves me), Beckett, the sunny three-month-old baby strapped to my chest, decides to spit up a geyser of milk that runs down the front of my shirt in a creepy warm waterfall. On my hip, my prudish one-and-a-half-year-old, the moon to Beckett’s sun, wrinkles her nose.

“I smell something, honey,” she tells me. Emerson calls everyone “honey.” As I nod at her and dab at the smelly hot milk stain, I pause. Take in the mess in my arms.

And I have my defense.

“Beckett! Emerson! I have babies!! And Harper! I have a tween! Tweens are delicate flowers! I can’t just go places and do things!!! I have children to take care of!”

I holler this across the counter in my sister’s general direction.

Wait. Speaking of taking care of stuff . . . I also have to take care of a little something called Thursday nights. Ha! I do a victory shimmy across the kitchen and point at her. Gloating.

“I also have a job! Two jobs! Grey’s Anatomy AND Scandal! Three children and two jobs! I’m . . . busy! I am a mother! I’m a writer! I run shows!”

Bam!

I feel totally triumphant. I’m a mother. A mother, damn it. I have children. THREE children. And I’m running two television shows at one time. I have more than six hundred crew members depending on me for work. I’m a mother who works. I’m a working mother.

Like . . . Beyoncé.

Yes.

Exactly like Beyoncé.

I am bringing home the bacon AND frying it up in the pan. It’s not an excuse. It’s a fact. No one can argue with that. No one can argue with Beyoncé.

But I forgot that this is Delorse.

Delorse can argue with anyone.

Delorse puts down her knife. She actually stops cooking and puts down her knife. Then she raises her head to look up at me. My sister, the biggest winner in our family’s genetic Powerball, is in her fifties. Late fifties. Her sons are grown men with degrees and careers. She has grandchildren. And yet I am often asked if my fifty-seven-year-old sister is my child.

The horror of it is sometimes too much.

So when she raises her head to look at me, she looks more like a saucy fourteen-year-old than she does my eldest sibling. Her saucy-fourteen-year-old face eyes me.

“Shonda.”

That’s all she says. But it’s said with such confidence . . .

So I blurt out—

“A single mother.”

Now, that is shameless. You and I both know it. Because while the technical definition of “single mother” fits me—I am a mother, I am single—its cultural and colloquial meaning does not. Trying to appropriate that term as if I am a struggling mom doing my best to put food on the table makes me an ass. I know it. You know it. And unfortunately? Delorse also knows it.

I need to put an end to the conversation. I raise an eyebrow and make my bossy face. The one I make at the office when I need everyone to stop arguing with me.

My sister does not give a crap about my bossy face. But she picks up her knife again, goes back to chopping.

“Wash the celery,” she tells me.

So I wash celery. Somehow the smell of fresh celery, the motion of the washing, Emerson’s joy as she splashes the water over the counter, it all lulls me into a false sense of security.

Which is why I am not prepared.

I turn. Hand her the wet, clean celery. And I’m surprised when, still chopping, Delorse begins to speak.

“You are a single mother but you are not a single mother. I live four blocks away. Sandie lives four blocks away. Your parents live forty minutes away and would love to stay with the kids. You have literally the best nanny in the world. You have three amazing best friends who would step in and help at any time. You are surrounded by family and friends who love you, people who want you to be happy. You are your own boss—your job is only as busy as you make it. But you never do anything but work. You never have any fun. You used to have so much fun. Now, all of these amazing opportunities are coming your way—once-in-a-lifetime opportunities—and you aren’t taking advantage of any of them. Why?”

I shift, uncomfortable. For some reason, I do not like this. I don’t like anything about this conversation at all. My life is fine. My life is great. I mean, look around!

Look!

I’m . . . happy.

Ish.

I’m happyish.

Kind of.

Mind your own business, Delorse. You are annoying, Delorse. People aren’t supposed to Benjamin Button so your face is clearly the result of a pact with Satan, Delorse! You know what, Delorse? You smell like poop.

But I don’t say any of that. Instead I stand there for a long time. Watching her chop. And finally, I answer. Putting just the right amount of casual arrogance in my voice.

“Whatever.”

And then I turn away, hoping to indicate that the conversation is over. I head over to the sitting area, where I gently settle an already napping Beckett into the bassinet. I place Emerson on the changing table for a fresh diaper. In a moment, I’ll go upstairs and try to find a spit-up-free shirt to wear for dinner. The fresh diaper is on. I put Emerson on my hip, lay her head on my shoulder, and we swing back around to face my sister as I head for the stairs. That’s when she says it. The six words.

Mutters them. Almost under her breath.

As she finishes chopping the onions.

Six startling words.

“You never say yes to anything.”

For a single beat, time stops. Becomes a clear, frozen moment I’ll never forget. One of the paintings that will never be taken from my mental wall. My sister, in a brown hoodie, her hair in a neat knot at the nape of her neck, standing there with that knife in her hand, head down, the little pile of white onion pieces on the cutting board before her.

She tosses the words out there.

“You never say yes to anything.”

Tosses the words out there like a grenade.

You never say yes to anything.

Then my sister slides the onions over and begins chopping the celery. I head upstairs to change my shirt. Family and friends arrive. The turkey cooks perfectly. Dinner is delicious.

The grenade lies there in the middle of everything. Quiet. Camouflaged. I don’t think about it.

You never say yes to anything.

Thanksgiving Day comes and goes.
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Maybe?

The grenade sits dormant for several weeks.

It rolls around in my brain, the safety clip firmly in place. So quietly stealthy that I am able to forget it is there. I maintain my usual routine. I go to work, I write scripts, I work on episodes of TV, I come home, I snuggle babies, I read bedtime stories.

Life is normal.

One single out-of-the-ordinary event occurs: I fly to Washington as a new trustee of the Kennedy Center. I attend the celebrations, making my first trip to the White House. And then, for magical reasons that to this day I still don’t understand, I am told I will be sitting with the president and the First Lady in their box at the Kennedy Center Honors.

I am not asked. I am told. I am not given a chance to say no. Mainly because I am sure it never occurs to anyone that I would decline such an honor. Who would?

I wear a very beautiful black beaded evening gown. My date wears a new tuxedo. We sit right behind President and Mrs. Obama for the entirety of the ceremony. I am much too shy and nervous to croak out more than a few words when faced with a chance to speak to the actual president and First Lady. I certainly don’t form sentences. But I enjoy myself. I have fun.

We drink cocktails in the same room as Carlos Santana and Shirley MacLaine. We get the street cred to be able to say we were there when Snoop Dogg thanked Herbie Hancock for creating hip-hop. We see Garth Brooks sing Billy Joel’s “Goodnight Saigon” with a choir made up of veterans. It’s amazing. The whole evening feels a bit enchanted. No matter how cynical the Beltway thinks it is or how world-weary politicians may seem, D.C. is a town that lacks the true cynicism of Hollywood. People actually get excited about things there and the enthusiasm is infectious. I fly back to Los Angeles filled with a buoyant sense of optimism.

The grenade explodes without warning.

It happens at four in the morning a few days before Christmas. I’m flat on my back in the middle of my king-size bed. Eyes pulled open against my will. Something’s snapped me awake, yanked me out of sleep.

Being woken abruptly is not new.

Like every other mother on the planet, from the moment my first baby entered the house, I stopped getting real sleep. Motherhood means I’m always a little bit awake, a little bit alert at all times. One eye open. So being awakened by something in the middle of the night isn’t surprising. What is surprising is that this something doesn’t have anything to do with a furious kid standing in a crib screaming her head off. The house is silent. My girls are fast asleep.

So why am I awake?

If they had asked me, I would have said no.

That thought makes me sit up in bed.

What?

If they had asked me, I would have said no.

My face gets hot. I’m embarrassed, as if there is someone else in the room hearing the words inside my brain.

If they had asked me if I wanted to sit in the presidential box at the Kennedy Center Honors, I would have said no.

Ridiculous.

But it’s true. It’s clearly true.

I am as sure of this as I am of the need to breathe. I would have said no carefully. Respectfully. Graciously. I would have come up with a creative excuse, expressed both extreme honor and regret. The excuse would have been good, the excuse would have been brilliant.

I mean, come on.

I’m a writer. I would have been eloquent and delightful—no one can decline an invitation as beautifully as I can. You’re all amateurs at bailing on something; I bail on events so well that I can do it in the major leagues.

I nod to myself. Certain. However I handled it, I definitely would have said no. That is an unquestionable fact.

If they had asked, I would have said no.

Seriously?

I am up and out of bed. Sleep doesn’t have a chance now. This requires thought. This requires wine. Downstairs, I throw myself on my sofa and stare at the lights of my Christmas tree. Glass of wine in hand, I drink about the question.

Why would I have said no?

But I know the answer. I knew the answer before I got out of bed. I just wanted the wine.

Because it’s scary.

I would have said no to sitting in the presidential box at the Kennedy Center with POTUS and FLOTUS because the prospect of saying yes was terrifying to me.

I would have said no because if I had said yes, I would have had to actually do it. I would have had to actually go and sit in the box and be there to meet the president and the First Lady. I would have had to make small talk and say things. I would have had to drink cocktails near Carlos Santana.

I would have had to do all of the things that I, in fact, did do that night.

And I had a wonderful time. When all was said and done, it was one of the most memorable nights of my life.

Look, I am known for giving good story.

The kind of good story told over dinner that makes my friends laugh, that gets my date to accidentally spit his cocktail across a table. The kind of good story that has everyone asking me to “tell that one again.” That’s my superpower—telling good stories. Smooth stories. Funny stories. Epic stories.

I can make any story good. I can take the lamest tale and make it compelling. The thing is, a good story is not about purposely lying. The best stories are true. Giving good story just requires that I . . . leave out the untidy bits.

The bits where, before I leave for the White House, I spend ten minutes convincing myself that I do not have the stomach flu, that I am fine. Where I consider licking the dust at the bottom of the Xanax bottle because oh yeah, I don’t take Xanax anymore, it’s been twelve years since Xanax was my friend. Yuck, this Xanax dust is twelve-year-old Xanax dust?

Where I sleep for fourteen hours straight because I am so numb with stress that it’s either sleep or run. And I don’t mean jog on a treadmill. I mean, run. I mean, get in a car, go to the airport, get on a plane and run away.

Run.

That seems like a much better plan than going out in public with every nerve ending in my body screaming.

This is who I am.

Silent.

Quiet.

Interior.

More comfortable with books than new situations.

Content to live within my imagination.

I’ve lived inside my head since I was a kid. My earliest memories are of sitting on the floor of the kitchen pantry. I stayed there for hours in the darkness and warmth, playing with a kingdom I created out of the canned goods.

I was not an unhappy kid. Because I was the baby in a family of eight, at any given moment, someone was available to read to me, applaud whatever story I had come up with or let me listen in on their teenage secrets. The end to every sibling argument over the extra cookie or the last slice of cake was always an egalitarian sigh: “Give it to the baby.”

I was loved, I was a star, I was the Blue Ivy of my world. I was not an unhappy kid.

I was just an unusual kid.

Lucky for me, my parents held the unusual in high regard. And so when I wanted to play with the cans in the pantry for hours on end, my mother didn’t tell me to stop messing around with the food and go somewhere else to play. Instead, she declared it a sign of creativity, closed the pantry door and let me be.

You have her to thank for my love of long-form serialized drama.

The world I created inside the small closet filled with canned goods and cereal was serious; these days I would describe it as a winter-is-coming-where-are-my-dragons kind of solo play date, but this was not HBO. This was the suburbs in the 1970s. We didn’t need reality TV because TV was real. Nixon was going down. As Watergate played out on the tiny black and white set my mother had dragged into the kitchen and balanced on a chair just outside the pantry doors, my three-year-old imagination made a world of its own. The big cans of yams ruled over the peas and green beans while the tiny citizens of Tomato Paste Land planned a revolution designed to overthrow the government. There were hearings and failed assassination attempts and resignations. Every once in a while, my mom would open the pantry door, flooding my world with light. She’d politely tell me she needed vegetables for dinner. The canned judiciary would sentence a can of corn to death for treason and I’d deliver the guilty party into the hands of the executioner.

Man, that pantry was fun.

You see the problem? Did you read the problem?

Man, that pantry was fun.

That just came out of my mouth. I actually said it aloud WHILE I typed it. And I said it without any irony. I said it with a big dorky wistful grin on my face.

I had a wonderful childhood, but I lived so deep in my imagination that I was happier and more at home in that pantry with the canned goods than I ever was with people. I felt safer in the pantry. Freer in that pantry. True when I was three years old.

And somehow even more true at forty-three.

As I sit on my sofa staring into the Christmas lights, I realize that I would still be partying in my pantry if I thought I could get away with it. If I didn’t have children who needed me to be in the world. I fight the instinct every day. Which is why I now have a garden for vegetables.

If they had asked, I would have said no.

I would have said no.

Because I always say no.

And that’s when the grenade explodes.

Suddenly it’s Thanksgiving and I’m back in that kitchen, covered in spit-up, watching my sister chop those onions. And I understand her now.

You never say yes to anything.

I don’t just understand her—I believe her. I hear her. And I know. She is right.

BOOM.

Grenade.

When the dust settles and everything is clear, I am left with one thought rattling through my head.

I’m miserable.

That makes me put down my wineglass. Am I drunk? Am I kidding me? Did I just think that?

Honestly, I’m a little indignant with myself. I’m embarrassed to even be having that thought. I’m ashamed, if you really wanna know. I’m bathed in shame.

I’m miserable?

I’m still a little ashamed to be telling you that right now.
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