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To Mom, Dad, Michelle and Bubby: this one’s for you.


INTRODUCTION

Growing up without a Designated Cool Female to guide me through the rituals of womanhood, I became that kid in second grade making my Barbie dolls reenact Kama Sutra positions and storing things in my nose to “see what would happen” (spoiler: that sequin from my friend Sammy’s shoe was never to be seen again). It was no secret that I was different. But to feel like I was in on the joke, I called myself a weirdo in an essay on my love of death metal in the school newspaper. It was the closest thing to writing for Cosmopolitan I could get at age thirteen, and the closest I could get to controlling my own narrative far before I knew what that word meant.

Magazines were always my Sherpa up the hill we’ll call puberty, thin lines and sharp edges my only real example of who to be when I had no idea which step came next in girlhood after exhausting every Spice Girls choreography, my breasts bouncing along timidly as they grew in at different speeds. I couldn’t tell what came first: that my hatred of my growing body led me to magazines, or that magazines led me to hate my body. Given that my earliest memory includes walking back from day camp at three years old and throwing a tantrum because my inner thighs were touching, let’s go with the former.

I didn’t look, feel, or act anything like the images of people in the magazines or the authors who profiled them. But it’s not like I publicly aspired to be anything like them. Gosh, no. Middle-of-the-road suburban kids like me were doomed for mediocre lives full of A-line skirts and single glasses of white wine at stuffy networking events. Mediocrity was something I had come to accept and even embrace—until everything changed my last two years of high school. I was winning national poetry and public speaking competitions; I was being profiled in newsletters for my budding writing career; and teachers paraded my work as prime examples of how to write as part of their class syllabi. And yet, nothing about me became any more glamorous. I was still the kid with an inability to keep her bowel schedule to herself. I was still explaining to boyfriends’ parents for the first time upon meeting them that lycopene, an antioxidant found in tomatoes and watermelon, has been proven to have anti-cancerous properties on both the prostate and uterus. For the first time, my magazines fell short in showing me how to live, what to look like, and what to do with my life.

There was literally no way of reconciling those two diametrically opposing facets of my identity—the freak and the ambitious student—without diving headfirst into an existential crisis. By that point, I had assumed psychiatric medication was strictly reserved for folks who had imaginary friends and that therapy was something old married couples did, so I figured there was no point Going There unless I had a backup coping mechanism.

I was finally able to give my general feelings of malaise a concrete name when I first heard the term “impostor syndrome” during my last year of high school, around the time when my grades and academic performance started to be decent enough not to make me sweat through my thick uniform when I got my report card in a manilla envelope at the end of the school day four times a year. A Google search of all my symptoms like “Can’t take credit for any of my success,” “This is all an accident,” and “Don’t feel like I deserve all these good things” led me to case studies about other women experiencing the same things. Most of them were high-powered CEOs who felt completely inadequate despite evidence of the contrary. Others possessed inborn exquisite talents that catapulted them to a level of fame they believed was unwarranted. All I had to show for my success was a bunch of stints on the honor roll and some dollar store-purchased awards on my wall for writing angsty MySpace poems, which I then submitted to contests because the only accounts to interact with my content were porn bots. So, not only did I have no real place in the high school cafeteria but I also had no place in the impostor syndrome sufferers’ high-powered corner office league either. Feeling like a fraudulent impostor was a complicated feeling no Google rabbit hole—and apparently no back issue of Cosmo—would ever be able to fix.

It turns out examining and reflecting on my own life, instead of looking externally, was just the thing my high school guidance counselor didn’t order—but should have.

I don’t want to ruin it for you because I spent a painstaking amount of time outlining in profane, vivid detail what exactly I reflected on. But hopefully, you’ll walk away from this little piece of literature understanding that our feelings of inadequacy often mean we deserve all those great things that happen to us. We’re worthy of success by virtue of us thinking we’re not. Unlike folks who expect standing ovations for simply existing (*cough* finance bros *cough*), us impostors constantly strive to do better and be better in order to avoid being outed as frauds. The people splayed on magazine centerfolds you dream of emulating think they’re hella weird, too. And if they don’t? Well, you don’t have much in common with them anyway, and you really don’t want to sit through happy hour with someone like that.

But don’t worry. We probably have lots in common. In this essay collection, you’ll learn that I wasn’t always this enlightened. Going to therapy would have been a big middle finger to my parents for giving me—on paper—what I thought was a fairly solid suburban upbringing. Instead, my sadness became a covert operation, taking on an almost tangible, human-like quality with its persistence and level of intensity growing by day. My sadness was the pre-rolled joints in my purse hidden in tubes of lipstick. My sadness was the rubber band I snapped against my inner wrist to distract myself from hunger. My sadness was a string of sexual assaults that I counted as standard teenage promiscuity.

No matter how many times I flirted with the idea of sawing off my love handles with an axe or how many hours I spent with an electric toothbrush down my throat after Rosh Hashanah dinner (I was never successful), I felt that as a white woman from an upstanding nuclear family with a roof over my head and food on the table, I had no right to seek help or support for my feelings of inferiority. Sadness wasn’t allowed to happen to people like me. I, like so many, reside in that liminal space of being too normal to stand out, yet too weird to fit in.

I expected my sadness to subside once I started meeting all the widely agreed-upon criteria of success: I became a small business owner leading a freelance journalism career writing for the likes of the New York Times, the Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Vogue, GQ, CNN, and Cosmopolitan. I taught journalism workshops, and I was invited to speak on panels, on the radio, and at schools around my hometown of Montreal. College students did projects on my career that earned them actual grades. Writing service journalism for the publications I grew up idolizing became my way of guiding others through their lives, but secretly, like many of us, I had very little clue how to live my own. I’m not a “writer,” I thought. I’m just some unhygienic cat lady with illegal access to Microsoft Office.

The transition away from the “weird” one to the “successful” one felt like a performative Halloween costume that didn’t quite fit. It left me with questions like, “How are women supposed to own their achievements if we’ve been told from the beginning to stay quiet?” “How are we supposed to strive for greater things when pride is narcissism’s low-brow cousin?” “How are we supposed to feel like we deserve our successes—big and small—if social media etiquette dictates we’re overcompensating for something bigger when we post about our professional victories, our growing families, and our newfound mastery of That Cool New Yoga Pose That’ll Allow You to Lick Your Own Lady Parts?” “Why have we regressed into an archaic Dark Age where those who keep quiet about their accomplishments on social media—or better yet, leave no digital footprint—are of the superior race?”

Here’s a Hot Take: a significant chunk of Beyoncé’s allure lies in having not posted anything on Instagram for years after creating her account. We conjured truths about her in our own minds with the same fury we used to dissect her pregnancy announcement and cardiovascularly demanding Coachella performance alongside sister Solange. The less we say about ourselves, the more room there is for people to draw their own (sometimes positive) conclusions about us, because we don’t give them the opportunity to think otherwise. My job is to literally say things all the time, and with that, I invite a special brand of criticism only a 9:00 a.m. shot of Jameson can fix.

My mom and dad—second- and third-generation Canadians who fought for their place in the workforce and feel as though they damn well earned it—don’t understand my identity crisis–driven plight *Enters stage right wearing Avril Lavigne Purim costume*. They see us all as entitled millennials who operate under the assumption that it’s our God-given right to succeed and that we can’t buy real estate because we’ve maxed out our credit cards on Jeffree Star eyeshadow palettes. They’re not wrong. We cover up our perceived shortcomings with Instagram posts that strategically crop out unmade beds and tears, self-congratulatory Facebook proclamations and eyebrows that took so long to perfect we were there to witness the first sprout of gray hair like a tulip in spring. I wish I could turn to my peers for support, for validation, so they could tell me that I earned my achievements—that I am Good at Being Me. But instead I’m turning inward because they’re sick of my shit. And, again, my psychiatrist didn’t think of prescribing it even though he knows my selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors haven’t been working properly for the last six years.

My loneliness wouldn’t have felt so pronounced if I knew others had been experiencing it, too. Forget wine—what really helps the antidepressants go down is the act of normalizing each other’s anxiety-fueled inner-monologues. Most of your friends, family, colleagues, and idols all grapple with the same condition. I have nothing to lose by talking about it. Except for maybe a few of my more vanilla acquaintances who’ve had it UP TO HERE with my potty mouth.


Chapter 1

PELVIC FLOORED

My left ribcage felt hard and cold on the linoleum floor. I read once in a women’s magazine with Jennifer Aniston on the cover that lying on your left side reduces pain. Women’s magazines are my rulebook, my dogma, my Sherpa up the hill when I am lost. I am always lost. My inner Siri is rarely activated.

“There is a scissor cutting its way through my insides and it won’t stop,” I told Noah, my boyfriend at the time, between hasty rhythmic breaths. “I feel it moving and it’s running around. I change my mind. It’s not scissors, it’s a dagger.”

He could tell, for once, that I was not being a neurotic princess.

The gluten-free pasta on the stove above me hardened around the sides of the metal pot. He rubbed my lower belly, each stroke an invitation to relax and find my “Zen” like the magazines promised.

“I’m begging you to just take a bite out of something. Please. I’m begging you,” he said, kneeling down on the floor beside me. “You need the energy for tomorrow. I don’t want to see another situation where I almost have to take you to the emergency room like that time you fucking passed out on the streets of Manhattan.”

I was now crouched on my kitchen floor with my head between my knees, just like I was six months before in 2015 on the sidewalk of 3rd Avenue and East 67th Street. It was late May, and I had just wrapped up a meeting with my editor at Cosmopolitan. I sauntered out of the Hearst building with the weightlessness of a tumbleweed down a dirt road.

I refused to eat before our meeting so as to not clog my thoughts with diner omelette grease. I always think better when I don’t eat, or so I think. When I left the Hearst building, I was running on the high of fair-trade iced coffee and a new story assignment, until cataracts—or what felt like them—clouded my eyes. My knees buckled, sending me to the ground. Noah pulled me up by the cold, damp wrist and dragged me into a nearby pizzeria.

“Quick, please, my girlfriend is fainting. She needs water now,” he’d pled into a crowded ether the year before. He sat me down onto a chair like a ventriloquist, propping my head up with his calloused hands. I felt the sweat droplets descend down each vertebrae of my spine, the cold chair against my tailbone. I belonged on the sidewalk, free from the confines of food and chairs and restaurants and calories and people who told me what to do.

Back on my linoleum kitchen floor, I knew I couldn’t pull that same shit.

“I’m begging you to just take a bite out of something. Please,” he continued. The desperation in his eyes the texture and color of a mahogany leather sofa pained me more than the emptiness did. “We have a post-marathon brunch we need to make it to. You need to get to that finish line.”

Everything was about food. Food this. Food that. Couldn’t I turn my body into a microcosmic cashless society where taking a bite of pasta doesn’t feel like a life or death decision?

Noah was always right but that didn’t say much because everyone is always a little more right than me, no matter how objectively right I am. The more he begged me to eat a spoonful of pasta hardening on the stove, the more it reinforced the idea that I really was doing it. This was thrilling. I was saying no to food again, just like I had done so well when I was fourteen years old. If I was going to think about how that one bite would affect me for the next twenty-four hours, I might as well eschew it altogether. But now, I wasn’t some kid posting “Stay strong!!” on pro-anorexia blogs. I had an alibi. I was in excruciating physical pain.

“I can’t do it. I will throw up and die,” I told him, pleading for something I wasn’t sure was even feasible. I imagined the words sounding pitiful as they exited my quivering Blue-Man-Group lips, because that’s what happens when you feel like a burden on people all the time. The pain was a pizza cutter soaring through my bodily diner grease.

I went to the bathroom to force out whatever monster made my body its home. I sat on the toilet with my head nesting in the palm of my hands and my shoulders hunched collapsing onto my lap. Nothing came out. Muscle spasms pinched my organs. Dead air whispered that I wasn’t worthy of a working system. Whether that was digestive or reproductive, I didn’t quite know.

I carefully peeled off my magenta Lululemon shorts and multiple sports bras I was wearing in anticipation for my half-marathon a meager four hours later (the key is to avoid clothes that chafe, unless you want to spend half the race jogging like a penguin with an inner thigh rash. I couldn’t afford any more discomfort). I had too much pride to rub coconut oil—or worse, deodorant—between my gapless thighs.

The pain had morphed into what felt like a colony of bees zooming around my insides, liberally erecting their stingers to mark their territory. Even though I hadn’t eaten anything in several hours, my stomach was now distended. There were boxing gloves mid-match in my abdomen, punching their way out. I was alone with my body. I was alone with the stabbing. Noah said some things about wanting to experience what I was feeling to make the pain go away.

I looked down to find a Hansel and Gretel trail of blood leading from my inner thighs down to my rough and flaky feet. Maraschino cherry-thick clumps stuck to my skin like leeches. Thick, red walls that should have been inside, it seemed, dangled like ornaments. What was more painful than the pain itself was the belief that I deserved it. My fingers were quivering too rapidly to Google what was happening to me, so I chalked it up to one of those horrifying periods women’s magazines warn you about when you get an IUD.

A half an hour of sleep later, I was stepping into those same magenta shorts in preparation for the day’s half-marathon.

* * *

I had an IUD inserted in 2012 because when you’re a spacey adolennial (if the adolescent/millennial portmanteau actually takes off as a thing I will be very surprised), you don’t trust yourself to take a birth control pill every day, let alone remember to turn off your hair straightening iron before you leave the house.

“Dr. Frontenac, on a scale from one to childbirth, how badly is this going to hurt?” I asked.

I was an open, spread-eagle wound with my feet in stirrups. But I was eager to finally rely on a method that’s been touted both by women’s service magazines and doctors alike to be fool- and fail-proof.

“I would give it a two,” he said in a voice as shaky as his hands under condom-textured rubber gloves. His volume lowered considerably once I fastened on my journalist hat and started asking the Hard Questions, like will my boyfriend be able to feel the metal wire poking him when he’s inside me; will I be able to rip it out with my own bare hands in a fit of rage; will airport security be able to pick it up on the metal detector; will this, like so many other things, make me feel sad and fat?

His answer to all of the above was a curt “No,” as if I had asked a difficult multiple-choice question on a college entrance exam and when in doubt, always circle “C.”

I never subscribed to the notion that all male gynecologists perceive their practice or their patients neutrally anyway. On a pathological level, there’s something fascinating—terrifying even—about a heterosexual cisgender male who chooses to dedicate his livelihood toward treating an organ he will never fully understand no matter how many textbooks he reads. It’s an organ that comes with a lot of emotional baggage: either multiple people attached to vaginas have rejected him, or he has derived so much satisfaction from a vagina that even the sight of a crying twenty-one-year-old patient bound to a gurney can’t stop him from harkening back to that one time in his Camaro overlooking the sunset in 1987 with his first live-in girlfriend.

Dr. Frontenac was overcompensating. I imagined what sort of techniques he’d picked up in med school to optimize his bedside manner. I’m not sure where in the syllabus it suggested he ask me about my feelings toward the Palestinian-Israeli conflict while elbow-deep into my birth canal, but there we were. He poked around at my ovaries while looking at the ceiling like he was focusing on comparing grapefruit textures at the grocery store.

“Um, it’s complicated, I guess?” I managed to squeeze out. “I mean, I have family in Israel so naturally I’m a little biased.”

“On the count of three, I’m going to insert . . . ” Dr. Frontenac trailed off.

If his language had been any more evocative of my mashed pumpkin-carrot “airplane zoom zoom” days as a baby, I’d have had to call airport security. I get that the countdown is intended to prepare the patient, but way to both infantilize and completely trigger me at the same time.

I buried my face in a series of panicked BlackBerry messages to my friend Liz. She’s best described as a Greek goddess version of Aubrey Plaza with perfect eyebrows, every hair in place, and almond-shaped nails from those YouTube tutorials. Had I not known the intimate details of her digestive system, I would be too intimidated to talk to her in writing and reporting class. Liz had just bought a house with her fiancé, so I figured she wouldn’t want to reenact their first vacation together in Cuba. After hitting up the resort buffet too hard, they engaged in an hour-long painful game of Battleshits. I mean, he proposed a day later, instilling hope in bloated women like me everywhere. Along with some crockpot-like device, I gave her potpourri marketed literally as “shit spray” for her bridal shower, which she opened in front of her entire Greek Orthodox family. She proceeded to read the instructions over the microphone. My cheeks turned rectal-polyp red. Had it just been Liz and I, the moment would have been perfect. Kind of like the digital moment I was having with her now.

Assuming cunnilingus position—my least favorite of them all—I felt very connected to Liz through my screen. I wasn’t quite oozing liquid shit all over my gynecologist like she had on her betrothed, but it sure felt like I was about to. And she would be the only one to understand.

“its going in. 10/10 worst pain of my life freaking out help this pain is not even a little bit tolerable,” I typed with haste.

The pressure of the IUD insertion made me light-headed as I sunk deeper into a lucid night terror. I was partially conscious, yet completely unable to control what happened next.

“Deep breaths babygirl u got this!!!” she typed with what I can only imagine were her signature baby pink almond-shaped acrylic nails tapping against tiny keys.

Her words were cooling, like the blue jelly sonographers slather across your stomach before an ultrasound. Specifically, the ultrasound that Dr. Frontenac would never end up using on me to detect the correct placement of said IUD.

I let out a guttural scream. I could no longer read the series of messages through what felt like the Niagara Falls streaming down my flushed cheeks. The IUD tore through my cervix and latched its claws onto my uterus. I could feel every millimeter of the procedure. In what world is that kind of pain a “two”?

With no more than a flash card reading the date of insertion (December 12, 2012, will forever be etched in my brain—and cervix), Dr. Frontenac shuffled me out the door to make room for the next passenger on his conveyer belt.

“Should be good for up to five years. Bye, bye, now,” he said, waving me off like I had just held up the security line searching for my fucking passport again.

That wasn’t a metaphor because I misplace it so often I’m convinced The Universe is beckoning me to stay in one place lest I do something stupid like ask for a birth control method that was, at that point, far more traumatizing an option than delivering and raising a child on a freelance journalist’s salary.

I couldn’t get up on his command. Had anyone walked in, they would have assumed I was the subject of an autopsy. Everything from my waist down felt numb, so I opened my eyes to ensure it was all there. I could see my pelvis. It was definitely there in the literal sense. But the area was a phantom limb. The only thing confirming my existence was blood.

* * *

It was the summer of 2010. I spent the weeks between my job as a camp counselor and dance instructor and the beginning of university singing karaoke in bars with the same group of people I may have as well discovered in the lost and found bin.

Some were core friends, the kind of who have coached me through everything from a tampon insertion to an unrequited obsession with a boy who I assumed harbored profoundly negative thoughts about my arm fat. The other friends were girls whose last names I did not know but we still felt each other up in an attempt to experiment with our fluid sexualities but mostly to compare bodies because I’ve always been worried about the shape of my breasts (“Girl, I read in Cosmo there are seven types of breasts, and you’re just bell-shaped, you’re not saggy I swear!!”). I soothed others in an attempt to soothe myself, as one does.

My friends were often low on cash, so I pretended I was, too. I was embarrassed by my suburban privilege. No one wants to hear about how much your parents love you. My seemingly ideal upbringing made me as exciting as filing taxes on time.

I wanted to know what it felt like to be young and lost and uncertain about my five-year plan. Misery loves company, and I thought that couldn’t be truer for The Interesting. I thought I wouldn’t be able to keep these friends around if I couldn’t find anything troubling to talk about. It’s always hard for someone to confide in you about their pain—which they inevitably had—when I was raised by housekeepers and got a yearly birthday shopping spree—which I did, and still do.

We’d go to house parties in Montreal’s Notre-Dame-de-Grâce (NDG) along Sherbrooke Street West, a predominantly English-speaking residential borough in a French-speaking city that feels like one big living room with traffic lights. I hesitate to call anything a party unless I’ve dragged several women to the bathroom with me. I’ve convinced myself that we are biologically unable to expel urine without the presence of another vagina owner, and that is beautiful on every level. Bathrooms are a dangerous place to venture alone. Often there is no toilet paper left. Often someone creepy follows me in. Often there is no bathroom altogether, and I need someone to stand guard while I squat in an alley.

In the space between the toilet where I sat once I broke the seal and the bathroom door stood Megan, Jill, Ella, Sabrina, Jenna, and Carly (all who have last names) and Sarah, Elizabeth, Catherine, and Melissa (all who don’t). Sam, Oliver, Brett, and Tom were the boys I could rely on to pretend I was dating when a creep approached me. It certainly didn’t hurt that they were my de facto designated drivers in case we needed to make a swift escape to another living room in NDG.

The ecosystem operated the same way every Saturday night, and Friday night, too, if I wasn’t too lethargic from a heavy Shabbat dinner. Boys playing Pink Floyd on acoustic guitar were looking for love and affection, and we were ready to give that to them in the quest for love and affection of our own. Montreal house parties meant kissing boys because they were playing acoustic guitar and kissing girls because said boys with acoustic guitars were watching.

Usually, the weed-induced paranoia kicked in so hard I had to go to the bathroom and touch my face to ensure it was still there, but the way each living room was organized the same way provided comfort: there was a coffee table littered with green weed shake rich in THC crystals illuminating the dim room like fairy lights. There were Société de transport de Montréal bus transfers rolled into filters. They topped off burrito-sized joints so smokey the night looked like you’d just woken up with crust in your eyes. But you could always smoke it Jamaican-style if you didn’t care. You could lock yourself in a bathroom with the shower running on hot, hot heat, the St. Ive’s apricot-scented mist in the air bridging the gap between who you once were and who you are now.

In NDG, boys blew weed smoke into girls’ mouths as a mating ritual. There was a hookah off in the corner for those who opted to methodically practice their ring-shaped exhales and thus who had every intention of dying alone. These boys, without fail, wore chains attached to their wallets, studded black leather bracelets around their wrists, and T-shirts boasting bands that were cool for maybe two weeks in 1997 covering their size AA male breasts. Their hair was full, curly, and black, and it dipped down their temples and chins like an overweight man’s hug. It would feel so good to run my hands through their hair, I thought, the way it felt so good to touch my face in front of the mirror when I was high to confirm I was alive.

The tattered beige couches at these parties with blobs of cotton prairie-dogging their way out were something you’d find in the “free stuff” section on Craigslist. They were special because it was very obvious several generations of children had been conceived on each of those couches. I never sat at these parties because it crushed the full expression of my libido during my perennial mating season. My veins, a warm bath of vodka, and blood.

Kids I’d only vaguely seen on the bus ran up to me with open arms when I walked into these parties, demanding I take a sip of their drink, which at the time was nice because it meant I didn’t need to nervously shift around a depanneur and use a fake ID. My mom checked her liquor cabinets, so that was out of the question.

Drinks were nail polish–remover strong. My friends and I were the first to start dancing, which is actually an underestimated way of saying we used each other as poles to wrap our legs up against like poison ivy leaves on a countryside fence. My nails were painted black and they were chipped, and I loved how it was an artistic manifestation of my self-sabotage. I was the star of my own Ke$ha video well before I knew who she was.

My parents warned me about taking the bus on my own once the sky turned black. They had heard mythical tales of women getting assaulted late at night, of men cornering them into something farfetched and cliché like a bush, commenting on their bodies, following them home. I wouldn’t dare deviate from their wish lest I become an even bigger, blacker chipped–nail polish sheep in the family. In truth, I spent the majority of my youth, as young as age seven, getting cat-called. But I use that cutesy name hesitantly since it reduces women to animals and legitimizes verbal assault.

At the time, I only knew of one friend who was viciously attacked while inebriated on something someone slipped in her drink.

Once she rubbed her sleepy eyes open and noticed her nail beds were gone, she knew something was wrong. The circumference of her anus was scratched, and her eye was the shape and size of a plum. But that happened in Milan and Milan seemed so far away. For someone very confused about where I stood on the social hierarchy, I was certain about one thing: even though I felt I deserved to be harmed, I seemed to be impervious to any real signs of it.

Jewish parents love you so much you wouldn’t dare disappoint them. So when my parents told me to do something that would protect me or teach me how to grow up, I listened (when it was time to make my bed or take out the recycling, though, I handed them an annotated essay as to why I was unfortunately unavailable at that time).

My friends and I were so protected. Incubator-in-the-neonatal-unit-at-eighteen-years-old-protected. We make jokes about disobedient kids who haven’t gotten enough hugs. We were hugged too much. Our parents loved us until we felt asphyxiated by the weight of their gefilte-fleshy arms, and we wouldn’t have had it any other way. There wasn’t any room in our Jewish suburban bubble for foreign bodies. But still, I took lifts from Sam. He was the only one whose parents never made him pay for gas, so I never felt bad. He taught his parakeet how to say “fuck off” and that was a special brand of pet parenting that resonated with me on a cellular level. He blasted comedy tapes as loud as I wanted and was obsessed with my toilet humor, and when you’re the only girl you know who wants to hear about your new butt-wiping trick in vivid detail, it’s refreshing for once to not feel so alone. I was a version of myself around him that I actually liked—or at the very least, didn’t despise.

But otherwise, I wasn’t lost—I was free. In two weeks, I would be an undergraduate student in journalism and creative writing, programs where I immediately checked the name on the envelope to ensure they had sent the acceptance to the right person.

To know what I wanted so fervently was liberating. It provided purpose. So I rewarded myself by trying, for the first time, not to care.

University’s little ritual called Frosh Week is where we learned to chug our first beer. It’s where we play “just the tip.” It’s where incoming students spend a week on and off campus playing icebreaker games, cheering for god-knows-what, ripping Frosh T-shirts in ways that conveniently expose cleavage (guilty but not sorry), and drinking booze until we’re disoriented enough to agree to another day of recreational self-induced alcohol poisoning. Beer for a snack, beer for lunch, and beer if you just needed something to do with your hands if there was no one to fondle at that very moment.

On the second day, our Frosh leaders herded my group and me onto a yellow school bus bound for a summer camp up north where I used to work as a dancer. Sam sat beside me for the 2.5-hour ride. Geographically speaking, I felt safe. I knew my way down the dusty gravel road to the dining hall, my way to the bunks covered with bubble-lettered names of classmates who called me a nudist in high school because I didn’t think it was fair that only guys could change in the hallways before gym class. I was the type to ferociously make out with boys at my locker because I didn’t think there was anything wrong with merging your face with another face in an effort to feel a positive feeling.
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