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For my father, Larry Branum, who would have hated this book.


FOREWORD

GUY AND I FIRST met when we were shooting a romantic comedy movie over a decade ago, playing parts of two people nobody cared about. Our roles in the movie were pretty much the same: the desperate but appealing side characters who turned to the good-looking leads and said things like “I can’t believe how single I am.” Guy was our director’s pet. His wife had seen him on Chelsea Lately and was obsessed with him. Everything Guy said made our director laugh and so I became jealous of him.

We met again years later in the writing room of The Mindy Project, where I hired Guy to be a writer. My plan, of course, was to hire him only to torment him for his past imprudence of being funnier and better-liked than me. To my dismay, this was thwarted almost immediately and Guy was very popular on staff. Turns out that not only was he a very funny writer, he also went to law school and could give any of us ready legal advice on any subject, no matter how arcane. Thinking about my future prenup and eventual divorce legal fees, I kept him around.

Time went by. My jealousy turned to indifference. My indifference turned to apathy. My apathy turned to light interest, interest turned to fondness, and that fondness turned to love. And the reason I loved Guy surprised me. It was because of his innate kindness. Although he is a very quick wit (a quality I assumed he gained from years of being a successful stand-up and being, well, a gay man) and could eviscerate anyone or anything he wanted, he never did, because Guy is . . . kind. I don’t know many people as funny as he is who care about being compassionate. But Guy does.

But you didn’t buy this book because Guy’s kind. You bought it because he’s funny. In this book, he writes hilariously about his career, his family, his gayness. You can live vicariously through him as he got the dream job of working for Chelsea Handler, then feel scared for him when he pissed off Chelsea Handler. It’s so refreshing to read someone write truthfully about his family relationships, his love life, and his career in Hollywood, complete with juicy details. I didn’t even mind the part where he called me a huge bitch (just kidding, he said I was “kind of bitchy.” Just kidding, he said I was perfect). It’s all so good.

And the secret bonus? You know that deep down, he’s a great guy.

Mindy Kaling

    Los Angeles, California


PROLOGUE

LETO AND THE LYCIAN PEASANTS

IN MY EIGHTH YEAR, my attentions turned to Greek mythology.

This is hardly unusual for children of that age, which is somewhat strange when you consider how much of Greek myth centers on rape, sexual kidnappings, and adulterous rendezvous between princesses and gods in the form of farm animals. Somehow our culture has decided Greek myths are cool for third-graders, but safe and reliable birth control is too much for a sixteen-year-old to learn about. That said, I am not here to challenge America’s educational morality. I’m here to write a collection of humorous personal essays.

Like most people who write collections of humorous personal essays, I was a bookish child. Other boys my age focused most of their time on yelling, trying to fart on each other, and generally not obeying rules. The vast majority of male eight-year-olds love to break rules. It is their greatest passion. Mashing their food together in the cafeteria and pretending it’s barf. Yelling “boobs” during a nice assembly where we learn about Irish step dancing. Maiming beauty. They love it. Their fierce defiance of what moms and teachers want out of them is what fuels their spirits. I have never understood these creatures.

A small but resolute minority of eight-year-old boys love the rules. Rules are our only protection from the senseless engines of chaos we share classrooms with. They are that quiet, obedient opposition who would like silence and beauty and assemblies about Irish step dancing to be preserved. I was one of those boys. Third grade is a difficult place for us, so we seek the safety of a world where systems work and laws are obeyed: age-appropriate adventure books.

I grew up in a town where absolutely nothing happened. It’s a farm town in California, but not the good part of California. We will get to that later. What you need to know is that it was a place devoid of importance—political, economic, or philosophical—and any story that happened there centered on alcoholism and/or domestic violence. No one went to college, no one started a business, no one traveled anywhere but Disneyland or a lake. I grew up in a place with no dreams.

As a little kid in a little town where very little happened, Greek myths made me feel connected to the important stuff. There were kings, sorceresses, and human embodiments of abstract concepts: people who were in charge of things. If I was never going to meet any sophisticated folks in my real life, maybe I could learn how they operated from a book.

And Greek myths were full of people performing tasks I was too scared and fat and indoorsy to do myself. I wasn’t like those idiots I went to school with. If one day I planned to do stuff that required being brave and bold, I would have to do a lot of research and planning first.

In the sad, poor portable building that passed for a sad, poor library at my sad, poor public elementary school, I found a series of books. They were adaptations of stories from Greek mythology by a woman named Doris Gates; they had titles like Lord of the Sky: Zeus and The Warrior Goddess: Athena. They were full of shortish episodes from The Odyssey, or Theogony, or Metamorphoses, made palatable for children. I consumed them with an enthusiasm I normally reserved for meatballs or banana pudding.

The Golden God: Apollo was yellow, naturally, and on its cover was a man of preternatural beauty, a 1970s decadence of oranges and yellows and black. One of the first stories in it told of the birth of the sun god, Apollo, and his sister, Artemis, the moon. I will now tell you that story to the best of my recollection.

So Zeus had sex with Leto, who was one of his sisters, as was his wife, Hera, but Hera was jealous. That was what Hera did: She got mad at Zeus about the women he fucked. She couldn’t stop him, because he was the king of the gods, and she couldn’t punish him. Hera got the throne and the diadem and all the perks of being the wifey, but she knew he never really loved her. This was the cruelest of tortures for one of the fairest and finest goddesses, so she did her part to spread the punishment around to the women he had sex with and the children he impregnated them with.

So Hera, regally pissed, banished Leto from Mount Olympus and placed the following curse on her sister: Not a place on earth, nor in the sea, nor under the sun, could give Leto shelter lest it be subjected to Hera’s powerful wrath.

For nine months, Leto walked the earth. Slowly, she grew great with child, but no place would give her food or drink or a safe place to stay. In the hot sun of Attica, she paced and she paced, begging hills and meadows for comfort, and each one chased her away in some manner.

Finally, in the height of summer, giant with twins, she came to a pond where some peasants were washing clothes. Leto knelt down by the pond and asked if she could drink from it. The peasants noticed that she was pregnant and asked where her husband was. Leto had no answer, so the peasants mocked her for being an unwed mother and kicked around the water in the pond until it got muddy and would be gross to drink.

Leto, hot, thirsty, pregnant, tired, all of it—all of the kinds of DONE—got up and started to walk again. Where? She had no answer. How was she going to have these kids when no one would even let her sit down? Her spirit was broken.

Then she remembered that she was a goddess.

It was the most beautiful, wonderful sentence I’d ever read: Then she remembered that she was a goddess.

She turned around, raised her hands to the sky, and turned the peasants into frogs. “Kick in the mud forever, you basic amphibious bitches,” she cursed.

That story changed me.

It isn’t that Leto turned those asshole peasants into frogs; the frog part is an afterthought. The important part is that she remembered she was a goddess. She had been too caught up in the dirty, base realities of the life she was leading to realize the audacity of the situation. She was a goddess being condescended to by peasants. The peasants didn’t know who she was, but more important, she had forgotten who she was. I didn’t know you could be a goddess and forget it.

I am not supposed to be a goddess. I am very fat. I am bald. I have a faggy voice. My family is poor. My parents are uneducated. I dress like a wet three-year-old. My handwriting is bad. I sweat a lot. My parallel parking is amateurish. I’m wholly devoid of the skills required to make any ball go into any goal, hoop, or pocket.

I’m not supposed to like myself, and I’m certainly not supposed to think that I should matter. The world has spent a lot of time telling me that, and in the past thirty or so years, I often listened, because we all listen. The world is mostly full of fine facts and good lessons, but some of those facts and lessons were built to keep you down.

And I got kept down for decades. Then I remembered that I was a goddess. I may not always feel like it, but I have powers.

I am an amazing dancer. I’m quite ridiculously smart. I’m strong. I’m funny. Babies like me. I have very strong research skills. I make passingly good Punjabi okra. I have a law degree. I sparkle on panel shows. I’m very good at listening when I try.

It’s not amazing. It’s not lightning bolts or control of the seas, I can’t turn myself into a swan and have my way with whatever man I like,1 but it’s enough for me.

And Doris Gates gave me my most important power—the power to see myself. I can’t control what people see when they look at me. Most people see a weird, fat, unsexy guy who is wearing cargo shorts even though he should know better. I can’t decide if you think I’m beautiful, but I do get to decide if I’m going to feel beautiful, and from the moment I first tried it, I’ve been addicted.

So that’s what this book is about, the life I was supposed to lead as a sad, fat, closeted bumpkin, and my decision to be something thoroughly more fabulous. My life has not been practical, it has not been meaningful, and it has been only periodically profitable, but it has at least stayed interesting. Because a goddess’s job isn’t to be good, it’s to have compelling stories lyre players can tell about her at the courts of kings and princes.

Oh, and a goddess needs worshippers. You don’t need a lot; in a pinch, just one will do. On that Lycian field, Leto was just about the only person who believed in Leto, but it got the job done. There have been numerous occasions when I was the only person who believed in me, but I made it through.

Thus, if you are at all interested in being a goddess, may I suggest starting this book by believing in yourself. If you’re nice enough to read my book, I at least owe you enough to believe in you, too.



1. In addition to not having the power to shift my shape, I also just don’t want to have to deal with all the think pieces such an act would prompt.



A POOR FIT

I WAS BORN WRONG.

The first thing I did as a legally existing human being was get lodged in my mother’s vagina. I was too large. There were forceps involved, there was tugging, there was a warning that a lack of oxygen might have left me brain-damaged.

This pattern was to recur.

I don’t bring this up simply to call to mind my mother’s reproductive organs but to make a larger point: I am bad at fitting. I don’t smoothly, comfortably integrate myself. This is possibly the dominant theme of my life. Thus, let us step back from my existence for a few pages and set ourselves a scene. Let’s take a moment for some geography.

Yuba City: A Horrible Place

I was born in California, but not the California you think. I wasn’t born in the urban, sun-glazed beachiness of 90210 or The OC or The Hills or any other show where physically perfect twenty-five-year-olds play high school sophomores. I don’t mean to say that California doesn’t exist. It does: The high school students are sexually and emotionally mature monsters who are constantly doing drugs and using their parents’ money and influence to start clothing lines. They are horrifying and magnificent, but I’m not like them. If you would like to learn more about them, please consider following Patrick Schwarzenegger on Instagram. If you’d like to learn more about my sad, meager birthplace, keep reading!

I was born in Northern California, but again, not the Northern California you think of. When you think of Northern California, you think of cabernet vines and marijuana and betatted lesbian sous chefs working at three-Michelin-star restaurants and liberalism and hippies. You think of your friend’s Instagram photos from that trip she took to Napa where Joel finally proposed to her (even though she swore things were over after the incident in Tulum). Northern California seems beautiful, and you don’t know why I’m complaining about it. Again, that’s not the place I’m from.

I am from a place you don’t think about. I am from where almonds and peaches come from. I am from the long, wide, hot valley that begins just over the San Gabriel Mountains from Los Angeles and stretches five hundred miles north to the Siskiyou Mountains. This is where every glorious thing in your produce aisle begins its life. Just about every artichoke, almond, peach, plum, prune, walnut, kiwi, leaf of spinach, stalk of celery, bulb of garlic, floret of broccoli or cauliflower you have eaten in your life comes from this valley, and you have never thought about it. Nor should you have to.

It is a horrible place. When people from cities think about rural life, they think about the charming fiction of farming that’s presented to them by tourist traps and America’s national mythos. You think of Vermont. Vermont isn’t farms, it’s a cute place for New Yorkers to take the money they earned running America and spend it on creating wacky ice cream flavors and electing socialist senators. I know all those charming general stores and Revolutionary War cemeteries seem very authentic, but it is simply a well-textured lie. Vermont is essentially just upper, whiter Central Park.

Let’s be clear: Farming isn’t charming. It’s the bare, base existence that people are able to scrape by on from the narrow difference between what it costs to raise crops and the pennies our cruel overlords in the city are willing to pay for them. I would know. I was raised on a farm, and every day I prayed that one day I would be able to become one of those cruel overlords in the city.

I grew up in Sutter County, California, just outside of Yuba City, a small farm town in the Sacramento Valley. It is California-small, currently around sixty-five thousand people. That would make it the fifth largest city or higher in sixteen states, the biggest city in Wyoming, West Virginia, or the aforementioned Vermont, but in California, it’s less than an afterthought. A place you think you may have heard of.

When I say “farm town,” you also think you know who lives there. It’s a charming little community full of nice Caucasian characters who know each other and have petty arguments that last for decades but fall away in the face of an outside threat, like a flood or a big-city business lady. We’ve all seen that town a thousand times in movies. You’re essentially just remembering a three p.m. showing of Doc Hollywood that you saw on TBS in the early 2000s. I’m not from there. I’m from California.

California is not a place. It’s the edge of human civilization. There is no sense of community because everybody arrived six weeks ago. The orchards of Yuba City, California, are just as stark and impersonal a hellscape as any strip mall in Los Angeles; they just smell better.

All four of my grandparents came to California from the Ozark Mountains of Northwest Arkansas. In Sutter County, most people’s grandparents did. Sometimes in L.A., I’ll do an impression of my grandfather, emulating the bulldog bark/chicken cackle of an Ozarks accent, and people always say, “But I thought you were from California?” Then I have to explain, or start to explain, then I get tired of the entire process and just ignore it. You all read The Grapes of Wrath junior year of high school. I don’t feel like it’s incumbent on me to explain how the Okie migration worked. Invariably, people wrinkle their brows and tell me I’m being Californian the wrong way. But the truth remains that in my trashy little Northern California town, the culture was biscuits and gravy, bird dogs in your pickup truck, Mom, Jesus, midlevel racism, and pecan1 pie.

Except that we’re Jewish. Well, my mom is Jewish. Well, her mom is Jewish. My maternal grandmother is a Jew, descended from German-Jewish traders who came to the Mississippi River basin in the 1840s to sell things. They were very horrible at selling things and ended up living as sharecroppers in the Ozark Mountains. These are not nice polite southern Jews who moved south to teach physics at Ole Miss. These are not even German-Jewish shop owners who send their children to Jewish camp in Georgia and keep in touch with the relatives in New York. My grandmother is a legit hillbilly-trash Jew.2 I know, I am also being Jewish wrong. But as my grandmother would note any time one of her descendants commented on the fragility of our Judaism, “They woulda killed you just the same.” You think you know which “they” she’s talking about, but she’s from Arkansas. She’s got a much more expansive definition of “they.”

One time when I was visiting her house, my grandmother referenced a well-trod story of Klansmen doing something terrible to her father back in Arkansas. I was like seven or something, so I understood what the Klan was from TV movies and stuff, but not why they would be attacking a person who wasn’t black. “Why did they do that to you?” I asked my grandmother. “Well, I reckon they wanted a change of pace,” she answered.

So that is my strangely southern-white-trash Northern California town, except it isn’t. See, like most farm towns in the portions of the United States that used to be Mexico, Sutter County is also about a quarter Mexican. That’s not surprising. What is surprising is that another quarter of the town is South Asian. No, not the graduate-degreed Indians you’re probably used to from trips to your medical provider or any engineering labs you may frequent, but the hillbillies of Northwest India: Punjabi Sikhs.

I’ll explain more as the book goes on, but just understand the setting is a magical land where old Indian men in turbans guzzle Jack Daniel’s on top of tractors slowly chugging along the road as the descendants of that lady in the Dorothea Lange Dust Bowl photo shoot guns into the air and yell racial slurs. And there are almonds everywhere. And it’s very hot.

In conclusion, Yuba City doesn’t make sense, but neither do I. Now back to me.

Guy Branum: Portrait of an Ungrateful Upstart

So in the middle of the 1970s, the glorious flower of the Ford administration, I came out of my mother and wanted more. It wasn’t obvious at first. I spent several months just rolling around and trying to be pleasant. But I taught myself to speak as quickly as possible to try to start figuring out if better ways of living than a shitty two-bit farm town were a possibility.

I did not go over well in Yuba City. It’s entirely possible that my first memory is standing outside of my grandma Branum’s Southern Baptist church and having an old man ask me what I wanted to be when I grew up. I told him that I wanted to be a waitress because, at that point in my life, somewhere around three years of age, waitresses seemed like the most glamorous people imaginable. Waitresses in diners wear snappy outfits, they get to talk to the public all day long, and they have, I assumed, infinite access to pancakes. If these were so, waitressing was the line for me.

The old man did not agree. “Big boy like you?! Oughta want to be a football player.” He spat these words at me. I know he had probably clung to the back of a Model T through the baking sun of Route 66, seeking a better life in the 1930s or something. I’m sure he worked a very hard life as a farm laborer or construction worker; everyone in that fucking town did. I just didn’t understand why it made them so mad at me, and about this subject particularly. For the second five years of my life, people were persistently asking me if I wanted to be a football player. Like a woman walking down the street suffering a litany of “Hey, smile,” I was eternally having this question posed to me as though it were some sort of favor. And for the life of me, I couldn’t understand why, because professional football seemed like a ridiculously improbable career to pursue. Waitressing, however, was real, accessible, and made people’s lives better by bringing them more syrup and calling them “hon.”

My career aspirations were not the only thing marking me as abnormal. Let us look to another case study. Around seven or eight years of age, in Yuba City, a boy’s heart turns to torturing cats. It’s a farm town; there are lots of animals all over the place. Dogs, cats, chickens, pigs, and an orchard full of rats, ground squirrels, and crows. The dogs periodically eat the chickens, the cats eat the squirrels and rats and birds, and with some regularity, your mom or grandma kills a chicken for a nice dinner. A kid in a farm town sees death, but around third grade, most boys want to take things further and experiment with death.

One afternoon, over a tense glass of iced tea, my aunt who lived at the other end of the orchard told my mom how my cousin had drowned a cat in a bucket. My mom assured her it was nothing to worry about and advised her to punish him and make sure he never did it again. A few months later, another mom came over to chat and told my mom about her son trying to set a cat on fire. My mom dispensed the same knowing advice. Still, there was a deeper, unspoken worry. The growing concern was becoming clear. Why wasn’t Guy killing any cats?

I was aware, deeply, that there was something wrong with me.

And it wasn’t just issues of gender expression, charming little stories we can now tell about how I was “always gay.” Hardly so. I was, in nearly every way, wrong. I was way too intellectually aggressive. I was constantly asking questions about things the people of Yuba City do not need to worry themselves over. “Who is the mayor?” was one of my obsessions for a while. No one I knew seemed to know. “What is the difference between Methodist and Presbyterian?” “What is the difference between gas and oil?” “What are the Buttes?” They all seemed to vex people.

The Sutter Buttes: Supplemental Notes on Areas Surrounding Yuba City

I realize now I haven’t explained to you what the Buttes are. I was worried you had become bored of my description of my hometown that doesn’t comport with your narrow little construction of how the world works. Wouldn’t it just be easier if I could say “I’m from Schenectady. Just a Jew from Schenectady!” or “Oak Park Heights Grove Lake was just a typical American suburb.” But I’m not. I’m from Sutter County, CA, and to know Sutter County is to know the Buttes.

Remember how I told you about that five-hundred-mile valley full of the finest farmland in God’s creation? Well, the whole thing is one long, flat trough except for one tiny aberration, the Sutter Buttes, a minuscule volcanic mountain range in the middle of the Sacramento Valley. These volcanoes have been dormant for 1.4 million years, but in Algebra II class, I would stare at them and hope they’d choose that day to come out of retirement and erupt again to end the fucking boredom.3

But we can say these things with the benefit of Wikipedia and hindsight. When I was seven, I just wanted to know what they were. Why they were. “The Indians thought they were sacred!” and “They’re the littlest mountain range in the world!” is what I would get, but I didn’t need fucking folk wisdom. I needed to understand.


Guy Branum: Portrait of an Ungrateful Upstart (cont.)

Working-class people are not supposed to understand. They’re supposed to do. Work a job, go home, drink, beat your wife/get beaten, hunt, bake, go to church, build fences. At one point of deep familial tension, my dad built a fence, and then my uncle built a fence up against his fence, and then my dad built another fence next to the first fence. They love fences. But they don’t love logic or reason or books or August Wilson’s Tony Award–winning play Fences. With the exception of my mom and a couple of my teachers, just about everyone told me “You don’t need to know that” with the same vehemence of that old guy telling me I should want to be a football player. Why would I need to know what a parliament is or how World War I started when I was just going to grow up to be a cement mason who farms almonds on the side?

Also, to be clear, my deep, deep need to understand the origins of World War I was the initial major crack in my relationship with my mother. In this world of horrid, caustic people telling me what I couldn’t be, my mom was the one lady who was, on a regular basis, finding it pretty cool that I knew who the Secretary of the Interior was. She also understood that it was her responsibility to make me Jewish; thus she was constantly telling me about World War II, the Holocaust, and that one day soon people would come for the Jews again. She was always doing her best to try to texture my brain with Jewish paranoia, and it worked, but one point bugged me. She was telling me about World War II, a sequel; what was the deal with World War I? I asked about it. She was cagey, she dodged, she stammered some things about an archduke getting shot, but she had nothing for all of my follow-up questions. Finally, when I was six, she bought us a World Book Encyclopedia, and I was finally able to answer some fucking questions.4 It was like scratching an itch in the middle of my brain that had plagued me since at least age four.

So I had this insatiable intellectual curiosity, and everyone found it unnatural. “Where did he come from?” people would ask, vaguely disturbed. Occasionally, I’d get a teacher (one who wasn’t from Sutter County) who’d ask, “Where did he come from!?” in much more enthusiastic tones. They were the lovely people who helped me learn and taught me to teach myself, but it didn’t change the underlying reality: I was very wrong for the place I lived. I wasn’t great for most other places, either.5

I was even physically wrong. I am gigantic. My mom is five-four; my dad was five-eight. I am six-three. By the time I was twelve, I was taller than my dad. I have also always been fat, a sturdy, farm-working fat that jiggled unappealingly but could lift whatever was necessary. Slower than every boy in class but stronger than every boy in class. Taller and wider than everyone in the class photo. Always the subject of discussions about not looking my age. Even visually, I was an aberration.

My giganticness was the one thing about me that Sutter could have understood or liked about me being different, but I even managed to do this wrong. I was supposed to be a bully. I was supposed to fight. I was supposed to use my size as a source of power over people. My uncle Ray used to think it was funny to have his son, my cat-killing cousin Robby, start fights with me, because even though he was a year younger and half my size, he always won. The thing is, I didn’t understand why he was fighting with me. Usually, people were yelling at me for not having friends who were boys, or yelling at me to play with my boy cousins instead of my girl cousins, but suddenly, this boy cousin was fighting with me and I was supposed to know what to do. What I’m saying is that growing up in a working-class household is a lot like Thunderdome, and I had to figure out how to live life as Master and Blaster combined.

The subject of violence leads us to the other thing I did wrong: I listened to my mom. Since I was two, she’d been scared of me hurting other, smaller kids, so she’d encouraged me to be gentle and kind. Then my cousin and the kids at school realized that giant kid who talked weird wouldn’t fight back if you did something to him, so they started coming after me. My parents told me I was supposed to hit them, that it was silly a boy as big as I was didn’t just pop them one and shut them up. I was confused.

We talk about nature and nurture when analyzing a person’s character.6 We see two ways that an identity is formed. One is biological, the mean of parents’ traits passed down genetically. The other is environmental: How did the world around this person guide and encourage him? The problem is that by either of these methods, I shouldn’t be me. I should be shorter and dumber and not at all concerned with what pairs well with star anise syrup in a cocktail.7 Every man I’m related to has a job that involves digging and concrete. Biologically, I am a proletarian, from many generations of rude mechanicals who did their jobs and did not ask questions. I should be pouring a concrete slab right now instead of writing what you’re already sure is one of the most charming memoirs you’ve ever read.

One Saturday afternoon, while helping my dad in his shop—we were always in that fucking shop—I was thinking about medieval things, as young men are wont to do, and I asked my dad, “If I had lived in medieval times, do you think I could have been a knight?” My dad said, “You would have been a worker. We have never been anything fancy. We have always been workers.”8 And he was, generally, mad. He was always mad after I asked things like that. He wouldn’t have cared much for that “charming memoirs” line, either.

And the place I was from was no better, narrowing the vision of every child raised there until the only world they could imagine was working a high-paying skilled-labor job, construction or agriculture, so they could afford to drink, go to 49ers games,9 and get a tricked-out truck. If you asked any little boy in that town, he would tell you he wanted to be a football player or a carpenter. A football player or a pesticide sprayer. Work gave you strong muscles, it let you ride on tractors, it let you play outside and never have to read a schoolbook again. The message was less explicit than my father’s words but just as clear. Across all lines of race or culture, the children of Yuba City are workers, and will always be workers.

I did not want to be a worker. I didn’t have the power to say “Fuck that” or even to say, resolutely, “No!” All I could do was cling to a hope. I hoped I didn’t have to do mindless, exhausting work in the hot sun for all my remaining days. I wanted to have a life full of complex ideas, bright colors, and people who did not recreationally kill cats. I didn’t know anyone for whom that was true, but still, I dreamed. If this were a musical, it would be the part of the show where I launched into a song that proudly declared my desire to study Torah, or spend a day warm on the sand, or be in America, or find Valjean, but my life was not produced by Cameron Mackintosh. I was scared of the things I wanted.

It was not my hopes, dreams, or desires that kept me from that fate, though. It was my nature. It was my curiosity, which kept me learning when I wasn’t supposed to. It was my gentleness, which helped me avoid the assault convictions and DUIs that sidetracked my high school classmates. It was my homosexuality, which kept me from accidentally impregnating someone so I’d have to go to work to support her. It was my social confusion, which made me more aware of how people on TV were planning their lives than the people who should have been my friends. Some kids in Sutter County wanted to get out, but they didn’t. I was just so wrong at that place that Sutter County rejected me like an Rh-incompatible liver and left me with no option but a life of magic and midlevel adventure.

It would be lovely if this were a book about me finding my place. In which I fled Yuba City and found homosexuality or stand-up comedy, Hollywood or West Hollywood, Ren Faire bead sales or the Church of Scientology, and thereby my problems were resolved. We’d love it if this book were about my dramatic weight loss and my meeting Stephen, the man who made everything make sense.

It’s not. This isn’t going to be a soothing book or a book about how I’ve finally gotten it all figured out. This book is a survival guide.

In a world where people don’t have space for you, you have to make your own space. That takes resolve, more resolve than many people have. I didn’t survive because I was smart, strong, or brave. I survived because people showed me the way.



1. Pronounced “pick-AHN,” please.

2. Not to be confused with the West Virginian burrowing mountain Jew, or the web-toed swamp Jew of the Louisiana wetlands.

3. Aren’t we lucky that isn’t how I discovered I had geokinetic powers. I mean, accidentally destroying your farm town in the process of learning you have the power to control volcanoes does seem like a solid superhero origin story, and I did hate 80 percent of the people in that town. However, if I’d flooded Sutter County, California, with psychically summoned lava, it would have significantly increased the price of almonds and prunes for most of the 1990s. No one needed that.

4. World War I was the result of the breakdown of the post–Congress of Vienna system of European alliances, which had led to relative stability for the past hundred years. Growing nationalism was eating away at large, anachronistic imperial states in eastern Europe and had formed new, stronger states in central Europe. The attempts of the great powers to use diplomacy to preserve the status quo meant that when inevitable regional war in the Balkans occurred, all powers engaged. That was the deal with World War I.

5. The only place where I would have really made sense in 1975 was at Nora Ephron’s apartment in the Apthorp. She would have really gotten me, and if I’d grown up with parents who really got me, I would be The Worst.

6. By “we” I of course mean the 1983 film Trading Places.

7. Notes of orange.

8. If my life were a movie, shortly after this I would have been magically transported back to the Middle Ages to prove my mettle as a knight. Unfortunately, life rarely adheres to the plotlines of Martin Lawrence films.

9. NFL team affiliation in the Sacramento Valley is an interesting ethnarchy. White people with solid finances like the 49ers. Black, Latino, and economically marginalized whites like the Raiders. The layer in between of white people barely holding on like some other, random team. My dad liked the D.C. team whose name we do not say. The South Asian families just liked soccer.



A VOCABULARY LESSON

IN THE BEGINNING WAS the word. A word I did not know.

When I was seven years old, my family went to Disneyland. To my parents, this was one of three cognizable vacations:

1. Disneyland.

2. Fort Bragg, a small, strange town on the Northern California coast with wet gray beaches where my mother would never allow us to swim because of her overwhelming fear that the undertow would carry us off to the sea’s depths.

3. Camping, an activity my mother abhorred for reasons unlike those of just about any other identified Jew in America.1

So we went to Disneyland with the regularity that my father’s income could afford. On this occasion, which occurred when I was seven, my parents had attempted to economize by bringing a camping trailer to avoid the expense of a hotel. They also consolidated our vacation with that of my uncle’s family.

This concerned me.

First of all, my cousins Tori and Robby were comfortable with treatment I could not stomach. They ordered off the children’s menu. Their opinions were not welcomed in polite conversation. They got hit with a belt. They were not afforded the luxury of daily baths. I looked at them much like the British looked at the Greeks during the formation of the European Union. How would affiliation with these savages erode my rights?

Second, as stated in previous chapters, Robby, in particular, seemed to me the most distasteful of traveling companions. A year younger than I was, he seemed to enjoy only cursing, fighting, and breaking rules. Playing with him was never fun and often resulted in the destruction of my finest action figures. Snake Eyes’s swivel-action battle grip was rendered useless after an incident with a wheelbarrow, and He-Man, gnawed on by Robby in some fit of rage, looked like he had necrotizing fasciitis. Nevertheless, he and I were expected to socialize during all of my maternal family’s events because we were the only boy cousins. Yet one cannot play with chaos.

Finally, Uncle Ray was a drinker. Until this point, it was an issue that had barely affected me. All of my mother’s male relatives drank like it was their profession,2 and generally, Ray stayed out of my way as much as I stayed out of his. The last thing a guy with a good buzz on wants is a grade-schooler explaining to him what Hobbits are in excruciating detail.

This trip, however, was different.

You see, on our first day at Disneyland, we left the park at noon. Traditionally, the only thing that can cause a family to leave Disneyland at noon is a toddler with churro-induced diarrhea. This was not why we left. Our parents told us that the park was going to close down for two hours so the attendants could have lunch. This seemed odd to me. However, since these facts were explained to me by my mother, that gentle creature who’d taught me what clouds were made of, how rainbows happened, and who God was, I trusted their veracity.

The second day it happened, I was less trusting. First of all, the rides kept operating as we were leaving. I pointed this out. My dad told me it was just the people who worked at Disneyland riding them. I also noted that Disney appeared to have a flawed business model: Our supermarket, for example, did not close for lunch; some people had lunch while other people worked, and with a venture as large as Disneyland, it seemed like a similar plan was possible.

My cousins and sister were dull-eyed sheep going where directed. I was stuck on the clear flaws in the story. Yes, I was mad that I was being made to leave Disneyland, but I was even madder that the story didn’t make sense. I wanted someone to explain it to me, and I was demanding such an explanation very loudly.

What I never bothered to notice were the two six-packs my uncle Ray openly and notoriously consumed back at the trailer park before our return to the Happiest Place on Earth™. I was seven, so I was inattentive to alcohol sales policies—specifically, to the fact that Disneyland didn’t sell booze. Uncle Ray, meanwhile, was not a human being who could spend twelve straight hours in such a place, so the story of the park shutdown had been the compromise tacitly reached. Tragically, all of this could have been avoided if we’d properly understood the science of butt-chugging in 1983.

Let’s learn a lesson about me: At the age of seven, I had some instinctive understanding of the laws of economics, enough to recognize that shutting down one’s business in the middle of the day was flawed, but I did not fully notice the human being in front of me gunning twelve Budweisers. That is, theories, facts, and stories have always been very interesting to me, but I’m really great at ignoring things that are actually happening in front of my face. Kind of like if the Department of Education were a person.

Like all major family tourism attractions, Disneyland insatiably consumes the wealth of America’s beleaguered working class. Also like all major family tourism attractions, it is surrounded by parasitic minor tourist attractions that survive off the leavings and spatterings of family vacation dollars that do not end up landing in the mouse’s maw.3 There’s a Medieval Times, a pirate rip-off of Medieval Times, and lots of other ancillary family entertainments that tempt hardworking midwestern plumbers with the hope that an evening there will delight their children while being moderately less expensive than time spent in Tomorrowland. It’s everything Adam Smith dreamed of.

One such enterprise is Knott’s Berry Farm. It is an amusement park located on the farm where the boysenberry was invented.4 I know that doesn’t seem like anything particularly impressive, but California is a place without history. Virginia can build its Busch Gardens adjacent to the first democratic legislature in North America, but on the West Coast, which didn’t really get going until the mid-1960s, such things were impossible. California history goes pretty quiet in between the gold rush and the first McDonald’s being built. Thus, we have a berry-themed amusement park.

Every time my family went on vacation to Southern California—or, as we children referred to the lower half of the state, “Disneyland”—we would spend one day at Knott’s Berry Farm. To be clear, it has rides and shows and a high-quality, affordable fried chicken dinner. Solid entertainment, but nothing like the Imagineering of the Walt Disney corporation. Knott’s Berry Farm was the clove sorbet with which we cleansed our palates before returning for another course of the Happiest Place on Earth™.

Knott’s Berry Farm did offer one amusement I have not mentioned: liquor. My uncle Ray found the good time he’d been seeking the duration of our vacation. He could ride roller coasters while shitfaced. This shifted the dynamic of the vacation. We would not be returning to Disneyland. We were now spending the remainder of our vacation enjoying the off-brand delights of a former fruit stand. It was a harrowing foreshadowing of Inauguration 2017.

However, Serendipity knew the game she was playing, for if I’d had a sober uncle or if Mr. Disney hadn’t inflicted his temperance upon his guests, I may never have encountered the plate of fried dough that changed my life.

One of the days we were at Knott’s Berry Farm, I was playing a carnival game of some sort, doing very poorly because my targeting skills are bad and were even worse during that period when I was growing half a foot every year. If only there had been a carnival game about knowing all the plotlines on The Love Boat. When I turned around, my mother had a plate that she offered to me and the other kids. We broke off pieces and ate what was resoundingly the most delightful thing I’d ever experienced. Even though there were no animatronic pirates or struggling actresses dressed like princesses, I was pretty happy.

Then several months passed. Months spent back at school—the drudgery of showing my work in math, being yelled at for my handwriting, playing with G.I. Joes. I was separated by nearly 7 percent of my lived life from the days in Buena Park’s most seductive tourist attraction, but I still remembered this second-best part of our trip.5

I approached my mother in our home and started to request that she make the dish in question. My mother and I had a rigorously understood entente within the household. I would be the obedient, studious best boy on the planet, and in exchange, she would cook me any food I desired. As time went on, certain strictures were placed upon the agreement: Once I started fifth grade, simply demanding homemade doughnuts on a Wednesday afternoon was no longer really practical, but at this time such boundaries were rare. Chronic weight problems start so beautifully, don’t they?

However, I did not know what to ask for. I remembered the thing I’d eaten. Truly, its magnificence had burned its flavor, smell, and image upon my brain. I said I wanted that thing from Knott’s Berry Farm. My mother didn’t know what I meant, exactly, as we’d eaten lots of things at Knott’s Berry Farm.

I plumbed the depths of my mind. I turned the fullness of my not inconsiderable seven-and-a-half-year-old deductive skills to the purpose of describing this Elysian treat that my mother would make for me if I simply asked for it. My mother, mind you, was not annoyed. She was going to do it; she just needed to know what I wanted.

“It was fried spaghetti. Fried spaghetti with sugar on it.”

It was the best description I could muster.

My mother was having none of this. You didn’t eat fried spaghetti, and you certainly didn’t cover it with sugar.

“We ate it with jelly.”

By this point she was certain I was doing that kid thing where you don’t make any sense and you’re describing something you just dreamed. Surely this fried spaghetti with sugar was just a little fat-boy fantasy, like a kiddie pool full of Jell-O, or having a soda fountain installed in my nightstand. She went back to her housework.

I was broken. How could this have happened? My instinctive bond of understanding with my mother had failed, and I had been denied a sweet treat. I questioned my own sanity. Had I simply dreamed this impossibly perfect food?

The answer was no. It was a funnel cake. I, at seven years old, was asking my mother to make a funnel cake on what was probably a weekday. She probably would have tried it. But that wasn’t the point. The point was that I didn’t get a funnel cake, and I was pretty sure I’d never get a funnel cake ever again because I did not know what it was named.

I had seen the power a word could have, and I never wanted to be without that power again.
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After I became literate, I learned an important lesson about calendars: They list holidays. Now, most holidays don’t need listing. Big holidays exist in the world, they are palpable. Christmas, Halloween, and Valentine’s Day show up in stores months before they actually happen. People’s houses change, TV programming changes, you get to miss school, and, yes, you get themed snacks. These are regular, American, gentile holidays.6

But there were other themed snacks. Every winter, there’d come this day when my mom was grating potatoes and stirring and frying and serving them to me for breakfast with sour cream. There was a day in the springtime when a cracker and a story about Moses would happen, and they were great. They were food and stories and a special feeling I enjoyed. After I acquired literacy, I learned to notice their names written in small letters at the bottom of the days on the calendar.

Autumn was a nice slew of events. The school-missing and the ham of Thanksgiving, the latkes and the discussion of how we weren’t supposed to eat ham on Hanukkah, then the presents and school vacation and breakfast ham of Christmas. And the New Year’s Day black-eyed peas and ham. It was quite a ham-based run.7 I’d had a great time, but I had, honestly, developed a problem. I was hooked. Addicted. For the better part of two months, I’d had a steady stream of thematic treats, and my body needed more.

I think my mom got me a chocolate Advent calendar that year, too. That was not okay. No child who’s getting multiple religion-based holidays should go deep enough into Christianity to receive a daily dose of chocolate counting down the days to Christmas. Not when latkes are also in play. At least there weren’t enough Jews to find gelt in my town.

The point is that after New Year’s Day, I crashed. I was jonesing for some biblical stories and a ritually significant cookie. I was looking everywhere for a fix. So I went to my old friend The Calendar to see what she had for me. There, in small, precise letters under January 6, was a word.

“What is ‘Epiphany’?” I asked my mom.

She had never heard this word. I showed it to her. She told me it wasn’t for us. It wasn’t a Jewish thing, and it wasn’t a regular Protestant thing, so I was getting no snacks.

It was a good word, though. It sounded nice. I didn’t know why. I kept saying it to myself at school for no reason.

I went to the dictionary. It was a valuable book, not as fun as an encyclopedia,8 but I went to it first all the same. I assiduously flipped through the E’s and eventually found it: “Epiphany.” It was a holiday, the commemoration of the Magi visiting the Christ child, or his baptism or his circumcision or something. But it was also another thing: “A usually sudden manifestation or perception of the essential nature of something, an intuitive grasp of reality through something usually simple and striking, an illuminating discovery, realization, or disclosure.”

I hadn’t known a word could carry so much in it. It described a shocking, striking power I hadn’t known existed but had maybe felt the edge of. This beautiful-sounding word (almost as euphonious as the word “euphonious”) had an even more beautiful, powerful meaning. Learning the meaning of the word “epiphany” was an epiphany. Again, I wanted more.
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The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is an idea in linguistics that language influences the world we perceive. Edward Sapir said, “No two languages are ever sufficiently similar to be considered as representing the same social reality. The worlds in which different societies live are distinct worlds, not merely the same world with different labels attached.” It’s what that Amy Adams movie with the space squids is about.

Do you know what a “velleity” is? My Microsoft Word doesn’t. The word has a red squiggly line under it right now. I had to check with the Internet to make sure I’d spelled it right. (I hadn’t. No one said I was a good speller. That said, when I corrected the spelling, Word still had no idea what this word was.)

A velleity is the lowest valence of desire. It’s a wish so slight you’d never even act on it. Can you have a velleity if you don’t know what that word means? I don’t know, because I do.

If you don’t know the words “coral,” “fuchsia,” “amaranth,” or “cerise,” can you see them as distinct colors or do they just all look pink to you? It’s not a rhetorical question. That’s the question the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis answers, and the answer is “Kind of and kind of not.”

This strange little hunger of mine changed me. The same way my hunger for snacks made me fat, my hunger for words engorged me. It made me fit in spaces differently. Whether I realized it or not, I had wanted these words for the power they would give me. Power in the world, definitely: Prime-time television had made clear to me that the world was run by people with better vocabularies than the farmers and construction workers of my hometown. I wanted to tussle in the world of kings and princes. But there were more private and subtle powers I wanted, too. I wanted to be able to explain the ways I felt that did not make sense. I wanted to put words to lonelinesses, desires, and fears that it seemed my classmates and cousins didn’t have.

Like most children, I was a shithead. I spent years voraciously consuming all the language I could, sliding it around in my brain and in my mouth to sop up all the feelings inside me. And when I finally had the words, who was there to know what any of those fucking words meant? Communication isn’t a thing you can do alone.

Let’s be honest: There were people. My mom and teachers, kind of. But definitely not my peers. They told me that I talked weird. They called me “Gandhi” because I was always talking fancy, which frankly was strange at a school where around a quarter of the kids were South Asian. My dad said I was “putting on airs.” My dad’s parents, whose education had ended at eighth grade, thought I was making fun of them when I used an unorthodox word. I just thought if we had nice words like “clergy” or “textile” or “epiphany,” we ought to use them.

Books were full of words that let me see the whole world and myself with clarity and precision, but the price was that I lived in a world where the only people who seemed to really understand me lived in books. Thank God I ended up learning the word “Faustian,” so I could succinctly describe this bargain to exactly no one.

But if there was a word I could never really understand the meaning of in Yuba City, California, in the 1980s, it was “normal.”

On a very fundamental level, the moral of this story is that I’m not particularly observant of my fellow human beings. In the same way I couldn’t see that Uncle Ray’s drunkenness was what forced us out of Disneyland for the afternoon, I just never paid enough attention to the people around me at school or in my family to be able to communicate with them. A different person—by which I mean a different gay ten-year-old—could have felt his way through the texture of their world and language. He could have found the nuances of their world. He could have figured out what I was supposed to talk about and how I was supposed to talk about it. He could have used that language to camouflage himself from their scrutiny and for no other purpose. Because one of the things the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis teaches us is that the world you live in defines your language and your language defines your world, and Yuba City, California, in the 1980s was not a world that had sensitive little boys in it. It had a language that was very complex and nuanced in its descriptions of horses, rifles, and pickup trucks, but no words for things that were interesting or cathartic to me. Like, say, “catharsis.”

I realized that saying the right thing was not an option. These words I’d hoped would give me power had made me a target. They marked me as an outsider in the only world I’d ever known. The young homosexual is, however, a consummate survivor. If my voice, diction, and vocabulary were going to mark me as untowardly florid, I would hide myself in the only other way I could. So, for a decade, I became quiet.



1. While most Jews’ distaste for camping is a mixture of lack of exposure in their childhood, coupled with the nasty connotation the word “camp” acquired for us during the middle part of the twentieth century, my mother’s distaste was the result of excessive exposure. While her mother was an Arkansas Jew, her father was just a regular impoverished, illiterate Arkansas hillbilly. Thus, my mother spent many weeks of her childhood on the side of some mountain, trying to figure out how to cook an opossum her mother would not allow her to eat because it wasn’t kosher. She assures me the answer is parboiling it on its own before removing the skin and glands. “Then you just use it like squirrel,” she says.

2. This quality is, of course, derived from their gentile ancestry. I am told they were noted bootleggers of the prohibition era whose financial success was inhibited by their taste for their own product.

3. Despite this derisive image of the Walt Disney Corporation, its intellectual properties, and its subsidiaries as a predator, please do not think I espouse the opinion that said entities are insidiously evil. Disneyland is a magical place that is more than worth what you pay for it, and Disney is a hell of a movie studio to boot. Essentially, I don’t hold that counterintuitive position because it’s super-1990s and trite. I do oppose the Disney corporation’s continued lobbying efforts to extend the period of copyright to protect Mr. W. Disney’s control of Mickey Mouse, mostly because I’d really like to see Brave New World in the public domain.
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