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Dedicated to the following, in no particular order:

Fiona Apple, Stevie Nicks, Nina Simone, Diana Ross, the Cranberries, Dolores O’Riordan, Garbage, PJ Harvey, Sarah McLachlan, Romy and Michele’s High School Reunion, The Craft, Scream, Letters to Cleo, Living Single, Moonpools & Caterpillars, Harold and Maude, Strangers with Candy, Mr. Show, Janeane Garofalo, Marya Hornbacher, Lauryn Hill, Selena, Alanis Morissette, Ani DiFranco, the Cure, Wonderfalls, Sheryl Crow, Dinah Washington, Sinéad O’Connor, Cyndi Lauper, John Waters, Prince, Reality Bites, Lesley Gore, the Dixie Chicks, Matilda, Girl, Interrupted, Julie Doiron, Winona Ryder, Patty Griffin, Patti Smith, Mazzy Star, the Crystals, Tori Amos, Wet Hot American Summer, Michael Showalter, Michael Ian Black, A League of Their Own, Angelina Jolie, Sandra Bullock, Practical Magic, Anne of Green Gables, 10 Things I Hate About You, Brittany Murphy, Natalie Imbruglia, Poe, Ella Fitzgerald, Radiohead, Sam Phillips, Neko Case, Kathleen Edwards, Faith Hill, Gin Blossoms, Better Than Ezra, Cameron Crowe, the Go-Go’s, No Doubt, Heart, Portishead, Late Night with Conan O’Brien, Amy Poehler, Depeche Mode, Aretha Franklin, Cat Power, Bic Runga, Debbie Harry, Parker Posey, The Breakfast Club, Empire Records, Veronica Mars, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Arrested Development, Deana Carter, Shania Twain, Jo Dee Messina, Patsy Cline, Margaret Cho, and Rosie O’Donnell.

And the small voice in my head that never let me give up.



EMERGENCY CONTACT LEFT BLANK

Let me tell you this: If you meet a loner, no matter what they tell you, it’s not because they enjoy solitude. It’s because they have tried to blend into the world before, and people continue to disappoint them.

—JODI PICOULT, MY SISTER’S KEEPER

The first time I remember describing my family as “nonexistent” was in middle school, when I described myself as “the asexual offspring of a tree” in an attempt to make total abandonment, in the face of very alive parents, sound super chill.

There’s a very particular sort of no-man’s-land that comes with having alive parents who are technically there, could technically take you in if you really needed somewhere to go, but if you went there, you wouldn’t be any safer than anywhere else.

Now, you might be reading this and thinking, “But my family is so wonderful, and I still feel alone,” or “My mom sucks, but my dad was so awesome, but I still feel lonely all the time,” or “My mom was the best person, and ever since she died, I feel so lonely,” and to those people I will say, I have no idea what any of that must feel like. None. Not a clue.

Even now, as I sit here writing this, I have never felt loved, in the way I imagine many of you have, in my entire life. I know that sounds depressing, so don’t worry; my brain has responded accordingly by being depressed. I wish I had felt loved. It seems pretty cool. That isn’t to say I haven’t had glimpses of what it might be like: the equivalent of shitty little face-mask samples from Sephora—just enough to cover your forehead and part of your right cheek. Just enough to give you an idea of how great it could be if there had been more of it for a longer period of time—enough for several uses, maybe even a lifetime of them. But the larger sizes are pricey and out of stock, and it’s fine, you didn’t need it anyway. You’d gone this long without it.

I wish I could give you a clean and simple business card explaining what happened so I could be the kind of orphan who would immediately make sense to everyone. Like if my parents had a socially recognizable problem that immediately explained their inability to take care of me and my sister. Something I could put on paper and hand to people as proof. Here. This is why. And then I could write those two paragraphs for you, easy. Example: “I have a cocaine-addicted dad and a mom who loved meth!” Boom, no further details required, let’s move on to the jokes! But they don’t. And it’s not that simple.

If you tell someone your parent is an alcoholic or an addict, they seemingly, on some level, get that you had a rough childhood. You don’t need to expand for hours, trying to prove your case like a lawyer with the odds stacked against him. Or in some cases spend your whole life trying to figure out if, wait a minute, holy shit, your parents actually were toxic after all, like you’re trapped inside a one-player game of Clue and the big mystery is “Why am I like this?” You’re immediately seen and heard and validated and everything you see is real—or so I imagine. Similarly, if you know someone’s medical diagnosis, this affords you the ability to say, “Yeah, my dad’s a schizophrenic,” and people will at least reply, “Oh, shit,” and trust you and move on—and maybe even google “schizophrenia” later that night and continue muttering their whoas on their own time. When it’s not that simple, or you don’t have any of that information, it’s that much easier to go your whole life thinking it’s just you; you’re too sensitive, you’re wrong, you need too much, you could fix your relationship with them if you wanted to, if you would just do the right thing, whatever that is, only God knows, but you should die trying.

My favorite response whenever I tell people I don’t really have a family is “But what about your grandparents?” or “But what about your siblings?”—a bizarre move on their part to assume I actually have, like, twenty relatives who love and support me and I just didn’t look hard enough for them. “Missed a spot!” Except the spot is a reliable, healthy caretaker of any kind. Trust me, I wish I could spin blindfolded and point to one to appease you and me, but I promise, there’s no one to point to.

My extended family exists, and I passively love most of them in the same way you might if you saw a childhood teacher at the grocery store who always seemed nice enough.

I knew them growing up and I’ve seen their photos in photo albums and I know they know who I am and I know what they do for work. Kind of. But mostly I just see them as people who could’ve saved me and didn’t. But then I think, Maybe they didn’t know how bad it was, I wasn’t technically their problem, etc., etc., forever; that desperation to believe that the people who hurt you didn’t know, had a rough day, aren’t bad people, that it was all a misunderstanding. And if they knew what they did or didn’t do, they’d say sorry. They would.

I grew up a real-life Matilda: surrounded by biological family who, in constantly rotating ways, couldn’t be bothered. I can see all of the origin stories of my family members now and can empathize with them, understand the reasons why things played out that way. But as a child, I just wanted my parents to live somewhere else without my ever knowing they existed so I could firmly be what I already was, albeit not legally, albeit not technically, albeit not on the surface: alone in a way you can never quite describe to people. But I’ll try.

In the very, very earliest years of my life, maybe around five, I remember my mom telling me she believed in me. I don’t remember what it felt like, but I can see it in pictures, and remember it in that hazy way you remember things from when you were too young to remember things. My mom loved me. And in the years that followed, she became so shattered from my dad’s abuse, as we all had, that it was like she was dead. So the only voices in my head were my dad breaking me down to nothing and stepping on the pieces, and the constant fear I would die, we would all die, whenever he felt it was time. And even though my mom didn’t have the same kind of viciousness, no one in my family was supplying any alternative views on my worthiness either.

I reached out to my mom and my sister at the end of writing this book, and I can see now the truth of what happened to all of us was heartbreaking. My mom (and later my sister) coped with my dad’s maliciousness by leaving her own body and mind, resurfacing only to, as if possessed, repeat many of the same things he’d said and done to her, to us. They don’t remember most of it, which for years I thought, Bullshit. But the more I talk to the women in my family, the more I know they truly don’t remember a lot, and they are horrified they passed on his behaviors. And I understand that because I don’t remember a lot. But I remember more than they do, even though I wish I didn’t. I say this because it is essential to me to convey the shattering I feel in my chest when I think of your holding my father and mother in the same camp. Because they are absolutely not.

Calling my mom and my sister was the first time I was able to release some of the anger I had, instead of living in a constantly conflicted state because they were victims of the same abuse I was, they just handled it in a different way, so could I be angry at them, even though they were victims too? Was it cruel to be angry? And the answer is no, it was not cruel to be, and yes, I could be angry. I told them as much, and they were in tears, both horrified and baffled by how they’d treated me, a response I can tell you my dad has never remotely displayed with any of us. It doesn’t erase what they did, and they know that, and though the wounds all feel the same, I know they are not.

I know this is why most people who have similarly conflicted relationships with their family members will smooth the paper when they speak of them. They will tell you they’re close with their family, they love them so much, so perfect, so great. And then, just maybe, if you get them alone on a certain day, they’ll tell you they always felt alone, still feel alone, their family wasn’t great. And the very next day they might deny this, to you and everyone else. And if you do this, I want you to know I know why you do it. Particularly if one of your family members was just evil, and the rest were . . . complicated. Because you know there is so much goodness in some of your family members and some days, years, lifetimes, it’s easier to forgive the deep pain they’ve caused you, when you know that humanity and compassion lives within them, and why, FUCKING WHY couldn’t they have shown it to you sooner? And the answer might be that someone else in your family had tied their hands behind their back and they couldn’t. And it will only make you feel worse. Ah, what could’ve been.



I recently went to the gynecologist for my annual vagina exam. I would truly rather do anything than go to the doctor for so many reasons, not the least of which is the “oh shit, here comes a nervous breakdown in the basement of an office building” forms you have to fill out. These seemingly straightforward forms lay bare everything I carry with me about myself, all of the information that tells a story no one wants to read. And this process always starts off with two words followed by a blank space you’re supposed to know what to do with: Emergency contact: ______.

Until very recently, this simple question has made me cry in the waiting room of every doctor’s office I’ve ever been in. Because it makes me feel as I have always felt, very deeply: that I belong to no one.

It’s not that I don’t have people in my life. I have my agents (hahaha, I listed them first, which is just the loneliest thing), but they aren’t obligated to give a shit about me really, beyond business, even though that model seems so cruel to me. I truly assume on some level that with anyone I regularly, truly interact with on any level, it’s personal. I don’t expect people who see me passively to, I suppose, but I would just assume that if you talk to me almost daily, you should care if I died. If you deal with suicidal ideation or depression or anxiety, that’s often part of how you define someone’s ability to be close to you, or to be a true friend.

I have some waiting-room friends, my term for people whom I’m in the process of evaluating to see if they’re trustworthy, as well as people who’ve already been through that process but have proven unsafe at various points, which means I’m still trying to determine their long-term eligibility for the role of my friend. (God, even reading that exhausts me; no wonder the idea of getting close to people makes me sleepy.)

People who know me might be tempted to be, like, “This bitch talks about being alone, but there are, like, thirty people in her phone,” but here’s why my brain feels like that’s nothing. Every single one of those people falls into one of the following categories, except for my therapist, who is so great that I recently described her to someone as “my only friend,” and this was the saddest fucking thing ever. Still, I have spent most of my life not having a therapist at all, so I’m so grateful I have one now. Anyway, back to the categories:

• I don’t know them well enough to tell them when things are really bad.

• They’ve told me to reach out when things are really bad, and then I’ve told them when things are really bad, and they didn’t write back, and it gutted me.

• They’ve told me to reach out, reply when I reach out, but don’t really seem to have the empathy, bandwidth, or know-how to respond in a way that feels comforting to me, so I don’t do it anymore.

• They’re selectively helpful, so every time I reach out, I never know if I’ll be helped or disappointed, and it feels easier to just stop trying.

• They’re super helpful, but I feel like there’s an unspoken time limit in terms of how much I can talk about how hard things are, so I usually keep it to about three texts and then change the subject back to them and how I can help them through their day, and they don’t challenge me when I do this, and it feels awful.

• They’ve been really, really wonderful and helpful before, but I don’t want to “bother them” again by reaching out another time.

• Work contacts.

• People who are fighting their own gigantic battles and are therefore either too triggering or send me into a spiral where I focus all the energy I should be using on myself to help them survive. With these people, I always leave the conversation feeling used and drained. To be fair, they did not ask me to turn myself inside out to help them, but my brain is so hardwired to kill myself to let someone else live, someone who is actually not dying at all, and give them the blood I need to survive when they’ve at no point suggested they needed so much as a drop, that I pour mine out into their veins, and since they absolutely did not need it, it overflows, dripping onto the floor, helping no one.

Because of this, I have always obsessively deleted people in my phone as a way to try and protect myself. “Ugh, I just texted Megan that I really needed her because things are really bad, and she didn’t reply. Lane, come on, she never replies! She says to ask if you need anything and then she doesn’t write back when you do! Delete her number so you don’t forget this again!” And then later I’ll need that number for something and I won’t have it and it’s a whole thing, but in the end, that’s something I’m willing to deal with. Because it’s far better than needing help so desperately, telling myself maybe it’ll be different this time, only to be hurt again because of course it won’t be.

I have a lot of internet friends with whom I trade voice memos and GIFs, and strangers on the internet who DM me the sweetest fucking things, but on a deep, unrelenting level, I do not have anyone I would call if I were dying. I would blank. I have blanked.

There are people who say things like, “I’m here if you need me, I love you,” and I have no idea what the fuck they’re talking about, because I don’t believe it. Because the people who’ve said that to me before later turned out to be unsafe. So now when I hear it, my brain thinks, “Fuck this, I’m out,” as a knee-jerk reflex designed to keep me safe. It’s like my brain says, “Hmm, I’m not sure if there’s arsenic in this lemonade, but since there could be, there is. Don’t drink it.” So I don’t drink it. And it might’ve been wonderful lemonade. Or it could’ve killed me. But better safe than sorry.

At this point in my life, I often fear it’s too late, as if there were a sign-up deadline for intimacy and friends and family and I just kept missing it. And it’s not that I want to, but it’s so easy to get wrapped up in “But this is the normal time to have xyz thing. I do not have xyz thing yet. So it is too late for xyz thing.” Even though my rational brain thinks that’s garbage nonsense.

But back to the gyno. The fluorescent lights in the waiting room put pressure on me to hurry up so I can get into the actual doctor’s office and get the fuck out of here, so I refocus and hold my pen in a way that means business. Usually I just leave the emergency contact field blank, TBD, we’ll see, fingers crossed, I’m fine, maybe they won’t notice. But they always do, damn those properly trained, thorough medical administrators. “You didn’t fill out the emergency contact,” the woman at the front desk said while pointing her pen directly at the violation. “I don’t have one,” I said, my face turning red. “You can just put down a family member,” she said, a little more slowly this time, as though maybe there was a language barrier between us. “I don’t have any,” I replied, getting angrier, tears mixing with my rage. “Then just put down the name of a friend who would come pick you up if anything happened,” she said, inching dangerously close to pity as she saw the tears pool in my eyes. On other occasions I have put down a friend I used to be close to years ago who lives three thousand miles away but would at least pick up the phone, or my roommate, who technically knows me.

In this particular situation I was getting a full exam, STD testing and all, which is really fun if you like looking back at your sexual history for the last year—the highs and lows, the mistakes, the people you used to be able to count on but can’t anymore. While readying the HIV test, she asked me, in a tone that suggested she said this twelve hundred times a day, like customs officers who stamp a hundred passports without looking at them, “Do you have a support system should your test come back positive?” My first thought was “Oh, definitely not.” And then I panicked about how I suddenly was very, very fucking sure I had HIV. Like, more sure than anything ever. Did it matter that I’d had only one sexual encounter all year? NOT AT ALL. Jesus, those are some fucking scary questions to pose, even hypothetically.

Later, in the exam room, the totally badass, give-no-fucks gyno asked me about my sexual history, and when I told her that the one person I’d been with all year became violent, she asked if I’d reported it. My reply was “Please,” in the way that only someone who knows what happens when you do that does. She followed this with “Have you told your friends?” and I said, while barely letting her finish her question, “Yes, and they don’t care.” I took a frantic breath before thinking, Make a joke so she knows you know that’s fucked up, but feels like you’re fine. TELL HER YOU’RE FINE. So I added, “They’re really cool people.” And she said, “Right, well, what about your family?” Jesus, enough with the third degree!!! Just accept that I’m a Cool Girl in a leather jacket who comes from nowhere and is fun and so alluring and shit. Don’t look closer and don’t make me look closer either. Instead I said, with a quickening pulse and flushed face, “I don’t have any family” for the second time that day. And she said, “Well, we’re happy to be your support system.” I scoffed like I didn’t care, but I cared.

On some level I walk through the world like an adult human version of the baby bird in Are You My Mother? subconsciously waiting for someone to see that I’m very take-care-of-able, can I live with you now? I know you’re my age, but have you ever thought of adopting an adult? It’s cool and fun! And I know that sounds stupidly heartbreaking, and I’m not pretending it’s adorable and cool, but I know it’s there, below the surface.

It’s hard not to throw everything I’ve written so far out the fucking window right now because I don’t want you to know this, because I don’t want you to hate me for being so sad and not normal, but then I think, What if you know exactly what I mean?

What if you, like me, would at times throw your whole life out the window and walk away, in hopes there was somewhere you could go and buy an entirely new life with new problems, new people, new everything, as if you were replacing a shitty sweater you’d worn through? Except you get only one sweater for your whole life, and anything can happen—theft, weather, cars that splash you with dirt, stains that do and don’t come out—but you can’t trade it in or take it off. It’s just yours and it’s you, forever and ever and ever.

So what do you do? Well, as far as I can tell, you explain how your sweater got like this. Why it looks the way it does. And why you put patches where you did, to hold it together and make it look intentional. And you hope people will understand the parts you can’t hide anymore, even if you tried.



PLEASE JUST BE A GOOD PERSON SO I CAN FINALLY BE SOMEONE WHO HAS FRIENDS

“Marilla,” she demanded presently, “do you think that I shall ever have a bosom friend in Avonlea?”

“A—a what kind of friend?”

“A bosom friend—an intimate friend, you know—a really kindred spirit to whom I can confide my innermost soul. I’ve dreamed of meeting her all my life.”

—L. M. MONTGOMERY, ANNE OF GREEN GABLES

When you don’t have the affection and/or attachment you should have at home, it’s totally natural that you’d quickly become someone who is OBSESSED WITH FRIENDSHIPS. Kids with stable home lives can Make Friends™ in that casual, take ’em or leave ’em way, but you, poor you, will want to MAKE FRIENDS!!!!!!!!!!! in a desperate, gasping for air while drowning kind of way. And so did I.

Because of that, I can say with some certainty that I was bananas in love with every best girlfriend I ever had from the ages of six to seventeen. The only reason the to-the-ends-of-the-earth love stops there is because that type of girlfriendship can be harder to come by as you get older. And even when you do find that person, being friends with your very own Rayanne Graff from My So-Called Life is not always fun and light and drawing yin-and-yang symbols on your notebooks and shaving your vulvas together. (Though, to be honest, I never watched that show growing up and only got into it a few years ago, despite a guy I knew in my teens telling me I was “such a Rayanne” because I almost—accidentally!!!—hit some nuns with my car when I turned too far to the right in the grocery store parking lot and I am sorry for it every day, poor nuns.)

Very often, best girlfriendship, especially of the middle and high school variety, is more along the lines of near-death experiences and sleeping-with-Jordan-Catalano betrayal. (I think I need to rewatch this, though, because I remember very little about this show except that Angela had, like, zero problems and the show focused on her as though she had ALL THE PROBLEMS. That said, this has been true of eight million shows about men who also have zero problems who feel like they have ALL THE PROBLEMS, so okay, fine.)

For those of you who have yet to experience the awkward teenage magic found within virtually any episode of My So-Called Life, Rayanne Graff is the enigmatic, Janis Joplin–esque best friend of straitlaced-until-she-dyed-her-hair-red Angela Chase, and Jordan Catalano was a boy who would fit snugly into any bad-boy-the-teen-girl-has-a-crush-on category in which you’d like to place him. Especially if that category includes qualities like “white guy in a band” and “secretly illiterate.”

I was not a Rayanne in high school, but I don’t think I was an Angela either. No one is really a fictional character down to a T, but I definitely followed more than led, adored more than was adored. In other words, my best girlfriend growing up was always some loud, endlessly hilarious, total knockout girl in a crop top and hot pants, whom I stood beside making jokes while covered in glitter and nonthreatening supportive cuteness.

In junior high, that girl was Sam. Sam had long blond Courtney Love hair and shopped at the cool-girl stores in the mall because that was her style, unlike me, who in those years just shopped in the stores that carried the right clothes to avoid bullying. I’m pretty sure “LOOK I’M WEARING ABERCROMBIE EVEN THOUGH IT’S OVERPRICED NONSENSE TRASH PLEASE DON’T HURT ME” was the store’s unofficial slogan.

Sam was also an amazing photographer and indulged my love of creating filthy flip-books about a character named Fred who was constantly doing inappropriate sexual things in a hilariously irreverent manner, and fake newspapers that were basically a rip-off of The Onion, but based on people we knew, because I’d never read The Onion. (Which is tremendous foreshadowing, because, years later, it would become my dream to work there—and a dream I would realize.)

If I wanted to spend the whole day speaking in what were probably regionally inaccurate accents, she would too. If I wanted to act out imagined scenes between Ginger and Baby Spice—who I believed had a vaguely sexual relationship—she went there with me. (Obviously I was Ginger Spice. I think that’s clear. Also, this was definitely a convenient way for us to be like “We like each other . . . haha, no we don’t! Ginger and Baby Spice do! We aren’t gay, THEY’RE gay! We’re just playing gay CHARACTERS who do gay things, but we don’t because we’re NOT GAY. Hahaha. If you shout it, it becomes more true!!!”)

Sam was the best sidekick ever, though I always felt like her sidekick—her weird, goofy friend who would do any dare “as long as it’s not physically dangerous or sexual.” We had mostly the same taste in movies and consumed them voraciously while quoting all the lines and doing the dance numbers (if there were dance numbers) together and imagining which of the characters we’d most be like when we got older. We’d dream of moving to Los Angeles together, like Romy and Michele, getting an apartment together, and finally, finally being pretty. Granted, I already thought Sam was the hands-down prettiest girl in the world. But not in the way you’re picturing her.

Sam wasn’t movie-star hot or even the most popular girl in school. But to me, if I can sound like a gayer version of Love Actually for a moment, she was perfect. Sam looked like she would’ve been more at home in the seventies than in the present day, and was also a size 4, and I know this because she constantly talked about how that was too fat. I was twice her size, so I would just stare at her, hoping my confusion would penetrate her like a visual blood transfusion. But that’s the thing about teenage girls: Whether you’re the heaviest or the thinnest, the most striking or the most plain, the world has effectively convinced you you’re hideous. So, uh, you have that in common, though you won’t know that until years later.

I’m struggling to describe Sam to you in a way you can see clearly. And not just because I hate lengthy descriptions (“the bookshelf was a soft oak, with big bookends that looked like mountains hovering around trees that had been kissed with snow”—ugh, it’s a bookshelf, I get it!!!), but because when I remember people I’ve really loved, I just remember a feeling. But nonetheless, fuck it. Let’s try. You know the quiet girl in your eighth-grade class who kind of scared you, but then occasionally would laugh in a way where it seemed like even she was surprised she had that much joy inside her, and even more surprised it found a way to escape? That was Sam. You know, the girl who was carrying more pain than you realized at the time, but whenever you went left, she went left with you because going left seemed fun? And if you decided to go right while walking like a toad because that just seems fun, she was already immediately walking like an A-plus toad and was five steps ahead of you? That was Sam. You know the girl who was the best at every subject because she genuinely cared about school (?), but would also participate in your endless inside jokes about masturbation, AND spit her milk out while you did spot-on impressions of Jewel? That was Sam.

Sam was just game for any weird stuff I wanted to do. I had this computer game in which you could pick out characters and have them act out scenes, and I’d use it to create full musicals. We’d voice all the characters and I’d write parody songs for each of them to sing, and they were honestly the most disturbing musicals thirteen-year-old girls could possibly write. They dealt heavily with “jokes” about child abuse, but every time I think back on them, they were also really fucking funny and I wish I could watch them now, though I can in my head and that’s so nice.

One time Sam and I both decided to shave our vulvas on the same night with shitty razors, and we absolutely went against the grain, which you should never do, but we did. And the next day she came up to me in the hallway and said, with uncharacteristic self-consciousness, “Hey,” and I said with matched hesitance, “Hey,” and she paused for a moment before saying with a laugh, “IT FUCKING ITCHES!” And I laughed and said, “I KNOW!!!” And we both vowed to never do that again, though obviously we did.

She was family in the only way I knew it. She made me feel like I belonged somewhere, to someone. We talked all day every day, from the minute we got to school and unlocked our lockers until we walked to the bus together after school. I wished, more than anything, that I lived in her house and could go home with her. When I’d get to my house, we’d immediately call each other and talk until someone made us stop, and then we’d start the whole thing over again in the morning at school.

We used to call the local radio station and request the Divinyls’s “I Touch Myself” at midnight and lose our shit when it came on. Everything about it was awesome, from calling in and requesting the song, to the moment when they actually played it, to jumping up and down on the bed and losing our shit while singing along because we genuinely loved the song. My favorite part was when the lead singer would say, “I fuck a sink, just how much I adore you.” It would be years, and many karaoke nights, before I would realize she was singing, “A fool could see just how much I adore you,” but I still sing it my way because it’s way better.

Sam’s family wasn’t perfect, and as we got older, I found out just how far from perfect it was. Her mom was kind of half there, a reluctant adult who was frequently stern in a way that made it seem like she was reminding herself to be stern in case anyone asked, just so she could say, “I did it!!!” Far as I could tell, she was a woman in her thirties who wasn’t sure how she’d gotten to be in her thirties with four kids, but she had, and she seemed very unhappy about it.

Her dad was mostly absent. He had bizarre, and in retrospect almost costume-like, facial hair, like he was auditioning for a Jeff Foxworthy sketch. He always seemed like he hated being married with kids, kind of like a redneck Don Draper. Sam’s three brothers were basically dirtier male versions of her, with dandruff-laden bowl cuts and a lot of Nine Inch Nails T-shirts. I one thousand percent would’ve made out with any of them if given the chance, despite how effortlessly annoying they all were in that specific “dirty-nailed little brother who loves skateboarding and probably upsetting porn” way. If I met them now, I would probably punch them in the face.

Sam’s house was a winding farmhouse out in the country that seemed full of magic to me, mostly because she lived there. It was filled with stained glass and had a beautiful kitchen that seemed straight out of an old-timey cottage—full of plants and wooden spoons and marble countertops, with stones lining the backsplash and . . . I’ll stop now because I sound like a lesbian real estate agent (whom I’d totally hire). In some ways, I remember her house more than mine. I focused on the details of her house more because I felt safe there, and even now, I can feel what it felt like to be there: like an interloper who always knew she’d have to go home and was trying to memorize everything so she could dream about it when she left.

I sometimes wonder if my imagination is so intense because I spent so much of my life imagining this was not my reality. So it won’t surprise you at all to know that I was obsessed with witches as a kid. Obsessed. I grew up heavily influenced by the late nineties, which was basically one giant cauldron filled with black lace chokers and covers of the Smiths’s song “How Soon Is Now?” You had The Craft, which was seminal, then you had Charmed (aka Wiccan house porn), and honestly, that was enough for me. You also had Practical Magic, aka one of the best movies of all time, even though it falls apart in the second act when it stops being about two sets of incredible witch sisters and starts being about some moony-eyed doof in a cowboy hat WHO WAS NOT GOOD ENOUGH FOR SALLY OWENS AT ALL!!! and some bizarre attempts at special effects. More than anything at the time (and fuck it, this applies to now too) I wanted a group of women who were all crazy powerful to come over to my house and make lightning appear in my basement while we summoned whomever for whatever reason.

And I kind of got this to happen.

Obviously, Sam was one of the Chosen who would perform a ritual ceremony in my friend Margot’s creepy uncle’s apartment in a shitty part of town on Halloween (aka the best day of the year). His apartment wasn’t even cool-creepy—it was just a shitty studio that had a weird kitchen—but it was creepy enough.

My costume that year was set to be epic. I was going to be a Rollerblading Fairuza Balk from The Craft. I would do crazy eye makeup and wear some sort of witchy velvet top, a very short skirt, fishnets, and Rollerblades. I loved my Rollerblades so much. Not to brag, but I was really, really good at Rollerblading (a by-product of spending as much time outside my house as possible), except for the fact that I never learned how to use the brakes. I couldn’t figure it out. I didn’t trust them. When I wanted to stop, I would just try to veer off toward a tree or a streetlamp and wrap my arms around it casually—no big deal, I meant to do that. Or I would point my toes into a triangle until I wobbled to a halt. Arguably, way cooler than brakes. [Shakes head no.]

At the lunch table one afternoon, I found a way to bring up the idea of the ritual. “Hey, would you guys wanna do, like, a Wiccan ritual the night of Halloween?” My friends stared at me and laughed, thinking I was joking, but I could not have been more serious. I had done research for months. I knew what kind of tools we needed. I knew that sometimes dudes were invited, but that would NOT be the case with me. (According to my references, men got naked, and I was not interested in seeing that, because I loved Halloween and nothing ruins Halloween faster than a male Wiccan’s penis.)

I let them laugh for a few minutes and go back to eating their Farmer Bartholomew cookies (I think whoever that person was, he sponsored my school, because all we ate for like six years were these grease-laden cookies that looked like hardened lumps of butter but were DELICIOUS) before I added, “No, but really. We could call the corners and light candles and play cool music.” Still nothing. Silence. “Also, we could do an offering to the gods, which means we get to eat pound cake.” They were on board.

On the evening of Halloween, I went to Margot’s uncle’s shit-brick apartment and began setting up in the living room for what would later unfold. Candles over here, incense over there, and “here’s all the cake I brought I hope it’s enough is one cake per person enough?” in the center. There was truly a lot of cake.

We went trick-or-treating first. I got the most candy in the quickest amount of time because I was on Rollerblades and KILLING IT. But sometimes I’d slow down to talk to Sam. By this time, I’d realized that she was less a best friend and more a “haha wouldn’t it be funny if we were gay but seriously I’m in love with you if you wanna get married, hit me up” best friend. She was the family I’d never had before and wanted more than anything, so I treated her accordingly by hoarding and giving her extras of her favorite candies.

“Come on, you guys, be serious!” I barked at them, in as much of a bark as I could muster while also giggling, because I was physically incapable of being serious, because my entire identity had become an airplane with a banner attached that read “HAHA SAD? I’M NOT SAD I KEEP MAKING JOKES WHICH MEANS I’M FINE” that won’t stop flying over your house. Plus, Sam was holding my hand in the circle and I was going to marry her for sure.
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