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More Praise for
Stefanie Wilder-Taylor


“A former stand-up comic . . . and scabrously funny . . . Ms. Wilder-Taylor is built of nothing if not scrappiness, humor, luck, and demons.”


—The New York Times


Praise for It’s Not Me, It’s You


“Her writing is rich with insights . . . So winning.”


—Entertainment Weekly


Praise for Naptime Is the New Happy Hour


“Hilarious from cover to cover . . . She has a knack for both winding up in good stories and telling them.”


—MamaPop.com


Praise for Sippy Cups Are Not for Chardonnay


“This book is hilarious. It’s so real and funny. . . . I love it! I’ve read a lot of baby books, but I’ve never read anything like this before.”


—Molly Shannon


“The kind of snarky straight talk you’d get from your best girlfriend.”


—UrbanBaby.com


“Stefanie Wilder-Taylor offers a funny look at new motherhood . . . If you want to get inside a new mom’s neurosis . . . this book is for you.”


—Chicago Tribune


“Her sharp wit takes center stage . . . This little volume is perfect for spreading some joy on Mother’s Day.”


—BookPage
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I’m Kind of a Big Deal





The Sweaty Calzone



The summer I graduated high school, a few major things happened: Rebbie Jackson scored a Top 100 hit with “Centipede,” catapulting her into the kind of Jackson-sibling fame previously experienced only by Marlon and Tito; I finally got through level three in Donkey Kong; and I ran away from home to become an actress in New York City. Actually I didn’t intend to run away, and I don’t know if it’s really running away if no one actually notices you’re gone—oh, and if you’re almost eighteen and out of high school— but let’s not split hairs; in my mind, I ran away.


I’d been living in Springfield, Massachusetts—home to the Basketball Hall of Fame, which I guess is impressive to people who aren’t me—for the last two years of high school. In the couple months since I graduated (which was a miracle in itself), I’d been in a holding pattern. My days were spent waiting tables at a Bob’s Big Boy franchise, where it wasn’t unusual to receive tips of dimes and nickels for a party of five, and my nights were spent in my attic bedroom, where I occasionally entertained random boys with an intoxicating combination of smuggled Kahlúa, the pleasure of my company, and my Bonnie Tyler records. But I had bigger dreams: dreams of working at a more expensive restaurant with non-vinyl tablecloths; dreams of working in a classy establishment somewhere warm like California; dreams that just maybe that pricey bistro would have patio service. That was the thing about me: I dared to dream.


“You need to find somewhere to stay for ten days because we’re going out of town on Friday,” my mother announced when I came down for coffee one morning—and by morning I mean quarter of one.


“Why can’t I just stay here?” I asked. I had no idea where I would go since I didn’t exactly have any friends with their own apartments or even their own cars at this point.


“You haven’t earned our trust, and I don’t feel I can leave you in this house while we’re gone.” My mother wasn’t a stranger to asking other peoples’ parents to watch me while she and my stepfather went out of town, expecting them to provide me with a bed, discipline, rides to and from school, and plenty of snacks. But that was the seventies and this was the eighties, times had changed and people took a slightly harsher view of freeloading. And of course now she was making me do the asking, which was even worse.


Clearly, I was left with only one choice: pretend to have a place to go, then once they left town, come back and let myself into my own house with my own key. Me untrustworthy? That was laughable!


At the end of the week my parents left for their vacation and I made an elaborate show of leaving for a friend’s house. “Good-bye! Have a wonderful trip! I’ll just be at ‘my friend’s house’! The whole time! Until you get back!” Later that afternoon, I arrived back at my empty house with my suitcase, about 10 percent of my high school senior class, and a pony keg. But when I unlocked the door and started to push it open I was met with the immediate and unmistakable resistance of a bolt lock. My parents had bolted the door with an almost-never-used key that I didn’t have. It was as if they expected me to try to sneak back into my own house. Well now, this was infuriating. And even if the assembled crowd didn’t represent the A-list of my class, it was still pretty embarrassing.


I made my way around to the back of the house and tried a few other doors, hoping against hope that somehow in their zeal to bar me from my own house they’d neglected to lock a side door. No such luck; my parents were on their game. Not wanting to give up too easily, especially since I had an audience, I struggled to get up to the second floor and climb in through the bathroom window. Miraculously, it was unlocked. With one knee still on the windowsill and one leg back on the ladder I’d pulled out from the garage, I turned around to see my neighbors, Don and Sue Petofsky, eyeing me from their living room window just as I dropped out of sight and into the bathtub.


Once my friends were in the house, the mini keg was tapped and red plastic cups (the choice of underage drinkers nationwide) were quickly being filled when the knock came at the front door. My neighbors had reported me breaking into my own house. I probably had it coming: for the last three years I’d walked around naked in my attic bedroom, which opened toward their master bedroom, and for two of those years my windows had no shades. Turns out Sue was a bit of a window-treatment Nazi or didn’t appreciate me dancing in front of it to Bonnie Tyler. Either way, it was payback time.


I was told by the police that I had to vacate immediately, which is how I found myself on an Amtrak to move in with my friend Jackie and become a star of stage and screen in New York City.


Jackie was an acquaintance from high school in Washington State, where we’d lived before I moved to Massachusetts just prior to my junior year. We were both Jewish, and in northern Washington—a beer run from Hayden Lake, Idaho, which is practically the Aryan Nation headquarters—Jews were about as welcome as a black jellybean, so we tended to stick together. I think Jackie thought I was funny and it’s also possible she’d never met someone whose mom sewed all her clothes. In all honesty, the thing that drew me to Jackie was the Visa card her father gave her in her own name. Growing up, credit cards among fellow teens were like a Sasquatch to me; I suspected their existence but seeing one made me want to whip out my camera so I could prove it. I felt the exact same way about appetizers. Jackie’s father owned five or six See’s Candies franchises and despite their sky-high dental bills, they were rolling in dough. I absolutely loved to hear Jackie say, “Charge it, please,” and I’d ask her to repeat it over and over in foreign accents.


Occasionally we’d blow off school entirely to have lunch at the Spokane Club, where we could give Jackie’s dad’s credit card a serious workout. Our usual order was lobster bisque soup, shrimp cocktails, and iceberg lettuce salads with extra Roquefort dressing on the side plus around six Tab colas. The most dangerous thing about Tab seemed to be a medicinal aftertaste and a slightly elevated risk of bladder cancer. At fourteen this was of small concern to me, so I was a raging Tabaholic.


Eventually I moved to Massachusetts and Jackie’s parents sent her to NYU to study theater. Looking back, other than our Tab habit and us both being Jews, Jackie and I had very little in common. So it quite possibly may have been a mistake to call her out of the blue and invite myself to stay.


I had just enough money to buy a one-way ticket to Grand Central Station. Given that Jackie and I had been very good friends for about six months in the tenth grade, I figured once I got there she’d be pretty thrilled that I had reentered her life, and I would have no need to ever come home. Plus, wasn’t New York basically just LA with shittier weather? This was going to be great! A new life. Also, this would be quite the life lesson for my untrusting parents. They’d be sorry when I was a big star in New York and the only way that they could spend time with me would be to fight the throngs of fans outside of Radio City Music Hall (or wherever big shots of my caliber hung out) before I was whisked out of sight in my limo. Of course I would speak kindly of them to the press because I wouldn’t hold a grudge. I would have learned that grudges serve no purpose on my spiritual path. Kaballah would have taught me that. So yes, there would have been much learning.


The trouble started when Jackie met me at the station. I spotted her right away dressed in all black, save for a purple wool fedora hat with a feather that extended a city block from the brim. It was truly horrifying. The only circumstance in which it’s acceptable to wear a felt hat with a giant feather is if you’re a cartoon pimp from 1974 or Pinocchio. Other than that, my official opinion is just no. Plus, if she was now the sort of person who would wear a huge feather in her hat, what other bad decisions was she making?


“I hope sharing my bed is okay,” Jackie said as soon as she let me into her studio apartment. I’d made the mistake of assuming that all rich folks had bedrooms, if not entire wings of their homes, to spare. Clearly I had some learning to do about New York real estate. Needless to say, I was caught off guard by the intimacy of the setup.


“Yeah, why wouldn’t it be?” Just because she lived in New York now and I lived in Springfield did not mean that I was uptight.


“Great. I’m so glad you’re here. I think we’re going to have an absolutely fabulous time together. What’s it been? Two years? Feels like aaages,” Jackie mewed at me in a decidedly affected tone of voice. I wasn’t sure if she was channeling Mrs. Howell or a character from Eloise. I half expected her to call me daaahling and invite me to the Plaza. “African tea?” she asked, walking into the kitchen, and by kitchen I mean a hot plate on a windowsill that held a single cracked teacup.


“No, thanks. I’m more of a domestic gal. Do you have a Miller Lite?” I really felt the need to take the edge off and peered around her kitchenette.


“I never drink beer. Wasted calories.” She laughed a laugh that could’ve been a sneeze. “I’ve put on a few pounds since I’ve been here,” Jackie said while stripping off her clothes. “What do you think?” I was more concerned that she seemed to have gained about fourteen new personalities.


And there she was, standing in front of me stark naked. And then I noticed the Grace Jones poster on the wall and I started to get really uncomfortable.


After a couple of days Jackie had a “Welcome, Stefanie” cocktail party with four or five female friends. Except there were no cocktails. She just served espresso, so it was actually more of a strong, bitter coffee party without men. There wouldn’t have been any food either, except that one of Jackie’s neighbors brought along a toaster oven from her apartment so we could heat croissants. But in order to use it, we had to unplug the espresso maker because the circuit couldn’t handle both.


A woman in a tight T-shirt named Evelyn tried to engage me in a conversation about feminist film theory. Naturally, Evelyn wasn’t wearing a bra. She had the kind of breasts that made up for in nipple what they lacked in cup size. I’m sure from her perspective she was braless to punctuate her feminist status, and it’s possible that she burned her bras before her whole flapjack-nipple situation got so out of control, but the whole look was nauseating and made it impossible to have a conversation. Oh, also making it impossible to have a conversation? My lack of interest in feminist film theory.


I tried to break into another exchange between two women about sustainable artisan cheese shares. “Anyone been watching Knots Landing?” I interrupted, figuring that although I knew nothing about feminism or cheese, I was a savant when it came to prime-time soaps, and come on, that had to count for something.


“I’ve never heard of it,” the one in army pants said.


“What?” How was that even possible?


“I don’t really watch TV unless it’s the news,” the other one said in agreement.


“What do you mean? Not even Dynasty?” I couldn’t keep the incredulousness out of my voice. Don’t watch TV? And they called themselves theater students? Was I on Candid Camera? Well, obviously not, because it was doubtful any of these assholes had ever seen it.


I felt like I really needed to sit down and catch my breath. With seven women in two hundred square feet the air seemed sucked out of the room with a vacuum. Plus the four shots of espresso I’d downed in desperation were making me edgy, irritable, and not a little bit dizzy. These were not my kind of people and I was beginning to despise them.


I sat next to Jackie on the bed, which, besides a few folding chairs that were taken, was the only place to sit. “What I got out of this article is the idea that Kafka’s humor revolves around making abstract notions concrete,” she was saying to her friend in a crocheted dress. I closed my eyes, hoping to leave my body for the remainder of the evening. That’s when Jackie started giving me a neck massage.


I was definitely not living the dream, that much was clear. What I wanted to do was hightail it to Grand Central Station and hop the next Amtrak back home, but I had no money. If I wanted to unrun away, I was going to have to get money, and that meant getting a job immediately . . . and getting a job immediately left me with few options since my only real useful skill was carrying seventeen plastic glasses of water without the use of a tray.


Here I’d thought I could laze around for a few weeks enjoying the city before buying a pair of leg warmers and hitting the streets for all the major casting calls. I’d seen Fame and I realized that the life of a struggling actor was going to be difficult. But I didn’t think that most struggling actors were forced to lay stock still in their friend’s bed all night acting like they were fast asleep, all the while hoping against hope that they didn’t wake up and find they’d become an accidental lesbian.


I’m not stupid; I knew that there would be dues to be paid. Look, Coco did some things she regretted, and I’m sure she was just doing what she needed to do to make it in the biz. But this just seemed too high a price to pay. Maybe I just didn’t want it bad enough. Maybe I didn’t have what it takes to make it in the big city. Or possibly it just wasn’t my time.


Thank God this was New York City and there were approximately eighty-five restaurants per square mile. What I lacked in restaurant experience the Big Apple food service industry made up for in demand. I threw on a short skirt and got hired at the first place I walked into, a midpriced Italian restaurant called Il Calzone di Canto (which the busboys told me loosely translated to “The Sweating Calzone”), in spite of the fact that the only experience I had serving Italian food was the spaghetti and meatballs from the kids’ menu at Bob’s Big Boy. The only minor hitch in my plan was that it was a singing job. After serving up a big plate of piping-hot lasagna or whatever, apparently I was going to have to belt out “O Sole Mio.” I assured the manager I had a professional singing voice and was surprised and a little horrified that he took my word for it. Sooner or later I’d have to sing for someone’s supper.


Years later I would come across a similar dilemma when I seriously contemplated a stint as a stripper. A woman I met at a bar tried to talk me and a friend into joining her in stripping in Vegas on the weekends. I wasn’t totally against the plan after hearing that I could easily make a few grand in a night, but I did feel there were a couple of roadblocks. “Let me just lay this out on the table: I have quite a bit of cellulite,” I told the girl.


“Oh my God. That is not a problem at all,” she said reassuringly. “First off you can wear a little scarf over your ass if you really feel self-conscious, and it’s pretty dark, so don’t even worry about it.” I felt my cellulite situation would require more than a little scarf and some dim lighting but I tried to keep an open mind. “Actually some men love big butts. The booty boys, we call them.” I practically gagged on my beer but tried not to show it.


“Okay, well, my only other real issue is the dancing part. I don’t have a lot of rhythm and I’ve never done any sort of pole work.”


“You’ve danced in a dance club. It’s the same thing. The real money is in the lap dances, but all the girls are supposed to take at least one turn dancing onstage. All you have to do is avoid it for a couple of shifts. Look, when you see the kind of money you can make, you’ll get over all your hesitation.” The more we talked and the more I drank the more doable it sounded that night. Then I woke up the next morning sober and realized I was simply too prudish to go through with it.


Right now I needed cash, and I wasn’t going to let a lack of vocal talent stand in the way of getting out of New York and out of Jackie’s pansexual studio apartment. She was in school when I left for my first training shift at Il Calzone di Canto, but I could tell she’d been there recently from the stench of imported tea and because she’d left a cassette tape of the soundtrack to 42nd Street playing on the stereo. I practically broke the stop button trying to turn it off. I really wasn’t looking forward to spending another night in Jackie’s bed smelling her natural body odor. One other new affectation of the big city seemed to be her holistic deodorizing crystal, which she used in place of deodorant. It may have given her healing energy or whatever crystals are supposed to do, but killing odor was not within its mystical powers.


My first night at Il Calzone di Canto went well since it was my job mainly to just watch and carry plates of shrimp scampi and veal parmigiana behind Bert, the pasta-slinging baritone I’d been assigned to shadow. About halfway through the night all the servers gathered on a riser next to Rocco the piano player and performed their hearts out. Honestly, you’d have thought they were waiting on the casting director from Cats by the way they were busting out the vibrato. Yet another thing I didn’t like about New York: everyone was obsessed with Broadway.


Two nights later, I was allowed three tables to wait on throughout the night, which finally allowed me to make tips that wouldn’t immediately have to be handed over to Bert. I’d managed to pull in about seventy dollars before hearing piano man Rocco boom out, “Now let’s welcome up our newest addition to the famiglia!” And just like that, the jig was up. There was no way this could be anything but humiliating. Rocco dragged out “famigliaaaaaa” just long enough for me to ponder if I could get someone to murder him really quick, but I had a sneaking suspicion most people in that line of work would be childhood friends of Rocco anyhow. I walked toward the stage, feeling like I was headed to the gallows. I could hear one of my tables calling to me from what seemed like a million miles away, “Miss, I need a sambuca.” So do I, my friend, so do I.


“What do you want to sing, doll?” Rocco asked.


“It doesn’t matter,” I answered truthfully, resigned to my fate. So he played the opening bars to “That’s Amore” and I did my best to sing it, but I knew I was done.


On the Amtrak back to Springfield, eating a whole bag of garlic knots I’d stolen from the Sweaty Calzone on my way out the door, I knew I’d made the right decision. I was clearly not a New Yorker. New Yorkers were way too focused on the theater. Most of the actors there took themselves way too seriously, arriving at auditions with ten years of dance and vocal training. I had a feeling that my acting was going to be better suited for a place like Los Angeles where they made TV. Television would require a lot less singing and dancing, and more importantly, less training. It seemed to me that all you needed to arrive with in LA was your vibe.


I braced myself for trouble as I walked up to my front door, but the door caught as I went to push it open. It was still bolted because my parents weren’t back yet. After all, it had been only a week. Seeing no car in Don and Sue’s neighboring driveway, I climbed the ladder and let myself back into my house. I grabbed a handful of pretzels from the pantry and called Jackie. “I’m so sorry I left without warning,” I said, “but thanks to your generous hospitality you helped me realize that I’ve always wanted to open my own feminist bookshop–slash–bead store and . . . well . . . a great space opened up in Northampton, so I had to rush back.” And with that, I quickly got off the phone, because Highway to Heaven was starting and DVRs had yet to be invented.





I Blame Bob Dylan



Remember when a pre-Friends Courteney Cox was invited onstage in that 1984 Bruce Springsteen video for “Dancing in the Dark” and later became a huge star? Well, a very similar thing happened to me in 1985 when I was plucked from obscurity to be featured in a Bob Dylan music video! And then dropped back into obscurity twelve hours later.


“They’re filming some video at the church on Franklin and Highland where my Tuesday AA meeting’s at and they need female extras. You guys should go do it,” my friend Tanya’s alcoholic aunt announced, just before taking a drag of her cigarette and blowing out a smoke ring. She was one of those alcoholics who wanted to have her cake and drink it too: she went to meetings but still proudly drank like a fish. Much later I would find out something she already knew: AA meetings are excellent networking opportunities.


My high school BFF, Beth, and I had just pulled into Hollywood in my yellow Mazda GLC that day after a two-week road trip from Springfield, Massachusetts. Our worldly possessions now included only what would fit into the hatchback of the aging subcompact. We had clothes, makeup, and a cooler of groceries, which contained the large box of Slim Jims and some candy we’d stolen from the lobby of a Flagstaff, Arizona, Motel 6 when a forty-minute wait and numerous clangs on the night bell resulted in neither the night manager nor a room. Tired, hungry, and surly from twelve un-air-conditioned hours on the interstate, we decided the motel at least owed us a delicious processed meat treat for our trouble.


Tanya’s aunt had hesitantly agreed to put us up for a few days while we looked for jobs and an apartment, and at first she hardly seemed to be the model of hospitality. But suddenly here she was, giving us our first big break in the biz. I made a mental note to thank her in a future acceptance speech.


“What’s the video? Do you know?” I hoped it was the Go-Go’s, because they were my favorite band, and I’d been trying to figure out a way for quite a while to let them know that their video for “Vacation” had almost inspired me to learn to water-ski.


“It’s a Bob Dylan, Dave Stewart song,” she answered.


“Dave Stewart?”


“Isn’t he one half of the Eurythmics?”


“Huh.” That sounded fairly big-time.


Beth and I didn’t have a huge game plan. We were done with our old lives and ready for fame and fortune—all we needed was an entrée. This was perfect. We’d just nodded to Mr. T at a self-serve Exxon the day before, so we already had our feet wet when it came to hanging with celebrities.


Knowing that the Springsteen chick (we wouldn’t know her name was Courteney until she turned up four years later in the waning days of Family Ties, when suddenly Alex Keaton was having sex with “that chick from the Springsteen video”) had become the 1984 music video “it” girl by appearing in the “Dancing in the Dark” video, I figured all I had to do was get a solo dance in this video and the rest would be history. Truth be told, I wasn’t a major Dylan fan—I was half a generation too young to really remember when he was in his prime—but he didn’t need to know that. Plus, I couldn’t imagine that Court had been that into Bruce Springsteen. The guy always looks like he’s just mowed every lawn in the neighborhood and then realized there’s no time for a shower before hitting the stage. I don’t relate to Dylan songs, mostly because they sound too much like he’s singing them while underneath an old Dodge doing a brake job. It’s just all muffled mumbly jumbly. I don’t get it, but then again I once downloaded a Taylor Hicks song from iTunes, so my taste in music isn’t to be trusted.


After getting dressed up in all the Chess King–style clothes we owned (think Wet Seal with half the Lycra and twice the zippers), the three of us crowded into Tanya’s aunt’s small bathroom and applied all the eyeliner we owned to our top lids and the inside of our bottom lids in an attempt to look sultry and sophisticated. We split a can of Aqua Net and then crammed on as many O-rings (jelly bracelets?) as would fit on our arms and slid on our ripped lace gloves. I then doused myself in body glitter and, as a distinguished finishing touch, applied a fake beauty mark with a dark brown eyebrow pencil halfway between my nose and my lips. For me, eight days at U Mass Amherst had shown me that higher education was not to be my avenue to success. But a Bob Dylan cameo? This was my up elevator! And if it could happen for that Springsteen chick, it could damn well happen for me. Just for luck I drained a few more sprays out of the dying Aqua Net can before heading out.


It wasn’t difficult to find parking at the church in the heart of Hollywood. Almost the entire block right in front of the entrance was completely clear. This was a good omen since I’d heard a lot of rumors that the most difficult things to find in LA were parking and good pizza. So far, wrong on both counts. I’d already had a delicious piece of pizza at a newish place called Domino’s and now I’d found the perfect parking space. Things were already going far better than I’d expected.


The scene inside the church auditorium was chaotic. Tanya, Beth, and I looked for someone who appeared to be in charge, but no one seemed to have any idea what was going on. At least a hundred and fifty people were crammed into a fairly small space. Sweaty kids in half shirts leaned against the makeshift stage while roadies set up monster amps and speakers.


“Thanks for dressing up, guys,” I said under my breath to Beth. Having lived in New York City for a week I’d gotten used to a certain level of professionalism, and this wasn’t cutting it. After about an hour of wandering aimlessly around the place waiting for something to happen, I was feeling a lot less enthused about the whole thing. We’d hadn’t had a single Dylan sighting and we didn’t know if we’d seen Dave Stewart since none of us had a clue what he looked like.


“What do you think we should do?” Beth asked me.


“How the hell should I know?” I shot back. Beth had a habit of thinking I knew all the answers. I’d just turned nineteen to her seventeen, so I did understand that she looked up to me in a way. But the reality was I felt just as lost as she did, I was just more practiced in my false bravado.
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