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Introduction

Notes on the Netherworld

The awakened and knowing say: body I am entirely, and nothing else; and soul is only a word for something about the body.



Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra



It was a landmark event: We were having lunch. We were playing normal. After years in the underworld, we'd risen to the surface and were glancing around surreptitiously, taking tentative breaths of air. Jane, just out of the hospital, pale and shy-eyed, let her hair fall over her face, as though to keep from being seen as she committed this great sin of consumption, this confession of weakness, this admission of having a body, with all its impertinent demands. I was kicked back in my chair, extolling the virtues of health and staying alive, when she glanced up at me and whispered: My heart feels funny.

I sat up and said, What do you mean? Like, your physical heart? She nodded and said, It's skipping and stopping.

I took her pulse, then grabbed my keys with one hand and her with the other and hustled her to my car, head spinning with memory and statistics as we careened toward the emergency room: The first months of health are the most dangerous, the body reacting violently to the shock of being fed after years of starvation, the risk of heart attack high, especially just out of the hospital when anorexic behavior is likely to kick back in. Jane has her eyes closed and is breathing hard, she's twenty-one, I can't let her die, I know how this feels: the tightening of the chest, the panic, the what-have-I-done-wait-I-was-kidding. Eating disorders linger so long undetected, eroding the body in silence, and then they strike. The secret is out. You're dying.

In the emergency room, the doctor took her pulse again and ignored mefirst in bemusement, then in irritationas I asked him to please give her an EKG, take her blood pressure sitting and standing, check her electrolytes. He turned to me finally, after poking her here and there, and said, Excuse me, miss, but I'm the doctor. I said yes, butHe waved me away and asked Jane how she felt. She looked at me. Asking an anoretic how she feels is an exercise in futility. I said, Listen, she's got an eating disorder. Please just take the tests. The doctor, impatient, said, What do you mean by eating disorder?

I was floored. All I could see was Jane's heart monitor, ticking out her weak and erratic pulse, as this man stood here, peering down from on high, telling me that he was the doctor, that I, a mere young woman who had spent fourteen years in the hell of eating disorders, should keep quiet.

I did not keep quiet. I started to yell.

In the year that followed, as both she and I gained strength, weight, voice, Jane began to sit straighter in her chair, began to say, softly at first, then louder, those words so many millions of people cannot bear to say aloud: I'm hungry.

 

I became bulimic at the age of nine, anorexic at the age of fifteen. I couldn't decide between the two and veered back and forth from one to the other until I was twenty, and now, at twenty-three, I am an interesting creature, an Eating Disorder Not Otherwise Specified.1 My weight has ranged over the past thirteen years from 135 pounds to 52, inching up and then plummeting back down I have gotten well, then sick, then well, then sicker, and so on up to now; I am considered moderately improved, psychologically stabilized, behaviorally disordered, prone to habitual relapse. I have been hospitalized six times, institutionalized once, had endless hours of therapy, been tested and observed and diagnosed and pigeonholed and poked and prodded and fed and weighed for so long that I have begun to feel like a laboratory rat.

The history of my lifeone version of it, anywayis contained in piles of paper and scrolls of microfiche scattered over this city in basement-level records rooms, guarded by suspicious-looking women, who asked me why I wanted to see them, what I needed with the information contained in files labeled with my name and date of birth. I signed forms confirming that I was myself, and therefore had a legal right to view the documentation of me, and forms saying that I was not a lawyer and did not intend in any way to hold Such and Such Hospital responsible for (patient's name) myself (living or dead). I provided identification. I politely disagreed when I was informed, in a few of the hospitals, that I did not exist, because they could not find any files onwhat was your name again?no, no record of anyone by that name. Incomplete, out of order, nonexistent, I licked my finger and paged through my life, some two-thousand-plus pages of illegible notes.

I learned, among other things, that I am chronic, a hopeless case. I sat in my folding chair and perused the picture presented by these charts, a picture of an invalid, a delusional girl destined, if she lived, for a life of paper gowns and hospital beds.

That picture is a bit inaccurate. I am neither delusional nor an invalid. Contrary to the charts that slated me for imminent expiration, I have not, to the best of my knowledge, expired. I no longer perform surgery on the smallest of muffins, splicing it into infinitesimal bits and nibbling at It like a psychotic rabbit. I no longer leap from my chair at the end of the meal and bolt for the bathroom. I live in a house, not a hospital. I am able to live day to day regardless of whether or not, on a given morning, I feel that my butt has magically expanded overnight. This was not always the case. There was a time when I was unable to get out of bed because my body, its muscles eating themselves away, refused to sit up. There was a time when the lies rolled off my tongue with ease, when it was far more important to me to self-destruct than to admit I had a problem, let alone allow anyone to help. The piles of paper that I picked up and lugged to a table in the medical records rooms all over town sometimes weighed more than the annotated Case herself.

This is a different sort of time. I have an eating disorder, no question about it. It and I live in an uncomfortable state of mutual antagonism. That is, to me, a far cry better than once upon a time, when it and I shared a bed, a brain, a body, when my sense of worth was entirely contingent upon my ability to starve. A strange equation, and an altogether too-common belief: One's worth is exponentially increased with one's incremental disappearance.

I am not here to spill my guts and tell you about how awful it's been, that my daddy was mean and my mother was mean and some kid called me Fatso in the third grade, because none of the above is true. I am not going to repeat, at length, how eating disorders are about control, because we've all heard it. It's a buzzword, reductive, categorical, a tidy way of herding people into a mental quarantine and saying: There. That's that. Eating disorders are about: yes, control, and history, philosophy, society, personal strangeness, family fuck-ups, autoerotics, myth, mirrors, love and death and S&M, magazines and religion, the individual's blindfolded stumble-walk through an ever-stranger world. The question is really not if eating disorders are neurotic and indicate a glitch in the mindeven I would have a hard time justifying, rationally, the practice of starving oneself to death or feasting only to toss back the feastbut rather why; why this glitch, what flipped this switch, why so many of us? Why so easy a choice, this? Why now? Some toxin in the air? Some freak of nature that has turned women against their own bodies with a virulence unmatched in history, all of a sudden, with no cause? The individual does not exist outside of society. There are reasons why this is happening, and they do not lie in the mind alone.

This book is neither a tabloid tale of mysterious disease nor a testimony to a miracle cure. It's simply the story of one woman's travels to a darker side of reality, and her decision to make her way back. On her own terms.

My terms amount to cultural heresy. I had to say: I will eat what I want and look as I please and laugh as loud as I like and use the wrong fork and lick my knife. I had to learn strange and delicious lessons, lessons too few women learn: to love the thump of my steps, the implication of weight and presence and taking of space, to love my body's rebellious hungers, responses to touch, to understand myself as more than a brain attached to a bundle of bones. I have to ignore the cultural cacophony that singsongs all day long, Too much, too much, too much. As Abra Fortune Chernik writes, Gaining weight and pulling my head out of the toilet was the most political act I ever committed.2

I wrote this book because I believe some people will recognize themselves in iteating disordered or notand because I believe, perhaps naively, that they might be willing to change their own behavior, get help if they need it, entertain the notion that their bodies are acceptable, that they themselves are neither insufficient nor in excess. I wrote it because I disagree with much of what is generally believed about eating disorders, and wanted to put in my two cents, for whatever it's worth. I wrote it because people often dismiss eating disorders as manifestations of vanity, immaturity, madness. It is, in some ways, all of these things. But it is also an addiction. It is a response, albeit a rather twisted one, to a culture, a family, a self. I wrote this because I want to dispel two common and contradictory myths about eating disorders: that they are an insignificant problem, solved by a little therapy and a little pill and a pat on the head, a stage that girls go throughI know a girl whose psychiatrist told her that her bulimia was just a part of normal adolescent developmentand, conversely, that they must belie true insanity, that they only happen to those people whose brains are incurably flawed, that those people are hopelessly sick.

An eating disorder is not usually a phase, and it is not necessarily indicative of madness. It is quite maddening, granted, not only for the loved ones of the eating disordered person but also for the person herself. It is, at the most basic level, a bundle of deadly contradictions: a desire for power that strips you of all power. A gesture of strength that divests you of all strength. A wish to prove that you need nothing, that you have no human hungers, which turns on itself and becomes a searing need for the hunger itself. It is an attempt to find an identity, but ultimately it strips you of any sense of yourself, save the sorry identity of sick. It is a grotesque mockery of cultural standards of beauty that winds up mocking no one more than you. It is a protest against cultural stereotypes of women that in the end makes you seem the weakest, the most needy and neurotic of all women. It is the thing you believe is keeping you safe, alive, containedand in the end, of course, you find it's doing quite the opposite. These contradictions begin to split a person in two. Body and mind fall apart from each other, and it is in this fissure that an eating disorder may flourish, in the silence that surrounds this confusion that an eating disorder may fester and thrive.

An eating disorder is in many ways a rather logical elaboration on a cultural idea. While the personality of an eating-disordered person plays a huge rolewe are often extreme people, highly competitive, incredibly self-critical, driven, perfectionistic, tending toward excessand while the family of an eating-disordered person plays a fairly crucial part in creating an environment in which an eating disorder may grow like a hothouse flower, I do believe that the cultural environment is an equal, if not greater, culprit in the sheer popularity of eating disorders. There were numerous methods of self-destruction available to me, countless outlets that could have channeled my drive, perfectionism, ambition, and an excess of general intensity, millions of ways in which I could have responded to a culture that I found highly problematic. I did not choose those ways. I chose an eating disorder. I cannot help but think that, had I lived in a culture where thinness was not regarded as a strange state of grace, I might have sought out another means of attaining that grace, perhaps one that would not have so seriously damaged my body, and so radically distorted my sense of who I am.

I do not have all the answers. In fact, I have precious few. I will pose more questions in this book than I can respond to. I can offer little more than my perspective, my experience of having an eating disorder. It is not an unusual experience. I was sicker than some, not as sick as others. My eating disorder has neither exotic origins nor a religious-conversion conclusion. I am not a curiosity, nor is my life particularly curious. That's what bothers methat my life is so common. That should not be the case. I would not wish my journey through a shimmery, fun house mirror-covered hell on anyone. I would not wish the bitter aftermaththat stage we can never foresee when we're sick, the damaged body, the constant temptation, the realizations of how we have failed to become ourselves, how afraid we were and are, and how we must start over from scratch, no matter how great that fearon anyone. I don't think people realize, when they're just getting started on an eating disorder or even when they're in the grip of one, that it is not something that you just get over. For the vast majority of eating-disordered people, it is something that will haunt you for the rest of your life. You may change your behavior, change your beliefs about yourself and your body, give up that particular way of coping in the world. You may learn, as I have, that you would rather be a human than a human's thin shell. You may get well. But you never forget.

I would do anything to keep people from going where I went. Writing this book was the only thing I could think of.

So I get to be the stereotype: female, white, young, middle-class. I can't tell the story for all of us. I wrote this because I object to the homogenizing, the inaccurate trend in the majority of eating disorders literature that tends to generalize from the part to the whole, from a person to a group. I am not a doctor or a professor or an expert or a pundit. I'm a writer. I have no college degree and I never graduated from high school. I do research. I read. I talk to people. I look around. I think.

Those aren't qualifications enough. My only qualification, in the end, is this: I live it.


If I bore you, that is that. If I am clumsy, that may indicate partly the difficulty of my subject, and the seriousness with which I am trying to take what hold I can of it; more certainly, it will indicate my youth, my lack of mastery of my so-called art or craft, my lack perhaps of talent.

A piece of the body torn out by the roots might be more to the point.



JAMES AGEE









1Childhood

1974-1982

 

Well, it's no use your talking about waking him, said Tweedledum, when you're only one of the things in his dream. You know very well you're not real. 

I am real! said Alice, and began to cry. 

You won't make yourself a bit realer by crying, Tweedledee remarked: there's nothing to cry about. 
If I wasn't real, Alice saidhalf laughing through her tears, it all seemed so ridiculousI shouldn't be able to cry. 

I hope you don't think those are real tears? Tweedledee interrupted in a tone of great contempt.



Lewis Carroll, Alice's Adventures in Wonderland



It was that simple: One minute I was your average nine-year-old, shorts and a T-shirt and long brown braids, sitting in the yellow kitchen, watching Brady Bunch reruns, munching on a bag of Fritos, scratching the dog with my foot. The next minute I was walking, in a surreal haze I would later compare to the hum induced by speed, out of the kitchen, down the stairs, into the bathroom, shutting the door, putting the toilet seat up, pulling my braids back with one hand, sticking my first two fingers down my throat, and throwing up until I spat blood.

Flushing the toilet, washing my hands and face, smoothing my hair, walking back up the stairs of the sunny, empty house, sitting down in front of the television, picking up my bag of Fritos, scratching the dog with my foot.

How did your eating disorder start? the therapists ask years later, watching me pick at my nails, curled up in a ball in an endless series of leather chairs. I shrug. Hell if I know, I say.

I just wanted to see what would happen. Curiosity, of course, killed the cat.

It wouldn't hit me, what I'd done, until the next day in school. I would be in the lunchroom of Concord Elementary, Edina, Minnesota, sitting among my prepubescent, gangly friends, hunched over painful nubs of breasts and staring at my lunch tray. I would realize that, having done it once, I'd have to keep doing it. I would panic. My head would throb, my heart do a little arrhythmic dance, my newly unbalanced chemistry making it seem as though the walls were tilting, the floor undulating beneath my penny-loafered feet. I'd push my tray away. Not hungry, I'd say. I did not say: I'd rather starve than spit blood.

And so I went through the looking glass, stepped into the netherworld, where up is down and food is greed, where convex mirrors cover the walls, where death is honor and flesh is weak. It is ever so easy to go. Harder to find your way back.

I look back on my life the way one watches a badly scripted action flick, sitting at the edge of the seat, bursting out, No, no, don't open that door! The bad guy is in there and he'll grab you and put his hand over your mouth and tie you up and then you'll miss the train and everything will fall apart! Except there is no bad guy in this tale. The person who jumped through the door and grabbed me and tied me up was, unfortunately, me. My double image, the evil skinny chick who hisses, Don't eat. I'm not going to let you eat. I'll let you go as soon as you're thin, I swear I will. Everything will be okay when you're thin.

Liar. She never let me go. And I've never quite been able to wriggle my way free.

 

California

Five years old. Gina Lucarelli and I are standing in my parents' kitchen, heads level with the countertops, searching for something to eat. Gina says. You guys don't have any normal food. I say apologetically, I know. My parents are weird about food. She asks, Do you have any chips? No. Cookies? No. We stand together, staring into the refrigerator. I announce, We have peanut butter. She pulls it out, sticks a grimy finger into it, licks it off. It's weird, she says. I know, I say. It's unsalted. She makes a face, says, Ick. I agree. We stare into the abyss of food that falls into two categories: Healthy Things and Things We Are Too Short to Cookcarrots, eggs, bread, nasty peanut butter, alfalfa sprouts, cucumbers, a six-pack of Diet Lipton Iced Tea in blue cans with a little yellow lemon above the word Tea. Tab in the pink can. I offer, We could have toast. She peers at the bread and declares, It's brown. We put the bread back. I say, inspired, We have cereal! We go to the cupboard, the one by the floor. We stare at the cereal. She says, It's weird. I say, I know. I pull out a box, look at the nutritional information, run my finger down the side and authoritatively note, It only has five grams of sugar in it. I stick my chin up and brag, We don't eat sugar cereals. They make you fat. Gina, competitive, says, I wouldn't even eat that. I wouldn't eat anything with more than two grams of sugar. I say, Me neither, put the cereal back, as if it's contaminated. I bounce up from the floor, stick my tongue out at Gina. I'm on a diet, I say. Me too, she says, face screwing up in a scowl. Nuh-uh, I say. Uh-huh, she retorts. I turn my back and say, Well, I wasn't hungry anyway. Me neither, she says. I go to the fridge, make a show of taking out a Diet Lipton Iced Tea with Little Yellow Lemon, pop it open, sip loudly, tttthhhpppttt. It tastes like sawdust, dries out my mouth. See? I say, pointing to Diet, I'm gonna be as thin as my mom when I grow up.

I think of Gina's mom, who I know for a fact buys sugar cereal. I know because every time I sleep over there we have Froot Loops for breakfast, the artificial colors turning the milk red. Gina and I suck it up with straws, seeing who can be louder.

Your mom, I say out of pure spite, is fat.

Gina says, At least my mom knows how to cook.

At least my mom has a job, I shout.

At least my mom is nice, she sneers.

I clock her. She cries. Baby, I say. I flounce out onto the deck, climb onto the picnic table, pull on my blue plastic Mickey Mouse sunglasses, imagining that I am the sophisticated bathing suit lady in the Diet Lipton Iced Tea commercials, tan and long and thin. I lean back casually, lift the can to my mouth. I begin to take a bitter sip and spill it all over my shirt.

That night, while my father is cooking dinner, I lean against his knees and announce, I'm not hungry. I'm on a diet. My father laughs. Feet dangling from my chair at the table, I stare at the food, push it around, glance surreptitiously at my mother's plate, her nervous little bites. The way she leans back in her chair, setting down her fork to gesture rapidly with her hands as she speaks. My father, bent over his plate, eating in huge bites. My mother shoves her dinner away, precisely half eaten. My father tells her she wastes food, that he hates the way she always wastes food. My mother snaps back defensively, I'm full, dear. Glares. I push my plate away, say loudly, I'm full.

And all eyes turn to me. Come on, Piglet, says my mother. A few more bites. Two more, she says.

Three, says my father. They glare at each other.

I eat a pea.

 

I was never normal about food, even as a baby. My mother was unable to breast-feed me because it made her feel as if she were being devoured. I was allergic to cow's milk, soy milk, rice milk. My parents had to feed me a vile concoction of ground lamb and goat's milk that made them both positively ill. Apparently I guzzled it up. Later they gave me orange juice in a bottle, which rotted my teeth. I suspect that I may not even have been normal about food in utero; my mother's eating habits verge on the bizarre. As a child, I had endless food allergies. Sugar, food coloring, and preservatives sent me into hyperactive orbit, sleepless and wild for days. My parents were usually good about making sure that we had dinner together, that I ate three meals a day, that I didn't eat too much junk food and ate my vegetables. They were also given to sudden fits of paranoid healthy eating, or fast-food eating, or impulsive decisions to dine out at 11 P.M. (as I slid under the table, asleep). 

I have had moments of appearing normal: eating pizza at girlhood slumber parties, a cream puff on Valentine's Day when I was nine, a grilled cheese sandwich as I hung upside down off the big black chair in the living room when I was four. It is only now, in context, that these things seem strangethe fact that I remember, in detail, the pepperoni pizza, the way we all ostentatiously blotted the grease with our paper napkins, and how many slices I ate (two), and how many slices every other girl ate (two, except for Leah, who ate one, and Joy, who ate four), and the frantic fear that followed, that my rear end had somehow expanded and now was busting out of my shortie pajamas. I remember begging my mother to make cream puffs. I remember that before the cream puffs we had steak and peas. I also recall my mother making grilled cheese sandwiches or scrambled eggs for me on Saturday afternoons when everything was quiet and calm. They were special because she made them, and so I have always associated grilled cheese sandwiches and scrambled eggs with quiet and my mother and calm. Some people who are obsessed with food become gourmet chefs. Others get eating disorders.

I have never been normal about my body. It has always seemed to me a strange and foreign entity. I don't know that there was ever a time when I was not conscious of it. As far back as I can think, I was aware of my corporeality, my physical imposition on space.

My first memory is of running away from home for no particular reason when I was three. I remember walking along Walnut Boulevard, in Walnut Creek, California, picking roses from other peoples' front yards. My father, furious and worried, caught me. I remember being carted home by the arm and spanked, for the first and last time in my life. I hollered like hell that he was mean and rotten, and then hid in the clothes hamper in my mother's closet. I remember being delighted that I was precisely the right size to fit in the clothes hamper so I could stay there forever and ever. I sat there in the dark like a mole, giggling. I remember the whole thing as if I were watching myself: I see me being spanked from across the room, I see me hiding in the hamper from above. It's as if a part of my brain had split off and was keeping an eye on me, making sure I knew how I looked at all times.

I feel as if a small camera was planted on my body, recording for posterity a child bent over a scraped knee, a child pushing her food around her plate, a child with her foot on the floor while her half-brother tied her shoe, a child leaning over her mother's chair as her mother did magic things with cotton and lace. Dresses, like angels, appeared and fluttered from a hanger on the door. A child in the bathtub, looking down at her body submerged in the water as if it were a separate thing inexplicably attached to her head.

My memory of early life veers back and forth from the sensate to the disembodied, from specific recall of the smell of my grandmother's perfume to one of slapping my own face because I thought it was fat and ugly, seeing the red print of my hand but not feeling the pain. I do not remember very many things from the inside out. I do not remember what it felt like to touch things, or how bathwater traveled over my skin. I did not like to be touched, but it was a strange dislike. I did not like to be touched because I craved it too much. I wanted to be held very tight so I would not break. Even now, when people lean down to touch me, or hug me, or put a hand on my shoulder, I hold my breath. I turn my face. I want to cry.

I remember the body from the outside in. It makes me sad when I think about it, to hate that body so much. It was just a typical little girl body, round and healthy, given to climbing, nakedness, the hungers of the flesh. I remember wanting. And I remember being at once afraid and ashamed that I wanted. I felt like yearning was specific to me, and the guilt that it brought was mine alone.

Somehow, I learned before I could articulate it that the bodymy bodywas dangerous. The body was dark and possibly dank, and maybe dirty. And silent, the body was silent, not to be spoken of. I did not trust it. It seemed treacherous. I watched it with a wary eye.

I will learn, later, that this is called objectification consciousness. There will be copious research on the habit of women with eating disorders perceiving themselves through other eyes, as if there were some Great Observer looking over their shoulder. Looking, in particular, at their bodies and finding, more and more often as they get older, countless flaws.

I remember my entire life as a progression of mirrors. My world, as a child, was defined by mirrors, storefront windows, hoods of cars. My face always peered back at me, anxious, checking for a hair out of place, searching for anything that was different, shorts hiked up or shirt untucked, butt too round or thighs too soft, belly sucked in hard. I started holding my breath to keep my stomach concave when I was five, and at times, even now, I catch myself doing it. My mother, as I scuttled along sideways beside her like a crab, staring into every reflective surface, would sniff and say, Oh, Marya. You're so vain.

That, I think, was inaccurate. I was not seeking my image in the mirror out of vain pride. On the contrary, my vigilance was something elseboth a need to see that I appeared, on the surface at least, acceptable, and a need for reassurance that I was still there.

I was about four when I first fell into the mirror. I sat in front of my mother's bathroom mirror singing and playing dress up by myself, digging through my mother's huge magical box of stage makeup that sighed a musty perfumed breath when you opened its brass latch. I painted my face with elaborate greens and blues on the eyes, bright streaks of red on the cheeks, garish orange lipstick, and then I stared at myself in the mirror for a long time. I suddenly felt a split in my brain: I didn't recognize her. I divided into two: the self in my head and the girl in the mirror. It was a strange, not unpleasant feeling of disorientation, dissociation. I began to return to the mirror often, to see if I could get that feeling back. If I sat very still and thought: Not me-not me-not me over and over, I could retrieve the feeling of being two girls, staring at each other through the glass of the mirror.

I didn't know then that I would eventually have that feeling all the time. Ego and image. Body and brain. The mirror phase of child development took on new meaning for me. Mirror phase essentially describes my life.

Mirrors began to appear everywhere. I was four, maybe five years old, in dance class. The studio, up above Main Street, was lined with mirrors that reflected Saturday morning sun, a hoard of dainty little girls in baby blue leotards, and me. I had on a brand-new blue leotard, not baby blue, but bright blue. I stuck out like an electric blue thumb, my ballet bun always coming undone. I was standing at the barre, looking at my body repeated and repeated and repeated, me in my blue leotard standing there, suddenly horrified, trapped in the many-mirrored room.

I am not a waif. Not now, not then. I'm solid. Athletic. A mesomorph: little fat, lot of muscle. I can kick a ball pretty casually from one end of a soccer field to the other, or bloody a guy's nose without really trying, and if you hit me real hard in the stomach you'd probably break your hand. In other words I am built for boxing, not ballet.1 I came that wayeven baby pictures show my solid diapered self tromping through the roses, tilted forward, headed for the gate. But at four I stood, a tiny Eve, choked with mortification at my body, the curve and plane of belly and thigh. At four I realized that I simply would not do. My body, being solid was too much. I went home from dance class that day, put on one of my father's sweaters, curled up on my bed, and cried. I crept into the kitchen that evening as my parents were making dinner, the corner of the counter just above my head. I remember telling them, barely able to get the sour confession past my lips: I'm fat.

Since I was nothing of the sort, my parents had no good reason to think that I honest-to-god believed that. They both made the face, a face I would learn to despise, that oh please Marya don't be ridiculous face, and made the sound, a terrible sound, that dismissive sound, ttch. They kept making dinner. I slapped my little-kid belly hard, burst into tears. My mother's face, pinched in distaste, shot me a glance that I would later come to think of as the bug zapper face, as if by looking at me, she could zap me into disappearance. Tzzzt. I kicked the cupboards near my feet, and she warned: Watch it. I slunk to my room.

And I remember the women's gym that my mother carted me along to. In front of the gym, I seem to remember a plastic statue of Venus de Milo, missing half a breast and both arms. The inside foreshadowed the 1980s fitness craze: women bopping around, butt busting and doggie leg lifting, sweating, wearing that pinched, panicky expression that conveyed the sentiment best captured by Galway Kinnell: as if there is a hell and they will find it. The club also had something called the Kiddie Koral. The Kiddie Koral was a cage. It had bars all the way up to the ceiling, and the sticky-fingered little varmints clung to the bars sobbing for Mommy. Mommy was wearing some stupid bathing suit contraption, lurching around on the floor with a bunch of skinny ladies, getting all bony and no fun to sit on anymore. All the little kiddies in the kiddie cage wept and argued over the one ball provided for our endless entertainment. I managed to unhook the door of the cage, a door of wrought iron bars, and stand on it, swinging back and forth as I watched my mother and the rest of these women hop and lurch after some state of grace.

I remember watching my mother and the rest of these women's bodies reflected in the mirrors that lined the walls. Many many mad-looking ladies. Organizing them in my head, mentally lining them up in order of prettiness, hair color, bathing suit contraption color, and the most entertaining, in order of thinness.

I would do a very similar thing, some ten years later, while vacationing at a little resort called the Methodist Hospital Eating Disorders Institute. Only this time the row of figures I lined up in my head included my own, and, bony as we were, none of us were bopping around. We were doing cross-stitch, or splayed on the floor playing solitaire, scrutinizing one another's bodies from the corners of our eyes, in a manner similar to the way women at a gym are wont to do, as they glance from one pair of hips to their own. Finding themselves, always, excessive. Taking more than their fair share of space.

 

I was born in Walnut Creek, California, to a pair of exceptionally intelligent, funny, wonderful people who were perhaps less than ideal candidates for parenthood. It must also be noted that I was not very well suited to childhood and should have probably been born fully formed, like Mork and Mindy's kid, who hatched from an egg an old man and grew progressively younger. I was accidental. My conception caused my mother to lock herself in her bedroom and cry for three weeks while my father chain-smoked in the backyard under the cherry tree. They seem to have gotten it together by the time I was born, because I was met with considerably more joy than one might have expected. I had a happy childhood. I was not, personally, a happy child, but at least things were exciting. Certainly dramatic.

I know there was a time when things were all right. I went climbing in the hills out back, slid down on paper bags over the gold-colored grass, played in the creek, climbed the cherry tree. I do not remember a childhood of chaos. Only in retrospect would I term it chaotic. I never knew where I stood with people, what they'd do next, whether they'd be there or gone, or mad or mean, or happy or warm. The colors in my mind of that time are green and goldthe trees and the hillsand the heat, the incredible heat. Tossing in bed those summer evenings, when the sun had not yet gone down. Through the open window, I could hear the clink of glasses and the music of voices and laughter out on the deck. I could smell the suffocating summer air, the dust, the garden, the glorious flowers, the narcotic spice of eucalyptus pouring into the lungs. Late-summer droughts, the wavering air above the road, out back behind the creek, the dapple-gray horse in the yard down the road, the chokecherries, sour, and lemon trees, walnut trees, women in white. The pink stone steps of somebody's pink stucco house, the oranges we ate with some lady. Perfume and cigarette smoke, late nights at parties when I fell asleep in the coats on the bed, the fleeting dreams of those sleeps, mingled with shadows and words. The three-footer's perspective on the world at butt level, searching for your mother's butt in the crowd, sensing the smell and glint of wine in glasses and men with beards and low belly laughs, tuxedos, some sense of an intricate dance of costumes and masks. It was a world that I, through the keyhole of years, watched and reached a small hand out and tried to touch.

It was not an unhappy childhood. It was uneasy. I felt as if I were both living my life and watching my life simultaneously, longing for access and yet fearing the thing that I longed for. In fact, my whole life has been this, moving in and out of the day-to-day world, both fascinated by and afraid of its sheer voluptuousness. The parallels in my approach to food and my body are striking: bulimia, feasting on food and then throwing it back; anorexia, refusing food and feasting on hunger itself.

As a child, I was always vaguely nervous, as if something was looming, something dark and threatening, some deeper place in the water, a place that was silent and cold. I was afraid that the shah of Iran was under my bed waiting to snatch me up and take me away. I was terribly, terribly afraid of the dark, and of my dreams of the horrible goat-man who kidnapped me at night as I slept. People made me nervous. I preferred to stay in my bedroom with the door shut tight, dresser shoved up against it (it was a very lightweight dresser), and curl into the corner of my bed with a book.

Therapy charts ten years later, will note:


Marya wants to live in a private worldis not open to trusting peopletends to shut people out if they try to get too close.	



The therapists will scribble down:


Hypervigilant. Massive fear of abandonment. Controls fear of loss through fear of food.



The world outside my room seemed a seductive, fascinating, but very dangerous place to me. That sense of danger may have come in part from my father's near-paranoid overprotectiveness. My own sense of inadequacy in the face of a threatening world may have come also in part from my mother's attempts to knock me down a notch or two. I misread her advice. She tells me now that she was worried I would dream too big and get hurt. What I saw, though, were her skeptical eyebrows lifted as I regaled her with babbled tales of flying just that afternoon, her narrow, ramrod back swishing about the house as I trotted after her, trying to cut through her selective deafness: Mom. Mom. MOM! What? she'd finally say, Don't shout. I remember her as she tried to read in the living room when I was four, hand to her ear as I randomly banged away on the piano, crowing, Mom, listen! Mom, listen! What is it, Marya? she asked. I'm playing Bach! Mom! She lifted herself from the couch and left the room, voice and the scent of Chanel No. 5 trailing behind her: Oh, Marya, she said. That isn't Bach.

I stopped banging. I thought, I know that.

In the therapy charts, my parents are quoted as saying that they felt a need to scale down my expectations. They apparently mentioned, not once but four times in a single session, plans I made when I was three for a birthday party that was, admittedly, a bit elaborate. Their scaling down of my expectations, which seemed to me more like an abiding doubt in my ability to do so much as blow my nose properly, would continue from early childhood until, oh, last year. It had an interesting effect: My behavior became ever more grandiose, while I myself became progressively less certain that I could accomplish even simple tasks, let alone achieve any significant success.2 My parents, I sense, thought I was a few sandwiches short of a picnic. Who knows? Maybe they were right. They say, in the charts: fears, nightmares, too much fantasy.

The scream in the night, the sobbing as I fumbled my dark run across the endless house to the door of my parents' bedroom, the incoherent rambling about monsters that were stealing pennies from my penny jar, the desperate weeping: I won't know how many I have now, I howled. My father, stubbled and striped-pajamaed, sitting sleepily up in bed, carting me back to my room, sitting by my bed, singing me songs in the dark until I fell asleep. The tape recorder playing books-on-tape that I placed under my pillow. I would lay my head on it, listening to the story over and over as the night wore on, sure that if I kept listening long enough, morning would come, but if I did not, the horrible prayer would come true: If I should die before I wake

The shrinks scrawl these words on their notepads: Magical thinking. Their books call it a disposition to regard the metaphoric as the concrete and to attribute primitive magical powers to objects.3 One might, for example, attribute magical powers to food. For example, if I am three years old and standing on a chair making myself an apple sandwich, and if I eat this apple sandwich in precisely twenty bites, no more no less, then I will be happy. If I eat it in more than twenty bites, I will be sad. If I am nineteen years old, sixty pounds, and eating a carton of yogurt a day, and it takes me precisely two hours to eat this carton of yogurt, and I smoke a cigarette every fifteen minutes to prove that I can stop eating, then I will be safe, retaining my dictatorial grip on my body, my life, my world. By contrast, if I so much as taste a bit of unsafe food on my tongue, it  will not travel through my body in the usual biological fashion but will magically make me grow, like Alice taking a bite of the wrong cake.

It is not uncommon for young children to develop elaborate, self-protective systems to give themselves a sense of control over their surroundings: imaginary friends, particular arrangements of stuffed animals in their arms in bed. Eventually, they will loosen their grip on these systems as they develop an understanding of security in themselves and in the world. My systemsprecise arrangements of the knickknacks on my dresser, of stuffed animals imbued with primitive magical powers, exact ways of walking down the street, and weird ritualistic eating behaviors, even in my earliest years (number of bites, size of bites, order of bites, number of chews)were systems that acted as a buffer between me and the world. My focus on minutiae calmed me. It was a simple refusal to look up at the larger world, which always seemed to dilate my pupils, making me squint and shy from the glare. An eating disorder is just such a system. And it indicated, in me at least, an inability to believe I was secure in myself or in my world.

 

The trouble, looking back, is that there were a bunch of contradictory things going on at once. I lived in a perfect little family of three, we three against the world, a team. And we really were very close, most of the time. It was the mutability of things that disturbed us all. Everything kept turning upside down and backward, the perfect little family blown apart by the slightest touch, the team splitting into multiple teams, players switching sides without warning. My father, a brilliant and severely depressed man, was by turns adoring and unstable. My mother, a brilliant and severely repressed woman, was by turns tender and icy. My childhood home may as well have been a bumper car rink. We each drove wildly around, crashing into one another and bouncing off again. I personally did not care for this. I usually retreated to my bedroom, or to the bath, where things were quiet and consistent from minute to minute. The white curtains were always the same. The bedspread with small purple flowers was always the same, as were the curios of my infinite collectionsrocks and boxes and feathers and knickknacks and ceramic ducks, carefully arranged and rearranged on my dresser, over and over, obsessive-compulsively organized and dusted and arranged. The books and the corner into which I tucked myself were always the same.

My parents were never the same. Opening my bedroom door, I could not guess who I would find: my father, loving and cheerful and wanting to play? My father, red-faced and screaming at my mother? Kicking the dog? My mother, cheerful and wanting to chat? My mother, stone-faced and hissing at my father? Swishing out the door in a rustle of silk? My parents, a unit, glamorous and reeking of perfume and Scotch, wanting to go out to dinner at 11 P.M.? My parents, a unit, rushing over to me with terribly worried parental looks on their faces, wanting to know why I was crumpling up in a pile of tears?

Or would I find an empty house? The baby-sitter sitting in front of the television, watching Love Boat, offering me untoasted English muffins with honey. No, thank you, I said. I waited in my room, under a blanket in my closet, with flashlight in one hand and book in the other, until I heard the car pull up, heard the muffled screaming discussions, the slammed doors. Then I could dash to my bed, yank the covers over my head, turn my face into the pillow, screw my eyes shut, pretend to sleep.

If you are bulimic, it is assumed that you come from a chaotic family. If you are an anoretic, it is assumed you come from a rigid and controlling family. As it happens, mine was both.

In childhood, all of us go through a process of discovering how to self-regulateto calm down, to stop the flood of tears, to release fears. It's a necessary process. Usually, children look to their parents to set an example and emulate them. You run into a bit of trouble if your parents' means of self-regulation are a little weird.

My father ate like a horse, drank like a fish, smoked like a chimney, and screamed. My mother stopped eating, grew thinner, sharper, more silent. I looked at each and settled on both: eat, throw up, starve, scream, skip town, disappear, reappear screaming and skinny, smoke and smoke and smoke. Of course there were other, numerous, factors that helped create my eating disorder, but I took the prototype of my family dinner table and elaborated on it. While my relationship to my parents has always been very complex, there is also the simple fact that both of them used foodone to excess, one to absenceas a means of communication, or comfort, or quest. Food was a problem in my family. A big problem. The shrinks say that two common elements in an anoretic's family are	a focus on food and diet, and a significant degree of personality disturbance in one or both parents.4 My father was a periodic heavy drinker, ate constantly, and was forever obsessing about his weighthe would diet, berate himself for falling off his diet, call himself a pig.5 My mother was a formeror was it closet?bulimic with strange eating habits. She'd eat normally for a while, then go on a diet, pick at her food, push it away, stare at her butt in the mirror.

Watching the two of them eat played out like this: My father, voracious, tried to gobble up my mother. My mother, haughty and stiff-backed, left my father untouched on her plate. They might as well have screamed aloud: I need you/I do not need you.

And there I sat in my chairtwo, three, four years oldrefusing to eat, which created a fine little distraction from the palpable tension that hummed between them. I became their common ground: Piglet, they said, please eat.

This, the shrinks tell us later, is called being the symptom bearer. You get to do a little pantomime of the family's problems, playing all the parts, and everyone claps and you bow. What really happens is everyone gets into a big fuss over you and stops fighting for a while. This only works for one or two hospitalizations. After that they think you're crazy, so you have to come up with a new reason to starve yourself to death, which you always do.

The parents of the anorexic person are often preoccupied with themselves but overtly appear worried or concerned about other family members.6 I was my parents' only child, which is unfortunate, because you are their pride and joy and the bane of their existence all at once. You get way too much hyper-invested attention and become very manipulative. My father had adoptive twin sons from a previous marriage who spent some time with us, and whom I adored. When they were not there, there was no mitigating factor, no other focus of attention. My parents' fury with each other was somehow always related to, or channeled through, or deflected onto, me.

You do a little tap dance all the time to try to make what is very obviously not working, work. You, imagining yourself a small Hercules, hoist your bickering parents onto your shoulders and carry them around. You also begin to tire of it, so it is not so surprising that one day you will up and quit. Weaken yourself. Drop them, oops. Take up residence in a hospital bed, where everyone is taking care of you. Where you, vindictive and infantile, can turn your sunken eyes on them and say, J'accuse.

Whereupon they promptly begin blaming each other for the mess that you've become.

Let it be noted here that it is decidedly not their fault. If someone tells you to jump off a bridge, you don't have to jump. But if you jump, you can always blame them for pushing you. It would be very easy to blame this all on my parents, if I weren't so painfully aware that I was also very curious about how it would feel to fall.

The shrinks call it enmeshment, they call it triangulation. They talk about a confusion of pronouns in families like mine, a situation where each person seems to pay more attention to the ideas, the perceptions, the needs, of the other people than to his/her own. They say that anorexics [sic] have from an early age learned to be more responsive to others' perceptions of their needs than to the needs themselves.7 It becomes ventriloquism on a grand scale: Dad thinks Mom is being cruel to him, so Dad takes Marya for ice cream. Marya is grateful and lovey-dovey, so Dad is happy and Mom is jealous. Mom thinks Dad is shoving her out of the family, so Mom buys Marya new books, which Dad thinks are too old for Marya, and they argue in the kitchen while Dad is making dinner.8 Grandma Donna, Mom's mom, comes to visit, tells Marya she wouldn't be so fat if her father didn't feed her so much (Grandma Donna is stone blind, and Marya is not fat). Grandma Ellen, Dad's mom, comes to visit, feeds Marya nonstop for days, and comments spitefully on how skinny Mom is.

I was not what my parents expected. My father expected, or at least hoped for, a child who would adore him and make him feel needed, one who also would remain a child, world without end, amen. My mother, by contrast, expected a miniature adult. Quit acting like a child, she'd say. That always confused me. I was a child, but I got the point. Quit acting like a child. Be whatever you want, but don't let anyone see. Perfect the surface. Learn your lines. Sit up straight. Use the right fork, put your napkin on your lap, say excuse me, say please, smile for chrissakes, smile, stop crying, quit whining, quit asking why, because I said so, dammit, don't talk back to me, watch your mouth, missy, behave yourself, control yourself. I always had this mental image of me, spilling out of the shell of my skin, flooding the room with tears. I bit my lip until it bled and furrowed my brow in a scowl.

By the time I was five or so, I began to believe in some inarticulate way that if I could only contain my body, if I could keep it from spilling out so far into space, then I could, by extension, contain myself. If I could be a slip of a thing, a dainty, tidy, bony little happy thing, then the crashing tide of self within the skin would subside, refrain from excess, be still. I locked myself in the bathroom, stood on the sink, stared at the body before me, and cried. And then pinched myself hard, telling myself to quit being a baby. Crybaby, I thought. Fat little pig.

The patterns in eating-disordered families are, in some senses, as varied and unpredictable as an image in a kaleidoscope. In other ways, they are as predictable as the rising and setting of the sun. In earlier research, the shrinks seemed absolutely convinced that there would be these necessary ingredients: one overbearing, invasive, needy mother; one absent and emotionally inaccessible father; one materially spoiled but emotionally neglected, regressive, passive, immature child. This particular configuration is so far from my own family that I was not, theoretically, allowed to have an eating disorder. To adjust the above pattern for my own family picture: one absent and emotionally closed-off mother; one overbearing, invasive, needy father; one strange, anxiety-ridden, hyperactive, aggressive child trying very hard to be an adult.

I was too small to understand how significantly my parents' marital problems caused each of them to respond not to me but to each other through me. My father felt my mother did not need him, and so he turned to me because I did. My mother felt my father was too needy, and so she turned away from me. My father's all-encompassing needs scared her, she's claimed, and my needs seemed to her only an extension of his. She's commented since on her very strong need to protect herself. My father, in what seems to me a bid for a monopoly on my attentions, told her early on that she was a bad mother. She believed him. There is such a thing as a self-fulfilling prophecy.

My parents did not, to the best of my knowledge, like each other very much, though I do know that they loved each other. They're still married. They honk and bite and flap their wings at each other like cranky old geese, but they're married. They, like a lot of parents of eating-disordered people, were notably unsupportive of each other when I was  kid. Jealous of each other's successes, bitterly sarcastic toward each other. The shrinks note that a couple who cannot nurture each other cannot consistently nurture a child either. Shrinks also note that, lacking a marital alliance, each parent will try to ally him/herself with the child. The child becomes a pawn, a bartering piece, as each parent competes to be the best, most nurturing parent, as determined by whom the child loves more. It was my job to act like I loved them both bestwhen the other one wasn't around.

And so, with one parent at a time, I ate. Each had special foods, foods that only he/she was allowed to give me, all comfort foods, each food a statement of nurturance, a statement about the other parents lack thereof. My father's dominion was school days and afterschool snacks, good midwestern stick-to-your-ribs breakfasts, the basics, the day-today must-haves, my balanced-meal lunch in its brown bag. My mother was queen of Special Treats, our afternoon truffle teas, scrambled eggs for dinner when my father was gone, fudge we made in the dark when the electricity went out, croissants after shopping, secret trips to Burger King for fries, cottage cheese and cucumber sandwiches for breakfast in the summertime out on the deck.

I do not remember a time when I was ever certain what the word hungry signified, or a time when I recall eating because I was physically hungry. Hungry did not necessarily connote a growling belly. Rather, hungry was begging my mother to bake bread, thus securing a prox- imity to the scent of her perfume, standing on a chair with her hands on my hands as we kneaded the dough. Hungry was wheedling my father into taking me for rainbow sherbet, thus securing his jokes and funny voices and solid shoulder to lean my head on and watch pigeons in the park. Hungry was the same as lonely, and not-hungry was the same as scared.

My memories of childhood are almost all related to food. Food is, quoth the shrinks, a reasonably consistent and available source of nurturance.9 This is not to say my parents were not nurturingthey were, my mother primarily through special books and foods, my father in his ever-present profferings of food and hugs and games. I was my father's darling, and the way he showed love was through food. I would give away my lunch at school, then hop in my father's car, and we'd drive to a fast-food place and, essentially, binge. He'd take me out of school on date days, where we'd go to McDonald's, get cheeseburgers, fries, and shakes, sit in a park to eat and chat. We'd go to A's games and stuff ourselves on popcorn and licorice. When he quit smoking, we ate peanut M&M's all the time.

My mother was another story altogether. She ate, some. She would pick at cottage cheese, nibble at cucumbers, scarf down See's Candies. But she, like my father, and like me, associated food with love, and love with need. Whereas my father was painfully aware of his needs, my mother did her damndest to prove that she had none. Hence the distance she forced between herself and my father and me, her exaggerated distaste for food, the tidy bits left over on the plate, precisely the same size every time. Hence her lumping me with my father, as if we were another breed of people, those who were excessive, needy, hungry, in stark opposition to herself.

Food has two salient qualities for all humans. First, it stirs a sense of nurturance. The physical food transubstantiates in our minds into something more ethereal, of human and emotional nurturance, a sense that our hungers are being sated. Even if you are just stuffing handfuls of fries into your mouth on a binge, you still feel that some emptiness, if briefly, is being filled. Second, food has a simple, chemical effect of calming the brain. Food gave me a sense that things were going to be all right. That if I just ate things in a precise fashion, if I just ate special foodsmushroom soup, toast, tortillas with cheese, scrambled eggsmy brain would stay still, the world would stop spinning, and I would have a focal point for my eyes: the book beside the plate, the food, the project at hand. Things would remain calm.

I went to school some days. The rest of the days, I stayed in bed, claiming grave illness. I doubt that either of my parents believed me. They let me stay because, I believe, they were trying to de-escalate my borderline hysterical anxiety level about school. My mother had spent most of her own childhood at home in bed with her books. I stayed at home to read and eat, or more accurately, to be fedpassive tenseand to disappear into the world in my head, the world I read of in books.

Mostly I read fairy tales, plays, Ramona Quimby books, Anne of Green Gables. Italo Calvino's nine-hundred-page tome Italian Folk Tales. I would read it through and then start over. It was my favorite. It seemed such a thing of might, such a weighty book (and indeed it wasI began reading it when I was five), such an endless sort of diversion, the kind of book that might stave off the world at large a bit longer than the others. I was perpetually grief-stricken when I finished a book, and would slide down from my sitting position on the bed, put my cheek on the pillow and sigh for a long time. It seemed there would never be another book. It was all over, the book was dead. It lay in its bent cover by my hand. What was the use? Why bother dragging the weight of my small body down to dinner? Why move? Why breathe? The book had left me, and there was no reason to go on.

You can, perhaps, foresee a series of terrifically dramatic relationships in my future, all ending with me in an Ophelian heap in my quilt. I had a love affair with books, with the characters and their worlds. Books kept me company. When the voices of the book faded, as with the last long chord of a record, the back cover crinkling closed, I could swear I heard a door click shut.

But books were better than school by far, and if one read very fast, and without pause to so much as patter down the hall to pee, if one kept a stack of books right by the bed, and rested one's right hand on the top of the stack while reading another, it was even better. You finished one book, closed it, picked up the next, read the inside front cover, took a sip of water, opened to the first page. No break in the fantasy, no fissure into which reality might seep. So I stayed home and periodically yelled: Daddy! And sometimes again, more urgently: Daddy! And Daddy came and said: Whaddaya need, Piglet? I'd answer: Soup. And ginger ale. Please. And lo! it arrived, in its bowl, with crackers that one mashed up with a spoon. I ate the mushroom soup in bed, the two of us sitting and chatting. And he would take the bowl away, close the blinds, while I slid down into my sheets and let the sound of the afternoon breeze wash me to sleep.

When I woke, there was always panic. What now? Where are things, what day is it, what time, do I have to go to school, where s Daddy, has everyone left? Are they gone? I'd strain my ears for the sound of a chair scraping back, or a sigh. No sound. Surely they're gone. But there were the books and the glass of water. All things in their place. No need to worry. Just read.

Climb down from the bed, creep to the bedroom door, peek out. Look around, check for monsters. Call out, Daddy?

No answer. Run to the kitchen, open the fridge, look for something to eat. Fast. Before you have time to get sad.

 

An important fact: I grew up in the theater. My parents were actors and directors, and I myself began performing when I was four.10 There is no place on earth that fosters narcissism like the theater, but by the same token, nowhere is it easier to believe that you are essentially empty, that you must constantly reinvent yourself in order to hold your audience in thrall. I became fascinated with transformations, with mirage and smoke and mirrors. I hung at my mother's elbow in front of the mirror as she took out her makeup case, pulled back her hair, painted herself into someone else. I held very still as she dabbed powder on my nose and curled my hair. I grew up standing in the wings of the theater, wrapping myself in the velveteen curtains as I watched my parents onstage, disappearing into blackouts and going up in smoke.

I loved the dressing room. Mirrors bordered by blinding lights, costumes, bustling, nets, wigs, masks, boxes, hats, women, the room buzzing with loud voices and laughter and snatches of song, a blur of fabric and skin. I put on my costume and someone zipped me up and tied my sash. I smelled the smells, listened to the chatter, sat down at the long wall of mirrors to apply my lipstick. I was five. A woman turned to me and offered: Oh, honey, here, let me do that. My lipstick wasn't exactly painted inside the lines, and it was a bit too red. I remember the scent of her perfume and hair spray, that musty smell of velvet. She rustled. She leaned close and showed me how to pout my lips: soft, like this, she demonstrated. And she pulled my hair down, brushed it out and curled it: the heat of a curling iron at the nape of my neck, the soft feel of curls on my cheek. She pulled it back, clipping it with a taffeta bow, and turned me toward the mirror: See? You're all pretty now. I stared at the new, distant girl in the mirror, pleased with how grown-up I looked. Not the anxious, wide-eyed little baby I saw in the mirror at home. All pretty, now. A New Me.

The women all blended into one nice-smelling creature back then. They sat me on their laps, and I fell asleep when rehearsals ran late. These women were particularly warm. I remember the flutter of my eyelids, their hands holding a soft brush close to the eye, painting on lines and shadows and mascara: Hold still, they would say. I'm almost done. I listened to everything. I made mental notes. People gave me candy bars and laughed when I stood on my head. I ate the candy bars like this: Eat the chocolate off, then eat the middle. Nibble first at the flat part on the bottom. Then eat each side, then the top, then, fingers sticky with chocolate, eat the carmelly middle part, making a big mess. If you eat it wrong, something bad will happen.

My father was a fierce director. He was also a fantastic director, as it happens. One night, I was upset. I scuttled around after him, hiding my face in the back of his knees. He kept saying, Dammit! I was crying and put my fists in my eyes, smearing my makeup. Finally he turned to me, picking me up by the shoulders, shaking me, and advised: Child, when you come here, check your problems at the door.

It was a maxim I'd heard before, usually thrown at some cast member who was whining or weeping or wailing about something or other. My father's voice would shoot through the room. Cut the crap, he'd bark. When you come to rehearsal, check your problems at the door. Everything would go quiet for a minute, and I would hold very still, blushing and wanting to apologize for him and make everything better again. Some nights when he did this, I would hide in a cupboard. But he'd never turned those words on me before.

I stopped crying. I wiped my nose with the back of my hand. He stood me on a chair, fixed my makeup, and said: See? There. The show must go on.

My family and I took the theater metaphor a little too far. I have had the working assumption, since I was very small, that nothing was as it appeared. Appearances were not to be trusted. In fact, nothing was to be trusted. Things existed in layers, and under the layer lay another layer, like my little Russian Petrushka dolls, which came apart at the waist to reveal another doll, and another, and another. Everything was about context. Everything was costume and makeup, and the role that one played. When one of us went on too long with our, someone would start to clap a slow, sarcastic clap, and would say, flatly, Wonderful, wonderful. Everyone's favorite insult was, Oh, get off the stage. But no one ever did.

Somewhere in the back of my brain there exists this certainty: The body is no more than a costume, and can be changed at will. That the changing of bodies, like costumes, would make me into a different character, a character who might, finally, be all right.

I learned very early to choose my lines carefully. I still have a terrible habit, when people pause too long between words, of feeding them their line. I know my lines in advance. I dress for occasions, for personae. There are women in my closet, hanging on my hangers, a different woman for each suit, each dress, each pair of shoes. I hoard clothes. My makeup spills from the bathroom drawers, and there are different women for different lipsticks. I learned this very young. I was not as I appeared. I liked that. I was a magician. No one could see what I hid underneath, and I didn't want them to, because what I hid seemed raw. Excessively hot and red.

We took our places and played our roles. I was the crazy child, uncontrollable and ticking like a small bomb. My mother was the woman trapped in a family she didn't want, bitter and resentful. My father was the misunderstood sensitive guy, given to outbursts of uncontrollable rage. It was darling. We were all incredibly melodramatic. But of course, in all that, we were also simply three people who loved one another and didn't know how to negotiate living together.

When I was between the ages of five and seven, my parents' marriage deteriorated faster, as did the vacillation between calm and chaos. My mother went back to school to complete her license in educational administration. This done, she began working days in the school district office, performing and rehearsing at night. She directed several shows and won awards for them. My father was becoming increasingly annoyed by her absence, more still by her success. He was also entrenched in a massive war with the people at his theater. There was talk of separation, of divorce. There were screaming fights in the kitchen about who would go to the grocery store, who was a bigger martyr. There were also cozy outings together, hands held, pictures of big smiles. And then there were dinners where we all chattered happily, making each other laugh as I fell asleep in my soup. There were impromptu trips taken by one or both of my parents, out of town for inscrutable reasons. Occasionally I would be shipped off to the grandparents. I had a small plaid suitcase.

I dimly recall a war in the riving room as I sat on the piano bench, swinging my legs. Apparently my mother and I were headed for Portland. My father screamed at my mother, begging her not to leave him. My mother loudly retorted that we were going and he couldn't stop us. I was humming Sunday school songs in my head, wishing they would kiss and make up. When the decibel level made it impossible to properly hum, I sprang up, shouted over them, told them I loved them, demanded that they be quiet, and announced that everything was going to be okay. My father cried and picked me up and hugged me, and then my mother and I left. My mother remembers that fight, that trip. My father does not. Over the phone, he sighs, and says, There were lots of those. We took a train. I remember laughing at the Murphy bed that came out of the wall of our room on the train, and the nap I took, the trees outside flying past the window. I remember my grandmother giving me toast and tea when we got there. My grandmother then told me I'd get fat and whisked the toast out of reach.

In the boxes of old papers, I find strange things from this era: letters, drawings, report cards, newspaper clippings, and a sign that I must have hung on my bedroom door that read: IF YOU ARE THINKING ABOUT COMING IN HERE, TURN YOUR MIND AROUND FAST! I DON'T WANT TO SEE YOU. Among these papers, two things made me curious. One, a card from me to my mother, written when I was in preschool, judging by spelling and punctuation: On the cover, a stick-figure sad girl in purple pen, with the words: to mom. Inside, the lines slant sharply downward: DeAr mom./I do Not Liek [scribble]./It wen You Are/awae. I want You Back!/I can not sleep wen/Out you! love, marya. At the bottom of the card, there is a purple heart. I hated drawing hearts. My hearts always seemed lopsided and skinny, never the round, symmetrical hearts that the other girls drew. This particular disfigured heart is crying purple tears.

I asked my mothervia E-mail, as is our wayif she remembered this card. She did not. She wrote back, saying: It could've been that trip to London. It could also have been nights I was in plays.argggghhhhDid I ever get the card? If not, why not? If so, where was my head? Obviously up my ass. My father doesn't remember it, either. They also can't explain the odd letter my father sent to me when I was six. It was written during the summer when he was directing at a theater in Scottsdale, Arizona. It repeatedly mentions his sudden realization that he couldn't stand to be away from us, that he missed us horribly and needed us around. After finding this, I called him to ask if he had been planning to stay in Arizona without us. I don't think so, he said. He paused. Maybe I was. In the back of my mind.

He later explained that the following year, when I was seven, the shit hit the fan. This may explain why I do not have any recollection of that year, save for vague memories of late-night screaming matches and crashings about in the dining room, when my parents returned from the theater. I was usually reading under the covers, and one night a strange stench of alcohol came from the kitchen, which I followed to find my mother pouring a number of bottles of booze down the sink. That year is a blank, aside from my seventh birthday party (I got a splinter in my nose). The next thing I remember comes a year later, when I was abruptly informed that we were moving, without apparent reason, to Minnesota.

Here is what I don't remember: My parents went, as my father put it, completely out of control. My mother had a midlife crisis. My father had a professional and an identity crisis at once. My mother was turning forty. My father's whistle-blowing on some corrupt professional politics at his theater wound up getting him smeared and blackballed. He says that he came to a painful realization that he would never be what he had dreamed of being (great). He says he suddenly saw himself as just some guy schlepping his way through the best he can, but I couldn't respect that for what it is. All I could see was that I was a failure. And I went crazy. He was drinking way too much, mostly to dull the pain, he says. I remember his rages. My mother became further obsessed with her appearance, worried about losing her looks. She began dyeing her hair, wearing inch-long porcelain nails (those I also remember), spending more money on clothes, losing weight, and in my father's eyes, flirting a lot (I remember some very low-cut blouses). My father was, as he put it, mad with jealousy, on her case all the time. Though she was not involved with anyone else, my mother was drifting away from him. He believed she was thinking about leaving. Of course, I was driving her away, he says. But I felt like she was seeing me going through mental crisis and saying, I have nothing to do with this. Everything I did that year was hyperemotional. I was a raw nerve. I had no skin.

I ask him if he was suicidal. He laughs. Probably, all the time, you know? Without really thinking about acting on it. I had to take care of you.

You and your needs, he says, held me together that year. You were the only stable thing in my life. He pauses. It was like I said, Okay, now you're going to be my stability. I realize you're only seven years old, but

I cut in, But do the best you can.

Yes. He sighs. It was too much to ask.

Me and my needs kept my father stable. Me and my needs were driving my mother away. Me and my needs retreated to my closet, disappeared into fairy tales. I started making up a world where my needs would not exist at all.

All of us carry around countless bags of dusty old knickknacks dated from childhood: collected resentments, long lists of wounds of greater or lesser significance, glorified memories, absolute certainties that later turn out to be wrong. Humans are emotional pack rats. These bags define us. My baggage made me someone I did not want to be: a cringing girl, a sensitive plant, a needy greedy sort of thing. I began, at an early age, to try to rid myself of my bags. I began to construct a new role. I made a plan. When I was six, I wrote it down with my green calligraphy pen and buried it in the backyard. My plan: To get thin. To be great. To get out.

I believed, even then, that once I got thin, left home, became great at whatever, once I was more like my mother, I would finally have something of my ownsomething, though I could not have articulated this then, resembling an identity. Only when I look back can I say that I was trying to escape what seemed my fate: to be a replica of one of my parents, thus inciting the other's wrath. Each of them, by turns, spat out: Oh, you're just like your father/mother, and then exulted when I did something they liked, saying, Oh, you're just like me.

When I was eight years old, the war between my parents reached its apogee, unbeknownst to me. My father informed my mother that he was leaving her and taking me with him to Minnesota, where he had been raised. My mother said she was coming, too. He retorted nastily that he didn't recall having invited her. She was, I hear, afraid that he would keep me away from her, a worry not entirely without basis. He says, in retrospect, that he is grateful for her wisdom. They told me that we were moving. On July 4, 1982, my family moved to Minnesota. One year and three months later, I was eating my Fritos, scratching the dog with my foot, and then suddenly heading downstairs.
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