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To my brother





Chapter One

Problems with Rachel

2006

On Observation Drive, the narrow street where I have lived for eight years, I back the cherry red metallic pickup truck down the steep driveway toward my home, navigate past a startled raccoon, which drops a discarded can of refried beans it’s pried from the garbage. Just then Jim Morrison starts singing “The End.” I sing along the way I never do in front of anyone. There’s always a Doors song on a radio station somewhere on the dial in Los Angeles. After it’s over I cut the engine, listen to the ticking, pause before gaining the comfort of my tiny one-bedroom hideaway. My sanctuary. Since I took a little break from dating men a year ago, I’ve grown to relish the solitude and the peace.

   I always feel lucky when I get home.

   But as soon as I set foot in the door, I know something’s wrong. Ajax, the homicidal scarlet macaw I rescued four years before, is uncharacteristically quiet.

   “Ajax, you okay?”

   Ajax stalks the fancy stainless steel “animal environment” that serves as his cage, ruffles up his neck feathers, glares. His pupils are flaring, like he’s pissed. That’s not something you like to see in your scarlet macaw. He has the power to snap your finger in two, or bite through phone cords, which he likes to do for fun when he’s out of the cage.

   I walk into my bedroom. At first I can’t locate the source of my unease. The bookcases are fine, the yellow tulips are still neatly arranged in a vase on the desk. There is the dashboard Hula Man from Hawaii, my desk mascot, next to the miniature Ganesh. On the wall, the painting by the Sandman, the Alabama outsider artist, and next to it the framed black-and-white snapshot of my mother, who died when I was fourteen, looking eternally young and bright-eyed in her high school photo. Nothing’s out of place.

   Then I notice the darkened computer. Inside are years of e-mails—including the thousands I exchanged with Spencer, my most recent boyfriend and quasi-fiancé, over the ten months we were together—along with all the stories I’ve written, my second novel, the new novel, all the teaching exchanges, everything. The computer’s green eye is not blinking. The computer, from which I generate my very living, is dead.

   For a moment, I stop breathing. Blink. This can’t be happening.

   “Ajax,” I call out softly, disoriented. I hear him stretch his wings in response.

   Then my brain starts racing. Maybe there was a power outage. Those things happen in the canyon. I drop to my knees, edge close. Startled, I pull back my hand from the carpet where the hard drive sits. It’s completely soaked.

   Was there a sudden rainstorm? Canyon weather can be unpredictable. I move my hands closer to the wall, check for drips from the window. Nothing. Maybe something leaked from my landlord’s home upstairs? It’s happened before. No sign of that either. Besides, the computer hard drive sits under a sturdy desk fashioned from a door set on two filing cabinets. The only water anywhere is concentrated in a thick wet pool right beneath the hard drive. It makes no sense.

   Then I see a bead of water leak from the interior of the drive, squeeze through the disk portal, and drip slowly down the plastic.

   The computer was a gift from Spencer.

   And tonight is the night before Valentine’s Day.

   And it hits me suddenly: Spencer did this. Drowning my computer is the perfect fuck-you Valentine. I cup my hand over my mouth, muzzle the horror. It might as well be blood leaking from the hard drive. Water poured directly into a computer instantly short-circuits the whole system, erasing all data.

   Let me translate what this means to me at this moment in my life.

   After decades of chasing love and ignoring the reality of my own life, I am worn to a nub. My nerves are raw. My body and heart ache. My bank account is empty—wait, that’s not quite right. It’s actually overdrawn. On top of which, I owe Spencer money. Everything is so fragile and tenuous that this violation could send me over the edge. The memory of this period fills me with shame, because I created the calamitous circumstances.

   I can’t afford any physical accidents or technical mishaps.

   Nor can I afford to lose the data the computer holds. What it means to me.

   Let me try to explain.

   The computer is a living extension of my brain, an expression of my soul, a museum of my fragmented life. It is how I connect with my friends, how I process my thoughts, where I stash memories, where I recount dreams and stories, in a matrix of files. It’s also the only place where an overdue decent-paying magazine article exists, not to mention the nearly finished book manuscript I was planning to sell.

   To attack it is to attack me. To destroy it is to destroy me.

   I know this sounds extreme. Unfortunately, at this point in my life, it’s the truth.

   My gaze jerks to the window. The blinds are bunched up, like someone took them in the palm of their hand and crushed them. I can feel my heart pounding, beating against the cage of ribs. On the carpet, boot marks. A man’s size. The bird remains unusually silent. Normally he’s laughing his avian head off, or saying repeatedly, “Hello! Hello?” in various tones, to which I parry with a call and response that somehow I never get tired of doing. Maybe it’s shame that holds his black piston of a tongue, shame because he failed to protect his domain. Because clearly, judging from the crumpled blinds and the boot marks, someone has come through the window.

   I run to the cage, panicking. Spencer always hated Ajax.

   “It’s okay, Ajax, it’s okay. I love you. Are you okay? Did he try to poison you? Do you need to go to the vet? Tell me, handsome.”

   Ajax’s feathers smooth out. He cocks his head, studying me. He seems fine now. But is he in danger? Spencer could come back. Next time ... unless—a nerve-prickling thought comes to me. Unless he’s still here.

   Without thinking, I look for a weapon. Pick up a kitchen knife. Listen for movement. I force myself to check behind each door, in each hiding place, but the apartment is small, only two rooms and a bathroom—three, if you count the little walk-in dressing area. The kitchen morphs into a living space; the bedroom also serves as the office and library. Actually, there are books and bookcases in every room, even the bathroom. There’s really nowhere to hide, unless you’re a book or a squirrel.

   He’s not here.

   Still shaking, I pick up the phone.

   “Stasia, call me back. I know it’s late. I’m sorry to call so late. I hope I didn’t wake you and the kids. But it’s an emergency. Spencer broke into my house and wrecked my computer. You’ve got to call me back.”

   Anastasia and I have been friends since right after college, when we were both living in Rome. For years we were hellions together, plowing through men, running around town—until she got married and had two kids. Now I barely see her. She’s busy, lives on the other side of town, but we still talk every day. She’s family.

   Then I call Samantha, my friend who lives up the road in Topanga Canyon in a trailer, the Cowgirl Palace. More family. The women who never let you down. Sam picks up right away. I don’t even remember what I say.

   “You want me to come over? Spend the night?” she says. “What a fucking psycho.”

   Her words comfort me, though there’s a dull nagging thought—who’s psycho? I picked him. I kept him. I kept him even after he began debasing me, just as I picked and kept a lifetime of other men who seduced and then debased. So if he’s psycho, aren’t I psycho too?

   There’s no way to dress this up either and make myself look good in the process.

   This is a story about my years of compulsive sex, romantic obsession, the endless demeaning e-mails I wrote, the addictive relationships I pursued—convinced each man was, in fact, the love of my life—and the time and effort wasted. It’s also a story about how I finally decided to break the cycle, and how I slipped, and how I tried to find my way again.

   What does it cost when someone asks you to marry them—three times—and backs out—three times? A dollar? A year’s rent? A trip around the world? What does it cost when that same man chips away at your self-esteem, with lists of criticisms? And you stick it out because you think this might be your last chance to have it all—a husband, a child of your own—before it’s too late? Does that add up to ten thousand, a hundred thousand, a quarter million in damages?

   I owe Spencer a thousand dollars. Maybe he thinks demolishing the computer is a kind of justice. I remember he once punctured all four tires of a man’s car after the man parked in his spot too many times. If he only knew I had the check to pay him back, in full, right here on the desk ready to send. With money borrowed from my brother.

   What kind of sick cosmic joke is this? Isn’t humor all about timing? I can’t help but smile, however grimly. My humor has always saved me, or at least softened the blows. Maybe I was meant to face the wreckage of my past, the consequences of my choices and stubborn clinging. Maybe God thinks I need to be slapped upside the head to truly wake up.

   I’m a freelance writer, always struggling month to month to pay basic bills, juggling credit to cover the gaps. I’m doing the best I can. I tried to pay Spencer back whenever I got a chance, even in small payments, but recently I’d struggled just to pay the landlord. I remember how Spencer thought that I was a successful writer at first, that I owned a house, had assets and investments, and how disappointed he was when he found out that wasn’t the case.

   It started like a fairy tale.

   When Spencer and I first met at Moonshadows in Malibu, after flirting on Nerve.com for one day, we couldn’t stop talking. There in the outdoor Blue Lounge, we drank vodka tonics and smoked Sobranie Black Russian cigarettes while the gulls and the hours floated by on the moon-dappled ocean below.

   “Let’s play the Freakout Game,” he said. “What if I told you I’d been waiting to meet you my whole life?”

   After three days, he e-mailed me a coupon that read]



Rachel Miranda Resnick,



   I would rather die than add one more ounce of heartache and pain and disappointment to your life.



   Spencer Wozniak    Date



“Print it out,” he said. If I had, maybe this story would be different. But I doubt it.

   In the beginning, Spencer was perfection. Though he looked menacing with his wide-set blue eyes, shaved head, and steroidal physique, he was the biggest teddy bear: an amateur chef who cooked me gourmet meals every night and invented desserts like Rachel’s Kiss (strawberries dipped in Frangelico fudge on amaretto-infused vanilla ice cream) and dishes like Ceviche Confetti (sea scallops marinated in roasted tomatillos, papaya, lime juice, and Serrano chiles on a bed of radicchio); who gave me my own fancy Italian cappuccino maker and brought me perfect cappuccinos in bed with fresh-cut mango; who flew me out to meet his Polish immigrant parents in Phoenix the first month; and who made love to me multiple times a day, always making sure I was satisfied, and whose gloriously uncircumcised cock with its hooded charms and textured driving power inspired worship.

   Here was this guy striking enough to have scored bit parts in a few cult indie films and a scattering of thuggish music videos; a seasoned street fighter who earned a semiotics degree at Reed College, and wrote the Reed newspaper’s weekly sex advice column in the guise of a woman; who loved my writing and told me so; who showered compliments; who said he wanted me; who promised that we would travel the world, make a family—and who always had a good bottle of champagne in the fridge.

   Who could blame me for staying when he first pointed out a tiny flaw in me? After all, I am well aware of being deeply flawed.

   “You have a tendency to be late. Especially when we have a date to be somewhere. Maybe you should make a list each day and calculate the exact time each part requires.”

   I furrowed my brow, grabbed the yellow legal pad I used to scribble daily lists of things to do. The day’s page was already chaotic and crowded with tasks, calls, Post-its, exclamation points. Some items were months old, still undone. I reread Spencer’s e-mail. Then I tried to mark each task with an estimated time, each effort a tiny hammer tapping on my skull. The hammers gathered speed. I wasn’t sure whether the times I chose were reasonable, whether I could even do any of the tasks, or why I felt so out of control. All I knew was that as I calculated, numbers seemed to fray at the edges, unravel, then sift senselessly to the floor.

   I e-mailed Spencer back in defeat: “I’m trying. I can’t do it. Please help.”

   The phone calls, conversations, and e-mails gradually took on an increasingly scolding tone. Things like, “Maybe being so expressive about sex could be construed as bullying,” or, “Why are you so moody?” Or, “You don’t answer questions, you’re squirrelly.”

   Almost imperceptibly, the exchanges turned harsher:

   “Do you ever do ANYTHING in the moment besides complain about the past or recent past?”

   I was terrified he was cutting me off. He turned cold. But once I fall, I’m done. As Stasia says about me and men, “You’re like a dog with a bone.” Over the past two decades, she’s seen how I cling way past the point of ugliness.

   Meanwhile, I began missing deadlines—for teaching, for writing. I was barely hanging on. I began racking up serious credit card debt.

   He continued his harangue: “Every single little thing is an opportunity for more grief and conflict and strife when placed in your over-reactive, over-sensitive hands. You have transformed my once pretty happy and peaceful world, on the whole, into a minefield, with the occasional wonderful, lovely time for variety’s sake. Thanks.”

   I was trying desperately to please him, or at worst, argue him out of his harsh criticisms. The word “minefield” sent me spinning off into days of self-examination, soul-searching, beating myself up. Friends grew tired of my ramblings. Their advice to just get out fell on deaf ears.

   My first Los Angeles Times assignment lay dormant. The editor’s queries unanswered. It appeared every day on my list of things to do, neglected. My book agent couldn’t reach me. My teaching suffered. I lost students. My job was to make sure this relationship worked. At all costs. If it took fifty e-mails of justifications and explanations, late-night drive-overs and I’m-sorry blow jobs, sign me up. Spencer might as well have been heroin. Everything was falling apart.

   “You have single-handedly allowed your mood swings and your profound insecurities and your deep depression to tear apart what had been a very lovely young relationship. You saw that. Saw it clearly. But have not taken strong enough measures to lessen the damage you have caused.”

   Finally the criticisms bloomed into a meticulously detailed, twenty-page numbered list printed out for my edification. Granted, he called them our “issues” and attempted to balance these out with “constructive” ways to overcome them—but in truth, they were a series of complaints about my character. Originally he delivered them verbally, presented as problems he had with me that I needed to address or else we couldn’t continue the relationship. Then they appeared in e-mail form. There were so many e-mails, so many criticisms. Sometimes stand-alone, sometimes embedded in niceties. I still remember the folded pages, how I carried them around with me, unable to keep track of my flaws without referring to them. My friends and I began calling them “Problems with Rachel.” We laughed about it, in that black comic kind of way. These brief periods of relief kept me going. I talked about those Problems as a kind of sucker punch to the gut. What I didn’t share with my friends was that they were also a kind of relief. Spencer saw me. Saw me as I truly was: a demon hiding in the guise of a fucked-up woman.

   My friends also dared to wonder out loud how I could be such a tough woman, so independent, so powerful, and yet once again succumb to a controlling man. Was I some kind of masochist? If I was, I fed off the fighting just as much. I was always right in there, ready with a rejoinder. I kept the ugliest vision of myself to myself. And continued to curl my eyelashes, dress sexy, gussy up to keep my man.

   So Spencer and I had enjoyed maybe a month of pure bliss. We fought for the next nine. Until he broke up with me for good.

   Why didn’t I leave?

   Because that’s not how it works.

   Ever since my first serious boyfriend at age twenty-one, when I finally told someone “I love you” and fell down the romantic rabbit hole, this pattern has emerged and placed a shadowy choke hold on all my subsequent love relationships.

   Maybe I suspect I’m dark, and rotten, and unworthy. Possibly I need to be swept up and seduced, obsessed over, then degraded. Built up, then shattered. Why, I do not know. But ever since Spencer, the most devastating relationship I’ve yet been in and the one that constituted “hitting rock bottom,” I’ve taken a temporary vow of celibacy so I can step back and try to figure it out.

   What I think so far is this addiction is lethal, rooted in the most primal ground of childhood damage. And once that attachment has set in, shaking it is tantamount to weaning oneself off the most addictive and powerful drugs.

   This book is my journey through a lifelong pattern of ruinous relationships with men, a pattern that may have cost me my chance to have a child, or a healthy relationship of any kind. It’s my attempt to understand, and end, a pattern that has been yielding worse and worse choices. Before I can even begin to explore that pattern, though, the real question is, what is wrong with me?





Chapter Two

The Blue Flame

1974

My mother cried over all the men in her life.



I am in the Blue Flame, a dive bar in Onset, Massachusetts, carefully folding a dollar bill. This bar’s okay because the bartender’s nice and there’s a good jukebox. Right now it’s playing “Fire” by the Ohio Players, which is one of the first 45s I ever bought. It’s still pretty early, so the smoke isn’t too bad. Still, whenever I need to inhale deeply, I bring a napkin to my mouth, breathe through it. I’m in sixth grade, eleven years old. I do not want to get cancer.

   Inside the bar, the air is thick with the smell of stale beer and dirty dishrags and something I sense but won’t recognize for another decade: low-rent despair. There’s barely any light. I’ve commandeered my own red citronella candle with the white plastic netting so I can see what I’m doing. On the back of the bar is a lit-up 3-D picture of a waterfall with a green beer bottle sliding down; somehow the frosty white-blue lights flicker in such a way it looks like the water is really falling. It’s pretty cool, but not after you’ve stared at it for what feels like hours. At least I have a new project now.

   First I wipe away any liquid and crumbs, lay the dollar bill out flat on the least sticky part of the wood. Then I fold it lengthwise, like an accordion, so you can still see the pyramid with the eye. I make sure to bend the part with the pyramid and eye around so I can fit it into the band. Then I fold the long part into a ring, slip it into a fold so it’s secure, and presto, I have a dollar-bill ring! The pyramid and eye are right on top, just like the man showed me. Perfect. I slip it on my right index finger.

   “Hey!” I say, tapping the skinny man who taught me how to do this on the back—he’s only one stool over. He turns slightly, looks at me like he doesn’t know me, even though he spent a whole half hour only a little while ago showing me how to make this dollar-bill ring. When he demonstrated, I counted how many buttons he had unbuttoned on his shirt—four. Enough so you could see where the dog tags on the silver chain hit the part of his chest that divides into two muscles, and I could tell he really did used to be a wrestler, like he said. Now his eyes are glassy big and kind of haunted, just like my mother’s. Drunk eyes.

   I lean around him and say really loudly, “Ma! Look at the ring I made!”

   I extend my bedollared finger. My mother glances my way, but her gaze drifts off the ring and onto the far wall.

   “When’re we eating dinner? I’m starving.”

   “A few minutes, Rachel,” she whispers. “Can’t you see I’m busy? Have another Slim Jim.”

   “We’ve been here since school.” I look at the Miller Time clock, with the pretty beer-gold neon frame. “It’s almost six.”

   “I’m talking to someone right now,” she hisses, her pale blue eyes narrowing. When she gets this drunk, her eyes turn into cold blue ice floes. Witchy. No way can I do a stare-down like she always dares me to do when she’s like this. I swivel on my bar stool, turn my back to them, take the ring apart, and start over.

   After refolding the ring about ten thousand times, I start writing Do Not Smoke warnings on a stack of paper place mats the bartender gives me. He lends me a pen too. Then I go around the bar, handing them out. I make sure to smile when I’m doing it because I think that’s a more effective way of getting my message across. Everyone seems to get a kick out of the place mats, especially the little cartoons I draw of the people.

   “Is that me?” asks one woman, pointing. Her hair is in a really high beehive, her body like a sack of potatoes stuffed into a shiny green polyester top. Her eye shadow is green too, and her eyelashes are long and fake. I like the way she laughs. I thought I made her look a lot better than she really does. I didn’t draw all her fat parts.

   “You’re a little devil, aren’t you!” she says, grabbing hold of my cheek the way adults will. “What’re you doing in here, anyway? Where’s your mother?”

   “Please don’t smoke. It’s not good for your health,” I say, bouncing away to another table. Some people brush me off, tell me to get lost, but I don’t care. I still drop the warning on their table. It’s a mission. Then I return to the bar, walk up to the stool where my mother sits.

   “Ma?” I say, tugging on her loose purple T-shirt. “I have homework.”

   My mother waves her hand in my direction as if I’m a horsefly. It’s like she’s already forgotten I’m here. I’m about to tug harder when I see she’s digging out her wallet from the back pocket of her jeans.

   She unfolds the well-creased drawing on the bar, smoothes it out, and says to the man, extremely loudly, “Look what my daughter thinks of me.”

   Not again. I wish I’d never made it. I figure it’s going to be another half hour, which is how long she usually cries over the drawing. I quickly scoot back to my own bar stool.

   This picture, which I drew with my favorite 000 Rapidograph pen that my father bought me, shows my mother with her hair frizzed out, her potbelly swelling, her arms outstretched with a bottle of beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other. I spent a lot of time on this drawing; I even detailed the beer label in miniature—Miller, her favorite. I’d given this picture to her and asked why she didn’t look like the women in Andrew Lang’s The Olive Fairy Book—slender, with long flowing blonde hair and green eyes. “It’s because you wear cowboy boots, Ma.” I was just trying to help. To get her to see what was wrong, shape up, fix it. Stop drinking, stop smoking, lose weight, work out, do her hair, spend more time with me.

   The truth is my mother used to be beautiful, and not many years ago either. Ever since this past summer, before I started sixth grade, she doesn’t put Dippity-do in her hair—there’s a big white streak in the middle and she’s not even forty—she doesn’t put on lipstick, she let herself get overweight, and instead of wearing those cool dashikis and elephant pants, or black turtlenecks and kilts and high heels to show off her amazing legs, like she used to, she dresses every day in jeans and a loose T-shirt and boots like some broken-down cowgirl. Except we live in Massachusetts and there aren’t any horses around.

   I glance over and see tears sliding down my mother’s face. This makes me feel sick. I’d like to wrap my arms around her, hold her and have her hold me, I miss that, but she’s so far away, and I know from years of seeing it that she wants the arms of a man. Sometimes I wonder if the tears pumping out are really beer, the drinking’s so connected to the crying. The man is leaning in close now, like he’s studying the caricature. He snakes his arm around my mother’s waist, plants a sloppy kiss right on her quivering lips.

   Like I haven’t seen this before a trillion times.

   I know exactly what comes next. I always do. In another hour, my mother will pull it together to drive me home in her beat-up green Ford pickup, and this man will follow behind until we get there. Then I will go to my room and slam my door shut.

   First I’ll hear whispers, then laughter. Some bed creaking. I will try to drown out the sounds with my radio or portable record player. The two-floor divided half of the prefab house we rent is cheap, the walls are thin. We’re surviving on food stamps and handouts from my father, who left when I was four, and my mother’s rich relatives.

   Nobody would believe it if I told them that my mother was a proper blue blood Boston debutante, Seven Sisters–educated, that there are wooden tagged and authenticated pieces of the Mayflower in the attic of her parents’ house, that my mother owns a quarter of this summer house we call the Big House—ten bedrooms, three stories, the whole place covered in weathered gray shingle—in Marion, down a dirt road, right on a private beach overlooking Buzzards Bay, at the gateway to Cape Cod, with a breakwater busted up by a long-ago hurricane, twenty acres including its own clay tennis court with a sagging backboard, miles of brambled woods and rocky seaweed-covered beach to explore, a hedged-in English garden and honeysuckle bushes, pine trees to climb, plenty of rooms and linen closets and cellars to hide in, a hydrangea bush and a croquet field, a foghorn you hear at night, and a barn too, so I don’t bother.

   Meanwhile, I ask the bartender for more ginger ale, peanuts. Without my even asking, he also slides me a bowl full of maraschinos, along with some more paper place mats. This bartender is definitely my friend. I draw him a picture for a present, and he folds it up and puts it in his shirt pocket.

   An hour later we leave the Blue Flame. I don’t talk to my mother as we drive home. I’m just hoping we don’t crash like we have before. She and her whole side of the family have a habit of wrecking cars.

   “Did you like Doug?”

   “Doug,” I say, like I’m eating dog doo, to show her how mad I am. Plus I make a face.

   “That’s a nice sour expression, daughter of mine.”

   The sound of empty beer bottles rattling behind the seats creates a deafening clang-bang-clash-click-kachunk kind of racket every time we hit a bump in the road. There must be a hundred back there. I’ve given up asking if they’re going to be recycled. I think my mother might like the noise.

   What do you know, right behind us is a rusted-out Pinto, sweeping its headlights into our cab. Doug’s here. He slams the car door shut, clomps up the sidewalk in his work boots.

   When we all get in the door, I see my younger brother, Michael, age three, wandering around the house alone like a lost towheaded baby ghost, dragging his “String” with one end twisted into a point and wedged firmly in his nose. String is the lining of his security blanket. The lining is all that’s left. Me, I still have my security blanket, minus the lining. Mine’s called “Pink” (and I have it today, although now it’s gray).

   “You’re gross,” I say. “Get that out of your nose.”

   Michael grins at me, shoves it in deeper.

   “Was anyone watching you?”

   Michael shakes his head no, his blond hair tangled and matted.

   Our mother tromps upstairs with the man. He slaps her butt as they go, both of them giggling and stumbling.

   I yank String out of my brother’s nose, drag him into the kitchen. There are dishes stacked in the sink, thick crud on the linoleum floor, garbage strewn in various spots, spills and stains on the counters.

   “Time for potpies,” I say, opening the freezer. “What’ll it be? Big selection, Michelob. Chicken or beef?”

   We probably eat Morton potpies six nights a week, on our own.

   “Don’t call me ‘Michelob’!” he cries.

   When I get up the next morning, I’m hoping the man is gone from our home. But when I go to brush my teeth, I can hear them murmuring in the bedroom, the bed squeaking, the creepy slap of flesh and groans.

   I know that they are having sexual intercourse. I’ve been learning a lot about it lately. Earlier this week I snuck my mother’s copy of The Happy Hooker and read the whole thing in one night. I’ve also been studying her book of Japanese erotic art and the Playboy magazines she gives to me and my friends. When she does that, and sits there with us, picking out attractive photos, telling us it’s okay, sex is normal, I don’t look. I’m embarrassed. But alone I pore over these same magazines.

   And now, listening to the sounds from her bedroom, I get out my sketch pad and draw a girl having sex with a boy, in graphic detail. Then I draw it again, in different ways, add more boys, another girl, until my face and body are burning with shame and I’m filled with a strange kind of excitement I don’t understand at all—and then I shred every page into narrow strips so no one can tell what it is.

   Afterward, I go downstairs, get Michael and me bowls of cold cereal. Pretty soon Doug comes down, enters the kitchen. He smells of sex.

   All he’s wearing are some ratty plaid boxers and my mother’s jean jacket. His chest is pale white, wiry with muscle, hairless; he looks like B. J. Thomas on the cover of the Raindrops Keep Fallin’ on My Head album. My mother told me Thomas was a junkie. I don’t know what that is yet, but Doug reminds me of him. In the morning light he looks really young and old at the same time. He nods at us, opens the fridge like he owns it, and pulls out a beer. Closes it. He stands there for a few minutes in front of the fridge swaying. Maybe he’s thinking, or sleeping, or something. My brother and I watch him and crunch cereal. Then the man opens the fridge again, takes out another bottle. Goes back upstairs.

   When he’s gone, my brother lifts up his shirt, opens his eyes all woozy and spacey. We start laughing, snorting milk through our nostrils.

   Before I leave, I give Michael homework for the day: “Read this book, draw me a picture of a stegosaurus, then of a giant squid, watch Electric Company, and memorize the alphabet.”

   Then I walk to the bus stop. I can’t wait to get to school. Sometimes I wish I could stay at school overnight. Or live there.

   Doug doesn’t call again.

   For the next week, I come home after school to find my mother walking around in a daze, still dressed in her see-through baby-doll nightie. If she’s even up. Otherwise, she stays in bed all day, and night. Sometimes she’ll cry openly, but mostly she’ll just weep behind her locked bedroom door.

   The week after that, every night she packs us into the car to go pick up injured animals by the side of the road. As I sit with their whimpering bloodied masses, I watch her as closely as I watch the wounded animals.

   Then one day, my mother comes to pick me up at school. I pretend I don’t know her, delay as long as I can, but finally I leave the jacks game behind and climb into the truck. Instead of going right home, though, my mother drives us to a new bar, Narrows Crossing, over on the Cranberry Highway.

   “Only for a few minutes,” she says. And I know we’re starting all over.

   My mother was the original love junkie. She taught me well.



The year is 2007. It is almost twelve whole months since the vandalism of my computer. After I endured a hellish week of sleepless nights and agonizing, a brilliant tech specialist managed to retrieve all my data. My brother, Michael, now thirty-five, bought me a new computer as a gift, so here I am again. Still single, still seeking answers. Still mostly abstinent, except for three slips. Thanks to a twelve-step program for love junkies, I have stayed clear of obsessive harmful relationships for more than two years.

   Right now, I’m sitting at the same desk, gazing out at the familiar sun-splashed hills of Topanga State Park. A red-tailed hawk glides through the flawless sky. There’s a heady scent of jasmine coming in from the deck trellis. The air is warm, even balmy. My mother would’ve loved this place. A ruby-throated hummingbird zooms in front of the window, whirs for a few seconds, then disappears. Earlier I did a grueling half-hour set of cliffside stairs in Santa Monica, so my legs are burning. I can’t help smiling. In many respects, my life is kind of idyllic.

   Before me is a simple form I must fill out in order to teach at the University of Southern California. My pulse quickens. Forms like this one are the source of recurring nightmares for me. Where did you grow up? At what schools did you study? Where did you work? What years? Who is your emergency contact? These questions have always stumped me. They remind me of a fractured past that honestly feels like someone else’s life—or many lives. I’ve never been able to integrate them all.

   Maybe one reason I cling to documentation and data—I have trouble erasing e-mails even decades old, collect love letters, keep thousands of files—is this: I often can’t remember the basic facts of my life.

   I can’t recall all the places I lived. I can’t summon the names of the towns, cities, even the schools, there were so many. Let me see—Jerusalem, Israel; Bridgeville, Delaware; Pulaski, Tennessee; New York City; Marion, Massachusetts; Cranford, New Jersey; Sylacauga, Alabama ... is that right? If I do remember, I can’t place them in order correctly. What’s the chronology? Memories come back in fragments—floating scenes, colors and sounds, snatches of dialogue—incidents cut loose from time. My own history overwhelms me.

   And no one can help me reconstruct it.

   I was fourteen when my mother died, twelve when she lost custody of my brother and me. My brother went to live with his father’s family, and I went to live with four foster families. I am not in close touch with many of my blood relatives, who had little use for my mother and her brood. Who’s got records of my past, my schools? Don’t ask me what childhood illnesses I’ve had, or whether I’ve been vaccinated. I have no idea.

   My mother’s been dead almost thirty years. My father and I haven’t spoken for two years.



My mother cried over all the men in her life. It seemed to me she was always crying.

   My first memory is of my mother and me sitting in the rocking chair in the apartment on West 110th Street in Manhattan, me in her lap. I must be around three. My father has gone away. I ask my mother when Daddy is coming back.

   “I don’t know,” she says.

   Just as I’m about to cry, she starts crying. I watch the tears well up from the corners of her light blue eyes in horror. So instead of crying, I comfort her; I want to be strong. I reach out, but I can’t even stretch my small arms around her.

   “Don’t cry, Ma. Don’t cry.”

   The tears stream down, tracking the dirty silt of mascara like mud on her high cheekbones, until my mother is shaking and sobbing.

   I am four when my parents divorce and my father leaves for good.



Then in 1970, my mother remarries. It is the summer before I start first grade. I am six years old.

   My mother’s second husband, Angus Mathews, is shorter than my mother but ruggedly good-looking. One hundred percent Black Irish, Angus has piercing blue eyes and wavy black hair he wears in a mullet. He’s built like a brawny leprechaun.

   “I met a man,” she tells me, all out of breath, face flushed. She’d just been to visit her younger sister Annie and her husband, Nick, out in Laramie while I stayed with a family friend on Cape Cod. “He studied geology when he was at Notre Dame with Annie and Nick. Isn’t that great? You know, stuff like astrobleme,” she says dreamily, as if the word were a delicious bit of saltwater taffy she was chewing. “Now he’s working as a geological engineer, with his own company. His latest project was an underground café.” She gazes off for a long moment. “He’s very strong.” Then my mother grabs both of my arms and looks directly into my eyes.

   “I have to tell you the most incredible thing. Angus Mathews cut off his right ear to avoid going to ’Nam.”

   I raise my eyebrows at my mother, and my mother smiles at me, nods.

   “He went out in the backyard with a hunting knife and just sliced off his ear. Then he took an ice pick and punctured his eardrum to finish the job.” My mother gives me a distracted kiss. “Isn’t that heroic?”

   I’m thinking it’s crazy, but I don’t say anything. My mother has that faraway look in her eyes—she’s in love. I’ve seen it before, and there’s nothing I can say.

   At the wedding, when an older cousin asks me if I like the man my mother is going to marry, I say no.

   “How could you say that?” she says, shrinking back. Then she runs to tattle. I don’t honestly care.

   The photographer gathers the wedding party together. My mother is dressed in an emerald green silk minidress with a rhinestone belt buckle. She is beautiful and bright-eyed, her unruly brown hair smoothed and tamed; she is smiling a brilliant white-teethed smile and gazing at Angus with obvious love and pride. Angus wears a kind of half smile—crafty. His ear looks like a mashed-up, spat-out oyster. I am in front of them. Angus has his hand on my shoulder and I am actively pulling away, my mouth open as I attempt to spin out of his grip, and out of the frame.

   After the wedding in Wyoming, we drive across country to Delaware, where Angus is from and where we will now live. The cross-country trip is their honeymoon. Why I am part of this, I don’t know. I’m in the backseat of the beat-up black Thunderbird, reading Native American books we bought at Chaco Canyon—each one written by a different kid from a different tribe, telling about his people, most of them vanished—while the road tears by beneath the hole in the floorboards under Angus’s feet.

   There is a whirlwind of Wild Turkey, pin¬on nuts, jokes about cowpies, more Wild Turkey. The lower the Wild Turkey gets in the bottle, which they are passing back and forth, the more I keep waiting for the fighting to begin, but so far the liquor’s sloshing down around the bottom of the label and they still seem to be whooping it up. So far so good.

   We stay at cheap motels along the way, Motel 6s mostly. They get me a room next to theirs, a splurge, and I just keep the TV blaring so I can’t hear their activity. I learn to sleep through anything.

   After some days, we arrive at Angus’s parents’ house. This is where the honeymoon will continue. Angus’s mother’s name is Maeve, and she looks just like what I’d imagined a Maeve would look like—sharp-featured, gray and veiny, with steel-colored hair pulled back in a tight bun. I’m terrified. Angus’s father, whom everyone calls Boss, is abnormally tall and spruced up in a suit, with a ramrod-straight back and a militaristic twinkle in his eye. I can totally see him cracking someone over the head with a bayonet, or calmly chopping their hands off, then playing a round of golf. Years later, when I find out he was affiliated with the IRA during this time, I’m not surprised one bit.

   Every morning I sit at the kitchen table eating the kind of flavored oatmeal that comes in packets. I stare uncomfortably at the closed door behind which Angus and my mother are having their honeymoon.

   For a week they barely come out, except for food. There’s a bathroom in the room, so they’re almost self-sufficient. Music plays loudly and constantly, covering any noise they’re making. Otis Redding, Wilson Pickett, and one song they play more than any other: “Slippin’ Around with You,” sung by Art Freeman. This song fascinates me. At the time, I think it’s incredibly funky. Years later, after listening to the lyrics, I realize the song is all about cheating. In retrospect, this was an ill-conceived anthem for a honeymoon.

   After the honeymoon, we rent a modest duplex in Bridgeville, Delaware. During the years I’d spent with my mother, we’d always moved pretty quickly from one house to the next. Nothing’s changed with Angus Mathews.

   I am learning how to read better. My father sends me a fancy gift, a three-story Dutch dollhouse from FAO Schwartz. It is my first dollhouse ever. I pose the flexible family—mother, father, daughter, son—and neatly arrange the furniture; at night I put out miniature cups of yogurt for the fairies. I still believe in fairies at this point, but the belief is tenuous. Somehow the concept of evaporation has crept in, and the empty cups with faint traces of dried yogurt the next morning are no longer proof the fairies have visited.

   There is a boy in the neighborhood on whom I develop a mad crush. He has the longest eyelashes of any boy in the world. This boy is a couple of years older than me, blond, tough. Out of my league.

   One day I tell him boldly, “I like you.”

   “What’d you say?” he says, surprised.

   Before I can answer, he punches me so hard in the stomach I see stars. The wind gets knocked out of me. I double over, say nothing. I can take it.

   I think, looking back, this was the first time I had a crush where I was able to knit love and pain together in a way I knew so well from my family.

   It felt like home.

   What I remember next is how hard this boy laughs, and how the other kids who are playing around on the lawn shout and laugh, holler and point, before they all quickly run or bike away. How my face turns bright red. How the incredible eyelashes brush against this boy’s cheekbones as he studies me, disgusted.

   “Don’t you ever come near me again,” he says under his breath, even though nobody is around anymore. “Ever,” he hisses.

   The passion in his voice, the intensity, makes me tremble; this boy has feelings for me! I think I’m going to vomit. Please don’t throw up, I say silently. I’m still hunched, holding my stomach.

   Then this boy tears off and cycles away down the cul-de-sac.

   I remember going inside the house, the screen door snapping shut behind me. Walking, still doubled over, into my bedroom. Shutting the door. And lying curled up on the bed, replaying the moment, and the boy’s face fixed on me, over and over. The soundtrack is his urgent voice: “Don’t you ever come near me again.”

   He can’t mean that. He doesn’t realize it, but I know he wants the opposite. He wants me. Rachel Miranda Resnick. Six years old, and learning to read. Who wouldn’t want me? He just doesn’t see yet. It’s my job to change it.

   For a budding love junkie, this scene is a revelation. Because what happens is, the crush instantly turns into an obsession. What went wrong? How can I turn that explosion of his into passion? If he only understood how I felt, he would’ve embraced me as his girlfriend. I just have to try harder to impress him. That’s it.

   The next day I learn how to ride a bike. Fearless, focused on my shiny red two-wheeler, I pick up the skill in no time flat. I ride by the boy’s house. I look for him. But the boy never speaks to me again. Still, the revelation has taken root. Even now, I sometimes think about that cruel boy with the long eyelashes and the stars he made me see.

   In our next house in Bridgeville, a one-story ranch on Polk Road, I play with Matchbox cars and a Betty Crocker oven, in addition to the beloved dollhouse.

   Now the fighting begins. I can hear them yelling as they come in at night, after barhopping. My mother’s always been a beer drinker, or alternated with cheap red Chianti in the basket. Angus, though, favors Jack Daniel’s. I’ve seen the bottles in the garbage.

   “Who is he?” screams Angus Mathews. “Just tell me who he is.”

   Sometimes my mother shouts back, sometimes she bursts into tears. I want to comfort her, but I am afraid of Angus Mathews and his mangled ear.

   Instead, I take even more care in ordering my dollhouse. Everything has to be just so. I am meticulous with cleaning, arranging the furniture, placing the miniature plates of painted wood food, grooming the dolls. They are perfect.

   My mother is pregnant.

   One morning Angus offers to drive me to school. Panicked, I try to catch my mother’s eye, but she is delighted he’s taking an interest.

   We get in his black Thunderbird. I can barely close the door, it’s so heavy. When Angus shuts his door with a tremendous thud, it rocks the whole car. Angus doesn’t speak to me until we are on the main street. Then he slows way down, as if to pull off the side of the road.

   “Who is he?”

   I take my time answering, speak in a very small voice, making myself tiny, perhaps invisible if I try hard enough.

   “I don’t understand,” I say.

   He leaves one hand on the steering wheel, puts his other hand on the seat right near me, and leans in, his ragged ear so close I can see the white score marks around what’s left of the shredded lobe, and whispers, “Who is your mother seeing? What’s his name?”

   I clutch the armrest until my knucklebones pop white under my skin, say nothing, just count, count billboards, Stop signs, IHOP, out-of-state license plates, count all the way until we get to the school.

   One night, Angus Mathews punches my mother in the face. A beer bottle breaks. I watch the scene unfold in the living room through the open door of my bedroom, from my bunk bed, still as a corpse, unable to suss out an escape route, hoping they’ll forget about me.

   “I’m going to get my shotgun, and then I’m going to come back and shoot you both, goddammit!” says Angus. Then he slams out of the house, peels out of the driveway.

   My mother’s face is swollen, already purpling and raw.

   That night, we take off—she many months pregnant, me clutching my security blanket Pink and the cat in my arms—before he returns. Good-bye, Polk Road. We flee to New York, and with the help of some of my mother’s friends, we find a rental and take up residence in Alphabet City.

   In our new shabby apartment, shortly after we arrive in New York, my mother challenges me to take a good picture of her black eye for the court case; if I do, I’ll get to keep the Polaroid camera. I do.

   That night, I remember desperately wanting the cat Chocolate Chip to cuddle with me, to purr, to just stay put, to be mine.

   I tie blue hair yarn around his neck and tie the other end to the post of the upper bunk bed, where I sleep. He immediately leaps off the top bunk and almost strangles himself. I can still feel his claws bite sharply into my skin, can still see his cat eyes rolling wildly, staring at me with hatred and fear. I have never told anyone this secret before now.

   Back on Polk Road, Angus takes an ax and chops up the rocking chair from West 110th Street where my mother used to rock me and weep over her first husband. Then Angus Mathews takes the ax and hacks my dollhouse to pieces.



Maybe it was the animals that spoke so intimately to my mother, or nature itself, which she loved so passionately, but the year before she died, she turned to religion. St. Francis of Assisi in particular. In those final months, she took to sending me cards filled with St. Francis of Assisi’s teachings and prayers. One of the last ones she ever mailed included these words: “Lord, grant that I might not so much seek to be loved as to love.”

   I wonder whether, toward the end, my mother was trying to figure out her lifelong struggles with men and relationships. Although I had little contact with her during this period, friends of hers told me that she had stopped drinking, that she was going to meetings for recovering alcoholics. They told me she was intensely focused on getting her two children back in her custody. I like to imagine that my mother found comfort in those words of St. Francis of Assisi, and that maybe she glimpsed another way one could experience love before she died, but I will never know.

   I do know those words continue to haunt me, and to inspire deeper reflection as I turn now to the men in my life.
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