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 “Ravishing and provocative . . . a history of resistance, deviance and refusal of all kinds.”—Olivia Laing, author of The Lonely City

 

“Fernanda Eberstadt sings the body aesthetic—the body magnetic—the body pathetic—in a book that, in more ways than one, made me crack up. It’s a book that clads airy notions of the relation between flesh and spirit with the bodies of real people, and as the body count rose, so did my love and admiration for one of the best writers around.”—Benjamin Moser, author of The Upside-Down World

 

“A stunning and powerful book on the ‘purity of artifice and the grandeur of the gutter.’ In it Fernanda Eberstadt describes the hardscrabble lives and death of militant souls, homosexuals, saints, philosophers, and despised others who refused to bow to what those around them called normalcy and truth. Their legacy and this work is the bite that cures.”—André Aciman, author of Call Me By Your Name

 

“In this courageous, original, sparkling consideration of the human body and its necessary intimacy with pain, Fernanda Eberstadt blends her own story with the stories of those she admires or has admired, beautifully weaving together elements of trauma memoir, well-considered biography, and wild celebration. At once philosophical and narrative, comical and profound, nostalgic and angry, disarmingly vulnerable and seductively powerful, it will enrich anyone’s understanding of the nuances that allow us to transmute suffering into wisdom, even joy.”—Andrew Solomon, author of The Noonday Demon

 

“Fernanda Eberstadt is blessed with more gifts than any one writer should be . . . Her prose is exuberantly, obscenely rich.”—Lauren Elkin, author of Art Monsters

 

“With a thrilling combination of erudition and wit, Eberstadt maps a vast territory of ideas that are as captivating as they are convincing. Bite Your Friends is a knockout.”—Marisa Silver, author of Little Nothing

 

“Thrilling, absorbing and true. It’s like having the best, most fascinating conversation: a book that you don’t so much read as inhabit. Bite Your Friends is simply extraordinary.”—Cressida Connolly, author of Bad Relations

 

“I loved this book. Often funny, unsparing of self as of others, Bite Your Friends is fuelled by genuine curiosity about what leads some to discount physical pain and transform their harmed bodies into instruments of communication.”—Elizabeth Cook, author of Lux

 

“A masterful study by a great journalist: Roman arena to New York piers at night with Stephen Varble, Pasolini, Eberstadt’s mother’s body scars to Pussy Riot. The rich white kid, as Eberstadt called herself, has emerged as a great writer. A fearless look into Man’s journeys on this earth: our joys and darkness, our wars.”—Adrienne Kennedy, author of Funnyhouse of a Negro

 

“No other writer has captured our recent American past . . . so vividly or with such detail and force.”—Bret Easton Ellis, author of American Psycho, on The Furies
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BITE YOUR FRIENDS 

			 
			“I bite my friends to cure them.” 
Diogenes the Cynic, c. 350 BC

 			
			 
			For Alastair

			
INVOCATION OF THE MUSE


			When the ancients composed their tales of gods and mortals, they began, “Sing, O Muse.”That’s a command, you’ll notice. 

			You’re not so big on following orders, Diogenes the Cynic, and your singing is more of a howl, but still I’m asking you to be my muse.

			You, the mad dog of ancient Greek philosophy, prophet of shamelessness and anti-power, who slept in a barrel, ate, shat, preached, had sex in the public square, and sold yourself into slavery to prove that it’s the people who need to enslave others who are the unfree ones. 

			There are so many ways this story can be told.

			I’m asking you, Diogenes, enemy of cant, to help me find my way boldly, back to where it all began.

			
BOOK ONE


			

Chapter One 
MY MOTHER’S SCARS


			Those scars would fetch you top dollar in a bordello.” The man had seized hold of my mother’s inner wrist, and was reading its fierce embroidery like a fortune. 

			My mother laughed. They were seated next to each other at a dinner party; she was intrigued by the audacity of his come-on. 

			My mother’s body was a house of pain, of wounds left by medical technology: the wrist-sized railroad tracks were in fact scars from the tubes that had hooked her up to a dialysis machine when she had kidney failure; the leg that had been scooped out like an abandoned strip mine was where a melanoma had been removed. 

			My mother was proud of her tiny wrists, amused that her dinner partner mistakenly assumed their outsized scars, like a child’s first attempt at cross-stitch, were testament to a botched suicide. It was New York in the late 1960s, when dinner parties were a lot more fun.

			My family lived in an apartment on Park Avenue, with a gold Marilyn Monroe (borrowed) in the living room alongside an alabaster panther from a Delphic temple (looted).

			As a little kid, I often couldn’t sleep at night and the not-sleeping sometimes got too much for me. On the nights when my parents stayed home, the nights when they didn’t go out to parties, I’d go barrelling down the long dark corridor from my bedroom into my parents’ room and beg my mother to come back to my bed till I fell asleep. 

			Some nights, when I’d come pestering them one time too many, my father would feed me half a Miltown to blast me into unconsciousness. But more often my mother would come sit on my bed in the dark, stroke my back with her long cool fingernails and tell me stories. Her stories were of poets and con-men, strippers and movie-stars, and they slipped into my bloodstream and fed the stories I’m telling you now. 

			The night after the dinner party at which her neighbor commented on her mutilated wrist, my mother curled up beside me in the insomniac dark and repeated to me laughing what he’d said. “Those scars would fetch you top dollar in a bordello.” I was eight, nine at the time, and although I had a surprisingly large vocabulary when it came to sex, this sentence made no psychological sense to me whatsoever. 

			My mother was a lot worldlier than me—anything perverse, anything creepy, anything offensive to conventional propriety was right up her street. Having a body at all was problematic to her, but the scars she inhabited with a sardonic cool. 

			 

			This book tells the lives of certain saints, artists, and philosophers whose bodies became sites of resistance to the world-as-it-is. My heroes, whether a fourth-century North African martyr or a seventies New York drag queen or a nineteenth-century French hermaphrodite, have this thing in common: the stigma of difference, an inability to fit in that compels them to fight for other outcasts. 

			The purpose of philosophy is “to show the fly how to get out of the fly-bottle,” Wittgenstein says.1 The prophets you will encounter in these pages are the ones who prefer to smash the fly-bottle. 

			This project began as a semi-academic riff on the body and power, sealed off from any incriminating “I.” It’s only in the course of writing that I’ve realized that it all comes back to my mother and what her scarred body taught me as a child. It all comes back to the story of how my mother was first killed by the medical industry and then jolted back to life by it, and how, from her first “death,” I acquired my fear of authority and my trust in the truths taught by bodily and psychic pain.

			I’m picturing those seventeenth-century Spanish paintings of saints bludgeoned into ecstasy by the Holy Ghost. I’m thinking of Yukio Mishima brought to his first orgasm aged twelve by contemplating Guido Reni’s baroque Martyrdom of St. Sebastian, of David Wojnarowicz’s stencil painting of his lover Peter Hujar dreaming, in which a naked child-Mishima sits on St. Sebastian’s chest; arrows are piercing everyone’s bodies, and the purple galaxies are flooding through their veins like lightning bolts. 
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						1. David Wojnarowicz, Peter Hujar dreaming/Yukio Mishima: Saint Sebastian, 1982.

					 
				

		 
			 

			In the fall of 1967, my mother had just turned thirty-four, though she looked barely twenty. She had a long narrow face (a “horse-face,” she called it) with moon-white skin, a long turned-up nose, and amused-looking eyes, one of them speckled hazel, the other gray-green. Small ears with no earlobes—“a sign of criminality,” she told me, with a dismissive shrug of a laugh.

			Thirty-four-year-olds of her generation—the last generation maybe that was still in a hurry to grow up and get out into the world—were further along in their life cycle than thirty-four-year-olds of a similar class today. My mother had dropped out of college at twenty, married my father at twenty-one, given birth to her first child—my brother—at twenty-two, and published her first novel three years later. 

			She was intellectually voracious, hungry to blaze forth in scandalous glory. Her father, Ogden Nash, was a poet who chose to live like a stockbroker, a mild, kindly, uxorious man, but this was not my mother’s idea of living. She wasn’t sure whether she wanted to be Lord Byron or one of Byron’s flamboyant mistresses, whether she wanted life or art; she didn’t believe you had to choose. By thirty-four, she must have felt an old-timer. 

			Baltimore was my mother’s hometown. Her family’s Baltimore—Eastern Shore people who went to the Bachelors’ Cotillion and to Sunday lunch at the Elkridge Club—seemed to her murderously narrow-minded, bigoted, false. It was the rejects and deviants who were her people, which meant that New York was where she needed to get to. 

			Even as a child I knew this about my mother: how wholeheartedly she’d loathed the provincial society in which she grew up and how in New York in the late fifties, early sixties, she’d found a paradise of fellow-loners: people who had felt like freaks back in Pittsburgh or Sacramento because they’d been boys who wanted to dress up in their sister’s clothes or because they’d been little Black girls who wanted to be the King of France—and that her experience of a world determined to crush such desires was what fueled the unexpected ferocity of her nihilism; her antipathy to pieties; her belief in a beauty that was shockingly Other. 

			She married my father, a Wall Street banker’s son who was equally addicted to dreams of glamor. 

			 

			In the 1960s, my father was working as a fashion photographer; my mother was writing magazine articles about the pop artists and experimental playwrights and filmmakers she was meeting; my parents had an overly interesting social life, and this was one of the things that got in the way of my mother’s novel-writing. 

			We lived in a ten-room apartment, but my mother never gave herself a workroom, not even a writing desk. Instead, she had a dressing room the size of a movie star’s trailer, walled in mirrors and closets—one whole closet just for her shoes! 

			There was an altar-like table laid with instruments seemingly from a medieval torture chamber: burning hot rollers that were attached to her scalp with little spikes, and a metal eyelash curler that pinched her eyelids. 

			The closet devoted to her evening dresses—white vinyl miniskirts, tunics embroidered with sequins and jewels, feathered robes like Montezuma going to meet the Spanish Invaders—exuded the dark musty hush of a family chapel. 

			Like an actress, my mother talked about “putting on her face.” 

			She wasn’t born beautiful, that was the thing. Her mother and her sister—older by a year—were the beauties; she was the ugly duckling, knock-kneed, buck-toothed, bookish; the one who had to use her wits to seduce, to forge her own beauty by pushing the flaws to insane excess. 

			My father helped her. “I dressed her, I taught her how to move,” he tells me. He was seven years older and he’d been thinking about style a long time.
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			Every year my father took my mother to Paris couture houses, buying her outrageous clothes and photographing her, sometimes for fashion magazines, sometimes for his own satisfaction. 

			When I skim through the boxes of my father’s photographs—thousands of pages of contact-sheets and blow-ups of my mother posing in Balenciaga, Dior, Madame Grès, Yves Saint-Laurent, her head turreted in multi-story temples of artificial braids and flowers—they spook me because I can feel her deliberately turning herself into an object, becoming unreal. 

			Who is this woman? She’s not a professional model: she’s someone who’s surrendering her body to a stranger’s gaze for her own non-monetary reasons. And because she looks a little odd—the twig-thin arms, the bony face, the long, turned-up nose—people want to look at her. My mother’s expression is enigmatic, unreadable. Just occasionally, the hint of a mocking smile. 

			I think of the more extreme performers, the high-wire acrobats, the fire-walkers, the hunger-artists.

			 

			My father shows me Andy Warhol’s famous self-portrait, two fingers across his mouth, taken shortly after Andy and my mother became friends. “Andy copied that gesture from your mother.” 

			I’m not sure who invented what.

			 

			The winter before my mother got her first scar, the writer Truman Capote held a ball at the Plaza Hotel. 

			Earlier that year, he’d published In Cold Blood, his true-crime bestseller about a quadruple murder in a Kansas farmhouse—a book that invented a kind of cultural reportage that offered some of fiction’s joys. 

			The Black and White Ball was Truman Capote’s reward to himself for six years spent in Kansas courthouses and on farmers’ front porches and in the visiting rooms of maximum-security prisons, for having to watch the execution of a killer with whom he’d come to identify—another child-sized dreamer whom he described as having “the aura of an exiled animal.” 

			Old East Coast grandees, Hollywood movie stars, European aristocrats, New York intellectuals were invited to Truman’s Black and White Ball, along with a cluster of Kansans who’d been kind to him. It was a massive power play, this American riff on a Venetian ballo in maschera, and it paid off. Five hundred people came to that ball, among them my parents. People who didn’t get invited left town, or pretended they’d been there. 

			“It was a lousy cheapskate party,” my father tells me. “People were leaving in droves by midnight because there was only one bar at the far side of the room.” But it went down in history.

			My mother had an uneasy relationship with Truman Capote. She and Truman should have been best friends: two “exiled animals” who had managed to win protection and prestige in an unsafe world with their charm, their gift of eliciting the secrets people kept bottled up inside. 

			But my mother was preternaturally thin-skinned, ready to project rebuff, and she felt Truman didn’t like her; maybe they were too much alike. The first time they met, she told him that they shared the same birthday—September 30—but he obviously thought she was just making it up, she said, “because that was the kind of thing he would have done to suck up to someone he wanted to be friends with.” 

			But he liked her enough to want her at his party.

			Fifty years later, the Museum of the City of New York devoted an exhibition to the Black and White Ball. One of the exhibits was the costume my mother wore that night. She’d commissioned her pal Bill Cunningham, a photographer who’d started as a milliner, to make her a feathered mask-cum-headdress: two baby swans, one black, one white, their sinuous necks entwined in an internecine brawl, as if the twins Castor and Pollux had been born swans like their daddy Zeus and my mother was their sister Helen—the most beautiful person in the world, whose elopement with the other-most-beautiful-person-in-the-world triggered the Trojan War. 

			She and Bill Cunningham must have had a blast putting together this fancy-dress concoction, but I can’t help suspecting that some vainglorious self-lacerating part of my mother believed that she should have been the one who’d spent those long hard years forging a new literary form in a midwestern motel-room, and not the one wearing baby swans’ heads to Truman’s victory ball.

			Somehow my mother got sidetracked from being an artist into being an artist’s muse. Underground filmmaker Jack Smith photographed her; theater director Robert Wilson starred her in a play; Andy Warhol shot a screen test of her in his Thirteen Most Beautiful Women. 

			My mother spent twenty-five years trying to write a second novel. She got diverted from being an observer into being the observed. The choice of social life over art quite literally made her sick. 

			In 1967, it nearly killed her.

			 

			What do you do, if you don’t much like—not your body, specifically, but having a body at all? 

			When you were growing up, adults did everything for you; at boarding school, your sister dressed you. Turning on a tap, opening a jar, finding your way from one room to another, were challenging. If you were growing up in similar circumstances today, you might get a diagnosis and tools to help you navigate the world, but back then you were just plain clumsy, back then you charmed other people into taking care of you. 

			Sometimes you thought you would rather be a robot, never have to eat or drink or wash. 

			“Did the builders build us?” you’d asked the grownups when you were little. A heart-breaking question. You are probably only three, four years old and already you have this sense of being not quite human, not palpably flesh-and-blood. I’m impressed by your ingenuity in concocting a creation myth that offers a hypothetical answer to the question of why you felt so unreal. 

			Maybe it wasn’t just you. Maybe the whole family—your mother, father, sister, maternal grandparents, the people who looked after you—Clarence, Aggie, Delia, Carrie Custis—were all wooden dolls, living in a giant dollhouse on Rugby Road, with a plaster-of-Paris ham and plaster-of-Paris china on the sideboard. 

			Was everybody else unreal too? 

			As a teenager, you discovered that this clunky burdensome flesh of yours was something boys desired—that “would fetch top dollar in a bordello”—and you let them fool around with you. Partly in rebellion against fifties hypocrisy, because other girls didn’t do it; partly because fulfilling people’s fantasies was always your thing; and partly perhaps from this same sense of disembodiment. 

			 

			Only once in my life, when I was a little girl and ran into her room without knocking, did I catch a glimpse of my mother naked. She was getting out of the bath; she covered herself quickly. She was angry; I was frightened. 

			In that affronted blur of white flesh, with a black beard below where I wasn’t expecting it, I picked up the sense that her body was unsightly—that all grown women’s bodies were. (Men’s dangling rooster combs just silly.)

			 

			The earliest surviving biography of a woman is said to be Saint Gregory of Nyssa’s life of his sister, Saint Macrina the Younger.2 

			Gregory’s Life of Saint Macrina was written around 380 AD.

			Macrina and Gregory’s grandmother was a saint too, as were their father and their mother, and three more of Macrina and Gregory’s siblings; it was a family business. 

			They belonged to an upper-class landowning clan in present-day Turkish Cappadocia, which was then under Roman rule, and they were Christian, which was illegal. Both sets of Macrina and Gregory’s grandparents had had their wealth and property confiscated in anti-Christian persecutions; their paternal grandfather had been executed by the Romans for his Christianity, but the family still stayed rich and ruling-class enough to retain certain expectations of command, even in heresy.

			Gregory and Macrina’s mother Emmelia was the love of Macrina’s life. Emmelia had ten children, but Macrina was the only one their mother breastfed, Gregory reports. It was unusual for an upper-class Roman matron to suckle her own baby and not farm it out to a wet-nurse, and maybe this explains why mother and daughter stayed as fused as if Macrina “were still in her mother’s womb.” 

			Even as a young girl, Macrina had a vocation for asceticism and enough charisma—philosophy, her brother calls it—to shame the rest of the family out of their love of luxury. By the time she died, Macrina had turned the family estate into a monastic community, with herself as its ruling abbess; her bed was a wooden plank covered in sackcloth and laid on the earthen floor in the cellar. 

			There’s an extraordinary passage at the end of his Life of Saint Macrina, in which Gregory, who has come home to be with his dying sister, is helping to prepare her body for burial. Gregory, who has always considered Macrina the smartest, bravest, most pious member of his illustrious family, wants to dress her up in suitable burial finery, but the nuns explain that his sister owns nothing but the threadbare garment she’s wearing. 

			Finally, they arrive at a compromise. The deaconess has saved some of Macrina and Gregory’s mother Emmelia’s clothes, which are presumably a little more glamorous than Macrina’s shaggy shaggy dress: they will clothe the “holy beauty” in Emmelia’s “dark-colored robes.” While they are preparing the body, a nun lays bare Macrina’s breast, revealing a scar in the lamplight—a “stigma.”3

			Have you seen this miracle of the saint? she asks Gregory.

			A brand? A tattoo? he wonders. 

			It’s the scar of a breast cancer, the woman says. Some years ago, Macrina had a malignant tumor growing on her breast: a “frightful sore.” Emmelia had begged her daughter to undergo surgery, but Macrina refused to uncover her nakedness to a doctor and asked instead that her mother make the sign of the cross on the wound. Emmelia’s “holy seal” made the cancer vanish, leaving only a thin scar on his sister’s breast.

			 

			When I was young, I used to feel this overwhelming love of God and hunger for a religious life to channel that love.

			Because there wasn’t much religion in my family—the Judaism of my paternal grandfather’s German-Jewish forebears had long died out; my mother’s parents’ Episcopalianism was lukewarm, unassertive—I found myself lurching from one passionate monotheism to another. But more than doctrinal, my faith felt physiological: something that was located in my lungs and my bowels, my nervous system. 

			I would walk the streets flooded with the feeling of ecstatic oneness. In a crowded subway, I’d experience this overwhelming tenderness for the other passengers: it seemed unbearably sad that you couldn’t dissolve the boundaries between strangers. 

			I still get the feeling of ecstatic oneness surprisingly often, even—especially—in the subway, but I don’t call it faith any more, I don’t say “God” so much, except in my diaries, where the praise is mixed with a lot of venting. 

			My mother was sympathetic to just about any human kink, but when as a child I would tell her about my love of Jesus or later, in my twenties, when I was studying to convert to Judaism, my love of the Jewish people, or when I tried to tell her about my struggles to be saint-like good, she would go a bit squirmy and evasive. 

			But there were certain aspects of sainthood my mother understood—the wilfulness, the ambition, the insanity. The girl who insists on turning her family’s country estate into a nunnery, on sleeping on bare planks on a dirt floor in the cellar; the girl who refuses to let a doctor examine her breast cancer and insists on being healed by her mother’s making a sign of the cross; the girl who is buried in her mother’s finery because she herself owns only the ragged robe she’s wearing—that’s a girl my mother would have understood.

			Today, I am able (just about) to see the poignance beneath the armature of my mother’s beauty, to understand the semi-sacred awe that Robert Wilson or Jack Smith felt watching the way she dressed and moved; Andy Warhol studying those two fingers poised over her mouth in a gesture hieratic as a Byzantine Christ’s blessing. 

			Today, I am just beginning to be able to look past the class markers, or the question of men’s objectification of my mother, and to ask myself whether her willed and self-created beauty, militant in its frivolity, wasn’t also a kind of weapon against everything institutional, mean, or sanctimoniously banal. 

			Under the robes, the scar. The scar that is not a tattoo, not a brand, but a holy seal. 

			The beauty is inseparable from the scars. 

			 

			I tell my old schoolfriend Martine about this book I’m writing, the book you are reading now, and she says, “Oh, I was obsessed by my mother’s scars, too.” She lists them all lovingly—the appendix scar on her mother’s belly, the scar from where her mother fell off her bike, and then of course, “the scar on her wrist, where she had the Auschwitz tattoo removed.”

			Martine and I discuss the politics of having your concentration camp number removed, as if we were discussing the politics of shaving your legs or having your breast reconstructed after a mastectomy. 

			There’s a big difference between our mothers’ wrists, between the scars left by a Nazi death-camp brand and the scars left by the dialysis machine that saved my mother’s life. But for Martine and me as young daughters, there was perhaps this shared consequence: that the maternal body we idolized—the body that had borne and birthed and nursed us; that we expected our own future bodies to resemble—was a body that had come back from the dead and thus been lent to us on uncertain terms.

			 

			My mother was a storyteller, but, above all, she was an elicitor of other people’s stories. She was so magically attuned a listener that you almost didn’t notice that there was one kind of story she liked best: the dark, painful kind, whether it was about growing up gay in a small conservative town, or getting caught shoplifting something really cheap and crummy, or being molested by a schoolfriend’s father and enjoying it. 

			This magnetic intensity of drawing out a person’s secrets and reflecting them back was something my mother did without thinking; it was a gift that she’d developed as a small child in a house ruled by a mother and grandmother whose anger was annihilating; it was the power of taming wild beasts. But because she didn’t know how to hold back, how to preserve intact an inviolable core of self, my mother’s gift left her feeling hollow, fake. 

			I know, because sometimes I do the same thing.

			After these encounters, she’d have to barricade herself in a darkened bedroom till she felt sufficiently replenished to re-emerge. My father was the bouncer who kept the world away. It was one of his least favorite jobs.

			 

			The phone—her unlisted number, Regent 7-8232—rings. My mother is lying on her bed, with me at her feet. The phone is on her bedside table. She won’t pick up. She rarely does. If my father isn’t there to answer, she’ll take it off the hook. 

			My father is deputized to answer. 

			Who is it?, she mouths. 

			“Oh hi Philip,” my father says, unencouragingly. 

			It’s my mother’s new best friend, the person who thinks the two of them will now have lunch together every week, talk on the phone for hours every day, that he can tell her all about his fights with his boyfriend, his sisters, his landlord. Already, possibly, she’s given him money to pay the rent or to buy film for his next movie. This person will invariably be someone my father thinks is a total creep—there are very few of her friends he can bear, but it’s no less awkward having to fob them off with a lie.

			“I’ll just see if Isabel is in . . .” My father’s palm muffles the mouthpiece, as my mother mimes a desperate No. 

			“She seems to be asleep. Can I get her to call you back later?” 

			But my mother won’t, my mother has OD’ed on Philip, or more accurately she feels overwhelmed by the emotional need she’s roused in him, and the forsaken friend, the junkie needing a sympathy-fix, will keep calling—every day, then once a week, once a month, until finally he stops. 

			It makes her feel like shit, ghosting people she’s led on, but she doesn’t know how not to do it. 

			Even as an old lady, playing Pirates or Go Fish with her grandchildren, she will still cycle through the same ruinous binges of seduction, exhaustion, and withdrawal, still have to enlist my father to take the children away from her, when she is drained.

			 

			By the time my mother was in her teens, the depression had become a definite recurring thing, though she didn’t yet have a word or a conceptual frame for it. 

			Her first total knockout came when she and my father were on their honeymoon. My father had no idea what was happening, he tells me; it was like entering some freak weather-system that leaves all your controls spinning. 

			There are so many reasons why being on honeymoon might plunge a person into depression, especially if you are twenty-one and had assumed marriage meant escape not just from your parents but from your own demons. My mother didn’t know herself very well; she didn’t know my father, either; they’d gotten engaged coming home from a party six weeks after they first met. Deciding to get married to a stranger was evidently something kids did in the 1950s, if they’d had enough to drink. 

			And my father, landed with this girl who had seemed so fun-loving, so witty, who had understood him as no one ever had before, and who now just wanted to be left alone in a darkened hotel room, while he went and did what . . . ? What are you supposed to do by yourself at a Bermuda beach-resort on your honeymoon? 

			Did my father find his honeymoon depressing too, or just publicly humiliating, and maybe a little scary? 

			 

			“Manic-depressive” was how my mother defined herself, how she was diagnosed by doctors. 

			But in fact the manic episodes were fleeting, increasingly so as she got older, and brought on, it now seems to me, by the stimulants that she used to hoist herself out of the blues. Whereas the depressions were a low-pressure system that could settle in for months on end, varying from sludgy gray to a cyclone sucking up all the light and oxygen. 

			When she was depressed, my mother felt: 

			 

			a. so devoid of energy that she couldn’t get out of bed. “Logey,” “sluggish” were words she used. “Slothful”—a deadly sin. 

			b. overcome by guilt and self-loathing, by the conviction that everyone else was kind and useful, and only she was a false vile worm; a disappointment to her family, friends, dependents. 

			 

			The saddest thing I own is a notebook of my mother’s filled with drafts of letters: page after page of Dearest Nell, Dearest Judy, Dearest Earl. Each letter is an apology—for how out of touch she’s been, how absent, how negligent in acts of loving friendship, family duty. Each letter refers to low spirits and poor health, each letter confesses what a burden she is to my father, how her illnesses keep him from the life of travel, work, parties he loves. 

			This notebook I’ve buried deep in a cardboard box of my mother’s papers. There are half-a-dozen such boxes of her papers that I’ve stacked high on a shelf in a back closet. 

			It’s a place I try to avoid, it feels radioactive with her self-blame.

			 

			Dr. Nathan Kline was a “pioneer” of psychopharmacology. 

			Three years before my mother came to him in 1967, he’d won a Lasker Award (his second) for his use of the drug Iproniazid in treating severe depression. Iproniazid was originally developed to cure tuberculosis. Clinical researchers had noticed that one of its side effects was euphoria, but most psychiatrists were reluctant to use it as an anti-depressant—both because the euphoria could sometimes rocket into mania, and because it was found to be toxic to the liver and, as it turned out, kidneys. The FDA refused to approve Iproniazid as an anti-depressant, and the drug was soon withdrawn from the market. 

			Dr. Kline didn’t care; later he was busted for smuggling unauthorized drugs in from Canada. For her first six weeks on Dr. Kline’s miracle-pills, my mother was non-stop manic. She gave all her spending money to her friend Jack Smith for his next movie (No President, it was called); her Balenciaga evening dresses to his transvestite muse Mario Montez. 

			Most thrilling time in her life, she said.

			I’ve noticed, reading saints’ lives, that they are often rich kids who experience a sudden psychic break that drives them to a divestment of their earthly goods that is savage, total. My mother’s initial acts of divestiture—cash and ballgowns distributed to East Village drag queens—were promising, but before the spiritual awakening could go any farther, her kidneys shut down, and she slipped into a coma.
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							3. My mother and I in the lobby of Yves Saint Laurent’s Paris couture house, 1966. My mother is wearing Yves Saint Laurent’s Mondrian dress; I am peeking out from behind her; we are on our way to a fitting. In my father’s contact sheets, what you see is me then shooting out from behind my mother’s back and scrambling up the parapet at the far side of the staircase, as she holds out her arms imploringly.
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			Early evening, chilly autumnal darkness, just before dinner­time. 

			I’m standing in the front hall, a six-year-old watching the ambulance arrive. The medics in their white scrubs rush into my parents’ bedroom; they wheel my unconscious mother on the stretcher into the elevator and disappear. 

			My mother disappears. 

			In some part of my head, this is the scene on continuous replay. Thirty-nine years later, when her kidneys definitively fail and her liver too, I will watch the men from Frank E. Campbell wheel my mother’s dead body out of that same bedroom and disappear into the same elevator. It all reels round, those disappearings, those dyings. It all goes round and comes around, the men in uniform bearing my mother on a stretcher out of the apartment. 

			“Nathan Kline” became a family bogeyman. I’d always assumed he must have been banned from practicing medicine, but when I Google him, I find that it was only in 1982 that Kline finally settled his lawsuits by signing an agreement in federal court not to use experimental drugs without government permission or patients’ consent.

			 

			That night, they took my mother to Lenox Hill, two blocks from our apartment, and later to Columbia Presbyterian, up on 168th St. 

			Her GP was the one who’d diagnosed her with kidney failure. Dialysis saved her from dying on the spot, but it wasn’t yet a long-term solution. Everybody knew my mother was going to die. My father knew; her friends knew; even I knew. 

			All fall and winter, my mother was in the hospital, dying, and every day my father went uptown to be with her. After school and on weekends I was sent to family friends who had a daughter my age—the family I was convinced I’d be sent to live with, when my mother died. 

			For the first few weeks, she was in Intensive Care and my brother and I weren’t allowed to visit. The build-up of toxins in her kidneys made her think she was in Hell, and that the doctors and nurses were devils who were torturing her. 

			 

			1967 was the year my mother took an experimental anti-depressant that destroyed her kidneys and eventually killed her. 1967 was also the year my mother first appeared on the International Best Dressed List. The List describes her as “socialite, author, daughter of poet Ogden Nash.”

			I can’t help believing that if she hadn’t been getting dolled up by my father in those fabulous dresses and turning herself into an alien beauty-object, if “author” hadn’t got buried between “socialite” and “daughter,” she wouldn’t have gotten so depressed.

			 

			The month that my mother’s kidneys failed was also the month I’d started first grade at an Upper East Side private girls’ school that felt grim, punitive. We were taught by stupid, snobbish women ruled by bureaucratic logic. 

			I remember being shivering cold all winter, because you needed a note from your mother to get permission to wear the school cardigan. I remember being hauled in to the head of Lower School, because I wrote Greek e’s like my mother’s—an “affectation” that had to be corrected, Miss Janes said. I wasn’t a rebellious child, but I knew that my e’s had just been turned into a question of identity and allegiance. 

			I remember being laughed at by the other girls because I didn’t know how to spell my name—didn’t know, in fact, that “Fernanda” was my name. (“Nenna,” my nickname, was the only name I knew, but because my mother hadn’t been there to register it on the school application, it couldn’t be used.) 

			Foucault maintains that “the most intense moment of our lives occurs in the shock of our confrontation with power.”4 To this day, when someone says “Fernanda,” my flesh re-experiences the shock of that first confrontation, which is the shock of discovering that the world intends to break you down and reconstruct you according to its own preconceived notions.

			 

			My mother didn’t die. She died, but she came back to life. She came back to life, but different, and not quite to the same life.

			One of her kidneys suddenly sprung back into production—quarter-strength but functioning. A miracle, was how she saw it. 

			The day she came home, she sat on her bed and cried—because she was so tired and because she was so happy, she said. She was wearing a thin white nightdress and there were white bandages across her wrist from the wounds left by the dialysis machine’s tubes and it looked as if every ounce of blood had been drained from her body. She said the hardest thing was not being allowed any salt in her food. The blandness was worse than the pain, she said.

			The next year, my parents took me out of my old school and put me in a new school—another Upper East Side private girls’ school that was across the street from the old one, but a school that treated its charges with a little more imagination—respect, even.

			But for me, something was broken. I’d concluded that the outside world was petty and cruel, that the only real thing, the only thing that mattered was what you dreamed in your own head or what happened between you and the person you loved. 

			I would never again be able to take my mother’s continued existence on this earth for granted, and this uncertainty meant that I was too busy drinking in every last drop of her to have much time for anything else. 

			Eighteen months later, my mother was back in the hospital, this time with a melanoma that had spread to her lymph nodes, and once again it seemed likely she would die. 

			When she came home in the summer of 1969, it was with a far more disfiguring scar—a huge scoop of flesh carved out of her calf, leaving a crater of livid molten flesh. This molten leg that swelled up when she was tired took all her pride to surmount. Nobody said it would fetch her a higher price in a whorehouse.

			For the rest of my mother’s life, there would be chronic health problems, scattered cancers; the blood transfusions she’d received in 1967 gave her hepatitis C that went undiagnosed for thirty years, gradually destroying her liver. But she managed to resume her ambivalent pursuit of fashion, avant-garde art, parties, rapturously intense friendships abruptly cut off and sometimes resumed. And to write one last novel.

			 

			Well into my adulthood, my mother and I remained fused; I still floated in the amniotic fluid of her attention, still half-believed that nothing existed unless she’d made it true, sanctified it with her regard.

			I felt so addicted to her love, so locked into trying to replicate her life-choices or acting out her fantasy of who I was meant to be, that I would find myself periodically having to put an ocean between us in order to breathe. 

			My mother liked to tell me the fairy tale of two sons leaving home, the good son who chooses half a cake with his mother’s blessing and the selfish son who chooses the whole cake without her blessing. She repeated that story when I was leaving home for the first time, aged seventeen, to go to England to study for the entrance exams that would get me into Oxford. 

			I was the selfish son, I’d grabbed the whole cake by deciding to go away and leave her, and I wasn’t getting any blessing, she said. 

			Later I wondered whether there was ever really any blessing for a child who left home. But what happened if you didn’t get out, if the home you found so sticky-sweet was a kind of fly-bottle? My mother’s Eastern Shore family was full of bachelor great-uncles who’d lived with their mamas all their lives, Boo Radleys who never left their beds but were suspected of malevolent nocturnal rampages, barn-burnings. 

			 

			The artist Arthur Jafa tells a West African origin myth about the griot.5 This myth too involves two wayfaring brothers, only this time they’re returning home broke and starving. 

			The weaker brother lies down by the side of the road, saying, You go on, one of us should make it home; the other continues without him, then feels bad. He goes back, takes a knife and slices a chunk from his own calf, lights a fire, roasts his flesh, and feeds it to his dying brother, Look what I’ve got, I found food. The brother eats, feels stronger, they make it back home, everybody celebrates, but when the villagers see the scoop of flesh carved out of the stronger man’s calf and realize the other has cannibalized him, they are horrified and the weaker brother is horrified too by his own unwitting sin. 
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