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DEDICATION

To Stacey—

I love you like I love the sun.






YOU LOOK LIKE A PERFECT FIT
 FOR A GIRL IN NEED OF A TOURNIQUET.
 BUT CAN YOU SAVE ME. . . .

—AIMEE MANN, “Save Me”


 


A BORDERLINE SUFFERS A KIND OF EMOTIONAL HEMOPHILIA;
 [S]HE LACKS THE CLOTTING MECHANISM NEEDED TO MODERATE
 [HER] SPURTS OF FEELING. STIMULATE A PASSION,
 AND THE BORDERLINE EMOTIONALLY BLEEDS TO DEATH.

—JEROLD KREISMAN AND HAL STRAUS,
 I Hate You, Don’t Leave Me:
 Understanding Borderline Personality Disorder







AUTHOR’S NOTE

Most names have been changed.

The timeline has been compressed for clarity and pace.
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UNSOLVED HEART

WHATEVER’S BURNING IN ME IS MINE. . .
 AND I’LL SPLIT THIS TOWN IN TWO AND EVERYTHING
 IN IT BEFORE I’LL LET YOU PUT IT OUT!

—TONI MORRISON, Sula


 



 



 



 



 



 



 



I GRADUATED COLLEGE the same week Lisa Lopes set her boyfriend’s house on fire.

Her fans knew her as Left Eye. Her boyfriend, Andre Rison, played for the Atlanta Falcons. He had been out late. She had been drinking. “Things went from bad to worse,” said People magazine. “Even before the fire, the couple had a combustive relationship.” Left Eye didn’t mean to burn the house down. She thought the fire would stay contained to the bathtub, she says, but the shoes burned hotter than expected.

I KNOW WHAT SHE MEANS.

I picture the fire roaring up from the roof of the mansion in a pink and orange flash, like the fireworks at Stone Mountain. I lived in a rental that year, a small box where I stored my own rage like torn photographs from my too-young marriage (nineteen) and my too-soon divorce (twenty), a crooked and poorly insulated house where mice walked boldly across the dining room table and the kitchen sprouted gray flowers of mold. I crawled from my bed at 5:00 AM on the morning of July 9, 1994, and opened my front door to watch the fire from my porch forty miles west of Atlanta. I stood on the tiny concrete square holding an unlit cigarette and looked up to see another woman’s frustration flash above my head like a warning or a mirror.

 



I didn’t really see the blaze from the fire.

I only wish I did. The truth is, I couldn’t have.

Even if the Atlanta skyline had been visible in the dark countryside of western Georgia I would not have seen the distress signal on the horizon. Most likely I was sleeping or sexing a Sigma Nu or vomiting red and blue squares of vodka Jell-O.

Lisa Lopes poured lighter fuel on a bathtub full of tennis shoes and threw a lit match on top to punctuate her words—I don’t care anymore!—and I didn’t care anymore either. Five nights later I raged at the would-have-been-ness  of my second wedding anniversary by working my first shift as a stripper at the Coronet Club on Roswell Road in Atlanta.


I WAS SETTING FIRES THAT YEAR TOO.

I WENT CRAZY THAT YEAR TOO.

I TRIED THERAPY. I TRIED COCAINE.

I STOPPED READING. I STOPPED MENSTRUATING.



I changed my name to Summer as if I were not a person but an endless stretch of white-hot days people long for and then wish away. If the fire Left Eye set had seared my wood-panel walls with words like EMOTIONAL HIJACKING or DISPROPORTIONATE REACTION, I would have been too distracted by my own depression to notice.

Eight years later Left Eye will die in a head-on collision and I will again be too absorbed by personal strife to pay attention to news of a celebrity death. I will be packing my books and clothes and knickknacks, thinking about my new home in another state, hoping things will be better when I get there. I will be packing and crying, packing and getting drunk, packing and asking people to remind me not to call the married man I just broke up with. I will be consumed by thoughts of getting away. I will still believe the problem is outside me—a matter of being in the wrong place at the wrong time with the wrong people—and I will speak of these places and people and their wrongness with the same conviction Lisa Lopes speaks of evil spirits chasing her car across Honduras before the crash. My life story is structured by reckless reenactments of panic and flight.


I tend to veer off the road. I tend to overcorrect.

Skid. S- P- I- N. Tense up for the wreck.



 BE PATIENT TOWARD ALL THAT IS UNSOLVED IN YOUR HEART AND TRY TO LOVE THE QUESTIONS THEMSELVES.

—RAINER MARIA RILKE, Letters to a Young Poet


 



I TELL THE STORY of being married at nineteen and divorced at twenty over and over.

I have been telling it for fifteen years. I have become less compulsive but for years I spared no detail. All I needed was a dark room and a glass of wine, and I rolled tape.

ACTION: I went to study abroad in France for a summer because a marriage that can’t survive six weeks apart is not a marriage worth having. I would have been embarrassed to give up an opportunity to grow and learn and suck the marrow from life out of girlish insecurity. While I was gone my husband moved out. A lawyer drew up divorce papers. Kittens went feral in our apartment. I am unable to match the scenes of him leaving me with scenes from before I flew away to France.

BEFORE is the two of us eating the top portion of the wedding cake saved for a year in the freezer for luck. We lick frozen icing from our fingertips and feel blue about being apart for six weeks. Maybe it will be unbearable. Maybe becoming fluent in French is not worth this pain. Our eyes open wide. Maybe we made a mistake.


AFTER is me on the bedroom floor with my back against the wall and my face coming apart in my hands. I watch him move the contents of his dresser drawers to a duffle bag. He doesn’t even look at me when I hiccup and yowl.

AFTER-AFTER is the long depression I misrecognize as missing my ex. I wade through the rush of NEGLECT and LOSS and SADNESS pouring through a hole in my hull. The abruptness changes me. I become angry. I seek pain out and shout at it.

I laughed at people who made promises to each other. I laughed at people who got hurt. What did you expect? I wanted to say. I muttered under my breath. Fools.


I had sex with a boy who dipped snuff. His tobacco-soaked fingers stung between my legs. I wondered if his fiancée ever complained. I pushed my body down harder and leaned into the wince. I said forbidden words like GODDAMN. I lost weight. I lost drive. I wore dark lipstick and black leather breakaway thongs that snapped at the hip. I pulled them off on stage, my narrow body a middle finger in the air. I said god is dead. I said love is dead. The person I used to be, I said, she’s dead too.  I drove away.

I FELL IN LOVE AGAIN FOUR YEARS LATER AND CRAFTED MY LIFE INTO A POEM FOR HIM.

 



The poem consisted of two words.

 



LOVE ME.

 



This lover became more project than partner and I sometimes wished him poetcrippledead in anger at his mixed signals. I worked obsessively to understand the two-sidedness of the relationship—how much I loved him, how much I wanted him to change—outlining piles of evidence to friends over drinks. I wanted them to help me figure out what was what.

HE LOVES ME


He invited me to spend a week with him in Argentina. He made my coffee sugary sweet every morning and brought it to me in bed. He said being with me made him want to thank a god he didn’t even believe in. He held me closer than close during sex and whispered  Open your eyes, look at me and when I did my heart rose up from my chest and became one with his.



HE LOVES ME NOT


He said living in the same town with his girlfriend would be close enough. Not in the same house. He didn’t want another marriage. When I asked him if we were forever he just said Don’t start. He sang Willie Nelson’s “My Heroes Have Always Been Cowboys” over and over one night when he was drunk. He didn’t even stop when I pretended to vomit in the toilet.



“What does this mean?” I moaned to my friends.

My need to understand these stories was strong enough to drive me past self-consciousness into counterphobic displays. Embarrassing moments spread like polaroids of my naked body on the table. I wanted to know how other people processed the changing light of a room in the face of uncertain affections.

“Have you ever considered therapy?”

The question jarred me. I learned the way of quiet isolation.

YEARS WILL PASS. Picture them like the pine dark shoulders of the interstate between my old house and the one where Lisa Lopes kept her lighter fluid. One night I will watch a documentary called Last Days of Left Eye to hear Lopes setting the record straight.


They tell it like I was just CRAZY DRUNK OUT MY MIND didn’t know what I was doing and just for no reason decided to burn down a house. I NEVER SAID A WORD about what happened. But people were printing stories LIKE IT WAS THE GOSPEL TRUTH.



Visibly pained by media images that portray her as a crazy person, an alcoholic, a danger to herself and to others, Left Eye brings out the backstory—the building frustrations in her relationship with Andre; the way she felt disrespected, abused, neglected, villainized; the way she tried to flip the script by going out with friends in a sexy dress and staying out till five in the morning; the way her mouth dropped open in surprise when she got home and he wasn’t back yet.


I just stood there, she says.

I was enraged. I was in a trance.

THE REST OF THE STORY FROM THAT NIGHT

COMES IN FLASHES.



Hard words, fists, accusations, lighter fuel. Conflagration.

Her rage, shaped like a tub full of shoes on fire, burning hotter and hotter. I picture her gazing into a fiery blaze. My eyes lock on her eyes as the screen fades to grainy footage of Left Eye riding in the back of a police car on her way to the Fulton County Jail. Butterflies swoop and flutter in my stomach when I hear what she says.


Don’t believe anything you hear. Or half of what you see.



I know what she means.

I have frightened people. I have risked lives.

I have held lit matches in my hand and stared into the blue impulse. I have leapt through my lover’s roof into a flaming orange sky. I have spoken of forever in tongues of fire. I have torn whole towns in two for love. I have courted insanity, crouching in the gap between what this moment feels like (the smoldering fire fanned into the most logical flames) and how it looks to other people (the psychotic break of spontaneous combustion). I can feel the sensation (it burns) of being called CRAZY when you feel WOUNDED and DESPERATE.

I could so easily have set a house on fire.

I could so easily have found myself behind bars.

“HOW YOU KNOW?” SULA ASKED. “KNOW WHAT?” NEL STILL WOULDN’T LOOK AT HER. “ABOUT WHO WAS GOOD. HOW YOU KNOW IT WAS YOU?” “WHAT YOU MEAN?” “I MEAN MAYBE IT WASN’T YOU. MAYBE IT WAS ME.”

—TONI MORRISON, Sula


 



I GREW UP believing RIGHT and WRONG were two separate dimensions of reality and anyone who tried hard enough could easily tell them apart. No matter how I fought to free myself of this painfully simple value system, life appeared to me in the form of a test. One question. Two answers. Two possible paths to two very different fates—the way of goodness and insight versus the way of badness and eternal confusion. I filled in a bubble with my number two pencil and erased it to fill in the other one. I darkened the circles and erased until the paper smudged and tore and I could no longer see the question.

I entered therapy in my early thirties and established a handful of urgent psychological goals. The main one was to stop living in the nervous state of reaction. I longed to stabilize my core identity and to withstand the pressure of other people’s words, behaviors, moods, and perceptions. I wanted to be less easily thrown.

I HAVE BEEN writing Girl in Need of a Tourniquet for more than five years, a time period that coincided with my first sustained attempt not merely to understand but to change my habits of perception and reaction, to become more graceful and fair in my interpersonal relationships. Yet I resisted change. My resistance limited the memoir to mirror rather than lamp. I produced many versions of the same story—each one warped by defensiveness, wrapped in arrogance, worn thin by neurosis, and situated in the unpredictable ground of a volatile ego—and played musical chairs with its meaning.


It was a book about heartbreak. IT WASA BOOK ABOUT OBSESSION.  It was a book about a woman who drove me crazy. THE WOMAN WAS MY LOVER. The woman was my mother. The woman was ME.

No.


It was a book about vicious introjects, implicit memories, and relentless reenactments of trauma and recovery. IT WASA BOOK ABOUT GENDER, POWER, AND NARRATIVE, ABOUT PERSONALITY, PAIR-BONDS, AND THE POLITICS OF DIAGNOSIS. It was a book about Zen mindfulness, neural pathways, and family mysteries. IT WAS A BOOK ABOUT SOUL-WRENCHING BLUES, BRIGHT RED SCREAMS, LOVE DOGS, GRIEF WORK, AND HAPPINESS FILLING THE LUNGS LIKE THE HOT WHITE RIOT OF GARDENIAS.


THE BOOK WAS NOT A BOOK BUT A SYMPTOM.



My words came out in the wrong dis/order. I couldn’t make it write.

I sat up all night with a razor in my hand and did drugs with it. One line for the book. One line for me. I told the book terrible secrets, then felt weird (too close too fast) and slipped out the door while it slept. I got sick of the book and wanted it to move out. My newlywed spouse screamed at me to get over it. S/he said s/he hated the book. S/he said I couldn’t bring it into our bed anymore. We had taken the manuscript as a third in unholy matrimony and s/he wanted the threesome to end. The book was all I talked about. S/he accused me of wanting to be with the book forever. Maybe I should marry the book, s/he said.

I worked through memories like weeping wounds. I wrote tedious accounts of petty conflicts and read them aloud to people. I removed layer after layer of rot.

I GOT SICK OF MYSELF. I WANTED ME TO MOVE OUT TOO.

I bored myself to tears with the daytime television drama of confrontation (I’ve been wronged!). I winced at sluggish morning half-memories of wearing wrongness like a lampshade on my head (I’m mentally ill!). The space between accusation and atonement is narrow as a kitchen chair. Writing the book felt like being tied to that chair. Constrained by familiar coils of narrative—THE COMPLAINT and THE CONFESSION—I wrote things I hated and said things I did not believe.

 



THE HOUSE OF MY SELF WAS ON FIRE.


MY THROAT WAS A BROKEN ARTERY.

BLOOD POURED INTO THE FLOOR.



I studied the lovely grain of the arrow in my body until I grew faint and slumped in my seat, finally able to quit fretting over the question of who was right (maybe it was you!) and who was wrong (maybe it was me!). I relinquished the whole idea of the question and stopped wearing circles in the carpet.

 



I GAVE UP.

I PRETENDED NOT TO CARE ABOUT THE STORY.

I PRETENDED I DIDN’T KNOW IT.

 



Days / weeks / months passed.

Finally I went to the story in a new way—without yelling or lying or crying over what remains unsolved—and sat with my hands loose in my lap.

I let go of something. I made room for something.

 



A TANGLE OF WORDS UNWOUND.
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ATTACHMENT THIEF

STRANGE 
1. SEX WITH A NEW SEXUAL PARTNER. . . . 
3. SEX OUTSIDE YOUR CURRENT RELATIONSHIP.

—URBAN DICTIONARY

 



 



 



LAST NIGHT I dreamed I slept with a married colleague.

It is late summer and I am going to a meeting on campus, beginning my second year in a job at a small university near the beach in South Carolina. I smile into my coffee cup at the memory of imagined pleasure. Flashes of the dream come back to me as I am brushing my teeth. He pulls me toward him by the hips. We are in the back seat of a car somewhere. I straddle his lap and we laugh and laugh. We are sitting next to each other in a meeting, our hands side by side at the edge of our seats. He loops his pinky finger over my thumb and my whole body runs hot. I slow this snippet down in my imagination. I swish mouthwash from one side of my mouth to the other and stare at myself in the bathroom mirror.

Do I want to have an affair with this man?

IN A WAY, YES.


I want to push my face into his tweedy shoulder, feel his hand on the back of my hair, inhale the scent of his body and close my eyes. I want this feeling of being enfolded, the relief of this turning away. Not a real affair—not the faked-out wife or late night rendezvous at Huddle House—just this. A hand stroking the back of my head, a still and quiet place apart from the pace of the world.



I look in the mirror once more to smooth down my hair against the late August humidity.

It isn’t any particular person I want to lie down with and make my own. It isn’t anybody at all. It is the feeling of being taken care of that I want to pin down and rock my hips against. Sling a leg across it and fall asleep.

This longing for body comfort and security is familiar as my own face.

The need is urgent.

THE NEED MAKES ME STUPID.

I dream about having an affair and for the first time I see through the dream to the longings beneath it. I feel SMART. I load my briefcase with books and papers and skip down the stairs to my car. I head for campus where I will lecture college students about literary motifs like FALLEN WOMEN and SALVATION and SACRIFICE and SCAPEGOATS, still thinking about my dream and the affair I might have and the mirror I looked into. I stand in front of the class with false courage, thinking SMART means SAFE. If not love then surely knowledge can save me.  I break a sweat filling the board with notes, not yet grasping the difference between knowing and understanding.

 



Each word marks a gap in my psyche.

 



Internalization is not signaled by words but by silence when neurotic speech stops circling the gap.

 



EMILY AND I are sitting in her living room, the least well-heated room of the house, and my hands are cold. I tuck them between my knees.

Emily says, “You’re not in touch with any of your exes?”

I say no and feel vaguely ashamed. Like she’s giving me a psychological test. And I’m failing. I refill my wine glass and try to explain.

 



LESS THAN ONE year later, Emily and I are ensnared in an all-consuming affair with each other—flying in the face of her monogamous relationship of twelve years with a woman named Vanessa, risking our relationship as co-workers and friends—and the affair capsizes on the rocks and shoals of our separate needs.

I NEED TO TALK TO HER.

MY LIFE DEPENDS ON IT.

SHE TELLS ME THAT WON’T BE POSSIBLE.

 



“I need space,” she says. She means for her monotone to defuse the conversation. I respond to the flat line of her voice by turning up the volume on my end—as if this contest of need requires a specific number of decibels and I have to make up for her deficit by making my own emotions louder—letting rip with a primal scream.


“YOU WANT SPACE? 
YOU WANT SPACE?! 
YOU’VE GOT IT.”



I throw my phone at the wall. I cry. Scream again. Shake. I slam a kitchen cabinet door shut twenty times in a row. I clutch myself hard enough to leave bruises and drag my fingernails down the backs of my arms. I sit on the brand new Berber carpet in a room I keep neat as a pin and carve Emily’s initials into my ankle, angled lines making rough letters like a child might draw. I think to myself, I NEVER WANT TO SEE HER AGAIN, clutching my foot and watching the letters bead up with blood.

THE NEXT DAY my face is swollen from crying. I keep getting pieces of cheap tissue stuck in my eyelashes. My hour of emergency psychotherapy is almost up.

“This is good,” my therapist Paula tells me. “It’s good this is happening to you. You tend to intellectualize. You need to feel this.” We are two minutes past the hour. I write a check for the twenty-five dollar co-pay.

 



“I DON’T FEEL GOOD,” I tell her.

 



“It will get better,” she promises. “You won’t always feel this way.” I smile, nod, and stand to leave, but secretly I don’t believe her.

 THE “STRANGE SITUATION” WAS THE LABEL ASSIGNED IN 1969 TO A STANDARDIZED LABORATORY PROCEDURE IN WHICH SEVERAL EPISODES, IN FIXED ORDER, WERE INTENDED TO ACTIVATE AND/OR INTENSIFY INFANTS’ ATTACHMENT BEHAVIOR. THE ADJECTIVE “STRANGE” DENOTES “UNFAMILIAR,” RATHER THAN “ODD” OR “PECULIAR.” IT WAS USED BECAUSE FEAR OF THE UNFAMILIAR IS COMMONLY REFERRED TO AS “FEAR OF THE STRANGE.”

—MARY D. SALTER AINSWORTH, E. WATERS, S. WALL,  Patterns of Attachment: A Psychological Study of the Strange Situation


 



IN THE 1960S a wave of scholarly attention rose up in the United States around the psychology of intimate attachment bonds, cresting in an experiment called the STRANGE SITUATION. The child developmental psychologists who devised the Strange Situation methodically activated attachment behaviors in their infant subjects—behaviors like seeking proximity to the caregiver, vocalizing distress, and demonstrating receptivity to feeding and holding—by having a mother leave her child briefly in an unfamiliar room where a stranger interacted with the child. The mother returned and engaged the infant. Then the psychologists recorded the reactions of infant to mother, generating a taxonomy of attachment styles—SECURE, AVOIDANT, AMBIVALENT, and (later) DISORGANIZED—to describe a child’s sense of whether the object of her affection can be trusted to give comfort. The longer and more frequent the separations, the louder the protest cries and the longer the recovery time. Subsequent studies showed that sustained periods of separation—due to a mother’s illness, a child’s hospitalization, a parent’s  incarceration or death resulting in adoption, or the chronic emotional absence of depressed or drug addicted caregivers—create more serious rifts, sabotaging a child’s core sense of security and sometimes turning a secure child avoidant or ambivalent.

 



By the late 1980s the American public sat transfixed by questions of love, sex, friendship, and intimacy. It was the era of When Harry Met Sally, and more urgent than the question of whether men and women can be friends was the question of whether adults can find comfort in each other or if disappointment, deceit, and sudden departures were to be expected instead. The nuclear family was all poltergeist and regret. As couples opted for no-fault divorces and kids faced the challenges of parents grieving separations and forming blended families, people wanted to understand the puzzle of romance. Social psychologists continued to work on the problem of intimacy, developing love quizzes and attachment interviews to measure the persistence of beliefs about self and other, from early pair-bonding between child and parent to adult romantic relationships.

 




Fatal Attraction, the second highest grossing film of 1987, dramatized American fears of attachment gone awry. In it, a woman named Alex Forrest (Glen Close) seduces and becomes obsessed with a man named Dan Callagher (Michael Douglas) to the point of stalking him, his wife, his daughter, and their ill-fated pet bunny. Despite the apparent presence of mental illness in this woman—who fakes a pregnancy, cuts her leg with a butcher knife, slits her wrists, and dissociates in the  strobe light of her dark living room as she switches a table lamp on and off and on and off—the audience is poised to cheer when Alex meets her violent end.

 



THE VERY SAME YEAR, 1987, saw the development of the HAZAN-SHAVER ADULT ATTACHMENT INTERVIEW, a device to measure and compare attachment styles among adults. Most people fall into one of three categories derived from Mary Ainsworth’s Strange Situation, each represented by a cluster of statements about optimal psychological space.


SECURE

I find it relatively easy to get close to others and am comfortable depending on them. I don’t often worry about being abandoned or about someone getting too close to me.

 



 



AVOIDANT

I am somewhat uncomfortable being close to others; I find it difficult to trust them completely, difficult to allow myself to depend on them. I am nervous when anyone gets too close, and my partners often want me to be more intimate than I feel comfortable being.

 



 



ANXIOUS/AMBIVALENT

I find that others are reluctant to get as close as I would  like. I often worry that my partner doesn’t really love me or won’t want to stay with me. I want to get very close to my partner, and this sometimes scares people away.


 


—CINDY HAZAN AND PHILLIP R. SHAVER, “Romantic Love Conceptualized as an Attachment Process”



Research institutions like SUNY Stony Brook and UC Davis established Adult Attachment labs for longitudinal studies of the adult children subjected to the STRANGE SITUATION test in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

Some people move confidently through the world, expecting to return to a secure base at the end of every day. Others manage the risk of being disappointed by remaining aloof and abdicating intimacy altogether. In between secure and avoidant there sits a riddle called ANXIOUS-AMBIVALENT ATTACHMENT. People with ambivalent or anxious-fearful attachment styles long desperately for intimacy but their world is peopled with failures. They ask adulterers for loyalty and they ask liars for honesty. They hide their true feelings, forget the hiding place, and rage when no one can find them. They sharpen the edges of ingenuity against the abrasive whetstone of a withholding lover. Security is always elsewhere. Preoccupied by its pursuit, they walk into strange rooms and fold their bodies in strange arms to study their own strange faces in the reflection of a stranger’s eyes.

YOU WOULDN’T THINK IT COULD GET WORSE BUT IT DOES.

When security and anxiety are elicited by the same attachment figure, an endless loop is initiated: fear and the need for reassurance are followed by rejection and the intensification of fear. Approach and avoidance mesh in the person’s gestures; she moves towards the mother but averts her eyes or turns around and walks backwards toward her. As adults, members of this group have trouble regulating their own emotions. They wonder who on earth would want them. Why belong to a club that would have you as a member?

Science labels them DISORGANIZED.
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