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INTRODUCTION:


The Balls-out Truth About Depression


AMY FERRIS


This is what I know this morning.


Post-coffee.


Pre-wine.


Yesterday my friend asked me, Did you ever try it? Yes, I said, yes, I tried suicide. Obviously, this was all around the news of Robin Williams and his death. Yes, I said . . . I was young, much younger, and so sad. I was miserable and unhappy and felt all alone in the world. I felt like nobody knew what it was like, this damp darkness. Everything was pitch black. There was no color anywhere. It was dark and lonely, and the best way I can describe how I felt at that time in my life was like being in the middle of a forest, and it’s eerily dark, and you don’t know which way to turn so you take baby steps. Teeny steps because you don’t know where you are, and you can’t see anything, and you don’t know how to find your way out, and you reach out for something to touch, but it’s not there. You fall down, and you don’t know how to get up, so you start by getting up on your knees, and then slowly, very slowly, you straighten up . . . and start to walk through the darkness, and you’re not sure you’re gonna make it out, but you silently hope and wish and pray that you do. And I said to her—my friend—you know that saying, there’s a light at the end of the tunnel? Well, the truth is, there is no tunnel. No tunnel in the pitch blackness. Forget about finding the light at the end . . . you can’t even find the tunnel.


So, yes . . . I tried suicide. The pills, the stomach pumped. And all that follows. But I was lucky. Fortunate. Blessed, whatever you wanna call it, because at nineteen someone wanted to save me, help me, hold me. And then I became a Buddhist, and then I battled my demons and unhappiness and self-hatred every single day. Well, not every day. Some days they got the best of me and I could barely move. But I fought fiercely. And some days I won, and some days they won. And some days it was a match. And some days I wanted to die, and some days I wanted to not only live, but live with passion and find beauty in my life and find love. And then what I found out, I found out that you gotta save your own life. Because the person holding your hand, they can get really tired. They hold on so long and so tight that their arm aches. And that’s when I had my epiphany, my breakfast at epiphany moment: if you really wanna save yourself, you gotta be willing to throw someone else a line, grab onto someone else and save them, help them, hold them. You gotta be willing to see another person’s suffering and pain and look them in the eye and say, I know how you feel.


I. Know. How. You. Feel.


I have your back.


I’m gonna hold you, and I’m gonna hold you tight.


And the truth is, the balls-out truth is this: those of us who suffer from bouts of depression, who don’t believe we’re good enough, who can barely make it out of bed some days, who struggle with self-esteem and the whole concept of self-love . . . when we use our own pain and suffering so that we can understand another person’s heart . . . it doesn’t eliminate our pain, or make it vanish, or go pouffff—but it does make it bigger than ourselves; it makes it worth the struggle. I look at the folks I know—some very personally, some on the periphery—who have gone through hell and back a million times, and they use their life every day to inspire, encourage, and awaken the good and greatness in others because they know what it was like to be flat-out broken, broken into little pieces.


So, yes, I tried it.


And I’m awfully glad that I didn’t succeed at it.


I’m glad, so very glad, that I was a failure at that attempt.


Because I get to rise up every single day and work through my life stuff, face my own demons—like all the other beautiful, imperfect, breathtaking survivors you’ll read in these pages—and then strut my stuff and tell each of you that you are awesome. You are magic and glitter and all that’s extraordinary in the world. Because the truth is, even in our darkest moments, even in our saddest moments, even in our most broken moments, we have magic in us; we have glitter and sparkles; we are goddesses and gods, Buddha’s, kings, and queens.


When I decided to take on this topic—depression, suicide, mental health issues—I thought I knew what courage was, what it looked like. I was wrong. I say that without any hesitation. I have often thought of suicide as a way out. A way out of my pain, my heartbreak, my sorrow, my mood swings, my abusive (past) relationships, my fears and crippling self-doubt. For me, truthfully, it was a second thought, impulse. The first thought being, How do I get out of here? I understand why folks take their life. I do. I understand that moment, that fierce mighty blinding moment. But I also understand why we’re told to count to twenty, breathe in and breathe out, put the gun down, place the pills back in the bottle, remove the scarf. Sit. Breathe. Make a call. Ask for help. Reach out. Reach out again and again. And again. Life is precious, it is precious even in the worst of times. Because even in the worst of times there is always something—a memory, albeit, a small teeny memory—that can reel us in. Back. Home. It takes massive courage to say, “I’m not happy.” To say and declare out loud, “Please, help me, hold me.” It takes huge courage to share our lives—the messy, dirty, crappy, and complicated pieces of our lives. It also takes enormous courage to keep that pain a secret. After all, we live in a world where the round yellow happy face was the single biggest seller for years and years. People love happy. A frown would have never sold. It takes massive huge courage to wear a frown. It takes guts to wear it, and own it, and say, “Here’s my story, maybe it can help you . . .”


So this book is for you, all of you. The men and women, girls and boys, who always—always—wear their scars like stardust.


You are amazing beyond belief.


You are.


Yes.


So go on, strut your gorgeous stuff today knowing—absolutely knowing—that you are not alone.


This I know for sure.


This I’d bet my life on.




Riding With the Top Down


BEVERLY DONOFRIO


It’s 1971. I’m twenty-one, and I’m beginning to believe everything will turn out all right. I can drink in bars legally, and I’m not trapped in the house without a car anymore because my son is old enough to stick his thumb out and hitchhike with me. Jason is three, fun to be around now, and can do most things on his own, which is good because I am too young to be a mother and can barely take care of myself. We sing to Beatles songs and dance all over the house. Whenever he wakes up before me, he pours his own cereal and milk, and then watches cartoons. He doesn’t bug me to get up until nine or ten.


Sometimes, I borrow my mother’s car and take Jason to the frog pond, where we sit all afternoon, frog eyes sticking out of the water, turtles climbing onto logs. He turns thoughtful, and says, “You’re my mother, but you’re like a sister too. Right, Mom?”


I had to hug him for that one because this is my new child-rearing philosophy: If I’m happy, my kid will be happy, so I’m having fun. He sleeps at my parents’ house a few times a week. I bring our laundry for my mother to wash on those days, watch the Soaps with my sisters, stay for dinner, and then head off with my best friend to the Italian Club bar.


All those cute, strutting guys at the Italian Club bar.


Dancing to the jukebox.


Riding in the backs of pickups with the lights turned off in the moonlight . . . running through sprinklers on the golf course.


Once when I was tripping, I saw in the bark of an oak tree all the roads of the world, so many choices to make, so many directions to take. I felt hope like bells ringing. I would leave this town and return one day driving a red sports car, the top down, my long hair flowing, and show everyone how wrong they were about the pitiful girl who got pregnant in high school.


Turns out, that happy time never got the chance to pick up speed. While a friend borrowed my house to sell his garbage-bag full of pot, I was off with a guy in the woods singing to his guitar. It wasn’t my pot, just my house. But the old judge at the trial wheezes, “A mother on welfare selling drugs for profit? I’m not inclined to go easy on you, young lady. But there is the child to consider.” My name is plastered on the front page of the newspaper. Now I’m not only a single ex-teen mother on welfare with a kid, I’m the leader of a drug ring and will spend the rest of my life a convicted felon.


Now when people give me a look in the grocery line, it isn’t only because of the food stamps, but also probably because they know who I am and wouldn’t touch me with a ten-foot pole. I don’t blame them. If they get too close, I might contaminate them with lousy luck.


The guy I’m in love with doesn’t want to touch me with a ten-foot pole either, but the sex is too good, so he comes by on Friday nights after the bars close and parks his car on another block. He’s a schoolteacher and says if people found out about us he’d get fired.


Every week in the town hall, my probation officer harasses me with questions I refuse to answer: “Been to any orgies lately? You shoot some heroin? Isn’t that what you hippies are into?”


I feel like I did when I was a kid and lost my mother in the department store, like I’ll never see her again, and there will be no rescue. I’m so lonely, I eat half a loaf of Wonder Bread toast slathered with butter and jelly every night just to comfort myself.


I grow so fat I jiggle.


Nothing fits me anymore, so for Jason’s first day of kindergarten, my mother buys me a new pair of jeans. Jase and I walk down the corridor holding hands, and instead of thinking about how much I’m going to miss my son, I’m worried the other mothers will stare because I’m too young to have a child, and I radiate White Trash.


When we reach the classroom, Jase doesn’t want to let go of my hand. I pull a chair out for him and he sits up straight, his hands folded on the table, and stares ahead, being brave. He looks so grown up with his hair parted on the side; he’s wearing a pinstriped shirt with a button-down collar and looks so frightened I think my heart will break.


After school, he hands me a crayon drawing of the two of us without arms and teaches me a new song he learned. The next day, I wave him off on the school bus, go back to bed, and don’t get up till he comes home.


Jason has a life and I don’t have a clue how to get one.


I apply for a job as a file clerk at the steel mill, and another one at the hospital to train to give EKGs. Both of the men interviewing me ask who will take care of my child the half day he isn’t in school; what will I do when he’s sick? I say my mother will take care of him, which is a bold-faced lie because she has her own job. And the real truth is I have no idea how I’d get to and from work every day. I don’t have a car, and there’s no public transportation. It doesn’t matter anyway because I never hear back from them.


I’m like the frogs Jason catches and traps in coffee cans, hitting their heads on the plastic lid. When Jason tries to hug me, I feel like he’s dragging me under. A day doesn’t go by when I don’t yell at him for something. My life is already ruined, and now I’m ruining his, too. My parents would love to have him. And he’d love to live there. If he doesn’t like what’s served for dinner, my mother makes him something special. There’s dessert every night, ice cream in the fridge, boxes of cookies, a dog, a cat, a man in the house, and my two younger sisters.


Jason would be better off. Life was never fair, and now it’s cruel, unsafe, ugly. Whenever something good happens, something worse happens in reaction. Good people who try to change things—Gandhi, President Kennedy, Martin Luther King—are assassinated. Friends of mine are killed in the Vietnam War, which nobody with half a brain believes is about keeping America free. A friend home from ’Nam tells me his job was to pick up body parts, put them in bags, ship them home. Picturing this, I can’t sleep for nights on end. A Buddhist monk sets himself ablaze on TV. People riot, cities burn, police are brutal.


I am so filled with sorrow for the world, I can’t bear it.


And I can’t bear myself either.


I’m a fat, ugly sad sack who anyone in their right mind would run from. Even worse, I am not a good person. I have a terrible temper, and I’m ungrateful, selfish, argumentative, and don’t know when to keep my mouth shut. I also wouldn’t give up saying “fuck” in every other sentence, even if I could. I’m sure I’ve deserved all the bad luck and punishment I’ve received in life, and I don’t know how to change myself so I won’t keep deserving it. I’m in terror that life will clobber me the most when I least expect it, so I must be vigilant, which exhausts me. Dragging myself out of bed in the morning, my legs feel like concrete, my eyes do not want to see, my ears do not want to hear; I want to disappear and be nobody.


Suicide would release me.


Suicide would be a relief.


Suicide is the only way out I can think of.


My death will be a gift to my son. He’s only five and will hardly remember me, if he remembers me at all.


Jason is staying overnight at my parents’ house. At 8:00 PM, I climb into bed and dump a hundred aspirins onto a dishtowel that I’ve laid out in front of me. It’s an amount, I’m told, that will eat a hole through the wall of my stomach and make me bleed to death. Since I sleep sixteen hours a day, I’m counting on sleeping through it. I begin taking the pills two at a time and notice how the walls are dotted with my dried blood from the mosquitos I swatted when I was pregnant and didn’t have screens. It had never occurred to me to wash the walls. There’s something wrong with me. I thought I’d be an author, live in New York City, have outlandish and interesting friends, travel the world, have plenty of money. But I’m facing the truth: I’ve been damaged goods from the day I was born. Whipping myself with my mind like this, I swallow maybe twenty pills.


And then a message comes to me like a feather floating into an open hand: It’s always darkest before the dawn, and then another, When winter comes can spring be far behind?


It’s as though a dam breaks. I burst into tears and cry until dawn. And then I do something I never thought of before: I call the psychiatric clinic at the hospital.


Many years of therapies, six different therapists, meditating, practicing yoga, praying the rosary, and more than a few bouts of depression later, I return to my home town to ride in the Memorial Day parade. My high school friend is bringing up the rear in a red Corvette, and I’m sitting in the passenger’s seat, waving.




Suicide, a Love Story


MARK S. KING


This is the story that haunts my waking hours. It is a story with many ghosts.


It started when AIDS began its murderous march through my community, when gay men learned the intimacies of death, when so many perished we couldn’t properly grieve for them all. And when our hearts were crushed from the weight of mortal questions that such very young men were never meant to answer.


Those answers, all these decades later, still elude me. This is what remains.


The hoarse sound of my brother Richard’s voice nearly thirty years ago, phoning me after a period of frustrating silence during the declining health of his lover, Emil. Richard, my role model and a dozen years older than me and also gay, was saying that Emil wanted to see me.


“Tonight,” Richard said. Within an hour, my boyfriend, Charlie, and I walked through their front door.


Richard led us to a sofa in the den, piled high with a mountain of blankets. Emil’s head—which looked small, ancient, and childlike at once, despite being less than fifty years old—peered out through heavy folds. A curved reading lamp reached over Emil’s body, casting a dramatic yellow glow across his face.


It was as harsh as the fluorescent lights I had often seen above the hospital bed of so many dying friends, shining straight down, showcasing the sickness beneath.


“Hey there, Emil,” Charlie said, with a jarring friendliness. “How’s it going?” I had learned not to lead with a question like that. Even in my early twenties I knew the social protocol for the dying.


“Hello, Charlie,” Emil said weakly. His voice was a strained breath that worked without the cooperation of vocal chords. He looked shrunken.


The blankets moved slightly, and Emil produced a tiny, aged hand. It trembled slightly as he motioned to Richard, who acknowledged the signal and left the room. Charlie and I groped for words and finally surrendered to the silence.


Richard returned with an envelope and placed it in my hands. I smiled toward Charlie and noticed that Richard and Emil were without expression, lost in their silent, exhausted daze. I opened the envelope and pulled out a $100 department store gift certificate. I said how thankful I was, but the words came out as a strange pleasantry, as if the gift was a birthday present from a coworker. I was confused and it showed.


“For all your help the last few months . . .” Emil breathed.


Richard managed an almost perfectly horizontal smile, and I knew at once that he had bought it. I thought of him driving across town for the item, on strict orders from Emil to purchase the certificate and from what store, and Richard wondering if his lover would be alive when he got back.


Emil cast sleepy eyes on Richard, and I knew it was time to leave. I leaned forward toward Emil and barely brushed my hand across the blanket as a farewell. Richard led us out and stood on the porch as we drove away. I watched him close the front door. The porch light blinked out.


Only three nights later, Charlie and I would be summoned once again. We were bleary-eyed from the chaos that had begun with Richard’s phone announcement an hour before, delivered with stunned, impassive clarity that Emil had passed away.


Richard pointedly directed us to the den, where Emil was nowhere to be found. He had spent his last days by his lover’s side in the master bedroom. His body was still in their bed, away from view. I could hear a vehicle approach. Charlie turned to the windows behind us and pulled the blinds away.


“No,” I said. “Don’t. We better not look.” He released the blinds and the car—or hearse, or coroner’s truck—drew nearer and was now chugging just outside the window and beside the front steps.


We stared at each other, dissecting every sound as they took Emil away. We heard wheels, barely squeaking across tile floors, rolling out of the master bedroom and across the house. The front door creaked. There were muffled voices of instruction. A heavy car door screeched its objection to being slowly opened and then closed again. I wanted to pull the blinds wide open and see for myself, but I didn’t dare.


The vehicle changed gears and began the retreat down the driveway. We held our breath as it drove down the hill and faded away.


Richard walked into the den and we sat up straight. I couldn’t speak, couldn’t spoil the reverence of the moment with pitying words.


Richard asked me to stay the night, and Charlie gave Richard a silent hug and left. Richard and I didn’t stay up, didn’t talk much at all. He withdrew to his bedroom and I fell asleep on the sofa to the sound of my brother’s distant wailing.


I was awakened in the morning by Richard’s voice. He was on the phone across the room, speaking to someone culled from the worn pages of an address book he held cradled in his lap. I quietly rolled over and watched him. He was beyond the grasp of any healing embrace.


Every call began the same, with his weary hello and then softly announcing he had some very bad news. And then he would say it out loud, something he had been terrified of ever saying, but that now would be repeated a dozen times on the morning of his lover’s death: “Emil has died.” In those moments, I learned the meaning of utter dread at last.


Richard usually made it through the first few moments, but then would be barraged with condolences and have to say “thank you,” and “yes, he certainly was,” and “I know he is no longer in pain” a few times during each call. And it was that part that would break him, and he would convulse again into sobs, so that his goodbye would be hard to understand.


He would catch his breath, finding the next name in the address book through teary eyes, and then pick up the phone again. And again.


It is one of the most powerful images of my brother that I have. I sometimes dream of it.


These are the memories, so very dark but never distant, that confound my joy in having lived with HIV for thirty years. My prayers to survive the deadliest days, even above the lives of others, were answered with the loss of nearly everyone close to me. My great triumph of inexplicable good health is so tragically arbitrary it can be hard to bear. I am often lost at the junction of guilt and gratitude.


The sorrow visits me without warning. It is the filter through which I see the graveyard, the photos found in a drawer of dear young friends who will not age, the borrowed clothes in my closet that need never be returned. The reminders are hidden bombs, sad remembrances waiting to detonate.


Only a few years after my brother lost his partner to the epidemic, Richard would personally deliver another woeful explosive to me. It was a story of grief within grief. The rolling stone of pain can gather plenty.


“Did I ever tell you about the night that Emil died?” my brother Richard asked me.


I cocked my head. “Well, I was there, Richard, so I mean—”


“You were there after,” he said, and downed his drink. “Don’t you wonder what it was like just before?” He asked the question nervously, a perfect match for the cigarette he held in one hand—a long-broken habit, suddenly resumed—and the cocktail in the other, which he’d requested shortly upon arriving to my apartment.


“It’s not like I was trying to keep it from you, Mark,” he said, and he offered the glass for replacement. It was an odd thing for him to say.


I walked to the kitchen and unscrewed the vodka bottle, beginning to feel an aged and familiar misery. Richard talked as I cracked an ice tray.


“Emil had one of those tubes that went way inside him, in his chest . . .” He was beginning a story I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear.


“A Hickman catheter,” I said.


“Yeah,” he answered, and he reached for the drink while the ice was still twirling. “But something was wrong with it the night before. It was swelling. So we took it out.”


I took a seat as Richard paced.


“The next morning the nurse came and Emil was being stubborn. He didn’t want the new Hickman.” He gulped his drink and took a breath. “I got an inkling what he was up to when the nurse said ‘Emil, starving yourself is not a pretty way to go.’ But Emil kept saying, ‘no, no, I won’t do this!’ and I remember he looked so weary, Mark. Just exhausted.”


This wasn’t the visit I had planned. I wanted Richard to help me think of a birthday gift for a close friend who laid dying in an AIDS hospice. Something for the man who had nothing. Something I would retrieve for myself after he was gone. But my sad choice couldn’t compete with the story that was now rumbling out of my brother.


“I walked the nurse out and went back to Emil. He reached up for my hand, and he said, ‘you knew that today would be the day, didn’t you?’”


Richard looked at me but didn’t acknowledge what must have been a growing expression of shock on my face.


“I knew Emil wanted me to say yes, so I did. But inside I was screaming NO! NO!”


Richard stopped, and I found the silence torturous.


“Well,” I said, “it sounds like he was . . . in charge of himself.”


“Oh, he was in control all right,” he responded. “He told me to go get the book. The one about how to kill yourself.”


Richard’s next few remarks would be lost on me. I couldn’t get past The Book.


“So I’m reading him the chapter we had picked out,” Richard was saying, “and it suggests washing down the pills with alcohol. We had some Seconal and I found some Scotch.”


I knew about assisted suicide but had never heard of the mechanics of it firsthand, or considered the logistics a caring lover would undertake, or witnessed the haunted result like the one that now sat chainsmoking across my living room.


“I made some toast for him just like the book said,” he continued, “and while we waited for him to digest the toast, I opened the capsules and put the stuff into a glass.”


I imagined my brother sprinkling powder into a glass while Emil looked on. I wondered what kind of small talk that activity encouraged.


“I poured the scotch, a couple of good-sized shots, and he wanted it right away.” His voice trailed to a whisper. “I wanted him to wait, to wait, to wait . . . I wanted to hold him. I wanted to do it right, you know? But he kept reaching for the glass, and I would say, ‘no, Emil, wait, please wait, I want to say I love you again . . .’”


Tears were filling Richard’s eyes. His whole body began to shake, knocking his glass loudly on the coffee table as he set it down and brought his hands to his face.


And even so, he went on.


“Emil downed the glass in one gulp and made a face, and then he just laid back on the pillow.” Richard looked up at me and managed a sad grimace. “Emil always said that when you go, you go alone. I hated that for him. I wanted him to feel me there, you know? So I held his hand real tight . . .”


I stared at my brother. Tears streamed from his face. His eyes searched around the room, trying to focus on something, anything, that would bring comfort or clarity.


I couldn’t tell what I was feeling about this. Was it pity? Was it shock? How many kinds of pain can we distinguish within our soul?


“The book said to wait twenty minutes after his heart stopped, you know, before calling the doctor,” he said. “I kept leaning over him and trying . . . trying to hear his heart. But I couldn’t because my own blood was pounding in my ears! And those next twenty minutes . . .”


His voice constricted and gave out. Neither of us moved.


“What were you doing” I finally asked, startled by the sound of my own voice, “during those twenty minutes?”


“Screaming,” he said simply.


Silence engulfed my apartment, surrounding the word.


I put my arm around him and he continued to weep. Please be all right, I thought. Please be happy again, Richard. My brother. My brother.


He received my embrace but his heart had taken distant refuge. It had long been numbed by the effects of the spent cocktail glass, sitting impassively on the coffee table, occasionally clinking with the sound of shifting, melting ice.




Three Girls, Laughing


BETH BORNSTEIN DUNNINGTON


We were three girls together, laughing—Iva, Rena, and I.


Five years after Rena died, I named my newborn daughter for her: the Hebrew name Rena, and in English, Marena. Something my daughter has had to explain her entire life. “Marena with an ‘e,’ not an ‘i,’ not the traditional spelling.” No, not traditional, as there was nothing traditional about her namesake, Rena Shapiro: brilliant, funny, irreverent, sunflower-seed-eating, legs crossed on a chair at Yale. A mensch. “I love your Betsey Johnson shirt,” I said to her once, early on. “Hang on,” she replied, and before I knew what hit me, the shirt was off, revealing a massive bra holding in her size double-D breasts. “Take it, it’s yours,” she said. “It’ll look fabulous on you! Better than it looks on me.”


Rena holding court, regaling us with tales, laughing her hearty, deep, authentic laugh. She called me “The Mother of Us All” because I played Susan B. Anthony in Virgil Thomson’s opera of the same name. Rena loved telling the story of when eighty-five-year-old Thomson, who wrote The Mother of Us All with Gertrude Stein (Stein’s last work before her death), came to see our Emerson College production in Boston. On opening night, a large set piece fell down as soon as the orchestra started playing, and from the audience, Virgil Thomson—already old, already famous, already almost dead, certainly almost deaf—screamed out, “Somebody get a nail!” After that, Rena would occasionally imitate Thomson, turning something even marginally funny into something hysterical, because it was Rena’s take, her interpretation imposed on anything that lifted it up, elevated its status.


“More than a fruit bowl, it’s a work of art!” she would say about something she loved that rarely, if ever, had anything to do with fruit. “I love you more than life, but less than art.” Rena-isms. I think she actually coined the phrase, “They’re dead to me.” Grand, larger-than-life Rena. College was her happiest time, and she was a force of nature back then.


Rena in a mental hospital years later, after Dick left her—ripped black fishnets and a short skirt, her platinum blond hair cropped like Edie Sedgwick, but still fiercely unique; Rena made it her own. Her 1981 college yearbook photo shows Rena in fake fur and a tiara with the caption, “What becomes a legend most?” The yearbook editor gave her an entire page, three pictures of her in different poses, a brochure advertising her goddess status, even at twenty-one.


Now, again, years later, Rena in the last mental hospital, the one she would soon talk her way out of, the one where she would say to the doctors who weren’t as smart as she was, “I promise I won’t kill myself if you let me out.” And they did.


Rena in a paper Burger King crown: gold, torn on the side, just slightly, but showing that she had worn it before. Rena, the King of McLean’s, who at twenty-eight would kill herself, as she told us she would. “Cut it out!” we all would say. “Stop it.” Because we didn’t want it to be true, didn’t believe it was even a possibility. What did we know in our twenties about that level of despair? Rena, who couldn’t even pee by herself. “I have to pee,” she would say at a party, a Newport Menthol Light dangling from the corner of her mouth. “Come with. Come with.” And of course we would, six of us crowding into a bathroom with her because Rena demanded and attention was paid. Rena, who called me The Mother of Us All, was in fact the real mother of us all.


Rena finding her way by herself to a hotel room where she would take all the pills she had apparently been stockpiling in the Burger King Hospital, the hospital where she must have read Eloise, Pippi Longstocking, and Harriet the Spy, her favorite children’s books, to the other patients, because through it all books and words were everything. Something she and Dick shared, their love of books. They spilled out of too-full bookcases in their Boston and New Haven apartments; you would trip over them walking in the door. Rena and Dick: the whirling dervish and her wildly talented playwright husband. Everything swirled around them, once.


But before that, and long before hand-written notes were sealed with her beloved cat stickers and a decayed body was discovered in a hotel room, it was three girls together, laughing—Rena, Iva, and I.


“I met someone today,” I told my freshman college roommate, Iva Newton. We lived in a dorm room at 100 Beacon Street in Back Bay. It was a small room, too small for us: me, a tall, loud, musical theater redhead from Winthrop, Massachusetts, who needed to sing all the time and who wore green, high-waisted polyester pants, the style in 1977; and Iva, the hippie chick from Southern Pines, North Carolina, who arrived in Boston with ripped jeans, waist-length blond hair, and skis strapped to her back. Iva—introspective, southern, softer against my louder, redder self. We found our way toward each other after an all-night talk just a week or two into school, discovered that the outsides were different, the pictures were antithetical to each other, but the words, the dreams and desires (which would shape our whole lives, although we didn’t know it at the time), they were exactly the same. So much so, we could see the same vision, look into a kaleidoscope and decipher the same patterns, the same configurations. We even finished each other’s sentences. And so there really wasn’t room for a third girl. Until Rena.


It was later, a month or so down the road, when it was clear that no third girl was going to make her way into our world. “I met someone today. Rena Shapiro. She’s Israeli and she’s going to translate ‘Exodus’ into Hebrew for me so I can sing it at the Ethical Society event this weekend. She’s on her way over.”


Rena, sashaying into the certainly-too-small-for-her-larger-than-life-presence dorm room, wearing a Joan Crawford-style black and white polka dot dress with a crinoline, like a movie star, like a goddess. All red lips and blond hair. “I’m going bald,” she would announce to everyone, from dying her hair so much over the years: purple, pink, black, white. Rena, deciding on the spot that Iva and I were her people and that she would adopt us, let us bask in her light, her star status. And we did, gratefully and willingly. Rena, looking into the kaleidoscope and seeing the same colors as Iva and me, the miracle of three girls sharing the same vision, no jealousy, no two against one—that girl thing, especially in teenage years. No, we were a triumvirate, a perfect threesome. Beth, Iva, and Rena.


Iva flew in from London in 1988 for Rena’s memorial, her youngest child clinging to her leg at the New York City service, where she tried to talk about Rena but had lost her voice. And me, singing Gershwin’s, “They Can’t Take That Away From Me,” the song I was asked to sing in her letter to me, not told, as would have typically been Rena’s way, but instead she asked, because above everything Rena was kind, and she knew it would be hard for me to sing the same song I had sung six years earlier at her wedding to Dick. I sang it because I never said no to Rena, to anything she asked of me. “I have to pee, come with.” Okay. “I’m firing an actress from a play I’m directing at Yale. Get on a train to New Haven tonight. You’re going on tomorrow. It’s the lead.” What? Okay. “Walk with me through the streets of Queens in the middle of the night. I need to find a place for Dick to live to get him away from Kitty.” Really? Okay.


I recently posted a video of us on Facebook; I seem to post this video every year. It’s my twenty-second birthday party and we had just graduated from college. We’re all there, at my parents’ house in Winthrop: Rena, Dick, Iva, Nancy, Ricky, Allison, Mario, a dozen or so others. My Nana Anna is there, my brother Michael, still in high school, and my parents—they’re young and beautiful and so thrilled for us. My aunt Harriet is holding up a big cake and someone starts singing “New York, New York,” and we all join in; we DO want to be a part of it, New York, New York, and after the song is sung the camera pans around the room, landing on Rena, and she says, “We love Beth. We love her the most of all. She’s the greatest, in the words of Michael Kenney. She’s going to New York to be a star and will take us with her. She’s The Mother of Us All!” I don’t remember who Michael Kenney was, I think he went to college with us, but Rena loved throwing out random names like that, and what I take out of that video, out of that day, is that Rena held me up, told me I was it, that I would take the world by storm. Once she was gone, there was no one saying those exact words. No cheerleader saying, “Take it, it’s yours.” There was a quiet space where there had once been so much sound.


This year was the twenty-sixth anniversary of Rena’s death. Twenty-six years ago, sitting in my New York City apartment, I got the call from her mother in Boston. “Our girl is gone.”


No. Oh God, no.


Life as I knew it was over.


“Our girl is gone.”


And the weight of those four words, of having to tell everyone else, holding the phone away from my ear as one by one our friends screamed, cried, called out for her, insisted, as I did, that it wasn’t true. But it was true. Rena was gone. Our girl, who couldn’t even pee by herself, found her way to a lonely hotel room on Cape Cod. She didn’t tell anyone. She needed it to work. She couldn’t live with going from what she had been, a larger-than-life twenty-something icon, to an anonymous girl in a line at recess at a series of New England psychiatric hospitals. My husband, Steve, and I would drive up and she would break out of the line and run to us, not looking behind her, letting Steve pick her up and hold her in his strong arms. Then she was asked to return to the other patients. Once it came to that it was over. Once it came to that there was no turning back, even though she promised the doctors that she wouldn’t kill herself. The doctors who weren’t as smart as she was.


I picked her up at that last hospital in Boston, and we walked down Boylston Street together as if it was any other day, any other day before mental hospitals. “I need to go into Barnes and Noble,” she said, ushering me into the bookstore. “I need to find a book on euthanasia.” “Cut it out!” I said. “Stop it.” What we all said to statements like that when we thought Rena was just being a drama queen, just being herself. I didn’t see it. My mind refused to even entertain a world without Rena Shapiro. It simply wasn’t possible. It didn’t matter what she said. It didn’t matter that she told us.


I think the video I posted of our college friends at that long-ago birthday party is the only footage of Rena when she was well, before illness, before my wedding nine months before the end of her life, when she was clearly not herself, not holding court. All the other bridesmaids were in the hotel bathroom—Iva, Nancy, Susan, Allison—they were putting on makeup and playing with their hair, paying attention to themselves, not to me. Probably what all twenty-something bridesmaids do. Rena never looked in the mirror once. By now she was thin, not robust, not voluptuous, as she had been. She sat next to me on the hotel room bed in her black bridesmaid dress, and me in my wedding gown and veil, asking me what I needed. Asking how I wanted her to hold her bouquet as she walked down the aisle. She actually practiced while the other girls were laughing in the bathroom. In the photos, she’s the only one holding that bouquet high enough, and you can see that it took effort, that she had to think about it. This was the last thing she would do for me and she wanted it to be perfect. I didn’t think about the fact that she didn’t look in the mirror at my wedding. I wish I had. I wish I had known that this was a sign. But I didn’t. And I spent years blaming myself for her death.


“I am a tourist in my own life,” she wrote in her suicide note. We made copies for everyone and handed them out at the memorial in the packed, standing-room-only New York City event space where everyone who loved her came to celebrate her life. But it wasn’t a celebration; we were in despair. A room full of theater people who had no words, except what we wrote about her, and read, or sang. There was only grief that day . . . the loss was too great.


“Please don’t be too sad,” she wrote to us. “I would not have done this if I didn’t absolutely have to. I know I would have been a wonderful teacher and mother. It just wasn’t meant to be.”


But early on, in 1977, Rena, all red lips and white-blond hair, all sashay and savvy; and Iva, my beloved friend still, and a survivor of that time with me, a survivor of all we have lived through since: cancer, the end of her marriage, other disappointments, but also triumph, such great triumph—our film, our theater company, our thirty-seven-year friendship, our careers, our five collective children—and me, nicknamed “The Mother of Us All” but knowing that there was once a girl named Rena Shapiro who was really the mother of us all . . . I prefer to remember the early days of three girls walking arm in arm in arm down a Boston street, when life was good and the world was open and ahead and filled with promise and possibility. The possibility of three girls, laughing.




Medication Makes Me Whole


ANGELA M. GILES PATEL


The most dangerous times for me are the moments after I remember that I forgot to take my medication. This is the time when I convince myself that I am on the path to weaning myself from the required daily dose, that I am already hours into a medication-free life and can keep going, that there is no time like the present, that I will be okay.


I have been on antidepressants since I was fifteen and first prescribed a tricyclic. I am now forty-four. There must have been something I said that jolted my mother, though I cannot recall it among the string of arguments we had. I was unhappy and articulate, which meant that I could tell her with venomous precision just how much sadness I was experiencing. And I did so on a regular basis, telling her how I wanted to live anywhere else, how I hated school, how I wanted to disappear. I was the problem child, the oldest child. My two sisters were far better adjusted than I was, and I lived life as the moody black sheep in the family, perpetually aware of my inability to be normal.
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