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PREFACE



Ten years ago, I started writing down vignettes that developed into personal stories. I wanted to share the bumps and nudges, prods and prompts that led to my awakening from a decades-long struggle to carve out a place for my well self. And to evolve. In these pieces, I shared my vulnerability, and that helped me take steps to move forward. Those pieces developed into this book, in which I describe how, over time, I came to my senses. From my wartime infancy in Uptown Mardi Gras–saturated New Orleans to three months before Katrina, when I took refuge in the ancient fir forests of the Northwest, I tell stories of obsession, unholy judgment, and grief.


Raw and sometimes funny, my tumultuous journey tells of breaking the trance of the New Orleans tribe I adored, learning to trust my intuition, and building a new community of healing. Written out of my curiosity, bright outlook, struggles with alcoholism and bipolarity, joyful sense of adventure, and desire to find my groundedness, these stories are connected by grace.


Note well: While most of the names in this book are real, a few have been changed.





Chapter 1



THE SUMMONS



In early spring of 1962, while I was living in a locked ward at McLean Hospital, no longer hallucinating, in therapy every day and recovering from the psychotic break that had landed me there, an attendant came to my room to tell me I had a phone call. He walked me to the telephone closet down the hall, where I picked up the dangling receiver. “Marilee,” my mother said, “you’ve been invited to be Queen of the Krewe of Osiris Ball for next year’s debutante season!” She was so excited. I could hear it in the upbeat pitch of her voice.


“Mom, I’m in McLean. What are you thinking?”


“Marilee, we think it would be a great way for you to come home.” I could hear the determination in her voice. But she sounded so far away.


My heart shrank as I realized she had no idea that what she was asking me to do was absurd, not to mention dangerous. She believed it was in my best interest to go home for the balls, pick up the thread of my life, and fold myself back into the tradition. She hadn’t a clue what leaving a psych ward to attend a fake royal bash might do to me. She didn’t know what she was asking of me. But she insisted, nonetheless.


“But you’ll make your debut! Yes, there will be heavy commitments, and you’ll have to fly down from Boston for all the events. It’ll be wonderful. Just like it was for me. You’ll start in August. That’s when the deb parties begin, and all the debs are featured in The Times-Picayune. Then there are two large presentations of the debs on Thanksgiving weekend, more presentations during the Carnival season from Twelfth Night, or January sixth, until the stroke of midnight on Mardi Gras, March 6th this year.”


I didn’t know much about the Krewe of Osiris, but I understood that, like any Mardi Gras krewe, this krewe would put on balls with monarchs, a tableau, masked dancers, and gowned guests. As their queen, I would have to follow a punishing schedule of dress fittings and presentations and parties and balls that would demand a commitment of time and energy I didn’t know if I could muster. This would require me to play a role they had chosen for me at a time when I was struggling to figure out who I was. It would be several months before I could leave the hospital, and I had no idea what shape I’d be in or how I would navigate post-hospital life, how I would manage to maintain a therapy schedule, a full slate of college classes, and buying groceries. Was I going to be able to do this?


“Mom, do you really think this is a good idea?”


“Marilee, the Krewe of Osiris made a formal request for you to be their queen this year, as an honor to your grandfather. Your grandfather, your father, your stepfather, your cousins, the whole family will be so disappointed if you don’t accept,” she said. “It’s an honor for the family as much as for you.”


My grandfather, E.O., was an influential member of the New Orleans community and well known in Mardi Gras circles. He had started in the cotton business in New Orleans at the age of sixteen, worked his way from messenger boy to principal cotton trader for the whole city, and made a mint, or so I’ve been told. And in the middle of the Great Depression, E.O. donned an ermine-trimmed train and white tights to reign as Rex, King of Carnival, with Nain, my grandmother, cheering him on. As I thought of him wearing his crown and waving his scepter to the crowds of people below him as they watched the Rex parade go by, his big smile shining above his pasted goatee, I remembered the day my cousins, my sister Pixie, and I discovered his crown and scepter in the attic, waking me up to the seduction and splendors of Mardi Gras and its celebrations. I’d nursed a fantasy of one day being crowned queen and wielding a scepter of my own. Pixie and I had returned home from our weekly visit with Daddy’s family late one Sunday afternoon in 1950, when my cousins Lawrie and Malcie joined us and discovered the treasures in the attic of my grandparents’ house on Loyola Avenue.


“Let’s go up to the third floor,” Lawrie, one year my senior, said, “and see what we can find! We can sneak up there without them hearing us.” Lawrie drew up all of his four feet eleven inches and beckoned to us girl cousins to follow him to the upstairs back hallway. Brown-haired and wiry, he had the pale skin of a redhead. At nine, he was the oldest in our tight little group and liked to boss us girls around, but he was fun, and I didn’t mind much. I was eight, Malcie almost eight, and Pixie seven. We followed him, huddled gleefully in a rough circle—ready for some adventure. We ran past the adults already holding toddies in their hands and followed him up the stairs.


Lawrie gingerly turned the knob of the door to the attic and placed his tennis-shoed foot on the first step of the steep wooden stairs. Pixie went next, then Malcie, and I brought up the rear. When I had previously asked what was behind this door, my grandmother had said, “You’re not allowed in the attic. Pocky is the only person who can go up there,” ending the conversation. Pocky, aka Arthur Bradford, and his wife, Octavia, worked for my grandparents. I had known Pocky all my life as my grandparents’ servant.


We knew Pocky was downstairs serving drinks to our parents, so we didn’t have to worry about him stopping us. And creeping up together in a pack made it easy to disregard the rule. We crawled up the narrow stairs one after the other, past a mop and bucket, scrub brushes and rags for cleaning bedrooms and bathrooms on the second floor, wooden tennis rackets, cans of balls, badminton racquets, and birdies. What else would we find up here? I chewed my lip, a little nervous about going into the darkish, off-limits upper reaches of the house.


I briefly imagined that the grownups were downstairs in the living room, standing around the highly polished brass fireplace guardrail, drinks in hand, a lively fire giving off a woody smell that blended with the faint perfume of the signature scent of one of my female relatives, but I can’t remember whose. In Nainnain and E.O.’s house, five o’clock signaled the cocktail hour, with or without company. My grandfather was probably sitting in his cognac leather chair under a portrait of Winston Churchill, drinking his toddy, fiddling with one of his pungent pipes, his legs crossed, revealing a slender ankle and garter, his bright blue eyes sparkling. He always faced away from the portrait of his deceased son that shined out over the room. I never saw him look at it.


I knew Pocky, dressed in his white, stiffly pressed butler’s jacket, linen napkin carefully folded over his forearm, would be entering from the kitchen pantry to serve E.O. his bourbon from an octagonal silver tray with a smile that bespoke comfortable familiarity—the perfect butler playing his role—and then he would serve the others. I wonder, did Pocky take a deep breath before entering the living room? Was he extraordinarily skilled at playing the role of devoted butler in order to make a living? If so, he was a good actor.


Octavia, slight with thin ankles but large bosomed, would be standing in the kitchen, heaving her usual audible sigh as she arranged cutout circles of crustless watercress sandwiches and bacon-wrapped water chestnuts on another silver tray for Pocky to pass around. Octavia’s presence provided a divine buffer between us and the adults who were too busy drinking and talking to think about what the children were up to. While Pocky and Octavia served them downstairs, we kids felt free to poke about. I doubt we would have ventured into the attic without this window of unsupervised time.


And there, leading our adventurous pack up the attic stairs, was Lawrie, who landed noisily on a thin piece of plywood at the top of the steps and stage-whispered to us girls, “Come on up. There’s plenty of light from the front window.”


I could see enough to step on the first two-by-four and then the next and the next until I stood at the front attic window, all glass from far above my head to my knees. It was weird to look down on narrow Loyola Avenue, lined with oaks and crepe myrtles, from so high up. I could peer into the upper windows of the house across the street and into the branches of the large oak tree in the lot next door.


I turned around and caught Pixie and Malcie gleefully hopping from one attic floor beam to the next. Blue-eyed Pixie was something of a very pretty tomboy—so pretty, people just liked to look at her. She loved a bit of mischief, showing up unafraid and full of spunk. She and I shared a room. She was neat with her things, smart, and read until we had to turn the lights out. She was different from me, with my sturdy legs, hazel-brown eyes, and thick brown hair. She did not express her emotions openly the way I did, and I thought she was the apple of E.O.’s eye.


“Shush, you all!” I turned toward some hanging garment bags, paused for a second, unzipped one, and discovered one of my grandmother’s beaded ball dresses. Such pretty fabric! Pale blue, soft, and substantial. In the dim light, I could make out a scooped neck and the beads around it glistening with the light reflected from the front window. I fantasized about finding more dresses to touch and try on, sparkling in a long gown. But two more bags yielded only heavy wool suits. I felt gypped. And I wasn’t up for jumping across the two-by-four beams.


“This floor is scary,” I said to no one in particular.


About that time, Malcie, the adventurous one, called out to the rest of us from deep in a corner, bending over a large, pale, yellow-green box about fifteen inches high. I made my way over to her, thankful not to fall between the beams.


“Ouch, my head!” I’d hit the upper interior surface of the slanted roof. I held my hand over the bump, stooped down, and examined the outside of the faded chartreuse velvet box for myself. It was hinged, about the size of two of Nain’s sofa cushions stacked one on top of the other.


Malcie opened the clamshell-shaped box and shrieked, “Look at this!” What did I smell? It was so dusty.


“Wow!” Pixie and I said simultaneously.


Lawrie moved in close to the box, eyes wide open as he stood up and knocked his head. “Ouch!”


A man-sized crown and a slender metal stick covered in gold tones and rhinestones—I would later learn it was called a scepter—sparkled at us invitingly from the ivory velvet lining of the case, which was musty from being stored away for more than a decade. I moved in gingerly, careful of my footing, drawn to this fairy-tale object that summoned thoughts of royalty and shone even in this dark attic. Images of kings and castles, queens and princesses leapt into my mind. This was a real crown!


With some self-importance, Lawrie explained that this must be E.O.’s crown and scepter from the day he was Rex, King of Carnival—before any of us were born. “He must have worn this when he led the Rex parade through the city! Mom told me all about this.” He lifted the crown from its fittings and placed it on his head. “My mom was queen a few years after E.O. was king.” Awkwardly, he waved the long, decorated stick back and forth in the limited attic space, a silly, joyful grin on his face. The shaft of the slender scepter looked like white gold and was topped with imitation diamonds that seemed real to me.


“I’d like to try it,” said Pixie, hopping up and down.


Lawrie handed the crown and scepter to Pixie, ignoring his red-haired sister. When Pixie put the crown on her head, it slipped down over her face. She managed to swing the scepter from left to right, then yielded it to Malcie, who slipped on the headpiece and, pushing it up away from her face, broke out in a big grin as she waved the magic wand.


“My turn, y’all!” I cried. I was surprised—the crown felt as weighty as a stack of books. And it didn’t fall down on my good-sized head. I gripped the scepter and touched Pixie lightly on the head, as if knighting her. I waved the wand back and forth clumsily and laughed out loud. I liked the feeling of power surging through my body.


Malcie clapped her hands and said, “You’re a queen!” Pixie balanced on a beam and grinned. I wanted to know more about why my grandfather had this crown and scepter and what it meant to be King of Carnival. I had so many questions. Why had he been chosen for this? Had he had to pay for it? Had he gotten to pick his own queen? How did one become a queen? Where had the dresses come from? And where had Nainnain been in all this? Had she been the queen to his king?


Lawrie yelled, “Watch out for the overhead beam!” as I strutted around from one floor beam to another in a rush of elation, grinning at the others, throwing back my shoulders. Lawrie stood with his hand out, on tenterhooks, so I passed the crown and scepter back to him. He accepted it carefully and said, “I’ll take another turn while I can.”


“E.O. must be a special person,” I said, and so I must be special too. My disappointment at not finding more ball gowns in the attic melted away, replaced by the joy and shushed hooting of clandestine play.


For that hour, stepping across the attic floor boards in my grandparents’ attic, surrounded by Pixie and my cousins, I forgot worrying about whom my mother would marry and, my greatest fear, moving out of Nain’s house where I felt so safe. Focusing on kings and queens bypassed the confusion and pain of being part of a broken family and not knowing who I was.


I liked the idea of carrying on a tradition that my family embraced. I felt a warmth settle in my stomach just thinking about my family’s friends and acquaintances, belonging to a group. Little did I know that the life of make-believe kings and queens required a prescribed etiquette and would take on a different connotation for me in a little over a decade.


Standing in the attic, I sang the words of what had become the Carnival anthem shortly after the 1872 visit of a Russian aristocrat to the New Orleans Carnival: “If Ever I Cease to Love, If Ever I Cease to Love, May the Grand Duke Alexis ride a pony into Texas, If Ever I Cease to Love.” I remembered the flag I had seen hanging from a long pole in front of my grandparents’ house during Mardi Gras season—purple, gold, and green on a cream background with an embroidered crown in the center and the year of E.O.’s reign appliquéd in the corner.


Suddenly, I heard, “Whoa, what was that?” Pocky’s voice rose above the din, and the dreams flew out the attic window. Our play came to a halt. “Mr. Lawrie, Miss Marilee, Miss Malcie, Miss Pixie, come down here right now. You’n supposed to be up in the attic, no way. Get outta there. Your parents are callin’ you. Come downstairs right now!”


“Whoops, time to go,” Lawrie said.


I yelled down the stairs, “Pocky, we’re comin’! Please don’t tell ’em where we’ve been. We’ll behave.”


I took one last longing look at the velvet box. Pocky, attic guardian, caught in between, stood in the hall near the door until I, the last one of us down from the attic, firmly closed the door—but not before I saw the curl of his mouth and glimpsed a suppressed smile.


Remembering that magical day in the attic, I found myself intrigued at the thought of wearing a crown and wielding a scepter—now, as an adult. As I stood in the hallway at McLean, my mother at the other end of the call, all those young dreams of being a queen were reawakened in me. I recalled the photograph I had once found in Nain’s desk drawer, showing her dressed as Queen of the Mystick Ball. She was walking regally down a white canvas path that had been laid out before her, wearing an elegant gown with a long train, and accompanied by six debutantes in gowns almost as beautiful as hers. And another image—this one of my mother as Queen of the Mystery Ball, wearing a bejeweled crown and holding a scepter. I, too, could be a queen. Dreaming of this, I pushed aside the sense that the make-believe life of kings and queens required a punishing schedule and strict etiquette, and that it demanded I play a role laid out for me. I pushed aside my doubts about whether I’d be able to do it without falling apart. To see the look on E.O.’s face when I walked as a queen might be worth all the trouble and risk. And, still in recovery in McLean, still finding my way, my voice, myself, I couldn’t say no when my mother, my family, my tradition summoned me home. Saying no to them was not an option.





Chapter 2



DEX DIARIES



I think my family had been preparing me to take my place in the family tradition and grooming me for the possibility of being a queen my whole life. From our life in New Orleans to the summers spent at E.O. and Nain’s summer compound in Biloxi, I was constantly being molded for the role I was to play.


My grandparents’ Biloxi compound was a magical place for my sisters, my cousins, and me. The 1847 red brick house sat far back from a long white picket fence. It was side-gabled, two stories, with upstairs and downstairs galleries stretching wide across the front. From the upper gallery and from the swimming pool through the fringed branches of the venerable three-hundred-year-old towering oak tree, you could see Deer Island a mile away in the Gulf of Mexico. In high summer we had our rituals—swimming in the pool, climbing trees, playing hide and seek all over the four acres, and tying scrap meat to round nets for crabbing off the pier across the coastal highway. We feigned afternoon naps while Nainnain took her rest, sat at the table together and ate Octavia’s delicious fresh food, rocked in the big hammock mesmerized by the moving patterns of oak branches against blue skies, and on rainy days built forts with upside-down rockers. I felt secure under my grandmother’s management.


Summers in Biloxi, I was Nain’s best helper.


“You’re my angel,” Nainnain said as we crossed the grounds carrying dirty glasses from the swimming pool to the main house. As we walked past Pixie, Malcie, and Lawrie, who were taking turns hanging from a trapeze under the Osage orange tree, I felt a tug to be with them. But I changed my mind when we passed the towering oak tree on our way in from the pool, and Nainnain said, “Your ears should be burning. Dr. Esh says you’re his favorite.” I felt embarrassed at being singled out this way, but I liked Dr. Esh, short for Eshleman. He and his wife, longtime friends of my grandparents, were guests in the red-shingle house on the property. Seventy-five, but seeming much younger, Dr. Esh tickled my funny bone. He’d stand on his head in the grass and walk around the shallow end of the pool, cupping his fingers, creating waterspouts, and making squeaky noises while the other adults sat around an umbrella table, smoking and drinking Cokes or toddies. He enjoyed himself and broke with tradition—an odd duck. I liked him for that. Thinking of what Nain had said, I suppose Dr. Esh and I admired the quirkiness in each other.


Nainnain pulled her wide straw hat from her head. “I’m glad you’re helping me get the supper ready,” she said, opening the screen door. I nodded. “We’ve got a big crowd, and I can use your assistance.”


I followed my grandmother into the kitchen and put the unwashed glasses in the sink, suppressing my desire to go play with the others. As the oldest female grandchild present, I was always encouraged by my mom to help with snacks and supper. It was expected, and I didn’t mind lending a hand. Nainnain really did need me, and I needed her just as much. The words of praise in her calm voice always soothed me, and I felt a warm glow. I loved that she seemed unshakeable and delivered no surprises. My shoulders loosened as she asked me to take Cokes and a bowl of crackers out to the pool. I felt more at ease around her than the other adults, even my own mother.


A few days later, I was on my way to take a swim, anticipating a dive into the deep, shaded end of the pool. I saw Dr. Esh heading for the pool and wondered what funny thing he would reveal that day. Mrs. Eshleman was walking from the rear screen door of the red-shingle house toward the steps to the raised pool, her five-foot figure outlined against the bamboo growing along the property line to her left. She wore a lavender linen sheath dress and canvas sling-back shoes, her bluish-gray hair rolled tightly in a neat curve at the nape of her neck. She carried a tray of Coca-Colas, beads of condensation forming on the green bottles. Spotting me, she called for help, nearly dropping her tray. I hurried over. She chattered away, holding her tray out to me, pushing it closer. I grabbed it from her, staggering under its weight, which she ignored.


Walking alongside me, she wiped her pale white brow, talking at a fast clip. “The adults will be delighted to have something to drink. I’m so glad you can help me, I’m almost faint from the heat.”


I cringed at her shrill voice. Biting my tongue to hold back what I really wanted to say, I smiled and said, “Yes, Mrs. Eshleman,” and then headed for the pool with the tray, yelping each time my bare foot stepped on a rockachaw, the coastal sandbur that infiltrated the lawn, wishing I had worn sandals. The sharp stings from the brittle flowers shocked my whole body, not just my feet, and I almost lost it. My aunt Malcolm, Malcie’s mother, noticed my plight and hopped out of her chair to meet me on the steps leading up to the pool terrace. She took the tray from my hands. “That’s so heavy with all these Coke bottles,” she said, smiling. “Thanks, Marilee, for helping out.”


I sighed, relieved and grateful for the help and her thanks. As the stinging subsided, I walked to the other end of the pool under a low branch of the big oak tree and dove into the clear amber artesian water, the unusual color probably stemming from iron or clay. No one else was in the pool and, being pretty far from the adults sitting on the terrace at the other end, I pulled down my bathing suit top, feeling the joy of cool water rippling over my chest. For a few stolen minutes, I shut my eyes and imagined my legs bound in a single scaly sheath, gliding through the water, my tiny buds bobbing under the surface, the angle of the water making them appear larger than reality. I liked the delicious pressure of the water against my skin, the feeling of weightlessness. The bliss of it! But the thought of the people at the other end of the pool prompted me to force my eyes open, pull up my straps, and release the mermaiden sheath binding my legs.


My mother’s voice pierced my reverie. “Marilee, run into the house and get my glasses, won’t you?” She sounded sweet in front of everyone.


I sighed and climbed out of the deep end to accommodate her. After all, she had just taken me shopping for a bathing suit, even if she had made a big deal of picking out one that made me look thinner.


I grew up a world-class people pleaser, but try as I might, I felt I could never please my mother. When my sister Penny came along, with her high-spirited nature and disregard for such niceties, it was a little shocking to me and probably to Pixie. I could laugh outright at Dr. Esh’s antics, but my baby sister’s boldness unnerved me—that impudence that I envied and couldn’t imagine emulating.


When I was almost ten years old, Mom married Albert Bruce Crutcher Jr., whom we called Crutcher. He had transplanted to New Orleans from Texas, where he’d worked in the oil business. In New Orleans, he continued to work in the same industry, eventually starting his own company with a partner. When he walked into our lives in pursuit of my mother, my whole world changed, for better and for worse. The beginning was definitely rough. A month or so before they were married, Crutcher invited all of us kids and Mom to go to a movie. We were supposed to depart from Nainnain’s house at three o’clock, but at 2:50, I had a sudden attack of constipation. Barely able to move, I crawled to the small bathroom I shared with my mother and sisters.


I lay on the white tile floor, writhing in pain, surrounded by lemon-yellow walls, a slight breeze ruffling the short pressed white cotton curtains on the open window. Nainnain’s maid knelt down, talking to me softly to help me relax, and Nain stood by. Mom came to the bathroom and stood in the doorway, briefly, but she gritted her teeth the whole time, knowing that Crutcher and the others were waiting downstairs, ready to go. I felt so embarrassed, humiliated, and wildly frustrated that I was late for the outing. But I was stuck, mortified, unable to straighten up.


Within three minutes, Mom announced she would go on with the others without me. I stayed home and missed the first special outing with Crutcher. Misery was my name, misery and shame. That body of mine. I don’t know if Mom told Crutcher why I’d delayed the party, but I felt awkward around him for quite a while after (just the beginning of the discomfort I would feel around Crutcher until the day I said goodbye), sucking in my stomach whenever we were in the same room.


In the spring of 1952, Crutcher and my mother married in a civil ceremony in my grandparents’ living room, witnessed by four of their friends, the portrait of my mother’s deceased little brother looking down on them. E.O. and Nainnain were away on their yacht. Octavia came upstairs and helped us brush our messy hair and put on our best pajamas over full-blown chickenpox. Then Pocky and Octavia looked on from the dining room doorway in their uniforms, hands folded, smiling, while we girls sat on the carpeted steps and gaped at our gorgeous mother. We weren’t about to miss her wedding by staying upstairs in bed, and she was too busy downstairs to keep us away. I thought she was beautiful in a pale blue linen suit and a tiny hat with a fern-green veil. Crutcher, with his big presence, cut a handsome figure in a white linen suit, his half-gold front tooth gleaming in the afternoon sunlight that filtered through the windows.


After they returned from their Caribbean honeymoon, we three daughters with Mom moved into Crutcher’s two-room apartment. My excruciating self-consciousness and embarrassment from wearing pajamas in front of this stranger mitigated itself with the hilarity of jumping on three beds pushed together in the one bedroom of Crutcher’s place. After a couple of months adjusting to close quarters, the move to a larger apartment on Walnut Street overlooking the trees in Audubon Park felt freeing. By this time Mom was pregnant. Pixie and I had moved into a small bedroom painted bubblegum-pink off the kitchen pantry. We had matching white iron beds, slant top desks, and tall windows that looked out on the metal roof of parking garages.


It was clear before long that Crutcher ruled the roost by cajoling and persuading with his loud voice. “Marilee, you and Pixie can play tennis for five hours today. And figure out a plan for earning money this summer.” And, in an almost inaudible voice, I would mumble my words on purpose because I didn’t have a good enough answer.


A few months after moving into the Walnut Street apartment, Mom took me to the family pediatrician, Dr. Emile Naef, to talk about my “weight problem.” I was ten at the time. I envied Pixie her slight build, and Penny, my younger sister, age five, was a slender kid as well. I sat in the doctor’s office silently shrinking into the sofa cushions, staring down at a leaf in the faded chintz pattern and feeling that familiar shame. Dr. Naef was Swiss but had moved to New Orleans when his daughter’s family settled there. He touched his straw-colored, thinning hair, slicking it back with his fingers. Does he pencil in those ginger eyebrows? I wondered as he gestured to us to sit in chairs across his desk from him and asked how we were doing.


Almost immediately he said, “I know of a new way to help young ladies lose weight. I think you’ll be astounded at its effectiveness.” I never questioned him or my mother about why she thought I needed this treatment. I simply soaked up her and my stepfather’s opinion that I needed to lose weight and figured this just fit into all the preparation for being a deb, a queen, a proper New Orleans society lady. So I took the Dexedrine and thyroid pills Dr. Naef prescribed for his “new way.”


That fall, when I started sixth grade, I felt sped up with new energy from the Dexedrine, and I couldn’t sleep well. At odd times my body felt like a buzzing bumblebee, unfamiliar and uncomfortable. On the bright side, my schoolwork was excellent. It was easy to pore over the books and focus for hours, and I loved the attention I received for doing well. In fact, it became the only praise I could count on. And did I become thinner? Yes, just as most preadolescent girls do when stretching into their almost-eleven-year-old skins.


Over the years, I made regular trips to Dr. Naef’s wood-paneled office and treatment room, housed in his family’s hundred-year-old cottage. During each visit, the same routine unfolded. I’d sit on a rattan chair or the faded chintz sofa in the long reception hallway with its high ceilings, staring out at the crepe myrtles growing near the windows, waiting for Dr. Naef’s receptionist to call my name, and when she did, I experienced the inevitable tightening in my gut as I slowly stood up to follow her. Chatting away, she’d lead me through the double, half-glazed doors to the doctor’s office, while Mom remained in the hallway leafing through magazines or reading a book, sometimes with a baby in tow—or pregnant with another. Mom seemed always either newly pregnant, about to give birth, or carrying a newborn.


Everything in Dr. Naef’s office appeared to be a variation on the color brown—the bead-planked walls, the old wide pine-board floor, the two dark-brown oriental rugs, the few hard wooden chairs—and he himself wore putrid brown silk suits. On each visit, I knew I’d see that ultra-cheerful but impersonal smile plastered on his face, along with the gleam in his eye, looking as though he were trying to get me to buy something. He’d direct me to enter his treatment room off to the right—white paint over beaded board—while delivering identical questions and comments every time.


“How are you, my dear Marilee? Yes, yes, you look marvelous. Sit here on this table.” He’d poke in my mouth, nose, and ears with a flat wooden stick while I sat politely (of course) but warily, wondering how many pounds I would register that day. When he finished, I’d hop down from the table and stand on his tall scale. As he moved the metal slider, I felt I might die of suspense before it settled into place. He fussed at me if I’d gained, praised me if I’d dropped a few pounds. Either way, I stayed quiet while my stomach churned and my throat and cheeks burned. It’s curious to me today why, on the one hand, I was so obedient, and on the other, so untrusting. What was clear was that I didn’t know how to escape that conflict within me.


Year after year, I took the prescription refill, and Mom and I dropped it at the prescription counter of Katz & Besthoff, whose ubiquitous purple oval sign dotted the map of New Orleans. Some of what went on around this “weight problem” I mistrusted—at times I truly thought I looked just fine—but as I had so little trust in myself, I kept quiet.


Dr. Naef wasn’t the only person who asked me to step on scales. Soon after he married my mother, Crutcher started weighing me every morning. When I think about those mornings, the small white hexagonal floor tiles below the scales flash in front of my eyes. I would stare at the black lines around each tile and start counting the tiles to keep my mind focused away from the shame of standing on the scales for Crutcher. I was doing what he asked, even though it seemed odd and wrong.


Crutcher was good-looking, enthusiastic, loud, and firm in his convictions of how things should be done. He was well intentioned, but his Marine pilot training and zero experience with parenting caused a degree of pain that he didn’t intend unless he thought it was character building. Perhaps because he was an only child, he demanded the attention of all of us. I don’t know. I do know I often felt confused and ashamed around this new father figure, as if the wind were being sucked out of me, joy eclipsed. A large-boned man, his big, raw physical energy and loud voice dominated the apartment, so different from that of either my father or grandfather, who were known more for their courtliness and elegance. They were Southern men, not cowboy Texans. I was still going with Daddy to his mother Sissy’s on Sundays, but I felt he never embraced his role as a father. As I didn’t see Daddy any other time, for the most part, Crutcher willingly filled that void in his own inexperienced way.


Standing on the scale, my anxiety level would rise as predictably as the sun. Every morning, Crutcher conducted my weigh-in as if he were doing me the greatest favor. My daily dose of shame despite his blustery encouragement. Before school each morning, still in my pajamas, he would shoo me into his and Mom’s bathroom. “Hop on the scale,” he’d say, sticking The Times-Picayune under his arm, taking a sip of the black coffee and chicory Mom brought him, and whipping out a small notebook and golf-scoring pencil from the bathroom cabinet. “How much today? One hundred thirty-two. Good work. Down one.”


I’d watch the needle move and read the numbers that registered. More often than not, when the needle went up or stayed the same, I’d burst into tears of frustration and shame—not knowing how to care for my sensitive self.


“Stop being so emotional!” Crutcher would say. “Stop crying, for Christ’s sake. This is for your own good.”


I’d focus my eyes on Mom’s rubber douche bag hanging over the towel rack above the tub. Not that I knew what it was. Some days, when Crutcher was out of town getting an oil land lease signed, Mom was in charge of my weigh-in. “Come on now,” she’d say, her words clipped, “just stand on the scale and get it over with.” Deep sigh. “Come on now, Marilee, I need to go get Allison and Penny ready for school.” On those days, I felt abandoned by Mom, even though she was right in front of me. Other days I went numb, meaning, I think I just left my body.


I dreaded the routine, but there was no brooking this new practice. I never questioned, at least out loud, the weighing-in ritual and its effect on me or my siblings, or on my mother, for that matter. My mother’s inexplicable collusion with Crutcher and Dr. Naef—really with the entire situation—galled me in later years, but during the years of weigh-ins, her participation in the ritual and her abandonment of me were just part of the morning nightmare.


Dinner around the square wooden table in the apartment presented some of the most mortifying times. Crutcher would pull himself up and wave his fork. “Marilee, you don’t need to eat so much rice with your red beans. It’ll show up on your thighs.” Another time: “Whoops, no dessert for you. Pass it to one of your sisters.” Mother would glare surreptitiously at me, as if to say, Don’t dare talk back to him. One school friend who spent the night told me, embarrassed, that she couldn’t come for supper anymore, because she couldn’t stand how I was treated at the table.


I can’t remember when the scales took a back seat. There were years of bizarre incidents, such as leaving the school lunchroom in the seventh grade to meet Mom in her car with lean, bunless hamburgers still warm in tin foil. We ate in the front seat of her maroon Chevrolet while my schoolmates sat in the wood-paneled dining room, enjoying black-eyed peas and rice and salad. When I weighed in over 135, in eighth grade, I was banned from going out with friends and kept from seeing a ninth-grade boyfriend. I can’t remember if I was weighed in during vacations when I started boarding school at fifteen, but I continued taking the Dex and thyroid pills.


One day in eighth grade, Crutcher said, “I have a brilliant idea. Marilee, why don’t you go to Bill Long’s Bakery and eat as much as you want. Then you can go play handball for a few hours.”


I acquiesced, shoulders folding in. I didn’t know how to say no to him. In a corner of my mind, I heard a voice saying, He does this for your own good. And my chief skill, lest we forget, was still people pleasing.


We arrived at the bakery on Freret Street. I had often accompanied my mother there when shopping for a party or buying a king cake at Carnival time, and I had sometimes dreamed about the pastries behind those slanted glass counters.


We walked through the glass and metal door, a Coke machine on the left and L-shaped glass counters dominating the room, redolent with the smell of yeast and sugar. When Crutcher smiled and said, “Marilee, buy as many pastries as you want. Doughnuts, chocolate éclairs, brownies, Belgian slices. Here’s some cash. Take your time,” I only felt embarrassed. What was fun about being told to eat those goodies under these bizarre conditions?


Crutcher had rounded up my sister’s boyfriend, also my friend and contemporary, blond and adorable, and hired him to be my workout coach for the day. Why in the world had he chosen this boy? I never asked, and I’ve never figured it out. Crutcher had instructed me to dress in sweat clothes despite the eighty-five-degree temperature. And to top it off, he’d invited a couple of family members to come along. The others were standing around the shop, my three-year-old brother Bruce running his finger along the length of one of the glass cases.


“And when you’re done,” Crutcher went on as he picked up the heavy box of goodies off the case and handed it to me, “I’ll drive you two to the handball court at Tulane where you can hit balls for a few hours. In your sweat clothes.”


What? I found myself watching the scene from afar, as though completely disconnected from my own body, from all feeling, unable to move—then felt humiliated. Here I was eating, or rather, bingeing in front of this cute boy and my family. Yet I felt torn. Part of me drooled at the thought of devouring these sweets, and I wanted to believe that this crazy plan could work to help me not eat so much—after all, Crutcher said it would—and part of me burned with shame and hurt to be targeted with this kind of attention. I bit into a chocolate éclair, then a couple of Belgian slices, a brownie, chocolate chip cookies, almond sugar cookie—and then I gagged. There were at least seven more in the white bakery box. No pleasure there.


At that time, I was a healthy 135 pounds. Not an ideal weight for a deb or a queen.


“Come on, Marilee,” Crutcher urged as we walked by the case on the way out, “have another one. You don’t have to skimp on this.” I looked at the pastries behind the glass—delectable—but that was it for me. Stuffed, I climbed into his black Cadillac, that long, sleek car—it looked like a pimpmobile—he used to go looking for oil land leases. He delivered us with our rackets to the Tulane gymnasium and drove off with the younger kids.
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