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			For all the party girls.

		
	
			Introduction

			A BABY SEAL WALKED INTO a club. Just kidding! The baby seal was me. And fine, I didn’t walk into a club, per se—not on that night, anyway. It was the VIP tent of Cirque du Soleil—you know, the famous French Canadian circus show? They’d set up a big, white tent—it sort of looked like a peaky marshmallow—called the Grand Chapiteau on Randall’s Island, which was up on the East River just off Manhattan. Earlier that evening, I’d been picked up at the Condé Nast building in midtown and chauffeured there. For “work.”

			It was the summer of 2009, and I was walking with a bit of a limp because I had broken glass in my foot from . . . well, I wasn’t sure what from, exactly. I think I broke a bottle of Kiehl’s Musk on my bathroom floor and then I stepped on it, I guess, and I never wound up getting the shards taken out.

			“You need to go see a doctor,” my boss—legendary beauty director Jean Godfrey-June—said every day when I hobbled into her office in ballerina flats. “Today.”

			“I will,” I’d promise. But then I’d just go home, pound Froot Loops in a dark trance, or get high with my friend Marco.

			Yep! I was twenty-six years old and an associate beauty editor at Lucky, one of the top fashion magazines in America, and that’s all that most people knew about me. But beneath the surface, I was full of secrets: I was an addict, for one. A pillhead! I was also an alcoholic-­in-training who drank warm Veuve Clicquot after work, alone in my boss’s office with the door closed; a conniving uptown doctor shopper who haunted twenty-four-hour pharmacies while my co­workers were at home watching True Blood in bed with their boyfriends; a salami-­and-provolone-puking bulimic who spent a hundred dollars a day on binge foods when things got bad (and they got bad often); a weepy, wobbly hallucination-prone insomniac who jumped six feet in the air à la ­LeBron James and gobbled Valium every time a floorboard squeaked in her apartment; a tweaky self-mutilator who sat in front of The Tonight Show with Jay Leno, digging gory abscesses into her bikini line with Tweezerman Satin Edge Needle Nose Tweezers; a slutty and self-­loathing downtown party girl fellatrix rushing to ruin; and—perhaps most of all—a lonely weirdo who felt like she was underwater all of the time. My brains were so scrambled you could’ve ordered them for brunch at Sarabeth’s; I let art-world guys choke me out during unprotected sex; I only had one friend, a Dash Snow–wannabe named Marco who tried to stick syringes in my neck and once slurped from my nostrils when I got a cocaine nosebleed; my roommate, Nev “­Catfish” Schulman, wanted me out of our East Village two-bedroom; my parents weren’t talking to me ever since I’d stuck my dad with a thirty-thousand-dollar rehab bill. I took baths every morning because I was too weak to stand in the shower; I wrote rent checks in highlighter; I had three prescribing psychiatrists and zero ob-gyns or dentists; I kept such insane hours that I never knew whether to put on day cream or night cream; and I never, ever called my grandma.

			I was also a liar. My boss—I was her assistant at the time—had been incredibly supportive and given me six weeks off to go to rehab. I’d been telling Jean that I was clean ever since I got back, even though I wasn’t. And then she promoted me.

			So now I was a beauty editor. In some ways, I looked the part of Condé Nast hotshot—or at least I tried to. I wore fab Dior slap bracelets and yellow plastic Marni dresses, and I carried a three-thousand-dollar black patent leather Lanvin tote that Jean had plunked down on my desk one afternoon. (“This is . . . too shiny for me,” she’d explained.) My highlights were by Marie Robinson at Sally Hershberger Salon in the Meatpacking District; I had a chic lavender pedicure—Versace Heat Nail Lacquer V2008—and I smelled obscure and expensive, like Susanne Lang Midnight Orchid and Colette Black Musk Oil.

			But look closer. I was five-four and ninety-seven pounds. The aforementioned Lanvin tote was full of orange plastic bottles from Rite Aid; if you looked at my hands digging for them, you’d see that my fingernails were dirty, and that the knuckle on my right hand was split from scraping against my front teeth. My chin was broken out from the vomiting. My self-tanner was uneven because I always applied it when I was strung out and exhausted—to conceal the exhaustion, you see—and my skin underneath the faux-glow was full-on Corpse Bride. A stylist had snipped out golf-ball-size knots that had formed at the back of my neck when I was blotto on tranquilizers for months and stopped combing my hair. My under-eye bags were big enough to send down the runway at Mercedes-Benz Fashion Week: I hadn’t slept in days. I hadn’t slept for more than a few hours at a time in months. And I hadn’t slept without pills in years. So even though I wrote articles about how to take care of yourself—your hair, your skin, your nails—I was falling apart.

		

			I’d never been in the VIP section of a circus tent before. There was an open bar and colossal flower arrangements, and waiters in black tie swishing around with trays of minicheeseburgers and all that. Maybe little shotties of vichyssoise. You know how it is! Anyway, I was at the fucking Cirque du Soleil not by choice, but as the guest of a major “personal care” brand—one of Lucky’s biggest advertisers. As associate beauty editor, it was my job to represent the magazine at get-togethers like these: to rub elbows and be pleasant and professional. Seriously, it was the easiest gig in the world! And yet it wasn’t always so easy for me.

			“I’ll take one of those.” I stopped a dude with a tray of champagne. “Thanks, honey.”

			“Hi, Cat!” a beauty publicist with a clipboard said. “Thanks so much for coming!”

			“Good to see you,” I lied. Thunder clapped outside.

			“The gang’s over there,” she said.

			The publicist was referring to the usual group of beauty editors—my colleagues. They were from every title you’ve ever heard of: Teen Vogue, Glamour, Elle, Vogue, W, Harper’s Bazaar, InStyle, O, Shape, Self. I attended events alongside them every day, and yet I never felt like I belonged. I’d spent years trying to get into their world: interning, studying mastheads, interviewing all over town. But now that I was one of them, I felt defective—self-conscious and out of place in the dreamy career I’d worked so hard for, and unable to connect with these chic women I’d idolized. I could barely make small talk with them! It probably didn’t help that I was always strung out on Adderall, an amphetamine pill prescribed for the treatment of attention deficit disorder. (How much Adderall was I always strung out on, you ask? Lots of Adderall. Enough Adderall to furnish four hundred Damien Hirst Pharmacy installations! Enough Adderall to suppress all the appetites of all the starving children in all the world! Enough—well, you get the idea.)

			I set down my empty glass and approached “the gang” with the same vague dread I always felt. A few women nodded hello.

			“How are things at Good Housekeeping?” I asked an editor with a Hitchcock-blond bob.

			“Cosmo,” she corrected politely.

			“Champagne?” It was the same waiter.

			“No thanks,” Cosmo Editor said.

			“Sure!” As I helped myself, a woman standing with her back to me turned around. It was the person I’d dreaded seeing all night: the Vice President of Marketing for this (major—major) beauty brand. Oh, no.

			Now my bosses at Lucky had essentially sent me here tonight to kiss up to this powerful, advertising-budget-controlling woman—the Vice President of Marketing, who not only detested me, but had recently seen me on drugs and in my underwear. It all went down on a weekend press trip to the Mayflower Spa in Connecticut, one of the most luxurious retreats on the East Coast. Other beauty editors and I were there for two nights as a guest of Vice President of Marketing and the beauty brand. The first night, there was a fancy dinner. I ate nothing. Then I wobbled back to my deluxe cottage, stripped off my clothes, popped a Xannie bar, boosted it with a strawberry-flavored clonazepam wafer I’d found stuck to a tobacco flake–covered Scooby-Doo fruit snack at the bottom of my grimy Balenciaga, and blacked out on top of the antique four-poster feather-top bed.

			When I woke up, sunlight was streaming through the windows in my suite. There was a lipstick-smeared drool stain on the Frette linens. And someone was . . . shouting. Wait, what? I turned my heavy head.

			The Vice President of Marketing was in my room—yelling at me!

			“AHHHHH!” I was nearly naked! I fumbled for the duvet.

			“You missed breakfast!” The Vice President of Marketing was bugging. Behind her was a male hotel employee with a key card. “We’ve been calling and calling!”

			“I overslept!” I cried. “Why are you in my room? Can you give me some fucking privacy? You can’t just bust in on people!” I knew I shouldn’t talk to one of Lucky’s biggest advertisers this way, but I was pissed. I may have been a drug addict, but I had my dignity! You know?

			“Be at the spa in fifteen minutes!” the Vice President of Marketing shrieked. Then she stormed out. The hotel employee scurried after her. I sat there in my benzo-fog. Had that really happened?

			The rest of the weekend was awkward, to say the goddamn least. The Vice President of Marketing glowered at me the whole time. I’d never been so happy to leave a spa.

			It was the worst press trip ever! But, of course, I couldn’t tell my boss that.

			“How was the Mayflower?” Jean had asked first thing on Monday.

			“Fantastic,” I’d lied—too well, maybe. Because a month later, I was assigned another event with the beauty brand. And here I was—the Vice President of Marketing’s guest, again—representing Lucky beauty at the Cirque du Soleil.

			“Nice to see you.” I grimaced. The Vice President of Marketing nodded stiffly, then turned away. My favorite waiter passed.

			“I’ll take one more,” I said, taking two champagne flutes. Glug-glug-glug.

			And then . . . showtime! Our group took up half of the first two rows. I was sandwiched between two other beauty editors.

			Uuuuuurrrrrgghhhhhhhhhh, I thought as the house lights went down. I slid my Ray-Bans off the top of my head to cover my eyes.

			You know what happened next. Clowns dressed like wiggers—am I allowed to say “wiggers”?—jumped out of a big box, wearing their wide pants! Or something like that. 

			Thirty minutes later, I was still sitting there chomping on Juicy Fruit and worrying that my self-tanner was making me smell like Ritz Crackers, when . . .

			“HIC!”

			It was the loudest hiccup I’d ever hiccupped, and I am a loud hiccupper.

			“Oof!” a clown grunted onstage as he pushed a ball around. Otherwise, it was quiet in the theater.

			“HIC!” I had downed that champagne way too fast.

			“Oof.”

			“HIC!”

			The editor next to me shifted in her seat.

			“Oof.”

			“HIC!”

			Finally, I could take no more.

			“Excuse me,” I whispered to the Cosmo editor. Wow, I was drunk.

			“HIC!” I squished—“HIC!”—past the beauty editor from Harper’s Bazaar. “HIC!” I squished past Vogue. Everyone—“HIC!”—got a lap dance for free, like in the N.E.R.D. song. “HIC!”

			Finally, I was in the aisle. I turned to head up the steps and—

			“AUGGGH!” I cried. WHAM! I hit the ground hard.

			The audience gasped.

			Oh. My. God.

			“HIC!”

			I scrambled out of the dark theater—into the VIP tent, where the waiters were prepping for intermission. I staggered up to the bar like I had a gunshot wound and ordered two glasses of champs. If there was ever a time for double fisting, it was now.

			Unbelievable, right? You’ll never believe what happened next.

			At intermission, the VIP tent filled with people. About five minutes later, my hiccups went away. I was preparing to return to my seat for the second act when a man in a suit approached me.

			“Ma’am,” he said. He was speaking in a low voice. “I’m afraid I am going to have to ask you to leave.”

			I didn’t think I’d heard him right.

			“Excuse me?” I said.

			“You’re going to have to leave,” he repeated.

			“Who are you?” I said.

			“I work for Cirque du Soleil.” The man took my elbow. I jerked it away. “I’m going to escort you to your car.”

			“You’re kicking me out of the circus?” I said.

			“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “I’ve been ordered to escort you out.”

			“But . . . but why?” I stammered.

			He wouldn’t answer.

			“Ma’am—”

			“I’m here with [beauty brand]!” He had to be mistaken. “They’re corporate sponsors! They bought the entire first two rows!”

			“Please, ma’am.” The guy looked embarrassed. “I have to escort you out.”

			“Is this because I tripped?” I said. I was so confused. “I couldn’t see the stairs!”

			“Ma’am.” He had me by the elbow again! So I jerked it away again. “Your car is out front.”

			“How do you know that?” I said. How did he know that? He took me by both elbows and led me through the crowd. People were staring. “Who told you to make me leave?” I looked around wildly. That’s when I caught the Vice President of Marketing’s eye: she was glaring at me. Aha.

			Finally, we reached the door. “Will you get off me?” I wriggled out of the guy’s grasp. I clomped out of the Grand Chapiteau. It was pouring rain. Sure enough, there it was: the same car the beauty brand had sent to pick me up at Condé Nast earlier that evening. My name was still in the window and everything. (How very thoughtful of the Vice President of Marketing to call it for me.) I ran twenty yards in heels on a muddy gravel path through the downpour. What did I care if I fell again?

			“Where to?” my driver said as I slipped into the backseat.

			“East Sixth Street,” I said. “Between Avenues B and C.”

			We pulled away, and I took another Adderall to sober up. I looked out the window at the rain. The pill was caught in my throat; I kept swallowing and swallowing, but I couldn’t get it down.

			At my door, I took off my heels to climb the five flights of stairs to the apartment I shared with Ol’ “Catfish” Nev. I unlocked the door, crept through the living room full of Nev’s beautiful midcentury modern furniture, and went into my bedroom. My own decor was “midcentury meth lab,” let’s put it that way. The walls were papered practically to the ceiling with fashion magazine tear sheets—­“collaging” was my favorite thing to do when I was geeked up—and makeup (so, so much makeup) was everywhere. The ceramic box on my desk was full of glass stems, Q-tips, my glassine dope baggie collection; my bed was covered in Sharpies and nude Clarins lip liners and wafts of blond clip-in hair, plus books—Norman Mailer’s Marilyn Monroe biography and Ooga-Booga by Frederick Seidel—and feather coats and Tsubi jeans. I hardly ever slept there. When I did, I just pushed everything over.

			Tonight I thought I’d rest. I lit a candle for ambience, then I took stuff from the mattress and threw it to the floor until I found them: two pill bottles, tucked under a pillow. My Xanax, and my Ambien.

			I took one of each. Then I went to the window to light a Parliament. The rain had stopped, and Alphabet City looked pretty, shiny and wet. I tried to feel at peace, but it was impossible. I kept flashing back to the Cirque du Soleil tent—the falling down, the beauty editors turning to look at me, the angry and pointed stare of the Vice President of Marketing, the grip of the man pushing me through the crowd to the car. What was I going to tell Jean? What were other beauty editors going to tell Jean? She knew them all.

			Suddenly, I needed to lie down very badly.

			I stubbed out my cigarette into a seashell, closed the window, and got in bed. I rubbed some Pure Fiji coconut lotion onto my stomach, closed my smoky eyes, and waited for the curtain to fall. I hated this part. I tried to focus on my breath, just like I’d learned in rehab: inhale, exhale.

			But I couldn’t quiet my mind. Goddammit, Cat. What was wrong with me, anyway? I had more issues than Vogue. And things weren’t getting better as I grew older. They just kept getting worse.

			Inhale, exhale.

			Fuck this. I sat up and took half a Roxicet I had on the bedside table.

			Then I closed my eyes again. Time for some visualization exercises. I imagined a white tiger leading me through a black jungle to a black river that would carry me away from my problems—away from the Grand Chapiteau, away from the Vice President of Marketing, away from the beauty editor gang. The black river carried me through the black jungle to the end of the island, then it dumped me out into a vast black ocean. But there were no sharks under the surface; it was just me. I was floating on my back and looking up at the black sky.

			Inhale, exhale.

			When the heaviness finally came it felt so nice—like the lead X-ray smock they drape over you at the dentist. I forgot all about the Red Flower candle burning on the dresser. Black waves were crashing on my bed. I slipped beneath the turbulent surface of the water. It felt so good that I wanted to sink forever. Mmm. My eyes rolled back, my body relaxed, and I passed out to the Britney Spears Blackout album always looping in my head.

		
	
		
			Chapter One

			AS FAR BACK AS I can remember, I always wanted to be a beauty editor. To me, being a beauty editor was better than being president of the United States! Yes, I lifted these lines directly from the opening of the movie Goodfellas and replaced “gangster” with “beauty editor.” But they work here, in my story, too.

			In front of me are two very rare back issues of Beauty Queen Magazine, the hottest title of the nineties. Full of brassy Magic Marker blondes with ballpoint pen–red lips and crudely drawn noses that look like dicks, the mag featured “the most beautiful ladies age 10–20” in the latest fashions: wedding dresses, bikinis, and what appears to be . . . snorkeling gear. As for beauty, the “Feb–June 1991” issue’s cover girl, Lindsay Liner, is “[a]dvertising New Michanne Make-Up”—and we know this because there’s an arrow drawn from the credit, pointing directly at Ms. Liner’s face. Alternately, the “July–Sept 1991” cover model is sans fard: “Sally Smothers, an all-natrural [sic] girl without make-up!” the cover line reads. “Does she look right?”

			“But Cat, who published this dope magazine?” all you print aficionados must be wondering. “Hearst? Hachette? Meredith Corp.?” No, no, and (definitely) no. I published Beauty Queen Magazine. I launched it in 1990, at seven years old. Young Caitlin Marnell was also editor in chief, art director . . . everything! If you were a blood relative, you subscribed to my magazine whether you fucking liked it or no: that was my readership. Which explains why there are still so many back issues floating around a quarter of a century later.

			I hadn’t seen a copy of Beauty Queen Magazine for fifteen years when I discovered the two issues in 2010 in one of my grandmother Mimi’s keepsake drawers. I was gobsmacked as I paged through them. Had I really been tuned in to like things like advertiser relationships and beauty credits and “makeunder” stories and cover lines when I was in third grade? The evidence was right there in my hands. I’d been “playing” beauty editor almost twenty years before I actually became one.

			Crazy, right?! But then again, I guess that’s just how it is when you’re hardwired to do something—to be something. And I’m sure of it: I was born hardwired to be a beauty editor. The thing is, I was also born hardwired for addiction—I believe so, anyway—and this has caused some . . . problems.

			But I’m getting way ahead of myself. Let’s turn back time, shall we?

			

			Warning! If you are grossed out by “white girl privilege” (who isn’t?), you might want to bail now. I am from the same town as disgraced former E! network personality Giuliana Rancic—Bethesda, Maryland, a suburb of Washington, DC, so white that you could practically snort it like a line—and there’s nothing I can do about that. Believe me, I have tried to cut this chapter out twice! My editor keeps making me put it back in. Also, I get very bored talking about my childhood, which means you might get very bored reading about it. Let’s just get it over with.

			I was born on September 10, 1982, in the District of Columbia under a crack-rock white moon (Marion “bitch set me up” Barry was mayor, after all). I’ve got a cassette tape recording of my birth and everything. A sample:

			“It’s a girl!” the doctor announces.

			“A girl?” my mother wails. “I didn’t want a girl!” Aw.

			When I was a kid, I had it all and then some. I grew up in a swanky neighborhood that was about “twenty minutes from the White House,” as my parents always said. The houses on my street, Kachina Lane, were so far apart that no one ever had any trick-or-treaters on Halloween. Our next-door neighbor was a Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist who’d uncovered a CIA plot to assassinate Fidel Castro. He was Mormon and had about a zillion blond grandchildren and a huge, kooky storybook-­looking Tudor house with a “bee problem” in the walls. This meant there was a crack over the living room sofa that oozed honey, and you could swipe the trickle and then pop your finger into your mouth. Mmm.

			On the other side of our property was the white-clapboard Hermon Presbyterian Church. I played hide-and-seek in the pretty little cemetery with my chocolate lab, Benny the Bear. Then there were some woods, and then—two minutes down the road—there was a cream-­colored mansion at 8313 Permission Tree Road. When I was about thirteen, someone put up iron gates with a cursive T on them. Then the boxer Mike Tyson moved in! He’d just gotten out of jail for rape. My sister and brother—Emily and Phil—and I would wave at his white limo. Sometimes we saw him grocery shopping at the Giant Foods in Potomac Village.

			What did the Pulitzer Prize winner, Mike Tyson, and the Marnell family have in common? Our properties had backyards adjacent to the famous Congressional Country Club golf course.

			“FORE!” we’d scream, right as a senator/golfer type was trying to focus on a crucial putt. Our backyard trampoline was practically on top of one of the holes.

			When tournaments like the US Open came through, my sister and I sold soda cans and water bottles through the fence for a dollar a pop. We broke into the course in the summer to run around in the sprinklers; I was also always uprooting the strange mini–Capitol Building domes that were all over the place and smuggling them back to my yard. In the winter, we’d go sledding in Congressional, which wasn’t that great. You know how golf courses are! They aren’t made for children or real fun. You’d slide down a not-so-steep man-made incline and then—whoop—drop another foot into a sand trap. So that was as good as the sledding got.

			Our front yard was sprawling and green-green-green, just like the golf course. Strangers used to picnic out there; my parents let them. We had a tennis court, and a Waldorf School–looking playground that was carved out of trees that had fallen during thunderstorms. We used the dogwood trees as soccer goals, and there were long swings hanging down from the branches of our tulip poplars. Bean pods and little pieces of fairylike fluff were always flittering down from the mimosa trees; we had a bunch of magnolia trees, too, and they had dark leaves and ultrafragrant white flowers. I used to climb them and spy on all the birds’ nests. The azalea bushes bloomed sunset colors every spring: pink, orange, orangey-red, and lavender. And there were camellia bushes, too.

			Seriously, it was insane. One time a woman even knocked on our front door and said that she was sorry if she seemed crazy, but ever since she was a little girl she’d dreamt of getting married at 7800 Kachina Lane—and now she was engaged! She showed us her diamond ring and everything. My parents wound up letting her have the wedding in the backyard, by the swimming pool and the rose garden. We all got to go! I hit the dance floor in a honeysuckle crown.

			My brother, sister, and I were beyond lucky to live in this . . . Shangri-la for ten years. My father—not so much. Five acres is a lot to keep up with. And my dad insisted on doing the lawns himself, like he was a farmer instead of a psychiatrist. There was this cranky old red tractor that came with the property, and when we were small we always had to get on there with him—I guess to share in his misery. I mean, I can’t remember volunteering to get on this tractor. It just jostled you violently in the seat. It was always spitting fire balls at my dad and breaking down. He cursed at it a lot. My grandmother wanted to buy us a llama to eat the lawn, but my dad said no. He thought Mimi was a birdbrain.

			Then there was the house itself! God, it was so cool and good-­looking—supercontemporary. Like . . . you know how Brad Pitt sort of thinks he’s an architect? Brad Pitt would have loved this house. Mimi and my parents bought it from a movie producer in 1987, a few months before my fifth birthday. The story was that the legendary Frank Lloyd Wright designed it originally, but he wound up clashing with the producer’s wife and abandoned the project to one of his students, who finished it. God knows if any of that’s true. Either way, the place was sick. It was the skinniest house you’ve ever seen. From the front, it looked like a military bunker—long and one-story, with kooky rows of tiny square windows. From above, it looked like a . . . a pinwheel, okay? Like, there was a wand—that was the bedrooms and the den and the hall—and the roof was flat and covered in gravel. You could climb a Japanese maple tree to get up there, and then walk around and bang on the skylights and scare your nanny. And the head of the pinwheel was made up of the kitchen, the dining room, and the living room, which were wrapped around a huge stone chimney in the middle. You could run through all three spaces on a loop.

			The front doors were oversize and three inches thick—dark oak, engraved. The wind always blasted them open, and my dad would lose it over the heat or AC that leaked out. The place cost a fortune in utilities every month. This was also because there were hardly any real walls. Everything was glass! When I was five, a massive tree fell through the glass living room during a summer storm. It was very Robert Frost: “Such heaps of broken glass to sweep away / You’d think the inner dome of heaven had fallen.” Do you know that poem? “Birches.” My dad quoted it all the time. Another day a little girl was over, running in and out of the house, playing tag with her brother and Phil. Then, SMASH! She ran right through one of the glass walls, and it shattered all over her. The blood gushed out of her in sheets! I saw the whole thing. It looked like the movie Carrie; she screamed and screamed. An ambulance came to take her to the hospital.

			Oh, it was such a special house. Surely I have not done it justice with my descriptions. I wish you could look it up on StreetEasy or somewhere, but you can’t. When I was fifteen, my parents sold the house to a synagogue. I think they kept the stone chimney, but that’s it. The magnificent front yard is now a very ugly parking lot. I mean, no offense to Adat Shalom or anything—but it is exceptionally unsightly. Then again, I guess anything would look awful compared to the beautiful memories in my mind.

			

			I will now give you what you bought this book for: juicy gossip about my fascinating parents! I’ll get right to it.

			My mom had a scale and it said: THINNER—like the Stephen King movie. Everything about my mother was skinny—even her nickname for me: “Bones.”

			“Do these come in seven narrow?” she’d ask at the weird Italian shoe store at the Tysons II mall.

			My dad gave my mom Shalimar perfume for Christmas, but she refused to wear it. She returned the furs and jewelry he bought her, too. All she wanted was furniture, furniture, furniture. It was all bizarre and ultramodern—to match the insane house. Her side tables looked like bicycle pumps and her living room chairs seemed like they were imported from Guantánamo Bay. Her “pieces” were always shattering or poking you with a sharp corner if you bumped into them. There were no throw pillows or curtains or dust ruffles or anything feminine. Everything was angular. The only thing in the whole house with any curves was the baby grand piano.

			My parents’ master suite had a glass wall overlooking the cherry blossom grove and the forsythia bushes in the backyard, and a white-and-gold tub with Jacuzzi jets that never worked. That’s where the nannies would comb out my lice while I cried in my bathing suit. My mom smoked exactly two cigarettes every morning back there, but she said she didn’t. She kept the gold soft packs of Benson & Hedges in her underwear drawer alongside her flesh-toned bras and bikini panties. They matched her peachy-nude manicures that elongated her fingers, her neutral lipstick, her beige bob, and her tanned, toned arms.

			My mother had diabetes, so we always had a live-in nanny.

			“My blood sugar is low,” my mom would say when my sister and I had one of our knock-down fights. Then she’d go back down the very long, skinny hall to her bedroom and shut the door.

			When I was in nursery school, the nannies were named things like Anka, Margaret, and Anna. Then the Berlin Wall came down, and I guess all the Eastern European girls went home. After that, our nannies were from Iowa: Ruth, Debbie, Karen, and Amy. They got us ready for school while my mom sat with her coffee and her insulin, watching Katie Couric and her gleamy crisscrossed legs on the Today show. My mom never flinched when she pricked her finger. Her diabetes drawer was full of syringes. One time I injected water into my belly. The needle didn’t hurt at all.

			Mimi raised my mom in Virginia Beach. My mom’s father loved golf so much that the Princess Anne Country Club flew their flag at half-mast when he died. My mom went to Norfolk Academy, then she boarded at St. Catherine’s in Richmond. In college, she became anorexic. She kept a package of raw hot dogs chilled on her dorm room windowsill, and she ate one per day. She’d stopped coming out of her room, but it took the college a while to realize it. Then my mom was in the hospital for a long time. I got all this dirt from Mimi. My mother didn’t talk about it.

			And now she was a psychotherapist with a private practice on Forty-­Second Street NW and a part-time job at the Psychiatric Institute of Washington (PIW) on Wisconsin Avenue. She wasn’t home much. Sometimes she took me to Saks Fifth Avenue in Chevy Chase to see a handbag she was “thinking about.”

			“Hi, Stacey,” the saleslady always said.

			“This is my friend Jennifer,” my mom would tell me.

			“Hi, sweetie,” Saleslady Jennifer would coo. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

			My mom shopped and shopped and shopped. She would stay at the malls until they closed. Sometimes kids got to go. One night we came home at eight thirty—a half hour past family dinner time. We’d picked up takeout from California Pizza Kitchen. My brother and I carried the bags of food from the car into the dark dining room. Phil hit the switch for the chandelier, and that’s when we saw it: all six chairs were in pieces all over the floor. The mahogany table was splintered. It looked like a tornado had come in! My mother had just bought them, too.

			“Mom!” I yowled.

			She came up behind me.

			“Kids,” she said. Her expression was as smooth as a stone in our Japanese rock garden. “Go to your rooms.”

			On my way downstairs, I saw that the potted tree in the foyer had been knocked over. A picture was off the wall. Someone—I knew who—had smashed absolutely everything. No one ever explained why.

			

			My dad was the chief of psychiatry at a big hospital and oversaw the adolescent unit at another. He made Washingtonian magazine’s “Best Doctors” issue every year, but he told me it wasn’t a real award.

			“If you are homicidal or suicidal, please hang up and call 9-1-1,” my dad’s secretary chirped on his voice mail. “Otherwise, leave a message.”

			My dad’s patients were always throwing urine on him, and things like that. Scratching him up or biting him, and he’d have to take AIDS tests. Hanging themselves. It was a lot to deal with. He left the house at 6:45 a.m. sharp and came home hungry at 7:30 p.m., Monday through Friday. After dinner, he’d be in his office for another hour. On Saturdays, he did a half day of rounds at the hospital. Sunday was his day off. But that’s when he’d get on the tractor.

			My dad loved history and Shakespeare and was so smart that you could watch Jeopardy! with him and he knew the right question for every statement. He had been a chemistry major at Duke, and then he went to medical school at Tulane. He did his residency at a hospital in London. His home office was full of books from his school days: Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams, Jung’s Memories, Dreams, Reflections. But he sure never interpreted any of my dreams. He never seemed to think about that kind of psychiatry anymore. He was too busy, I guess. When he was home, he was “on call.” The phone would ring at three o’clock in the morning and then he wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep. He was always taking psych ward admissions over the phone, telling nurses to prescribe Thorazine or lithium or Geodon to all of the people who’d beat up their mothers because God was talking through the television.

			My dad was such a talented physician that he could prescribe anti­psychotics with his eyes closed! I’d wake him up from his Sunday afternoon nap in the backyard hammock. A book would be splayed open on his chest—The Magic Mountain or Tess of the d’Urbervilles or something. Maybe a Harold Bloom.

			“Dad.” He’d open his eyes. “Phone.” He’d take the cordless, then he’d close his eyes again. He’d listen for a second. Then . . .

			“Risperdal,” he’d mumble. “Two milligrams.” And he’d fall right back to sleep after he hung up.

			Other weekends, my dad took me on special outings: to state fairs, to far-flung dollhouse furniture stores. Sometimes we’d have to stop at one of his psych wards first so my dad could do his rounds. The nurses would tell me how much they admired my dad. Then they’d give me a pineapple juice or something. I’d take it into the rec area and watch Married . . . with Children with the patients in their paper jumpsuits.

			Every night after my dad finished his phone calls, he’d whistle for Benny the Bear. Sometimes I’d go out with them.

			“So was I once myself a swinger of birches,” my dad always said—Robert Frost again—as we wheeled trash cans down our crazy-long driveway to Kachina Lane. Under the boring Bethesda stars.

			And so I dream of going back to be, I’d think.

			“Never be a doctor,” my father told me another time. As if he had to worry.

			

			Why should you never marry a tennis player? Because to tennis players, love means nothing! Mwa-ha-ha. The only thing my parents did together, ever—as far as I could tell—was play tennis. I played secretary inside. As I said, the phone never stopped ringing. We had an unlisted number, though some of my parents’ patients had access to the hotline.

			“Marnell residence,” I’d answer on a Sunday afternoon when my parents were out in the front yard, playing tennis.

			Pant. Pant. Pant.

			“He-wrowghh,” a lady would finally . . . garble. It was a bipolar patient my mom and dad shared. Lynn had a mouthful of rotten teeth and they couldn’t make her go to the dentist. She called the house all of the time. “Ish Stashey shere?”

			“She’s not available right now,” I’d say politely. Mom was allowed to not take calls during tennis. My dad always had to.

			Ten minutes later . . .

			“Marnell residence.”

			“Answering service,” the bored-sounding lady would say. “Is Dr. Marnell there?” I was already out the door in bare feet with the cordless. It would take a few minutes to get to the court. My parents would be playing with another couple—doubles.

			“GODDAMMIT, STACE,” my dad would be roaring. He’d be wearing white Izod shorts and those wraparound sports glasses. “GO TO THE NET!”

			“I’m trying!” my mom would wail. Mom would be in an Asics tennis dress and, underneath, those horrible underpants that you tuck balls into. Tennis panties, they’re called. Ugh. I can still see her . . . reaching into her skirt and pulling out a ball. This disturbing visual has been imprinted irrevocably on my mind.

			“Dad,” I’d interrupt.

			He’d set down his Wilson racket and wipe the sweat off his palms and take the phone.

			“This is Dr. Marnell.” The other couple would stand there. Then: “Give him [such and such] milligrams of Zyprexa every four hours.” And I’d take the phone back.

			“Five–love,” someone would say. Then the thwack of the tennis ball. Thwack. Thwack. Thwack.

			My mom would be weepy for approximately four hours on the days my dad shouted at her on the court. Then she’d turn to ice.

			Ah. “Dysfunctional” families. If you are from one as well, I don’t have to explain. If you aren’t, well—think of the most toxic relation­ship you’ve ever been in. You know, the one where you and your partner were both your worst selves: yelling, smashing things, not speaking for days, making nasty comments, locking yourselves in bathrooms. Then imagine it was with your father, mother, older sister, and little brother instead of your ex. Then imagine that you couldn’t leave that relationship for fifteen years! That was my childhood. Sure, it could have been worse—but, to quote Keith Richards on the end of his relationship with Anita Pallenberg: “It could have been better, baby.”

			We all played a part, but I didn’t understand all that, so I blamed everything on my dad. He was such a good person, but his temper was B-A-N-A-N-A-S. You never knew when things were gonna pop off—though “at the dining room table” was a pretty good guess. Family dinner was at eight o’clock sharp, in the dining room, seven nights per week. No exceptions. More often than not, it ended disastrously.

			“IF YOU THROW UP, YOU HAVE TO EAT IT,” my dad roared one night while I cried and choked down the bite of fish on my plate. I was seven and a picky, dramatic eater. “GODDAMMIT!”

			“AUUUUGH!” I moaned, gagging.

			“EAT IT!” my dad screamed.

			“No one can make you feel anything you don’t want to feel,” my mother told me once, a complete delusion.

			He never got physical, but it sure got scary. To this day, I completely shut down when someone is yelling.

			“Girls!” my mom screamed another night. We had just sat down to our filet mignon and broccoli when my dad leapt from his chair. “CALL THE POLICE!” My sister and I left our baby brother at the table. We ran all the way through the long house to my parents’ suite and locked the door. My sister dialed 9-1-1.

			“My mom just told us to call you!” Emily told the operator. “We’re at 7800 Kachina Lane!”

			We hung up with the cops and ran back through the house to see what was happening. My dad was shouting up a storm. The front door was wide open, and he didn’t even care. That’s when I knew it was really serious.

			“THIS IS IT!” he was yelling. “I’M OUT. GODDAMMIT. I’M OUT.” He whistled for the dog.

			“He’s taking Ben!” I cried.

			“Shh,” Emily said. My dad got in his car and drove away.

			My mom would hardly let the cops in when they rang the doorbell.

			“It was a misunderstanding,” she said. “Everything’s fine.” The next night my dad was back for family dinner, so I guess it was.

			“Don’t say anything bad about your father,” my mom would sigh when I came to her—which wasn’t too often. She’d be sitting in her bedroom, watching L.A. Law. “Can you rub my arm?” Tennis elbow.

			

			I had two places to escape to when things were bad at my house. The first was my Mimi’s. She lived just a stone’s throw from our glass house, in the guest cottage. I went over there whenever I needed to. My grandmother was my favorite person in the whole world. She was from a very old Virginia family, and her own cousin, a man named Beverly, was in love with her. She had a southern accent and called me “sugah” and “dah-lin’. ”

			Her living room was full of orchids and tiny sterling silver spoons and teensy demitasse cups and saucers, and peacock feathers and mother-of-pearl binoculars and juno volupta seashells. You could pick up her great-granddaddy’s fox-hunting horn and HONK! into it if you so desired. And all of this was just scattered about. Her shiny black baby grand Steinway piano was in the corner. She’d play it and trill in her old-timey singing voice.

			“Fox went out on a chilly night . . .”

			“Prayed for the moon to give him light . . . ” I’d chime in.

			Mimi kept costume jewelry under her bed in plastic ice trays. All the dangly earrings were clip-on, so you could wear them even if you were only five. The stuff in her closet was even better: fake braids, turbans, glamorous hand-carved walking sticks, silk kimonos, and real minks with googly glass eyes to throw over your shoulder when you played Cruella Marnell.

			At sunset, Mimi would drive me into Potomac to watch the horses at Avenel Farm. Sometimes we’d feed them carrot sticks. Then it would be time for me to go home. Mimi never ate dinner with us in the glass dining room. My dad didn’t like it.

			The other place I could always escape to was my bedroom. It was in the basement—very far from my parents’ room, and from my brother’s and sister’s. The nanny’s bedroom was next to mine, so I wasn’t totally alone. Still, I’d been afraid to sleep down there when we first moved to Kachina—I was four—but there wasn’t room for me upstairs with everyone else.

			“You’re the bravest,” my mom had told me. True dat.

			The lower level was huge—and a mess. Biblical floods! Pipes in the laundry room would burst in the middle of the night and water would gush from the ceiling; my dad would pull me out of bed at one in the morning and make me hold a bucket. Blame Frank Lloyd Wright’s apprentice, I guess. The hallway stank of mold and the carpet was always wet and squishy; your socks would get soaked through. I was always leaping over puddles to get to my bedroom. And there were so many bugs downstairs: little ones with pinchers—my sister and I called them tweedlebugs—and daddy longlegs that would creep right up on your comforter while you were snuggled under the covers with a chapter book. Eventually I got bunk beds—just so I could sleep up high.

			But you know what’s funny? The older I got, the more I liked living in that gnarly basement. It was like my own world! No one even monitored me. My dad would come say good night and switch off my light, but ten minutes later I’d just turn it on again and read Sweet Valley High as long as I wanted. When I was in the fifth grade, I watched a Saturday night Saved by the Bell marathon on TBS in the playroom until dawn—my first all-nighter. Then slept until one in the afternoon on a Sunday, and no one even noticed! It was the craziest thing I’d ever done. I had lice for months and didn’t tell my mom; I picked the bugs off my head in the basement. Then I’d pick all the fleas off Benny the Bear (I don’t know where he got them, but there were so many). I didn’t even have to brush my teeth! Or take baths or comb my hair. I snuck junk food downstairs and ate in bed; I kept my room like a swamp, but no one cared. No one ever bothered me. Seriously, I could get away with murder down there! And no one ever knew.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			MIDDLE SCHOOL TIME! UGH, THE worst. Okay, so I turned twelve in September 1994. Being a teenybopper tween in this era was pret-ty dark. The cutest rock star, Kurt Cobain, shot himself in the head, and my friends and I were wildly interested in this. How could we not be? Murdering your life had officially gone pop! Courtney Love was reading Kurt’s suicide note over a loudspeaker on MTV. “I HATE MYSELF AND I WANT TO DIE” posters were stocked alongside the usual Salt-N-Pepa and Madonna at Sam Goody at the mall. I bought one! Kurt was wearing green Converse One Star sneakers in the suicide photos, so I bought green Converse One Stars—and so did my friend Lauren. And then so did my friend Samara! That sort of thing. Kurt was dead, yes, but he was still dreamy: we all agreed on this. His blue eyes were just so pretty. And his chin-length hair on Nirvana: Unplugged? Omigod.

			Zack and Kelly came down from my walls in the Kachina basement (Mark-Paul Gosselaar was starting to look all ’roided out, anyway—it was The College Years) and Kurt and Courtney went up. Not that I was home much. My squad and I convened nearly every day after school in my new best friend Shabd’s hot-pink bedroom, so painted after the feathers on the cover of the Garbage album she always had on repeat. We’d flip through Sassy and YM magazines and watch 120 Minutes and eat junk food from 7-Eleven. I was a big fan of Utz Salt‘n Vinegar potato chips and drastically less so of doing my homework. (Is this what ADHD is? I’ll never know!)

			All we talked about were rock stars, rock stars, rock stars: it was, after all, what Rolling Stone has since called “Mainstream Alternative’s Greatest Year.” Lauren loved Dave Grohl and Beck; Shabd squealed about Michael Stipe, Billy Corgan, and Shannon Hoon. Samara got hot for Anthony Kiedis and Eddie Vedder; Sarah was into Perry Farrell and Scott Weiland. And me? I was all Courtney Love, all of the time. I loved her platinum hair; I loved her baby-doll clothes; I loved her music. I bought every magazine she was in—from Sassy (I had the Kurt and Courtney cover on my wall) to Spin to Rolling Stone. I read the profiles until I’d memorized them. She stimulated my brain. Every Courtney interview taught me thirty new things. She was so gossipy and funny—glamorous and a feminist! (I was getting into feminism, too—riot grrl and all that.) And her mother was a weirdo psychotherapist, too.

			Shabd had been raised in some sort of . . . “community,” let’s say. Whatever it was, her family wasn’t in it anymore. Her mom had hair down to her waist and a sort of . . . New Age accent. The whole family was vegetarian, and they lived in a tiny house full of crystals and health food and . . . I don’t know. Driftwood! (Maybe not driftwood.) Anyway. I was so jealous of my friend. Her parents let her do anything she wanted to do—and Shabd wanted to do crazy things, like bleach her hair platinum and then dye Manic Panic stripes into it like a rainbow. I wasn’t even allowed to wear black eyeliner. I did anyway, but still.

			Shabd’s dad had a long, brown beard and barely spoke. He took us to concerts! We were obsessed; we scoured the City Paper every week. The best shows were at a tiny DC club called the Black Cat. Shabd’s dad would stand in the back while we maneuvered to the stage: “Excuse me, excuse me, excuse me, please.” Mad squeaky. Shabd was literally four-eight and I was five feet, so people were nice. Well, until the mosh pit started—but we didn’t mind a little violence. The rougher things got, the more likely it was that bouncers would lift us up and out of there and plunk us down on the stage by the speakers and the amps. That’s how I saw L7—so close up that I thought a guitar neck might bash me in the face!

			God, I just loved the feeling of being in that club! And Shabd and I knew a secret about the Black Cat: the bands had to exit through the front to get outside to their tour buses. So if you waited around in the club after the show—while the bartenders counted the money and the cleaning crews swept the floors—you could meet the rock stars! Normal adult fans didn’t get to just linger about, but tweens are very charming, you know. Work it while you can, kids.

			We met so many people: Seven Year Bitch, Tripping Daisy, Collective Soul, the Presidents of the United States of America. Radiohead! Thom (we called him “Thom-with-an-H”) was cute, but it was the guitarist Jonny Greenwood we were really hot for. He was skinny and pale, with brown hair hanging in his eyes, long fingers, and terrible posture. We sat onstage and screamed every time he looked at us, which wasn’t too often (I think he was afraid). Then, after the show . . .

			“WE LOVE YOU!” we screamed in unison, as we generally did. “CAN YOU SIGN OUR POSTERS? BWAHHHH!” They were very sweet. Shabd and I were still crying when we left the Black Cat.

			If you’re young, you must go to as many shows as you can! You’ll never regret it. My friends and I saw the Lords of Acid (“Crablouse”), R.E.M. on their Monster tour, Smashing Pumpkins, Silverchair, the Cranberries on the Mall in DC. We cut school for that one and it turned into a riot—no, seriously! Shabd and I got jostled around until a nice cop pulled us out and drove us back to Bethesda in his squad car. We held hands and giggled in the backseat.

			But my biggest rock-star day was at the HFStival, when I was thirteen. Anyone who was anyone in 1995 was playing this show. My friends and I squished to the front as usual—but this was RFK Stadium, not a club. The guys thrashing around by the stage were mental; we were holding on to the guardrail for our lives. Screaming for each other. Garbage was onstage; it was ninety trillion degrees, and I hadn’t been drinking water or anything, duh, because I was stuck in front of this stupid mosh pit. The bar was pressing so hard into my stomach that I finally blacked out.

			Bouncers snatched me up and carried me to the infirmary backstage. The medics were wearing GERMS T-shirts—a nod to onetime Nirvana guitarist Pat Smear, who was playing the festival with his new band, the Foo Fighters. As a GERM checked me out, I peeked over his shoulder. Weren’t those . . . the Everclear dudes? Walking right by. That’s when I realized the GERMS station was set up between the dressing rooms and the main stage . . .

			“You’re good to go,” the GERM told me.

			“Can I rest here for a little while?” I said sweetly. I was wearing Shabd’s minuscule X-Girl hot pants, Urban Decay nail polish, ice-blue Hard Candy glittery eyeliner, and a Bikini Kill “YEAH YEAH YEAH YEAH” T-shirt from Smash! in Georgetown. “I still don’t feel good.”

			“Sure,” the medic said. “Don’t leave this cot, okay?” I nodded. And that’s what I did: stayed put, and observed the celebrities from a respectful distance.

			“GWENNNN!” Just kidding. The second I saw Gwen Stefani, I levitated—seriously—and flew directly into her arms. No Doubt had just made it big with Tragic Kingdom. She was wearing a crop top and approximately fifty pounds of makeup (swag). “I LOVE YOU! I LOVE YOU!”

			“Aw . . . ” She hugged me back. I was wailing. Weeping! Clinging to that bitch like a barnacle. “I love you, too!” Then her belly chain got caught on my necklace. Do you die?!

			I accosted them all: Shirley Manson (who said she remembered me), the Presidents of the United States of America (who also said they remembered me), Jewel, the Lush chicks, the cuties from Goldfinger. I didn’t pounce on the Gin Blossoms because . . . they were the Gin Blossoms.

			Everyone was nice, but Pat Smear was the best. After I’d attacked him like a bold disturbed mistress—as they say on MediaTakeOut.com—he looped a backstage pass around my neck and took me to get a vegetarian lunch at craft services! Then he brought me into the Foo Fighters’ dressing room to meet Dave Grohl. The three of us—you know, me and basically half of Nirvana—sat and talked for almost an hour! Dave told me he liked my shirt!

			Then! Pat took me to the side of the stage to watch No Doubt’s set. I remember looking out at the stadium crowd during “Just a Girl” and thinking . . . well, my first thought was, Shabd is going to hate me. (I was right: she didn’t talk to me for two months.) My second thought was, This is the happiest day of my life.

			

			I loved my new alterna-groupie identity, but my father was not feeling me. He was ultraconservative—and definitely not down with rock ’n’ roll. In the seventies, he took my mom to a Rolling Stones concert at the Superdome in New Orleans, and everyone kept asking him where the bathrooms were—because he was the only guy in the place wearing a tie! And he’d never taken a drug, not even marijuana. He was from a hard-core GOP family (so I was, too): his mother had been president of Republican Women of Pennsylvania. My dad was always doing weird things like declaring the Washington Post to be too liberal (it’s not that liberal) and canceling our subscription, or encouraging me to apply for an internship at the Heritage Foundation.

			“If you’re not a liberal when you’re twenty, you have no heart,” my dad used to quote Winston Churchill in the car after my soccer games. “If you’re not a conservative at forty, you have no head.” Then he’d crank up the Vivaldi.

			My dad barely knew who the Cobains were, of course, but he hated my favorite couple almost as much as he hated Bill and Hillary Clinton, the other most famous couple of the nineties. He’d come down to my basement lair just to tear their pictures from the wall.

			“Why does he have to be so mean?” I sobbed to my mother after one such . . . desecration. I mean, I understood his problem with Kurt—my dad treated suicidal people every day—but Courtney? She was the best! And my dad had just torn their wedding photo to bits (he’d noticed that Kurt was wearing a dress).

			“Your father is just worried about you,” my mom said.

			Fair enough. My grades throughout this time were bad. Really, really bad. Unacceptable. Dismal. Gnarly. Atrocious. The pits! I’d been a straight-A student in elementary school—whatever that means to anyone—but as soon as I hit puberty . . . everything went downhill. Everyone treated this “change” like it was some huge mystery; my mom read Reviving Ophelia and all that. Can hormones make you stupid? Because that’s what I think happened.

			Also . . . you know what? Some people just aren’t meant for the grind. I was in one of those huge public middle schools, taking seven different classes a day. I couldn’t keep up. I couldn’t even remember my locker combination! So I started shutting down—figuratively and literally, during classes. I’d been fully alert at ten years old; then I turned eleven and suddenly I couldn’t keep my eyes open. I’d fall asleep right there at my desk. And not because I wasn’t totally well rested; I totally was! It was so weird. And in the next class, I’d nod off again, at a different desk.

			Desks, desks, desks. Six different desks a day. I felt chained to desks. Sometimes I’d just walk out of a class and not come back. Math class was the worst. Those fucking graphing calculators! When my teachers handed out quizzes, I didn’t even try. I just handed them in blank. And homework? Forget it. I know it wasn’t actually agony and torture, but it felt like agony and torture. How could any normal young person actually be expected to sit and read Cry, the Beloved Country after a full day of school? It just seemed wrong. So I just refused to do it. The brain wants what it wants! And after a long day of classes, my brain wanted to try on rubber dresses at Commander Salamander.

			My parents brought in tutors, the whole thing. But my grades kept going down—my confidence, too. I got a D in English; I flunked ceramics. And I did not give a fuck. I just could not get down with school.

			

			I did like one thing about junior high: it wasn’t my crazy house! The situation at 7800 Kachina Lane was no bueno. My family’s fights were so bad. I never brought friends over; I was too nervous. My big sister Emily was always at the center of the storm—especially after she turned fourteen.

			She was always getting into it with my dad. I’d be hiding out in my room in the basement.

			“GET AWAY FROM ME, ASSHOLE!” she’d be hollering, smashing things up. “OR I’LL BURN THIS WHOLE FUCKING HOUSE DOWN!”

			“GODDAMMIT, EM!” My dad. CRASH. Emily’s room was above mine. I never knew what was going on up there. SMASH. It sounded like they were throwing furniture around.

			“AAAAAAUUGH!” Emily again. CRASH. THUMP. “FUCK YOU! FUCK YOU! I HATE THIS FUCKING FAMILY!” I did, too.

			When she was fourteen and I was thirteen, Emily pulled a knife on my dad in the kitchen. My dad put my sister in a psych ward, then took her out again. I didn’t ask questions—that is, until one Sunday, I came upstairs for breakfast and Emily was gone.

			“Your dad’s taking Emily to look at a boarding school,” my mom told me. But only my father came back.

			Everyone was supposed to be relieved.

			“Now peace shall be restored to the family,” my dad said at our family meeting (he really does talk like that).

			“You left her there?” I asked.

			And there was a twist: no one was allowed to contact Emily for ninety days.

			“Why not?” No answer, again. Shock-a-roo.

			After three months, the first letter arrived on pastel-colored stationery. It was like it was written by a very positive, peppy alien.

			“I have 30 points now and I’m on Phase 2! So every 4 days I get a candy or a treat! But if you don’t do your chores good enough you don’t get it!”

			Umm, I thought, reading this.

			The letters came every single day after that. They got progressively stranger. She referred to my dad as “my precious daddy” and to me as “my favorite sis.” (She never wrote my mother—or even mentioned her.)

			“Today I got to phase 3. Can you believe it? That means I get to wear Birkenstocks!”

			“I am working on so many things! Today it is crocheting and we are reading this excellent book called ‘The Gift’ by Danielle Steel!”

			Eventually I understood that Emily was in a lock-up—the kind of place rebellious girls went after they’d been abducted in the night from their own bedrooms. I’d read all about them in Seventeen magazine.

			Months passed. The letters got sadder and sadder.

			“Honestly I really do feel abandoned and like I am never going to see you again!” she wrote. “I feel also that the family doesn’t think about me and that my presence is not missed!” I felt so guilty: that was how we acted most of the time. “And it is more like a relief that I am here! I am crying writing this!”

			It was awful.

			My sister’s fifteenth birthday came and went. We couldn’t send her anything. She sent us gifts, though: crocheted monstrosities, made of fifteen different colors of yarn. My mother draped them over the sofas in our ultramodern house. Every time I saw one of Emily’s Cross Creek blankets I felt uncomfortable.

			“I got to Phase 4!” the updates continued. “Now I get later shutdowns and get to wear shoes. It’s called Trust Room!”

			“Write your sister,” my dad told me gruffly.

			“What do I say?” I protested.

			Over spring break in eighth grade, we took a family vacation to La Verkin, Utah, to visit her at “boarding school.” She’d been away for six months. Cross Creek Manor looked like a haunted, gloomy plantation house plunked down in the middle of the desert. It had pillars and a porch with no furniture. Then, when you went inside, there was a strange foyer with wrought-iron patio furniture: café tables and chairs. There was a fountain, and fake plants and ivy everywhere—to conceal the bars on the windows.

			Jail, I thought.

			Emily gave us a tour. It was one windowless, empty room after another.

			“This is where we do Seminar,” she said. Emily didn’t tell us then that she had stripped naked in that particular room and danced to “I’m Too Sexy” while other girls—at the encouragement of a staffer—taunted her and called her a whore.

			“This is where we eat,” Emily said. She failed to mention the customary predinner music, the theme song from 2001: A Space Odyssey. That was the signal to the girls to sit down and shut up. Emily also skipped the isolation or “iso” rooms in the basement where she’d spent her first three days of “school” after my dad—who’d tricked her into getting on an airplane—left her there. (You can see photos on CrossCreek.WWaspsn.org, though. While you’re there, check out all of the class-action lawsuits that have been filed by former “students” against the place.)

			The final stop was my sister’s room. She shared it with three other girls, and there were two sets of bunk beds. Crocheted blankets were everywhere.

			“There was a lice outbreak!” Emily was talking to me, but I was barely listening. I was staring at two skinny lines of hair where her thick, Elizabeth Taylor–esque eyebrows used to be. “But I didn’t get it! And we get to go swimming once a week, but the pool is really dirty, Caitlin, you wouldn’t like it . . .”

			Emily’s roommates jumped out of bed to greet us.

			“Hiii,” they purred.

			“These are my roomies!” my sister said. There was something hysterical in the way she was speaking, like she was a demented cheerleader. I felt so upset. Emily was still talking. The roomies stayed gathered around her. They were like creepy, clingy monkeys. One took my sister’s hand; another rested her head on Emily’s shoulder. The third girl wrapped her arm around Emily’s waist. And all three monkeys were beaming at me. Wide eyes, huge smiles. Where were their eyebrows?

			When it was time for us to go, my sister looked so panicked that I almost started crying. I actually hugged her—something I hadn’t done in maybe ten years. Then we left her.

			My family spent the next few days crossing the desert in a rental car. I sat in the backseat next to Phil. I couldn’t stop thinking about my sister. Emily was a hell-raiser and a bully, but she was also loving, maternal, and gutsy. One time she hid a kitten from my parents in the basement for a month. She was the greatest babysitter—other families loved her. When my brother was a toddler, she would lift him up and hold him on her hip. She baked cookies in the kitchen. She did all the things my mom didn’t do. She taught me how to shave my legs. When Emily told my dad to go fuck himself, she was standing up for me, too. And now she couldn’t do anything except pluck all of her eyebrows out.

			It was nighttime when we arrived in Vegas. I’d never been there before. I pressed my head against the window and looked out at the Strip.

			“What do you think, Cait?” my dad asked. But I wasn’t speaking to him.

			The letters resumed right when we got home.

			“I’m starting the Zoloft you brought me tomorrow,” Emily wrote my dad. “All the staff here thinks it’s funny because I have so much.”

			

			“I am really really worried about Caitlin,” a letter from my sister to my dad begins. (I have a stack of them in front of me, in case you were wondering.) “She seems so upset about things! She actually said she loved me and missed me and wanted me to come home!” It’s dated September 9, 1996—the day before my fourteenth birthday.

			“Upset” is right. My parents had said that Emily had to go to Utah so that peace could be restored to our family. But that’s not what happened at all. My dad’s stress—and therefore his temper—was worse than ever. He screamed and screamed, even though there was no one yelling back anymore (my mom, my brother, and I were not fighters—we just shut down). And now, with Emily gone, he screamed mostly at me.

			“GODDAMMIT, CAIT!” my dad would roar when I was being “hyper”—too talkative—at dinner. He’d slam his fist on the table so hard that wineglasses would jump. Sometimes Benny the Bear would get up and leave the room. “I’M SICK OF YOUR BULLSHIT.” I never talked back or anything, like my sister did—I’d just clam up.

			But inside, I’d be fuming.

			What . . . did I ever do . . . to him? You know?

			I would lie awake at night, staring at the ceiling through the dark, thinking about this.

			By then, Mimi had moved out of state, leaving the full burden of kooky 7800 Kachina Lane to my dad—and he’d decided to sell. He got a rental offer first, though, so the four of us had moved into the little guest house. My little brother slept on a cot in my parents’ room. I had the other bedroom to myself, but I still felt like my family was right on top of me. I had no basement to retreat to when things got ugly. Which they still did—a lot. Any little thing would set my dad off.

			One night I went to sit down for dinner and my Bikini Kill Pussy Whipped CD was at my place. Where did he get that? When had he even been in my room?

			“You can forget about that ski trip this weekend, CATO,” my dad snarled. I’d been dying to go on that school ski trip. I wept to my mother.

			“I’m sorry,” she told me. She seemed very sympathetic. “I wish there was something I could do. Your dad has his mind made up.”

			Then it happened again: I sat down at dinner, and my friend Cale’s Cypress Hill T-shirt was at my place. It had a pot leaf on it. Was my dad going through my closet? I was so confused.

			“NO FRIENDS’ HOUSES FOR A MONTH!” my dad roared.

			Jesus. Couldn’t he just relax?

			No. It got more and more intense. I felt so trapped. My father hated how I dressed—in thrift-store slips, like Courtney and Kate Moss. I weighed eighty-five pounds; I didn’t look skanky. I was trying to dress grunge! He made me start checking in with the vice principal’s office every morning. It was so embarrassing, having my outfit looked over. Half the boys in the high school were wearing that “HEY HO LET’S GO” Ramones shirt. It seemed unfair.

			“I hate him,” I sobbed to my mother.

			“Your dad loves you so much,” she told me. But it didn’t feel like love. It felt like my dad had failed to control his first daughter, and now he was obsessed with controlling me.

			Think I’m exaggerating?

			“NO MORE USING THE WORD ‘FEMINISM’ IN THIS HOUSE!” My dad stood up from the table and screamed this at me one night (I guess I’d been . . . talking about feminism?) His face was fucking fuchsia. He went nuts. “THAT WORD IS BANNED, GODDAMMIT!”

			I gaped at my mother, who said nothing. Seriously?

			That night I was so upset that I took my pillow and comforter into Mimi’s walk-in closet, shut the door behind me, and slept on the floor. I couldn’t get far enough away from my dad.

			

			I wasn’t totally blameless, don’t get me wrong. My ninth-grade report cards were dismal. And now I was in high school, where it counted. This should have “motivated” me, I guess, to improve . . . but . . . I couldn’t get my grades up.

			What?! I couldn’t!

			I tried. I definitely tried! I am fairly certain that I tried.

			I mean . . . I sat with all those stupid tutors they made me sit with. For hours! I did! I did it all! I did whatever they told me to!

			“No friends’ houses until your grades come up,” my dad said. He’d decided Shabd—who got straight As—was a bad influence. I was destroyed, of course. My friends were my whole world. Now I wasn’t even allowed to hang with them on the weekends. I went crying to my mother to help me change his mind.

			“You can see your friends at soccer,” my mom said. She was all blank in the eyes. I wanted to hit her. I was on a special “select” traveling team. But those girls weren’t my friends. My mom knew that. Also, my dad was an assistant coach. He’d holler from the sidelines with his red yelling face. Ugh, enough!

			I sat down to another “offensive” CD at my plate: Pretty on the Inside (featuring “Teenage Whore”). And my dad punished me again. No more music, in fact. My CD player was confiscated.

			“Mom,” I begged her. “Please. I just want to listen to music in my room. Do something!”

			“I’ll try,” she sighed.

			One day I came home from soccer early and walked into my bedroom. My mom was in there—snooping! She jumped a foot in the air. Then it all made sense: she’d been bringing things back to my father . . . and then acting all phony when I came to her. The whole situation was so nuts. I didn’t even blame her. I just didn’t go crying to her after that.

			

			After my “friend privileges” were revoked, I never got them back. Every day after school, I had to come straight home . . . and sit in silence. This didn’t “inspire” me to do my biology homework, though. Instead, I was starting to daydream about escaping. For once, I actually loved a novel I was reading in English class: A Separate Peace, which was set at a New England boarding school. (Remember how the kid bounces the tree branch just so and his more popular, athletic roommate Phineas falls off and breaks his leg? So good.) It might as well have been set at Disneyland: all teenagers, living together away from their parents. “A separate peace” indeed.

			But I wasn’t going anywhere. So I passed the time studying what actually interested me: rock stars and fashion magazines. So imagine my excitement when I opened one of my favorite magazines and saw . . . my favorite, much-maligned rock star—in couture! The stunning photographs were by Steven Meisel. Even my dad said that Courtney looked good. I was so delighted that I even wrote the magazine a thank-you note. (I was a weirdo.)

			I was chilling at our new brand-new house after school one afternoon in February when the cordless rang.

			“This is [so-and-so] from Vogue magazine,” a woman said when I answered. “Is Caitlin Marnell there?” Was I?

			Then she told me: my letter to the editor was going to appear in the magazine!

			“OMIGOD!” I tried not to scream. I didn’t want Vogue to figure out that I was only fourteen and change their minds.

			The letter ran in the April issue:

			I have nothing but gratitude to express to you lovely VOGUE editors for your breathtaking piece on my eternally imperial goddess, the (no longer) infamous Courtney Love! [. . .] Thank you ever so much for exposing to the world a goddess who is charming, witty, and indeed pretty on the outside as well as to my Right wing Republican parents! [. . .] Thank you thank you, a million times thank you!

			Caitlin Marnell, Bethesda, MD

			Being published (sort of) in Vogue was the most exciting thing that had ever, ever happened to me—even better than meeting all those rock stars!

			When I wasn’t reading magazines, I was making my own. No, not BQM; that was kid’s stuff. My new joint was a zine. (Teen readers, real quick: imagine if there was suddenly no Internet—forever. No e-mail, nothing. How would you express yourself to strangers? The answer is, you’d write your blogs and Tweets and Facebook posts on paper, and then you’d photocopy them into a homemade magazine. A paper blog! Then you’d send your paper blog out all over the world, and people would send you their paper blogs in return. In envelopes! Amazing, right? That is what a zine is.) Or at least it would be—when I finished it.

			In 1997, the web was about to kill off the entire zine community, of course, but I didn’t know that yet. All I knew is that I’d been blowing through my allowance mailing stamps and one-dollar bills to people who listed their zines in the Factsheet Five. But if I had my own, I could just trade with people—and I wanted nothing more.

			I decided to call mine Alterna-Teen Retard—not the greatest title, sorry. The master copy was a stack of eight-and-a-half-by-eleven pieces of paper. I used scissors, Sharpies, glue sticks, words cut from the newspaper, construction paper, stickers, Wite-Out . . . anything and everything. Each page was stiff and heavy with cut-and-paste “layouts” covering both sides. (This way, when I eventually double-sided photocopied them, I could then fold the papers in half and have “digest”-size zines.) Blocks of text were glued on top of the layouts: about feminism, music, rock stars, boys, my crazy family, whatever. On the cover, I’d spelled out A-L-T-E-R-N-A-T-E-E-N in mismatched cutout letters for a ransom-note effect; “Retard” was simply handwritten in cursive. Then, below that: “$1 or Trade.”

			I slaved over it every day in my silent bedroom: handwriting headlines and gluing text blocks and then ungluing them, and arranging images and rearranging them. Getting my zine where it needed to be took two months, then three. Alterna-Teen Retard was almost ready to send to press (aka Kinko’s) after four months, but it still needed tweaking. Then I took it to Camp Rim Rock and worked on it through the summer.

			By the time I started sophomore year in September, I’d been working on Alterna-Teen Retard for almost seven months. The master copy was up to eighty pages, which I hid in a special Doc Martens box under my desk. While I worked, I daydreamed about X-Day: Xerox Day! I was going to make a hundred copies. Production costs would be financed by Mimi, who always gave me a hundred dollars for my birthday. I could . . . not . . . wait.

			

			Later that month, I went to Mimi’s for a belated fifteenth birthday celebration weekend. I came home on Sunday night with two hundred dollars in my pocket. I went right up to my room to stash the cash in the Doc Martens box with my master copy. But when I opened the box, my zine was gone.

			No.

			“Mom!” I raced into her room. “Where is it?”

			“Hmm?” She was watching Ally McBeal on her chenille armchair.

			“MY ZINE!”

			“Your what?” my mom said without looking away from the television.

			“The magazine I was making,” I said shakily.

			Her show went to commercial.

			“Oh.” She turned to me. “That.”

			“Please give it back!”

			“There was sexual stuff in there.” She shuddered.

			“I’ll take out whatever you want!” I snapped. “Just give it back!”

			My mom shook her head. I could feel hysteria stirring in me.

			“There was really horrible stuff about your dad—”

			“I’LL TAKE OUT WHATEVER YOU WANT!” My mom looked taken aback. I was supposed to be the passive daughter. “JUST GIVE IT BACK!”

			“Calm—”

			“GIVE IT TO ME!” I wailed. “IT’S MY ONLY COPY!” I lunged at my mother. I wanted to beat her! But I fell on the carpet on my knees instead. “PLEASE!” Screaming. “THIS IS THE ONLY THING I CARE ABOUT! WHERE IS IT? GIVE IT BACK!”

			“Caitlin . . .” my mom said.

			“I’ll do anything,” I sobbed. I was still on my knees, pounding on the floor, trying desperately to get through to her. “Please, Mom. If you love me, you’ll give it back. You don’t understand. Please. Please!”

			This went on and on. Nothing worked. I’d coaxed “obscene” CDs and things back from her before. But tonight was different. My mom had a funny expression as she watched me implode. That’s how I knew it was bad.

			Eventually my mom admitted that she couldn’t give my zine back. She’d shown it to my dad, who’d destroyed it.

			“I didn’t know it meant that much to you,” she said.

			I ran out of her room, down two flights of stairs, and into the rec room in the basement of our new house.

			“AUUUUUUUGH,” I screamed into a sofa pillow.

			That was it. My zine was gone. I still feel very teen-angsty about the whole thing, if you can’t tell from this emo chapter. And so angry at my parents. Back then, it was a real watershed moment for me: I was officially done with my family. With Bethesda. With my house. With the dinner table. With it all. I was so fucking done. Game over. I’d lost my sister; I’d lost my “friend privileges”; I’d lost my zine. And I’d definitely lost any respect or affection I had for my parents. It was time for me to get lost, too.

		

OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/image/title.jpg
CAT MARNELL

SIMON & SCHUSTER
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/font/MinionPro-MediumIt.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Semibold.otf


OEBPS/font/RegistrationGoudySans-Medium.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Medium.otf


OEBPS/font/BioTGBd20.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-SemiboldIt.otf


OEBPS/image/9781476752273.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER

CAT MEA‘”R NELL

“Vivid, maddening, ecribreqklng very funny.”
—THE N YORK TIMES

@‘






OEBPS/font/RegistrationGoudySans-Book.otf


