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The first time I wished for death—like, really wished its bony hand would tap me on the shoulder and say “this way”—two bags from Stanley’s Fruit and Vegetables sat shotgun in my car. Cabbage, carrots, a few plums, bell peppers, onions, and two dozen red apples. It had been three days since my visit to the bursar’s office, where the law school registrar handed me a notecard with my class rank, a number that had begun to haunt me. I turned the key in the ignition and waited for the engine to turn over in the ninety-degree heat. I pulled a plum out of the bag, tested it for firmness, and took a bite. The skin was thick but the flesh beneath was tender. I let the juice dribble down my chin.

It was eight thirty. Saturday morning. I had nowhere to be, nothing to do. No one was expecting to see me until Monday morning, when I’d report for duty at Laird, Griffin & Griffin, the labor law firm where I was a summer intern. At LG&G only the receptionist and the partner who hired me knew I existed. The Fourth of July was Wednesday, which meant I’d face yet another stifling, empty day in the middle of the week. I’d find a 12-step meeting and hope that people would want to go for coffee afterward. Maybe another lonely soul would want to catch a movie or grab a salad. The engine hummed to life, and I gunned the car out of the parking lot.

I wish someone would shoot me in the head.

A soothing thought with a cool obsidian surface. If I died, I wouldn’t have to fill the remaining forty-eight hours of this weekend or Wednesday’s holiday or the weekend after that. I wouldn’t have to endure the hours of hot, heavy loneliness that stretched before me—hours that would turn into days, months, years. A lifetime of nothing but me, a bag of apples, and the flimsy hope that stragglers after a recovery meeting might want some company.

A recent news story about a fatal shooting in Cabrini Green, Chicago’s infamous housing project, flashed in my mind. I steered my car south on Clybourn and turned left on Division. Maybe one of those stray bullets would hit me.

Please, someone shoot me.

I repeated it like a mantra, an incantation, a prayer that would likely go unanswered because I was a twenty-six-year-old white woman in a ten-year-old white Honda Accord on a bright summer morning. Who would shoot me? I had no enemies; I hardly existed. Anyway, that fantasy relied too heavily on luck—bad or good, depending on how you looked at it—but other fantasies came unbidden. Jumping from a high window. Throwing myself on the El tracks. As I came to a stop at Division and Larrabee, I considered more exotic ways to expire, like masturbating while I hung myself, but who was I kidding? I was too repressed for that scenario.

I fished the pit out of the plum and popped the rest in my mouth. Did I really want to die? Where were these thoughts going to lead me? Was this suicidal ideation? Depression? Was I going to act on these thoughts? Should I? I rolled down the window and threw the pit as far as I could.

In my law school application, I described my dream of advocating for women with non-normative (fat) bodies—but that was only partly true. My interest in feminist advocacy was genuine, but it wasn’t the major motivator. I wasn’t after the inflated paychecks or the power suits either. No, I went to law school because lawyers work sixty- and seventy-hour weeks. Lawyers schedule conference calls during Christmas break and are summoned to boardrooms on Labor Day. Lawyers eat dinner at their desks surrounded by colleagues with rolled-up sleeves and pit stains. Lawyers can be married to their work—work that is so vital that they don’t mind, or notice, if their personal lives are empty as a parking lot at midnight. Legal work could be a culturally approved-of beard for my dismal personal life.

I took my first practice law school admissions test (LSAT) from the desk where I worked at a dead-end secretarial job. I had a master’s degree I wasn’t using and a boyfriend I wasn’t fucking. Years later, I’d refer to Peter as a workaholic-alcoholic, but at the time I called him the love of my life. I would dial his office at nine thirty at night when I was ready to go to sleep and accuse him of never having time for me. “I have to work,” he’d say, and then hang up. When I’d call back, he wouldn’t answer. On the weekends, we’d walk to dive bars in Wicker Park so he could drink domestic beers and debate the merits of early R.E.M. albums, while I prayed he’d stay sober enough to have sex. He rarely did. Eventually I decided I needed something all-consuming to absorb the energy I was pouring into my miserable relationship. The woman who worked down the hall from me was headed to law school in the fall. “Can I borrow one of your test books?” I asked. I read the first problem:


A professor must schedule seven students during a day in seven different consecutive time periods numbered one through seven.



What followed were a series of statements like: Mary and Oliver must occupy consecutive periods and Sheldon must be scheduled after Uriah. The test directions allotted thirty-five minutes to answer six multiple choice questions about this professor and her scheduling conundrum. It took me almost an hour. I got half of them wrong.

And yet. Slogging through LSAT prep and then law school seemed easier than fixing whatever made me fall in love with Peter and whatever it was that made me stay for the same fight night after night.

Law school could fill all my yearnings to belong to other people, to match my longings with theirs.



At my all-girls high school in Texas, I took a pottery elective freshman year. We started with pinch pots and worked our way up to the pottery wheel. Once we molded our vessels, the teacher taught us how to add handles. If you wanted to attach two pieces of clay—say, the cup and the handle—you had to score the surface of both. Scoring—making horizontal and vertical gouges in the clay—helped the pieces meld together when fired in the kiln. I sat on my stool holding one of my crudely sculpted “cups” and a C-shaped handle as the teacher demonstrated the scoring process. I hadn’t wanted to ruin the smooth surface of the “cup” I’d lovingly pinched, so I smushed the handle on it without scoring its surface. A few days later, our shiny, fired pieces were displayed on a rack in the back of the studio. My cup had survived, but the handle lay in brittle pieces beside it. “Faulty score,” the teacher said when she saw my face fall.

That was how I’d always imagined the surface of my heart—smooth, slick, unattached. Nothing to grab on to. Unscored. No one could attach to me once the inevitable heat of life bore down. I suspected the metaphor went deeper still—that I was afraid of marring my heart with the scoring that arose naturally between people, the inevitable bumping against other people’s desires, demands, pettiness, preferences, and all the quotidian negotiations that made up a relationship. Scoring was required for attachment, and my heart lacked the grooves.



I wasn’t an orphan either, though the first part of this reads like I was. My parents, still happily married, lived in Texas in the same redbrick ranch house I grew up in. If you drove by 6644 Thackeray Avenue, you would see a weathered basketball hoop and a porch festooned with three flags: Old Glory, the Texas state flag, and a maroon flag with the Texas A&M logo on it. Texas A&M was my dad’s alma mater. Mine too.

My parents called a couple times a month to check on me, usually after mass on Sundays. I always went home for Christmas. They bought me a giant green Eddie Bauer coat when I moved to Chicago. My mom sent me fifty-dollar checks so I’d have spending money; my dad diagnosed problems with my Honda’s brakes over the phone. My younger sister was finishing graduate school and about to become engaged to her longtime boyfriend; my brother and his wife, college sweethearts, lived in Atlanta near dozens of their college friends. None of them knew about my unscored heart. To them, I was their oddball daughter and sister who voted Democratic, liked poetry, and settled north of the Mason-Dixon Line. They loved me, but I didn’t really fit with them or Texas. When I was a kid, my mom would play the Aggie fight song on the piano and my dad would sing along at the top of his lungs. Hullaballo-canek-canek, Hullaballoo-canek-canek. He took me on my college tour of Texas A&M, and when I picked it—primarily because we could afford it—he was genuinely thrilled to have another Aggie in the family. He never said so, but surely he was disappointed to learn that I spent home football games in the library highlighting passages in Walden while twenty thousand fans sang, stomped, and cheered loud enough that when the Aggies, scored the library walls vibrated. Everyone in my family and all of Texas, it seemed, loved football.

I was a misfit. The deep secret I carried was that I didn’t belong. Anywhere. I spent half my days obsessing about food and my body and the weird shit I did to control both, and the other half trying to outrun my loneliness with academic achievement. I went from the honor roll in high school to the dean’s list in college for earning a 4.0 for most of my semesters there to cramming legal theories into my brain seven days a week. I dreamed of one day showing up at 6644 Thackeray Avenue at my goal weight, arm in arm with a healthy functioning man, and my spine shooting straight to the sky.

I didn’t think of disclosing to my family when my troubling wishes about death cropped up. We could talk about the weather, the Honda, and the Aggies. None of my secret fears and fantasies fit into any of those categories.

I wished passively for death, but I didn’t stockpile pills or join the Hemlock Society’s mailing list. I didn’t research how to get a gun or fashion a noose out of my belts. I didn’t have a plan, a method, or a date. But I felt an unease, constant as a toothache. It didn’t feel normal, passively wishing that death would snatch me up. Something about the way I was living made me want to stop living.

I don’t remember what words I used when I thought about my malaise. I know I felt a longing I couldn’t articulate and didn’t know how to satisfy. Sometimes I told myself I just wanted a boyfriend or that I was scared I would die alone. Those statements were true. They nicked the bone of the longing, but they didn’t reach the marrow of my despair.

In my journal, I used vague words of discomfort and distress: I feel afraid and anxious about myself. I feel afraid that I’m not OK, will never be OK & I’m doomed. It’s very uncomfortable to me. What’s wrong with me? I didn’t know then that a word existed to perfectly define my malady: lonely.

That card from the bursar with my class rank on it, by the way, said number one. Uno. First. Primero Zuerst. The one hundred seventy other students in my class had a GPA lower than mine. I’d exceeded my goal of landing in the top half of the class, which, after my less-than-mediocre score on the LSAT—I never could figure out when Uriah should have his conference—seemed like a stretch goal. I should have been thrilled. I should have been opening zero-balance credit cards. Shopping for Louboutin heels. Signing the lease on a new apartment on the Gold Coast. Instead, I was first in my class and jealous of the lead singer of INXS who died of autoerotic asphyxiation.

What the hell was wrong with me? I wore size-six pants, had D-cup breasts, and pulled in enough student loan money to cover a studio apartment in an up-and-coming neighborhood on the north side of Chicago. For eight years, I’d been a member of a 12-step program that taught me how to eat without sticking my finger down my throat thirty minutes later. My future gleamed before me like Grandma’s polished silver. I had every reason to be optimistic. But self-disgust about my stuckness—I was far away from other people, aeons away from a romantic relationship—lodged in every cell of my body. There was some reason that I felt so apart and alone, a reason why my heart was so slick. I didn’t know what it was, but I felt it pulsing as I fell asleep and wished to not wake up.

I was already in a 12-step program. I’d done a fourth-step inventory with my sponsor who lived in Texas and made amends to the people I’d harmed. I’d returned to Ursuline Academy, my all-girl high school, with a one-hundred-dollar check as restitution for money I stole while managing parking-lot fees junior year. Twelve-step recovery had arrested the worst of my disordered eating, and I credited it with saving my life. Why was I now wishing that life away? I confessed to my sponsor who lived in Texas that I’d been having dark thoughts.

“I wish for death every day.” She told me to double up on my meetings.

I tripled them, and felt more alone than ever.
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A few days after I learned my class rank, a woman named Marnie invited me to dinner following a 12-step meeting. Like me, she was a recovering bulimic. Unlike me, she had a super-together life: She was only a few years older, but she worked at a lab focused on cutting-edge experiments for breast cancer treatments; she and her husband had recently painted the entryway of her colonial Sherwin-Williams’s Osage Orange; she was tracking her ovulation. Her life wasn’t perfect—her marriage was often stormy—but she chased what she wanted. My instinct was to say no to her dinner offer so I could go home, take off my bra, and eat my four ounces of ground turkey and roasted carrots alone in front of Scrubs. That’s what I usually did—beg off—when people after meetings invited me to join them for coffee or dinner. “Fellowship,” as they called it. But before I could decline, Marnie touched my elbow. “Just come. Pat’s out of town, and I don’t want to eat alone.”

We sat across from each other at the type of “healthy” diner that serves sprouted bread and sweet potato fries. Marnie seemed extra buoyant. Was she wearing lip gloss?

“You seem happy,” I said.

“It’s my new therapist.” I chased a spinach leaf around my plate with my fork. Could a therapist help me? I let the hope flicker. The summer before law school, I availed myself of eight free sessions with a social worker, courtesy of an Employee Assistance Program. I’d been assigned a meek woman named June who wore prairie skirts without irony. I didn’t tell her any of my secrets because I was afraid of upsetting her. Therapy, like being truly close to people, seemed like an experience I had to stand on the outside of, my face pressed to the window.

“I’m doing an all-women’s group.”

“Group?” My neck tensed immediately. I had a deep mistrust of groups after a bad experience in fifth grade when my parents transferred me to a local public school from my small Catholic school where class size was dwindling. At the new school, I fell in with the popular girls, led by Bianca, who gave out Jolly Ranchers every lunch period and had solid gold orbs on her add-a-bead necklace. I once spent the night at Bianca’s house, and her mom took us in her silver Mercedes to see Footloose. But Bianca turned on me midyear. She thought her boyfriend liked me because we sat near each other in history. One day at lunch, she offered everyone at the table a Jolly Rancher except me. She slipped a note under my lunch bag: We don’t want you at our table. All the girls had signed it. By then, I knew something was off in the connection between me and other people. I sensed in my gut that I didn’t know how to stay connected, how not to be cast aside. I could tolerate 12-step groups because the membership at every meeting shifted. You could come and go as you pleased, and no one knew your last name. There was no one in charge at a 12-step meeting—no Queen Bee Bianca who could oust other members. A set of spiritual principles held a 12-step group together: anonymity, humility, integrity, unity, service. Without those, I never would have stayed. Plus, the cost of a meeting was basically free, though they suggested a two-dollar donation. For the cost of a Diet Coke I could spend sixty minutes acknowledging my eating disorder and listening to other people’s pain and triumphs around food.

I speared a chunk of tomato and considered interesting topics I could raise with Marnie—the execution of Oklahoma City bomber Timothy McVeigh or whatever Colin Powell was up to. I felt the urge to impress her with my knowledge of current events and display some togetherness of my own. But I was curious about her therapy group. I feigned nonchalance as I asked what it was like.

“It’s all women. Mary’s going deaf, and Zenia’s about to lose her medical license because of alleged Medicare fraud. Emily’s father is a drug addict—he harasses her with hate mail from his one-bedroom apartment in Wichita.” Marnie lifted her arm and pointed at the soft, fleshy underside of her forearm. “Our new girl is a cutter. Always wears long sleeves. We don’t know her story yet, but for sure, it’s dark as hell.”

“Sounds intense.” Not what I’d pictured. “Are you allowed to tell me all this?”

She nodded. “The therapist’s theory is that keeping secrets is a toxic process, so we—the group members—can talk about whatever we want, wherever we want. The therapist is bound by doctor-patient confidentiality, but we’re not.”

No confidentiality? I sat back and shook my head. I twisted the napkin around my wrist under the table. No way could I do that. I once hinted to my high school social justice teacher Ms. Gray that my eating was screwed up. When Ms. Gray called my parents to suggest counseling, my mom was furious. I was polishing off a plate of biscuits and watching Oprah interview Will Smith when my mom stormed into the living room, madder than a one-winged hornet. “Why would you tell people your business? You must protect yourself!” My mom is a proper Southern woman raised in Baton Rouge during the 1950s. Telling other people your business was tacky and could have adverse social consequences. She was convinced I’d be ostracized if other people knew I had mental problems, and she wanted to protect me. When I started going to 12-step meetings in college, it took all the courage I had to trust that the other people would take the anonymity part of the program as seriously as I did.

“How does anyone get better?” Marnie was clearly doing better than I was. If we were a tampon commercial, I’d be the one scowling about odors and leakage; she’d be doing a jeté in white jeans on her heavy flow day.

She shrugged. “You could check it out.”

I’d had other therapy. In high school, there was a short stint with a woman who looked like Paula Dean and wore pastel pantsuits. My parents sent me to Paula D. after Ms. Gray called about my eating, but I was so busy obeying the command to protect myself that I never said anything about how I felt. Instead, we chitchatted about whether I should get a mall job over the summer. Express or Gap? Once, she sent me home with a five-hundred-question psychological test. Hope coursed through my fingers as I filled in each answer bubble; these questions would finally reveal why I couldn’t stop eating, why I felt like a misfit everywhere I went, and why none of the boys were interested in me when all the other girls were French-kissing and getting felt up.

Paula D. read the results in her perfectly modulated therapist voice: “ ‘Christie is perfectionistic and afraid of snakes. An ideal occupation for Christie would be watch repairperson or surgeon.’ ” She smiled and cocked her head. “Snakes are pretty scary, huh?”

It never occurred to me to show her my tears and panic. To open up, I needed a therapist who could hear the echoes of pain in my silences and see the shirttail of truth under my denials. Paula D. didn’t. After that session, I sat my parents down and told them that I’d graduated from therapy. All better now. My parents beamed with pride, and my mom shared her life philosophy: “You just make up your mind to be happy. Focus on the positive; don’t put any energy into negative thoughts.” I nodded. Great idea. On the way down the hall to my bedroom, I stopped in the bathroom and threw up my dinner, a habit I developed after reading a book about a gymnast who threw up her food. I loved the feeling of emptying myself of food and the rush of adrenaline from having a secret. At age sixteen, I thought bulimia was a genius way to control my ruthless appetite, which led me to binge on crackers, bread, and pasta. Not until I got into recovery did I understand that my bulimia was a way to control the unending swells of anxiety, loneliness, anger, and grief that I had no idea how to release.

Marnie dragged another fry through the smear of ketchup. “Dr. Rosen would see you—”

“Rosen? Jonathan Rosen?”

I definitely couldn’t call Dr. Rosen. Blake saw Dr. Rosen. Blake was a guy I’d met at a party the summer before law school. He took a seat next to me and said, “What kind of eating disorder do you have?” He pointed at the carrot sticks on my plate and said, “Don’t look at me like that. I’ve dated an anorexic and two bulimics who wished they were anorexic. I know your type.” He was in AA, between jobs, and offered to take me sailing. We rode bikes to the lakefront to watch Fourth of July fireworks. We lay on the deck of his boat, shoulder to shoulder, staring at the Chicago skyline and talking about recovery. We sampled the vegan food at Chicago Diner and went to the movies on Saturday afternoons before his AA meeting. When I asked if he was my boyfriend, he didn’t answer. Sometimes, he’d disappear for a few days to listen to Johnny Cash albums in his darkened apartment. Even if I could see the same therapist as Marnie, I could not see the same therapist as my ex-whatever-Blake-was. What, was I going to call up this Dr. Rosen and say, “Remember the girl who had anal sex last fall with Blake to cure his depression? Well, that was me! Do you take BlueCross-BlueShield?”

“How much does this therapy cost?” Couldn’t hurt to ask, though I had no conscious intention of joining a therapy group.

“Super cheap—only seventy bucks a week.”

I blew a hot breath out of my cheeks. Seventy bucks was chump change to Marnie, who ran a lab at Northwestern University and whose husband was the heir to a small family fortune. If I skimped on groceries and took the bus instead of driving, I might have an extra seventy bucks by the end of the month. But each week? I made fifteen dollars an hour at my summer internship, and my parents were Just Be Happy people, so I couldn’t ask them. In two years, I’d have a job locked down, but on my student budget, where would the money come from?

Marnie said Dr. Rosen’s phone number out loud, but I didn’t write it down.

But then she said one more thing.

“He just got remarried—he smiles all the time.”

Instantly, I pictured Dr. Rosen’s heart: a red grammar school cutout for Valentine’s Day with hash marks etched across the surface like bare tree branches in winter. I projected onto Dr. Rosen, a man I had never met, a gut-wrenching divorce, lonely nights in a sublet efficiency with freezer-burned microwaved dinners, but then a twist: a second chance at love with a new wife. In the chest of a smiling therapist beat a scored heart. My chest filled with curiosity and a slim, quivering hope that he could help me.

As I lay in bed that night, I thought about the women in Marnie’s group: the presumed cutter, the felon, the daughter of the drug addict. I thought about Blake, who had formed tight bonds with the men in his group. After his sessions, he would come home brimming with stories about Ezra, who had a blow-up doll for a girlfriend, and Todd, whose wife dumped all of his possessions out on the sidewalk when she wanted a divorce. Was I really worse off than these folks? Was my malady, whatever it was, so impossible to cure? I’d never given bona fide psychiatry a chance. Psychiatrists have medical degrees—maybe whatever was wrong with me required the skills of someone who’d dissected a human heart during his training. Maybe Dr. Rosen would have some advice for me—something he could impart in a single session or two. Maybe there was a pill he could prescribe to take the edge off my despair and score my heart.
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I found Dr. Rosen’s number in the phone book and left a message on his machine two hours after my dinner with Marnie. He called me back the next day. Our conversation lasted less than three minutes. I asked for an appointment, he offered me a time, and I took it. When I hung up, I stood up in my office, my whole body shaking. Twice I sat down to resume my legal research, and both times I popped out of my seat thirty seconds later to pace. My mind insisted that making a doctor’s appointment was no big deal, but the adrenaline coursing through me hinted otherwise. That night I wrote, I got off the phone & burst into tears. I felt like I said the wrong stuff & he doesn’t like me & I felt exposed and vulnerable. I didn’t care if he could help me; I cared about whether or not he liked me.

The waiting room consisted of bland doctor’s office fare: an Easter lily, a gray-scale photograph of a man stretching his arms outward and turning his face toward the sun. The bookshelf held titles like Codependent No More and Vandalized Love Maps and dozens of AA newsletters. Next to the inner door, there were two buttons: one labeled “group” and one labeled “Dr. Rosen.” I pressed the Dr. Rosen button to announce myself and then settled in a chair along the wall facing the door. To calm my nerves, I grabbed a National Geographic and flipped through pictures of the majestic Arctic sea wolf galloping across a treeless plain. On the phone Dr. Rosen had sounded serious. I heard East Coast vowels. I heard an unsmiling gravitas. I heard a stern, humorless priest. Part of me had hoped he’d be too booked to see me for a few weeks or months, but he offered an appointment forty-eight hours later.

The waiting room door swung open at exactly one thirty. A slight middle-aged man in a red Tommy Hilfiger golf shirt, khaki pants, and black leather loafers opened the door. His face wore a slight smile—friendly but professional—and what was left of his wiry grayish hair stuck up all over his head, slightly reminiscent of Einstein. If I passed him on the street, I would never look twice. From a quick glance, I could tell he was too young to be my dad and too old to want to fuck, which seemed ideal. I followed him down a hall to an office where northern windows looked out over the multistory Marshall Field’s building. There were several patient seating options: a scratchy-looking upholstered couch, an upright office chair, or a black oversize armchair next to a desk. I chose the black armchair. A slew of framed Harvard diplomas drew my eye. I respected the Harvard thing. I’d had Ivy League dreams but state school finances and test scores. To me, those Ivy League certificates signified that this guy was top tier. Elite. Crème de la crème. But it also meant that if he couldn’t help me, then I was truly and deeply fucked.

Once I settled in the chair, I took a good look at his face. My heartbeat accelerated as I took in his nose, eyes, and the straight line of his lips. I put them altogether and realized: I knew him. I pressed my lips together as the knowledge sunk in. I totally knew this guy.

This Dr. Rosen was the same Jonathan R. I’d met in a recovery meeting for people with eating disorders three years earlier. In 12-step meetings, people go only by their first name and last initials to preserve their anonymity. Twelve-step meetings for people with eating disorders are like AA meetings—members gather in church basements where they share stories about how food is ruining their lives. Like our more famous AA brethren whose meetings have been depicted in Meg Ryan movies and referenced in TV shows from The West Wing to NYPD Blue, food addicts collect serenity coins and get sponsors to learn how to live without bingeing, purging, starving, and maiming their flesh. Unlike AA, most of the 12-step meetings I’d attended were filled with women. In ten years, I’d seen only a handful of men in my meetings. One of them was the Harvard-educated psychiatrist sitting two feet away from me, waiting for me to open my mouth.

I knew things about Jonathan R. as a person. A man. A man with an eating disorder. I remembered things he’d shared about his mother, his chronically ill child, his feelings about his body.

A therapist is supposed to be a blank slate. There were smudges all over Dr. Rosen.

I swiveled my body so he could see me head-on. Once he recognized me, would he kick me out right away? His expression remained open, curious. Five seconds passed. He didn’t seem to recognize me and was waiting for me to speak. Now the Harvard thing intimidated me. How could I come across as both witty and tortured, like Dorothy Parker or David Letterman? I wanted this Dr. Rosen to take seriously my newly developed fantasies about dying, yet still find me irrepressibly charming and maybe also a little bit fuckable. I figured he’d be more willing to help me if he found me attractive.

“I suck at relationships and am afraid I’ll die alone.”

“What does that mean?”

“I can’t get close to people. Something stops me, like an invisible fence. I can feel myself holding back, always holding back. With guys, I always fall for the ones who drink until they puke or pass out—”

“Alcoholics.” Not a question but a statement.

“Yes. My first love in high school smoked pot every day and cheated on me. In college, I fell for a beautiful Colombian fraternity boy who was alcoholic and had a girlfriend, and then I dated a pot addict. There was a nice guy after him, but I dumped him—”

“Because?”

“He walked me to class, bought me copies of his favorite books, and asked permission to kiss me. He made my skin crawl.”

Dr. Rosen smiled. “You’re afraid of emotionally available men. I suspect women too.” More statements.

“Stable guys who express interest in me make me want to vomit. I guess that’s true about women too.” My mind flashed to a scene from the previous Christmas when I was in Texas visiting my family, and I’d run into a high school friend at Banana Republic. When Lia called out my name, I stood next to the blazers and oxford shirts, frozen, as she hugged me warmly. When she pulled away, a stricken look passed across her face—like I thought we were friends—and then she asked me about Chicago and law school. As we chitchatted among the shoppers looking for after-Christmas bargains, my mind insisted that she didn’t want to be talking to me because she was now a successful physical therapist without an eating disorder or a weird affliction that made her clam up when someone from her past offered her a hug. Lia and I had been close in high school, but I pulled away senior year when my eating disorder revved up and I became consumed with getting my first boyfriend to stop cheating on me.

“Are you bulimic?”

“I’m in recovery—twelve-step,” I said quickly, hoping not to trigger his memory of hearing me introduce myself as Christie, recovering bulimic. “The steps helped me with the bulimia, but I can’t fix this relationship thing—”

“Not by yourself. Who’s in your support system?”

I mentioned my sponsor Cady, a stay-at-home mom of grown kids who lived in the rural Texas town where I went to college. I was closer to her than anyone—I called her every three days but hadn’t laid eyes on her in five years. There was my random assortment of women like Marnie with whom I connected during and sometimes after recovery meetings. Law school friends who didn’t know I was in recovery. Friends from high school and college in Texas who tried to keep in touch with me, but I rarely returned their phone calls and never accepted their invitations to visit.

“I’m starting to have fantasies about dying.” I pressed my lips together. “Ever since I found out I’m first in my class at law school—”

“Mazel tov.” His smile was so genuine that I had to turn my head to his diplomas to keep from bursting into tears.

“It’s not Harvard or anything.” He raised his eyebrows. “And anyway, so I’ll have a great career, so what? There won’t be anything else—”

“That’s why you picked law.” His confident diagnoses were both disarming and comforting. He was no Paula D. with her questions about snakes.

“What’s the story in your head about how you became you?” Dr. Rosen asked.

“Every family has a fuckup.” I don’t know why I said that.

“Valedictorian of your law school class, and you’re a fuckup?”

“Being valedictorian doesn’t mean shit if I’m going to die alone and unattached.”

“What do you want?” he asked.

The word want echoed in my head. Want, want, want. I groped for a way to speak my longing in the affirmative, not just blurt out how I didn’t want to die alone.

“I want—” I stalled.

“I would like—” More stopping.

“I want to be real. With other people. I want to be a real person.”

He stared at me like what else? Other strands of desire floated through my mind: I wanted a boyfriend who smelled like clean cotton and went to work every day. I wanted to spend less than 50 percent of my waking hours thinking about the size of my body. I wanted to eat all of my meals with other people. I wanted to enjoy and seek out sex as much as the women on Sex and the City. I wanted to return to ballet class, a passion I dumped when I grew breasts and fleshy thighs. I wanted to have friends to travel the world with after I took the bar exam in two years. I wanted to reconnect with my college roommate who lived in Houston. I wanted to hug high school friends when I ran into them at the mall. But I didn’t say any of that because it seemed too specific. Corny. I didn’t yet know that therapy, like writing, relied on detail and specificity.

He said he’d put me in a group. I shouldn’t have been surprised, but the word group landed like a punch between my ribs. A group would be filled with people, people who might not like me, who would pry into my business and violate my mother’s edict not to expose my mental anguish to other people’s scrutiny.

“I can’t do a group.”

“Why not?”

“My mother would flip. All those people knowing my business—”

“So don’t tell her.”

“Why can’t I do individual sessions?”

“Group’s the only way I know how to get you where you want to go.”

“I’ll give you five years.”

“Five years?”

“Five years to change my life, and if it doesn’t work, then I’m out of here. Maybe I’ll kill myself.” I wanted to wipe that smirk off his face, and I wanted him to know I wasn’t going to stick around indefinitely, schlepping downtown to talk about my feelings with other broken people, if there weren’t material changes in my life. In five years I’d be thirty-two. If I still had a slick, unattached heart at thirty-two, I would off myself.

He leaned forward. “You want intimate relationships in your life within five years?” I nodded, willing to bear the discomfort of eye contact. “We can do that.”

I was scared of Dr. Rosen, but was I going to second-guess the Harvard-educated psychiatrist? His intensity scared me—that laughter, those statements—but it also intrigued me. Such confidence! We can do that.



As soon as I agreed to group, I became convinced that something catastrophic would happen to Dr. Rosen. I pictured the number twelve bus mowing him down in front of Starbucks. I pictured his lungs riddled with malignant tumors, his body succumbing to ALS.

“If you meet the Buddha on the road, kill him,” Dr. Rosen said in our second session when I told him my fears.

“Aren’t you Jewish?” There was the Jewish surname, the mazel tov, the needlepoint with Hebrew letters hanging across from the diplomas.

“The expression means you should pray that I die.”

“Why would I do that?”

“If I die”—he clasped his hands together and smiled like a manic elf—“someone better will come along.” His face burst with joy, as if he believed that anything—anything at all—could happen, and it would be glorious and better than what came before it.

“I was once in an accident on a beach in Hawaii. Someone I was with drowned.” I felt a rise in my chest as I watched his eyes expand before my detonated bomb.

“Jesus. How old were you?”

“Three weeks shy of fourteen.” My body buzzed with anxiety as it always did when Hawaii came up. That summer, the sweet spot between eighth grade and starting a new, all-girls Catholic high school, my friend Jenni invited me to join her family for a vacation in Hawaii. We spent three days exploring the main island—black sand beaches, waterfalls, a luau. On the fourth day, we went to a secluded beach at the edge of the island, and Jenni’s father drowned in the surf. I never knew how to talk about the experience. My mom called it “the accident,” other people called it “the drowning.” The night it happened, Jenni’s mom called family members back in Dallas, sobbing into the phone: “David’s been killed.” I didn’t have the words for what happened or how it felt to carry the memory of dragging his limp body out of the ocean, so I didn’t talk about it.

“Do you want to say more?”

“I’m not praying that you die.”



If you Google “see Buddha kill,” you’ll find a link to a book titled If You Meet the Buddha on the Road, Kill Him! The Pilgrimage of Psychotherapy Patients. Apparently, psychotherapy patients, who were now my people, must learn that therapists are nothing more than struggling human beings like their patients. It was an early signal that Dr. Rosen was not going to give me answers, that he might not have them to give. I added to my fantasy reel of Dr. Rosen’s grisly demise an image of me driving a wooden stake into Dr. Rosen’s heart, which was unsettling, and not just because I’d confused Buddha with Dracula.

Freshman year of college, some lively, popular girls from Austin invited me to road-trip to New Orleans with them. The plan was to stay at one of the girls’ cousin’s place and party in the French Quarter until it was time to drive back to campus. I told them I needed to think about it, even though I knew my answer. I cited homework as an excuse, even though it was the second week of school, and my only assignment was to read the first half of Beowulf, which I’d read in high school.

Groups intimidated me, even all those years after Bianca and her Jolly Ranchers. Where would I sleep in New Orleans? What if I didn’t understand their jokes? What if we ran out of things to say? What if they figured out I wasn’t as rich or cool or happy as they were? What if they found out I wasn’t a virgin? What if they knew I’d slept with only one guy? What if they learned my secrets around food?

How could I possibly do a group with the same people every week?

“I know you. From meetings.” I blurted it out in the middle of my second session. I was afraid that he would one day remember me and then have to kick me out of his practice because we’d sat in meetings together. “From years ago when I lived in Hyde Park.”

He cocked his head to the side and narrowed his eyes. “Ah, right. I thought you looked familiar.”

“Does this mean you can’t treat me?”

His shoulders shook as he burst into elfin laughter. “I hear the wish.”

“What?” I stared at his jolly face.

“If you’re thinking about committing to treatment with me, you’re going to start coming up with excuses about why it won’t work.”

“It was a legitimate fear.”

More laughter.

“What?”

“If you join one of my groups, I want you to tell the group every single thing you remember me sharing during meetings.”

“But your anonymity—”

“I don’t need you to protect me. That’s not your job. Your job is to tell.”

My journal entry after the second session was strangely prescient: I feel nervous about being exposed in therapy about the way I eat… I’ve got a lot of emotion about Dr. Rosen & his role in my life. Fear about my secrets coming out. Fear is so huge.

Dr. Rosen spoke in koans.

“The starving person isn’t hungry until she takes her first bite,” he said.

“I’m not anorexic.” Oh, sure, I’d wished for an attack of anorexia all through high school when I couldn’t stop bingeing on Pringles and Chips Ahoy, but that was never my deal.

“It’s a metaphor. When you let the group in—take that first bite—only then will you feel how alone you’ve been.”

“How do I ‘let the group in’?”

“You share with them every aspect of your life that deals with relationships—friendship, family, sex, dating, romance. All of it.”

“Why?”

“That’s how you let them in.”



Before starting group, you got three individual sessions. In my last one, my shoulders relaxed as I curled into Dr. Rosen’s black leather armchair. I twirled my bracelet with my index finger and slipped my foot in and out of my shoe. I was used to Dr. Rosen; he was my strange old pal. Nothing to fear here. I’d told him that I knew him from meetings, and he said it wasn’t a deal breaker. The only thing left was to hammer out the particulars, like which group would he put me in? He offered a Tuesday morning coed group full of doctors and lawyers that met from seven thirty to nine. A “professionals” group. I hadn’t been picturing men in my group. Or doctors. Or lawyers.

“Wait, what’s going to happen to me when I start group?”

“You’re going to feel lonelier than you ever have in your life.”

“Hold the phone, Harvard.” I bolted straight up in my chair. “I’m going to feel worse?” I’d just met with the dean of students at law school to take out a private health-care loan at 10 percent interest to pay for my new therapy. Now he was telling me that group would make me feel worse than the morning I drove around dribbling plum juice and praying for a bullet to my brain?

“Absolutely.” He nodded like he was trying to knock something off the top of his head. “If you’re serious about getting into intimate relationships—becoming a real person, as you said—you need to feel every feeling you’ve been stifling since you were a kid. The loneliness, the anxiety, the anger, the terror.” Could I go through this? Did I want to? Curiosity about this man, his groups, and how they might score my heart inched out my resistance, but just barely.

“Can I call you to let you know?”

He shook his head. “I need your commitment today.”

I gulped, stared at the door, and considered my options. The commitment scared me, but I was more afraid of walking out of his office empty-handed: no group, no other options, no hope.

“Fine. I commit.” I grabbed my purse so I could slink back to work and fret over what I’d just committed to. “One last question. What’s going to happen to me when I start group?”

“All of your secrets are going to come out.”






4

“Top or bottom?” A portly, balding guy with giant green eyes and wire-rimmed glasses lobbed this opening salvo at me during my first group session. Later, I learned that the guy who started my hazing was Carlos, a sharp-tongued gay doctor in his late thirties who’d been seeing Dr. Rosen for a few years.

“In sex. Top or bottom?” he said.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dr. Rosen shifting his gaze from one member to another, like a sprinkler on a timer. I smoothed the front of my skirt. If they wanted bawdy, sex-positive Christie, I’d serve her up.

“Definitely top.”

Of course, this Christie was a fabricated version of me who welcomed intrusive questions from strangers with a smile. Underneath my skittering nerves and accelerated pulse, I felt like crying because the authentic answer to the question was that I had no idea how I liked to have sex. I didn’t date guys capable of consistent sex, thanks to their depression and addiction. I said top because I had a foggy memory of pleasure with my high school boyfriend, the basketball star slash pothead who boned me regularly in the front seat of my dad’s Chevy.

Dr. Rosen did a theatrical throat clear.

“What?” It was the first time I looked straight at Dr. Rosen since group started. He’d opened the waiting room door and led me, Carlos, and two other people to a corner office on the opposite end of the hallway from the room where’d I’d had my individual sessions. In the fourteen-by-fourteen group room, there were seven swivel chairs arranged in a circle. Sunlight striped the room from the slats in the mini blinds. In one corner there was a bookshelf, lined with titles on addiction, codependency, alcoholism, and group therapy. On the bottom shelf, a motley assortment of stuffed animals and a nun with boxing gloves spilled over the edge. I’d selected a chair facing the door, which was nine o’clock to Dr. Rosen’s high noon position. The chair was hard on my ass and squeaked faintly when I swiveled left and right. Honestly, I’d expected spiffier accommodations from a Harvard alum.

“How about an honest answer?” Dr. Rosen said. His grin broadcast a challenge, like he knew without a doubt I’d begun my group career masquerading as a sexually healthy woman.

“Such as?”

“That you don’t like having sex at all.” My face flushed. That was not how I would have described myself.

“That’s not true. I love having sex, I just can’t find anyone to have sex with.” I’d had orgasms and toe-curling sex before—in college there was that Colombian alcoholic who touched my face as he kissed me, lighting me up like a supernova. And I genuinely liked being on top those few times with my high school boyfriend, tilting my pelvis just so, charging forward into my sexuality as only a drunk-on-Zima seventeen-year-old could. I didn’t know where those buried parts of me went or why I couldn’t hold on to them.

A grandpa-aged guy with a military buzz cut and a Colonel Sanders goatee—a retired proctologist—piped in. “A pretty girl like you? That can’t be true.” Was he leering at me?

“Guys don’t… respond to me.” Tears threatened. Two minutes into the session, and I was cracking. I remembered when my all-girls Catholic high school sent us on a spiritual retreat sophomore year, and my retreat leader opened with a story about her bulimic past. I responded by bursting into tears and confessing my bulimia to a roomful of fourteen-year-olds, whom I then swore to secrecy. It was the first time I’d told anyone about my purging. Sitting across from Colonel Sanders, I felt the confusion from the retreat sidle up next to me, hovering: Would opening my mouth to spill the truth to strangers salvage my life or would it destroy me as my mother predicted?

“What do you mean, ‘respond’?” Colonel Sanders was definitely leering.

“Guys always approach my friends, but never me. It’s been like that since high school.” In co-ed groups at bars or parties, I would stand slightly off to the side, never sure what to do with my hands, finding it impossible to laugh in my normal pitch or join the conversation because I was trying to imagine how to get the guys to like me. It wasn’t just American guys. My college roommate Kat and I traveled all over Europe after college, and not one single guy hit on me. Not even in Italy. Meanwhile, guys from Munich, Nice, Lucerne, and Bruges fell all over Kat and ignored me.

A buzzer rang, and Dr. Rosen pressed a button on the wall behind him.

Three seconds later, a smiling woman in her late forties with chipped turquoise nail polish, overprocessed orange hair, and a raspy smoker’s voice walked in. Her fringy rayon shirt was more Woodstock than downtown Chicago. I’d seen her a few times in 12-step meetings. “I’m Rory,” she said to me and another older guy sitting across from me, who was apparently new to the group as well. Like a den mother, she pointed everyone out and told us their names and occupations. Colonel Sanders’s given name was Ed. Carlos, a dermatologist. Patrice, a partner in an obstetrics practice. Rory was a civil rights attorney. The new guy, Marty, had Groucho Marx eyebrows and a habit of sniffing every ten seconds. He introduced himself as a psychiatrist who worked with Southeast Asian refugees.

“So you’re here to have more sex?” Colonel Sanders said.

I shrugged. Literally, moments before I admitted as much, but now I was backing away because of messages embedded in my marrow: Nice girls don’t want it. Feminists don’t need it. Good girls don’t talk about it at all, especially in mixed company. My mother would die if she knew I was talking about it with these strangers.

From there, the conversation ping-ponged to Rory, who mentioned she’d asked her father for money to pay her bills. Dr. Rosen steered Rory to her father’s Holocaust survival story, which involved hiding in a trunk in Poland for several years. Abruptly, the conversation pivoted to Carlos’s patient who refused to pay his bill.

As the group zigzagged from issue to issue, I shifted from butt cheek to butt cheek on that hard-ass chair. I sighed and cleared my throat in frustration. Nothing was resolved. Didn’t anyone want any answers? Resolutions? Worse, as the newcomer, I had no context for any of the stories. Why did Carlos’s assistant quit? Why did Rory seem so anti-Semitic when her dad survived the Holocaust in a footlocker? What was the deal with her overdue Visa bill?

At some point in the session I fingered the beads of my pearl bracelet like a rosary strand to soothe myself. Dr. Rosen watched me, his newest lab rat. Would he later write a note for my file? CT manipulates jewelry with her digits during group discussion. CT demonstrates all the classic signs of someone with major intimacy issues, severe repression. Tough case.

I’d left my three individual sessions feeling that, despite his cockiness and strange sense of humor, Dr. Rosen and I had a bond. I believed he understood me, but now it felt like we were total strangers. I called him an asshole in my head.

There were unwritten group rules.

“You crossed your legs,” Colonel Sanders said. I stared down at my right thigh crossed over my left. Everyone turned toward me.

“So what?” I asked, defensive.

“We don’t do that here.” Colonel Sanders eyed my legs. I uncrossed them quickly.

“Why not?” If making me feel stupid was a way to get better, I’d be cured by Christmas.

“It means you’re not open.” That was Carlos.

“It means you’re ashamed.” That was Rory.

“You’re shutting down emotionally.” That was Patrice.

The group room was a fishbowl. There was nowhere to hide from the six pairs of eyes around the circle. They could read my body. Make assessments. Draw conclusions. They could see me. The exposure made me want to cross my legs until the end of the session. Until the end of time.

Dr. Rosen came to life and spoke. “What are you feeling?”

Instead of blurting out a bullshit answer that I thought would win me points—I feel empowered by the group dynamics—I took a breath and searched for the truth. I’d lost my bearings, but decided that the truth could function like a home base. It had worked in 12-step meetings—I was alive because I’d told the truth about my bulimia over and over in meetings. Nothing in my life had empowered me—not good grades, not a thin body, not dry-humping a beautiful Latin fraternity boy—like speaking the raw truth about vomiting up my meals. The first true, full-bodied sensation of power I ever felt was after my first 12-step meeting when I sat on a bench with a woman from the meeting and told her that I’d been bingeing and purging food I’d stolen all over campus. I felt the power of turning my back on my mother’s proscription about telling other people my business. I released a secret, not caring who in my family might abandon me, because I finally understood that keeping the secret was an act of abandoning myself. If there was a way to health in group therapy—and I wasn’t sure there was—the foundation had to be built on truth. There was no other way. And none of these people knew my mother or any of her friends. So no more fronting.

“Defensive.” How was I supposed to know that we don’t cross our legs?

Dr. Rosen shook his head. “That’s not a feeling.”

“But that’s exactly…” Now I was pissed, and I was positive that was a feeling.

Another rule: “Feelings have two syllables or less: ashamed, angry, lonely, hurt, sad, afraid—” Dr. Rosen explained feelings like Fred Rogers talking to a preschooler. Apparently, once you veer beyond two syllables, you are intellectualizing, effectively darting away from the simple truth of your feelings.

“And happy,” Rory said.

“But you won’t feel that in here,” Carlos said. Everyone laughed. The corners of my mouth rose in a smile.

Dr. Rosen nodded in my direction. “So what’s ‘defensive’?”

My first pop quiz. I wanted to give the right answer. It felt as hard as figuring out Sheldon’s conference on the LSAT practice test. I ran through the roster of feelings. Frustrated came to mind, but that was three syllables. Furious? Nope, three syllables. Three blind mice. Three times the cock crowed. Three times Jesus fell. Three was holy. Three was biblical. Why couldn’t I use a three-syllable word? My top choice: adios.

“Angry?” I said.

“I heard something else. How about shame?”

I said it aloud: “Ashamed?”

I thought of shame as something survivors of incest or ritual abuse had to work through. Shame belonged to people who had committed grave sexual sins or who did embarrassing things in public while naked. Did it belong to me? I always wore my clothes, even to bed—I often wore a bra during sex. Was shame the word for the feeling that everything about me was wrong and had to be buried under perfect test scores? Is shame what I felt as a little girl in ballet class when I pined for a petite body like the Jennifers and Melissas? Was that the name of the body disgust I felt in my gut growing up when I sat next to my friends and my younger sister, and compared the vast expanse of my thighs with their delicate, birdlike bones?

I wanted to be valedictorian in therapy like I was in law school. The problem with being number one, of course, was that it didn’t cure my loneliness or bring me one inch closer to other people. Then there was the fact that I hadn’t a clue how to be “good” at group therapy.

The cardinal rule in Rosen-land, of course, was no secret keeping among group members, which came up when Carlos discussed a woman named Lynne who was in another Rosen group. According to Carlos, Lynne planned to leave her husband because, in part, of his erectile dysfunction. I scrunched up my nose and shot a look at Dr. Rosen. How could he allow us to talk about some innocent man’s broken penis? What if I knew him? When Marnie mentioned the no-secrets business, I didn’t realize Dr. Rosen would actually condone gossip about other patients in the middle of a session.

“What about confidentiality?” I said.

“We don’t do that here,” Rory said. Patrice and Carlos confirmed with vigorous nodding. The memory of my mother scolding me in high school flashed in my mind. I’d bent the vow to let 12-step people in, but they were bound by the spiritual principle of anonymity, which was right there in the name of the program. What were these jokers bound by?

“How are we supposed to feel safe?”

“What makes you think confidentiality makes you safe?” Dr. Rosen looked energized, ready to school me.

“Group therapy’s always confidential.” My authority on group therapy was one friend from graduate school who had to sign a confidentiality agreement when she joined a group. “Maybe I don’t want my secrets all over your group grapevine.”

“Why not?”

“You don’t get why I want privacy?” There were zero expressions of outrage on the faces staring back at me.

“You might want to look at why you’re so invested in privacy.”

“Isn’t it standard practice?”

“It might be, but keeping secrets for other people is more toxic than other people knowing your business. Holding on to secrets is a way to hold shame that doesn’t belong to you.”

On one level I understood what he was saying. Food addicts in recovery meetings got well when they told their stories. But at the beginning of every 12-step meeting, there is a reminder: What you hear here, when you leave here, stays here. When that line is read, people in the meeting respond: here, here! Dr. Rosen was ethically bound to keep my secrets as my psychiatrist, but there were five other people who would hear every word I said. The walls of the group room were not a barrier to the information flowing out. What if I one day embezzled money from my future law firm? What if I developed irritable bowel syndrome and shit my pants on Michigan Avenue? What if I slept with someone who couldn’t use punctuation properly? How was I going to feel knowing that some Joe Schmo in the Wednesday men’s group might know details about the acrobatic sex I one day hoped to have?

“What am I going to get out of this?” I didn’t know then that this question would come out of my mouth so many times that it would become part mantra, part catchphrase.

“A place to come where everything is speakable, and you are not asked to hold any secrets for anyone. Ever.”

At the end of the session, Dr. Rosen pressed his palms together. “We’ll stop there for today.” Everyone stood up. To me, Dr. Rosen said, “We close the same way they close twelve-step meetings, holding hands in a circle saying the Serenity Prayer. If you are not comfortable with that, you don’t have to participate.”

I flashed him my “this ain’t my first rodeo” smile. I’d just sat through ninety minutes of group therapy; if anyone needed the Serenity Prayer, it was me. The familiar prayer was meant to help addicts get in touch with a power greater than themselves without invoking any particular religious tradition: God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.
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