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For my family, who shaped my character and made room for many others in my life.

Also, for Austin. I started writing for you. When you told me to keep going, I found me.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

With this book, I tell a lot of complicated stories. I don’t, however, offer a complete one. There are swaths of things I have not articulated. Some because I can’t—they are not mine to. Others because I don’t know how to. While it is easy for me to muse about more complicated dynamics, understanding simplicity is much harder. I don’t have adequate language for the sound of my mother’s laugh in concert with mine or the safety I felt in my father’s arms. The sovereignty of being on my big brother’s shoulders or other moments I thought would never end, like Irma Thomas singing softly to my sisters and me over the car stereo, lulling us to sleep, mouths harmoniously agape, on night drives home. I am much more practiced at finding lightness in darkness. This is a book about identity forged in fire. Like a flare, I hope it reaches you, perhaps even illuminating flames you yourself walked through, to sometimes glimpse the warm glow of being alive.




INTRODUCTION

When I first told my mother that not only Simon but also Schuster wanted to publish my book, she made the word “yay” sound like a deflating balloon before asking:

“Wait—aren’t you a bit young to be writing a memoir?”

Though my mother has admittedly started fudging my age to make herself sound younger, I am confident she really does know it. Ignoring her question, I feverishly attempted to explain that my book wasn’t exactly a memoir but a collection of personal essay–type stories about family dynamics—ours, specifically—and also about womanhood, Hollywood, country music, class, and, of course, New York City. I marveled at how intelligent I sounded, confident she’d feel the same and say so.

“That’s interesting,” she said instead, like it wasn’t.

By the time we hung up, I couldn’t help but agree. It wasn’t interesting. Who cared what I had to say? Sure, I’d enjoyed some success as an actress (the thief with a cold sore in Gone Girl, Greta Gerwig’s foil in Mistress America, and a hardworking, harder-partying oboist in Amazon’s Mozart in the Jungle). I’d even been on magazine covers and up for some awards. But they weren’t big ones, like Vogue or a Nobel Peace Prize. Not even the few (fairly) well-received country albums I’d released could help me. I was a nobody, a great shortcoming when you have spent your life on track to be a somebody. I was ordinary—until I remembered something extraordinary: I had been raised by wolves. In the wilderness. And I had survived.

To be clear, these were beautiful, rich, artistic wolves who repurposed vintage nightgowns as party dresses, and the wilderness I’m speaking of consisted of various brownstones scattered below Fourteenth Street, where my family relocated from London when I was four. After all, we couldn’t just move to New York, a city many people can only dream of visiting. We had to move to the Village—a historic neighborhood synonymous with the bohemian and the beautiful.

I suppose this suited us. My father was a rock star and a founding member of the seminal British bands Free and Bad Company. My mother was a one-of-a-kind interior decorator and clothing designer. For years, she owned the legendary Perry Street boutique Geminola, its name a whimsical combination of my siblings’ and mine. For my oldest sister, Domino, there was the “mino.” For my middle sister, Jemima, “emi.” As for me, little baby Lola, a whole “ola.” Meanwhile, Greg, the only boy, whose normal name and unibrow could be clearly traced to my mother’s first marriage, received a small but pivotal “G.”I

Early on, my parents nurtured the four of us into distinct creative roles based on our childhood interests. It was sort of like The Royal Tenenbaums, except no one was any good at tennis and our house was nicer. I was on deck to be the family movie star (every affluent family of Anglo New Yorkers has at least one!); Jemima, the next Picasso; Domino, a world-renowned singer; and Greg, a groundbreaking street photographer. But since artists are known for rebelling as much as they are for seeking parental approval, inevitably, we shook things up a bit and tore off our neat artistic paths. Eventually, I took a break from treading the boards to explore playing guitar and writing prose on this very sauce-covered laptop. Jemima, meanwhile, became an actress, starring in HBO’s Girls, among other credits; Domino, a sought-after doula and singer; and Greg, a part-time inventor, full-time father, and commercial photographer.

Not only were we raised by artists to be artists; we also spent much of our youth surrounded by them. David Bowie turned down my sister’s offer to use her hands as an ashtray at one of our legendary Christmas parties—where the Shirelles were performing. Courtney Love both flooded and set fire to our sprawling home during her prolonged stay there. When Liv Tyler wasn’t filming installments of The Lord of the Rings, she babysat me. Did I just drop something? Yes, a bunch of names. Sorry! The housekeeper’s coming by later to pick them up! But don’t let the fresh-cut flowers and the framed Longos fool you. My family is still rather wolfish. We move fast and travel far in search of food.II We are exceptionally good-looking. And some of us aren’t exactly who you’d want to come across alone at night by the light of a full moon. Because some of us can be quite fierce.

Eager as I was to run with our pack, I often craved a safer kind of love, declared at a lower volume and not just after screaming matches. Out with my mother’s gold Mercedes convertible! In with a family minivan! Out with the brownstone that so closely resembled an expensive French brothel! In with a white picket fence and two-car garage!

Don’t get me wrong: there were many perks to my upbringing. I have seen the Rolling Stones about a hundred times for free and from side stage. For years, I felt absolutely zero shame about public meltdowns (the world was our therapist’s waiting room!). But growing up as I did had its less savory elements. Like learning about siblings I’d never met, in places I was equally unaware of (what was this “Arizona”?). Spending spring break visiting family in rehab. The constant feeling of having too much, never being enough, and still wanting more.

Professional success, it seemed, was the only remedy for the profound feelings of personal failure I perceived around me. Having spent my life feeling Important Adjacent—which sounds kind of like the name a realtor gives an up-and-coming neighborhood to make it more enticing to buyers, but really means you’re valuable only because you’re near something else that is—I looked forward to a future in which I was considered important myself. Only then, I believed, would my family listen to me. Only then would they see: it made no sense to favor cool-looking broken antique kitchen appliances instead of functional new ones. And it certainly made no sense to be so unhappy all the time.



When I first set out to write this book, I didn’t plan on going into any of that. Initially, in fact, I envisioned the whole thing as a slightly better version of being stuck next to me at a dinner party: I’d talk endlessly about myself but spill my martini on the page instead of all over you, with the added bonus that in the morning, I wouldn’t have to worry that I’d admitted I still don’t know where my vulva is! Because my editor would just delete that part! (… Right?… Carina? You’ll delete that part?) But writing has helped me focus the blurry lens of my privilege and pain. Now I see how to create from that place instead of destruct from it. I also see how underneath all the extraordinary elements I might write about lies one very ordinary desire: to feel loved. Feeling like you aren’t can drive you crazy. Seeing the ways in which you are can be difficult, especially when the kind of love you know can be as loud, lonely-making, and life-affirming as New York City itself.



I do appreciate my mom’s ambivalence about my writing this book—I mean, really, what parent wants to read about their daughter sitting idle at a threesome? Especially when said daughter was raised to believe in the value of hard work! Other family members have voiced their anxiety too, and I understand their fear. Becoming a character in someone else’s story is bewildering—all the more so when you are still writing your own. (And I do mean that literally, as pretty much everyone in my family welcomed the news of my book by telling me about one of theirs they have in the works.)

But the truth is, what you’re reading isn’t a tell-all. Nor is it, as my sister Jemima believes, a biography of her. Nor is it either an indictment of my parents’ missteps—though I mention quite a few, as they make for good stories and are crucial for character development. It isn’t even a memoir—unless I actually do win an Oscar, die tragically between now and the time of print, or write a couple country #1s. It’s a map I drew of how I navigated the larger-than-life personalities I grew up around, oriented toward the true north of my own identity. It winds through Hollywood. Weaves through Nashville. Accidentally routes through Gainesville, where I went once because I got confused! Complete disaster! May it be useful to you as you blaze your own trail. Now let’s go! We’ve got a lot of ground to cover.III


	I. After this introduction, my siblings will be referred to only as their Geminola pseudonyms: G for Greg, Mino for Domino, Emi for Jemima. I, on the other hand, will remain Lola, as this is my book and I absolutely do not want to be known as Ola. [image: Emoji: Smiling face]

	II. US Fish and Wildlife Service.

	III. Unstable as it is, I suggest you wear heels. Or colorful cowboy boots. I wouldn’t want you to feel underdressed, and I loathe a sensible shoe.






PART ONE Farm Camp, Fat Replicas, and a Family Vacation to Rehab


If you want to know what God thinks of money, just look at the people he gave it to.

—Dorothy Parker






THE CURSE

On the cover of the workbook, there’s a cartoon drawing of a daisy with eyes, smiling at her reflection in a mirror she’s holding in her little white-gloved hands. I joke to the group that I’m gonna get the image as a back tat. Precisely one person thinks this is funny. The rest carry on with the serious business of finding the page with the friendly looking tree.

Even though I am thirty-three and essentially perfect, I often still feel the same messy pain I did when I was a kid. According to the self-help group I’ve recently started attending, this is because I am an “adult child,” i.e., I respond to many adult situations the way a child might. When you grow up fast, as I did in New York City, I think, you never really grow up. For a moment this makes me feel very cool. I picture myself wearing a beret tilted just so, exhaling smoke from a candy cigarette, because I’m trying to quit. Then I recall a magnet I used to look at on my old math tutor’s fridge:


PUT THE FUN BACK IN DYSFUNCTIONAL!



When I was a kid, this sentiment made me feel seen: My family puts the fun back in dysfunctional! I’d think proudly each time I saw it. Then I’d ask my tutor to do the rest of my homework so I could lie down. But now that one of my sisters doesn’t talk to my mom, my mom doesn’t talk to my dad, my dad believes my mom tried to have him killed, and our collective love language seems to be talking shit about each other, I’m not so sure how fun our dysfunction really is.

Fill in the tree below with the names of your family members and their corresponding addictions! the tree barks. So I do. Once I begin, I am surprised at how little I really know.

Mom’s side: well, her sister died of a heroin overdose… so that. Then there was the gambler. Lots of shopping. Etc…. I can just about complete it through my maternal great-grandparents when I realize I have no idea what their names were or what, if anything, they were addicted to. Since they were Jewish, I’m going to assume they didn’t drink much (most of the ones I know don’t—sensitive stomachs). And since they lived in olden times, I’m going to further assume their lives were somewhat war-torn and fully sepia. They had four kids. They worshipped. They left Baghdad for Manchester. But with them, they brought the curse.



My dad has told me about “the curse” of my mother’s side several times. This is likely because he can’t remember having told me about it before. Because imagine a goldfish. Now imagine a rock star railing cocaine off a pair of perky ’70s tits. Put those things together inside an older man in a soft cashmere sweater, and there you have my father. Make no mistake, I have long benefited from the gaps in his memory. I can dependably impress him simply by repeating old achievements. Still, it is a bit of a drag to hear over and over about how all the women in my family are cursed.

Legend has it—

Fuck. Honestly, I can’t really remember either.

Let’s position this narrative outside a large multicolored tent, at the foot of the Zagros Mountains (no idea if my family was even from around there, but when you google “mountain range iraq,” that’s what comes up. The area looks gorgeous, though!). Camels abound. A lone woman cooks an aromatic stew on an open fire. A moon thin as God’s… thumbnail… lights the night sky. Stars wink. The young woman is excited. They are celebrating something. For the occasion, she has donned her brightest skirt. Lined her eyes with her blackest kohl. Beaten the rugs. Slaughtered the goats. Done this all in the quickest of hurries, lest her husband return before she is ready and find out her secret: that she is a human being with other shit to do besides dote on him.

The moon is getting higher in the sky now, and she has completed all her tasks. She sits pretty and stirs the pot. And waits. And… waits. And still he doesn’t come. Eventually, the wood is all burned up. The stew has grown cold. The woman is assuming the worst when she hears a moan in the distance. She slips into her little pointed slippers to slide across the sand and investigate. The moans grow louder. Thunder cracks in the sky, when a burst of lightning reveals a fate worse than death: her husband is fucking her sister. In that moment, her heart shrivels up into a bitter little raisin. And that bitter little raisin heart is what got passed down to all her female descendants, including yours truly!

… And give or take a few details, according to my dad’s “memory” and my creative license, that’s the curse: the women on my mom’s side of the family are doomed to be bitter and angry, while the men, as far as I can tell, are doomed to be completely fine, just bald. While this sucks for us gals, I like to think the joke’s really on them. With every year that their hairlines recede, I grow more hair! And in places I never thought possible, like my chin, neck, nipples, and in coarse black patches on the backs of my thighs.

In truth, I have been hairy since day one. With a shock of tall black hair and many chins that spilleth over, I was born looking like I’d left my husband of thirty years for a woman named Pat, then started collecting reptiles.

“Let’s hope she’s intelligent,” my grandmother said upon first seeing me, her accent like acid flowing from a perfect mouth. With her Hitchcock-blond looks, she had an icy beauty, which she successfully passed down to subsequent generations. Successfully, it seemed, until me.

“She will have great character,” she concluded.

Of course, I never actually heard my grandmother say any of this because I was an infant. I just know that she did because my mom told me all the time. You see, beauty was very important in my family. For as long as I can remember, I have been surrounded by it. Our dogs, willowy golden retrievers, were beautiful. Our English gardens, lush with tulips and benevolent foxes, were beautiful. My parents seemingly had no ugly friends. It would be easy to mistake our early family photo albums for a coffee-table book on London’s answer to Studio 54: everyone was just as glamorous, and I’m certain there were as many drugs. Photos of beach vacations show my mother and her brigade of ever-topless friends, diet-pill-thin and laughing. Cigarettes burn in their mouths while their children burn in the background.

Turn the page and…

Oh, God no, go back! Actually, don’t. Stay. What—I mean—who is that?

Well, it’s me, smiling cross-eyed.

Okay. Got it. But what is it—I mean are you—wearing?

Well, it’s a onesie, silly. Patterned with cats who are reading books, to telegraph my intelligence, because what, may I ask, could be more intelligent than cats reading books?

Ah, okay, gotcha, great. Turn the page again and—

HOLY SHIT! WHY ARE THERE SO MANY PHOTOS OF THIS?

Suddenly, the album has transformed. You are no longer behind the scenes of a fun ’80s remake of La Piscine. You are now touring the studio that brought you Dinosaurs. The annotations cease to be sexy, funny comments about nearby celebrities or how great someone’s butt is. They are literal, straightforward.

“Lola laughing,” one reads, under a picture of—you guessed it—me laughing, with the haircut of a squat, forgotten member of Spinal Tap.

“Lola getting ready for a nap,” reads another. And wouldn’t ya know? I am lying down.

Same haircut—think man with bangs.

“Lola looking at something,” reads the caption to another snap of me, staring cross-eyed, drool pooling into the folds of my chins.

It’s not just the photos that are less alluring than their precedents. The handwriting captioning the photos is different too. Unlike my mother’s spunky script, it’s bubbly and belabored. Like me. Because it’s my handwriting. I added my own photos to the family album. Attempting to fit in to their glamorous and cool narrative, I crowbarred myself into it, achieving the reverse effect and standing out even more.

This theme started early. After an accident with scissors when I was four—turns out you cannot cut your hair longer—I received a scarring emergency pixie cut, which set me back from my goal about thirty inches. Far from looking like my beautiful big sisters, as intended, I now looked like a stand-in for a young Brad Renfro.

Shortly after, we moved from London to New York City. Immediately, things were off to a rough start. First, our suitcases were stolen out of the back of our taxi from the airport, leaving us with no choice but to outfit ourselves in the decidedly basic Gap. But it wasn’t until we turned the key in the door of our newly rented apartment that things got truly frightening.

She was above the fireplace. Naked, with legs cut off at the knee and bleeding. The hair at her groin was full and undulating, like a nest of snakes. Her eyes were red and pleading. My mother and sisters tried to explain that she was only a painting. She wasn’t real. But this made no sense to me. A child, I still believed art was just supposed to be pretty. She was ugly. Confrontational. Suffering. I avoided the room entirely until one day when my mother laid a bedsheet out on the living room floor, encouraging my sisters and me to decorate it however we wanted. In black Sharpie, we drew flowers and fairies with wings and wands. A castle in the distance. Shortly after, the sheet was draped over the canvas. The room became my favorite in the house.

In that moment, my mother taught me the sacred art of transforming a woman’s pain into beauty. It was a journey she was well versed in. With a bold lick of paint or an antique piano shawl, charmless rentals were made inviting. With a team of non-English-speaking builders she fought like torrid lovers, the possibilities were endless. While her gift for visually creating the world she’d rather inhabit had its complications, it has always been inspiring to me, even in my youth. With my awful haircut, I was tired of being confused for a little boy. I decided to take matters into my own hands.

“I want a wig,” I barked at Rose, my beloved Welsh nanny who’d moved to the States with us. We slept in mismatched twin beds in our shared room.

“A wig?” she balked in her Welsh brogue.

Confusing her incredulity for jealousy, I offered to get her one too. Politely, she declined.

When Rose arrived to pick me up from kindergarten that afternoon, she pulled a neat red bob out of a plastic Patricia Field bag. Placing it atop my head, I demanded that from here on out, whenever I donned my wig, Rose refer to me only as “Anna.” Anna was everything I was beginning to feel I wasn’t. Anna’s family was normal. Anna belonged. Anna was beautiful.

On the bus ride home, Anna fell asleep on Rose’s shoulder. Bouncing south of Fourteenth Street, I awoke to discover my Anna wig had slumped off to the side, revealing my short Lola hair underneath. Fellow travelers looked on in confusion and pity. Perhaps they already knew what I had yet to learn: transforming pain into beauty is no small feat.

These days, if I see a person muttering to themselves in a wig on a city bus, I try to see them only as they wish to be. Marilyn Monroe or at least her pretty cousin. I look away before I perceive the little girl underneath, trembling under the weight of a woman she imagines more valuable.




I THINK I CAN

When we were growing up, my sister Emi, almost six years my senior, was everything to me. Conversely, I was nothing to her. While this dynamic undoubtedly scarred me emotionally, it also left literal marks. When I was three and we still lived in London, she encouraged me with unprecedented kindness to jump from our jungle gym into her arms. No offer had ever been more enticing.

“Promise to catch me?” I negotiated, preparing to take the leap.

“Promise.” She smiled, opening her arms wide. I closed my eyes as she counted down from three. On one, I jumped. Her laugh receded into the distance. I hit the ground with a thud. She had run away. To this day, I bear the mark under my chin. Allegedly, this is the most common place for children to have scars, which makes me feel less alone. Perhaps I wasn’t the only little girl to fall prey to a merciless big sister. Though I imagine few were as merciless as she was.

At a friend’s pool the following summer, Emi stole my swimsuit off my body under the water. Then she flushed it down the toilet. As I wept, naked and ashamed, our brother, G, retaliated by giving her a “swirlie,” i.e., flushing her head in the toilet. On the car ride home, her face was so red with embarrassment that I felt bad. I reached my hand across the seat toward her. To my surprise, she took it.



When Emi passed double digits, subtle shades of love began to sprout from her usual animosity. On a Caribbean Christmas vacation one year, I emerged from the ocean with a painful jellyfish sting. Elated, she pissed on me.

“It’s the only way!” she cried gleefully.

The following spring, I was running a game of Wiffle ball into the ground, having had the fair share of additional strikes allotted to youngest children. As my teammates began to yawn, dreaming of hot dogs and Slip ’N Slides, Emi, who was playing shortstop for our opponents, charged in my direction.

“Just. Say. ‘I think I can,’ ” she whispered into my ear, her English accent making her sound like a smart Victorian ghost. “When the ball is coming closer, you repeat it, over and over. Like this: ‘I think I can, I think I can, I think I can.’ ”

I looked at her, confused.

“If you think you can do it, you can do it,” she clarified before running back to her position in the field. I didn’t hit the ball, but they let me run bases anyway. Her trick worked for something.



Emi’s tenderness was like a secret only I knew. To everyone else, she was still a pest. Or maybe a tyrant, in that she was full of power and not so easily squashed. Her fights with our mother were one of the central storylines of our family drama, in which we were all innocent bystanders and she was the city’s most ruthless villain. Battles erupted in toy stores, in restaurants, on airplanes. Anywhere. Everywhere.

“She’s so unpleasant,” our mother would sigh aloud in the aftermath. While I saw her point, I had a hard time agreeing. Sure, Emi took great pains to publicly humiliate me. But sometimes, when no one was looking, she’d trace gentle circles on my back. They sent tingles up my spine and left me feeling for a moment like we were floating atop a calm, warm sea. Very pleasant indeed.



Still, Emi mostly avoided me at all costs. Except when she needed a subject for her art.

“Look dead,” she instructed as she straddled me with her camera one afternoon around the time I was nine. We were in a graveyard out on Long Island, the big one between our summer house and town. Usually, I held my breath while passing it, to avoid possession, then said “jackrabbit” a thousand times to be extra sure. For Emi, however, I would do anything, including lie against a dead child’s tombstone from the 1800s, carefully made up in red lipstick she’d applied to me herself. I liked when she did my makeup. It meant we had to be close.

“You’re breathing too much.”

“It’s hard not to,” I complained.

“SHHH!” She snapped the Polaroid, shaking it with professional confidence as it developed. “Your eyes are open!” she scolded once it did, before insisting I lie back down so we could try again.

Despite how much she proclaimed to dislike me, I remained Emi’s most frequent subject. During one particular sitting, she asked me to pose only in my underwear, holding a cigarette.

“But I’m only ten, don’t you think—”

“You don’t have to smoke it.”

I perched myself anxiously at the foot of her bed, a Marlboro Medium fuming between my fingers. The smoke kept getting in my eyes.

IthinkIcanIthinkIcanIthinkIcan, I repeated to myself silently, determined not to give up.

She smiled coldly at me for a second—the warmest I’d ever seen her. But as her eyes darted between the canvas, my face, and my body, a peaceful feeling settled over me. Feeling seen, I no longer needed to be heard. My thirst for a more usual sisterly arrangement was satisfied by the novel relationship blossoming between us: that of artist and her muse.

The naked ten-year-old smoking version of me hung framed in gold in our foyer for about a decade, until we moved. It wasn’t the kind of portrait I typically saw in my friends’ family homes. Though, of course, we weren’t typical. Our home was part house, part museum, curated expertly by my mother. It was a bit dysfunctional. Highly unconventional. But it was by far the most beautiful.




HUNGRY GHOST

In hindsight, my yearning for normalcy—or at least my version of it—was evident in the variety of games I played as a child. All through elementary school, I was either an unspecified businesswoman in love with her boss and his son (my friend Tilly down the street played both), or a sort of simple country wife. While the former game involved a lot of dry humping, the latter required only that I tie my baby blanket around my waist like an apron and do things like tuck stuffed animals into makeshift beds. I was just pulling a freshly baked pie out of a drawer one evening when my eldest sister, Mino, came home from celebrating her thirteenth birthday. Since women in our family didn’t get bat mitzvahed (only the boys got the male equivalent because we were “real Jews,” a fact I found confusing, as we never went to synagogue), my mother had arranged for Mino to undergo an alternate rite of passage: a tattoo. Stretching the neck of her T-shirt, Mino revealed an angry, bleeding drawing of her namesake, a domino, on her right shoulder. I marveled at her sophistication.

Soon after, Mino was enrolled at a legendary high school in Midtown with a performing arts focus. There, she’d hone her craft as a singer while also undergoing an identity crisis. To better fit in among her peers in the New York City school system, Mino obscured her posh West London roots with gold nameplate
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