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FALLING INTO MANHOLES

ihad breakfast this morning with my girlfriend Hedy to celebrate my upcoming forty-something birthday. We sat in a gazebo restaurant on a beach in Maui, surrounded by palm trees and soft tropical air, and all we could talk about was aging and face-lifts. Hedy qualifies as my plastic-surgery expert, having had her eyes and boobs done in her thirties and a full face-lift in her early forties. She’s fifty-three now and gearing up for her next round of surgery. After inspecting my face, she said, “If you just get your eyes done now, it might look like you’ve put a brand-new couch on a worn-out carpet. Wait a few more years until the whole face starts to go and have it done all at once.” She continued, “You’re at the age where it all still looks good, but one day, and one day soon, you are going to look in the mirror and realize that it’s all gone to hell.”
“Happy birthday to me!” I said, and retreated to my macadamia nut pancakes, wondering if she was right and hoping she was wrong.
It never occurred to me to consider plastic surgery until very recently. I was one of those women who took her looks for granted. I assumed I would somehow be exempt from the aging process, wouldn’t care by the time I got there, or would die young. I was always secretly a bit contemptuous of women who had cosmetic surgery, thinking them vain and insecure. It has since come to my attention that whatever I have contempt for, I should just set a place for it at my table, because it’s either already in my life or it’s coming.
When I was a teenager I had contempt for people who drank and used drugs, girls who suffered from eating disorders, and women who lost all their money in connection with “some man.” After seventeen years in recovery from alcoholism and bulimia, and having lost all my money in what I call “my spectacular co-dependent bottom of 2000” with the help of my gambling-addict ex-stockbroker-turned-mattress-salesman boyfriend, it has dawned on me that I can use my contempt, which is really my fear, to predict my future—or, better yet, to change it.
A few months ago I broke up with a younger man—let’s call him Brad (since it rhymes with cad)—who lives in L.A. and works in the music business. He was another never-been-married-or-had-a-successful-relationship forty-year-old man/boy who lies about his age from Hollywood. In retrospect, this should have been all the information I needed to stay away from him—I wanted a mate, not just a date—but he was sexy as hell and I had been in a penis-free zone for too long.
Thinking that this time it would be different, I used all my powers of denial to ignore the red flags and charged ahead. I figured if I moved fast enough, it wouldn’t count as a mistake, like if I eat a chocolate bar fast enough, it won’t have any calories. My favorite definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over expecting different results, and this qualified. Not unlike the main character of the movie Groundhog Day, I seem destined to relive the same relationship over and over until I’m willing to change my behavior.
My first moment of clarity came during the holiday season, when I was giving Brad a blow job and realized that I didn’t know him well enough to know what to get him for Christmas. I thought this was ironic, but when I told him, he said, “Yes, that is a problem around the holidays, isn’t it?” My girlfriends, on the other hand, understood.
My next clue should have been when we were making love and he whispered, “Women your age can’t really get pregnant, can they?”
I thought to myself, They shoot assholes, don’t they? but I was still having enough “fun” to overlook his comment.
The last time I saw him was when he casually mentioned, “I want to marry someone exactly like you, only younger.” This is not something that I will ever need to hear more than once, so I said, “Good luck with that,” gathered my belongings, and left.
Brad was like an abbreviated version of my love affair with drinking. At first it was fun, then it was fun with problems, and finally it was just problems. I stopped drinking years ago, but I still fall into the occasional manhole. At least I usually don’t set up house and furnish it anymore. I was never a serial dater, but I was a serial mater, so after hooking up with the wrong person, I would either marry him or spend years trying to make it work. Now I can usually fall into and climb out of a manhole in about six weeks, tops. Once in a while, I can even walk around one. I call this expiration dating—relationships that last about as long as a carton of refrigerated soy milk.
My married-with-children, mental-health-professional sister Robin describes my dating history as “Wendy’s catch-and-release program,” a term used in sportfishing where the sole objective is to catch the fish and then return it to the water relatively unharmed. I used to think this was funny, until I realized that I was guilty of the very thing that I accuse men of. The possibility of a man is more interesting to me than the man himself. If I settle on someone, then the possibility is lost. When I drank, I chose men who drank more than I did so that they could be identified as the ones in need of help and I didn’t have to look at my own behavior. This “thinking” has clearly followed me into sobriety. So who’s really on the hook here? What is it that I am really fishing for?
The day after walking away from Brad, my ob-gyn called to tell me that I was in perimenopause. Men-o-pause. The coincidence wasn’t lost on me, but I was startled. How did this happen? What did this mean?
Not surprisingly, my first concern was not losing the ability to have children or getting osteoporosis but the “sudden onset and appearance of aging.” My doctor assured me that, other than irregular periods, I didn’t have any symptoms of menopause yet and that I was going to age along the same progression that I always have. If I look ten years younger than I am now, in ten years I’m still likely to look ten years younger than I will be. I wonder what forty-something looks like at fifty-something.
Still, I was somewhat shocked by my reaction. Is the reality of aging that disturbing to me, or am I freaking out about menopause and using the idea of cosmetic surgery as yet another way to avoid truly being, and seeing, me? Sometimes it feels as though I’m on a blind date with myself and I’m too shy to look up or speak. Do I really need to see my beauty reflected in the face of another to feel that I am loved?
My artist friend Tim says that the death of an idea for a painting begins with the first brushstroke. By the time the painting is finished, it has become something that may not even resemble the original idea. Having been created, it then becomes a thing on its own, with a life of interpretation independent of the creator. Perhaps my perceptions of men, menopause, and myself are like that, just reflections of the death of my old ideas that are now subject to the interpretation of my observer. The idea that I need a man in my life in order to feel beautiful, the idea of what getting older will mean, and the idea that my value as a woman is dependent upon my looks.
So maybe I’ll get that eye job, and maybe I won’t. But whatever I do, I’ll know that beauty lives in the eye of the beholder, and the beholder that matters—I’m coming to see—is me.
 
falling into manholes is the story of how I finally managed to reach this hard-won conclusion and so many others in my decidedly skewed, in-recovery-from-everything, good girl/bad girl (crazy girl) way as I search for love, sex, sanity, and myself. As you will see, there are many detours. I am by no means perfect and have spent a good deal of time in a not-so-civil war with myself as I’ve tried to find my way. (Maybe that’s why I love the line “If you find my way, will you return it?” from the book The Phantom Tollbooth.) You might want to brace yourselves; these are embarrassingly honest tales, some of which I have been reluctant to admit, even to myself, until now. If you are a man reading this, I think you are very brave. If you are a woman, I hope that you can relate to some of it, and if not, that you at least get a kick out of it, because, in the end, this menmoir seeks to provide what we all need more of: a good laugh, an easy read, and hope.
But first, as they say, we must begin at the beginning….


FIRST BORN

my parents’ lives were neatly choreographed. Both spawned from German and English descent, they were the same age, grew up in the same town in Wisconsin, dated in college in Michigan, fell in love, and got married the day after college graduation, twenty-two-year-old virgins. Both were intellectuals and pursued and achieved everything they set out to accomplish. They each earned several advanced degrees on schedule, planned and executed each of their four children with precision (except for my sister Robin, who is attributed to a miscalculation in ovulation on my mother’s part), and both landed in educational professions. My father, Dick, was a science and math teacher turned curriculum consultant; my mother, Kathleen, a children’s librarian. They had four beautiful blond little girls within six years. As first born, I was considered the “experimental model,” and in keeping with my parents’ sense of order (and humor), my baby announcement read like a scientific discovery.
CASE HISTORY
NAME: Wendy Ann Merrill
DATE OF BIRTH: April 19 (3:53 a.m.)
SEX: Female
WEIGHT: 7 lbs. 4 ozs.
APPEARANCE: Resembles Winston Churchill.
INTELLIGENCE: Not yet reliably determined.
FAMILY BACKGROUND: Has heretofore led sheltered life.
SERIOUS PROBLEMS: None yet.
PROGNISIS: Rosy.
NOTES: Appears to be a whole child having physical, psychological, social, and perhaps emotional needs. Well endowed with individual differences.
As all of you are aware, the partnership of Merrill and Merrill has, for about nine months, been engaged in forming an intricate synthesis involving carefully controlled conditions, considerable patience, and no little inconvenience and discomfort on the part of Mrs. Merrill, who provided most of the work and all of the labor involved in the project. Having threatened to do so several times during the past few weeks, the reaction proceeded smoothly and irreversibly to completion at Presbyterian Hospital, New York, New York.
The product, as predicted, belongs to the class of organic compounds known as Nascent Human Infants. The isomeric form is female, and the compound has been designated Wendy Ann Merrill. The unit mass on separation from the parent compound was 3.3 kilograms, but this is expected to increase with time as further polymerization takes place. The volume is not yet accurately determined and usually leaks while being filled. The color is a healthy deep pink, and the compound alternates between periods of extreme activity and periods of almost complete inertness. No formula has been assigned, as it has proved unnecessary.
While this is not by any means the first successful synthesis of this type on record, and future similar syntheses are planned by the partnership, the Merrills assert with pride and assurance that their product, Wendy Ann, is unique and will never be duplicated.

I’m told I was conceived in bed one morning right after my mother checked the clinical thermometer with which she had been monitoring her temperature to determine the precise time of ovulation. My father reports that he was happy to cooperate. Exactly nine months later, I was placed in the arms of my mother on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, where my father was getting his Ph.D. at Columbia University. We lived on 122nd Street between Broadway and Amsterdam by Riverside Park, and although I lived there for only a short time, it was apparently long enough to develop a New York attitude. We moved to California when I was sixteen months old, and my parents would periodically send out well-typed updates to interested parties. One in particular reported:
At just twenty-two months, Wendy is a delightful, exasperating little doll. Vicki [my sister] is an inch shorter and two pounds lighter than Wendy was at that age, and she shows signs of being a Dick-Kathleen–type child [well-behaved and scholarly]. Wendy is unmistakably a Bob-Phyllis type [my dad’s sister and her husband, who were creative, flamboyant, emotional, and volatile alcoholics]. [My Aunt Phyllis eventually got sober and came out of the closet as a lesbian when she was forty-eight. I loved her!] Her favorite tricks at the moment are spitting at people, unzipping Mommy’s and Daddy’s most essential zippers, and painting murals on our new walls in pencil, cold cream, lipstick, and crayon.

I don’t remember any discourse between my parents when I was young. Practical matters were discussed. Emotional outbursts were discouraged. Education ruled. True to their Germanic heritage, they were very exacting about everything they did. Grocery shopping was always done on Saturday morning. The menu for the week was planned in advance and posted in the kitchen. We had French toast for breakfast every Sunday, and Campbell’s navy bean soup and grilled cheese sandwiches for lunch after church. We always had snowballs (vanilla ice cream balls covered in coconut) for dessert on Christmas Eve, and everyone had the same number of jelly beans in their baskets at Easter. We ate dinner every night as a family at five-thirty p.m., and were put to bed at eight p.m. on the dot. Television was strictly monitored, and we were read to every night. When we traveled, our VW bus was packed with mathematical precision, and we all had assigned seats. We made frequent trips to educationally oriented destinations, and I have been to what seems like every museum, factory, and historically relevant battlefield between California and Maine. My little sisters and I were all taught manners early on and were very well behaved in public. Although I don’t remember either of my parents as being particularly affectionate, I always believed in theory that I was loved, and I felt like I knew what to expect.
I may have started out as a wild, naked, rambunctious child, a “Bob-Phyllis–type” of little girl, but I was very quickly socialized. Everything seemed, well, just perfect. I was toilet-trained, bathed, clothed, fed, exercised, socialized, baptized, and educated before I hit preschool, and by the time I was in kindergarten I was so rigid that I could have been shellacked.
I insisted on wearing stiff little dresses with at least three slips underneath so that my skirt would billow out around me in puffy perfection. I liked to accessorize the dresses with a short matching jacket with three-quarter-length sleeves and a rounded lacy collar and top it off with a white plastic headband to hold back my blond bobby-pin curls. I loved my contrasting black patent-leather shoes and insisted on wearing them with three pairs of socks to keep the smooth black reflective surface from creasing. When I moved, I would keep my hands straight down at my sides, buried in the puffy stiffness of my skirt, stand up very straight, as though mounted on a Popsicle stick, and try not to bend my feet, so as not to disturb the illusion that I had created. A Stepford child-of-the-corn walking the plank into life.
It took me a very long time to walk to school.
My shiny veneer started cracking one day in kindergarten, where I was minding my own business, neatly seated at my desk, knees together, wearing one of my crisp, puffy outfits, admiring my shiny black shoes. It was nap time, and we were to put our heads down on our desks and be quiet for twenty minutes. The teacher told us that under no circumstances were we to disturb her during this time period, but as soon as my head hit the desk, I had to pee. Being the budding people-pleaser that I was, I didn’t want to raise my hand and draw undue attention to myself. I didn’t want to displease the teacher either. I wanted to be, at all costs, a good girl—a very good girl. I was always pretty good at make-believe, so I tried really, really hard to pretend that I didn’t have to go.
As the minutes ticked by, I began to squirm and peek up at the teacher in the front of the room, praying that nap time would soon be over. “Just think of a waterfall,” I remembered my mother telling me when she wanted me to pee before getting in the car (since inevitably five minutes after our journey would begin, one of my sisters or I would start begging to stop and go to the bathroom). So I tried to envision the opposite. Think of a desert, or the Salton Sea (we had been there recently on a family camping trip), or chocolate cake, anything, but not a big, loud, wet, powerful waterfall! But trying not to think of a waterfall meant that all I could see, hear, and feel was water falling. When I couldn’t hold it any longer, I started to cry; I was leaking from both ends now, and a small puddle formed underneath my desk, splashing all over my shiny black shoes. I must have blacked out with embarrassment at this point, coming to briefly when the janitor showed up with his big mop, followed by the appearance of my mother, who came to take me home. My first walk of shame.
I decided right then and there to get better at pretending.
It started with my very first love—sugar. I needed it, and my mom forbade it, so I learned to be creative in order to get my hands on it. My mother was a health food nut who made our baby food from scratch and doled out sugar like it was still a rare World War II commodity. Once in a great while she would break down under my relentless pressure in the local Co-op in Berkeley on our regular Saturday morning grocery-shopping trips, but it always involved a certain amount of negotiation.
“Wendy, put that garbage back,” she’d command as I tried to hide various Hostess products among the whole-wheat bread, fresh chard, and wheat germ in our shopping cart. My mom was tough, but I was determined, and over time I came to recognize that my best bet lay in the cereal department, where sugar was concealed from moms under the guise of “vitamin-fortified” and big bucks were spent to market to children just like me. Even so, the best I could usually hope for was Cheerios, because I asked for it by name, or Wheaties, the Breakfast of Champions. I could never convince her to go cuckoo for Coco Puffs (“Oh, please, Wendy!”), or to get Sugar Frosted Flakes because they’re grrreat! (“Give your mother a break, those will rot your teeth right out of your head!”) or Trix, because Silly Rabbit, Trix are for kids! (This made her smile, but it was still a no-go.) She just wasn’t buying it.
Then one day during my regular supermarket sweep, I spotted a new cereal that I had recently seen a commercial for—Lucky Charms.
“Look, Mom, these have toasted oats, like Cheerios, and pieces of marshmallow, which are kind of good for you, and see, the charms are green and red, like lettuce and tomatoes, so how bad could it be?” I implored, “Pleeeease, they’re magically delicious!” holding up the box at arm’s length for her consideration.
I don’t know if it was my ridiculous reasoning or the riboflavin claims on the box or whether it was just my lucky day, but she finally acquiesced. I was ecstatic—I had scored! I waited until everyone was asleep that night, snuck downstairs into the kitchen, and dumped the cereal contents into a big bowl. One by one, I picked out all the lucky charms, returned the toasted oats to the box, and crept back upstairs. With my prize I climbed back into bed, where I could relish the magically delicious sugary moons, stars, hearts, and clovers under the privacy of my covers, licking my sticky fingers as I fell into a blissful sleep.
My sisters hated me at Halloween, because they wanted to savor their candy and eat a little bit every day, making it last. I would eat all my candy in the first few days and then plunder their stashes. My mother would lock the big freezer in our garage where she kept special treats like Popsicles or the occasional box of marked-down, day-old donuts from the Winchell’s down the street. This was motivation enough for me to learn how to pick the freezer door lock and feign ignorance when she would accuse me of being the culprit. Even though I became a convincing liar, I don’t think I fooled her, but since she never caught me in the act, I was never punished, per se.
She would hide the Tiger’s Milk bars that she would buy as incentives for us to behave. (Some reward—carob-covered protein bars!) I would find them. I pilfered pocket money from coats in the elementary school cloakroom so that I could ditch my homemade-bread-sandwich-and-carrot-stick lunch to buy cupcakes and corn dogs (in that order) from the school cafeteria.
I started taking more chances and remember being chased down the street by a shop owner, running as fast as I could, clutching my stolen Milky Way bars, both terrified and excited. At first I would hide my stolen items someplace stupid, like under the seat of my dad’s car, but I would always get caught and spanked or sent to my room. I started getting more creative with my booty, concealing my stash inside my puppets and stuffed animals or behind books on my shelf so that at least if I got sent to my room I could find solace.
I thought about sugar all the time. Planning how to get it, obsessing about how much I had once I got it, worrying about what would happen when it ran out, and then planning how to get more. Pretending that I wasn’t doing what I was doing in order to get what I wanted became a way of life, but I looked like a good girl, so it wasn’t hard. One thing I knew for sure: I was willing to pay any price to get my fix.
On the one hand, I was always the teacher’s pet, not in an obsequious, Eddie Haskell kind of way but in a sweet, aiming-to-please, Laura Ingalls kind of way. I was a straight-A student, and my report cards said things like “Wendy is a very conscientious young lady and a pleasure to work with,” and “Wendy is a good contributing member of the class. She sets a good example for her peers.” One of my favorite elementary school teachers, Mr. B., wrote: “It’s a pleasure to teach students that are willing, capable, and cooperative. Thanks for making this a pleasant year, Wendy, keep up the good work!” (He was later arrested and convicted of child molestation, so I’m curious now what his version of “cooperative” was.)
A friend’s mother said, “Why can’t my daughter be more like you, Wendy?” as I helped her clean up in the kitchen after a birthday party. (I was well mannered and had a huge desire to please, but I suspect that my motivation in this case was to eat all the leftover birthday cake when nobody was looking.) I was a Brownie who earned all of her badges, attended advanced educational summer classes for “gifted” children, performed traffic duty patrol at school, played in the bell choir at church, always sent polite thank-you notes, and excelled in tetherball, jacks, and marbles on the playground.
I really wanted to be liked and to belong.
On the other hand, as early as eight years old, and every chance I got after that, I would dress up in all black (stretch pants and turtleneck), paint a beauty mark on my lip, and hitchhike to nearby downtown Berkeley to shoplift candy. I was emulating my third-grade mentor, a television character on a show called Honey West played by Anne Francis. Honey was a brainy, beautiful, blond, kick-ass female private eyeful with a beauty mark on her lip, who always wore black and drove a white convertible Jaguar. All the guys wanted her, but she liked to fly solo, and her pet ocelot, Bruce, was the love of her life. She entered her apartment through a hidden door masquerading as a wall of booze behind the fully stocked bar in her business office. Sometimes she would dress up in disguises when she went undercover to crack some case, and she used all kinds of electronic gadgets, like an exploding compact, a garter-belt gas mask, tear-gas earrings, a lipstick microphone, and a radio transmitter posing as a martini olive, to right some wrong. I was attracted to the seedy underworld that she frequented in the pursuit of her very own brand of justice. She was a black belt in karate, and every time she kicked somebody’s ass she seemed to be wearing an evening gown. She was sassy and stylish and had a witty comeback and fabulous outfit for every occasion. When asked by a handsome bad guy where she would be later, she’d say something like “By the pool, on the shady side,” while sipping a martini, wearing a leopard-print bikini. She was both the coolest thing I had ever seen and hotty hot hot, and I wanted to be just like her.
The show only aired for one year because The Avengers came on the following season (to me, Emma did not have the same appeal), and back in those days, there was apparently room on television for only one strong woman character who dressed in black, but one season was all I needed to activate my little eight-year-old mind. (Now, I’m sure that Honey West was not a thief, but I’m also sure that her mother didn’t forbid her to eat candy, and I felt certain that Honey didn’t always play on the right side of the law; otherwise why would she always wear black?)
Mostly what I wanted was to be anybody other than myself. I was tall, skinny, and awkward and always felt like the one thing in the picture not like the others. I was so self-conscious and nervous most of the time that I often had trouble eating (even sweets) in front of strangers. I couldn’t accept any version of myself and would do anything to appear to be other than what I was, which was usually uncomfortable. If I could pretend to be Honey West, then I didn’t have to be me. I longed to be both invisible and noticed. Part of me didn’t dare rock the boat, and the other part wanted to capsize it.
I remember hitching a ride back home from one of my shoplifting exhibitions in some guy’s car and seeing my dad driving toward us in his green Studebaker. He was apparently looking for me, and I ducked down to avoid being spotted. I felt bad. I knew it was wrong to hitchhike and steal, but I loved the thrill of getting away with something, and the rush I got overrode my shame. I always felt guilty, but instead of acting as a deterrent, my remorse seemed to escalate my bad behavior.
I learned to keep secrets early on. Even from myself. I would lie in my diary, as though I could rewrite my reality. If I liked a boy named Chris, I would record that “everyone thinks that I like Chris, but I really don’t. Sherry and Nancy and Sandra like him, but clearly he likes me.” Or when I stole a friendship ring for my friend Karen, I wrote, “Vicki [my sister] thinks I couldn’t have saved up my allowance to buy Karen’s ring, but I did, and I’m just willing to spend it on others, unlike her!” I was very polite in my diary, saying, “My mom and dad are pretty perfect,” or talking about my mom, I’d say, “She is really a very nice mother and I love her very much.” I was always afraid that my diary would be discovered and read, and felt compelled to record my history as a good girl, our history as a perfect family, as though these pages might someday be used as evidence against us in a court of law. I felt my diary would be my passport into heaven.
My dad documented our lives with his 35 mm Argus camera. My first memory of him was of the light meter strapped to his belt, and for years I believed that if my dad hadn’t taken a picture of it, it hadn’t happened. This thinking helped support my growing duplicity, and as I got better at hiding my bad-girl behavior, I could point to our stacks of photo albums to support the story that everything in our lives was just, well, perfect. There were, after all, no pictures in there of me stealing, hitchhiking, or lying. No X-rays to expose me. No mug shots. Only posed family photos where everyone was smiling under the Christmas tree, or dressed up for Halloween, on a family vacation, or happily blowing out candles on a beautiful homemade birthday cake. Tangible evidence that everything was fine. We were all happy, and we had the pictures to prove it.
My mom seemed like the perfect mother, always knitting or sewing or massaging someone or baking or braiding rugs or cultivating yogurt. She never stopped doing for us. She was very organized and productive, but at the same time always seemed to be nervously looking over her shoulder, like she was in a witness protection program and was afraid of being identified. She was always rushed. She didn’t appear to have many friends, all of her time revolved around her work and family, and she never liked having her picture taken. This seemed to support my witness-protection–program theory, in which, in order to stay safe, she could never get too close to anybody, shied away from the camera, always put up a good front, and made sure that everything appeared normal so as not to draw any undue attention to herself.
Still, she appeared the stronger of my parents, always in control, planning some activity or event, and my sisters and I orbited her like satellites around the sun. (My dad was also in the rotation, just a little further out in space.) She was the boss of everybody, including our collie, Dusty, who would refuse to go outside even when we tried to drag her, but when my mom walked in the room and said, “Out!” Dusty went.
My mother was good at pretending, too. She would read aloud to us every night, and her voice would dramatically change as she assumed the personalities of each separate character in the book. She would transform into a scary witch or menacing stepmother while reading the Brothers Grimm fairy tales or some other horrible German bedtime story designed to scare the bejesus out of children in order to get them to behave. (I’m still nervous around anyone with long, pointy fingernails.)
She was also a puppeteer and made dozens of storybook characters out of tube socks that talked to us. She would reenact stories from Winnie-the-Pooh and Peter Rabbit, but she also created her own characters, including Bertram the Bookworm, a gray tube sock with glasses, who taught us how to use the Dewey Decimal System to find all the books just waiting to be read on the shelves of her library. She played with us for hours, bringing characters to life, and she, too, seemed to spring to life whenever she had a talking sock on her hand.
Once I got older and lost interest in the puppets, she seemed sad, as though my maturation was a betrayal that would take me beyond the realm of her imagination. Growing up felt disloyal.
About the same time I started my shoplifting career, I began to have recurring nightmares. In one, I was on a beach watching a giant wave coming toward the shore. I knew that there was nowhere to run and that in minutes this wave would engulf everything I knew and destroy it. In another, our house was filling up with applesauce, and we were all going to drown in it. I would wake up screaming and developed an applesauce phobia. I would sit at the table when it was served and defy it. I would not eat it, and my mother would make me sit there for hours after everyone else had been excused. I would sit and sit and sit until she finally took it away and sent me to my room. It never occurred to me to tell her why I wouldn’t eat it. I started walking and talking in my sleep, and my parents would find me in the morning, huddled in a closet or asleep under the kitchen table, and recount whole conversations they had with me in the middle of the night that I had no memory of. I liked the idea of not remembering anything, but I didn’t like the nightmares. It was as though the anxiety that tracked me during the day finally caught up with me at night.
Reading was another great escape, second only to sugar, and I loved to lose myself in the fantasy world of books. This addiction was fully sanctioned by my mother, and I had an endless supply
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