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brothers and sisters forever lost to
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•

’Tis the tempestuous loveliness of terror; For from the serpents gleams a brazen glare Kindled by that inextricable error, Which makes a thrilling vapour of the air Become a [ ] and ever-shifting mirror Of all the beauty and the terror there—A woman’s countenance, with serpent locks, Gazing in death on heaven from those wet rocks.

—Percy Bysshe Shelley

•

“There is no way out,” she said, but she took one step forward.

—Ursula K. Le Guin

•

In women, blood collected in the breasts indicates madness.

—Hippocrates
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PREFACE

My youth was shaped by the language of psychiatric diagnosis. Its meticulous symptom lists and tidy categories defined my teens and twenties and determined my future. I believed that my primary condition, bipolar disorder, was an incurable brain disease that would only worsen without medications, therapy, and the occasional stay on a psych ward. This belief was further reinforced each time I heard of the tragic destruction befalling someone who stopped her meds because she thought she could outsmart her disease. I embraced the promises of a psychopharmaceutical solution, welcoming the regimen of pills I ingested in the hope that they’d bring me stability, reliability, functionality. That they’d show me what it felt like to be happy or, at the very least, have some peace of mind. That they’d maybe, one day, even provide me with the chance to feel something close to normal.

I took all of this as objective fact; who was I to question any of it? I wasn’t a doctor. I hadn’t gone to graduate school to become an expert in brain biochemistry. I didn’t know how to interpret scientific research or comprehend dense pharmacological information. Doctors made an oath to, first, do no harm, after all. If there was a better way to resolve my dysfunctional suffering, I surely would have heard about it. My parents had the financial means to get me top-notch care from some of the nation’s best doctors and psychiatric hospitals, and so we dove right in, desperate for answers, eager to get me needed relief. We accepted the grave reality that came with a disease like bipolar disorder: the unpredictable ups and downs, the inability to take on too much stress or responsibility, the many impulsive mistakes and destructive behaviors I’d engage in during unmanageable episodes, the risk I’d kill myself. For fourteen years, I lived tethered to the belief that my brain was broken, and redesigned my entire life around the singular purpose of fixing it.

If you’d told me back then that I’d one day decide to face my agonizing emotions, twisted thoughts, and relief-seeking impulses without translating them into symptoms to be treated with prescribed pharmaceuticals, I’d have called you crazy. If you’d told me that I’d eventually decide to leave behind the idea that I had serious mental illness, the only framework for understanding my emotions and behaviors that had ever made any sense to me, I’d have been offended, convinced as I was that the only way for my pain to be properly acknowledged was through its medicalization. And if you’d handed me a memoir like this, I’d have glanced at the book jacket and handed it right back, outraged at the mere insinuation that my fourteen years of self-destructive madness might never have needed meds in the first place, or been symptoms of a brain disease at all.

The simplest way to put it is that I became a professional psychiatric patient between the ages of thirteen and twenty-seven. The best way to describe what happened next is that I decided to leave behind all the diagnoses, meds, and professionals and recover myself.

There is no “antimedication” or “antipsychiatry” moral to this story; to be clear, I am neither of these things. I know that many people feel helped by psychiatric drugs, especially when they’re used in the short term. I find it counterproductive to orient myself “against” anything. In fact, there is much that I am for in the context of this labyrinthian ecosystem we clumsily call the mental health system. First and foremost, My Body, My Choice, and the right we each have for this choice to be fully, accurately, and therefore meaningfully informed. This book is a story about informed decision-making: what it takes to make a true choice regarding psychiatric diagnoses and drugs, the repercussions when you don’t have the information necessary to do so, and what happens after you realize the choices you thought you’d been making were never really choices at all.

For a long time after I made the decision to leave behind my psychiatric diagnoses and drugs, I flailed and floundered, overwhelmed by raw emotion as I faced the menace of the unknown: How will I explain my agonizing struggle, if not with the language of mental illness? What will I strive for, if not the right treatment? What will it mean for me if I can no longer explain away my hurtful behaviors as symptoms of a faulty brain? I navigated the brutal aftermath of stopping psychiatric drugs in constant panic: Can I really survive without my meds? What if it was a terrible decision to think I don’t need them? What if I’ll never be stable? What if I actually do have bipolar disorder and it gets far worse? What if those doctors were right and I can’t manage on my own? What if I kill myself? I was unsure of truth and delusion, right and wrong, and where I even belonged, but in the eye of that storm—at the culmination of this disintegration of self—I realized there was a force pushing me forward: curiosity. If I don’t actually have a chronic, serious mental illness that requires me to take meds for the rest of my life, what could my life become?

It’s been fourteen years since I last took a psychiatric drug or looked in the mirror and saw a list of psychiatric symptoms looking back—and not because I no longer experience intense emotional pain and paranoia and debilitating anxiety and unhelpful impulses, which I still very much do. Right now, were I to go through the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), psychiatry’s diagnostic bible, I’d meet the criteria for several of its diagnoses. But here’s the thing: I no longer view this textbook as a legitimate or relevant source of information about myself, nor do I have any use for the various diagnoses it would tell me I have. While a lot in my life has changed for the better as a direct result of healing my brain and body from psychopharmaceuticals, much of what happens in the space between my ears is as dark and messy as ever. (In some cases, more so.) When it comes to the inner workings of my mind, the primary difference is that I’m no longer afraid of what I find there.

I was once mentally ill, and now I’m not, and it wasn’t because I was misdiagnosed. I wasn’t improperly medicated or overmedicated. I haven’t miraculously recovered from supposed brain diseases that some of the country’s top psychiatrists told me I’d have for the rest of my life. In fact, I was properly diagnosed and medicated according to the American Psychiatric Association’s standard of care. The reason I’m no longer mentally ill is that I made a decision to question the ideas about myself that I’d assumed were fact and discard what I learned was actually fiction. This book is a record of my psychiatric treatment, my resistance to that treatment, and what I’ve learned along the way about my pain. I decided to live beyond labels and categorical boxes and to reject the dominant role that the American mental health industry has come to play in shaping the way we make sense of what it means to be human. This book—these pages, this story, my story—is a record that has been unshrunk.




PART

I




ONE

The Mirror

It happened in front of the mirror as I brushed my teeth one Thursday evening. The year was 1996, and I was thirteen. Outside, the trees were thick and verdant, still weeks away from morphing into the polychromatic splendor of fall. Eighth grade had just begun, which meant goodbye to summer sports camps, mornings at the country club pool, beach days under the Maine sun. I was now faced with the upcoming season of national squash tournaments, schoolwork, and my new responsibilities as incoming middle school president, which included standing with our headmistress each Friday morning to lead assembly. My bones buzzed with this unfamiliar social power I possessed: elected leader, role model, student of character. I wasn’t sure which feeling to trust in my gut, the thrill or the terror.

There I stood at the sink: thin arms, broad shoulders, lean, muscular legs covered with picked scabs and their purple consequences. My dirty-blond hair, chopped close to my chin, was flattened on my head from spending the evening in a baseball hat. I was aswim in my favorite T-shirt, the one that said “Hockey Is Life: The Rest Is Just Details.” Over my underwear, I wore my favorite pair of boys’ polka-dot boxer shorts.

What happened next as I watched myself in the mirror that night still feels close enough to describe like it’s happening now: The edges of my vision start to blur. My arms become gangly foreign objects that seem to have sealed themselves to my shoulder sockets. My eyes lock straight ahead against my will, taking me down a narrowing pastel tunnel that morphs to gray and then black. All that’s left is my visage in the glass. I stare, leaning closer over the sink, riveted by the sight of my face, my eyes. This face, these eyes. That girl’s face and her eyes. A stranger now in front of me, someone I don’t recognize.

Who is she?

For a brief moment, I’m curious.

And then: terror grabs my ankles, shooting up my legs, through my gut, up the sides of my throat to the back of my skull. I disintegrate into a million pieces, floating, fuzzy, disembodied in space, feet gone, nothing locking me to the earth, no legs, no arms, no belly, nothing: I am nothing. I am nothing. I am nothing.

There is only the tunnel through the dark to this stranger. Her brow is furrowed, her mouth agape, those blue eyes wide open with black bullets at their centers.

Why is she staring at me? I blink to see if this unfamiliar girl will go away, but she doesn’t.

Eventually I notice that when I move my hand, she moves hers. When I turn my chin to the left, to the right, she goes right, then left. Somehow, I’m not sure how, I can see that we’re connected. I struggle to make sense of what this means, to differentiate what’s real from what isn’t: Okay, this glass is a mirror, this girl is my reflection, she is me, I am her. But something feels fundamentally different. Who am I? Who am I? Who am I? The question loops on repeat until the words become meaningless sounds.

I am no longer the girl who loved to play board games against herself, or the one who created stacks of index cards on which she’d write facts about her favorite animals that she’d obsessively study until memorized. The one who swelled with pride each time she beat a boy on the tennis court, and who trained several times a week to get herself a top ten national squash ranking. The girl who looked forward to her afternoon ritual of grabbing a hunk of Cheddar cheese and a hard pretzel after practice before sitting down to do homework while listening to Billy Joel. I had no idea who that girl was anymore. All I knew was that she was someone else.

I left the bathroom in a daze, passing walls decorated with framed Christmas card photos of my two younger sisters and me in color coordination; a black-and-white picture of my twentysomething parents walking hand in hand in white lace and black tails down the aisle of a giant Manhattan church; an old photograph of my relative, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, aged ten or so, leaning on the net of the family’s grass tennis court at their Hudson River estate alongside a dozen cousins and his grandfather; my father’s collected oil paintings of beach scenes, his woodblock prints of old farmhouses.

Excruciating thoughts raced through my mind that night in bed as I tried to make sense of what had just happened: I must not have a real self. My whole life’s been fake. All those good grades and accomplishments and expectations I’ve been working for don’t mean anything. It’s all a performance—I’m just a fraud who’s been tricking everyone into thinking I’m Laura, and I’m so good at it that I’ve even tricked myself. Is anything I’ve accomplished actually what I wanted? Do I actually care about the things I’ve always thought I care about? Have I just been brainwashed by them? Did they make me do it?

I’d always taken the opinions of others as trusted signposts on the path to worthiness: a classmate’s compliment on my painting, gratitude from a friend’s parent as I cleared the dinner table, the smile of an elderly stranger after I held the door open for her. Absence of approval felt indistinguishable from blunt criticism, and it was the praise of adult authority figures that I most craved. By listening carefully to what I was told, following the rules, studying hard, practicing diligently, I would one day grow so saturated with external approval that it would no longer need to be the animating force of my life. Now this unfamiliar, nefarious they swirled in my mind, quickly becoming obvious as the cause of my newly discovered fraudulence. They were a dark force that was not to be trusted: my parents, my teachers, my school, the manicured hedges and bright smiles that characterized my affluent hometown. It seemed so clear now: they controlled me. They controlled all girls. They convince us we have to look a certain way, talk a certain way, perform a certain way, I thought. We’re just puppets.

The only option I saw before me was to run away and make a fresh start. I’d move to Maine, where my grandmother lived in the 250-year-old farmhouse where she and Grampy had raised my father, aunt, and uncle. I’d spent every year looking forward to August, when my mother would drive my sisters and me up there for the month and my father would join us on weekends after work. I spent my days scouring tide pools for crabs, building drip castles with Mom out of muddy sand, reading books on the porch as I listened to peepers in the bog at dusk. I popped bubbly seaweed between my fingers as I watched Dad fish for striped bass along the rocky coast. He’d let me stand in front of him to have a turn casting, wrapping his arms around my shoulders to help me reel in the line when I was too small to do it alone, and when I grew big enough to manage the rod by myself, he’d stand back and take a swig from his sweaty can of Fresca as he watched. My legs were always decorated with mosquito bites, my feet splintered from barefoot trips through the old barn to find empty swallows’ eggs. On overcast days, the low drone of a nearby foghorn added to the soundtrack of chugging lobster boat engines and occasional tugboat horns, these, the only sounds that reminded me there was a world out there that I was so afraid I’d never be good enough for.

In Maine, I could pretend life back home in Greenwich had never existed, and so I resolved to endure the next twenty-four hours until I could sit down with my parents and let them know I planned to leave it all behind.

The morning after the mirror, as I pulled on my polo shirt and buttoned my school kilt, I was flooded with a new understanding: The uniform was a costume. School, a performance.

Breakfast looked the same as always: My two sisters sitting next to me swinging their feet from rickety wooden stools at the kitchen table. Nina, three years younger than me, was a lover of Eloise books and an avid POG collector; Chase, six years my junior, already shared my obsessions with ice hockey and boys’ clothes. The glass jar of whole milk that had been delivered by the milkman on the counter next to our Lucky Charms, Multi Grain Cheerios, and Müeslix boxes. Mom flipping through her worn leather organizer, scanning each page of flawless cursive writing that carefully mapped out our days as a cup of creamy coffee steamed next to her and she strummed the counter with manicured fingers.

I can picture myself sitting there, trying my best to participate, to feel authentic in my eating, my reading, my talking, my good posture, to not implode. But I’d fallen into the space between my ears and was pounding on the walls to get out.

A sea of hunter-green tartan overwhelmed me as I stood next to our headmistress at the front of the assembly hall an hour later.

Two hundred little bodies sat before us, elbows pushing into thighs, chins nestled into cupped hands, eyes locked on me. Mrs. Franklin’s voice was dull and muffled, like she was coming out of a radio fifty feet away. I stared ahead and unfocused my eyes until the hall faded into a calming blur. And then reality clenched my neck. I am actually up here onstage in front of everyone.

She’d been talking for a while, about what I wasn’t sure. I looked down and noticed how clumsy my hands seemed, connected to these clunky arm things. I panicked that the back of my kilt was stuck in the waistband of my boxers, ran my palms beneath the loose pleats behind me as subtly as possible, and sighed relief as my fingertips traced the worn wool. I pictured strings coming up through my hands and arms and feet and legs, up from my head. I forced myself to take a deep breath, lift my chin, and set my shoulders back, wondering who was controlling me now.

Our living room was less a space we lived in and more one used for social rituals like the occasional cocktail party, a visit from the distant, elderly cousin of a grandparent, or the annual opening of Christmas stockings as Bing Crosby played on repeat. I don’t know why my parents and I sat there the evening after that first assembly, but I remember how hard I prayed to a God I didn’t believe in that I’d get what I was about to ask for.

I took a deep breath and told my parents the plan. “I can’t be middle school president. I can’t go to Greenwich Academy. I can’t be here anymore. I want to go live with Grammy in Maine and start school there. Start over.”

My mother cocked her head and looked at me like I was a crooked painting. “Laura, I don’t understand. What happened? Where is this coming from?” My father sat quietly next to her.

I shook my head in frustration, my body suddenly tight. No, no, no, it’s not meant to go like this. Screaming felt like the only expression intense enough to mirror what was happening inside me. I sensed where this was going, and it was nowhere good.

“Nothing happened! I just can’t be here anymore. Please, I hate it here. Please just let me go!”

“Laura, you can’t just move to Maine,” my father said. “What about all your friends here? Your teachers? Your coaches? You can’t just leave everything behind. You have a big year ahead of you. And you can’t live with Grammy. That’d be too much to ask of her. Maine is a place for us to visit, not live.”

I closed my eyes and shook my head vigorously, as if doing so might freeze the scene. “Please. Please. PLEASE let me go!” I pleaded, wringing my hands in front of me, overwhelmed by an urge to stomp my feet. If only I could make them understand why this was so important, but I couldn’t tell them that I’d realized I was a fraud, that I didn’t have a real self, that Maine was the only place that could save me. My parents were a part of the problem, after all.

“I hate you! I hate my life!” I screamed. “Fuck you!” My parents were shocked. I couldn’t believe I’d uttered the word myself.

“What have we done? Why are you so angry?” My mother’s eyes were tearing up and tinged with panic; I could feel her hurt. I paced the room, wanting to rip my hair out, whacking my sides with balled-up fists.

“I can’t handle the pressure. Can’t handle it. I can’t handle it!” My screams escalated until it felt like my throat was ripping open. I coughed involuntarily, gasped for air, and then screamed again, and again, and again, as my parents sat there wide-eyed. I stormed out of the room, seeping a new, rancid rage. It was rage, I can see now, that seemed the best means of self-protection. Like a siren song, rage beckoned me: Shoot me at them so they can’t control you anymore. I’ll keep you safe. I’ll protect you.




TWO

My First Therapist

Not long after that argument about Maine, my parents brought me to my first therapist. Her name was Emma, and they told me that she worked with families and would be helping us. She happened to live half a mile up the street, but the three of us drove to her home office on a weekend morning for our first session. As I stepped inside the waiting room, the force of shame was so heavy on my shoulders that I nearly collapsed in upon myself. I tightened up to keep from disappearing: shoulders to ears, arms locked, fists and jaw clenched, neck muscles contracted. I sat down and locked my gaze on the carpet until its hard patterns melted into softness. Bewildered by my parents selling me out like this, I was no longer willing to meet their eyes, nor able to.

Emma welcomed us into her office. Her voice had this warm, crackling-embers sound about it—I always think of Judi Dench when I recall her—and I was convinced it was the sound of everything wrong with the world. She had a short mop of white hair, wide hips beneath ankle-length pants, a soft stomach. The sight of her made me want to vomit. The instant her sparkling eyes made contact with mine and she smiled, I hated her.

I carry a faded snapshot of that first session in my mind: My parents, Emma, and I are sitting on chairs in a circle in her cozy office. I’m hunched in my seat, arms crossed tightly over my chest, brow furrowed. To my left, my father is wearing a worn dress shirt tucked into old jeans; he has the body language of someone unselfconscious, relaxed but attentive. To Dad’s left, my mother wears a cashmere sweater, cigarette-cut slacks, and needlepointed slip-on shoes; her arms, like mine, are crossed in front of her; she’s taut and tense, mouth closed.

My most valuable artifact from that day is pure emotion, preserved in me, all these years later, like a prehistoric insect in amber: Shame radiating out from my face, despair surging within me. My throat closed, voice powerless. Panic in my chest as I felt all of their eyes home in on me like laser beams, penetrating my insides against my will.

Emma was only pretending to be kind and really wanted to control me, I felt, so I switched instantly into surveillance mode, scanning the room in self-protective sweeps, sure of what my mind was telling me: They’re lying when they say this lady is going to help all of us. I know they think I’m the problem, not them.

My conviction would be reinforced in the coming days, when my mother would tell me I was to continue therapy with Emma, only moving ahead, I’d walk up the hill to see her by myself.

Not long after I started therapy, I drank alcohol for the first time. From the garage at a slumber party emerged a warm six-pack, this glistening beacon calling me toward rebellion. I watched the first can as it passed from hand to hand, Yes no yes no, do it, you can’t, do it, you can’t pinging about in my head. I knew that saying yes would mean the loss of something, but when I took that first sip, there was only an unfamiliar and comforting warmth in my gut.

None of us ever got anywhere close to drunk that year, but that wasn’t the point. It was the meaning behind the act that mattered: breaking rules we’d been taught to never break, feeling the solidarity that arose from participating in the very things we were sure we’d never partake in. I’d duped myself by thinking that being good would help me feel worthy, but the night in the mirror had proved me wrong. Where else had I duped myself? What else had I been missing?

The quest to dismantle my moral framework continued through the summer. At mountain biking camp, I abandoned my yearslong dream of having my first kiss with Harris Fowler, the boy whose heart-covered initials I’d been decorating binders with since playing on rival ice hockey teams in fifth grade. Instead, one night, I found myself outside a tent kissing a boy I barely knew, giving away an experience I now believed I’d tricked myself into thinking should be special. I broke up with him a few days later and had kissed another boy by camp’s end.

That August at tennis camp in Maine, I developed a fierce crush on a boy named Jake. One side of his head was buzzed, and the long wave of blond hair on the other was always carefully swept over the top. He was ruddy skinned, rosy cheeked. When we began catching each other’s eyes over the picnic table at lunch and I felt a surge of excitement at the thought of being desired, I was sure I’d fallen for him.

One night at a friend’s house, we drank beer and Jake led me through the dark to a trampoline. We lay down to look up at the clear night sky, and then he leaned over and began kissing me, deep, like he was trying to recover something he’d dropped at the bottom of my throat. I wondered if this was love. When he went to touch my butt, I let him. When he slipped his hands around my back to push up my training bra, I let him, too, despite the deep-down part of me calling out, What are you doing? This isn’t who you are. The trampoline was taut and smooth beneath my palms; as he covered my stomach with his hands and mouth, I looked up at the stars and pictured myself far away.

As I lay in bed that night, I thought about how different I felt, how I’d left something behind that I couldn’t exactly define. A new and wondrous thought dawned on me: Maybe being bad will make everyone stop believing in you.

Jake gave me a bunch of handpicked flowers the next week and called hours later to say he had something to tell me. I was staring out the window over the fields that made their way to the sea as I heard the words “I love you.” It was fear I felt at first, and then disgust, and then numbness. How easy it was, I remarked to myself, to go from feeling so much to feeling nothing at all.

I sensed that even more freedom awaited me if I could only muster the courage to slack off in school that fall. Once ninth grade was under way, I disappointed myself by clicking right back into the pursuit of good grades, active class participation. At home, I quickly shed the facade, letting all the resentment I’d held in at school surge forth through the evening. Requests to help out with dishes or join the family at dinner made me lash out like a trapped animal. My perplexed mother couldn’t understand what had happened to me, or how this seething menace of a daughter could possibly be the same one she was hearing such glowing reports about from teachers, coaches, and other parents: “She’s such a leader.” “She’s so polite.” “She’s kind to everyone.” “She did such a fantastic job as president last year.”

In sessions with Emma, which continued against my will, I vented anger into the otherwise awkward silence: School was a scam! Being trapped at home every night was my idea of hell! I’m so mad, I could just punch a wall! And then the hour would be over, and Emma would gently escort me out into the dusk, and I’d walk home, disoriented and vulnerable.

For all my confusion, I was sure of one thing: I wasn’t the problem. It was everyone around me who was, in my newly judgmental estimation, from the many classmates who didn’t seem to realize that we were all puppets to my teachers for their ongoing compliments about my academic prowess and my squash coach for suggesting I add another weekly clinic to my calendar because he could see my potential as a top national contender. The biggest problem needing intervention, as I saw it, was my parents, who insisted that I stay at Greenwich Academy. It was clear to me that they had no plans to change themselves, which I took as further confirmation that they saw me as the only defective part of our family. To make matters worse, my mother requested that I not tell anyone I was in therapy. Who did she think she was, making me see this therapist I didn’t want to see while also telling me I had to keep it a secret? I assumed she’d made this request because she was ashamed of me, unable to bear the thought of her friends hearing that Laura Delano, once this promising young role model, was actually a dysfunctional failure. It didn’t occur to me that her fixation on maintaining a veneer of normalcy was actually fueled by her desire to insulate me from harm.

A group of us were at a friend’s house for a sleepover one Saturday night that fall. Among us was my new friend, Rose, whose boyfriend, Pete, was staying at a house in the same gated community. Rose had a bad reputation among parents and teachers (I’d recently smoked my first cigarette with her). She was equal parts accomplished and rebellious, which gave her a miraculous aura of competency and chaos. She didn’t seem to care what anyone thought about her but still got straight As. She had what I wanted: the ability to mock the game we were stuck playing while also winning it.

Rose begged me to go along with her to see Pete; I felt honored that she’d picked me as her companion. It was nearly eleven o’clock when we readied ourselves to walk the ten minutes it’d take to get there. We ignored our friends’ protests that it was too late to go out, padded quietly down the stairs, and left them staring down at us nervously as we headed out the door.

Pete welcomed us in at the back door of John’s house. We walked into a finished basement with a giant TV, sofa, pool table. I’d never met John before; he was a quiet sophomore who always seemed to be standing on his tiptoes behind his popular classmates at the all-boys school that sat across the street from our all-girls academy.

I remember the four of us played pool, drank beer. I remember Pete nuzzling Rose’s neck, and how she told him girlishly to stop it. I remember John’s eyes on my face as the television flickered on low in the background, and how I eventually looked back at him, held his gaze for two seconds, and then five, and then ten. I remember how the tipsier I got, the easier it felt to trick myself into thinking that maybe this was a guy I could like. With time, I got woozy. At one point, I lay down on the couch, looked sideways at the screen, savored how slow-motion life felt there, the way the air seemed to roll like waves of water.

When Rose and Pete eventually disappeared, John sat next to me. We didn’t talk much as the television beamed on us. He asked if I wanted to go upstairs, and I said okay. I felt dizzy when I stood, the floor pulling at my left side, and he offered me his hand. He asked if he could carry me, and I nodded, wondering if it might be romantic. I felt so light in his arms as he took each step. I’d never been carried by a boy before.

He laid me down on a bed. Climbed on top of me. Began kissing me, me letting him. His hand pushed my shirt up, slowly at first, then faster, impatient, fumbling about with my bra strap. I was in and out of presence, participating while also a separate observer of the scene. The silent something deep in me that screamed stop was far less powerful than the need to feel wanted. The room was spinning, the pressure of his lips on mine, that tongue down my throat, the sound of his heavy breath, the weight of his torso, the heat off his skin.

I don’t know how long we were on that bed. There was the feeling of being devoured, my confusion about whether this was a sensation to be excited about or terrified by, the strangeness in realizing I felt nothing.

At some point, John moved his hands down and went for the button of my pants. A voice in me, from where I didn’t know, said, “Stop stop stop, please stop.”

I pushed my palms against his chest. He sat back, out of breath, respectful of my request. I fixed my bra and shirt and steadied myself as best I could on my feet. Downstairs, as I waited for Rose to return, we said nothing to each other. I wasn’t angry. I didn’t feel violated. I was confused.

As we stumbled back to our friend’s house, Rose jabbed my arm with her elbow. “So, John, huh?” She threw me a sideways smile before getting back to puffing her cigarette. I forced a giggle.

I’d actively participated in this encounter with John but couldn’t shake the feeling that the girl back there had been someone else. Was I a slut now? I’d heard this word from mothers before, mine included, and knew it would be terrible to get called one. I thought about the likelihood of rumors spreading to my classmates, to their mothers, to my mother. I made a vow to pretend the experience with John had never happened and to never share a word of it with anyone else, but the image of that girl on her back on the bed, shirt pushed up, that square-headed boy with buzzed hair on top of her, panting: it was frozen on the backs of my eyelids.

“Please don’t tell anyone, okay?”

Rose looked over with a playful smirk. “Maybe.”

“Please, I’m serious, okay? Swear you won’t tell anyone?” Sensing my growing panic, she promised.

The house was unlocked when we returned. We snuck quietly up the stairs.

“Oh my God, you’re back!” someone whispered loudly. A friend’s gaze zeroed in on me, followed by her voice. “Wait … what is that, Laura?”

The way she emphasized is made me wonder if I smelled bad. She walked toward me, hinging at the waist to peer closely at my neck. I froze.

“Laura … is that a … a hickey?”

I wasn’t even sure what a hickey was. I pushed past the girls and locked myself in the bathroom. There were soft knocks, my name whispered urgently. Pinching my eyes shut, I braced myself for whatever I was about to see in the mirror. Two purply red circles the size of walnuts plastered across the side of my neck. Lips had been on me. Now everyone knew it.

In an instant, control of my life’s narrative was ripped from my grasp. After a childhood fueled by an abiding commitment to honesty, I walked numbly to unlock the door and face their concerned looks. A response surged up in me, and out slurred a voice I didn’t recognize. “Idunno whatchyour talkin’about.”

I let my friends run with the story from there: I was totally blacked out, not partway blurry. At some point, “blacked out” morphed into “passed out,” which I didn’t correct. Ten minutes later, I was sitting clothed in the shower as water streamed down on me and I cried. I wasn’t crying about what had happened with John, but my friends took the tears as a victim’s reckoning with what had been done to me. They got me out of the shower and helped me change into my pajamas and they held me and comforted me until we all fell asleep. I let them do all of this, for how long it had been since I’d felt taken care of.

That Monday morning, the bruises taunted me in the mirror. I fiddled with the concealer I’d snatched surreptitiously from my mother’s dressing table, dabbing at my neck desperately as layer after layer of cakey substance did nothing to hide the monstrous purple. A turtleneck would be my only option. I ran to my closet and slipped one on.

Later, in English class, there was a knock on the door. My teacher stepped out for a moment before returning and looking at me.

“Laura, you’re needed in the office.” I stood up and walked robotically down the hall to the office of the headmistress, where I was told that Danielle, the upper school counselor, would like to see me.

Danielle had gray-flecked hair cut close to her head. One of her ears was lined with gold studs. She wore Puma sneakers and casually cuffed pants and insisted on being called by her first name. You could reliably find at least two girls shooting the breeze with her between classes; focused as I was on compartmentalizing the humiliation I felt before the gaze of a therapist, I’d always reassured myself I’d never be one of them. It was hard enough to survive each session with Emma, who skillfully kept the focus on my anger and its destructive by-products: the screaming, pushing, threats of hitting, and cruel, hateful words. “How can we help you feel happier?” she’d ask. “How can we help you stop feeling so angry?” Murderous rage overtook me at her presumptuousness that she and I were a “we,” which most certainly was not the case. The true “we,” I knew, was Emma and my parents, who discussed the content of our sessions in phone calls. I knew that I had no power to free myself from these oppressive adults, and with my put-together performance at school already difficult enough to maintain, I felt sure that I’d disintegrate if I showed even an ounce of that powerlessness to my teachers. I’d successfully convinced myself that the humiliating walks to and from each session with Emma were the tragic fate of some other girl, but now these two disparate realities seemed to be smacking hard into each other.

Danielle was sitting at her desk facing the open door when I arrived, and gave me an austere smile. “Hi, Laura. I’m Danielle.” She gestured toward a chair. I walked in cautiously, smoothed out my kilt behind me, sat down.

“So, I wanted to invite you here in case there was anything you wanted to talk about.”

I shook my head, willing my eyes to keep contact with hers.

“Laura, I get that you’re not wanting to talk, so I’ll just … Listen, I’ll just come out with it. I heard some concerning rumors this morning. I just wanted to check in with you, see if you’re okay, see if there’s anything you want to get off your mind.”

There was a surge of rage, the urge to cry, and a tamping down of it all. Who told on me?

“Anything about the weekend you’d like to share? C’mon, Laura. Your friends are worried. People care about you.”

“I’m fine.”

“You know you can say anything in here. That’s what I’m here for. What you share won’t leave this office. You know that, right?”

I didn’t trust her, but I knew I wouldn’t get out of there unless I talked, and so I told her about John—not what actually happened but the story I’d let my friends believe.

Later that morning, I was called back to the headmistress’s office. My mother was on her way to pick me up, the secretary said. What does she mean, my mother’s coming to pick me up? And then it hit me: Danielle had betrayed my trust.

I was waiting outside a few minutes later when my mother’s car pulled up. I slid into the passenger seat and buckled myself in, hugging my backpack and pressing my face into its creases. The corner of a binder pressed on my eye socket, and I kept it there, eyes closed, fantasizing about pushing it all the way through.

“Do I need to take you to the hospital?” Her voice wavered. We didn’t look at each other. I shook my head silently. “Well, I’m taking you there.”

“No, don’t, Mom, please. I don’t need to go there. I just want to go home.” Unable to bear the silence, I added with a wince, “We didn’t go that far.”

“How could you let this happen?” She shook her head and smacked her hands on the steering wheel before pulling out with a jerk. I sank down into the leather, wishing she couldn’t see me anymore, that the whole world would just forget I ever existed. I hated her for asking me this question, unable to recognize that her anger was a disguise for terror. I wished I had an answer for her as I stared out the window and said nothing.




THREE

Do You Know What Mania Is?

A winter evening my freshman year, just after coming home from squash practice. It had been varsity team photo shoot day, the ten of us girls posed in our white pleated skirts with hunter green trim, the collars of our white shirts mostly popped, faces flushed with sweat, painted with bright smiles. I went upstairs to the bathroom, locked the door behind me, turned the shower and sink on. My sisters were in their rooms; my mother, in the kitchen starting dinner; Dad, on the train home from Grand Central. I felt cold. Empty. I took the sweatband off my wrist and threw it in the hamper. Walked over to the shower, grabbed my razor, and returned to the sink. Ran water through the blades. Pulled out stuck hairs. Dried the razor off on my monogrammed hand towel. Pushed the blades up against my skin, next to the existing parallel scab lines on the underside of my wrist. I paused for a moment before slowly sliding right. The momentary pinch was followed by absence. The graceful dance of blood with gravity. I regarded the streams of red running down my skin with the cool detachment of an art critic. I held my arm under the water’s steady flow, savoring its sting on the open slits of flesh, watching the rivulets of crimson disappear.

Over the months to come, I worked hard to find fault in just about everything my mother did. I was constantly yelling. I had chronic headaches because of how much I scowled. I occasionally resorted to pushing, even hitting, and sometimes chased down my younger sisters with a raised hand. I baffled myself with these behaviors but nonetheless felt at their mercy. I dreaded school each morning because I couldn’t be sure who knew about John and who didn’t. There were the paranoid ruminations on the long list of words I was sure flitted through people’s heads at the sight of me: Slut. Whore. Pathetic. Dirty. Disgusting. Trash. Ruined. I yearned for weekends, when I’d begun to get drunk enough to trick myself, for just a little while, into thinking I had the capacity to feel good.

Emma eventually declared me too serious a case for therapy alone, informing my parents that I needed a more substantive intervention. “There’s a wonderful psychiatrist in town,” she said. “I think she’ll be very helpful for Laura.”

One day after school, my mother took me to meet Dr. Patel, my first psychiatrist. We pulled up to a small, white shingled house at the top of a short, steep driveway on a quiet cul-de-sac. Without saying anything, I opened the door, turned my back on her, and retreated into my coat before walking away. In the waiting room, my body thrummed with rage at her for leaving me there, even though she was the last person I wanted to be around.

Ten minutes after the hour, the doorknob clicked. I looked up, and there she was. In her midforties, the psychiatrist was strikingly beautiful. Her glossy shoulder-length dark brown hair framed even glossier green eyes. She wore an off-white crepe pantsuit. A small dog sat panting at her feet.

“You must be Laura. Welcome. I’m Dr. Anuja Patel. But you can call me Anuja. Please come with me.”

Her outstretched arm beckoned me to a large sofa. I sent daggers at her back with my eyes as she walked across the room to a simple wooden chair. She picked up a notepad and pen, rested them on her lap, and crossed her hands delicately over them. Her dog curled itself comfortably on the floor between us, tucking its head between rust-colored paws. I hated the sight of it—and I loved dogs.

“So, I’d like to welcome you here, Laura. I’m a psychiatrist who works with children and adults.”

I said nothing. She tilted her head and looked at me softly.

“So, Laura. Why do you think you’re here?”

Looking down, I pushed my lips together and shrugged. “I dunno. Because my parents want me to be here?” I picked at my nails, scratched at the sofa fibers, anything to avoid meeting her eyes.

“Well, you see, Laura, they are very concerned about you. Very worried. It sounds like you’ve been having a tough time. Emma called to see if I can be of assistance to you and your family. You’ve been seeing Emma for some time now, is that right?”

I nodded, looking past her shoulder, out the window at the darkening sky behind naked trees. To my right, a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf with rows of tomes I assumed were about how to fix messed-up kids like me. Diplomas on the wall, these presentations of medical legitimacy that even my young mind could grasp meant authority.

I fought the impulse to stand up and flee, sensing that doing so would only get me in more trouble. Looking at the basket of toys sitting by Anuja’s chair, I imagined a young child playing while her mother talked about her problems, wishing I could be that girl, so innocent.

“Why don’t you tell me a little bit about what’s been going on, Laura, what’s been troubling you.”

I replayed the Danielle debacle in my head, reminding myself that my words had the potential to destroy me; I would not make the same mistake this time. But as the session unfolded, and Anuja found ways to ask me the same questions over and over, approached from different angles, my resolve began to buckle. I eventually spewed everything out: how when I got sucked into a rage at home there was no stopping me, my screaming and cursing, the occasional hitting, the cutting with my razor, my night with John and the same story I’d let my friends believe about it, the drinking, the endless paranoid thoughts about people judging me and being repulsed by me, how hopeless I was. Anuja paid careful attention as I vented and fumed and rambled and shut myself up and started again and cried and got worked up and cursed and bounced my knee and cried some more and blew my nose and picked at a scab and rolled my eyes and stared off into space and sighed. The more I spoke, the more she asked. The more she asked, the more information I offered up against my will. Why are you doing this? I pleaded silently with myself. Why can’t you just shut up?

“Laura, these emotions I’m seeing, and all this rage”—the word rage said with just a touch of emphasis, the r rolled softly like a cat’s purr—“the things you’re doing at home. The cutting. Hurting your mother. The sexual assault. This is all very concerning to hear.”

I cringed at the term sexual assault as she continued. “It’s normal to be angry or sad sometimes, but these behaviors, they aren’t typical. Do you know what mania is, Laura?”

I shook my head.

“Well, many of these things you describe, they are signs of something we call mania.”

Everything suddenly brighter, louder, harsher: Anuja’s voice and face and pantsuit, the chair and rug and bookshelves, my inflamed cuticles, the scratchy wool of my kilt. Emma never used a word like this to describe me.

“Mania is a symptom of a disease called bipolar disorder. It used to be called manic depression. Maybe you’ve heard of that?”

What I wanted to say was Yes, I have, and FUCK YOU.

“Based on everything you’ve shared today, and what I’ve learned from Emma and your parents, it’s clear to me that you’re suffering from this illness. Has anyone ever told you this before?”

No one ever had. I’d heard the word bipolar before, but never once in relation to me. All I knew was that it meant “really crazy.”

She went on to tell me that mania in children typically manifests as intense anger and irritability, impulsivity, outbursts, rapid changes in mood. And on the flip side, my self-harm, isolating behaviors, and hopelessness were signs of depression. Put together, these symptoms were clearly consistent with a diagnosis of bipolar disorder, for which there was no cure. I’d have this disease for the rest of my life.

I shook my head in disagreement.

“I know this is a lot to take in. Try to understand, with therapy and proper medications, you can live a very good, manageable life.”

“Nope.” I stared at her defiantly for a second before looking away. While I may have been confused about who I was, I knew clear as day that this was a false proclamation. “No way.”

She continued like she hadn’t heard me. “I’m going to write you a prescription for some medicines that will help you. They’ll make your emotions more stable. You’ll have
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