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  With love for my husband, Alex



 


  It is permissible to want.


—DAVID FOSTER WALLACE


 

 

 

IT MUST HAVE been the first or second week of October by then, or maybe even the third; she didn’t know and hadn’t really cared. But on that day, time suddenly mattered. Oliver had left only ten minutes earlier to drop Clem at school, but not before kissing Althea on the head and gently pulling the bedroom door closed, thinking she was still asleep. Afterward, he was going to a breakfast meeting at the W Hotel for Spectacle, the company he had started right out of graduate school and that now made millions selling eight-hundred-dollar sunglasses. But Oliver often forgot something and he could easily return to the loft and catch her. She decided to wait another five minutes, which, for her, was an eternity.

Now she was sitting on the floor of their bathroom, knees to her chest, wearing a Ski Sun Valley! hoodie and a pair of Oliver’s cotton pajama bottoms, the same outfit she had worn for the past three weeks. In her right hand, she held a black croc belt, her Christmas gift to Oliver the year before. She had a hard time imagining herself going into a store—first just browsing, then asking to have something removed from a case, and, finally, going to a counter, digging through her wallet for a credit card, waiting to have the item rung up. It all seemed like so much effort laced with so much optimism.

What she was about to do made a great deal more sense. Fasten the belt around the shower rod, then around her neck. Hop from the lip of the tub. But this would be the fifth time in nine years she had tried, and she had yet to get it right. Always a bridesmaid, never a bride.

She had been flattened by the Tombs since late August. The Tombs weren’t the crying kinds of depressions, the ones that came with enough energy and engagement for her to feel sad or hate herself. She didn’t have emotions anymore; she had nothing. There was just no point. To anything. She couldn’t think of anything to do but sleep. She wasn’t tired, but somehow, she slept. Until she stopped being able to. Even with the meds Dr. Bair gave her. He tried every possible cocktail, but there was just the bleakness of the Tombs. They said it was clinical. It didn’t matter what they called it. She just wanted to die. Why didn’t she?

But today a radical idea had occurred to her while she was lying in bed, looking at a watch of Oliver’s she was wearing. An idea as to why she had survived slicing her wrists to the bone, smashing her car into a tree, overdosing on meds. She wasn’t crying out for help or attention. Her manic-depression already gave her plenty of both—she had doctors, meds, hospitalizations—without self-inflicted injuries. She hadn’t been playing at suicide. So what was the problem? Now it was obvious. It had been Oliver. Althea had felt like she couldn’t do it to him. She’d owed him too much to take her own life.

Oliver had stuck by Althea when she’d been diagnosed as a manic-depressive, fourteen years earlier. He’d been twenty-six, Althea twenty-four, and they’d been married only two years. That time, it had been an episode of the Visions. The upward bounce of the Tombs, where she almost needed sunglasses because everything looked so brilliant and delicious, and gloves because the vibrations she felt when she touched even mundane things like doorknobs or Bic pens were too intense. She wanted to lick them or suck on them, and the golds and blues were sharp enough to slice her eyes. Ollie had thought she was kidding at first, then that she was doing drugs, but when she spent one whole day watching a movie on a loop, repeating the dialogue perfectly after only the second viewing, all the parts, replaying it again and again, for hours, he knew something was wrong and took her to his internist, who sent them to the hospital, immediately.

How many other men his age—boys, really—would’ve stayed by her when they learned there was no cure for her illness, that it would only get worse over time? Probably none. But Oliver had. Why? He’d never told her and she was afraid to ask. She couldn’t figure it out. She was like a stock he had invested all of his savings in that had crashed. Why didn’t he leave and start over? Love didn’t seem like enough of a reason. Could love hold up to this? Maybe it was character. He was the kind of guy to stick it out no matter what. And since he had done that, stuck by her, did she really have the right to choose such a gruesome ending to their marriage? Make him find her covered in bruises and blood or see her stuffed in a drawer at some morgue with bad fluorescent lighting, naked but for a toe tag?

But what if that was actually the right ending for them both? If she were dead, she would no longer be sick; despite what they had told her, she would have found herself a cure. She would be at rest, God bless. She knew at first Oliver would feel guilty, think that it was his fault she had died. But then some well-meaning soul would tell him that bipolar people have more success than most populations when it comes to killing themselves, that he really shouldn’t take it too personally. And this would signal that enough time had passed for people to say another really stupid thing to him about her—that she was gone but he had to move on. He could now date, even marry, without being the dick who’d left his mentally ill wife. A total win.

She would get it right this time. She would finally have suicided. God, she loved how that sounded.

But when she tried to hang herself, the shower rod couldn’t sustain her weight and it slid down the wall, taking her with it. Jesus. Her sole injury was a laceration from smacking her head on the tub. The only upside of this whole fiasco was that she had found something to do from 8:42 a.m. to 9:06 a.m. Filling time was always a bitch during the Tombs.

Suzanne, Clem’s latest nanny, found her trying to clean up the blood on the bathroom floor with a handful of Cottonelle. Suzanne phoned Oliver right away, but the head injury was not bad enough for her to call 911. For the moment, Althea might be sick, but she was safe. Attempting suicide was like having sex: there was always a lull before having another go.

When Oliver arrived, he calmly strode into the bathroom, blazer off, with the composure of someone who could see past a crisis and knew exactly how to fix it.

Oliver gently guided his wife up from the floor and pulled her to his chest; her hair, matted with dried blood, left imprints over his Thomas Pink shirt.

Althea. Oliver never asked Why? or How could you? She could barely talk when she was in the Tombs anyway. Just little whispers that were almost impossible for someone to hear and that she was never quite sure made it out of her head. Oliver took off her Ski Sun Valley! hoodie and the Brooks pajama bottoms and threw them in the hamper. She panicked. The shower. Just the thought of it scared her. It made her feel claustrophobic and she didn’t even have the energy to put down a bathmat. The two-step process of shampoo/conditioner was overwhelming. Oliver left the room and returned wearing bathing trunks with pink turtles on them.

Oliver slowly led Althea into the shower. He turned the water on, checked to make sure it was comfortably warm, and began gently soaping her back, arms, and breasts with her favorite soap that smelled like lavender. He did her legs, rear, between her legs, stomach. He washed her hair twice, rinsed, and then added conditioner, actually waiting a minute so it would have time to soak in.

When she was at last clean, he shaved her legs, remembering to get her knees, her toes, and around her anklebones. After wrapping her in a white fluffy towel and drying himself, Ollie went back into the bedroom. She knew he was going to pick out some clothes for her to wear to the hospital and then pack for her, like he always did. She took a few breaths before heading in behind him. Even with Oliver’s help, the whole process seemed overwhelming.

They always used the same bag for the hospital. It was a purple canvas T. Anthony duffle with her initials on it, AJW. Purple was her favorite color. Oliver always had a purple hue in every Spectacle line just for her. She watched as Oliver packed the purple bag. She had managed somehow (had Suzanne helped her?) to get the clothes on but not to brush her teeth or her hair or put on deodorant. The elastic waist of the skirt dug into her skin, and the T-shirt was just a little too tight. She was dying to go into the hamper and pull out the Ski Sun Valley! hoodie, but she couldn’t take everything off again.

All the clothes Oliver packed were baggy and soft. Someone might have thought she had a special wardrobe just for her inpatient stays, but Althea dressed this way in her normal life too. She liked flowy skirts in fabrics like velvet or cashmere or crushed silk; she hoped they made people think she was ethereal, sensual, spiritual. Of course, she was none of these. She was dark, intense, and creatively brilliant. Like her photographs. She did work between breakdowns. Had had a few shows, gotten a few reviews, sold a few things. Successful by art-world standards. She didn’t make a lot of money doing it, but she told herself that wasn’t the point. Being a photographer made her feel like a grownup. More important, it served as evidence that she wasn’t always ill.

Oliver didn’t really approve; he thought she should be doing something more soothing. He worried her work might be a trigger. After all, her themes tended toward sexuality. Fertility. Fantasy viewed through poststructuralist, feminist, or whatever other academic theory had inspired her that period. Most people couldn’t see past the naked bodies and thought her work was just pornographic, obscene. But Althea didn’t care.

Oliver went into the bathroom and Althea watched him as he packed the toiletries. A purple toothbrush and travel-size Crest. Travel-size Finesse shampoo and conditioner. Brush. Deodorant. Soap and lemon body scrub. They were all new. Kept under the sink. He said that it was good to have backups for those kinds of things because you never knew, but she did know. It was for trips like these.

Ollie stopped packing her clothes and she thought of what he hadn’t put in, the contraband he knew not to take. No headphones. (She could hang herself, they said. Really? How would that work? The belt hadn’t.) No computers. (She wasn’t sure why. To keep you from Googling obscure ways to hurt yourself?) No meds. (They had them there. They were like a hotel with stocked minibars.) But Oliver knew all the rules by now. They were straightforward and immutable, like getting through the TSA. But New York–Presbyterian wasn’t hunting down terrorists, protecting the homeland from stealth attacks. They knew she was the enemy, and the target was herself.

So Oliver packed two down pillows. A cashmere throw. Quilted slippers. When he finished, he zipped the duffle and checked for the luggage tag, like the bag might actually get lost on some airport carousel, like she really was flying somewhere, maybe going to Canyon Ranch for ten days. He organized the change on his dresser by denomination while watching CNBC, then took the dry cleaner’s plastic off his shirts, which both soothed and unsettled her. She had tried to hang herself a few hours ago, but Oliver was unruffled. She was sure he would go back to work after she was situated, then go for a run when he got home, maybe meet friends for drinks later. Life went on.

Finally, it was time. As she followed Oliver out of the bedroom, she saw her olive army rucksack that held her Canon, wallet, keys, iPhone, and iPad sitting on the chair by her bed. The bag she took everywhere, even to some of the cocktail parties Oliver dragged her to. She hadn’t carried it for months. Of course not. Its hibernation had foreshadowed the appearance of the fucking purple duffle.

They walked into the living room. Suzanne was standing by the door wearing jeans and a teal wool sweater that had pilled. Althea could tell that the girl was struggling. Oliver had warned her when she took the job that this might happen, and Suzanne had nodded, No problem, but now it seemed she was thinking it kinda was.

Ollie went over and put his hand on Suzanne’s shoulder, squeezed it, then smiled at her. Ollie said something, but Althea was too agitated to hear what it was. She was desperate now to get to the elevator, didn’t want to have to touch Suzanne, didn’t want to talk to her about Clem, to try to seem concerned about how her daughter would get through the next ten (or more) days without her. But Ollie read Althea’s I need to go now look, opened the door to the foyer, and gently walked her out. She put her head on his shoulder as they rode down to the first floor, and for the first time in what must have been an eternity, Althea felt something close to relief.

 

 

 

ONCE THEY WERE on their way to the hospital, she became increasingly desperate to get there. Even though Oliver patted her hand and smoothed her wet hair over her shoulders, she compulsively bit her lips and rocked back and forth, and when they got stuck behind a garbage truck, she almost got out of the taxi and screamed.

When they finally arrived at the hospital, the nurses said her doctor had called to say she was being admitted but her bed wouldn’t be ready for an hour. They went to the Au Bon Pain in the atrium to kill time. Oliver bought her a sticky bun and a large coffee. She hadn’t had coffee since August. It was too much of a project, all that stirring of the sugar and milk, then the blowing and slow sipping so it didn’t burn your tongue. Finishing it would take forever. But any coffee she got on the Unit would be cold (so people couldn’t burn themselves or others, she supposed) and watery (to keep the patients from, God forbid, getting some kind of caffeine buzz), so she decided to give it a try.

She started to rip open an Equal but her hands shook so bad from the lithium that she ended up spilling the white powder all over the table. Oliver smiled at her indulgently like she was Clem (although Clem was fastidious when she ate), but she felt humiliated and decided to give up on the coffee and go for the roll instead. She picked some nuts off the top and put them in her mouth, but her throat was so dry she couldn’t swallow and almost choked. She spat the nuts out onto the waxed paper and watched Oliver drink his lemonade and eat a cranberry scone.

Finally, Oliver checked his watch and noted the hour was up, and they went back to the Unit.

A nurse wearing teddy bear scrubs buzzed them in and immediately ransacked the purple duffle and frisked Althea. Teddy Bear Scrubs found only one thing that wasn’t allowed on the Unit and would have to be sent home with Oliver: Althea’s channel-set diamond wedding band. It was expensive and could get stolen by one of the other patients. But her hands were so puffy now that the ring was embedded in her finger. As much as she tugged at it, it would not come off. Teddy Bear Scrubs gave her Vaseline to rub over it and then yanked at it herself, but it still wouldn’t go past her knuckle. Althea was afraid Teddy Bear Scrubs would get some tool from the nurses’ station and cut it off, but she must have been feeling generous (or exhausted; who knows how many admits she had had that day), and she said she would make an exception just this once and let Althea keep the ring, but if anything happened, she’d hafta take responsibility.

When Teddy Bear Scrubs nodded to the door, signaling that it was time for Oliver to go, Althea was beside herself. She started to sob. It was the first time she had cried in months. Ollie handed her his blue-and-green-checked pocket square, but she was too upset to unfold it and bring it to her face. She grabbed the lapels of his blazer, held on to him like it was the first day of kindergarten and she was one of the clingy kids. He felt so solid, so reassuring, like nothing could take him down, not even this, not even this time. He held back from a full hug, like he didn’t want to give her the false hope that he was going to stay after all. But he had to stay. Couldn’t she get five more minutes? But for what? What could she do in that time?

But Oliver was not possibly leaving, he was definitely leaving her, now. His departure had nothing to do with her (husbands, like everyone else, were allowed only during visiting hours), so there was nothing she could do to make him stay. He pried her hands from his blazer and patiently explained that he needed to tell Clem what had happened (and she did her best to act like Of course you do), get some work done, and otherwise handle things. But Oliver promised he would be back for the evening vids, just like he always was.

But his coming back missed the point. She knew, from all the times she had been on the inside, that after the door closed, she became the patient and he the visitor. They were married, man and wife, but now, once again, here was that fucking door. The one that only people in scrubs with ridiculous patterns could open. The one that she had to earn the privilege to go out of for ten minutes at a time, accompanied by someone who’d most likely be wearing clogs, maybe to the parking lot, maybe even to the atrium, just so she’d have something else to do besides pace the hall. The door came between Ollie and her like a divorce. What about What God has joined, let no man put asunder?

But what if one day, Oliver just didn’t come back for her? What if that door became too much of a hassle; what if he just got sick of waiting for the buzzer? She never outright begged him to promise he would always, always come. Even in that state, she knew begging would make her seem desperate, and she was too desperate to seem desperate. She hoped Oliver would think she was just vulnerable. Vulnerable wasn’t repulsive; vulnerable drew one in, made one feel protective. He couldn’t abandon vulnerable. But Althea never completely trusted this logic, or trusted him. Didn’t a person get only so many chances? Vulnerable or no? So even though he said, See you tonight, Althea, after the door closed (and locked), Althea kept crying, harder than she had ever seen Clem do, long after Oliver could have heard her.

The stay that October was the same and different than all the others. There were the same assortment of patients: some manic, some depressed, all annoying the shit out of one another. The nailed-down TV, stuck on one channel, that she didn’t even have enough concentration to watch. There were the visits from psychotherapists and social workers, all of them asking the same questions about her history, asking how she was feeling now. There were the meds, the meds the patients had to wait in line for several times a day like they were buying tickets for the cinema, and when they got to the window they were handed fistfuls of chalky pills in paper cups, institutional origami. There were the endless “checks”: someone coming into their rooms every fifteen minutes all night long to make sure they weren’t engaging in any self-harming behavior.

As Althea saw it, the whole program, despite the pretense of busyness, was really just a way of waiting out a relapse. As if, if they took away all her freedom and made things tedious enough, she would (like a child in an extended time-out) just snap out of it. But seven days into her stay, she wasn’t any better. She didn’t cheek her meds. Didn’t pick fights with the nurses. (Rebellion was apparently a sign of recovery.) She was one of the tough cases. There was one thing that they hadn’t tried yet, one thing that was often effective although they didn’t really know how it worked. It was kind of like rebooting a computer when you had a glitch, they said. Sometimes, that simple action did the trick.

But she soon learned that electroconvulsive therapy was nothing like rebooting a computer. It was at least one hundred times worse than anything she had ever done to herself.

At the beginning of each treatment, as they called it—like it was a facial or something—she lay on a gurney as an anesthesiologist mashed a plastic mask over her nose and mouth and told her to count backward from one hundred. Althea started counting and tried to let her mind wander and think about everything else but that mask. The feeling of the cold spots on her temples, where they had smeared clear gel, stuck the metal disks that attached by tiny cords to the box with knobs on it. The woman with a severe bun wearing a brown tweed suit who stood behind her head, the one who turned the knobs, administered the shocks, who fried her brain. Althea couldn’t see her. What was the woman’s expression? Focused? Impatient? Bored?

But it didn’t work. She couldn’t escape the mask. Althea would get to ninety, eighty-eight, eighty-six, and she still wouldn’t be under. It felt like her lungs were filling with sand, like she was going to suffocate. Althea couldn’t breathe, she really couldn’t. She thought she was going to die. She would finally lose consciousness somewhere around eighty-four, but Jesus, an eternity. After seventeen brutal treatments, she was considered well enough to be discharged.

 

 

 

SHE AND OLIVER had met at NYU. She was nineteen; he twenty-one. They were both from the West Coast—Oliver, San Francisco; Althea, Los Angeles. Oliver was WASP handsome: light brown hair, green eyes, straight nose. He wasn’t particularly tall (five eleven) or exceptionally athletic (he played tennis and squash but always preferred the gentleman’s game to running down points, even at that age), but his extreme confidence bumped him up from handsome to gorgeous. She was beautiful in a quirky way, one that not all men understood. She had brown eyes that were a little too big for her face, wavy dark hair down her back, and a prominent nose. She did a lot of yoga because it seemed alternative, which she liked, but she ultimately hated it because all the time she was forced to spend in her head meditating stressed her out. She wore makeup rarely but boots and floppy suede hats always, even in the summer.

She was medium-boned but small-breasted, which made her self-conscious, even though she’d had four boyfriends by the time she met Oliver, two of whom had proclaimed I love you, and so far she’d had a terrific sex life.

After three weeks of dating, they still hadn’t slept together. They’d made out so intensely they had both shuddered; Althea had let him pull back her underwear and ease his fingers inside her, and she had even given him a blowjob, swallowing as he came (most of the girls he knew spat it out in the sink). But Althea could tell that, as excellent as these things might have been (that was one of his favorite words, excellent), Ollie was getting impatient. Why hadn’t they gotten to the end zone? What was the fucking problem?

The fact was, she was afraid. Ollie wasn’t like all the other boys she had dated; there was something about him. He was solid. More mature than the boys she knew. It had been only three weeks but she adored him. She knew most people would say that for her to adore Oliver at this point was absurd. But she didn’t care. She wasn’t making it up. She had amazing intuition. She just knew. She couldn’t mess this up. She had to have him.

She wanted their relationship to stay in the beginning stages for as long as possible. In the waiting part. People rarely walked away during the waiting part. Because once you had sex, it was anybody’s guess what would happen. The guy could be a dick and move on, or he could decide to stay. The key was timing. If she made him wait too long, Oliver would give up, find someone else. But at least he wouldn’t have dumped her. Not really.

One night, sitting in his room, she waited for him to kiss her. And he didn’t. Then she waited for him to ask her to leave. But he didn’t. Instead:


  Althea, what is it? I mean, are you a virgin or something?


She looked at her boots. Touched her hair. Her whole plan suddenly seemed stupid and immature.


  No.



  So what’s the deal?



  There’s no deal.



  Then why won’t you sleep with me?



  You never asked.



  Althea, come on . . .



  I guess I just wasn’t ready.



  Why?



  Doesn’t matter.



  Are you now?


Was she? Yes, she guessed she was. Yes. But she still didn’t want to risk an in-out-goodbye. Even if he did dump her in the end, she wanted him to remember her.

Ollie. What if I asked you what gets you off? I mean really gets you off . . . Had she actually said that? And what if he couldn’t think of anything?

But she knew everyone had something. Something the mind keeps in reserve to make sure the body can always make the transition, get to the go mark. Hers was parallel parking. It grew out of one night she’d spent with a boyfriend back home. It was two a.m. and she was sitting on a windowsill in his house in Brentwood. They had just had sex so she was in that opened-up, vulnerable state when little things make an impression. He went to move his car and the way he slid it, effortlessly, between two others, no big deal, triggered something in her, made her go completely wet. And every time Althea thought about parallel parking, she was completely wrecked. She wanted to know what did it for Oliver.

He hesitated just long enough to make her regret asking.

But then he said, Could you maybe touch yourself while I watch?

At first, instead of while I watch, Althea heard on my watch, like he would be setting an alarm, clocking her progress. Althea could count the number of times she had masturbated in her life and it had always underwhelmed her. She thought the rubbing was pleasant (she got to control the pace and knew exactly where it felt best) and soothing (it calmed her mind, stopped the thinking, the constant thinking, and made her sleepy), but her hand got tired after about five minutes and she always gave up before orgasm. She came easily with the boys she dated (Gordon, a surfer she had been with, called her his Hawaii 5-0), so she didn’t need to order in, as she referred to masturbation. But here she was in kind of a hybrid situation. He was asking her to take matters into her own hands so he could—what, supervise?

The more she thought about it, the more complicated Oliver’s request seemed. She didn’t want to mess up. Should she keep her eyes open or closed? Should she look at him or pretend he wasn’t there? What was she supposed to think about? Was she supposed to tell him what she was thinking or make something up? What if she couldn’t come? Should she fake it? She never had. It was one of the things she swore she would never do, but she couldn’t really sit there touching herself for hours and not come, could she? The whole thing was just too much. But he was standing there waiting for her to start.

She started touching—rubbing? stroking?—herself. Then she glanced up and saw Oliver watching her. He looked absolutely dazed. Awed. Grateful. On the verge of tears. She realized that this was the first time a girl had done this for him. She wanted to reach up and pull him down to her. Take off his clothes. Touch his back, kiss him. But she knew it would ruin it. So she kept going. She started to make noises (for real) and she thought she had gone too far and maybe he thought she was just being cheesy. She made herself look at him again (he still wasn’t touching himself, was just standing, fully clothed, at the end of the bed, watching her) and she saw it: they were both waiting for something, something they would die if they didn’t get—or maybe they would die if they did—but it wasn’t an orgasm. When the orgasm came (for either one of them), it would erase all this, spoil everything. But the end did come, it had to. It was all too intense, and they’d never felt as close to each other again as they had right before they came (he first, then her), and then it was all over. Oliver fell into the bed and she buried her face in the comforter and tried to steady her breath.

They did have a round two that night, and it was pleasant, like meeting an old friend for a glass of wine. They knew each other intimately now, but there was a kind of sadness to it since it was not the first time. And then it slipped out: Oliver told her he loved her. She wasn’t expecting this. She couldn’t say it back, not yet; she had to let him own it, not let it get lost in reciprocity. But even though she was planning to make him wait (just a little bit), she knew it was decided. They would be together forever.

And so they got married right after she graduated. At twenty-two, she was the giddy child bride, and Oliver, at twenty-four, the guy who had jumped the line, found the right girl, and gotten to the real part of life while most other boys his age were still throwing up at kegs and bringing home women they hated themselves for in the morning. Just wasting time. But Althea and Oliver lived in a three-bedroom prewar on lower Fifth. She was taking graduate courses in photography, still at NYU; he was getting his MBA at Columbia. He already knew he was going to start his own business.

They were completely wrapped up in each other. They didn’t deal with their families like most married couples; they didn’t negotiate, divvy up who and where for Thanksgiving, Christmas, or even Easter. It wasn’t that they were too busy, too far away (they could certainly afford airfare to the West Coast), or wanted to start their own traditions. No—Oliver’s mother was an alcoholic, Althea’s mother was a depressive, and Althea’s sister was a bitch. They both swore these situations weren’t tragic, merely annoying, but they were reason enough for them to have just each other. But soon after, of course, it was the three of them: Oliver, her, and her disease. And even though Ollie was accepting of the situation, said there was always some kind of problem that revealed itself only once the rings were on, she still thought it totally sucked that she had to be the one who’d had the bomb planted in her luggage and who’d unknowingly rolled it across their threshold.

Oliver eventually came up with a master plan to manage her illness. She thought of it as the Great Trifecta.

Part one: Seeing Dr. Bair, a psychopharm, three times a week. Even when she was well. (No problem. He was nice enough. His couches were comfortable and he didn’t expect her to talk about her childhood.)

Part two: Taking her meds. A potent cocktail of five—lithium, Celexa, Abilify, Lamictal, and Seroquel. (Small problem. Althea wasn’t stupid enough to go rogue and not take them, which would hasten a relapse, but the side effects . . . the side effects were just horrible. The worst: the weight gain and loss of sex drive. Well, no; she was still interested in sleeping with Oliver, could get going if she really put her mind to it, but the meds caused a complete inability to orgasm. No matter how Althea tried, she just couldn’t come. Dr. Bair said it would get better. Her body would acclimate. Or, if not, he would replace the meds with different ones that wouldn’t cause this snafu—as he put it—as soon as he was sure she was absolutely stable. Because, Dr. Bair said, she was just too young to give that up.)

Part three: Adopting Clem. (She saw no upside to part three. Didn’t see how it would help her recover; in fact, she didn’t see how it wouldn’t force a relapse. But she knew Oliver didn’t view it that way. He considered it his ace in the hole.)

Five years after her first episode, when Althea was twenty-nine, Ollie announced that he wanted a family. Or, rather, a family that was bigger than the two of them. And since she had to take all of those get-well-soon pills—which would have been like maggots to any fetus she conceived, possibly eating away at its face, brain, and limbs—Oliver told her they would adopt. And though she hadn’t wanted kids even before she got ill—she just didn’t relate to them; at her worst, they annoyed her—she knew that, after all she had put him through, she owed him.

So along came Clem, a baby made and carried by a sixteen-year-old girl from Indiana, a baby who was blond and blue-eyed to Althea’s brown hair and brown eyes. Who smelled like . . . nothing. Or that nasty formula she kept spitting up. Who was mostly bald so there was no hair to play with. Who screamed so
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