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For my family, who shows me what love 
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One.
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My body is a secret no one knows. 

(Not even me.)

It reveals itself like a lover

And I wake beside it to sweet nothings in my ears,

my joints,

my skin.

Electrical currents dance like champagne bubbles, and it’s New Year’s Eve 2001. I’m wearing a black velvet dress with a forest of spangles and nude stockings, control-top because someone told me I was fat in kindergarten and I’ll never forget it. The velvet rubs against nylon, my hands rub against my sides, all of me rubs against all of me and the friction makes me real. A disco ball flashes off my gold-rimmed glasses, the lipstick my parents let me wear for the first time, as we all count down the minutes then hold our breath for the end of a world I didn’t know hadn’t even begun yet. We greet our new millennium in silence, the fear of dawn in our eyes where the light can’t touch it. 

I’ll find the snapshot years later and time will jade me to my own insecurities. I won’t see that my chest was tight with the anxiety of change that has followed me ever since we filled the bathtub with water, stocked up on canned goods we sent to the food pantry in February, left flashlights by the door. My nerves wound tight that night and thrum in my body even now. They quiver like tuning forks to the rhythm of a world that opened wide when Y2K taught me my world was fragile and could end. 

I will see gangly legs with too-round knees,

a baby belly constricted by pantyhose I didn’t need.

A skirt, growth-spurt short.

No tits. 

Wide eyes.

Velvet on dry skin snags.

A microscope might catch the prickling needles

Tiny snares for clothing, eyes.

I rend my own garments unconsciously

Arriving at work with runs in my stockings.

I am not one of the manicured girls 

Who arrive coiffed and ready for the day.

My nails are jagged, like my skin is.

My hair statics in the wind.

No one meets my eyes.

(Not even me.)

Do you remember your own birthday?

As a child, I swore I did.

I had heard the story so often it felt like reliving it. 

Mom on the way to Disney World. 

A cramp, a tiny kick, and 

I was on my way out

Three months early.

I think I’ve spent the rest of my life trying to recover those months of rejected sanctuary, the safety I thrust myself out of before I knew what awaited me.

A little boy rides a red tricycle up and down the street.

His wheels squeak through closed windows

The crash doesn’t make the same sound.

It’s shrill, in a different way.

And his blood is a different red too

But no less shiny on the sidewalk.

He didn’t know his haste had consequences.

He had a mother to run home to, snot running down his face like blood from his knees when he learned sidewalks are hard and recklessness breeds pain, sometimes.

Adults break more often

But lack the solace children crave.

We need it too, I think.

I do.

My childhood is peppered with memories of pain.

An ultrasound with cold, blue jelly.

The nurse said it wouldn’t hurt,

That I needed a shot in my tummy,

The pain was like the opening sequence of Star Wars.

I didn’t cry.

I couldn’t piss on command.

The man said to pee on the table.

It’s ok.

There’s paper.

But I wasn’t raised in a barn, so

I went to the bathroom instead.

I lay on the table afterward.

Freshly evacuated,

My legs spread wide, like he said.

Bared.

He thrust the catheter in 

(A white-hot light spreading from my secret place)

Didn’t tell me what he was doing

Just stuck it in me like that.

I cried, that time.

Mom took me out to breakfast afterward and didn’t make me go to school. I remember pancakes and syrup from a rinsed-out ketchup squirt bottle. A sticky Formica tabletop and swinging my legs beneath the bench. If she tried to explain what had happened, I don’t remember it. I do remember that I had the day off, although I wasn’t sick. 

“Why?” was not a question I knew enough to ask. 

Not yet.

The first time I had sex felt like that.

Push harder, I said. 

I knew that pushing through pain is like breaking down a wall. It takes persistence and force. His body was a hammer, and I could feel my foundations cracking. Hairlines, at first. Then a splintering from my core, until I broke apart and red light streamed through me, a sort of aural exhale. 

I still didn’t have the right questions and there weren’t any pancakes afterward. Just wine in bed and pillows that cradled our aftermath, the bodies we inhabited a different way. More light. I woke from a dream he died beside me. For one frantic moment, I felt that mingling of terror and relief when we think our worst, most secret fear came true. 

Realized fears relieve me.

I don’t have to be afraid anymore.

Anticipation as prison.

Living presents so many different ways to be wrong.

Debts are forgiven, like sins are.

A friend used to apologize for everything anyone did. 

I’m sorry

she said, in answer to questions. In preface of them. 

I’m sorry to interrupt,

but

Sorry, could you?

Sorry, excuse me, I need something. 
I am a person with needs.

We use words as extractions, pulling outcomes like teeth.

A dog bared his, an invitation.

Air rushed through his jowls as he roared waterfall.

His eyes made better contact than my lover’s do

when I ask him questions with words.

My teeth may garner better answers.

I panic a little, every time the telephone rings.

I like that word, the whole word. Tele sounds like progress.

It isn’t, but things aren’t always what they seem to be.

Perception, an individual art.

Our world is what we make it.

My parents’ house never changes, but my angle does. 

The same bed has cradled me since childhood

but my feet reach the end now.

Eyes closed, my brain knows every article in that room.

It will forever, as familiar as my own skin. 

More so; my bedroom never ages.

The house smells the same

no matter how many candles my mother burns.

For years, we had a chocolate lab named Bacchus, Greek god of wine and revelry. He reigned over our household like humans never could, greeted us at the door each evening, his otter tail thwacking our legs with forty lashes of excitement. His eyes were love drowning. But I disappointed him, each time. He’d lick my hand, nuzzle my crotch and slink away, waiting for his man. He wanted dad, his only master. The rest of us were littermates, dad explained when we first got him. 

Dogs need authority, like children do. 

We stood alongside each other in the family hierarchy,

except I got to pee indoors. 

Bacchus died quickly, shortly after Christmas one year. We bought the wrong dog food, fed it to him three times. The stores were closed for holidays. A mold grew on the food, the FDA officials told us. A failure at the plant. Cross-contamination kidney failure and man’s best friend was gone. Three days of blood and piss and shit and lost eyes wandering in the parts of the house he had never been allowed to go. Three days of bewilderment at a body he couldn’t control.

We cried, dad most. 

Sometimes, I still look for Bacchus when I come home from long trips away. He was so much a part of us that his smell lingers in the blankets, couch cushions, the bare spot of the rug where he lay. We impregnate our surroundings with scent until they become us. 

I am the sights and smells that raised me as much as I am the ones I seek with my conscious body. 

What constitutes a spirit, if not the viscera that mars us? 
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Two.

[image: image]


We thank doctors for news, good, bad, or indifferent. The chairs are always soft enough for broken bodies, hard enough for awareness of place. Of time. I feel aging when I sit in them, their creak echoing my bones.

Any questions?

He hands me a bright booklet on the ailment du jour. 

Try the fibromyalgia. Chef’s special.

I wonder if they have pamphlets on everything. Or if one day, I’ll stagger desperate in and the man will look over his too-smart spectacles and shrug. Sorry. That one’s off the books.

I’ll still thank him, because that’s what we do.

We live the way we’re supposed to

in the smallest and largest of ways.

I wander through sentences like alleyways

and never quite know where I am.

As a child, I found sickness like a privilege. Sick people got to drink Dimetap grape elixir. Penicillin liquid bubble gum. Ginger ale through straws and giggle noodle soup that floated stars and moons and oil-spill rainbows on its surface, but never made a sound, no matter how hard I listened. 

Kids don’t remember pain, or if they do, in shadows. They tell me I had strep throat often, my esophagus rubbed raw. An eardrum ruptured once, so I wailed on the couch for days. I remember moments of white searing, heat and knives, but no more. Time has floated over it, and I think in remedies, decades removed from a suffering that once consumed me. 

My body longs for that removal. If death gives us peace, the way the Bible tells us, I think we will remember kindnesses. 

Hands that kneaded comfort into aching muscles.

Heating pads with smiles Sharpied on.

Clicking canes on sidewalks, glinting sunlight.

Compression wraps like hugs.

And none of what they’re made for. 

If death brings that, I wonder

well.

––––––––
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We’re not allowed to wish for that.

Bottles fill my medicine cabinet, pills I’ve never used. 

They’d make a nice centerpiece

If society acknowledged illness as intermittently beautiful.

There’s grace in gleaming steel.

A rhythm to walking, 

I found it when I couldn’t.

Power of observation.

Have you ever looked a lily in the eye?

Embrace the strangeness of juxtaposition and ask if you’re

so open-minded about flowers.

We love what we think we know.

Let me tell you a story.
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Three. 
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I called it The Tyranny of Numbers in a paper I wrote for a literary journalism class. As a journalism major, that class was the first time we were allowed to stretch our creative muscle past hed, lede, nut graf. Hook. In journalism, every name has an abbreviation that looks harsher, shorter, colder. Frozen facts that harden in print and last longer. But in this class, we were allowed to be soft. I found a credo online, surrounded by pictures of women who were all angles and eyes. Pasted it inside mine.

I believe in control, the only force mighty enough to bring order in the chaos that is my world.

I believe that I am the most vile, worthless and useless person ever have to existed on this planet, and that I am totally unworthy of anyone's time and attention.

I believe in oughts, musts, and shoulds as unbreakable laws to determine my daily behavior.

I believe in perfection and strive to attain it.

I believe in salvation through starvation.

I believe in calorie counters as the inspired word of God and memorize them accordingly.

I believe in bathroom scales as an indicator of my daily successes and failures.

I believe in hell, ‘cause sometimes I think I live in it.

I believe in a wholly black-and-white world, the losing of weight, recrimination for sins, the elongation of the body, and a life ever fasting.

I went to the gym in between classes, before, after. I kept my clothes in a locker there, to make it easier to skip in and out and get in just another mile, just another 30 minutes, another 500 calories, another pound. Another pound. Another pound. 

I remember my roommates, mostly behind my back. Their bodies sprawled across couches, hands crinkling potato chip bags under the electric blue glow of reality TV.

“You never hang out with us.”

I couldn’t, you see. I had a higher power to fulfill. The life ever fasting. Salvation through starvation. I couldn’t.

The numbers had to match. 

Every workout, I had to run until the calorie counter, the timer, and the distance matched up, until each was an even number. Then, I was finished. Then, I felt whole. Even now, I can’t quite bring myself to step off a machine until I’m satisfied that I’ve exercised to completeness. Until the clock feels fulfilled, regardless of what my body tells me. Because if I’ve learned anything, it’s that the corporeal can’t be trusted, except as an unreliable vessel through an even more tenuous world.

At the worst of my illness, there were always two other women I looked for at my home gym, the one I’d attended since high school. Back then, my father and I would wake up at 5 a.m. to work out before school, and I’d elliptical or treadmill through waking dreams, so I hardly knew I’d exercised until it was over. 

That was Before. 

After, I went because I had to. Because the gap between my thighs had to let sunlight in, and it had to be a beam that shone brightly enough to illuminate the darkness that consumed me, consumed the world on which I couldn’t fully rely. It was broken, I thought. And the only way to fix it was to whittle myself into a beam of light that could fill the empty spaces where security had been, back before the universe had revealed itself as nothing so much as random madness.

There were two of them. One brunette and oompa loompa tan, one blonde and pale as that same sunlight. They were my companions, although we never spoke or acknowledged one another. The brunette was skeletal, her chest bones jutting, her black tank top and yoga pants hanging off her nearly nonexistent body like a mannequin too small for their wares. She reminded me of the type of Halloween decoration that hangs off porches, rattling in the wind. 

I’m sure her bones would have rattled too, if someone had shaken her. I think we all expected her to have a heart attack at any moment, and yet, I peered furtively over the screen on her treadmill when we ran next to each other and felt a pang of satisfaction when I went faster, harder, longer. When the tyranny and I fought and I won over my flesh-wasted competitor who battled her own demons so fiercely, I doubt she knew I was there.

The blonde was petite in every way, her back arching like an iris as she battled the elliptical machine, second from the left. She hunched over it like a jockey, her face mottled with miserable determination, as her coltlike legs flitted back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. She ran fast, too fast for me most days, but I liked running next to her. She was an inspiration in her stamina, her fragile strength.

Because that’s what’s missing from most discussions of those who battle the monsters that live within their bodies, their minds. Doctors, scientists, psychologists, the rest of us look at them with superior disdain. They look at anorectics, bulimics, and others who use their bodies as weapons of mass destruction and see weakness. They see a forcible breaking down, a withering. But there’s no weakness in pushing the body to its absolute limits, until the reasonable mind would have silenced the voice behind it that says, 

Just a little bit further.

It takes strength to battle everything you are with everything you have and win, even if the victory against the flesh is only achieved by the loss of it. When I look at these men and women, the walking bones, I see people who have strode to the edge of a canyon and peered over the edge, unblinking. Because what they forget to tell you, when your mind twists into that unimaginable place, is that the sense of self-preservation that would have saved you is gone. It won’t kick in when the healthy mind, the healthy body would step off the treadmill and say, 

Enough.

We’re tired.

Would reach into the refrigerator and take out a sandwich, even if it wasn’t lunchtime and it had exceeded its daily calorie allotment, or the stars weren’t aligned in quite the right way to allow sustenance. It takes an iron will to break itself. And as deeply as I hate every atom that ever turned on me and took my sense of personhood with it, I have to acknowledge that steel.

Years later, I saw the blonde girl at that same gym, where I brought my body that had become a new kind of broken, to slowly trudge the treadmill where a decade ago, I flew.

She was instructing an older woman, a woman whose torso resembled a stack of English muffins, whose butt was flat and dimpled, whose face was lined with kindness. She was showing the woman how to do leg lifts, perfecting her form with a smile and a lithe demonstration that was so familiar to an earlier version of myself, something ached inside me.

And I wondered: which of us was the stronger one? The one who escaped that fluorescent hell to a world of pizza and beer, occasional glorious excess? Or the one who stayed, who built it into something productive, something constructive, and used her propensity toward excessive fitness to help those with the opposite problem?   

But I’ve long since learned not to judge, even myself. Because we’re all just boats floating in a sea we couldn’t chart, mapping our course on unreliable stars. It’s not mine to say whether hers burns clearer, her course runs straighter. Or if any of us can truly say what’s best for our bodies, ourselves, until we lose them.

I never saw the brunette again, but I imagine for her a happy ending. I imagine her fleshed out into the beautiful woman she should have been, her crevices filled in with mounded shadows. I imagine her bending over a plate piled high instead of a bar of dumbbells, someone handsome sitting across from her glass of wine. I see her smiling face reflected in polished silver, her white teeth gleaming between lips lush and full of vigor, devouring all life has to offer in ravenous, marvelous bites. 

––––––––
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Sometimes, I try to tell too many stories at once because they all exist for me at the same time. Our lives are like that, aren’t they? Time progresses linearly, except in retrospect.

A college coed walks into the Tyson’s Corners mall, shimmies into pair after pair of Macy’s pants. One red denim. One stretch khaki. One blue denim with a sequined design on the back pockets. She holds her breath, sucks in her unfamiliar gut. Her back to the mirror, always back to the mirror. They’re tight, tight, tight, and she feels tears welling and chastises herself immediately because this is healthy, this is normal, this is right but oh it feels so wrong she 

can’t 

even

breathe.

And a little girl stands in front of the mirror, trying on a blonde curled wig that looks and smells like grandmothers. Her toes point inward, pigeon-like, and the doctor whispered something about a brace to her mother, watching her walk, but they thought they’d wait it out, see if she straightened out. She was forever being reminded to straighten her toes. She adjusts the wig and frowns. It’s big, scratchy from the netted underside, and doesn’t look like the sophisticated lady she’s playing, no more than her school uniform looks like her, and she can’t get her mind around what’s in the mirror and what’s there is wrong, wrong, wrong. She’s never fit the woman she is in her mind and it makes her stomach grumble, the way it does when she’s hungry, except this is the exact opposite of hungry.

This is like she’ll never eat again.

And a teenager stands in her aunt’s Formica kitchen, staring at flowered wallpaper that reminds her of Little Shop of Horrors, as the relatives reminisce about great grandma, who died of pneumonia or old age because at 87 (or 86, depending on who you asked and when) it’s all about the same. They’re there from out of town for the funeral, and everyone is loud and boisterous because it isn’t the funeral yet and no one’s seen each other for years, some of them, and it’s an excuse for a party anyway because this bunch will take any excuse they can get. And she’s standing there, self-conscious in this crowd of “you’re so grown-up” and “I haven’t seen you in ages” and “you look just like your mother!” And her mother is standing there, her arms folded in what should be a casual way and she looks sideways at her daughter. 

“Suck it in,” she says at her stomach, and the girl does, until her ribs poke and she sees spots. “You look a little poochy in that top.” She smiles, but the words have edges kindness can’t dull. 

And all of these things happen at the same time, because our minds don’t separate events into timeliness like newspapers do. There’s no card catalog for memories, or else we’d be able to choose and disregard them at will. But that’s not how it works, and so I try to tell every story I have at the same moment, because that’s how they come. Like a tangle of significances, that won’t line up in order, because there is none. We are all a conglomeration of our thoughts and influences, the spaces and places that have made us and what our brains have done to them, once they’ve got there. We’re all what we are because of where and who we’ve been, and those can’t be separated into stories, though we try.

That’s the struggle we’re tasked with, we writers. With dissecting thoughts that won’t be parted and finding meaning in the interstices, in the mad ravings of untamed brains.
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Four. 
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Marilyn Monroe was either a size 12, 16, 8, or 6, depending on the source. Women from Roseanne Barr to Elizabeth Hurley have been quoted as commenting on her body size, the body of one of the sexiest women of our time, with an air of celebration, condescension and, most of all, comparison. As women, as people, we are taught to scrutinize ourselves and one another, to measure carefully the bodies plastered on billboards above Times Square, bursting out of buildings like paradigms of perfection. And Marilyn, one of the most enduring icons of sex and carnal pleasure, both lauded and maligned for her sumptuous, scrumptious flesh. 

And women have debated her sizes, even trying on her dresses, for years after her demise. They speculate, refute, re-imagine, because we need to know how she measured up, so that we can know where we stand. Because if Marilyn was a size 12, then that makes it OK. If she has tits and ass and handles to grab, then it’s acceptable for women to have those, too. Because we need that validation, from a world that tells us from the magazine stands to inside our own heads in an instinct so early, it must be inborn or socialized from the womb. Because we need to know her measurements, so we know how we measure up.

––––––––
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Height: 5 feet, 5½ inches

Average height, the doctor tells us, checking it off on a chart like an accomplishment. Like an elementary school report card. Elizabeth’s attention span is average, her
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