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To my dearest Mommy
while we were apart

And to my greatest love,
Arthur Saint Bleick
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And did you get what                     
you wanted from this life, even so?

— RAYMOND CARVER,
“LATE FRAGMENT,” A NEW PATH
TO THE WATERFALL
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I don’t hate hardly ever, and when I love, I love for miles and miles. A love so big it should either be outlawed or it should have a capital and its own currency.

—CARRIE FISHER, SHOCKAHOLIC
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Let me begin again.

—OCEAN VUONG,
ON EARTH WE’RE BRIEFLY GORGEOUS




Prologue

IN THE FALL OF 2002, I saw a tarot reader in Los Angeles. I had just been cast in a movie that was about to film in Prague for six months. I was thirty years old, anxious and searching. My mind was a void, and I wanted someone to fill it. I wanted to hear the story of who I would become, what signs I should seek along the way. I wanted an outline, if not an epiphany. After all, that’s why we open our checkbooks to fortune-tellers. Tell us a tale. Make it wild. Make it entertaining. But make it our own.

The reader was named T—, and she looked a bit like a Berkeley professor, very thin, very intellectual. Large eyes framed by black bangs falling straight across her forehead. She kept a hankie tucked in one palm. Her breath smelled of Altoids. A skinny black cat curled up at her feet. As we spoke, I learned that T— used to be a lawyer, a profession she left to fully utilize her gifts. In all ways, she seemed like a good captain to have on this metaphysical journey, the right person to relay the drama of my life.

T— was not my first intuitive. For much of my life, I’d sought out such stories from mystics and chakra healers, mediums and numerologists, past-life therapists and astrologers. My fascination goes way back to when I was a child growing up in Southfield, Michigan. At a birthday party in second grade, my friend Melissa Stern’s glamorous mother dressed up as a fortune-teller, a sparkling vision in a headscarf and layers of necklaces and bracelets. Melissa’s mom was beautiful and lived in a giant house, which felt like evidence enough that she could see into the future, or at the very least that her words must have some merit. When it was my turn, she stared into a crystal ball, traced the lines on both my palms, closed her eyes, held my little hands, and told me that when I grew up, I was going to be a beautiful actress.

“There will be so many boys throughout your life that there will be a line,” Mrs. Stern said as she swept the air with her finger to indicate a long queue of men waiting to swoop me off my feet. Seven-year-old me couldn’t imagine why on earth she thought this. I had heavy eyebrows and stringy hair and did not believe myself to be an especially attractive child. And though I was prone to dramatic outbursts, the idea of performing in front of an audience terrified me. But I wanted so desperately to believe it. So convinced was I by Mrs. Stern’s future-predicting abilities that I internalized every word. I couldn’t wait to tell my mother, who would delight in the news.

As soon as my mom drove up in her navy blue 1979 Corvette, the Evita soundtrack blaring, I climbed into the back. Our cute neighbor Todd, a little older than I was, settled into the white leather bucket seat that was tinged yellow from cigarette smoke. I wanted them both to know what was predicted for me, so I spilled it all. “Mrs. Stern read my fortune and she said I’m going to be a beautiful actress,” I bragged. I wanted my mother to be impressed. I wanted Todd to notice me. Even at age seven I knew beauty was a rare prize.

“Yeah, right,” Todd scoffed.

“That’s ridiculous,” my mother said as she pulled out of the Sterns’ long driveway. Once we were safely out of view, she took a drag off her Vantage cigarette. She exhaled against the dashboard, filling the car with curls of smoke. “Why would she tell you that? Besides. If you do grow up to be beautiful”—emphasis on the “if ”—“and tall”—emphasis on the “and”—“you’ll be a model. Or you’ll marry an oilman and spend your days on his yacht.” That settled it. My mother’s word was gospel. End of discussion. I looked out the window.

As it happened, Mrs. Stern’s prediction for me came true, at least in part: I was an actress. And by this point, I’d gone through my fair share of men. Even an oilman, whom I eventually found lacking. But I was still searching, still unsatisfied, still restless and stuck, still desperate to please, still prone to periods of overwhelming despair. Still binge drinking when I couldn’t make sense of what to do next or needed to escape my body. I wanted clues, signs, good fortune. I wanted someone to tell me how the story unfolded. I wanted someone to spell out what came next.

Now, many years and many seers later, here I was again. T— studied the cards for a long time and then stacked them up in a neat deck. She tented her fingers, her unpolished nails touching, and said with the kind of conviction that one expects from a tarot reader: “Your life is going to change in Prague.” The cat at her feet looked up at me as if in agreement.

I smiled. There it was: my life was going to change in Prague. She went on to say that I would meet a little man who would become important to me and that the true meaning of my life would be revealed. This, too, sounded fine. In fact, this whole visit was turning out to be much better than the last psychic I’d seen, who informed me that in my past life I’d been held captive by my own father and locked in a cement tomb in the woods, where I was burned alive, unknown by anyone.

I was going to Prague to shoot the movie Hellboy, in which I’d been cast as Liz Sherman, a pyro-telekinetic who, in a rage, accidentally burned her family to death and now must learn to control her powers. The director, Guillermo del Toro, had seen me in an indie film called Storytelling and thought my face held great loss. Loss was at the pit of Liz, he said. She couldn’t touch anyone. Any feeling made her burn. It was a fitting role for me because, for years of my life beginning in my twenties, I often had the sensation that my arms were on fire. The feeling would come and go inexplicably: a tingle all the way down to my fingertips like tiny electric shocks, then a burning so intense I felt I might combust, then gone. Though it nagged at me, I never said anything about this to anyone, not even my mother. It was just one more mystery about my body that I didn’t understand.

So, I went to Prague, where I waited for the magical life-changing moment T— predicted. A short man—T— was right about that bit—sought me out, a refugee from the former Yugoslavia, and we spent every night together, drinking slivovitz and champagne in bars. We fought, made up, made out, got drunk, fought, made up, made out, drank more. I felt as if I were living inside a Bukowski novel. In the morning, I woke up wondering who this tiny, tattooed, hot-tempered, blue-eyed man next to me was. Only to realize he was now mine. This wasn’t the change I wanted.

When the film wrapped, I returned to L.A., once again flailing. My life hadn’t transformed in Prague, except that I got even better, and also worse, at drinking, a skill at which I already excelled. In retrospect, I see now that I did learn some things. How to play the part of a woman who was trying to gain control over her own disobedient body. How to distract myself from the pain in my arms when I felt them begin to flare. How to spend long, lonely nights in bars and somehow get through the next day.

But at the time, I felt hopeless.

What I didn’t know then, but what I’m starting to learn now, is that I don’t need a fortune-teller to tell me a story about who I am or where I’m going. I don’t need a psychic to make connections between my past and my present. I know how the story unfolds. I’ve seen how the pieces fit together. And I want to be the one to tell it.




PART I
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SIGNS
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Mean Baby

I’M NOT SURE how to harness my meandering thoughts into words and sentences that make sense. So I’ll start with what I know.

We are all in search of a story that explains who we are.

As Joan Didion wrote, “We tell ourselves stories in order to live.” We are made not only by the stories we tell ourselves but by the tales of others—the stories they tell us, and the stories they tell about us.

The first story I was told about myself—other than the one about how my mother watched as the doctor pulled me out from her insides—is that I was a mean, mean baby.

I came into this world with my mouth pulled into a perpetual snarl. I was born with a glower, my face defined by a heavy brow that adults coveted. But on a child—an infant, no less—my face looked judgmental, scrutinizing. No one knew quite what to make of it.

When I arrived home from the hospital, only one of my three sisters, Katie, who was five, was waiting in our driveway. Mimi, aged twelve, and Lizzie, almost two, were elsewhere. Katie rushed out to meet me, my mother holding me on her lap. Katie asked if I was a baby doll for her. No, I wasn’t, my expression said. A few days later, some of the neighborhood kids came over to meet the new Beitner child. Within minutes, they left screaming, warning anyone who would listen, “Do not go over there. The Beitners have a mean baby.” Can you imagine! Have you ever heard an infant described in this way? What could I have done? I was just days old! An infant with a snarl. I only wanted someone to pick me up, I think. Or put me down! But instead they all went and gossiped. From the very beginning, I was misunderstood.

Nevertheless, the label stuck, as labels are wont to do. What people call you does matter. The words we use hold weight. We say this sometimes, as lip service, but it’s true. It’s like having a sticker affixed to your back that the rest of the world can read but you can’t. Before I could even speak, I was told who and what I was. I was mean.

In my defense, I did not have a proper name for the first few years of my life. My birth certificate reads, simply, “Baby Girl Beitner.” In babyhood, I was given the nickname Baby Bear. My mom said they called me Bear because I had such a furry head that they would have to rub it to make way for my forehead. (I used to feel bad about this bit of my history, until I read that Rene Russo was born with the same affliction.)

Eventually, my family started calling me Blair—after Blair Moody, my mother told me. A U.S. senator and circuit court judge from Michigan whom she admired. This was funny, because I was so moody. (To this I say: Be careful what you name your kid!) I remember being a Blair, because they would all spell it out whenever they talked about me, as though I wouldn’t piece it together. “B-L-A-I-R was mean,” or “B-L-A-I-R wants to come.”

This continued until I was three, when I went to preschool and needed a legal name. My mother decided to name me Selma, after her much-adored friend who died around the time I was born. In the Jewish tradition, babies are never named after a living person, and this seemed like a fitting tribute. The other names in contention were Ethel, Gretel—which I would have liked—Marta, Martha, and Gwyneth. (Gwyneth! To think, I could have been one, too!) There came a point where I loudly proclaimed, “When am I going to get one of those names?” referring to my sisters’ nicknames of Ducky, Precious, and Princess. I wanted a pretty name. But it was not to be. From this point forward, I was Selma Blaire Bear Beitner, though my mother eventually removed the e from “Blaire,” because she said it was “too pretentious.” And there you have it.

For my entire life, I have been both. Selma and Blair. My two names would come to define me, as much as the stories around them.
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As a child, I never took to the name Selma. It seemed to me an old lady’s name, not a name befitting a little girl. When given a choice, I always asked to be called Blair, but I got a real boatload of “Selma” in elementary school. Whenever the teacher did roll call, I was too shy to ask, “Can you call me Blair?” So all day long I was Selma, or Bat Sheva, the Hebrew name used by the teachers at my Jewish day school, and at home I was Blair. Mom was always sorry I didn’t like Selma. A feminine of Saint Anselm, the Benedictine monk. Or a reference to Selma, Alabama. It was a good name, she often reminded me.

When I was five years old, Mom, Dad, and I went on a weekend trip where I struck up a friendship with a family with a baby. As we lounged poolside, the mother asked my name, and I casually replied that it was Lisa—a nice, normal name. As Lisa, I played with that baby for three hours, helping her navigate the hotel pool in her floaties. When the afternoon sun sank low in the sky, the woman approached my mother and told her that her daughter Lisa had been so helpful.

“Lisa!” My mother let out a wail. “Her name’s not Lisa! What a crock! What a liar!”

The woman looked at me as though she were seeing me for the first time. My lovely afternoon had been erased. I was no longer Lisa, and now I was a liar as well.
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My mother nicknamed me Saintly, but it was tongue in cheek. I was no saint. I could sometimes be saintly to my mother, but to everyone else I was a mean baby.

Growing up, I shared a bedroom with my sister Lizzie, since we were closest in age. Our parents let us choose the wallpaper, and since Lizzie didn’t care, I picked a pattern with little pink and blue flowers floating against white. I chose it because it looked similar to what Jessica Lange describes as her childhood wallpaper in the movie Tootsie. Movies, even then, were what gave me ideas and hope.

Our room had two twin beds and those vinyl shades you needed to tug in order to pull them up or down. Every morning, I got out of bed very, very quickly. I had never been one to linger. (Can you believe it?) I rushed to pull the shade down, so it would snap to attention and rip-roll up loudly, sending the diffused morning sun straight into Lizzie’s eyes.

“Yehi or!” I’d yell at the top of my lungs, quoting from the first lines of Genesis, the Hebrew words for “Let there be light!”

“Blair!” she would croak, rubbing her eyes. “Why do you do this?”

Next I made my way around the room, throwing open the door, turning on the television atop Mom’s childhood maple dresser, her mother’s before her, and flicking on the lights. I needed life, immediately. I needed every bit of everything, every bit of help, anything I could reach in order to cheerlead myself into embracing my day. Even then, I did this.

This was how our days began. I made Lizzie crazy. But she put up with me. Every night, we said good night back and forth until one of us fell asleep. She was always there with me.
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I was three years old and jumping on the bed with Lizzie when I sank my teeth into her back for no good reason I can recall and took out a chunk of flesh, leaving a bluish-reddish dent in her skin. She forgave me for this, too.

When my father’s father, Abraham, died, I stood next to my dad as he accepted condolences at the funeral and punched every man who came near us in the nuts. I was at groin level, and somehow I thought it made sense. (After that I was banned from family functions and made to stay home with our nanny.)

Then there was the time our next-door neighbor Mr. Glen was adjusting his sprinkler with this long metal rod, the water-valve key, and with the fervor of a dog chasing an intruder, I ran over to his yard, grabbed the poker out of his hand, swung it, and hit him squarely in the balls. Bridge instantly burned. He told my parents to “keep that mongrel out of my yard.”

For a moment when I was six, I had a babysitter who was the daughter of a family friend. She had an amputation at the knuckle of her ring finger, chopped off by a paper cutter, she told me after I asked. I would study it as she read Lassie to me, imagining what it must be like to be her.

One afternoon, while we were playing checkers, I decided to make her feel better. I tucked my own ring finger under itself, pretending that part of it was gone. In my misguided way, I was attempting to make a connection. I thought she would believe me and think, “We’re the same!” and that it would bond us. Instead, she reported to my mother that I was making fun of her.

She never came back.

Sometimes, I hung out by myself at the park behind our house after school, practicing my gymnastics. One of my specialties was the cherry drop, in which you hook your knees over a metal bar and swing and swing, then flip yourself over and land on your feet. “That’s impressive,” another kid’s mom would say, to which I’d reply, “Yes, I’m training for the Olympics.” Then I would strike the pose, arms outstretched and aloft, fingers splayed, as if I’d just finished my winning floor routine. As if that weren’t enough, I continued spinning the tale, telling her how my trainer was arriving in a bit.

When I was two or three, on a vacation in Puerto Rico, I found myself separated from my parents in a busy plaza. An older woman found me wandering alone; she approached me and asked, “Are you lost, little girl?” I stared her down with my mean baby face, and when she didn’t go away, I shouted, “Shut up!” When she asked again if I needed help, I screamed, “Get out of here!” Shaken, the kind woman waited until I was reunited with my family, at which point she reported to my mother what a horrid child I was and promptly fled the scene. “Shut up! Get out of here!” became an oft-repeated line in our household for years to come.

In fourth grade, I dared Ilyssa Wolin to swallow a row of staples so I could have her jeans when she died. I vaguely recall her folding the pointy ends inward with her purple-polished nails and swallowing. Even though I wanted those jeans, I must have been relieved when the day continued without her sudden death.

One of my worst recurring mean baby tricks was to pretend I’d lost my earring. As a child, I was always losing earrings while trying on turtlenecks and pulling them off. Somewhere I had learned that this was a consistent way to get the attention I craved. In kindergarten, I’d cry, “Oh my gosh! Oh no! I lost my earring! It just fell out of my ear on the ground!” Like clockwork, everyone stopped whatever they were doing and crawled around searching for my “missing” jewelry, which was never going to be found because it was safely in my pocket.

Once I successfully performed this trick enough times for a familiar audience, I decided to take it on the road. A boy from my old day-care center was having a birthday party, and I was invited. Once again, I told everyone in attendance that I lost my earring. “My mother will kill me if I don’t find it!” I lamented, sending the boy’s poor mother scrambling to locate it. She got down on her hands and knees, scouring the ground for my missing stud, patting under party shoes and brushing aside bits of bubble gum, when she should have been enjoying her son’s party. Everyone spent most of their time searching.

When my mother came to pick me up, the boy’s mom approached her, calmly promising that they would try to find the earring.

“Selma, what on earth!” my mom cried.

“I’m so sorry, Molly,” the woman said to my mother in a hushed tone. “Selma said you have a temper—”

“She didn’t lose her earring! She’s a liar!”

The jig was up.

The boy’s mother had been nothing but kind to me until this point, but in that instant everything shifted. The goody bags were all lined up on a table. I was reaching out for mine, and she looked me in the eye and said, “I don’t think so.” That was a good mom.

Looking back, I think I was jealous of how much that mom loved her son. She put so much effort into throwing her beautiful boy a suitably beautiful party, and I wanted the warm glow of that kind of attention to be lavished on me. I longed to understand how that felt. I thought there needed to be an emergency to get attention, and in the absence of a real emergency I manufactured one.

I didn’t realize that I was wrecking someone else’s party, or that I was taking away from this boy, until it was over. That was just one of my mean baby–isms, a penchant for ruining everyone’s time. I bedeviled people, as my mother said, but I was misunderstood. All I wanted was to be that boy’s friend, and instead I destroyed my chances. I still wonder if anyone knows I’m the same Blair who made everyone search for her earring.

To add insult to injury, I also told all the kids at the birthday party that the hot dogs—tiny party franks—resembled my dad’s wiener. My mom turned to me in the parking lot as soon as we were out of earshot.

“Selma, when did you ever see your dad’s penis?” she asked.

“I didn’t,” I told her. In fact, I had never seen it. It just seemed like something to say. Something funny.

My mother burst out laughing, so tickled was she that all the kids now thought my dad was equipped with a pig in a blanket. When we arrived home, she made me recount the story so my father would know how I’d slandered him. I don’t think he particularly cared, though I’m sure he wouldn’t have chosen that narrative.

Over and over, my impulses only cemented me as an evil, awful, but cute and determined bad seed. It felt . . . not so great. And I felt guilty and ashamed about all of it, horrible even, once I realized what I had done. But with no real plan to change who I was. What my label said. Mean baby. I didn’t know how to make it better. I didn’t understand how to be empathic. Or patient. The truth is, I wasn’t wicked; I was merely a child who didn’t plan her actions well. But it was no matter. I lived up to my name.

I was a mean baby. As if I’d ever had a choice.
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