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… alles Fleisch es ist wie Gras
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PROLOGUE





Someone told me the story of a chimpanzee named Bibi. Bibi was involved in a study at some university, in the course of which she was taught sign language. She was a quick learner and unusually creative; after a while she was making up original signs to convey to the researchers increasing levels of emotional and intellectual complexity. Bibi’s desire to share what she experienced possessed her completely: the researchers learned more from Bibi about the inner life of chimpanzees than they ever expected to.


After some years, the grant that funded the study was exhausted, and Bibi and the other chimps were dispersed to different facilities. Bibi found herself confined to a cage, unable to relate to humans and other chimpanzees as she had been free to do in the laboratory she had come from. No one signed to her.


With no possibility of communicating, Bibi languished. Occasionally her caretakers observed her moving her fingers in what looked like some inner monologue; but after a while her passion to connect with others, her passion to articulate her thoughts, diminished, meeting no response.


Then one day, after Bibi had been in that place for thirteen years, a man who had been on the original research team happened to visit. Bibi recognized him at once—he was on his way down the corridor to a meeting—and she went into a frenzy, jumping up and down in her cage, rattling the bars with all her might, desperately signing over and over, “Me Bibi! Me Bibi! Me Bibi!”













CHAPTER 1

2017







The fluorescent-lit room is small and chilly. My sister, holding a bird wrapped in a towel, bends to turn on an electric heater, draws the injured bird even closer to her body, switches on a brighter light directly over the metal table where, once the room has warmed, she will begin doing what needs to be done.


She doesn’t speak to me, but I don’t expect her to. She goes about her work as she has done everything since childhood, or at least since a certain point in her childhood: methodically, deliberately, with little notice of anyone around her. This time I’m the only one around. There’s been an emergency and there’s no one else to assist her. The phone, ringing in the middle of the night, woke me after a long day teaching, a long evening grading papers. “Gracie,” my sister said, “can you meet me at the Rescue Center? I need you.”


She hands me the bird. “Keep her warm,” is all she says. She opens a cabinet, a drawer full of instruments. She takes some of them out, lays them at one end of the metal table. Carefully, deliberately, considering each one and what she might do with it.


I look into the bird’s eyes. They seem shocked, absent. The feathers on her breast, though, still move up and down. The wing that is broken hangs limply out of the towel. There’s blood on the towel, too, from the places the bird was attacked.


“Do you think she’ll make it, Jannie?” I ask.


Jannie shrugs her shoulders. “We have to try,” is all she says.


She pours some iodine from a small bottle into a vial of distilled water, mixes it with a Q-tip. The water turns rust-colored. I watch my sister’s hands: quick, deft, small-boned. When she was a child, she would flap her arms; her hands looked like wingtips. I used to think Jannie was part bird.


“I think it’s okay now,” she tells me. Warm enough, she means. I’m ready, she means.


I’m still translating for my sister.


“We have to clean her wounds right away,” Jannie says. “I’d wait a day or two usually if it was just the wing. But I don’t want to stress her and then stress her all over again.”


Jannie pulls the towel away from the bird’s head, looks into her eyes.


“She’s still shocked,” she says.


“What is she, just some kind of gull?” I ask.


“Larus occidentalis,” Jannie says, not looking at me. “Western gull. Probably not more than a year old.”


“Does she look as bad as I think she does?”


Jannie shrugs again. Sighs. “She doesn’t look good.” She holds her arms out, and I roll the bird into them. Very gently my sister lays the bird on the table, unwraps the towel.


“You hold her still,” she tells me. “But be careful.”


“That cat—or whatever it was—really got her,” I say, looking at the bird.


“Probably a large cat. The man who called from the houseboat said he heard it. Heard the gull screaming. Saw something run away when he went out onto the dock. He said probably a feral cat.”


“Hungry,” I say to her.


“Maybe.”


“Nice of him to go out in the middle of the night and bring the bird here.”


“He cares about birds,” Jannie says. “He’s brought others in. And it wasn’t really the middle of the night. It was only eleven.”


Jannie wets a cloth with the iodine solution and softly dabs at the bird’s wounds. My sister has a tenderness for birds that I’ve never seen in her for people. Even when our little half-brother Justin was an infant, she could find no sweetness in her for him. Everything good Jannie has is for birds.


My sister pushes my hand away from the gull and delicately fingers the broken wing. She examines the damage. “Flight feathers gone,” she says, as much to herself as to me. “Pretty bad break. Probably more than one broken bone.”


“Will she be able to fly?” I ask.


“Not anytime soon. Maybe never. But we have to try,” she says again.


Before she wraps the wing, Jannie puts antibiotic ointment on the gull’s wounds and tapes little squares of gauze over them. She keeps a running line of encouragement going as she works: “Good girl, good bird, this may hurt a little, it’s really clean now, good …”


She checks the wing to make sure it’s held securely in place against the bird’s body. Then she presses the two ends of the tape together.


“That’s all,” she says, looking at the bird.


My sister and I walk to the parking lot of the Bird Rescue Center together. We’re parked next to each other. I help her put the bird in the crate she keeps in her back seat. I don’t think Jannie has ever driven a single human around in her car, but she drives birds all over the place.


“Bye, Gracie,” she says to me. “I think it must be kind of late.” That’s as close to thanks as Jannie will get.


It’s after two. We’re each standing outside our car, holding our keys. “That’s okay, Jannie. I hope she does all right.”


“Maybe she will,” my sister says.


“Could you—will you let me know?”


“If she dies?”


I nod. “Like every day. Give me an update.”


“Like the news,” Jannie smiles. “News of the Gull.”


“News of the Gull,” I say, and hug my sister good-bye.


I text Jannie when I get home the following afternoon, and she texts back: Walking and eating.


I’m surprised at how relieved I am that the bird is alive. I realize how infrequently Jannie calls me for help, how little I actually do for my sister; at twenty-five, she has aged out of all the supports the county makes available to people on the autism spectrum, except for some kind of independent living skills instructor who comes over once a week and makes sure there’s food in Jannie’s fridge and her bills are paid. The first time the ILS woman came over, all Jannie had in the house to eat was were two flats of canned pea soup from the Dollar Store, a gallon of orange juice, and a million different kinds of bird seed. Now she has lists on her kitchen cabinets of all the things she’s supposed to buy, but I suspect she throws away much of what she actually brings home. Jannie would never forget to feed a bird exactly the right thing and the right amount, but feeding herself is another matter.


I remember I am supposed to meet Kate, my stepmother, at the Mexican restaurant on Shattuck Avenue. She waves to me from the back as I walk in to join her. I tell Kate about the gull, about Jannie’s incredible skill. This is the first year she’s actually been put on the payroll at the Bird Rescue Center; before that, even when she was in high school, she volunteered. Everything she can do with birds she either taught herself or learned from watching others. She still thinks she’d like to be a vet tech for birds, but she’s intimidated by the idea of a real college program. Still, she’s come a long way: living in her apartment a few blocks from the house we grew up in. Having dinner with Dad and Kate and Justin three or four times a week has been a big enough step for her.


“It’s so good to see Jannie doing what she really loves,” I tell Kate, “and being so good at it.”


Kate takes a bite of her quesadilla. “What about you, Gracie?”


I don’t know how to answer her for a minute. “I’m okay. We’re doing Toni Morrison in my eighth-grade classes, and To Kill a Mockingbird in seventh. The kids seem to get it, and I’m trying to connect it to what’s happening now …”


“Gracie,” Kate looks at me with that intense look of hers. When I was a teenager, I hated when she did that.


“We were talking about Jannie doing something she loves. I mean, what about your writing? Are you writing, Gracie?”


I take a deep breath. “It’s hard, with class prep and grading and everything. Even when I was working for my credential, I seemed to find time at least to write poetry; but now when I’m done for the day I’m too tired to do anything really creative. I don’t know.…”


“What about that workshop you took?”


“You mean last month? That weekend prose-writing thing? Yeah, I did some writing there, some prompts they gave us. One of them I thought was okay. And they had us figure out what we needed to write about. That was the key word: needed. Not just wanted.”


“And…?”


“It was cool, and I think I kind of did figure it out, and I even wrote a sort of beginning of a chapter … but then I got caught up in Harper Lee and Toni Morrison, and I kind of let it go.”


“So what did you find out you needed to write about?”


“It didn’t really surprise me,” I tell her. “But I kind of know that until I write about it, I’ll probably never write about anything else.”


“What is it?”


“Oh God, Kate. You can probably figure it out. It’s about that whole time after my mom died. How I dealt with it, how Jannie was then. And you, you coming into our lives … and everything that was happening for me in high school …”


“So what’s keeping you from doing it, Gracie? Being busy with work can’t be the whole story.”


I take a deep breath, push the plate with my half-finished veggie burrito away from me, and start to get up. “I’m sorry, Kate. I can’t talk now. I need to go home and finish grading my papers.”


* * *


There’s something comforting about rain beating against the roof of the little cottage I rent behind a house in North Berkeley. Here I am, my sister not far from me, taking care of her birds as she always has, though now they include wild birds. Her world has expanded from the cockatiels and conures and parakeets she raised, to all the birds of the Bay Area. Kate’s world has expanded to include a son, Justin, who’s now in fifth grade. Kate who, when she met my dad, had no idea whether she’d ever have a kid of her own.


And my world? My world is the middle school where I teach English, a few good close friends. An on-again, off-again boyfriend who’s a poet and who has a year-long teaching gig at a college in northern Washington. And my dog, Carson.


I lie down on my sofa, watch rain streaming down the windows. What’s stopping me, Kate asked. I take my notebook from my desk, find what I wrote in the workshop. I want to tell the truth about my life, the way I began doing toward the end of that time, I’d written. But what if it hurts the people I love? If I write truthfully, it may well hurt them. If I write truthfully about my mother, it might make people judge her. But she’s dead; does that make it matter less? More? The same with Dad, even Kate: can I write truthfully about them and know they’ll probably read it?


And if I don’t write the truth, what’s the point?


I end up falling asleep. When I open my eyes, it’s three in the morning: the lights on, the notebook open on my chest, the rain still raining. Carson has climbed up onto the couch and stretched herself next to me.


I check my phone. Jannie has texted me again: Still walking and eating. It takes me a moment to remember she’s talking about the bird.


Then a second text, dated almost an hour later: Could you tell me something about Emmi?


Emmi was the name we called our mother.


Just like Jannie. Out of the blue. Who knows why she asked or what she wants to know? But for some reason it’s enough to make me resolve to start writing, whatever the cost.













CHAPTER 2

2002







Until I met Gina, I had never told anyone the truth about my life.


If I’d told the people at school, I figured (a) they would never believe it and (b) they would avoid me even more than they avoided me already. I knew something about how people saw me: I was the blond girl who sat in the back of the room and never said anything to anyone but sometimes raised her hand in class and usually got straight As. I was the girl whose mother had a fancy job in Germany and hadn’t been back to see us in years. I was the girl whose sister was some kind of bird genius.


All that was what I had wanted people to believe. Once I met Gina, everything started to change; but I didn’t really notice some of the changes, the way you don’t notice grass growing until one day you look outside where there was only dirt and see a faint cover of green.


Before I met Gina, my only real friend was a boy named Martin. Martin lived down the road from my grandmother’s house in Badlein, Germany, where my mother had grown up. When I was twelve and Jannie four, Emmi brought us to Oma’s (that’s German for “Grandma”) at the end of the insane trip she took us on, a trip that had no itinerary and no sense. Emmi had basically kidnapped me from school one afternoon and, without telling Dad what was happening, gotten me and Jannie onto a plane to Rome. From there, every couple of days she would take out a train schedule and drag us all over Europe until finally she bought an old Renault and drove us to Badlein.


In Badlein things began to seem normal for a while until they became nothing like normal; but during the normal time, I made friends with Martin, and he was the best thing that happened to me in all those months. Martin’s mother was British, and, like me, he spoke both English and German. He was the only one who knew that my mother and Jannie lived upstairs at Oma’s like two hidden people; to everyone else at the little school down the road in the small German village, I would say that I had been sent by my mother to live there because she had such a demanding job that she didn’t have time to take care of me.


It was at that school that my lying began, and I got so good at lying that I kept doing it long after my father brought Jannie and me home to Berkeley.


I lied about Jannie. I was too ashamed of Jannie’s strangeness to let anyone but Martin come to my house. Jannie screeched and flapped her arms and ran away every time she got a chance. She was like a perpetually terrified wild bird.


Jannie never spoke a word until after our mother died, and for a long time I hated that she was my sister.


My mother’s strangeness was different, and worse.


Of all the kids I met in Germany, only Martin had ever laid eyes on Jannie and my mother, and I swore him to secrecy about what they were like. Martin and I made a blood pact, swearing each other to secrecy about other things too, and when Dad brought Jannie and me back to Berkeley, I started writing to him.


I liked getting letters back from him with his elegant German handwriting, and somehow our letter writing lasted for years.


It was only when I met Gina that Martin stopped being the one person in the world I told everything to, and that was partly because I couldn’t think of a way to tell him about her.













CHAPTER 3

2002







Our father brought us home to Berkeley two weeks after our mother died. I was twelve and a half and Jannie had just turned five.


We had been away eight months, and when we walked into our house it felt to me like everything that had happened in those months had just been a bad dream. The house was the same as I’d left it the morning of the day Emmi had taken me out of my sixth-grade classroom just after lunch. Only my mother was missing.


My mother was missing from the kitchen, where I’d watched her knead dough. She was missing from the garden, where she had squatted to plant lettuce and arugula. She was missing from the rocking chair in the living room, where she had held Jannie, it seemed, for all of her years up until we’d left: the two of them rocking, rocking.


When we got back, Dad hadn’t really devised a plan to deal with Jannie’s weirdness. All the months we had been traveling, Jannie had been running around hotels and train stations screeching and not letting anyone touch her; we’d bought the Renault after she had run off a train one day at a station where we were stopped for only a few minutes, and Emmi and I had run after her, leaving all of our things in our compartment heading by themselves to the next stop as the train pulled away. The first thing Dad did after we returned was to take Jannie to a developmental psychologist at Children’s Hospital who diagnosed her definitively with Autism Spectrum Disorder, and he speedily put a program in place designed to make Jannie as much like a normal kid as possible.


There were no summer plans made for me. I was more or less left to my own resources. My one friend who lived down the block had moved to LA and I didn’t feel like looking for my other school friends from before. Mostly I stayed alone in my room lying on my bed and reading book after book. Fiction seemed to be my only solace.


I basically didn’t talk to anyone about anything that had happened in the months that our mother had taken us on that frantic, maniacal adventure, the journey that ended with her death. And I pretty much stopped talking about anything else either.


As I grew more silent. Jannie was learning to speak. Dad hired a speech therapist for her and I would listen outside the room where they worked together, Jannie and a stout, gray-haired woman named Eleanor who gave her M&M’s whenever she said anything that sounded vaguely like a word. I was astonished at what Eleanor found worthy of reward—“lay” for chair, “ta” for dog—and thought she was vastly underestimating Jannie’s intelligence; but after a few weeks Jannie could ask for milk and grapes and her favorite metal truck. She could say “hi” and “bye,” though she didn’t necessarily remember when to use them, and she could say each of our names, including our new puppy, Lizzy, whom Dad had brought home from the shelter one night as a surprise. A few weeks after that, Jannie could even make a two-word sentence: “Lizzy outside.”


I would sit on the sagging couch in the kitchen pretending to read, listening to everything that passed between Eleanor and my sister, fascinated and a little repulsed by the sounds that came from Jannie’s throat, so different from her usual shrieks and whoops and grunts. I barely knew this sister whose mouth was beginning to shape itself around actual words. I felt that Eleanor, with her sappy smile and her exaggerated intonation, was taking my sister away from me and replacing her with a stranger; and I hated her for it.


* * *


The one word Jannie had said after Emmi died was the German word for “little roll,” Brötchen. Now, when Jannie asked for bread, it was always Brötchen. It struck me one afternoon when Eleanor had nearly used up her stash of M&M’s trying to get Jannie to say “Bread” in English, that Brötchen was Jannie’s stubborn, personal way of remembering our mother. Eventually, enraged beyond my capacity to contain it, I threw my book on the kitchen floor, marched into the living room, and said to Eleanor, “You’re probably too stupid to know, but Jannie is speaking German.” When Eleanor, aghast, reported it to my father, I was docked a week’s desserts; but I felt it had been worth it.


Something in me that summer did not want Jannie to speak. Something in me wanted everything to stay the same as it had been the day Emmi kidnapped us: my oma in Germany, my sister a wild child who didn’t use human language; my dad thousands of miles away, where I didn’t have to tell him anything true. And my mother alive.


I pretended to myself that summer and for months afterward that my mother was still alive and in Europe, that she had decided to send us home with Dad so we could get back to our regular lives while she worked at the fancy job she had found. I wrote her post cards, addressed them to Poste Restante in Paris and Rome and Hamburg, took stamps from Dad’s desk drawer when he wasn’t looking and walked Lizzy to the mailbox down the block to send them to her. Dear Emmi, I wrote, Please tell Dad to get rid of Eleanor. She’s getting worse and worse. She’s turning Jannie into some kind of robot who says dumb things to get M&M’s. Or: Dear Emmi, I’m worried about Lizzy. She’s still just a puppy and she keeps getting ticks and Dad keeps forgetting to buy her a tick collar.


At night I lay in bed thinking about the post cards with pictures of the bay, the university campus, the Golden Gate Bridge, that Dad always kept in one of the living room cabinets, piling up at the Poste Restante counters of post offices across Europe, waiting to be claimed. I liked to think of someone reading them as she sorted mail: an elderly woman in a starched blue uniform, chuckling to herself at yet another message from that girl who missed her mother, wondering when the mother’s itinerary would bring her there to claim them.


My mother killed herself by driving the Renault into a tree one night on a road outside Badlein after we had been there almost four months. Jannie and I were asleep at our oma’s. We knew it was suicide because she left a note.


All she said in the note, in English and German, was I’m sorry.













CHAPTER 4

2017 / 2002







Jannie and I have always been so different, few people looking at us even now would guess we are sisters. For one thing, I look like the German side of the family, while Jannie, with her dark curly hair and her deep-set brown eyes, looks just like our dad, the Jewish side. That made it easier for me, in those months in Europe, to stand slightly apart from her and pretend I didn’t even know her. There were times when I felt so embarrassed by the way she behaved that I didn’t want anyone to suspect I had anything to do with her. She and my mom were so glued to each other anyway that it wasn’t that hard for me to sit in another row on a train and bury myself in a book or the passing landscape.


Once we were back in Berkeley, I distanced myself from Jannie in other ways. She had become Dad’s project, and I was pretty much outside the loop.


* * *


By the time Jannie was seven, she had undergone a battery of assessments and been found to have a superior IQ, but her behavior was still really odd. She could speak as well as anyone else, but it usually didn’t feel like she was speaking to you. She would spout lengthy disquisitions on whatever interested her—birds, most of the time—without caring at all if you were listening. She had begun going to a special school for high-functioning autistic kids in Marin; every morning at seven-twenty a van came to pick her up and she went off chirpily, her backpack stuffed with books about birds. Like me, Jannie read all the time; in fact, she had been diagnosed with something some autistic kids have, called hyperlexia: the ability to read at a way advanced level. But all Jannie read about was birds. She never read fiction, whereas I read book after book about others’ fictional lives.


My own life felt like fiction, but not the kind I thought anybody would want to write about. I let Dad believe I had friends but just didn’t feel like seeing them after school or on the weekends. It was easy enough to get away with, since Dad just kind of saw me as a studious, literary, no-trouble kid and accepted that at face value. He was so focused on Jannie anyway that he really had no idea what I was doing. He just figured I was okay.


Ultimately Dad turned a lot of responsibility for Jannie over to me. He had to be out of the house early to get to the school where he taught, so I took Lizzy for a walk while he got Jannie ready. Once he left, it was my job to make sure Jannie got onto her van. Then I would gather my own things for school.


In the time that had passed since my mother’s suicide, I had never told anyone she was dead.


It had become clear to me that lying was an art, and that I had grown highly skilled at it. It had also become clear that one lie leads to another: before long, an entire world exists that is constructed of lies, and it can feel as real as the genuine world that runs parallel to it. It has walls, colors, feelings, dimensions you live within, as vivid as those in the world of truth.


The biggest difference between the two worlds, I had come to realize, was that in the World of Truth you lived with other people, while in the Lie-World you were alone.


The truth was I had no friends. None.


I told myself I didn’t want them. I walked the corridors at school wearing an invisible “Leave Me Alone” sign; and everyone did.


* * *


The only person I wanted to communicate with was Martin. For the most part I told him the truth, though there wasn’t really very much to tell. I felt like I didn’t really have a life, so I wrote about Jannie’s birds and the books I was reading and Lizzy’s latest antics. He wrote me back about his family, his school, and his soccer team, which was the thing he was most passionate about. He would tell me about the intrigues going on with his friends on the team—how this one was upset that the coach didn’t give him enough time on the field and that one had torn some cartilage in his knee and had to sit out for a while.


Then one afternoon in the winter of ninth grade I came home from school and found a letter from him that was different from all the others. Martin told me he had just been diagnosed with leukemia.


After that, for a while, his letters were shorter. He was having chemo and it made him tired. The worst thing was that he couldn’t play on his team. I envied his sense of loss a little; I had nothing I cared about as much as Martin cared about soccer, and it was hard even for me to understand what it would feel like to be so committed to something—anything—that I would be sad to lose it.


I asked my dad if I could go to Germany to visit Oma and Martin. To my surprise, he let me. It was the summer before sophomore year.





* * *


It was shocking to see Martin.


He was ghostly pale and weak. His legs, sticking out of his soccer shorts, were as skinny as Jannie’s, and most of his hair had fallen out from the chemo. One warm afternoon he and I sat on the grass talking about the World Cup when I noticed how much of Martin’s scalp I was able to see.


“It’s like you’re bald but not bald,” I said.


“It’s stupid,” Martin said. “Every time I take a shower and wash my hair, more of it falls out. I wish it were gone already.”


His voice was so much fainter than it had ever been. I wanted to make him happy. I wanted at least to make him laugh. “I think we can do something about that,” I said to him. He looked up at me from the blades of grass he had been pulling out of the ground, one by one, slowly.


“What?” he asked me.


“I bet we could pull the rest of your hair out as easily as you’re pulling up that grass.”


“You think so?” Martin asked, intrigued. On an impulse, I reached for his head and pulled out a handful of thin brown hair.


“Did that hurt?” I asked him, suddenly appalled at what I’d done.


“I felt it,” he said. “But it didn’t really hurt. It didn’t really hurt at all,” he said; and he pulled out a handful of hair himself.


That was how we did it. We took turns pulling tufts of hair out of Martin’s scalp. At first we just let the hair collect on the grass beside us; I figured we would take it inside eventually and throw it in Oma’s kitchen wastebasket. But a quick breeze carried some of it away and dispersed it in the neighbor’s garden, and I had another idea.


“Hey,” I said to Martin, “we could scatter it all. We could let the birds pick it up and use it for their nests. That way it won’t just go to waste.”


I stood up and brushed Martin’s loose hair off my jeans. Martin stood for a minute as well, but he was way too weak to stand for very long and he sat back down. “You scatter it, Gracie,” he said.


“No,” I responded. “You can scatter it sitting down; but we both have to do it. It’s a joint effort.” I looked at him seriously, then threw a handful of hair toward the hedge. “Here, birds!” I shouted, opening my fists and releasing more hair I had just harvested from Martin’s head.


Martin smiled at me. His smile was somewhere between conspiratorial and deeply sad. Then he pulled out another fistful of his hair and weakly waved his arm so the hair would land at least a few feet away.


Before long Martin’s head was nearly completely naked. A few longish strands of brown hair clung to his scalp like dull tinsel on a discarded Christmas tree; his head otherwise looked like a sad pink globe.


He ran his hand over it. “What does it feel like?” I asked him.


“You can touch it,” he told me.


“That’s not what I meant,” I said, though I did run my hand over his head. “I can tell what it feels like to me. I want to know what it feels like to you.”


“It feels weird,” Martin said. “Kind of cold. But there wasn’t that much hair left before anyway, so it’s not all that different.”


“Let’s go inside so you can see what you look like,” I told him, pulling him up from the grass. Martin’s wrists were so bony, and I was surprised at how light he was.


We went into Oma’s house. Oma was napping upstairs in her room, so Martin and I walked quietly into the room where Emmi and Jannie had slept, where there was a mirror over a chest of drawers.


We stood in front of the mirror. There was tall Martin with his hollow cheeks and his pale, round head. And there was I, Gracie, several inches shorter, with straight, shoulder-length thick blond hair. Seeing the dismay in Martin’s eyes, I put fingers from each of my hands in my mouth, stretched my lips wide and made a ridiculous face.


Martin laughed and did the same. We stood there before the mirror making one silly face after another, taking turns, imitating each other and going one better. After a while we were laughing so hard that Martin had to lie down on the rug,


I lay down beside him. We stared up at the ceiling. “Martin?” I said.


“What?”


“Your head looks like a soccer ball.”


“It does not!” Martin said, jabbing me in the ribs. “Soccer balls are black and white.”


“I know what a soccer ball looks like, dumb ass,” I said.


I stood up and started ferreting through the top drawer of the dresser. As I suspected, it was still filled with Emmi’s make-up: tubes and sticks and vials of black eyeliner, mascara, eye shadow. Emmi had always used lots of black make-up around her light blue eyes, and I figured Oma would never have thrown it away. An idea suddenly came to me.


“We could make your head look like a soccer ball,” I said. Martin looked at me quizzically; then he understood what I meant.


“You’re sure it’s okay to use your mother’s make-up?”


I looked him straight in the eye. “Martin, she’s dead,” I said. “She’s not going to use it, I swear to you. Ever again.”


A lot of it was dried up—it had been four years—but some was still good, good enough to make all the areas of black.


“What’ll we use for the white?” Martin asked as I outlined the shapes of black on his head, and I thought for a minute. Once, when there had been a school fair toward the end of the time when Jannie and Emmi and I had lived at Oma’s, we had bought face paint so Martin and I could paint our faces like clowns. I thought the face paint must still be in the closet of that room; and when I looked for it, there it was. I added a bit of water to it, and it turned out to be usable.


For the next hour Martin sat on a wooden chair while I carefully drew black pentangles on his hairless head, filled them in with Emmi’s eye shadow and mascara, and then painted the white areas with the white face paint. By the time I was finished, Martin’s head, from forehead to the nape of his neck, was painted like a soccer ball.


I still have the picture I took of it taped to my bedroom wall: Martin squatting so I could photograph his whole head, which hung over his yellow T-shirt and his skinny, dangling arms.


A few days later, Martin was too weak to eat and he had to go back to the hospital. I visited him there just once before I had to fly home. The nurses had washed off the soccer ball.













CHAPTER 5

2002







The night I came home from Germany, a woman named Kate came over for dinner.


Kate taught biology at the high school where Dad taught math. It turned out she had been coming over a lot during the summer I’d been gone, and I could tell from the way she and Dad looked at each other that they had begun a serious relationship.


Kate lived in an apartment in Oakland next door to a house where her sister Carrie lived with her family, and Dad and Kate and Carrie and Carrie’s husband started going out together to dinners and movies, leaving me to babysit Jannie. As the year wore on—my sophomore year at Berkeley High—Kate spent more and more time at our house on weekends; and by the start of my junior year she was spending weeknights with us as well.


I had started out mostly liking her; then, as she was around more, her cheeriness annoyed me and mostly I tried to avoid her.


All through sophomore year, Martin and I had continued to write. By January he was declared to be in remission, and by spring he was playing soccer again, though his coach subbed him in for only minutes at a time.


By the start of my junior year, Martin’s strength had come back and he was playing soccer as well as he’d done before the leukemia. I liked the process of sitting down at my desk at the end of the day and filling pages with the German-looking handwriting I’d learned from Emmi, and I loved getting letters back from him. Martin was the only person in the world who knew I was letting everyone think Emmi was still alive, and that made it possible for me to write him about the rest of my life with an honesty I could use with no one else.


Not that I had a lot to write about.


Dad got me a little flip phone when I turned seventeen that October; but when I left it on a BART train on a school field trip weeks later, I told him I didn’t really need it replaced. I had no one to call. The phone’s constant silence had only reinforced my aloneness, and I’d come to hate it.


I realized, though, one rainy afternoon in December, when I had stayed home from school with a bad cold and had been alone in the house all day, that I was actually lying even to Martin. I wasn’t telling him the extent of my aloneness. I had begun pretending to him that the people I told him about were friends in whose lives I had some real part, pretending my days were as simple and normal as his seemed to be.


The irony of that didn’t escape me. Martin had had cancer and his life was simple and normal? Why was it okay for everyone in his life to know that he’d had leukemia and chemotherapy, when I felt so desperate to hide my mother’s suicide, my sister’s autism?


It struck me once, reading some novel where the protagonist felt guilty for not having saved a friend who had died in an accident, that maybe that was it: had I felt responsible, especially during that disastrous trip through Europe, for keeping Emmi and Jannie safe? If that was true, I had failed utterly. The thought was so painful I immediately pushed it away.


I hated any time outside class at school, and I began hating coming home in the afternoons. I would drop off my backpack, clip on Lizzy’s leash, and escape right away for a long walk until five-thirty, when Jannie’s van would deposit her back at the house. I walked all over Berkeley: up to campus, down to the Marina. Dad never came home until six at the earliest, and then all we had to get through was dinner and I could go up to my room.


I watched myself, as though observing someone else, walking aimlessly all over Berkeley with Lizzy. Like a ghost whose own presence was invisible, I witnessed other people’s lives. I watched people get into their cars, wait with frustration at bus stops, descend down the escalator underground to BART saying good-bye to each other as they left those with whom they had spent the day. I felt envious of their friendships, the predictable structure of their hours. I walked up to North Berkeley past well-tended gardens where mothers in long denim skirts pulled weeds with their toddlers. Each day Lizzy and I took a different route. We never came home before we had to, and I never told Dad or Jannie we’d gone anywhere except to the park I’d always taken Lizzy to. Neither of them ever bothered to ask.
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One Tuesday afternoon in my junior American Lit class a girl named Jennifer gave a presentation about the poet Sara Teasdale, who had died by suicide in 1933 at the age of forty-eight. Jennifer passed out copies of a couple of Teasdale’s poems as she spoke about Teasdale’s doomed love for another poet, Vachel Lindsay, who apparently had loved her too but had not felt he could support her in the life she needed to write her poems. Both of them married other people. Eventually Lindsay killed himself and, two years later, Teasdale did the same.


The poems by Teasdale that Jennifer gave us made me shiver. These could have been written by my mother, I thought to myself:




There will be rest







There will be rest, and sure stars shining


Over the roof-tops crowned with snow.


A reign of rest, serene forgetting,


The music of stillness holy and low.







I will make this world of my devising


Out of a dream in my lonely mind.


I shall find the crystal of peace—above me


Stars I shall find.







I Shall Not Care







When I am dead and over me bright April


Shakes out her rain-drenched hair


Tho’ you should lean above me broken-hearted,


I shall not care.







I shall have peace, as leafy trees are peaceful


when rain bends down the bough.


And I shall be more silent and cold-hearted


Than you are now.







“What a crappy attitude,” said Eric from the back of the room, not far from where I was sitting. “It’s like she’s saying a big ‘fuck you’ to everyone in her life.” We all appreciated the fact that our teacher, Mr. Bryzinski, whom everyone called Mr. B., let students use four letter words in class discussions as long as they handed in a paper about their derivations.


“She probably meant it as the biggest ‘fuck you’ to her boyfriend,” Fania said. “Isn’t that the kind of thing we all do—imagine that people who are mean to us when we’re alive will be really sorry when we’re dead? I think about what people will say at my funeral all the time.”


The class laughed. “Tell me the date, I’ll make sure I’m there,” someone shouted out.


“Seriously, guys,” Mr. B. said, “What do you think about suicide?”


“It’s fucked,” said Eric. “It’s the most selfish thing anybody can do. It’s like poor me, some kind of ultimate pity party, like after you’re dead you can get all the attention from everybody you think should have paid attention to you while you were alive. As though you could even be there to enjoy it. And as though you were so important. What they don’t count on is how fast people forget that you ever existed.”


“Yeah,” said another guy, deLeon. “How about all the people who die when they don’t want to? Like the ones who die in wars. Or the ones the cops kill.”


“My grampa died of cancer,” delicate, soft-spoken Meilin contributed. “And he was eighty-two, and he still chose to have chemo because he wanted to stay alive for us. For his grandchildren. He didn’t make it.” Her voice broke as she said it.


“What do you think makes someone get to the point of wanting to kill themselves?” Mr. B. asked.


“Loneliness,” said Jennifer. “Or a sucky relationship, like Teasdale’s.”


“It’s like Eric said,” called out his girlfriend Tanisha. Everyone knew that Eric and Tanisha were joined at the hip, so of course she seconded everything that came out of his mouth. “They want attention. It’s the ultimate drama queen act.”


“They want to be big shots in life but they fuck up, so all they can choose is death,” Eric said. He was clearly controlling the discussion.


“Teasdale was in love with this dude who was married, and he probably didn’t really want her in the first place. He was probably just making excuses, like, ‘Honey, I’m sorry, I can’t support your poetry. I don’t have enough money to buy your pencils,’” said a boy named DeeJohn. He stood up and acted it out, and everyone chuckled.


“She made herself miserable,” Tanisha said, running her hand through her hair. “She should have just moved on.”


“Well, he—Vachel Lindsay—killed himself too,” Jennifer said. “So maybe she thought she could follow him and they could finally be together in Heaven.”


Eric put on a fake, saccharine smile. “Aw, how sweeeeeet,” he said. Jennifer shot him a dirty look, but I could tell she felt hurt.


“People who commit suicide don’t go to Heaven,” Caitlin said. Her family were devout Catholics.


“People who commit suicide shouldn’t even be buried,” said Eric. “If they don’t want to take up space on Earth when they’re alive, they shouldn’t be allowed to take up any space after they’re dead. We barely have enough room for the billions of living people who are here!”


“The first poem is kind of sad,” said Stefan, who everyone thought of as a math nerd. He almost never said a word in Lit class. “But the second one is, like, bitter. It really is like she’s saying she doesn’t give a shit if people are all broken up about her death. It’s like she’s getting back at them, even someone who might genuinely miss her. Like she’s getting back at life.”


“If I wrote poetry as shitty as that,” Eric said, “I’d kill myself too.”


Jennifer started walking back to her seat, as though in defeat. I felt kind of sorry for her. She must have liked Teasdale, since she’d chosen to present her for our unit on early twentieth century poetry. I found myself angry about the whole discussion, angry at Mr. B. for not steering it in another direction, furious at some of the kids, especially Eric.


And underneath the anger was a heaviness I found unbearable. Mr. B. was shuffling through his papers. It was nearly time for the bell to ring, and clearly he was about to tell us what we should prepare for the following day.


I couldn’t contain myself anymore. I suddenly found myself on the verge of tears. “This whole discussion makes me want to scream!” I shouted. “What makes you idiots think you know anything about suicide?” I was surprised at how loud my voice was. “What do you know about why someone would want to kill herself? What do you know about what was going on inside them? What made them feel it was too hard to go on living one more day? Nobody just gets up one morning and says, ‘Hmm, what’ll I do today? Oh, maybe I’ll kill myself.…’ You have no fucking business talking about things you don’t understand! You all sound so fucking superior! You sound like a bunch of wise asses, and I’m sick of you!”


Hot tears were streaming down my face. I threw my poetry anthology into my backpack and stuffed the two Teasdale poems in with it. I stood up just as the bell rang, walked out of the building without looking back into the room and, for the first time in my high school career, ditched class for the rest of the day.


* * *


A few days later I had just walked across the UC campus with Lizzy and was looking at the street vendors’ stands on Telegraph Avenue when I heard someone call my name.


“Hey, Gracie.”


I turned and looked. It was a punk-haired, skinny girl named Gina with a lip piercing and an eyebrow piercing who sat in the back of American Lit class and spoke even less than I did. In fact, even though Mr. B. clearly liked her writing and sometimes read it aloud, she was often not in class at all. “Hey, Gina,” I said.


“What’s up?” she asked.


“Nothing. Just walking my dog.”


Gina bent to pet Lizzy’s head. “Nice dog,” she said.


“Yeah. Her name’s Lizzy.”


“Hi Lizzy,” said Gina. She sounded dreamy and far away. Maybe she was stoned; I couldn’t tell for sure.


“Were you in class today?” she asked.


I nodded. Gina looked across the street. She seemed as uncomfortable as I was.


“That talk we had last week—about the poet who offed herself?” Gina began, though she wasn’t looking at me. “It was totally fucked.”


“You thought so?” I asked warily.


“Yeah.” She paused. “And I thought the stuff you said at the end—it was really good.” Gina turned her eyes toward me and it suddenly felt like she was holding me hostage with them. Her intensity made me turn away; I shrugged, looked down at Lizzy. Gina went on.


“The thing I want to know is—you’re usually so chill. Like you just sit there. How come you got so worked up over some poet nobody ever heard of?”


I shrugged again. “I don’t know,” I told her. Then, because she was still looking at me so intensely, I felt I had to say more. “The whole thing just kind of seemed … I don’t know … unfair.”


“Unfair to Jennifer?” Gina asked. I could hear her skepticism about that, as though she knew it wasn’t at all about Jennifer but she was trying to give me an out.


“Kind of. I mean, I think she really liked that poet.”


Gina nodded. “Are you friends with Jennifer?” she asked.


“Not really,” I said. I felt like saying, Haven’t you noticed? I’m not friends with anybody.
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