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Praise for ROLL BACK THE WORLD








“Poignant and filled with unrelenting dedication to her sister’s plight, the author sensitively narrates a family’s search for alternative mental health care, the physical and emotional price it pays, and the sheer goodness of caring professionals and neighbors. Peppered with poetry and letters, this is an important memoir.”


—RABBI DR. TIRZAH FIRESTONE, author of Wounds into Wisdom: Healing Intergenerational Jewish Trauma, 2020 Nautilus Book Award: Gold in Psychology







“ . . . a riveting, courageous and highly personal account of a descent into madness and the mental health system’s sorely misguided response . . . By training her sharp eye not only on her sister’s sad struggle but also on the complexity of the surrounding family situation, Deborah Kasdan opens a window to a time when psychiatry was emboldened by the advent of new drugs that turned out way more harmful than expected.”


—PETER STASTNY, psychiatrist, filmmaker, and a co-author of The Lives They Left Behind: Suitcases from a State Hospital Attic







“This raw, real and loving memoir spotlights the loss and responsibility felt by one family when serious mental illness strikes. It is told through the eyes of a sister who struggles to understand and help, but also live her own life while her sister, a gifted poet, disappears behind the symptoms of schizophrenia. Read it also for a glimpse into the decades of shifting attitudes and theories toward mental illness as well as the heartbreaking effects on the author and her family, whose enduring love keeps them struggling to help against devastating odds and stigma.”


—RANDYE KAYE, author of Ben Behind His Voices: One Family’s Journey from the Chaos of Schizophrenia to Hope
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To Barry, Anita and Diana









Stranger, if you passing meet me and desire to speak to me, why should you not speak to me? And why should I not speak to you?


—WALT WHITMAN












AUTHOR’S NOTE






For narrative purposes I have recreated scenes and dialogue in a way that convey what I understand to be the underlying truth of my story. Where possible I have cross-checked memories with friends and siblings to fill in gaps and mitigate the effects of time and subjectivity. Mostly I have depended on family documents and letters, which I quote in italics.


I have changed the names of a few people to respect their privacy.
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PART IBeginnings
















PROLOGUE






I will never forget Rachel’s return from Israel.


She walked into our house with her blazing blue eyes set off by newly bronzed skin. She was nineteen then, her limbs sculpted by ten months planting and harvesting potatoes, cotton, citrus, and melons. Her striped sleeveless dress with its white rope belt looped lightly around her newly slender waist. Her face, glowing with the light of the desert sun, dazzled friends who came by to welcome her home. Her worldliness, her talk of Walt Whitman and Henry Miller created indelible charisma and maybe, I hoped, even reflected on me, her younger sister. All that beauty and sophistication. And, oh, her poetry:




In delicate aroma


I walked the beach at night


Where the moon


Joined sand into sea


And the waves rolled back the world.





Rachel wrote those lines soon after she came back from her kibbutz just a mile from the shores of the Mediterranean. In the northwest of Israel, in the Galilee, she found romance and adventure even while she dug deep within herself to understand what she wanted from life and art and love, the themes she explored in her poems.


Within three years of her return, everything changed. A friend realized that Rachel was hearing frightening voices as they boarded a plane to Montreal. She called our parents, who picked Rachel up and brought her to the emergency room.


The diagnosis, I learned some months later, was schizophrenia. I couldn’t absorb the shock of losing my brilliant big sister to this terrifying disease. Then came the aftershocks and the pain of loving a sister who couldn’t find a place to live in this world. How I wanted to see her on that shore where the moonbeams and waves of her poetry held her safe. How I wanted to roll back all the indignities she endured because nobody was able to understand her disease.


Rachel died thirty-six years—and many hospitalizations—after that first psychotic break. She was fifty-nine. I felt some consolation knowing that during her final years she lived on her own terms. She was able to live free at last. But so much was lost. Her health and beauty, huge swaths of intelligence and creative power. And worst of all, the joy of family life.


I once saw a crater out West. The guide told us a meteor collision deposited lithium in the ground, and it leeched into the town’s water system. Happily, the effects were beneficial; according to him, the townspeople had unusually low rates of depression. The meteor that hit us, the Goodman family, had the opposite effect. No healing powers at all. Just destruction. Guilt and estrangement. Hopelessness and depression. Stigma and blame.


Rachel was twenty-two when she was first hospitalized. She lived for decades separated from her family, friends, and the mainstream of society. She hardly understood what happened to her, or why people locked her up, abandoned, and rejected her. She tried to hold on to her dreams; delusions were her refuge. God, how I hope they comforted her. I never knew how to explain to her what happened. How could I? I didn’t understand either. Even now, I’m still trying to figure out where in the universe this disaster came from.


What I do know after living in Rachel’s poetry and in her journals: she loved life, she loved me. I know now that Rachel never blamed me for my inability to help her or for leaving her behind. She would have understood my starts and stops and been glad I found a way through them. Now when I sit down to write, I still hear the clatter of her typewriter ringing across the bedroom of our youth.


Within weeks of Rachel’s funeral, I felt an urge to tell her story—how illness deprived her of the life she set out to lead and how she survived the ignorance of those who had no way to help her. Not professionals. Not her family. Not me.


That spring, after her death, I couldn’t concentrate. The memory of her tugged at me. As the crocus buds pushed through the borders of my backyard, a new feeling pulsed in me. Rachel had always been our family’s writer, our poet. Did I dare to take that space? How could I claim her role, her one great power that even severe illness could not take from her? Did I really want to? I hesitated. I started and stopped. After what happened to Rachel, creativity felt like a dangerous place for me to be.


But the desire stayed. I still wanted to shine a light on Rachel’s life, both the horror and the wonder of it. For fifteen more years I struggled to tell Rachel’s story, off and on. My life was so full already. My corporate job required daily attention. And then a flood of joys—four grandchildren in seven years—tumbled into my life. But it wasn’t as though I didn’t have time to write. I did. I tried. I got facts down, but not the heart of my story about Rachel.


I studied cartons of family letters, photos, and documents. I sorted and skimmed them. I scrutinized and scanned those that surprised or moved me. Always, I wanted to know more. I sent off for twelve years of Rachel’s hospital records. Now I had two more heavy cartons, thousands of pages copied front and back. After a few months poring through the suffering they documented, I realized they didn’t get me closer to the heart of what I needed to write—how Rachel lived in me.


Through all of this, I talked to a therapist about the guilt and shame I felt at not being able to save my sister. It wasn’t fair, I told her, that I had an abundance of choices in my life while Rachel had none. Couldn’t I have done something to mitigate Rachel’s situation and ease her pain? She reminded me many times that—as poorly as schizophrenia is understood today—people hardly knew anything at all when Rachel was diagnosed in 1965. Experts had no clue as to what caused it. Doctors didn’t know how to treat it without bringing on symptoms as terrible as the disease. No matter how many books and articles I read, there was no way I could have known what to do. Nobody did.


Finally, I not only heard what my therapist said, I felt it. One day, in a flash, I saw how the guilt I carried inside me, uncomfortable as it was, served only to keep my pain at a distance. Now that I could identify those feelings and face them, I could let them go.


In the summer of 2012, when my brother and I moved our mother out of her St. Louis home, we dug up boxes of family letters and documents from her basement and shipped them to my house in Connecticut. There my mother would live out her life—five more years—with my husband and me. Occasionally I heard her on the phone telling friends I was writing about our family. She sounded proud of me, though she never asked to see my work. She knew that what I wrote was painful, so I appreciated the space she gave me and the approval she sent my way. When my mother died, I renewed my commitment to finish. Her death freed me to write my most disturbing memories. Not that I would have shared them with her, but they would have clung to me, and she would have sensed a distance between us.


Finally, my story took shape.












PARADISE LOST






My father made the desk for me when I started high school. He set an eight-foot length of plywood atop two stands of wooden drawers. The surface ran along the wall, tapering to an angle at the window with the air conditioner. I liked its unusual shape, and even more its colors. The plywood stain matched the green painted cabinet case. The drawers were yellow and orange. I picked the colors myself before my father went to pick up supplies at Central Hardware. When he came back with the paint I requested, I told him exactly how I wanted the sunny accent colors to alternate on the drawers and knobs. I was glad nobody else got involved in the design. Rachel, with whom I shared a room, happened to be away at the time. Michael and Julie, my younger siblings, had their own rooms. My mother was happy to delegate. “If you like it, I like it,” she said. I did like it. It was just what I wanted. Jazzy. Unique.


One night I sat at the desk with my textbook open to Paradise Lost. Next to it was a spiral notebook with the draft of an essay due in two days. I wanted Mrs. Gottlieb, my world literature teacher, to like it. Augusta Gottlieb. Everything about her name fit. Her first name and her last. August as in distinguished and venerable. She was wise and gentle, with reassuring wrinkles around her eyes and impish cheeks.


In my paper, I was struggling to explain the meaning of Lucifer’s rebellion. I wanted to say how noble he was, despite his evil aims; how Milton admired his villain and thought the world was better off because both sides battled so hard, regardless of who won or lost. Ugh. Really? It occurred to me I sounded like a gym coach. A grown-up. Way too conciliatory for my age. Not the rebel I aspired to be. I certainly dressed the part. I wore my hair straight down my back, beatnik style, and shopped at the Army-Navy store for denim work shirts and cotton turtlenecks. But I didn’t indulge in sex and drugs. I didn’t drop out of school. I wanted to study hard and have my papers come back marked with As in red teacher ink.


Although I had been working on it for a while and now had only two days to figure out where the essay was headed, I still wasn’t sure what to say. As I sat there trying so hard to understand Milton’s universe, I didn’t expect to see cracks of chaos opening in my own. But suddenly I heard bed springs squeal and turned to look. Rachel had flopped on her bed, right behind me. I folded my notebook and pushed it to the back of the desk, glad for the interruption. I needed a break. She greeted me abruptly, with a question. “Debby, did you see my notebook? The blue one?” Rachel did her writing on prepunched, loose-leaf pages that snapped into a small two-ring binder. Its blue cover felt like linen, nubby and intriguing. Rachel never let me read the journal pages, but she sometimes showed me poems. They came from her soul. Lyrical. Anguished.


Rachel was the real rebel. But she didn’t bother to cultivate the look. She kept her hair cut shoulder length. She didn’t shop for denim work shirts or hoop earrings. She made bold plans and sudden moves, which resulted in big arguments with our parents. What she did was exciting, but scary sometimes, too.


I pointed to the suitcase on the floor at the foot of her bed. “Rachel, the notebook must be in your suitcase. It’s not on the desk. I didn’t move it.”


“Excuse me for asking,” she responded. “I wasn’t blaming you.” She leaned over and rummaged through the suitcase. She picked up the notebook buried at the bottom and took out some blank sheets.


“Do you have any new poems,” I asked her. “Are you still writing?”


“Don’t worry about it!” She sat on the side of her bed, with her notebook in her lap. Okay, I thought. I get it. Don’t pry. Don’t pressure her. I waited, hanging on to any opportunity to talk with her.


Rachel lit a cigarette and sat on her bed next to the ashtray on the end table. She was twenty and had travelled to the other side of the world. I was just seventeen and still in high school. Now, two years after her return from Israel, Rachel was not happy about being home. She was no longer bronze and thin, and I could no longer see the muscles that had hauled fruit and potatoes from the fields. After moves to New York, San Francisco, and back again to St. Louis, she looked pale and lumpy. Stocky. Her eyes, once so round and luminous, narrowed when she talked.


Rachel had something other than poetry on her mind. She suddenly launched into an explanation of her reasons for going to California. “Carl told me there was more going on in San Francisco than New York.” So that’s why she went, I realized. For a boy. She had met Carl in her building on the Lower East Side in New York City. Clearly she was infatuated, since she followed him across the country. Rachel didn’t share the details of her relationship with Carl, and I didn’t expect her to. She was always circumspect with me about her love life, as though to honor my innocence. I was happy to hear anything she had to say, especially now, when she tended to be so withdrawn, so quiet most of the time. Why did she have to be so damned distant? I didn’t take her silence personally. I knew she withdrew to avoid uncomfortable conversations, especially with our parents. She got angry when they asked her to explain her plans.


“A bunch of us lived in this house,” she told me now. “The people were okay but the guys there were doing this obnoxious thing—they call it mind-fucking.” She tapped her cigarette, dusting the end table. I understood mind-fucking to be emotionally hurtful one-upmanship, similar to what our parents did when they “analyzed” our behavior using the jargon of social work (my father’s profession) or psychoanalytic concepts (which my mother seemed to have picked up from reading a biography of Freud). Not the usual criticism you get from your parents. More like what friends tell you so you can become a more enlightened person in a shitty world.


Funny that Rachel should complain about mind invasions, I thought. She’s the one who got in trouble for putting kids into trances during recess when she was ten years old and for the next couple of years tried to get everybody she knew to let her hypnotize them. She even gave them post-hypnotic suggestions. I let her dangle her watch in front of my face, but I made sure it didn’t work on me. You have to believe in hypnosis to fall into a trance. I didn’t believe. I didn’t want her to have occult powers over me.


“Everybody did mescaline,” she said, flicking her cigarette toward the ash tray. I imagined Rachel and her friends in a candle-lit room in a Victorian house in Haight-Ashbury. Chipped ceramic mugs with coffee, or straw-clad chianti, resting on stacks of books. Arms and legs strewn across mattresses laid out on the floor. Intensely colored visions beaming through the room as they talked about the meaning of life and the states of each others’ minds.


I wanted to know what mescaline was like, but Rachel clammed up when I asked. Is she protecting herself? Or is she protecting me? Does she think I’m afraid to know more? Maybe I am. Finally, I heard her voice again, low and throaty. She had something urgent to tell me. “In the park near my office, I saw two men. They followed me from New York.” The words made no sense, just a terrible noise. They hurt. Like cymbals clashing close to my ears. The sound kept ringing, and I realized Rachel wasn’t kidding. She was really upset. She was convinced that two men trailed her from New York to California.


“But why would they do that?” I asked her. “Why would two men follow you all that way?” I saw in her flashing eyes, which had locked onto mine, that she was really frightened. I was terrified too. For the first time I was afraid that my parents were right when they talked about Rachel’s problems.


Rachel looked away and I was glad she had broken off eye contact. It was too painful to hold. I pulled my pillow to my chest to still my racing heart. My sister was disappearing. Would she ever again send letters from overseas? Soak her oboe reeds in glasses of water? Write her poetry? I needed to know she’d come back, her mind intact. I couldn’t let her leave me now.


“Why would the men follow you all that way?” The question hung between us before landing with a sickening thud in the narrow space between our beds. “Never mind,” she said, snapping the conversation shut, like the sides of her blue suitcase. She waved my question away, the glow of her cigarette making figure eights in our dimly lit room. I said nothing, helpless to contradict her. I felt her flailing, unmoored from reality. I didn’t know how to haul her home. Rachel, I wanted to say, you’re my big sister. You fought battles that made it easier for me. The first child is for practice, my mother used to tell me, and she wasn’t entirely joking. Don’t leave me, Rachel. Don’t disappear into being crazy.


For the past two years, my parents had tried to find out what was wrong with Rachel. My mother told me a psychiatrist said she had a mental illness that occurred more often in young men than women. What does that mean? I’d wondered. Rebellion? Wanderlust? Why is that a disease? But my mother didn’t see it that way and insisted that there was something wrong with Rachel, even though she couldn’t give me any good answers about what it was. “The doctor said Rachel doesn’t fit into any of the usual categories.” That’s all I could get out of her, and I wondered what she wasn’t telling me. Now at last I knew. She didn’t have a name for it, but it was clearly something bad.


Rachel had no trouble getting a job as a legal secretary when she had moved to San Francisco. That wasn’t surprising. I had seen her fingers flying across her typewriter. She typed a hundred words and more per minute, without mistakes. I imagined she even made up poetry in her head while she typed legal documents.


But then one day the lawyer she worked for called my parents to tell them to bring Rachel home. As usual, my parents didn’t tell me the details. Why did he have to call our parents? I figured he’d overreacted to her behavior or disapproved of her lifestyle. If he had just fired her, she could have gotten another job in San Francisco. Why did she have to come back to St. Louis and be miserable and make everybody else miserable too? I shouldn’t have to worry about her, shouldn’t have to try to understand why her boss wanted her to go home to her parents. I was enjoying my senior year in high school. I loved my classes, my teachers, my two best girlfriends and the offbeat social scene at folk dancing. It was my turn now to take off. But my parents were too busy trying to figure out what to do with my older sister to help me decide where I should apply to college.


For months I had argued on my sister’s behalf, urging my parents to cut her some slack so she could choose her own way of life. I knew all the counterculture arguments—that people can’t be considered insane in an insane world (the arms race and nuclear testing)—and I had thought they might be right. But now, seeing the fear and conviction in Rachel’s eyes, I understood why everyone was so worried about her. I saw the reality of how paranoid and delusional she had become. Insanity so real and palpable I could touch it. My resistance to pinning her with a label collapsed, like a pile of children’s pickup sticks.


I was tired and wondered what I could say to Rachel that would make a difference but could think of nothing. Finally, Rachel broke the silence and blurted out her demand. “Don’t tell Mom and Dad what I said.” She caught my gaze and held it until I agreed.


“I won’t say a thing,” I promised. More than ever, I wanted her to trust me.


The streetlamp shone through our half-shaded window, urging me to keep going into the night. But I was too confused to concentrate, too frightened by the sudden abyss between me and Rachel to think any more about my essay. I took out my contact lenses and went to bed.


Rachel left the room and went downstairs. I could hear the refrigerator door squeak and Rachel pacing back and forth in the living room. I needed sleep. When I leaned over to pull the shade to the sill, I saw the pine tree in our front lawn listing toward the roof above our room. My father had pruned it a year ago and taken down its secondary limb, near the front door. When my mother came home and saw what he did, she was furious. Her response seemed all out of proportion to the severity of his crime.


“What’s so horrible?” I asked her.


“It’s ruined,” she wailed. “He cut off a whole limb. It was beautiful. The shade is gone. Just look at it. It’s all crooked. It’s disgusting.” The loss of shade and symmetry was minor to me, but my mother wouldn’t back down from her fury. She criticized my father for months. She mourned the loss of that tree limb as though it were her own arm. If only my mother had howled about Rachel and, by her example, showed me it was okay to do so. But the abyss was too dark. Too dangerous. In our family of six, we talked and argued about what to do. We didn’t scream. What was the use? We never agreed on who to yell at. I tiptoed around my grief, careful not to step into it and sink. We cried alone. Looking back, I wish I had wailed like my mother mourning the branches of her pine tree. We should have cried our hearts out and shouted together at the demons that seem to have lopped off so much of Rachel’s mind.


How Rachel yearned for moonlight and motion. When I think about the freedom she lost, the loneliness she endured, I want to weep. To carry her to another place, another time, where some trusted adult could show her how to protect herself from the fears and delusions that overtook her.












LODESTAR






Both Rachel and I were born in Cleveland, our father’s home-town—she in 1943, and I three years later. When I was a year old, we moved to Detroit, leaving our grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins behind. My earliest memories of Rachel date to our time in Detroit in 1949.


Here, we lived in an apartment building with a grassy front lawn and a sidewalk where, some time before my third birthday, I learned to ride a big, chain-driven tricycle, my legs just long enough to reach its pedals. Now, however, I was inside, and the house was oddly still except for the sun winking at me through the living room window. My baby brother was sleeping, and my mother was busy. I couldn’t go outside until Rachel got home. I waited eagerly for my playmate to return.


“When will Rachel be home?” I asked Mommy. She was folding diapers that she had unpinned from the clothesline in our yard. They were long and flappy and smelled like the wind outside.


“When the big hand points to the six,” she answered, pointing to the bottom of the round clock on the wall above the sofa.


I went to the window on the opposite wall and stood on tiptoe to see outside. Tall trees arched over the black cars going down the big street, and bushes made curvy green bulges by the houses.


I looked back at the clock to see the big hand. I didn’t know that number. The little one was on the number that says three, three like me. It never moved. I ignored the crayons and newspapers Mommy left for me to draw on. I didn’t want to make pictures by myself.


I wanted to play outside. Where was Rachel? I went to the kitchen and looked for Mommy. She took me back to the living room and pointed to the clock again and left me there. I looked at the space between the thick black sticks. Why are they called hands? They don’t have fingers. They can’t hold anything.


The next time I looked, a group of children were walking together on the sidewalk. I was so happy to see my sister’s plaid coat that I jumped into the air. Rachel left the group and turned to the narrow sidewalk in our front yard.


“Mommy,” I yelled, “she’s here.” I ran to the front hall to greet her.


Rachel walked past me but didn’t stop. She kept walking ahead, into the kitchen, until she got to Mommy. I went and stood behind my sister while they talked. Rachel shook her head, and her wavy brown hair flew around beneath the barrette on the side.


I watched and waited and listened. I wanted to grab the folds of my sister’s pinafore dress with the green butterflies and pull her to me before the baby woke up and she went over to see him. I wanted her to draw on the newspaper with me. To help me cut and paste. I learned how to wait for Rachel by learning to tell time.


A few months later we moved to Boston. Rachel was six. I walked with her down Blue Hill Avenue to the Franklin Park Zoo, where I climbed the pile of flat pink rocks in front of the elephant house. Our mother was way behind us, pushing Michael in his stroller. Before we got to Franklin Avenue, where I expected to turn, Rachel motioned me to follow her into a vacant lot where weeds sprouted from cracks in the asphalt. I didn’t think this was the right way to go, but Rachel was firm. This is a shortcut, I reminded myself. We get to the zoo faster if we walk this way. It’s the diagonal, she explained, as though to make the decision official. Diagonal. I loved the sound of that word. And I loved how a diagonal turns an otherwise useless lot into two triangles with a shortcut between them.


Rachel was my lodestar. She showed me the way through time and space. If only we had had more time and more space to be together. We would have drawn on sketch pads perched on camp stools in the woods and hiked mountain trails with backpacks. We would have plotted tours through urban streets. Played four-handed piano pieces or figured a way to join her oboe to my viola. We would have discussed love and life, traveling to see each other, no matter how widely our paths and lifestyles diverged. But we didn’t get to do any of that. Somehow my sister, the guide of my earliest years, fell into a black hole that swallowed her future, and the future we would have had together.


In her thirties, during one of her many hospitalizations, Rachel sent me a slim loose-leaf binder, its laminated cover decorated with swirls of blue. She had typed out stories on a manual typewriter she found at the hospital. She poked out three holes on each page for the circular metal rings. “Keep it for me,” she said.


I did keep it because I knew how much it meant to her to make sure her work didn’t get lost in the revolving door of her hospitalizations. But it wasn’t until many years later that I could bring myself to read it. When I finally did, I found that amid the stories of lost love, despair, and futility, Rachel had included a brief memoir describing the three years we lived in Boston—memories that revealed the precocity and sensitivity of the little girl she had been: Boston, Massachusetts, where my family moved to when I was six. First impressions: the strange Boston accent, and the strange school—I was a second semester first-grader. I recalled the William Lloyd Garrison elementary school exactly the way Rachel did. You waited in the courtyard for the opening bell to ring and then marched through halls monitored by older students. The massive doors locked once school started, and if you were late you had to ring the office to get in. We never thought that was for our protection, but only to intimidate and punish us for being late.


Unlike Rachel, I hadn’t noticed the broad As and missing Rs of Boston speech. Maybe because I was new to talking when we moved there. Or maybe my persistent ear infections masked the accent. Soon after we moved to Boston, when I was still in nursery school, I had to have my tonsils and adenoids removed. When I woke up in the hospital on the morning of my surgery, the nurse scolded me for wetting the bed, but my mother yelled at her for yelling at me, and then the nurse was nicer. My mother never got mad at me about that. She had been a bedwetter too.


After the operation, my father walked through the door holding a whole container of orange sherbet. “It will make your throat feel better,” he told me with a big grin, and my eyes popped at the sight of that Howard Johnson treat. All for me. No big sister or little brother around to share it with. Not the ice cream, not the special attention my parents showered on me.


Rachel and I were best friends with sisters who lived in the duplex across the street. They were the same age as we were. Rachel paired off with Janet and I with Carol. We were a double set of inseparable companions. For me they were the best part of our three years in Boston. In winter when it snowed, Janet and Carol showed us where to take our sleds—to nearby Blue Hill Avenue, the main street in our neighborhood. Drivers stayed home or made room for us—though it seemed to me then that the cars magically disappeared—and the four of us stood at the crest before swooping downhill. School days, Rachel and Janet led Carol and me on the half-mile walk to our school. After school I held hands with Carol when we crossed the street to go back and forth between our houses. I watched her freckled face, round like mine, break into laughter when my baby brother turned his bucket upside down to splash our shoes with water.


I don’t remember being upstairs in their house, but Rachel did, and reading what she wrote about the view still stuns me: Janet pointed out, through a window in her bedroom, Boston Harbor, soon after we met; it must have been a clear day, because I looked for it again, but couldn’t get past the trees and rooftops. Another time, from a hill in a farther neighborhood, seeing the golden dome of the city hall, wondering at its distance and intensity. In her journal Rachel explained how she and Janet developed a secret finger code that was all worked out in their heads but rarely worked in the classroom. And how she maneuvered the cavernous halls of the city art museum on her way to her art class by remembering the locations of statues and paintings and artifacts. Her typewritten words jogged my memory of the plays and talent shows she and Janet produced, the treasure hunts they set up for Carol and me, with clues hidden throughout the neighborhood.


Once a week, after dinner, we went to their house to watch “I Remember Mama.” We sat with Carol and Janet on the sofa to watch a family in San Francisco on a fuzzy black-and-white screen. I loved everyone in that TV family, but especially Dagmar, the younger sister. The older sister had to help their parents out of situations; they weren’t used to the way things were done in America. My family, the Goodmans, were from the Midwest, not Sweden, but we too were newcomers. Rachel and I were lucky to have Boston natives as our best friends.


Rachel took care to prepare me for first grade. It wasn’t going to be like kindergarten, where we got to spend our time coloring. Now, I would sit at a desk not a table. “If you want to talk, you have to raise your hand first and wait for the teacher to call on you,” she warned me, her lips tightening. “Even to ask to go to the bathroom,” she added. She looked me straight in the eyes when she told me, and I knew it had to be true.


But no sooner had I gotten used to all the rules at school than everything changed again. After three years in Boston, our parents announced we had to move because Dad had taken a new job in Indianapolis. Later I found out he was pushed out for integrating Black teenagers into the Friday night dances at the neighborhood community center; the board of directors told him he had no future with them.


I was sad about leaving Carol. I have a photo of myself in my winter coat and furry hat for the Boston winter, holding on to the lamppost on the corner opposite Carol’s house and looking morose. The image brings back the dismal sense of loss that overtook me. I don’t remember talking to Rachel about the move, about her having to leave Janet, but, reading her diary now, I can sense the simmering anger that began to define her.


In the fall of 1952, our father went to Indianapolis by himself to start his new job, so I didn’t have to leave my best friend right away. I got to finish the first semester of first grade, and Rachel fourth grade. And from his post in the Midwest, he sent letters and gifts. I got a little wooden box to put on my dresser. It had three multi-patterned drawers—two short ones with a tasseled door to a little compartment next to them, and a long one on the bottom. The box was covered in a pattern of delicate bamboo plants and flowers. I didn’t care about putting anything inside the drawers. It was enough to pull them open and think about my father.


Dad sent Rachel a book, Little Rose of the Mesa, and when she finished it, I picked it up. It had type large enough for me to read, and a black-and-white photograph in every chapter. I studied the photos and, with what I knew from all the Dick and Jane reading posters at school, learned what most of the words in the book meant. I had to figure them out in order to find out what happened: whether Rose would be able to help a lonely man named Earl reunite with the daughter he left back East when he took this lonely job digging in the ground for ancient Navajo treasures. I must have taught myself to read so I could make sure Rose was reunited with her father. That’s what I wanted, too.


I expected Rachel to get mad at me for taking her book. But she didn’t care. It was probably too easy for her anyway. She had others to discover. She and Janet, she wrote, studied together, shared books . . . almost simultaneously became voracious readers. Janet’s parents wouldn’t let her walk by herself (as Rachel was allowed to do) to the library branch near our house. But they took both girls downtown to the main library. Rachel breathed in the sights and sounds that made her long to know the world. She described how it thrilled her: Seeing Boston, and [being] away from my family, just driving through downtown streets, fascinated.


Once we joined my father in Indianapolis, multi-page letters flew back and forth between both sets of sister friends. Rachel would stay in touch longer than I and, even in her twenties, around the time her troubles started, planned a visit to Janet. She never forgot the friend who pointed out Boston Harbor from her bedroom window. She never forgot that brilliant view. Despite the future that was taken from her, despite years of confusion and isolation, Rachel never stopped searching for the grandeur and beauty she glimpsed one clear day above the rooftops in Boston. I also see in her journal, amidst her excitement about the golden city on the harbor, hints of something darker: I was obsessed with the knowledge of the brevity of life. Proud of the thought that I could foresee death, and frightened. Often, my normal activities became shadows, an interruption to my own vast jealously guarded monologue. Were these visions and shadows signifiers of the illness that descended a dozen years later? Or the musings of a sensitive child writ large in memory by the shock of subsequent events?


I didn’t see Rachel shuddering at shadows in Boston. I was too young. I was always too young to help her, even to understand her. And, because she still jealously guarded her inner monologue, I didn’t know how terrified she was. Not then. Not for many years.


I wish I had known what a wonderful gift Rachel gave me when she entrusted her laminated notebook to me and wish I had told her so. I was too confused then by her illness to want to see into her mind, too scared of the chaos I might find there. So I didn’t read it then, didn’t know what it would reveal to me about her and about us. But now I bask in those words about our lives in Boston, the sun and the shadows. I cherish the shared memories about those three years with our sister friends in Boston. I am able to read them with an open heart, without fear or shame or sense of guilt. I can fly back in time and join her once again.
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See It Shimmer






See it shimmer,


Gliding,


Rolling,


Catching light


Amidst the air,


Ever-changing,


Always moving,


Beauty that eludes all grasp.


Carried


By the winds and breezes,


Left


To thrive by chance


And luck,


While any moment


Death may come,


One prick!


The bubble


Is


No more.


—Rachel Goodman












EXILED IN INDIANA






We moved into a brand-new ranch house in a freshly dug subdivision on the outskirts of Indianapolis. Our lawn was nothing but a depressing quarter acre of mud. My father had bought the house while my mother was still in Boston, and when she first saw it, she said she would never have agreed to that location, so far from the center of town, but what could she do, the deed was done.


Speckles of green were starting to show from the grass seed Dad had planted in the mud. On the border with our neighbor, he put in a row of baby willow trees. Lining the front of the ranch house, along the walkway to the carport, was a red brick flower box planter filled with new shrubbery. That’s where Rachel, Michael, and I kept the big green turtle we found crossing the road. But even it got bored after a week and crawled out of its new home, deserting us. The house remained tentative and lonely in its corner lot.


Rachel and I were lonely, too. We’d had to leave our best friends, and despite our letters back and forth, a gaping hole had opened in my life. On the playground at my new school, a girl came up to me, and I thought she wanted to be my friend. But then she asked me whether Jewish people had horns on their heads. The question stunned me. A sense of isolation sent me into free fall, as though sledding alone on a hill with no bottom. Nobody, not my mother or father or Rachel, could help me land safely.


Everything seemed flat and boring here in the Midwest. The houses. The fields that hadn’t yet been turned into subdivisions. Even the way people talked. I missed the daily walk to school. I missed the trolley and the elephants at Franklin Park Zoo. The swan boats in the park downtown. The beach and ocean waves in the summer.


At least Rachel had made new friends. Every day after school she rode off on her bike to meet them. Michael had friends too. Little tow-headed boys right on our block who knocked on the door to see if he could play. Sometimes Rachel took me and Michael exploring. We rode our bikes to the outskirts of the development and climbed up unfinished staircases in roughly framed houses. But usually I stayed inside after school until my mother made me go outside. “Don’t be a stick in the mud,” she kept saying to me. She didn’t understand how much more exciting life was in the books I read, and only let me take out four of them at a time during our weekly library visits. For one of my eight days of Chanukah presents, she gave me a little figurine: a ceramic book with a smiling worm sticking its head out.


“Nothing exciting ever happens here,” complained Rachel while we waited for lunch one winter day.


My mother finished draining water from the macaroni noodles, then came around and stood at the end of the redwood-stained picnic table we used in our kitchen nook. “I have a big surprise,” she announced, setting the pot down. I could tell from the smoothness of the skin between her eyes that she wasn’t talking about moving again. I hoped that meant she had a surprise that would make us happy.


With the slant of the winter sun coming through the window and lighting up our kitchen nook, we three children sat waiting for our mother’s announcement. I glanced up at Rachel, sitting opposite me. Everything about her seemed intensely alive, like colors at the bottom of the lake, or green leaves in the woods after a rain. Her hair was darker and shinier than mine, closer to black than to my medium brown. Her eyes were bluer and more piercing than my greenish ones. She was silent now, staring through the kitchen window toward the row of willow saplings that my father promised would give us shade and privacy someday. She didn’t seem interested in Mom’s secret.


Michael sat next to me. His hair was cut close, in a “burr” as it was called then. His big brown eyes peered from between long eyelashes. “What’s the surprise?” he demanded.


“It’s something you can see on me.”


“Your eyebrows?” I asked.


“Your nose?” Michael giggled.


This was beginning to sound like the song on our Pete Seeger record: “Put your finger on your ear and leave it there a year.”


Rachel sighed. “Nothing exciting ever happens here,” she repeated.


“You’re wrong. Something exciting is going to happen,” our mother said, as she smoothed the cotton blouse hanging loosely over her stomach. “It’s here.”


We stared at her hands. At her stomach.


“We’re going to have a baby.”


Later she told me, when I was bored and unhappy with my siblings, “When the baby is born, you won’t be in the middle anymore,” as though she was having the baby just for me.


Big Eagle Camp was where we spent the next two summers after we moved to Indianapolis. Our father worked there as the director. In June 1953 the five of us headed out together for the first time in our blue Willys sedan. It was stuffed with all the summer clothes and supplies that Dad hadn’t yet driven out there. “You’ll like camp and you’ll like the Wegs,” Dad said. He turned his head to talk to me in the back seat.


“Who are they?” I asked. Tired of defending my space on the crowded seat between my two siblings, I was glad for the change of topic.


“Ed Weg is the assistant director,” my father answered, still looking at me. He told me they had two children, a girl about my age, and her baby brother, Johnny, who was deaf—a fact I found fascinating. And alarming.


“Mort, will you keep your eyes on the road?” my mother snapped. My father had a habit of turning his head to talk while driving, and becoming so absorbed in what he was saying that he’d forget to watch where he was going. But Mom’s driving made Dad yell too. He got distracted, but she took risks. Like the time she hit the railing on an icy bridge where she didn’t bother to slow down. Or made U-turns on busy streets. Years later, when I was nineteen, a policeman stopped her while I was in the car with her; she grabbed my pocketbook and showed him my license because she didn’t have her wallet with her. She didn’t miss a beat, but my heart did.
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