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PART ONE


DEATH




Things I’d Tell My Seventeen-Year-Old Self


Whenever I meet people, they inevitably get curious about the idiosyncratic arc of my life. Common questions include: “Where did you go to college?” or “How did you end up in the UK?” The answers, of course, are complicated, because in the autumn of 2001, I lost my father to a lifelong battle with cancer. I was just eighteen, only a few months out of high school, and a few weeks into my freshman year of college.


What followed was a very strange and challenging chapter of my life that I rarely take out and examine, for obvious reasons.


Thus, I do what we all do: I “CliffsNotes” it—that is, I give you the gist. I skip over this bizarre chapter of Twilight Zone weirdness that for many years I felt no one else could possibly understand (unless they were, by some coincidence, there). So whenever I tell the “CliffsNotes story of my life” it goes like this:




My dad died.


I moved to Scotland.


I grew up.


And here we are at this cocktail party.





But of course, everyone’s story is more nuanced than that. For all of us there exists that space between the lines of our first two CliffsNotes sentences—the space where a universe of life occurred. Where I faced, experienced, and walked within the universal fear all humanity—regardless of time period, culture or status—spends its waking hours fending off: the loss of someone they love. Where, like so many others who overcome adversity, I learned to stand back up. At the intersection of childhood and adulthood.


At eighteen, I suppose no one would have blamed me for capitulating to grief under such circumstances. It was a mighty blow at such a crucial moment in anyone’s development. Despite being bright, hardworking, and full of ambitions, I was also sensitive and did not have the appropriate skills to cope with such a loss.


Yet, in reflection I recognize that the secret of my personal resilience lay within that enigmatic fold between those CliffsNotes lines, lessons gifted to me by the people who shared the chapter—in every way the heroes of this story and of my actual life—who lifted, taught, and revealed to me what I am—what we all are—truly made of. It was in the “in-between” chapter that I experienced the thing every human being fears the most, and I lived. And, having lived, I learned; What else was there to be afraid of? The loss provided the ultimate gift: fearlessness.


Some people tell me I was brave. But I didn’t feel brave. I felt terrified. It was in this secret chapter that I learned one can’t be courageous unless one feels afraid. I felt compelled to write the invisible chapter down and own every messy, awkward, ugly, hilarious, roaring, agonizing moment. To document standing back up.


I know now that such a document doesn’t begin with the death. It begins right now—looking back upon those charmed and sacred days, the moments before it all came crashing down.
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Before we lost Dad, before the dying and the feuding and the grieving, there was just me: Al, a seventeen-year-old with her own set of concerns and everything ahead of her.


Here’s what I’d tell my seventeen-year-old self:


1. It is all ahead of you.


2. You are not fat.


3. That thing you are all working so hard to prevent? It is going to happen. Soon. Enjoy this last year. Go on a lot of walks with your dad, ask for more stories, remember his eyes, his smell, the squeeze of his hand. What seems like always and forever will be gone.


4. Frizz Ease. Buy it.


5. You’re going to get many, many letters, phone calls, and all forms of messages from people about how much you and your entire family mean to them.


6. Some people are going to call you Alex rather than Al. Try to forgive; they know not what they do.


7. Wear sunscreen. All. The. Time.


8. Wear any outfit you want. Because you can.


9. You are not going to believe this, but you do not know everything. Also, your parents are right. About a lot of things.


10. There is life after not doing it all “perfectly.”


11. Keep writing.


12. When your mom offers to teach you how to cook, sew, tile the basement, use power tools, install a ceiling fan, or reverse flush an engine core, do not blow her off.


13. He will be unbelievable. He will exceed every possible expectation of what a young man of seventeen should be able to handle. More people should be like him. But, Al? You have six months. Just that. Six months before your tender romance that is currently full of every pleasure of magical, hopeful youth will turn very, very dark and serious. But he will stay, for years. And he will hold you and stand by you and you will grow up together. Never stop feeling grateful. Never stop thanking him. Never forget how you loved him or, indeed, how he loved you. And although he is not the One, no one else could have been better right at this moment.


14. Fortune favors the brave. And you are braver than you think.


15. The friends you have right now? They are incredible. In a few months, they will all absolutely blow your mind with loyalty and resilience no seventeen- or eighteen-year-olds should rightly possess.


16. And seriously: buy Frizz Ease.




Pain Pills: A Prologue


It was our first family vacation in years, and it would be our last.


My grandparents Albert and Edna owned a condo in Sarasota, Florida, where, just like the nearly two-thirds of Jewish Detroit, they spent their winters with all the other Midwestern “snowbirds.” The condo was modest but glorious—a small two bedroom that smelled of sea salt, right on the Gulf of Mexico with the whitest sand you have ever seen, infinite shells, shuffle board, tennis, and even a swimming pool in the back. Despite scant company for children, Sarasota was warm and breezy and, when Albert and Edna weren’t there, it was paradise. We spent a few of our family vacations there in my childhood, but we hadn’t returned in years.


We each had our roles when it came to the seaside. My mother was the sun worshipper. Nothing pleased her more than slathering herself in oil and baking in the sun like a true California girl of the 1960s. (Please do not ask me how her skin has never given her a stitch of trouble, nor how she manages to still look thirty years old. It is possible that she drinks the blood of virgins. I am praying I get my fully deserved 50 percent of those genes because the Silber half of the family look like raisins). I was the shade dweller. I had loved the water as a child; you couldn’t keep me from diving in with abandon. But, as I grew, so did my water-related anxieties, so I stayed safely on shore, most often in the shade beneath a Joshua tree. My father split the difference. He enjoyed dabbling: a little shore, a little swim, a little stroll, a little Frisbee with anyone he could convince to play with him. But his favorite activity was staring endlessly at the water, contemplating anything and everything. He sometimes did this from his beach chair and sometimes from the terrace of Albert and Edna’s condo that overlooked the waves.


The terrace was where I found him that night.


In the haunted early hours of the morning—where it is no longer night but not yet day—I was startled from sleep, suddenly wide awake and anxious. I rose and went out onto the terrace to let the ocean waves calm me until I could sleep again. And there he was.


“Hi Papa,” I said, suddenly aware that this moment was sacred. Running into one another in the middle of the night doesn’t happen much when you go to boarding school.


He looked up at me and moved a chair closer so that I might sit beside him. I could see a bottle of prescription pills in his hand.


“What’s wrong, Dad?” I asked.


“My back feels awful.”


“For how long?”


“I don’t know, maybe about a month or so?”


I’d never seen him like this. Calm, but not calm.


“I’m . . . ” he said, hesitating. “I’m scared to take the pills.”


“OK,” I said. “Can you tell me why?”


“Because—because pain is supposed to help indicate what is wrong with your body, and if I kill the pain, then I can’t figure out what is going on.”


He was a problem solver. No big deal: you dive in, you figure out the problem, and then problem solved. But cancer didn’t work that way. He’d go in, get the treatments, and then four weeks, four months, four years later, he would still have cancer—and often more cancer, in different places. Cancer would send out its envoys, and cancer colonies would take root. Sometimes cancer would pack up and move out. Sometimes not. This was the first time I had ever seen my father stumped or obviously troubled, and I was so honored that he wasn’t hiding it from me. Here in the middle of the night, he was sharing his fear. A full disclosure.


“Well,” I said. “What do we know?”


He smiled broadly. “What do we know?” was a Mike Silber catch phrase, his signature tactic to set all the cards out on the table and look at them.


I continued. “OK, we know a few certainties,” I said. “First, you are uncomfortable. Discomfort is bad. Second, you want to know what is wrong. That is natural. Assessment: Unless we go to the hospital right now—which we can absolutely do, by the way—I don’t think you are going to figure out all of the answers tonight. I am also pretty certain that nothing good comes from a lack of sleep, and you can’t sleep if you are in pain. So, all that said, I think you should take the pill now and, in the morning, you will at least be rested enough to make a good decision about the next step.”


He looked at me and smiled.


“Yes,” he said. “You’re right.” His expression was a combination of pride and gratitude.


I got up to fetch him a glass of water, beaming. I am capable, I thought. I can make a difference here. I just need to be given an opportunity to help.


Returning with the water, I asked, “What would Bob say?”


“‘I feel good, I feel great, I feel wonderful,’” he said, quoting from our mutual favorite movie, the Bill Murray classic What About Bob?


“‘I feel good, I feel great, I feel wonderful,’” we said in unison, imitating Bob’s opening lines. We laughed and looked at one another.


“Thanks, Al,” he said.


It is the only time I ever remember truly contributing to the fight.




The Dying


I brought with me exactly nothing. I had barely gathered my thoughts the day I stopped in the streets of Minneapolis, dropped my books and, zombielike, got into a taxi to the airport. So when I awoke from the fog, there was nothing to unpack—nothing but the hard realities of every day ahead.


And so I am sleeping in the spare bedroom downstairs tonight, in a pair of light- and dark-blue-checkered pajamas that had been left at the bottom of a reject drawer in my childhood bedroom. Reject pajamas, plus a teal, moth-eaten wool sweater acquired from the dorm share box last spring. Yep. My night-before-the-death outfit is definitely nailing it.


Next to me in bed is Jensen Kent, the Love of My Youth. Kent is asleep next to me, the very fact of which is off, because if Dad were not upstairs dying, he would almost certainly prevent his teenage daughter from lying in bed next to her teenage boyfriend.


But there is nothing funny going on. Kent is asleep, and I am wide-awake and thinking about what must be going on upstairs.


The dying.


I’m also thinking about Bob.


What About Bob? is my undisputed favorite film of all time. In a top-ten list of favorite films, Bob would take up the top three slots. I could watch it on repeat. I could probably quote the entire thing from beginning to end (with intonations and pauses, inflections, music cues, and everything) if you challenged me to. In fact I dare you: challenge me to. Go on.1


First things first:


What About Bob? is a 1991 film directed by Frank Oz about a doctorpatient relationship that goes way beyond the office. Bob Wiley (played brilliantly by Bill Murray) is a neurotic psychiatric patient struggling with a whirlwind of paralyzing phobias who, with all the subtlety of crazy-glue, attaches himself to Dr. Leo Marvin (played by the equally astonishing Richard Dreyfuss). He goes to see Dr. Marvin and, in one session, Bob becomes a zealous devotee of Dr. Marvin’s latest psychiatric method, detailed in his best-selling book Baby Steps. Bob bonds with and comes to depend upon Dr. Marvin so much that—in the most charming way conceivable—Bob follows his doctor on his month-long vacation in New Hampshire.


Dr. Marvin wants a few weeks of rest and relaxation because he is preparing for a big interview on Good Morning America—a needy patient who can’t take a hint is the last thing he needs! Thus Dr. Marvin demands that Bob return home to New York. But Bob decides to stay to indulge in his very own “vacation from his problems,” and remains in the area. While Dr. Marvin is driven increasingly insane, Marvin’s neighbors, wife, daughter, and death-obsessed son Sigmund all take to Bob’s openness, loopy charm, self-effacing humor, and sense of fun—none of which Dr. Marvin himself possesses.


Let’s first get a few things clear:


[image: image] I did not play it so many times on VHS that it began to skip.


[image: image] I have never claimed that Bob is the I Ching. Not ever.


[image: image] I have not quoted Bob to total strangers on public transportation.


[image: image] I do not love it so much that sometimes I put it on just as wallpaper while I clean the house or do my taxes.


[image: image] I did not get so frustrated by my inability to access Bob’s amusement and wisdom at all times that I resorted to holding a professional (purpose-bought) microphone up to the television speaker to record the entire film on a 120- minute audio cassette so that I might listen to it on my Walkman . . . or in the car . . . or at summer camp . . .


Any of those things might mean that I was an obsessive, crazy fool. So . . . yes . . . OK. The truth is that I am a fool for What About Bob? and I don’t care who knows it.


When listing favorite films, I have always considered it important to designate and divide into separate categories: The Favorite Films That Are Legitimate Works of Art and Really Challenge You List— Citizen Kane and Schindler’s List-y films that are inarguably brilliant but require focus and discipline and serious-mindedness. And the Special Favorite Films You Could Watch Again and Again Because They Make You Feel Amazing List—which includes things like The Great Muppet Caper and The Jerk. Sometimes there is a crossover (Amelie). But the point is that I think everybody has a film or two like Bob: the kind of favorite movie you love so much that the second it ends, you could press rewind and watch the whole damn thing again.


I know people who irrationally love Big. I know people who can quote the entirety of National Lampoon’s European Adventure. I know a handful of people who can’t get enough of Turner and Hooch.2 Well, for our family, it was What About Bob? and it all started with Dad. I was nine years old the first time we ever watched it in the last home we ever had in Los Angeles, on Bedford Drive in Beverly Hills. He practically sprinted out to purchase the VHS the day it came out, and we watched it twice, back to back.


Dad loved this movie for reasons I may never fully know and desperately wish I did. Perhaps it had something to do with the odd take on psychiatry. Perhaps it had to do with Bob’s innocence, or Bill Murray’s irreverent but childlike sense of humor that reminded me so much of Dad’s. Perhaps it was because the film has a really touching central message, but doesn’t take itself too seriously. Perhaps it was just amusing; I truly don’t know, but the film became important to me because it was important to him. We would watch it together, laugh, quote, laugh some more, and as I grew, Bob took on its very own significance.


When I woke up in the morning Dad would often greet me with: “Good morning, Gil . . . I said good morning, Gil.”


Or the casual greeting of “Ahoy!”


If someone asked how he felt about something, he might respond with: “There are two types of people in this world: those who like Neil Diamond and those who don’t.”


When someone was mean to me at school, he would quote Bob’s wisdom: “You know, I treat people as if they were telephones. If I meet somebody I think doesn’t like me I say to myself, I say, ‘Bob, this one is temporarily out of order.’ You know, don’t break the connection, just hang up and try again!”


Therein lies the allure of What About Bob? Bob Wiley, it would seem, is oddly enlightened, and What About Bob? is oddly profound. With each re-viewing of this 90s comedy, I discovered another level of meaning, a deeper sense of universal profundity. This comic insanity mixed with penetrating insight is a quality only such genius clowns like Bill Murray seem to be capable of portraying: those rare comedians so in touch with life’s harsh truths, that they make it their mission to (brilliantly) cultivate laughter. And every time I watch Bob, I not only felt smarter or wiser, but I felt closer to my dad.


About two-thirds of the way into the film, we find Bob sleeping over at the Marvins’ Lake Winnipesaukee home due to a torrential rainstorm. He shares a room with Siggy, Dr. Marvin’s eleven-year-old son. They lie there in their PJs, in angled twin beds, staring into the darkness. Siggy looks terrified:




SIGGY: Bob?


BOB: Yeah?


SIGGY: Are you afraid of death?





Bob is caught off guard. He is suddenly frightened, too—his eyes grow wide and searching, like a child trying to keep his cool.




BOB: Yeah.





(It’s a “yeah” as in a “Yeah, so?”—a way particular to children one-upping each other.)




SIGGY: Me, too. And there’s no way out of it. You’re going to die. I’m going to die. It’s going to happen.





(Siggy blinks; clearly the fear is very, very real.)




SIGGY: And who cares if it’s tomorrow or eighty years? Much sooner in your case. Do you know how fast time goes? I was six, like, yesterday.


BOB: Me, too.


SIGGY: I’m going to die. You are going to die. What else is there to be afraid of?





And so I think. I think about The Dying.


In that moment, as I lie downstairs in ratty checkered pajamas beside Kent, that very scene from that very stupid, over-quoted, over-played, trivial and pathetically beloved movie is all I can think of.


My dad is going to die.


There is no way out of it.


And who cares if it really is tomorrow or in eighty years?


It is going to happen.


And if he dies, I am very certain that I might die, too.


Siggy is right; What else is there to be afraid of?





1 I will do it.


2 I’ve learned never to underestimate the devotion inspired by Tom Hanks.




Al(ex(andra)) and Lilly


I was ten years old the first time I went away to summer camp, and I remember many things about that summer. I remember the simultaneous terror and thrill of being truly on my own for the first time. I remember my Winnie-the-Pooh bedsheets, music everywhere, the glory of the lakes, the mysterious smells from Pinecrest cafeteria, and new friends from foreign places.


I remember waking up one morning and realizing that I hadn’t thought about cancer in two weeks.


But above all, I remember that on the first day my counselor asked all of us for our nicknames. I paused when it was my turn.


Now, I love the name Alexandra. It’s a name with grandeur, with presence. But long names on little people seem to make people a little uneasy, because for the first ten years of my life, people kept calling me “Alex.” Don’t get me wrong—I’m not Alex-ist. Some of my best friends are called Alex. It’s just not me.


This was my chance to pick the right name, wipe “Alex” clear off the face of the map, and become myself. And for me, the right name was “Al.” Maybe Al sounds more like a middle-aged plumber than a big-haired tenyear-old at her first theater camp. But what can I say; it felt right.


“Hello, my name is Alexandra . . . but you can call me Al,” I said hesitantly, trying it out, my heart throbbing.


Everyone smiled, and the counselor took down the name tag she had made for my closet and flipped it over, writing A-L in big block letters before refastening it to the door.


I never looked back. I was Al for the whole of that summer, and it was magical. And when I came back the following summer—after a whole year of being “actually my name is . . . no, Alex is fine,” back home in Detroit—I walked into my cabin and there “AL” was, already on my closet.


And then of course, there was Lilly.


I can’t say that I remember the first time I ever met Lilly (Isn’t that how most friendships start?), but what I can say is that there never seemed to be a time at Interlochen when she wasn’t somewhere in the landscape. We both first attended Interlochen the summer we both turned eleven and, somewhere along the line, we crossed paths in a modern dance class. We were both badass little eleven-year-olds, prancing across the dance building on the banks of Green Lake, feeling our Martha Graham feelings in identical black unitards. Back then, I had no idea what Lilly would come to mean to me.


Lilly’s full name is Lillian Townsend Copeland. (And no, she was not related to Aaron Copland, though she still enjoys referring to him as “Old Uncle Aaron.”3)


We had both decided to upgrade from summer camp to yearlong enrollment at Interlochen Arts Academy in Michigan. We were both overachievers—her in oboe, me in theater—and we shared a dorm suite in our senior year with two other theater majors, Cristina and Courtney. The four of us became the Four Amigos (T-shirts were made), but it was our reign as Possibly Interlochen’s Worst Ever Hall Assistants that bonded me and Lilly together for life.


I’m not saying we were abysmal. I am merely saying that one could take a convicted arsonist, give him a pack of matches, escort him to the log cabin of his childhood nemesis, instruct him to “have a good time,” and the predictably charred evening would be preferable to having Lilly and me be responsible for you in high school.


We were likely hall assistant candidates, I suppose: returning “lifers” who “bled blue”— terms used for students who had been at Interlochen as long as anyone could remember, and thus bled the uniform colors: light blue on top (with a visible collar), navy blue on the bottom (students became more and more creative with these uniform rules as the school year progressed).


Our dormitory, known as Thor Johnson House or “TJ” for short, was charming it its way—a common area, two levels of dorm rooms above a basement designated for laundry and practice rooms. The walls were plastered with handmade posters for Sleeping Beauty, visual art showings, poetry readings, movie nights and, idiosyncratic Michigan-isms such as reminders to “Wear bright colors during hunting season!” TJ was connected to the campus cafeteria, thus constantly smelled of “cooking in bulk,” as well as of microwave popcorn, toast, laundry, hormones, and teenaged artistic ambition.


As HAs, Lilly and I were supposed to make certain everyone was comfortable, felt at home, and had a place to talk if they needed to. That was the part we were good at—the social, caring big sister stuff! We could help plan a medium-sized hall party; we could make sure the Chinese piano major who doesn’t speak English gets everything she needs in order to find her way to class on Monday.4 We could help the girl who just moved from South Africa and was apart from her childhood boyfriend for the first time. That stuff.


But we also had to attend HA meetings about house life, vote on house policies, make certain everyone in our hall attended the big school community meetings held every Thursday before lunch.


We had to clean things and organize community service.


We had to make sure everyone was present in a fire drill.


We had to attend the fire drill.


We had to have not pulled the fire alarm ourselves.


We had to be good examples. We had to be quiet. We had to obey the rules. We had to not have an illegal television (with a VHS player!) hiding in a giant Tupperware.


We had to not get involved in the Great Paint Plot. But come on, who wouldn’t get involved with a Great Paint Plot?


Our roommate Cristina and her friend Ellie from down the hall, in a flurry of senioritis, had decided to paint their naked torsos with red and turquoise tempera paint, walk around the entire dorm (during school hours, so even teachers and boys might see them), and videotape it.


And who tagged along? Our entire dorm. And who videotaped it? Your friendly local HAs, Al and Lilly. And how does this videotape end? With our (incredibly cool, but also incredibly adult) dorm leader Angela, staring deadpan into the camera and simply saying, “No.” Then she looks at Cristina, Ellie, and our entire entourage and repeats, “No—no no no.” Then it cuts out.


Oops.


Five minutes after we were caught, we were back in our room, with the sun setting over Green Lake outside our window. Cristina and Ellie were wearing T-shirts and looks of mild shame; Courtney was crumpled in our womb chair in the corner, and Lilly and I were standing, military style, in front of Angela as she explained that she knew we had six weeks of senior year left but we all really need to get a grip on ourselves. “I love all of you so much but seriously. COME. ON.”


We all nodded.


She continued. “Additionally, Alexandra Michelle and Lillian Townsend, you are hall assistants! You are supposed to be leaders, set examples; you are supposed to be the first line of defense when all the parents paying thousands of dollars and visiting from Asia want to know where on earth they have sent their children.”


She was right.


Angela continued, “I can’t believe I am about to say this—I literally cannot believe I am about to say the following sentence—but please, please do not cover your naked bodies in paint, roam the public hallways during working (or nonworking) hours, and please, please do not videotape it.”


We nodded again.


“Angela?” Cristina said, lifting her head. “There is just something I want to get off my chest.”


“Please say it is not your shirt.”


“Yes! I mean no! I just—” Cristina said. “We’re sorry.”


We really were.


Some people might have been intimidated to share their dorm life with three boisterous theater majors, but not Lilly. Lilly was an honorary theater major: she had drama and flair, she was theatrical and powerful, and she loved it. Sure, sometimes she didn’t want to talk about Tennessee Williams anymore. Sure, she may have gotten irritated at Cristina and me doing vocal warm ups in our communal shower for the millionth time. Sure, she may have been on the brink of killing us all if she heard us talk about theater department politics one more time. And maybe sometimes she despaired of having to explain music major basics to us, like the time she had to explain to Courtney that the “beeping box” that so fascinated her was in fact a metronome.


But if she ever truly contemplated roommate-icide, she never showed it. “Do your theater stuff,” she would say and just keep on making her reeds and doing her homework. More often than not, she’d join right in, picking out our outfits for auditions, expressing her monologue preferences, and, most memorably of all, helping me learn every single line and lyric as I prepared to play Amalia Balash in She Loves Me.


“I think you need to be a little sobbier,” she’d said.


“Lilly, if I got any ‘sobbier,’ I’d be Meg Ryan.”


“Well, then sob away—you’d have a cute haircut and quite a career.”


How we loved Lilly. How could we not? We loved her bewitching voice with the Southern drawl that only came out when she was exhausted. We loved the way she hated making reeds but dutifully made them anyway. We loved the short hair she sometimes wore in little pigtails that looked something like the sprigs on top of Pebbles’s head. When we asked her why she wore it that way, she replied, “Um . . . because I look cute.”


In the first week of school, all auditions for the coming semester take place—theater majors audition for the first two shows of the season, voice majors get placed in their studios, dance majors are cast in the winter ballet, and the instrumentals audition the entire week for their chair in the orchestra.


I suppose this is the point where I let you in on a little secret: Lilly is so insanely talented at the oboe, so gifted a musical artist, that some might call it unjust. To listen to Lilly play is like listening to a person sing— actually sing through their instrument, with all of the individuality and soulfulness of a raw, vital, pulsing human voice that manages to capture the beauty of existence just as film captures an image, or honey captures light.


The only person who does not understand Lilly’s genius is Lilly. The day the chairs were posted, Lilly lay in, buried in her duvet, distraught that she had blown it—thus ruining her senior year, her chances at getting into college, and possibly her entire life.


The rest of the suite woke up early to look at the posting for her— certain of her impending success. We screamed and celebrated in the main lobby, jumping up and down in characteristically un-music-major-like fashion. We flew upstairs, burst in, and jumped on Lilly screaming like the lunatics we were. “First chair, Lilly! First fucking chair!”


Lilly sat up and rubbed her eyes, then beamed.


So the Four Amigos had a lot of adventures that year at Interlochen, and together we all went to MORP5 on a great big yellow school bus: Cristina and I in vintage gowns, Lilly in an original dress my mom had designed, and the ever avant-garde Courtney in her own gown made of duct tape.


But Lilly was something else.


Virtuosic musical gift aside, Lilly is rife with what I like to call “goods.” I will now list them (because I love both Lilly and lists). It doesn’t take a genius to notice that Lillian Copeland has the biggest, most gorgeous hazel eyes you’ve ever seen. But let me tell you something else: this girl is compassionate, capable, and feisty. She looks right at you and waves sneakily with her oboe during the orchestral bow when you are standing and screaming for her solo. She doesn’t refer to her oboe as “the oboe,” but rather as “Oboe,” as if “Oboe” is his/her6 name. She is the just right amount of perfectionist and sees the great virtue in “being cute.” And yes, OK, fine: she has killer legs with perfect ankles that look amazing in heels.


But, reader? Lilly is the kind of solid you only think is possible in pioneer women. With a sense of empathy so intuitive it makes you ache.


She was my very closest friend. She was the only one I truly spoke with about my dad’s increasingly concerning illness when the going got tough. And it did get tough.


Dad started out the year with his fifth round of regular chemo in the span of nine years. (If there is such a thing as “regular.”) He was in good shape overall. A bald head was the only giveaway of his illness. Otherwise, Dad was an ox—six foot three inches of pure, Herculean, I-have-cancer-but-remain-symptom-free-for-a-decade type of strength. No one saw the end coming. No one.


That somehow made it all the more ruthless.





3 Lilly’s version of Copeland has an E, Aaron, no E.


4 Have I mentioned that the classrooms at Interlochen were in an actual forest?


5 The Interlochen version of Prom. MORP is “Prom” backwards.


6 I am not certain if Oboe has a gender.




Kent




The Night Before, I lie awake beside a sleeping Kent.


Kent, who always smelled vaguely of the ocean.


Kent, with his kiss deep and knowing.


Kent, whose sacrifice still reverberates in my marrow.





I hadn’t always loved Jensen Kent.


In the beginning, we were just friends. First, because he was friendly, and second, because I was already dating a boy named Jeremey who was in every way my “motorcycle guy” and first rebellion.


For you see, I never rebelled. I was a squeaky clean kid, terrified that any trespass into the gnarly world of adolescence might only add further to the already crushing daily burdens endured by my parents. This took such things as “growing up” and “having needs” off the table of possible options. This was how such things as being publically shamed by my middle school art teacher, high school bullying, and, my favorite, hiding my menstrual period for a year, went largely un-discussed.


Not that either one of my parents were in any way actually scary. I was merely scared of my own volition; a perfectionist almost crippled by the terror of error, for to disappoint—or, more crucially, to burden them further—would have been a weight too great to bear. I rigorously took on the task of providing my parents with a perfect child: a singular source of hope and joy and promise. It was in this internal atmosphere that I smothered myself, believing in my bones that any problem, mistake, even the tiniest of transgressions, was my contribution to not curing cancer.


Driven by this crippling need I got straight As, excelled in my extracurricular activities, had a few virtuous friends, avoided growing up and all its curiosities, and frenetically overachieved. As the self-appointed hope, future, pleasure, reason, and shared source of my parents’ reason to keep fighting, I took it upon myself to provide my parents with every excessive joy and pride imaginable. There was no one else to share the task with, and I was operating in a vacuum of frantic desperation. I learned that no one asks if you are in pain or in trouble if you have a resume full of achievements. I was panic-stricken that the entire world would collapse if I did not succeed.


When I did socialize, it was one-on-one or in intensely G-rated settings. Safe. Hermetically sealed. I needed to be in control of everything I could to avoid making mistakes. Because of that, I spent a great deal of time alone. I filled that empty space with achievement, creativity, books, ideas, and huge imaginative worlds that required no playmate.


My parents wanted me to have as normal a childhood as possible. They kept me away from the bulk of my father’s health issues. Who could blame them? So, achieve I did. In my young mind, achievement was the only contribution I could offer to making Dad well again.


I returned to Interlochen for my Senior year in the fall of 2000, with big hopes and plans for the future, not to mention a boyfriend acquired the previous school year. I also had a revelation: that my pierced, leather-jacket-wearing, punk-music-listening, left-handed, red-headed, pseudo-intellectual boyfriend was my small way of rebelling.


As mentioned before, junior-year-boyfriend Jeremey was my “motorcycle guy.” He was an assertion of my independence now that I was away from home full time, free to explore with my own judgments and moral compass. After an initial flurry of phone calls between my parents and Interlochen begging any adult to step in and end the relationship, my parents resigned themselves to the fact that the universe was not going to implode if I loved a rebellious redhead with one too many Es in his name.


It turned out that my parents needn’t have worried, as it couldn’t last with the bad boy forever. Jeremey graduated and got out into the big bad world and in truth, I don’t think he fully understood what was happening to my father and my family, nor did I have any ability to fully share it. Eventually, in a spectacularly ordinary teenage manner, we just parted ways.


I suppose that was where Kent entered in.


He was a friend first, and a true one. When I arrived for my senior year at Interlochen, I was a returning student but Kent was at the Academy for his very first time, to attend the final year of high school. It was a common practice. Opening weekend, his WASP-y, dry, New Englander mother and father (both doctors—of nuclear physics and astrophysics, respectively) escorted him, wandering the campus with horror-struck curiosity. This arts school perfectly defined exactly the kind of free-spirited, tree-swinging, paint-covered human they did not want their son to be. This is not the yacht club, their American Gothic facial expressions said, and this black sheep in our family is going to an Ivy League School if it kills us all.
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