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“The oldest hath borne most: we that are young, Shall never see so much, nor live so long.”

—William Shakespeare, King Lear






PART ONE









 



WHEN YOU ARE A YOUNGER SISTER, you are born with an eye not on the horizon, but on the hem of a shirt just ahead, the flash of a ponytail whipping side to side. You learn to hold still and trace the movement of another up the street, into a tree, onto a branch that will—you can see it before it happens—give way to a fall that will break her arm so seriously there will be talk of amputation. “They almost chopped it off, and then they didn’t,” she will say, hacking a line on her cast, triumphantly, already just a little theatrically.

She’s good at telling stories, drawing a crowd of neighborhood kids and moving through them, reenacting the fall as if it were all a comedy act. Only you understand how bad it might have been—that an arm is a thing one doesn’t easily live without—that you have to be careful, you have to be still. You can’t just run after some line in the distance and not expect sooner or later to get hit by something: a Mack truck, a tornado, boys playing hockey where they shouldn’t.

Your stillness, you believe, holds her back, just enough to keep her alive. There is an invisible cord between you that will break if you do not watch her carefully because you do have an effect. Your eyes can stop her, on a street corner, in conversation, in the nick of time. To everyone else you look like the quiet one, but only you know—even in your silence and your stair-sitting ways—you have all the power.

Or you did.








 



Jemma, 1975

By the second week of kindergarten everyone has adjusted but me. The three girls with the prettiest names—Hayley, Stephanie, and Claire—and the longest, straightest hair have formed a friendship that I watch alone, from the outside. They share secrets and jacks and make rules that everyone else obeys. “No drinking from that water fountain in the morning. No drinking from that fountain ever.”

Though I try to be invisible, a complicated process that involves walking without letting my toes touch the inside of my shoes, it is hard. Sometimes, they notice me, even so. Once they announce that because I have worn a purple shirt that day, no one is allowed to talk to me. Usually no one does talk to me, but this sounds so final that a wave of terror washes through me and I wet my pants on the spot.

Only I know it has happened because I am sitting in a wooden chair hollowed out for fannies. For the next hour and fifteen minutes, I neither speak nor move. Finally, when a teacher asks if everything is all right, I ask if she could please get my sister. Something in my voice must communicate the urgency because, a few minutes later, Rozzie is standing in front of me, delighted to have been called out from her class. In this room, everyone is younger and watches her and she knows it.

She bends down in front of me, as if she were the mother and has to accommodate an enormous height difference. “What is it?” she says, and I know she is drawing even more attention to herself, that her voice is louder than it needs to be if I am the only person meant to hear. Still, it doesn’t matter. I am so grateful to see her, it is all I can do not to cry on the spot and compound my problem.

“I wet my pants,” I whisper.

She seems neither put off nor particularly surprised. “Why?” she asks, as if I might have done this for a reason.

“They said my shirt was purple.”

“Your shirt is purple.”

“I didn’t know, though. Now no one can talk to me.”

She does what I have been waiting for her to do because she is brave like this: she turns around and stares at the group. “Who said that?” she asks. I point to the triumvirate of girls who are in the corner, trading barrettes. She walks over to them. “Did you tell my sister there’s something wrong with her shirt?”

They blink up at her, frightened. She is only two years older, but it seems much more. In this moment, she appears capable of doing anything a teacher might do: delivering a lecture, a warning, a timeout. Instead, she stands in front of them, her hands on her hips. “That’s pathetic,” she says, using a word I know but have never said out loud. “Making something up just to make someone else feel bad is mean and pathetic.”

They are more contrite than any punishment would have made them. All three look down. One—Stephanie—starts to cry. In that instant, I love Rozzie more than I have ever loved anyone else my whole life, including my mother. Maybe it will be all right, I think, my stomach loosening, my heart lifting. Rozzie is here.

Later, Rozzie goes out of the room, takes off her own tights, and comes back in. She hands them to me in a tight ball in her fist. As she does this, she leans into my ear. She smells like her shampoo, Clairol Herbal Essence, the way I imagine a jungle must smell. “Clean the chair with your skirt when you stand up,” she whispers. This time no one can see her lips move. I do as she tells me, powerless to her spell. And it works. No one sits in the damp chair and figures out the truth. I’ve miraculously gotten away with a transgression I was sure I’d be paying for the rest of my life.

After Rozzie’s visit, I am transformed, no longer invisible. Other kids make overtures with their paste brushes. (“You need this?” they ask. “Okay,” I say.) People share their crayons, pinwheels, toilet paper under stall doors. One girl lets me wear her yarn wig for twenty minutes.

And then one day one of the triumvirate invites me to join their jacks circle at recess. It’s Hayley, the same one Rozzie yelled at, and I know it isn’t me she wants, but my sister. The scorn has sat with her, festered into a clawing ache, a dark need. I am a pathway to my sister’s approval. All I need to do is accept this role, as easy as breathing, forever and ever, amen. And I do.

“Okay,” I say, taking the smooth rubber ball in my hand, the spiny metal jacks. I am not good at jacks, but this time is different, I am not myself, not the crybaby who gets homesick an hour into school. I am a bridge—a tangible connection between these girls and Rozzie. As such, I make it, no problem, to foursies. I hand the jacks away. Everything is going to be all right.

Then I look up and see Rozzie on the far side of the playground, flying around on the rings. She is good at this and can make it around five times without stopping. The other girls look up and see this, too. They draw a line with their eyes, so that it’s not invisible anymore, this force that connects us. Others see it, too, and in that instant, I believe I can travel back and forth, switch bodies on the spot and be her for a while, feel what it’s like to move unafraid, to fly in a circle, my dress hiked up, my underwear showing. To be watched all the time and want that.

I also know how dangerous this is. That underwear, like belly buttons and family secrets, shouldn’t show.

There will be a price to pay for joining this jacks circle, turning my caution watch into a ticket for popularity. It means no one is watching either one of us. It means anyone, at any minute, could fall.








 



Jemma, present

At the hospital the only difference between night and day is the number of nurses on duty. Night shift loses three, half the floor staff. So the ones on are thinner and move faster; they are also quirkier—women who’ve made the choice to be awake while everyone else sleeps. Though they have more to do, they sometimes talk longer; occasionally I will hear a whole life story: “Married one man I didn’t love, another that I did. You want to know the difference in the end? Not much. Swear to God, not much.”

One woman tells me, “I have a sister, too.” For a long time she doesn’t say any more, as if she is trying to decide which part to tell me. Finally she goes on, “Older, too. Like yours.”

My sister lies between us, asleep finally, her face mostly obscured by bandages.

“Beautiful like her.”

I smile and think: Don’t start, please. Tell me anything else, just don’t tell me this. And my face must show my inability to hear about other people’s sisters because she stops and, for a long time, says nothing. Then she chooses the obvious, the standard: “My brother loves her. Has for years,” nodding at Rozzie, changing whatever bag is dangling in the darkness above her.



“You want to know what your problem is?” Rozzie says to me, as if, lying here in this hospital room, she has no problems herself. She is eating her lunch, struggling with some applesauce, which she keeps missing as if the spoon has a mind of its own.

“Not really,” I say. “But go ahead and tell me.”

“Your problem is you don’t know how to talk about yourself. You always deflect conversation away to other things.”

I smile. “I don’t want to talk about that.”



I’ve gotten to know one nurse more than the others. Her name is Paula; she is tall, with short hair and big arms and, in the dark, can look like a man. She is the only one who can take Rozzie’s vitals at night without waking her. Often she’ll write the stats she gets—temperature, blood pressure—on the back of her hand. “Forgot my damn sheets,” she’ll say.

Once I ask, “Do you have to keep track of all this?”

Even in the dark, I can see her roll her eyes. “Oh yeah. Everything that goes in, everything that comes out. We got a whole file of this crap back there.”

Later that night I run into her off duty by the vending machines. She has a cup of coffee in one hand and a pack of cigarettes in the other.

“That’s a surprise,” I say, pointing to the cigarettes.

“Oh, please.”

I ask her if I can have one and she looks pleased, shakes two loose, and holds out the pack. I appreciate Paula because I’ve never once seen her hover with a piteous expression on her face, never felt her eyes on me in search of clues. She must not realize who Rozzie is, must think of her only as another patient on a floor of many. To Paula we’re paperwork, vital stats to lose track of, nothing more. To the rest, we’re a story they’re telling at home—not an unkind one, but weighted just the same. She’s so nice, I can hear them tell their families. You wouldn’t believe how sweet she is.

Paula doesn’t care one way or another. She lights my cigarette and then looks around for something to talk about. She points to a Time magazine with a cover story on children shooting their classmates: “Can you believe that shit?”

Sitting beside her reminds me we are still a part of the world at large, that we should read these stories and have opinions on them. Many people have written to Rozzie or sent care packages—boxes of food I open and, for the most part, eat myself—giving me the impression that we are the only people in the news, which of course isn’t true.

Halfway through our cigarettes, Paula asks how long we’ve lived in Minnesota.

“We don’t live here. We just came for the treatment.”

“No kidding.” Paula seems shocked. “But you’ve got the accent.”

I wonder if this is true. We have always sounded like one another, our voices indistinguishable on the phone. Are we both, in an effort to blend, starting to sound like the nurses around us?



At night my parents and I take turns staying in her room until Rozzie falls asleep. She is scared of sleeping, understandably, and we don’t want exhaustion to add to her problems, and so when she says softly, “Can you just talk until I fall asleep?” I do. I try to tell her small things, thoughts I’ve had, observations from the day to keep her company and walk her up to sleep. I talk about the nurses and describe what they look like. If anyone else were around, I wouldn’t make it so obvious she’s never seen them. In the daytime, when visitors come in and out, or fans who’ve heard that she’s here stop by, we have a little trick we do, though we’ve never discussed it. I walk behind whoever’s come in and from over their shoulder say, “Look, Rozzie, it’s Vanessa.” Rozzie smiles and points her face in our direction. As long as the person doesn’t move, I don’t move either and we’re fine. I’m not sure why we go through all this when Rozzie’s obviously blind, with two large bandages over her eyes. She talks about not seeing and still we do this.

At night, we drop the facade. I tell her who was here, who was fat, and who was not. I bore her to sleep with what she’s missed, hoping it will seem like not that much. “Miriam had on the oddest shoes today,” I’ll say.

Because we are in Minnesota, some people have assumed we are at the Mayo Clinic and Rozzie has cancer. Yesterday in the mail, a bulky envelope arrived full of pot, sent anonymously.

“Is there a return address?” Rozzie asks.

I turn the envelope over. “No. Just a Post-it saying, ‘In case you need this.’”

Rozzie laughs. “In case?”

Every morning I expect to walk into her room and find her crying, but one day melts into another and she may be quiet or introspective, but then there’ll be a joke, or a laugh so sincere I’ll think, My God, maybe I am the only one with problems.



I need to understand why it is so hard for me to talk about my own life. Every question Rozzie asks, I want to fire back at her. “Did you ever want to be a teacher like Mom?” she asks one day. I want to say, I’m not sure. Did you? I always want to hear what she’d say first. Not because I would repeat her answer, but because her answer would shape my own.

I remember when we were children and my mother told me it was important to think for myself.



Paula and I start smoking together in a tiny, uncarpeted smoking lounge furnished with all-plastic chairs. I buy a pack of her brand and ask her to keep it so my parents won’t find it. They have probably smelled it—I know Rozzie has—but in our family we let much pass unmentioned, especially if we don’t see the evidence.

“Very mature,” Paula says, pocketing the pack.

One afternoon she settles beside me on the far side of the ashtray, hands me a cigarette, and I can see something is different. Someone has told her. “So I never knew what your sister did.” She lights her cigarette, then mine. “Movies, huh?”

I nod.

“Freaky.”

I nod again.

“I don’t see many. What is she, pretty famous?”

“I don’t know. There’s a lot of people more famous than she is.” Usually I have set answers to the questions people standardly ask: What’s it like? Do you ever get jealous? This time I don’t.

“So this eye thing is an even bigger drag. Not too many blind movie actresses, I guess.”

“Right,” I say.

“Though of course almost any job you had, going blind would”—she rolls her hand, in search of the right word—“suck.”

I nod. Sure, I shrug.

“So how’s she holding up?”

For a while we smoke in silence and I can feel a tickle in my eyes. I know there’s a danger I will cry in front of this woman, who doesn’t want to see my tears, who’s trying just to get through a cigarette and feels obliged to talk to me.

“Okay,” I say in a small voice.

“And what about you?”

I say nothing. If I speak, I’ll cry, so I nod my head. Rozzie has been in the hospital for two weeks, and though our parents are here, they have jobs that obligate them to leave for an hour, or a morning here and there. They are not the ubiquitous presence that I am, refilling water pitchers, answering the telephone, negotiating visitors. By all evidence, I must seem to these nurses to have no life beyond this one of servitude to my sister. Which isn’t true. I have a life I am running away from. And in recent months I have spent an equal amount of time hurting my sister as helping her. So every impression I give is false.

Paula looks at me sideways, asks with her expression why am I here, sneaking cigarettes, acting like a child. If I could do it without crying, I’d go over it all, as I’ve been doing in my mind, trying to understand so many things: where this business with her eyes began, when I started not seeing what was obvious.

I wonder if I have stood too close or too far. Sometimes I think to explain it all I’d have to go way back, which is what I’ve been doing. My memory begins with the memory of watching her, studying her movement from my shaded spot on the porch, the leaves that rustled and parted as she moved through the tree, higher and farther, onto the branch, in search of the bird’s nest she thought she’d seen. It’s as if my life began in the terrible moment when my sister fell and I understood, in that instant, I would forever be responsible for her.

I still am. I know that.

But it’s complicated. I try to leave the past behind with a sense of pride, as if doing this were a sign of getting closer to the future. Recently I have been going home for shorter visits, deciding about Christmas at the last minute. Many people are surprised by my age when I tell them. They thought I was older, which I take to mean I seem like a person who has put distance between herself and her childhood. I don’t seem like a daughter first, the way some young women do, threading a mother through so many of their stories.

Or a sister, I think, and then I wonder.

Maybe not talking about her, as I have been doing for the last eight months, is as obvious as the way I used to work her into every conversation. For years this was my forte, my hostess gift to any dinner party. “Oh, tell about the time you were on the set in Italy,” someone would say, and I’d wait just long enough for people to quiet, for one guest to tell another with her eyes, Listen, and then I’d begin with a tale about one of my real or fabricated encounters with celebrities, and I’d imagine a web in the room tightening around us all, everyone connected.

Now I see I was really cutting myself off. Anecdotes about the rich and famous make people cough into their fist or refold a napkin, staring into their lap. For a while I couldn’t figure out why; I thought maybe my stories weren’t good enough and tried exaggerating. I put myself at dinner parties with shockingly famous people, but the effect was no different, so I stopped cold turkey.

I pretended to know no one, including my own sister.

I shrugged when anyone asked if I’d seen a good movie.








 



Rozzie, present

She collects secrets, and hordes them.

With no other work, this has become her job: seeming one thing, improvising hourly. She once wanted to be many things in addition to an actress: a painter, an activist. Now she wants only to disappear, to do whatever is required to ensure that she will never be truly seen again. So everything is a lie.

For now, it means appearing fine to her family, making no requests.

She wonders if she’s depressed, but she’s been depressed before and knows what that feels like—the flat, tasteless landscape of days—and this is different. This is even exciting sometimes, how she sees certain things, like the clarity of death and the release it would be.

She doesn’t want to die, but she wants to do something close to it. She imagines falling into this darkness and embracing it, living in it forever. If she could, she would stop up her ears, too, and let nothing in. She’d sit alone in a room full of books she couldn’t read, but could imagine, the ones she hasn’t gotten to yet, but are on her shelf. She would press her face into the pages, find the words with her one eye, letter by letter: Anna Karenina, Madame Bovary. She’d fill her mind with the sad stories of women more victimized than she, and she’d take comfort in that, find solace in characters she will never play. Here, she would think, is a worse life than my own. And here.

Other times, she does want to die.

She sees it as a quiet, understandable sleep. Who would blame her? she thinks. There are so many others who’ve died from diseases not technically fatal.

Sometimes she even composes the note, addressed to her family, assuring them it isn’t their fault. In the end, it isn’t fear that stops her, it’s something else. Curiosity, she thinks, for lack of a better word, because something is happening. It starts on the edges though she’s wearing bandages that block all light. It’s a flickering of color, first red, then shades of red, crimson, fuchsia.

She’s sure it is a memory of some kind and tells no one. What’s there to say, anyway? Yesterday I saw some red? Where does that get her? What might it be?








 



Jemma, 1976

In the middle of the night, we wake to the sound of sirens shrieking up our otherwise perpetually quiet street. I get out of bed and go to Rozzie’s side of the room. She is lying still, with her eyes open. “Did you do something?” she says, as if we’re both going to get in trouble for this.

“No,” I say, pretty sure, though the power of Rozzie’s implication is mighty. I am six and she is eight. Maybe I did do something, I think. Maybe I got up in my sleep and set a fire.

We know it’s a fire because it’s so close we can smell the smoke. Right next door, as it turns out, in the house of our friends, the Cantalonis, the other sister pair on our block, Wendy and Jane. We go to the window and see first the fire trucks and then the fire, reaching out of the upstairs window. It looks like the red arms of an angel.

“That’s Jane’s room,” Rozzie says, even as I am thinking: No, it can’t be.

It’s a long time before our parents finally burst in and pull us away from what we shouldn’t see: their mother on the street screaming, nightgown open, the firemen pulling Jane out, the dramatic rescue of a girl who will later turn out to be already dead.

A week afterward, we are told the mother blames the father. Too cheap to hire a proper electrician, he installed wiring himself that eventually smoldered into the fire that asphyxiated his daughter. Our mother tells us not to listen, that Jane is in heaven now and is happy there. As she says this, though, she cries, putting some doubt in our minds.

I picture the fire, reaching up to the sky, Jane’s soul borne in it. I believe this is possible, just as I still believe if I pray at night, God listens to what I say. A week after the funeral, the family distributes Jane’s toys to her neighborhood friends; Wendy, her sister, stops by to give Rozzie and me a ceramic-angel music box. “Here,” she says, handing it to me. “My mom wants you to have this.” She doesn’t look at us. How can she possibly? We are still a pair; she is only herself now with parents who, everyone says, would rather get divorced than try for another.

Then Wendy says something softly. She is seven, with short hair that often gets her mistaken for a boy. When people did this, Jane corrected them. I never heard Wendy tell anyone herself that she wasn’t a boy. “Jane isn’t dead, though,” she whispers. “She lives in the woods now, at the end of the street.”

Rozzie and I are old enough to know this isn’t right. Our parents have been to the funeral; they brought home a program with her picture on the front.

“I bring her food,” Wendy keeps going. “Anything good I can find. Candy, spaghetti, stuff she’d like.”

I look at Rozzie. What should we do? I say with my eyes, and Rozzie answers me by answering her. “What’s she doing there?”

Wendy shrugs. “She wanted to get away from Mom and Dad fighting. I said it was fine.”

“Is she going to come home?”

“Probably not. She hasn’t decided yet.”

Rozzie hesitates. “Is she happy?”

Of this Wendy is sure. “Oh, yeah.”

Though her parents stay together, and Wendy lives on our street for the next ten years, I never again hear her mention Jane’s life in the woods. I never hear her say Jane’s name until many years later, in high school, when it’s safe and clear again. We’re going to Jane’s grave; today would have been Jane’s birthday.

I wonder how long she believed her sister was alive and needed food, how long she believed she was still in some fundamental sense the sister she had always been. I worry about this periodically over the years—that at any time the same thing could happen to us.



Christmas two years later, the fire still haunts us. There are lights on our house, but not next door. We have heard Wendy’s mother no longer trusts electricity, that if at all possible, she sits in the dark.

Rozzie and I are finished opening presents, sitting in our room, surrounded by our haul. It isn’t even lunchtime yet so this is the longest it can possibly be until Christmas comes again. I tell Rozzie this—we still share a room and most of our thoughts, but recently she has gotten quieter, more distracted. I’ll say something and see she isn’t listening, she’s staring down at her tights drawer or tracing the lines on the palm of her hand. Now she doesn’t say anything because she is studying the present that has most captured her fancy, an album called Mud Slide Slim by James Taylor. Until now, the record we listen to the most is Peter, Paul, and Mary’s Ten Years Together, and our favorite song is “Leaving on a Jet Plane.” Clearly this is different. On the front is his picture. He has long hair and a mustache and his thumbs are hooked into two suspenders he seems about to take off. She is reading the lyrics on the back.

Secretly my favorite present is from our aunt, my mother’s sister, Emily, who is supposed to be sad because she’s twice been divorced, but I always think of her as pretty and fun. I am a little too old for the lunch-bag decorating kit, but still I study all the contents: rubber stamps, glitter pens, corrugated scissors. I want to get started right away, only I won’t waste my time on lunch bags. I have in mind something like the poster collage my friend Mary did of photographed lips. I want to do the same thing, only not lips, eyes maybe, and make it more abstract with these pens and stamps.

“Listen to this,” Rozzie says.

I listen. She reads, “‘Mud Slide Slim and the Blue Horizon. Whoa, Mud Slide. I’m dependent upon you.’”

I look up at her. She smiles. “Do you get it?”

“Get what?”

“It’s drugs.”

“What is?”

“Mud Slide.”

Mud slide means “drugs”? I know so little, only what I’ve heard and read in Rozzie’s copy of Go Ask Alice, where people put drugs in Coke cans at parties, and once is enough to get addicted. Instantly I am scared. Why did Rozzie ask for this record? Why did our mother buy it for her? I want her to look over at my box and see these glue sticks and want what I want: to spend the day cutting up magazines and making a collage. She won’t, though. It’s Christmas and I’m scared she won’t want to spend it with me, that she’ll call her friend Carol and start reading these lyrics with her. Carol will understand what means drugs and what means sex.

For a long time I lie on the floor between our beds and feel sadder than I’ve ever been over something that hasn’t happened yet. This is the way these days, though I don’t have any words to explain this feeling or to stop it from crowding over me. I think about poor Wendy, who has no sister at all.

Then I hear Rozzie say, “You know what I want to do?”

I look up, but she’s got the record out of the sleeve, is holding it by the edges, studying the grooves as if this will help her understand the meaning of the lyrics. I wonder if I imagined her saying something. I don’t speak.

She puts the record back into its sleeve and into the jacket. “I feel like making cookies.”

I am so surprised I don’t say anything. I watch her stand up, walk to the door. “You want to come?”

“Sure.” And then it’s as if I’d been holding my breath for a long time and now it’s okay. Everything’s all right. We stand up and go into the kitchen, where I won’t remember what happens next but I can guess. These are still the days when we eat the same things, when we are composed of more or less the same material, the same urges. We will both eat enough cookie dough to feel sick, so I won’t remember that part; I’ll only remember the earlier one—the part that keeps happening over and over, so much that it will become our whole relationship, our whole life, I sometimes think—this feeling that I am about to lose her and then, at the last minute, I don’t.








 



Jemma, 1983

“Jemma, please,” Rozzie says, her voice weary. These days, she isn’t much interested in her role as older sister, but if we are alone in the backseat of the car, or walking home from school, she will still take the time to explain the world to me, to pass along her pearls of wisdom. “Only snobs worry about matching their socks and their turtlenecks.”

I am thirteen, Rozzie is fifteen, and we are both painful to look at for different reasons. Rozzie is growing her blond hair, which is so pale and thin, it seems some days to disappear into the pattern of her shirt. Though barrettes are big, she owns none; she has never cut feathers, never done anything with a curling iron. I am doughy in strange places—under my chin, the back of my arms—but I have skinny legs. Though I wear a bra, there isn’t much point. When I take it off, my breasts released look more or less like the folds in a fat boy’s chest. I already know my hair is my strength, thick and curly, much darker than Rozzie’s. Sometimes it is too curly, but people have said, “I would kill for your hair.” I also know my weaknesses: My teeth have gaps between them, one wide enough to stick in a ruler. My eyebrows, if I’m not careful, can go thick like two rectangles hovering above my eyes.

I have my own set of problems, but they aren’t my sister’s. In a year and a half, she has grown six painful inches. At night, she tells me, she can feel herself grow. “It hurts,” she says, pushing up her glasses, which no longer fit her face and will not stay up her nose. Sometimes, at dinner, they drop onto her plate. “See?” she will say when this happens. “See what I have to put up with?”

She has gone from being the joyful center of attention in our neighborhood crowd of twelve kids to being a sort of shadow figure, a girl who holds grudges forever, against our parents primarily, but also against her clothes, her friends, her body that is changing in ways that horrify her. Everything is painful; every night a battle. In the dark drama that has become her life, I no longer play even a speaking role. I am part of the house she is obliged to live in, as significant as, say, a picture on the wall or a lamp, maybe. Some dinners she will tell story after story, not looking, even once, at me.

Even in the face of this kind of rejection, I still study everything she does. Strangely, I don’t even resent her apathy. Her life is harder than mine—anyone can see that. I don’t know what it’s like to lie in bed at night and feel my feet grow away from me. There is nothing I can do for her except go back to watching her carefully (now spying because she doesn’t want to be seen) through a trick of our windows—our house bends in an L; my window looks into hers, though she doesn’t, amazingly, seem to know this. At night, I watch her study herself in one of the four mirrors she’s planted around her room.

It’s not the horizon she’s running toward now, it’s something in these mirrors only she sees. Some glimpse of the future. She is not putting on makeup or trimming her eyebrows as I have learned to do, combing them up, cutting along the line. Nor is she experimenting with home perms and do-it-yourself highlighting kits as I have also done on the sly and turned my hair into frizzy, orange stripes I claimed were natural. She is staring into the void, making assessments (I imagine) but taking no action.

I have read I Never Promised You a Rose Garden. I have also read David and Lisa. I am fascinated by crazy young people and I know staring in mirrors for hours at a time is not a good sign. My sister feels too much. She is too intense. I want to dilute her problems by mixing them with mine, but she won’t let me. She loves her troubles. She hordes them, clings to them as if they are badges of some kind of honor. “You don’t have to wear glasses,” she says, not like I am lucky, but like I’ve missed out. She relishes her suffering and her loneliness and keeps it all private—as if sharing it would be the same thing as giving it away.

And so I watch her burn putrid-smelling sticks of lavender incense, alone in her room, with all the lights off. I watch her light fifteen candles in saucers around the room, cue up Joni Mitchell’s Blue album, and sit in the trembling darkness. I have read the books; I know all of these things are signs of disturbance and perhaps drugs.

She has become such a mystery, any of this is possible.

Even as I watch her, alone in my room, I worry that she has equated me with our parents. I am too young not to be lumped in with them, too earnest, too much a do-gooder. I can’t help myself; I still eat dinner with them every night as I am expected to, though she has announced she is too busy to be home every single night. She has said this as if it were a preposterous expectation. I also help with dishes; I stand in the kitchen and talk to our mother, who sometimes looks in the direction of Rozzie’s room and stops what she is doing to concentrate on not crying. Sometimes, I admit, I get a small thrill out of so easily being my parents’ favorite these days. It takes next to nothing, so why not do it?

The thing is, I would trade it all in, in a heartbeat, in a second, if Rozzie would say to me, once, Come here, come in my room. Smell this incense. Listen to this song. I have this problem. Help me.

Even the things I am most worried about—drugs, secrets, sex with boys she barely knows—would seem like nothing in the face of a little inclusion. If she asked me to smoke pot, I would. If she asked me to help her shoplift, I would. I can’t think of anything I wouldn’t do.



One Saturday, Rozzie uncharacteristically agrees to go on a family hike, and we are all so excited, we talk too much in the car, too quickly, as if we expect her at any moment to change her mind and tell our father to turn around. The distance she has kept from us recently has made her that much bigger in our minds, already something like a celebrity. Then, when we get to the parking lot, she climbs out of the car, walks over to the view, and—in a single horrible instant—her glasses drop off and flutter down into the ravine. She screams and then begins to cry uncontrollably. No one can console her. With the eyes of other hikers on us, we get back into the car after five minutes and leave.

Later that week, she sits in the TV room with me. She has refused to get new glasses or accept the contacts our mother has offered to buy her because somewhere she has read that nearsightedness, uncorrected, makes eyes look bigger.

This, too, seems crazy to me. She can hardly see far enough to point her face toward the person she is talking to, which, oddly enough, at this moment is me. “Here’s what I’m thinking,” she says. She is three inches from the set, blocking my view, but it is so rare that she will watch with me that I say nothing. Behind her, the Partridge family climbs onto their bus.

“Do you want to hear what I’m thinking?” she repeats, impatient now. I forgot that she can’t read my face, my expression that says, I am listening, I am listening.

“Yeah,” I say. The trick to getting her to talk, I know, is not sounding too eager.

“I think I’m going to try out for the school play.”

I nod. For some reason I expected much worse. Here’s what I’m thinking: I hate you and Mom and Dad. This seems perfectly innocuous, even thrilling when she asks me to read a few lines of a scene with her. “It’s called The Children’s Hour,” she tells me, handing me the play. “It’s about two teachers at a girls’ boarding school who are accused of being lesbians.”

She says lesbian as if it is a perfectly ordinary word, one she has used many times. We start to read. She tells me she is trying out for the role of the sympathetic teacher, played by Audrey Hepburn in the movie. The other is Shirley MacLaine. This surprises me because it seems to be the same thing as saying, I’m trying out for the pretty one.

I’m certainly not going to be the one who tells her, You’re not. But anyone can see she might once have been pretty, might one day be pretty again, but for now, she is painfully, sadly not. The journey of my looks has been less marked by peaks and valleys—I was never that great to begin with and am not so bad now. Some might even say what with my hair, I’m doing well. Still, I have enough self-knowledge to know you don’t go for Audrey Hepburn or nothing. You aim lower, for Shirley MacLaine; you let your personality fill in the gaps. You imply that if you really tried hard, you’d look better, but you don’t, so it’s fine. This way, you’ll never be like the sad girls who sit with lipstick on their teeth in the first seat on the bus, looking up hopefully at everyone who walks on.

The night before the audition we go over the scene again and she tells me she thinks she is going to get it. “I’m good,” she explains, which terrifies me. She has never acted before, so no one has ever told her this. I worry that the disappointment will be too much—that if losing her glasses produced a scene, losing this part will be much worse. Then she does her monologue for me and I forget all that. She is good, it seems, and she even knows how to cry real tears on command. Maybe she will get it, I think. And then she does.

Overnight, she changes.

She gets contact lenses so she can see what she’s doing in rehearsal. She memorizes her own lines in three days and everyone else’s in a week. She knows the play inside out and talks about it constantly. She no longer calls her character Audrey, she calls her by her name, Karen. “The great part is, they were in love. Or Martha was certainly in love with Karen. The little girl has accused them of the one sin they’re guilty of. Except of course it’s just sexual feelings. They’ve never done anything.”

Is Rozzie a lesbian? I wonder.

This is the longest she’s talked to me in ages, and yet I don’t understand what she’s trying to say. I don’t know how to talk about sex without feeling humiliated. The sexiest thing I have ever done was go skinny-dipping last summer with my friend Sally. After we had slipped out of our clothes and bright white bras into the freezing water of the lake that took our breath and then gave it back, we swam away from each other, into the darkness, scissoring our legs, letting the water touch us with its cold hands. I think about that now and wonder if maybe I am a lesbian.

“This play is really about how poisonous repression is.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“People should be more honest than they are. I’m just sick and tired of all this duplicity.”

I say nothing because I don’t know what duplicity means. I assume it has to do with sexual repression, which I must have because I get so embarrassed so easily. I don’t even tell people when I have my period. Rozzie, on the other hand, says things like “Don’t talk to me today, I’m bleeding like a stuck pig.” The truth is, though I am embarrassed about sex, I think about it often and I wonder if Rozzie does, too. I can’t ask her questions because she might either laugh or tell me I’m the one with problems. What if this is true?

As rehearsals progress, Rozzie becomes more and more involved. One night she announces that the people from the play are now her best friends: “They understand me. Better than anyone I’ve ever known. They also care about things that matter.” By this, she means politics, current events. In addition to her own problems, Rozzie likes to take on world problems, as well: animal rights, global hunger. A few years ago, she talked about going to Africa to work with chimpanzees, like Jane Goodall, or gorillas, like Dian Fossey. Recently Rozzie has started working the Oxfam lunch fast table, getting people to sign a pledge that says they’ll only eat rice and vegetables for the day, which everyone signs, but no one does, except Rozzie, who eats her lunch with big wooden chopsticks.

I don’t do any of these things. I say to myself, they are symbolic acts, gestures at best. Better to do something real and immediate, such as be nice to the girl who has no friends. So I try in that way. But maybe that’s just symbolic, too. It’s hard for me to say.

One afternoon I sneak into rehearsal to watch, and almost instantly, I regret coming. Rozzie is so serious about her role, she seems unable to contain herself onstage. With every line, she brandishes her arms to include the wall, the sofa, the ceiling, in her torrent. “You!” she screams. “You have ruined me. Don’t you see! You are a wicked, wicked girl.”

Her voice bounces off the rafters and echoes into the back. She looks and sounds nothing like Audrey, and I am so scared for what is going to happen when people see this play that I can scarcely breathe. My fears run all over: she will seem like a lesbian, like she is overacting, like someone with emotional problems. When we were little, everyone used to watch her with awe and admiration. She drew and held a crowd with a charm that now seems to me to have turned in on itself. Instead of masking her weaknesses, it is drawing attention to them—Here, I am vulnerable. And here. And here.

After half an hour, I can’t watch any more and I walk home, going over in my mind what I will say.

These last few weeks, Rozzie has seemed to want my company, and she even, occasionally, solicits my opinion. What will I tell her? What if she makes another pitch for honesty?

Then, unexpectedly, she doesn’t ask. Maybe she doesn’t know I came to watch. I let it go. It’s her life, not mine. I need to find other subjects to wrap my thoughts around. Sometimes I make up whole stories in my head that aren’t about good things happening to me but good things happening to Rozzie. Boys falling in love with her. Teachers looking up, eyes wide with surprise. If I keep hovering like this, inches from her intensity and unhappiness, it will swallow me up, take me into the mental institution with her.

And so I devise a plan: I won’t go to her play. I’ll fake sick and will stay home all three nights. Opening night, I do my own raspy performance. I have had strep throat enough times to know what it sounds like. Rozzie stops by my room, as if she is genuinely upset that I won’t be there. Does she really care? I assume not, but I can’t tell. “I wish you could come,” she says.

“So do I,” I rasp, adding guiltily, “Maybe I’ll be better by tomorrow,” even though I know I won’t be because I never want to see this play, never want to have to tell Rozzie how scared I am for her. That she is becoming different not only from me, but from the rest of the world, too. After this play is over, I fear she will begin to live on an island of her own construction, and the only bridge across will be me, explaining to people, over and over, that really, she’s fine.

After the first night, even though my parents say it’s really good, that she’s wonderful, I keep up my own show and never see the play. On the night of the third and final performance, she comes into my room and says, “You don’t want to see it, do you?”

“Of course I do. My God, Roz.”

She stares at me. “If you wanted to see it, you’d come see it.”

“I can’t, Rozzie,” I rasp with no voice now. “I’m sick. I have a fever.”

“Yeah, right.”

Only when I’m back at school do I understand what really happened. She was better than good. People can’t stop telling me their mother cried, they went and saw it twice, she was that good. I hear the word good so many times it loses meaning. There is an acting award given out at the end of the year, and already there’s talk that she’ll get it. I am relieved, of course. A storm has passed. No one is saying the bad things I expected.

Only at the end of the day do I realize I haven’t seen Rozzie once—not in the cafeteria or the hallways. It is a small school; if I need to find her, it takes a few minutes of looking between classes. But today she hasn’t been in any of her usual places.

After school, when she’s not on the bus, I get off and look around. Did she walk home early? On a hunch, I go over to the theater auditorium and find her there, sitting alone in the dark, staring up at the bare stage. Besides the yellow electrical tape on the floor, there is no evidence that yesterday a show was going on. She is sitting as someone might sit in church, leaning on the chair-back in front of her, staring ahead, hands clasped, as if she might go down on her knees to pray.

“Rozzie? Are you all right?”

She turns around and I see the tears in her eyes in the dim light. “I’m just thinking about it all.” She turns back. This is too much. If people saw this, they might hold back their praise, nervous of its effect. “My best night was the second. I was the most on. The most connected to Karen.”

What am I supposed to say? “Good,” I try.

“The worst was the last. I didn’t want it to be over. I wanted to stay onstage forever. I wish there was some way to make these things last. When you really love something, it seems like it always has to be temporary.”

“Everyone says you were so good, Roz. All day people have been telling me that.”

“I was good. But I keep thinking whatever else happens, even if I act for the rest of my life, you’ll never have seen me in this part. It’s gone forever.”

It’s hard to understand. I have grown so sure I don’t matter to her, and now here she is, crying as if I do. She turns around again and for the first time I see it: In the dim, eggshell gray light, she looks beautiful. Really beautiful. With her new contacts, and the glint of tears in her eyes, there is something almost ethereal about her face. I am filled with a surprising lightness, even hope: Maybe this will save her, I think. Maybe it will be all right.
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