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prologue: siblings







I don’t actually remember the day my parents brought my brother home from the hospital, but over the years I’ve invented a memory. It plays in my mind like a sepia-toned Super 8 home movie, old photographs and stories brought to life. A flash of light like the glare of an empty projector on a white dining room wall, and I appear: three years old, sitting on a worn yellow couch in a pink nightgown and fuzzy pink slippers. I wave and pull the corners of my mouth into a forced-looking, rectangular smile. It is the smile that appears in all the pictures taken of me around this time, the smile of someone trying to be a big girl, a good girl. The smile of someone who senses excitement in the air but doesn’t understand it. The tense, pained smile of a new big sister.


There are my parents, standing in the doorway of the living room. Dad is tall and stick thin, with shadows under his eyes, a thick brown mustache barely disguising his youth. He wears a charcoalcolored satin jacket and holds a blue suitcase. Mom’s light brown hair is permed and a baggy T-shirt covers the thighs of her bell-bottom jeans. In her arms is a small rolled blanket with a piggy face peeking out of it, eyes closed. My parents grin. Dad puts down the suitcase and the two of them walk over to the couch, settle on either side of me. Mom switches the bundle from her right arm to her left so that I can get a better look. I touch my brother’s tiny hand. It moves slightly, but the rest of him is still. I touch the fuzz on top of his head. This time he awakens and begins to cry. Mom switches him back to her right arm and rocks him gently as she gets up from the sofa and leaves the frame. Dad follows. I look after them and begin to cry as well. I get up from the sofa, walk toward the camera, and then there is darkness.


For the next eight years, those preadolescent years where hair length and color-coded clothing are the main ways to differentiate boys and girls, my brother and I look the same. Small rounded noses, wide-set eyebrows, soft jawlines, and blunt chins. Short, bony legs and arms. Xylophone rib cages. Our faces the perfect blend of our parents, we seem to belong to no one but each other. Even after puberty frizzes my hair and squares his jaw, we still look more like each other than like anyone else in the family. And yet we are completely opposite: my hair brown and his blond; my eyes dark enough at times to be indistinguishable from my pupils, his bright and shifting from blue to green to gray. But our expressions, our voices, our mannerisms, the jokes we make, the stories we love, the people and places we know, are the same. Our faces are the same. It’s easy to forget that we aren’t, so I do.
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unsaid







My brother and I spoke for the last time on the afternoon of April 26, 2004—a Monday. Home from work with a sprained ankle, I decided to call him because I was bored. Because I figured that, since he was still in college, there was a good chance he’d be home in the middle of the day. Because I’d been trying to make more of an effort to talk to him. In the four years since Matt had left Alabama, left home, to go to Rutgers, since I’d gotten married and moved to Chicago, finished graduate school and started working at DePaul University’s library, we’d grown apart. I was ready for us to grow back together. My efforts usually ended up as messages on his answering machine that were sometimes returned with short phone calls, sometimes with emails. I respected that. I knew that breaking away from the family was a necessary stage in our development as individuals. Matt was three years younger and had more individualizing to do. I could wait. But I wanted him to know I was there when he was ready.


In bed with the cordless phone, my ankle propped up on a stack of pillows, I turned to the S page of my address book—a reminder that I hadn’t been trying hard enough. He’d had that phone number for almost two years, and I still didn’t know it by heart.


“Hello?” he said.


“Hey! It’s me. What’s up?”


“Not much. What’s up with you?”


“I’m just sitting in bed. I sprained my ankle this weekend at our soccer game.”


“Well, that’s what you get for playing sports. That’s why I sit on my ass and do nothing.”


“Yeah, whatever. How was the cancer fundraising dance-a-thon?”


“Grueling, actually. They literally would not let us stop dancing except to go to the bathroom. We were on our feet for twenty-four hours.”


“What? That’s crazy! I thought this was supposed to be a fun thing.”


“Yeah, so did I. I’m sending out thank-yous this week, by the way, so keep an eye on the mail.”


“Okay.”


Pause.


“So . . . did work give you time off or something?” he asked.


“Yeah. It’s kind of pointless for me to go in, seeing as I can’t even walk and half my job is shelving big-ass boxes in the archives. I’ve been reading one of the Faulkner books you gave me,” I said.


“Oh yeah? How is it?”


“It’s really good, actually. But other than that, I’m pretty bored.”


Pause.


“Maybe you should learn to play the bagpipes,” he said.


“What?” I laughed.


“Yeah, I have a friend who is. You learn them one pipe at a time, so he’s just got this clarinet-looking thing, no bag. He’s pretty terrible.”


I laughed again. “Okay, I don’t know about that. I’ve only got a week, you know.”


“Yeah.”


Longer pause.


“Well, I better get going.”


I don’t remember who said that last part, he or I, but I remember what came next. Another pause, this one expanding exponentially, where a single thought surged: Tell him you love him. Three words, small but dense, heavy on the back of my tongue. Too heavy to move, and before I could try he filled the void with the midwestern masculine alternative:


“Take care.”


And I said, “You too.”


I think about it still, how you never know which two seconds will weigh on your heart for a lifetime. In my mind I am allowed to go back, allowed to change one thing—just three words. Sometimes I say, “I love you.”


And sometimes I say, “Don’t do it.”
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May 1, 2004. A Saturday. My parents were out of milk and eggs that morning, so Mom went to the grocery store. The police came, and left, while she was gone. When she returned, Dad was standing at the kitchen counter. By the look on his face, she told me later, she knew that someone had died. She asked who it was, and he didn’t answer. She asked again. Was it her father? No. Her son.


I imagine she felt the same thing I did a few minutes later, when they called me with the news—a stomach rush, fast and cold, like I was trapped on an elevator and the cable had snapped.


The phone rang around 10:00 a.m. I was still in bed, tucked under a leaden cloud of painkillers because the crutches for my sprained ankle had pinched a nerve in my neck. My husband’s voice was a low rumble in the hallway after the second ring, and I had started to let myself sink back under when Ryan opened the door, strode across the room, and shoved a handset in my face. He held the other cordless phone against his ear.


“It’s your dad. He says he needs to talk to us.”


I pushed myself into a sitting position, and the blood drained from my head in a shower of tiny stars.


“Hello?”


“It’s your brother. . . .” I heard the thinness in my father’s voice, brittle, cracking, but there weren’t enough seconds for me to decipher the register of disaster. I didn’t have time to wonder why he needed us both to listen.


“He . . . he passed away.”


Passed away. A layer to soften the blow. Easier to speak, easier to hear. The double s a hushing sound, like the starched slip of a sheet pulled over a corpse to hide his face. A sheet I had to pull back to uncover the short, hard truth. Died.


Dead.


I began to cry—tears that I’d questioned for nearly a decade, lying awake in bed at night, the cocoon of blankets around my body as snug as the pocket of numbness around my heart, wondering if years of Paxil and Lexapro had killed my soul.


Passed away. As if it had been slow, as if Matt’s soul had eased out of the world on a gentle gust of wind. As if he’d been fighting a wasting disease for months, years. Of course he had been. He was diagnosed with bipolar disorder at the age of fifteen, two years after I’d been diagnosed with depression. And even though in that moment I conjured a list of sudden deaths—a car crash, a mugging, a fight, an aneurism—I said, “He killed himself, didn’t he?”


And my father said, “Yes.”


I asked him how, and he told me. Hanging.


I don’t know what I thought next. Maybe nothing. When I resurrect the memory now, my inner monologue is silent. Even the sound of my crying has faded. But I know I was still crying, because I remember the feel of it, like gravel rolling in my chest.


Then my father said, “Listen, your mom is going to call you back on the cell phone. I have to call more people. She’s going to call you right now, okay?” And, “I love you.”


Not the first time he’d ever said those words to me, but for some reason the first time I can remember them.


And then everything was warm and dark. The gravel in my chest had a rhythm and it was soothing. There were still no thoughts—only two bodies on a bed, Ryan’s holding mine. Time didn’t exist until I realized how much of it had passed. Thirty minutes. Too much. Panic froze my tears.


“Oh my God, why hasn’t my mom called? Dad said she was going to call right away. What’s going on?” I pulled out the phone, buried under the covers, pressed the green button, and held it to my ear.


“There’s no dial tone. What the hell is going on?”


Ryan’s mouth dropped open. “I left the other phone off the hook when I grabbed the cordless. . . .”


“You mean she’s been trying to call me this whole time and getting a busy signal?”


I felt sick.


Ryan jumped out of bed, thundered down the stairs, and the phone in my hand rang to life.
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The memory stops there. I have no recollection of my mother’s voice, her first words to me or mine to her. I remember only one part of that phone call, a blip somewhere in the middle, when I recalled in a flash that I still hadn’t received the card my brother had told me he was sending on Monday. I set the phone down, hobbled out the front door without my crutches, down the steps into the foyer, and jerked open our mailbox.


It was there. Right on top. A small, white envelope, my name and address in that crooked handwriting that seemed to have arrested in the fourth grade, much like our father’s. The envelope had a Valentine’s Day stamp, candy hearts, inked over with the Shrek promo that the post office was using at the time: GREETINGS FROM FAR FAR AWAY.


I tore into it, expecting some kind of explanation. An apology. A goodbye. A mistake. I scanned the note written inside: brief pleasantries, an update on his job search, thoughts about what he was reading and writing for school.


I limped back into the apartment and picked up the phone. “It came.”


“Well,” my mother asked, “what does it say?”


I shook my head. “Nothing.”




 







their genes







Two years before he died, my brother started a blog. He didn’t tell us about it, but Mom found it anyway. A student who worked for her at the University of Alabama library was a member of the same blogging community, and she’d friended Matt and told Mom about his page. Mom then told me. After reading the blog, I sent my brother an email commenting on a porn clip he’d recently posted, as well as his hair, which he’d dyed black:


I suppose it’s time I stopped thinking of you as my little brother and started thinking of you as a sexually frustrated onanist with a bad dye job. Anyway, this looks cool but it says I have to pay to join unless an existing member invites me. You want to invite me?


He replied:


I’d invite you but I already used all my codes. Where’d you hear about my blog, anyways? I hope mom and dad haven’t been reading it; I know they are aware of it, so I guess it’s safe to say that mom has made an effort. Whatever, I’m demented, it’s their genes.


Their genes. By then the irony of this statement was a fact of our lives. While mental illness and suicides often trickle through generations, handed down like tarnished heirlooms, it seemed our family was the exception. No suicides or hospitalizations, no addictions or abuse. In fact, our parents were the two most normal people I’d ever seen, so normal it was abnormal. They were like the Cleavers, our friends often said. Dad worked nine to five, coached T-ball, and barbecued on the weekends. Mom stayed home with us, volunteered at school, made our lunches, and folded our laundry. They yelled at each other a handful of times, yelled at us a handful more, but they didn’t drink or smoke or do drugs, didn’t hit us or each other, didn’t break things or cry uncontrollably. They made life look easy, which might be why Matt and I were so confused when we found out it wasn’t.


As my brother and I took turns falling apart, cycling through therapists, psychiatrists, and medications, I felt sorry for them. What could they possibly have done to deserve us? In the brief slices of time when things were okay, I teased them. Karma for some past life offenses, I said. And in the larger slices of time when things weren’t okay, it was part of the unspoken bond Matt and I shared. Their genes. We were the only two people in the world made up of those two people, and yet we’d inherited none of their stability.
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It is the end of August 2012, and outside my office window the leaves of a honey locust shrivel in the heat. I pick up the phone and call my father. I want to talk about the past. I want to understand the veneer, the pageant, of my childhood. Of course I don’t say that. I don’t know how to say that without sounding accusatory and melodramatic. Instead, I tell him that I’m exploring the roots of mental illness in the family—rather, the apparent lack of them.


“Things were different back then,” my dad says. “Nobody talked about that kind of stuff. You had to be going through psychosis to end up medicated or in a hospital. Withdrawing, sitting alone in your room all the time, those weren’t signs of depression. That was just how someone was.


“Hell,” he says, “if you transplanted everyone to the present, there’d be all kinds of diagnoses.”


His father, he says, had a “dark side” and became increasingly depressed toward the end of his life. One of his sisters went through years of therapy. He had an uncle, a World War II vet, who died by suicide. He doesn’t know any details. This is the first I’ve heard of any of this.


But what about you, I want to ask. What did you inherit? What did you pass down to us—aside from silence?


But I don’t. Because even though we’ve come a long way, that silence is buried deep in our code. You could call it midwestern stoicism or good old-fashioned politeness. I’ve come to think of it as a survival skill, albeit a rusty and antique one—it still works, kind of, but it’s a little dangerous and awkward to use. Life is hard; we aren’t born knowing how to deal with it. Some people in the past, like Buddha, have suggested sitting, breathing, and observing our feelings. Others, like Jesus, have suggested we open up our hearts and lean on each other. And then others—my ancestors, and probably yours—decided that it was a hell of a lot easier to bottle up their feelings, quit thinking so much, accept the information people offered, and then mind their own goddamn business.


This silent, MYOB gene is present on both sides of the family. Turns out, however, that once my mom and I got started talking about serious shit a few years after Matt died, we couldn’t stop.


It was strange at first. Really strange. My mother had been a Saint throughout my childhood: a devout Catholic whose well of self-sacrifice never ran dry. She didn’t get angry, or petty, or bored. She was never jealous or selfish or lazy. She was a pinnacle of motherhood, womanhood, humanhood, that was impossible to live up to.


“It was an act,” she says now. “I just wanted people to like me. I felt so unloved as a kid. I got the most praise when I followed the rules perfectly and did things for other people.” She wanted childhood to be different for my brother and me: she wanted us to feel loved unconditionally. “There is nothing—nothing—you can do,” she used to say, “that will make me stop loving you.” I can’t speak for Matt, but that concept frightened me. I think it was because I didn’t believe her. She was a perfect mother—and I wasn’t a perfect kid. I lashed out when I didn’t get my way. I half-assed my chores. I was too skinny and I had buckteeth. I didn’t get the best grades in the class and I hated going to church. I was bossy and whiny and I didn’t like to share. My head was constantly full of mean thoughts, fears, and strange desires. How could she—how could anyone—love me?


Back then I thought that love was a warm, fuzzy, Christmas-morning kind of glow—one it was safe to assume my mother felt all the time. I didn’t know you could love someone and still occasionally want to punch him in the face. That you could love someone and not want to see her, say, more than once a year. That you could love someone even if he voted for “the other guy.” And my mother wasn’t the one who finally taught me these things. I learned them slowly, over a couple of miserable, self-deprecating decades. Mostly from the Twelve Steps, the Dalai Lama, Thich Nhat Hanh, and Anne Lamott.


I was angry with my mother for a while after she started opening up to me. Why hadn’t she told me any of this before? Why had she let me grow up feeling so broken and alone? And what if Matt had known this? Would it have made a difference?


Then I realized some things. For instance, that she felt broken and alone as a child, and so she was trying to be the antithesis of her parents. That if she’d expressed all of her feelings all of the time, I might have grown up a lot more anxious and depressed than I did. And that she had told me some things about herself and her past when I was an adolescent. But I didn’t hear her stories about how she channeled all of her fear and control issues into exercise and anorexia. I didn’t see anything odd about her father’s tendency to avoid leaving the house for years at a time, to sleep all day and sit at the kitchen table all night, smoking unfiltered Pall Malls, washing his Valium down with sweet iced tea.


The Buddhist monk Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche says that to combat basic unease, “we tend to invest the ‘inhabitants’ of our relative or conditional world . . . with qualities that enhance their semblance of solidness and stability.”


My mother adds, “You can’t see these things as a child. Not until you’ve lived through enough yourself to understand them. That’s when you have compassion.”
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After I emailed Matt about his blog, he asked Mom to stop reading it. I felt bad, but I wasn’t sure if it was because I’d ratted her out or because I’d infiltrated his private life. And, even though I hadn’t been directed to, I stopped reading his blog, too.


I told myself it was because I wanted to respect his privacy. I hadn’t lived through enough to know about the MYOB gene yet. I didn’t know that I’d been conditioned to assume, to build out the unknown details of people’s lives in my head, to finish the picture on my own. I’d become immune to omission. I’d stopped needing to know the truth.


I didn’t visit Matt’s blog again until the day I learned about his death. When I attempted to access the page, I found a bright pink screen with a single posting:


I have made an oath to suspend making new friends for an undetermined amount of time. As such, my journal is “friends only.” Fuck off unless you were my friend prior to 4/1/[0]4.


I stared at that screen for hours, wondering about the words locked behind it. I wondered whether our suffering was as inescapable and indelible as our fingerprints. I wondered whether their genes had killed him. And, if they had, whether they’d kill me, too.




 







us







Even though my brother died in New Jersey, even though he and I had lived in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, for six years and our parents still lived there at the time of his death, there was never a question asked, never a decision to be made—he would be buried in Michigan. The day before his wake, my parents, my husband, and I went to the cemetery in suburban Detroit where my father’s parents are buried. As we sat in the office, discussing burial options, we made a quick decision: we bought five plots—one for each of us. It made sense at the time. The future we’d expected had been erased, replaced with a dark gray fog of uncertainty, and we clung to the few things we could control. We would all be buried in Michigan. The origin of memories, our first understanding of home.


From the time my memory kicked in until the time I was six years old, my family lived on the lower level of a two-flat in southwestern Detroit. It had light blue siding with white trim and a concrete slab of front porch with a black iron railing. There was a thick, beveled mirror on the door of the hall closet, claw feet on the bathtub, and peeling gray stairs beyond the kitchen that led down to the basement or up to the neighbor’s apartment. The sunny yellow light of the kitchen was always fighting against the dark of those stairs. My parents’ bedroom was at the front of the house, off the living room, and mine was next to theirs. When Matt came along, Mom and Dad converted the closet beside the bathroom into a nursery.


I remember the sound of my bare feet slapping the wood floors, the screeching tires and shouts of the neighborhood, the kids next door, my friends from preschool and kindergarten, my grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins. But I don’t really remember my brother during those years. Even after he started to walk, talk, smile. I remember the spider-infested sandbox in the backyard, the pink and white–checkered curtains on my bedroom windows, the stuffed dog I named Peanut Butter, but not the sound of his voice feeling its way through my name, or prying blocks from his chubby fists and toy cars from his drooling mouth. Those things happened, of course. But, as is so often the case, the truth of our beginning isn’t the same as the memory. For me, he never lived in that house—except for one small moment, captured in a photograph.


In the picture I wear a red, white, and blue sailor dress, thick brown bangs cut straight across at my eyebrows. Matt wears a red shirt and red shorts, his hair a blond cap of wisps. Our smiles gather our cheeks into mounds, and the photographer’s flash glitters in our eyes.


I was a month shy of four years old that day, so Matt had just turned one. The photographer had come to the house to take our portrait in the living room. He unrolled his gray sheet of backdrop behind the coffee table, which is what we sat on, Matt in front of me between my legs. I was told to put my arms around him, which I did, and there it begins. He begins. His weight against my body, the heat of his skin against my skin, the smell of his head sweet and warm like bread dough.


When I close my eyes, I am four years old again. I feel him filling the space in front of me. The memory is as brief as the photographer’s flash—say “cheese”—and my brother is gone. I am alone again.


I was alone again, back then, until we moved.
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We left Detroit to escape our wife-beating, alcoholic next-door neighbor and the junkie thief who lived across the street. To find playgrounds that weren’t littered with broken glass and nights that weren’t punctured by the pop of gunshots or the wail of sirens. We went to the place where everyone else who could leave went: the suburbs.


For me, the childhood Matt and I shared began when we moved a dozen or so miles outside of Detroit, into the house on Haller Street in Livonia, and ended six years later when, at the age of twelve, I became all-knowing, all mature, and mortified by my family. But from the time I was six to the time I was eleven, life was about as close to perfect as it could be. Those years have merged into a mass of Popsicles and Kool-Aid, the rainbow at the edge of the sprinkler and the sticky-sweet smell of mulberries ripening in the sun; Saturday-morning cartoons and roller-skating in the basement, clouds of charcoal smoke and picnic tables piled with potato salad; Hide and Seek, Pop-Up, Rain on the Roof, and Four Square; the crunch of leaves beneath our shoes and the thunk of candy into a plastic pumpkin pail; the tangy smell of burning branches and the sparkle of a frost-sprayed lawn; turkey, stuffing, and football; snow—a shared sled on a small but thrilling slope, the morning dark and the scrape of shovels, powdered diamonds glittering under the streetlamp, red faces, wet feet, hot chocolate; tiny purple flowers beaded with ice, flares of crimson chests against a gray sky melting blue, blankets of fallen buds on the sidewalks, and the trees whispering to us again.


Of course, those years weren’t perfect. There were fights with friends, fights with each other, punishments, problems at school, and dead hamsters and goldfish. But for whatever reason those memories are separate, flung far by the dervish of myth. Perhaps edited out to justify my rage after Dad got a new job and we moved to Alabama just before my sophomore year of high school—the absolute good of Michigan to balance my teenage pronouncement of the absolute evil of the South.


Whenever and why-ever it happened, it’s the picture I have now. If I really try, I can isolate specific memories. Sometimes I can even reinhabit them. I can lie beneath our poplar tree on a summer afternoon and feel the grass against my skin, taste the copper of cold water from the hose, see Matt’s body curled in the crook of the box elder and hear the thud of his feet when he jumps down. Other memories I can only watch, a stranger from a distant future looking in. There are too many to choose from, too few that give enough, and one that is my favorite.


Every summer during our childhood, Matt and I spent countless hours in our “clubhouses,” the misnomer for the remnants of a square mile of forest once connecting our backyard to those of our neighbors. The first two years we lived in the house on Haller Street there was nothing but trees from our yard all the way to the next road, and Matt and I were explorers. We crashed through bushes and branches, waded in large, slug-filled puddles, and jabbed sticks into the holes where Mom said snakes lived. But the world was ever spreading, and most of the trees were bulldozed to build a McDonald’s. An empty field remained the buffer for the small, leftover corner of woods that became our clubhouses.


We divided the area based on a path stamped into the vegetation that led to the field. On the side of the path closest to our yard was my clubhouse, a climbing tree surrounded by treasure: sticks and rocks, old bottles, and occasionally mini-golf balls that had been whacked over the fence of a now-defunct putt-putt when the field was still woods, their colors dulled by dirt and exposure. Matt’s was on the other side, a bed of ivy that grew up a gentle slope, crawled onto a few pieces of rusty chain-link fence that no longer held anything in or out, and twisted up the branches of trees, twining together into a canopy.


The memory begins in the brush at the back of my neighbor’s yard, facing the clubhouses. It is a warm summer day; the bright sun and knee-high dry grass that mark the entrance to the open field are a stark contrast with the clubhouses, which are cool and shaded and green, the dirt smooth from our many footsteps, the constant rustle of leaves in the breeze like waves crashing and pulling on sand.


I see Matt first, six years old, sitting in a tire dropped into the ivy. Drips of sunlight work their way through the leaves and speckle his fine blond hair, his still-round child’s face, his skinny brown limbs. I don’t remember when we found the tire, how it became his. I was jealous and frequently rolled it into my clubhouse to sit on, but not in this memory. In this memory the tire is his, and there I see my nine-year-old self, nestled in the gnarled tangle of roots at the base of my tree.


We sit silently together in a world of our own making, lost in thoughts I cannot know. I watch those two consciousnesses, one never having known a time before the other, neither imagining a time without.


Nothing happens. No matter how long I stay and watch, we only sit. We never speak. We don’t have to. We just exist.
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You can freeze a memory like that forever—but you can’t freeze a moment. Things change, time marches on, nothing is permanent. In a few short years, I grew a foot. Hair sprouted beneath my arms and between my legs. A swath of pimples erupted across my forehead and chin.


At twelve years old I was (overnight, it seemed) too old to ride bikes, run through sprinklers, invent games, hunt treasure in the field, or use the clubhouses—unless it was to sneak drags off cigarette butts scavenged from the ashtrays of my friends’ parents. And Matt was too young to do what I did, which was called “hanging out” and mainly involved going to the mall with my friends to shoplift lipstick and beg quarters off old people so we could buy tacos. My brother became a reminder of my hideously embarrassing years as a child. Years when I hadn’t known anything about anything, when I’d been a geek, a baby who’d let adults order her around. Now that I was in middle school, practically a teenager, I was way cooler than Matt would ever be, and I made sure he knew it. At home I spent most of my time in my room with the door closed, blaring hip-hop through my headphones (cassettes with PARENTAL ADVISORY warnings that I hid in a shoebox at the back of my closet). And what I said to him, to everyone in my family, most often was, “Leave me alone.”


[image: Images]


We grew close again after my parents moved us to Alabama, and we stayed that way until I graduated high school and started college.


Friends of mine with siblings tell me that this pattern continues throughout adulthood. You come together, you grow apart, you come back together again. As with any relationship, you change at different speeds and you need space to do it. At the time of his death, I didn’t quite understand this. I assumed the emotional distance that had crept between us again was a matter of waiting out our staggered formative years. I was sure that someday, when the turmoil of growing up was done, we would meet again in the garden of adulthood and everything would be like it was before.


And in a way, it is. The boundaries of age and gender that divided us during Matt’s lifetime disintegrated when he died. He is with me constantly now, the way he was in the woods of our childhood—silent, but near. A presence, a memory. Lounging patiently in my periphery.
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The funeral parlor where we held Matt’s wake was about a mile and a half from our old house on Haller Street—practically next door to my grandmother’s church, catty-corner from her grocery store, and half a block away from a Middle Eastern restaurant I’d hung out at with an older, cooler friend the summer before we moved. It had been there (the funeral home, not the restaurant) for over fifty years. I’d never noticed it. While we’d lived in Michigan it had been scenery, backdrop, a part of the everyday landscape of my life that, never needed, had never come into focus. And after we moved to Alabama, every part of that landscape blurred, faded. Each time we came back to visit relatives, the places we’d left behind—stores, schools, houses—that hadn’t changed, that hadn’t been torn down or remodeled, felt smaller and farther away. By the end of our first year in Alabama and the beginning of my depression, I knew Michigan would never be the same, never be home, again. It was relegated to memory. A beginning, and now an end.


While the bulk of people who attended Matt’s wake were from Michigan (family members, old neighbors, friends, and former coworkers), there were people there from everywhere he’d lived. Jasper and Lee, two of Matt’s best friends from Alabama, had come. They were boys I had known for years, who had walked up and down the hallway to and from Matt’s bedroom, jammed with him on their guitars and started bands, sat around in our kitchen, petted our dog, joked with our parents. Seeing them there with my extended family, against the faded backdrop of my past, was as strange and exciting as running into a friend in a foreign airport. I wanted to laugh just as much as I wanted to cry, and I hugged them the way I wished I could hug him—tightly, as if they belonged to me. I suppose in a way they did. They were the last everyday friends of his I’d known.
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“Anyone who has lost someone to suicide will find
and take courage from this brave and beautiful book.”
—~Abigail Thomas, author of -
What Comes Next and How to Like It
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