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For Mom






PROLOGUE

I remember the first time I wrote my brother’s name. I was four and a half, standing on our driveway next to where the gutter spilled rainwater off our garage. In chalk, I wrote his whole name, TIMOTHY.

I wrote all of their names, my new siblings, CHRISTOPHER, TIMOTHY, ELIZABETH, triplets, etched in birth order. I was eager to show off, my whole fist around the chalk, scraping my knuckles when I thickened each letter. When I was done with their names, I held a chalk pebble, a handful of red dust. I needed a new piece to finish my message.

WELCOME HOME MOMMY.

They were coming home for the first time, my new siblings, our family now doubled in size. I waited, perched on our suburban driveway in Orange, Connecticut, until I spotted my father’s Oldsmobile. He stopped in front of my mural, a bassinette fastened next to him on the passenger side. Through the windshield, I saw my mother, still in her blue-and-white nightgown, between two bassinettes braced in the back seat.

I remember the nested bassinettes, my bundled siblings in their hospital caps, caps too big for their infant faces, covering their ears, grazing their eyelids. I remember how they each blinked, in the sun for the first time.

I don’t remember running down the driveway, sticking my head into my father’s open window, declaring, This is the best day of my life.

I know I must have said it. My parents always included that part of the story, used my words like a punch line, the cornerstone to our foundation myth.

I believe that I said it. I was happy, happy enough to mash my chalk into the driveway, happy for siblings after more than four years of pushing Tonka trucks alone on the family room floor.

Tim’s bassinette was the one in the front seat. I’ve seen him there in our pictures. In those pictures, Tim’s black hair sticks out beneath his blue cap, his skin more olive than that of his siblings. In one of those pictures, our mother holds him, standing next to me on the driveway. Tim is a bundle the length of her forearm.



I was twenty-seven when Tim killed our mother. He attacked her while she was sifting through used-jewelry listings on eBay. Tim’s demons, electric in his ill mind, convinced him that the woman who had made him peanut butter sandwiches when he was a grass-stained child was the source of his constant pain. These delusions, schizophrenia’s unchecked crescendo, raged in his head, a rising tide flooding him in madness. After he killed her, he dialed 911, sitting on our front steps, clutching a white Bible.

I was a thousand miles away. I sat, knees wedged under a classroom table, across from a girl named Yamilet. We were reading a Spanish translation of Oh, the Places You’ll Go! I helped her blend syllables into words—por-que, ver-dad, os-cur-as—while she marveled at Dr. Seuss’s neon world. She wore a bracelet around one of her slender wrists, LIBERTAD sewn into the black strands, the name of her Dominican village, a collection of stucco houses pressed up against Autopista Duarte, sixty miles from the Haitian border.

My mother was dead for two hours before I knew. She was dead while I labored in Spanish, tried to answer Yamilet’s questions—¿Que significa “inexplorado”? While we read, Yamilet and I drank water from little sealed bags—fundas—to combat the heat. To open the fundas, we used our teeth, gnawing at the corners of the plastic.

My phone was off. It had been off for most of the past three weeks. Jon, my childhood friend who ran this summer program, approached our table as Yamilet and I finished the story.

“It’s your dad,” he said.

“Momentito,” I said to Yamilet. She was still looking at the book, running her hands over its last illustration, a child moving a Technicolor mountain.

Jon handed me his phone, but when I brought it to my ear I couldn’t hear my father over the children sounding out words in the classroom.

“Dad?” I reached the sliding door. “Dad?”

Outside, sun-seared, I walked toward a shaded alley. Some of the younger children clustered near the classroom, kicking up dust while they chased each other. They called out, “Bince, Bince,” the B sound easier for the kids to pronounce. When I ducked into the alley, I heard my father’s voice.

“Vince?”

My back felt slick against the metal wall outside the classroom.

“Vince?”

In the alley, I asked him, raising my voice, “Are you okay?”

He only needed four syllables.

“No. Tim killed Mom.”

The neighboring house dissolved. My father’s voice disappeared. Our connection evaporated between the mountains bounding the Cibao Valley. I still listened, my lips rounding in an O, but the no no no stayed in my throat, a strangled airless silence. I fell. The gravel in the alley stuck to the backs of my legs.

Juancito found me, the phone still at my ear. He was in his teens and helped us organize games with the kids. That morning he had helped gather spoons for egg-and-spoon relays.

I formed a sentence. With Spanish, I needed a moment to hear the words in my head. Before it was ever a fully formed English thought, my mother’s death was a Spanish phrase, assembled one word at a time. Mother, madre, died, murió.

“Mi madre murió.”

I knew how much murió didn’t say.

On the ground, my body caught up, responded, first just shivering, chin against my drenched collar. Then in waves, wet skin vibrating—cold somehow—then a bigger shaking, a throbbing—now hot, too hot—then retching, platanos and beans a brown paste on my leg.

Jon found me. He and Juancito each grabbed one of my arms, pulled me toward the classroom. Juancito ordered the kids outside. They bobbed past me, filed out into the sun.

Juancito handed me a funda. I bit and tore and forgot to breathe. I tried to squeeze water onto my sticky leg. I held the empty funda, a plastic carcass dripping in my hand, while Juancito opened another, squirted at the dirt and vomit caked to my shin.

Jon’s phone rang, my father calling back with Chris and Lizzie. We said mostly I love you, speaking in a high wheeze.

After ninety minutes on dry, cracked roads, I reached the Santiago airport. In the bathroom with an internet signal, standing over a urinal, I opened Facebook. I saw it without scrolling—Suggested Video, Timothy Granata Killed Mother Claudia Granata in Orange. One of my cousins was arguing with online commenters beneath the article. Someone had posted, Ban white boys with guns and mommy issues. My cousin responded with a paragraph. I stopped reading at the word knives.

This was my first detail.

The plane took off an hour late, flew through a storm. The in-flight entertainment stalled, gray lines freezing in jagged tears across my screen. I watched the lightning instead, the flashes only seconds apart.

My father, Chris, and Lizzie were standing outside of the hotel when I arrived. It would take two days for us to be able to reenter our house, a crime scene. I cried when I saw my sister. She stood between Chris and our father, her head resting on Chris’s shoulder, hands gripping his left arm.

The next afternoon, after the police finished their work at our house, five men arrived in two Ford Sprinter vans. AFTERMATH, their company’s name, was emblazoned on the van’s sliding doors. In hazmat suits, they worked for twelve hours, cleaning through the night, sanitizing wood panels on our family room floor, bleaching the walls next to where we used to stack our photo albums.

In the morning, after they finished, we drove to our house from the hotel. We stopped before the driveway, the gentle slope where I had written my brother’s name twenty-three years before. A strand of police tape blocked our path. The yellow tape, strung between our mailbox and a telephone pole, grazed the pavement, sagging like a long finish line.



I started writing about my brother, about my mother, about my family, because I was exhausted from trying to hide. I had been terrified of my pain, a pain I hid in a silo, a secret I feared might detonate.

When I started writing—in fragments, in halting sentences—I began to recognize a piece of what had terrified me. All of my memories felt tainted. My mother’s death shrouded the past, even the most innocent moments—Tim, a blanketed infant on our mother’s lap, reaching for her glasses, each lens the size of one of his hands. Even that memory, a single image, would catalyze a reactive chain, lead me to their final moments together, to our mother’s body on the family room floor.

Now, when I think about the months, the year, after Tim killed our mother, I recognize how I tried to hide, how I avoided my memories so that I could drive to work, cook dinner, mimic smiles with friends. I didn’t try to write about the illness that roiled in my brother’s head. I didn’t try to write about why all my mother’s attempts to save him had failed. I stopped myself from looking at my family’s story.

But avoidance fractured me further, stripped me away from myself, from all of my memories, until it felt like there was little left of me. Eventually, I had no choice but to look at loss and pain, at all the pieces of my family’s story that I didn’t think I could ever understand.

It was this process, recognizing the pieces, struggling to put them in order, that almost destroyed me.

It’s also what allowed me to live again.
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I avoided the details of my mother’s last day until more than a year after her death. Though I had wrapped myself in fantasies about how I could have prevented tragedy, how I could have intervened if I hadn’t been a thousand miles away, I didn’t weigh that actual day until my hand was forced, until facts cascaded at Tim’s trial, a narrative of catastrophe rendered in precise courtroom detail.

After the trial, I read copies of the defense reports, the documents two psychiatrists prepared for the court. The reports—each a dense fifty pages—evaluated Tim, tried to reconstruct his mind. They began with tables of contents—“Family and Developmental Narrative,” “Days Leading Up to the Event,” “Timothy Granata’s Account of the Event.”

This was their purpose, to build “the event,” to explain “the event.”

The psychiatrists assembled many collateral sources—police reports, interviews with Tim’s former doctors, interviews with family. But their most extensive information came from Tim. Through a dozen interviews, they inventoried his life, his memory of the day he killed our mother.

During early interviews, Tim’s memory was fractured. Psychotic amnesia conspired with trauma to make him forget that day, to forget that he had attacked our mother. During the first interview, Tim sat in a cage, bars separating him from his questioners. When they asked where he was, Tim said, “My college library.”

Over months, medication worked to lift schizophrenia’s haze. Slowly, his memory returned, first in painful flashes, then in a continuous narrative. During his last interviews, Tim could tolerate three hours of questions, offer his own account of his mind.

But even then, nearly a year after our mother’s death, Tim still believed his delusions, saw his persecutors as real demons, not psychotic episodes.

It would be a long time before Tim could start using clinical language to describe his symptoms—delusions, psychosis, schizophrenia. It would be a long time before he realized how thoroughly his illness had mangled his world.

I spoke to him during this period, visited him at the facility where he awaited trial. He was slow to talk about his memories, to show me the pain of remembering. But eventually, he would speak to me, corroborate what he had explained to his evaluators. Eventually, we found our way back to what we both could remember.

But first, I need to show you that day, the event. To show you the terror of Tim’s disease, I have to show you the horror it wrought.

I know how describing this day might color Tim.

But I need you to see him there, see how unchecked disease swallowed him, so I can show you the boy he was before, so that I can show you how we’ve lived in the aftermath.



I know how the morning went.

I know my mother, Chris, and Lizzie sat around the kitchen table, ate cups of yogurt over our stained place mats, the ones featuring pictures of the presidents. The three of them sat next to the refrigerator, our family bulletin board, the place we posted the number for Michelangelo’s Pizza, pictures of our dogs, a newspaper clipping—Tim winning a wrestling tournament. Name magnets, the kind we’d found in tourist shops during childhood trips, fastened these items to the fridge. Our names were stuck in clusters—Chris, Tim, Lizzie, Vince—beneath plastic Statues of Liberty, Maine lobsters.

Chris and Lizzie had moved home after graduating from college. Just that morning Chris had interviewed with a tutoring company over Skype. I know our mother would have told him to wear a nice shirt.

“They’ll be able to see your collar,” she would have said.

While the three of them ate breakfast, Tim remained in his bedroom, curtains drawn to blot out the sun. He hadn’t seen daylight in weeks.

In the months since his discharge from a psychiatric hospital, Tim had grown entirely nocturnal. He spent his nights lifting weights in the basement, his dumbbells piercing stagnant air. My family grew used to the thuds of his dropped weights. The metallic echoes became the white noise of their sleep.

When Tim finished lifting—his sessions lasting hours—he would hang from his feet on an inversion table to alleviate back pain, lingering aches from injuries sustained as a collegiate heavyweight wrestler. Inverted, motionless, he listened to his audiobook of the Old Testament or to Gregorian chants that pacified the demons vying to control his thoughts.

That morning, Tim didn’t fall asleep at dawn. Later, he explained that he felt mounting pressure as the sun rose, a throbbing in his head while he retreated from the basement to his second-floor bedroom.

“I felt doom. Something was breaking.”

To combat the breaking, Tim returned to the basement, to his weights, to the ways he tried to quiet his world. I know he stopped for water on his way to the basement, entered the kitchen, where our mother was lingering with Chris.

I don’t know what she thought when she saw Tim, this break in his nocturnal rhythm marking the first time in weeks she’d seen him in the morning.

Tim’s greasy hair fell in strands over light scars on his forehead. These scars, badges he carried from his wrestling days, were a remnant of a form of the herpes virus he’d contracted from wrestling mats. Open sores on his opponents’ bodies had oozed onto these mats, infecting cuts, spreading the skin-borne disease, Herpes gladiatorum. This is common among wrestlers, and Tim’s sores didn’t frequently flare, but his face remained lightly pockmarked, as though the imprint of his opponents’ blows had fossilized on his forehead.

When Tim looked at Chris, he felt the mounting doom subside.

“I thought Chris was blocking the evil,” Tim remembered later. “If he left, the channel would be open. I would be killed.”

As Tim stood in the kitchen, filling a plastic cup at the sink, he told Chris and our mother that he was afraid.

“If it looks like I killed myself,” Tim said, “it was the devil that did it.”

This pressured speech was not new. Tim’s ranting had been relentless in the previous weeks, thoughts rushing from his mouth like he had been holding his breath for a long time.

I won’t take the medication, the medication destroys me, takes my mind, takes me away from God from salvation perverts my thoughts lets evil win.

Our mother asked Tim what he meant when he said the devil was going to kill him.

“Something bad is going to happen,” Tim said. “They are going to come for me. If something looks like a suicide, just know that I love you.”

Tim had spoken about suicide. He had told our mother several times that he planned to drive his car into the wall of a tunnel bisecting a mountain near our house, but didn’t mention any specific plans that morning.

With his water, Tim left the kitchen.

My mother and Chris sat in the wake of these words. Though the words had familiar themes—suicide, religion, paranoia—something seemed more urgent. I don’t know what my mother feared then—Tim, awake in the sunlight, afraid of the devil.

I know that she called my father at work, that she told him what Tim had said—kill myself, the devil that did it. They agreed to call Dr. Robertson, the psychiatrist Tim had seen a handful of times since his hospital discharge.

But when my mother called Dr. Robertson, he wasn’t available. She left a message asking him what she should do.

Chris sat with her while she made these calls, delaying his plans, a trip to Maine with friends. He was about to meet his friend Peter at the train station, but told our mother that he’d talk to Tim before he left.

Tim was quiet when Chris descended the basement stairs. Chris could smell him, the sweat-stained T-shirt Tim wore during his nightly lifts. Tim’s collar looked wet, limp beneath the hairs darkening his neck. Even in the July heat, Tim wore sweatpants, elastic cuffs stopping before his ankles, revealing patches of hairy skin.

Chris told Tim that he was leaving soon, that he wanted, more than anything, to know that he would see Tim when he returned.

“I love you best,” Tim said.

“See you Monday?” Chris asked.

“Yeah.” Tim’s reply was muffled, his chin tucked toward his chest. Chris hugged him, felt dampness on his brother’s broad back.

Our mother was still at the kitchen table when Chris found her and told her what Tim had said.

“I don’t have to go,” Chris told her. “I can stay with you.”

Our mother told Chris to leave.

Lizzie also had plans for the day. Earlier that week, a charter school in Boston had hired her to teach. That morning during breakfast, she had reminded our mother that she needed “grown-up clothes.” Lizzie feared that her soft features, clear eyes, the pink in her cheeks, made her look like she was still a kid.

When Lizzie asked our mother to go shopping, our mother told Lizzie that she needed to stay at home with Tim, that she had been talking to our father about some of Tim’s thoughts. She didn’t elaborate.

I know that she wouldn’t have wanted Lizzie to be scared.

She told Lizzie to go shopping without her.

Tim returned to his room after Chris and Lizzie left. I know that he sealed himself behind his locked door, sat at his computer.

“I needed to contact the forces,” Tim remembered later. “That was entertainment for them.”

To contact “the forces,” his demons, Tim typed into the Google search bar like it was a medium. He had a conversation with his madness.


I’m sorry ill stop now

I’ll act like a man now

please don’t kill me

I know killing me would be a joke for you

I’ll stop disrespecting you

Just please don’t hurt my family or I



Tim was hearing voices, but not in the classic sense. Auditory hallucination is too simplistic, too Hollywood a conception of schizophrenia to explain what Tim experienced at his computer. To Tim, these messages felt more like discoveries, ideas in his head that he knew he hadn’t put there. These found thoughts convinced him that some “other” had infiltrated his mind—the “other,” his demons. He felt these demons question him, demean him.


What’s wrong with you? What’s wrong with you? You’re cursed by God.



His Google searches were answers, promises to his demons.


I am going to be mature now

I’ll stop supplicating now.

I know I live only because it is your will.

this is good for me

I need to be put in my place

please don’t kill me



Tim spoke with his executioner, terrified, alone in his room, next to the desk where he used to paint tiny models of alien elves.


how does the world treat strangers historically



I know he felt this way, like a stranger, unable to recognize himself, inundated with foreign thoughts. Tim typed how does the world treat strangers historically fourteen more times.

I don’t know what thoughts were Tim’s as he hit return those fourteen times. I don’t know if he was wondering, Why am I suffering? Why am I in pain?

I know that he must have made a connection, that he must have found the thought his demons wanted him to hear. He typed one last search, entered it twice.


domineering women

domineering women



My parents spoke once more that morning while Tim was in his room. My father had reached Dr. Robertson, told him that Tim feared that the devil would kill him, that Chris was scared that he would never see his brother again.

Dr. Robertson told my father that Tim’s words might be an unconscious cry for help. Tim might need to return to the hospital. Our mother might need to call the police.

I know that this was one of my mother’s greatest fears. She was terrified of what Tim might do, barricaded in his room while police battered his door.

“Tim cannot be left alone,” Dr. Robertson told my father.

“Of course,” my father said. “Claudia is with him and won’t let him out of her sight.”



“I couldn’t hold back the force. The portal was open.”

Tim remembers finding our mother in the kitchen. She asked him if he was hungry.

“She was kind.”

Tim remembers peeling a banana.

While he stood at the counter, Tim told our mother that things were going to be fine.

My father still has this text message from our mother, her last.


T said ‘things are going to be fine.’ He ate fruit?! No mention of what he said b4.



Tim left the kitchen for the family room. He sat at our shared computer to search for some weight-lifting equipment. He called for our mother, and she stood behind him at the computer so he could show her something he wanted to buy.

I know that our mother stood close enough for Tim to smell her, the subtle perfume that she wore. Tim remembered this later, how her perfume overwhelmed him.

“It was then. It was her scent.”

Our mother’s scent twisted in Tim’s nostrils, enveloped him, made him choke. Tim’s illness amplified the scent—smell not being immune to schizophrenia’s power—transforming it into something sexual, feminine, a veiled threat: domineering women, domineering women.

“I felt her voice change,” Tim remembered later. “I thought, ‘Could she intend to rape me?’ ”

I know this fear drove Tim to the basement, his sanctuary. He used his weights to strain his muscles, to make them scream louder than the demons in his head. He grabbed some of his heaviest dumbbells, performed lunges, deep knee bends that drew his thighs parallel to the floor. He sank toward the floor, the dumbbells sending tension surging through his forearms, his thighs burning.

While he tried to quiet the demons, his hip cramped. He fell to the carpet. His heartbeat slowed.

“Stretching out the cramp, I had an epiphany.”

I don’t know why it happened there, on the basement floor, his hip pulsing in pain.

“I remembered a friend from middle school football. He had told me, ‘Your mother is very nice, very nice.’ ”

I know that this is how it started, his illness seizing control—very nice, very nice.

“I knew then that my mother had raped him.”

Tim felt the boy blur, become him, become Tim, become swept up in the demonic chorus in his brain.

She raped you too.

“I found the duct tape because I didn’t want her to get away. She had to confess.”

I don’t know if my mother heard his heavy feet on the stairs.

When Tim found her, she was browsing used-jewelry listings on eBay.

I don’t know what she thought when she saw the duct tape.

Tim stood next to where she sat at the computer, their positions reversed from when he smelled her perfume. Tim shook, veins throbbing in rivulets on his forearms.

“I ordered her to her knees.”

I know that he had never laid an angry hand on her. I know that she’d hugged him, recently, and he never shoved her away, never shucked her body from his.

“I told her that she needed to stay, that she needed to be confronted.”

Tim made her kneel in front of the crate where one of our dogs slept. She faced him and he needed to walk behind her to pin her wrists to her back. He squeezed her hands together, wrapping the tape around her wrists, pulling each strip taut.

“I remember that she told me, ‘Tim it hurts.’ ”

These are the only words Tim remembers her saying. Tim, it hurts.

“I wasn’t going to kill her. I wanted her to admit that she raped me.”

As he wrapped her hands with tape, Tim believed that he could feel our mother’s thoughts, like their heads had become permeable.

You were raped as a child.

“I felt that thought. I heard laughter.”

The laughter felt foreign, strange, but then Tim recognized our mother’s voice, her laughter flooding the space around You were raped as a child You were raped as a child.

“Then I heard it, ‘You have to kill her. She is raping you.’ ”

I know Tim felt this rape, a full-body shudder, his brain twisting inside his skull. I know he sensed She’s coming for you first as an implanted thought, then, audibly, She’s coming for you.

In that moment, Tim felt the entire world enter his head.

I know that Tim pulled a standing lamp to the ground. The bulb shattered. I know he pushed our mother to the floor. Her cheek crashed into the wood, her first bruise.

“I didn’t want her to suffer.”

I know that Tim went to the kitchen, found two serrated knives. I know he went to the basement, chose two of his sledgehammers. He had used these sledgehammers to build strength in his forearms, lifting them by the base of their handles, his arm a stiff line from shoulder to fingertips.

I don’t know how he carried two sledgehammers and two knives at the same time.

While he was out of the room, our mother tried to crawl away. I know that she used the phone.

I don’t know how she did this with her hands bound behind her back. I don’t know if she knocked the phone off the receiver, or grabbed its handle in her mouth. I don’t know if she dialed with her nose, or her tongue, or somehow stood and dialed behind her back.

My father received the call at one forty. He was in a meeting, but when he saw Home on his phone, he left the conference room.

“Claudia? Claudia?” he said. “Tim?”

He called back but heard only a droning beep beep beep.

I don’t know why my mother didn’t dial 911—four digits shorter, response guaranteed.

I’ve imagined her calling 911. I don’t know if this would have saved her life, but I know that it hurts to wish that she did something that she didn’t do.

I think she knew when she made that call, knew that her life was in danger. I think she knew that Tim was not Tim, that her son had vanished.

I think she knew and wanted to hear my father’s voice.



Tim found her by the phone.

“She had tried to wriggle away.”

I know that he described it this way, that he used this word with his psychiatrists, wriggle.

I know that Tim brought her back to the spot next to the computer, the spot where he had smelled her perfume.

I remember my mother’s perfume, how it smelled like citrus, like the lingering scent of orange peel on my fingertips.

I know that Tim turned over a coffee table, snapped one of its legs, spilled a board game Lizzie had left behind.

And I know this—I know all this—because police reports smother with details: lists, details, endless details.

Detailed, but detached.

“Claudia Granata sustained blunt and sharp trauma to the head, neck, torso, and extremities.”

Sustained, a long period without interruption.

Sustained, endured without giving way.

Sustained, like my mother absorbed Tim’s blows, gathered them to herself.

Coroners also speak in details, in bulleted lists, my mother’s wounds like notes taken during a lecture. At Tim’s trial, when the coroner read his report, he elaborated, explained—yes, explained—how the burst blood vessels in my mother’s eyes were caused by Tim’s hands around her neck.

And I can remember how Tim insisted, later, “I didn’t want her to suffer.” I can remember at his trial, how one of the psychiatrists said, “He wouldn’t have wanted her to suffer.”

But I remember that she phrased it this way—wouldn’t have wanted her to suffer—like it was the first half of a thought, a conditional clause leading to a but.

But Tim was not in control. I know that Tim was not in control.

This is where I arrive, every time I reconstruct this scene, every time I imagine the spot where he wrapped duct tape around her wrists, the spot where she told him, “Tim, it hurts.”

I think this too.

Tim, it hurts.

If I plotted their history on our family room floor, the spot where he left her would hold hundreds of moments the two of them shared. This is where she slipped Velcro shoes onto his feet, unfolded a Monopoly board by his side, slid him a package of candy canes on Christmas mornings.

This is the spot where she watched him take his first steps. Here, he walked for the first time in a cushioned nursery, a playpen she partitioned with Fisher-Price gates, one of the many safe worlds she made for him.
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When Tim was born, he barely cried. He was quieter than Chris, who had screamed until Tim joined him, like arriving ahead of his siblings was terrifying.

“We knew Chris’s vocal cords worked,” my mother used to tell me. She told this story often, the one about the day they were born.

“I couldn’t hold Chris right away,” she would say. “I couldn’t hold him because I had more work to do.” She laughed when she said this, work, the labor of bearing Tim and Lizzie.

She told me how my father held Chris and Tim, how the three of them watched Lizzie’s birth.

“So calm,” my mother remembered. “Lizzie was silent, didn’t make a sound.”

“You know, your father and I met at that hospital,” she always reminded me.

A bee sting brought my parents together.

In 1983, a police officer directing traffic in Hamden, Connecticut, was stung by a bee. He collapsed in anaphylactic shock and was rushed to the Yale New Haven ER. My father, a doctor at the hospital, saved his life, coaxing his heartbeat to return with a defibrillator. For several days, the officer remained in the hospital, as my mother, an attending physician, monitored his recovery.

Several weeks later, to complete his discharge paperwork, they each went to the medical school library to consult literature on bee sting–induced shock. In search of the same journal, they arrived at the library at the same time.

I never once heard them agree on who spoke first.



At birth, Chris and Tim experienced slight respiratory distress, a condition common in multiples. Tim also had uncomplicated jaundice, his infant liver struggling to filter harmless yellow pigment from his bloodstream.

Because of these minor complications, I met my brothers through a glass pane. I stood outside of the intensive care nursery while my father held each of them in a window, one of his hands as large as each of their torsos.

After three days, Chris and Tim joined Lizzie and our mother. When I visited them, together for the first time, our mother had tilted her bed upright so they could lie against her stomach, three squirming bodies she could tuck into her lap.

During the month before their birth, my mother had stayed in bed, the weight of three too much to support on two feet. Earlier in the pregnancy, my father had installed a chairlift along the left side of our staircase. At four, I looked with awe at this machinery, the chair ascending its metal track as enthralling as a carnival ride.

Even though I was used to seeing my mother in bed, wrapped in a floral comforter, eating Rocky Road ice cream, there was something different when I saw her in the hospital room. She wasn’t wearing glasses and I could see all of the flushed skin on her cheeks and around her eyes. I had only seen her without glasses in pictures, in the framed photo from my parents’ wedding on a living room windowsill. She didn’t look like my mother in that picture—hair too long, lips too red, eyes too dark. I remember her looking that way while she rested with my infant siblings, younger maybe, even though she was wearing a hospital gown.

Born alone, four and a half years earlier, I spent my first years with only my parents for company. I didn’t know until later that my parents had wanted a shorter gap between their children, that they had tried, before Chris, Tim, and Lizzie, to ensure that I wasn’t an only child.

I learned about their struggle to have more children on a long summer afternoon—I was ten, maybe eleven. My mother knocked on my bedroom door, interrupting me while I devoured a Redwall fantasy novel. For much of that summer I buried myself in the Redwall series, preferring the medieval combat of woodland creatures to games of sharks and minnows in the local pool.

My mother was also a voracious reader. I can’t remember a single childhood beach trip when some novel didn’t shade her face. Her stacks of books, teetering beneath the packed bookcase in my parents’ bedroom, would become my library. As a child, I read till my eyes ached. I read so that someday I would need thick glasses like my mother, glasses I would cradle like a trophy.

That afternoon, she sat on my bed, on top of my comforter featuring the caps of all thirty Major League Baseball teams. When she spoke to me, her eyes narrowed behind her glasses like she was aiming her pupils directly at mine.

I was still a year or two away from my father’s puberty speech, delivered to me in the guest room with a physician’s anatomical precision. The only part of his lecture that I remember is his concluding joke, Now remember, Vince, there’s a vas deferens between the male and female genitalia.

That afternoon, sitting with my mother, I asked her if our family would stay this size. I told her about my fantasy books, how many of the heroes came from sprawling families, had dozens of siblings. I asked her if she and my father had always planned to have four kids.

She told me that two years before Chris, Tim, and Lizzie’s birth, she had miscarried twins.

“Why don’t I remember that?” I said.

“You were barely two years old.”

I cried. Crying, then, wasn’t rare for me. In those prepubescent years, shameful tears accompanied moments when I felt that I had failed, when I struck out during a Little League baseball game or lost a new jacket on the recess field. I’m not sure why I was such a tightly wound ten-year-old, why I sometimes felt an uncontrollable welling that I had to bury in my baseball cap.

The crying stopped on the eve of my teens, as though I had learned to steel myself against what had been minor misfortunes. But I remember my tears, how crying made me feel like a wimp, how I felt weak crying in my father’s car after missing free throws during an elementary school basketball game.

But those tears, the ones I cried after my mother told me about the miscarried twins, were different. Those tears felt like loss, experienced for the first time, a helpless feeling, an awareness of absence.

“But Vince,” my mother said, “it was a blessing. We have three now instead of two.”

She called them a miracle. She explained to me, while I looked toward the creased book in my lap, that though I had been conceived “the natural way,” my parents had encountered difficulty having more children.

She told me that Chris, Tim, and Lizzie were born because of something called in vitro fertilization. She never shied away from exact language, always used the technical terms—egg, sperm, embryo. Sperm plus egg equals embryo, I learned that afternoon, though the words had no literal meaning.

During in vitro fertilization, my mother explained, sperm met egg in a laboratory dish, a test tube. My young mind spawned science-fiction scenes, babies sprouting from tubes in dimly lit laboratories.

“But how did they come from you?” I asked.

She smiled. “They implanted the embryos into my uterus to grow.”

I heard plant and grow like my siblings were the basil plants my father watered behind our house.

“Did you choose to have three?” I had stopped sniffling. Too much had changed about my world.

“They implanted three,” she said, “and we were lucky that they all stayed healthy.”

“If they had been twins, which two would they have been?” I thought of it this way, as if any embryo implanted in my mother had to come out as Chris, Tim, or Lizzie.

She laughed and took the Kleenex from my lap, crumpled and damp with my tears.

I didn’t know, at ten, that IVF is difficult, uncertain, rife with heartache. The miscarriage of the twins, also conceived through IVF, must have devastated my parents, left them uncertain about whether they could have more children.

While she was pregnant with Chris, Tim, and Lizzie, my mother must have been terrified. She must have been afraid while I watched her ride that chairlift, afraid that this pregnancy might also fail.

But they were born. They survived.

I think about the miscarried twins now, when I’m alone, when all I have for company is what if what if what if. What would have happened if there had been only two blanketed infants against my mother’s stomach? Would illness lie dormant in one? Would one be born with a long coiled fuse, a fuse that would wait twenty years to ignite?

I hate these thoughts, their winding paths, the way this alternate reality eliminates three people I love.

But Tim’s birth also means her death. It means her pain, my pain, his pain.

And when Tim was born, when he was handed to my father, a slick six pounds of flesh, my mother smiled at the tiny feet of her third son, at the life she had fought so hard to give him.



Chris, Tim, and Lizzie were intrepid crawlers, their curiosity quickly outgrowing the playpen my mother lined with blankets in the family room. They needed a bigger world, so my mother declared that the living room—a space for assembling visiting grandparents—would be transformed. My father sheathed the furniture in plastic, storing the chairs and varnished end tables in the basement.

The piano was too unwieldy to move, but its sharp corners were treacherous, wooden edges the perfect height to gash toddler foreheads. A few years earlier, I had collided with a changing table while running at a canter like a disoriented drunk.

To prevent future stitches, my father wrapped the piano in pink foam board. The foam was the same pink color as the insulation cushioning the metal ducts in our attic, the secret space my father showed me through a loft ladder he conjured on the ceiling of my mother’s closet.

Sealing the piano was a sacrifice for my father. To my young ear, he was a virtuoso, a musical magician. When he played, I stood behind him, my chin just above his shoulder. I remember thinking that the keys looked like a long, smiling mouth, so much cleaner than their worn wooden frame. Before he’d start playing, I would look down toward his feet, hovering over pedals that looked to me like tarnished blown-up pennies.

My favorite song, the one I always asked him to play, was “Malagueña.” I couldn’t pronounce the ñ or much of the title, so whenever I requested the song, I always said Mal-uh-gain-yuh.

The piece starts with a deliberate rhythm, almost like a march. To mimic its pace, I would shuffle my feet like I was a soldier my father was calling to muster. The music grew beneath his hands, his fingers touching the piano and bouncing away like the keys were hot from sitting in the sun. Soon, his hands were far apart—the right dancing over the high notes, the left powering the song’s driving momentum.

Later, when I heard other versions of this song, I realized that my father built speed faster than the music called for, accelerating from allegro to presto as I bounced behind him. It was as if my watching, my responding to each note, fueled his fingers while they flew across the keys.

My mother played the piano too. Later, when we were much older, she took lessons from a woman she found on Craigslist. For almost an entire year, her last year, she worked to perfect a Chopin nocturne, Nocturne in E-flat Major op. 9, no. 2.

My mother was no virtuoso. She didn’t have my father’s dexterity or flair for performance, and she moved through the Chopin nocturne more slowly than the music directed. But her novice pace gave the notes more time to breathe, to soothe, the melody becoming a lullaby. She practiced that piece over and over until her mistakes vanished, notes floating in phrases.

It wasn’t until after her death that I realized how often she had filled the house with Chopin. In the silence I remembered the piece, my memory a phantom sense heightened through absence.

In her last month, when Tim had grown impossibly ill, my mother would play the piano for him while he slept. She would play that Chopin piece directly below his room, trying to lift the nocturnal rhythm of his madness.

Sometimes I listen to that nocturne now. The most beautiful version I’ve found is on YouTube, played by Lithuanian pianist Vadim Chaimovich. The video features a single still image, Vincent van Gogh’s The Starry Night.

When I listen to the song, I let Van Gogh’s swirling sky fill my screen. I imagine Van Gogh, mental illness haunting his life, and see psychosis as the whirlpools churning the sky around his stars.

I imagine Tim’s psychosis, his nocturnal madness, and remember all the hours my mother spent at the piano trying to soothe the raging nightscape that howled in his head.



When I visit my father at home, I excavate Tim’s room, a space largely untouched since he killed our mother. There, I’ve found artifacts—old homework assignments, drawers stuffed with XXXL sweatshirts, Christmas cards from Lizzie signed Love, your best and only sister.

I take things from his room that I need, things I’ve lost. I’ve taken a stapler, an extension cord, nail clippers. I’ve taken an abandoned glasses case, one that has his name written on the inside. The writing is not his own—the rounded a’s of Granata identify our mother’s hand. Every night after I remove my dry contacts, I see Tim’s name as our mother wrote it when I reach for my glasses.

In his room, I’ve found a child’s journal, a first-grade assignment. In the journal, when he writes his best and only sister’s name, the L towers over the other letters. In one entry, he lists his first words—Mama, Dada, Wince Wince, because it took him years to pronounce the V starting my name. I look at that entry, at my name next to Mama, Dada, at his child’s mind placing me on the same plane—older brother, caregiver.

As my siblings got older, they became the playmates I had wanted. Eventually, the three of them grew tall enough to clamber over the gates my parents used to partition the house. When they became capable walkers, my mother decided that it was time for more ambitious outings. They had, of course, left the house before, but these expeditions only worked if my father was there, or if my mother pushed the triplet stroller around the cul-de-sacs of our suburban neighborhood. That stroller—three canopied seats in a straight line—was as long as a hospital stretcher, difficult to maneuver on the rolling hills of Wild Rose Drive. Too large to fit in the car, the stroller offered no help if our mother wanted to move beyond our quiet streets. She had one more toddler than hand.

Her solution involved a harness system, a way of tethering her children to one of her hands.

“This is your tail,” my mother said, showing the new apparatus to Chris, Tim, and Lizzie. Because the harnesses attached to the waist, the three of them took to this game, imagining a tail had sprouted at the base of each of their backs. With this system, my mother could hold on to all three at once, allowing us to travel as a blob through the mall, trundling past window-shoppers and fountains.

On these trips, I was deputized as my mother’s second in command, nudging my siblings back into line when one tested the bounds of the tether.

My mother must have been conscious of how this operation looked, holding the knotted end of her children’s leashes. She wouldn’t have wanted passersby to see her tugging at one of her kids, yanking their yellow line taut.

I never felt what it was like to walk with one of these harnesses around my waist. Having entered the world alone, I never needed my mother to pin a tail to me.

I don’t remember much of my life before Chris, Tim, and Lizzie were born; my memories only sharpened once they entered. Life before them exists only in fragments—an afternoon sitting next to my mother under a circus tent near New Haven Harbor. That afternoon is my first memory, though it feels more like a dream—the arching red-and-white tent, the smell of animals, my feet hovering over crushed peanut shells. I see her too, sitting with her hand over mine, her glasses moving when she smiles, when she laughs, when she points at something in the ring far below.

My mother never needed to hold me by a harness, but I watched her hang on to Chris, Tim, and Lizzie, how she kept them close, a short line away.

At her funeral, I told this story, how my mother held a cluster of knots to lead my siblings through the mall. A nice anecdote, I had thought, a way to bring levity, balance the eulogy against tragedy. Here, mourners could picture my mother—a mother with her hands full—corralling her children, shepherding them logically, lovingly.

But I had another motive, another reason for including this story. I wanted everyone to imagine a time when my siblings had been small enough for her to hang on to. I wanted them to see Tim, a boy in Velcro shoes, slack tail an arm’s length from our mother. They needed to see, I thought, an innocent child toddling alongside his mother in the mall.



My parents unwrapped the piano when Chris, Tim, and Lizzie were in second grade. The rug vanished and the fancy furniture returned, shifting our venue for play to the basement.

Until then, our basement had been an untamed cement space, a jungle of metal support posts orange with flaking rust. There, in the dusty dark, I designed haunted houses, hoarded tubes of fake blood, synthetic cobwebs, and mutilated zombie masks. I remember the insides of those masks, how my condensed breath glued the rubber to my cheeks and chin.

My haunted houses were a year-round affair, creations I showcased to my friends through guided tours. Chris, Tim, and Lizzie took part, venturing into the semidark with me. They hid behind old furniture or the furnace, under the space beneath the stairs, in a long narrow corridor extending away from the house’s foundation. Had my parents been different people, this cement sliver could have been a wine cellar, the corridor like a catacomb, subterranean space out of a Poe story.

When my parents decided to finish part of the basement, they cut a rectangular hole into what had been my dungeon, sealing the space with Sheetrock and green carpet. This new room became our arena, the scene of the battles I would have with my siblings when they grew from teetering toddlers to sturdy children.

Our basement battles pitted my three younger siblings against me, their strength in numbers compensating for my size. We wielded whatever weaponry was available—discarded foam booster seats, deflated exercise balls, oversize stuffed animals, a bruised beanbag chair.

Despite the effectiveness of some of our makeshift weapons, I don’t remember any tears during these brawls. But there was an intensity to those struggles, Chris staggering to his feet after I knocked him down with a booster seat, Lizzie pulling the back of my T-shirt while trying to strike me with her exercise ball, Tim swinging the beanbag chair, his back pressed up against a white wall.

Our childhood was filled with routines, repeated family ventures that grew into traditions, memories. Throughout childhood—for thirteen consecutive years starting when my siblings were five—our family rented the same cottage in West Yarmouth, Cape Cod. We made this trip for a week every August.

The cottage sits on an estuary that spills into Lewis Bay, a broad cove shielded from the naked Atlantic by a long isthmus. I still remember how the inlet stank, its tidal waters flowing over crab carcasses, seagull droppings, abandoned lobster pots. We loved that smell. As children, that smell meant hours of muckraking, digging for fiddler crabs, jabbing at shallow-water dwellers with ragged nets.

We paddled old canoes on that estuary, green boats with faded maple leaves on the bows. We wore sea-bleached life jackets, speckled like ripening peaches.

Our mother had two rules for canoeing. We had to wear the crusty life jackets, which, slippery with seawater, sweat, and sunscreen, chafed our shoulders. We were also not to cross the bay, the cove opening at the mouth of our inlet.

We set out to cross the bay when I was twelve. Chris, Tim, and Lizzie were eight. Tim sat in the bow and I commanded him from the stern while Lizzie sat folded between us on an extra life jacket. Chris—sick, I think—stayed home.

As we left the estuary, we passed a number of boats moored in West Yarmouth harbor. On one boat with a name like Seas the Day or Sea la Vie, a woman stalked the bow, opening compartments, slamming them shut.

“SHIT! BRIAN!” she yelled back toward the tiller, perhaps at the invisible captain.

At eight, Tim and Lizzie were no strangers to swearing. As their big brother, I had taught them a few words so that no one would mistake them for naïve on the second-grade recess field.

After hearing “SHIT! BRIAN!” projected across the bay, Tim and Lizzie mimicked the harried lady. They yelled, back and forth in a sort of call-and-response, “SHIT, BRIAN, SHIT, BRIAN,” and I turned the phrase into a chant, a cadence for paddling.

When the bow of our canoe hit the beach on the far side of the bay, Tim hopped over the side, wincing when his bare feet crunched shells thick as gravel on the sand.

“We’re alone,” Lizzie said.

Not knowing what else to do, I ordered Lizzie to turn around, unknotted my bathing suit, and peed onto the broken seashells. Tim, cackling like a banshee, pulled down his trunks and did the same.

Paddling back took a bit longer. The wind, which had shortened the first leg of our trip, slowed us down. Lizzie, noticing that we weren’t making much progress, cajoled us, splashing her hands in the water to make us paddle harder. Without speaking, Tim and I stopped paddling. He swiveled his hips to face her from the bow, brandished his paddle, and began slicing the water, dousing Lizzie. As she covered her face, I joined in, soaking her.

“Stop. Okay. Stop,” Lizzie pleaded. Eventually, she started laughing, yelling, “SHIT BRIAN SHIT BRIAN.” We slapped our paddles against the water and in the process of attacking Lizzie, Tim and I soaked each other.

When we started paddling again, the extra water in the boat weighed us down.

“Start bailing,” I commanded Lizzie, “or we’ll throw you overboard.”

Cupping her hands, she bailed in ounces, making little progress. We had been gone for some time and I was beginning to fear that our absence had grown conspicuous.

When we approached home, our mother sat on one of her reading chairs. No novel shaded her face.

“How far did you go?” She didn’t wait for us to tie up.

“Across the bay,” I confessed.

“Alone?” she said. “With Tim and Lizzie?”

“They were with me,” I said, looking away from her, toward the book she had discarded in the grass.

“We were fine,” I said.

I can remember this now, visit that afternoon without fearing that the future will trespass. For a long time, pain worked like subtraction, erased the memories I have alongside my brother. For a long time, when I saw Tim in his childhood life jacket, I would also see him in a white jumpsuit, crying during his arraignment for our mother’s murder.

At first, I fought back, tried to separate my life into before and after, as though memories were photographs to sort into albums.

But our brains don’t work this way, don’t hold memories in discrete banks. There’s no brain librarian scurrying through our archived experiences, pinpointing specific volumes.

In reality, memories are more feeling than fact. Though we want to think of our memories as one long record, the reel of our greatest hits, a memory is a constellation of infinitesimal changes, electrical signals and hormones that elicit feelings—We felt good paddling our canoe, happy in each other’s company, joyful in the sun.
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