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I miss her. I miss her. I miss you.
“As if I could possess the firegrief that

possessed me. Wrestle the wind to the floor for

daring enter my house. But it’s just me down

there, gripping my shoulders, threatening my

own heart. Have you ever seen the dark split

into two peaches? Sickness is a lot like that.

To the uninitiated it looks like fruit. Wise, shiny,

certifiably cherry. Do you mind if I die while I

say it?”

-Shira Erlichman, “Ode to Lithium #75: Mind over Matter”
My little sister called me erotic.

We walked on Haskell Street, on the blacktop. People returning home drove by slowly, some waving and others squinting against the glare of twilight. All of them trying to get home. 

“Your thighs never touch, not even when you walk,” Chandy said. “Men look at you all the time.”

She was six, and though I was sixteen, I had never thought about my thighs. I discovered she was right. No touching. 

“Men don’t look at me,” I said. “Erotic. Where’d you learn that word anyway?”

“I watched soaps with Mom yesterday. Skinny, naked people were kissing. I said it was boring and asked why people watch it. Mom said it was erotic, and people love watching erotic things.”

“You shouldn’t listen to Mom.”

“Because she’s wacko,” Chandy said, pulling her crimped hair into a ponytail.
My mother was insane. Everyone knew this, but Chandy was the only one who would say so. Mom paced the hall at night. She didn’t cry or talk. Every night from two-thirty to four o’clock, she wore a path of silence into the hall’s blue carpet. 

During the day, she watched soap operas, and in the evening, she watched different shows, all addictive, like soap operas. For the most part, my mother did not speak during the day either. She occasionally preached to Chandy and me about our bad habits, like a normal mother. Chandy once asked my mother about her bad habit—“the walking up and down the hall at night”—and received in response a channel change. My father took Chandy and me into the kitchen. We’ll upset her if we say anything about the pacing, he said, because she doesn’t remember it. Dad said it was good that she didn’t remember, that it made things easier. 

I wasn’t sure if she remembered or not. I had long since stopped understanding my mother. I wished I could make myself stop trying to. I let myself get obsessed with the gap between my hips and started practicing a very strange kind of walking in front of the mirror in my bedroom. Then, one day, weeks later, I looked at my mother’s body, and stopped looking at myself in the mirror. I tried to stop remembering my body altogether. 
*
In our neighborhood, the concrete for sidewalks was laid a few days before Chandy’s seventh birthday. After it dried, she went on walks more often. Alone. Before, I’d had to go with her because my parents worried about Chandy being on the street by herself. 

“Lauren, want to go on a walk with me?” she asked one night soon after the sidewalks had solidified.

I was clearing the table after dinner, as always. Chandy followed me into the kitchen. “You know I don’t have to go with you anymore,” I said. 

She put one hand on the kitchen table, which was level with her waist, and leaned against it. 


“I like you going with me,” she said.


“Can’t. Geometry test tomorrow.”


Mom walked in and put out her cigarette in the sink. 


“Forget about school, Lauren,” she said. “You’ve got to live.” Then, she pushed me over, turned her head upside-down, and washed her hair with dish soap in the sink. Neither Chandy nor I flinched or gawked or tried to stop her.

“Watching T.V.,” Chandy said. “That’s living.”


“I’ve already lived.” Mom flung her short, wet hair back and said, “Lived so much it hurts.”


I handed her a dishtowel that she refused.


“Do commercial breaks last this long?” Chandy asked.


After another lighting another cigarette, Mom handed the pack to Chandy and left.

“You coming with me?” Chandy asked, throwing the cigarettes away.

“I told you, I can’t.”

Saying nothing, she pushed off from the kitchen table and walked out the backdoor. She rarely asked anything of me, and her silent exit begged in a way she would not.

I rinsed one more dish and followed.

I found Chandy in front of the house, pink legwarmers slouching as she nudged a cricket with her toe. The cricket finally jumped, perhaps sensing, as Chandy did, my presence. We began our walk.


Haskell Street was narrower. The sidewalk was a definitive separation between home and road, a neutral ground our neighborhood had not yet learned to deal with. Yes, cars and adolescent basketball games had been moved to the driveways. But no one yet rolled strollers on the sidewalk. No one yet played hopscotch or jacks on it. No one yet rode bikes on it. It’s like the sidewalk froze most things. But Chandy walked.


“Know why I love the sidewalk?” Chandy said. “Because it’s safe. No cars allowed.”


“I never would’ve let a car get you,” I said, tugging at her ponytail.


“You don’t have to protect me now. We’re safe.”

We proceeded on that shimmerless white concrete, safe on Haskell Street for the first time, whatever that meant.

*

Chandy often asked what my ten years as an only child had been like, what my mother had been like. That’s how Chandy talked about the mother our mother had been before.
Before Chandy was born, our mother was sane. She wore floral dresses, and her hair smelled of strawberries. She cooked pasta and kissed my father all the time. She read to me, told me stories she never told Chandy. She told me the story of how she and Dad met.


In 1976, my father’s parents moved from Springfield to a house on Haskell Street. During his spring break from the UMass, my father visited for the first time. My mother rented a room on Haskell Street. She was a recently graduated art student, a painter, and, like so many before her, had come to Gloucester for the “purity of the light.” 

They met on the blacktop. My father was riding his bike. Mom mentioned that she liked biking, too. He asked her to go to biking with him that weekend in Dogtown, a massive park in Gloucester. My mother, who had been there before, told him to bring a compass so they wouldn’t get lost. 

My father picked her up early the next Saturday morning. By mid-afternoon, they were progressing well on the intermediate bike trails of Dogtown. By twilight, they were lost. My mother got out the compass she’d brought and led them southwest, back to their car. 

When asked how he knew my mother was “the one,” my father always said she was “the woman with the compass.” He fell in love with her practicality. I always thought that was why she gave up painting when she married.

*
On certain nights—usually windy ones when the broken shutter on my window inconsistently beat the side of the house—I lay awake and listened to the creaks that echoed my mother’s footsteps. I could tell exactly where she was in the hall. 


When I was not awake, the creaks sometimes made me dream about her. In these dreams, most often, Mom died. In one, I found her in the bathroom, lying in the bathtub. She had slit her wrists (the right way, the long way), but paint instead of blood was flowing into the bathwater. As different colors flowed from her, the bathtub became a child’s watercolor painting. Colors swirling, my mother dying. A vague landscape formed and then faded to brown. Having escaped with the colors, my mother was calling me from downstairs. Breakfast, she said. Breakfast. 

From the time I was fifteen until I was nineteen, I had dreams like this. Of the ones I remembered, my mother died nine times and escaped three.

*

I went to a state school to become a nurse. Something practical. I didn’t worry too much about Chandy because she’d been in therapy for a year now. My idea, and Dad agreed.

During March of my first year, my mother attempted suicide (pills: quetiapine) but survived, escaping death as she had in three of my dreams. 


I was the first to arrive at the hospital, the first to see my mother after the attempt. Her hair, her eyes, her skin were cigarette-ash gray. Her eyes were on the television. 

She was in the hospital for a week, cracking all the jokes that she could about General Hospital. Dad, Chandy, and I spent a lot of time there, but we went in her room only briefly. During the second day, my father came out of her room crying. Eyes puffy and nose running, he was the first casualty of my mother’s attempted suicide.


“I can’t even hold her hand,” he said. “She seems so angry.”


“You don’t have to hold her hand,” Chandy said.


“Yes, I do. She’s my wife.”


“She’s my mother, and I don’t hold her hand when I go in there.”


“You’re too young to understand, Chandy,” he said.


“I understand. Mom’s insane and tried to kill herself.”

With a broad swipe, my father slapped Chandy. She fell back into one of the waiting room chairs, and he walked away, not crying anymore. 

“He’s just upset right now,” I said, putting my arm around her. “This is the worst thing that’s ever happened to our family.”


Chandy laughed, leaned forward in the chair. 


“Why’re you laughing?” I asked.


“Because,” Chandy said. “That’s me, not that dumb suicide attempt. Trace it to the root. That’s what my therapist says.” She let me hug her to express my disagreement. “Want to know the most important thing I’ve learned in fourth grade so far?”


“What?”


“History repeats itself,” she said, looking down at the tile. 
*

My mother went home two weeks after she’d first attempted suicide. She went to therapy twice a week for a while, then once a week, and eventually once a month. Chandy never talked about therapy helping my mother, only about how my mother tried to start painting again. My father set up things in the attic for her, but she didn’t, or couldn’t, paint. After two weeks of trying, my mother duck-taped a blank canvas to the window in the attic. Chandy said she resumed pacing. 

I came home for vacation that May. I saw the blank canvas in the attic window, and at night I heard my mother pacing. I also discovered my father and Chandy getting along better than he and I ever had. He seemed to respect Chandy’s callousness. I was still wary of it. My father and I discussed Chandy, her continuous refusal to overlook my mother’s condition, even though following the actual attempt, it was more appealing to do so. We didn’t focus on Chandy to understand my mother but to perpetuate the safety of not understanding. If you view a mental disorder through a child’s eyes, you don’t have to understand the illness and its cure. Rather, you get to focus on protection, safety. Those children of mental disorders and their tragedies, they move you through time in the way that the same disorders freeze it and act outside of it.
*

Chandy retained her callousness through high school. After graduating, she went on vacation to Cancun, a place thousands of miles away from home. She overlooked insanity and the clean divorce our parents were finalizing. I was relieved that Chandy was far from home, that she would soon be at college and not even living there any more.

We talked to each other almost every day that summer. I was working as third-shift R.N. at Evanston Hospital in Illinois, and Chandy usually called me late in the morning when I was asleep. 


“Lauren, I’m never leaving,” she said to me one morning.

“You’re leaving tomorrow.”

“I was on the beach all night,” she said. “Alone. Just lying here.”

“Doesn’t sound safe.”

“Listen. Can you hear that?” 


I heard nothing. “Waves?” I asked.


“No, the heat. Can’t you hear it? It’s beautiful.”


*

When Chandy was in her second semester at UMass, our mother jumped out of her second story bedroom window in our house. She was found three hours later when the mail came. 

I arrived at the hospital after Chandy. Dad didn’t come. When the divorce had been finalized, he left home. He never came back, not even when he heard about my mother’s second attempt. 

Mother was unconscious and had broken her left leg and her right arm. Chandy and I took hour-long shifts in her room. 

In the afternoon of the fourth day, I was in Mom’s room. There were flowers and balloons from people she’d gone to therapy with. None of these people actually came to visit, and the flowers were already dying.

Mom’s head turned toward me, and her eyes opened.

“Lauren,” she said. 

“How do you feel?” I whispered.

She looked around the room at the gifts. 

“Beautiful” she said. “The flowers. Can I hold one?”

I handed her the freshest rose I could find. She fell asleep holding it.

In the lobby, Chandy had just returned with two cafeteria dinners. I told her Mom had come to but was now asleep. 

“Such a relief,” she said. “I’ll look in on her after we eat. Maybe she’ll be awake again then.”

As we ate, a cart stacked with vials of blood was wheeled by.

“I’m leaving tomorrow,” I said. “I have to go back to work.”

“Okay.”

“I hate to leave—”

“No, you don’t,” she said. “We all want to leave, but we never say so. That’s the problem with this goddamned family.”

*
After that, I hired a live-in nurse to stay with Mom in the old house. The nurse helped her get around and made sure she took all of her medication. Mom wrote me, I hate the nurse and the pills. They remind that things have gone wrong. I remember how much I love you but how often I’ve failed you. I remember painting, trying to paint. Pre-suicide notes. They came every week after that, thick enough to require two stamps, sometimes three. That year, I didn’t read any except the first. It was hard enough to forget, lines reverberating in my mind long after I’d read them. Eventually, she stopped writing me. The pills make me sad and angry. It’s strange to feel again. And it seems unfair that I can’t feel joy or peace. I don’t even laugh. I couldn’t understand my mother. I fought no battles against myself. I didn’t want to fight against her. In this and in other things, I was alone, and it was easy. I wasn’t erotic and didn’t care to be. I didn’t smile, and no one smiled back. No mirrors. Ancient sidewalks everywhere. In Evanston, everyone was practical and comfortably indifferent. You see, it wasn’t about leaving home. It was about forgetting you’d ever been there. I slept well, and the wind encased me in my own Oz where the wizard worked well and where there were no footsteps in the middle of the night.
*
When Chandy was twenty-four, she moved to Boston and started working as a journalist. I was still in Evanston. One cool September morning, I got off of a third shift and had two messages from Chandy. 

 A regular Sylvia Plath, isn’t she? she said. Except she can’t write poetry. Bet she can’t paint either. There was a pause, and I could hear beer bottles clanking in a refrigerator. What she should’ve done the first time was jump off those goddamn rocks. The ones the tourists love. Much more dramatic. Artistic.
Lauren? she said on the second message. I miss her. I miss her. I miss you. Lauren, why aren’t you answering?
I called her back, but no one answered. Again at eleven o’clock, no one answered. 

At noon, I received a call from a nurse at a hospital in Boston. Chandy had alcohol poisoning. Chandy’s roommate found her on their couch early that morning making choking sounds. She called an ambulance, but the paramedics were unable to revive Chandy. She was rushed to the emergency room of Boston Memorial. A few minutes ago, she had finally regained consciousness. 

I arrived at Chandy’s apartment at nine o’clock that night, and her roommate opened the door. Chandy was lying on the couch drinking water. 

“How do you feel?” I asked.

“Like shit,” she said. “My chest really hurts.”

“Where?” I asked.

“Right here,” she said, pulling up her shirt and pointing to a half-dollar bruise between her breasts. 

“The nurses did that when they were trying to wake you up,” I said.

“Well, it hurts. And I threw up, too.”

“You’ve eaten already?”

“I was hungry,” she said.

“You shouldn’t have tried eating already,” I said. 

Chandy touched her bruise, testing for pain. 

“What happened last night?” I asked. 

She pulled her shirt down and looked at me.

“Don’t remember,” she said. “A nurse told me I probably never would.”

I wanted to know if she’d been trying to kill herself but couldn’t manage to ask directly. I’d avoided the answers for years. For once, I was afraid that there weren’t any. I needed to know. I wanted to protect Chandy, keep her safe. I reached out and held her hand lightly, testing for pain. She looked at me and smiled too quickly. I wanted to say what our mother had said to us so ridiculously and flippantly and figuratively all those years ago: You’ve got to live.
*
Chandy was born on a Tuesday in October. When I came home from school, there was a note telling me to come to the hospital with our neighbor. I didn’t go. 

Instead, I snuck up to the attic, hoping to see my mother’s art. She had never shown me any of her paintings. My mother’s art was a mystery, something from a time before I had been born which belonged in the attic. The hands that packed my lunch had painted secrets. I went to the attic to understand for the first time, not knowing if there were madness up there or not.

I expected to find landscapes, sunsets, fruit. I found nearly twenty canvases, each meticulously wrapped with a black garbage bag and duck tape. If I unwrapped one, Mom would know. 

I went downstairs and sat at the dining room table. By hiding her pictures, my mother had lied to me, refused to let me know her. I wondered if I wasn’t good enough, if the new baby would be allowed to see the paintings. It wasn’t fair. I wanted to see. As I sat, my anger became large and impossible, something that could not be cleared away. 

When the neighbor came to check on me an hour later, I refused to go the hospital. I did not see my sister until the next day.

*
Chandy went back to work four days after being released from the hospital. She lost some weight but otherwise recovered quickly. 

When she came to stay with me for Christmas, she told me that Mom had committed herself to a hospital in Boston. 

“She wants to be better,” Chandy said. 

“Why now?” I asked. “It’s been nineteen years.”

“Just goes to prove it’s never too late to realize you’re insane.” 

I didn’t understand, couldn’t imagine my mother in a psychiatric hospital. 

“Lauren, I’ve started going to therapy again,” Chandy said. “I need to understand.”

“Understand what?” I asked, thinking she remembered last year, was going to admit that she had, after all, tried to kill herself. 

“Mom,” Chandy said. 

*

After a year and a half in the psychiatric hospital, my mother began writing me again. I read only the first one, which was enough. Again, her words haunted me. I was so glad to feel again, she wrote, that I forgot the feelings were what made me this way. Her therapist called from Boston and asked me to read and respond to the letters. The light was everywhere, so everywhere that it blinded me. I couldn’t paint. I agreed only to respond. I didn’t read her letters. Ever again. I didn’t understand why I couldn’t paint. The more I tried to understand, the more I felt. She probably did read my letters. I wrote about my patients, without naming them, what they were hospitalized for and what I was supposed to do to help them. I made the letters as uninspiring as possible, hoping to bore her, to make her give up on correspondence-as-a-cure. It was dangerous feeling, she wrote in that first letter. It drove me insane. I refused to let her write her way out of her insanity because in reading the letters, I would have to let it in. I couldn’t capture the light, had to let it paint itself. I'd been safe for so long.


I had asked Chandy many times to come live with me in Evanston, but she refused. Instead, she moved into our old house. She slept six feet away from the window my mother had jumped out of. Chandy wanted to understand.

*

Three days ago, my mother attempted suicide for the third time. She was home on a visit from the hospital in Boston. While Chandy was at the grocery store, Mom walked eight blocks to Atlantic Road and jumped off the New England Rocks that jut into the ocean. She landed facedown on smaller rocks below and lay drowning in a pool of water. 

The white lights of the lighthouse on Thatcher Island blink five times at twenty seconds intervals. They must have blinked at least thirty times before a group of tourists found her. The paramedics were able to revive her.

When Chandy called, she didn’t sound upset but said that she needed me to be there with her. 

*


I arrive at the hospital, and my mother is officially in a coma. Chandy tells me no one expects her to live. We don’t refute this aloud but exchange looks, a raised eyebrow on each of our faces expressing uncertainty. We’ve been on this journey twice before.

“The nurses said I should pray,” Chandy says, as we stand on opposite sides of our mother’s bed. “They say she can hear me and will feel better if she hears me praying for her. What do you think?”


“I don’t think it matters.”

“Probably not,” she says. “What would we say anyway? Our Mother, who art in bed, Sylvia Plath be thy name…Give us this day our daily suicide and—”

“Stop.” Her callousness no longer intrigues or distracts. 
My little sister knows this, smiles and says, “Let’s go for a walk.”


We walk down the corridor. On shimmerless white tile. 


“You wouldn’t have come if I hadn’t asked you to,” she says.


“No,” I say. “She’s done this too many times.” 


“We’ve all done it too many times.”


This day. Years ago. 


“Chandy,” I say, “Did you know she was going to do it again? Did she say anything?” I think of all the unread letters I still had. I wonder if Chandy had gotten some, too.

“No. I knew she wasn’t completely better, but I didn’t expect her to try again—at least not yesterday.”


Chandy’s first message that night about the New England Rocks. Artistic. Was it a joke  she’d made to our mother, one that sounded like a suggestion? Was it a suggestion? Something else? 
“Did you guys ever talk about the other suicide attempts?” I ask. “Or suicide at all?”

“No,” Chandy said. “Believe it or not, we recently talked about painters she loved— Lane, Hopper.”

“Painters,” I repeat. I’d never gotten my mother to talk about any painters. 

We pass a counter and nurses cluttered around a phone that isn’t ringing. There is quiet talking as Chandy and I go by. We are intruders and cannot be allowed to hear the secrets truths from behind the counter. Some cannot be allowed to hear. Some cannot be allowed to tell. Quiet talking. I do not remind Chandy of what she does not remember.

“After all this therapy, do you understand her?” I ask. “Why she’s done it so many times?”


“Because it’s safe.”

A nurse approaches us then, and I wish I were back in Evanston at work. I want to go back to helping people I do not know, people I know I can help. I’ve been safe for so long. 


“Your mother is awake,” a nurse says.


“Thanks,” Chandy replies, then turns to me. “Are you coming?”


“No. I came here for you, not her.”


“It’s probably best you don’t see her. Her face is pretty banged up. The little you can see is bruised and scabby. She lost some teeth, you know.” I can tell that Chandy thinks this is cool. Maybe a gap between front teeth can be erotic, too. 

“Didn’t know that.”


“It’s probably best you don’t see,” she says.

The understanding insures nothing. I cannot look too closely at those who are close to me, who walk with me. My eyes are trained on the distance ahead. I must save, at least, myself, even if I am next. 

Chandy goes alone. As she walks away, I notice how much weight she has lost. She looks like I did when sixteen—erotic. My old body. My mother’s word. And I understand. My mother’s old body. Chandy’s word: insane. And I understand. Nothing has changed. Nothing will. She’s going to try it again, and I understand. My mother wrote to me once that the sky was the wrong color, and now, now, I understand. 
