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Dedication

This book is for the estimated 970 million people worldwide who suffer from a mental health disorder. This book is for their suffering, and for those who love them.





All I can hope is that it helps, even just a single person, even just for a moment.





Author’s Note



While writing this book, I kept returning to the part of the Hippocratic Oath that instructs, “Do no harm.” My intention was genuine and transparent—I wanted to help break the stigma surrounding mental illness and assist others in all the ways that I failed to save my sister. There was also, in all honesty, a quality of penance to the undertaking as well, as if by seeking to prevent future tragedies, my guilt over the past could be lessened.

The opportunity to share my family’s story fell into place in a way that I can only describe as divine luck. The unlikely events aligned like a string of runway lights, setting the way forward, and for the first time in my overly anxious, constantly second-guessing mind, the path before me was undeniable. Every morning I woke with a burning urge to get the words down on paper, and every night before bed, I was kept awake with the fear that I wouldn’t have the chance to finish or remedy it. I took to sending my most recent draft to my email, writing down my password, and reminding my mom to forward it to my editor if something should happen to me. I was almost scary in my single-minded, ceaseless determination, possessed by my mission to an unhealthy degree. After years of uselessly standing by as my sister’s battle with her mental health spiraled to new lows, I finally had a chance to do something, to help. The effect was dizzying.

Then, inevitably, once the first draft was committed to the page, this conviction shook loose. Part of my fear was born as a natural extension of the subject I chose to write about: Mental health is complicated and inherently personal. No single experience is exactly the same, and while there is power in relating to an individual perspective, there is also a great deal of danger. After all, how can one person, from a comparatively privileged subset of our population, speak for a world of diverse experiences?

The answer is she can’t.

It is important to acknowledge that the story you are about to read centers around a girl who, despite her mental illness and according to the many problematic standards of our society, was immensely privileged: She was white, heterosexual, cisgender, physically attractive, smart, capable, and fiercely loved. She attended a well-funded school district, had a family that was eager to help her in any way they could, and had safety nets in place that kept her from falling into homelessness or prison. She possessed the financial luxury to attend rehabilitation centers, therapy, experimental treatments, and group homes, and the healthcare coverage to be prescribed antipsychotic medication. She was an anomaly, the peak of fortune, and yet none of this was enough to save her.

According to the United States HHS Office of Minority Health, Black Americans are more likely to report persistent symptoms of emotional distress than white Americans, but only one in three Black adults who need mental healthcare receive it. There are countless systemic reasons why this is true: intergenerational trauma, higher rates of cyclical poverty, and limitations in access to healthcare resources. There is the nature of the prison industrial system, microaggressions, the stress and physical trauma of racism, the lack of diversity in mental healthcare providers, and many, many more tragic factors.

There is also an incredible burden on the LGBTQ community: higher rates of trauma, hate crimes, bullying, depression, anxiety, and substance abuse. According to the CDC, queer youth are twice as likely to attempt suicide as their heterosexual peers are.

In 2018, 19.1 percent of the United States reported a mental illness (this is 47.6 million people, or one in five adults). Of these cases, schizophrenia is purported to affect 1.5 million U.S. citizens. Furthermore, 37 percent of incarcerated adults and 20.1 percent of individuals experiencing homelessness have been diagnosed with a mental illness. In the United States, suicide is the second leading cause of death for people ages ten to thirty-four, and depression is the leading disability worldwide. The weight of knowing I will doubtlessly fail to capture and recognize these innumerable experiences left me frequently paralyzed.

It is also worth mentioning that diagnosis isn’t a straight line—it’s possible for a treatment to be worse than the ailment itself, or for that very same ailment to be an unlikely source of enjoyment. For my sister, the disease’s progression was a deterioration, a lessening of who she was rather than a means by which she expanded. This is not the case for everyone, and I would hate if my sharing of my limited perspective, my very microscopic story in a universe of macrocosms, meant anyone else felt invalidated.

The Nigerian writer and public speaker Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie said it best: “The single story creates stereotypes, and the problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but that they are incomplete. They make one story become the only story.” This book is a single rock in the void. We need more voices, more stories, and we need them now.

Rarely will you be the first in all of human history to experience anything, but you will experience it all your own just the same. I know there are thousands, millions, billions of stories that my own will never touch. I also know that somewhere out there is a family suffering as ours did, voiceless and afraid.





On January 8, 2014, my sister, Kait, was wearing a red North Face jacket when she disappeared.

That is a fact among others. None of them makes much sense to me.

A girl walks to the peak of the Benjamin Franklin Bridge. A girl in a red North Face jacket and high winter boots. A girl walks, and then, poof, gone.

My sister walks to the peak of the Benjamin Franklin Bridge.

Kait walking.

Kait, and then, poof, gone.

I repeat this mantra in my head. When I say it aloud, the words solidify, become something permanent. When I write it, the block letters stare back at me—formal and official like the autopsy report we never received.

My sister on the Benjamin Franklin Bridge.

On January 8, 2014, my sister walked the Benjamin Franklin Bridge.

My sister disappeared.

How? Why?

I never viewed the security photographs myself. I didn’t ask to. Is it really her? Are we sure? Perhaps it was easier not to know, not to have the definitive proof of seeing it for myself. The image in my head is thus one of my own creation.

A girl walking.

Kait walking.

Poof, gone.





Prologue




When I was twenty years old, I went to a psychic in lieu of going to a therapist.

The decision was made in a semi-desperate strait, the way I assume most people find themselves at an ostensible mystic’s door: half believing, half skeptical, morbidly curious, and almost always looking for some elusive answer that proved absent elsewhere.

I had worn down the alternative path already, tried on different therapists like Goldilocks, never finding one that fit “just right.” In the last few years, I sat before men and women, young and old, austere and analytical, flowery and bohemian. They always meant well, but it was as if they could taste my hunger in the air, my desperation to be pardoned and validated. My carnal need for an excuse vibrating between us. I sometimes wondered if they could see into my very brain. Could they tell that my nerves were all bundled and splintered, like necklaces tangled in the bottom of a drawer?

I knew well the interior of a therapist’s office. I knew the scratchy couches and the patient stares. I once sat before my sister’s old therapist, sweated nervously as we both cried. Stood in the basement of a beach home with my mom’s therapist, the shell-lined driveway slightly visible above me like a thin layer of frosting. Everything in the world upside down.

I knew the process by now, and I could predict the same well-intentioned half-truth I was always told: “It’s not your fault.”

It was a phrase therapists liked to return to in the pauses and gentle stutters that lingered in the stale air. It’s not your fault. The words, once so welcome, were memorized, rehearsed, stuck in my mind like that hit song on the radio that started out catchy but has now turned torturous: a ceaseless loop, resurfacing late at night when you’re an inch from sleep.

Hearing this was never enough, because the clinicians only knew what I told them: the omissions I made, backtracks. There was only one person who could truly exonerate me, and she was unreachable. When I strip my reasoning for going to the psychic that day, this is the essence at its core. This was the reassurance I sought.

Crystal rocks were scattered on the window shelves. Geodes reflected the neon purple lights of the storefront’s sign. A Buddha sculpture sat in the corner, its arms folded and its eyes closed. There were sun gods, moon gods, a diagram of the Hindu concept of chakras: the seven colors illuminated from the head of the body down to the base of the spine—a gradient scale from lavender to blue, green, yellow, and finally red.

A sweet, suffocating incense spread from a series of burning candles. It made the collar around my neck feel tight and restricting.

I had dragged my friend Devin here with me. For her, I assumed the outing was silly: a fun, spontaneous Sunday break from the mundane obligations of student life. She wanted to know if the guy she was seeing was her soulmate. She wondered if she was moving toward the right career path. For me, the visit represented something darker, more desperate, more intense.

“I can only take one of you right now. Who wants to go?” the psychic asked.

Suddenly panicked, I shot Devin a look that meant to say, You go.

The woman wasn’t the Hollywood stereotype I was expecting. She sounded more like a Real Housewife of New Jersey, nasal and thick. Her hair was straight and glossy, and her smooth, tanned face was covered by what seemed to be a fresh application of makeup. On her website she was described as a “natural-born, third generation psychic.”

Devin and I stood in momentary paralysis. I watched her blond head swivel in confusion. We backed away slightly, as if to retreat toward the exit. My hands were clammy and slick with nerves. This was a bad idea.

Before we could decide who should go first, the woman pointed in my direction.

“You,” she said. “Come with me. This will be fast.”

As little girls, my sister and I invented our own religion.

Growing up, we went to mass on holidays, received our First Communions and our Confirmations. We would say the occasional Hail Mary as little girls on Christmas Eve in our PJs, but God was a distant concept who lived in the clouds and never deigned to appear in our common lives. Instead, we invented rituals of our own: Kait passing rules, and then amending them with exceptions and revisions of her own.

Some were common childhood parables: “If you step on a crack, you’ll break your mother’s back.” We crossed to the other side of the street, jumped slabs of concrete to avoid the fractures in walkways. Others I believed were universal but over time discovered were an invention of my sister’s imagination.

If you’re walking with someone, and anything separates you—a pole, an awning, whatever—you have to immediately kiss something blue or your relationship will be doomed.

I learned to be creative, sly even, kissing the sleeve of my blue T-shirt as if I were only brushing my hair from my face, or discreetly touching my lips to the back of my hand where my veins wound blue. If a friend and I were walking together and she went on one side of a telephone pole, I would follow behind, determined not to let it separate us.

By the time I was five or six, Kait and I had also developed a Morse code of knocks between the walls of our bedrooms.

One knock: Hello. Two knocks: Are you awake? There was language in the gentle, rhythmic patterns. Her knocks were always more intricate than mine, more complex. They became miniature songs that made me giggle.

Three knocks: See you in the morning.

Four knocks: The time—11:11 p.m. Make a wish.

Every day, twice a day, Kait would wait for the clock to strike the hour eleven and the minute eleven. At lunch, she watched as the hand of the clock ticked the seconds from 11:10 a.m. to 11:11 a.m. The minute was as slow as the hum of bees until the four ones clicked together in rhythmic bliss.

It’s time to make a wish! she announced to whoever was near.

Squeezing her eyes shut, holding her little fingers pressed into her palms, creating crescent-shaped indentations in the skin like half-moons, she made her two wishes of the day.

When I remember these rituals, I wonder what we were really attempting—where was the anxiety born from? What were we so afraid of, even then?

Looking back, I think of our shared practices as equated to a man kneeling beside his bed to recite his nightly prayers or a professional athlete wearing the same pair of lucky socks to the season opener. We wanted to impose a set of rules onto the way the world should be—a naïve faith that if you wished hard enough, maintained a certain discipline, colored within the lines, the universe would reward you. You would be protected. Even then, I suppose, even before, we suspected that there was something to be protected from.

So we waited for 11:11 to hit the clocks. We avoided cracks in the sidewalk, and telephone poles. We kissed something blue. And we hoped everything would be okay.

There’s a painting hanging on the wall of my family’s living room. In its gilded, rectangular frame is the image of two children on a pale Massachusetts beach. One is shorter and blonder with nearly platinum hair. The other is taller with dirty-blond strands, tangled and wild and curly. Both are wearing matching print bathing suits outlined against the ocean, their expressions obscured from the viewer. The younger girl is chasing after the older one, straining to keep up.

The painting holds an ephemeral quality to it; every line a soft cloud like a Monet, the colors bleeding into one another until it is impossible to determine precisely where one figure begins and the other ends. The shaky quality reminds me of memory itself—how it wiggles from underneath us. As soon as we think we’ve caught it, it vibrates and writhes, as treacherous as quicksand.

This is how I spent my childhood and adolescence, leaning in to superstition, trying to catch up to my sister. I lived in her footsteps, her shadow, her religion, until, days before my seventeenth birthday, she disappeared from me altogether.

Now, three years later, I found myself at the psychic’s shop, looking for a sign, a confirmation, a pardoning. I was the same little girl in the painting, still striving to know my sister, to get closer, and still failing all the same. I needed Kait to know that I loved her—that I was sorry. I knew it was illogical and possibly weak to want such a thing. I had made mistakes, and I deserved to suffer for those mistakes. And yet I craved the comfort just the same, the way you reach for your baby blanket or the soothing, hushed reassurance that everything is going to be okay in the face of undeniable impending disaster.

I needed my sister to tell me that it wasn’t my fault.

My hands hung numb and slack at my sides as I followed the psychic behind a beaded curtain, and Devin took a seat on a white leather couch in the entryway.

The day outside was bright and sunny; too cheery to stand among the neon lights of the psychic’s shop. I almost wished it were raining instead.

The psychic gestured for me to sit at a rounded table. She took a seat before me.

“Today we will do a quick read of the Celtic Cross.”

Symbols of moons, stars, astrological figures, and horoscopes jumped out from the patterned sheet that clothed the table before us. The mystic spread a series of gold cards, each displaying variations of the same key themes: knives, weeping women, lovers, and a hermit.

“This is the Celtic Cross. It’s one of the oldest tarot card readings, representing the past, future, present, subconscious hopes, and eventual outcome. There is nothing more descriptive.”

I pursed my lips, my eyes fixated on the cards before me. Knives hung above the outline of a girl sleeping in bed, the sharp tips of the blades threatening to penetrate her. Two women were on a boat, hunched forward as more swords pierced the mast in vertical lines. A decrepit old man leaned on his sapper for support, staring out at a mountain in loneliness. More knives. A naked man and a woman reaching across to each other. A crumbling tower. Knives again.

Cheery stuff.

“I detect in your palms and in your cards that you had a difficult upbringing: loss, trauma, and family struggle.” She looked to me for confirmation.

I looked at the table instead.

“You have insomnia. You’re tired. You’re an anxious person, always waiting for the next catastrophe. But . . . I think I was sent here today to tell you that all of the bad stuff, the past trauma, it’s over. The future is going to be bright. Stop waiting for the next tragedy.”

I felt a humming deep within my chest, a loss of breath.

The woman was right—the last ten years had been consumed by a consistent, brutal storm: each day a new crisis. And yet that could have only been a lucky guess. I needed more.

This was my third psychic—in the last three years, I had visited two others.

The first was in Manayunk, Pennsylvania, across the street from the Starbucks where I was having a college interview with a Dartmouth alumnus. I sat near a window, shaking the interviewer’s hand and watching the lights of the storefront glow in the snowfall like a beacon. My mom came with me that day. The psychic told her there was an angry angel over her shoulder. We cried on the walk back to the parking lot.

There was Donna, in Avalon, New Jersey, where I was visiting my college roommate the summer after our freshman year. Donna’s shop jutted out onto the sandy streets. She told me I would get engaged at twenty-seven but never mentioned marriage or children. The omission made me wonder, seeping into my consciousness like a slow poison in strange and surprising ways. She attempted to sell one of my friends a rose quartz and prophesized the other would meet the love of her life in the next six months (she didn’t). Every stranger we met on the street that day looked shiny with potential.

But no psychic had ever mentioned Kait. I knew it was desperate to wish they would. I knew it was silly, and fruitless, and immature, but grief is desperate and fruitless too. I had left logic behind long ago.

I didn’t truly believe the psychics, and neither did I expect a miracle. I knew their tricks. I studied “cold” and “hot” readings—how they guess at random or look you up beforehand. But I still walked into the shop that day hoping against hope that Kait would somehow show herself. I had spent most of my life with my sister—and all of my life without her—searching for signs and patterns in the universe. Wishes, messages from beyond. I was growing tired, desperate.

The light filtered through the window of the psychic’s store, touching the shelves and illuminating the layer of dust that hugged the array of spiritual objects. I could easily imagine Kait here—amid the sculptures and the tarot cards. It was eclectic and bright, colorful and disorganized, just like she was.

As the psychic began to read the cards in front of her, she suddenly stopped, staring at the dust particles dancing and hanging in the faded light. She seemed to see something there, her smooth face twisting with confusion.

“I’m receiving a message from someone . . . someone looking for you.”

There are moments that freeze you still, take your laugh and shrivel it. My throat went dry, my eyes opened wider, my heart tugged to my knees. I didn’t dare breathe.

“What does the number eleven mean to you?” the psychic asked.

I watched the past fall apart and stitch itself back together again.





Phase I, Prodromal

Blue Beginnings





One




I was willed into existence by my sister. My life began with a prayer uttered on the hard wood of a church pew by a five-year-old girl in a bright Sunday dress. My sister begged for a baby sister, pretended her dolls were her baby sister. Convinced all good things came in two, Kait was obsessed with the television twins Mary-Kate and Ashley Olsen. I was designed to be just that for her—a sister to complete her duo, to make us whole.

My life was ordained in her two tiny palms pressed together—in the moment her head cast down and her delicate features fixed in concentration. I was born on January 11 as a playmate, a best friend. Some little girls want a puppy or the newest Barbie DreamHouse, but Kait wanted me.

Driving by a church, she would peek her head out the window and shout:

“Stop the car! I need to run in and ask for a sister.”

She sat in the hospital waiting room as I arrived, drawing pictures and mentally setting aside which of her belongings she would designate as my gifts. She made room for me in the corner of her bedroom, carefully planning where my bassinet could fit.

Kait waited patiently with our grandpa while our grandmother darted in and out of the hospital room, showing her polaroid photographs of the stretched pink skin of my newborn head.

“That’s your little sister,” Grandma told her.

Kait’s thumbs left small imprints on the edges of the picture from gripping it too tightly.

Later, when we returned home from the hospital, she played under my crib, hiding beneath the silk pink lining, vowing to protect me. Sitting on the blue and yellow patterned couch of our living room, my parents placed me lightly in her arms, reminding her to be gentle. Though by the time we were older, she would never hesitate to tease me about how pale and wrinkled my newborn body was, in those first moments she looked upon my scrunched face in awe.

I have a theory that Kait depleted every drop of color from our shared gene pool. She had tanner skin, darker hair, blue-green eyes the color of fresh seaweed, freckles that dotted her nose. She arrived sudden and fast. Our mom had planned for anesthesia, but there was no time. Kait couldn’t wait. Kait never waited. She emerged as a presence, a dramatic burst, a violent entry. There was blood on the walls of the hospital room. She made herself known immediately.

Where others walk in life, Kait marched. Head held high, arms rigid. She bulldozed through each developmental milestone. She was walking at ten months, potty-trained by eighteen months. Kait was uniquely determined, excessively stubborn, charming during the most unexpected moments, with a kind of mature, sardonic humor, as if she had arrived in this world professionally trained in comedic timing. Every action was performed with an inherent confidence, a reckless unfurling.

By the time of my birth, it seemed the reservoir for such vivacity and saturation was running low. I was born a shadow of my sister—paler, blonder, wispier, and more hesitant. I took my time, emerged quietly. My skin was cloudy thin, nearly translucent, like parchment paper. Through it you could see the blue of my veins and a purplish bruise nestled between my eyes where my head had rested on our mom’s pelvic bone in the womb. “An angel’s kiss,” she called it, to be kind. Everything about my existence screamed fragile. Where Kait’s birthstone was a diamond—sparkles and flair—mine was a garnet, the color of a scab.

My sister used to tell me fairytales, so now I’ll tell you one about a girl so loved she didn’t speak. No, really. She said “ma” for mom, and “da” for dad, and even “bee” for blanket, but beyond that, there was no need for language.

If I needed my blanket, Kait laid the soft fabric over my body and swaddled me warm. When we had babysitters, she told them what foods I liked and when I needed to go to bed. Everything was taken care of, and communication renders itself unnecessary when you are understood on a molecular level.

A pediatrician once wondered if my quietness was a result of a hearing deficiency. He recommended my parents test his theory by playing a game of whispers. During a long car ride, when I was around four, my sister, mom, and father spoke only in hushed tones.

Sitting in the backseat of the car, I listened silently until their conversation turned to me.

“Do you think she can hear us?” Kait whispered.

“I don’t know . . . She isn’t saying anything,” one of my parents murmured back.

Fed up with their odd behavior, I finally yelled: “Hey, I can hear you! Stop whispering!”

The story went down as a family epic. A tale repeated at dinner parties and holiday gatherings in that jilted, memorized tone—how everyone erupted in laughter and relief when I spoke up. I think back to that sometimes: My early years were so peaceful, I was so doted upon, so understood, that I had no reason to speak. No need to ask for anything at all. Kait gave me everything.

The fairytale involved two other key characters as well.

There was a tall father with a tangled mess of dark, wavy hair. Darker than brown, but not quite black. He helped us with our homework, teaching us to feel math instead of just memorize it—wind our way to the answer through trials and tricks. We watched shows on the Discovery Channel, took long walks through cavernous museum halls. When I asked typical kid questions like “Why is the sky blue?” he answered honestly. He told me blue light is scattered more than other colors because it has shorter wavelengths. He didn’t provide a childish, simplistic version or fabricate a magical reason like the “Fairies painted it blue.” He was frank and truthful, entrusting me to decipher the science for myself.

Instead, magic was our mom’s domain. If my father’s role was in teaching us to ask questions, to ponder more deeply, to seek the truth, our mom’s was in letting us linger in the unknown, in the imagination, in the magic and inexplicable.

My mom is classically beautiful: golden-blond hair, eyes the shade children color the sky, and the facial symmetry you see in magazines. She was and still is the kind of pretty that is impossible to deny. It is as sure as the sun, almost not worth mentioning.

She is also accommodating to the point of nearing excess. When I was a freshman in college, I casually remarked that I found a new brand of gum I liked, different from the one we habitually purchased together for years. A few days later, she mailed me a box of twenty packets. The mint-colored boxes sat on the corner of my desk for months.

“You’re going to spoil those girls,” our grandmother cautioned her periodically.

She does, but she also doesn’t. She spoils us with love, with unconditional regard, with the unequivocal, precious knowledge we are valued in this world. Our words matter, someone is listening. She lets us sit in the passenger seat of her car for hours after she picks us up from school, listening to every detail of our little worlds, never bored, always captivated by what Rebecca said or who Sam thought was pretty.

She is empathetic and thoughtful, providing rides to men with special needs who work at the grocery store and dedicating the same rapturous attention to their stories as our own. She is kind because she is kind, not because she is trying to prove something.

Mom was always working to better everything, searching for an outlet to improve our lives, if only in subtle ways—a home project, a new color for the walls. She was one of the first female stockbrokers in her class, competing with overconfident men and ignoring how they bragged about their performance after class, unaware they answered the question incorrectly. She navigated an era before the “Me Too” movement, a lawless land without consequences. Later, she would sacrifice her hard-earned career to take care of us, learn to wear many other hats, and exceed at them all—mother, wife, real estate agent, interior designer, charity organizer, sober coach, domestic abuse hotline responder.

While the parenting norm at the time involved “helicopter parents” with sharp, unrealistic expectations of their children, our mom taught us that it didn’t matter if we were pretty, smart, popular, successful, as much as it mattered that we were kind. This was the baseline. We could be anything, but we were nothing if we were not kind.

I remember watching her once, checking out at a store register, rows of fabric samples behind her, dusty and bright. She laughed with one of the employees, smiling easily as she pulled a credit card from her purse. It was an ordinary moment, but I kept returning to it over the years, trying to find an explanation for the quality that struck me in the moment—a natural ability to make others feel at ease. A smile that felt like a pat on the back. She had a way of making everyone feel special, of making my sister and me feel equally important. She responded with the same amazed “Wow!” at every scribbled art project or orchestrated dance performance—never tiring in her encouragement of us.

She was always somewhere between the two of our vastly different personalities: not quite as quiet and reserved as myself but not as wild and unconventional as my sister. There’s a soft, generous calm about her, but she can also be wickedly funny, bluntly sarcastic. She completed us, brought our opposites to a happy medium.

Mom tells me that as a baby I had the same deep blue eyes I have now, but they were too big on my small face. They made me look perpetually serious as I stared at the chaos following my big sister everywhere she went. There were dance recitals, soccer practices, piano lessons. Our parents indulging Kait’s changing passions with patience and humor. Life was a continuous carpool ride filled with endless amazement at the talents my older sister accrued. She was just like me, I thought, but bigger, stronger, and tirelessly bold.

Our age gap varied depending on the season—in the months between my birthday in January and hers in April, she was five years older. From April to the following January, the difference grew to six years. I cherished those precious three months when my age was one year closer to hers. One less year of division, one step closer.

She was my very own parallel line—on the same plane, changing alongside me, but always staying the same distance apart. I wanted to grow older, taller, just to catch up. If I could only run faster, leap farther, then this time I would bridge the gap. This time, we would intersect.

And yet, for as out of reach as she so often seemed, the truth was, Kait had wished for me. When my parents asked me if I wanted another sibling a few years after I was born, I paused, thought about it for a moment, smiled with mischief, and said: “No. I’m the baby.”

And thus, as family legend goes, they didn’t try. How easily my life could’ve been up to the same selfish whim of a preschooler. But Kait chose me, and for that reason she was all I ever wanted to be. The only person whose approval I needed.

We moved around a lot in these early years: The names and locations of streets and zip codes pile on top of one another until they are indistinguishable. Our father worked as a network engineer in the early days of the internet. The market was expanding, growing and changing, requiring us to change and move with it. While most of these homes have since merged together in memory, one stands distinct: Marblehead, Massachusetts, where we spent several years together as a family.

The place we actually lived the longest is the suburbs of Philadelphia, but Philly is green. Philly is landlocked. Philly is psychiatric facilities with lights that flare and flicker. Philly is turmoil and unraveling endings.

Comparatively, Marblehead is blue. It is beaches and family dinners and the happiest I can recall any of us being. In the face of loss, certain images persist, becoming personal myths, religious symbols we return to. Marblehead became our touchpoint, our foundation. When everything went wrong, it was the memory of this town that Kait was drawn to as moths circle porch lights on summer nights. Marblehead was where things were right and okay, she whispered to me one night, years later. How do we get back to Marblehead?

The town is approximately half an hour outside of Boston. Its streets are dotted with wooden New England homes of all colors and shapes. It is a quintessential Massachusetts fishing village—a storybook blanket.

Its name came to be in the 1600s when early residents mistook its rocky, granite ledges for marble. The story made us laugh. We rolled the town’s name in our mouths, inventing a space between the two words and twisting it into an insult: “Marble head.”

“Your head is full of marbles,” we taunted one another.

We had a Marble Fairy, along the lines of the Tooth Fairy, invented by my parents.

On special occasions, I would wake, rolling over in bed to find a marble under my pillow. Like the Princess and the Pea, each morning I felt for the round shape under the feathers, grasping the cool globe and bringing it to my eyes, mesmerized: Even the mass-manufactured marbles had distinct swirls of colored glass stretched and pulled together, creating webs of life.

In Marblehead, we lived in a grayish-blue house. This always struck me as important. The blue house. A little home on the corner, the shade of a robin’s egg. Next to us was a yellow house. I was once the kind of girl who lived in a blue house next to a yellow house.

Our home was located on what is known as “the Neck,” a peninsula that extends into Massachusetts Bay. To get there, you have to drive on a narrow strip of road, water hugging either side. Old lampposts cast a glow over the smooth asphalt and the sliver of beach and waves. It is in this house that Kait and I shared a room, blue like the rest. The posts of our beds were stained a denim color, and we had hooked rugs with images of mermaids. While living here we also adopted my first dog: a lovable bichon frise named Sailor. As the rest of his litter was playing with my parents and sister, he quietly climbed under my sweater where I sat in the corner and remained there until it was time to make our selection. From then on, he was always by my side.

Later, when we moved to Philadelphia for my father’s job, my greatest claim to first-grade fame would be that the movie Hocus Pocus was filmed in my old town.

“And if you look closely when they fly over the village, you can see my house!” I told girls at Halloween sleepovers. I slowed down the scene, pointing to a small dot of color in the distance, “That’s it!”

But the real witches weren’t in Marblehead. For us, the monsters and frights would come in Philly. Marblehead was peaceful. Marblehead was good.

I look back on my childhood the way you remember a restaurant you visited in a foreign city in winter, escaping the chill of the air and ducking into a random café, warm and cozy. It’s the first bite, the warmth, the feeling of safety, the best meal you’ve ever had. You return years later, older, changed, and try to find it again but can’t. The streets are unfamiliar, unwelcoming, and when you finally do return, the lights are brighter than you remembered, the food colder, less flavorful. You never quite recreate it again.

Of course, there were problems, but any serious ones—money, health issues, marital discord—were kept from my sister and me. Kait and I were protected, swaddled in a world of soft, fluffy, inconsequential dramas: My father stepped on a nail in the garage and had to go to the hospital. Kait and I interviewed for a prestigious charter school and one of us didn’t get in—we never discovered which. (Mom requested not to be told, wanting to eliminate any impetus for jealousy or comparison.) In the process of moving, we had a squatter take possession of our home, an ugly lawsuit following. And once, a car crashed into our kitchen while we were away on a weekend trip. Mom received the call from the police late one evening.

“A car is in our kitchen,” she repeated to herself incredulously.

A car is in our kitchen, in our blue home.

But the walls could be repaired, no one was seriously hurt, and everything was as perfect as anything ever was.

In future years, I would come to understand the strength behind our mom’s kindness; that she was no stranger to grief and had already lost several loved ones by the time of her marriage, including a childhood classmate and her high school sweetheart. The effusive warmth and charm that appeared so natural to me was born of this loss, and it took energy, sacrifice, and, most importantly, strength to sustain. I would ultimately realize that the rational mind that made my father so gifted at helping me with my math homework was also the reason why he was so frequently absent from our lives: away on business trips and occupied late into the night with long hours at work. It is why he stands out like a cardboard cutout in these childhood memories—somewhere between an ambivalent witness and a stark absence.

Yet in those early years of innocence, I was naïve to all of this. When I heard the story of my assumed deafness, I did not think of the terror that underlined it or that the tale was only funny in retrospect because the fear of a serious lifelong disability had faded. I did not think of the time my parents spent lying awake at night worrying, or the long hours in doctor’s office waiting rooms, wondering if their child was going to be okay. I did not guess at the quiet resolve in our mom’s gentle compassion, nor did I realize that her urge to spoil and protect us was derived from a sincere understanding of the hardest edges of life. I did not wonder why it was so often just my mom, sister, and me. All I knew was that I was happy.

Perhaps all childhoods are mirrors we hold up, finding our identities in the reflection. Over time, these images fissure and crack, become foggy and confused. We become foggy and confused in turn. We crack in turn, too.

There’s a beach nearby our old home, and if you walk the winding, narrow sidewalk down to the water, you can collect the best sea glass you’ll ever find. Kait used to hold my hand as we made our way down the crooked weave of the walkway, guiding me across the uneven stone. Her hands were always so rough, callused seemingly since she was a little girl like she had years of experience from another lifetime already behind her. I would hold her hand and marvel at the difference between us—the contrast of my pale skin next to her tan.

The beach swelled with jellyfish, and we ran from their squishy clear bellies as they washed ashore. I spent hours with my parents and Kait sorting through the rough sand to find pieces of glass in every shade of blue you can imagine. The edges were worn and soft, grainy like sand itself, smooth to rub under your thumb.

Sometimes, if we dug deep enough, we would come across the cavernous shape of a seashell—our fingernails scratching the hard surface. Holding it against my ear, I thought I could hear the giving and taking of waves, crashing and receding on a beach. As a little girl, my sister told me several theories of why and how this phenomenon occurs. Some were silly and fantastical: conch shells are mermaid cell phones. The rushing roar is the scratch of a walkie-talkie jumping on a radio channel. And when you use it, you receive direct communication to the ocean—no matter where in the world you are, a long-distance call.

Other theories prophesized that the sounds were trapped in the very molecules of the shells, the native environment of their past memorized by their being. I like this idea best: Even shells are impacted by their origins, unable to shake the ocean. They were formed in an environment of noise, and now they are never without it. Like how after a concert, your ears continue to ring; shells are still reeling from their past.

The truth is less mystical but more haunting. It was once thought the echo was of your own blood rushing and throbbing in your ear—the whirl of your body’s internal rhythm. This has now been debunked—in a soundproof room, a music studio, the noise stops. There’s only silence. The echo is nothing more than a reflection of your surroundings.

How tricky perception is. You believe you’re listening to waves but really you’re hearing the normal give and take of everyday life. Nature plays many tricks on our minds. It was, I suppose, the first evidence of a hard-learned lesson—one that I would have to approach again and again in varying intensities—the simple truth that our senses can fail us. Betray us. Lead us down crooked paths and hanging ledges. Drop us off in unfamiliar landscapes and scatter the breadcrumbs in the wind.

When I remember these years, I think of the taste of the salty air, alive with possibility. I think of the tiny, cramped kitchen before and after the car is inside of it. I think of the beautiful blue and yellow dollhouses our maternal grandfather, whom we called Poppy, spent weeks hand-crafting in his garage, filled with blue putty and refined furniture, as small as a fingernail. Every tiny detail further proof of his love and care.

I think of being pushed by Kait down the hill of our street in a pink Barbie Jeep, and the dress-up games she made me play, slipping into pink plastic baby-heeled princess shoes and Hawaiian-themed coconut bras, turning me into her very own life-size doll. Perhaps some kids would find this process objectifying, limiting, but I only took it as flattery—grateful to be by her side in whatever capacity she wanted me around.

I think of the feeling of sand, how it creeps in everywhere. Weeks later, you find it in your running sneakers, in your bag, in the forgotten corners of your drawers. The impermanence of waves, the ocean’s destructive quality: water consumes houses, beaches, constantly reinventing the mounds of the shore into new designs. Everything that goes in comes out transformed: eternal but evolving. I see the sailboats in the harbor, their long-necked masses like strange birds from a distance, congregating in flecks of white. I think of our life there, and I think of home, even now.

And above all else, I cannot help but look back on my childhood and be reminded of how lucky we were. Our family was not excessively wealthy, never entirely without worry or care. My parents worked their entire lives, from teenagers to adulthood, paying off student loans well into their marriage. At many points, they were living paycheck to paycheck, squeezing every dime to support two young kids. My father’s parents had come here from Ireland, our mom’s parents from Sweden. Neither came from money, but they had carved out a life for my sister and me that was more than comfortable. We never wondered if there would be food on our plates, we never went without.

There are entire fields of psychology rooted in the idea that all mental trauma is derived from our childhoods and subconscious needs never met. But that can’t be said for Kait and me—we were fortunate. We were privileged: We had a good life, a blessed life. Yet mental illness can be as unpredictable and indiscriminate as a natural disaster. It doesn’t happen to you until it does. You’re safe until you’re not. If you had peeked into that little blue house on the corner, you would have seen two children spilling over with love and two parents trying, and trying, and trying their best no matter the circumstance.

Our childhood was as idyllic as a Norman Rockwell painting. It was truly a fairytale. We had everything, and yet everything would still collapse. It wasn’t enough. And if our foundation couldn’t save us, then whose can? 

Who stands a chance against mental illness?










Two

When I was six and Kait was eleven, we were forced to confront the reality of one of our superstitions.

There was a large hanging mirror looming between the stairs’ landings, reflecting the deep blue of the ocean. Kait and I would teasingly chase each other around the house, our socks sliding against the hardwood floor, propelling ourselves across the polished wood like professional curlers, as smooth as ice.

Mom worried after us as we ran up and down the staircase, rattling the frame with our frantic footsteps. You’re going to break the mirror and get hurt!

We never did hit it, but it fell one night for other, mysterious reasons. My family awoke to a sound like the screeching roar of a train grinding to a stop as the thin wire that held the mirror gave way. There had been no hit, no catalyst—the wire simply gave up, gave in after a valiant, silent journey; every day, dragged down bit by bit, its fibers frayed and raw. The glass broke into hundreds of tiny shards, some the very size of the grains of sand.

We knew this particular consequence well: Breaking a mirror condones you to seven years of bad luck.

Looking back, I wonder if the superstitions were true. Was this the reason for everything, seven years of bad luck? Was this what our rituals had been trying to evade all along?

Seven years later, Kait would be eighteen, and I would be thirteen—another unlucky number. She would soon embark on a journey of hospitals, rehabs, and psychiatric units. She would soon suffer a fall of her own—crack open the way the mirror shattered and spilled across the floor.

Seven years later, it would be 2010. A memory from this year bubbles up here: unprompted, fully intact, impossible to shake.

We are standing in the living room of our Philadelphia suburban home—a far cry from our childhood by the ocean. I have just recently turned thirteen, while Kait is a few months away from her high school graduation. I can see the light yellow walls, creamy and smooth like the last lick of sunshine before it fades. The French-printed, deep sofa, with curved arms. The white crown molding. The hardwood floors.

Mom asks me if I’d like to “run an errand with her,” and I always say yes, because I like the quiet of driving together. The calm. The peace.

“Remember this color in your head, okay?” she tells me.

I trace small squares of fabric and paint samples, flipping through the tiny booklets she borrows from stores, relishing in the minute difference of one shade versus another.

Though our mom loves to decorate, to fix up each new home, that isn’t my strength. Imagining where certain pieces should go and how a room should all come together is an impossible task for me. It defies comprehension. But color—color I can memorize, color I can carry in my mind to paint stores, find the nearest match, and coordinate how each would flow into the next. Color stuck. Color was simple.

I choose the shade of the living room wall. I choose the color of almost every wall in the house. I predicted how it will look next to the plates hanging on the white built-in cabinet. I know how it will complement the grain of the wood bar in the corner and the marble of the kitchen counter.

In my memory, we are standing there, I am leaning against the arm of the sofa, Kait is by the door, our mom by the white bookshelf on the wall, filled with pottery. My sister has just teased me, made fun of my appearance or my outfit or the way my hair has fallen on that particular day.

“You should be nicer to your sister,” our mom tells Kait. “She worships you, you know.”

I roll my eyes, tuck hair behind my ears. My sister is a woman now, mature and unattainable in my eyes and a seemingly different person from the doting companion I knew in my childhood. We are no longer little girls, bound together by dress-up games and shared rituals. In the trials of adolescence, we have grown more competitive, combative, and my sister’s behavior has transformed from amusingly rebellious to something scarier, more out of control.

When she hears our mom’s rebuke, Kait scoffs. Her hip juts out from her tall frame. She runs her elegant hands
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