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         History, like trauma, is never simply one's own.

         
         
         
         
         History is precisely the way we are implicated 

         
         
         in each other's traumas.

         
         
         
         
         
         
         —Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience:

         
         
         
         
         
         Trauma, Narrative, and History

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
         Once, Dad stuck Holly in a tree.

         
         
         
         
         We were all in the backyard, just after dinner, eating pears. Mom was sitting on the porch, barefoot, her thin red skirt folded
            between her knees as she skinned pears and cut them into wedges and then passed them on to me and Dad. They were warm and
            juicy and required hardly any chewing.
         

         
         
         
         
         Holly was playing with sticks in the garden. She was wearing a pale blue dress. I used to like to watch her play in the garden.
            She always looked so calm and complete, a little lady, as she bent down to sniff lilies. Mom and I were sitting on the top
            step. Dad was on the bottom, shirtless and smoking a cigarette. Muscles flickered in his dark back in sculpted waves as he
            turned around to accept slices of pear from Mom. We were full from dinner and I was planning how I would escape to the park
            to ride the new ten-speed I'd received for my twelfth birthday without Holly trying to follow me on her bike. But the thought
            was uncomplicated and faded quickly; I decided I would ride around the street with her that night, if she wanted.
         

         
         
         
         
         We watched Holly going from flower to flower. Her small hands were folded behind her back and she moved with the patience
            of someone much older. Then she stopped and stared at the oak tree at the edge of the garden.
         

         
         
         
         
         She pointed up and then looked back at us, insistently. Dad's cigarette dangled from his mouth as he walked over and said
            something to her. Holly nodded, mouthed something back to him, and grinned.
         

         
         
         
         
         Mom and I watched his thin, tanned body framing Holly's small figure as he lifted her over his head so she could grasp a branch.
            He held her there until he was certain she had established a firm hold. Then he let her go.
         

         
         
         
         
         As he strode towards us through the grass, the sound of crickets became louder. He took the porch steps two at a time and
            didn't turn back once. I watched his face as he pitched his cigarette into a tin can by the door and wondered if he would
            look back at her. He didn't.
         

         
         
         
         
         Mom and I sat there sealed together by the warm August wind, watching the little slip of blue hanging six feet from the ground,
            swaying back and forth.
         

         
         
         
         
         Holly's plaintive moan was a curious sound, not a cry of pain or worry, merely the sound of something buried, or nearly lost,
            and it caused Mom to snap out of the spell. She rushed across the grass and grabbed Holly by the waist. Holly fell into her
            embrace and giggled, as if she were the only one who understood Dad's idea of a joke.
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         chapter 1

         
         
         
         
         Innate immunity: The human body has the ability to resist all types of organisms or toxins that tend to damage the tissues
            and organs. This capacity is called immunity.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         Holly will always be immune from the damage that infects me so easily. She comes to visit me today at the clinic, smelling
            of lilacs and peanut butter.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Where did you go?" she asks me, her clear, pale grey eyes blinking from the sun slanting through the room. She kicks up her
            skateboard and pulls her headband down over her eyes.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hello, My Name Is: Giselle Vasco. I am a twenty-two-year-old recovering anorexic. Hello, My Name Is: Taking-One-Year-Out-of-Med-School-and-Starting-Again.
            Hello, My Name Is.
         

         
         
         
         
         "They say you can come home now."

         
         
         
         
         "I know, but do a cartwheel."

         
         
         
         
         "Here?" she asks in mock surprise.

         
         
         
         
         —Here? In this waste of a place you call home?

         
         
         
         
         "Do one, and I'm yours."

         
         
         
         
         I follow her to the hallway, where Mom and a couple of other nurses are standing around waiting for the elevator. I lock eyes
            with Mom, whose gaze is pleading but fierce.
         

         
         
         
         
         Holly does three perfect cartwheels: arms arched and nearly straight, her body star-shaped, her mismatched socks folded over
            her high-top basketball sneakers, the kind all her fourteen-year-old friends are wearing.
         

         
         
         
         
         "So, what's it gonna be?" Holly asks, wiping her nose on her wristband, her grey eyes daring me. I look down at my skinny,
            knobby legs that are so unlike Holly's; hers are tanned and covered in fine blond hairs, while mine are pale and stubbly and
            covered by razor nicks. Holly's legs are strong, muscled, a set of powerhouse tree trunks, and, if I hold on to them firmly
            enough, they can cartwheel me out of here.
         

         
         
         
         
         I look back at Mom's glistening eyes.

         
         
         
         
         —Here, in this waste of a place you call—
         

         
         
         "Let's go home."

         
         
         
         
         
         Medical students will be able to perform the following routine procedures: Ace bandaging, insertion and placement of venous
            catheters, scrubbing, sterile preparation, finger splints, radial and ulnar gutter slab, draping, and suturing of simple laceration.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         Ah yes, I learned it all, immediate attention to cuts, needles, breaks, the general wear and tear of the human body, only
            to promptly wind up in a hospital unit myself.
         

         
         
         
         
         Vesla, my mother, drives the car like a maniac, as if she's afraid I'll change my mind about leaving. Her speeding makes me
            nauseous and the wide pink and blue suburban houses of our neighbourhood blur by as I try to count them. Holly is excited,
            telling me all the things we'll do together, like play tennis and eat blue slurpies and camp out in a tent in our backyard.
         

         
         
         
         
         We don't go straight home; instead, Mom pulls into the cemetery where our father is buried. When she takes the key from the
            car, she turns and surveys us like she used to do when we were kids, fighting in the back seat.
         

         
         
         
         
         "You know, Giselle, your father and I came to this country so you could eat, so you could have choices. And look at you now,
            you look like a prisoner. You have to promise me you're going to eat with us and be good. Because this, my darlink, this is
            not fooling around anymore. This is nothing."
         

         
         
         
         
         This is Mom's good English. Darlink. Sometimes she mixes up expressions in times of crisis. I lean over the seat to hug her head.
         

         
         
         
         
         Mom crosses herself and gets out of the car.

         
         
         
         
         We walk to the grave silently, all three of us holding hands, with me in the middle. Both Holly and I are about half a foot
            taller than Mom, and lighter skinned, like our father was. Mom's olive skinned, with wide cheekbones and dark Eurasian eyes.
            Her eyes betray her Hungarian—Romanian ancestors, from Erdély. Erdély Hungarians are famous for their remote resemblance to
            Asians, and for their unflagging sense of humour in the face of disaster. Though my eyes are blue, I like to think I've inherited
            Mom's distinct, almond-shaped eyes.
         

         
         
         
         
         When we get to Dad's grave, Holly goes down on her knees and pats the soft earth with her hands. I look at the crucifix over
            my father's grave. Jesus' eternally baleful eyes are locked on a spot on the ground where Holly's hands play.
         

         
         
         
         
         Before Holly was born I used to kneel in the dirt and pray under the soulless sunflower heads that lined the back of our garden.
            The balls of my feet dug into the ground and the soil yielded beneath my knees as I prayed for a dog or a brother.
         

         
         
         
         
         I'd do twenty Hail Marys, a couple of Our Fathers, and then try to draw a picture of my future brother in my head. My mother,
            her long dark hair pulled back in a neat bun, would scowl at me as I came in dragging my feet and combing the black and white
            seeds out of my hair. She was alarmed in those days by my religious fervour.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Please don't drag your dirty feet on the floor, Mother Teresa," she would tease, half smiling, holding her round belly. Now,
            at my father's graveside, looking at Jesus' down-turned eyes brings back those old feelings, but it's like seeing someone
            you used to be in love with and being with a bunch of people making fun of him. I understand his terror at being up there
            all alone, watching the perpetual unfolding drama—the way our lives get cut up by seasons and weakness and change without
            our noticing.
         

         
         
         
         
         Most of all, though, I feel shame for putting my mom through this two-month ordeal at the clinic, for my shaking, sweaty hand
            that I have to pull away from hers to steady myself on a nearby tree. Shame for the sudden clenching in my bowels.
         

         
         
         
         
         The macaroni-and-cheese lunch I had somersaults in my tiny gut. It's only been two weeks that I've started eating normally,
            so my stomach's not used to being full.
         

         
         
         
         
         —What's this!?

         
         
         
         
         And then I'm on my knees, and she's in my throat, churning the food into bile, interrogating, the endless interrogating.

         
         
         
         
         —Tell me, what does it feel like to almost die?

         
         
         
         
         
         The trend of metabolic changes occurring in starvation is similar to that after shock.

         
         
         
         
         
         Almost, almost but not quite, you can function while starving.

         
         
         
         
         I saw her in public today. It had been weeks since my last sighting. She was walking towards me on a busy downtown street:
            a sickly girl, pale and shivering but kind of pretty, if you like that ravaged look. Her hair was sticking out at odd angles,
            dry blond dreadlocks tied willy-nilly with pieces of string. I almost didn't recognize her.
         

         
         
         
         
         She wore a leather jacket and her boys' jeans were sutured to her hips with a leather belt. Her black army boots were scuffed
            and she carried a thick, worn medical dictionary under her arm.
         

         
         
         
         
         I tried to avoid her but she turned and spoke. She's always talking at me, it seems:

         
         
         
         
         —So, you never answered my question.

         
         
         
         
         —What?

         
         
         
         
         —What does it feel like?

         
         
         
         
         —Stopit.

         
         
         
         
         Caught in a beam of sunlight, we both stopped walking and stared at each other through the reflective building windows. I
            was stunned by the image of this wasted woman before me. Myself.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         Demonstrating resolve to be a well-adjusted person is a positive signal to yourself that the strain of medical school will
            not compromise your individuality.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         Before the end of term, before I got really sick, med school was actually amazing. I kick-started out of the gate rising,
            like Holly. I wanted to jump into my life, one outside the drab aluminium-siding world of green lawns and moody women. I needed
            to get lost in the world, to pound out the thoughts of Eve, my ex, who had left for Germany that summer without promising
            me anything except postcards.
         

         
         
         
         
         I'd just finished a fast-track B.Sc. in biology and wanted what I had seen in movies: friends, classes, a second degree at
            the end of it, a career. The image I had of my future was all straight as a Hollywood film—melancholy little suburban girl
            goes to university, finds herself, gets a life, a boy, a degree. Start nostalgic music, cut to me inside my tiny shared student
            apartment, watching the yellow-and-brown polyester curtains blowing stiffly, looking at biology books, listening to the bleached-blond
            girl upstairs ride her long-haired boyfriend. I am twirling my hair, am deliriously happy, grooving on this egghead high.
            She is me, this girl, she is Hello-My-Name-Is . ..
         

         
         
         
         
         It was enough to hang out of the windows smoking my roommate's cigarettes, to laugh at drunken frat boys running around the
            street in their underwear. I was absorbing everything, and for a couple of months I got it, I was doing it. I was doing it
            right, all right. The classic-rock music from the frat house nearby was the soundtrack to my life.
         

         
         
         
         
         Then, halfway through the second semester, I'd find myself walking around the campus, lost.

         
         
         
         
         "Excuse me, um, could you tell me where the, ah, building with the, you know, the tower thingy . . ."

         
         
         
         
         Aphasia: Muteness, loss of speech, due to the brain's malfunction.

         
         
         
         
         "The library? Sweetheart, it's right in front of you."

         
         
         
         
         I'd get flashes of hot-and-cold panic that made my body shake. I'd have to go to my room, lie down with the covers pulled
            over my face and wait for my body to stop trembling. Panic attacks, I guess, where I'd walk around for hours counting bones,
            naming body parts, muscles, diseases, doing anything to stave off the naked fear that whirled in my gut like a snake's tail,
            that threatened to lash out at any second and ensnare some poor unsuspecting student or professor.
         

         
         
         
         
         Incredibly, I could still study. AH I could do, it seemed, was write tests, cram every spare moment with books, notes, labs,
            lectures. But at night, when the girl upstairs had long since pleasured her hippie-boyfriend and the curtains looked harsh
            and cheap, I couldn't stay within those walls. I'd learned too much, my head was full, and the part that wasn't full would
            wonder about Eve. I started skipping meals now and then and had lost a bit of weight from worrying about marks. One night,
            bored with studying, I started prowling the bars.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Giselle! Bloody hell! Miss Bookbrains finally got her arse out of jail!"

         
         
         
         
         It was Susan, my Scottish roommate. Susan was a tall, ever-smiling, red-headed psychology major. She had a bad case of eczema
            on her arms, which I tried to treat with creams and poultices. Since nothing ever seemed to work, she wore long, satin gloves
            up to her elbows to hide what she called her "bloody leprosy."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Hey, Suze. Whatcha drinkin'?" I asked, standing awkwardly at the edge of the table, shy about being the centre of attention.
            That night at the bar, Susan was sitting at a large table, surrounded by friends. It was somebody's birthday and there were
            pretty little gift bags stacked on one side of the table. Susan was sitting between two collegiate-looking guys, and the girls
            at the other end of the table were wearing little black dresses. I felt self-conscious suddenly; I pulled up my sagging jeans
            and pushed out my chest, trying to hide the stains on my worn tank top.
         

         
         
         
         
         "There's a special on screwdrivers," she told me. "And we've got loads of beer, but I'm drinking whisky."

         
         
         
         
         "Whisky it is then." I ordered a screwdriver for myself, and a whisky for Susan, who finagled me a seat near her next to an
            all-American-looking guy who introduced himself as Greg.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Giselle's my roommate, guys . . . the one I was telling you about before. Killer marks, doesn't get out much though." Everyone
            at the table laughed and bobbed their heads at me as we raised our glasses.
         

         
         
         
         
         Susan was what people call a party animal, and her lifestyle suited me fine as she usually came home about the time I left
            for classes with "a hangover that could make your gnarly toenails crackle." She always left a mess in her tears through the
            place, which I picked up after without complaint because she kept the fridge stocked with the essentials: a pack of Benson
            [image: 7494] Hedges Special Lights, Clamato, a fifth of vodka, lemon wedges, and crackers—for guests, she explained.
         

         
         
         
         
         When Susan put her arms around me in the bar, surrounded by her friends, I rested my head on her shoulder for a second and
            realized that I hadn't been touched in months. I felt starved for affection, for human interaction, as Susan pulled me to
            her to whisper secrets.
         

         
         
         
         
         "What do you think of our all-American golden boy?"

         
         
         
         
         "I think you like him."

         
         
         
         
         Starved. For salty peanuts, for beer poured in chilled mugs, for music blaring through conversations punctured by laughter
            and smoke. I sat next to Susan that night, trying to follow her conversations, trying to read the significance of her hand
            on Greg's knee.
         

         
         
         
         
         'You're right. I want to lick him," she told me through sips of whisky as my eyes caught Greg's briefly and he winked at me.

         
         
         
         
         I looked over at the girls and laughed when they threw popcorn at us. I had never tasted beer this good, heard music so sweet
            and true. All of my preoccupations about marks, school, main arteries, veins, lymph nodes, diagnostic methods, and the memory
            of Eve's kisses on my mouth slipped away for a couple of hours. I was free; this was what I had come for. The confusing mass
            of impulses and emotions: the wandering, the shaking and the panic, the hours I'd spent cradling huge textbooks in my arms
            . . . all of it suddenly seemed ridiculous. Was that me?
         

         
         
         
         
         —You betcher skinny white ass that was us—we were amazing!

         
         
         
         
         "So this guy starts snogging me, right in the middle of the street, yeah!"

         
         
         
         
         Susan's stories of the Edinburgh streets always seemed to be peopled with thieves, beggars, and gorgeous Scottish rapists.

         
         
         
         
          Was that me?

         
         
         
         
         The bar we frequented had a ledge with a mirror next to it to accommodate us standing-room-only types in the ladies' washroom.
            Was that me? Breathing in through one white nostril, then looking in the mirror sniffing, sniffing through the acrid drip
            of it down the throat. The girls, all laughing, all of us embracing: a group hug, a sort of group snort. Except I was the
            only one who felt like touching had just been invented as we all tore away and Susan pulled her gloved hand casually over
            the nape of my neck.
         

         
         
         
         
         "You've got great hair, Giselle, only you should comb it," one of the girls said apologetically as someone began to pound
            on the door.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Keep yer bleeding shorts on! It's open!" Susan yelled.

         
         
         
         
         I stared at myself, noticing that my hair had become matted. How had that happened? I thought of Holly then. How, when we
            were kids, I'd make her up in front of Mom's vanity mirror, sprinkle sparkles on her eyes, smear wine-red lipstick on her
            cheeks, and she'd sit there patiently trying to hum while I transformed her into a child-whore.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Greg likes you," head of the black-mini-dress girls whispered to me.

         
         
         
         
         "Who?"

         
         
         
         
         "Greg, the guy who was sitting on your left, next to Susan."

         
         
         
         
         Susan let out another peal of swearing, and when the door banged open there were suddenly girls squealing all around us.

         
         
         
         
         "Omawgawd! I have to pee sooo bad!"

         
         
         
         
         Susan gave me a black look, which I ignored while rolling a twenty to sniff the last of the white powder off the ledge. There
            was quite a bit left over in all of our hugging and goofing around.
         

         
         
         
         
         Then the girls left at once and I was alone. I went to the sink and cupped my hands under the faucet and scrubbed my face
            clean, like Holly had so many years ago, careful to get everything off like I told her to before our parents came home.
         

         
         
         
         
         I looked at my red eyes and nose in the mirror. I considered my body, surely not attractive, surely not thin enough; it seemed
            to me all those girls were leaner, slinkier than me.
         

         
         
         
         
         Suddenly I felt blood rushing to my head. I couldn't block out the thought of the blue innards of the cadaver we had opened
            that week, pickled in formaldehyde. Dead organs are a peculiar muted hue, and though I was skilled with the knife, I wasn't
            quite used to being inside a dead person, handling pale organs.
         

         
         
         
         
         I can't remember what happened next except that when I woke up on the floor, my head and back ached.

         
         
         
         
         When Susan found me I was still on the floor.

         
         
         
         
         "Jaysus Christ, Giselle, is this why you don't drink?"

         
         
         
         
         "I'm OK," I said, stepping up to the shaking floor, grinning at Susan.

         
         
         
         
         "They said you had a seizure."

         
         
         
         
         "Don't worry about Greg, Susan. I don't like boys. At least, I don't think I like them." I staggered into the door as it flew
            open and hit me square in the head. A golf-ball-sized bump formed almost immediately.
         

         
         
         
         
         Was that me?

         
         
         
         
         "Ow." I managed to look back once more at the mirror before Susan strong-armed me out.

         
         
         
         
         The next morning I examined my bloodshot eyes and swore it would be my first and last cocaine experience. But when I looked
            into the bathroom mirror I saw more than the evidence of a wild night: a change had taken place. Someone else looked back
            at me grimly. I knew her skin barely covered the grotesque machinery of her squirming insides. Then she spoke her first sweet
            words to me:
         

         
         
         
         
         —You think those people like you? You think they're your friends? They're not your friends, they just feel sorry for you.

         
         
         
         
         She didn't speak much, not like she does now, but she showed me things, images. The next day she forced my legs to walk faster
            everywhere I went and she screamed when I reached for another piece of bread.
         

         
         
         
         
         —Are you really going to put that in your mouth?

         
         
         
         
         When I gazed at her in the mirror, her judging feline-eyes reminded me that I was not good enough, that everything I had—school,
            body, and life—I had to maintain, work twice, three times as hard as everyone else to keep. She terrified me into spasms at
            night when her great pumping heart sucked all the excitement from my veins and turned it into criticism.
         

         
         
         
         
         —Do you think you're special? because you have a head full of knots and facts?

         
         
         
         
         In those first quiet moments staring at her reflection I closed my eyes, willing her to disappear. But I could hear the sound
            of a knife cutting into her soft pale arms. I imagined her slicing us apart, just to show me our blood. That morning she was
            just a shell, still forming over my skin. But minutes later, when I looked back in the mirror, she had begun to take over;
            her deep wet eyes blinked back at me, alive.
         

         
         
         
         
         —Introduce me, she yawned. I want to meet your friends.

         
         
         
         
         
         A good surgeon knows biochemical pathways and anatomical landmarks intimately

         
         
         
         
         
         I measured and weighed her when they brought her home, counted her fingers and toes, and tested her reflexes. Unlike me, Holly
            was born long and skinny: nine pounds, nine ounces. She would not tolerate swaddling—her legs kicked at blankets, toys, and
            anyone who found themselves in her direct line of fire. Anyone except Dad. She wouldn't kick at him. She was considered slow
            because she wouldn't talk, although she learned to walk quickly. She moved drunkenly, falling a lot, but she was determined.
         

         
         
         
         
         Holly had a funny habit of lying down on the ground and putting the right side of her head on the floor when she was sad or
            upset or tired. She'd suction her little pink ear to the wooden floor of our house, stick her thumb in her mouth, and stare
            at the dust beneath the furniture, meditating on whatever injustice or punishment she had just endured.
         

         
         
         
         
         You couldn't touch her when she was on the floor; she'd thrash about and punch if you tried to pick her up. It was best just
            to leave her, to wait for Dad to cajole her out of her black mood.
         

         
         
         
         
         Holly was born deaf in her left ear.

         
         
         
         
         "I go 'way now" was Holly's first complete sentence. She said it to me, on the floor, squeezing out hot tears. Her shaky voice,
            her attempt at language, betrayed how very hard she was trying to be good. We were trying to get her to communicate, in those
            days, with monosyllables. We'd cheer and dance around the kitchen, and sign back at her gleefully when she grunted an "uh-uh"
            or "na-huh." We were trying to break her of the habit of being silent for days and then waking up screaming.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Holly good girl! Holly, you're talking!" Instinctively I reached down to touch her but she moaned and clenched the floor.
            She balled her fists into her face and wept bitterly. I withdrew my arm. Mom was cooking dinner, the pressure cooker was whistling,
            Dad was reciting poetry in the front room. It was altogether too much noise.
         

         
         
         
         
         Born into a world of half words and blaring radios, of singing Hungarians and ongoing dramas, Holly went underground when
            our ever goddamn dynamic family got to be too much. Holly learned early on how to get us to disappear, or at least shut up,
            for a little while.
         

         
         
         
         
         Me? I was born between the old world and the new, five months after my parents came to this country, and it's taken me twenty-two
            years to figure out how to get some control, some peace and quiet, and even now it's not so quiet.
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         chapter 2

         
         
         
         
         When Giselle came home for Christmas holidays last year I saw it happening. I saw her eyes dance across the food at dinner,
            calculating, making plans about how she could get rid of it. She had several tricks. One of her favourites was to take a couple
            of bites of her meal and then scrape the rest of her dinner into the garbage when she thought no one was looking. But she
            couldn't do this for too long, because I caught on early and told Mom.
         

         
         
         
         
         When I heard it wras a sickness, I went to the library to do some research. The Perfectionists' Disorder. The Girl Who Thought She Had No Stomach. I sat there, very still, with those books spread out on the clean, shiny table. I sat there in that quiet library with the
            tick of the clock in my ear, looking at those girls with big heads and awful long bones that looked like they hurt poking
            through the skin.
         

         
         
         
         
         In late April, when Susan, Giselle's roommate, called us with news that Giselle was in bad shape, I chewed all the nails off
            one of my hands.
         

         
         
         
         
         "She finished her year," Susan told me before I passed the phone to Mom.

         
         
         
         
         "She's in the top ten and she wants to stay and do some summer courses but I think she needs help."

         
         
         
         
         I wasn't surprised. Mom and Giselle's doctor arranged for her to go to the best clinic in the city straightaway, even though
            there was a mile-long waiting list. I'm not sure if Mom used Dad's title as a doctor to pull some strings, or if Giselle was
            so sick she needed immediate attention. Whatever the case, Giselle went to the clinic after a certain "episode" at school.
            Susan was never clear about what this "episode" was. Maybe Giselle passed out somewhere, or maybe she lost it completely and
            started chucking food at the other students one day in anatomy class. Anyway, school had had enough of her and she, it seems,
            had had enough, too. But I don't mean she was cooperative, because she wasn't.
         

         
         
         
         
         "I have a test tomorrow!" she railed, gnashing her teeth at the clinic's receptionist. "I don't have time for this!"
         

         
         
         
         
         "Shh, honey, don't worry about the test. . . you can make it up," Mom said, smoothing Giselle's hair back, massaging warmth
            into her arm with her fingers. Mom and I both tried to hold on to her and get her to lie down, and we both stared openly at
            the plastic medical band that hung off her tiny wrist, at the scratches and bruises on Giselle's arms and legs. It looked
            like she'd fallen off her bike or something.
         

         
         
         
         
         "What happened?" Mom asked as Giselle plucked at her hair like a madwoman. For someone who was not eating enough, she was
            really hyper. She asked the nurse a stream of questions and she even had the nerve to put me in a headlock. I resisted the
            temptation to pinch what was left of the flesh on her bones and wriggled out of her hold.
         

         
         
         
         
         "So long you morons!" she screamed as a male nurse wheeled her down the hall.

         
         
         
         
         "She doesn't mean us, Mom, or anybody, she's just babbling, just talking."

         
         
         
         
         I realized later she was either hyped on caffeine pills or something stronger that went around school, or maybe she was just
            delirious. Mom said, "I hope they fix her hair."
         

         
         
         
         
         Giselle's hair, which had always been neatly combed, long, and a gorgeous treacle colour, had transformed into a yellow nest
            of long dreadlocks that were tied back with a large hair elastic and a piece of fabric. I liked Giselle's new hair, although
            it was huge, and shrunk her face, and kind of made her look like a scarecrow.
         

         
         
         
         
         "She seems high-strung, Ms. Vasco," the nurse said. "We're going to administer some sedatives."

         
         
         
         
         "Fine," Mom told the nurse stiffly as she gripped my hand.

         
         
         
         
         Mom had trouble recognizing the healthy-bodied, long haired, upstanding daughter she had dropped off at the university not
            ten months ago, and maybe she hated, or at least feared, this wild, loud-mouthed, dread locked, sinewy creature posing as
            Giselle.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Let's go," Mom said, her face darkening. "We'll come back tomorrow to see how she is."

         
         
         
         
         I held up my finger, telling her one minute, one minute, and dashed down the corridor.

         
         
         
         
         Giselle was propped up on the bed in a little hospital gown and the nurse was searching her arm for a vein. She seemed a lot
            calmer when she smiled at me.
         

         
         
         
         
         "This is my sister. She's fourteen," she told the nurse, as if I were famous and she were very proud of me. The nurse nodded
            at me and continued to feel around in Giselle's arm, searching for the elusive vein.
         

         
         
         
         
         "How's Mom?" she asked suddenly, very seriously, dropping her crazy-act.

         
         
         
         
         "You've done a great job of flipping her out."

         
         
         
         
         "Yeah, well. . ." She scratched her head, dislodging some of the neatly arranged dreadlocks from her ponytail, and then looked
            at me guiltily. She looked over at the nurse, who still had the needle hovering above her tiny arm.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Give me that!" And in one swift motion, my sister pulled the tourniquet around her arm tighter, with her teeth, grabbed the
            needle from his hand, and injected it into her arm like an expert junkie.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Don't worry," she said, pulling a silencing finger up to her lips, "I won't tell anyone. Besides, I'm a doctor." She laughed
            quietly, then closed her eyes, behaving as if the drug had had immediate effect. The nurse, who looked as if he wanted to
            punch Giselle in the face, pulled the needle out of her hand and snapped the tourniquet off. He was muttering something about
            spoiled university hotheads as he left the room. Giselle opened her eyes really wide then.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Do you ever get hungry?" she asked. "Too hungry to eat?"

         
         
         
         
         
         Six weeks later, after Giselle stopped acting so crazy, the doctors and nutritionists at the clinic were so impressed with
            my sister's progress—she seemed eager to "heal herself" and within the month and a half gained back almost half the weight
            she had lost—that they said it was OK if she came home early.
         

         
         
         
         
         But now that she's home and "healing," Giselle seems different. Even though the clinic taught her about nutrition and stuff,
            she's gotten really weird about food. I don't know what she picked up in there, but she cuts it up into tiny pieces and eats
            really slowly, chewing every little bite about thirty times and moving her plate around in circles to examine it from different
            angles. But she has no problem eating crap. And knowing Giselle's weakness for sweets, Mom's stocked the fridge and shelves
            with all kinds of cookies, cake, ice cream, and chocolate.
         

         
         
         
         
         Today she sat down next to me at the table with a tub of ice cream, which she scooped out with an Oreo cookie and licked off.

         
         
         
         
         "You shouldn't eat that shit," I told her. It's so annoying that she acts like a baby, doing anything she wants because she's
            "sick." Her hair is only getting bigger and rattier-looking and she hangs out in her pyjamas all day. Plus, her skin is looking
            bad from all that sugar.
         

         
         
         
         
         "I," she said, pausing for effect, and to grind the cookie with her teeth, "I can eat whatever I want. Doctor's orders." She
            grinned at me with black cookie stuck between her teeth. As I got up to take my plate to the sink, she started scooping out
            the ice cream with her finger.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Besides," she added, scratching her back, "I don't eat it, it eats me. Want some?" She held out her spindly little finger
            and giggled. I slammed my plate in the sink.
         

         
         
         
         
         I hate watching her sit around all day on the couch, too tired from her sugar highs to do anything except stare at the TV.
            She talks about going back to school, but it's hard to imagine her pulling herself together to even leave the house. How is
            she going to be a normal person and go back to school while she still looks like a scarecrow and eats crap? So I decided to
            do something about it: I got a garbage bag from under the sink and started throwing all her junk food into it. Then I walked
            over to her and snatched the tub of ice cream from her hand.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Hey!" she whined, tripping out of her chair. "What the hell are you doing?"

         
         
         
         
         "Until you eat and act like a normal person I am absconding with your food."

         
         
         
         
         "Absconding?"

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, absconding."

         
         
         
         
         "That's a mighty big word, Holly. I didn't know they taught those kinds of words in grade six."

         
         
         
         
         "If you cared about anyone other than yourself, you'd know I was in grade eight."

         
         
         
         
         "Snot."

         
         
         
         
         "Bitch."

         
         
         
         
         "You can't talk to me like that!" she shrieked. Giselle was standing up now, swaying like a paper-ghost in her thin pyjamas.

         
         
         
         
         "Why? Because you're sick? Because you act like a spoiled brat? Well, guess what, Giselle, I'm not your therapist and I'm
            not your doctor. I'm not Mom and I'm sick of your whining and I can talk to you however I want. I'm your sister and I know you and don't care if they tell you that you can eat whatever you want.
            You can't. You want to act like a baby? Then I'll treat you like one. You can do whatever you want in front of Mom or the
            doctors but not me. Understand?"
         

         
         
         
         
         All of this shot out of my mouth in tears and spit as I stood there shaking my twenty-two-year-old pimply sister, who looked
            younger than me, who, I, at fourteen, could've thrown across the room like a rag. I couldn't help myself. Dear God I'm sorry,
            but I couldn't help it: I wanted to hurt her.
         

         
         
         
         
         "You don't understand," she whispered.

         
         
         
         
         I'm bigger than Giselle, bigger arms, stronger legs, wider torso, but I was still afraid of her until that moment, until I
            felt my thumb hit the soft inner bone of her arm.
         

         
         
         
         
         Then, instead of hitting her, I put my mouth up beside her ear.

         
         
         
         
         "You are so goddamn right I don't understand. But then you are the smart one and I am the stupid one. What do you want, Giselle?
            More food? More ice cream? I want to give you your wish, Giselle . . ."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Shut up!"

         
         
         
         
         I gripped her arm, till it felt like it might snap, till she cried out in pain, till she somehow managed to wrangle herself
            from my hold and crumple down on the floor. She covered her face as if I had hit her and, as I looked down at my shaking hand,
            which still held the garbage bag, I saw the trail of black cookie saliva smeared up the side of my arm, and the red mark where
            Giselle had bit me and freed herself.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         . . . 

         
         
         
         
         
         Tonight the house is a tense hot place with Giselle fuming in her room and slamming doors, and so I go for a run. Mom and
            Giselle don't know that I sneak through the back door and run through the park. At night I can't see the crooked paths, so
            they don't trouble me. When I reach my stride, when I am warm and a single flame burns inside my gut, when something in me
            feels like stopping, that's when the lines of trees blur quicker and I push on harder. I see nothing but my legs. The pounding
            of blood in my ears reminds me that my heart is always with me, like breathing or dying. Then my legs disappear and I forget
            about Giselle's scratchy hair and ugly frowns, forget that we're bound together in bone and blood in this big messy life.
            When I kick against spring-wet trees, leap gutters in time, I find my own heart, alone.
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         chapter 3

         
         
         
         
         The speed of a marathon runner is directly proportional to the heightened cardiac output.

         
         
         
         
         
         When she's not running in my dreams, she's swimming, and Holly's body is always a small vessel I cannot save.

         
         
         
         
         We are at steam baths, standing barefoot on a clean, tiled floor. Holly keeps hopping from foot to foot and yipping like a
            puppy till I yank on her hand to get her to stop. We are wearing only towels. Holly is much younger, maybe five.
         

         
         
         
         
         In the dream it is always the same: an old woman with pendulous breasts weaves her way towards us. She grabs me by the hand
            and points to the red mark on my palm and asks me, in a foreign language, if I am menstruating. Annoyed, I tell her, in English,
            that I am not. I explain that the cashier stamped our hands when we paid to get in. In vain, I search for the word "ticket"
            in a language I do not know. "Where's her mark?" the woman demands as she snatches my hand away from Holly's.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Leave us alone," I growl, trying to wrench myself from the woman's grasp.

         
         
         
         
         Suddenly Holly leaps away from me and dives into the shallow bath. The woman and I watch her swim the length of the pool underwater.
            As the pressure of the old woman's dry hand intensifies I remember that Holly cannot swim.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         Do you ever think about how your sickness affects your family?

         
         
         
         
         
         I can see them. They sit like a family of bronzed dolls facing the lake, their backs tight and wiry, deep brown from the sun.
            Mom sits on the beach below, looking up from her magazine every once in a while to pull her hat down over her eyes. I am sitting
            under a tree, away from them, in the bacakground, a pair of Mom's big Jackie O sunglasses resting on my cheeks. Holly is three;
            she and Dad are playing catch with a large plastic blue-and-green ball. Dad is careful not to throw it too close to the water,
            lest she be hauled into the lake that she fears with the passionate irrationality of a toddler. I have my sticks, an array
            of interesting bugs, a caterpillar or two, and, my most prized possession, a tiny fat tadpole stolen from the minnow trap
            in the stream nearby, caught early that same morning before anyone is up to tell me not to.
         

         
         
         
         
         I am taping them all to pieces of cardboard and labelling them with their Latin names, which I locate in the heavy encyclopedia
            I have hauled down to the shore for this purpose. I am still not sure what to do with the fish, however.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, Giselle," my mother says before we go down, trying to stuff a snorkel into my bulging beach bag. "Leave the big book
            at the cottage."
         

         
         
         
         
         I offer her a fern stem in response. "It's so perfect, Mama. Look, look at the back, they're called spores, they come from
            outer space." She smiles and tucks the fern behind her ear, and takes a handle of the bag so that the encyclopedia can come,
            too.
         

         
         
         
         
         It's so hot the tape is barely sticking to the cardboard. I shove my heels deep into the sand, seeking out the cool, dark
            earth beneath the white layers. I tug off the tape: it has pieces of bark and sand stuck to it. Messy, messy. I take a break,
            watching Holly and Dad instead. Every time she catches the ball—which is a lot for a little kid—she yells and kicks up her
            heel. Dad signs at her to throw it back to him, which she does, hard and off course. Laughing, he dives for her throw, falling
            into the lake, hamming it up so that she laughs even louder. Holly shrieks, kicking sand into the water. She walks to the
            shore to watch him swim out. I get up, brushing the sand from my bathing suit, and dive in after him. In an instant, all the
            buggy-grub and sweat is washed from my hands and body. I start to swim out to him, eager to show him all the new tricks I've
            learned throughout the school year at my weekly swimming classes. As I paddle, weaving towards him unsteadily, he sees me
            coming and starts swimming back to shore.
         

         
         
         
         
         "What you doing?" he asks, splashing me, then spitting water out the side of his mouth, his voice thick and gurgled.

         
         
         
         
         "Look, Daddy, I'm a mermaid." I dive under and twirl my legs in the air but I forget to cover my nose, so I come up coughing.
            Then I feel his hands on my ribs, lifting me out of the water, lifting me high, high, till I am floating above him looking
            down on the lake. Thinking this is a game, I screech like Holly and leap from his hands, but he clutches at my bathing-suit
            straps and smacks his other hand square in my face to break my dive. There's water in my lungs, burning. My face is burning
            as hot-red as my tiny aching lungs, though nothing can burn underwater.
         

         
         
         
         
         "What are you doing?! I was jumping, Papa, jumping, like a dive, you know, stupid?"

         
         
         
         
         I start to smack him back on his head. His black hair is pasted to his skull, his angular jaw set, the bones in it clicking.
            Hysterical, I scream bloody murder until his big hand closes down on my mouth, clamping my protests.
         

         
         
         
         
         Then he tucks me under his side while I kick and scream. My mother catches me as he pushes me in the water like a too-big
            fish he doesn't want. I slide into her arms. He begins yelling in Hungarian, waving his hands, smacking at the water. My mother
            says nothing except, "It's OK, Gizzy, I got you now." Then another barrage of sound back at my father that ends with English
            words: "swimming lessons."
         

         
         
         
         
         He turns his back on us and crosses his arms, his chin falling to his dark brown chest. Holly steps on his feet, pokes him
            in the stomach playfully, her sign language for: "You OK?"
         

         
         
         
         
         He pulls her up by the arms, comforting her. A quick look of terror, of guilt, passes between my parents. Then Mom wraps me
            in a big orange towel and asks me if I want something to eat. I shake my head, cough extra-loud so that he can hear it. But
            he doesn't, because he's halfway down the beach, clucking nonsense softly into Holly's bad ear.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         Do you ever think about how your family affects your sickness?

         
         
         
         
         
         That same night Holly's hip is glued to mine while I'm reading about crickets under the covers with my flashlight and worrying
            about the tadpole that I haven't had the guts to take out of the yogourt container yet, who is still under my bed growing
            fatter. Holly's sleeping with her mouth open, emitting baby-sighs every now and then. Her hand is tucked into the small of
            my back, sweaty and hot, but necessary; Holly can only fall asleep when someone is touching her.
         

         
         
         
         
         I hear him get up to use the bathroom and snap off the flashlight. He hasn't said a word to me all day except, "Gizella, take
            out your wet towels. Hang up them." I strain my neck to hear his footsteps as he comes back down the hallway towards my room.
            He pauses, then opens the door gently and comes to the edge of the bed.
         

         
         
         
         
         I cinch my eyes shut and feel his arm brush mine as his hand reaches out to stroke her sleeping baby face, her hair, then
            my shoulder. I murmur. I feel his ice-blue eyes on me. They evaluate, they judge, these feline aqua eyes. They can see me
            even in the darkest room in the cottage.
         

         
         
         
         
         He eases the flashlight out of my hand. I grip it for a second, then give it up, pushing my head deeper into the pillow, still
            feeling those clear-water eyes on me. I pout my lips, like Holly does when she wants a kiss from him, but this trick never
            works with me. Instead, I feel her hands push against the base of my skull. She lets out another baby-sigh into my neck and
            her warm sweet breath swarms around me, forming a ring that guards me from whatever score he has come to settle. He retreats,
            but not before my own eyes fly open and meet his.
         

         
         
         
         
         He blinks twice, his judgment, for once, suspended. He is curious about something. What?

         
         
         
         
         I can see every eyelash, as if under a microscope, thick and teeming with life. Like mine, his eyes appear blue but are transparent.
            He blinks again, in amazement, seeing them, twin blue circles staring back at him, now, for once, without malevolence, without
            coquettishness. Could it be a truce?
         

         
         
         
         
         He stands there for a while, his eyes glowing with so many questions.

         
         
         
         
         Where did you come from? his eyes telegraph through the darkness.
         

         
         
         
         
         And when, when are you going to leave?

         
         
         
         
         
         It is natural to wonder, at some juncture of your medical studies, whether medicine is really the human profession for which
            you had hoped.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         It may seem as if I'm indifferent to my family. Holly makes the case with her huffing and puffing and fighting, she makes
            the point that I virtually destroyed us with my breakdown. I'm not indifferent. I know I hurt Mom with it, I see it tugging
            at her eyes when I leave a half-eaten plate of eggs on the counter, when she collects my clothes from the laundry basket and
            sees I'm still wearing the same holey T-shirts I had when I was fifteen. She would like it if I were bigger, stronger, less
            prone to colds and hacking coughs. She would like it if I were like other girls and bought new clothes all the time, gained
            a few extra pounds, for padding, for when I might need another layer between myself and the world. I feel bad for Mom, but
            I can never tell her, or Holly, that he started it.
         

         
         
         
         
         He started the whole mess with those ice-blue eyes that kept me begging for my right to exist. Holly doesn't know what it's
            like to love someone who doesn't care whether you live or die. She doesn't yet realize that love unreturned eventually transforms
            into a fierce tangled mess, nerves and entrails exposed like split animal innards. She doesn't understand that sometimes the
            unrequited must demand reparations, that love can be a mean and spiteful process, that sometimes one loses patience with love.
            So, when the nerves and guts have seemingly been packed away, sewn in and cleaned up so as not to make all the innocent bystanders
            uncomfortable, the carrier of this love becomes heavy with a toxic lump that grows, slowly and steadily, into a fierce ball
            of scarred tissue.
         

         
         
         
         
         Located two ribs below the heart, it is called hate.
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