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For Mike, and for our mother


There had been an underlying sweetness to Mike, I would say that was the essence of him. He had been gorgeous, athletic, bright, deeply good.

He was very confident about his mind.

He was so introverted in high school that I tried to compensate by being extroverted.

What struck me was his eyes. I couldn’t see the bottom, where they ended. They just kept going.

Mike was superb in the clutch. He probably won at least four games for us on the last shot.

He loved the Band, Dylan, Country Joe & the Fish, the Dead.

He was not a warm and fuzzy person. I was a little intimidated by him.

It was hard for him to be just one of the group.

He was an inner cosmonaut. But he wasn’t the slightest bit off. He was one of the cool guys.

Mike was a sweet, vulnerable guy who was trying to find his place. There was an untethered quality. He was lost, good-hearted.

If I had to choose the five sanest people I knew at Duke, Mike would’ve been one.

Mike loved to go exploring, to just pick a canyon and follow it to the end.

He was interested in truth, in the way the human mind worked.

Mike liked being outrageous. That was part of his charm.

He is the last person I would’ve expected to develop schizophrenia.

I wouldn’t agree that he’d be the last person to develop schizophrenia.

Mike is the most lonesome person I have ever known.


One

It was just after dusk when we pulled into the parking lot of the observatory, fifteen of us in three cars. My brother Tim had just gotten married and we’d rented a house in eastern Oregon for a family holiday after the wedding. The resort was all sage and pine, blue skies that seemed faded by the blank, unambiguous sunlight. The streets had names like Big Sky, Ponderosa and Bobcat. There were waist-high wooden signs to point the way and cheerful yellow arrows painted on the paths, and I had the feeling that when we packed up and drove away it would all evaporate behind us.

The observatory was part of the resort, but it was different from everything else on offer. A small poster on the wall inside the gift shop read:

 


Looking into space is equivalent to looking back in time because the further away objects are, the longer it takes for their light to reach Earth. Light from objects further away than about 12 billion light years has not had time to reach Earth yet, since the universe has not existed for long enough. The edge of the observable universe is defined by the travel time of light rather than any physical boundary.



 

There were two people missing from what once would have been our family. My father, for the usual post-divorce reasons, does not attend gatherings presided over by my mother. My brother Mike does not attend family gatherings of any kind, ever.

I had seen Mike only a few days before. My mother and her husband Howard and I had taken him for lunch at a place called Shari’s in an outlying strip-mall suburb of Portland, not far from where he lives in supervised housing. Shari’s, the only restaurant where he was welcome, was bright and clean. The plastic menus were free of the residue of meals past, though their depictions of the ‘special platters’ were a little too luridly rendered to be appetizing. Shari’s is the kind of eatery that sits off exit ramps and dots four-lane thoroughfares across America. Scenes from edgy, violent films are shot in places that look just like this.

Nobody said much. Conversation with Mike is not easy. His world is small – consisting of his visits to Shari’s and his interactions with his case worker and with other members of the household. My mother asked how his tomato plants were doing, the ones he had on the deck of the house, and he told us he’d decided to quit growing them. The others were complaining because his watering sessions coincided with their sitting outside, below the deck.

‘They got all wet,’ he said.

My mother asked the obvious. ‘Couldn’t you just water the plants at a different time?’

He dismissed the suggestion. ‘No. They don’t understand. They’re not smart enough to understand.’

‘That’s a shame,’ Howard said vaguely, and we let the subject drop.

Mike didn’t ask what the three of us were doing in Oregon, and we didn’t tell him. He didn’t know his brother was getting married that weekend. It had been more than twenty years since Mike had attended a family wedding. In the photos from that day, he looks – aside from his slightly outdated suit and the odd stiffness already visible in his fingers – rather well. He is slim, rakish, almost handsome. His hair and beard are neatly trimmed. He is, one might guess, a young man in possession of a flighty charm. Sometimes he appears oddly rigid, apart from us, even as he stands beside us. But to the untrained eye, there is nothing that suggests psychosis. These photos are among the last a stranger could look at and not know immediately that something had gone seriously wrong.

As we waited for lunch, fingering sugar packets, constructing Venn diagrams out of the rings of condensation on the table, I spied my mother in a rare moment of unguarded sadness. Her lips were pursed, and she was slowly pushing the straw around her glass of iced tea.

Back in the late seventies, after our parents’ divorce, Mike lived with us in Oregon for months at a stretch. My mother would come home from work and find him sitting in the living room on one of the high-backed black ‘fur’ chairs we’d hauled with us from house to house – one long leg slung over the other, one foot wagging incessantly, stroking his beard and having a conversation with himself.

[image: image]

‘Hi, Mike!’ she’d say, in exactly the same tone in which she greeted the rest of us, as though she were perfectly happy to find him there, just as he was, doing just what he was doing.

Maybe it was different when she went to see him on Sundays at Dammasch, the mental hospital in Wilsonville. When she saw him sitting in the corner of a lock-up, surely then some shadow crossed her face. Or maybe coming home afterwards, with a jittery dog in the back seat. (She used to take our dog along to visit him – Mike loved her so much – and the three of them would go for walks around the hospital grounds.) Maybe the day the dog threw up all over the car on the way home. Insult added to injury. Maybe then she cried.

Of course it must have happened countless times over the years, the waves of sadness, the tears, but my eyes were averted. As a teenager, my abiding wish was that my brother would quietly, miraculously, and without causing pain to anyone, as though he were simply ascending into heaven, disappear. Recognizing the impossibility of this, I had managed instead to create a blind spot where he existed – where, in a way, my mother did, too. For as improbable as it seems, I had no recollection of my mother ever having appeared anything like sad in his company – until that day in 2005 when we sat in Shari’s waiting for our lunch, and she pursed her lips and stared into her iced tea and said nothing in a very particular way.

I looked away from her and over at him. It isn’t easy to look at him, not so much because his face is a distortion of his youthful features, but because looking at him seems to call an impolite attention to that fact. To the fact that his face is puffed and grey where it was once lean and fresh and pretty. To the fact that his eyes – once animated by a youthful, reckless glee or narrowed into something cool, detached, superior – are now flat and expressionless.

So I try not to look too often or too closely. On the other hand, to look away seems the greater affront, so I bumble along in the middle. We all do it, the whole family regard him with a clumsy, furtive scrutiny. Every moment of seeing him is suffused with the awareness of what happened to his life – who he was and all the things he might have become and who, instead, he is now.

He ate a thick steak, quickly – his intake of protein is enormous – and said he was going for a cigarette. His speech was slightly slurred and his cadence monotone, the effects of the antipsychotic drug loxapine and the mood-stabilizer lithium. Loxapine eliminates or helps to reduce the severity of hallucinations and delusions – the so-called positive symptoms – but it can also cause sedation, indifference, agitation, slowed speech and tremors, as well as a Parkinson-like syndrome called tardive dyskinesia, which manifests in repetitive, involuntary movements of the tongue, lips, legs or arms. Lithium contributes to the slurred speech, and to his impaired concentration, attention span and memory. The other two medications he is on, lisinopril and benztropine, are given to alleviate the side-effects of loxapine and lithium, though they too have their side-effects. Lisinopril, which he takes for high blood pressure, can cause headaches and tiredness, while benztropine, taken to counteract tremors and rigidity, may cause drowsiness and nausea. Then, of course, there is the illness. Negative symptoms: Poverty of thought. Passivity. Flat affect. Robotic fixidity and petrification of attitude and reactions. A small choice of modes of behaviour. A narrowed and restricted interest in present and past. Capable of enjoyment but unable to express it. Erosion of emotion and will. Impairment of empathy. Apathy. Slowness of movement. Underactivity. Lack of drive. Poverty of speech.

By the time Mike came back to our large corner booth – far too large for just four, I suddenly noticed – the rest of us had finished our lunches. We paid the bill (my mother, as always at Shari’s, tipped the waitress excessively) and edged ourselves out of the booth. Mike was staying on – for another coffee, another cigarette – so we would say our goodbyes at the door.

Embracing him is not something I have ever savoured. I still associate with him the smell of sickness, which hung heavy in his room in our old house. It was the smell of a body too long in bed, too long without a shower, and of the woollen skull cap he wore day and night and the layers of clothes he didn’t change often enough. Although he no longer smelled like this, I felt the old reflexive recoil. And so I was surprised when I put my arms around him and didn’t want to let go and didn’t feel him wanting to either. We held each other for long enough that thoughts had time to form and pass away again, and one of my thoughts was of the unexpected duration of our embrace. I felt clearly that whatever it was – this unprecedented exchange of affection, this mutuality – was utterly sincere and strangely unembarrassed. I was also aware that at a certain point we would have to disengage. I wondered if I would be able to intuit the moment correctly, thus minimizing, for both our sakes, the awkwardness that would accompany our parting, an awkwardness that arises, always, from the sense of unearned intimacy we share.

As we let go, and as we all then moved towards the glass doors, I had to bow my head because I didn’t want him to see that I was trying not to cry, and I knew that if I looked at him, I would certainly begin to cry. Crying just then would’ve been okay, if not ideal, in the dramaturgy of my family. We are not weepers but neither are we insistently repressed. But I wasn’t sure how it would make him feel, knowing that seeing him had left me in tears.
 
At the ticket counter in the observatory we were each issued, in lieu of a ticket stub, a luminous lavender ring, which we were told to wear on an ankle or wrist or to hook around a belt loop or purse strap. We followed a path to a small enclosure, open to the sky, where six huge telescopes were poised. We went from telescope to telescope, queuing for glimpses of the sky. The moon – because of, rather than in spite of, its familiarity – moved us the most. That and the fact that our view of it was more dramatic than our view of the other items on offer, which tended to be diffuse and fibrous: the Andromeda galaxy; the cloud of gas and dust that was the Ring Nebula in Lyra; globular star clusters.

‘The star clusters are dense groups of old yellow stars in the outer regions of the galaxy,’ the guide told us. ‘They formed early in the galaxy’s history and they can contain thousands of millions of stars. They can range from a hundred to three hundred light years across.’

We murmured obligingly. What could we do with figures like that? Astonishing facts, but nothing that allowed the threads and clusters to compare with the single startling entity that was the moon. One half of it was lost in shadow; on the other half, we could see craters and welts. There it was, the moon, ours in a way Andromeda or Venus isn’t, its surface less strange to us than the landscapes of the sub-Sahara.

On the far side of the enclosure, two more telescopes were pointed like cannons at the horizon. Through one, we could see Venus, briefly, before it sank from view. Through the other was Jupiter, which appeared to waver in a field of shimmering colour. We took our turns and in between stood in the dark like guests at a cocktail party, the clusters of my family dispersing and regrouping, the planets functioning as some recent piece of news to which the conversation kept returning. My mother mentioned a visit she’d made to Roswell, New Mexico.

‘I always thought UFOs were nonsense,’ she said, ‘but some of those stories …’ She raised her eyebrows and tilted her head, the look on her face only half sceptical.

I could picture her in Roswell. I could picture her feet, in plain white tennis shoes and at a slightly pigeon-toed angle, shuffling along through some UFO exhibit with a crowd of other would-be believers.

‘When were you in Roswell?’ I asked.

‘When Howard and I took our cross-country trip in ’92. We rented a camper van and drove.’ She groaned. ‘And drove … and drove
…’

I didn’t remember that they’d done that, and I was bothered by my forgetfulness. They would never be able to do that again: they were in their eighties. There were mysterious scrapes and dents on their car, acquired on trips to the corner store.

We fell silent and then, at the same moment, as though we’d heard a sound from the heavens, looked up again. The stars seemed to have changed, subtly, into something both stranger and more familiar, the way a word does when repeated over and over. As I gazed upwards – focusing on the star that I now knew to be Betelgeuse – I could feel my mother beside me.

The edge of the observable universe is defined by the travel time of light rather than any physical boundary.

She will die, I thought, and in the absence of the living source that begot it, a light will linger for many years – an invisible pulsation of influence. Her strict moral code and boundless generosity. A certain middle-class aesthetic of Super Bowl parties and Phantom of the Opera and coach tours to Europe. Her blithe way of being both absolutely present and capable of letting go, so that our various forms of deep unhappiness have never caused her to become deeply unhappy.

While we’d been discussing the plausibility of aliens, the views through the telescopes had changed. We could see binary stars now, and the spillage of the Milky Way had become clearer. We exchanged pieces of information we’d picked up from the guide.

Jupiter rotates so fast that a Jovian day lasts only ten hours.

A nebula is the after-effect of an exploding star.

A star explodes because …

Finally, the cold started to get to us and we began to trickle out of the enclosure and towards the parking lot. As those of us on the outside stood waiting for those still inside, we kept seeing, out of the corners of our eyes, darts of light
– meteors from the Perseids. I caught myself feeling momentarily surprised, as though because we’d left the enclosure, the celestial spectacle should have ceased. Eventually, shivering and impatient, a few of us drifted back in to find the others.

There were quite a few people still inside and I couldn’t tell which of them belonged to me. What I could see were the luminous lavender rings given to us when we arrived, moving, as though by their own volition, through space. I had assumed they were just nifty admission tickets, pieces of glow-in-the-dark junk, but as the darkness had thickened and it had become more difficult to see one another, I’d realized the rings had a practical purpose, too: to keep us from bumping into each other. Now, a third possibility occurred to me – that maybe they were meant to make us think of ourselves as celestial bodies, wandering through the velvety blackness. In any case, the rings were about all we could see now, and as we shuffled between telescopes, careful not to thump our foreheads, the members of my family called out to one another, our voices low and tentative, hushed by the dark.


Two

I had spent the two weeks prior to that lunch at Shari’s at my mother’s house in Ocean City, New Jersey, a house she and Howard had just sold and were preparing to leave. She had given me several binders full of letters written over four decades, letters I had long known existed, had even randomly dipped into, but had not, until then, read through in their entirety.

Because I had no clear memory of Mike’s pre-illness self – he was the eldest of six and I the youngest – and because this figure whose life the letters portrayed in such detail bore so little resemblance to the person I knew, I felt with far greater force, as I read them, the sensation that I had long felt vaguely: that there had been another son in the family, and that he had died around the age of twenty-three, when I was nine. Not long after that (so my story went), this other man had joined us, appearing suddenly, like a son my parents had given up for adoption at birth and who had finally tracked them down.

Over the next several years, something remarkable unfolded in front of me: psychosis. And yet, for all its strangeness and its certain emotional impact (the very factors that tend to encourage the formation of memories), the recollections I have of Mike from those years could be counted on one hand.
 
There was the evening of Tim’s seventeenth birthday, when we came home from the pizzeria and Mike grew suddenly agitated, then manic, running in circles around the yard. There was the time Mike told my friend Becky, in that abstruse, guru-like tone of his, ‘You’re the tallest girl in the world,’ causing us to collapse into fits of giggles as we repeated the phrase ad nauseam. There was the day I stood whimpering in the bathroom and he yelled at me to hold still as he removed a tick from my scalp. And there were the times during our first summer in Oregon when he took me with him to a mock-Tudor house on the lake shore, where he worked as a gardener.

I remember sitting in the living room and watching him emerge from his bedroom, in a woollen cap and a nubby blue sweater, to make his slouching way towards the bathroom. I remember that the air in the house felt different when he was in it, even if he was hidden in his room. And I remember one visit to a mental hospital. All the image amounts to is a strange, unlikely still of a group of us in a white hallway, seen from behind, at a moment of hesitation. We, the four visiting family members (Tim, my parents and me), are like people in a film who are being chased and deciding whether to flee to the right or the left. Our postures are odd, as though someone off camera had just yelled, Freeze! I don’t remember seeing Mike, the room we went to, or anything that transpired. From his multiple hospitalizations, I have only this tilted and inane tableau.
 
That’s about it, then. Nothing of the gin rummy games or the Chinese chequers the two of us used to play, nothing of the family day trips to the coast, the dinners in the house on Fourth Street or the games of H-O-R-S-E in the driveway, all of which I read about in his letters but cannot recall. Only those few snapshots, and a fleeting image of having once spotted him in our little downtown and turning a corner to avoid meeting him. But that image could just as easily be pure invention – an over-literal attempt to parcel up years of guilt into a single moment.

In 1982, when I was seventeen, I left Oregon and spent the next four years 3,000 miles away, at college in Philadelphia. When I returned to Oregon in 1986, I lived only a twenty-minute bus ride from Mike, who by then was settled in a supervised group home. My mother, in the meantime, had moved to Philadelphia herself. She came to Oregon a couple of times a year, and I sometimes went along when she was having lunch with Mike. But never once did I try to meet with him alone. I don’t think the idea even occurred to me. And then, in 1989, I left the country and didn’t come back. Two or three years could pass between my visits to Oregon, two or three years during which I would not see Mike or speak to him. Sometimes I actually forgot about him, and had to remind myself that we were six.

Throughout that time, all those years leading up to the summer of 2005, to our strange, prolonged embrace in the doorway of Shari’s, a disconcerting image sometimes arose: I thought of him as a chunk of matter – earth or ice – that had cracked off from a larger mass and was drifting quietly, sadly away. As he drifted, he grew smaller, and I had the sense that he would drift and shrink until he was no longer there. It was a certain egotism on my part that gave rise to this image, for I seemed to have assumed that because he was disappearing from my life, he was disappearing altogether.

What struck me that afternoon in Shari’s was not only the contrast between the person who sat across the table from me and the person described in the letters I had just read, but also the fact that Mike, aged fifty-five, was still so very, very present. I looked at him and felt ashamed and humbled and fascinated.
 
I have a friend, now in her mid forties, who suffers from a rare inherited neurodegenerative disease known as pallido-ponto-nigral degeneration, or PPND. The disease results from a mutation in the tau gene of chromosome 17. Its symptoms, including progressive Parkinsonism and dementia, appear by the fifth decade. After an average of eight to nine years, the sufferer dies, usually of aspiration pneumonia – an infection that results from breathing food, liquids, vomit or saliva into the lungs as a result of an impaired swallow mechanism.

Brigid was diagnosed in 2005. She wasn’t shocked. She had watched her father die of PPND when he was about fifty, and she knew she had a 50 per cent chance of inheriting the disease. I knew that it had marked her, watching him deteriorate, losing him like that; but because she had always referred to his illness as ‘Parkinson’s’, I’d had no idea that she had lived her life under this sword of Damocles.

I first met Brigid in 2001. Though she was from the Irish midlands, she’d been living in Paris for years, selling art, curating exhibitions between France and Ireland, sometimes teaching English for extra cash. I could see immediately that she was somehow different from my other friends, though I would not link her idiosyncrasies to the illness until later. Her bad memory I put down to her general air of abstraction and waftiness. She was unusually soft and forgiving – it would not have occurred to her to be critical of weakness in another person – and yet she carried herself like a grande dame, gliding down the street with what appeared to be the dignified bearing of an ageing aristocrat, but was more likely the beginnings of physical stiffening. She did everything with care – a tentativeness I attributed to some excessively genteel femininity. We would meet for coffee or a drink when we were both in Dublin, and I felt physically brash beside her, lumbering and inelegant and hasty. Sometimes I rang her in Paris. One night she said to me in a small, quiet voice, ‘Molly, my hair is falling out.’

She stayed in Paris for as long as she could after the diagnosis, but when it became clear she was no longer able to look after herself, she left her beloved city and moved back in with her mother and step-father in the midlands. She has her own small wing in the house, and a chair that can be adjusted with buttons. She is surrounded all day, every day, by people who love her and treat her with absolute respect. Friends visit from Paris and from around Ireland. But paralysis has overtaken her. She cannot walk or eat without help, and is incapable of any facial expression. Only her eyes move. She is alarmingly thin, and has great difficulty swallowing. She can no longer really speak. When she does manage a few words, usually after body spasms which for some reason enable whispered bursts of speech, the first line delivered to a visitor is invariably ‘I’m so sorry.’

Once, as her mother was showing me out, I said, ‘Brigid’s lucky to have you.’ And her mother said, without the slightest trace of falsity, ‘Oh, we’re lucky to have Brigid.’ Her mother had already nursed Brigid’s father through the same illness. Another day, she bit her lip and said, ‘This is worse. She’s my blood.’ I watch them and that is what I see: blood looking after its own, with dignity and generosity and no seeming awareness that any other response is possible.

But Brigid had a world. I saw her in it. I remember her when she was regal. Sitting, with that odd stillness, in a café off rue Jaucourt and ordering for us in her quietest, surest French. Or gliding up Baggot Street to meet me at the Shelbourne for a drink, greeting me always, ‘Molly, mo ghrá.’ Her thick black hair. The carefully applied lipstick. The parties and the openings. The romantic dalliances. The future. To have witnessed what the illness took from her makes a difference to what I see when I look at her now.

By early 2006, about six months after Tim’s wedding, I had decided I wanted to know what had happened to Mike. This was not the first time I had set out to write about his illness. In the late eighties, Oregon Magazine had bought a piece I’d done on schizophrenia, but went out of business the month before it was to appear. A few years later the Evening Press in Dublin accepted a similarly themed article, then collapsed before its scheduled publication, suggesting a certain jinx was at work. By then, it had become a piece about pyramidal cells and maternal flu in the second trimester as a possible contributing factor to the development of schizophrenia.

But the letters had made me want to understand who he had been before he became ill, as well as who he was now. And I wanted to understand how what had happened to him had affected the other members of my family, how it might relate to our own stories and fears and psychological fault lines. I wanted to bring the two distinct halves of his life into a single story, one that would enable the vague sense of bereavement that had hummed through my life to find its object. My mother saw it as a form of tribute. She wrote to me, I guess I was happy that Mike was to be commemorated in some way. It seems like a wasted life, but it should be celebrated
…

The first time I mentioned to Mike that I intended to write this book I was speaking to him by phone from my mother’s house in Florida in the spring of 2006. I was planning to be in Oregon a few months later and to see him while I was there. I told him I was writing a book concerning our family, and that I was interviewing our parents and our siblings and would like to interview him. That his illness would lie at the heart of the book was something I intended to discuss with him in person.

‘Would you be willing to do that,’ I asked, ‘to let me interview you?’

‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘that would be fine.’

By the time I made it to Oregon, it was the following spring. The two of us went for lunch. It was soon clear to me that an ‘interview’, in the normal sense of the word, was not an option. His conversation, though peppered with seemingly penetrating insights, was disorganized and often self-contradictory. I also realized that it was highly unlikely my brother was going to address in a conversation with me the issue of his illness. Up to that point, and to this day, he has never acknowledged in my presence that he suffers from schizophrenia. I have never heard him say the word. Only once have I heard him refer, obliquely, to being ill, when he asked me, apropos of nothing we’d been speaking of, ‘Did you visit me in Cedar Hills?’

The name didn’t ring any bells. ‘Was Cedar Hills an apartment building?’ I said.

He smiled, barely, and looked at me with something like affectionate forbearance. ‘It was a hospital,’ he said.

Another time I asked him if he’d ever like to leave Oregon and live back east again. He told me he would, but that he couldn’t leave Oregon because of his ‘job’ for Clackamas County Mental Health. There were too many people depending on him, he said. Clackamas County Mental Health is, of course, part of his support network. It is not his employer. No one there is depending on him.

It is impossible for me to gauge what his level of awareness is – and perhaps it varies with the day – though it is true that, even decades into the illness, a lack of insight into oneself, one’s delusions, one’s illness, remains a hallmark of schizophrenia. What I knew was that if he had never said the word schizophrenia to me, I could not bring myself to say it to him. What I said instead was something closer to what I’d said to him on the phone a few months back.

‘Do you mind being in this book I’m writing about the family?’

He looked at me and said, ‘I would expect to be.’ And then, ‘I don’t murder anyone, do I? Do you write murder mysteries?’

‘No,’ I said, ‘you don’t murder anyone.’

About six months later, I was back in Oregon and I asked him again if he minded that I was writing about him in a book.

‘No, I don’t mind,’ he said. Then he asked, ‘Do you sell very many books?’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘not that many.’
 
‘Then why do you keep writing them?’

I knew, from the inconsistency of his remarks on a variety of subjects (one day he acknowledges our mother for what she is, the next day blandly insists we were all stolen at birth), that his answer to a question on any given day might contradict his answer on a different day. But I had decided from the start that were he ever to say, No, don’t write about me, or, No, I don’t want to be in your book  – and he is capable of saying ‘no’ to things he doesn’t want: seeing certain people, recommended medical care – I would shelve the project. While I was glad that he responded positively on three occasions to the question of being in a book I was writing, and consented to talk to me about his life, I also knew that a ‘yes’ constituted a cloudier kind of consent than it would in the case of someone who was not suffering from a mental illness.

My brother does not read books or newspapers. His illness and, to a lesser extent, his medication have severely limited his mental energy and concentration. It is highly unlikely he will ever experience a degree of remission that would enable him to read this book. Mike was diagnosed in 1973, almost forty years ago; remissions, though not unheard of, are extremely rare at this stage of the illness. But the hypothetical possibility exists, and so one of the questions I faced was how to write about his life in a way that he would find acceptable should he ever read the book.

I had long felt sadness over the loss of him. I had tried many times to imagine what it had been like for my parents to lose him. But I had never had much sense of what he himself had lost, or what he had suffered in the process. To understand and to depict this would be to portray him in his totality, both as a bright, shining boy of talent and promise, and as a troubled adult, stricken by a terrible illness that prevented him from realizing his potential as a human being and living the life he’d once seemed destined for.

Around the time I came into possession of the letters, and for much of the period I spent working on this book, I was often away from my own home in Dublin. My boyfriend at the time was working in Kosovo, and I lived with him part-time there, then took work in Kenya for eighteen months. After that, I spent a spring in Paris. But the letters went with me everywhere. They served as aides-memoire and the raw material of Mike’s story, but they also became something more. When I read them, I could see the kitchen tables at which they were typed. I knew the line of dogwood trees that the windows overlooked, the slope of the front yard, how there was so much shade out the back that the grass would never quite grow. I knew the rhythms of those days. I knew the love stories to which the letters referred, what was happening behind the scenes and what information was withheld. I knew the characters, however brief their cameos, and I recognized the significances embedded in what was ordinary: a certain road, a room in a house, the game of tennis. And when Mike’s letters spiralled into incoherence, a grab bag of sentence fragments, mangled proverbs and random images both quotidian and hellfire, I understood, I like to believe, some of what he was trying to allude to.

What the letters had become was home. I wasn’t sure which had the greater part in constituting home, time or space, because the letters blended and confused the two dimensions. They felt like forty years of time I could place on the table in front of me and enter as though it were a house.




End of sample
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