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Abstract

My grandmother was a paranoid schizophrenic who lived without medication for over
fifty years. Her first mental breakdown happened at age 36.

My grandmother was an immigrant’s daughter and WWII Japanese code breaker turned
1950s housewife. She received her bachelor’s and master’s degree before settling down to raise
five kids. One day she woke up hearing voices. She lived with these voices for the rest of her
life, building physical and mental boundaries between herself and the world. In some ways, her
life unraveled little by little. In other ways, she lived happily to 89-years-old.

I’'m 28. As I trudge towards the age when my grandmother first heard voices, I grapple
with the elaborate fagade of normalcy she constructed to protect herself and her family. In doing
so, my grandmother shut out even those she was closest to. This memoir is my journey to
understand this woman, first through my own experience with her, then through my mother’s and
aunts’ experience, and finally through my grandmother’s own experience. I wrestle with themes
of isolation, mental illness, intimacy, protection, inheritance, family, success, and acceptance.

Ultimately, I search for what it is about her life that terrifies me.
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Introduction






Chapter One

My grandmother’s body splayed across her avocado bathroom tile, naked, the lower half
contorted sideways in the position that she fell. The body’s skin stretched and pulled. Its ankles
swelled like birch burls. And wherever water could inflate it had, in distorted femininity, hips
and legs and the triangle above the pubic bone distended with water, like fat. The three living
people around me faded. My uncle’s barking orders faded. I stared down at the body, gawking
at this accidental stage.

sokok

I wonder at the way we’re taught to look, the way we learn to look away. We avert our
eyes out of respect, even out of love. But politeness isn’t intimate.

The intimacy of sex, for example, exists in the moment we gaze and touch unveiled
imperfections. Look straight at base desires, stare at abnormality, and let oneself be looked
upon. Itis a risk to trust another with one’s body’s secrets. Intimacy can go so wrong.

With family and friends, intimacy comes in the unveiling of emotional imperfections.
Although I am 28, the moment I am with my mother I let down my guard. I snap at her, I cry. 1
become a petty, selfish child.

At Grandma’s house [ used to wake up when she screamed from the kitchen. A guttural
sound, the shriek of a dying pig. Something, someone was torturing her. I’d dress and shuffle
into the kitchen, rubbing my eyes.

“Good morning, Dear,” she’d say. “Are you hungry?”

Neither of us would mention her outburst minutes earlier. It seemed rude to draw

attention to her schizophrenic voices when she’d reset the pleasant, normal-person facade.
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I had been summoned to help move the body. But for a second, all I did was stare.
Gravity tugs water home. Rivers, streams, glaciers, urine, rain; fluid pulled towards the earth’s
core like an embrace. I had known she grew heavier with every year, a flower pot that could not
drain. I knew water caught in her ankles, pooled at her knees. Stuck in eddies of skin.

But while the lower half expanded from congestive heart failure, the bone structure of her
face had reemerged. It had been easy to notice only the fragility, the rosy cheeks, her blue eyes
like a Victorian portrait. Her thin, piano fingers had looked graceful, draped elegantly with
excess skin. It had been easy to see only what she wanted us to see.

Hok ok

Last night when I arrived, we’d chatted. I had looked forward to spending time with her
this morning. We would have talked of the weather, perhaps, or what was happening outside her
window. We would have drunk Constant Comment Tea from her cupboard, ignoring her oxygen
tank and her rasping breaths. We would have spoken cleanly, cheerful words.

She had woken early to bathe. “I want to look nice for my family,” she told the in-home
health aide Auntie Nancy hired. It was so very Grandma to die looking forward to a simple day,
ignoring her own limitations. Patching worries with optimism was second nature, she’d borne
The Voices’ angry whisperings for 50 years.

An hour ago, the aide had helped her undress in the wheelchair. Then Grandma gripped
each handle and pushed with all her strength until her bottom rose. She lifted one bloated leg,
like lead, over the slick green half-wall of the tub. She clenched the aide’s hand for balance,
aiming for the shower seat the hospice had supplied.

And then she let go. Her heart stopped, her hand relaxed and she was gone.

& sk ok



I learned from my mother, my aunts and uncles—even from Grandma—how to smile and
nod, how to selectively listen. To pretend I couldn’t see.

“Don’t come in!” she used to yell from inside the bathroom, and we knew her teeth sat
by the sink, or her hair wasn’t combed.

If she whispered to voices in our presence, we pretended not to notice. We’d clear our
throats, we’d look away.

When she blamed her failing eyesight on The Voices we nodded, not contradicting,
“Soon,” she said, “Those People will take away the blurry.” Then she was sure she’d again be
able to see.

Some visits, we played bridge the way she wanted to, pretending her strange rules still
kept the game enjoyable. Wow, Grandma! You win again, we said, our smiles set exactly.
Polite and happy, as she always wanted. Normal, like the gloves she liked to pull up to her
elbows: smooth, outdated, stained.

Until this moment, I thought we kept up the walls and curtains for Grandma.

sokok

It takes just a second for a person to become an object.

Grandma filled her house with objects, excess from shopping trips, discarded in piles like
mass graves. Clutter at that scale was a symptom of her schizophrenia. My sister Isabel and I
used to play with whatever we found; old books, new books, Dickens, Disney, Bibles,
bookmarks, bobby pins, board games, pictures in frames, scattered news clippings, decks of
cards, pens, Kleenex, angels, model cars, letters, Raggedy Anne, dress-up clothes, hard candies,
marbles, chocolate mints, peppermints, tinsel wrapped around table legs and through the rafters,

a plastic human-sized doll house, an exercise bouncy ball, wrapping paper, calendars, gift cards,



markers, paint. We were free to wander anywhere except the master bedroom, which Grandma
kept locked and closed. We would play marbles on the table next to its entrance and sometimes,
in the moment before the door shut behind her, I’d glimpse dirty beige shag carpet, mahogany
shelves, and piles. She filled all the house with piles, but this room was different. Not for its
contents, but because she cared. A room like a diary. A room like a tomb. I never once let
myself be curious. I never once snuck inside.

*okk

It was just a body, just a belonging, a pile of matter upon the bathroom floor. Wisps
sprouted from parched skin, hair no longer clothing her. Even pubic hair thins with age. A
baldness I had not expected.

She would not want us to see this, 1 thought. I was not sad, I was not scared. Gef the
body covered.

In a moment my hands would thrust beneath the shoulder, my quads would push up with
all my strength. Then I would do what she had failed to: I would lift the body while gravity
fought to hold it down. With my uncle, a cousin, and the health aide we would coax her body
through the too-slender doorway; we would grunt, maneuver, and pull. We would lay it on a
bed, like resting, her body safely interlaid between the sheets. When the rest of those who loved
her reached her, the body would look like Grandma. Reduced again to slender hands, a ring, and
hair well parted. And her translucent eyelids shuttered, the way it should be, the way she

wanted, and we, her family, would gaze down at her. Loving her from far away.



Chapter Two

With my grandmother’s death a taboo lifted like a veil from my mother’s family.
Suddenly, the more dangerous schizophrenic stories could be told out loud. My aunts and uncles
told stories of her—not just the silly and benign memories, but the ones that hurt too.

Like a tender werewolf, Grandma wanted desperately to believe her fangs were hidden
and her family did not bleed. And so we wrote a past in which her biology was benign, so
thoroughly that we believed it.

Memory is a deceptively peaceful ocean. Stories untold do not resurface easily. Even as
they share with me their childhoods, the stories lack something after years of not telling. The
stories feel empty. And so many of the stories are gone.

“I was lucky,” my aunt Nancy tells me. “My mom didn’t get really bad until after I left
for college.”

And then months later when I ask something unrelated, I trigger Nancy’s memory. One
night when Nancy was in high school she sat at the kitchen table while Grandma cooked the
family’s dinner. She threw a plate against the wall above Nancy’s head. It shattered. This
memory was embedded behind the sweeping brushstroke of “lucky.” I know there must be more.

Hok ok

In so many ways, Grandma’s descendants are the poster children for resilience. A bright-
eyed herd, pain dribbles off our hides, not permeating. I descend from a long line of happiness.

So what about me, the grandchild who won’t let the unpleasant memories go? I root
around for anguish locked politely on the far side of their memories. In her last few years

Grandma zipped through the neighborhood on her mobility scooter wearing a retro skateboard



helmet she’d picked out. The red helmet strap hooked beneath her 88-year-old chin, her
groceries propped on the back.

“Always drive on the sidewalk,” Uncle Tom chided. But she preferred the smoothness of
the road, the roller coaster of rogue speed bumps. I could stop here, let this be the image that we
remember. The surface tantalizes me with its simplicity. It’s so easy to love that old woman.
That memory makes me smile.

Except, I want the whole story, the vulnerable moments that disappeared as they reset the
happiness dial. I want to understand what these silences did to our family, to understand what
my mother felt in the moments when childhood felt unsafe, when the world and her mother could
not be trusted. Because in those moments she felt something. She must have. Even if now the
feeling is gone.

I want to understand my grandmother who before the moment washed from her like a
dirty plate, was charged with terror and need, fueled by a mind that no one trusted. After each
schizophrenic episode Grandma too reset to happy and never seemed to dwell on it again. They
were a happy family. Her children grew up and raised happy children. I am one of them. We

are resilient. We are lucky.



Part One: Granddaughter






Chapter Three

I sit at a writing desk distance and years away from my grandmother. Ilive in a cabin in
Alaska and stare each morning at my own private birch forest. Sometimes I feel as isolated as I
imagine Grandma was.

I will ask my family questions about Grandma, but not yet. First I need to understand
who she was to me.

sokok

By age seven, visits to Grandma layer and merge, each exactly the same. Steadiness lulls
me to sleep. For years I will believe there is nothing hidden, that the water’s clear surface is all
this world is.

I don’t question the way the house sits back, secluded within its own private jungle,
different than the rest of the block. I don’t question the locks. I don’t question the abandoned
car parked in the driveway. I don’t question the signs that tell everyone else to KEEP OUT. 1
don’t question how we come, how we stay, how we go.

We know we’re at Grandma’s when the rental car swerves onto Los Nifios Way and then
bumps over the curb of her driveway. Only then do we look out the windows, just as suburbia
disappears behind the verdant veil. Giant oaks guard the driveway like stone lions. Their leaves
dapple the sunlight. They know us, so they nod. Letting us in.

When I think of Los Altos, California, my memory barely extends past this single
residence. There is no town. There is barely a neighborhood. The house and driveway are an
island. High, vine-covered fences enclose us on three sides, the wall of overgrown trees shields

her from the street. Beyond, the San Franciscan suburb might not exist.
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In the driveway, however, the sun bakes our dark heads. Daddy, Isabel and I unload
suitcases while Mama grabs the first load of luggage and walks along the walkway to the front
door, which is hidden even further from view. When it was built in 1951, the house design was
too wide for the ¥ acre lot, so it was turned on its side, the front door facing the right side of the
lot. Then, in 1956, a family room was added at right angles to the kitchen, hiding the front door
from the street. After Grandpa left in 1974, Grandma made alterations of her own.

NO TRESPASSING signs are tacked haphazardly to walls and windows. A gray film of
calcium deposits—from years of spraying them with the garden hose—shrouds the windows.
The windows let nothing out not even a shadow of someone inside.

Daddy helps us with our suitcases, which don’t roll well on the cobblestone walkway that
winds around the family room addition. We follow Mama toward the front door. From here,
with the road hidden, we’re surrounded by overgrown trees. Bird trills drown out the sleek cars
that slink along the street, and the fragrant Star Jasmine fills the brick planter box and climbs up
the side of the house and kitchen window, its tendrils perfect curly-cues. Along one side of the
walkway is a brick bench, and behind it is where the lawn once grew. A picnic bench, now a
weathered gray color, sits behind the brick bench. Vines wind around it, locking the bench
permanently into the underbrush. New plastic pots with cheerful flowers sit in front of older
potted plants, obviously cared for, if thoughtlessly; half cultivated, half forgotten. Some flowers
flourish on their own, taking over their neighbor’s pots and splashing white or pink or purple
onto the path. But others die, and are left to mulch and fertilize. Ilove Grandma’s house like I
love the overgrown graveyard near my house. Both are more interesting and beautiful now that

nature has taken it back.

12



When we get to the door, Mama has already knocked. We hear Grandma working
through the locks and bolts on the other side. We perch on our luggage, waiting for the house to
set her free. She sounds like a mouse scratching at the wall. Her key set jingles. Mama has her
Grandma-smile ready, the almost-real one that cracks at her eyes. We’re a unit of acceptance,
four people perched cheerfully like birds. This is part of the routine.

A bee winds around my bright T-shirt, then settles on one of the flower pots. I watch it
intently, pushing it away with my eyes, beating it back with my stillness. The bee zooms
towards Isabel, but veers away again, off into the secret garden.

And then suddenly, inevitably, the door squeals open and Grandma fills the entryway.
Her sparkling blue eyes are exactly like Mama’s. Her smile tilts wide while her Arabic nose
scoops towards her chin. Even at seven, I'm not that much shorter, though I’'m all camel legs
and she’s all middle.

“Jansie! Megan, Isabel, Jeff! Come in, Come in!

Hok ok

We dump luggage on beds. Our room is called “The Twins’ Room,” even though I'm
three years older than my sister. One bed for me and one for Isabel just like when Mama was
little, there was one for her and one for her twin brother, Uncle Jay. A copper lamp dangles just
above each of our pillows. If I stand on the bed, I can just reach it. A chain winds like a vine up
to the high ceiling and back down to the electrical socket behind the headboard. Sometimes,
before I fall asleep, I stare up wondering if tonight will be the night the lamp collapses,
shattering me. The adults wouldn’t hurt me, but the house holds the potential. There are
cobwebs in every corner of the ceiling, in the corners of the side table between us, and weaving

between the shag carpet and the underbelly of my bed.
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Mama finds two sets of twin sheets in the hall closet and helps us make the beds. Our
beds retain the rumpled indent of a body; someone else slept here. We know it’s Grandma, we
know she roams the empty house like a ghost, preoccupied by her voices. But I never stop to
think about why she roams or what she’s thinking. Right now this room is ours and when we
aren’t at Grandma’s her world does not exist.

“This blanket used to be mine,” Mama tells us as we tuck the synthetic blanket, now a
faded pink, under the mattress. Inod, but don’t think much about that, a different world,
Mama’s world when this house was young. I crawl across the bouncy mattress like a bear cub
and tuck in the far corners.

In the evening we brush our teeth then say goodnight.

“Sleep well girls,” Daddy says from down the hallway. Mama follows us to our beds,
and helps pull the threadbare chenille bed spreads up to our chins. Grandma too is there, her
diamond-shaped shadow fills the doorway, widest around the middle, with a shadowy puff of
hair.

“Goodnight Grandma,” we chirp, our eyelids heavy.

Where Mama sits to kiss me the bedsprings creak almost to the floor. The floral perfume
and musty smells of the house cling extra strong to the bedclothes. I snuggle in, comforted by
familiarity that sinks with the weight of us.

*okk

When we wake, Grandma is loud in the kitchen on the other side of the house. Pots and

dishes clank and bang, and Grandma periodically cries out, as if tortured. The noises sound as if

they come from the far side of a tunnel, muted by the thick carpet and the cloth calendars on the
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walls. We know intuitively not to worry about her yells. Smells fill our room: muffins baking
and bear claws warming in the oven. She’s fattening us like dumplings, just with smells.

We pad down the long carpeted hallway onto the linoleum entryway and kitchen floor.
We are greeted by the warm yellow of the oven and the lights necessary since daylight barely
percolates through the window. Mama and Daddy sit calmly at the round breakfast table which
is covered with more food than we could ever eat, a platter of sliced ham that’s been browned on
both sides, a platter of store-bought bear claws, a plate of sliced cantaloupe, a bowl of tangerines
from the bush on the back side of the house and a bowl of canned fruit cocktail swimming in the
corn syrup liquid. Grandma tends to more foods like a shepherd with her flock. English Muffins
burn in the toaster oven. Box-mix muffins balloon in the oven. Eggs scramble on the stove and
tea squeals in the kettle.

We thump down in the plastic picnic chairs next to our parents waiting for food to appear
on our plates. We don’t wait long. First come scrambled eggs, sprinkled with brown sugar,
which Mama would never let us eat at home. They’re sweet and rubbery as I imagine silly putty
would taste. Grandma bangs more food down around us then sits for a second supervising. She
nudges different foods closer to our plates. Our job is to make Grandma happy and Grandma
wants us to eat.

Isabel loves the canned fruit cocktail and I love the English Muffins with honey, no
margarine please, though Grandma puts margarine on anyway and I sneakily switch mine out for
the dry one on another plate.

“Thank you, Grandma,” we chirp as often as possible. Mama relaxes against the plastic
chair and lets us make our own choices. Her elbow rests on the arm rest, her long, lean legs stick

out from her shorts. Her leg bounces as she talks. Daddy sits quiet but smiling, his shoulders
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hunched. Mama chats with Grandma, ignoring the interruptions as Grandma jumps up for more,
again and again.

Grandma pushes food on our parents too. “Have some more eggs, Jeff, please. Please.”
“Jan, you’re too skinny! Eat just a little more.”

Mama’s the best at navigating, “Oh, Mom, this cantaloupe is delicious, thank you. No,
no I don’t want another muffin. I'll have a tangerine—I love the fresh fruit in California, what a
treat!” Then, eventually, she can’t eat anymore and she starts repeating, “No thanks, Mom. I'm
full,” in her brightest voice. And so we follow Mama’s lead and say that too.

“No thanks, Grandma. We’re full.” But only after we’ve eaten seconds, which pleases
Grandma. And Mama is pleased that Grandma is happy. We’re making people happy by eating
sugared eggs.

sokok

After breakfast the days are ours. We roam freely from inside to out. Red ants scramble
in the patterns of the driveway cobblestones. “Wear shoes,” Mama hollers as we sprint past.
Red bite, black don’t. We dance around cobblestone, and race around brambles and trees.

Daddy shows us bugs that curl into balls in our chubby fingers, miniature armadillos,
which lock themselves inside their bodies to be safe. “Pill Bugs,” Daddy says, and Isabel and I
collect them, line them up, each bug keeps out the world through its biology, a benign technique
against the danger—us—that they perceive. They hide their fatty, vulnerable parts behind their
shells, and though we are bigger, smarter, wiser, we cannot penetrate unless we smash them. But
we will not smash them. We only kill the ants.

Grandma and Mama sit outside on lawn chairs that Mama dug from a pile of junk. They

seem happy, as if Grandma’s biology has always been benign. They lean their faces to the sun
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like plants, sun worshipers, their Lebanese skin soaks up the natural light. Grandma’s all the
way Lebanese, which means I’'m part Lebanese too. It’s why we like lemons, Mama tells us,
when she picks them from the tree in Grandma’s backyard and sucks the juices straight.

Daddy boosts us into the old olive tree in the forest that used to be the front lawn. I'm
older so Isabel is not allowed to climb as high. Ilook up towards the next branch and narrow my
mind and focus. Focus is my expertise, pushing out the rest of the world and holding on only to
the task at hand. Up I go. Up up up.

“Not too high!” I finally hear from below. There’s an anxious tinge I never hear in
Mama’s voice. Ilook down. Grandma’s blue vest matches her eyes as she looks up at me; a
face at the bottom of the ocean. The weeds and smaller trees tickle the edges of the lawn, and
from here I can tell the grass used to make a perfect square. I like it better wild.

Hok ok

When we play inside, unsupervised, the house gives up treasures hidden in closets and
drawers, buried behind endless boxes of tissues, bobby pins and decks of cards. We find an
empty arm sticking through the gray chest in Uncle Larry’s Room. It’s a cast, we realize, with a
thumb hole and a place for fingers, like the wrist guards Mama makes us wear when we roller
blade. The thick plaster is painted with orange day-glow and looks like hardened cloth.
Someone painted it with bright pink flowers with yellow centers.

“Mom! LOOK!” We yell, racing the cast down the hallway.

“That was mine,” Mama smiles. She holds it gently and turns it from side to side.
“When I broke my arm, your Aunt Nancy painted this cast for me. It was the end of 5™ grade,

and Nancy was about to graduate from high school. When I went to the doctors to get it
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removed, I slipped it off my wrist without it needing to be cut.” She chuckles, “I don’t think it
was supposed to be that loose.”

I am amazed by this story, this secret time when Mama was in elementary school like me,
and Auntie Nancy was in high school. We put the cast on our hand, then off. On Isabel, it’s
almost the size of her leg.

But the house doesn’t give up the harder secrets and Mama waits for us to find pieces
before she tells stories of the past.

sokok

Back in the twins’ room, we rediscover the salmon-colored chair with nubby cloth and
piping that comes to the center like a giant pumpkin. There is a cloth-covered button where the
pumpkin stem would be. The chair swivels round and round like a Disneyland teacup. We fight
over whose turn it is to spin. I’ve mastered how to whirl like a ballerina. I stick my hands under
my bottom and stare at my reflection in the vanity mirror. A thin T-shirt hangs loosely from my
shoulders, fringe bangs and straight hair tie in a ponytail with wisps falling out of place. Itry for
the neck dexterity of an owl, watching myself as I turn until I can’t anymore. Then I whip my
head around and find myself again. I taste my ponytail for just a second as it hits my cheeks.

sokok

In the evenings, Grandma plays the baby grand piano in the living room. Music seeps
into the cracks and cascades over her and us and this house and all her stuff. The wood
crossbeams have gold Christmas garlands tacked to their undersides. It makes the room feel
cozy, despite the vaulted ceiling.

There are pictures and books and gold angel sculptures covering every surface of the

living room. Ancient hardcovers without their jackets fill the shelves. Inside and scattered
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between the pages are yellowing newspaper clippings and old bookmarks with bible verses.
Grandma’s fancy-messy scrawl circles words and writes notes in the margins with exclamation
marks. Like all adults she seems to glean meaning from content that is over my head. She’s
written, “GROSSMAN” again and again, and “NO” and “HELL” and “LOVE” and “1
DISAGREE.” When I find her notes, I stare for a second, then let them go. I know with a
child’s certainty, that when I’'m older I’ll understand.

Grandma doesn’t play piano like she’s performing and we’re not really listening. Bach
or Christmas Carols flow over us as we play board games abandoned by Mama’s childhood.

“UNO!” T holler over the music. Isabel’s face scrunches as she frowns in concentration.
I want to win even though I know it makes her mad. I can feel Mama half-watch us from the
recliner as she reads old Newsweek Magazines she didn’t get to when they were current. We
like when Daddy teases her for being a packrat like Grandma, never throwing things away. “I'm
optimistic that someday I'll have time to read them,” Mama always replies with a shrug.

Hok ok

It’s time to go. We bump down the driveway, waving, the four of us packed tightly into
the air-conditioned rental. Daddy’s “Oldies But Goodies” station and the smells of synthetic
cleansers replace the birds and the floral musk of Grandma’s soft body hugging us goodbye.

“Grandma’s kind of weird. Isn’t she?” Isabel asks in tentative words, probing at her new-
found opinion. She senses a complexity under the surface. Isabel is four.

I whip my head and glare over the tops of suitcases stuffed between us. “I LOVE
Grandma,” I snap. “DON’T talk about her that way.” The surface shimmers, sparkling like a
glossy photo. I am third generation navigator of mental illness, I am well versed in policing

silence. I am seven-years-old.
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Chapter Four

I’'m eight. We’re on our way to Grandma’s. I sketch the passenger’s seat and Mama’s
head in front of me. Daddy’s radio coos “... Spooky little girl like you...” but I tune the music
out. All I have is a horizon broken into its parts. I turn off my ears. Iturn off my brain.
Mama’s brown hair fluffs around the seat cushion in curly waves, though it’s no longer hair, nor
she my mother. The world 1s reduced to shadow and space. Dark lines push from my pencil.
All that matters is each shade of grey.

Mama cranks her body around to face us. “Okay, we’re almost at Grandma’s. Why don’t
you start picking up the back seat so you’re ready to go when we get there?” T hunch over and
erase furiously so it looks like I'm too busy.

“Did you call before we left?” Daddy asks.

I want to tune them out still, but I’ve lost it.

“Yes, but her phone’s disconnected again,” Mama says. “We might have to wait.”

“How long will we be here?” Isabel asks.

“Two days,” Mama says. “Megan, did you hear me?”

I nod but don’t look up. I stuff notebook and art supplies into my bag as we bump over
the curb of Grandma’s drive.

Grandma’s not home. I nestle myself between plants to draw a geranium in a plastic pot.
Isabel is reading Mama a kindergarten book and Daddy leans against Grandma’s 1966 Dodge
Dart sedan, which long ago found its final resting place in the corner of the driveway by the
fence. The tires are flat and vines coming off the fence grow toward it, threatening to engulf the

frame. Someday, the car will be a perfect car-shaped bush, belonging to Wonderland.

21



Daddy has a newspaper out, one eye on the street. I feel impatient too, I don’t like
waiting. What if Grandma never comes back? It always seems more a possibility than the adults
let on.

When Grandma gets here we’ll say hello and then I'll find another place to curl up to
draw or read. But this waiting messes with my focus. I need Grandma to be here, bustling
around her house.

“Here she comes,” Daddy says finally, in that sing-song voice that masks annoyance. 1
hear her too. The creak of her tricycle jingles like an old swing set. We all look down the
driveway where the trees fold gracefully, shading the drive. Then she fills the liminal between
property and world. Her back is straight, her torso leans into each peddle like a human
pendulum, left, right, left right. She is all navy blue and white: white blouse, white hair, blue
trike, blue slacks, blue vest. Her hair is covered by a train-conductor cap that sparkles with
cheap sequins. She wears thin lady’s gloves, the kind she often gives us for holidays.

She notices our rental car first. Her eyes flash angrily. Then she sees who we are and her
whole face changes.

“Oh!” she says. “Oh! You’re here!”

“Jansie! I'm so glad you’re here!” They speak the same language, each sentence
punctuated by an exclamation point we can almost see hovering above their heads. Mama leans
down to hug Grandma and we stand behind waiting our turn. Mama first, me and Isabel second,
then Daddy last. We line up in the order she loves us, the order we love her. No one minds this

hierarchy. Love sometimes is an exhausting thing.
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“Come in, come in!” Grandma says, as Mama grabs plastic bags of groceries from the
trike and Grandma pulls out her key ring. It’s a thick brass ring like jail keepers wear in movies.
There must be fifteen keys jingling from the ring. Some are old keys like from the Middle Ages,
some are house keys and some are padlock keys. We grab luggage and Mama chats which takes
up time as Grandma slowly breaches entrance to her house via the garage. First she unlocks each
padlock on the garage door, then with a pull of the handle, the white wooden door groans open.
After parking her trike in the garage, she walks past the washer and utility sink and unlocks the
metal door to the kitchen. As she pushes the door open, a little bell tinkles, welcoming us in.

“If ’'d known you were coming I’d have prepared! Idon’t have nearly enough food for
you!” Grandma says. We are each carrying at least one shopping bag full of food that she just
purchased. And we know she has more stuffed into the cabinets of the house.

“Oh, that’s okay, Mom,” Mama replies. “Perhaps we can go out to eat instead?”

Daddy nods emphatically at their backs. No one mentions that we had tried to call to tell
her we were coming, that the phone was unplugged again. She unplugs it when The Voices
speak from it, or when she thinks They’ve tapped her phone. It seems rude to mention the way
she and The Voices were an inconvenience.

Hok ok

Isabel and I have set up an art studio in the living room. We crouch like beetles inside the
carpet, our legs folded beneath our bodies, our backs like rounded shells. I’m working on
drawing eyes, pages and pages filled with the almond shapes, extra round like mine. Isabel
scribbles on a coloring book Mama found in a back bedroom. It’s brand new. We help
ourselves to children’s bible stories left on the coffee table to use as backing for our art. The

cover pictures are bold black lines with swaths of color for each animal, each disciple. There’s
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Mary and a cartoon donkey, though I don’t know the others and I don’t care. My brush with
organized religion is a hard surface to draw upon.

Once upon a time, Grandma didn’t think much of organized religion either. As a young
mother she wrote to her younger brother Abe: “even tho’ I consider certain rites of religion as
devices for the masses, Abie, I have conceded that the children need Sunday School and they will
go regularly.” Yet it was Grandma who came to embrace religious rituals, at least ones of her
own making. I press the pencil hard to shade in the iris of my drawing, then arch my head back
to gain perspective.

The giant clock in the entryway of the living room chimes a melodious chord like an
organ. Time no longer follows the hours of the outside world. As the chiming ends the cuckoo
clock begins to whistle. Minutes later my own watch beeps the real hour so that time cascades
down like a piano scale.

Grandma hums as she enters from the kitchen.

“Those look nice, girls,” she says. I glance at Isabel’s unicorn. It’s neatly colored for a
five-year-old. My drawing is better. I'm older.

“Thank you, Grandma.” We’re concentrating, so we don’t look up. She watches for a
moment, then sets what she is holding on the coffee table and patters away. I peek at what she’s
left us. A fake-crystal candy bowl filled with silver-wrapped chocolate kisses, beckoning like
small gifts. I grab three when Isabel’s not looking and hide them in the pocket of my shorts. 1
don’t want to seem greedy even though at Grandma’s no one would care.

*okk
Sitting at this desk years later, I can pull these specifics up and out of myself. Grandma’s

short wide presence is just a backdrop, a part of the strange, familiar house. Itry to fish for
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moments when she is obviously, undoubtedly schizophrenic. It was always there, a part of her, a
part of this house. And yet.. where are those memories? She seems just eccentric.

“How often do people just exist with schizophrenia, untreated?” I once asked a clinical
psychiatrist named David Webster.

“I think it’s more than we know. People find ways of coping. Family members live with
their erratic-ness as long as they don’t become dangerous. They just exist,” Webster spoke as if
this were a tragedy.

They just exist. But I wonder what the rest of us are doing.

There’s a layer my child-self missed, tucked further within Grandma’s shag carpet than I
bothered to notice. Don’t look too closely the house seems to whisper. Don’t feel too deeply. 1
mimicked my parents, I mimicked Grandma. We existed. We were good at it.

“People can have schizophrenia and be relatively high functioning,” Webster said,
“which is probably a pretty bad prognosis for a paranoid schizophrenic. The likelihood is quite
high that at some point a person will manage to evade treatment and otherwise survive but
there’s just a lot of suffering.”

sokok

“Time for lunch, girls,” Mama calls. “Wash your hands.”

I wander into the kitchen. Packaged luncheon meat—the variety pack with circles of
processed bologna, ham and turkey—as well as iceberg lettuce and mayo sit out on the table,
each complete with a spoon in its own plain white bowl. I don’t know which one of these foods
I hate most.

“Hi Grandma,” 1 say, getting her attention. She’s muttering to voices and rummaging

through linoleum-covered drawers.
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“Be right there,” she calls from inside a cupboard. I sit down and help myself to two
slices of Wonder bread, hoping I can get away with eating only bread and cheese.

Gift time, 1 think. We usually get presents, though I feel guilty when I expect them. 1
stretch my legs under the plastic tablecloth, tightening my knee caps so I’'m not tempted to watch
what Grandma’s putting in the gift bags. I flex, relax, and flex: whatever knee I straighten
thickens into rolls of excess skin, doughy like a puppy’s. There are scabby flakes on my
kneecaps that itch like dandruff. I try not to scratch.

Next to Grandma sits an old scale. Yesterday I tiptoed on with my bare toes, the lines of
my sandals like shadow-memories of the past days outside: dark bordering the lighter skin
between my toes. The red arrow creaked from negative five and ticked unhappily around the
dial like a stubborn clock, stopping just above 60—almost reality like the cuckoo clock in the
living room, like the distorted mirror in the bedroom, like Grandma’s stories. A/most accurate,
only ten pounds off.

Grandma works her way through the drawers of the old desk against the wall in the
corner. It’s the only corner you can still reach. Occasionally, Mama clears some stuff so we can
eat a meal at the bigger dining table. We sit amongst the gold candlesticks and a serving platter
that Grandma spray painted gold. Most of the time, though, the table is too covered even to
walk around. Plastic chairs wedge sideways between the table and the walls along with board
games, wrapping paper, an exercise ball, a little kids tricycle and a pink plastic house.

By the time Mama, Daddy and Isabel sit down, Grandma is ready.

“Just a little something for your birthdays,” she sings, setting a gift bag in front of each of

us. “This one is for Megan, who was born September 8™. This one is for Isabel, who was born
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November 27®. This is for Jeff, and #his one is for my Jansie, born March 4, 1956.” She speaks
as if reciting facts in front of a class, then sets herself down with a grunt.

“Mom, you didn’t have to,” Mama says. But we open the gifts because giving makes
Grandma happy. Mama, Isabel and I get black plastic leather purses. Daddy gets a tie that’s still
got the cardboard tag, though it’s bent and soft with age.

“Thank you, Grandma,” I say.

“Thank you, Grandma,” Isabel echoes. We’re good at sounding genuine.

“Oh thanks, Alice,” Daddy says. His voice squeaks. “TI’ll wear it to work.” He’s not as
good at sounding like he means it.

“You girls each have a coin purse for your change, and tissues for your nose. You can
never have too many tissues,” Grandma says. She beams and nods, like Mrs. Claus. “And you
each have one box of chocolates, you should eat them one. At. A. Time.” Her hand follows her
words like she’s conducting an orchestra. We nod as if we didn’t know. At home, I still have
most of my Halloween candy locked in a hiding place away from Daddy, who teases us by
threatening to steal it. My favorites, the Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups in the orange square
packages, taste stale by the time I eat them the eve of Halloween the following year. At
Grandma’s, however, where sugar is infinite and other food tastes bad, I cram in as many sweets
as I can.

“QOooh, how pretty. New leather gloves, and some earrings,” Mama says, putting on her
gifts. “Wow, Mom. These are beautiful.”

We have a drawer at home that’s similar to many of the drawers here. Grandma’s
drawers are stuffed with purses and tissues ready to be gifted. Ours is stuffed with purses and

tissue she’s already bestowed.
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As we eat lunch, Mama and Grandma talk. Grandma asks follow-up questions, the way
Mama does with us. As they talk, Grandma surveys the table then jumps up, more than once, to
get more food. It’s as though a voice constantly whispers that she’s forgotten something.

“Alice, I can get that...” Daddy tries.

“Yeah, Mom, won’t you let us help?” Mama says, interrupting her own story.

But Grandma waves them off, hurrying to the kitchen for more butter or tea or left over
cinnamon rolls or cookies or instant mashed potatoes with balls of the dry powder not all the way
mixed up.

*okk

Mama and Daddy were high school sweethearts. This is the part of the story I know by
heart: Mama was a freshman, Daddy was a senior. Daddy’s girlfriend and Mama’s best friend
were sisters, and that family moved away. Daddy needed a girlfriend and Mama needed a best
friend. So a few months later Daddy asked Mama out. Mama was 14 Y.

Daddy had dinner with Mama’s family for the first time, in 1971. Tall and confident,
with the brainy-cool of those men whose masculinity derives from their intelligence. He had
shaggy brown hair and thick rimmed glasses and a jolliness to him that disarmed most teachers
and friends’ parents. He liked people. He was good with people. His girlfriend had mentioned
something off-hand about her mother being strange, but it had seemed a small detail, a
personality trait.

Daddy arrived at 720 Los Ninos Way and was ushered into Grandma’s kitchen. Back
then a giant bouncy ball and plastic play house didn’t fill the crevices of the family room and

robust sunlight filtered through the windows. Maybe a cooked chicken sat on the fancy platter
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Grandma had spray painted gold. Maybe the white Corelle “durable glass” dinnerware seemed
modern. Maybe the red place mats were not stained.

They sat like a Norman Rockwell family around a well-set table. They seemed not much
different than his family at home with a mom who cooked the dinner, a dad who spent the day at
work. My mother’s two brothers sat neatly around the table. Her two older sisters were off at
college like he would be next year.

The dinner started off with polite questions and Grandma set the serving dishes at the
center, fluttering like an anxious bird.

“Can I get you anything, Jeff?”” I imagine Grandma asking Daddy, anxious to please. She
was a petite woman with cropped brown hair and a tailored pants and shirt. Both Grandpa and
Grandma seemed more traditional than his parents. It was quieter here—no record playing on
the turntable, no cocktails before dinner. But they seemed kind and friendly.

They sat down at the table. Grandpa sat at the head, Grandma at the end nearest the
kitchen, so she could jump up periodically for items she’d forgotten. Both of them asked
questions of my father, and listened well. Unlike at home, where his father’s work stories took
center stage, the conversation seemed to revolve around the children. My father settled into this
dynamic and talked easily of his recent college tour back east and his job as a dishwasher at a
local retirement home. They talked about student council which both he and my mother were on.
They talked about Mama’s twin, Jay, who was becoming quite the star on the track team. My
father focused on making a decent impression, asking questions, telling stories.

Soon, however, they ran out of questions. Grandma had been the main one doing the

asking and she seemed to have lost interest. Forks clanked plates as they ate.
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My father glanced up. Grandma’s head was angled up towards the ceiling and slightly
away. She looked like she was listening to something. Her lips moved silently. She was
speaking to the wall.

“Pass the mashed potatoes?” Larry, Mama’s older brother, asked.

“Um, more chicken please,” Jay mumbled.

No one looked at Grandma. They smiled at each other as they passed dishes around.

“Jeft, more beans?” Grandpa asked, “Here you are.”

Between passing, however, Grandma was the only one who made a sound. My father
didn’t know where to look. The muttering was audible, too obvious to be ignored.

And yet, ignoring seemed to be this family’s game. They were still the family in the
Norman Rockwell painting with the dad in the button-up shirt and the mom in an apron. My
father tried to catch my mother’s eye but she stared brightly everywhere but at him. Grandpa
ate, slow and deliberate. Larry ate. Jay ate. My mother ate. Like cows in a field chewing cud
through a storm.

Perhaps it was my mother who stood up and punctured the silence. “Well, we’re going to
go now!” she said, grabbing plates to clear the table. “Thanks for dinner, Mom.” Her voice rang
with artificial cheer. My father stood up after her, teetering a little, still unsure where to look.
He wasn’t usually this awkward. But the rest of the family jumped up too, the stillness of
minutes earlier replaced with this clattering and moving. They sped into motion, like molecules
on a burning stove, turning from liquid to gas. Just about to disappear into the air.

“Thanks for having me,” my father mumbled, not quite able to look at Grandma, even
though she seemed to have stopped muttering. She nodded. Grandpa had disappeared, as had

his sons.
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“Come on,” my mother motioned, and they walked out of the kitchen and down the hall
to my mother’s room. Daddy didn’t look back. Mama pushed her whole body against her
bedroom door and it shut. It clicked definitively.

“Sorry,” my mother said. Her voice was sing-song-y and when he looked up she seemed
unperturbed, like her mother’s behavior didn’t bother her. He smiled back at her, relieved. It
would have been awkward to have to talk about it. She smiled and shrugged, “I guess that was

kind of bad.”
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Chapter Five

A year later, Isabel and I rediscover the photo albums with covers like leather couches.
There’s Auntie Martha, the blondest, who was a teen model then a dietician and now our Aunt
with six kids. There’s Grandpa and Grandma in their WWII army uniforms on their wedding
day. There’s Mama and Uncle Jay, who don’t look like twins; they don’t even look like siblings.

Mama used to ride home on Jay’s handlebars, her dark hair in pig tails, her long legs tan
from California sun. Only her little button nose was Irish. Jay, on the other hand, was a head
shorter with freckles and dirty blond hair. Only his hooked nose was Lebanese. “Who’s your
girlfriend, Jay?” other kids would ask as Jay peddled his darling twin home. Uncle Jay likes to
tell this story. His voice gets nasally when he impersonates the other children and then he laughs
and laughs.

There are many stories my family tells when we get together. They tell us stories as we
sit in Nancy’s living room celebrating Christmas. My cousins and I lounge around at their feet
as our parents sit together on the couch. Though they look different and act different, they laugh
exactly the same with their heads thrown back and their mouths open. Auntie Nancy’s favorite
story is road tripping to Yellowstone when Mama was seven. One night, in a hotel room on the
way back, the three girls shared one bed and the two boys shared another. “Jan was the
youngest, so of course she got to sleep in the middle,” Nancy says. When Grandpa and Grandma
came to wake them in the morning they found Nancy curled up on the floor on one side of the
bed and Martha curled up on the other. Seven-year-old Jansie spread like an X across the entire
bed.

When she tells this story, Auntie Nancy elbows Mama and Mama shrugs. “I was an

active sleeper!” she laughs.
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This is where the official story ends. But now, at 28, I know they were in that motel
because Grandma needed medication. Something in her prescription was not going right. They
had left Yellowstone early, had driven out the fast way to get help. But no one tells that story at

family gatherings because that’s not a story. That’s just life.

Isabel and I close the photo album and trace our fingers along dusty picture frames. A
stock photo of a smiling family inside a picture frame rests atop a picture of my Uncle Larry,
covering the lower half of his face. Walmart is written in bright blue letters with a yellow
asterisk winking at the top.

Isabel and I drift from the photos to the marble game on the card table by the sliding glass
doors. The amber-colored globes reflect both the brown interior and the bright sunlight in the
brush-covered patio outside. Each marble is cradled in its spot on the grooved wooden platter.
Our heads touch as we work together, trying to solve the marbles’ riddles, taking turns jumping
them. Our hazel eyes glow with the challenge and purpose of our work.

“I'm going to plug in your phone if that’s ok, Mom,” we hear Mama say in the kitchen.
“It’s nice to be able to call you, we all like to say hi and check in!” Mama’s sneaky when she’s
scolding. She coats her words extra-sweet.

In two days we’ll go visit Aunt Nancy in Sacramento and she and Mama will whisper
again that the disconnection worries them. When the phone is off too long Nancy must drive
three hours to Los Altos just to make sure Grandma’s okay.

Sometimes, when Nancy gets to Los Altos after days of calling, no one answers the door.
Nancy knocks and knocks. Visions of Grandma’s body splay across Nancy’s imagination, the

dead or dying body locked inside. It would not take long for the bugs, which already live on
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littered food crumbs, to commence decomposition. It would not take long for Grandma to
become part of the shag. Birds whistle and the sunlight beats down on Nancy. The dirty
windows watch her suspiciously. A sign on one of them says TRESPASSERS WILL BE SHOT.

My no-nonsense aunt sometimes has to walk purposefully through the bramble and climb
through a back window. If she had needed, Nancy could have kicked the door open with just her
foot. For all Grandma’s signs and locks and vines to hide her, if the world wanted, the world
could get in.

Nancy marches through each room until she’s satisfied that there is not a body. Then she
climbs out the window the way she came. She finds a plastic chair to sit in, grabs the book she
brought for just this purpose and sits down in the sunshine to wait. Eventually, Grandma pedals
up the driveway. “Hello! What a lovely surprise, so nice of you to come visit!” Grandma says.

Nancy hugs and scolds. She lets herself be fed. They plug the phone back in.

Now, Mama tries to save her sister another trip by plugging it in. “Oh? Did I unplug the

phone?” Grandma asks as she cooks.

“Yes, Mom. You did,” my mother sighs.

Daddy has found himself a project for the afternoon, fiddling with the clogged toilet in
the back bathroom. The toilet had flooded weeks ago and the back bedroom carpet was soaked
almost to the hall. Grandma had abandoned the area and started showering and sleeping in other
rooms. She had plenty to choose from.

Hok
Mama tells Grandma about my violin playing. She waits until ’'m in the kitchen

listening, so that Grandma and I can talk about this together, words like ribbons to bind us in
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commonality. I’'m the musical grandchild. I’'m proud that I play music and that Grandma likes
it.

“What song are you learning, Megan?” Grandma asks.

““Minuet,”” I say.

“Which ‘Minuet’?” She asks.

Ilook to Mama, lost. It’s called “Minuet.”

““Minuet 1,” by Bach,” Mama helps.

““Minuet 1,” by Bach,” I say to Grandma.

“You’ll have to bring your violin next time you visit and I’ll accompany you,” she tells
me. Inod shyly. Grandma has her master’s degree in music. I need to be good before I play
with her.

*okk

On our last morning, Mama helps us take sheets off our bed and puts our towels in a pile
before breakfast. We’ll be leaving before lunch.

“Maybe you just won’t go,” Grandma says as we sit at the table. I smash eggs through
my fork, watching the rubbery yellow well up like lava through the tongs. Responding to
Grandma on leaving day is Mama’s job.

Mama smiles blandly and chews her toast. “I washed our towels and sheets and put
them in the linen closet for you. They’re all nice and clean,” Mama says.

“I wish you wouldn’t leave,” Grandma sighs in reply.

We roll our suitcases through the kitchen. Grandma has packed us lunches without
asking if we want them. She follows us out to the driveway. The sunlight blinds us, even the

black rental car seems washed out by its intensity.
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Grandma pushes sandwiches into Dad’s hands. “Take them, take them,” she insists. We
won’t eat them, since we’ll be at Grandpa’s in time for lunch. Grandpa lives with his second
wife, Anne, less than half an hour away.

“Thanks, Alice,” Daddy says hurriedly, distracted by the luggage. Mama’s always late,
so she’s running through the house, doing last minute things.

“Jaaaaaaaaan! Come. On!” Daddy hollers, looking at his watch. We’re past the time we
said we’d leave even though it doesn’t matter if we’re late. This is Mama and Daddy’s favorite
fight.

Mama emerges sorting through magazines and newspapers as she walks. We all know
she heard Daddy but she’s ignoring him.

“Ok, Mom. Nancy says she’ll be down to see you in a few weeks,” Mama says, her voice
extra bright. Isabel and I hug Grandma quickly. Grandma’s body feels soft but underneath her
muscles tighten. Her focus is on Mama. She’s been crescendoing towards this all morning. We
tuck ourselves into the car to watch.

Mama lingers behind, giving Grandma a final hug. Their bodies are framed by the silk
oak trees Grandma and Grandpa planted together long ago.

“Don’t go, Jan,” Grandma says. She sounds conversational, though louder than normal.
I watch, a member of the audience. I've seen this play before.

“I have to, Mom. I have to go to work on Monday. Megan has school in a few days.”

“Something might happen to your plane.”

But Mama owns reality, Mama’s world is true. She smiles gently, “Mom. You’ll be

fine, we’ll be fine.”
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She hugs Grandma firmly and gets in the car with us. These episodes are part of the
rhythm that lulls me. At the end we leave Grandma and that is that.

Mama rolls down her window and smiles. “Bye Mom, see you soon!” she says.

Grandma waves in return as if we’re already far off. Her hand shades her eyes from glare
as if she can barely see us through the trees.

Hok ok

Daddy turns on the car radio fiddling for a station. I am trying to finish the puppet I
made out of an airplane puke-bag. It’s an otter.

“That wasn’t as bad as it could have been,” Mama says.

“I found mold in the carpet in the back bedroom. That carpet probably needs to be ripped
up,” Daddy replies.

“Well. I'll tell Nancy. Maybe Tom can do it when they come up. I wish we’d known
that back bathroom was flooded. If she hadn’t unplugged her phone...”

“She always does,” Daddy says. His tone has a sharpness to it. Mama looks out the

window, and Daddy turns up the radio and sings along.
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