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LETTER FROM NEBRASKA

PRAIRIE FIRE

The life and death of a prodigy.
BY ERIC KONIGSBERG
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ANA JUAN

ast May, Patti and Martin Brem-

mer promised each other that they
would get through the second Sunday
of the month without mentioning that
it was Mother’s Day. Brandenn, their
son, had committed suicide in March,
at the age of fourteen, and Patti was in-
tent on treating the day like any other.
To the Bremmers, who live on a farm in
western Nebraska, in the village of Ve-
nango (population a hundred and sixty-
five), and who have carned moncey over
the years by raising organic grain and by
breeding dogs, this meant getting up at
five-thirty to feed the animals and pitch
tumbleweed—the very chores, they
could not help but be reminded, that
Brandenn used to do.

“We're having a real hard time right
now, because we didn’t have any rou-
tines that didn’t involve Brandenn,”
Martin said. It was a little before noon,
and they were sitting down to eat. Their
dining room has lavender walls and
a large picture window overlooking the
front porch. In the distance, they could
see a cluster of outbuildings on their
property: an old horse barn, a bunk-
house, a washhouse (where Martin’s an-
cestors made soap and did their laun-
dry), a kennel building, and a quonset
hut they had long ago converted into a
storage shed for grain and tractors. Patti
had prepared a freshly killed chicken,
baked potatoes, and a salad with red-
orange Dorothy Lynch dressing. For
dessert, there was a store-bought cherry
pie. With Brandenn gone, she didn’t
have the energy for baking.

Their son had killed himself with
a single shot to the head from a .22-
calibre rifle. It was his own varmint
gun, which he'd been using on intru-
sive skunks since he was ten years old.
IHe had been shooting since he was six,
an early age at which to become ac-
quainted with a firearm, but almost
from the time of his birth the Brem-
mers had known that he was exception-
ally precocious. “Ie was born an adult,
basically,” Patti said. “I'e chose when he
would wean himself. I wanted to nurse
for a full year, but at eleven months he
crawled into the kitchen and motioned
for a cup.” Though Brandenn didn’t
talk until fifteen months, Patti said, “he
started right off speaking in complete

sentences.” He potty-trained himself
at eighteen months and memorized an
entire book of “Mother Goose” nurs-
ery thymes when he was two and a half.
At the age of four, he drove a tractor
that had a hand-controlled throttle and
gearshift, and once, when he was eight,
he sat on his father’s lap and drove the
family car home from town.

Brandenn was known as a child
prodigy by almost everybody in this
part of Nebraska. When he was a lit-
tle boy, his L.Q. was scored at 178, and
his parents decided to make sure that he
was adequately engaged and challenged.
They homeschooled him, and when he
was six years old they enrolled him in
high school through a distance-learning
course at the University of Nebraska.
[He was ten when he finished, in 2001,
the youngest graduate in the history of
the program.

“We never pushed him,” said Patti,
whose own experience with higher ed-
ucation, like her husband’s, went only as
far as some commuter-college credits.
“All of his motivation came from within.
We never could explain why it was, but
one day when he was nine and a half he
just decided to finish up, and we didn’t
want to stand in his way. So he did the
last two years’ worth of classes in seven
months, going at it twelve hours a day,
six days a week.”

Brandenn went on to take piano les-
sons through Colorado State Univer-
sity, in Fort Collins, two hundred and
fifty miles away. In 2004, he recorded
and released a CD of his own composi-
tions, New Age-style washes of chords
and arpeggios, entitled “Elements.” In
January, 2005, he enrolled in an intro-
ductory biology class at Mid-Plains
Community College, in North Platte,
Nebraska, the first step on an intended
path to medical school. e was plan-
ning to become an anesthesiologist.

Brandenn was handsome and gan-
gly, with blue eyes and curly auburn hair
that in the final year of his life he had al-
lowed to grow past his shoulders. He
liked the musician Yanni, medieval his-
tory, making jewelry, baking cheese-
cake, lifting weights, playing video
games (especially SimCity, SimFarm,
and the Command and Conquer se-
ries), and “Late Night with Conan

O'Brien.” e was also interested in an-
imals, gross-out humor, and science ex-
periments that he devised at home.

Late in the afternoon on Mother’s
Day, Martin and Patti took me upstairs
to Brandenn’s bedroom. In opposite cor-
ners of the room, cach of them curled up
in the same position: arms around legs,
knees to chin—a child’s pose. Martin,
who is tall and lean and sharp-featured,
sat on the bed with his back against the
wall. Patti—small and fair-skinned, with
a Friesian mane of hair—was on the
floor. For a while after the suicide, Mar-
tin stopped by Brandenn’s room almost
every day. “Now I don’t come up,” he
said. His eyes were filled with tears.

Brandenn and his father had remod-
clled the room in a Middle Ages theme,
gluing floor tiles resembling rough-cut
stone to the walls and festooning them
with brocaded tapestries. There were
swords and shiclds that Brandenn had
ordered from a theatrical-supply Web
site, a carved chest full of his piano tro-
phies, wrought-iron candle holders, fig-
urines of dragons, colored crystals. Patti
pointed out five perfume bottles that
were for Brandenn’s ashes; they were
made of red glass and had pewter screw
tops. “Brandenn always liked expen-
sive,” she said.

His suicide was a mystery to them.
They had searched the house for clues,
and found nothing. He had left no note,
and they hadn’t scen any warning signs.
“Brandenn wasn’t depressed,” Patti said.
“He was a happy, upbeat person. There
weren't sudden changes in his behavior.”
Neither recalled him being particularly
upset about anything in the preceding
months. He hadn’t suffered a break-
up, or endured a personal rejection. Fle
hadn’t been giving away prized posses-
sions. In fact, Patti said, he'd just added
to what he called his “unfinished list”: he
was selling some old Nintendo games
on eBay in order to buy a PlayStation 2
console. And they'd ruled out the possi-
bility of an accident. “Brandenn knew
way too much about guns for that,”
Martin said.

Patti led the way down to the base-
ment so that we could watch videotapes
of Brandenn on TV. “We didn’t want
him to feel like he had to hide his gifts,”
Patti explained. “But we were very care-

Tt was kind of like the Biosphere Project,” Martin Bremmer said of the farm where his son grew up. “He had everything he needed.”
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ful to protect him from doing too much
media.” When he was four, he appeared
on “Real Life,” a nationally syndicated
show (“Meet the next Doogic Howser”).
The segment depicted him adding four-
digit numbers, and then, with another
child prodigy, playing pool and fencing
with a plastic sword.

“See? IHe was normal,” Patti said.
“He got along with everybody.”

“Itwas almost like he
was amphibious,” Mar-
tin said. “He was good
on water and he was
good on land. Adults
took to him and children
took to him.” Brandenn’s
personality seemed to
invite such metaphors.
“He was like a therapy
dog at a nursing home,
making people feel bet-
ter just by being him-
self,” Patti said. “He
calmed a whole room-
ful of children as soon
as he started playing the
piano.”

Asegmenton “Leeza”
showed Brandenn at the
age of five, wearing a
thrift-store suit. The
Bremmers had been
flown to California for
the taping. “Martin and

knew what the other two were fecling at
all times. We would have known if
something was wrong,.”

artin’s maternal forebears came
to Nebraska from Illinois by cov-
cred wagon in the cighteen-cighties,
and received free land from the govern-
ment near Venango, in Perkins County,
on the condition that they stay for five

Brandenn had never  Brandenn Bremmer, age seven, at home with bis parents.

scen the ocean,” Patti
said. “The waves knocked Brandenn
down and took his breath away.”

Watching Brandenn on the tapes
was difficult but enchanting. He had
freckles and long, giraffe-like eyelashes,
and when he opened his mouth he re-
ally did sound like a little man. He
spoke fast and in complete sentences.
He had strident elocution and charm-
school intonation. We watched as, at
the age of eight, he told a local reporter
about his high-school correspondence
work. “I thought it would be neat if T
graduated from high school in the year
2000,” he said with convincing mod-
esty, “but if I don’t—well, what the
heck?”

“T’hat was Brandenn’s attitude,”
Martin said. “No pressure.” Then he
held his head in his hands. “T'he three of
us ate and lived and worked together
every single day,” he said. “Each of us
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years. (About half of the people who
came to Nebraska under the Home-
stead Act managed to stick it out.)
The high plains of western Nebraska
were particularly rough country, and,
to hold on to what was theirs, Martin’s
ancestors survived a drought in 1892,
a plague of grasshoppers in 1904, and
a prairie fire in 1905. Eventually, the
family prospered. The descendants in
Martin’s line still own some four hun-
dred acres, half their original portion
of the land.

Martin was born in 1966 and grew
up in Denver, where his mother had
moved as an adult. In junior high school,
he was briefly placed in a pilot gifted
program, but he didn’t take to it or to
the other children, and he was a C stu-
dent through high school. He took
classes in agronomy and business at a

local college, but didn’t get a degree. “1

knew I wanted to be farming,” he says.
“I came to my grandparents’ place for a
summer and never went back.”

He met Patti in 1989, when she
asked him to audition for a bit part in
a production of “Grease” that she was
directing for alocal community-theatre
troupe. After two failed marriages, Patti
was living with her daughters, aged
cight and thirteen, in a small house on
the Colorado border,
next door to the dairy
where Martin worked.
“The first time I visited
Martin’s family’s farm,
this feeling came over
me: 'm going to live
here,” Patti recalled. Six
months later, she and
Martin were married.

Like Martin, Patti
was an expatriate from
city life. She'd come to
Perkins County from
Omaha, three hundred
miles to the east, a dozen
years carlier, with her
first husband, a horse
trainer. Patti had been
marked as gifted in cle-
mentary school, and was
put on an accelerated
schedule that allowed
her to skip seventh grade
(although she ended up
repeating eighth grade).
She attended a vocational
college in Omaha, but dropped out and
worked as an accountant. As a single
mother, she had a business raising grey-
hounds and selling them to racetracks.

Martin’s grandparents were happy to
keep the land in the family, and sold him
the house. Branden (he added the extra
“n” on a computer when he was two
years old) arrived within a year of Patti
and Martin’s marriage. ['lis sisters’ time
at home did not coincide much with his
childhood; both moved out and married
young, and Brandenn later said that in
many ways he felt like an only child.

“He was definitely the focus of my 2
mom’s attention,” said Patti’s younger &
daughter, Dawn, who dropped out of C;)
high school after ninth grade, home- &
schooled herself, earned her diploma, =
and now lives in California with her &
three children. “When she puts her at- 2
tention to a project, she expects it to get ]

NAL STAR

/LN

5/20/09 10:11 AM

Page 3 of 14



Loading “The New Yorker Digital Reader : Jan 16, 2006”

her noticed. She’s always working on a
masterpiece.”

In the past few years, Patti has tried
her hand at writing mysteries, and set up
a vanity press to publish four of them.
She says that she decided early on not
to seek a commercial publisher. “I don’t
want an editor telling me how to change
what I write,” she told me. “I don’t fol-
low all the conventions of mystery writ-
ing.” Once, when she was thinking
about turning one of her books into a
screenplay, she asked a friend’s advice.
“He told me, “You've got too many char-
acters, and you don’t have enough ac-
tion at first.” Well, I Zike to let it build
slowly.” Patti also likes having control
over the books’ covers, which feature
photographs by Brandenn or, more re-
cently, Martin, who then does the lay-
out on his computer. In 2004, for the
cover of her third novel, “Death Fore-
shadowed,” Martin took a picture of
Brandenn outside on a foggy morn-
ing, dressed as the Grim Reaper, with a

hooded cloak and a scythe.

ven before Brandenn was born,

Patti had definite ideas about her
child. She and Martin knew that this
was the one child they would have to-
gether—he had a vasectomy as soon
as she gave birth—and Patti wanted a
boy. She consulted the book “How to
Choose the Sex of Your Baby,” which
says that intercourse within twelve hours
of ovulation is more likely to result in a
male. “So we timed it,” she recalled. Asa
baby, Brandenn was colicky and in con-
stant need of stimulation. When books
and pictures were held in front of him,
he looked as if he were already read-
ing or comprehending them. When he
wasn't being challenged or engaged, he
squalled.

One day when Brandenn was cigh-
teen months old, the Bremmers say, he
clamored vigorously for his mother’s at-
tention while she was doing some book-
keeping. Brandenn had been playing
with a set of magnetized plastic letters,
and she absent-mindedly tried to keep
him occupied by telling him to bring her
an “A.” When she looked up, a few mo-
ments later, Brandenn was holding
up the letter “A.” When she asked for a
“B,” he retrieved a “B.” And on he went
through nearly the entire alphabet.

“I ran outside and told Martin,” Patti
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said. “Martin wanted to sce. So Bran-
denn did it again.”

At the age of two, the Bremmers say,
Brandenn read aloud all the Dr. Seuss
books they could order from a book club.
“It gave me goose bumps,” Martin said.
“His muscles were still working to verbal-
ize the words, but he knew all of them,
and what they meant. He never had to
sound them out.” By the time Brandenn
was three, he had read everything in the
curriculum for first-grade students at the
public school in Grant, a nearby town, so
his parents asked the kindergarten teacher
to enroll him a year carly. The teacher told
them that this was a bad idea. “She said,
Just take everything away from him and
slow him down,’” Patti recalled. “She
wanted us to let the other kids his age
catch up to him for a couple of years.”

Patti and Martin were outraged, but
Brandenn was perfectly happy to spend
his days around his parents. “The kids
were so below him intellectually that he
had no desire to be with them,” Patti
said. “The teacher was giving them
paper cups with seeds in them to teach
science.” Brandenn'’s sister Jennifer says,
“He preferred adults.” He once told his
mother that he wouldn’t mind going
to school if the teachers were there and
all the kids stayed home. If the Brem-
mers had another family over for din-
ner, he insisted on sitting at the adults’
table. “It was almost a phobia he had
about doing things associated with chil-
dren,” Patti said. He comported him-
slf as if he were a grownup, clipping
on a necktie to leave the house and tell-
ing women at the grocery store, “Excuse
me, Madam, but you're looking excep-
tionally lovely today.”

In November, 1994, just before Bran-
denn turned four, the Bremmers drove to
Denver to meet with Linda Silverman,
a psychologist with a practice devoted
almost entirely to gifted children and
their families. Theyd got her name from
Brandenn’s pediatrician. On the parent
questionnaire that Patti had filled out in
advance, she described their son as “very
strong willed” and “exhausting.” She also
wrote, “He questions authority on a reg-
ular basis and is quick to pick up on how
serious the situation is and how far he
can push. He doesn’t like to be asked
questions. He often responds with ‘Why
don’t T ask you a question?””

Hewas given an L.Q. test consisting of

verbal, mathematical, and pictorial ques-
tions and problem sets that began at a
level deemed answerable by a typical child
slightly older than Brandenn. Each cor-
rect response increased his “mental age”
score, and was followed by a more difficult
question. Since Brandenn was three years
and cleven months, his mental age went
up by one month for each correct answer
to questions appropriate for children aged
between four and five. For every correctly
answered question aimed at children be-
tween six and eight years old, he received
two months’ credit.

Brandenn’s orneriness made a pre-
cise 1.Q. score difficult to ascertain. He
scofted at age-appropriate questions
(when a tester asked him what eyes were
for, he said, “To bug out”), and tried
to leave the room whenever he didn’t
know the answer to a question. Although
Brandenn, according to the evaluation
form, grew “bored” and refused to answer
enough questions for the tester to com-
plete the assessment, he got as far as an-
swering questions at the level of a nine-
year-old. Using a scale that compares a
child’s mental age with his chronologi-
cal age, Silverman’s office recorded Bran-
denn’s L.Q. as 146.

At Silverman’s recommendation, the
Bremmers had Brandenn retested a year
later. This time, although his attitude to-
ward the test-taking was playful—he an-
swered math questions in Spanish, which
he'd been learning from a computer pro-
gram—his .Q. was scored at 178.

The scale that Silverman used on
Brandenn classifies people who score
between 130 and 144 as “moderately
gifted” (the range for average intelli-
gence is from 85 to 115), those who
score between 145 and 159 as “highly
gifted,” between 160 and 174 as “excep-
tionally gifted,” and above 174 as “pro-
foundly gifted.” The probability of
someon€’s having an L.Q. above 176, ac-
cording to standard 1.Q.-distribution
theory, is roughly one in a million,
which means that at any given time
there ought to be fewer than three hun-
dred people in the United States with an
L.Q. as high as Brandenn’s.

Since 1979, Silverman’s testing facility
and practice, the Gifted Develop-
ment Center, has given nine hundred
and eleven children 1.Q. scores of 160 or
above, including sixty-four in the 200s.
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Unless almost every young genius in the
country is coming through her office,
then, she is recording a far higher in-
cidence of profoundly gifted children
than the statistical distribution of .Q. re-
sults should allow. The particular 1.Q.
test that Silverman, almost alone among
her peers, relies on may have something
to do with this. Although she begins
each assessment with one of the more
widely employed 1.Q. tests, when a child
scores extremely high Silverman goes to
the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale,
Form L-M.

The Stanford-Binet was first devel-
oped in 1916, and enjoyed the status of
the most widely accepted 1.Q. test
through three iterations, up to and in-
cluding the Form L.-M. The Form L-M
(after the first names of its authors, I ewis
Terman and Maud Merrill) came out in
1960, was updated in 1972, and then was
replaced in 1986, by the Stanford-Binet
Intelligence Scale, Fourth Edition. The
update was never well liked by psycho-
metricians, and several more recently
developed tests, such as the Stanford-
Binet Fifth Edition and the current
Woodcock-Johnson exam, are consid-
ered more comprehensive and reli-
able. Silverman uses the Form [.-M be-
cause it’s the only version that officially
calculates scores above 160. “There’s
nothing else to use with kids this gifted,”
she told me. But some critics of the
test say that it not only assesses higher
scores; it tends to produce them. “The
Form 1.-M uses children from several
decades ago as its comparison group, so
of course the scores are going to skew
much higher if it's used on today’s kids—
every generation of children is more aca-
demically and environ-
mentally advanced than
the previous generation,”
Susan Assouline, the asso-
ciate dean of the gifted-
education program at the
University of lowa, said.
“It’'s not a useful test in this day and age.”

Modern-day 1.Q. tests were designed
primarily to assess learning difficulties—
to find the children in a typical classroom
who might be lagging behind and in need
of remedial attention. “These tests are
most reliable at scoring average children
or determining whether a child falls some-
where outside of average, but they're not
intended to assess various levels of ex-
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treme giftedness,” Sidney Moon, a gifted-
psychology expert at Purdue, said. And a
number of Silverman’s colleagues say that
there’s no practical reason for an L.Q, test
to measure high levels of intelligence.
“Many of us who are lifers in the field
agree that there are the gifted, and then
there are the rare few who are really super-
stars among the stars,” said Tracy Cross, a
professor of gifted studies at Ball State
University, in Indiana, and the editor of
the Journal for the Education of the Gifled.
“It’s hard to argue that those superstars
don’t exist.” But, Cross said, “I don’t be-
lieve there’s much difference between a
person with an 1.Q. of 160 and one with
170, or 180.”

Silverman disagrees strenuously.
When I visited her at her house, an
A-frame high in the hills above Golden,
Colorado, she bristled at her peers’ lack of
interest in these distinctions—and at the
standard public-school practice of placing
exceptionally and profoundly gifted chil-
dren in classes designed for merely ad-
vanced students. She described an effort,
in the nineties, to climinate gifted pro-
grams in public schools as “a form of dis-
crimination that makes me think of Nazi
Germany.”

Silverman is a slight woman in her
sixties, with dark, stiff hair set in a grand-
motherly pouf, and a manner of severe,
white-knuckled resolve. She and her hus-
band, Hilton, have reared two children of
their own and have taken care of sixteen
foster children. Their house was deco-
rated with Jewish- and Christian-themed
art, and dozens of photographs of gifted
children. “The gifted are my passion,” she
said, noting that her own children “didn’t
come out technically gifted.”

Even her adversaries in
the field of gifted educa-
tion say that they have yet
to encounter a more ar-
dent advocate for children
than Silverman, and speak
of her intimate and youth-
ful manner around prodigies and their
parents. But there was nothing about
her that seemed the slightest bit playful,
except perhaps the leopard-print blouse
and costume jewelry she wore. When
a telephone call came and went unan-
swered, and the woman on the other
end introduced herself to the answering
machine, Silverman cautioned Iilton
not to pick it up, explaining to me that

itwas one of their foster children. “She’s
trying to sell us insurance,” she said.

Silverman arrived in Boulder in 1972,
after receiving a Ph.D. in educational
psychology and special education from
the University of Southern California,
and taught at the University of Colo-
rado. When her contract was not re-
newed after the first year, her family
struggled for a time (they briefly went on
food stamps). Meanwhile, she indepen-
dently pursued her interest in gifted
children, and her husband opened a day-
care center in their house and a group
home for wayward or abused kids. Over
the years, she has published numerous
books, including a widely used textbook,
“Counselling the Gifted and Talented,”
and she was a research consultant for the
Stanford-Binet Fifth Edition. Though
she has held college teaching posts since
she left the University of Colorado, her
work, unlike that of most of her gifted-
education colleagues, isn’t funded by a
university.

Her reputation was damaged in 2001,
after an eight-year-old boy whose L.Q.
she had scored at “298-plus” (she said that
he was “way beyond genius” and “proba-
bly unique in the world”) threatened sui-
cide and was later found to have been
heavily coached on the Stanford-Binet
test by his mother, who had obtained a
copy in advance. The Rocky Mountain
Newsrevealed that Silverman had allowed
the boy to take the test while sitting on his
mother’s lap, because he had an auditory-
processing problem that sometimes made
itdifficult to understand his answers if his
mother wasn't there to translate. Silver-
man appeared to be heavily invested in
her appraisal of the boy’s genius; he and
his mother moved to Colorado from New
York State, and she secured sponsors for
them—they had been living in subsidized
housing—and helped him enroll at a
school for the gifted near Boulder. Even
after his mother admitted that she had
also forged his S.A.T. scores (800 math,
650 verbal), Silverman continued to insist
that he was a prodigy: “Just memorizing
the hardest 1.Q. test would take an 1.Q. of
around 200!” she wrote in an e-mail to an
acquaintance.

Silverman felt that the boy suffered
from a culture that treats extremely bright
children as freaks—that he was pres-
sured not to achieve but to be average.
“You would have appreciation for the
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difficulty for the parents of a seventeen-
year-old trapped with a nine-year-old’s
mind,” she told me. “But what about a
seventeen-year-old trapped in a nine-
year-old’s body?” It can make for a mis-
erable childhood, she said. “These are
the children who are often told by edu-
cators and even parents that they're too
much—too driven, too perfectionist.
It’s the gifted kids who are beaten up in
school. It's not safe to be gifted.”

fter a second meeting with Silver-

man, Patti and Martin gave some
thought to moving to the Denver area,
which had eight or ten very strong gifted
schools and programs, and where Bran-
denn had grandparents and cousins. But
Silverman encouraged them to home-
school their son. They were initially
skeptical. “We had always considered
homeschooling something for religious
freaks, and both of us were hard-core
anti-organized religion,” Martin said.
“But Dr. Silverman told us that, even in
the gifted programs, out of twenty kids
maybe three would be able to keep up
with Brandenn.”

“All of these schools have had mixed
success up in Brandenn’s range,” Sil-
verman told me. “Their programs are
aimed at the 130-ish kids—that’s three
standard deviations from him.” On an
1.Q. distribution chart, she counted
three standard deviations down from
100, the average I.Q., and landed at 55.
“Putting Brandenn with them would be
like putting an average kid in school
with the 55-1.Q. kids. A kid who has an
1.Q. of 55, do you know how develop-
mentally delayed that kid is?”

Besides, moving to Denver would
have meant giving up the farm in Ve-
nango. “Martin’s family had had the land
for generations,” Silverman, who once
spenta weekend at the Bremmers house,
told me. “They had an idyllic life style
and the most beautiful family relation-
ship. Brandenn had trees to climb and
animals to be around. It meant so much
to his parents that he was on that farm.”

When Brandenn was four, his par-
ents started him on the Perkins County
clementary-school coursework, and
within two years he’d finished the
fourth-grade curriculum. Their routine
varied from day to day. Typically, Bran-
denn was in charge. “We'd say, ‘O.K., it’s
nine o'clock. What do you want to learn
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about?”” Patti recalled. “If he was pas-
sionate about reading that month, we'd
do that. If he said, ‘I want to learn about
a dairy,’ we talked about how cows work,
making milk, all that. His goldfish died
one day, so we dissected the fish under
the microscope.”

“It was kind of like the Biosphere
Project,” Martin said. “He had every-
thing he needed: a greenhouse, books,
land. Tt was like the ultimate school. I e
got to see birth, death, to see seasons in
their entirety.”

Along the way, the Bremmers be-
came advocates for other parents in their
situation. When they had started out, the
state of Nebraska allowed homeschool-
ing only on the ground of “sincerely held
religious beliefs,” but they persuaded a
state senator to get a bill passed that
broadened the exemption. They also
started a charitable organization that
raised and disbursed money to help needy
parents of gifted children pay for tutors
and tuition. For their part, the Bremmers
realized that they were spending thou-
sands of dollars a year on school materi-
als that were typically free, and because
Brandenn was absorbing information
so rapidly anyway they decided to save
money by skipping grades five through
cight and going straight to the high-

school curriculum. “Dr. Silverman said
he was ready; we just had to follow his
lead,” Patti said. “She told us he was hav-
ing every stage of a normal childhood—
he just did it faster. Ile'd done the terri-
ble twos in a few weeks.”

The high-school correspondence
program run by the University of Ne-
braska was designed for children who
live far from the nearest school. Al-
though it has a self-paced format that
makes it a popular option for parents of
gifted children, the program is more
commonly used as a supplemental mea-
sure—for those who, according to a
school catalogue, “find themselves short
a few credits close to graduation” and
still want to graduate on time, as well as
for N.C.A.A. aspirants looking to boost
their grade-point averages and students
who want to take courses that may not
be offered in small rural high schools.

There was no homework and few
papers to write. Exams were adminis-
tered in town and monitored by a neigh-
bor who was registered with the pro-
gram as a proctor. At first, the Brem-
mers limited Brandenn to two classes
per year. “We were dragging it out, be-
cause we didn’t know what else to do
when he got through it all,” Martin said.
Eventually, Brandenn went on his tear.
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T thinking of waxing my back.”

His transcript for the final two months

looked like this:
4.03.2001: Personal Finance, B+
4.04.2001: World Geography 1, A
4.04.2001: Multicult Literature, B
4.10.2001: Small Engine Repair, B+
4.10.2001: Career Planning, A
4.19.2001: General Math 2, B+
4.19.2001: World Geography 2, A
5.15.2001: American Government, B+
5.18.2001: Ninth Grade English 1, B
5.19.2001: First Year Spanish, A
§.29.2001: American History 1, A
5.31.2001: American History 2, A
5.31.2001: Health Sciences 1, A
5.31.2001: Ninth Grade English 2, B+

He took only one year of a foreign
language and no advanced math, and
had his fair share of gut classes—nutri-
tion, career planning, personal finance,
and driver ed (which he completed when
he was nine years old). And it was
strange that Brandenn, who intended to
go to college, followed the curriculum
that, according to the catalogue, was rec-
ommended for “students whose imme-
diate after-graduation plans include vo-
cation or technical school, a job, or other
noncollege situation.”

Still, Silverman assured the Brem-
mers that what he studied was irrele-
vant. “Ie was so smart he didn’t need to
follow anybody’s curriculum,” Silver-
man told me. “Itdidn’t even matter if he
read books or not. He could already
read at an adult level at the age of six.”
When it came time for college, she said,

he would be able to adapt.
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As Brandenn was finishing his last
round of courses, Patti and Martin asked
him if there was anything he wanted to
do to celebrate. They offered to have a set
of “senior pictures” taken, and Brandenn
was delighted. Ile was photographed in
a coat and tic, and then in a Harry Pot-
ter costume. He'd always liked the idea of
graduating in a traditional cap-and-gown
ceremony, so he persuaded the principal
of the program to hold one, for the first
time in the program’s history. Only five
other kids, all of them seventeen or eigh-
teen years old, took part, out of a hun-
dred and ninety students in Brandenn’s
class. (Among the qualifying gradu-
ates was Britney Spears, though she has
no connection to the state of Nebraska.)
Local news reporters were invited to film
Brandenn at the event. From a lectern
he could scarcely see over, he gave a very
brief address—a stock commencement
speech that he had found on the Inter-
net, he said—and then ran through the
auditorium playing tag with his nicces
and nephews.

For the next three years, Brandenn
focussed on the piano. With his parents’
encouragement, he travelled across Ne-
braska for Lions’ Club competitions—
“He always took first place,” Martin
said—and put out his first CD. (“All
music on this CD is original and com-
posed by Brandenn Bremmer,” the
album cover says. “Produced by Bran-
denn Bremmer: Age—13.7)

Beverly Dismukes, a kindly woman
in North Platte who taught Brandenn
music theory and gave him piano lessons
for two years, said that, despite what
his parents thought, she didn’t consider
him one of her musical prodigies. “But
you could play something once, and he
would play it back to you—that’s un-
usual,” she said. “Ile was gifted in that
he could do that” On a “fact sheet” that
Patti and Martin had printed and dis-
tributed to the media, they listed, along
with Brandenn’s high-school grade-
point average of 3.8, the items “Iis
music has made it to Japan”; “Writes a
song sometimes in less than an hour”;
and “Ie holds all of his music in his
head, never writes it out.”

“IHe was what they call globally gifted:
intellectually, physically, emotionally,
musically,” Martin said. “Mozart had his
mathematicality going, and Brandenn’s
talent was more on the emotional, spir-
itual side of the music.” He said he had
always assumed that when Brandenn
was in his twenties and thirties someone
might “write a little biographical book
and look back at when he was fourteen
and see that this was when he was learn-
ing the groundwork for what was going
to make him famous in music.”

Evcry corner of the Bremmers” house
reveals the extent to which their
lives were built on his: a microphone
dangling from the ceiling of the den,
which served as his recording studio; a
life-size plastic skeleton, for the study
of anatomy, in the dining room; a grand
piano on which Patti and Martin still
have another year and a half of payments
to make. For a time, Martin kept above
his computer a black-and-white pho-
tograph of a smooth-faced woman in a
Mission rocker, her hair pinned up in
a Willa Cather bun. The woman, Leta
Stetter Hollingworth, is known to many
today as the godmother of gifted educa-
tion: she was a founder of the first public
school for the gifted, in New York City,
and, while on the faculty at Columbia’s
Teachers College, she started the world’s
first long-term study of the extraordi-
narily gifted. Hollingworth became par-
ticularly interested in children with an
1.Q. above 180, and from 1916 until her
death, in 1939, she found only twelve
of them. In a landmark, posthumously
published work, “Children Above 180
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1Q_(Stanford-Binet): Origin and De-
velopment,” she presented case studies
of these children, vast accumulations of
detail pertaining to family histories (“A’s
great-grandfather. .. a tailor, devised and
patented a union suit, said to have been
the first union suit”), head circumfer-
ences, grip measurements, and prepu-
bescent doodles.

Hollingworth’s enduring legacy stems
from the emphasis that she placed on
understanding the social and emotional
difficulties endemic to extreme gift-
edness. By studying peer relationships
among children of differing levels of
giftedness, she came to define the 1.Q.
range of 125 to 155 as socially “opti-
mal,” because those children were most
likely to be outgoing and confident—
not so smart that they couldn’t win over
their peers. But children with an 1.Q.
above 170, she said, were so unlikely to
find mates of like ability that they were
demoralized. “To have the intelligence
of an adult and the emotions of a child
combined in a childish body is to en-
counter certain difficulties,” she wrote.

Her findings about this profoundly
gifted minority contradicted the work
of the Stanford psychologist Lewis Ter-
man, her contemporary, who, in his fa-
mous longitudinal study tracking some
fifteen hundred high-1.Q. children, as-
serted that his subjects were as socially
well adjusted as anyone clse, and that
as adults they tended to be more emo-
tionally stable than average. Holling-
worth brought her personal history
to the issue as well. She had grown up,
like Brandenn Bremmer a century later,
on a pioneer farmstead in the western-
most part of Nebraska, and she spent
most of her childhood in self-imposed
solitude. According to her biographer,
Ann G. Klein, the ten-year-old Leta,
beset by a string of family tragedies,
willed herself to become an adult over-
night. As Hollingworth later described
the moment in a letter to her future
husband, “I decided to grow up then
and there, solemnly renouncing the rest
of childhood.”

Hollingworth’s work fell into obscurity
after her death, and was rediscovered only
decades later. In 1980, a seventeen-year-
old prodigy named Dallas Egbert 111
committed suicide. Egbert was from
Dayton, Ohio, and had entered college
at fifteen. “Before his death, almost no-
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body had thought to look at the social or
emotional components for these kids,”
Elizabeth Meckstroth, who is now a
consultant for families of gifted children,
told me. The next year, she was moved
to hclp start a support group for parents
of gifted children, and later she wrote,
with James Webb and Stephanie Tolan,
“Guiding the Gifted Child.” “The Na-
tional Association for Gifted Children
conference until then had been all about
finding tutoring, improving the math
curriculum at schools, and so on,” she
said. “But Dallas Egbert’s suicide was a
call to arms.”

Many articles have been published
during the past two decades on the sub-
ject of suicide among gifted children,
and, although there is no good evidence
for it, some people think that their rate of
suicide may be higher than average.
Among the factors cited, besides the risks
of social and intellectual isolation, are the
attendant pressures of perfectionism (de-
scribed by one psychologist as “an emo-
tional need to develop themselves and
master the world”) and the possibility
that the gifted have heightened sensitiv-
ity: even if they treat success and failure
as equals, they take them both hard.

“T'he way these kids” minds work has
to do with more than just being quick and
right,” said Meckstroth, who got to know
the Bremmers over the years at various
functions for gifted children and their

families. “It’s an ability to make connec-
tions between all kinds of things and sense
meaning in the abstract: everything mat-
ters to them.” If an average child's mind is
like a pair of rabbit ears that picks up four
basic TV channels, Meckstroth said, the
minds of profoundly gifted children are
like satellite dishes, receiving hundreds of
signals at once. “It can be overwhelming,”
she said. “An ordinary four-year-old
might dig a hole in the ground for the
pleasure of digging the hole. And one of
these children might be digging and
thinking of all the animals helll encounter
underground, and the children in China
he could help.”

Linda Silverman believes that there is
a higher incidence of a compassionate
streak among gifted children, and told
me of several ten-year-old peace activists
she has encountered. “A lot of gifted kids
are angels who are on this earth with re-
sponsibilities to help others,” she said.
“There’s no other way to explain it.”

Bct\vccn homeschooling and the self-
containment of a rural existence
that didn’t involve much dependence on,
or obligation to, fellow-townspcople,
Brandenn was seldom in the company of
children his age. A major exception was
the week or two each year that he and his
parents spent at retreats and conferences
for the highly gifted. The first gather-
ing they went to, when Brandenn was

Twon’t be in tomorrow. I'm taking a personal snow day.”
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cight, was the Davidson Institute’s inau-
gural Young Scholars program, at Lake
Tahoe. The program was filled with ac-
tivities, like a public-speaking workshop,
in which participants designed adver-
tisements, and a class for future arche-
ologists, in which participants dissected
owl pellets.

“Brandenn and I became good friends
right away,” a boy from Long Island who
met him at the Lake Tahoe retreat said.
“I think we both figured anybody who'd
been willing to go this far was willing to
make the best of it. The whole thing was
fun—a group of kids like me, you know?
Although I had some friends back home
who were pretty bright, this was different.
Everybody was just very engaged.”

The boy, who has asked that I call
him Duncan, was about Brandenn’s age,
and the two stayed in touch over the
years. When I met him this summer, at
his home, he told me that he was help-
ing a physics professor in a study of fluid
dynamics and organizing a Wiffle-ball
league with his friends. I1e and Bran-
denn shared a goofy sense of humor. In
the summer of 2004, he visited Bran-
denn, and they made a short documen-
tary film about Venango. It began with
a shot of the single block that consti-
tutes downtown, and then the camera
rested on a street sign that said, “Slow
Children,” as Duncan walked in front
of it and, in slow motion, pretended
to trip and fall. They filmed a vending
machine outside the laundromat and
made note of the bullet holes in its coin-
operating mechanism. “We can safely
say that this vending machine is past
its prime,” Duncan said. “Let us have a
moment of silence for this vending ma-
chine.” Then Duncan lowered his head,
and Brandenn, who was holding the
video camera, followed, tilting the lens
down and filming his own feet.

Patti and Martin drove Brandenn to
Denver that summer for a four-day retreat
hosted by the Gifted Development Cen-
ter, Linda Silverman’s organization. Bran-
denn hit it off immediately with K., a
pretty girl from the West Coast. They
were together constantly that week, K.
said, and added that she and Brandenn
weren't quite boyfriend and girlfriend,
though she wasn’t sure how to character-
ize the relationship. “What would you call
someone who makes you a ring and a &
necklace on Valentine’s Day, and a brace- =
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let on your birthday?” she asked. “And the
person who, when you decide to make
him a scarf for Christmas, you spend
three hours picking out the wool?”

In Denver, Brandenn, Duncan, K.,
and a few other kids spent most of the
time together in their hotel, watching
movies on TV (“Groundhog Day,”
“Spaceballs”) and sitting around talking.
“The thing about being gifted is the way
you can be totally consumed by passion-
ate interests,” said K., who, at fourteen,
is enrolled full time as a college student,
plays three musical instruments, com-
petes on a high-school gymnastics team,
and cantors at her synagogue. “Lots of
normal thirteen- and fourteen-year-
olds find us oft-putting. By ‘normal,’ 1
mean kids who are basically able to
move from school to hobbies to their so-
cial lives, from subject to subject, with-
out having to get obsessed about things.
So for four days it was nice to pretend
we were normal teen-agers.”

K. described Brandenn as “a true gen-
tleman.” One night, there was a dinner
dance to celebrate the twenty-fifth anni-
versary of the Gifted Development Cen-
ter, and Brandenn performed “Spirit’s
Dream,” a piano piece that hed named for
Silverman’s Doberman pinscher. Later
that night, he asked K. to dance, but she
told him that she would have to take a
rain check. She found Brandenn formida-
ble, she recalled, which made her nervous
around him: “Ie wasn’t just a musician—
he was a performer.” A few days later, as
the kids prepared to depart, they made
plans to stay in touch and reconvene at the
next summer’s retreat. K. helped Bran-
denn carry his bags to his parents’ car and
told him, “You owe me a dance.”

Patti and Martin enjoyed meeting
other parents on the summer gifted cir-
cuit—who often refer to themselves
as POGOs, for “parents of gifted off-
spring”—but say that a high 1.Q. was
the only thing that Brandenn had in
common with many of the kids. “A lot
of them were the stereotypical gifted
kids, with emotional deficiencies, ma-
nipulating their parents like a trainer
would be leading a horse,” Martin told
me. “Some of the kids had real frail-
ties—they wouldn’t let different foods
on a plate touch each other. One kid
had a rat tail hanging down his back—
hair that was ten years old. IHe said to
cut it would be like cutting off a part
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of him.” It frustrated Brandenn to be
around kids like these, Martin recalled.
“Brandenn wasn’t a geek, he wasn’t
overweight, he wasn't pimply-faced.”

“Which is why his suicide rocked
their world,” Patti said. “Many of these
kids across the country are in counselling
now because of Brandenn.” She smiled a
wistful smile. I thought Patti was refer-
ring to K., but when T mentioned her the
Bremmers were dismissive.

“All the girls were madly in love with
him,” Patti said. “T'hey were all plan-
ning to marry him. None of them knew
about each other.”

His parents were in no hurry for Bran-
denn to start dating. “I went all the way
through high school without doing the
girlfriend thing,” Martin said. “The tem-
porary girlfriend—what a waste of time.”

Even though the Bremmers scemed
to want to protect Brandenn from an
immature adolescence, their descrip-
tion of the kind of mate and marriage he
hoped to find someday sounded a lot
like a young boy’s idea of adulthood.

“He wanted someone who would
share his interest in computer games
and in music,” Martin said. “Some-
one who liked to cook, who was good
with raising kids, who wasn’t depen-
dent on him to make decisions for her.
He wanted a house in Lincoln and one
in Omaha for medical school’—the two
cities are only forty-five minutes apart.
“IHe wanted to trade in his old Ford Es-
cort for a stylish new car. And then he
would pursue a relationship.” When he
met the right girl, he would buy her an
engagement ring that should probably,
he figured, cost three hundred thousand
dollars, because that was what he'd heard

doctors earned in a year.

n the fall of 2004, Brandenn settled

back into his routine at home, which
included a piano tutorial he'd been tak-
ing for a year with David Wohl, a mem-
ber of the music department at Colorado
State. When Brandenn first performed
for Wohl, he played a New Age picce he
had written—"a lot of pedal, a lot of
floating textures,” Wohl told me. “It’s
like water music, basically. It doesn’t re-
quire tremendous technique. T said, Tl
take you on, but you're going to learn
how to read music and you are going to
learn the “Moonlight” Sonata and Bach.””
In return, Wohl taught Brandenn how

to improvise more thoughtfully, manip-
ulating harmony and using different
chord spacings. Brandenn abruptly ter-
minated his lessons in December, al-
though he continued to compose and
work in his music studio on his own. “It
was odd,” Wohl recalled. “I thought,
‘Why stop now, just as he’s getting into it?
IHe'd been making a lot of progress, es-
pecially toward the end.” Brandenn ex-
plained to Wohl that he was quitting les-
sons because he wanted to become a
doctor, and after the holidays he was
going to begin taking premed classes. “I
guess 'm not going to make a career in
music,” he said.

“IHe had it all stepped out,” Patti re-
called. Brandenn planned to start with a
couple of classes at Mid-Plains Commu-
nity College, in North Platte, ninety
miles from Venango. When he turned
fifteen, he would get the rest of his pre-
meds out of the way at the University of
Nebraska in Lincoln, where his oldest
sister, Jennifer, is a surgical nurse. When
he turned sixteen, he would start medical
school.

“Ie liked the challenge and he liked
the income,” Martin said, referring to
Brandenn’s talk of becoming an anesthe-
siologist. “I think he also liked the idea of
not having to see patients all day long.
He didn’t want to be dealing with a lot of
hypochondriacs coming in.”

“He wanted to ease people’s pain,”
Patti said.

He began in January, with an intro-
ductory college biology course. “IHe was
a quict boy who scemed at ease for the
most part,” his instructor, Sara Mor-
ris, told me. “The other students didn’t
know how young he was. One time dur-
ing lunch break, his parents came and
brought him a sandwich. Sometimes he
ate in the cafeteria with the other kids.”

There were a lot of new academic
challenges. “Ie was kind of feeling his
way along,” Morris said. “I'd assigned a
term paper on natural history. I knew
from talking to him that he'd never done
anything like that, and of course he had
to learn how to do the citations. And he
was nervous. We talked about doing
some typing of his notes and how that
might help him. Itwas an adjustment for
him, but he was going to do just fine.”

Brandenn spoke frequently on the
phone with Duncan. “His biology
course—he said he wasn'’t trying all that
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‘Hawve you given much thought to what kind
of job you want after you retire?”

hard at it,” Duncan recalled. “Ie just
was never excited about it. IHe said, ‘Ba-
sically, O.K,, there’s this living stuff and
we call it organisms.’ e found it incred-
ibly abstract.” It wasn’t such a big deal
to be disenchanted with a class, Dun-
can understood, but he was surprised to
hear Brandenn sounding so listless. “Ie
always went with such rapid fire at stuff
he liked. But, with the bio, he was kind
of detached from it.”

At the time of his suicide, Brandenn
had been graded on only a single exam,
the course midterm. “It was either a
B-minus ora C-plus, I can’t remember,”
Patti said. “But it was scaled, so he was
carrying a high B. Ie wasn’t happy with
it. But he always finished all his classes
super. He sometimes gota C on a test in
high school, and hed always bring it up.
It was like burning a piece of toast: Tl

IR

just put in another one.

randenn’s sister Dawn didn’t come
home for Christmas in 2004, but she
called from California. He was making
cookies, he told her, and he was bored.
“Well, that sucks,” Dawn said.
“Yeah, it does,” Brandenn said.
Dawn wasn’t speaking to Patti at the
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time. “My mom and I have fought my
whole life,” she told me. “I was the com-
plicated sibling. I moved out when I was
young.” As Dawn saw it, her mother and
Martin had created a life for their family
that cut them off from the rest of the
world. “They liked being that isolated,
that whole all-we-need-is-each-other
thing,” she said. “T always called it Brem-
mer Island.”

Brandenn talked with K. in intermit-
tent bursts through the fall and winter.
“There was probably a month when he
called me every night,” she said. “It al-
ways sounded like he was hiding, going
outside the house to make calls, or only
calling when his parents weren'’t there.
He'd say, ‘Oh, I gotta go—my mom’s
home from the grocery store.””

He told her that he hoped to move to
New York for medical school. “I want to
go to school where there are people,” he
said. They talked about how much they
missed each other, and began counting
the days until Silverman’s summer retreat
in Denver. “le said he wanted to be
there, but his parents might have some-
thing else for him this year,” she said.

K’s mother wrote Patti an e-mail in
December. “I said our kids have created

this nice relationship, albeit long dis-
tance,” she recalled. “I just wanted to let
her know how much Brandenn meant to
my daughter. Patti wrote back that Bran-
denn had mentioned her, but his private
world was all his own. She said she wasn’t
sure he was going to go to the POGO re-
treat, because of summer school.”

Something else was going to change
for Brandenn. Because the commute to
the Mid-Plains campus was so long,
Patti and Martin had made arrange-
ments for Brandenn to start boarding in
North Platte during the week, at the
home of a Venango neighbor’s grand-
mother. “Ie wasn’t worried about being
lonely, because he was happy with him-
self,” Patti said. “IHe didn’t need to have
someone around all the time. He thought
about it for a couple of days and then he
said, ‘No, [ want to make the move. We
let him know he didn’t have to. We kept
telling him he could stay home and wait
until he was in his twenties.”

Over the holidays, K. received a text
message from Brandenn. His mother
had taken him to the library in Ogallala,
where she was signing copies of her lat-
est novel, “Victim Wanted,” and at the
moment he had little interest in being
there. “Save me,” he wrote, and later,
in an e-mail, “I'T’S HER FAULT I WAS
BORED OUT OF MY MIND.” He had
complained in the fall that Patti had put
him up to delivering a speech to a group
of children at the library, and wrote,
“I'm still kind of mad at my mom, since
T'wasn’t asked for my opinion on doing
this thing at all, it was just a Tley Bran-
denn, your going to give a talk at the
end of the month to a bunch of kids.””
Still, he had said he wasn’t that upset:
“I't was alright, and we ate at a Subway
that day, so hey you can’t go wrong with
that ('m a healthy eater so Subway is my
favorite place to eat out). So yeah, I'm
content with my life right now.”

K. wrote to ask how Brandenn’s
Christmas had been. She said that she
and her parents had spent the day at
the movies. A couple of hours later,
Brandenn responded that, aside from
watching “Shrek 2,” the Bremmers had
done “nothing, as a family anyway.” Ie
explained in another e-mail, “Yeah, that's
kind of what it's like here, I mean, we're
a close family. . . . we just don’t spend
much. . .. time. . .. being. . . . that. . ..
way. ... Yeah.”
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In the middle of their exchange, a gift
for Brandenn arrived in the Bremmers’
mailbox. [t was the scarf that K. had
knitted, in marled gray alpaca, with su¢de
fringes. He wrote to thank her:

Your timing couldn’t have been better, for
the past week or so I've been depressed be-

yond all reason, so this was just what [ needed,
thank you very much.

She wrote back:

Now, what’s this about you being de-
pressed all week? Talk to me, I want to hear
about it. Because trust me, 've been there,
done that and all T got was this lame t-shirt. ;)
Just let me know okay? I want to help if T can,
and it’s really important to me that you’re
happy and all that jazz.

Brandenn replied:

Thanks ... 'm glad there’s someone who
cares. I don’t know why I'm so depressed, be-
fore it was just every now and then, and you
know, it was just “bummed out™ depressed.
But now it’s constant and it’s just, “What’s the
point of living anymore?” I don’t know,
maybe [ just don’t spend enough time around
good friends like you. But like I can. Not out
there in the middle of nowhere. At least there’s
this family kind of near by that aren’t “Cow-
boys,” or else just plain idiots, that [ can spend
time with. But even still, that’s only like once
cevery other wecek at the most. Oh well. Well T
should probably go, thanks for being such a
good friend.

Brandenn phoned K. that night. “I1e
just said he was feeling down about every-
thing,” she recalled. “What teen-ager
doesn’t go through unhappiness, you
know? I told him to talk to his parents.
He said, “Yeah, I'll think about it, but he
never mentioned them again.” The two of
them fell out of correspondence for a
while, “not for any good reason,” K. said.
“We were both probably just too busy.”
On Sunday night, March 13th, Brandenn
called her to say hello, but she was out.

Two days later, on March 15th, Bran-
denn finished recording a second CD of
piano music, which he planned to call
“Dimensions.” He listened to it with his
parents at around noon, then went up-
stairs to sew up a hole in one of his favor-
ite shirts. Martin came up to discuss Bran-
denn’s design for the CD cover; it was an
Escher-like tableau of three-dimensional
geometric shapes assembled in a desert
before a reflecting pool. A bit later, Patti
and Martin drove to the town of Grant,
thirty minutes away, to run errands. They
stopped first at the public library to pick
up a stack of unsold copies of Patti’s novel,
and then bought groceries.
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At five-forty-five, when they pulled
up to the house, Patti heard what
sounded like choking noises coming
from inside. She ran upstairs to Bran-
denn’s room and saw his body crumpled
on the floor. He had shot himself in the
head. He was unconscious but breathing
shallowly. She screamed for Martin.

“I knew right away what had hap-
pened,” Martin said. “Seeing him like
that was like stepping into a room and
none of your five senses work. It was like
seeing the snow falling upward.”

Martin carried Brandenn in his arms
to the car, called 911, and began driv-
ing him toward town until they were met
by an ambulance. The hospital doctors
in Grant tried unsuccessfully to revive
Brandenn, and told them that he was not
going to make it. A hospital employee
asked the Bremmers whether they were
willing to allow their son’s vital organs
to be harvested. They immediately said
yes. Back in December, when Brandenn
turned fourteen and obtained a rural stu-
dent’s driving permit, he had checked off
the organ-donor box. The subject came
up at supper that night, and Brandenn
had told his parents that he was all for it.

While a helicopter airlifted Bran-
denn’s body from Grant to Children’s
Hospital, in Denver, Patti and Martin
drove through the night in order to get
there. A neurologist performed a CT'
scan and a radiograph and rushed Bran-
denn to the 1.C.U., again in vain. Mar-
tin cut a lock of his son’s hair to save,

and gently removed the stud earring
that Brandenn wore. e got his own ear
pierced right away, so that he could wear
the carring himself.

The harvesting of Brandenn’s organs
took place over the next two and a half
days. Despite extensive damage to his
brain, the rest of his body was function-
ing. “They used everything—organs,
veins, arteries,” Patti said. “The hospital
said his epidermal tissues will help fifty
people. They said they were fortunate to
get a body in such good shape.”

he next afternoon, Patti sent an

¢-mail to more than seventy people,
including friends, family, reporters, and
POGOs:

The latest from the hospital a few minutes
ago was that Brandenn’s kidneys were a “Per-
fect Match” there were only 6 perfect matches
in the US and the chances of those 6 getting
kidneys were almost impossible. Once again
Brandenn did the impossible. His liver went to
a 22 month old baby that would have . ... died
within days without it. His heart is now beat-
ing in the chest of an 11 year old boy who was
down to hours. He was flown to Children’s as
a last ditch cffort in a holding pattern count-
ing the minutes for someone in the United
States to find a match. His heart was on a
man-made machine to keep him alive until
they could find a donor. . . . Brandenn was
in the next operating room they thought
what are the chances and he was a perfect
match....

I am trembling and crying as I write this
but [ want to share with you and the rest of
the world that knows him.

The Bremmers had no health insur-
ance, and to pay the local hospital and
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ambulance bills they sold the CDs that
Brandenn had recorded and the Bernese-
mountain-dog puppies he'd raised. After
the suicide sank in, Patti says, she be-
came taken with the idea that perhaps
he'd actually killed himself so that his or-
gans could be put to use in those who
needed them.

“Brandenn was so spiritually aware
that if he sensed that people needed his
help he would have helped,” she told me
once.

“So you're saying he had the ability to
sense that people needed something
from him and that's why he did what he
did?” Martin put in, claborating on the
thought.

“Yes,” Patti said. “I'm ambivalent about
Christianity, but a lot of people have said
he reminded them of Jesus. You know:
‘He came, he taught, he left””

Patti told me that she thought Bran-
denn might have been an “Indigo Child,”
a concept that she learned about after his
death, and that was described in a book by
the New Age authors Iee Carroll and Jan
Tober. “The Indigo Children: The New
Kids Have Arrived” includes essays by
psychologists and doctors, and suggests
that a new breed of children born in re-
cent decades possess not only great cogni-
tive ability but supernatural insight. While
these children are often misdiagnosed as
having attention-deficit or hyperactivity
disorder, they may actually be old souls re-
incarnated. Linda Silverman told Patti
she believed that Brandenn was spiritually
gifted, and that his mission to assist oth-
ers in this lifetime may have been fulfilled
by his death.

The idea that gifted children have su-
pernatural abilities has gained some cur-
rency in the past few years. They have
some origin in observation: intelligent
children often pick up what's going on
around them so well that they're able to
intuit others’ emotions; they can be ex-
tremely aware of themselves and their
environment. “It’s not so much of a leap
to sec that if all kids sense their mother
or father's bad mood, a more intelligent
kid can sense his mother’s bad mood
with less data,” Sal Mendaglio, a psy-
chologist and professor at the Univer-
sity of Calgary, told me. “And a child
who sees more is more likely to experi-
ence anxiety himself when his mother is
anxious. So that child's ability for greater
empathy, his interest in doing altruistic
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things, then, is not so mysterious, cither.”
Some people like to interpret this behav-
ior, Mendaglio explained, as evidence of
psychic ability or a divine mission.

“It wouldn’t surprise me, the way he
was, if he was so connected that he knew
his organs were needed,” Silverman told
me. “There was always something other-
worldly about Brandenn. Te had a kind
of ancient wisdom that was beyond any-
body I'd ever seen.”

During one of my visits to Silverman’s
house, just after she invited me to stay for
lunch, she said, “Patti and Martin had
contacts with him after he'd left his body.
There was none for forty-cight hours.
Martin cried the entire time. But then
they both felt a sense of peacefulness.
And he took the memory away from
them of finding him.” In effect, she said,
Brandenn was healing his parents.

“With a suicide, especially of a child,
the assumption we make in this society
is that somebody is to blame for it,” she
went on. “I was extremely undone the
night I found out that Brandenn had
been lost. You couldn’t help but exam-
ine the possibility of something going
wrong. I asked him for guidance, be-
cause I could have missed something.”
And when she woke up the next morn-
ing, she said, “I had this overwhelming
sense of peace, and just the feeling that
he'd gone home.”

Hilton Silverman, who had been in
the kitchen, brought a platter of Reuben
sandwiches to the table. IHilton has a
gray beard, a wrestler’s posture, and a
heavily lined forehead. Te wore fleece
pants, a zippered skiing turtleneck, and
flip-flops with socks.

“Well, T can tell you what the spirits
are saying,” he said. “I'le was an angel.”

Silverman turned to face me. “T'm not
sure how much you know about my hus-
band. Hilton is a psychic and a healer.
THe has cured people of cancer.”

“It kind of runs in my family: my
grandfather was a kabbalist rabbi in

Brooklyn, and my father used to heal sick
babies with kosher salt,” Hilton said.
“Brandenn was an angel who came down
to experience the physical realm for a
short period of time.”

1 asked Hilton how he knew this. T'le
paused, and for a moment I wondered if
he was pulling my leg and trying to think
up something even more outlandish to
say next. “Tm talking to him right now,”
he said. “Ie’s become a teacher. e says
right now he's actually being taught how
to help these people who experience sui-
cides for much messier reasons. Before
Brandenn was born, this was planned.
And he did it the way he did so that oth-
ers would have use for his body. Every-
thing worked out in the end.”

“T'll tell you who else is an angel,”
Linda Silverman said. “I think Martin’s
an angel.”

“Oh, Martin, for sure,” Hilton said.
“IHe has a positive spiritual alignment.
IHe and Brandenn meet a lot when he's
asleep.”

Linda looked at me helpfully. “You
see, we don’t know how to explain these
kids—not scientifically.”

“Scientifically!” Hilton scoffed.

Silverman seemed to hold fast to her
interpretation of events, even after
she saw the unhappy e-mail messages
that Brandenn had written. She doubted
they were representative, and suspected
that they'd been taken out of context, or
even manipulated.

Atfirst, K. struggled to make sense of
the e-mails. She worried that perhaps
she ought to have prevented Brandenn’s
suicide. “1 think I'm cycling through all
stages of grief at once,” she told her par-
ents. They brought her to Vancouver to
see a psychologist, and had her talk on
the phone with another. K’s mother
shared the e-mails with Duncan and
his family, and—through a coincidence
of mutual acquaintanceship in Dawn’s
home town—ended up sharing them
with Dawn, too.

All of them found something like re-
lief in the e-mails. At the very least, the
suicide appeared now to be something
they had the vocabulary to understand.
Brandenn hadn’t been under a strange
influence that told him he’d be doing
something good for others by killing him-
self; it didn’t secem that there was some

awful secret behind his death. IHis friends
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and his sister agreed that he had probably
felt alone or sad or frustrated or some
combination of those things, and was mo-
mentarily helpless to find a way out. And,
unfortunately, he had been in a position
to act on a suicidal impulse. Perhaps if the
gun hadn’t been in his room just then, he
wouldn’t have gone through with it.

When Dawn tried to discuss the
e-mails with her mother, she says, Patti
dismissed them immediately, saying,
“Depressed is a word we use all the time
around here. It's just a figure of speech. It
meant he was having a bad day.” K.’s
mother, she added, “is probably just into
doom and gloom.”

Patti told me that she thought it
was K. who might have been unhappy.
“Maybe Brandenn wanted her to feel
better, so he wrote that he was miserable,
too,” she said. “T'hat was Brandenn: if
one of his sisters was struggling in school
and said, Tm so dumb, he'd say, “Well,
I'm really dumb.” e never sent any
e-mails like that to anyone else.”

Brandenn’s sisters doubted that if he
was feeling low he would ever have shared
it with his parents. “IHe wasn’t the sort of
kid who'd have ever complained to us,”
Jennifer said. Dawn said, “I still feel a lot
of guilt, like I should have done some-
thing to help—talk to him or let him
know that life gets better when you're
older. 'm sure my mom and Martin feel
guilty, too. But with Brandenn it really
would have been hard to see it coming.”

Onc afternoon when I was with
the Bremmers, the sky darkened
over their front porch. It had been hot
and dry for wecks, and finally a severe
thunderstorm was rolling in from cen-
tral Kansas. “We used to watch how
Brandenn walked from the sidewalk
to his biology class,” Patti said. “In the
past year, he became such a graceful
young man.”

“He glided,” Martin told me carlier.
“Until then, he walked like any other kid
does, like Shaggy from ‘Scooby-Doo,’
you know? Like he has no bones in his
body.” Patti had added, “Oh, and he had
a six-pack. His stomach was rock hard.
I'd punch his stomach and make a joke
about how it hurt my hand.”

On the porch, Martin took off his
glasses and wiped them with his un-
dershirt. “It’s hard to convince your-
self right now that we were good par-
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ents,” he said. He felt embarrassed that,
all these years, he and Patti had offered
their services as advisers to parents of
gifted children. “What right did I have
to tell them how to raise their kid if this
is my track record? I thought I had it all
figured out, and then he kills himself.
Now I think I must be a total failure as a
person, because the one thing I devoted
my life to was raising Brandenn.”

“We did everything right,” Patti said,
wrapping her arms around her husband.

Martin said, “I see moms who smoked
all through gestation, or moms who yell
at their kids at the grocery store, and I
look at the kids and they're just so beaten
down. Then I think, Why is that family
getting by?”

It started raining, gently for perhaps
a minute, and then hard and fast. The
Bremmers’ Bernese mountain dogs—
two mothers and a litter of new pup-
pies—scampered from their pen into
the kennel, a converted milk barn.
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When Brandenn was thirteen and tak-
ing time off from music class, Patti
recalled, Martin had taught him con-
struction. They'd gutted the barn, put
in insulation and sheeting, and reinforced
the walls with two-by-sixes. Over a single
weckend, Brandenn learned woodwork-
ing and how to pour concrete, and he put
up most of the aluminum siding himself.

This memory brought to mind a
horticulture project that Brandenn had
done when he was cight, in which he
developed a sprinkling method—one
that actually worked in their yard. “I’s
too windy here, and our pool sprin-
kler sprayed so hard it wasted a lot of
sceds,” Martin said. Brandenn found a
misting hose and kept it going lightly
twenty-four hours a day. The land re-
mained soaked, even on ninety-five-
degree days, and the grass seed finally
took. “He changed all the rules,” Mar-
tin said. “It was the first year we had
arcal lawn.” ¢
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