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      Flying Lessons


      IAM STANDING on a platform two stories above the terra firma of Manhattan. In my right hand, I hold the bar of a trapeze swing. The swing

         pulls me forward, and the only thing keeping me on the platform is the sure hold my trapeze instructor has on the loop of

         my safety harness. This is not the time to think about my trust issues. My left hand is frozen in its grip to a metal stand

         on the platform.

      


      I'm supposed to let go.


      But I can't.


      If I look straight ahead, I can see the towers of Battery Park City, close to Ground Zero. If I look right, I can see the

         blue-gray waters of the Hudson. I don't look left because I'm too busy looking down. That's where the safety net is.

      


      Manny, the instructor, starts to talk to me gently, the way you would talk to someone perched on a building ledge. Only in

         this case you want the person to jump.

      


      “I've got you,” he says. “I've held on to men who weigh more than three times what you do. I've got you, so you can take your

         left hand and put it on the bar.”

      


      My toes are curled over the edge of the platform, just as Manny told me. I am trying to jut my hips out, just the way Manny

         told me. But when I lift my left hand from its perch of seeming safety, I don't feel Manny's hold on me; I feel the trapeze

         bar pulling me down, down, down, to trapeze fatality and, even worse — embarrassment. I return to my death clutch on the iron

         railing.

      


      You might ask how I got here.


      I could tell you it's because for more than a year now I have cycled past the nets and swings of this trapeze school set up

         by the river, and I have always stopped, caught by the spectacle of someone volunteering for flight.

      


      Or I could tell you that it feels as though I've already made bigger jumps.


      Manny is pushing me a little now, to show me he really is back there to make sure I won't fall. It's not often you get a safety

         harness in life, and I decide to trust this one. My left hand goes to the trapeze bar, and to my surprise, I'm right where

         I should be. I'm wobbling a little, but I'm still there, balanced on the edge of the platform.

      


      “OK,” Manny says. “When I say, ‘Hup!’ you'll jump.”


      The cry rings through the air: “One-two-three-HUP!”


      I spring up on my feet and jump — right back onto the platform. I have gone exactly nowhere.


      “No, Katherine.” I hear the bemused voice of Manny behind me. “You have to jump forward.


      “HUP!”


      The same thing happens. Several times. It turns out that I am great at jumping in place. And then — I don't know if Manny

         pushes me or if I spring forward of my own will — I am whooshing through the air, hanging from the trapeze, my body arcing

         as I swing forward and then back and forward and then back.

      


      I'm flying.


      On Leap Day 2004 I took an actual leap, leaving behind the Midwestern city where I came of age, married, divorced, worked,

         lived, loved, and prospered for more than two decades, to move to New York. I cried so hard at the airport curb that the strangers

         milling around me must have thought I was on my way to a funeral. If they had offered me condolences, I would have accepted

         them. I felt, in fact, that a loved one was dying, that a life so known and dear to me was ending: my old, soon-to-be-former,

         settled life, in which I knew the tracks of the coming days the way I knew without looking where the spoons were in my silverware

         drawer. Someone was pushing that woman off the platform, and it was me. There was no safety net. Before that day, I had been

         an earthbound creature: think root vegetable. Now I was on my way to a new job, a new life, and a new city where I could count

         the number of friends I had on one hand. I was a few months shy of my forty-fifth birthday, a confirmed daughter of the prairie

         who had grown up in Moline, Illinois, gone to college and graduate school in Chicago, and then moved to St. Paul, Minnesota.

         I was as Midwestern as weak coffee at supper and ham sandwiches at a funeral lunch. I never did understand why Chicago was

         called the Second City when it was always the First City to me. The water and the valleys of the Hudson were unknown to me;

         I was bound for life to the muddy currents of the Mississippi.

      


      So why was I getting on a plane to New York? Well, as I like to tell people, on Leap Day 2004 I moved to midlife and had a

         Manhattan crisis.

      


      I had never meant to live in New York. Then again, I had never meant to become a middle-aged woman with bifocals either. It's

         funny how that happens. One day, your thirties seem to stretch in front of you for what feels like a luxurious length of time,

         and the next you don't quite recognize that woman in the mirror. I have friends who say soothingly, “Oh, you're not middle-aged,”

         and all I can think is that just because I'm older doesn't mean I have lost my ability to do arithmetic. The odds that I will

         live to be a hundred are slim. You do the math; I'm middle-aged.

      


      I don't think I moved to Manhattan because I was having a midlife crisis, but I know it looks that way. Some women get their

         hair dyed; this woman gave up a life and community she'd invested twenty years in to start over in a metropolis that is a

         fulcrum of youth and power. Midway through the journey of his life, Dante found himself in a dark wood; midway through my

         life, I found myself in New York and my own version of a divine comedy. I came of age in the Midwest; I came of middle age

         in Manhattan.

      


      So I'm flying through the air next to the Hudson River. Pedestrians who stopped to witness my fear on the platform now stop

         to applaud my flight. Django, one of the other instructors, is manipulating the rigging to my safety harness as I fly.

      


      “Hey, Katherine!” he yells up to me. “You can say something, you know.”


      I can hear him laughing. Well, at least I'm amusing him. Earlier, all of the instructors had shown the sort of diffidence

         you expect from the wranglers at a dude ranch when they're forced to haul out Brownie, the thirteen-year-old pony, for the

         tourist who can't ride.

      


      I manage one word and it's this: “Down.”


      On his count, I let go of the bar and flop into the safety net. I bounce my way to the dismount area, and it's here that I

         encounter my real fear. To get back on the ground, I am supposed to somersault onto a padded mat some six feet below me.

      


      Now this, I think, is crazy. I would rather leap off a pedestal into thin air — I would rather do it twice — than be forced

         to somersault into a six-foot drop.

      


      “I can't do it,” I hear myself say.


      Django grins. He's amiable — tall, lean, and rangy, probably in his early twenties, with a head of auburn dreadlocks.


      “C'mon,” he says. “You were just on the trapeze. You can do this.”


      No, I tell him, I can't.


      Here's what I don't tell him: When I signed up for this class, I had anticipated my fear of heights. I had anticipated my

         fear of flying. I had anticipated my control issues. What I hadn't counted on was my childhood nemesis: tumbling. I have floundered

         at it since grade school, and all the weekends at the Turners Club with little gymnasts in pink leotards never helped me.

         I feared it then and I still hate it now. In junior high, I once took a D rather than try to do a backward somersault in gym

         class. I still remember Miss Baum pleading with me, “You'll lose your place on the honor roll!” Normally, this was an argument

         that would have convinced me to perform any number of untold stunts, but in this case, I didn't care. I hated it that much.

      


      I begin to panic; I can't move. I really, really can't do this. Tears spring into my eyes. Django looks annoyed. The next

         student can't fly until my can has left the safety net, and my can apparently isn't moving. “Just put your hands here,” he

         says, indicating two loops woven into the side of the net, “and then flip over and I'll catch you.”

      


      “I think I have trust issues,” I spit out. Now I feel like I'm going to hyperventilate. “Can't I just sort of roll over or

         jump?”

      


      Django shakes his head. Nope. I could really hurt myself that way.


      “Can't I just …?”


      Django loses patience. “If you want,” he snaps, “you can crawl over to the ladder and climb down.”


      I look and then realize that getting onto the ladder will require me to swing my body several feet through the air so that

         my hands can reach and grab on to the rungs — and this is without a safety harness. It's death either way, that's for sure,

         and I choose the path where at least someone is going to spot me. I clutch the cloth loops, shimmy half my body over the net,

         tuck my head, and roll.

      


      Django flips me over and I stand upright, a slightly shaken, slightly overweight woman who hates to tumble but loves to fly.


      I want to go back up.


      You might ask what midlife has to do with Manhattan.


      The answer is change. Walk the same block in this city for even a few months and you witness transformation — the tiny flower

         shop morphs into a designer perfumery, the video store suddenly pops up as an espresso joint. Scaffolding and plywood can

         appear overnight on any given corner, and you can track the daily evolutions on your way to the subway.

      


      Change is such a constant here that people have to become accustomed to it, if not inured. Novelist Colson Whitehead was thinking

         of the transitory nature of the storefronts and corners when he wrote that you become a New Yorker “when what was there before

         is more solid and real than what is here now.” That fine newspaperman of the old school, Pete Hamill, calls New York the Capital

         of Nostalgia. In his book Downtown: My Manhattan, he tells us that the New York version of nostalgia isn't just about buildings and the people who live in them: “It involves

         an almost fatalistic acceptance of the permanent presence of loss. Nothing will ever stay the same. Tuesday turns into Wednesday

         and something valuable is behind you forever. An ‘is’ has become a ‘was.’”

      


      I read those words the first summer I was here, registering an empathetic pang. I had left a job as the host of a regional

         public radio show to come to New York for a shot at a national audience, as cohost for Al Franken as he jump-started the liberal

         Air America Radio network. It was a calculated risk. Before that point, I had lived a life that followed a careful path; I

         was vested with a pension when I was twenty-seven. Now I was working as a sidekick for a start-up operation so high profile

         that I could read in the Wall Street Journal about why we didn't make payroll. The week I discovered the payments on our health-care policies had lapsed, I panicked and

         called my former boss in St. Paul and asked if my old job was still open. He called me back to announce in sorrowful tones

         that the operative sentiment was that if I wanted to go away so bad, I could stay away. I felt like an “is” who had become

         a “was.” And while my loss wasn't quite the same, I was feeling an overwhelming longing for my old life, its sweetness and

         its security. I started to joke with friends that I had become an urban version of a hobbit: all I really wanted to do was

         go back to the Shire. In New York, my life appeared to me in stark outline. I was divorced, childless, and alone in a new

         city. There were days I walked the streets and thought, How did I get here?


      To accept that you are middle-aged means to accept a permanent presence of loss, that Tuesdays are overtaken by Wednesdays,

         that your thirties have been trumped by your forties — and that they'll soon be trumped by your fifties and sixties and so

         on. I had already felt loss in my life, and it felt like a harsh bargain that now I had to accept it as a constant presence.

         I missed those days when I was younger, when thinking about the future gave me the rich feeling of infinite chances, that

         my future was hemmed in only by the choices I made. It's hard to let that feeling go, to square your shoulders and look at

         finite reality, to accept that maybe there are going to be only one or two more chances at transformation left.

      


      And that's why, when the offer came to move to New York, I took it.


      I wasn't sure how many more chances would come my way.


      Of the crew assembled this afternoon for our trapeze lesson, a woman named Paulette is closest to me in age and spirit. Her

         brother had bought her a gift certificate to the aerialist school for her fiftieth birthday. Our other classmates include

         a tattooed graphic artist who is on his fourth week of lessons, a slender woman with a slight British accent, and a boyfriend/girlfriend

         duo from Brooklyn in their early twenties.

      


      Manny gives us his opening spiel about how we'll learn to hang from our knees on the trapeze, and how we'll learn to do a

         backflip off the swing. When I ask, “Urn, is it OK if we just swing? Because that was the height of my ambitions,” it is Paulette

         who laughs and nods in empathy.

      


      When Paulette gets to the top of the platform, she balks.


      “I just can't do this,” I hear her say. “I'm sorry. I can't.”


      On the ground, Django mutters, “Hope she does it. Hope she doesn't come down.”


      Paulette starts to climb off the platform.


      “C'mon, do it,” Django says under his breath. He turns to me and adds, “Ninety percent of the people who climb down the first

         time, they don't go back up.”

      


      When Paulette gets her feet back on the ground, I want to put my arm around her.


      “It's that left bar, isn't it?” I say. “I know exactly how you feel.”


      “It's scarier than I thought,” she says. “A lot scarier.”


      When it's Paulette's turn again, she hesitates, but we all urge her to go back up. When she ascends the ladder the second

         time, I am fairly sure she'll succeed. But she pauses on the platform for what seems like many minutes, and I realize that

         inside my head I am repeating a trapeze mantra for her: You can do it, you can do it, you can do it. Finally, she gives a hesitant jump and swings through the air. Our whole class cheers.

      


      I'm reminded of how, as a child, I was terrified by the deep end of the pool. I would wade from the shallows to the dip in

         the pool floor that indicated deeper water, but once I had to tread water to stay afloat, once my feet hit that watery-nothingness

         instead of the tile at the bottom of the pool, my fear would always draw me back. When I finally started going into the deep

         end, I would crouch by the edge of the pool and then fall into the water like a dropped piece of fruit, scuttling back to

         the side as soon as I surfaced. It took a long time before I could just dive in with aplomb.

      


      And that's the thing about trapeze. You can't sidle into it. And for most of my life, I've been a really good sidler.


      Django says to me later, “You came here by yourself, didn't you? Looks like you made some friends.”


      “Well, sure,” I tell him. “Bomb threats, subway fires, trapeze lessons — they're all bonding experiences.”


      “Those are good analogies for trapeze,” he says, smirking.


      Not really, I want to say. Trapeze is a good analogy for life.


      The reason I climb back up the ladder to the platform isn't because of the sense of flight. What I like is the moment before

         I reach for the swing, the moment of anticipation before my left hand grabs on to the bar and I am trembling on the edge and

         it is up to me and the count of one-two-three-HUP!

      


      It turns out I like to leap.


   

      What Iowa Did to Manhattan


      NOT THAT LONG AGO, I was in the apartment of some friends of mine and they introduced me to their neighbor, a banker who works downtown and

         lives in the Village, a woman who grew up in New Jersey. She and I exchanged pleasantries, and then, giving me a friendly,

         appraising look, she asked where I was from.

      


      I hate that. I was pretty sure I knew what was coming next. I smiled and told her that I had moved to New York after living

         in Minnesota for many years. She nodded. “That explains the twang.”

      


      Excuse me?


      “You have a twang,” she said confidently. “You've got that Midwestern twang.”


      Oh, the things I could have said in response, such as, “No, that's not a twang, that's what English sounds like.” Instead,

         I mumbled a terse reply and stepped into the kitchen, where I promptly gave myself a twang-free talking-to: Why am I getting so uptight? Who cares if I sound like I come from Illinois or Minnesota? After all, I do come from there. So I returned to the living room, determined to be less defensive about my Mid-western roots. I apologized, made a few jokes

         about my prairie-based speech patterns, and was just congratulating myself on how I had navigated this set of social rapids

         when the banker leaned forward with another question.

      


      “You use the word ‘crik,’ right?” she asked.


      “Only when I'm down in the holler” came out of my mouth before I could stop myself.


      I was just about to apologize again when I realized that she thought I was serious. And that's when it hit me: she thought

         I was Tammy.

      


      You remember Tammy, played first by Debbie Reynolds and then by Sandra Dee, the corn-fed character from Mississippi whose

         full name was Tammy Tyree? Who brought along a goat when she attended college? Whose adventures were detailed in such films

         as Tammy and the Bachelor and Tammy Tell Me True?


      I a-reckon many of you do.


      I was going to explain the geographic distance between, say, Mississippi and Minnesota, and then I just shut up. For some

         New Yorkers, there is no difference between the South and Garrison Keillor country, between people from Mississippi, Minnesota,

         or, for that matter, Montana. After all, those people are all from the same place: not New York. You can talk about provincialism

         all you want, but all you will get from them is pity. After all, they grew up in the greatest city on Earth or, more likely,

         in its shadow. And you didn't. When these New Yorkers are searching for a word to describe some poor rube, they will pull

         out the closest approximation that comes to mind and then to mouth: “Midwesterner” or “Kansan” or — the ne plus ultra of a

         New Yorker put-down — “Iowan.”

      


      I once asked a woman who lived in Tribeca what Iowa had ever done to Manhattan. She gave me a dimpled smile and said sweetly,

         “Everything.”

      


      She was from Michigan.


      So that night, in my guise of Tammy, I tethered the goat and brushed the hayseed from my shoulders, determined that I would

         enjoy the rest of the evening.

      


      Lord willin' and the crik don't rise.


      Language shapes us. And it was true that during my first few months in New York, people didn't understand me. There clearly

         was a city patois that I hadn't picked up, a set of phrases and customs that I kept bumping into the way a sparrow will fly

         into a glass window over and over again.

      


      I'm at the bodega — that's the corner grocery — across the street from my apartment building. It is a dimly lit, small shop,

         crammed from floor to ceiling with everything from Pepperidge Farm cookies to condoms, from Kitty Litter to four flavors of

         Mexican soda. There is a tiny grill and a steam table for the breakfast and lunch trade that keeps the place full-to-bursting

         from morning to midafternoon with construction workers, deliverymen, and neighborhood residents. I'm here to order breakfast.

      


      “An egg and cheese on a bun, please.”


      The guy behind the grill counter just looks at me.


      “Toasted,” I say for good measure. “Could you toast the bun?”


      He's still looking at me. I am trying to figure out what I did wrong. This is a classic New York breakfast, up there with

         the corn muffin when it comes to indigenous Manhattan morning foods.

      


      I point to the display case of bread. Comprehension dawns across his face. It's a roll, he tells me with great care, and then

         he enunciates the word and stretches it out for me so that I, poor witless creature, will understand. Rolllll, not bun. Rolllllll.

         Here, say it with me.

      


      Roll. Got it.


      I move down the line and stand in front of the cash register. My egg and cheese appears, wrapped in white paper, and the clerk

         behind the cash register tries to put it in a plastic bag.

      


      “That's OK,” I say, “I don't need the sack.”


      The what?


      I sigh. Bag, sack, whatever. I am still learning how to hail a taxi, how to give directions to a cabbie, how to decipher the

         subway system. I was hoping that I could at least order breakfast. I was wrong.

      


      * * *


      All I want is a space for my bike.


      When I had looked at the apartment that became my home, I had been told there was a bike room in the building.


      “Humph,” says the morning doorman. “I don't know about that. You'll have to talk to Gus.”


      “A what? You want a what?” says another building employee. “I'll have to ask. Try Gus.”


      Gus is the building superintendent. I finally track him down.


      “Ahhhh,” he says with sad eyes. “There's one in the basement.”


      I brighten. This is good news.


      “It's full,” he adds.


      A few days later, I am talking to a veteran New Yorker who has called to see how I am adjusting to the city.


      “Have you given the baksheesh yet?” she asks.


      The what?


      “The baksheesh.”


      I pause. I am afraid it is more Yiddish, more evidence of my ignorance. I arrived with what I thought were a few key words

         of Yiddish, such as “shiksa” (a derogatory term for a non-Jewish female) and “meshuggeneh” (crazy). They are not enough. I

         am learning a new Yiddish word about every other day.

      


      As it turns out, however, “baksheesh” is Persian.


      “Here's what you do,” she says. “You get a nice card for your super and you write that you are looking forward to starting

         your new life in New York with the building and the people who work there. Then you put in a hundred dollars. Does he have

         anyone working for him?”

      


      Two people.


      “Then you do the same for them, only put in a little less. Let me tell you, I don't call for anything in my building unless

         they can see that I'm standing at the door with something green in my hand.”

      


      This puzzles me. After all, isn't it in their job descriptions to help people? You would think I had moved to some distant

         Eastern European country before the fall of the Iron Curtain, someplace where the entire economy depends on small bills being

         passed from hand to hand on the black market or where people trade goods for services. I imagine myself with a babushka tied

         under my chin, pleading with Gus in a darkened stairwell and proffering a swinging piece of poultry: “Here, good chicken for

         bike rack.”

      


      I think that if I had tried to tip anyone doing his or her job back home in Minnesota, it would have been taken as an insult.

         Here, it is an insult not to give a tip. And I realize: I am in a foreign country. I had better start acting like it. Where

         is that babushka?

      


      I follow the baksheesh instructions. Two days later, someone, somehow, miraculously finds a space in the bike room for me.

         Thus emboldened, I begin to tip everyone, everywhere. When a friend from Minnesota comes to help me out with my move, staying

         at my apartment during the day to accept the various deliveries of goods and services, I give her a knowing lecture on the

         tips I have set aside for each expected person. She looks at me kind of funny, but I assure her — with all the annoying authority

         that someone who has lived in the city for two weeks can muster — that this is just how it is done.

      


      So you can imagine my surprise a month or so later when I tell this story to a colleague, who looks at me, laughs, and says,

         “You tipped the cable guy? The Cable Guy?”

      


      That, it turns out, is meshuggeneh.


      Who knew?


      There is a right way and a wrong way to hail a cab.


      If you are headed downtown, then you should not get in a cab headed uptown. You might think to yourself, Who cares? All the driver has to do is turn a corner and he's headed downtown. You would be wrong in that assertion. If you want to go downtown but find you are on a one-way street headed uptown, then

         you best walk a few blocks over to a street where the traffic is headed in the right direction. If you don't, then you have

         broken an unwritten rule of life here and you will be treated accordingly.

      


      Trust me on this one. Glares issue from the occupant of the driver's seat and, occasionally, so do wagging fingers and diatribes

         of abuse. It does not matter that you carry with you in your head a film clip of transportation in New York. In this brief

         mise-en-scéne, you raise a hand, a yellow cab glides to a halt, you give an address, and you are off. But that is not how

         it works in reality, and you discover this the day you are chastised in Urdu. Well, you are pretty sure it was Urdu. It doesn't

         really matter what the language was: the message was successfully transmitted.

      


      Kindly New Yorkers who want to save you from trouble also try to explain this to you. Here is what you don't say to them:

         it ALL looks like downtown to you. You carry with you a color-coded laminated map so that you can tell when you cross from

         Midtown into Murray Hill or slide from the East Village into Nolita. You are at dinner with a native New Yorker and you bring

         the map out onto the restaurant table. “Put it away,” she says under her breath, as if I have just put a dog turd on the table.

         She doesn't want anyone to think we are tourists. She is too late.

      


      I am, essentially, a tourist with a lot of luggage, planning on a long-term stay. I hum the song from On the Town as a sort of musical map: “New York, New York, it's a wonderful town, / The Bronx is up, the Battery's down.” Betty Comden

         and Adolph Green are known for their lyrics; I'm just grateful for their sense of direction.

      


      You are coming back with a new acquaintance from a reading by Toni Morrison in Central Park. You take the subway home, the

         No. I. Your new friend scans the subway stop and then stands at a particular spot. You ask him why. He explains that if he

         stands there, then he'll get into a car perfectly chosen so that when the subway pulls into our Christopher Street stop, the

         doors will open directly in front of the exit and its turnstiles. No crowd, no shuffling through lines of people, we'll sail

         right through.

      


      The first time I do this by myself, my delight knows no bounds.


      And I think, Maybe I can live here.


      I first encountered New York when I was a college freshman in Chicago, and a new girl moved into the dorm room next door.

         Her name was Lissa  and she was the daughter of a famous fiction editor — I, of course, had never heard of him — and she had

         her own shrink on Central Park West. Her boyfriend was a jazz musician at the Berklee College of Music in Boston, and she

         couldn't wait to transfer out of this dump and go to Yale, where she belonged.

      


      I, on the other hand, hailed from Moline, Illinois. I was still proud of my thespian swan song as one of the leads in the

         Moline Senior High production of Arsenic and Old Lace. I didn't know anyone my age who had her own psychiatrist and, even better, boasted about his address. I thought my White

         Stag-brand parka, so new it creaked, was the latest in fashion. I was still secretly sorry I had never made the dance line

         team.

      


      We fascinated each other. She would walk around me in circles in my dorm room and ask me questions, practically clapping her

         hands in delight at my answers. For her, I was an honest-to-goodness anthropological find: “The Girl from the Midwest.” My

         life story literally made her laugh.

      


      I did nothing to dispel her delight. She wanted to know about hayrack rides? Fine, I would tell her about hayrack rides. If

         some part of me knew that she was treating me like a Kewpie doll, the other part of me didn't want to acknowledge it. I enjoyed

         the attention and I liked hearing her stories of this other world, all tall buildings and bright lights and famous people.

         I imagined her walking across Central Park to her psychiatrist's office, I imagined her, underage, in smoky jazz bars and

         attending Broadway shows and walking through streets choked with traffic. In short, I imagined her in every picture I had

         ever seen of Manhattan, whether it fit her actual life or not. She was my anthropological find: “The Girl from New York.”

      


      She had known a modicum of fame on her father's side and struggle on her mother's side after her father left the family. She

         was Very, very bright — the kind of person for whom Hannah Arendt was light and familiar reading — and she was very, very

         alienating. Nothing in Chicago was good enough for her — the food, the transit, the people — they all paled in comparison

         to what she had known in New York. Everyone and everything was a target for her critical mind and sharp tongue. Professors

         adored her, but she was less than popular among my circle of friends. I called an old roommate and asked if she remembered

         Lissa. Her reply was blunt: “She was pure evil.”

      


      We were all cramming for a final exam one night when Lissa announced there was no way she was going to take that test until

         she had more time to study. She would get an extension. How? By slamming a nail into her forehead and claiming injury. She

         showed up the next day with a ragged bandanna wrapped around her forehead and an extension. Did she really do it? I don't

         know. She had a gift for persuasion.

      


      Lissa thought she was ugly, or someone had persuaded her she was ugly, but I thought she had an interesting face, with sharp

         green eyes, a pointed chin, and thin lips that curved easily into a smile or pulled into a grimace. Years later, when I read

         about how her father could send students reeling from his writing seminars, lacerated by his outbursts, I thought of Lissa

         and how she could do the same and how the same must have been done to her.

      


      I have carried a picture of her in my mind's eye for decades now:


      I am standing outside our dormitory. Lissa is leaving, going back to the East Coast. She will not return; she has achieved

         her transfer to Yale. Someone — her boyfriend? I can't remember — is giving her a ride in a station wagon that is so stuffed

         she is crouched against the rear window. The car pulls away and Lissa looks back at us standing by the door, one of her hands

         on the back window for balance. She doesn't smile or wave, she just stares; for a moment she looks like a small animal, uncertain

         what will happen next.

      


      I understood then that she might have been scared underneath all the bombast, that she might have been vulnerable underneath

         the scorn. Years afterward, whenever I thought about New York, I would think about all the names she dropped, the stories

         she told about Manhattan landmarks, and then I would remember that last image of her, frightened. She looked caged. She was

         a small reason — but still, a reason — why I didn't feel a strong urge to move to Manhattan when I was young. I didn't think

         I had the fortitude. I didn't want to pay the price.

      


      But I do end up in New York. At the end of my first week, I am abashed to discover that I am homesick. The giddiness that

         came from the quickness of the move has dissipated and now I am alone, in an apartment that is still only half-assembled.

         The walls are bare. I sit and look at the boxes and watch a biting snow pelt my windows. If I were home in Minnesota, I could

         call a friend for dinner or walk across the street to talk to my neighbors. If I were home. I'm not home and that's the problem.

         I think of all the friends who told me I was so brave to make this move at my age. At this moment, I don't feel very brave;

         I feel very, very small.

      


      Even the snow looks different here. I cast about for what to do and decide that a stylish fortysomething New York career woman

         might go and get her nails done. Now that is something I couldn't do back in St. Paul on a Sunday evening.

      


      The brightly lit nail shop is bustling, and the Korean woman who greets me asks the usual battery of questions while she examines

         my hands. How long have I lived here? Oh, I'm new. Where did I move from? How do I like it here?

      


      I answer all her queries, and then I lean over the narrow table to confess, “Actually, I'm pretty homesick.”


      Her eyes narrow, she sucks in some breath, and then she barks out an uppercase admonition: “DON'T BE BIG BABY.”


      The women on either side of us turn to look. My interlocutor smiles.
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