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            MUSCLE MEMORY

         

         For the last six months or so, whenever I’ve moved suddenly—stood up out of a chair, bent down to get my laundry from the machine, sneezed too hard in line at the convenience store up the block from my apartment—my back has spasmed, as if someone’s making a quick, hard fist around my spine and squeezing. At first, it was just a twinge, enough to startle me. These days, it knocks me off balance if I don’t brace for it first. And so I stretch more, and I stand and count to three before I step, or carry my coffee cup away from the table, or crouch down to put the dishes in the cabinet. I turn off the fan in the bedroom while I sleep, though it’s May in Mississippi and already eighty degrees. Better to wake up sweating than knotted and tremoring from some little chill.

         They’re tiny, these adaptations. I suspect it took me months to notice I was making them. My life is built to flex unconsciously around new pain. I couldn’t even tell you what I used to do with the small space the spasms fill. This version of my life erases the last one, like a tape someone’s recorded over. Already, my memories begin reworking themselves to admit the spasms’ brief delay: two seconds tacked on to the end of everything, a touch more hurt.

         I haven’t been to see a doctor because the change has so far been manageable. Because another dose of ibuprofen, a little less energy, and a slightly stronger ache to cope with isn’t going to hurt me, really. I haven’t been to see a doctor because I’m finishing graduate school and caught in the bureaucracy of going: no permanent address, shifting health insurance, too much in flux, and way too much to do.

         I haven’t seen a doctor because I haven’t had a steady orthopedist since I outgrew the pediatric one I saw until I was eighteen. They treat cerebral palsy aggressively when you’re young, your brain and body at the height of their plasticity. There’s money to be spent on research and the promise of real progress to be made. They split your nerves, lengthen your tendons, splint your legs and map your changing gait with digital sensors that form points of light on the computer screen to indicate your muscles and your joints. This little constellation-self staggers the same blank orbit each year, getting taller. And then your body and brain have been reshaped as radically as medicine will currently allow, and you’re just who you are and there are the ensuing years to manage on your own.

         I haven’t seen a doctor because my body has been mostly this version of itself for more than a decade now, and they’ve been mostly good years; I know the map of who I am and how I move by instinct, like home. I haven’t seen a doctor because they’ll want to alter something major, or they’ll tell me that there’s nothing to be done, that this is just my body’s slow erosion asserting itself beyond ignoring, and either way there’ll be a new geography to reckon with. I haven’t seen a doctor because I am afraid. I haven’t seen a doctor because there’s too much to be said for feeling familiar to yourself. This is all the truth.

         Another truth: before I knew this body, I knew another, nimbler one.

         My very first body, the one untouched by major surgical intervention, exists only before my memory. For all intents and purposes, I wake into the world at the moment of its refashioning. My first clear recollection at four years old: somebody’s hand hovering over my face, the weird cage of the gas mask, a dense, false butterscotch mingled with the drug. No memory, of course, of what they did while I was under; they give you something to induce forgetting. But the body I woke up with, I know it served me well for years.

         I know the surgeons clipped select nerves in my spinal cord, and thereby cut off at the pass the bulk of my brain’s bad commands to my muscles to contract beyond functionality or comfort. I know enough to know that I was born again then, in a looser shape, the one I first recognized as mine. 

         
            *

         

         And it’s in that body that I spent my childhood. I moved stutteringly around my grade-school classrooms. I wore opaque, plastic leg braces that stopped at my calves and sneakers two sizes too big for my real feet that made me look like a girl playing dress-up as a circus clown. I never played tag or kickball. But I could slowly climb the stairs to the splintering wooden castle and go down the slide. I could haul myself up to the monkey bars and swing along them just long enough to fall and split my lip like children do. The cut there bled a bright and normal red that made my mother woozy while they stitched it up. There isn’t any scar.

         And once, I could hop. I remember, because when I finally learned in the basement of the Baptist hospital—straining to reach a tennis ball the physical therapist held on a stick above my head—my father bought an ice-cream cake from Dairy Queen, all chemical soft-serve sweet, and we had a little party in the brightness of our farmhouse kitchen. I did it on command: two inches, maybe, off the ground. I know it happened, but that little space below my feet feels like a fiction now, held up against the relentless fact of gravity.

         My family took a trip to Europe when I was nine years old. My parents, on sabbatical from college teaching jobs, swapped houses with a Spanish novelist and his wife, and for months we walked on the beaches of the Mediterranean and through the rocky outcrops to the north where Spain borders France. I remember flashes of those months with wild specificity: the garden of blooming cacti outside our little terracotta villa; playing rummy with my sister in the heat, on the flat roof, while someone blared a bizarre pop song about a cockroach from the bad speakers of the radio next door. I can see the winding maze of the nighttime street markets, full of Pokémon knockoffs and hand-painted bowls, humming with twinkle-lights and half-drunk bodies; the huge, cool steps of all the old churches turned into hotels; the wooden rollercoaster edging out toward the cliff face; that strange, spindly castle that wound up and up and up until you climbed its stairs and passed right through the clouds and to the other side.

         In pictures, I’m standing at the top of the castle landing, in the shadow of the cathedral doors, on the wide, white wash of some uninterrupted beach. I walked and climbed through cities centuries too old for elevators, and across streets paved in big, uneven cobblestones. I threaded myself through a little monastery door and up a flight of improvised stone stairs into a walled garden, wrapped up in green. I can’t remember getting there: not crossing the hill to the church grounds, not standing waiting for the door to give, not moving through the airy halls or up the stairs. If I try to picture it now, I can only envision myself up to the threshold. My memory of myself pauses and waits, but there isn’t enough left of that balance or energy even for the purposes of recollection. I can imagine myself walking up through the monastery only in the same sense I can imagine that I flew.

         You never recall what you do by instinct and, while my parents paused at every turn to say remember this, they meant the huge embroidered tapestries, the deep ring of the chapel bell, the way the air smelled hot but also dense with moss that wasn’t there. No one knew enough to warn me that the body I had then would go to myth in my mind much faster than any of the rest of it.

         It’s probably natural to recall change, the moment that one season shifts into another, and so it’s not surprising that I remember my early body most strongly in the time just before it didn’t exist anymore. When I tell the story, I compress and exaggerate for narrative’s sake, say: Basically, I hit puberty and then woke up one morning and mostly couldn’t walk. This isn’t strictly true, of course. It happened more slowly than all that, but quickly enough to worry us all and baffle my doctors. My joint pain and balance got rapidly worse, and I started moving through our house by leaning heavily on one piece of furniture and then the next—couch, chair, end table, counter—my eyes watering with the effort.

         In my memory, though, my early body’s going has a single, undeniable beginning, just before my rapid decline in mobility: one so storybook that if I hadn’t lived it, I would swear I made it up.

         The house where I was raised, on a college campus in the mountains of nowhere Virginia, backed up on a long series of rolling fields. When I was very young, they’d been cow pastures, but for most of my life they were bucolic, uninhabited country, mowed for sweet, colossal bales of hay. My younger brother and I spent whole afternoons out there, picking our way through the pasture with other faculty kids down to the furrow of a creek that ran below the first rusted hill. I’d already developed, by then, a taste for being alone, and I would often break off from the group and make my way down through the brambles into one of the little red clay hollows cut into the side of the hill. My favorite was a thicket, heavy with honeysuckle, with a gnarled old oak tree rising up out of the center. It was the perfect tree for climbing: huge and covered with footholds. In my old body, I could reach its middle branches clumsily and settle myself steady in the crook of them: look up and out. I don’t remember the climbing, but I remember the sky. I passed hours like that.

         One afternoon I made my way out to the tree. I suspect the walk was already becoming hard, although I don’t recall that part, only that, when I arrived, I couldn’t get my foot to the first branch, couldn’t lift my leg quite high enough or force my toe to catch. I sweated and wept, and I tried so long my parents came out hunting for me, knowing where I’d gone. My mother, crying too, and deeply patient, sent my father back to the house for a step stool, which he carried out over the long grass. But even with that help I couldn’t make it. Together, they could lift me up, but there was no more climbing. My father carried me, heavy and wailing way too hard for nearly eleven, back to the house.

         A year or so later, in the thick of the physical disintegration that day at the climbing tree had heralded, I got my period in the bathroom of my grandmother’s house. My mother swore loudly from the other side of the door when I told her, Shit! Oh no! She banged in, eyes watering, touching me roughly, not meeting my gaze. I know, now, that her roughness came from grief and terror. I was growing up into a perplexing and unstable body that she had no idea how to help me manage. There wasn’t any road map. I hurt like hell. We had no idea what was coming. We growled at each other as my old body dimmed in the distance, both much too good at converting sadness and fear into fury. For a day we didn’t talk. It took me years to learn enough to really forgive her.

         The effects of spasticity wear away at your joints, but cerebral palsy isn’t degenerative. The neurological damage is static and consistent, and no one knew what to make of my rapid decline in mobility, my rapid increase in pain. For more than a year, we shuttled back and forth between my orthopedist and a neurologist. After several MRIs, I got used to the loud, hollow clanking, the narrow press of the imaging tube. My parents and I people-watched in waiting rooms and laughed behind our hands at some of what we overheard. One chair over, an old woman answered a questionnaire. Have you had any surgery in the past eight weeks? the nurse inquired. Not that I’m aware of, the woman sang back loudly, brightly. It’s funny at first blush: Of course you’d know if you’d had surgery! But now I think how quickly the forgetting happens, one body replaced so utterly by another. Who can trust what happened in that other shape?

         There was never any change in my brain scans or my spinal cord, never any tumor or other explanation. Once, in the parking lot, after another identical set of images, I wept all of sudden. I had a wheelchair by then—not the little, black, sporty one I’d come to use just a few months later, but one of those huge hospital folding numbers, a stopgap measure to cope with the new reality.

         My mother bent down to meet my eyes: You know you’re not sick, right? she said. You’re not sick. But that wasn’t why I was crying. I hadn’t really ever been afraid of that, though I suspect that she might have been. I could tell that whatever was happening was just the world of me reshaping. I missed my old margins, missed knowing myself. I didn’t know yet that soon I’d also lose the memory of how I used to move.

         The explanation we finally settled on was everybody’s best hypothesis: When I grew and gained weight in the quick, clumsy way you do in adolescence, my muscles, without the help of several neural pathways severed in that early experimental spinal surgery, couldn’t naturally gain the necessary strength to keep pace with the rest of me. As my spasticity got worse, so did my balance, and my joints bore much more weight, which made my walking even tighter, more labored, and unstable: this bad, invisible cycle repeating quickly as a synapse fires, or fails to.

         The surgery was still a good idea, they think. It’s the standard of care now for many young children with CP. Without that initial loosening, I wouldn’t have had all those good, relatively mobile years, and who knows what body I would be in now. But combating its byproducts meant that, for most of junior high, I went to school only part time while I spent half my day in physical therapy or at the gym. It meant having my tendons lengthened yet again, and stints in plaster casts and full-length braces that locked my legs in place with a huge metal hinge. I wore parachute pants to cover them up, and even bigger sneakers. All of it hurt with a kind of constancy that set my teeth perpetually on edge. My body’s replacement was violent; I bled when I shed my skin.

         Within a few years, though, I had mostly settled back down into this new body, made my home there. I could walk, a little, though it still hurt some. I was familiar to myself again and busy and distracted by all the things I wanted from the world. I left home and moved every few years, hungry to test out my new shape in new, clear territory.

         I won’t say I still miss walking like I used to. I don’t remember it well enough to grieve, except in the abstract.

         Truthfully, I hadn’t realized how much motion I’d lost to forgetting until I tried to remember: standing painlessly, playing in a riverbed, ascending a staircase untouched, leaving the ground for an instant in a jump, climbing up a tree to get closer to the sky. I’m sorry that I can’t conjure memory of any of that, that I can’t bring up a map of the girl who did those things or remember what it was like to have her skin. I don’t recall inhabiting her body until the point at which it started breaking.

         And maybe this is just some strange, exaggerated version of what it means to age: huge sections of our lives lost to the way memory buckles and muddies and fades, the versions of ourselves we couldn’t find our way back toward if we tried. But as I lose the girl I once was to forgetting, she takes with her a whole collection of places, her particular windows on the world. She saw things I never will.

         I’m about to go to Europe again, for the first time since that childhood trip. I’m scheduled for a six-week artist’s residency that stretches out before me like a spotlight on the lucky fact of my life. This time I won’t walk anywhere. To prepare, I spend hours on the phone confirming doorway widths to be sure my wheelchair will fit. I inquire about elevator functions and the height of bathtub lips. I cross whole Italian cities off my list because their streets are only stairs and cobblestones. I surprise myself by being grateful that I’m traveling to a different country this time around. I don’t want to go back to that Spanish monastery to find that I can’t get inside. It’s enough to be trapped at the thresholds of my memories. I don’t think I could bear stalling at a real threshold: Once, you could be here. Every inch I can no longer walk, the world shrinks just a little, the edges of the map curl in. There are places I will never go. There are places I will never go again.

         I told you that after I made a home in my new body, I was hungry for new places. I grew devoted to the act of going, just to prove I could. Every eighteen months or so I’d train my eyes on some distant city and think there, and muscle my way into a different life. Now I’ve done it, I’d think. I’ve been here. I’ve seen it. New England buried in thick drifts of snow. The sharp, apocalyptic gorgeousness of Northern California’s cliffs. West Texas scrub, and all of Austin’s reluctant, trendy glitz. And on again from there, to other southern towns and different kinds of weather. Each time I left a whole life behind without really bothering to glance in the rearview mirror, peeling away hurried and messy and loud. Only now does it occur to me that I was rushing so rapidly, not just toward the promise of being somewhere new, but away from the old place before it became too familiar. I never wanted to know anywhere well enough or long enough to notice when I lost pieces of it to my body’s slow degeneration, when I couldn’t make my way into certain spaces anymore. I needed to leave a place before a place left me.

         My parents still live on the same college campus where I was raised, but about a year ago they moved into a different house, away from the fields. I went back to Virginia to help prepare for the move, and the morning before they left our house for good, I stood out at the lip of the field and looked toward the place I knew my climbing tree was hidden. I hadn’t been out there in more than a decade, and in the intervening years they’d stopped mowing the hills regularly. The summer grass was high and thick and swaying in the hot wind, grown nearly up to my eyeline. Really, that whole space was memory in almost every sense now. Most of what I could see was the sky over where I once climbed. Bigger, I thought, from lower down. I could only stand there for a minute. Quickly my knees began to buckle, and I had to stumble back toward the house.

         I’m trying to get better at not stealing places from myself too early, at staying long enough to commit whole swaths of them to real, true memory and to be grateful for them. Underneath my skin, I know my body is remaking itself again in some slower but significant way. This is always happening, quietly. Already, the past is rewiring itself. My memory of who I am pauses at another threshold. I can’t keep her, but I hope she stays familiar to me. I would like to stay on nodding terms with who and where I’ve been. I would like to remember this, please: standing almost straight up at the mirror, aching just a little, my own hands working sure and steady in my hair.

      

   


   
      
         

            IN SMOKE AND EXHAUSTION

         

         In Bologna, seemingly everyone smokes. The old man with one bad hand drinking a giant piña colada asks the waitress to light his cigarette, and when she bends to spark her lighter near the tip, the whole thing disappears behind the flame, and for a second I can only see the fire and her fingers, then the small world of his mouth. I watch a teenage girl outside the same café spinning a cigarette, which she looks way too young to have purchased, while she sips a Coke. A boy across the table laughs at something she’s just said. That night, a woman smokes alone between bites of lasagna. She looks at her phone, talks with the waiter, pulls a blazer over her shoulders as the night gets cooler. She lights more cigarettes through red wine, then coffee, then the walk off to wherever it is she’s going. She isn’t beautiful, but she has elegant hands. Fingernails like pale and perfect boats.

         Everywhere, the tarry smell reminds me of a headache. The bar down the block from the apartment where I’m staying is called Coffee and Cigarettes, rare English lit up in a neon sign. There’s a whole wall of foil packs behind the counter: black, and red, and blues like bodies of water with different depths. I have no appetite at all, and every time I pass the door I almost buy a pack, the impulse to whittle myself away to nothing an old cliché, one I thought I’d lost the reflex for. Instead, I drink four espressos in an hour and get empty-stomach-tipsy on one strong cocktail—but not more than one, because I am afraid of getting lost or falling down. The flimsy, combined buzz is almost enough that I feel briefly bodiless as long as I don’t try to get up from the table. I try not to get up from the table for as long as I can.

         I’m here a year. And by here maybe I mean this city, but probably I just mean not America, mean on the road. I’m on a fellowship that pays me for being gone. One American poet a year is funded just to spend that time abroad, to write back from a foreign place. The list of previous winners is a list of heroes. The time is a gift. Right now, I am spending it getting shallowly drunk at a wrought iron table and wondering whether the disappearance of my hunger is due more to fear, or physical pain, fatigue, or anger at my broken and breakable body, and if an absence can be equal parts that many things.

         A few weeks in, I’m discovering that being abroad in a wheelchair engenders an intense kind of myopia that feels both necessary and dangerous: this sense that I have to pay so much attention to my own body, to the ground right in front of me, to the impending set of stairs, that I never really see anything at all except the shattered blue beer bottle I almost run over, the stray cobblestone I spot just before it pitches me out of the wheelchair and into the busy street, the sign for an elevator that leads nowhere except back to where I began. I pass again and again by an extraordinary view of a peach-colored church deepening in sunset while looking for a ramp into Bologna’s public library. Circle it five or six times before I even notice. I have to force myself to keep a list of things I see beyond my body: a huge chocolate lab passed out on the laundromat floor; graffiti outside my apartment door that reads eat the rich; all the smoking citizens, their mouths and hands. Otherwise I will have thought only about my own hands, darkening with grime from the city street, and about tracking the pulse of pain in my lower back for a whole afternoon, a day, a week. I worry that, because my body goes with me everywhere, it won’t matter how far I travel, that I’ll still just be telling its same small story over and over again. That this is all wasted on me.

         One evening, I call my parents and, discussing my plans for the year, my mother asks if my ambition to learn Italian is lessening. I laugh a little meanly, because the notion that I might speak any language at all beyond the language of my body feels suddenly absurd. And then, because she means the question so tenderly and with such worry, I bite the laughter back, just say, We’ll see.

         I was here two days before I got a flat wheelchair tire, leaving me stranded, frightened, and immobilized. And—in my better moments since then—I’ve been looking for places where silence means peace and not loneliness, because I’ve spent enough time traveling alone to know that contemplative spaces can help combat fear and isolation. I discover a botanical garden a block from my apartment: canopies of trees, bright green and alive. But the paths through the whole thing are poured white gravel, pristine and impassible in the chair. I pause at the gate a little while, turn back to my apartment, go home and pull my body into bed.

         I think that maybe I should go to Mass: the ritual the same in every language, a chance to practice gratitude and intentional stillness rather than paralysis. So, one Saturday, I go to explore churches, figuring I’ll devote a whole day of preparation to my body’s limits before Sunday’s service. I stop at two, but they have big, gorgeous stone stairs outside every door that I can find, and the whole enterprise sours. All I want is to be able to come in and be swallowed by the motions of the crowd. Everything around me is beautiful. I can’t make myself keep looking. Instead, I look again at my own body: All of this is wasted on you.

         Across the ocean, my closest friend, Susannah, texts, Please be gentle with yourself. And, because I love her, I promise her I am. And I am trying to be. But I hate it. I feel utterly untender with myself. There are so many places that I want to be, but I can’t take my body anywhere. But I must take my body everywhere.

         Feeling guilty and exhausted, I keep rereading Rebecca Mead’s essay “A New Citizen Decides to Leave the Tumult of Trump’s America” in the New Yorker. She writes about choosing to move with her family back to England, where she was born, in the aftermath of the 2016 election. About deciding that they had to go, and about knowing she’ll come back to America one day, knowing that she can.

         I can’t stop thinking about how she discusses the privilege of that choice, what it means to be able to migrate, to move about freely. Our government is increasingly xenophobic and isolationist. At the United States’ southern border, hundreds of children are separated from their parents. Families torn apart often just because they dared to ask for the privilege of motion, dared to ask to come in where they might be safe, where they might find opportunity.

         It’s a loaded and remarkable moment to have been granted, by virtue of my citizenship, my education, and my art, the freedom and resources to go practically anywhere, just to see it, just to expand my own experience of the world. A remarkable time to have been told: Go to every great monument. Every far-flung city. Go to holy sites and hidden villages. Go someplace where you don’t know the language to ask any of your questions. Learn it. Go live a life somewhere entirely unfamiliar. In my usual life, I’m a teacher as well as a writer, and I always tell my students that one of the most powerful and important things they can do is to be invested in the complexity and value of an existence that looks nothing like their own, of places utterly unlike their homes. This fellowship makes that my only job for an entire year, and I keep stalling out at thresholds: aching, impeded, and lonely, reduced to studying the cuts on my own legs.

         A little while ago, I published an essay which included a description of the difficulty of attending cocktail parties if you can’t really stand. In the online comments section, one reader posted a response, the gist of which was, Why the hell would you ever go to a party if you know it’s just going to hurt and you can’t really do it? At the time, I laughed. But now I keep thinking about it.

         Why the hell would you ever go someplace you know that you can’t really be?

         All of this is wasted on you.

         I write this essay today largely because I am too sore and tired to muster up the energy or the courage to leave the apartment. I worry that, at a moment when the freedom of motion across borders is in short supply, when global consciousness feels increasingly urgent, when so many artists are fighting for opportunities to keep themselves afloat, it is unforgivably selfish to have taken this opportunity away from someone who could make more expansive use of it; whose body wouldn’t at every moment resist the remarkable permission for motion they’d been given; who could tell you, after weeks in this old and stunning city, about more than the hands of the people who smoke here: how they are beautiful, and moving, and then gone.

         I chose this city to begin in partly because it’s the one where men began to map the human body, the one where surgery was born. But all that I can catalog now are the ways it couldn’t fix me. And now we’ve reached the limits of the present tense, because I cannot even tell you yet when I’ll be hungry next, and the whole future is conditional, I hope there’s something in these pages worth preserving. I hope I’ll get more capable as things grow more familiar. I hope I’ll manage not to waste this gift. I hope tomorrow I will make it up and out.
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