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DEDICATION












For Jared,

Your strength, love, and unwavering belief in me gave this story its spine. You are my shelter in every storm, my steady ground, and the heart behind every word.




In memory of K.C., Hex and Penny

Fierce, loyal, and wild-hearted—thank you for the miles we shared, the lessons you taught me, and the kind of love that never truly leaves. This story runs with your spirit.











  
  
THE CLOSET 






Closets hide more than clothes.

We pack them with shoes and secrets, memories folded behind winter coats.

I’ve reached the age where it’s time to clean mine out.

This is my memoir.









  
  
GRANNY’S CLOSET




It’s funny, when I think of closets I don’t think of my own. I have this vivid memory of my granny’s. She was a fascinating woman. I always thought she was from Texas, but I found out when I was older that she was actually from Maine. 

She had a soft gentle voice with a perfect Texas accent. A sweet little old southern belle. She was short and always looked like a granny. I never saw her when she was young, obviously I wasn’t even a concept yet, so I only knew her with her graying hair and pale dry wrinkled skin. I was too young to really think about the idea that she, too, was once young like I was. Oh, the naivety of a child. 

My parents both worked so they would drop my sister and I off at Granny and Grampa’s house for the day so they could watch us and spend some time with us. I loved being there. My grandpa was once in the military and they had been stationed in Japan when my mom was a child. They had this amazing collection of Asian artifacts throughout their house. I used to pick them up and stare at them trying to place myself in a foreign country I had never been.  They kept a vast collection of photo albums and I would spend hours and hours looking through the photos. Porcelain figurines, books, dolls and artwork were in every room, but I had a few favorites.   My granny’s closet. She had some of the most beautiful dresses, shoes and jewelry. I was too little to wear the clothing and shoes, but I would put them on anyways. My granny had a large collection of costume jewelry and my favorite go-to earrings were these Japanese water buckets.  They were screw on, heavy and barely stayed on my tiny little ear lobes, but I loved them. I would get all dressed up and pretend I was back in the 1950’s.  

I think about this now as an adult writing this and all I can think of is how my granny must have felt seeing a younger version of her in those clothes she used to wear.  I must have taken her back to a time in her life. The memories of her younger self and all of the stories that flow up with it.  To me I saw dresses and shoes but to her she saw her husband, my grandpa, and all of the times she wore that dress. Where did the dress come from? Maybe he bought it for her, maybe she was shopping with her kids or a friend or neighbor. I wish I would have had more profound insights like this when I was young so I would have had the thought to ask her to share more of her stories.  

When I was done playing dress-up we would carefully hang all of the clothes back on the hangers and put them back in the closet. We would put the shoes back in their original shoe boxes and place them under the bed. I would take off all of the jewelry and put them back into the top drawer of her vanity. My play time was over, and I would venture outside to collect pecans or push my sister around in the little red wagon we loved to play with. My granny would make her way back to the kitchen to make us cookies and, if we were lucky, her spaghetti and meatballs.   

Her closet was filled with memories. The stories were hers.

Now they live in me, sewn into my bones like the lining in an old coat.

It’s time to open my own closet.

It’s time to remember. And to tell.











  
  
THE EARLIER YEARS




It's so short in comparison to the life you will be entering once you reach the age and maturity of officially declaring yourself an adult. For some that age comes earlier than others. 

My childhood wasn’t anything special or unique, to me. It was, however, different in comparison to others. I was raised by two loving parents and had one sister. We grew up in a small Texas town on small rural road with other kids our age. We always had things going on as a family. My dad was really into water skiing, so we usually found ourselves out on the lake on the weekends. Friday nights my mom and dad would cook BBQ and us kids would be outside playing. Saturday mornings my dad would be in the driveway washing down the boat playing classic rock on the radio. I have vivid memories of me roller skating around in the driveway, pretending to be an Olympic skater, and my dad would shout “Hey Addy, who’s this playing on the radio?” I would yell “Stevie Ray Vaughn!” or whomever it was at the given time. It was a fun trivia game that sort of shaped my adult life and always made my dad proud when I guessed right. My mom would be in the kitchen packing the coolers of drinks, snacks and lunch for us to take out on the boat. Still to this very day I can’t get enough of cold left-over chicken drumsticks wrapped in tin foil. It was my favorite! 

We went to a small local school, rode the school bus, had sleepovers with our childhood friends, built forts out in the woods or in the garage. It was “all American.” I loved our ranch style house. It was safe and cozy with the exception of a few random scorpions that would find their way into our house. My parents were always busy working, raising my sister and I, doing home projects and yard work. My dad traveled for work quite a bit when I was younger, but we always stayed close. I would describe myself now as an adult more of a daddy’s girl. I was a self-proclaimed tomboy and always wanted to do stuff with my dad. I helped him with construction projects and would follow him around trying to absorb his knowledge and experience in everything. I even looked like him with my tall slender features and awkward long legs and feet. Everyone that saw us together as a family would always point out how much I looked like my dad and that made me proud.  

One year my dad went away to Europe for work and was gone for several months. He called us and said he would be away even longer but that his company was offering to bring all of us as a family overseas. So, we packed up our house and belongings and trekked to Europe. What was supposed to be a short visit turned into a much longer visit and my sister and I were now enrolled in an international school in Holland. I was quite young then and my memories have since faded quite a bit, but I have many fond memories of the trips around Holland, Germany and Austria. We bought a lot of unique gifts in Black Forrest of Western Germany so my memories of those are the most vivid. It always helps to actually have an artifact from your trip to help your brain recall the sights, sounds, and smells.  

Our stay there went well beyond the school year when my dad was ready to relocate us as a family back to the Unites States. This time we would be heading to New York state, not Texas. 

The transition as a child was a little more complicated as we were getting older. When we moved to Europe we were “different” to many of our school mates for being American. Even more so since we were Texans too. There weren’t many of our schoolmates that had been around a lot of Americans never mind two bright blonde-haired girls with deep brown eyes and a southern accent. Now we found ourselves in another area of the world, despite being in our home country, but to our classmates we were the girls who came from Europe, a place many of them had never travelled. I think it was about this time in my youth that I started to feel a little different. 

When we arrived in New York, we were older. The moves had started to wear on us. I knew each friendship had an expiration date, so I stopped trying so hard. I missed the BBQs, the driveway dance parties, the lake days. In New York, there was no ski boat, no big house projects. We were renters now. I was bored.

That’s when I found the woods.

Our backyard bordered a dense forest, and in the middle of it was a swamp — wet year-round and deep in places that could swallow you whole. Most kids would have avoided it. But not me. That swamp became my world.

It was dark and dangerous and probably not a place my parents would have approved of. But they didn’t go back there. So I did.

It was where I learned silence. Stillness. The patience to watch frogs and birds and bugs and wait for them to notice me back. In the winter, when the swamp froze over, I skated across the surface and pretended I was queen of a frozen kingdom. In the summer, I tiptoed across patches of high ground, creating whole stories in my head about survival and science and wild things unseen.

I didn’t realize it then, but I was training.

Eventually, we moved again — back to Texas, same house, same street, same neighborhood. But everything had changed. We were teenagers now. The accents we once had were softened by time abroad. Now, we were the girls from “away”.

We tried to fit in. Again.

But my center of gravity had shifted. I wasn’t the same kid who left. My roots were no longer shallow, and I couldn’t unlearn what the swamp had taught me.

Then came Maine.

The move was hard — they all were — but Maine offered something the others hadn’t: wilderness. Real, raw wilderness. The Great Northern Woods. The deep woods of Moosehead Lake. The vast ocean. The mountains. It was here that my dad began taking me hunting. It was just the two of us. No boats, no driveways — just trails, maps, and the language of the land.

He taught me to read a compass and a topo map. We’d rise in the pitch-black hours before dawn, drive deep into the woods, and he’d drop me off at a predetermined point. Alone. With nothing but a bolt-action Ruger 6mm, a map, two compasses, a small knife, and a pocket full of candy.

Looking back, it sounds wild. Reckless, even. But that’s how I learned the woods. Learned to move without being heard. To breathe with the wind. To trust the trees.

That was the beginning of me. Not the child, not the daughter. But the one I would become when the world fell apart.

I didn’t know it yet — but I had already started becoming her. 













  
  
ADULTHOOD 




Adulthood didn’t come with a ceremony. It came with a license, a tank of gas, and the open road. In Maine, that was enough. 

I was driving, working, skipping from job to job, apartment to apartment. My lifestyle made my parents dizzy. I knew nothing about saving money or slowing down. I learned most of my lessons the hard way.

There were people to see, places to go, and no one could tell me otherwise. I left behind the woods, the rifle, and the books. All the pieces of me that felt rooted got tossed in the backseat. I became a victim of the twenty-first-century mantra: live free or die.

I fell in and out of love like it was nothing. But what does a twenty-something really know about love, anyway?

My mom used to warn me: Slow down. Learn yourself. Be alone for a while. But I hadn’t yet reached the point in my life where I understood that Mom is always right. That chapter would come later.

When I think back on those relationships now, I used to feel resentful — like I was handing over my life every time I let someone in. Like I was driving my own car, then suddenly taking my hands off the wheel and asking someone else where to go.

But the truth is, I never lost my direction. I gave it away.

It wasn’t until I grew up — really grew up — that I could admit: I wasn’t a passenger. I was just driving blind.

Each broken relationship left a scar. But those scars became a map. Not the kind with street names, but the kind that teaches you where not to go. Where the danger is. What to avoid. Who not to follow.

And those lessons? I’ll carry them like armor when the world ends.








  
  
K.C.




Adulthood wasn’t all failed relationships and impulsive choices. I made great friendships and collected thousands of memories — some sharp, some blurry, all meaningful. But the most profound relationship of my early adult life wasn’t with a person. 

It was with a dog.

His name was Kalvin Chloe.

K.C., for short.

He was a spunky little devil with more needs than a newborn — but he was mine. My baby. My responsibility. My first real anchor.

I was barely 21, living in Maine with my boyfriend at the time, Chris, when I adopted K.C. He was a 9-month-old standard wirehaired dachshund from a family in Connecticut who needed to rehome him. I can’t recall the exact place we met or the faces of the people handing him over. I only remember him — that moment when I first laid eyes on him. Maybe it’s how a mother feels seeing her child for the first time. Something inside me just… clicked.

The drive home was long. He didn’t know who I was or where we were going. He sat stiffly in the passenger seat, wide-eyed and trembling. So I sang Patsy Cline songs to calm him down. He stared at me like I was completely out of my mind.

I was.

Crazy in love with him.

It didn’t matter what kind of storm raged in my head or heart — as long as I had K.C., I had a direction. He gave me purpose. He grounded me. He filled the empty side of the bed. He kept me soft when the world tried to harden me.

For fourteen years, K.C. was my shadow — through moves, heartbreaks, job changes, late-night breakdowns, and quiet, early morning walks. When I lost people, he stayed. When I lost myself, he found me.

I didn’t understand it then — not fully — but loving K.C. was the beginning of something greater. Something primal. Something spiritual.

He showed me that dogs aren’t just pets. They’re companions. Mirrors. Guides.

When the world finally falls apart, I won’t remember all the boys I chased or the mistakes I made trying to grow up. I’ll remember the weight of his head on my chest. The warmth at my feet. The way he listened without needing to understand.

K.C. didn’t just teach me how to love.

He taught me how to lead a pack.

We had a language of our own. No commands. Just glances, body shifts, instincts. I used to drag him along to house parties and backyard barbecues, not because he wanted to go — I knew he didn’t — but because I didn’t want to leave him alone. He’d endure the loud music and drunk strangers just to stay close to me. I took that for granted, more than once.

There were selfish years. I was a terrible companion at times. Too caught up in my chaos to notice what he needed.

But as I began to grow — emotionally, spiritually — I saw it more clearly. I started to resent how I’d treated him. I made a quiet vow to do better. From then on, he became my focus. My compass. My reason to get it together.

I learned to keep my apartment clean, stock good food — for both of us — and get us outside every day, no matter the weather.

K.C. taught me the most valuable lesson of all: empathy. The kind that starts in the heart and slowly reshapes your whole life.

Once I opened myself to that, the rest began to fall into place. I started feeling healthy again. Calmer. Stronger. Like I was becoming someone I could finally recognize — someone he already believed I was.

And through it all, there he was. Trotting beside me, as if to say, I knew you’d catch up.

K.C. passed before we ever truly got to begin building the farm. I had always promised him that one day, he’d run free on his very own land—a place where he could rest his bones in the sun and sleep soundly in the safety of home. We buried him on the west side of the farmhouse, just beyond the fenceline where the wind moves gently through the grass. I planted a cherry tree there in his honor. Every year since, that tree has bloomed with the largest, sweetest cherries I’ve ever tasted. It’s as if he kept his promise after all—offering back a piece of himself, year after year, in fruit and memory.

Even now, years after he’s gone, I carry K.C. with me.

I see him in every dog I meet — not just in their faces, but in the quiet ways they speak without words. I’ve become fluent in a language I didn’t even know I was learning back then. A tilt of the head. The flick of an ear. The twitch of a tail. I understand it now. Because he taught me how to listen.

When I’m around dogs — especially the ones others call “difficult” — I meet them with patience. With curiosity. With softness. I don’t try to dominate. I don’t command. I connect. I observe. I wait for trust instead of demanding it. And they give it — every time. Not because I’m a trainer or some dog-whisperer. But because I carry the memory of a little wirehaired dachshund who followed me into every storm I walked into.

He taught me that leading a pack doesn’t mean being the loudest or the strongest. It means being steady. It means showing up — consistently, lovingly — even when you’re tired, even when you’re hurting. Especially then.

K.C. made me a protector, not just of animals but of the people I let into my life. He showed me how to be accountable to something outside of myself. That’s not a skill. That’s a transformation.

Now, when I walk through the woods with my dogs — big, capable, intuitive creatures — I feel his legacy in the way they flank me, instinctively forming a perimeter. In the way they circle back to check on me. In the way they know, before I speak, what I need.

They are his spiritual descendants.

I am their pack leader.

Because he taught me how.

And sometimes — in the quiet moments — I still feel him. Not just as a memory, but as a presence. A flicker of movement in the corner of my eye. A warmth behind my knee as I sit on the porch. A nudge from the other side of whatever veil separates this world from the next.

I used to think I saved him when I adopted him.

But the truth is, he saved me.

And now, through every dog that finds its way to me,

he’s still doing it.


For K.C.

The one who first made me feel seen.

Who stayed, no matter how messy things got.

Who asked for so little and gave me everything.


You didn’t just walk beside me — you led me home.

And I carry you with me, always.














  
  
JOHN




Just like K.C. had come into my life at the exact moment I needed grounding, Oak appeared at a time when I needed motion — energy — something to propel me forward. 

I had managed to bypass all the “everything happens for a reason” cliché moments in my early twenties and hit fast-forward on five wild, formative years. By twenty-six, I was finally standing on my own. No longer clinging to relationships for identity or survival. Just clinging to a paycheck, a homemade meal, and a shred of peace.

I was recovering from another heartbreak — the kind that doesn’t leave a crater, just a long sigh and the quiet realization that I had been wasting time again. So I decided to follow the advice my mom had always given me: “Find yourself first, then everything else will make sense.”

I moved into a tiny apartment in Southern Maine. I didn’t know a soul. That was the whole point. I wanted a clean slate. No drama. No noise. Just me. I decorated simply. I cooked for myself. I got into routines. The silence, for once, didn’t feel lonely — it felt sacred.

Then came Oak.

She was a shepherd mix, all long legs and raw intensity, and she came barreling into my life just after the Fourth of July. K.C., now older and wiser, gave me a look that said, Really? Another one? But he tolerated her, just like he tolerated my past — with grace and only mild irritation.

Oak was wild. She chewed furniture, shredded blankets, barked at her own reflection. But she kept me moving. I didn’t have time to dwell on sadness or dwell in it. I was walking miles every day. I was throwing tennis balls and cleaning up messes and laughing again.

I started to feel… content. For the first time in years.

The birds outside my window became my alarm clock. I started driving into the woods again. I didn’t need anyone. I was alone, but I wasn’t lonely. I had my dogs. I had myself. And it felt solid. It felt earned.

That was when I met John.

He lived just down the street, and I don’t think I would have ever noticed him if he hadn’t been so determined to meet me. He was around my height, with long, wavy red hair that stood out in a world where every guy seemed to be chasing a fade or a buzzcut. Maybe he was too cheap or too lazy to cut it. Or maybe he just didn’t care about fitting in. Either way, I noticed.

He had this energy about him — the kind that makes you pay attention even when you’re trying very hard not to.

I was still deep in my “this is for me” phase. I didn’t want distractions. I wasn’t looking for love. But John was persistent.

One summer evening, I was getting ready to leave my apartment to head to my girlfriend’s place for dinner and drinks when he appeared, uninvited but smiling.


      ***“Hey Addy! What’s up?” he asked, sliding between me and the front door like he had every right to be there.

I looked him dead in the eye — those clear, confident green eyes — and said, “I’m just on my way out to visit a friend. You know, the kind of stuff adults do. Why? What’s it to you?”

The words came out sharper than I intended. I wished I could pull them back. Truth was, I liked the attention. I just didn’t know how to handle it yet.

John looked momentarily stunned, then puffed up like a kid trying to prove something. “You know, I am 27 years old too!”

He wasn’t.

I was 27. He was barely 20. But I appreciated the effort. I laughed, gave him a teasing smirk, and told him to have a good night. Then I got in my car and drove off.


      ***
Days turned to weeks. Weeks to months. And John kept showing up. Our paths crossed far too often to be coincidence. We’d hang out in casual groups, pretending there was nothing going on between us. But the tension was there — electric and obvious.

I kept telling myself it wouldn’t work. That the age gap would make us weird, unbalanced, unserious. He was still learning who he was. I was just figuring out who I wanted to be. But there was something magnetic between us. Something easy. Something real.

He bragged to his friends about dating an older woman. I rolled my eyes, but secretly enjoyed the flattery. We flirted without calling it flirting. We grew intimate without calling it love.
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