
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Particles of Joy 
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Prologue – The Scatter

Joy was my mom.

Some people are easy to hold in your mind, steady, predictable, always showing the same face no matter which way you see them. They are like a coin, two sides you can trust to stay in place, never surprising you when the light hits from a new angle.

Joy was never like that. She was made of shifting pieces.

One moment, she could see sunlight through a window, warm, golden, the kind that makes dust dance in the air and settles softly on your skin. In those moments, there was laughter over breakfast, humming to herself as she stirred a pot, her energy filling the room with a strange, delicate hope.

The next moment, a storm would break through. Not a gentle drizzle, but a sudden squall, crashing words, slammed doors, a silence so sharp it could split you in two. And then I’d be left wondering what had happened to the warmth, how quickly it had slipped through my fingers.

Her love was real. It was fierce, consuming, the kind that wrapped around me like armor. But so was her rage. 

Her care could lift me, make me feel like the most important person in the world. Yet her words could slice just as quickly, leaving wounds that smarted long after the room went quiet again.

Bipolar disorder didn’t just live in her mind. It spilled into every room, seeped into every holiday, rode with us in the car on the way to school. It gave her a thousand versions of herself, and I never knew which one would come home at night. Some versions laughed until they cried, baking cookies at midnight because she felt like it. Others slammed doors so hard the house shook, breaking the air with shouting until silence felt safer than speaking.

All of them were Joy.

I grew up inside that scatter, those tiny spinning fragments of her. Some glittered so brightly they still catch my breath when I remember them. Others were sharp enough to draw blood, fragments I still carry lodged deep inside me. Living with her was like walking across a floor strewn with both broken glass and polished jewels, never certain on which my next step would land.

But I learned to navigate it. My childhood became an exercise in reading the weather—her voice, her eyes, the angle of her shoulders. I learned when to stay small, when to disappear, when to lean in close and catch the warmth before it vanished. It was a kind of survival, but also a strange kind of intimacy. I knew her shifts better than anyone else.

This book isn’t the whole of her. It couldn’t be.

It’s the particles.

Moments that don’t line up in a neat row but float in the air like dust caught in sunlight—suspended, shifting, impossible to hold all at once. These are the pieces I carry: the ones that cut, the ones that glowed, and the ones I still don’t know how to name.

They are what remains when I close my eyes and think of her. They are the scatter that made up my childhood, my becoming, and in many ways, my understanding of love itself.
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Chapter 1: The Birth Particle
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Joy liked to tell the story of my birth as if it were a legend. It was the early sixties; she was in her late 20s.

I didn’t just arrive in the world; I arrived wearing a sign. She said I was born with a thin, milky covering over my face, a cowl. Doctors called it rare; Joy called it destiny. “It means you were touched,” she’d say. “Marked. Special. Protected.” She leaned into the mystery of it, letting that veil transform a simple hospital delivery into an omen. “That’s why I named you Matthew,” she would remind me repeatedly. “Gift of God.”

My middle name, though, came from something less mystical—the lawyer who stood beside her during the paternity case against my father. Even in my name, there was tension: divine gift and legal battle, tenderness and fight bound together in three syllables.

She was twenty-eight when I came into the world, already carrying a storm inside her that no one had fully named yet. But in her version of the story, that day shimmered with sunlight. She said it as though the whole world had been aligned for us, the way the morning broke clear, the way her strength held, the way I didn’t cry when I came out but simply looked around, wide-eyed. “You just stared at me,” she’d say with a smile. “Like you already knew me.”

I’ve heard the story so many times I can see it without having been there. The sterile white walls of the hospital room, the buzzing fluorescent lights overhead, the sharp antiseptic smell that stings the back of your throat. My Uncle Bob and Aunt Mary standing nearby. Bob was steady, dependable and quiet in a way that made me feel safe even in later years. Mary with her warmth, her steadiness, a kind of mothering Joy sometimes couldn’t reach.
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